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    Chapter 1: Office Life


“Team Leader, I’ve completed the payroll details for the risk management team for this month.” 

“You need to check that again. Two people died yesterday due to a containment breach. I’ll give you the details of the deceased, so verify and change their payroll to condolence payments and compensation for their families.” 

“If there are no families again, should we just end it with a donation?”

“Yes, no other procedures are needed.” 

“Got it.”

With a sigh, I sit down and start re-organizing the table. 

There was a saying that once circulated the world. 

‘What if the world we live in is actually filled with monsters and superpowers, and there’s a group of people secretly managing them without us knowing? What if they hide the existence of these monsters and would go to any lengths, even committing atrocities and sacrificing people, to do so?’ 

To cut to the chase, that is actually true. 

“Team Leader, what happened this time?” 

“I heard they entered the room where you die if you can’t solve a riddle. They both entered by mistake.” 

“Oh, they didn’t manage the room properly? But why did they end up killing each other?” 

“They weren’t on good terms.” 

“Wow.” 

“You wouldn’t kill me if we both ended up in that room, right?” 

“That’s something the room would know better than I do, right?” 

“Look at you not denying it.”

In a small office, the team leader and I continue our work, joking around.

Outside, it has long been dark, and the clock shows 11 PM. 

It’s undoubtedly late-night work, but we mechanically keep drafting the payroll list. 

Yes, the so-called monster management Bureau exists, and I work for it.

However, my job isn’t to save people or manage containment entities. 

No matter if someone dies tomorrow, this place is still an organization with people working in it. 

They get assigned tasks, work, and receive pay for it. 

I am a payroll manager in the HR department of the Monster management Bureau.

Compared to those who lose limbs or die in the field, this is quite a fortunate job, even with the occasional overtime. 

Looking up from my work to glance at the team leader, a translucent window appears above his head. 

[Name: Heo Chan] 

[Age: 49] 

[Characteristic: Complacency] 

[Ability: Crisis Detection] 

[Background: As the head of a family, he works overtime today to provide for his family’s meals.] 

“What’s up? Did you make a mistake?” 

“No, nothing.”

A middle-aged man with plenty of hair looks at me with a puzzled expression. 

I shake my head, indicating it’s nothing, and turn to look at a small mirror on my desk. 

[Name: Kim Jaeheon] 

[Age: 27] 

[Characteristic: -] 

[Ability: Insight] 

[Background: He sees the world differently from others.]

Right after taking the college entrance exam, I started seeing these things.

If I had been a little younger, I might have boasted about these abilities to others. 

Fortunately, I was mature enough not to. 

Instead, I quietly tested and investigated my ability alone, wondering if there might be more to it. 

In conclusion, nothing changed. 

I could only see people’s characteristics, abilities, and a glimpse of their background, nothing more. 

I couldn’t alter someone’s abilities or invest in them. 

It was just a slight advantage in perception, that’s all. 

So, it wasn’t particularly useful in my life. 

Well, it did help in some ways. 

For example, in the military, I could figure out what kind of person a superior was and have an easier service, or align my study methods to a professor’s tendencies to score well in exams with less effort. 

But compared to typical superpowers, it was insignificant. 

So, I intended to live quietly, using this ability for a slightly easier life. 

I planned to graduate from college, finish my military service, and prepare for employment. 

But then, some people found me. 

They appeared from somewhere, took me, locked me in a room, interrogated me about my ability, and then suddenly offered me a job.

They identified themselves as the monster management Bureau.

“How about working in the HR department?” 

“All of a sudden? I’m so taken aback…” 

“The salary is as follows.” 

“Come to think of it, it doesn’t seem too bad.” 

The amount was too large to refuse. 

After all, I didn’t think I could get into a big company, so wasn’t this an opportunity given to me by the heavens? 

Moreover, being in HR meant I wouldn’t be doing anything dangerous, and when I thought about it, this job really wasn’t bad at all. 

“Team leader, I’ve finished everything.” 

“You’ve confirmed everyone, including the deceased? Alright, you can go home first. I’ll stay a bit longer to finish up some paperwork.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

The moment I say. 

“Oh, how can I do that? I’ll stay too.” 

It means I’ll be drinking soju and eating sundae soup with the team leader until dawn and then heading home. 

Added bonus: hearing about the struggles of being the head of a family and getting life advice from a senior. 

I quickly nodded and got up, packing my laptop and slinging my bag over my shoulder. 

“I’ll head out first.” 

“Oh, alright. Go ahead.” 

I bowed and stepped out the door, but the team leader called me again.

“You’ve got the manual, right? You can’t leave without it.” 

“Do you take me for a fool, team leader?” 

There’s no employee ID here. 


They only give you a small notebook titled [Office Worker Manual]. 

I don’t know what kind of crazy thing they did, but this is my ID and employee badge. 

It’s also a magical manual that tells you what to do in an emergency. 

Of course, this manual was never needed. 

After all, what could possibly happen to the HR department? 

The biggest issue I could face would be working overtime due to payroll errors. 

“Anyway, I’ll really head out now.” 

“Alright, go.” 

After saying goodbye and closing the door, I saw the usual office hallway.

But beneath this place, there’s a containment facility for things beyond human comprehension, and sometimes, even for humans who pose a threat to humanity. 

Of course, this didn’t really concern me. 

I was just an HR employee. 

At least, that was the case until now. 

Mechanically, I pressed the elevator button. 

Even if I go home now, I’ll just sleep and wake up to go to work again, so getting home quickly was my top priority. 

With a clunk, the elevator arrived, and the door opened to my floor. 

A man got off. 

Dressed in a typical suit with a tie, he walked past me and got off the elevator. 

Even though it’s the end of the month, seeing someone arriving at this hour must mean it’s shift change time for the security team. 

Thinking trivial thoughts, I passed the man and pressed the button for the first floor, then the close button. 

And as usual, I unconsciously glanced at the man, and a translucent window began to appear above his head. 

[Name: ???] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: Mimicry] 

[Ability: Acting] 

[Background : Wears the skin of a human while they sleep.] 

“…What?” 

I mumbled unknowingly as I pressed the close button, and just as the man started to turn around at my words, the door closed, and the elevator began to descend. 

My heart started pounding like crazy. 

What on earth is happening? 

Why is this happening all of a sudden? 

Could it be that we failed massively in management? 

Is it really okay for me to go home now? 

While trying to sort out my thoughts, the elevator arrived at the first floor.

With a ding, the door opened, and a quiet hallway greeted me. 

I need to go to the security team first. 

With trembling hands, I reached into my inner pocket and took out the office manual. 

Then, as if guiding me to the part I needed, the office manual opened.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[D. Emergency Situations]


	When there is an incident, go to the security team and explain the situation. Here is the location of the security team:



I slowly walk to the location indicated in the manual, step by step. 

Soon, I arrived at a sign that read [Security Team]. 

Opening the door to the security team, a large man stared at me intently.

“What’s the matter?” 

“!?!?” 

Before I could speak, I instinctively glanced above his head. 

[Name: ???] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: imposing] 

[Ability: acting] 

[Background: Wears the skin of a human while they sleep] 

“…It’s nothing.” 

“Yes?” 

The man looked at me suspiciously. 

“Well, I was about to leave early today due to having a close colleague on night duty… but it seems the schedule has changed.” 

“I see.” 

The man stared at me intently. 

“Then… I’ll go.” 

I nodded and quickly left the room. 

My hands were damp with sweat. 

I walked away from the security team as quickly as possible, and started reading the manual again. 

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[D. Emergency Situations]


	When there is an incident, go to the security team and explain the situation. Here is the location of the security team:

	1-1. If you suspect the security team is not the same human, quietly exit without being noticed. 

	1-2. Besides the security team on the 1st floor, there may be other security teams that can help you. Head to the 3rd floor and contact the security team leader. If you determine there is a problem throughout the branch, skip this procedure and proceed to step 1-3.

	1-3. Head to the basement 1st floor. In case of emergency, office workers are also allowed entry. 



“Basement 1st floor, basement 1st floor…” 

I hurried toward the elevator. 

Clank, I heard the door to the security room open. 

My footsteps naturally quickened, and then my eyes turned to the next item.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

1-4. The elevator going to the basement is usually locked. The emergency code for office workers is as follows: [Press 3rd floor ~ 7th floor ~ 2nd floor ~ 9th floor emergency button 2 times] in sequence.

I half ran towards the elevator. 

Soon I arrived at the elevator, pressed the open button, and quickly started pressing the floors. 3rd floor, 7th floor, 2nd floor, 9th floor, and emergency button 2 times. 

Footsteps were getting closer and closer. 

“Door closing. Destination, basement 1st floor.” 

And as the door closed, the elevator began to descend to the basement. 

I unfolded the manual again. 

[Manual for Office Workers]

1-5 Upon arrival at the basement, proceed straight ahead. No matter what you see, keep moving forward. Although you may feel like turning right or left, that’s a mistake. Trust only your instincts. 

“Damn it.” 

Did it have to be this complicated? 

Couldn’t it be as simple as just moving straight ahead?~ 

How much time had passed? 


Definitely much longer than going down to the 1st floor, the elevator door opened. 

And before me lay a clean, complex corridor with no visible doors. I unfolded the manual again. 

[Manual for Office Workers] 

2-1. Proceed forward. No matter what, you must keep going.

Ah, really scary.





 
  
    Chapter 2: Basement and Isolation


There’s a feeling. 

Rather, it’s the anxiety that arises in a place that’s too quiet. 

I felt it too.

“Oh, this is…”

A primal fear. 

It felt like something unseen was pressing down on me. 

If I had to describe it, it felt like a sense of pressure.

“What is this…”

Before I could finish my sentence, an unknown force pushed me, and while I stood there dumbfounded, the elevator doors closed quickly. 

Is this right? 

I opened the manual again.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

2-1. Move forward. No matter what lies ahead, you must move forward.

Is this manual sentient? 

Honestly, if I was just an ordinary office worker, I’d laugh off such nonsense, but unfortunately, I live a life far removed from a typical employee. 

However, these thoughts were brief, and soon I started to walk forward again slowly.

Soon, the scenery in front of me began to twist slightly. 

I was certainly walking straight, but my feet and body involuntarily veered to the right. 

The strangest part was that I perceived myself as walking straight.

It was a bizarre situation, but even as an office worker, I am a human working for the Monster Management Bureau. 

I am somewhat different from others.

I took steps forward with my eyes closed, repeatedly. 

After all, opening my eyes would only make my senses more distorted.

Bang!

“Ouch!”

After walking for who knows how long, my forehead hit something hard. 

I squinted open my eyes to see that the winding path had disappeared, and in front of me was a heavy-looking iron door.

I quickly opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

2-2. 

Only those who have been recognized as members of the Monster Management Bureau through the proper procedures can pass through this door. Those not recognized as members cannot open this door. 

※ Forcing the door open will lead to irreversible consequences.

“Just let me find the person who wrote this damn manual.”

Why did they add this extra information that only makes people anxious instead of just saying only authorized personnel can open it? 

I can’t help but worry.

What if I’m not an officially recognized office worker of the Monster Management Bureau? 

What if office workers, unlike field workers, are treated as disposable and not registered, leading to a fate worse than death?

Should I just wait here until the problem is over? 

After all, no one else would come down here,

-Ding.

And then, from afar, I heard the sound of the elevator arriving, and a sudden sense of foreboding overwhelmed me.

I glanced back, but of course, because I had walked quite a distance, the elevator was not visible. 

But why did the sound feel so loud? 

I felt a wave of anxiety.

“…Ah…”

But I’m an employee with an ID card from the Bureau, so surely, I must be authorized, right?

Of course, I must be.

I closed my eyes tightly and pushed the door, and a bright light shone on me.

“Oh…?”

Am I doomed? 

Am I becoming a test subject for the Bureau’s rumoured Heaven Recreation Experiment?

But those thoughts were brief, and soon what unfolded before my eyes was a typical office, vastly different from the hallway.

“Ugh…”

“Are you okay…? Oh, a person…?”

The only difference was a man covered in blood and a woman with black hair looking at me with a startled expression.

“…!”

Before I could react, the woman with black hair drew a gun from her waist and aimed it at me.

“I’m human! I’m human!”

Of course, as an office worker, I didn’t carry any weapons. 

I quickly raised both hands to show I was harmless.

“Stop, rookie.”

“Chief…!”

“If he could get in here, he’s human. It’s designed that way.”

The man, clutching his side, took a deep breath and continued, and only then did the woman hesitate and lower her gun.

“Um, I’m sorry.”

“No… I didn’t know either.”

It was my first time coming to the underground.

After an awkward introduction, I looked at the man clutching his side.

Blood was seeping out, indicating he had been hit or shot.

As I focused on the man, a translucent window appeared.

[Name: Park Wooju] 

[Age: 37] 

[Characteristics: Quick Reflexes] 

[Ability: Shooting] 

[Background: This man, who lived as the security chief of the Bureau is dying after a fierce battle.]

Dying.

At least, from what I’ve seen in these backgrounds, no one has avoided this fate. 

Based on my repeated observations and experiences, the background seems to reveal both the past and the near future.

For example, the HR manager’s background reads, 


[Living as a family man, he works overtime for another meal for his family.]

The fact that he was working overtime, and the fact that he had a family, all entangled to create this [background].

In reality, I couldn’t predict what the team leader would go through at the hands of those… monsters. 

Whether he would survive, die, or be replaced by them, I didn’t know.

On the other hand, it’s explicitly stated that this man is [dying], so he probably doesn’t have much time left.

“Listen carefully.”

Lost in such thoughts for a moment, I turned my gaze back to the panting man.

“We can’t know how many have survived in our branch. We also can’t know exactly what’s happening.”

He took a deep breath.

“In the worst-case scenario, we have to assume that you and one other person are the only survivors capable of acting within the Monster Management Bureau.”

“Team leader, you shouldn’t…!”

The woman beside him tried to stop him, but he continued speaking without regard.

“In that case, the two of you must proceed with the isolation protocol. If that’s not possible, at the very least, you must convey instructions to off-duty personnel to resolve the situation from outside.”

Isolation protocol.

The only task among field duties that strictly considers years of experience and seniority. 

Despite the high mortality rate, it’s the only team whose standards are never relaxed and which receives the highest salary.

The Isolation Team.

And now, he’s asking me to do the job of the Isolation Team?

“Um… I’m just an HR office worker.”

“…I know.”

He looked me in the eye.

“But if you don’t do it, there’s no one else who can. At least for now.”

“Team leader, if you speak any more…!”

Blood gushed from his mouth, but he continued to stare at me intently.

“Please. I beg you…”

His gaze turned to one wall, and I followed his line of sight.


“Please…”

“…Understood.”

I nodded in response to his words, and soon, his body slumped to the floor.

“Team leader, team leader!”

And then he didn’t open his eyes again.

The woman repeatedly patted his shoulder, but only silence returned.

Indeed, no window appeared above his head anymore.

“…He’s dead.”

When I said that, the woman finally stopped patting his shoulder and stood up.

“…Will you help?”

“With the isolation, you mean?”

Our eyes met.

And then, my gaze was drawn to the semi-transparent window floating next to her.

[Age: 23]

[Name: Yoo Daon]

[Characteristic: Immortality]

[Skill: -]

[Background: Unable to die, she was recognized for her ability and joined the Monster Management Bureau, only to face a major incident on her first day.]

“…Excuse me?”

“Oh, yes.”

I was so stunned that I had spaced out.

Immortal? 

That immortality? 

Doesn’t die?

“I’m Yoo Daon. And you?”

“I’m Kim Jaeheon.”

She looked at me with a dubious expression.

“…For now, we should go.”

But as if nothing had happened, she dusted off her knees and placed her hand on the iron door.

“…Just like that?”

“The team leader entrusted us with the isolation protocol.”

“We can’t just start right away.”

Isolation protocol is not that simple.

It’s about using any means necessary to isolate the threat. 

For that.

“Let’s share the information we have.”

At my words, she hesitated before starting to speak.

“…First, those things…? They disguise themselves as humans. So you can’t tell who is an ally or an enemy, and then they suddenly attack from within.”

She bit her lip hard.

“The problem is… we have no way to identify them. That’s why so many have died. The team leader and I barely managed to escape.”

“I see.”

Wearing human skin. 

So that’s what it meant.

“Then, if we know who they are, can we solve the problem?”

Contrary to my hope, Yoo Daon shook her head.


“Not exactly, but… it would make handling the situation easier if we knew who the enemy was.”

“Then there’s no need to worry.”

Yoo Daon looked at me with a puzzled expression, but I was confident.

“I have a good eye for people.”

Good enough to distinguish between humans and non-humans.



 
  
    Chapter 3: Basement and Isolation – 2


Clank,

I opened the door and looked around.

“Condition stable. Let’s go.”

Yoo Daon followed behind me with a tense expression.

As I walked, carefully watching our surroundings, I recalled our earlier conversation.

“Just having good eyesight isn’t enough. What if you make a mistake at a critical moment?”

“That’s what my ability is for.”

“…You have a superpower?”

“I don’t know what you’re imagining, but my eyes don’t shoot red lasers to burn our enemies or anything like that.”

She looked disappointed.

“But at the very least, I can definitely tell if someone is human or not. There’s no chance of error.”

“…Hearing you say that makes me trust you.”

She answered with a slightly relieved expression and then hesitated.

“…It’s just…”

“…?”

“I also have … superpower?”

“Yes, I know.”

“…You know? How?”

“I told you, I have good eyesight.”

When I pointed to my eyes playfully, her eyes widened.

“Then… do you also know what it… is?”

A timid voice, and large eyes looking up at me.

Having used this ability and interacted with many people, I had developed a sense for one thing.

She didn’t want her ability to be revealed.

But I understood.

She might have struggled because she was different from others.

Especially if it was a physical issue.

“…No, I don’t know that much.”

I shook my head slightly to indicate a light denial.

“I see.”

Finally, her expression softened a bit.

“I feel kind of sorry… I asked about your eyes but didn’t share mine.”

“It’s fine.”

I do know.

[Characteristic: Immortal]

It must mean she can’t die.

Answering as if it didn’t matter, I pulled out the manual to change the atmosphere.

“Did you receive any information about the entity we need to contain?”

“…No.”

She also took out a manual and started reading.

[Manual for Field Agents]

The title was different, so the content must be different too.

My thoughts wandered for a moment, but I opened my manual again to search for the containment procedures.

Let’s see, containment procedures…

[Manual for Office Workers]

[G Containment Procedures]

1. The isolation procedures are tasks that only trained members of the isolation team can perform. 

1-1. In emergency situations, untrained staff or employees not part of the isolation team may carry out the isolation procedures. 

1-2. If an untrained staff member is assigned to act on behalf of the isolation authority, that person will automatically be granted the isolation team’s pass authority. The acting isolation authority will have the right to decide on the use of secret passages and, if necessary, the extermination of personnel. 

“…Extermination?” 

This is really extreme. 

I continue reading. 

[Manual for Office Workers] 

1-3. If all personnel at the branch are to be dealt with, a mass memory-erasure procedure is mandatory for related individuals according to Article 387 of the organization’s internal regulations, and the entire cost will be borne by the organization. 

※If there is anyone whose memory has not been erased, they are not ordinary humans, so please report them to the organization’s risk management department immediately. 

With a snap, I closed the manual. 

These guys have a knack for putting unsettling content into unnecessary sections. 

“Have you read the procedures?” 

Yoo Daon looked at me. 

Seeing her looking at me with her big eyes blinking, I couldn’t help but take another look at her face. 

Long black hair reaching down to her back, big eyes, and a well-proportioned nose and mouth. 

However, contrary to these features, she wasn’t very tall.

She’s someone anyone would consider pretty. 

Since I usually look at a person’s information before the person themselves, I sometimes end up seeing their appearance later like this. 

“Yes, but since it’s an office worker manual, it only describes post-procedures and emergency responses. How is it written for you, Agent Yoo Daon?” 

“…Just call me Daon. I haven’t reached agent level yet. For me, it describes the plan for annihilating isolated subjects after internal lockdown.” 

“Annihilation?” 

“Yes. It says to shoot them all dead with a gun.” 

If it was that easy, I would’ve joined the isolation team too. 

I would’ve gotten into the isolation team with the commendation leave I received for shooting in the military. 

“…Let’s go for now. We need to follow the internal lockdown procedure first anyway.” 

Yoo Daon nodded at my words. 

The organization exists to isolate abnormal entities and phenomena from the public. 

In such situations, the most important thing is to prevent any entities or information from leaking out. 

“It should be fine for now. For some reason, it seems like they tried to completely take over our branch first…. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have taken so many security team members…” 

Watching Daon’s expression turn somber, I stood up with a grunt. 

“Let’s go for now. It’s still a race against time.” 

“…Okay.” 

Then, back to the door. 


As I was on alert at the door, Daon walked out ahead with determined steps. 

“…I’ll take the lead.” 

“But you don’t know who’s the monster.” 

Huh? 

“I don’t know… but I’m confident I won’t be caught off guard.” 

“How?” 

“That’s…” 

Is she planning to rely on her immortality? 

If she gets possessed, we’ll be facing the worst-case scenario of an undying enemy. 

“…Anyway, I have a plan.” 

Mumbling, she started walking one step ahead of me.

“…Ah.” 

Come to think of it, someone got off the elevator before we entered the room. 

When I informed Daon of this, her round eyes turned sharp, and she quickly drew her gun. 

“…We need to be careful. Do you have any weapons?”

“Of course not.” 

What weapon would an office worker have? 

She nodded and began walking forward with her gun pointed ahead. 

“From now on, we’re heading towards the isolation room. According to the manual, we can carry out the internal isolation procedures there.” 

“Yes, lead the way.” 

My manual didn’t have detailed information on the internal isolation procedures. 

It only mentioned authority-related details. 

We walked slowly down the empty corridor. 

Both of us heightened our senses and looked around.

Soon, footsteps began to approach from the opposite direction. 

Thud, thud. 

Both Daon and I looked ahead with tension, and soon, someone appeared at the end of our vision. 

“Cease fire! It’s an ally!” 

A big man wearing sunglasses appeared, raising his hands above his head. 

His attitude suggested he was completely harmless. 

But there’s an even easier way to identify him. 

I quickly checked above the man’s head. 

[Name:???] 

[Age:???] 

[Characteristic: Mimicry] 

[Ability: Acting] 

[Background: This person is wearing human skin.] 

“Fake.” 

-Bang! 

Before I could finish my words, Da-o drew her gun, aimed at the man, and fired before he could react, the bullet piercing his forehead.

A man, or rather it, falls with a heavy sound. 

Yoo Daon takes a deep breath and finally looks at me with concern.

“…It’s not a person, right?”

“It isn’t.”

“I’ll trust you.”

Yoo Daon slowly approaches it, as if to confirm again. 

I also follow her to inspect it.

“…It looks human, though.”

The man lay there with a hole in the middle of his crown, and blood slowly spread out like a puddle.

“There’s no way to tell, is there?”

I recall the message 

I read.

[Background: He is wearing the skin of a sleeping human.]

Wearing the skin of a human.

Human skin.

“Daon, have you ever worn a full-body suit?”

“Why would I have?”

Yoo Daon looks at me as if I’m crazy.

Usually, that’s true.

A thought flashes through my mind.

This is definitely not my experience.

When you wander the internet, you come across various… experiences, including full-body suits.

Typically, when you put on a full-body suit, there’s a zipper from the head to the back, and a person gets inside by unzipping it. 

That’s the easiest way to put your legs in.

I quickly bring my index finger to the man’s crown.

I feel a rough texture at my fingertips.

Ah, thank you, internet wanderers, for sharing your preferences without reserve.

I swiftly start undressing the man.

“What, what are you doing!?”

Ignoring Yoo Daon’s words, I take off the man’s shirt.

After struggling for a while, I finally expose the man’s broad, bare back.

There, from the crown to the end of the spine, was a straight line, as if someone had sewn it up, with something like stitches running from the crown to the end of the spine.

“Oh my god.”

Yoo Daon covers her mouth.

“So this is how they get in.”

Literally wearing a human skin.

At that moment,

Slash!

Something sharp shoots out from the man’s back, rushing towards my eyes.

“!?!?-“

Is this what they mean by seeing the world in slow motion?

I realized the thing coming towards me was a grotesque set of teeth, but my body didn’t move despite my recognition.

And something pushes my shoulder strongly,

-Crash!

Yoo Daon is dismembered.

It was so fast that I couldn’t see it with my eyes.

With a cracking sound, Yoo Daon’s limbs were scattered, and the smell of blood filled my nose.

Did she save me? 

Why?

Then Yoo Daon collapses. 

No, rather than collapsing, it’s more accurate to say she was torn to pieces.

With blood splattering everywhere, Yoo Daon turned into a corpse right in front of me, having pushed me.

The word “immortal” crossed my mind even in that situation. 

But could anyone risk their life like this for someone they just met?

And I made eye contact with the thing that dismembered her.

A monstrous creature with a human-shaped head covered in teeth.

At that moment, new information popped up before my eyes.

[You have reached a new level.]

[Name: ???]

[Age: ???]

[Characteristic: Mimicry]

[Ability: Acting]

[Background: Having lost its skin, it seeks a new host to survive.]

[Weakness: The moment it comes out of the host, it is extremely aggressive but just as vulnerable.]

“Weakness.”

Feeling around behind me, I touch something cold and blunt with my fingertips.

It was the gun Yoo Daon dropped.

I instinctively grabbed the gun and aimed at the monster.

At that moment, the world turned black and white, and the monster’s movements began to appear in slow motion.

Finally, I could see the monster properly.

It looked human-like, but there was nothing where its eyes and nose should be. 

Its limbs and body were intact, but its arms and claws were abnormally long.

It was like a grotesque depiction of an alien from an old movie.

At that moment, new information appeared in my eyes.

In the black and white world, there was one spot that shone brightly.

Something on the side of the creature was glowing unusually, and naturally, my gun aimed at its side.

-Bang!

“Keek!”

The bullet hit the monster’s side, and it collapsed with a scream.

The monster twitched a few times before lying still.

What was that just now?

I wondered briefly, but then new information appeared in front of me again.

[Name: Kim Jaeheon]

[Age: 27]

[Characteristic: Truth]

[Ability: Insight]


[Background: The time that had stopped for him begins to move.]

[Critical points available: 10]

[…What?]

I’ve lived with these eyes for nearly 10 years,

Finally, my eyes have changed.



 
  
    Chapter 4: A Rookie who never dies


Before examining the fallen monster, I quickly checked on Yoo Daon. 

Needless to say, where her arms should be, where her legs should be, there was nothing. 

She lay there with her eyes closed, as if asleep. 

No one would believe she hadn’t died here. 

At least, not an ordinary person. 

I checked above her head once more.

[Name: Yoo Daon]

[Age: 23]

[Characteristic: Immortality]

[Ability: -]

[Background: Caught up in a strange incident, she cannot find peace easily. Even if all her limbs are torn off.]

[Weakness: If you have to name two superhumans you should never make enemies of, they are the regressor and the immortal.]

And, as expected, there was a new item that I hadn’t seen before. 

But that wasn’t the most important thing right now. 

“Is there anything I can do to help?” 

Muttering to myself, I started looking for ways to help her. 

Should I gather her limbs and try to reattach them? 

But honestly, I really don’t want to do that. 

Just witnessing this scene is already too much for someone like me, who is just a bit special in a clerical job. 

Suddenly, she groaned with her eyes closed, and then Yoo Daon’s scattered… fragments began to gather towards her body. 

I’ve never seen time reverse, but it seemed as if time were reversing around Yoo Daon. 

Her arms and legs reattached to her body, leaving no trace of any wounds. 

However, the blood splattered around her and the shredded remains of her suit hinted at what had happened to her body. 

“Ugh…” 

Not long after her body returned to its original state, Yo Daon groaned and opened her eyes. 

“You’re awake?” 

“Huh?” 

She blinked at me, and I nodded at her. 

“We’re alive?” 

“Indeed. I’m just as surprised.” 

“No, I meant you, not me, Jaeheon.” 

“I meant that too.” 

Yoo Daon looked at me in confusion. 

“Wait, so you handled the monster…?” 

“I took care of it.” 

“How…?” 

“I shot it.” 

“What?” 

Yoo Daon’s eyes widened. 

“It was that fast and strong?” 

“You wouldn’t believe it, but my eyes suddenly got better.” 

How do I explain this? 

Yoo Daon blinked, then hesitated before looking at me again. 

“…Aren’t you surprised?” 

“About what?” 

“That I can’t die.” 

“Oh.” 

I thought for a moment about what to say. 

There was no point in denying it now. 

I shrugged and answered her. 

“I already knew.” 

“What?” 

“That ability I mentioned earlier about my eyes… I’ll explain as we go. We don’t have much time.” 

“…Right.” 

With a groan, Yoo Daon dusted off her knees and stood up. 

Blood droplets fell from her suit pants, but she didn’t mind and brushed off the blood with her hand before pulling a handkerchief from her pocket to wipe the blood from her face.

“However, that’s not the important thing.” 

“Hmm.” 

I cleared my throat and took off my suit jacket, extending it to her. 

“?” 

She blinked at me. 

“Um… your clothes.” 

It’s common knowledge that when a person gets roughed up, their clothes often get roughed up too.

Yoo Daon’s torn and partly missing clothes were vividly exposing her body. 

After she looked down at herself, she blushed and draped my jacket over her shoulders. 

“…Thank you.” 

“It’s nothing.” 

Her skin is so pale. 

And her figure is nice too. 

After thinking such unnecessary thoughts, I took out the office manual from my pocket and started reading it again. 

[Manual for Office Workers]

The location of the isolation control room this time is as follows. 

2-1. The door to the isolation control room may be different from what you imagine, and it may change depending on the situation. However, the location remains unchanged, so finding it by location rather than by door design is the easiest way. 

Following the instructions in the manual, I started heading towards the isolation control room. 

Yoo Daon seemed to have a sore throat, groaning several times and massaging her neck as she followed behind me. 

There was a brief silence. 

Both of us had a lot to say, but it was a silence of not knowing where to start. 

In a short time, we encountered the distorted figure, during which Yoo Daon broke down once, and I pierced the weak point of the grotesque creature with a single bullet, even developing new abilities. 

“…Um.” 


“Yes?” 

“Aren’t you scared?” 

Yoo Daon suddenly made an out-of-place remark. 

What nonsense is this woman suddenly saying? 

When I stared at her, she blushed and quickly looked away. 

“No… well, not like an over conscious thing. Just… I heard many people are scared when they see someone die and come back to life.” 

“Oh.” 

Honestly, it was quite grotesque. 

If you see someone fitting their body like solving a puzzle, wouldn’t everyone think like that? 

But what’s the big deal? 

“Is that so?” 

“Really?” \

“Well, I haven’t been in the job for long, but I work in the administrative office. Of course, I haven’t personally seen strange things, but I’ve heard and experienced some things.” 

There are rooms you can’t leave without doing xx, or monkeys verifying ideologies. 

When you work for a company, you’re sure to hear it all.

“…Do people here often do that?” 

“I don’t know.” 

I didn’t even reveal that I had the ability, and I didn’t seem to know when I was hired by my supervisor. 

“I thought it would be different here. I thought everyone would understand and not treat monsters badly.” 

She moved her feet and slowly spoke. 

“But before I knew that, this happened.” 

“Well, won’t this end?”

Anyways even if she is murdered she will not die, so whether she like it or not she will keep working.

Although the words are throat-choking, I barely manage to swallow them. 

“If the situation is resolved and we return to normal life, it should be okay. I don’t think there’s any reason to worry yet.” 

“…Thank you, employee Jaeheon.” 

She smiled slightly and looked ahead again. 

Of course, it was hard to believe because her laughter faded away with the blood-soaked back of her neck, face, and clothes.

“So, what abilities do you possess, Sir?” 

“Me?” 

Yoo Daon nodded in response to my question. 

Well, I already knew she couldn’t die, so there was no need to mention that explicitly. 

“It’s…” 

I briefly explained my abilities—seeing people’s abilities and distinguishing their characteristics. 

I didn’t talk about the background and weaknesses.

Honestly, I didn’t think anyone would like it if others knew about their backgrounds and weaknesses.

Suddenly encountering someone who says, “I’ve seen your weaknesses with my superpowers!” is quite scary.

Even I find it unsettling to think about. 

After listening to my explanation, Yoo Daon looked at me wide-eyed. 

“Isn’t that really amazing?” 

“Do you know how strange it feels to hear that from someone who can’t die?” 

“Well, it’s not all that great, you see?” 

“That’s my point.”

As we chatted about trivial things while walking, we soon arrived at the place indicated in the manual. 

“Here we are.” 

Where 

“Here?” 

A wooden door placed oddly in the middle of a modern corridor. 

The handle was missing, leaving only a hole. 

Yoo Daon looked at me suspiciously. 

“Honestly, wouldn’t it be more unusual if the door were intact in such an unusual world?” 

In the world where people have one eye, isn’t having two considered abnormal? 

With that, I pushed open the door. 

The door creaked open. 

And behind it. 

“…a computer?” 

There was a very old computer placed there. 

It had a thick monitor like those I used to see when I was young, and the manual I held automatically opened.

[Manual for Office Workers]

This is the central hub of isolation. 

3-1. Isolation proceeds automatically when the computer is turned on. 

3-2. Remember that only authorized personnel are responsible for resolving issues thereafter. 

3-3. 

3-4. Good luck. 

The empty space felt really ominous, but there was nothing I could do about it right now. 

“…I’ll press it.” 

Yoo Daon nodded confidently. 

She slowly reached out and turned on the computer.

Beep! 

With a strange sound, the computer’s power slowly came on. 

And then the world went dark. 

Suddenly, something grabbed my wrist. 

“Ahh!” “It’s me! It’s me!” 

Yudaon desperately asserted herself, gripping my wrist tightly. 

“W-what’s happening?” 

I wanted to know too. 

I looked at the monitor, the only thing shining in the darkness. 

There was only one line of text written there. 

[Under transformation…] 

Clunk! 

The room began to shake wildly. 

My gaze involuntarily turned towards the ceiling as it shook violently. 

And then my eyes began to pick up something. 

[Name: ???] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: ???] 

[Ability: ???] 

[Background: Having guarded this place for a long time, it holds a history you couldn’t possibly imagine.]

[Weakness] 


Something enormous hung from the ceiling, looking down at us. 

A gigantic, formless something. 

“Mr. Jaeheon!” 

“Sir Jaeheon!” 

That’s where my memory ends.



 
  
    Chapter 5: Empty Carts make the most Noise


What is Fear?

When I was young, the unknown was terrifying. 

People often say that fear is what enabled humans to survive. 

Because we fear the unknown, we could take a step away from death.

As I grew older and became more socialized and knowledgeable, I began to forget about fear. 

At least, that was the case for me. 

If I had to choose between watching ten horror movies in a row or losing all the data I had worked on suddenly, I would choose the former without hesitation.

But just now, seeing that made me feel like a child again.

“Wake up!”

A hand shakes my shoulder, and I open my eyes abruptly.

Yoo Daon is looking at me with a worried expression.

“Your face is pale. Are you okay?”

“…Yes, I’m fine.”

Honestly, I’m not fine at all.

I recall the thing that was looking down at me. 

It could never be called human, and it was too disturbing to be called a god.

If that was a god, I could confidently say that all religions so far have been a grand scam.

Ah, just thinking about it again gives me goosebumps all over.

“You suddenly collapsed, so I was worried.”

“…You didn’t see it, right?”

“See what?”

“Never mind, it’s better if you didn’t see it.”

It seems Yoo Daon didn’t see it. 

Thank goodness. 

Seeing something like that is not good for one’s mental health.

“Is the isolation complete?”

“It seems so, for now.”

Yoo Daon takes out her manual.

“From now on, external interference is impossible, but anything can happen internally.”

“Anything?”

“It just says ‘anything’ here.”

Following Yoo Daon’s words, I also took out my manual.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[AA – Post-Isolation]

1.Once isolation is complete, no external interference can occur, and any actions taken within the management department will gain legitimacy and coherence.

2.The most important thing is to stabilize the situation. Employees, please protect the management department with a sense of ownership. 

※ Excessive unethical behaviour may result in the assembly of a disciplinary committee by the upper management’s HR team.

What a joke about having a sense of ownership. 

What era are they living in to say something like this?

Scoffing, I turned to the next page.

4. You may use the entities and items in the isolation room. The location of the isolation room is indicated below. 

※ The management department is not responsible for any outcomes resulting from incorrect usage, including death, disability, soul annihilation, or permanent possession.

The last sentence was basically telling me to go to the isolation room. 

Despite everything, they even kindly provided the location, so they obviously expect me to go there. 

The isolation room, huh. 

I’ve never actually tested if my eyes work on containment objects. 

I don’t recall ever seeing anything other than humans…

My brow furrowed at the blurry memories. 

I don’t think I have. 

Yeah, I haven’t. 

That’s probably why I was in HR.

“Well, I guess I should head to the isolation room then.” 

“That’s probably where the root of this problem lies, don’t you think?” 

“I suppose so. Unless it’s an external intrusion, that would change things.” 

An external attack or an internal issue?

“But considering what you just told us, Mr. Jaeheon, this might be resolved more quickly than we expect.” 

What is this woman talking about now? 

I stared at Yoo Daon, who looked at me with an expectant expression.

“Like earlier, can’t you find the enemy’s weak point with those eyes and just take them all out in one shot?” 

“Ah.”

I recalled the text I had seen earlier. 

[Critical: 10] 

“That… might be difficult.”

“Sorry?” 

It wasn’t just the text. 

I knew instinctively that I couldn’t pull off the same trick I had earlier. 

“I need time.” 

“How much?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

“…I guess there’s no other way.”

Yoo Daon sighed regretfully and adjusted the jacket I had given her. 

“We’ll have to break through physically.” 

“Are you suggesting we fight?” 

“There’s no way to win without fighting.”

Fight that monster with our bodies? 

I had no confidence. 

If I were good at physical combat, I would’ve joined the security team. 

“Should I do it then?”

Yoo Daon spoke confidently. 

The words, “Do you want to get hurt again?” rose to my throat but I swallowed them down. 


“What if you get killed?” 

“Me?” 

“No, if you fall, I’m as good as dead.”

“That’s something we can overcome with effort!” 

Was she always this reckless? 

I looked at Yoo Daon with exasperation, and she stared back at me. 

“Do you have another solution?” 

We couldn’t run away. 

We had blocked our own escape routes.

But is this really the right thing to do? 

“…Let’s just go for now.” 

I didn’t even know the full story of this situation. 

We couldn’t get more clues just sitting around, so we had no choice but to move forward. 

Yoo Daon nodded in satisfaction and stood up. 

“I’ll lead the way.” 

“Please do.”

The isolation room was surprisingly close. 

And fortunately, we didn’t encounter a single enemy along the way. 

“We’re pretty lucky.”

It was a strange feeling. 

The management bureau never sleeps. 

Except for office workers, the rest work in three shifts to continuously manage containment objects and guard against any unknown external intrusions. 

How could it be so quiet?

“This is strange.” 

“What is?” 

“There are too few people. There should be at least some bodies, if not enemies, but there are no traces at all.”

If there were no bodies, there should have been bloodstains. 

But there was nothing, as if someone had cleared a path just for us. 

Yoo Daon finally started to look serious and scanned the surroundings. 

“…You’re right.”

Yoo Daon began to draw her gun and carefully observed as we walked, but we still encountered nothing until we reached the door to the isolation room.

It’s damn huge.

That was my first thought upon seeing the door. 

Have you ever seen a bank vault? 

The kind with a central lever you spin around to open.

The door before us was at least three times the size of one of those vault doors.

There was no need to think about how to get in. 

The door was already open. 

This meant someone either left the isolation room or entered it through this door. 

A bad feeling surged up.

Yoo Daon must have felt the same way, as she just swallowed dryly while staring at the door. 

“…We have to go in, right?” 

“We do.” 

Oh, I really don’t want to go in.

With trembling knees, I punched myself in the leg and stepped through the door. 

The isolation room itself wasn’t anything special. 

Except for the rows of sturdy-looking iron doors, it wasn’t much different from a typical office. 

The only difference was the intense battle scars visible as soon as I entered. 

The acrid smell of gunpowder and the metallic scent of blood filled the air. 

A migraine started to throb in my temples. 

I rubbed my temples with my hand and looked around.

Dead bodies were piled up like mountains. 

If one were to physically represent a mountain of corpses, this would be it. 

All of them were dressed in suits, some with expressions of agony, others with looks of confusion. 

Why didn’t it take their bodies? 

I looked around, hoping there might be someone alive, but no windows popped up. 

It meant they were all dead. 

The migraine intensified. 

Yoo Daon, who had followed me inside, gasped. 

“This is…” 

“They’re all dead.” 

“Does this mean we won?” 

What on earth is she talking about? 

Yoo Daon sighed in relief. 

“No wonder there were no traces outside. We somehow managed to stop it!” 

Stopped it? 

I looked above Yoo Daon’s head with a bright smile.

[Name: Yoo Daon]

[Characteristic: Immortality]

[Skill: -]

[Background: Caught up in a strange incident, she cannot find peace easily. Even if all her limbs are torn off.]

[Weakness: Her body has completely conquered death. No physical intervention can imprison her forever. However, her mind has yet to overcome death.] 

“Why are you so serious? Don’t worry so much.” 

Yoo Daon smiled at me and then suddenly froze. 

– Crackle. 

A splitting sound was heard, followed by a thud as Yoo Daon fell backward. 

The jacket I had given her was sliced in half and scattered in the air. 

“Ah, uh, ugh.” 

Yoo Daon made strange noises, her body trembling violently. 

A red line ran from the top of Yoo Daon’s head down her spine, and she convulsed, making bizarre noises. 

I remembered the man Yoo Daon had shot in the hallway. 

The wound running from the top of his head down his spine. 

“No way.” 

I quickly inspected Yoo Daon. 

[Name: Yoo Daon?] 

[Age: 22] 

[Characteristic: Mimicry? Immortality?] 

[Ability: -] 

[Background: Something horrifying has entered the body of this undying human.] 

[Weakness: Please Wait] 

In that brief moment? 

Just as I was shocked by what was happening, a slithering sound reached my ears. 

The headache was so intense it felt like my head would burst. 

I forced myself to clear my blurry vision and looked ahead. 

It was a person. 

No, it was a caterpillar. 

The image of a person and a caterpillar kept overlapping in my vision. 

Yoo Daon’s words replayed in my pounding head. 

“We somehow managed to stop it!” 

Why was Yoo Daon seeing a different situation than me?

Why? 

Slowly, it approached. 

The closer it got, the more certain I became. 

This was not human. 

Why did I think it was human earlier? 

I stared at ‘it’ with wide eyes. 

It was a caterpillar the size of a person. 

It slithered unsettlingly as it approached me, then turned its attention to Yoo Daon. 

Soon, a translucent window appeared above what I assumed was its head. 

[Name: ???] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: Parasite] 

[Ability: Cognitive Distortion] 

[Background: After being suppressed by humans for a long time, it was released from the isolation room for some reason.] 


[Weakness: An empty vessel makes the most noise.]

Now my eyes were playing tricks on me too. 

But I seemed to understand what it was saying. 

Ignoring the pounding headache, I forced myself to stand up, grabbed the trembling Yoo Daon’s arm, and started dragging her in the opposite direction. 

If my guess was right, this was the correct move.





 
  
    Chapter 6: Butterfly’s Dream/Life


Grabbing Yoo Daon by the arm and dragging her along, we flee. 

I recall the creature’s weakness. 

[An empty vessel makes much noise.] 

It’s a very famous proverb. 

But to say it isn’t threatening just because of its appearance is absurd, given how quickly it overran the Bureau. 

So, could this thing actually be a pushover? 

If I just closed my eyes and shot, would it die? 

Of course, that’s a ridiculous thought. 

Then what does it mean? 

The first thing that came to mind were the shape-shifting monsters we encountered about three times.

The first time was in the corridor, then in the security team’s office, and lastly in the underground corridor.

The commonality in all three encounters was clear. 

They weren’t hostile from the start. 

The one we met in the corridor just passed by like a normal person, the one in the security office only talked to me without attacking, and the one Yoo Daon shot last didn’t shoot us first but raised its hands to show it was harmless. 

Why? 

There’s a saying that if your brain is lacking, your body suffers. 

I find that saying to be very true, but I’ve also learned that the opposite can be true. 

If your body is lacking, your brain suffers. 

Among predators, mimicry is a common tactic. 

Even chameleons hide and then snap up bugs in one bite. 

But that’s a strategy to easily catch bugs, not to mimic them. 

I can understand why it would hide among humans. 

It’s important for a predator not to provoke a prey’s defences. 

But why go through the hassle of talking to the prey?

Why go through the ‘procedure’ of raising its hands to show it was harmless? 

I found that odd and came to a conclusion. 

There must have been a reason it had to do that. 

At this moment, two major possibilities come to mind.


	Low-grade abilities of the main body.

	Inability to perfectly mimic.



First, the low-grade abilities of the main body. 

I can’t tell what the standard for low-grade is, but considering Yoo Daon was torn apart before my eyes, I don’t think it’s that low-grade. 

But then… I look at the caterpillar following me. 

It’s slow. 

Not so slow that it seems like it’s crawling, but slow enough that I can escape even while dragging Yoo Daon. 

But then, is the one that tore Yoo Daon apart a different entity? 

That can’t be, considering the strange marks on her back match perfectly with the man who was mimicked. 

So, can this caterpillar transform into that monster?

That’s possible. 

How? 

I recall Yoo Daon from earlier. 

She confidently said everything was going well. 

And the caterpillar’s talent of [Cognitive Distortion]. 

If, in some way, the caterpillar twisted Yoo Daon’s perception, making her misunderstand the situation, then? 

Then why am I fine? 

Am I actually not fine?

I quickly pulled out the manual and started searching for the desired page. 

Let’s see, mental… mental… 

[Manual for Office Workers] 

R-Mind Control

1. If you suspect you are under mind control, refer to the following items. 

2. 

3. If item 2 is unreadable, you are normal. . If you can read item 2, you are under mind control. Suicide is immediately recommended; if this is difficult, refer to [T – Methods of Suicide]. 

Okay. I’m fine. 

Don’t doubt the manual. 

Imitation Impossible. 

Even if I kill it, if it can’t imitate, it’s meaningless, so it might intentionally try to get close. 

But then, how did it take over the interior of the agency so quickly? 

Alright. 

This should be enough for now. 

[Your understanding has increased.] 

[You can now view additional information about “Life of the Butterfly.”] 

[Critical: 01] 

What does this mean? 

I turned my eyes to the caterpillar diligently following me. 

[Name: Life of the Butterfly Larva] 

[Age: ???]

[Characteristic: Parasite]

[Ability: Cognitive Distortion]

[Background: This being, suppressed for a long time by the agency, is breeding to find those with the potential to become butterflies. These offspring instinctively do their job and seek new hosts who can become butterflies.] 

[Weakness: All living things have a juvenile stage. To become a butterfly, the caterpillar needs metamorphosis.] 

The explanation has increased. 

A lot. 

I continued reading it thoroughly while still dragging Yo Daon. 

So, what’s chasing me is a larva of some monster called “Life of the Butterfly.” 

Does that mean it’s weak because it’s still a larva?

Should I really take out Yoo Daon’s gun and shoot? 

I looked at the trembling Yoo Daon, and only then did I realize her explanation had changed too. 

“Uh, ah…” 

Yoo Daon groaned in pain. 

I examined Yoo Daon again. 


[Name: Life of the Butterfly Yudawon (Chrysalis)] 

[Age: 2?] 

[Characteristic: Imitation/Immortality] 

[Ability: -] 

[Background: Currently, a larva is inside her immortal human body. She is an excellent host with high potential to become an adult.] 

[Weakness: In typical parasitic life cycles, if the host dies, they seek another host.] 

So that’s what it was. 

The reason that monster emerged earlier was that Yoo Daon killed the host. 

In other words, if I kill Yoo Daon now, the monster that lost its host will emerge. 

And Yoo Daon will revive again in perfect condition. 

But the problem is, there’s only one way I can fight and win against that monster one-on-one. 

[Critical:1] 

I gazed at the window that I could now summon without looking directly at someone. 

If I use this, I can save Yoo Daon. 

But it won’t solve the problem. 

[Life of the Butterfly Larva] 

[Life of the Butterfly – Chrysalis] 

What I encountered now were a larva and a chrysalis, and one that emerged halfway… one that almost became an adult. 

I had to use a Critical ability to capture one that hadn’t fully matured into an adult. 

And according to the background explanation, the adult is somewhere generating larvae to create another adult.

To end this mess, I somehow have to eliminate that adult. 

And without this [Critical], I don’t see any way to do it.

Should I leave Yoo Daon and eliminate the adult?

Logically, that seems correct. 

Without this ability, I can’t think of any way to win right now.

-You will stick with me, right?” 

-…Thank you.

Yoo Daon’s confident face came to mind, as well as her embarrassed expression when I handed over the jacket. 

And then, her hand pushing away the monster that was attacking me.

“Darn it.”

The centipede still had distance between us. 

I draw the pistol strapped to Yoo Daon’s waist.

-Bang! Bang!

After shooting the centipede several times, it hunched over and stopped moving briefly. 

Unfortunately, it seems shooting it won’t kill it. 

What if I run out of bullets?

But I didn’t shoot the centipede to kill it in the first place.

“Pain is temporary.”

I aim the gleaming black pistol at Yoo Daon’s forehead.

“Uh……”

Did she hear my voice? 

She opened her eyes cautiously.

Then, I gently pressed the gun barrel against her forehead. 

“…” 

Looking at her like that, I pulled the trigger.

-Bang!

A hole pierced Yoo Daon’s forehead, and she slumped backwards, blood spreading like a puddle behind her.

This is where it begins.

Taking a few steps back, I aim the gun forward again.

I hold my breath, finger on the trigger.

-Click,

Yoo Daon’s back begins to twist strangely.

-Thwack!

Soon, a purplish-red fluid sprays out, her back tearing open and something crawling out and rushing towards me.

I kill that thing.

[Critical Hit: 10]

Once again, my eyes fix on the monster as the world turns black and white, everything slowing down.

Its nape glows.

-Thunk!

I pull the trigger.

The bullet flies towards it as if sucked in, accurately piercing the monster’s nape.

It falls without even a scream.

I check on the centipede.

Since I fed it bullets earlier, it must be far away—

-Thud!

A massive impact overwhelms me.

“Urgh!”

As if hit by something heavy, my body floats in the air before crashing to the ground.

It hurts all over.

-Slurp…

A giant shadow looms over me.

It was the centipede.

“…I’m done for.”

Thud.

The centipede’s head splits open.

In that emptiness, only one sharp fang is visible.

Will I die like this? 

Will my self vanish? 

Will I become a monster like them?

With my eyes tightly closed—

Slam,

At that moment, someone grabbed the collar of my shirt.

Soon, a familiar voice rings in my ears.

“Why are you closing your eyes! Get up now!”

I open my eyes slightly and look back. 

Yoo Daon is holding onto the collar of my shirt, gripping it tightly.

“It’s really heavy!”

Wiping away the blood on her forehead, she looks at me. 

The hole is gone.

“You saved one person, so do you think I’ll let you go that easily? Get up quickly!”

She chuckled softly.

“…My legs are a bit itchy right now.”

“Even if you say so.”

With Yoo Daon’s help, I stood up, and she supported me by putting my arm around her neck.

“Can you walk?”

“If I have a little time.”

“Then let’s go like this for a while.”

Looking at the centipede.

It seems it hasn’t pulled out the needle stuck in the ground yet, it kept pulling its body back.

“Now what do we do?”

“Lucid dreams.”

“Yes?”

“Let’s find a lucid dream isolation room. Right now!”

“Got it!”


Without further questioning, she pulls me and walks away.

I survived.

Now, if I can solve one more thing, I can somehow overcome this miserable situation.

Walking with her support, I finally felt relieved.

I think I made the right choice.





 
  
    Chapter 7: Adult


It didn’t take long until I could walk again.

“Thank you.”

“No, thank you.”

I pulled away from Yoo Daon, who was supporting me to show that I was fine.

“Oh, are you okay? You can stay like this a little longer.”

“I’m okay, so there’s no need to be supported.”

“Hmm.”

Yoo Daon looked around and nodded.

“You mentioned earlier you were looking for the isolation room? And its called Life of the Butterfly?”

“Yes.”

“But how did you know the name?”

“Oh, that’s…”

I began to explain to Yoo Daon what had happened while checking each nameplate in the isolation room. 

I had formed a few hypotheses, and as my understanding increased, I could see more information, which allowed me to save Yoo Daon as well.

Yoo Daon listened to my story with fascination.

“Your abilities are developing. I’ve heard that some people can enhance their abilities over time.”

“If that was the case, they should have developed a bit earlier.”

Yoo Daon murmured regretfully at my grumbling words.

“I wish I had more abilities too.”

“Isn’t not dying a good enough ability?”

“What good is that if I can’t do anything with it? Even if I sacrifice my life a hundred times, I can’t kill the monster that Jaeheon… defeated.”

Yoo daon looked at me apologetically and then, thinking the mood was getting down, put on a cheerful expression again.

“Well, talking about it won’t change anything. Shall we continue our search?”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

It might be frustrating.

At first, I thought, not dying? That’s totally awesome. 

But that’s only true for people living relatively normal lives. 

In a place where a single misstep means death, it’s just an unlimited retry ticket.

…That sounds like a cheat.

No, I can think about useless things later.

Let’s think about the the current situation.

“Yoo Daon.”

“…Just Daon is fine.”

“Okay, Daon. What did it feel like to be parasitized?”

“The feeling?”

At my question, Yoo Daon put her hand on her chin and began to ponder.

“It felt like something was tickling my brain. But not my brain being itchy, more like the inside of my head was literally being tickled…”

Tap, tap,

Yoo Daon lightly tapped her head with a clenched fist.

“It was hard to think clearly… and I couldn’t speak well.”

“Hmm…”

“And there was an incredibly sweet smell… I should have remembered it better. Sorry.”

“No, there’s no need to apologize. A sweet smell?”

“Yes. It was like… candy… it’s the smell I’m smelling now…”

Yoo Daon stopped talking, closed her eyes, and sniffed the air.

“This smell… Don’t you smell it?”

“Smell?”

I followed Yoo Daon’s lead and sniffed the air, but I couldn’t smell anything.

“I don’t smell anything.”

“Really…?”

I can’t smell it, but Yoo Daon can?

“Can you tell the direction of the smell?”

“Yes, hold on…”

Yoo daon closed her eyes and sniffed the air like a drug-sniffing dog, leading the way.

“It seems to be this way…”

Has something changed?

I glanced at the top of Yoo Daon’s head.

[Name: Yoo Daon]

[Age: 23 years old]

[Characteristic: Immortality]

[Ability: -]

[Background: Though she doesn’t know it yet, her experience of being parasitized will fully utilize her abilities.]

[Weakness: She has started to trust you. If you stab her in the back, she will be caught off guard. Of course, she will come back to life though.]

Is this supposed to be a weakness tip? 

Ridiculous.

I turned my attention from the pointless weakness section and focused on the background.

Utilize that experience.

What does that mean?

“The smell is the strongest here…”

Lost in thought, I looked up at Yoo Daon’s words.

A half-crumpled iron door, an unlit interior that looked like certain death, and the sound of something dripping.

Hoping it wasn’t what I feared, I checked the nameplate of the isolation room.

[Isolation Room CA137 – Life of the Butterfly]

Ah.

“Looks like this is the place…” 

Yoo Daon wore a face of extreme reluctance. 

Don’t make that face. 

I don’t want to go in either. 

“…We have to go in, right?” 


“…Lead the way.” 

“…I was going to anyway.” 

With a slight sigh, Yoo Daon started walking ahead. 

But what if something impales my head when we enter?

It’d be over for me. 

Fortunately, no such tragedy befell us as soon as we entered. 

Yoo Daon’s head or body parts didn’t explode. 

“…I can’t see anything.” 

Muttering, Yoo Daon stepped forward, and I followed her into the room. 

Just like she said, the room was pitch black, as if the lights were out. 

“…Could the lights be out?” 

“Seems like it. Let’s wait a moment.” 

I considered taking out my smartphone to use the flashlight but feared what might happen if I did. 

Instead, I stood still, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. 

“…Do you hear something?” 

Yoo Daon whispered, lightly tapping my arm. 

A sound? 

I widened my eyes and strained my ears.

Thump, thump.

It was a pulsating sound. 

Too large and slow to be a heartbeat. 

“Do you smell something?” 

“…It’s strong. Feels like someone coated the entire room with honey.” 

Yoo Daon murmured. 

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I began to see the surroundings. 

The walls were plain, with no windows in sight, and the room had no decorations. 

It was purely for containment. 

The only difference was,

Thump, thump 

In the middle of the room was a giant cocoon. 

Fixed to the walls with yellow threads, a cocoon, about the size of two people, was pulsating. 

“…What is that?” 

I quickly examined the cocoon. 

[Name: Life of a Butterfly – Chrysalis (Adult)] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: ???] 

[Ability: ???] 

[Background: This entity, which has long been prevented from becoming an adult by the authorities, has finally gathered enough nutrients to become an adult.]

[Weakness: It is not yet an adult. However, the time given to you seems short. You may need to disturb this sleep to have a chance.] 

Is that the adult form? 

“What… is that?” 

“It’s the source of our trouble.” 

“…I was hoping it wouldn’t be.”

Yoo Daon sighed. 

“Do you have a plan?” 

“Should we just try shooting it?” 

Yoo Daon looked at me, then shook her head. 

“That doesn’t seem like a good idea.” 

“But I can’t think of a better plan right now.” 

“I might have an idea.” 

Yoo Daon’s voice trailed off as if she wasn’t sure. 

“Earlier, when that monster entered my body and left, something seemed to have happened.” 

“Something?” 

“Um… How do I explain this… I feel familiar with that monster now.” 

Yoo Daon stared intently at the cocoon. 

“Like seeing someone I’ve known for a long time.” 

Could it be mind control? 

If so, I don’t see how to break out of this situation. 

I clenched my fists in tension, and noticing my mood, Yoo Daon hurriedly continued. 

“It’s not that I feel any familial affection or anything for it. I just think I might be able to use this…” 

“How?” 

“I think I can wake it up. If my guess is correct, it might feel a similar familiarity towards me.” 

I looked at Yoo Daon quietly. 

“That sounds dangerous.” 

“It will be, right? It’ll realize I’m human as soon as it wakes up.” 

“But it’s okay.” 

As if to reassure me, Yoo Daon briefly held my hand in the darkness before letting go. 

“It’s to resolve this situation, but if it’s the easiest way, then it has to be done. And I’m grateful. Honestly, if you had left me, this problem might have been unexpectedly simple to solve. You thought of me, after all.” 

“…You remember?” 

“My memories are a bit patchy, but yes.” 

Even in the darkness, I could tell she was smiling. 

“It sounds funny, but you bet your life on me.” 

Yoo Daon gently said before moving forward.

Thud, thud.

“Then I should bet my life on you too.” 

[Your understanding of Yoo Daon has increased.] 

[Yoo Daon’s abilities are awakening thanks to you.] 

Yoo Daon placed her hand on the cocoon. 

Not long after, the cocoon unravelled, and something slowly descended from the air. 

It was a butterfly. 

No, it was too grotesque to be a butterfly. 

It had butterfly wings, but where its face should have been, there were no eyes, nose, or mouth. 

Its unnaturally long arms dangled, and instead of legs, it had the body of a butterfly. 

The butterfly turned its face towards Yoo Daon. 

[Name: Life of a Butterfly – Incomplete Adult] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: Parasite Creation] 

[Ability: ???] 

[Background: This entity was on the verge of a great evolution but was hindered by a mere creature.]

[Weakness: A butterfly that cannot emerge from its chrysalis on its own is doomed to die without spreading its wings.] 

Soon, it trembled its wings and swung its arms. 

Yoo Daon’s lower half was torn off. 

Blood splattered everywhere as Yoo Daon was split in two. 

However, she remained still. 

Instead, she reached out and grabbed the butterfly’s arms. 

A translucent window appeared above her head. 

[Name: Yoo Daon] 

[Age: 23] 

[Specialty: Immortality] 

[Ability: Regeneration (Unconfirmed)] 

[Background: Rejecting death, she was caught up in a bizarre incident from her first day. However, she meets someone different from those who used her for not dying and decides to bet her life on this person once more.] 

[Weakness: -] 

Time around her began to rewind. 


Her severed body parts reattached as if nothing had happened. 

Yoo Daon, now whole, grabbed the monster’s arms and smiled at me. 

“How is it?” 

Watching her, I gave a thumbs-up. 

“That’s awesome.”



 
  
    Chapter 8: Isolation


Yoo Daon laughs confidently.

Bang! 

Of course, her laughter abruptly ends as she’s thrown backwards, presumably from a body blow, crashing into the wall. 

It seems hitting iron gates results in that kind of reaction. 

Yoo Daon is pinned against the wall, but soon after, she groans and stands on her own two legs. 

“You don’t feel pain when your body returns?” 

“The world isn’t that forgiving.”

Yoo Daon walks towards me, every step echoing with a thud, as if bones are readjusting inside her body. 

“While I can buy us some time.” 

Yoo Daon stretches, preparing herself with hands clasped and fingers flexed. 

“It seems I can only stall time. Instinctively, I know my body will recover, but fighting back might not be possible.” 

“Seems that way.”

If we liken this to a game, she might have infinite health but attacks like a level 5 monster. 

Isn’t this just a practice dummy?

“I can stall time though. At least we can try something while I’m at it.” 

Even a sturdy tank has its limitations. 

It could be parasitized like earlier, and immortality isn’t invincibility.

“No harm in ending this quickly.” 

I continue to observe the inert form. 

Is it studying us? 

Once more, I study the form. 

[Name: Life of a Butterfly – Incomplete Adult] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: Parasite Creation] 

[Ability???] 

[Background: This entity was on the verge of a great evolution but was hindered by a mere creature.]

[Weakness: A butterfly that cannot emerge from its chrysalis on its own is doomed to die without spreading its wings.]

I focus on the weakness. 

Butterfly. 

Does this imply it hasn’t fully recovered its strength? 

I relay my thoughts to Yoo Daon, who nods in agreement. 

She doesn’t mention the weakness specifically, but seems to grasp my meaning.

“I understand what you’re getting at, but we likely don’t have much time to dwell on it.” 

She leaves me behind and stands before the entity.

Slowly, the entity approaches, with a pace akin to human footsteps.

“I’ll take care of this. Whether it’s support or roast, as long as I can stall, Mr. Jaeheon, please focus on capturing it. Use any means necessary.”

She confidently strides forward and clashes with the entity.

Bang! 

Yoo Daon’s body slams into the ground, but like a spring, she rebounds and charges at the entity once more.

If I leave her like this suddenly, what will happen? 

We must resolve this quickly. 

I draw out a manual from the darkness. 

[Manual for Office Workers] 

BB-Isolation Procedure

1.In the event of a failure of isolation, there is a high possibility that the internal systems of the isolation room have ceased functioning. In such cases, it is recommended to physically restrain the isolation subject.

2. Each containment room is equipped with a weapon suitable for the capabilities of the personnel. To use the weapon, pull the lever located at the entrance of the isolation room. As soon as you read this message, the lever should be visible to you.

With a clatter, ignoring the forced sound, I ran to the entrance. 

The lever, which was not visible earlier, was now visible.

“Ah, I don’t know.”

Creak! 

I pulled the lever. 

With a click, something fell above my head. 

It seemed to be something light, not a heavy impact. 

I kneeled down and picked up the item. 

“…Butane gas?” 

It was a butane gas used in portable gas burners, complete with a red cap. 

“…What is this?” 

I inadvertently muttered, looking at the butane gas.

[Name: Butane gas] 

[Manufactured: 1990s] 

[Characteristic: X] 

[Ability: X] 

[Background: This butane gas was manufactured by a specific company in the early 1990s in an attempt to create infinite gas. However, they did not expect flames that would not go out to come out of the butane gas. As a result, this item is currently under isolation within the management agency and is deployed for personnel assistance when needed. To use it, vigorously shake it and then open the cap.] 

[Weakness: Shaking too much may cause the flames to shoot out in reverse.]

Is this really true? 

Who thinks this item matches me perfectly? 

Although I am a person from the management office, I often don’t understand what these people are living for.

Even if it’s not time to question that. 

Slowly shaking the butane gas, I approached Yoo Daon and the enitty. 

Yoo Daon was actively stopping the entity as she said.

I’m not sure if she stopped or if she held it, but…

Clang! 

Yoo Daon, who was thrown at me, gets up with a grunt.

Her strangely twisted shoulders and legs returned to their original positions as if she had never moved. 

“Did you find it?” 

“At least for now.” 

When I showed her the butane gas, Yoo Daon looked at me with a confused expression and went forward again.

“Do I have to hold onto it that thing?”

“Ill burn it while you stall.”


“Burning hurts a lot.” 

Is getting dismembered not painful?

Is this woman really a human practice dummy scarecrow? 

“Just a moment.” 

After shaking the butane gas several times, I stood next to Yoo Daon and opened the red cap.

Hwaaak! 

Suddenly, tremendous heat swept over. 

An explosion-like flame. 

To put it in scientific terms, wouldn’t it have felt like a fireball made of science? 

The flame hit the entrance-facing entity directly, and the entity was engulfed in flames. 

In the flames, the entity thrashed around. 

Its wings fluttered, and its body trembled as if in agony, visible to anyone. 

Still, it couldn’t be stopped. 

After about three minutes, I was exhausted  after dousing the entity in flames. It seemed that the entity’s movement had stopped, I closed the lid and checked the entity.

-Chiiii… 

The smell of protein burning in the fire. 

The entity still fluttered in place. 

What changed was that there were burns all over its body. 

What was scary was that it could fly around and didn’t fall even in that situation. 

And.

Pak! 

After Yoo Daon pushed me away, she disappeared in front of my eyes.

Clang! 

One side of the isolation room wall was deeply cracked, and Yoo Daon’s neck was stuck to the wall with the entity’s hand. 

Until a while ago, it couldn’t be that fast, what? 

“Cook, check!” 

Yoo Daon struggled and punched the entity’s arm several times with her fist, but the entity just looked at her without moving, and then twisted its neck and threw her away far away. 

Yoo Daon flew like a commitment note, and before I could react, the entity was in front of me. 

“What” 

-Chin. 

This time, the entity grabbed my neck.

My breath suddenly stopped, and before I knew it, my feet began to kick involuntarily.

Why? 

Why am I dying? 

Did the administration make a mistake?

“Let him go…! Ah!”

Yoo Daon, who had returned to her original state, started to desperately cling to the upper body of the entity, but with a gesture from the entity, she was thrown far away.

From the start, Yoo Daon felt strongly that she couldn’t win against the entity and was drawing its aggression.

I feel the strength in the entity’s hand.

My consciousness begins to fade.

Is this how it ends?

Suddenly, another thought came to mind.

What if the reason for giving me the butane gas wasn’t this?

If it means I can’t solve the problem with my own strength?

As consciousness dimmed, I shook the butane gas so that the entrance faced the ceiling, and flicked off the lid with my thumb.

“Whoa!”

Flames burst forth, just like before.

But this time, the flames flew towards the ceiling instead of the entity.

The flames hit the ceiling, and mechanical voices flowed from the speakers.

[Fire and isolated entities detected in isolation room. Forced suppression underway. Please evacuate all personnel as quickly as possible. The administration takes no responsibility for issues arising from delayed evacuation.]

“Saaah!”

As soon as those words ended, a shiver ran down my spine.

This feeling was just like what I felt in the isolation control room.

Darkness fell in an instant, and when my vision cleared, the entity’s wings had already been severed and were gone.

The wingless entity collapsed on the ground, and I fell to the ground as well.

[Entering isolation procedures. 10, 9, 8, 7…]

I didn’t know what was going on, but I couldn’t stay like this.

I quickly got up and prepared to run towards the entrance.

I looked towards Yoo Daon, confirming that she was also running towards the entrance unharmed.

[6]

The entrance wasn’t far.

[5]

I almost tripped over debris from the structure, but managed to regain my balance somehow.

[4]

Yudaon gestured at the door, calling me.

[3]

The door was right in front of me. 

I would be fine like this.

[2]

Something grabbed my ankle, and I fell to the ground.

[1]

Turning back, I saw the entity grabbing my ankle, desperately trying to climb onto my body.

“No!”

I heard Yoo Daon’s scream.

[0. Forced isolation procedure initiated. Please proceed with physical entry to clear remaining debris and bodies.]

The world went dark.

It wasn’t that I couldn’t see in front of my eyes.

Even if I opened or closed my eyes, it was just darkness. It was as if someone had placed darkness in front of my eyes.

“Crunch… Crunch…”

I heard a sound of chewing.

It sounded like chewing on something with a hard shell.

Sometimes, there was a sound of vigorous resistance as if struggling, but soon it faded away as if it was meaningless.

“Gulp.”

I heard a swallowing sound.

I desperately rolled my eyes. 

I had to think of a way to survive here.

And my eyes met with something staring at me.

It was a shape I couldn’t recognize properly, but I could tell it was smiling joyfully.

[Name: ???] 

[Age: ???] 

[Characteristic: Interesting.] 

[Ability: Didn’t expect to make it this far.]

[It’s interesting, so I’ll send you off this time.]

My eyes began to malfunction.

No, maybe it wasn’t malfunctioning. 

I was continuing the conversation through my eyes.

[Weakness: How about trying to solve it on your own strength next time.]

Soon, the pressure pushing me down disappeared, and the light turned on in the isolation room.

There was nothing where the entity should have been.

As if there had never been anything here in the first place.


This time, I didn’t lose consciousness. 

I just couldn’t lift my head due to an intense headache.

“Mr. Jaeheon! Are you okay?”

Seeing Yoo Daon rushing to support me, I felt a sense of relief.

Still, somehow, I managed to survive.



 
  
    Chapter 9: Office Worker with excellent Eyesight


After that, things progressed swiftly. 

Whether the main larva died or was neutralized, all the other caterpillars or monsters died on the spot, which seemed to indicate successful containment or the internal containment procedures being lifted.

The heavily armed administrative officials who came from outside were surprised to find nothing unusual happening, as they had heard.

Yoo Daon and I were carefully escorted as successful isolation subjects.

Maybe because it was an emergency, we weren’t given any time to rest.

Of course, Yoo Daon got a new outfit.

“…Explain.”

Yoo Daon and I found ourselves sitting in a room with a desk that could have come out of a Western movie. 

The only difference was that one or two people were standing and looking at us seriously.

First, the man on the far left.

He had a face that looked like a secret agent, no matter who looked at it.

Short, cropped sports hair, muscular body, square and scary-looking face with sunglasses, and even a jet-black suit. 

There was no need to say more.

In contrast, the person next to him was different.

I look at the woman staring at me.

Shoulder-length wavy purple hair, slightly raised purple eyes, but a cute face that doesn’t match the eyes. 

And a tight-fitting pair of jeans with a white tank top, and a slender waist.

She was dressed like she was going out for fun.

She raised one eye after seeing me.

I had a slight headache.

It was really burdensome.

When I tried to avoid her eyes, I tried to examine the man’s head.

“Let’s start.”

The man said and I could only fix my gaze on him. 

If they called Yoo Daon and me right after the situation ended, they must have had some information about us.

There was no need to mention that I was confirming this man’s information.

I didn’t need to tell him that.

“First, confirm it… Yoo Daon, did you join the security team? Is it…?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Yoo Daon answered nervously.

The man nodded his head and turned to me.

“Next… Kim Jaeheon, belonging to the HR team, has an eye for piecing together fragmented information about people. Is that correct?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

The questioning style was oppressive, but the voice itself was stronger in the sense that it asked about the procedures needed.

“I’ve checked it out. First, I want to convey the compliments from the administration. It would be a lie if there had never been such an unfortunate accident in the long history of the administration. But honestly, if I say so, it usually fails. If there were 100 accidents, there were only 10 cases where the accident was handled internally before the external personnel intervened. The remaining 90 had to be resolved externally.”

“Even, you being able to subdue that isolation entity. When I heard that it had escaped, I had to clean up the branches and nearby cities.”

“Thanks to you, the work is very easy. Even if I say thank you several times, it’s not enough.”

“I just did what I had to do!”

Yoo Daon responded stiffly and straightened her waist again.

“I’m grateful for your consideration. So, before that…”

“Before that.”

The woman who had been quiet until then opened her mouth and looked at me.

“Hey, it seems like you’re hiding something?”

“Me?”

I pointed to myself with my thumb, and she narrowed her eyes, bringing her face close to mine.

Her violet eyes met mine, and in that moment, a throbbing headache gripped me, causing me to furrow my brow and rub my temples unconsciously.

“What are you doing? I need to have something to hide it.”

“Sir, that guy keeps pushing me away.”

She blinked at me, and I continued to rub my throbbing temples as I faced her.

[Name: Song Arin] 

[Age: 21] 

[Characteristic: Hypnosis] 

[Ability: ] 

[Background: With an incomplete ability in hypnosis, she inevitably becomes sensitive in all matters. Nevertheless, the Management Department is the only place where she can belong.]

[Weakness: Whenever feeling frustrated just grab her by the head and squeeze it.]

Ignoring the crazy ramblings and the weakness, I glared at Yoo Daon. 

“Are you under hypnosis?” 

“!?!?” 

Yoo Daon looked at me with a puzzled expression, tilting her head. 

I don’t think she was affected.

“Did you see that? That guy, he just looked at me and then glared at the woman next to him. He definitely knows something!” 

Purple-haired, no. 

Song Arin pointed at my face and shouted. 

The man sighed, rubbed his brow, and looked at her.

“Instead, I’m the one who wants to ask you, Song Arin. When did I say you could use your abilities? Do you know we’re in the middle of an interrogation? We’re here to deliver our gratitude.”

“Don’t make me laugh. If we were here to deliver gratitude, they would have come themseles. They would have sent another branch head instead of us.”

She stared at me intently, and I stared back at her.

Should I really grab her by the head? 

While I was seriously considering it, the man acted first.

“That’s it. If you keep talking nonsense, I’m going to kick you out.”

At that, Song Arin’s eyes turned into crescents again and she took a few steps back and leaned against the wall.

“…I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s okay.” 

The man bowed his head and I put my hands down.

“First of all, as I’ve said repeatedly, we’re here to deliver our gratitude. Whatever that friend of our said, you don’t need to worry about it. Actually, it would be more appropriate for the head office to come and thank you for your hard work, but… the situation isn’t very good.”

The man sighed deeply.

“But it seems like our questions are being answered.”

“Questions?”

“To be honest. How much do you know about the object you quarantined?”


I thought for a moment. 

How much should I tell this man? 

Noticing my hesitation, the man shook his head.

“If you want, I can keep this from being disclosed. To be honest, can’t I do this for the person who saved a branch? It’s just pure curiosity.”

I didn’t mind not being honest.

“Alright. Instead, can I ask you something?”

But I had something to ask him too.

“Of course. As long as I can answer it. So, how much did you know?”

The man leaned against the backrest and replied cheerfully.

“…The Dream of Butterfly or Life of Butterfly whatever? It was an adult, right?”

“..Huh.” 

As soon as I mentioned the name, the man stared at me intently.

“Where did you hear that name?”

“I saw it.”

“…No wonder hypnosis didn’t work.” 

The man chuckled and looked at Song Arin, who was also looking at me with a blank expression.

“If you know that much, you must know its characteristics well. To elaborate, the object you isolated is not that strong if you look at the individual strength of an adult.”

Not that strong? 

I thought of Yoo Daon, who had died to dozens of times.

Yoo Daon also seemed to be thinking of that and was making a strange expression.

“The fear of that entity is not its strength. It’s the fear of taking over society before we come to our senses. Before I know it, the people around me are parasitized, and I’m parasitized before I know it. In a city where people like that live, it’s a disaster.”

The man exhaled heavily and continued.

“But fortunately, you and your friend were able to carry out the internal isolation very quickly, and thanks to that, it didn’t take long for the external suppression. Instead, we were prepared to fight a war inside.”

He was even prepared to wipe out all the internal personnel. 

The man muttered to himself and sighed. 

It’s amazing how he can tell such a scary story so easily.

“I was told that someone took it out. And not just any person, but someone with delegated authority. What’s even more surprising is that one was a security team member who had just joined the day before, and the other was a non-combat office worker.”

“We did try our best. We even tried tear gas and everything.” 

I said.

He laughed at my words.

“Haha! There’s no way such an isolated creature could fall prey to mere human-made weapons! If it could have been resolved with guns or fire, such an emergency wouldn’t have erupted!”

“Well then why did you provide that?”

“So that’s even more impressive.”

The man stared at me intently.

His eyes sparkled strangely.

‘He has talent.’

I know that look in his eyes.

It’s the look of a professor looking for a graduate student candidate.

He’s trying to butter me up somehow.

To trick me like a graduate student!

“I refuse.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Anyway, I refuse. I have no intention of accepting any proposals.”

“Well… I see.”

With a disappointed look, he leaned back in his chair again.

“So, what is it that you want to ask?”

I stared at the man.

“When I set fire to the ceiling, something came down on this branch… No, it revealed its presence. And it devoured the Life of Butterfly.”

“What was that?”

The man stared at me intensely.

Song Arin also looked at me with her mouth covered.

After a long silence, the man spoke.

“…You really have good eyes, don’t you?”

“Do you know about it? Please let me know.”

“Well, a promise is a promise.”

He looked around, and Song Arin nodded her head and leaned against the door.

Tap.

Yoo Daon stumbled and fell on the desk.

“I put her to sleep for a moment. There’s nothing good about letting her know.”

Song Arin brushed her hair behind her ear, looking at Yoo Daon.

The man stared at me.

“How do you think the administration can manage so many isolation entities?”

“…Exceptional people?”

“Not entirely wrong.”

The man nodded.

“But with our power alone, it’s impossible. But we couldn’t rely on others’ power either. So we had to come up with a way.”

“Yes.”

“What is that?” What is it?

“That is…”

As the man tried to speak, the room’s lights flickered off and on.

And a chilling feeling spread throughout my body.

“…Sorry about that.”

The man nodded apologetically.

“If I say more, I might lose my voice. Haha.”

Whether that means it’s cut in a professional sense or a physical sense, I couldn’t tell.

“Anyway, I’ll go.”

Dragging the chair with a clatter, the man got up.

“By the way, I’d like to make one suggestion.”

“No, thank you.”

Once again, those eyes searching for a graduate student.

“…Alright then. I’ll send you to the HR team.”

He opened the door again.

“Take care.”

“…”

Song Arin looked at me as if embarrassed and followed the man out.

When the man turned his back, I quickly glanced at his head.

[Name: ???]

[Age: ???]

[Characteristic: ???]

[Ability: ???]

[Background: Show respect for what he has devoted to humanity.]

[Weakness: ???]

Literally, I couldn’t read anything.

***

“…Can I just send him?”

Song Arin looked at the man as she left the room.

“He’s strong-willed, isn’t he?”

“That’s not it. I don’t know what it is, but that guy, he’s too good to just waste away in an office job. No, he shouldn’t be wasted away.”

Reluctantly admitting it, Song Arin muttered, and the man chuckled lightly.

“That woman and that man are quite something, aren’t they?”

“That’s right.”

“But why didn’t you scout him?”

“I didn’t scout him.”

The man said nonchalantly.

“But I laid the groundwork.”

Song Arin looked puzzled, and the man nodded at her.

“You’ll understand when you see it.”

***

Three days later, I returned to the HR team as the man had said.

The only difference was that the team’s name had been slightly altered.

[Human and Isolation Entity Incident Handling Team]


“Oh, Mr. Jaeheon is also in this department?”

Even Yoo Daon, opening the door and was waving her hand.


Seeing that they put Yoo Daon’s name tag as well, it seems that my opinion was not reflected.

Should I just quit?

“Our salary has increased this much!”

“Should we start with the paperwork?”

It was too much money.



 
  
    Chapter 10: Dispatch


“Have you come?”

“You’re alive?”

“Is that all you have to say to your team leader whom you haven’t seen in a long time?”

Surprisingly, when I opened the door, the one who greeted me as always was the bald-headed team leader.

And standing naturally beside him was Yoo Daon.

“No, I heard our branch was wrecked.”

“It was wrecked indeed. But there were still survivors. We’re used to dealing with these kinds of places, and the people hiding were probably good at hiding.”

“It’s easier said than done.”

“I have a good sense.”

Suddenly remembering, I examined the top of the team leader’s head.

[Name: Heo Chan]

[Age: 49 years old]

[Characteristic: Complacency]

[Ability: Crisis detection]

[Background: Living as the head of the family, he works overtime today for his family’s meal.]

[Weakness: Take away his job.]

So that’s what it meant.

“Anyway, even though the team assignment was a bit different, we still have work to do.”

As if it was obvious, the team leader handed me a bag.

“I’ve taken care of your luggage.”

“Oh, thank you.”

Even though the name seems strange, I seem to be an office worker.

Thinking like that, I sat down and opened the bag, and immediately upon seeing the gun inside the bag, I closed the bag again.

“What is this, Team Leader?”

“A gun. Didn’t you serve in the military?”

“I was discharged as a private, so I don’t know how to use a gun.”

“I’ll talk to the procurement team and see if we can change it to a rifle for you.”

“Are you hearing what I’m saying? You should give me a laptop instead of a gun.”

I’m scared.

“The laptop is right there.”

The team leader pointed to my seat with his finger.

“But you don’t have to do paperwork anymore.”

“Didn’t I come in as an office worker?”

“You’re still an office worker.”

Are you answering me now?

When I looked at the team leader with a slightly annoyed expression, the team leader waved his hand with an awkward expression.

“It’s a joke, it’s a joke. But your job has changed a bit.”

“… What is it?”

“Now you have to patrol occasionally.”

“… Patrol?”

“Yeah. It’s nothing big… think of it like a business trip. It’s good, right? Go and enjoy.”

“Isn’t this more like a deployment than a business trip?”

Sending people like that.

“Oh, it’s a business trip, a business trip. They give you a lot of business trip expenses. And this friend who moved teams this time is going with you.”

“By the way, we’re on the same team, Jaeheon!”

Yoo Daon waved her hand, laughing. 

At first, when we first met, it seemed like she didn’t like me a bit, but now she’s become such a cheerful person.

“She is such a bright friend.”

Looking at Yoo Daon with a pleased expression and Yoo Daon laughing back at the team leader like that.

Still, the atmosphere is a bit more lively with one woman coming in.

“So, what exactly do we do for real work?”

“What else. Sort out the deceased. Quickly turn on the chart.”

“Got it.”

Well, I need to pay my salary worth, but I have to rearrange the list of lot of people.

As I sat down and tapped on the computer, someone tapped me on my left shoulder.

Yoo Daon was staring at me with a notebook in her hand.

“Why?”

“… Are you okay?”

“it hurts… Woke up and something big happened… Feeling like I’m not myself, or my head is itchy…” 

“Could it be parasite?” 

“No! I’ve checked, there’s nothing coming out!” 

I tried to sneak a glance at her head, but Yoo Daon quickly covered her forehead with both hands and shouted. 

Her black hair swayed and covered half of her eyes. 

“I’m just worried.” 

“Why are you worried about me? It’s Daon, the employee.” 

“Yoo Daon.” 

“But I’m Daon.” 

Yoo Daon quickly corrected me, cutting off my words.

“Why? I might survive as you said, but Jeaheon might die if he’s hit.” 

“I don’t feel pain.” 

I don’t think the pain of the neck bone breaking ten times will be reduced. 

“However… um.”

Yoo Daon’s gaze wandered.

“Well, I managed to endure.”

“Don’t overdo it. Rest your body, no, your mind.”

Yoo Daon nodded several times at my words.

“But, Jaeheon, do you know we’re going on a business trip tomorrow?”

“Excuse me?”

I hadn’t heard.


Looking past my monitor at the team leader.

Whether he didn’t hear or was pretending not to, he was tapping away at his keyboard, humming to himself.

“Oh, right. They said there’s some paperwork support needed in the office eastward.”

“Well, didn’t they take clerical staff from the branch that was half-ruined a few days ago?”

“Um…”

Yoo Daon smiled awkwardly, but also glanced at me as if checking my reaction.

“Still, you’ll go, right?”

“…I have to.”

Even if I might have saved a branch, I’m fundamentally an office worker.

A human whose free will is taken away for a certain period in exchange for financial compensation, forced to work as instructed by others.

“Good to hear.”

Yoo Daon breathed a sigh of relief.

“I was worried about what I’d do if you didn’t go with us.”

“How could you think like that? If Daon goes, then I have to go too.”

After all, isn’t that what being a salaried worker is?

Yet strangely, at my words, Yoo Daon blushed slightly, coughed a few times, and nodded hesitantly.

“Ahem! Um! Well, yeah. We’re like a set for work, right?”

“Yes, well, that’s true.”

So, if I’m going to prepare for the business trip by tomorrow, I have to finish the paperwork today, right?

Looks like overtime.

In the end, sighing deeply, I had no choice but to stay for another two hours to finish the work.

But why did Yoo Daon stay and keep me company, even though there was nothing for her to do?

The next day.

I left home with a light bag.

Just in case, I also brought a bag with a gun inside,

But did I really need to pack this much luggage just to go to Gangdong?

I remembered our team leader’s nagging last night about preparing for an overnight stay on the day we leave work.

Yoo Daon, who had widened her eyes at those words, was a bonus.

“Seoul Station…”

Luckily, Seoul Station wasn’t too far from my studio apartment.

As I headed there, I recalled our team leader’s advice to check the manual and unfolded it while boarding the subway.

Question-Branch means of transportation


	The management office always prepares various means of transportation for the Office Workers struggling with travel time. At Seoul Station, head towards the subway boarding gate. In front of the boarding gate of Line 1, hold the manual instead of the traffic card. Then, go down the stairs, and the subway for Officer Workers will be waiting.

	There is a very low probability that you can reach the basement instead of the subway. At this time, calmly read the manual. Now, even if there is any issues, you can just read the manual.



Reading the manual, I arrived at Seoul Station, walked to the front of the gate as requested, and clicked the manual. 

<Discount card.> 

So I passed the gate, walked down the stairs, A huge subway spread out in front of my eyes. 

“…Yeah.” 

In other words, it’s a subway, but in terms of size alone, it was no different from a huge temple. 

And in front of that is a huge steam locomotive. 

And in front of that.

“Jaeheon!” 

Yoo Daon, wearing a pink hoodie and short jeans, waved her hand vigorously with a suitcase in one hand. 

Every time she waved her hand, her long hair swayed along. 

Approaching Yoo Daon, she looked at me with a surprised face and then at the train.

“Did you see it? It’s amazing!” 

“That’s right.” 

One train is huge and stupid. 

Entering the train, surprisingly, there was no one inside.

It felt like Yoo Daon and I had chartered it ourselves.

“We’re the only ones who have fun!” 

While Yoo Daon looked around and spoke, the train’s door closed and the train started moving as it was. 

[The train is leaving. The destination is Gangdong Branch, Gangdong Branch. The next destination is the Australian Branch.] 

Where? 

I doubted my ears, but I realized it was the management office. 

Yeah. 

It must really go to Australia. 

If you live as an administration officer, one thing you have to learn is that anything can happen.

It’s how you live. 

Going to Australia? 

A huge temple-like subway under Seoul Station? 

Can that happen? 

And can that train go to Australia too? 

It can happen. 

If you think everything can happen, you don’t need to wonder or stress.

“Hello. I’m the accident handling team leader of Gangdong Branch.” 

A middle-aged man smiled gently in front of me and showed me a woman’s photo. 

Snow-white hair that extends to the back and blue eyes with a cold light staring straight ahead. 

A blunt nose and not even a hint of a smile on her lips.

Would it be right to say a cold-looking beauty? 

And… Coarse and large… 

Anyway, a big chest. 

But that wasn’t the important thing. 


“The suspect currently on the run. She holds the cube held by the Gangdong Branch and is expected to cause considerable damage if released. Please recover the isolation object and arrest the suspect.” 

The man added a word in front of me and Yoo Daon, who was silent. 

“Also, since the fugitive is currently presumed to be a psychic, please be careful.”

This can’t be happening.

Oh, this is stressful.



 
  
    Chapter 11: No Synergy


Let’s assume Yoo Daon and I are characters in a game.

Our combination can be easily described in two words: “No Synergy.”

Yoo Daon is a tank with excellent defensive and healing abilities, but almost zero damage dealing capabilities.

Meanwhile, I serve as a sub-dealer and debuffer, capable of critical hits but otherwise unable to do much except support.

Chasing after a suspect who possesses a Cube, especially an Ex team member with extraordinary abilities, seems almost impossible. 

Naturally, I relayed my thoughts to the team leader at Gangdong Branch Accident Department, who nodded in apparent agreement.

“But despite that, you have a record of preventing the destruction of a branch. I think that is a true ability.” 

He said, as if acknowledging my words.

Some people just don’t understand.

In the end, against my will, Yoo Daon and I found ourselves walking down a bustling street.

“What was the information on our suspect?”

In response to my question, Yoo Daon took out her smartphone and began to read.

“Just a moment… Her name is Jang Chaeyeon, 25 years old. Originally part of the Dongji Branch Isolation Team, specializing in containment and suppression of entities. One day, due to her strong will, she transferred to the accounting team. A few months later, she fled with the Cube.”

“But what is this Cube?”

“The Cube….” 

Yoo Daon muttered, scrolling down. 

“The Cube is one of the managed entities held by the Dongji Branch Administration Department. Its appearance resembles an unsolved puzzle cube. However, aligning its faces causes various minor and major reality distortions. Aligning all faces triggers a massive reality distortion. Recently, a reality distortion turned an entire city into an uninhabited island, causing all citizens to perish.”

“And we’re supposed to apprehend the person who fled with such a terrifying thing?”

“What exactly is the Isolation Team doing? Sending people like me and Yoo Daon…”

‘Hmm, that’s right. Was there anything else? What are the Isolation Teams doing? Are they all gathering for a massive project?’

Such useless thoughts crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed them. 

If that was the case, Earth would have already been destroyed. 

Perhaps they are utilizing me because I am the most suitable person to find someone? 

Rather than trying to find Jang Chaeyeon, it might be better to just search around and contact the Isolation Team or the Branch for assistance.

I reached a conclusion in my mind.

“Well, let’s look around. She has distinctive features, after all.”

“Yes. Finding an adult carrying a cube puzzle won’t be easy… right?”

Yoo Daon’s words slowed down, and then she grabbed my sleeve, pointing with a pinched finger.

“There! Isn’t that Jang Chaeyeon?”

“No way, don’t joke. Finding such a distinctive person so easily…”

I looked where Yoo Daon pointed.

White hair, cold-looking eyes, and a demeanor that couldn’t be concealed. 

Wearing a loose white shirt but unable to hide her presence. 

And she was holding the Cube in one hand.

Without realizing it, I scanned the woman’s head.

[Name: Jang Chaeyeon] 

[Age: 25] 

[Characteristic: Ex-Dongji Member] 

[Talent: -] 

[Background: She had to devote herself to the Administration Department for so long just because she had abilities. Now she is leaving to find freedom. No one will find her anywhere.] 

[Weakness: Her Ex-Dongji powers are coordinate-based.]

“It’s Jang Chaeyeon.”

“That’s right!”

Yoo Daon jumped up and looked at me.

“Let’s catch her right now.”

I was worried about what damage she would cause by leaving. 

For now, let’s follow her to a less populated area… 

Let’s not just walk around the bustling streets. 

If she’s fleeing, we need to go far away. 

With that in mind, I started walking, keeping a considerable distance from Jang Chaeyeon. 

I should call the Gangdong branch now. 

I quickly took out my phone and dialled the number of the accident team leader I had received earlier. 

After a few rings, he picked up the phone.

“Have you found her already?” 

“She’s walking around so boldly as if she has nothing to worry about. If you could send support this way, we might be able to apprehend her.” 

“Ah… Support, you say.” 

The accident team leader’s voice trailed off. 

This doesn’t sound good. 

“Are you coming?” 

“Yes, yes, I’m coming. However, we’re a bit short-handed right now… I’m sorry, but could you give me a little time?” 

“No, how long do I need to wait? 2 Hours?”

“No, it’s not two hours. This…”

“Please! Support will definitely go in two days! If you’re frustrated, it’s okay to catch her later!”

He only said what he had to say, and the call ended.

Does this make any sense?

I tried calling several more times, but after hearing “I can’t take your call right now” about five times, I finally gave up.

Yeah. 

Let’s just tail her for two days. 

If we tail her like we’re nobody, we won’t get caught. 

If it’s too far or too difficult to tail her, I’ll give up and run away.

When I told Yoo Daon about the conversation with the accident handling team leader, she too looked shocked.

“Two days? How do we tail someone for two days without getting caught? We don’t even know where or how the suspect might evade us!”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“…But still… I’m kind of looking forward to it. She seems like a seasoned field worker.”

This woman talks so recklessly.

Ultimately, our tailing was successful.

How successful was it? 

Even though I took the same bus as Jang Chaeyeon, she didn’t notice me, and even though I took an intercity bus out of the metropolitan area, she didn’t notice me, and even when we entered the same hotel to use it, she didn’t notice me.

And the accident handling team leader still didn’t answer the phone.


I lie down alone on the bed, lost in thought. 

Yoo Daon, who was whining next to me, I sent her to her room and I felt like I had my own time in a long time.

Just a week ago, I was clearly handling data in the office, but how did I suddenly start living a field-like life?

Come to think of it, I haven’t seen myself properly since that incident.

I got up and looked at the mirror.

A tired man walked over to the mirror and looked at himself.

It’s possible to focus information about me without directly looking at me. 

I can still look at my face without concentrating.

[Name: Kim Jaeheon] 

[Age 27] 

[Characteristic: -]

[Ability: Insight] 

[Background: His eyes are different from others.

[Critical Available: 10] 

Slowly looking at me.

Insight is my Ability. 

But why is the characteristic still blank?

I think of Yoo Daon. 

Clearly, there will be characteristic… at least.

What is ability, what is characteristic, and what is unknown.

How did this eye start to look at such things all of a sudden?

At that time

Tick

Someone is knocking on the door.

“Who are you?”

There was no answer.

Tick.

“Who are you?”

Tick.

“Who are you?”

Tick.

I felt uncomfortable for nothing.

Slowly increase the distance from the door.

At times like this, the curious open the door and pay the price of curiosity, but I do not engage in such foolish acts. 

Since I’ve answered anyway, she knows I’m here, and if I do nothing…

Click.

The door slowly creaks open.

I’m certain I never gave her a key?

Soon, the person I’ve been seeing all day reveals herself.

“…Who are you?”

With white hair, a cold expression, and eyes that pierce through me with indifference.

It was Jang Chaeyeon.

“Who sent you to follow me?”

Big trouble.

“Don’t feel like talking? Should I make you talk?”

Jang Chaeyeon raises her hand slightly.

“What…”

Something invisible grabs me by the collar and pulls me slowly towards her.

Even touching the grip on my collar reveals no form, and struggling doesn’t help me break free.

Eventually, I’m dragged right in front of her.

Jang Chaeyeon stares at me intently.

Keep calm.

I glance briefly above Jang Chaeyeon’s head.

[Name: Jang Chaeyeon] 

[Age: 25] 

[Characteristic: Telekinesis] 

[Ability: -] 

[Background: She had to dedicate herself to the Bureau for so long just because she had abilities. Now she seeks freedom. To a place where no one can find her… That was the plan, until someone decides to take matters into their own hands.] 

[Weakness: Her telekinesis is coordinate-specific.]

“Were you sent by the Bureau?”

Someone taking matters into their own hands?

“If you don’t answer, I’ll start breaking fingers one by one.”

Interpreting my silence as defiance, Jang Chaeyeon raises her hand.

Ah, damn. 

What should I say?

And at that moment,

Suddenly, Yoo Daon appears and crashes into Jang Chaeyeon with her shoulder.

Jang Chaeyeon collapses to the ground, and I also fall from the air, landing on my knees.

“Mr. Jaeheon! Run!”

Thud.

While urgently shouting at me, Yoo Daon’s neck twists 180 degrees.

Unable to continue speaking, she collapses to the ground.

Jang Chaeyeon raises her hand calmly.

What should I do? 

How do I overcome this situation?

In an instant, a phrase I saw earlier comes to mind.

[Weakness: Her telekinesis is coordinate-specific.]

Surely not?

I examine her eyes.

Her blue eyes, filled with hostility, are clearly fixed on me.

Swiftly rolling to the side, the ground where I was cracks deeply.

Got it.

Jang Chaeyeon stares at me intently.

“What are you?”

Frantically thinking, without answering.

When will the next attack come? 

Can she use telekinesis consecutively, or is there a cooldown?

This is the worst place to fight. 

It’s narrow and long. 

Fighting here means almost zero chance of winning.

Quickly moving towards the door, Jang Chaeyeon’s gaze follows me.

Human eyes are naturally faster than movement. 

So, Jang Chaeyeon had enough time to catch me, and I couldn’t escape her gaze this time.

If Yoo Daon hadn’t been there that is.

In the meantime, Yoo Daon revives and blocks me in from her.

Thud.

This time, Yoo Daon’s arm twists grotesquely.

“…What?”

Jang Chaeyeon is surprised again.

Taking advantage of this, Yoo Daon and I enter the room.

Yoo Daon grab the door and as if we had made a promise, and I bring the bed and place it in front of the door.

This should be okay.

“What are you going to do?”

Yoo Daon shouts at me.

In no time, her arm returns to its original state.

I look at Yoo Daon, and she meets my eyes.

“…Can you protect me for a bit?”

I need to resolve this situation first.

Yoo Daon meets my gaze and nods.


“I can die for free about three hundred times.”

“Alright.”

Coordinate-specific telekinesis, and an ability that can’t be used immediately.

I take out a pistol from my bag.

This should be enough to handle it.



 
  
    Chapter 12: Cube


What is Telekinesis?

In games or movies featuring various superhumans, telekinetics are not well-regarded. 

They are too ordinary to be protagonists and lack the unique abilities to be final bosses. 

But I disagree. 

Telekinesis is the epitome of useful powers.

You don’t have to walk to fetch water when you want it, and if someone annoys you, you could snap their neck 180 degrees. 

It’s an excellent ability, both lethally and non-lethally.

Bang!

Looking at the door shaking as if it’s about to break, it’s clear. 

If that wasn’t telekinesis, who would think of breaking the door down with brute force?

Lost in these thoughts for a moment, I turn to look at Yoo Daon. 

She stands before me, wrapped in a blanket with a resolute expression, looking like she’s been turned into a burrito.

“Do you think this will work?”

“To be honest, I don’t know. But we have to try something.”

The top priority is to change the location of this fight, or rather, this one-sided beating. 

In a narrow, straight line, a small room—any confined space—defeating Jang Chaeyeon is nearly impossible. 

There might even be innocent people staying here.

Even though I work a desk job at the Bureau, I’m not keen on involving innocent civilians.

Who knows what might happen if we’re discovered?

It’s the most frequently read, heard, and prominently featured in the second chapter of our manual since joining the Bureau.

[Manual for Office Workers]

1.The most important thing is not to get caught doing the Bureau’s work. It doesn’t matter if you use a gun. It doesn’t matter if you stab someone with a knife. But it must not be known as an act of the Bureau.

2.You are the last bastion of humanity. Revealing this to the general public is a grave matter, and if you disclose this, you will be dealt with accordingly.

3.As long as you adhere to rules 1 and 2, you have the duty to protect all of humanity. This does not mean sacrificing yourself. Help humanity as much as you can within your capacity.

4.However, if necessary, there may be minor sacrifices for the greater good. Do not waver. Your actions will ultimately be a step forward for humanity.

Sometimes, unnecessary words are exchanged, but the conclusion is to avoid harming people if possible.

“I’m ready.”

In front of the door that seemed ready to shatter at any moment, Yoo Daon wore a resolute expression.

“Alright. Just in case, let me explain it one more time.”

“Sure. As I said before—”

“Dodge by looking at her eyes, right? The spot where her eyes focus will be where she uses her ability. And if you dodge once, there will be some time before the next attack.”

“That’s right. And—”

“Don’t die. The telekinesis activation is faster than my healing time, so if things go wrong, I could be out for a long time. Avoid vital spots no matter what. That’s why I’m dressed like a fool, isn’t it? But couldn’t I just cover my head and chest with a pillow?”

“Do you have any tape?”

“No.”

All I have is a handgun, tomorrow’s clothes, and toiletries. 

Yoo Daon has nothing but the clothes she’s wearing.

“This feels too slow.”

“That’s why I’ll cover you. Just hold on until I can take position. I’ll use everything I have, too.”

“Can’t you use that move that took down the monster last time?”

“I will.”

“Then isn’t it okay?”

I hope so too. 

But why do I have this ominous feeling?

Thud!

The door couldn’t withstand the impact any longer and shattered with a loud noise.

Dust rose thickly, and I shouted to Yoo Daon.

“Go!”

Yoo Daon ran slowly toward Jang Chaeyeon.

But perhaps because she was wrapped in blankets, her speed was slow.

“Once is enough.”

As Jang Chaeyeon’s low voice came from beyond the dust, Yoo Daon twisted her body slightly.

I heard the sound of the blanket tearing and saw Yoo Daon’s shoulder twist slightly.

Seeing that, I also dashed out after Yoo Daon.

I start counting the time. 

How long until she can use her ability again?

One second, Yoo Daon’s arm twitches slightly.

Two seconds, Jang Chaeyeon turns her gaze toward me.

Three seconds, Yoo Daon jumps back into her line of sight.

Four seconds, Blood splatters from Yoo Daon’s side, and she crashes into the wall sideways.

About three seconds.

In that time, I drew my gun and ran, firing a few shots backward.

Bang! Bang!

As expected, the bullets aimed at Jang Chaeyeon veered off and only made holes in the wall.

“Do I look like an amateur who can’t even counter bullets?”

Jang Chaeyeon stared at me intently.

Honestly, I had some hope, but it was shattered just like that.

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me again, and in the meantime, Yoo Daon, who had completed some degree of healing, reached out and covered Jang Chaeyeon’s face with her hand.

Yoo Daon’s hand twisted again at an impossible angle.

“Ugh…!”

Yoo Daon groaned in pain.

But in that brief moment, I was ready too.

I gripped the gun.

[Critical: 10]

Everything in the world slowed down, turning black and white.

Yoo Daon wore a painful expression, and Jang Chaeyeon slowly began turning her eyes toward me.

Her fingers moved toward me.

As I focused my gaze on Jang Chaeyeon, a red spot began to glow between her eyebrows.

Mesmerized, I aimed my gun at that spot and pulled the trigger.


	Bang!



“Ah?!”

The bullet fired, and the slowed world resumed its normal pace.


Color returned to the world.

As expected, the bullet didn’t hit Jang Chaeyeon’s hand.

A sound like a ping rang out as if something had been struck and bounced off, and Jang Chaeyeon was crouching, clutching her forehead. 

Is it now? 

Perhaps now is the chance to incapacitate Jang Chaeyeon. 

I put my finger on the trigger again and pulled it several times.

Bang! Bang! 

Please, let at least one shot hit. 

Then somehow… 

The bullets stopped. 

Literally, the bullets halted in front of Jang Chaeyeon. 

Jang Chaeyeon remained crouched, not moving an inch. 

Even bullets don’t work? 

I should just run away for now. 

And then… 

“I brought it!” 

Yoo Daon, with a terribly mismatched aura of a blood-soaked pink hoodie and a smiling face, threw off the blanket and ran towards me. 

She handed me something. 

An unsolved puzzle cube. 

My gaze was drawn to it automatically.

[Name: Cube] 

[Age: Manufactured in the 1900s] 

[Characteristic: Reality Alteration] 

[Ability: X] 

[Background: This cube is from the 1900s, but it’s unclear how it was made. Was it really made in that era? Or is it just that you believe it was made in the 1900s? This cube can overturn, solidify, and sometimes erase your common sense. Extreme caution is required when handling it.] 

[Weakness: This cube cannot be destroyed. When solved, believe without a doubt in what you desire. Do not question your existence even if doubts arise. You are who you are.]

“Where did you get this?” 

“It fell when you shot Jang Chaeyeon!” 

“When I shot?” 

“Give it back.” 

Without a moment to think, Jang Chaeyeon staggered to her feet. 

“Give it back!” 

Her eyes turned towards us. 

I reflexively jumped back, pushing Yoo Daon away. 

Soon, a vibration passed between us, and with a loud noise, the walls and floor began to crack. 

“Crazy woman…!” 

-Rumble…! 

With a deafening noise, the floor started to collapse. 

“Ah, damn it!” 

Hugging the cube to my chest, I curled up and closed my eyes. 

Soon I felt a floating sensation, my body being thrown around, and intense pain hitting me. 

Blunt impacts and even piercing pain followed. 

Despite this, I kept my eyes shut and endured.

Eventually, I hit something hard, and the floating sensation stopped. 

“Ugh.” 

Struggling to open my eyes, I checked my arms. 

The cube was still there. 

And it seemed I was still alive, though my whole body hurt. 

Ignoring the pain, I forced myself to stand.

“Ugh…” 

There wasn’t a single part that didn’t hurt. 

I looked around. 

“…Damn.” 

Part of the hotel had collapsed. 

Around me were chunks of concrete, presumably debris from the hotel. 

Specifically, only the area where Yoo Daon and I had been had fallen. 

Thankfully, it seemed no one else was caught in it. 

Judging by the rough estimate, it was about three floors. 

That’s why I survived. 

Where is Yoo Daon? 

“Daon…?” 

I spoke loudly but quickly switched to whispering, worried that Chaeyeon might hear me. 

“…Daon? Are you alive…?” 

She has to be alive, of course. 

I wandered around calling Yoo Daon’s name several times, but there was no response.

Instead, someone else found me. 

I turned reflexively at the sound of something landing lightly. 

Jang Chaeyeon was floating above the debris, looking at me. 

“Give it back.” 

She looked at the cube in my hand and repeated her demand. 

Should I return it and run away? 

But there’s no guarantee that Jang Chaeyeon won’t kill me if I give it back. 

I made eye contact with her. 

“Give it back.” 

She repeated like a broken doll. 

I alternated my gaze between the cube and Jang Chaeyeon. 

“…Why do you want this?” 

She stared at me vacantly. 

There was no attack this time. 

She seemed like a different person. 

“I can’t be complete without it.” 

She spoke slowly. 

“It… completes me.” 

I looked at the cube again. 

A cube with not a single side solved. 

I looked at Jang Chaeyeon’s profile once more. 

[Name: Jang Chaeyeon] 

[Age: 25] 


[Characteristic: Telekinesis] 

[Ability: -] 

[Background: She had to dedicate herself to the Bureau for a very long time simply because she had abilities. Now she seeks freedom. She is leaving, to a place where no one can find her.] 

[Weakness: But is that really true?] 

A migraine hit me.



 
  
    Chapter 13: Cube or


I press my temples firmly.

“…Give it back.”

Jang Chaeyeon was still reaching for the cube, while Yoo Daon was nowhere to be seen.

Let’s think based on the information we’ve gathered so far.

As soon as Jang Chaeyeon lost the cube, she lost her will to fight. 

Of course, she did drop me from the building, but there must be a reason why she hasn’t snapped my neck like a twig yet.

Is it that people change just by holding or not holding the cube? 

But there was no mention of mental manipulation in the cube’s description.

Despite this, the creeping migraine made me start to doubt.

Ever since the butterfly incident, I noticed that whenever I got a migraine, someone or something around me would become strange.

The first time was when Yoo Daon was seeing something different from me, and the second time was when Song Arin tried to hypnotize me.

But this information wasn’t listed in what I could see about myself, so it was hard to be certain. 

It’s really just speculation.


Let’s assume, as per my hypothesis, that I get allergic migraines to some kind of mental influence.

If that’s the case, this cube must be causing some kind of mental contamination or influence.

Could it be that even I am seeing something incorrectly?

I look at the cube once more.

[Name: Cube]

[Age: Manufactured in the 1900s] 

[Characteristic: Reality Alteration] 

[Ability: X] 

[Background: This cube is from the 1900s, but it’s unclear how it was made. Was it really made in that era? Or is it just that you believe it was made in the 1900s? This cube can overturn, solidify, and sometimes erase your common sense. Extreme caution is required when handling it.] 

[Weakness: This cube cannot be destroyed. When solved, believe without a doubt in what you desire. Do not question your existence even if doubts arise. You are who you are.]

No, let’s not doubt it. 

The weakness section also says not to doubt myself.

So, is Jang Chaeyeon mentally controlled by this cube?

For that, her actions earlier were too smart. 

She didn’t seem like someone who had lost her intellect.

I lift the cube above my head.

Jang Chaeyeon’s gaze follows the cube upward.

I lower the cube.

Her gaze follows the cube downward again.

Seeing this, it seems like she has lost her intellect.

No, let’s stop playing around with this strange person.

So, what should I do with this?

I can’t just give her the cube without any reason. 

Even though it seems that all these problems stem from the cube when I see or think about it.

And now, for some reason, she seems to have lost her combat power.

“…For now, follow me. Then I’ll give you the cube.”

“…Okay.”

Jang Chaeyeon nods obediently. 

It’s hard to believe that just a moment ago, this woman twisted Yoo Daon’s neck 180 degrees.

“So… to get the cube back, we need to find someone first.”

“Who?”

“A person with black hair, a bit long… skinny… wearing pink clothes… um, a cute face?”

Trying to describe Yoo Daon with my limited vocabulary isn’t easy.

“…Is that it?”

Jang Chaeyeon points in one direction.

Wriggling,

Something that seemed to be Yoo Daon was stuck upside down, only showing the lower half of the body and frantically shaking its legs.

How did I not see that?

“Can you help get her out?”

“If I get her out, will you give me the cube?”

“I’ll think about it.”

Jang Chaeyeon looks at me with discontent but still lifts her hand towards Yoo Daon.

With the sound of debris collapsing, Yoo Daon struggles to get up.

“Wow… I almost died. Or did I die once?”

Making a joke only she could make, she starts brushing off the dust from her head and upper body.

“But how did you… ah!”

Seeing me, she screams and quickly stands in front of me.

“It’s dangerous!”

Jang Chaeyeon looks at her like she’s a fool.

“It’s okay, probably won’t hurt us. For now, at least.”

Yoo Daon looks at me with a puzzled expression and then back at Jang Chaeyeon.

“What did you do? Did you destroy her brain with a bullet or something?”

“You can’t stop talking nonsense, can you?”

If I had such a dangerous ability, would I have jumped off the hotel?

“Then what did you do?”

I briefly explain the situation to Yoo Daon, who has a puzzled expression.

“So, you took the cube and she became an idiot, right?”

“…Well, in short, yes.”

“However, there was originally no cube.”

“What are you talking about?”

I saw Yoo Daon casually making a strange remark.

“Jaeheon, when I first saw that person, did you see the cube?”

“…Huh?”

Come to think of it, when I first met Jang Chaeyeon, she wasn’t holding a cube. 

If she had been, I would have noticed.

“I saw clearly. Both hands were empty. It’s too big to hide in clothes.”


Surely not. 

Let’s not think such thoughts.

Unconsciously, my gaze flickered towards a certain imposing presence on Jang Chaeyeon. 

Don’t think crazy thoughts.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to notice my gaze, and Yoo Daon started talking excitedly.

“If my memory serves me right, the cube popped out when Jaeheon shot it with a gun. It wasn’t visible before.”

Come to think of it, that might be true.

When she grabbed me by the collar, there was no trace of the cube.

So, the cube emerged when I shot a bullet into Jang Chaeyeon’s forehead. 

I’m not sure what correlation there is, but that’s the case.

“Anyway, we retrieved the cube, and Jang Chaeyeon seems cooperative now. Shouldn’t we just call the Management Bureau?”

Yoo Daon speaks as if it’s obvious. 

And Jang Chaeyeon stares at me intently.

“…Are you going to give me the cube?”

I could just call them now, but…


Is ending it like this right?

I felt a sense of unease. 

It doesn’t seem right to just leave it like this.

“I’ll be right back.”

I raised my hand to stop Yoo Daon, who was about to make a call on her phone.

“…Why?”

Yoo Daon looked puzzled, but she lowered her phone as I instructed.

“Listen to this.”

I handed Yoo Daon the cube.

“…Why?”

Yoo Daon looked at me, tilting her head while holding the cube.

“How do you feel?”

“What do you mean?”

Yoo Daon closed her eyes, making a thoughtful sound.

“…I don’t feel anything.”

“Not anxious? Like the world is collapsing? Doubts about your own identity?”

“Why would I feel like that? Is it because of this cube?”

Yoo Daon handed me back the cube as if she had touched something ominous.

Meanwhile, I checked the details.

[Name: Yoo Daon]

[Age: 23]


[Background: She lives in the Management Bureau, continuing her story there. Originally destined for great things, her fate was altered by someone’s intervention, allowing her to unfold her own story at the Management Bureau.]

[Weakness: There is nothing as foolish as making an enemy of a person with a regenerate and immortal.]

Let’s leave aside the changed background for a moment and focus on anything else.

“…Are you looking at me right now?”

I examined carefully, but there was nothing particularly noteworthy.

“…What are you looking at then!”

Yoo Daon shouted, covering herself with both arms.

“You don’t need to worry about that.”

“How would I know!”

I guess I don’t know.

Ignoring Yoo Daon’s muttering, I immersed myself in thought again.

Short-term possession isn’t a big problem. 

But what happens when it lasts longer?

“…Oh.”

Chaeyeon, who had been quiet until then, pointed expressionlessly at the cube.

“…It moved.”

“…What?”

I looked at the cube upon Chaeyeon’s words.

The cube was moving, aligning itself on its own.

“No, why…”

I quickly grabbed it with my hand to scatter it, rotating it several times, but it seemed like my actions had no effect, as the cube started spinning madly.

“…I don’t like this!”

Chaeyeon’s voice, which had been emotionless until now, suddenly filled with intense emotion, and suddenly turned around in the opposite direction.

“Huh?”

And Yoo Daon and I stared blankly at her.

At that moment, one side of the cube aligned.

Bright light emanated from the cube, engulfing me, Yoo Daon, and Chaeyeon.

Blinding brightness, and a feeling as if the existence of us was being sucked away to somewhere else.

If there were such a thing as a soul, wouldn’t this be what it feels like to be drawn into another realm?

It felt like it would last forever, but as the light faded, the landscape before me changed completely from the remnants of the hotel I had seen earlier. 

Instead of anything else, there was nothing but a vast blue sea.

“What… is this?”

Where am I? 

What is this?

“Ah, no… nooo!”

Like Jang Chaeyeon wailing, screaming as she collapsed, clutching her shoulders with both hands.

“No…! No…! I don’t want this again…!”

“Hey! Pull yourself together!”

Seeing Jang Chaeyeon screaming, I intended to go see her, but…

“Huh.”

Words began to appear on the sea.

[Name: Cube] 

[Age: Manufactured in the XXs] 

It was dazzling. 

[Characteristic: Reality Alteration]

[Ability: X]

[Background: This cube is a puzzle from an unknown era in the 1900s. Was it really made in that era? Is what you’re seeing now reality? Or is it the issue only the cube knows?] 

[Weakness: An unknown force has manifested in the cube, which has entered self-repair mode. However, remember, you are still yourself.]

I blinked my eyes several times. 

And then I looked back at the sea. 

The unchanged message appeared on the sea. 

I looked at the sun far away. 

The same message appeared above the sun as before.

My head began to spin. 

“…Mr. Jaehun.”

Yoo Daon called my name quietly. 

“Look over there.”

Turning around at Yoo Daon’s words, I looked where Yoo Daon was pointing. 

A desolate city stretched out before me. 

A half-jungled remnant of a civilization that once flourished.

Suddenly, I recalled the story I heard earlier today.

<Cube, one of the containment objects held by the Gangdong Administration Branch, resembles an unsolved puzzle cube. However, each face aligned causes minor and major reality alterations, and aligning all faces causes a massive reality alteration. Recently, a reality alteration occurred, turning an entire city into an uninhabited island, leading to the demise of all citizens.>

Ignoring Jang Chaeyeon’s sobbing, I gulped, swallowing saliva. 

This might not be a reality alteration. 

I suddenly thought it might be something even more dangerous. 

Thunk. 

The Office Manual fell from my pocket. 

Soon, like magic, the manual unfolded, revealing its contents. 

It was page 3. 

[Manual for Office Workers]

1.While working at the Administration, you may encounter things that surpass your imagination and defy reason. This is not to say thar you shouldn’t fear. Remember, it is because of fear that humanity has survived countless wars. However, do not stop moving forward. Isolation objects or unknown adversaries may be mysterious, but that’s why you must approach them with an explorative attitude. Wishing you luck.

I kneeled down and tightened my shoelaces. 

Yoo Daon looked at me puzzled. 

“…What are you doing?” 


“Preparing to leave.” 

“Where to?” 

Where indeed. 

I nodded towards the city. 

“To find the exit.”



 
  
    Chapter 14: Notes


When I was young, I often watched videos on the internet about exploring abandoned cities. 

Back then, it seemed really fun.

“Ah… Ah…!” 

“No, come on, follow properly!” 

Yoo Daon was panting as she pulled Jang Chaeyeon’s hand from the front, and I was pushing Jang Chaeyeon’s back from behind. 

Now that I’m actually in the position of exploring, it’s a different story. 

To make things worse, we have to drag along someone who’s not just half-witted but completely witless.

“Huff, huff… We can’t keep dragging her like this!”

“Indeed.” 

How are we supposed to carry her around? 

We stopped for a moment, and Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon stared at me intently. 

“We can’t go on like this. We can’t even cover 1 km in an hour.” 

“That’s true… but what do you suggest?” 

“Let’s talk to her.” 

I slightly bent my knees to meet the mumbling Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes. 

“Let’s have a talk. Why are you doing this?” 

“…There’s nothing.” 

“Huh?” 

“There’s nothing, so I’m scared.” 

What is she saying? 

But to find out whatever it is, we need to move forward.

“We can’t just stand here doing nothing. If you want to get out, please cooperate.” 

“…I left it behind.” 

Her nonsensical answers were starting to give me a headache, but I couldn’t ignore her following words. 

“I left it behind there.”

 “What did you leave behind?” 

“Important things. I need to find them.” 

“What are they?” 

“I don’t know.” 

Jang Chaeyeon answered with a foolish expression. 

Oh, can’t someone find her intellect and stick it back to her while leaving her aggression behind? 

“But I’ll know when I see it.” 

“Help me find it…. Then I’ll be quiet.” 

Is she a genius after all? 

Pretending to be witless to boss Yoo Daon and me around? 

But I couldn’t refuse her request either. 

In the end, I nodded in agreement. 

“Alright. But follow quietly. Help us if we need it.”

“Okay.” 

Jang Chaeyeon nodded calmly and started walking on her own legs, as if she had never complained. 

Seeing this, Yoo Daon came up to me and whispered quietly. 

“Is it normal that I’m getting a bit angry?” 

“It’s normal. But we should forgive her because we can’t win if we fight.” 

No point in fighting when Yoo Daon and I together can’t beat her. 

Yoo Daon showed a dissatisfied expression for a moment but soon closed her mouth and followed. 

“…It’s tough.” 

Walking through the ruins of the city was harder than expected. 

Rocks were kicking against our feet, and the ground was uneven. 

“It is tough.” 

Yoo Daon wiped her face with her sleeve and spoke as if she was okay. 

And…. 

“Heave… heave…” 

Jang Chaeyeon was panting heavily, unable to even speak. 

“…Are you alright?” 

Why is her stamina so poor? 

“Heave… heave…” 

Seems she can’t even answer. 

After repeating the heavy breathing several times, it took a few minutes for her breath to settle. 

“…Weren’t you in the isolation team?” 

“It’s tough.” 

“No, weren’t you in the isolation team?” 

“…It’s tough no matter what.” 

She avoided my gaze while answering. 

“And you, Daon, seem to be alright?” 

“I used to be in the security team.” 

Yoo Daon made a muscle flex pose with her right arm and smiled. 

“I might have the best stamina among girls my age.”

“Now that you mention it…” 

I recalled the first time I met Yoo Daon. 

“What does the security team do?” 

“Security team?” 

Yoo Daon made a sound as if thinking. 

“Well… probably security-related stuff?” 

What’s with the “probably”? 

Sensing my skeptical look, Yoo Daon quickly shook her head. 

“Don’t look at me like that. I’ve only worked there for a day. To be honest, I worked more with Jaeheon in the HR team.” 

“You shoot well for someone from HR.” 

“We do get training. The first thing I learned in the security team was shooting.” 

“So, what did you do before coming here?” 


“Well… just some school stuff… that’s about it.” 

Yoo Daon’s voice trailed off at the last question. 

Maybe she didn’t want to talk about it. 

I didn’t want to pry either. 

Everyone has their own privacy. 

“Arrived.” 

Then I heard Jang Chaeyeon’s quiet voice and looked ahead. 

“…Wow.” 

Up close, it was overwhelming; a vast abandoned city lay before us. 

“Do you know how to find an exit?” 

Hearing my question, Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes filled with gloom. 

“There is no exit.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“We can’t leave without permission.” 

“Permission from whom?” 

“…This.” 

With a gloomy expression, Jang Chaeyeon pointed at the city. 

“…Are you talking about the Cube?” 

Jang Chaeyeon nodded. 

As if the Cube had a consciousness, Jang Chaeyeon spoke. 

“Then how did you get out? And why did you go in the first place?” 

“…I don’t remember.” 

“…Alright.” 

No point in asking further if she doesn’t remember. 

I just had to keep monitoring her condition. 

“Daon, do you feel anything strange? Like your head itching…” 

“…That’s a story from when I was possessed.” 

Yoo Daon grumbled while checking her body, opening and closing her eyes. 

“…I can’t tell yet. But I’m worried that even if I were under mind control, I wouldn’t know.” 

“If it gets too bad, I’ll notice. Hopefully.” 

I just hoped my eyes would function properly. 

As we got to know each other better and shared conversations we hadn’t before, we successfully entered the city. 

“Oh, you have a younger sister?” 

“Yes, but we don’t meet often.”

“How old is she?” 

“There’s quite an age difference. She just started university this year.” 

We talked about our family backgrounds. 

“Are you an only child?” 

“Yeah, well, for various reasons…” 

I listened to Yoo Daon’s family background. 

“I’m an only child too.” 

“…Oh, okay.” 

I listened to Jang Chaeyeon’s family background as well.

While we were exchanging these trivial stories, I kept finding myself constantly checking our surroundings.

[Name: Cube]

[Age: Manufactured in the 1900s] 

[Characteristic: Reality Alteration] 

[Ability: X] 

[Background: This cube is from the 1900s, but it’s unclear how it was made. Was it really made in that era? Or is it just that you believe it was made in the 1900s? This cube can overturn, solidify, and sometimes erase your common sense. Extreme caution is required when handling it.] 

[Weakness: This cube cannot be destroyed. When solved, believe without a doubt in what you desire. Do not question your existence even if doubts arise. You are who you are.]

To be honest, seeing this message pop up everywhere was quite unsettling. 

What if I missed something important or couldn’t respond to a threat in time? 

My eyes even started to hurt. 

As I blinked several times, Yoo Daon looked at me with a concerned expression. 

“Are you feeling unwell?” 

Should I tell Yoo Daon about this? 

It’s not that I don’t trust her, but I don’t want to make the atmosphere gloomy unnecessarily. 

“I’m fine.” 

Yoo Daon put her hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eyes. 

“No matter what you say, I’ll believe you, so don’t keep it to yourself. Don’t worry! I can keep a secret even under torture.” 

“…No need to go that far.” 

In the end, I had no choice but to explain the current situation to Yoo Daon. 

With a hum, hum, she listened attentively to my story.

“So, this place seems to be inside the cube, and because of that, your eyes aren’t in their usual state.” 

“You could say that.” 

“Then I’ll be more vigilant!” 

Yoo Daon said confidently. 

Honestly, it didn’t seem like it would be much help, but her words were somewhat comforting. 

“…Found it.” 

Until then, Jang Chaeyeon, who had been quietly walking, muttered and started heading somewhere.

“Where are you going?” 

“I found it.” 

Despite our puzzled questions, Jang Chaeyeon walked steadily towards a certain direction. 

“…Shall we follow her?” 

“Looks like we should.” 

In the end, Yoo Daon and I could only follow Jang Chaeyeon as if we were under a spell. 

Soon, Jang Chaeyeon entered a building. 

It was the most intact building among the dilapidated ones. 

She navigated through the rubble with familiarity and stopped somewhere. 

Amid the ruins, a piece of white paper with something neatly written on it was lying there. 

Jang Chaeyeon picked up the paper and handed it to me. 

“Read it.” 

“Me?” 

Jang Chaeyeon nodded. 

“I can’t read it.” 

“…Okay, got it.” 

I took the paper from her and started reading it aloud.

<I’ve been adrift here for two days. I was definitely looking for an item with potential reality-altering risks, but how did I end up here? I must get out of here first. I don’t have any issues using my abilities, but I feel uneasy. Are my teammates okay? Could something have happened to them? If others have drifted here like I have, I must find them first. I’m the only one with this ability, so it has to be me.>

Jang Chaeyeon, who had been listening with her eyes closed, opened her eyes. 

“I remember.” 

“Remember what?” 

She looked at me. 

“A long time ago… I’m not sure exactly when, but I’ve been here once before. And… I made a deal with something. It said if I completed the cube, I could get out of here… and that’s how I got out.” 

She paused for a moment and then continued. 

“And as part of the deal, I wagered my memories and… something else. The reason I’m here again is… because I failed.” 

“Failed? A bet? With who, the cube?” 

Isn’t the cube an inanimate object? 

At least that’s what my eyes were telling me. 

Jang Chaeyeon nodded in response to my question. 

Rumble… 

A thunderous sound was heard from somewhere, 

Splash… 

It started to rain. 


It was a pitch-black tar-like rain. 

“We need to find more of the notes I left. If we understand the deal and this phenomenon, we can get ahead.” 

Jang Chaeyeon looked at the two of us while getting drenched in the rain. 

Boom! 

Thunder roared as if responding to her words.



 
  
    Chapter 15: Perfect Group?


Since finding the note, Jang Chaeyeon had become very cooperative with us. 

“Are you listening?” 

“Yes.” 

The sound of rumbling and falling debris. 

Yoo Daon goes first, I follow, and Jang Chaeyeon crosses after waiting for us to pass. 

Thanks to this, finding our way became so easy it was almost unnecessary. 

“I’ll take the lead.” 

When we walked outside, Yoo Daon led the way. 

“Then I’ll take the rear and keep watch.” 

“Then… I’ll stay in the middle and look out for any dangers.” 

Jang Chaeyeon took the rear, and naturally, I ended up in the middle. 

It was an odd procession. 

A man in the middle, women in front and behind, forming a strange line. 

Yoo Daon confidently stepped forward, Jang Chaeyeon anxiously scanned our surroundings from behind, and I looked around from the middle. 

Though it was silent, the exploration wasn’t entirely safe.

Sometimes debris underfoot would collapse, and building fragments would fall from above. 

If it was just Yoo Daon and me, one of us would have gotten seriously hurt by now, either me, Yoo Daon, or Yoo Daon pushing me out of the way and getting hurt herself. 

-Thud! 

A brick narrowly missed Yoo Daon’s head. 

“…Thank you.” 

“I just did what I had to do.” 

With just a wave of her hand or a flick of her eyes, Jang Chaeyeon would make debris miraculously avoid us. 

A strange sense of gratitude washed over me. 

This is the real deal! 

If it was just Yoo Daon and me, I’d have been much more nervous, and any incident would have led to bloodshed. 

But with Jang Chaeyeon, everything was resolved smoothly. 

As I pondered these trivial thoughts while walking, I stopped at Yoo Daon’s sudden exclamation. 

“…I see something over there.” 

Standing beside her, squinting, I tried to see what she was pointing at. 

It looked like something was there. 

“A person…?” 

A person was standing there. 

Squinting, I looked at the people. 

[Name: Cube (Human)] 

[Age: -] 

[Characteristic: One-time use] 

[Ability: X] [

Background: These beings, once human, chose to lose their identities and be subsumed by the Cube after a long time.] 

[Weakness: The same as human weaknesses.] 

They were wandering around in rags, making quiet noises. 

Even the rain was pitch black, like a scene straight out of a horror movie. 

Occasionally, their murmuring reached our ears. 

“Hello, nice to meet you, let’s do our best today.” 

“I don’t want to go to work, I want to go home.” 

“Enjoy a hot dog, it’s delicious.” 

“They seem like people!” 

“…How are there people here?” 

Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon didn’t seem to realize their true nature. 

Why couldn’t they hear it? 

Quickly, I covered their mouths with my hands. 

“They’re not human.” 

“What…?” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Can’t you hear them talking?” 

The two looked puzzled. 

“I saw them.” 

“Okay.” 

At my assertion, Yoo Daon immediately got into a ready stance, while Jang Chaeyeon still seemed confused by my words. 

“…I’ll trust you.” 

No time to explain everything now. 

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me for a moment before nodding and turning her gaze forward again. 

“Do we have to go through here?” 

“…Probably.” 

“What if we go around?” 

“It would take too long. There’s no need to waste time.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded at my question. 

Compared to the earlier time when she screamed mindlessly, she seemed much more reliable now. 

“Let’s break through.” 

“How?” 

“We’re a security team, so if you can just hold them off at the front for a bit, Chaeyeon can take care of them from the back.” 

“Chaeyeon… Got it.” 

Jang Chaeyeon nodded after a moment of silence. 

Do modern women dislike being addressed with a suffix? 

Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon always react so strongly.

“Chaeyeon can’t use her abilities continuously, and there’s roughly a three-second cooldown, so in the meantime, Daon and I will have to hold them off. Let’s leave the basic cleanup to her.” 

“…! When did you…!” 

“I have good eyes, remember?” 

Jang Chaeyeon, who had raised her voice, lowered it again and then, after a moment of hesitation, nodded while staring straight ahead. 

“And Daon, if you feel like you’re going to die, let us know. I’ll take the lead while you recover.” 


“…” 

“Daon?” 

“Oh, yes, yes. I’ll leave the gun to you then, Jaeheon.”

“Are you sure?” 

“I can handle myself in a fight.” 

Yoo Daon raised her fist cheerfully. 

Though she didn’t seem reliable at a glance, knowing she was immortal made her incredibly dependable.

Before moving, I checked the gun I was holding. 

There were still bullets left. 

Three magazines. 

As long as I didn’t use them all, we should manage.

“Okay… Here we go. Daon, lead the way.” 

At my signal, Yoo Daon started running forward, and the creatures’ attention turned to her. 

“Delicious fish and chips at a low price!” 

“No company dinner today!” 

And with strange cries, the human-like creatures charged at us. 

Yoo Daon skillfully punched the approaching creatures. 

-Smack! 

One of their jaws turned and it collapsed. 

The ones coming from behind were sent flying by a single gesture from Jang Chaeyeon. 

-Bang! 

I also ran hard behind Yoo Daon, shooting as I went. 

“…You have good aim?”

Panting, Jang Chaeyeon sticks close behind me.

“Indeed.”

I couldn’t understand why I said that. It felt like my eyes were automatically adjusting. 

Like an aim assist in a game.

There was no such feeling the last time I fired a gun.

-Crack.

They bit Yoo Daon’s neck, and blood spurted from her neck, but she swung the jaw of the one coming at her with her other hand.

And my bullet seemed to be sucked into the head of the one biting her neck, its teeth falling away. 

And Yoo Daon’s tattered neck returned to its normal state as if nothing had happened.

Far-off enemies were either toppled or sent flying with a wave of Jang Chaeyeon’s hand.

The bullets I fired all hit the enemies’ heads, and the enemies were blown away with Jang Chaeyeon’s gestures, while Yoo Daon…

I was overwhelmed with emotion.

One tank, one ranged dealer. 

One debuffer, sub-dealer, and scout.

We were no longer a no-deal team.

We could now be seen as a perfect ranged dealer team.

The moment of emotion was brief, as I began to see the end of them.

I took a deep breath and shouted loudly.

“Prepare to break through!”

Yoo Daon gritted her teeth and started running, and we began running again, sticking behind her. 

Countless hands entangled her legs, and her shoulders and waist were grabbed.

“!?-“

“Wait.”

Yoo Daon’s balance started to falter, and the path she was breaking through began to narrow.

At that moment, Jang Chaeyeon passed by me, widened her eyes, and placed her hand on Yoo Daon’s back.

-Bang! 

-Crack!

Yoo Daon’s waist bent like a bow and she flew forward.

It was like a human cannonball.

…No, this isn’t a bent waist; it’s like her spine broke.

Yoo Daon, now a human cannonball, pierced through the path in a straight line, literally pulverizing the monsters, and only after breaking through did she roll on the ground and come to a stop.

The breakthrough was successful.

But,

“…No…”

“She’s not dead.”

Yoo Daon waist was folded in half, and Jang Chaeyeon looked at me with an emotionless expression and said.

“…Aargh…”

Yoo Daon started to groan. 

Soon, her waist began to return to its original state.

“…She died.”

“But we broke through.”

“Do you know how unpleasant this is?”

“It was the best way.”

Of course, Yoo Daon protested as soon as she revived, and Jang Chaeyeon calmly responded to her words.

“Do you hate me?”

“No. But I have no reason to like you, either.”

“Jaeheon! She’s bullying me!”

“Please stop fighting.”

Aren’t we just coming out of a death trap?

My head hurts. It hurts.

Thus, Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon were bickering again not long after coming back to life, and the conversation ended with Jang Chaeyeon saying. 

“Okay. Sorry.”

We successfully made our way out, and no major threats appeared until we started moving again. 

Sometimes enemies appeared, but we ignored them, I shot them, or Jang Chaeyeon blew their heads up with telekinesis.

“…How are your eyes?”

As things settled down, Yoo Daon approached me worriedly.

Now that I think about it, I forgot.

I blinked and looked around.

“…Huh?”

“What?”

“I can’t see it anymore.”
All the descriptions that had been visible a moment ago disappeared.

“Isn’t that a good thing?”

“It might not be.”

“…It’s here.”

While whispering and walking with Yoo Daon, we stopped at Jang Chaeyeon’s words and looked ahead.

In front of us was a giant black cube.

“Is this-“

“Cube.”
Jang Chaeyeon’s words made me stare at the cube.

[Name:???] 

[Age:???]

[Characteristic:???]

[Ability:???]

[Background: What was being pieced together in someone’s mind has now been disrupted.]

[Weakness: ??.]

What is this?

No matter how much I squinted, nothing was visible.

“Do you see anything?”

“…This isn’t a cube, is it?”

“…Then what is it.”

Piecing together.

I recalled the time I shot Jang Chaeyeon in the forehead.

“It seems broken to me.”

“?”

The two of them looked at me with question marks on their faces.

“Well. You’ll see.”

Maybe because I’ve seen one talking through my eyes before, it’s not that surprising anymore.

After all, it’s something that was broken by my bullet. 

If that’s the case, there’s a chance.

It seemed like there was a way.

“Let’s go.”

“Without any preparation?”

“Haven’t we caught our breath? We can’t even get any weapons.”


“That’s true, but…”

“Let’s go.”

We couldn’t receive any support from the bureau anyway.

As I started walking, Jang Chaeyeon followed behind me, and eventually, Yoo Daon said, “I’ll come too!” and followed us.

Thus, the three of us stepped into the cube.



 
  
    Chapter 16: Turn the Board Over


“It’s brighter than I expected.” 

That was my simple impression. 

A bluish light was illuminating the interior. 

The absence of any visible light source made the atmosphere even more unsettling. 

“…How are your eyes?” 

Yoo Daon tapped my shoulder and asked. 

“They’re fine now.” 

The memory of that conversation, which was more of an announcement than a discussion, resurfaced. 

I really need to be careful this time. 

During the Life of Butterfly incident, at least we had a known monster residing within the Bureau. 

Now, there are only three people who are slightly more peculiar than the average person. 

Of course, if I had thought that was all, I wouldn’t have come in here at all.

“Do you remember?” 

In response to my question, Jang Chaeyeon slowly shook her head. 

“No, not at all. It still feels like there’s a hole in my memory. But I do remember wandering around here for a long time.” 

She made a complicated expression. 

In the end, there’s nothing Jang Chaeyeon can tell us right now. 

If she called us here, there must be a reason. 

I started to look around slowly. 

The interior was incredibly spacious, quite different from its exterior. 

I couldn’t figure out where the light was coming from, but it was sufficient to see around. 

The barren interior had a door with no handle, just an open hole where the exit should be. 

Why had Jang Chaeyeon wandered around in such a place? 

With the exit right there, what was she searching for? 

Or did she see something different?

“…I’m going to lie down for a bit.” 

Yoo Daon stretched out her legs and lay down in a tired position after looking around. 

In the end, the only ones looking around were Jang Chaeyeon and me. 

Soon, Jang Chaeyeon placed her hand on her forehead and began to mutter. 

“…No. Then…” 

That leaves only me. 

But there must be a reason we were called here. 

I kept searching around, trying to find if anything was hidden, and eventually succeeded in finding something.

“I found it.” 

A small cube hidden in a corner. 

I wondered if it needed to be hidden this well as I examined the cube. 

[Name: Cube] 

[Age: Manufacturing Year XXXXXXXXXXX] 

[Characteristic: Reality Alteration and Absorption]

[Ability: X] 

[Background: This cube has the ability to alter and absorb reality. It’s not yet determined whether it alters reality to absorb it or absorbs reality to alter it. Currently, the cube has absorbed a city.] 

[Weakness: When unsure whether the chicken or the egg came first— // Weren’t you here to tell a story?]

Despite the ridiculous expression, no voice came from the cube other than what I saw. 

Should I try making a sound?

 “…What are you?” 

I muttered quietly, and soon the weakness part changed.

[Weakness: I will let you out.] 

Suddenly, like this? 

I squinted at the translucent window. 

Why was this happening all of a sudden? 

“What about the others?” 

[Weakness: The chicken— // The black-haired woman can be released. But the white-haired woman cannot.] 

I glanced at Yoo Daon and then at Jang Chaeyeon.

“Should I guess?” 

Thinking back, Jang Chaeyeon reportedly left with the cube. 

When we first started following her, she had the cube, but when we began our fight, she didn’t. 

I initially thought she had left it in her room before coming to capture us, but that hypothesis was shattered when I shot her in the forehead. 

As the bullet pierced her forehead, she suddenly spat out the cube. 

I held the cube in my hand. 

A cool sensation was felt at my fingertips, and a migraine began to set in. 

However, I gripped the cube tightly and started trying to piece it together. 

“…As expected.” 

It didn’t budge. 

It was designed so that the sides couldn’t be physically aligned. 

Although reality was said to change with each aligned side, the cube itself couldn’t be aligned physically. 

“The sides can’t be physically matched. It had to be planted as an object within someone.” 

In the end, my critical hit wasn’t aimed at Jang Chaeyeon. 

It had halted the cube’s alignment process. 

So, let’s summarize the information about the cube. 

If it’s aligned, there will be big trouble, but it can’t be physically aligned. 

Thus, it requires some sort of ritual-like process to align it. 

In this process, Jang Chaeyeon has been chosen as the ‘executor’ of this ritual. 

But how did they subdue her? 

What could have made her, who effortlessly dealt with those monsters, end up like this? 

A window popped up in front of me. 

[Your understanding of the cube has increased.] 

No more texts were coming out of the cube in front of me. 

[Name: Cube] 

[Age: Manufacturing Year XXXXXXXXXXX] 


[Characteristic: Reality Alteration and Absorption]

[Ability: X] 

[Background: The cube, created far away, has the function of altering and absorbing reality. It’s not yet determined whether it alters reality to absorb it or absorbs reality to alter it. Currently, the cube has absorbed a city.] 

[Weakness: You don’t have to play on the board////////]

The weakness window in front of me was shaking wildly.

[Weakness: Sometimes // // 11 1110] 

The cube was deliberately blocking my weakness window. 

No matter how many times I tried to read the weakness window while staring down the cube, unfortunately, the weakness window kept getting erased repeatedly as if it was malfunctioning.

If this continues, it will never end. 

I picked up the cube and stood up. 

Sure enough, as the entrance to the cube closed, all the soft lights disappeared. 

Then, the door on the opposite side opened, and just like before, things that looked human started walking out slowly. 

“I don’t want to drink coffee today.” 

“I don’t want to be in pain anymore.” 

“I don’t want to live.” 

They were no different from the ones before. 

I grabbed my gun again, and before I knew it, Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon were standing behind me, ready.

“Did you make any progress?” 

“Yes. I think I can find your memories too.” 

“So, we have to get through that?” 

“Yes. And you need to share some emotional connection with me.” 

“Alright.” 

“What?” 

The last question was Yoo Daon’s, but Jang Chaeyeon smoothly continued her words. 

“If necessary, I can do it. What do we need to do? Kiss? Hug?” 

Is this woman crazy? 

“Are you crazy? Why would I kiss or hug you?” 

At my words, Jang Chaeyeon froze. 

“Oh…? Emotional… connection…?” 

“Do I go around kissing friends to share emotional connections? Don’t say that anywhere else.” 

At my words, Jang Chaeyeon closed her mouth. 

Soon.

WHACK! 

Something hit my back hard, and I couldn’t even scream as I writhed in pain and fell to the floor. 

Jang Chaeyeon rolled up her sleeves and stood in front of us. 

She continued in a calm tone. 

“No need. I’ll finish them all.” 

But her earlobes were bright red. 

“No, I mean, who’s misunderstanding things and—”

WHACK! 

I decided to keep quiet. 

We were really not needed. Jang Chaeyeon literally obliterated the monsters coming at us, and I lay there writhing in pain while watching, and Yoo Daon was gently rubbing my back while watching. 

“…Phew.” 

Soon, Jang Chaeyeon took a deep breath and sat down in front of me again. 

“So, what do we need to do?” 

“…Um.” 

I looked at Yoo Daon. 

Yoo Daon met my gaze with a puzzled expression. 

…This is a very peculiar situation. 

“So…” 

At that moment.

-Click 

A sound of something fitting together came from the cube I was holding. 

“Huh?” 

“Not alone!” 

Jang Chaeyeon shouted loudly and grabbed my hand, and time stopped for everyone except us. 

I opened my eyes. 

Yoo Daon’s eyes were wide open. 

“…Daon?” 

I waved my hand in front of Yoo Daon. 

No reaction. I poked her cheek. 

Still the same. Jang Chaeyeon, who had grabbed my hand earlier, was holding it even tighter. 

Her hand trembled, but she didn’t let go. 

“I remembered.” 

“…What is this?” 

Her face was filled with fear. 

“…It’s too hard to do alone… I had to go with you.”

“What is this?” 

“…The final torture.” 

Despair filled Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes. 

“The torture of locking someone alone in endless time and doing nothing.” 

So this is what it was. 

“But… still… it’s too hard alone… if there are two of us…”

Jang Chaeyeon mumbled and started hugging her knees. 

“…Hold on.” 

The paused weakness started to spit out letters again.

[Weakness: Sometimes the way is to not play the game.]

I sat facing Jang Chaeyeon, who still looked depressed.

“…Huh?” 

Jang Chaeyeon stared at me. 

“Is there something you like?” 

“Huh…?” 


Jang Chaeyeon’s face was filled with confusion. 

If there’s something not enjoyable, then make it enjoyable. 

“What food or hobby do you like?” 

“Huh? Huh…?” 

Only bewilderment appeared on Jang Chaeyeon’s face.



 
  
    Chapter 17: Between 90 Seconds and 4 Minutes


There used to be questions like this circulating on the internet: 

Here is a button. 

If you press this button, you will receive a huge amount of money, but in exchange, you will spend 100 million years in a subspace. 

During this time, you will suffer eternal agony, but all memories of this period will be erased from your mind.

The situation I’m in now isn’t much different. 

The key point this time is that someone is orchestrating this. 

Instead of being trapped by an irresistible force, it’s more fitting to say that a bigger, stronger friend has locked me in a solitary room and is holding the door handle.

I need to break the game. 

What does it mean to break the game? 

To do that, there was something I had to prepare, and something I had to show.

Jang Chaeyeon met my eyes and then quickly turned her head. 

I had gone on a few blind dates in my life. 

And not a single one had ended successfully, always resulting in awkward goodbyes. 

The biggest reason was my eyes.

-Even though it’s the first meeting, you seem to know me too well; it’s sometimes scary.

-It feels like you can read my mind; it’s creepy.

-Not my type.

-You look like someone who is exhausted by work.

I was blamed a lot for my eyes. 

Because of this, every blind date ended poorly for me.

But on the flip side, I did have experience with blind dates. 

“The weather is nice, isn’t it?” 

“It’s raining.” 

“Ah, right. Any hobbies?” 

“None.” 

“Okay.”

But it seems that experience alone wasn’t enough.

Running out of questions, I was racking my brain when she looked at me and sighed softly. 

“Hey… why are we doing this?” 

“What do you mean?”

“What’s the point of this meaningless act?” 

“To get out of here, right?” 

“Do you need this kind of useless activity to get out?” 

“If I said yes, would you play along?”

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me intently. 

Her emotionless eyes met mine several times, and she sighed deeply before turning to face me. 

“My hobby is taking walks. As I mentioned, I’m an only child, and both of my parents have passed away.” 

“I see.” 

“What about you?” 

“As I said, I have a younger sister… and both of my parents are still alive.” 

“Is your sister a normal person?” 

“Sorry? Well… probably.” 

“Hobbies?” 

“Not really. You know, working at the Bureau doesn’t leave much time for hobbies.”

“There are so many deaths that on the days we send money to the bereaved families, I feel guilty.”

“…That’s true.” 

Jang Chaeyeon looked away. 

“Then why did you go to the administrative team instead of the isolation team? With your skills, you could have easily been in the isolation team.” 

“That’s how I was assigned. I’m fine with it. No risk of dying.” 

“The Bureau has no eye for talent.” 

“Don’t say that anywhere. I’m already in this mess because I caught the Bureau’s eye.”

If it weren’t for the Life of Butterfly’s incident, I would have been living quietly. 

How did things end up like this? 

“Why?” 

Jang Chaeyeon tilted her head. 

Come to think of it, I hadn’t told her about my ability. 

Or about the Life of the Butterfly’s incident. 

“Well… a lot happened.”

Anyway, we have time to kill. 

I sat down beside Yoo Daon, who was still frozen in time, and started talking. 

Jang Chaeyeon also sat across from me, listening attentively. 

“Fortunately, I could see them with my eyes.” 

“Hm…” 

“And when I shot them with my gun like this—” 

“Oh…” 

“But the gas tank turned out to be nothing—”

Sometimes she would laugh, widen her eyes in fear, focus as if she was in danger, and sigh in relief when I resolved the situation. 

Though her conversational skills couldn’t be praised even as flattery, her attentive listening made it more enjoyable to talk. 

Thanks to that, I got even more engrossed in my story.

After I finished, she looked at me intently. 

Her eyes seemed brighter than before. 

“…You were quite impressive.” 

“Um… thank you.” 

Well… 

Straightforward compliments like this make people feel embarrassed.

“…I should tell my story too.” 

She placed her hands neatly on her knees and began speaking. 

“As soon as I awakened my ability, I joined the Bureau… or rather, I was forced into it.” 

“Forced?” 


“The Bureau is always short-handed. They will do anything to recruit useful talent. There are many ways. In my case, it was relatively mild.” 

Did the Bureau really need to go that far?

“Anyway, I worked in the isolation team… and then this incident happened, and my entire team died.” 

She continued her story calmly. 

“Why did they die?” 

“I don’t remember.” 

“Right, of course.” 

“…Is that the end?” 

“That’s it.”

It’s not easy to make your story so unappealing, but she managed it. 

“So, how can we solve this problem? There must be a way.” 

“Yes, there is a way.” 

“What is it?” 

“We wait.” 

“…I told you, nothing will happen if we just wait. This place won’t change until we break.” 

“I know.” 

“…Do as you wish.”

In the end, she hugged her knees and sat there. 

A day passed. 

What I realized during that time was that we didn’t feel hunger, sleepiness, or any other basic needs. 

While it was a relief not to worry about hunger, it also meant we couldn’t pass the time by sleeping.

I looked around. 

The visible information hadn’t changed, but it didn’t bother me. 

We had no time, and paradoxically, we had all the time in the world.

I approached Jang Chaeyeon and started talking. 

She responded to my stories briefly. 

The second day wasn’t much different. 

Without nightfall, it was hard to tell if it was the second day or just another day. 

The only difference was that Jang Chaeyeon started talking to me a bit more.

“…Are you okay?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Aren’t you scared or anxious about when this will end?”

“Not at all.” 

“Why?” 

“If I was alone, I would be terrified, anxious, and going insane. But I’m not.” 

“…” 

“Now, you’re here with me, so I’m not scared or anything.” 

She looked at me for a while, then lowered her head and sat down again.

The third day. 

No change. 

The fourth day. 

Same. 

The fifth day. 

Nothing new. 

The sixth day. 

Ditto. 

On the seventh day, Jang Chaeyeon approached me again.

“…I’m bored.” 

“I understand.” 

She sat next to me. I didn’t stop her.

About two weeks must have passed. 

We decided to do something more productive. 

“…It’s not writing well.” 

“Yes.” 

Jang Chaeyeon struggled, trying to carve something on the wall with a stone. 

“Just use your ability.” 

“It’s meaningless.” 

“Geez.” 

She put the stone down and sat next to me again. 

“I’ll rest today.” 

“Is it okay not to finish it?” 

“There’s always tomorrow.” 

“True.” 

“So today, I’ll rest. Do you have another interesting story?” 

“Do you want to hear about the time I almost got punched by my boss because I gave severance pay as salary?” 

“You told that story the day before yesterday.” 

“Oops.” 

“But you can tell it again.” 

She smiled softly. 

“I’ll forget it. Tell me again.”

Another week passed. 

“Almost done.” 

“What is it?” 

“Don’t look.” 

She muttered, satisfied with her work, blocking my view as I tried to look. 

“I’ll show you when it’s finished.” 

“Alright.” 

“Let’s go somewhere else. Hurry.” 

In the end, she pushed me away, her touch more of a gentle nudge than a forceful shove.

A month had passed. 

Sitting still, Jang Chaeyeon casually sat next to me. 

“Tell me a story.” 

“I really have no stories left. I feel like I’ll have to tell you about when I was crawling on the floor as a baby.” 

“Then tell me.” 

“I have to remember it first. You should tell me more about yourself.” 

“I’ve told you a lot already.” 

“I still talked more.” 

“Hurry.” 

“…The time Yoo Daon spilled coffee on her laptop on her second day?” 

“You told that last week.” 

“What the heck?” 

“But I forgot it just now.” 

She smiled softly at me. 

Could she make such an expression? 

“Tell me.”

Another day passed, spent in meaningless conversations with Jang Chaeyeon. 

About two months had passed. 

Now, we sat shoulder to shoulder, staring blankly into the distance.

“What are you doing?” 

“Just.” 

A long silence followed, and we both stayed silent. 

“…I have something to say.” 

“Yes.” 

She rested her head on my shoulder. 

“To be honest, I regretted it a lot at first.” 

“Yes.” 

“I was scared. The memories of enduring this pain resurfaced.” 

“Yes.” 

“So, I blamed you a lot and resented myself. Why did I do that?” 

“Yes.” 

“But, as time passed, I think you were right.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“That being together means we’ll be okay.” 

She turned to face me, our breaths mingling in close proximity. 

“Do you want to see what I was making?” 

“What?”

She stood up and took my hand, and I followed her.

There, I saw myself. 

It was a drawing of me that Jang Chaeyeon had carved with a stone. 

The detail was impressive, and I couldn’t help but be amazed.

“…When did you start drawing this?”

“Since you were staring blankly into space.”

“…Wow.”

Jang Chaeyeon turned around and smiled softly at me.

“It’s done now.”

“Is this the end?”

“No.”

Jang Chaeyeon approached me again and looked up at me.

“I’m not scared anymore.”

“Really.”

She laughed out loud.

“Well, let’s just stay like this for a bit.”

A bit of silence passed.

Then, a window popped up before my eyes.

[Your understanding of Jang Chaeyeon has increased.]

[Due to your bond with Jang Chaeyeon, you can now use the Joint Skill – Coordinate Tearing.]

[Coordinate Tearing – 3 uses remaining]

Looking at Jang Chaeyeon, I also smiled softly.

“But it’s time to leave now.”

“Huh?”

Leaving her stunned, I stood up.

Soon, an explanation appeared before my eyes.

[Coordinate Tearing – You share the coordinates you choose. And she tears it apart. Remember, coordinates do not only exist in reality.]

Coordinate-based vision, huh.

I looked at Jang Chaeyeon.

“Whatever happens from now on, don’t be surprised.”

“…I’ll trust you.”

She nodded, and I looked at her once more and mumbled to myself.

‘Coordinate Tearing’

Suddenly, the world looked different.

It was as if a grid paper had been placed over the world

I had been seeing, and everything started to distort.

“…This is…”

“Shh.”

Jang Chaeyeon started to see something different as well, and I hushed her as she murmured in surprise, looking around intensely.

Seeing the invisible.

I looked around frantically, and soon I saw a distortion different from the usual ones.

It felt like only the paper on that side was crumpled.

“There!”

Pointing with my finger, Jang Chaeyeon also looked at that spot and reached out to clench her fist.

-Crunch.

With the sound of something twisting,

-Whoosh….

The wind started to blow.

Sounds began to be heard.

“Huh?”

I started to hear Yoo Daon’s voice.

“…You were just next to me a moment ago, when”

-Clatter!

Before Yoo Daon could finish speaking, someone ran to me and hugged me tightly.

“…We did it.”

Jang Chaeyeon hugged me so tightly it felt like I might be crushed.

“…We did it…”

“We both did it, right.”

“…No, when did you two become so close all of a sudden?”

Yoo Daon asked incredulously as she approached us.

“A lot happened but-”

“Shh.”

Jang Chaeyeon placed her index finger on my lips.

“Keep it a secret.”

“…Well, if you insist.”

Yoo Daon looked around in frustration as we ignored her.

Soon, more information appeared before my eyes.

[Name: Cube]

[Age: Manufactured in XXXXXXXXXXX]

[Characteristic: Reality alteration and absorption]

[Ability: X]

[Background: The Cube, made from far away, has the functions of reality alteration and absorption. Whether it modifies reality to absorb it, or absorbs it to modify reality, the sequence has not yet been determined. Currently, the Cube has absorbed a city.]

[Weakness: Coordinates || || || || Die die die die die die die die die die die die die]


[Critical]

Charging.]

[Cr
i
ti
c
al
01]

It seemed like someone was really angry.

TL Note: The buggy system is intentional



 
  
    Chapter 18: Escape


It seemed like the threat of being killed was genuine, as the inside of the cube started to shake.

Yoo Daon, who was the first to react by getting up, pointed towards the exit with her finger.

“That way!”

Debris poured in like crazy, and Jang Chaeyeon waved her hand to block it, causing the stones to collapse and fall to the ground.


	Rumble!



The exit of the cube began to collapse, and Yoo Daon jumped in and supported the debris with her back.

A sound that shouldn’t come from a human body emanated from her, but she didn’t care and turned to look at us. 

Jang Chaeyeon quickly waved her hand to push away the debris.

“Are you okay?”

“Not yet! For now, forward!”

Yoo Daon shouted as she urgently pushed forward.

As we escaped from the cube, what lay before us was a collapsing city.

Buildings crumbled with a deafening noise, as if falling into an endless pit, with a sinister black light emanating from the bottom.

Where should we go?

Crossing over the collapsing buildings? 

That would be insane.

Neither I nor Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon were superheroes from a movie.

If we were to get buried by the debris even once, it would be instant death.


	Thud…



The entrance of the cube collapsed behind us, and Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon also looked around in panic.

They must be thinking the same thing as me.

Is there something I’ve missed?

The problem with the cube, the point I’ve been overlooking.

A loud noise echoed as if time was running out.

I desperately looked around.

Soon, the description of the cube that I had seen countless times appeared before my eyes.

[Name: Cube] 

[Age: Year of Manufacture XXXXXXXXXXX] 

[Characteristics: Reality alteration and absorption]

[Ability: X] 

[Background: The cube, made in a faraway place, has the ability to alter reality and absorb. Whether it alters reality to absorb or absorbs to alter reality has not been determined yet. Currently, the city has been absorbed into the cube.] 

[Weakness: 111111111111111110]

The weakness still did not appear.

Thinking alone at a time like this doesn’t help.

I quickly looked at Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon and shouted.

“Altering through absorption, absorption through altering! The cube has currently absorbed the city! How do we get out of here?!”

“What nonsense is that?!”

“What?!”

Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon reacted one after the other. 

As expected, both looked clueless.

“Hurry!”


	Rumble…



The sound of something collapsing grew louder.

“I don’t know…!”

Jang Chaeyeon shook her head with a frustrated expression.

“It’s not a vacuum cleaner; what do you mean by absorbing and altering!”

Yoo Daon grabbed her head with both hands and screamed in frustration.

Wait, a vacuum cleaner?

[The cube has currently absorbed the city.]

“What do you do when a vacuum cleaner is full?!”

“Are you crazy, Jaeheon?!”

“Hurry up!”

“What do you mean, what?! You empty the dust bag!”

Yoo Daon shouted back, and suddenly, a ridiculous hypothesis popped into my head.

The cube alters reality by absorbing it.

The city is altered by being absorbed.

Conversely, if reality is altered, the city is absorbed.

So, when it needs to empty what it absorbed, how does it discard it?

Just dropping it into an empty void?

Even if that’s the case, wouldn’t it need some sort of ‘packaging’ to drop it into the void?

When we empty a vacuum cleaner, we don’t just dump the contents onto the floor; we empty it into a dust bag and tie it up to throw away.

If this process is to dispose of everything at once, then how can I survive through this?

“A hole!”

“What?!”

I looked at the sinking buildings.

“We need to make a hole in the dust bag to get out!”

“What kind of nonsense is that?!”

“We need to sink together, then get out!”

Yoo Daon’s face was filled with shock.

“Are you sure about this?”

“No! But I can’t think of a better idea right now!”

Please, someone come up with a better idea than mine.

“Ha, damn! …Fine!”

But it seemed like there was no one.

Yoo Daon clicked her tongue, rolled up her sleeves, and put on a fierce smile.

“…Trust you.”

And Jang Chaeyeon quietly murmured and stood still, looking at me.

“So, we just wait for it to sink?”

“That’s right.”

I took out a gun from my pocket.

[Critical: 1]

“I’ll shoot and share the view, Chaeyeon, you tear it with all your strength.”


“Okay. Even if I die, I’ll do it.”

“Don’t die.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded calmly.

“What do I do?”

“If we somehow manage to survive and get out, Daon, you need to retrieve the cube. It’s not going to let itself be taken quietly.”

“Got it.”

Yoo Daon nodded.

-Rumble…

The floor started to collapse.

“Whew…”

My heart felt like it was about to jump out from the tension.

If my guess was wrong, we would be on a direct path to the afterlife.

No, perhaps we should be thankful to be going to the afterlife.

I took several deep breaths to calm my trembling nerves.

I looked at the other two.

Yoo Daon was stretching her body, and Jang Chaeyeon was blankly staring at the collapsing floor.

It seemed like I was the only one nervous here.

“…It’s coming.”

Jang Chaeyeon muttered softly.

The floor started to collapse rapidly.

Soon, with a feeling of endless floating, the three of us fell into the abyss.

My mind was already prepared.

I took out the pistol I was holding and opened my eyes wide.

[Critical 10]

Once again, the world slowed down, and a small red light flickered in my eyes from the floor.

-Bang!

As if possessed, I fired the pistol, and without any delay, prepared for the next action.

[Coordinate Tearing – 2 uses left]

This time, the world turned into graph paper.

I looked at the spot where I had just shot.

Sure enough, only that spot was crumpled like a scrunched-up piece of paper.

Quickly, I pointed my finger at that spot, and Jang Chaeyeon took a deep breath, opened her eyes wide, looked at the spot, and clenched her fist.

Blood started to flow from her nose.

-Pop!

With the sound of a balloon popping, our bodies began to be sucked rapidly towards the sound.

I looked at Jang Chaeyeon.

She nodded at me, despite her nosebleed.

I looked at Yoo Daon.

She gave me a thumbs up, as if to say to trust her, and fell down.

Jang Chaeyeon followed, and I was the last to be sucked down.

-Thud!

“Ugh!”

I fell on my back, and the impact made it hard to breathe.

Coughing several times, I sat up, and the fresh air filled my lungs.

I looked around.

The hotel that had collapsed earlier, and the familiar surroundings.

It seemed like we had managed to escape somehow.

But that wasn’t all. 

Sure enough, at the edge of my vision, I saw a cube floating ominously in the air.

At that moment, someone brushed past me.

It was Yoo Daon.

She dodged the falling debris with agile movements and jumped towards the glowing cube in the air.

Suddenly, the cube shone strangely, and a beam of light pierced Yoo Daon’s forehead.

Without even a scream, she collapsed in mid-air.

The cube spun in the air, as if mocking me.

“Enjoying this?”

But I just sat there, doing nothing.

Dreaming.

Soon, Yoo Daon’s body twitched a few times, and then she stood up again and reached out to grab the cube.

The cube trembled a few times in her grip as if startled, but Yoo Daon, unfazed, grabbed it with both hands.

-Pop!

After a few more struggles, the cube exploded in her hands, and smoke rose thickly.

“Daon!”

Suppressing my rising cough, I ran towards her, but seeing Yoo Daon walk out of the smoke unscathed, I sat back down in relief.

“This thing explodes, huh?”

She held the cube with her blackened hands, and it vibrated a few times before settling down.

Reversing, her hand returned. 

“…Oh dear.”

Seeing this, I collapsed onto the ground.

“Are you okay?”

“My eyes hurt.”

“My hands hurt too. It exploded just now.”

“You’re joking, right?”

“My nose is bleeding too.”

Yoo Daon looked down at me, and soon Jang Chaeyeon also walked over and looked down at me.

“…Can we rest for a bit?”

In the end, we were once again carefully escorted by the Bureau.

“…”

“You really don’t want to do isolation team work, right? Tempting me like this is confusing. Don’t be ridiculous. Who on earth decided to shorten the Human and Containment Incident and help in the Human and Isolation Entity Incident Handling Team?

“…”

“That’s a shame.”

The man with sunglasses, whom I had met last time, sighed and kept throwing and catching the cube in his hand.

To me, that was a bomb, but to him, it seemed like a toy.

“Before talking about the cube…”

The man clasped his hands and looked at me.

“The Bureau has decided to reward you for solving this case.”

A bag was placed in front of me.

“Ah. I told you I won’t accept anything from the Bureau anymore.”

“Just open it.”


In the end, I opened the bag and, seeing the wads of cash inside, had to bow my head.

“I just did what I had to do.”

Loyalty to the Bureau.

Love the Bureau.

Together forever, the Bureau.



 
  
    Chapter 19: A Peaceful Daily Life


Receiving the money bag was good, but…

I looked around with the bag in my hand. 

Yoo Daon, standing there with a bag the same size as mine, looking bewildered. 

Song Arin, with her familiar companion, scanning the area with her purple hair and annoyed expression. 

And then…

“…Can’t you let her go?”

Jang Chaeyeon was standing there, head bowed, with handcuffs on.

No matter what, she was someone I’d been close with for months.

Here I am, happy to have received money, but seeing her in handcuffs makes me feel uncomfortable, almost ashamed of my joy.

“…I don’t know when you became so close to her.”

Well, the amount of time spent together was different. 

The man stared at me intently, and I stared back just as intently.

“I resolved it, didn’t I? I think you could grant me this much.”

“…You might not understand, but absconding with a isolation object is one of the gravest offenses.”

Song Arin whispered.

She’s not wrong.

After all, I’m part of the Bureau, and I’ve experienced incidents involving isolation objects firsthand.

With a deep sigh, I leaned back in my chair.

Seeing me like this, the man nodded slowly and looked at me.

“How much do you know about the Cube?”

The Cube.

“…Is this another deal?”

“I have a hunch about what you want, so just answer well.”

The Cube, huh.

“…It was called a reality-altering device, but there were many strange things about it.”

“Such as?”

“It was too violent to be considered an alteration.”

We don’t call something that sucks in other things an alteration. 

We call it cleaning.

Both its expelling and sucking actions were too rough to be described as alterations.

“And that’s not all. It had a consciousness. That’s odd, isn’t it?”

Even if we concede that the Cube has reality-altering capabilities, the ability to speak and exhibit murderous intent is a separate issue.

It’s like a robot vacuum suddenly saying “Die, human,” and cursing us.

“…You know quite a lot.”

The man widened his eyes slightly, as if surprised by my explanation.

“You never fail to amaze me.”

“You’re too kind.”

The man chuckled at my response and placed the Cube on the table.

“You were mostly right. This isn’t a reality-altering device. It’s more like an enormous vacuum cleaner, one that even has a consciousness.”

“Huh.”

“Despite that, we named it a reality-altering device for a reason.”

“And what is that?”

“It can suck in abstract things, like memories, concepts, and culture.”

The man tapped the Cube.

“It even has a consciousness, making it capable of enticing people. Its interior is so complex that it’s still not fully understood.”

“…How did Chaeyeon manage to escape with something like this?”

“I’d like to ask her that myself.”

The man stared intently at Jang Chaeyeon, who finally lifted her head to meet his gaze.

“How did you carry it?”

“…I don’t remember.”

Jang Chaeyeon shook her head, and the man smiled softly.

“Interesting. If the Cube absorbed her memory, it should have been returned during the expulsion process, but it wasn’t.”

“…Does that mean someone else was involved?”

Did someone deceive Jang Chaeyeon into taking such an item? 

Who? 

Why?

The man shrugged at my question.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

“Wait a moment.”

“What is it?”

“…While we were there, we heard about a contract and were attacked without any reason.”

Even a crazed AI doesn’t attack humans without cause.

“…Do you know why?”

The man’s expression turned peculiar.

“…That’s not a trait of the Cube that I know of. This is the first I’ve heard of it.”

“…Excuse me?”

“We must consider all possibilities.”

“…Is there an organization hostile to the Bureau?”

“There is. Definitely. But don’t worry about that.”

The man smiled gently.

“Since the moment humanity’s survival was decided, the Bureau has never lost. Nor has it changed.”

“Thanks for the information and for listening.”

“Well then,”

“I’ll make sure Jang Chaeyeon is dealt with appropriately with the higher-ups. But you might have a bit of a headache.”

“…What was it?”

“I don’t know.”

With that enigmatic answer and expression, the man left, leaving me, Yoo Daon, and Jang Chaeyeon once again.

The man’s promise to take care of things wasn’t just empty words, as Jang Chaeyeon was soon set free.

“Everyone, meet Jang Chaeyeon, newly assigned to our HR team. She was at the Gangdong branch.”


“…I’m Jang Chaeyeon.”

Introduced by the team leader, Jang Chaeyeon bowed her head.

Honestly, it wasn’t unexpected.

But it was irritating that the man seemed to be turning this place into a pseudo-isolation team.

But that was just for a moment.

“Let’s go shopping.”

“Suddenly? What about work?”

“We just got paid yesterday, so I have free time.”

Right after lunch, I declared my intention to slack off, leaving Yoo Daon looking at me in bewilderment.

“Why do you care? Why did I even get the money? I feel so wronged that I need to go shopping to make up for it.” 

“Daon, you should shop too. We all got a lot of money, right?”

“Oh, I’ve already spent some.”

“Huh?” 

When did she spend it without me? 

As I looked at Yoo Daon with a betrayed expression, she waved her hand. 

“I paid the Administration Bureau to do me a favour.”

“Huh?”

“Well, since my clothes kept getting torn… I asked them to make me a suit that doesn’t rip.”

“Why would you pay them for that?”

“They told me to pay for it!”

Are they really asking me to buy my own equipment? 

Is this even a job? 

I’m filled with rage. 

One day, the Administration Bureau will get what it deserves, and when that day comes, I’ll be the first to spit on its grave. 

“But shopping sounds good. There’s a department store in Gangdong. Let’s take the Administration Bureau train and get there quickly.”

“Sounds good.” 

I’ll make sure not to forgive them once I’m on that train.

When I told the team leader, he just said.

“Oh, yeah, go ahead.” 

And then went back to focusing on his mobile game. 

It feels like the team leader has let go a lot since the Butterfly’s incident. 

Thanks to that, we were able to go shopping. 

“Here.”

As soon as we arrived at the department store, I handed bundles of cash to Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon. 

“What’s this?”

“Money to buy clothes.”

Yoo Daon looked at me with wide eyes, and I looked back with equally wide eyes. 

Why me? 

The thing I hate most in the world is following my sister around while she shops. 

I doubt it’s any different for other people. 

“I’m going to look at some things for myself. Let’s meet at the designated spot when the time is up.”

“I don’t have anything to buy, can I come with you?”

“No, enjoy your own time.” 

Chaeyeon looked up at me after taking the cash, but I pointed firmly at the department store entrance. 

“One hour later, let’s regroup here. Dismissed!”

After an awkward moment of staring at each other, Yoo Daon and Chaeyeon walked into the store. 

Finally, some freedom for myself. 

What should I buy? 

First, the most expensive earphones, then maybe a gaming console. 

As I bought various items, I finally felt a sense of peace.

Yes, humans need to consume to live. 

Isn’t this what happiness is all about? 

I guess it was a good decision to work for the Administration Bureau. 

Surprisingly, an hour passed quickly, and I stood in the lobby with my arms full of shopping bags, waiting. 

“…Why aren’t they here yet…” 

Soon, I spotted the two approaching. 

Both were carrying shopping bags, indicating they had bought something. 

“Over here!” 

I waved at them, and they slowly walked over to me. 

“Wow, what’s all this?”

Seeing my hands full, Yoo Daon took some of my bags. 

“These are mine, though.”

“I know. I’m just helping you carry them since they’re heavy.”

“Sorry, I’m not that strong. Can I use telekinesis to help?” 

“Do you want to write a report?” 

Chatting with each other, we returned to the Gangdong branch, prepared our tickets, and got ready to board the train. 

<This is a VIP card.> 

The ticket gate stuttered as it spoke. 

They should maintain this better. 

Struggling with our heavy bags, we descended the stairs.

Suddenly, a metallic smell hit my nose. 

Wait, what? 

I looked around. 

In front of me was not the grand train station I had been to twice before. 

Red lights filled the surroundings, a metallic smell lingered, and the place looked like a 50-year-old, poorly maintained basement. 

“…Huh?” 

Yoo Daon and Chaeyeon, who had followed me, reacted similarly. 

“…Did we get off at the wrong stop?”

“…I don’t think so.” 

No way. 

Quickly, I put down my bags and opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

Q-Transportation between Branches

1.The Administration Bureau provides various transportation options for employees who often need to travel.

2. At Seoul Station Gangdong Station, head to the subway boarding gate. Present your manual at the gate instead of a transit card. Then, descend the stairs to find a subway prepared for employees.

3. There is a very low chance that you might end up in a basement instead of the subway. If this happens, stay calm and refer to the manual. 

A piece of paper fluttered out of the manual. 

Slowly, I picked it up and began to read. 

[Manual for Office Workers]

1.If you found this manual, it means you ended up in the basement by mistake.

2.Please follow the instructions in the manual. Failing to do so may cause significant harm to your body or mind, and the Administration Bureau will not be held responsible.

3.Open the door in front of you and enter, but do not respond to anything that speaks to you.

4.If you respond to anything that speaks to you, close your eyes and crouch down until it passes by.

5.The next part of the manual can be found on the bulletin board after you pass through the room.

6. Do not attempt to go back up the stairs. If you go back now—

‘Wait, ‘Hold on!’ 

Before I could stop her, Yoo Daon started climbing the stairs.

Slash! 

With a slicing sound, Yoo Daon’s head fell off. 

Blood spurted out, and then— 


“…Oh, that scared me.”

Yoo Daon casually caught her falling head, which then reattached itself to her neck. 

“What is this?” 

I made a sincere promise to myself. 

If I survive this, I’m quitting.



 
  
    Chapter 20: Basement


I remember my first day on the job. 

At the time, I had no idea about anything and thought I was joining an organization like the National Intelligence Service. 

How could I have known it was a place dealing with monsters and isolation objects? 

I recall the words I heard when I was first handed the manual. 

“Everyone, the manual isn’t perfect. But remember, this manual contains the hard-earned experiences and data gathered by your predecessors.” 

But why did they have to leave such a place behind? 

I threw a question at Jang Chaeyeon, who was looking around calmly, hoping to grasp even a sliver of hope.

“Have you been here before?” 

“It’s my first time in this department, but I’ve heard rumours. Don’t worry.” 

“Oh, really? It must not be such a dangerous place then?”

“Yeah, it’s a relatively safe place with a survival rate of around 40%.” 

“What?” 

“Huh?” 

Since when did a 40% survival rate become a safe place?

Even flipping a coin gives a 50% chance. 

Doesn’t this mean my life is currently reduced to a probability lower than a coin toss? 

“…Isn’t it not high?” 

I conveyed my thoughts directly to Jang Chaeyeon, but she just tilted her head, answering my question. 

She genuinely seemed to think a 40% survival rate was high. 

What kind of life did the isolation team of the Bureau lead? 

“Just do as you’re told.” 

“But there was someone who didn’t follow orders.”

Pointing at Yoo Daon, she looked embarrassed. 

“Well… Usually, Jaeheon reads the manual for me, so I didn’t know… But I read it all just now! There should be no problem!” 

“…” 

“?” 

Yoo Daon stared at me with a puzzled expression as I looked at her intently. 

Come to think of it, if she had gone up when her neck was severed earlier, wouldn’t at least she have been able to get out? 

It might be an inhumane thought, but what can you do?

Those who can escape should get out first and call for support. 

I conveyed this theory to Yoo Daon, but she shook her head with a troubled expression. 

“No matter how much I try, when my neck is severed, my vision goes dark for a moment. My body doesn’t move well either.” 

“…That’s true. Thank you.” 

Indeed. 

When a person’s head is separated from their body, the body is unlikely to listen well. 

I thanked her for seriously answering such a question and looked around again. 

A gloomy red light illuminated the surroundings. 

The iron chairs in the basement were all rusted, and sitting on them would ruin my clothes. 

And at the end of it was the door mentioned in the manual. 

It was a brown wooden door, but under the red light, it felt oddly eerie. 

I looked at the manual again. 

[Manual for Office Workers]

1.Finding this manual means you’ve taken a wrong turn and descended to the basement.



2. Please follow the manual carefully. Failure to adhere to it may have severe physical or mental repercussions, and the Bureau will not be held responsible for such outcomes.

3. Open the door in front of you and enter, but under no circumstances should you respond if anything speaks to you.

4. If you do respond, close your eyes, crouch down, and wait for it to pass by.

5. Please check the wall notices for the next part of the manual after passing through the room.

6. Do not go back up the stairs.

I have to open the door and go in. 

Before entering, I reminded the remaining two people once again to be cautious. 

“Listen carefully. No matter what happens behind that door, you must ignore anyone who talks to you. And if you accidentally respond?” 

“Close your eyes and crouch down!” 

“Well done.” 

“…Don’t worry too much.” 

Jang Chaeyeon reassured me again, and Yoo Daon looked at her and then back at me. 

“By the way, when did you two become so close?” 

“…It’s a secret.” 

Yoo Daon showed a slightly dissatisfied expression but shrugged it off soon after. 

“It can’t be helped.” 

“Shall we go then?” 

Both nodded, and at their signal, I opened the door. 

If one were to give form to ‘darkness,’ it would feel like this. 

It wasn’t as if I stepped into the darkness; it felt like the darkness swallowed me. 

I glanced back at the two, and Jang Chaeyeon, without any hesitation, grabbed my shoulder with one hand and pointed forward. 

A signal to move ahead. 

Soon, Yoo Daon grabbed my other shoulder. 

Eventually, it looked like I was dragging the two of them.

Alright. 

The one in the lead has to go. 

If a man can’t do this, what’s the point? 

I stepped beyond the door. 

The sensation of the hands on my shoulders disappeared. 

I quickly turned around, but where the door was, there was only darkness, with nothing visible. 

No shouting. 

No responding if someone calls. 

I repeated this to myself several times as I continued walking. 

“…Is anyone there?” 

Soon, a voice started to echo. 

A man’s voice I had never heard before. 


“Rest assured, I’m a Bureau employee! You need to speak up so we can find you!” 

“Hurry! This place is dangerous!” 

I’m not falling for this trick. 

What do they take me for? 

I’ve survived two accidents in a week. 

I won’t fall for such a cheap trick. 

I repeated this to myself several times as I steadfastly moved forward. 

“…Help me.” 

Soon, Jang Chaeyeon’s voice started to echo. 

Her weak voice. 

I kept walking, closing my ears. 

“…Please help me.” 

The Jang Chaeyeon I know wouldn’t say such things.

Ignoring it again, another voice started to echo soon.

“Jaeheon! Stay right there! I’ll help you!” 

This made me flinch. 

Yoo Daon could say something like that. 

I looked around to see if I could find Yoo Daon, but there was nothing visible, not even her silhouette. 

Should I shout out? 

As I contemplated, a strange noise began to echo in my ears. 

-Thump thump 

A sound as if someone was walking. 

And then, my eyes, which had been unable to find anything, finally caught sight of something. 

People. 

Approximately eight or nine. 

All of different genders, ages, and clothes. 

There was no dirt on their faces, and they all had their eyes closed as if asleep.

A curious sight: they all stand in a circle, holding hands. 

A translucent window appeared. 

[Name: Crowd Psychology] 

[Age: Manufactured one day ago] 

[Characteristic: Assimilation] 

[Ability: X] 

[Background: The entity residing in this cursed basement has a dreadful hobby. Those sacrificed to this hobby are looking for the next victim to free them from this eternal agony.] 

[Weakness: Break their connection and bring a fair end to all.] 

A dreadful hobby, a victim, and a residing entity. 

I want to do something about it, but I don’t have a gun. 

I don’t even have any guns, only the electronics I bought while shopping earlier. 

Should I really leave them behind? 

Thinking such thoughts, I slowly moved my steps, sensing someone’s gaze, and turned my head involuntarily, meeting the eyes of eight people staring at me. 

My steps froze instinctively. 

An old man who had been looking at me opened his mouth. 

“Jaeheon! Here!” 

Yoo Daon’s voice flowed from his mouth. 

He smiled slyly, making eye contact with me. 

“…Help.” 

The girl in the school uniform next to him spoke with Jang Chaeyeon’s voice. 

“Hurry, it’s too cold and scary here.” 

“It’ll be warm with us.” 

“Right. I beg you this way.” 

Everyone was staring at me with their eyes wide open. 

I forced myself to move my frozen steps. 

As long as I don’t make any noise, I should be able to get out safely. 

I walked, desperately ignoring their laughter, and soon a door came into sight. 

Quickly opening the door, someone grabbed my shoulder.

“Ah, you scared me!” 

“Jaeheon!” 

Yoo Daon grabbed my shoulder, looking relieved. 

“…Where’s Chaeyeon?” 

“I don’t know.”

Yoo Daon blinked and answered. 

“…Hasn’t she come out yet?” 

“Well, she’s part of the isolation team, so it might take a while, right?” 

Should I go back in? 

While I was contemplating, Yoo Daon stared at me. 

“Are you going back?” 

“If she doesn’t come out, I should.” 

Yoo Daon sighed deeply and started stretching. 

“Shall I come with you?” 

“I’ve always gone with you.” 

She said with a smile. 

“Not surprising.” 

“Okay. Let’s go then.” 

Yoo Daon nodded, and we went back inside. 

Unlike before, I could feel Yoo Daon near me. 

I tapped her hand, and she tapped mine in response.

Looking around, I saw someone squatting with their knees hugged. 

It was Jang Chaeyeon. 

And surrounding her were eight people. 

“Ahaha, ahaha!” 

“Heehee!” “Heehee!” 

“Hehe, hehe!” 

Everyone was laughing happily, circling her, while Jang Chaeyeon sat with her eyes closed, looking pale as if something could happen at any moment. 

I looked at Yoo Daon, and she nodded as if reading my mind, then dashed forward and kicked one of the people’s backs with a roundhouse kick.

Crash, the people toppled in a line. 

During that moment, I approached Jang Chaeyeon, grabbed her hand, and she looked up at me, finally showing a relieved expression. 

I quickly pulled her hand, and at the same time, Yoo Daon switched places with me, throwing the electronics bag she was holding. 

A heavy sound echoed. 

“Sound.” 

“Sound.” 

“Sound!” 

Eight pairs of eyes turned to the ground, and taking that moment, I pulled Jang Chaeyeon toward the exit. 

All three of us ran outside without making a sound, and only after the door closed did we finally catch our breath and sit down. 

“Haah…” 

“Phew…” 

It was surprisingly anticlimactic…. 

It felt strangely off. 

But that wasn’t important right now. 

After catching my breath, I looked at Jang Chaeyeon. 

“…Did you make a sound?” 

There’s no way she would have made a sound. 

She’s a professional. 

Jang Chaeyeon kept her mouth shut, hesitating a few times before slowly opening her mouth to answer.

“Because you asked me to save you.” 

I had nothing to say. 

“Sorry.” 

Jang Chaeyeon brushed off her knees and stood up, bowing her head slightly. 

“I was too hasty.” 

“…It’s okay.” 

I waved my hand dismissively, accepting her apology. 

“…And thank you.” 

“…Yeah.” 

Still awkward in conversation, Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon. 

I watched them for a moment and then started looking for the next manual. 

The manual for Room 1 was relatively easy. 

Found it. 

[Manual for Office Workers] 

1. First, congratulations on safely escaping from here.

2. As you proceed, information isolation will increase, leading to more sacrifices. Therefore, the management agency has decided to come up with new measures. Please be aware that the following information will be somewhat censored.

3. Among all the manuals you see ahead, only the odd-numbered ones are correct.

4. If you have confirmed the above manual, please nod your head.

5. Proceed forward. You will see two doors. Enter the left door.


6. After entering the left door, pick up the gun on the right nightstand. It will help you later.

7.—— If it is asleep, pass by quietly. If it is awake, talk to it. Never let it know you are human. If it discovers you are human, shoot it with the gun. It may buy you some time. 8.

8. Good luck. 

-Whoosh, 

The chilly wind in the basement made me shiver.



 
  
    Chapter 21: Sub Dealer


After sharing the manual’s contents with the other two, they both fell silent.

“…Don’t nod.” 

I said.

Yoo Daon, who was about to nod, quickly pressed her cheeks with both hands.

“If we consider it, an odd number makes sense, right?”

“…Right now, that seems correct.” 

Jang Chaeyeon said with a serious expression, looking at us.

“But what if this is a lie?”

“Do you mean, what if saying it’s an odd number is a lie?”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded.

She wasn’t wrong.

“It won’t be.”

“Are you sure?”

“To be precise, if we start doubting everything, it becomes exhausting.”

If we start questioning and worrying about every little thing, we’ll never reach a conclusion.

“…Alright.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded slowly.

“So, we should proceed assuming it’s an odd number?”

“Yes.”

Yoo Daon, who had been scrutinizing the manual, looked at me.

“Who should explain this…”

“Jaeheon should do it.”

“You do it.” 

The two of them said in unison.

“…Fine.”

Well, who else could do it besides me?

Yoo Daon? 

I doubt she would mess up, but she might add unnecessary comments.

Jang Chaeyeon? 

She might apologize mid-sentence and use her telekinesis out of nowhere.

So, by process of elimination, I’m the only one left to speak.

Maybe someday in the distant future, when the HR team expands, a knight in shining armour will come to handle this for me.

Probably not.

“Let’s come up with a plan before we go in.”

I drew a line through the even sections of the manual.

“If we only consider the odd sections, it looks like this.”

“Just these two instructions?”

“Isn’t that too little information?”

“Well… it should be fine.”

Perhaps the limited information is sufficient to resolve things, or alternatively, having more information might not be that helpful. 

It feels like information is being deliberately controlled to some extent.

But if my ominous premonition is correct, this won’t be easy.

“…Let’s go.”

“Shouldn’t we think about what to say?”

“We don’t even know who or what we’ll face.”

What if I bring a five-page script but end up having to use body language to convey my humanity because they can’t understand me?

Let’s just get a sense of what to do.

“If things go south, we should be ready for a fight.”

“A fight?”

“If I say something wrong and things get messed up, shouldn’t we be prepared for a fight?”

“Leave that to me.” 

Jang Chaeyeon raised her hand.

“I’ll protect you somehow.”

“Please do.”

“I’ll fight too, if necessary.”

Yoo Daon also raised her hand.

Indeed, those two are better at combat than I am.

“I’ll… keep an eye out.”

Without critical abilities, what can I really do?

I might as well fetch popcorn.

After a brief operation meeting, we looked around to see if there was anything useful.

The room structure was the same as before. 

The unsettling red lighting and rusted chairs remained.

It felt like a lobby in a game—always returning to the same lobby after clearing a stage.

Ultimately, staying here wouldn’t help.

And who knows, we might pass by easily if it’s fast asleep.

Until we open the lid, we won’t know.

I looked at the left door.

Another nondescript wooden door.

“…Here we go.”

The two nodded at my words.

“Don’t worry too much. If it comes to it, we’ll fight.”

“Right! We’ll handle it somehow!”

Seeing them display some confidence with their abilities reassured me a bit.

Yeah, if it comes to it, we’ll fight.

I opened the door and entered.

It was an operating room.

The kind perfect for clichés in horror movies.

Dried bloodstains were dark and smeared everywhere, and some fresher-looking splatters dotted the surroundings.

In the centre stood people in green surgical gowns.


I turned my gaze to the right and saw a blood-stained pistol.

According to the manual, the pistol is a trap.

But… if critical abilities were restored, the pistol would be a tempting choice.

However, the hesitation was brief.

Without critical abilities, picking up the pistol wouldn’t mean much to me.

And those people? 

If it comes to it, maybe we could fight our way through.

From their appearance, it seemed like Jang Chaeyeon could just stretch out her hand and knock them all down.

“Are you a patient?”

While hope surged within me, I heard a voice from above. 

I slowly looked up to the ceiling.

Its limbs were unnaturally long for a person, and where fingers should be, there were scalpels.

Despite its human-like surgical gown, it seemed far from human, crawling on the ceiling like a spider.

“…Excuse me. My eyes aren’t very good.”

With an unnecessarily gentle voice, it flicked its tongue and opened its eyes.

Where its eyes should be were two empty, hollow sockets.

Soon, a translucent window appeared above its head.

[Name: Yearning for Humanity]

[Age: Manufactured approximately 30 years ago.]

[Characteristic: – ]

[Ability: Surgery]

[Background: For a long time, he lived as a toy and lost his humanity. This made him yearn for humanity.]

[Weakness: If the worst situation arises, scratch with all your might. If you’re lucky, you might find a way out.]

Scratch? 

What does that mean? 

Does it mean to literally scratch with your hands, or to provoke verbally?

I kept the weakness in mind, cleared my throat a few times, and then responded to him.

“Patient? What do you mean? I just came to look around.”

“Hoho.”

It laughed in a still gentle voice.

“Well, one usually doesn’t know if they are sick or not. Shall we check?”

It softly landed on the ground, passing by me, Yoo Daon, and Jang Chaeyeon, reaching for the pistol.

“…You didn’t touch the gun?”

Its voice was filled with surprise.

“Usually, when a human is placed in this situation, they tend to grab the gun.”

So it was a trap.

Should I say I don’t know what a gun is here, or that I do know?

Let’s think about what kind of character I should take on.

Something I can confidently act out while sounding human enough.

“…I am not human.”

“What do you mean?”

“Currently, I am following my mother’s orders.”

“Mother?”

“…We are a collective, following a single will. All this is the will of the mother entity, and we exist solely for her desire.”

I continued speaking in a solemn voice.

Yoo Daon looked at me with a look of disbelief.

Well, it’s not surprising since I’m mimicking a well-known isolation entity.

Not just well-known, she herself had been parasitized by it.

“…You mean you wear human skin?”

Its voice was tinged with awe.

“Of course. Unfortunately, humans are the most thriving beings here right now.”

“That is true. Very wise.”

It nodded several times, seemingly very satisfied.

“In that case, there’s no need to use firearms. I understand.”

It nodded its head, appearing very pleased.

“Pardon my suspicion. How did you end up here?”

The reason for being here.

Lost? 

Saying I got lost after declaring myself a child of the mother entity would make me seem unreliable.

What should I say?

After pondering for a moment, I recalled the explanation of crowd psychology from the previous room.

“Don’t you have a mother as well?”

“Mother?”

“Excuse me. I should say master in your terms.”

It hesitated.

“…Do you wish to meet her?”

Its voice began to carry a metallic undertone.

Maybe I touched the wrong nerve.

But the die has been cast.

“Mother desires to establish… a good relationship with her.”

“…Does your mother know who she is?”

The metallic undertone in its voice grew stronger.

Yoo Daon naturally stepped in front of me, and Jang Chaeyeon also stood beside me, raising her right hand.

A signal that they were ready to fight if necessary.

“She does not. That’s why she seeks to know.”

“Your mother is very curious.”

“I am but a humble servant of my mother, and I do not question her will.”

“That’s interesting.”

It soon turned its face towards me.

“But our master just mentioned that the entity confined in Gangdong Branch has died.”

“Please tell me, who are you? Could it be, a human?”

How did it know?

I took a few steps back.

I thought about the ‘something’ behind this.

This monster, the human ring I saw earlier.

I’ve only encountered two isolation entities, but the common point is that they use humans as sacrifices.

They only capture humans for experiments, and even the monster staring at me now and the human ring earlier.

They are created by using humans as sacrifices, and they only use humans as sacrifices.

As if someone has a strong will to use only humans as toys.

And, it knows about the Administration Bureau.

Not just knows well, but even knows about events that happened just a week ago.

In other words, it has a high understanding of humans or…

“Is a human itself.”

I murmured, and at that moment, a translucent window appeared in front of me.

[Understanding of ??? has increased.]

[Unlocking information about the Basement.]

[Name: Basement]

[Age: -]

[Characteristic: Repetitive Type]

[Ability: -]

[Background: Why do madmen who want to create art with humans exist everywhere? Even though they can never achieve greatness if they blame their lack of aesthetic sense on the material, he set up a workshop to prove his obsession.]

[Weakness: With the destruction of the master, this space will disappear.]

[Critical: 0 -> 1]

I stared at the window.

Everything’s good, but why does the explanation seem so personal?


But before contemplating this, there was something I needed to do first.

I gestured to Jang Chaeyeon, and understanding my intent, she looked at the gun and reached out.

Soon, the gun was sucked into my hand as if drawn in.

“Prepare for battle.”

Now that I had a critical point, it was time to return as the sub-dealer role.



 
  
    Chapter 22: Loop


For me, a critical moment is the last line of defence.

It’s like a golden ticket that’s hard to come by once used.

It’s different from Yoo Daon, who seems to have infinite tickets.

As soon as it pointed a gun, it jumped at me before I could react. 

Yoo Daon reacted first, deflecting its right arm with hers and blocking the incoming knife with her left arm.

“Ugh…!”

Blood spurted from her arm, and as Jang Chaeyeon reached out, its body flew backward from the impact.

“Can we fight it?”

“…It’s strange.”

Jang Chaeyeon muttered as she looked at her hand.

“There’s no sense of impact.”

“…And it’s fast.”

Yoo Daon said, stroking her arm. 

Her arm showed no sign of the injury anymore.

“I can’t keep blocking it forever.”

“I’ll take over then.”

“…But you can’t block it forever either.”

I wish we could stop fighting.

I looked at it.

“Deceive me, deceive me, deceive me.”

It mumbled repeatedly, shaking its head.

Should I shoot it?

If I use the critical, I can end it for sure.

But the message I saw earlier comes to mind.

[Your understanding of ??? has increased.]

[Name: Basement]

[Age: -]

[Characteristic: Repetitive]


[Ability: -]

[Background: Why do madmen who want to create art with humans exist everywhere? Despite being unable to succeed due to a lack of artistic sense, he sets up a workshop to prove his obsession.]

[Weakness: This space disappears with the death of its master.]

[Critical: 01]

The information I read about the basement bothers me.

If I use it now, something bad might happen when I really need it.

Should I save it?

Unknowingly, my expression became serious.

Yoo Daon, misunderstanding my expression, quickly took a hair tie from her pocket and tied her hair into a perfect ponytail.

“It’s okay! I can handle it alone! Don’t worry!”

“…I can help too.”

Jang Chaeyeon also nodded slowly, looking at me.

“If you just stand there counting stains on the ceiling, it’ll all be over!”

Is that the right expression for the situation?

Yoo Daon said confidently and charged forward.

-Whack!

As she lunged, it stabbed its knife into her arm again, spraying blood.

But without flinching, Yoo Daon pushed forward, rearing her head back before slamming it into it.

-Smack!

With a sound of something breaking, it staggered back, and Jang Chaeyeon seized the moment to grab it.

-Bang!

It was pushed back again.

“…It’s still strange.”

She frowned.

“The impact feels faint.”

“You feel that too?”

Yoo Daon responded casually, returning to us.

Her clothes were tattered once again.

I really think the management should provide new clothes.

“It feels like hitting something in another place.”

Another place?

Elsewhere.

Jang Chaeyeon and I seemed to have the same thought as we made eye contact.

“Are we thinking the same thing?”

“Looks like it.”

“… Am I the only one left out of the loop?”

Yoo Daon grumbled at our conversation.

“Sorry, Daon. Really, but could you fight it one-on-one for a moment?”

“….It’s not hard.”

“When I give the signal, get down immediately.”

“…Alright.”

Yoo Daon answered grumpily and stepped forward.

“What should we do?”

Soon, Yoo Daon charged at it, and with a tearing sound,

Jang Chaeyeon casually looked at me and asked.

“If I pinpoint the location, can you use your ability to slash and tear it?”

“Got it.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded, understanding my words.

Honestly, is slashing the right term? I’m not even sure if it’s the right description. 

But as the saying goes, as long as we get the result, it doesn’t matter how we do it.

I pulled out my gun.


“Now!”

As soon as Yoo Daon heard me, she dropped to the ground.

[Coordinate Tearing: 10]

[Coordinate Tearing: Recovery time remaining: 24:00:00]

Fortunately, this recovers over time.

Soon, the world became overlaid with a grid pattern.

This time, I targeted a broader area.

Something beyond what I could normally grasp.

A new grid was layered over the one we usually see.

If what we’ve been seeing is space, then what I’m seeing now is something beyond that.

Jang Chaeyeon, as if understanding where I was looking, widened her eyes and reached out toward that direction.

Soon, a creature with a surprised expression was revealed as the area was cleanly cut away.

“How-”

Quickly drawing my gun, I fired several shots. 

The creature flinched as fire erupted from the handgun.

Ordinary weapons were useless, but the people with me were anything but ordinary.

Yoo Daon, with eyes wide open, jumped and wrapped her arms around the creature’s waist. 

“Now!”s

She shouted.

Without hesitation, Jang Chaeyeon clenched her fist and twisted in the opposite direction while looking at the creature. 

There was a cracking sound as its waist twisted grotesquely and was severed with a snap. 

Yoo Daon’s arms, from her hands to her shoulders, twisted in a grotesque manner, emitting a horrific noise.

“Agh…!”

The creature died without even a scream, while Yoo Daon, biting her lip, writhed in pain.

“Daon!”

I quickly rushed over to her. 

“Are you okay?”

“…It hurts…” 

She answered haltingly, breathing heavily. 

Soon, her arms began to revert to their original state.

“Are you okay?”

“It hurts…” 

Yoo Daon groaned as she touched her now-normal arm.

“That really hurt.”

“…I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. I intended to catch it anyway.”

Jang Chaeyeon bowed her head again and Yoo Daon looked at her for a moment, then sighed and shook her head.

“…More importantly.” 

Yoo Daon, seemingly recovered from her wounds, looked at me with a stern expression. 

“You should explain now. How did you two become so close? And about that thing from the last Cube incident… whatever it is, explain that too!”

She seemed to be referring to the fusion technique. 

“You can’t just tear a person apart and not explain, right?”

Eventually, Jang Chaeyeon nodded slowly, perhaps feeling guilty, and turned her gaze to me. 

“….It’s not difficult.”

I briefly explained the incident during the Cube incident to Yoo Daon. 

She listened with an aggrieved expression, pressing her lips together multiple times.

“How is that fair…? Make me something like that too!”

“Do I make it?”

Even if telekinesis and vision align, how does my vision align with immortality? 

No matter how much I racked my brain, I couldn’t come up with any ideas. 

“…Let’s just go.”

It’s not up to me to decide anyway. 

If the time comes, my eyes will decide, and if not, well… sorry to Yoo Daon.

I started walking ahead. 

When words fail, it’s best to leave.

Opening the door, the same hallway, and the stairs appeared again.

“…Is it over?” 

Yoo Daon sighed in relief, and Jang Chaeyeon’s expression lightened a bit.

“Shall we go up then?” 

Yoo Daon said lightly as she climbed the stairs.

-Swish!

Her head was sliced off by something as she ascended.

“Kya, what the…”

Just like a deja vu, she clutched her neck, which returned to its original state.

“…Huh? Aren’t we leaving?” 

Yoo Daon asked, confused, while touching her neck. 

I felt the same confusion. 

Why can’t we leave? 

Something was wrong. 

A cold sweat broke out.

“…Oh no.” 

Jang Chaeyeon’s face turned pale. 

“…Did you think of something?”

A bad feeling arose as I saw her expression. 

“…Sorry.” 

She bowed her head. 

“….I might have made a mistake.”

A mistake?

A phrase popped into my head. 

[4. If you have confirmed the above manual, please nod your head.]

I remembered Yoo Daon grabbing my cheeks. 

Did Jang Chaeyeon nod back then? 

She did.

-Flutter.

A manual unfolded. 

[Manual for those who have violated the manual]

1.Finding this manual means you have taken a wrong turn and ended up in the basement.



2.Please follow the manual carefully. Failure to comply may cause significant harm to your body or mind, for which the agency will not be responsible.

3.Open the door in front of you and enter, but do not respond no matter what speaks to you.

4.If you responded when something spoke, close your eyes, squat down, and wait until it passes.


5.Please check the notice on the wall after passing through the room.

6.Do not go back up the stairs.

“…Sorry.” 

Jang Chaeyeon’s apology was followed by silence.

Something was very wrong, terribly wrong.



 
  
    Chapter 23: Closure


I once watched an old movie.

The protagonist was caught in a time loop, trying to solve something through that loop.
And now, I felt like I had become the protagonist of that movie.

-Kang!

Jang Chaeyeon deflects the blow towards Yoo Daon’s neck.

But eventually, despite the relentless onslaught, Yoo Daon takes a breath and steps back.

“It won’t work.”

Jang Chaeyeon frowned.

It was a face that seemed to pierce my own self-esteem.

Understandably so.

Having caused two accidents in such a short time after coming here.

Clap, the eyes of the two people turn to me.

“Let’s find another way.”

It’s meaningless to catch what can’t be caught.

It’s better to leave quickly and find another path.

“What did we do now?”

“…Turn around keeping the manual, making a hole in the wall, trying to force it up.”

“That’s right.”

Of course, what was done first was to keep the manual.

At that time, although I didn’t even break my waist, I never came out.

We circled two or three times, but the place that kept coming out was the same.

Next was breaking the wall.

Jang Chaeyeon tried to break the wall so much that her nose leaked, but nothing came out.

I hoped there was space behind the wall, but not only space but also infinite concrete poured out, so I gave up.

Finally, avoiding the knife.

A miraculous show that Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon were doing just now.

Avoiding the knife to the end, sending Yoo Daon up, and we wait until the rescue team comes.

The conclusion is that there is a limit to avoiding the knife, so it is impossible.

“…I can’t think of anything anymore.”

Yoo Daon sits down on the stairs with a tired expression.

Now Jang Chaeyeon’s expression goes somewhere beyond my self-esteem.

In the end, as always, thinking was my job.

“I’ll think about it.”

Start piecing together information.

This is a place where you can only pass through the manual.

In the end, the three of us were trapped here because we couldn’t follow the manual.

But to call this phenomenon a manual-made phenomenon is somewhat awkward.

Basically, what is a manual?

A manual is like a guideline.

‘If you don’t follow the manual, you’re in big trouble.’

The reason is the terrible consequences that come when you don’t follow the manual.

For example, if someone touches the underground 1st floor iron gate during the Life of the Butterfly incident, they won’t be human anymore.

In other words, if you don’t follow the manual, irreversible events occur.

If this esd really a normal management manual, when Jang Chaeyeon nods, her neck would run away and Jang Chaeyeon would have to stay there. 

Or at least a corresponding event should occur.

Look at the title of the manual again.

[Manual for those who cannot follow the manual]

It shouldn’t have ended so softly.

From the beginning, such a manual should not have existed. 

It should have implied the same outcome rather than a punitive manual, that if you violate it, you can be trapped forever.

‘As we enter more, information contamination is severe, and many people are sacrificed. Therefore, the management office decided to devise a new countermeasure.’

If this manual I’m looking at is fake? 

If the information is already contaminated?

Then what should I believe?

Well, it’s my eyes.

Look around the basement again.

[Name: Basement]

[Age: -]

[Characteristics: Repetitive]

[Ability: -]

[Background: Why do eccentrics who want to try art as humans wherever they go exist? Even though they can never be successful due to their lack of aesthetic sense, they set up a workshop to prove their own ego.]

[Weakness: This space disappears with the owner’s extinction.]

Think about the basement.

It disappears with the extinction of the owner.

So the best way is to find and eliminate the owner.

The problem is that we don’t even know if the owner is here or not.

Finding and elimination an owner whose existence is unknown is too speculative no matter how you think about it.

The weakness is the most obvious in this state, but it’s also the most unrealistic.

Carefully read the text.

Art. 

Material. 

Workshop.

Art museum.

A thought flashed through my mind like lightning.

I sprang to my feet, and hope returned slightly to Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes.

“Did you come up with a good idea?”

“I did.”

“Is it another free fall?”

“No. Instead, let’s break some art pieces.”

The two chuckled.


In the end, the three of us stood in front of the starting room again.

“Listen carefully.”

Gather the two and start explaining.

“Our goal is simple. When you go into that room, break whatever you see.”

“Just break it?”

“Yes.”

“Even the strong man?”

“We’ll focus on that.”

“What?”

Yoo Daon tilted her head in confusion but soon nodded as if she understood.

“If Jaeheon has a plan, there must be a reason.”

“…As soon as we go in, both of you lie down.”

And then, there was one person who seemed to be burning with fervor.

Hope returned to Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes. 

She looked as if she finally found her chance to shine.

She opened the door.

The same darkness as before.

“Are we really supposed to lie down as soon as we enter?”

“Yes.”

Jang Chaeyeon widened her eyes and nodded.

In response to her determination, Yoo Daon and I exchanged glances and shrugged.

“I’ll go first.”

As if it were the most natural thing, Yoo Daon took the lead and entered the darkness.

“…Then I’ll go.”

“Yes. See you inside.”

I followed behind Yoo Daon.

As soon as we entered, the familiar darkness enveloped us.

I immediately jumped to the right and lay down.

Soon, chaos erupted around us.

-Bang!

-Thud!

-Crash!

An overwhelming force swept through the place.

Various objects inside flew around.

“Ugh, what?”

“Aah~~!”

The things that had been playing patients were literally being torn apart.

It was like a storm.

I was so scared that I covered my head with my arms.

Had it been about three minutes? 

Finally, the storm subsided.

I looked around.

Nothing was visible.

Should we leave?

Half-bent over, I hurried out of the door, praying nothing would happen. 

There, I found Jang Chaeyeon drenched in sweat, and Yoo Daon fanning her.

“…Did we make it?”

“I think so.”

Jang Chaeyeon leaned against the wall, taking deep breaths.

Her sweat-drenched white hair gave off an oddly seductive vibe.

Better not stare.

After averting my gaze, I spoke again once Jang Chaeyeon had calmed down a bit.

“Let’s go.”

We passed the familiar operating room and stood before the stairs where Yoo Daon’s neck had fallen at least twice.

“…Shall we go?”

Yoo Daon anxiously touched her neck.

“Not yet.”

I took a step forward and drew my gun.

Let’s say this place is an art gallery.

An art gallery is an art gallery because it has artworks.

Conversely, if an art gallery loses its artworks, it can no longer be called an art gallery.

We had just destroyed two artworks.

But there was one more left.

There were three main threats here.

First, the crazies playing patients.

Second, the lunatic who thought he was a doctor.

Third,

I looked at the landing where Yoo Daon’s neck had been severed.

[Critical:10]

The world turned black and white, revealing the hidden presence on the landing.

A grotesquely twisted giant human.

Wearing rags, it held a massive axe in its hand.

[Name: Executioner]

[Age: Created 5 years ago]

[Characteristic: x]

[Ability: Axeman]

[Background: This creature guards the basement and precisely and cleanly decapitates those trying to escape in the dark.]

[Weakness: Be fast or strong.]

Its forehead glowed red.

-Bang!

Without hesitation, I fired, and the bullet pierced its forehead.

-Thud!

With a loud crash, the giant tumbled down the stairs.

-Crack…

Amidst the sound of something breaking, the three of us found ourselves in the familiar subway of the management bureau.

“…Phew.”

It’s finally over.

Just as I was sighing in relief, Jang Chaeyeon suddenly bowed her head deeply.

“…Sorry.”

It must have been bothering her a lot.

“Because of me, what could have been easy took longer. I have no excuse.”

“Well…”

Thanks to you, we did catch the patients easily.

“I’ll do something to make it up. You can even hit me if you want.”

Where exactly am I supposed to hit?

Before I could say anything, Jang Chaeyeon kept bowing her head.

The only wide area is her chest.

“Enough.”

“I think that’s a reasonable suggestion.”

Yoo Daon interrupted my words.

“At times like this, it’s best to end things cleanly. Coolly!”

“Oh. Okay.”

Yoo Daon looked at Jang Chaeyeon and extended her hand.

“Stand up straight.”

“….”

Jang Chaeyeon closed her eyes.

I’ve seen this scene many times.

Usually, Yoo Daon would now hug Jang Chaeyeon and say it’s okay, and the friendship between the two girls would deepen.

Before I could finish my thoughts, Yoo Daon swung her arm and delivered a punch straight to Jang Chaeyeon’s crown.

-Smash!

“Ugh!”

With a sound as if something had broken and an inhuman scream, Jang Chaeyeon crouched down, clutching her head.

“Be careful next time.”

“…Yes…”

Clenching and unclenching her fist, Yoo Daon’s eyes sparkled, and tears welled up in Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes.

Seems like there was a lot of pent-up frustration.

Yeah. I’d probably feel the same if someone ripped off my arm, tore my side, and twisted my neck 180 degrees.

Anyway, once again, we survived.

***

“…So, what happens if I quit?”

“What are you talking about?”

The team leader dropped his coffee.

[Name: Heo Chan]

[Age: 49]

[Characteristic: Complacency]

[Ability: Crisis detection]

[Background: Living as the head of the family, he faced a crisis of losing his job while working overtime for his family’s meals today.]

[Weakness: Let’s keep things as they are.]

“If you quit, I’m dead.”


“Then what can you do for me?”

“…Alright, alright. I’ll assign you to desk work. Just please don’t quit.”

I guess I’ll be able to rest for a while.

Feeling pleased, I heard the radio broadcast behind me.

<Recently, the musical ‘Red Lady’ has been taking the nation by storm, setting the highest records in Korean history…>



 
  
    Chapter 24: Act I


My childhood memories are a bit hazy.

People say they remember things from kindergarten, but for some reason, I don’t remember anything before elementary school.

However, if there’s one thing I do remember, it’s that I had a really close friend.

She was a girl who liked to wear black dresses.

I remember playing happily with her, but honestly, I don’t recall what we played.

I just remember something she said to me, but I can’t recall what it was.

What did she say back then?

She definitely-

“How do I look?”

“What?”

Suddenly, this kind of quiz? 

I’m really bad at this.

Yoo Daon cheerfully starts twirling in front of me, making me stop thinking and look at her closely.

“…..”

“….How do I look?”

What’s different?

I stare intently at Yoo Daon.

Her black hair cascading like a waterfall, her black eyes still sparkling with curiosity, and the familiar sight of her body’s lines that often show through her frequently torn clothes.

“…Nothing’s changed.”

“Really? Awesome!”

She seems pleased.

As I look at her with a dumbfounded expression, she finally notices my face and starts explaining with an “Ah.”

“Actually, I got a new outfit today.”

“A new outfit?”

“You know, the one I ordered back then.”

“Oh.”

The one that doesn’t tear.

I’m relieved yet somewhat disappointed.

“I was worried it might look different.”

“Ah. You don’t need to worry about that.”

A suit is a suit, after all. 

How different could it be?

But Yoo Daon seems to think otherwise, her expression serious.

“Want to try tearing it?”

“Are you crazy?”

A grown woman saying such things in the office.

“Should I tear it for you?”

Chaeyeon interjects, unable to contain herself.

The team leader keeps glancing over.

“No, seriously, try tearing it?”

“Seriously?”

“Yes!”

Yoo Daon nods confidently.

In the end, I had to take out a cutter knife and place it near Yoo Daon’s stomach.

If I didn’t do it, Chaeyeon would probably rip it apart for real.

“…Shall I?”

“Yes, yes!”

So cheerful.

Yoo Daon nods, and I take out the cutter knife and lightly, but firmly enough to tear the fabric, draw it down.

-Swoosh.

Nothing happened.

If there were such a thing as soft steel, this would be it – soft yet firm, a paradoxical description fitting the outfit.

“…What is this?”

I kind of want one.

“This is a new material developed by the research team at the management bureau.”

“A new material?”

“They didn’t tell me what it is! Said there’s no point in knowing.”

“Oh.”

Sometimes, ignorance is bliss.

From the team leader’s radio, the news plays again.

<The Red Lady sold out in one second for the fifth consecutive time, proving its charm. The presidential office announced the new K-culture as the Red Lady->

What on earth is the Red Lady that it’s so popular?

The team leader knows more about these things than I do.

“Team leader, do you know about the Red Lady?”

“It’s the hot topic these days. They say once you watch it, you can’t stop at just once, twice, or even more.”

“How well-made must it be?”

“I don’t like it.”

“Jealous?”

“Not that.”

The team leader frowns seriously.

“It feels unsettling.”

I feel uneasy seeing a balding, pot-bellied man in his 40s frown seriously.

“Anyway, I’m not going to see it. I won’t let my kids watch it either.”

Seeing the team leader speak like that makes me feel weird too.

I won’t watch it either.

Not that I can.

How could I get a ticket in one second to see a play?

I need some coffee.

“Team leader, can I go to the café?”


“Sure, go ahead.”

The team leader nods while turning back to his phone game.

Isn’t he way too free?

Leaving Yoo Daon, who insists on staying to organize documents, Chaeyeon and I walk down the corridor.

Suffocating silence.

“…Chaeyeon.”

“Yes.”

Chaeyeon responds instantly.

“I have something I’m curious about.”

“Go ahead.”

“Are we being watched?”

“…?”

Chaeyeon looks at me quizzically.

“Do you feel something? All of a sudden?”

“No, not at all.”

I don’t see anything.

But

“I’m just wondering if it’s okay to leave us three like this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… we’re a bit unusual… like being immortal, having telekinesis…”

“Ah.”

Chaeyeon finally seems to understand, nodding.

“Don’t worry.”

“About what?”

“The management bureau is always dedicated to humanity. That includes us.”

“What?”

“And, there are way weirder people than us in the management bureau.”

“Weirder people?”

“Do you know the ace of the western branch’s isolation team?”

“That exists?”

“That person is the weirdest.”

“What?”

“The eastern branch’s isolation and research teams are all freaks too.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s hard to explain, you’ll know when you see it.”

Chaeyeon sticks close to me and looks up.

I smell soap.

“Is that all?”

“Yes, pretty much.”

“Then let’s go.”

Chaeyeon sticks close to me as we walk, and she doesn’t let go until we reach the café.

“Oh.”

As soon as we enter the café, I see a somewhat familiar face.

“It’s the HR team.”

Wavy purple hair, tight jeans, and a white t-shirt still clinging to her body.

“I was just about to look for you.”

It’s Song Arin, who I’ve seen once after the Life of the Butterfly and Cube incidents, squinting at me.

[Name: Song Arin] 

[Age: 21] 

[Characteristic: Hypnosis] 

[Ability: -] 

[Background: With her incomplete hypnosis abilities, she can’t help but be sensitive. Yet, the management bureau is the only place she can belong.]

[Weakness: If she gets too annoyed, just give her a tap on the head.]

“I don’t know what it is, but if you’re calling me to the field, I’m not going.”

“Oh, really?”

“Honestly, I’ve been there twice already.” 

If you count the basement, it’s three times, but I decided not to mention that. I might actually get caught if I said that. 

But why is this 21-year-old talking down to me? 

Come to think of it, Jang Chaeyeon is 25 and talks down to me too. 

These rude people. 

“Are you really not going?” 

“I’m not going.” 

Really. 

“Geez, it’s urgent.” 

“I told you to call the isolation team. I heard there’s an ace in the Western Branch’s isolation team.” 

“That one’s a lunatic.” 

“What about the other isolation team members?” 

“About 80% of the isolation team members in the management bureau have been drafted.” 

“Why?” 

“Why do you think?” 

Song Arin sighed and put her hands in her pockets. 

“Because there’s an incident.” 

Big. 

“…What incident?” 

“I can’t say. Or rather, it’s better for your brain if you don’t hear it.” 

If she’s saying this much, it’s probably best not to know. 

“…So, you’re really not going to help?” 

“….Honestly, it’s a bit much. We’re from the HR team.” 

I’ve even been to dangerous places twice. 

“That’s true, but.” 

Song Arin sighed. 

“To be honest, because of a certain incident, there are very few people in the bureau who can handle the situation right now.” 

“…”

“Please understand that I can’t say more. The moment you hear it, you’ll get involved, and we don’t want that.” 

“But incidents are happening every day, and we’re starting to run out of manpower.” 

“So, no matter how hard we try, we can’t stop everything, and especially, the current incident might get even worse. Many people could be in danger.” 

Song Arin said this and then ruffled her hair with both hands. 

“I’ll give you as much money as you want… well, as much as I can. So please help.” 

[If you can, help others. Don’t overdo it. But I believe you can do it.] 

A child’s voice echoed in my head. 

I got a headache. 

“Just this once. Really.” 

“…! Thank you!” 

Song Arin’s face brightened. 

Then it creased again. 

“Then I’ll give you this.”

Song Arin handed over a piece of paper. 

A ticket? 

“It’s a ticket, right?” 

“It’s a ticket to ‘The Red Lady’.” 

That musical? 

“What do I do with this?” 

“Let’s watch it together.” 

Chaeyeon flinched from behind. 

“Just the two of us?” 

“No one else. Just you and me.” 

“…Sure, let’s do that. But is that all?” 

“I hope so too.” 

Song Arin replied dryly and stood up. 

“Tomorrow at 7 PM. Let’s meet there.” 

“Wait a sec—” 

Before I could finish speaking, Song Arin strode out. 

“…Are you going?” 

Chaeyeon looked at me intently, and I had no choice but to sigh and answer. 

“I have to go.”

***

The next day, I told the team leader I was taking the day off and headed to the theatre. 

In my pocket was the gun the team leader gave me. 

There’s no critical but this one gun should be enough. 

I hinted to Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon that if I didn’t show up at work the next day, they should come and get me. 

Both readily agreed. 

It’s been a while since I walked through the city. 

Usually, I’m on night shifts, and recently, I’ve been out of the office, so it’s been a long time since I walked through a crowded street in broad daylight. I pushed through the crowd to get to the theatre. 

The theatre, the theatre…. 

It wasn’t hard to find the theatre. 

Many people were standing in front of it. 

It was quiet. 

Even though many people were waiting for the doors to open, there was no sound of chatter. 

It was as if everyone had forgotten how to make a sound. 

What was scarier was that so many people walked past them as if it were perfectly normal. 

I seemed to be the only one who found it strange. 

“Strange, isn’t it?” 

The voice I heard yesterday came from beside me. 

Song Arin was looking ahead with her hands in her pockets. 

“No one realizes this.” 

“Let’s go.” 

The doors opened, and people poured in. 

I only heard the sound of footsteps, no one shouted or talked. 

“The first strange phenomenon was detected during the third performance.” 

Song Arin began to speak as she walked. 

“Normally, we would have handled it right away, but as I said, we don’t have enough people now, so we just thought the musical was doing well. That was our big mistake.” 

“Huh.” 

“This musical has brainwashing abilities.” 

Saying that, Song Arin took a seat. 

“So we needed someone with a strong mental barrier, but every single isolation team member with a strong mental barrier was drafted.” 

I followed her and sat down. 

“I don’t have a mental barrier, but if I brainwash myself before anything happens, I’ll be fine.” 

The curtain rose. 

“So you were the only one.” 

The music started, and Song Arin looked at me. 

“I’m going to zone out for a while. If I don’t, I’ll get brainwashed too.”

“Wait—” 

Soon, her eyes glazed over. 

“You could have given me some time to talk.” 

I sighed and looked at the stage. 

The actors came out and bowed. 

None of them had any focus in their eyes. 

“From now on, the… Red… Lady’s… show…” 

The man at the front stuttered, and the man behind him continued. 

“will… begin…” 

With a buzzing sound, everything went dark. 

What? 

What’s happening? 

S#.1 Street (Night/Outside) 

A man opened his eyes and stood up. 


He looked around the small village and muttered. 

Kim Jaeheon: Where the hell am I? (In a bewildered voice) 

??? (NA) 

He still didn’t understand the situation. 

He walked around the small village in confusion.



 
  
    Chapter 25: Intermission


S#. 2 Small Town (Night/Outside)

A man, walking alone, looks around anxiously.

Kim Jaeheon: What’s going on? I can’t tell what’s happening. (widens his eyes)

The man starts talking to himself, his gaze unfocused as if staring into space.

Kim Jaeheon: I can’t see anything at all.

Kim Jaeheon: What is this situation? Have I been sucked into a two-dimensional space like a cube?

As he mutters to himself, he stops in front of the sudden appearance of a town’s entrance.

Kim Jaeheon: A town…? It was just a road a moment ago, wasn’t it? (looks around in confusion)

Someone calls his name.

Kim Jaeheon: Who’s there?

He looks around.

Kim Jaeheon: I can’t see anything.

He frowns.

???: Over here.

A girl in a black dress appears. 

The man stops in his tracks, shocked.

Kim Jaeheon: You…? (with a look of shock)

???: It’s been a while. (smiling gently)

Kim Jaeheon: Why do you look the same?

???: Is that the first thing you wonder about after seeing me for the first time in a long time? (giggles)

Kim Jaeheon: Then what should I wonder about?

???: Hmm, something like, ‘Have you been well?’

Kim Jaeheon: I’m not in the mood for jokes. Something’s strange here. My eyes, they…

???: Can’t see well, can they?

The man stops and looks at the girl. 

She smiles.

???: Of course, it’s natural. But don’t worry.

Kim Jaeheon: How do you know about my eyes? When I last saw you, my eyes were fine. (with suspicion)

???: That’s not true. (shakes her head with eyes closed)

The girl looks up at the stage ceiling. 

Her water-colored hair flutters in the wind.

???: You speak as if your eyes are the problem now.

Kim Jaeheon: (silent)

???: You’ve always been you. And no matter what happens, you will always be you.

Kim Jaeheon: You. (with a serious expression)

Footsteps approach. 

The man, alarmed, turns his gaze toward the sound.

The man grabs the girl’s hand, but she shakes her head and steps back.

???: I didn’t come here to run away with you. (still smiling gently)

Kim Jaeheon: What do you mean by that? Do you know what’s going on here? (in a desperate voice)

???: Of course I do.

The girl covers her mouth and laughs maturely. 

A look of horror crosses the man’s face.

Kim Jaeheon: You…

He stares intently at something above the girl’s head.

???: Have you seen enough? Can I tell my story now?

The girl grabs the man’s hand and points to the audience.

???: Don’t forget the exit. And, stay strong. I’m always watching you closely.

The girl fades away, glittering black like dust, and the man looks around.

Kim Jaeheon: Hey! Where did you go? Hey! (yelling urgently)

Footsteps approach. 

The man stops and looks back.

Kim Jaeheon: Damn it. (in a horrified voice)

The man turns around and starts running madly.

S#. 3 Forest (Night/Outside)

Kim Jaeheon: (panting heavily)

Running while looking back, the man trips over a rock.

Kim Jaeheon: Ah! (screaming in pain)

The man rolls down the forest path, but looks back and starts running again, breathing heavily.

Footsteps.

Kim Jaeheon: Damn it, damn it. (muttering continuously)

The man, running like crazy, soon reaches a dead end. 

There’s nothing around but towering stone walls.

Kim Jaeheon: No… (with a desperate expression)

From the shadows, someone appears before the man.

Footsteps.

Kim Jaeheon: A way, a way. A way…! (clutching his head)

The man continues to stare into the void, seemingly consumed by fear.

A ‘Red Lady’ appears in front of the man. 

The man freezes in terror.

Thud, a book falls from the man’s inside pocket. 

He looks at the book.

[[[Commit suicide now.]]]

The man reads the words and hesitates. 

He searches his pocket but can’t find a gun.

The ‘Red Lady’ gets closer. 

The man approaches a cliff and starts banging his head against it.

Kim Jaeheon: Ah! Please! Die! Please! (banging his head against the cliff like mad)

He keeps banging his head.


(E) Thud, thud sounds.

Kim Jaeheon: Please… kill me…! (bleeding from his head)

(E) A sound of something breaking,

The man collapses. 

His forehead is deeply dented.

The ‘Red Lady’ stops.

“Gasp!”

My heart feels like it’s going to explode.

I stood up abruptly in the audience, then knelt back down.

What did I just see? 

What exactly happened?

I quickly touched my forehead.

It was just the feel of an ordinary forehead.

Thank goodness. 

It’s not broken.

Let’s think about what just happened.

I was… on a road suddenly, then in a small town, and then…

Throbbing, my head starts to ache.

I remember meeting that girl.

I also remember what she said to me.

But, I saw something in her, but what exactly did I see?

I can’t remember.

It’s like someone took just that fragment of memory away.

No matter how much I try to remember, I can’t.

I realized trying to remember is futile and gave up.

Let’s think about something else.

The ‘Red Lady.’

This memory is also hazy.

To be precise, I remember the ‘Red Lady,’ but I can’t recall what she looked like at all.

But one thing I can say for sure.

I was terrified.

Pure fear.

Only the instinctive fear of something whose appearance I can’t recall remained.

Am I the only one awake now?

I look around.

All the audience members have their eyes closed.

The actors who greeted us earlier are standing like broken dolls on stage.

I look at Song Arin.

She still has her eyes open blankly, showing no reaction.

“Hey, wake up!”

I shake her shoulder.

She doesn’t move at all.

Someone places a hand on my shoulder.

Startled, I turn around.

A person, with their neck bent at 90 degrees, speaks while looking to the side.

“Guueeest, pleeaasee, reeestrict coommunicaaaation, untiiil, theee, neeeext, in-ter-mis-sion, iiis, overrrr.”

Right now, I have no critical hits and am carrying only one gun. 

Of course, the gun won’t work.

I have no choice but to go along with the rhythm. 

As I nod my head, the person turns around and leaves again. 

However, there are still ways to contact others. 

I secretly take out my cell phone. 

If I ask for help from Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon now, it might work.

<Out of range.> 

The signal bar on the phone had an X mark on the antenna part, so I couldn’t get through.

“…Sigh.”

A wave of nausea rose up to my throat and then subsided. 

Can I get out? 

I felt a brief worry about leaving Song Arin behind, but that could be confirmed after finding an exit. I stood up slightly from my seat. 

The thing that had stopped me earlier approached me as if by magic.

“In the next break time, it is prohibited… Mr.  Jaeheon.” 

It said in a drawn-out, eerie voice.

“…Understood.”

There’s nothing I can do. 

In the end, it seemed like all I could do was sit here until that break time arrived. 

If so, I have no choice but to trust my eyes once more. 

First, I check the person standing like a puppet on the stage.

[Name: Theater Actor]


	[Age: 22]

	[Characteristic: X]

	[Ability: X]

	[Background: He once aspired to become an outstanding musical actor and decided to take on the new musical “Red Lady.” However, at the end, all that awaited him was to become a slave to the theater.]

	[Weakness: Just an ordinary person. If killed, they will die.]



I look at the person whose head was bent at a 90-degree angle earlier.

Name: Theatre Security Guard]


	[Age: 22]

	[Characteristic: X]

	[Ability: X]

	[Background: He applied for “Red Lady” just to work a part-time job. No one knew it would end with him as neither human nor monster, but simply as a security guard.]

	[Weakness: Just an ordinary person. If killed, they will die.]



They’re all just people, once ordinary. 

I don’t know what this “musical” is, but the priority is to survive this musical, and then to prevent its performance.

But how should I do that?

“Aagh!”

With a single scream, Song Arin wakes up screaming. 

“What, what’s going on? Why, how? What…?”

Soon, she started muttering to herself, clutching her head.

“Aaagh!”

I tapped her shoulder, and she screamed loudly. 

“Ah, what! Ah…! Ah…”

Soon, she looked at me and began to calm down a little.

“…Did you see?”

“…Did you?”

Her eyes meet mine.

“Red Lady. Do you remember?”

Song Arin’s expression becomes serious.

“…No.”

She shakes her head.

“I don’t remember anything. How is that possible?”

“Same here.”

“How did you get out?”

“…Suicide. Banging my head against a stone wall. How about you?”

“…Me too, suicide. Jumped off a cliff.”

As our eyes met, the bell rang throughout the theatre, and our gaze turned to the stage.

<It’s intermission. Audience members, please stand up.>

“Gasp!”

“No!”

“Please, stop!”

Finally, the quiet audience erupted into screams. 

People, seemingly regaining their senses, were trembling in fear. 

Some were crying, and others were muttering incomprehensible words in panic. 

It was as if a mass hypnosis had been lifted.

<From now on, those who have exhausted their chances will join our lady.>

The announcement played.

“Join the lady? What does that…?”

-Bang!

Before Song Arin could finish her sentence, the person next to her ‘exploded.’ 

The audience member disappeared into a bloody mist. 

Blood splattered onto Song Arin’s clothes, and her expression hardened.

-Bang!

“Aaagh!”

“Stop!”

“Please, save me! I’ll do anything!”

-Bang!

-Bang!!

-Bang!

People started exploding. 

Screaming people, even those still with their eyes closed, all exploded.


Blood splattered onto my clothes as well. 

After a few explosions, about 20% of the people in the theatre were gone. 

A mechanical voice flowed from the speaker.

<The musical will resume in 15 minutes. This time, you cannot escape by suicide. I repeat, this time, you cannot escape by suicide.>

The smell of blood stung my nose.



 
  
    Chapter 26: Before Your Breath Stops


“Ah, come on, do it right.” 

“What can I do if it won’t work?” 

Song Arin groaned in frustration as she grabbed my head, but I was just as irritated.

“I have a terrible migraine…!”

“How can you not be able to turn a mental barrier on and off…!”

After a brief meeting, Song Arin and I concluded that running away wasn’t an option.

Although we could leave during the break, we weren’t sure about the limits, and people were still around.

The best course of action, based on the theory that even a blank sheet is easier to carry together, was to enter the play together.

We were trying our best to cooperate according to Song Arin’s theory that I should synchronize my mind with hers, but my temples felt like they were going to burst.

Song Arin, sweating profusely, cursed and shook her head before stepping back.

“Ugh, it’s not working! The barrier is ridiculously strong for no reason!”

“I only found out I had a mental barrier recently, you know?”

I felt genuinely unfair.

Song Arin started muttering something to herself, probably trying to find a solution in her own way.

This wasn’t my problem to solve, so I should think about what I could do once inside.

First, let’s think about the location: a road, a small village, and a forest.

The biggest issue is that it might be detectable. 

So, remembering the location might not be useful.

Instead, what did I see with my eyes there?

Surprisingly, nothing.

I’ve encountered beings that hid information and beings that spoke with information, but this was the first time I couldn’t see any information itself.

On the other hand, if information isn’t visible inside, then…

“Hey, Song Arin.”

“Shut up, I’m thinking.”

So rude.

Should I just leave her?

I stood up, leaving Song Arin, who sharply answered and kept muttering to herself.

I needed information about what I was dealing with.

At times like this, I should refer to the manual.

I took out the manual from my pocket and started reading.

[Manual for Office Workers]

G. Non-physical Isolation Objects

1.The Agency manages and monitors various isolation objects.


	



2. Among them, naturally, some do not have a physical form, and these objects are far more difficult to handle than those with a physical form.

3.In such cases, please contact the isolation team. However, if the isolation team is not available, pay attention to the following three points:
3-1. Do not let your guard down. Before you realize it, you may already be influenced or consumed by the isolation object.
3-2. Stay calm. A clear mind is essential to resolve issues involving invisible isolation objects.
3-3. Be suspicious. It’s likely that what you think is not the correct answer. Doubt every situation and avoid making decisions.

Thud, I closed the manual.

“Invisible… Invisible…”

Something that can’t be seen but can cause harm.

Non-physical. 

Could it be an information contamination phenomenon?

Until now, everything my eyes could see had a physical presence. Cubes, mature forms, the basement.

Conversely, this “musical” might not have a physical form.

Because a musical is a script. 

Even if you see the act of performing a script, you won’t actually see anything.

“…Script?”

Why didn’t I think of that?

I jumped up and looked around.

If I could find and read the script, I might find a more meaningful solution.

“Excuse me…”

I called out to an employee with their head turned 90 degrees.

“Yeeees?”

“I really enjoyed this play. Is there a script available?”

The employee stared at me for a long time.

“….Excuse me….”

“Sir, we do not have a script.”

The employee suddenly spoke in a normal voice.

“Our musical ‘Red Lady’ is a scriptless musical, which is why it is so beloved by many of our guests. Again, we do not have a script.”

“…Alright.”

“Thaaaank yooouuuu….”

I nodded slowly, and the employee, elongating their words again, walked away.

Whether or not there was a script, it seemed they had no intention of showing it easily.

<2 minutes remaining until the end of the break.>

A voice came from the speakers.

“…Ugh, I guess we have no choice.”

At that moment, Song Arin, who had been muttering with a grim expression, sighed and grabbed my sleeve.

“I’ll match it.”

“Match what?”

“I’ll match my mind with yours.”

“With your childish mental age, will that work?”

“Do you want to die?”

Song Arin raised her fist. 

But she’s childish. 

Did I say something wrong?

“Just tell me what to do.”

“You don’t have to do anything.”

Song Arin sighed and continued.

“I’ll handle everything.”

Soon, she started explaining with hand gestures.

Even though the complicated words swirled in my head, the conclusion was that we originally planned to use the “easy method” of synchronizing my mind, but my mental barrier was too strong.


So, we decided to go with the “hard method,” where she would completely match her mind to mine to synchronize.

“So, I just have to stay still?”

“Yes.”

She frowned, muttered something, then wrapped her hand around the back of my head and pulled me towards her, pressing my forehead against hers.

Song Arin stared into my eyes as we touched foreheads, muttering something.

Her violet eyes seemed almost hypnotic, I thought, as a useless thought crossed my mind.

<The performance is starting. Please take your seats.>

The world went dark.

“Ugh…”

I opened my eyes and looked around.

It was a forest.

A dim light illuminated the forest, and thick fog surrounded it, creating an eerie atmosphere.

“Damn it…”

A familiar voice came from beside me, and Song Arin stood up, fixing her hair.

“Are you alright?”

“Maybe it’s not okay.” 

I thought as I asked, and she glared at me with wide eyes.

“You thought it would be okay. Just now, didn’t you?”

“…How did you know?”

“I merged with your mind. Your thoughts popped up in my head like the correct answer.”

She grumbled and dusted off her pants. 

“This is why I didn’t want to do it.”

“Do you see anything?”

She squinted and looked around. 

No translucent window appeared.

“…Nothing.”

“As expected, it seems like it doesn’t work on conceptual isolation objects without a tangible form. Got it.”

Clicking her tongue, she began to bend her fingers backward.

“What are you doing?”

“Reality check. Earlier, I killed myself out of urgency, but we should consider the possibility that this is a dream.”

Unfortunately, her fingers didn’t bend in a strange way.

“It’s not a dream. So, is this another world?”

“If it was another world, we wouldn’t have been able to come back when we died.”

“Right. It’s not a dream, nor is it another world, but a mysterious space.”

“Is there such a thing?”

“If there wasn’t, we wouldn’t be in this situation.”

It’s good that she’s positively responding to all the hypotheses, but I wish she should do something about that tone of hers. 

I should give her a real smack later. 

Or maybe let Yoo Daon do it? 

Last time, she nearly killed Jang Chaeyeon.

So, what should we do now?

“I don’t know.”

“Stop guessing people’s thoughts. It’s creepy.”

“Then you should’ve put up a stronger mental barrier. I don’t want to think about your thoughts either.”

Arguing with her, I eventually started walking aimlessly.

“First, let’s organize the information we have about the ‘Red Lady.'”

“Scary. It feels like if we meet her, things will definitely get messy. Is there anything else?”

“No, there isn’t.”

In short, our goal is to avoid meeting the Red Lady and somehow escape from here. 

Or find an exit to get out of this place.

But how do we find the exit?

“The exit, huh.” 

Song Arin put her hand on her chin, lost in thought. 

Stop guessing my thoughts.

“For now, let’s just keep walking. There’s no other way. Do you have a gun?”

I rummaged through my inner pocket. 

All I found was a manual.

“…Why do you have that?”

“!?!?”

“I brought one too, but I don’t have it.”

Song Arin replied, patting her body.

“Is that so?”

I wish I knew too.

“You don’t seem to know either, so let’s just keep going. It’s intriguing. Keep it in mind.”

With that, Song Arin started walking, and I had no choice but to follow her.

However, the forest path seemed endless.

This is strange.

“Shouldn’t we have reached a new place by now, considering how much we’ve walked?”

“Huh?”

Song Arin replied, puzzled by my words.

“I didn’t.”

“Really?”

“I just wandered around near the cliff the whole time.”

“…That’s strange.”

The moment I finished speaking, the forest changed. 

We were at the foot of a mountain with a stream. 

The fog was still thick, and the eerie feeling was stronger than before.

“It’s changed.”

“What is this? It actually changed?”

Song Arin muttered in amazement as she looked around.

Thud, thud.

We started hearing footsteps.

“…!”

Song Arin and I looked at each other as if we had an unspoken agreement.

“Run!”

I shouted, and Song Arin nodded before we started running in the opposite direction of the footsteps.

Thud, thud.

No matter how much we ran, the footsteps didn’t disappear behind us.

Should I take a look?

Maybe I’ll see something.

“Is that really a good idea?”

Song Arin shouted sharply, reading my thoughts.

“Do you know what that is?!”

“We have no choice!”

If I see it, I can know. If I don’t, I won’t.

That’s the strength and weakness of my eyes.

I quickly turned around and stared in the direction of the sound.

The Red Lady appeared.

[Name:]

The vision turned blood-red, and something started to flow. 

The pain came a moment late. 

Soon, I couldn’t see anything.

Someone grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and started running. 

In the darkness, I could only writhe in pain.

-Thud.

How far did we get dragged? 

Someone threw me and let out a rough breath.

“I told you… not to… do that…!”

It was Song Arin’s voice.

I heard a sigh, and something climbed onto my stomach. 

I could hear heavy breathing. 

Soon, a delicate hand wrapped around my neck and started to squeeze.

“Ugh…”

“Just hold on. This isn’t suicide.”

Song Arin’s voice echoed.

If I die, what will happen to her?

“I’ll survive on my own.”

Her voice was tinged with laughter. 

It was obviously bravado.

“I’ve been at the agency longer than you. You think I can’t handle this?”

“Ugh, ack-“

My breath stopped. 

Death was approaching.

Wait.

Thud, thud.

Footsteps echoed.

“Don’t forget the exit.”

The voice of the child we met earlier came to mind. 

Now I get it.

Musical, script, and exit.


What she pointed to was not just the void.

To end the script…

“Hurry… die… please…!”

With her desperate voice, my consciousness faded in the pain.

Before I died, it felt like I heard someone’s scream.



 
  
    Chapter 27: The Law of Musicals


“Aaah!”

I woke up, rubbing my neck.

I still felt like Song Arin’s hands were wrapped around my neck.

As soon as I got up, I checked on Song Arin beside me.

She looked like she was asleep, her eyes closed.

I gently tapped her shoulder, but she showed no signs of waking up.

Did she survive?

What was that scream I heard before I woke up?

What if she was killed by the Red Lady?

[From now on, those of you in the audience who have used up all their chances will join our lady.]

I recalled the broadcast.

The broadcast had mentioned ‘chances,’ which, in other words, meant that people didn’t die instantly.

The problem is, I don’t know how many chances there are.

Let’s think about the information we have so far.

I started thinking about the musical.

A musical without a script.

In other words, the hypothesis that this musical could end by destroying the script is currently unfeasible.

Would it have been possible if Jang Chaeyeon’s telekinesis could have wiped this place clean?

Probably not, since this doesn’t seem to be a problem that can be solved physically.

I thought about the musical and the Red Lady.

Summarizing the events so far:

The ‘Red Lady’ cannot be seen.

This isn’t just information blocking or interference. 

For some reason, seeing the Red Lady directly caused severe damage to my eyes. 

As if it was a given.

The change of places and the reasons for it.

When I first talked with that child, the location changed three times.

And the Red Lady didn’t appear quickly.

On the other hand, Song Arin never mentioned a change of location.

Then suddenly, the scene changed.

There isn’t just one chance.

Being caught and killed by the lady doesn’t immediately cause one’s body to explode like those people. 

In other words, if I fail again next time, I will be the one to die.

Let’s focus on numbers 1 and 2, leaving number 3 aside for now.

This place isn’t another world, nor is it a dream.

What if the place I’m in is inside the musical?

What if the person ‘Kim Jaeheon’ has become a character in the musical?

If we think about the conditions for scene transitions in a musical, it makes some sense.

The plot progresses primarily through the characters’ conversations.

This is especially true for musicals, where dialogue and actions dominate, unlike mime.

It’s a rule of all plays.

The story progresses through interaction, leading to the resolution or ending of conflicts within the play.

If so, this musical is exceptionally cruel.

They’ve set it up for interactions but deliberately placed the audience separately in the musical.

In a story that progresses through interaction, advancing the plot through monologue is difficult.

Then what exactly is the ‘Red Lady’?

What could it possibly be that damaged my eyes the moment I saw it?

There’s still no clear answer to that.

For now, the next step is decided.

The next time I enter the scene, I’ll mix conversation and action as much as possible to progress the plot.

I’ll have to adapt based on the results that follow.

Being unable to see is frustrating to the point of driving me insane.

If it comes to that, I might have to write a manual.

According to Song Arin, for some reason, my manual stays with me.

…Maybe it’s cursed or has a consciousness or something.

I looked at Song Arin again.

She still hadn’t opened her eyes.

Before thinking about ending this play, I need to find a way to escape from here. 

If necessary, I should first get Song Arin out.

What’s the easiest escape method?

Let’s test the simplest hypothesis first.

I sprang to my feet, and as expected, it wasn’t long before an employee came to face me.

“Welcome, guuueeessst… to the musssicccal…”

“Urgent. The restroom.”

“…Iiiiitzzz…”

The staff member pointed towards the exit with their hand, and I quickly walked in that direction.

I spotted a sign indicating the restroom, passed by it, and swiftly headed towards the exit.

The glass doors of the theater came into view, and I stepped outside.

“…Damn it.”

I was sure I had walked out the door, but somehow, I was back inside the theater.

I tried going out again.

It felt like walking in circles on a Möbius strip.

I saw my reflection in the glass door.

Is there any chance for a critical?

[Critical: 0]

No luck.

I quickly gave up and started walking back into the theater.

Song Arin was still sitting there, staring blankly as if she was asleep.

“O”


Soon, Song Arin groaned and opened her eyes.

“Are you okay?”

She saved me by killing me. 

The wording feels odd, but that’s what happened, so I couldn’t help but ask her carefully, feeling sorry.

“…Damn it.”

She lowered her head, pressing one hand to her forehead.

“Song Arin?”

“…I’m fine.”

Her voice trembled.

“…What happened?”

She flinched at my question.

Soon, her body began to tremble like a leaf.

“…Oh.”

“Yes?”

“…There’s no way to win.”

She lifted her head and looked at me with a face full of despair.

“No matter what I did, I couldn’t win. I tried kicking, throwing rocks, even using the secret moves, but nothing worked. Not a single effective hit.”

“It makes no sense. It’s as if it was designed to be unwinnable from the start….!”

I could understand her feelings. 

I saw it with my own eyes, and my eyes nearly burst, so I could imagine how shocking it must have been for her.

I began to speak to comfort her.

I was grateful for her sacrifice, and as her senior in life, I felt guilty for not being able to help, despite her being my senior in rank.

Choosing my words carefully, I spoke slowly.

“Let’s try to do better next time.”

“…”

“I’ve thought of some ideas and even considered some good strategies.”

“If something happens next time, I’ll die. We should share the tickets to have more chances.”

“And thank you. You saved my life.”

Comforting people is really hard.

Song Arin lifted her head and sighed.

“You should be grateful to me.”

“!?!?”

She looked at me.

“I can guess your feelings, so at least I can sense your sincerity.”

“Oh.”

Then why didn’t she just read my mind?

“That’s not as fun.”

As if reading my thoughts again, Song Arin answered playfully with a smile.

<Intermission begins.>

People started waking up.

The same commotion, the same announcement.

Once again, people started to leave.

It seemed like there were even more people than before.

Now, it felt like less than 30% of the audience remained.

How did the others escape? 

Do they still have more attempts left?

A bitter taste filled my mouth.

A phrase I saw during the “Butterfly of Life” incident came to mind.

“The Last Bastion of Humanity”

“…Song Arin.”

“Speak.”

“Can you use telepathy or something?”

“…Do you think that’s possible?”

She lifted her head and looked at me.

“I don’t have such abilities. I can only implant suggestions in others’ minds to some extent… That’s all.”

“That might be enough.”

She stared at me intently.

“What are you planning to do?”

“I have a hypothesis, but please listen to it.”

I explained to her about the connection between the musical and the script, and she nodded slowly after hearing my explanation.

“I understand what you’re getting at. The logic makes some sense.”

“What do you mean ‘some sense’?”

“We’re in a situation where common sense doesn’t apply. Maybe we really did get sucked into the musical and became the characters… Fine. Let’s move the story forward more dramatically next time.”

She looked at me intently.

“So, what’s the connection between that and my abilities?”

“Let’s plant suggestions in people.”

“In all these people?”

Her expression grew tense.

“What?”

“As I said earlier, let’s proceed under the assumption that this is a play. Let’s encourage people to talk to themselves as much as possible.”

“…Will that be enough?”

“And, since this is a musical, there might be other characters besides the lady. If that’s the case, let’s suggest they sacrifice themselves if necessary.”

“That could be possible.”

“…Like how I killed you.”

I nodded at her words, and she looked around, noticing the empty seats.

“So many people are gone…”

“We have no choice. Wait here.”

Soon, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes, concentrating.

A sharp headache began to form.

Unconsciously, I placed a hand on my temple, and the expressions of the people, who had been screaming or panicking, began to turn blank.

Soon, Song Arin exhaled deeply and opened her eyes.

In that short time, her complexion had become very pale.

“You can do mass hypnosis?”

“I can, but it feels like I’m going to die afterward.”

However, her expression was more hopeful than before.

“This should help more people survive, right?”

“Let’s hope so.”

<One minute until the end of intermission.>

It felt like the intermission was shorter than before.

“Are you ready?”

“Well, I had an easy time just now, but are you okay, Song Arin?”

“No, I’m not.”

She replied, pressing her forehead.

“But I have to be okay. I’m a Bureau staff member.”

<Intermission ends.>

Soon, darkness fell again with the announcement.

“Come on, let’s start a conversation.”

Song Arin looked at me, opening her mouth in a desolate wasteland with no grass in sight.

She exaggerated her arm movements as she looked at me.


Her purple hair sparkled in the sunlight.

“Let’s see…”

What should I talk about?

“This is a story from when I was in the cube…”

In the end, it was my turn to tell a story again.



 
  
    Chapter 28: Manual


“Wow, you’ve caused a lot of trouble in such a short time, huh?”

“It wasn’t that I caused it; I just got caught up in it.”

Song Arin, who had been listening to my story, teased me.

It’s not like anyone wants to get caught up in trouble. 

I once had a time when I enjoyed working late and going home.

A life of leaving work at 11 PM and starting at 8 AM, often working on weekends too.

Looking back, I don’t miss it at all.

In that sense, being able to leave work on time now seems unexpectedly balanced.

“But it’s strange, isn’t it? How I’ve suddenly been encountering these isolation objects so frequently.”

Is it because I’ve been seeing these isolation objects more often that the encounter rate has increased?

Song Arin chuckled softly and replied to my words.

“That’s not it.”

“Pardon?”

“This is ‘normal.'”

What kind of scary statement is that?

Song Arin turned to look at me as she walked. 

Her hair shone in the sunlight.

“How many isolation objects do you think there are in this world?”

“I have no idea.”

“Exactly. Most people don’t realize what a isolation object is. If you were an ordinary person, would you think that a butane gas canister could produce an endless flame and could reverse fire if shaken the wrong way?”

“…No, I wouldn’t.”

“Right. So, saying you encounter them frequently is just a matter of perspective.”

She looked at me as she answered.

“It’s just that you didn’t know until now.”

So, I was just ignorant of it until now?

“But it’s not just that. My eyes seem to see strange things more often now.”

If not, I would’ve seen them before.

Song Arin sighed and replied.

“You’re a special case.”

“Special?”

“I heard that your vision improved dramatically during the Life of Butterfly incident, according to the report.”

No one had told me that before.

Noticing my suddenly serious expression, Song Arin waved her hand dismissively.

“Don’t worry. The people who need to know, know. Those who don’t, won’t.”

That worries me even more.

“Anyway.”

With a clap of her hands, Song Arin turned forward again.

Before we knew it, we were standing under a moonlit desert, not in the wilderness.

“Still, it’s quite an achievement. Eliminating a Level 3 and subduing and recontaining a Level 2 isolation object is no easy feat.”

“Level 3? Level 2?”

That’s the first I’ve heard of this.

“…They didn’t tell you? It’s not in the manual?”

“It wasn’t.”

“It should be there now. Check it out.”

At Song Arin’s words, I started reading the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

L- Containment Object Classification

There are a total of 5 grades for containment objects, which are as follows:

[Grade 1] Passive containment objects, usually limited to inanimate objects or harmless organisms. Generally, nothing serious happens.

[Grade 2] Passive but can cause significant harm if misused. Handle with care.

[Grade 3] Active, and if containment fails, it can cause damage ranging from a small town to a large city. Requires special caution.

[Grade 4] Failure to contain could devastate anything from a city to a nation. Handle with extreme caution and always accompany a containment team.

[Grade 5] Could devastate anything from a nation to a continent. Requires immediate response and communication between all branches of the management bureau.

[Grade 6] The fate of humanity is at stake. Use everything at your disposal to stop it.

“…There are more than 5 Grades?”

“What are you talking about?”

“No, it says there are six grades here.”

I showed the manual to Song Arin.

She checked the manual and tilted her head.

“What are you talking about? There are only five.”

“Huh? Can’t you see this?”

I pointed to the part labelled [Grade 6], but she frowned and looked at me.

“Common sense says there can’t be a Grade 6. Don’t mess with your senior.”

She answered as if it was obvious that Grade 6 didn’t exist and turned her head away.

What are you hiding from me?

I stared at the manual for a moment, but it offered no answers.

But then, is the cube only Grade 2?

“Is the cube only Grade 2?”

“The person who took it was the problem. Honestly, if it had just been kept safely, there wouldn’t have been any issues.”

I recalled Yoo Daon, whose head was pierced by the laser.

I don’t think that’s quite right.

“Anyway, this current situation would be around Grade 3.”

“This is Grade 3? Not Grade 4?”

People are dying like this, and the president mentioned it in the play?

“Considering that, you might mistake it for Grade 4, but you have to think about the actual damage range. The president’s office probably just exaggerated it like an idol concert.”

“Oh.”

“So, the actual range of damage is… probably just a city.”

She spoke as if a city was nothing.

“Anyway, we need to resolve this quickly. If it gets any bigger, it’ll become Grade 4, and the damage will be too significant.”


This is Grade 3?

I must avoid meeting containment objects of Grade 4 or 5.

As I steeled my resolve, the background changed again.

This time, it was a lush jungle.

The sounds of insects and animals echoed.

I thought I heard footsteps.

I strained my ears but heard nothing.

It wouldn’t be strange for it to appear around this time.

I checked with Song Arin again.

“Song Arin, do you remember anything about the Red Lady?”

“No.”

She shook her head.

“I remember seeing her, but after that, my memory is gone. I just remember the pain.”

I have no idea what to do.

How can I defeat such a being?

I recalled Song Arin’s words.

‘As if it was designed to be unbeatable.’

Why does that phrase bother me so much?

“Arin.”

“Hmm?”

“What do you think the genre of this musical is?”

“What kind of random question is that?”

Song Arin looked at me intently.

“What if the genre of this musical is about civilians being indiscriminately killed by a murderous ghost?”

“Eh? Isn’t it obvious that we can’t defeat a ghost?” 

“So, then?”

Song Arin tilts her head.

“So, is this a ghost musical?”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“Alright, let’s say it’s a ghost musical. What are we going to do then?”

“Well…”

The surroundings change.

It was a shopping mall.

People walked past us without paying any attention to Song Arin and me.

Step, step.

Song Arin’s body stiffened.

“Oh, damn.”

Her legs started trembling.

“You must have been really scared.”

“Let’s go quickly.”

We start walking slowly and soon begin to run.

“What are we going to do?”

Song Arin looks at me while running.

“If the setting keeps changing and we can’t escape?”

“That’s something we’ll think about when it happens. So, let’s keep talking.”

“Ugh, seriously.”

I start running, keeping an eye on the rear while letting Song Arin take the lead.

This time, I don’t look straight ahead. 

It would be troublesome if my eyes exploded like before.

“So, keep talking.”

Song Arin continues to speak while running.

“It means they’re not designed to be defeated in the first place.”

In games, there are enemies you can never defeat, known as defeat events. 

If this ‘Red Lady’ is one of those…

-Boom! Boom! Boom!

There are explosions behind us, sounding just like the ones in the theater.

I don’t look back anymore.

“So, what? Are we just going to keep running?”

Song Arin bites her lip.

“No.”

I answer while striding forward.

There would be two main ways.

“Find the answer in the musical.”

Acting out the ending of this musical. 

But that’s not easy. 

Acting out an ending in a musical without a script? 

At least, I can’t do it.

So, we have no choice but to use the next method.

“Change the genre.”

“What does that even mean?”

The setting changes.

Song Arin and I run through a dark, empty basement.

What’s the quickest way to change the genre?

If this is a horror genre—

“There!”

At Song Arin’s urgent shout, I look ahead.

A door was floating in the air, so obviously an exit that anyone could see it.

Song Arin, running ahead, grabs the doorknob.

“Let’s go quickly!”

Song Arin enters the door, and,

“Hey, why are you going alone?”

The door starts to disappear, and Song Arin looks at me in panic.

She and the door were disappearing like a mirage.

But the speed was much slower than I expected.

I quickly grabbed the doorknob, but an invisible force threw me back.

It seemed like we couldn’t go in together.

Originally, only one person was supposed to enter, but Song Arin used a trick to let both of us in, and now this happened.

“Is this supposed to be for one person only!”

Song Arin shouted urgently, reaching out her arm.

The Red Lady was coming from behind, and the door in front was disappearing too slowly.

What if the Red Lady catches Song Arin like this?

I quickly turned around and stood in front of the door, as if guarding it.

“Hey! What are you doing!”

Song Arin struggled to come out, but she seemed unable to leave.

Someone had to buy time.

“Hey, you!”

Did she read my mind? 

Song Arin’s face turned pale.

MY eyes weren’t working properly, and there was no critical hit.

We couldn’t win.

Not now.

Step, step.

The ‘Red Lady’ appears.

I pull out the manual from my pocket.

Why did I have the manual?

I still don’t know, but at least I understand why the manual was given to me.

The blank pages of the manual automatically open.

“Beginning to record about the containment entity ‘Red Lady’.”

Letters start engraving themselves in the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[PRV – Containment Entity ‘Red Lady’ – Recorded by Personnel Team’s Kim Jaeheon]

Soon, a woman emerges from the shadows.

Slightly taller than me, wearing a red dress. 

Her face above her mouth was completely obscured, as if covered by a mosaic.

I could only see that she was smiling.

As before, blood flowed from my eyes, and a burning pain was felt.

‘Hang in there. I’m always watching from close by.’

For some reason, a child’s voice echoed in my head.

“Run away!”

Song Arin shouted.

“This entity is one of the characters in the musical ‘Red Lady,’ and cannot be defeated by conventional means.”

[This entity is one of the characters in the musical ‘Red Lady,’ and cannot be defeated by conventional means.]

“But due to the nature of the musical, the ‘Red Lady’ can be neutralized by changing the genre.”

[But due to the nature of the musical, the ‘Red Lady’ can be neutralized by changing the genre.]

The Red Lady’s mouth opens to a grotesque size.

If I get eaten, I’ll die for sure.

[Your understanding of the musical ‘Red Lady’ has increased.]

[Critical: 01]

In my fading vision, the long-awaited sentence finally appeared.

“Please…”

Song Arin’s voice grew distant.

Could she have escaped?

I looked up, seeing the Red Lady smiling with a grotesque grin.

Though I couldn’t see clearly, one thing was certain: it was laughing.


I laughed along with it.

Laugh all you want.

“Next time, it’s the real finale.”

Crack!

With the sensation of my neck being snapped, I felt a short pain and died once more.



 
  
    Chapter 29: Romance Comedy Action Philosophy


It felt like being in deep water, in a dark place where I couldn’t swim up alone. 

The thought crossed my mind that if I stayed alone like this, I might not be able to get up.

“…Hey!” 

“…Hey, I’m talking to you!” 

“Hey!” 

“Gasp!”

I woke up to the sensation of something shaking my shoulders vigorously. 

Song Arin was desperately gripping my shoulders and shaking me. 

We locked eyes, and I met her anxious gaze.

“Why are you making such a fuss? You know it wouldn’t matter even if I died once.”

“Then why did you ask if I was okay when I woke up?”

“I didn’t shake your shoulders, though.”

“You’re really not giving an inch, are you?”

“Do you even know that I’m older than you?”

“Agh.”

With an annoyed expression, Song Arin slapped my shoulder.

“What about the others?”

“…Don’t be shocked.”

As if her annoyed expression had never existed, Song Arin smiled happily at me.

“Not a single person died.”

“Oh!”

So, our efforts paid off. 

I raised my hand for a high-five, and Song Arin clapped her hand against mine.

 The sound echoed through the quiet theatre.

Realizing what she had done, Song Arin cleared her throat loudly and turned her head to the side. 

Soon, she sneaked a glance back at me and asked,

“…Are you okay?”

“With what?”

“Did it hurt or anything?”

“Oh.”

I thought of the Red Lady. 

I still couldn’t remember anything. 

But I clearly remembered what I had done. 

I pulled out the manual from my pocket. 

Let’s see, Red Lady… 

Red Lady…

As if the manual was showing me what I wanted, a new page began to appear.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[PRV – Isolation Object ‘Red Lady’ – Record by HR Team’s Kim Jaeheon]

[This object is one of the characters from the musical ‘Red Lady’ and cannot be defeated by normal means. However, due to the nature of the musical, the Red Lady can be neutralized by changing the genre.]

[This object is a musical-type object, likely released by the emerging group ‘Theater’. Caution is advised!] 

[Initial Discoverer – HR Team’s Kim Jaeheon]

Below was a sketch of the Red Lady’s face. 

Am I the initial discoverer? 

How unlucky can I get?

I looked for additional information, but there wasn’t anything else.

Since I was the initial discoverer, it was just a note with some annotations on what I had written. 

Who added those notes?

I was grateful just to be able to recall her face.

“…”

Could there be more on the next page? 

‘Remember, this manual contains the hard-earned experiences and data accumulated by your predecessors.’ 

Maybe I could find helpful information from other isolation objects.

Senior, if you’re watching, give me strength!

Praying to a senior I had never seen, I turned the page, but instead of information, there was only one sentence written in the middle of a blank page.

[Due to Management Bureau security, access to isolation object information is restricted unless necessary.]

The seniors had done their best, but it didn’t seem to be of much help to me.

“How did you write that?”

Song Arin, who had been looking at the manual with me, asked in surprise.

“This? Just a feeling? Instinct?”

I wasn’t sure how to explain it, but that was really the best way to put it.

It felt like it was the right time to write it. 

There was no other explanation.

On the other hand, Song Arin’s expression turned serious as she spoke suddenly.

“You have a talent.”

“Sorry?”

“You made an entry, right? Not just anyone can do that.”

If just anyone couldn’t do it, then who did?

Seeing my confused expression, Song Arin sighed and began explaining.

“All Management Bureau employees can access the manual’s information, provided they meet the conditions.”

“Yes.”

“But not everyone can make an entry.”

“…Yes.”

I was getting anxious.

“To make an entry, you need to be acknowledged by something… something you can’t understand with your common sense.”

“…Could it be that this acknowledgment is usually given to the isolation team or something?”

“Oh, how did you know? Not all of them, but most isolation team members, being somewhat specialized talents in the Management Bureau, have the talent for making entries.”

I knew it. 

At this rate, I’ll really end up being transferred to the isolation team.


“Please keep this a secret.”

“Are you afraid someone will come to take you away?”

“You know me well. Please keep it quiet.”

“Normally, I wouldn’t, but…”

Song Arin sighed and folded her arms.

“I owe you my life, so I’ll let this one slide.”

“Can you do this, too?”

“I can’t.”

She answered as if it was obvious.

“Why not?”

“I can’t do what I can’t do.”

Confident, aren’t we?

“So, do you have any good ideas?”

“Yes.”

I answered confidently to her question.

“It says genre change, so how are you planning to change it?”

“Everything.”

“What?”

“I’m going to try everything.”

Song Arin’s face frowned.

“Hey, wouldn’t that just make it a mess? It would turn into a flop.”

“Exactly.”

That was my goal. 

The problem with horror is that it mixes well with everything. 

Romance? 

It’s a cliché for couples to die while sharing their love. 

Action? 

Slicing people with a chainsaw is also action. 

Comedy? 

Honestly, I’m not confident about that one. 

To completely overhaul the script, I need to change the genre. 

But do I need to try only one of romance, action, or comedy? 

I can do them all.

“What if the Red Lady still looks scary even after all that?”

“If the atmosphere collapses, it won’t matter if it’s a horror movie or not.”

I once found a movie while scouring the internet, and the plot was quite absurd for a horror film. 

It was about tomatoes with a murderous intent toward humans. 

People screamed with tomatoes on their stomachs, but at least for me, it was incomprehensible.

Song Arin stared at me and sighed.

“Alright. It doesn’t seem like a bad idea, so I’ll go along with it.”

“If you have a better idea, please suggest it quickly.”

I’m always ready to follow a better idea.

“I don’t have one.”

“Then let’s go.”

<2 minutes remaining until the end of the break.>

Song Arin gripped the armrest tightly and looked at me.

“But if we manage to look the Red Lady straight in the eye, how are we going to kill her? We can’t bring guns, can we?”

“Well, there’s a way for that.”

I look at the translucent window with [Critical: 1] written on it.

There are countless methods.

<1 minute remaining until the end of break time.>

“…Hey.”

“Yes.”

Song Arin, who had been quiet, looks at me again.

With a tense expression, she opens her mouth to speak.

“I trust you.”

“Yes, trust me.”

<Break time is ending.>

The view goes dark.

I open my eyes in the ruins of a city.

“Damn, stone dust.”

Next to me, Song Arin grumbles as she brushes off her clothes.

Gray dust falls from her body.

“So, what do we do now?”

“First, come over here.”

Listening to me, Song Arin trots over to my side.

She’s so obedient at times like this.

I link arms with her.

Song Arin’s body stiffens.

“What are you doing?”

“Romance.”

“Do we really have to start with romance…?”

“If you want to start with action, comedy, or philosophy, just say the word. Quickly, suggest a theme.”

Song Arin scrunches up her face and clutches my arm tightly.

“Let’s think about it while we walk.”

“We can’t just walk. We need to talk.”

“Talk about what? Words full of affection?”

“That would actually make this a romance. We need words far from romance.”

“This is really crazy.”

“Why can’t immortals and those with regeneration abilities break down alcohol quickly?”

“They’re probably just pretending to be drunk. Didn’t they whine for you to take them home?”

“They threw up on my clothes.”

“Ew…”

We chat and walk arm in arm.

“I think that white-haired woman really can’t drink. People who look like that can’t handle alcohol.”

“It was the first time I’ve seen someone drink five bottles of soju without changing their complexion.”

“The HR team is a bit weird.”

The setting changes.

This time, it’s a park at night.

People walk by and glance at me and Song Arin.

It was a bit different from before.

I release Song Arin’s arm and start jogging in place.

Whoosh, whoosh, I make noises with my mouth as I shadowbox.

“…What’s this now?”

“Action. Romance.”

“I really hate this.”

Despite her disdainful tone, Song Arin starts jogging in place, following my lead.

She also punches the air.

I open my palm and place it in front of her hand, like a coach practicing with a boxer.

“Do you have a favorite food?”

“Sundae soup.”

“Are you an old man?”

“And you?”

“Pizza.”

“Are you a child?”

Song Arin answers while hitting my hand.

Thwack, thwack. 

As she continues to hit my hand, I keep asking her questions.

“What’s your ideal type?”

“A guy who communicates well. And you?”

“Hmm.”

“What, is it a secret?”

Thwack!

Song Arin punches my hand harder.

“That hurts. It’s not that… a pretty woman?”

“You’re shallow.”

“Don’t you like handsome guys?”

“I do. But I wouldn’t say it out loud.”

Thwack, thwack!

Song Arin keeps hitting my hand.

Now, many people in the park stand and watch us.

I remember reading somewhere that if you say ‘this is a dream’ in a dream, many people will look at you.

Even among the characters in this play, we’re already irregulars.

“…Are we doing this right?”

“Yes, we are.”

Song Arin asks with a nervous voice, and I quietly answer her.

People continue to stare at us and the setting changes again.

This time, we’re in the middle of a bustling city.

From the start, all the people in the city were looking at Song Arin and me.

“…What’s next?”

Song Arin looks at me with an uneasy expression.

“Next is…”

Footsteps approach.

I hold Song Arin’s hands and meet her eyes.

“Think of something good for the finale.”

“Uh, what?”

“What’s the best thing for an ending?”

“Ending?”

Romantic comedy, action romance

It seemed like one more would do it.

“The last thing we need.”

Song Arin rolls her eyes.

Footsteps approach.

What should we do? 

Philosophy? 

The Bureau?

Let’s think about the genre.

“Damn it… let’s just do it!”

Suddenly, Song Arin shouts, lifts her heels, and lightly presses her lips to my cheek before pulling away.

“…?”

Song Arin shouts with a flushed face.

“Isn’t this what you wanted?!”

This isn’t what I wanted.

I turn my gaze toward the source of the footsteps.

A red dress, a brightly smiling mouth.

And still invisible above that.

A translucent window appears before me.

[Name: Red Lady]

[Age: Manufactured 3 months ago]

[Characteristic: -]

[Ability: Reality Interference]

[Background: This object is part of the play, but it is also the most important part. Depending on your response, it could become immortal or a sacrifice in a heroic tale.]


[Weakness: You already know its weakness.]

I turn to face it.

“Honestly, this isn’t what I wanted, but the result is right.”

Leaving Song Arin speechless behind me, I clench my fist.

It’s time to really go home.



 
  
    Chapter 30: Closing


“Ouch!”

Before I could even finish screaming, I flew far away and crashed into a wall. 

When my back hit the wall, I instinctively gasped for air.

“Hey! Are you alive?”

Song Arin rushed over from a distance to support me.

“You were so confident, and now you’re just grabbing a metal rod and charging?”

“Did you think I had some extraordinary combat skills?”

I answered Song Arin, catching my breath.

I didn’t have any fighting ability. 

While I was confident in organizing charts quickly and carefully distributing salaries better than the average person, fighting was a different story.

“Can you hypnotize it?”

“I’ve already tried. It doesn’t work at all; it’s like punching a wall.”

“This is serious.”

Song Arin responded, getting flustered.

“Then why did you speak so confidently?”

“Because I know we can win.”

I recalled the results of the three previous encounters.

The first time, we failed.

The second time, we failed.

The third time, we failed.

Finally, in the fourth encounter, we were able to fight in the same ring properly.

“We need to drain its strength as much as possible.”

“How?”

“What do you mean, how? We have to fight.”

“But I don’t have any fighting skills.”

“Do I have any?”

With that, Song Arin frowned deeply and snatched the metal rod from my hand.

“Fine, let’s just do it!”

Then she bravely charged at the Red Lady, swinging the metal rod.

“Ahhh!”

Soon, she was rolling on the ground next to me.

“…Are we really going to win this?”

Struggling to get up, Song Arin looked at me doubtfully.

“Yes. We can win.”

We just needed to aim for one decisive blow. 

The problem was, we didn’t have a gun here. 

If I struck a critical blow with the metal rod and it was blocked, we’d be in real trouble. 

So we had to find an opportunity to aim for that one shot. 

That would be possible if we coordinated well.

Even if our bodies and reflexes were just like those of ordinary humans, if we could move fluidly together…

Wait?

“Hold on, Song Arin.”

“What?”

Song Arin looked at me intently.

“You said you could infer my thoughts, right?”

“…Yeah.”

“Then maybe we can move as if we’re one body.”

“Ah… Why did I infer that?”

Song Arin scrunched her face.

“…It’s not impossible.”

“But why do you look like that?”

“First, it takes a long time. Second, if we synchronize more deeply, it would really ruin my mood. Mainly the second reason.”

“Ah. Well then, get ready quickly. I’ll buy us some time.”

“Okay.”

Song Arin stepped back a few steps and made eye contact with me.

“I’ll leave it to you. From now on, I’ll deeply suggest your existence to myself.”

“Yes.”

Feeling Song Arin’s piercing gaze, I gripped the metal rod and faced the Red Lady. 

Even though nothing was visible above her mouth, looking at her no longer disturbed me. 

I understood now. 

In this play, her role was no longer that of an overwhelming slaughterer.

She was just a villain from a poorly made piece.

The problem was that even a villain could be strong enough.

If Yoo Daon were here, she could somehow hold her off physically. 

If Jang Chaeyeon were here, we could fight on equal footing. 

But now, all we had were a sharp-eyed buffer and a hypnotic debuffer.

Could we really win?

Normally, it would be impossible. 

But I didn’t plan to win through conventional means. 

I just had to hold my ground for a few steps. 

I raised the metal rod and waited for the Red Lady to approach.

Slowly, she came toward me, and suddenly, she lunged at me with a deadly hand strike. 

I barely managed to block it with the metal rod.

-Clang!

A ringing sound echoed in my ears, and though my body was pushed back, I barely managed to hold my ground. 

A swishing sound reached my ears, and this time, I couldn’t even block it. 

I kicked off the ground and rolled to the side. 

The spot where I had been was now struck by her fist, sending a shiver down my spine.

Before I could see her next move, a kick aimed at my solar plexus came flying at me, and I crossed my arms to block it.


“Urgh…!”

An ominous sound came from my left arm. 

It was definitely broken. 

But I couldn’t run away. 

Gripping the metal rod with my right hand, I stood up again. 

I glanced at Song Arin. 

Even as she sweated, she continued to stare at me. 

Not much time left. 

Just one more block.

The Red Lady opened her mouth wide.

The human-like teeth dripping with saliva faced me. 

Having died once to those teeth, I definitely didn’t want to experience it again. 

She charged at me, her face contorting grotesquely. 

I couldn’t block this with one hand. 

Bracing myself for the impact, I barely supported the metal rod with my aching left arm.

Bang!

The Red Lady bit down on the metal rod, pushing me back, and unable to withstand it, my body followed, rolling on the ground. 

There wasn’t even time to let out a groan. 

We rolled a few times before stopping. 

My left arm was engulfed in excruciating pain.

The Red Lady was the first to get up. 

Her head twisted unnaturally as she looked in my direction. 

She grinned widely. 

I had no more strength left to resist.

At the moment when I was desperately calling out Song Arin’s name in my heart, a woman dressed in familiar clothing stood in front of me, as if protecting me. 

It was Song Arin.

Song Arin turned her head slightly to look at me.

“Thank you. Thanks to you, I endured well.”

“Why do you talk like that?”

“Because I’ve assimilated with you, my way of speaking has become like this. Please just speak casually next time.”

Song Arin stood facing the Red Lady, and I stood behind her, struggling to keep my injured body upright.

Song Arin’s gaze was directed above the Red Lady’s head. 

The fact that she could see the information floating above it, just like I could, made me think she might as well be called Kim Jaeheon MK-2.

“Why do you always keep your eyes slightly above when you fight?”

“Do you know your tone is really annoying?”

“Shut up.”

Somehow, Song Arin picked up bricks with both hands and stood beside me.

“Just aim well once.”

“Got it.”

Song Arin glared at me, and I avoided her gaze.

“If you move first, I’ll hit it.”

“Yes.”

Once again, it opened its mouth and lunged at us. 

I blocked its teeth with the metal rod, and at the same time, Song Arin struck its head with a brick, as if they had synchronized their timing.

A dull sound echoed, and its head became grotesquely deformed. 

It flailed its arms wildly, still holding the metal rod in its mouth. 

Song Arin quickly backed away, and I took the opportunity to pull the rod from its mouth.

The fight continued. 

When I blocked, Song Arin would strike, and when Song Arin dodged, I would strike again. 

This repeated several times.

My left arm was now limp, unable to muster any strength, and Song Arin was also bleeding from various parts of her body, panting heavily.

But the Red Lady wasn’t unscathed either. 

Her head was so deformed that it was hard to recognize her original shape, and her arms and legs were twisted in such a way that it was no longer appropriate to call her human.

“Let’s finish this…!”

“Understood.”

Song Arin shouted breathlessly, and I agreed with her, raising the metal rod.

[Critical: 10]

The world turned black and white, and time slowed down. 

I looked at the Red Lady through the familiar sensation. 

A red dot glowed near her neck.

I swung the metal rod down. 

At the same time, her right hand shot towards my face. 

Even in the slowed world, her arm rushing towards my face was terrifying to anyone who saw it.

But I wasn’t afraid. 

Song Arin’s hand, holding a brick, struck her arm. 

The right hand brushed past my face.

Thud!

My metal rod struck her neck with a sucking sound.

“UGH!”

For the first time, the Red Lady, who had never screamed, let out a scream. 

Her body began to collapse.

And then.

[Your bond with Song Arin has increased.]

[Due to your bond with Song Arin, you have acquired the Joint Technique – Method.]

[Method – You can perfectly assimilate with someone and imitate their characteristics. Your appearance does not change.]

[Method – 1]

If you were going to come out, you should have done so sooner.

“Damn! We did it!”

Song Arin raised her hands and shouted. 

Her nails were broken, and her fingers were swollen and red.

I looked at my left arm. 

It was now completely useless, just hanging limply.

Slap!

Song Arin slapped her cheeks with both hands.

“Ugh! Finally, it’s over!”

Did she release the suggestion? 

She shook her head a few times and looked at my left arm with a worried expression.

“…Are you okay?”

“Well, I’m alive.” 

Yes, once the play is over, my arm should return to normal.

“Come here.”

Song Arin groaned as she supported my shoulder and helped me up.

“Do we really need to do this?”

“Be grateful. How many men in the world get to be helped by Song Arin of the Management Bureau?”

“I guess I shouldn’t say anything after seeing your personality.”

Song Arin jabbed my side with her elbow.

“Anyway, good job.”

“You too.”

The world started to crumble. 

People disappeared, and the ground caved in. 

Soon, the two of us also collapsed.

I opened my eyes in the theatre. 

Where’s Song Arin?

I turned my head to look beside me,

“What are you looking at?”

Song Arin looked at me with a crooked expression, raising her left eyebrow.

“Is it over?”

“I just got in contact with the Management Bureau.”

Song Arin pulled out her cell phone.

“Soon, the Management Bureau will-“

Bang!

“Jaeheon!”

I heard the familiar voice of Yoo Daon.

“…Did you call the HR team?”

“…No.”

Song Arin shook her head at my question.

“I guess they just came on their own.”


I sighed as I watched the two of them walk towards me in quick steps, and reached into my pocket to take out my phone.

“…?”

I felt the unfamiliar texture of paper inside my pocket. 

I pulled out the paper from my pocket.

“Thank you for watching Act 1, Kim Jaeheon of the Management Bureau. We eagerly await your next visit. – The Theatre Company.”



 
  
    Chapter 31: A Room you can’t leave unless you do XX


Song Arin was sitting on a chair, spinning around and looking at me.

“So, why are you here?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes turned to Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon. 

Unlike Yoo Daon who was making coffee with a joyful expression, Chaeyeon was staring intently at Song Arin with her arms crossed.

Their eyes met briefly, and Chaeyeon uncrossed her arms, sat in her seat, and resumed working with her eagle typing style, ending the situation.

“…Why?”

At my question, Song Arin let out a low sigh and tousled her bangs.

“Nothing. Let’s just continue the conversation.”

It seems she didn’t want to talk. 

As I nodded, she continued speaking.

“The theatre incident has been settled. The survivors were successfully retrieved by the Management Bureau and sent home after having their memories erased.”

“What about the victims?”

Song Arin made a momentarily painful expression.

“I thought they’d come back after the musical ended, but they didn’t.”

She looked at me with a businesslike expression, as if nothing had happened.

“It’s not ideal for the Management Bureau to have so many people disappear at once. But they handled it somehow.”

“Somehow?”

“Somehow.”

It was clear she was determined not to speak about the methods.

“…It’s unfortunate.”

“Indeed.”

She answered with a businesslike expression and rolled her eyes.

“But that’s not the reason Song Arin is here, is it?”

“Right. That’s not why I’m here.”

“Then why?”

“For now, it’s a temporary assignment.”

“Temporary assignment?”

I couldn’t help but look sceptical. 

Is this just a way to assign us as a temporary isolation team? 

Sending Song Arin here and then secretly assigning work?

“I can see what you’re thinking, but… probably not.”

“Why the ‘probably’?”

“If it’s not, then it’s not.”

Song Arin shrugged.

“The HR department isn’t going to issue a transfer or anything.”

“Then why are you here?”

“They told me to take a break.”

“Who did?”

“The guy you saw back then.”

“Why?”

“I guess I’ve been working hard! Why are you interrogating me so much?”

“Well, you said there was a long story.”

If this is a long story, then the account of me joining the Human Resources and Isolation Incident Response Team must be an epic saga.

“This is really the end!” 

Song Arin said, hitting her chest as if feeling wronged.

That doesn’t sound very convincing.

“…Look, that’s all I’ve been told, okay? I’m just doing as I’m told, so there’s no point in looking at me like that.”

Song Arin glared at me with fierce eyes.

“Got it. So, there’s really no transfer or anything for us, right?”

“None.”

“Really? Team Leader?”

When I shouted for the team leader, who was playing a mobile game, he just peeked out and looked at me.

“What?”

“There’s no deployment for us, right?”

“Probably not.”

With that, the team leader went back to focusing on his mobile game.

He doesn’t seem to be working much these days. 

They’re not really doing nothing just to manage us, right?

“…Anyway, we’re really not going anywhere. We’re not.”

“Alright, I get it! Even if you tell me you’re not going, there’s nothing I can do about it!”

Song Arin snapped again, and I shrugged and quietly returned to my seat.

“Do you know how to do office work?”

“I know the basics.”

Fortunately, this new hire had prior experience, so it seemed there wouldn’t be much need for additional training.

“…How do you do this?”

“This is called clicking.”

“…You might die if you tease me.”

While Yoo Daon, who had come back with coffee, taught her, I turned on my laptop and got back to work, using their voices as background music.

Believe it or not, nothing happened for a whole week.

There were no business trips, no sudden escapes of entities.

Song Arin adapted perfectly to office work and was handling it well. 

Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon were also doing their jobs well.

It was so pleasant and happy. 

It made me realize how grateful I was for everyday life. 

You only know the importance of things when you’ve lost them.

If every day were like this, I would have no other wishes.

There were rumours about why the HR team was working with three beautiful women, and whether a separate HR team had been created, but nothing had been proven true so far.

In fact, we even safely completed the payroll process today.


In conclusion, nothing has happened yet today.

The team leader, who was typing on his computer, stood up and called me.

“Hey, go get some coffee.”

“Team Leader, I don’t think it’s right to keep asking me to get coffee like this, especially since I’m not your subordinate.”

“I’ll give you the card. Buy whatever you want and take an hour break with the others.”

“Coffee sounds good. You want a hot Americano with an extra shot, right? We’ll take our time.”

“Yeah. And you are my subordinate, right?”

The team leader handed me the card, and as I got up, the three others also stood up to follow me.

“Are we going to get coffee?”

“HR team is nice~ You can go for coffee anytime you want.”

If I had to point out something, it’s that the three of them aren’t necessarily on bad terms, but there doesn’t seem to be a strong bond either.

Is it that women’s friendships are a bit superficial?

But then again, when I see my younger sister chatting with her friends on the phone, it doesn’t seem like that.

I walk out of the office and head towards the coffee shop with the three of them. 

Just then, an announcement blares through the speakers.

“This is an announcement. The room that you cannot leave without doing XX is currently under maintenance, so please be cautious. We recommend not staying with someone you either get along with too well or not at all.”

“Here we go again.”

“What’s that?”

Yoo Daon asked, puzzled by my muttering.

“There’s this room called the ‘room you can’t leave without doing XX’… It’s a famous thing in the Gangseo branch, along with our monkey…”

“What’s XX?”

Jang Chaeyeon interrupted my explanation, and Song Arin answered with a snort.

“How can you not know that at your age? It’s sex, man. Sex!”

“Sex!”

Yoo Daon quickly covered her mouth with both hands, and Jang Chaeyeon, expressionless, grabbed a crumpled piece of paper from somewhere and covered Song Arin’s mouth.

“Mmph! Mmph!”

“…Is that really it?”

“Well—”

What should I say?

As I hesitated, Jang Chaeyeon patted my shoulder with a knowing look.

“You don’t have to say it. We all know.”

“Yeah… Thanks.”

Too tired to explain more, I accepted Jang Chaeyeon’s gesture and continued walking towards the coffee shop.

It didn’t take long to buy coffee.

We decided to take turns buying coffee for the team leader later, and the four of us walked down the management office hallway together.

The warm sunlight brushed my face, and the coffee in my hand smelled comforting, putting me at ease.

“This is nice.”

“Right?”

Yoo Daon responded with a smile to my murmuring.

“I can’t remember the last time I had a break.”

“It must be even more so for you, Daon.”

After all, she has been with me since the moment I got involved in this incident.

“It feels like the most peaceful time of my life.”

“To the point of saying ‘of your life’?”

Yoo Daon just smiled quietly at my words.

“Yes, the most in my life.”

She answered in a calm voice and took a sip of her coffee.

There was a strange sense of discord in her voice.

But only for a moment, I turned my head to look at Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin walking behind us.

The atmosphere was terrible.

They weren’t even talking, nor were they looking at each other.

“…Hey.”

“Yeah.”

Jang Chaeyeon raised her head and met my eyes.

“Should we switch places?”

“Sure.”

Jang Chaeyeon moved towards me, and I went to stand next to Song Arin.

“…Why.”

“Try to get along with others. Since you’re the latest addition, you should be friendly with everyone, right?”

“I’m doing my best, okay?”

“If that’s your best, you need to reflect.”

Song Arin sighed deeply at my words.

“I have a story, a story.”

“A story you can’t talk about?”

“Yeah.”

She must have plenty of things she can’t talk about.

“Shall we head back to the coffee shop?”

We still need to buy coffee for the team leader.

“Yes, let’s go!”

Nodding at my suggestion, Yoo Daon led the way, opening the glass door.

“…Huh?”

The four of us stood in a room with fluorescent lights dangling above.

With a bad feeling, I looked up at the door.

The old sign read:

[The room you cannot leave without doing XX]

The three others followed my gaze to the sign and froze in place.

“Is this… really that…?”

“…Hey! Did you bring us here on purpose?”

Yoo Daon and Song Arin looked at me in shock.

“…I’m ready.”

What is she even saying?

As Jang Chaeyeon looked at me with a determined expression, I had no choice but to tell the three of them.

“Take out the manual. Everyone, now.”

At my words, they quickly pulled out the manual and began reading.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[The room you cannot leave without doing SX-XX]

1. This room appears randomly in the Gangseo branch, and until it returns to its original place, each employee should avoid being alone or with someone they don’t get along with.

2.This room is absolutely not an obscene facility. Employees of the management office who desire secret meetings should find another room.

3.This room will not open until each person fulfills their deepest achievable desire.

4.The sign expresses each person’s deepest desire.

Warning: Recently, some employees of the management office have been found attempting premeditated murder using the characteristics of this room. If caught, these individuals will be “terminated,” and the management office will not be held responsible.


The four of us exchanged glances.

Soon, the words on the sign disappeared, and a new sentence began to form.

<First. Hit Yoo Daon with a punch until she cries>

All eyes turned to one person.

Jang Chaeyeon blushed and cleared her throat.



 
  
    Chapter 32: 486


Jang Chaeyeon’s fist lands on Yoo Daon’s head.

-Smack!

“It hurts!”

“Huff… Huff…”

Yoo Daon clutches her head in annoyance, while Jang Chaeyeon breathes heavily.

“Why… aren’t you crying?”

To me, it looked like the one about to cry was Jang Chaeyeon.

Jang Chaeyeon stares at Yoo Daon with a resentful expression, clutching her swollen red hand.

“What can I do if tears won’t come out?”

On the contrary, Yoo Daon just held her head and looked at Jang Chaeyeon with a calm expression.

At this point, it seemed like Yoo Daon’s head was the one tormenting Jang Chaeyeon’s hand.

“Well, why did you even want that?”

“…I got hit too.”

That’s right.

I recall Yoo Daon’s hand hitting Jang Chaeyeon’s head at a right angle on the subway.

Anyway, I need to resolve this somehow.

Isn’t that what good talents are for in times like this?

I gesture towards Yoo Daon with my chin, looking at Song Arin.

“Make her cry.”

“I was wondering when you’d ask, and it’s now.”

Song Arin sighs deeply and steps forward.

Using someone with hypnotic abilities just to make a girl cry.

“Hey. Just stay still for a moment.”

“Okay.”

At Song Arin’s words, Yoo Daon sits still and closes her eyes.

Soon, tears begin to drop from her eyes.

“Hit her.”

At my words, Jang Chaeyeon raises her hand again and strikes Yoo Daon’s head.

-Smack!

The cheerful sound, which I’d rather not hear again, echoes.

All four of us turn our eyes to the signboard.

Surprisingly, nothing had changed at all.

“So picky. Are they saying that crying through hypnosis doesn’t count?”

Song Arin grumbled, kicking the innocent ground in frustration.

“Hmm.”

I turn my gaze to Yoo Daon.

[Name: Yoo Daon]

[Age: 23]

[Characteristic: Immortality]

[Ability Regeneration (Unconfirmed)]

[Background: Unable to die, she has left behind a troubled past and now showcases her abilities admirably as a member of the HR team. She will do her best to live up to the expectations of those who believe in her.]

[Weakness: Impossible for you at present.]

No help at all.

Isn’t there a more useful way?

If I punch her, maybe something will change.

Walking over to Yoo Daon, who was bickering with Jang Chaeyeon,

-Smack!

The same cheerful sound echoes again.

“…?”

Yoo Daon looks at me with wide eyes.

“Uh…?”

If one were to see the expression of someone betrayed by a trusted subordinate, it might look like this.

As she stared blankly at me, tears started to fall from her eyes.

“Uh? Uh?”

Yoo Daon blinked and wiped away the tears streaming down her face with her sleeve.

“Why is this happening? Uh? I’m really sorry. Uh?”

Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin’s gazes focused on me.

“…Well, um. I’m sorry.”

I feel overwhelming guilt.

I crouch down to face Yoo Daon and earnestly wipe her flowing tears with my suit sleeve.

“I’m really sorry. Did it hurt?”

“No, it didn’t hurt at all. I’m really used to pain.”

Yoo Daon spoke in a calm voice, constantly wiping away the flowing tears.

“It feels really strange.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Hey, you jerk, I don’t know what happened, but it’s over now.”

As the atmosphere was heading towards disaster, thankfully, Song Arin stepped in between me and Yoo Daon and pointed at the signboard.

The letters on the signboard disappeared, and new letters began to appear.

What is this now?

This time, I couldn’t tell who this signboard was referring to.

Is it me? 

Could I possibly be the one craving compliments?

I look at Yoo Daon.

She looked at me with the same expression.

Jang Chaeyeon had already been eliminated, so it wasn’t her.

Our eyes turn towards Song Arin, who was staring at the ground with her face flushed red.

“…Shut up.”

“Surprisingly, none of us three have said anything yet.”

“I said shut up.”

Song Arin glared at me, and my temples immediately started to throb.

“Hey, I told you not to use mind control on people!”


“You’re not shutting up!”

“When did I say anything?”

“You’re talking right now!”

“You’ve worked hard!”

At Yoo Daon’s sudden voice, both Song Arin and I stopped talking.
Yoo Daon was clapping enthusiastically.

“You’ve worked hard to come this far at such a young age. You’ve really worked hard.”

Then I should join in too.

“As expected, you’re amazing, Song Arin. Thanks to you, we survived the musical.”

I stopped speaking and began clapping along with Yoo Daon.

Song Arin’s face turned so red that it almost matched her purple hair.

“You guys really want to die—”

“The signboard changed.”

At Jang Chaeyeon’s monotonous voice, the three of us turned our heads to look at the signboard, and as she said, the content on the signboard was disappearing.

It took only two compliments to solve it.

Song Arin clenched her fists and began punching the wall, while the rest of us had to turn our faces back to the signboard.

An old friend…

“Is it you?”

“Uh… I don’t have many friends.”

At Jang Chaeyeon’s question, Yoo Daon shook her head with a troubled expression.

The two of them looked at me.

“It seems like it’s me.”

To reunite with an old friend, huh?

I recall the events from the musical.

-I’m always watching you closely.

That voice still echoes in my mind, as if I’m hearing things.

But how am I supposed to meet her?

According to the manual, it says that this room can only manifest a desire that can be realized.

In other words, theoretically speaking, it’s entirely possible that I could meet her again in this room.

How is that possible?

My head starts to hurt.

Always watching closely? 

How?

Even if, by any chance, she’s really around me, how do I call her out?

I raise my gaze and squint as I look around.

One person is banging their head against the wall, two others are staring at me intently.

Other than them, there was nothing else I could see.

I try to recall the situation when I met her.

Inside the musical, during the time I was assimilating with the isolated object.

Other than that, nothing comes to mind.

I pull out a gun from inside my coat.

Before anyone else could react, I fire several shots at the ceiling.

The gunshots echo throughout the sealed room.

Then, the familiar mechanical voice that I once heard filled the room.

“A threat to the isolated object and the isolation room has been detected. Commencing forced suppression.”

“Hey, are you crazy!”

Song Arin, who had been banging her head against the wall, looked at me with a panicked expression.

Jang Chaeyeon also stood in front of me as if sensing something, and Yoo Daon rushed forward with a sharp expression, spreading her arms wide.

An eerie feeling descends.

It was an overwhelming presence I hadn’t felt since the butterfly incident.

I desperately roll my eyes and look into the void.

I meet eyes with a little girl wearing a black dress, with her arms crossed, looking at me.

“Why are you always so extreme?”

The child says reproachfully, then turns to look at the darkness and bows her head slightly.

The darkness wriggles and then disappears.

“… Don’t do this again. Next time, you’ll really get in trouble.”

She says, still with a scolding tone, and then she disappears.

“… Did you see that?”

No one answered.

Song Arin was still looking at me with a worried expression, Jang Chaeyeon stood in the same pose, and Yoo Daon was standing ahead with her arms spread wide.

It felt like time had stopped.

It wasn’t just a feeling.

Time had indeed stopped.

Soon, the time of the three people began to move again,

“… What?”

“Nothing.”

“Huh…?”

All three of them were looking at the ceiling with puzzled expressions.

The letters on the sign began to disappear.

“Come on, it’s solved anyway, isn’t it?”

Ignoring the suspicious glances from the three of them, I looked at the new letters being written on the sign.

“The Fourth Act”

Before the letters could finish being written, they disappeared, and the door opened.

Yoo Daon smiled brightly.

“It’s over!”

Did the door open before the letters finished being written?

“Do you have no desires?”

It’s not like we’re living saints, is that even possible?

At my question, Yoo Daon answered with a gentle smile.

“I told you, I’m happiest right now. What desire could I have?”

And so, the incident with the room that we couldn’t leave without fulfilling a desire ended faster than I thought.

But it seemed like there were more things bothering me than before.

Who was that child, and even more, why couldn’t I get the image of Yoo Daon’s calm smile out of my head?

I need to go back to my place and sort out some information.

But as soon as I got back, I heard the team leader’s voice.

“Go to the workshop.”

“Huh?”

“Well, I heard there’s a nice mountain lodge on the East Coast, so workshop, sounds good, right?”

This guy is trying to sell us out again.

“Oh, come on, no!”

“I’ll go too.”


“I like work!”

“The workshop will be fun. Should we bring some meat?”

My worries are instantly dispelled.

Nothing will happen! We’ll just go and have fun!

… Right?



 
  
    Chapter 33: Workshop


Just like any other family-like corporation, the management office also has a system called workshops.

The ostensible purpose of these workshops is to foster cooperation among the organization’s members. 

However, as those in the know are aware, workshops are nothing short of a horrible torture for young people like me. 

The older folks gather to sing trot songs, and since we don’t know trot, we just end up as human instruments hitting tambourines. 

Even if we don’t want to, we are forced to drink alcohol and listen to criticisms about the younger generation, which is a mental torture.

Fortunately, this time, there are more of us, so at least we can avoid mental torture.

I stare blankly out the window from the rattling train. 

The slowly passing scenery reminds me that we are heading to a mountain valley on a slow train.

“Ah, workshop. Don’t worry too much; we’ll be back soon. It’s not an overnight stay. What? Women’s voices? They’re employees.”

Next to me, the team leader is sweating bullets, trying to explain. 

Yoo Daon and Song Arin are nodding off in their seats.

And next to me, sitting demurely…

“Do you want an egg?”

“No, thank you.”

“Should I pour you some water?”

“No, thank you.”

Jang Chaeyeon keeps offering something. 

It probably doesn’t feel burdensome because of the long time we’ve spent in the Cube.

“Do you feel burdened when I give you something?”

Jang Chaeyeon asked, watching my reaction.

I wanted to accept, but that’s not the problem.

“No, I’m full.”

As soon as we got on the train, she fed me an apple, handed me a chocolate bar, and bought me bread. 

I’m not someone who enjoys snacks, so it’s only natural that I’d get full if she keeps giving me things.

Even my grandmother doesn’t feed me this much.

“You need to eat a lot to stay healthy.”

“I’ve stopped growing for a long time.”

It would be more frightening if a discharged office worker were still growing.

Jang Chaeyeon leaned back in her seat with a disappointed look and started speaking while looking out the window.

“There was once a rumor that a mountain god was sleeping around this area.”

A scary story, all of a sudden?

“A mountain god?”

“Of course, the management office heard about the rumor and went to investigate.”

“Did they find anything?”

“There was no mountain god. Just a group of people believing in something that didn’t exist.”

“So, it was just an incident.”

“That’s not it.”

Jang Chaeyeon continued.

“Their belief created something.”

“Created?”

“According to general religion or mythology, gods are said to have created people.”

At some point, Song Arin, who had crossed her legs and folded her arms, continued the conversation.

“But if that was the case, the management office wouldn’t need to exist, right?”

“That’s a terrifying story. I’ll pretend I didn’t hear it.”

If I hear more of these scary stories, I’ll lose my mind. 

Song Arin clicked her tongue and shrugged, while Jang Chaeyeon smiled softly and placed her hands on her lap.

Her white hair shone brightly in the sunlight.

Looking over at the team leader, he was desperately turning his head the other way with his earphones on.

That’s the proper posture of an office worker. 

I turned my head back to the window and started watching the passing scenery again.

Listening to Jang Chaeyeon, it seems the matter was resolved. 

Even if it wasn’t, we couldn’t turn back suddenly now.

As soon as we got off the train, we were greeted by warm sunlight that felt very close to summer.

“It really feels like summer is approaching.”

Just before getting off, Yoo Daon, who had just woken up, stretched and looked around.

“But is this really the place?”

Yoo Daon asked with a doubtful tone. 

It was natural to think so. 

The station was shabby. 

The rusty sign, the overgrown weeds, and the benches, once likely filled with passengers, were all rusty.

“Is this the place, team leader?”

“Let’s see…”

The team leader squinted and looked at his phone.

“Yes, this is the place.”

The team leader nodded, looking anxious himself. 

If he brought us here, why is he so unsure?

“Well, we have a workshop reservation, so let’s go. Don’t worry, I’m in a good mood right now.”

Since he’s in a good mood, I guess nothing will go wrong?

Suppressing the growing anxiety in my heart, I picked up my luggage and led the way toward the station building.

“Wow, is this some kind of horror movie?”

As soon as we entered the station building, Song Arin clicked her tongue and gave her assessment. 

I completely agreed.

There were cobwebs everywhere in the station. 

The incandescent light bulbs hanging on fraying cords flickered precariously. 

Even the ticket booth was a complete ruin, with no one around.

“This is strange…. This is definitely the place….”

The team leader pulled out a map from his pocket and began reading it carefully. 

Just in case, I also started looking around to see if anyone was hiding.

One good thing about my eyes is that they make ambushes practically useless. 


If I want to see, a translucent screen appears right above.

When I realized that Yoo Daon was hiding to surprise me, I knew it would come in handy like this.

“See anything?”

Jang Chaeyeon came over and asked quietly.

“No.”

I don’t see anything.

“Hey, everyone. This is the place. The lodge owner will pick us up when we go out.”

“Okay, we’re coming.”

As I was about to head outside with my luggage, I made eye contact with Yoo Daon, who was looking around with a serious expression.

“What’s wrong?”

“Something feels… off.”

Yoo Daon wrinkled her brow and sniffed the air.

“Do you smell something?”

“Hmm… It’s a familiar smell.”

Following her lead, I closed my eyes and sniffed too. 

But all I could smell was the musty scent of dust.

“I can’t smell anything.”

“Maybe it’s just my imagination. But I’ll stay cautious just in case.”

“That sounds wise.”

Yoo Daon nodded and slung her bag over her shoulder, following the team leader. 

After sending off a grumbling Song Ahrin, I looked back one last time before leaving. 

As expected, there was nothing to see.

Following Song Ahrin, we emerged onto a path lined with dense trees. 

The road, though paved, was cracked and unmaintained, with a small gray van standing forlornly in a corner.

“Found it! Over here!”

At the team leader’s wave, the van started towards us with a rattling noise. 

Soon, the window rolled down, revealing a man with a thick beard.

“Hello!”

He greeted us with a booming voice. 

I bowed slightly and glanced at the text above his head.

[Name: Park Hosung]

[Age: 48]

[Characteristic: None]

[Ability: None]

[Background: For over 30 years, he has lived as the heir and owner of this lodge. Only this village knows him.]

[Weakness: He will die if shot in the head.]

A sense of déjà vu washed over me, but before I could dwell on it, the man shouted loudly.

“I’m Park Hosung. I may not get you to the lodge safely, but I’ll get you there quickly!”

The man stepped out with a smile. 

He was a giant. 

I wasn’t short, but he was at least a head taller than me, and twice as broad.

“Excuse me!”

He rudely snatched my bag and began stacking everyone’s luggage in the trunk.

“Get in! Mr. Heo Chan will sit comfortably in the front, and the four of you young ones will squeeze into the back!”

The team leader nodded apologetically to me as he took the front seat. 

The four of us squeezed into the back of the van.

In order: Song Ahrin, me, Yoo Daon, and Jang Chaeyeon.

The space was cramped, fitting four people where three should sit, making us feel like a human domino set.

“Don’t push…!”

Song Ahrin grumbled, pressing against my left shoulder, but there wasn’t much I could do.

The van rattled as it started, matching my worries about the road’s condition. 

The ride was bumpy, with no cushioning whatsoever.

“Wow! It feels like… an amusement ride!”

Yoo Daon exclaimed, leaning on my right shoulder in excitement.

“Ugh…”

Song Ahrin clamped her mouth shut and closed her eyes, looking nauseous. 

As usual, Jang Chaeyeon stared outside with her usual expressionless face.

We drove for a while.

“We’ve arrived!”

At the man’s announcement, I looked up. 

We had reached a shabby lodge. 

A wooden sign, with crooked letters, read, “Welcome to our guests.” 

The place looked more like a haunted house than a cozy lodge.

A good lodge?

I turned to the team leader, who met my gaze through the rearview mirror with a puzzled expression. 

He seemed as clueless as I was.

The van stopped in what appeared to be a parking lot. 

The man got out, opened the door, and looked at us.

“We’re here! Please get out!”

He opened the door and started unloading the luggage. 

I approached the team leader, who still looked stunned, and whispered.

“A good lodge? The East Coast?”

“Hey… I didn’t expect this either.”

The team leader looked at me, sweating nervously.

“It’s fine. Well, maybe. This could be a good lodge by local standards. It’s close to nature, after all.”

“Do you really believe that, sir?”

As I whispered to the team leader, the man’s voice caught our attention.

“Luggage is all sorted!”

As a habit, I glanced at the text above the man’s head.

[Name: Park Hosung]

[Age: 48]


[Characteristic: None]

[Ability: None]

[Background: For over 30 years, he has lived as the heir and owner of this lodge. Only this village knows him.]

[Weakness: ‘You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.’]

Behind me, countless birds suddenly took flight from the distant forest, as if chased by something.



 
  
    Chapter 34: Find the Hidden Picture


Unlike the change I had seen, Park Hosung—the owner of the lodge—simply handed us six keys to the rooms on the second floor, gave us a hearty smile like before, and left.

“Are you really sure you don’t feel anything?”

“No, I told you, I don’t.”

Continuing to question the team leader, I walked down the old hallway.

“Don’t you think something feels off? What’s so great about this lodge? It feels more like a haunted one, and the atmosphere doesn’t sit right. You’re sure you don’t feel anything?”

“Hey, if I had felt something, I would’ve said something. Since when did you rely so much on my instincts to keep asking like this?”

The team leader pounded his chest as if feeling wronged.

I’m feeling frustrated to death as well.

Watching the still indignant team leader, I recalled the phrase I had seen earlier:

[You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows.]

The weakness I had seen the first time wasn’t that.

What was the weakness I saw before?

I racked my brain, recalling the first time I had met that man.

[If you shoot the head, he will die.]

The weakness had changed.

But I couldn’t figure out why the weakness had changed.

Had something altered without us knowing while we were driving down that road?

“What are you thinking about so hard?”

Song Arin stood next to me and held out her hand.

“What?”

“Hand over the key. We need it to get into our rooms, don’t we?”

“Oh.”

The key, right.

As I lowered my head to prepare to hand her the key, Song Arin bent over, meeting my eyes.

“What’s up? Something wrong?”

“Uh…”

Should I tell her?

“I don’t have a good feeling about this.”

“Ugh, there you go again with your unlucky comments.”

Song Arin clicked her tongue and took four keys with her.

“…I’ll take a look around and tell the others to be cautious, so don’t worry too much. It’s just a workshop. We’re here to eat meat, drink, and have fun.”

“Are you actually worried about me?”

“I’m only saying this because your gloomy face ruins the mood. Don’t jump to conclusions.”

After gathering her keys, Song Arin passed by me and started distributing them to the others.

Right. 

Since Song Arin is also watching out, we’ll probably notice any warning signs before something big happens.

Should I tell the others too?

After a brief hesitation, I gestured to Yoo Daon, who quickly noticed my signal and scurried over to me.

“What’s up?”

“If you smell something strange like before, please let me know.”

“Uh, sure…”

Yoo Daon closed her eyes and sniffed the air.

“I don’t smell anything right now, but since you said so, there must be a reason. I’ll let you know.”

After saying that, Yoo Daon went into her room.

“If you feel anything weird, let me know right away, Team Leader.”

“Why are you so full of worries when you’re old enough to know better?”

The team leader clicked his tongue and went into his room.

“…What about me?”

“Huh?”

“Don’t you have anything to say to me?”

“Uh… no, not really.”

Jang Chaeyeon made a disappointed face and walked into her room.

Well, I’ve set up three people as alarms, so there shouldn’t be any major issues.

I headed to my room with two keys in hand.

The inside of the room, compared to the haunted lodge exterior, seemed somewhat livable.

There was one worn-out bed, a nightstand without a chair, a radio that seemed too old to work, and one unusually large window with curtains.

Just in case, I tried turning on the radio, but, as expected, it didn’t even produce static, let alone work.

I put the keys down on the nightstand, sat on the bed, and looked out the window. 

Unlike the basement incident before, there didn’t seem to be anything visibly wrong with this lodge.

Maybe I was just overreacting because we’ve gone through so much in such a short period of time. 

Honestly, I’d be relieved if I were just overreacting.

-Knock, knock.

While I was trying to force myself to think of something else, someone knocked on the door.

“Yes?”

Who could it be? 

Song Arin? 

Yoo Daon? 

Maybe Jang Chaeyeon, sulking? 

It couldn’t be the team leader, right?

I grabbed the key and opened the door.

A person I had never seen before was standing there.

Her back was bizarrely hunched, and while her neck wasn’t grotesquely long, it was noticeably elongated compared to the average person.

Her hair was like overgrown weeds, covering her face, and between the sparse, swaying strands, I could see two bloodshot eyes that gave off an unsettling vibe.

“Guest.”

A hoarse female voice emerged.

“…Yes?”

I tensed up as I answered, scanning the top of her head.

[Name: Park Joomi] 

[Age: 50] 


[Characteristic: Long neck] 

[Talent: X] 

[Background: For over 40 years, she has been part of this village. Only this village knows her.] 

[Weakness: If you shoot the head, she will die.]

“Dinner will be ready soon. You can go downstairs and grill some meat on the first floor.”

“Oh, right. Thank you.”

“Well then…”

She rasped out her reply and withdrew, closing the door behind her.

It creaked with an eerie sound as it shut, and only then did I realize what the sense of déjà vu was.

‘Only this village knows her.’

It’s not the person knowing the village; it’s the village knowing the person.

Does that mean the problem lies with the village?

Jang Chaeyeon’s words from the train earlier flashed through my mind.

‘A mountain spirit sleeps nearby.’

I should probably have a talk with her about this.

I grabbed the key and opened the door to go out.

“Guest.”

The woman was still standing right in front of my door.

“…Going somewhere?”

“…To my colleague’s room.”

She looked up at me with that strange posture.

As her spine twisted, and her bloodshot eyes were about to meet mine…

“Jaeheon?”

Yoo Daon’s voice called out from behind the woman.

In an instant, the woman’s back straightened, and Yoo Daon peeked out from behind her, meeting my gaze.

“Is something wrong?”

“Well…”

“I’ll be off then.”

The woman rasped in her hoarse voice and walked down the hall past Yoo Daon and me.

“That person is kind of creepy.”

Yoo Daon frowned as she stared at the woman’s retreating figure.

“Daon.”

“Yes?”

“Do you know where Chaeyeon and Song Arin’s rooms are?”

“Of course! Let’s see…”

Yoo Daon confidently started speaking, but then paused.

“…Huh?”

“Can’t remember?”

“Uh… no. Jaeheon, do you?”

“That’s exactly why I’m asking.”

It’s not that we forgot; it feels more accurate to say that we never had any information about their rooms in the first place.

“Do you remember where the team leader’s room is?”

“Not at all…”

“How did you know where my room was then?”

“Uh, um. I actually wasn’t planning to go to your room, Mr. Jaeheon, but somehow it ended up like this.”

Yoo Daon scratched her cheek with an awkward expression and started stretching as she looked around.

“Could this be an unusual situation?”

“Well, it doesn’t seem like a normal occurrence.”

Yoo Daon nodded and began putting on black gloves she pulled from her pocket.

“Did you get those from the research team?”

“No, they’re just cut-resistant gloves.”

Are cut-resistant gloves that easy to come by?

Pushing aside my curiosity, Yoo Daon clenched her fist confidently and declared. 

“All set! Shall we go?”

“Sounds good.”

As usual, Yoo Daon took the lead, and I followed behind her, moving slowly.

“Mr. Jaeheon, do you have a gun?”

“Unfortunately, no.”

Who would have thought we’d need to bring guns to a workshop?

At this rate, I might actually develop neurosis and end up carrying a gun every day.

“Let’s check the rooms nearby first.”

Before I could even finish my sentence, Yoo Daon knocked on the door of the room next to us.

-Knock, knock.

There was no answer.

“Should we break it open?”

“We’re not Chaeyeon, and if the two of us tried, it would make too much noise.”

So Yoo Daon and I began walking down the hallway, knocking on each door as we went.

We knocked on every door in the hallway, and though it was surprising, it was also somewhat expected—no one answered our knocks.

“Let’s head downstairs.”

“I’ll take the lead.”

When you do this kind of thing three times together, you naturally start to sync up.

Yoo Daon nodded with a serious expression and began descending the stairs.

The wooden stairs creaked loudly with every step, adding credibility to my earlier assessment that this place was like a haunted house.

As we carefully descended the creaky stairs, a strong scent began to fill the air.

This smell…

“It smells like grilled meat.”

“It sure does.”

Feeling a sense of foreboding, we quickly rushed down the stairs.

There stood the team leader, Jang Chaeyeon, and Song Arin in front of the grill.

“…What are you guys doing there?”

I called out to them with tension in my voice, and Jang Chaeyeon, with her face flushed from the heat of the fire, turned around and held out a plate to me.

“We were grilling meat for you.”

Were Yoo Daon and I the only ones taking this seriously?

“Why didn’t you call us?”

“I knocked on your door, but there was no answer.”

“Do you even know which room I’m in?”

“Yep.”

She knew?

“Which room?”

“The second room on the right after you exit.”

“…Really?”

Why don’t I remember that at all?

“Aren’t you drinking?”

The team leader cracked open a can of beer and handed it to me, cheerfully shouting.

“Yes, I’ll drink.”

“Me too!”

“Daon, you should stick to soda.”

If Yoo Daon got drunk here, it would just be troublesome.

At my words, Yoo Daon obediently started sipping her cola, while Song Arin came up beside me and whispered.

“Nothing there yet.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. If anything comes up, I’ll come to your room.”

With that, Song Arin sat back down and focused on eating her food again.

I had already told Song Arin, but Yoo Daon couldn’t drink alcohol because of her regenerative body.

On the other hand, Jang Chaeyeon could drink so well that she was practically a walking alcohol storage tank.

As for Song Arin… she was just average. 

She could drink about as much as I could.

Just as the atmosphere was starting to settle, the team leader’s phone rang in his pocket, and he hurriedly answered it.

“Yes, honey. No, I haven’t had much to drink! Don’t worry!”

Must be his wife.

The team leader, flustered, gestured to us and dashed upstairs to take the call.

There was no sound as the team leader climbed the stairs.

“I’m heading up too.”

Quietly, Song Arin, who had been eating, stood up and followed the team leader up the stairs in silence.

No sound could be heard as Song Arin went upstairs either.

Jang Chaeyeon stared at them for a moment, then looked at me and Yoo Daon before downing her drink and speaking up.

“Something’s going on.”

Yoo Daon and I exchanged glances, trying to gauge Jang Chaeyeon’s mood.

“I’m suspicious.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded as if she had come to a conclusion and stood up from her seat.

“I’ll head to my room for now. I’ll be ready, so call me if you need me. I’ll wait.”

With that, Jang Chaeyeon ascended the stairs as well.

-Creak, creak!

The sound of Jang Chaeyeon’s footsteps echoed through the air.

“…The smell.”

Yoo Daon pinched her nose and furrowed her brow.

“Is the smell back?”

“…Yes. What is this?”

“It’s… some sort of smell?”

“It’s a bit… um, an unsettlingly sweet smell…”

“Guests! Have you finished your meal?”

Whoa, I was startled.

The innkeeper, who had appeared out of nowhere, smiled and looked at me and Yoo Daon.

“If you’ve finished eating, we’ll handle the cleanup! Now, you must be tired from your travels, so why don’t you head up to your room and rest?”

“Uh…”

“And the view of the forest at night is breathtaking! Imagine, being inspired by the sight of the moonlit forest while listening to the radio—now, wouldn’t that be a true delight?”

“Yes, understood.”

“Well then, enjoy your time together!”

The man waved cheerfully as he spoke, and Yoo Daon and I had no choice but to retreat up the stairs.

As we climbed the noisy, creaky stairs, Yoo Daon glanced over at me.

“Should we head to our separate rooms?”

“Come to mine.”

In times like this, it’s best to stick together.

Yoo Daon nodded, and after leading her into my room, I drew the curtains.

“Curtains?”

“Shh.”

I hushed her as I pulled the curtains closed, then stood silently, gazing at her.

How long had I been staring at Yoo Daon in the dimly lit room as she looked back at me with a puzzled expression?

-Knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door.

“It’s me, open up.”

It was Song Arin’s voice.

As Yoo Daon began to rise, I grabbed her shoulder and pushed her back down, shaking my head.

We couldn’t make a sound.

-Knock, knock.

“I know you’re in there. Open up. Are you messing with me?”

-Knock, knock, knock.

“Hey. Do my words mean nothing to you?”

-Knock, knock, knock, knock.

“This joke isn’t funny.”

BANG!

“Open the door!”

Song Arin’s furious voice rang out before she suddenly quieted down, and her footsteps grew distant.

“…What was that?”


“It might already be too late.”

Perhaps from the moment we entered this lodge, we had been inside the belly of a isolation entity.

“Let’s go find Chaeyeon.”

I stood up and glanced at the broken radio.

Without force, this was going to be difficult.




 
  
    Chapter 35: Method


Humans are truly fickle; after just a week of rest, they become lax.

And I’m paying the price for it thoroughly.

“I should have just run away.”

“What did you say?”

“Nothing.”

I replied to Yoo Daon, who was adjusting her clothes.

This must never happen again.

“I’m ready.”

As I was mentally whipping myself over and over, Yoo Daon’s words pulled me back to reality.

She nodded as she tidied her outfit.

For now, we had no solid plan, so we both decided to be as cautious as possible.

“Once we step out the door, who knows what’s waiting for us. We can’t even tell if this is some abnormal phenomenon or not.”

“Don’t worry.”

Yoo Daon grabbed the doorknob and smiled brightly.



“I won’t die, right?”

And that’s exactly the problem.

After Song Arin—or whatever it was disguised as Song Arin—left, the conclusion Yoo Daon and I came to was that we needed someone who could project physical firepower.

In the worst-case scenario that the lodge owner and everyone around here had lost their minds, someone needed to subdue them.

“She said my room is two doors down to the right from Chaeyeon’s, so as soon as we get out, we’ll charge into the second room on the left.”

“And if the door is locked, we’ll break it down?”

“If necessary.”

Yoo Daon nodded again and looked at me.

“Tell me when you’re ready. I’ll open the door.”

“I’m ready.”

Before I could even finish my sentence, Yoo Daon grabbed the doorknob, opened the door, and darted towards Jang Chaeyeon’s room like a bullet.

Is she secretly an athlete or something? 

She’s really fast.

I followed her, amazed.

-Bang!

With the sound of something breaking, Yoo Daon kicked down the door, and Jang Chaeyeon immediately jumped out, scanning her surroundings.

“The enemy?”

“Not yet.”

“Song Arin knocked on my door earlier. It was strange.”

“She knocked on your door too? How did you know it was someone else?”

“She called my name in a familiar way.”

It was a highly personal method of identification.

“What are we going to do? Sweep the area?”

“Is it possible?”

“If we’re assuming the enemy is just ordinary people, it shouldn’t be too hard.”

Jang Chaeyeon raised her hand, looking around.

“I could bring the whole building down if I wanted.”

“Hold off until we find Team Leader and Song Arin. We don’t want to accidentally drag them into this.”

Jang Chaeyeon lowered her hand and looked at me with a disappointed expression.

“You must have made a plan, right?”

“Did you assign the planning to me?”

“No. But you did, didn’t you?”

“I did.”

It feels like, for some reason, I’ve become the designated strategist and leader whenever a crisis hits.

“Let’s keep it short since we don’t have much time.”

Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon stood around me, nodding.

“First, we don’t go outside. Be very careful about even looking outside.”

I recalled what the lodge owner had said.

‘And the view of the forest at night is breathtaking!’

“And from now on, don’t trust anyone but the three of us. Even if you see Song Arin or Team Leader, be suspicious.”

I recalled what had happened earlier.

When Yoo Daon, Jang Chaeyeon, and I went down the stairs, there was noise.

But when Team Leader and Song Arin walked, there was no sound.

Whether those two were different people from the start or had been brainwashed or assimilated into something, we couldn’t tell.

Being cautious wouldn’t hurt.

“Especially be wary of Song Arin.”

If it’s just something imitating Song Arin, there’s no need to worry. 

But if Song Arin is truly brainwashed, that’s another story.

A brainwashed brainwasher. 

If Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon were to be taken, there’s no way I could handle it alone.

“Mental attacks are tough to deal with.”

“If I smash my own head, will that break the brainwashing?”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded as if she understood, while Yoo Daon began pondering over her own bizarre solutions.

“Alright, I got it. So what’s the plan?”

“We need to find the cause. We still don’t have enough information.”

Even if we had suspicions or evidence, we lacked a clear understanding of why this incident was happening in the first place.

Is there no way to get more concrete information?

“It would be great if someone could just drop some information in our laps right now…”

“That’s it.”

“What?”

As I heard Yoo Daon’s frustrated muttering, a solution began forming in my mind.

“Let’s just go ask directly.”

“You’re having another strange idea, aren’t you? Like that time with the cube?”

Yoo Daon looked at me with an exasperated expression.


But what can I do? 

Yoo Daon is always the one who gives me the best ideas.

“Chaeyeon, do you know where Song Arin’s or the Team Leader’s rooms are?”

“…No. I don’t remember.”

Jang Chaeyeon shook her head slowly.

“Then we’ll have to make them come to us.”

“Everyone?”

Song Arin’s voice came from behind us, and I quickly turned around.

She was standing there, smiling brightly at the three of us.

“Are you looking for me? Why?”

I glanced up above Song Arin’s head.

[Name: Song Arin]

[Age: 21 years old]

[Specialty: Hypnosis]

[Ability: -]

[Background: After a series of inexplicable events even she cannot understand, she was parachuted into the HR team. She’s been through some rough patches since arriving at this workshop.]

[Weakness: A stronger hypnosis is required to break her current brainwashing.]

A sharp pain began to throb in my temple.

If I’m like this, then the two behind me must already be under hypnosis.

I quickly rolled to the ground, and as expected, Yoo Daon’s fist whizzed past where my head had just been, causing a significant dent in the wall of the lodge.

Rolling to the side while lying flat, I desperately began thinking.

‘To break the brainwashing, a stronger hypnosis is needed.’

But how am I supposed to hypnotize someone? I don’t have hypnosis powers…

…Do I?

A translucent window automatically appeared before my eyes.

[Method – You can perfectly assimilate with someone and mimic their traits. Your appearance does not change.]

[Becoming completely assimilated with someone.

If you mimic that person, wouldn’t that break the brainwashing?]

There’s no time to think.

I stood up abruptly and shouted the method inwardly.

I started to see things differently.

From the top of Song Arin’s head, a thick, purple string-like thing protruded.

When I moved my eyes to the left, the string followed left, and when I moved them to the right, the string followed right.

I instinctively knew.

If I connect this string to someone, that person will be linked to the method.

Then, how do I connect this to myself…?

Obviously, I can’t see myself with my own eyes unless I have a mirror.

In a hurry, I looked down at my chest, but the string just bounced off as if it was rejecting me.

An unexpected mishap.

Without much time to think, I rolled across the floor and turned my gaze towards the other two.

There’s no other choice. I have to attach it to one of them.

Desperately thinking, “Attach to someone, anyone!” the string shot out,

“Ugh.”

“Ah!”

The string struck Jang Chaeyeon’s head, and then it melted away, vanishing from my sight.

She shuddered as if she felt a chill, while, on the other hand, Song Arin froze in place with her eyes wide open.

“O!”

Is she waking up? 

Yoo Daon groaned as she grabbed her head.

“I was trying to kill myself, but my body isn’t obeying.”

“That’s good, at least.”

“…What’s wrong with those two?”

“I’ll find out now.”

Yoo Daon tilted her head, puzzled, looking at the two frozen figures, and I could only give her a vague answer.

Jang Chaeyeon was the first to regain her senses.

“…It feels like someone stuffed cold ice into my brain.”

Jang Chaeyeon grimaced and shook her head.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m still not used to psychic attacks.”

“…You.”

As I was checking Jang Chaeyeon’s condition, Song Arin suddenly started moving again.

Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon tensed up, watching her cautiously.

“…You, were you always that handsome?”

“…Are you crazy?”

The first thing Song Arin said after coming to her senses was some nonsense while pointing at me.

“No, wait a minute. What did you just do to my head?”

“I did something.”

“Tell me. Actually, no, don’t tell me.”

Covering her face with one hand, Song Arin hung her head low. 

Her earlobes were bright red.

“I don’t know what you did, but I can’t control my emotions right now. I’m really grateful you woke me up, but please have someone else ask the questions.”

“Understood.”

When I gestured towards Song Arin, Yoo Daon reluctantly started asking questions.

After regaining her composure, Song Arin slowly began answering the questions, though her back was still turned to me.

“First, someone knocked on my door. When I opened it, there was this eerie person standing there.”

“Was it someone with a long neck and hair covering their face?”

“Yes. And please, just stop talking. I’m begging you.”

Song Arin pressed her hand to her chest and took deep breaths several times.

“Anyway, that person waited in front of my door until I came out. They said something to me and handed me something… and then, when I came to my senses, this is how I was.”

“What did they hand you?”

“Please… stop talking…”

Song Arin flinched as she answered, and across from her, Jang Chaeyeon’s expression grew colder by the second.

Now I really want to see that face.

“…Hmph. If my memory serves me right, it was something like a statue.”

A statue, huh?

“Chaeyeon, are you sure the mountain god incident is over?”

“According to the records, yes, the case is closed.”

Then why do I feel so uneasy?

Anyway, I’ve got a target.

“Let’s go catch that woman.”

“…”

“You’re not planning to go alone, are you, Song Arin?”

“…I am.”

Song Arin pulled something out of her pocket and handed it to me. 

She still had her back turned.

“What’s this?”

“Your gun. You left it behind.”

“Why did you keep it, Song Arin?”

“Just in case.”

Seeing her holding out the gun while still turned away, I couldn’t help but feel mischievous.

“Thank you.”

I walked over, took the gun from her hand, and grabbed her shoulder to make her face me.

“!”

Song Arin’s face turned bright red, and without saying a word, she stumbled back, hitting the wall with a thud before crouching down, clutching her head.

“…Don’t forget the situation is serious.”

Jang Chaeyeon, in a stern voice, reminded us before leading the way with determined steps.

This is getting fun.

After watching the trembling Song Arin clutching her head, I stood up, put the gun into my coat, and followed her.

At least I’ve found the initial target.


We’ll get some answers once we catch her.

I glanced toward the wall that Jang Chaeyeon had smashed earlier.

First, find that woman. 

Then, gather as much information as possible.

Even though the sky was cloudless, eerily, not a single beam of moonlight shone beyond the wall.



 
  
    Chapter 36 : Mountain God


When I was young, I read a novel about a murder case at Gwigok Mountain Lodge.

At that time, I wondered how scary it would be to walk down the hallway of Gwigok Mountain Lodge with the lights off.

“How long are you going to keep walking like that?”

“I told you not to talk to me…!”

I couldn’t help but feel nervous because of the dark purple haired person walking in front of me, so I didn’t feel scared at all.

The reason he didn’t walk behind me was because he couldn’t see my back, but now it’s like seeing a fan facing an idol, so it’s not surprising.

By the way, if you connected Jang Chae-yeon and Method, shouldn’t you be quiet? Why are you talking so much?

If it was as I imagined, I thought he’d say things like ‘Shut up.’ and ‘Die.’

“We have to get down here.”

“Eek!”

At my words, Yoo Da-on nodded and looked down, while Song Ah-rin continued to flinch and make stupid noises.

But even though she resembles Jang Chae-yeon, Jang Chae-yeon has never treated me so dramatically.

I look at the back of Jang Chae-yeon in front of me.

Her white or silver hair, as she discussed something with Yoo Da-on, seemed to absorb light and shine even in the darkness.

“I’m going down.”

“I’ll go down first, so the rest of you follow in order.”

It seems like the meeting between the two is over.

After Jang Chae-yeon looks at the three of us and speaks, Yoo Da-on immediately starts to slowly walk down the stairs.

I hear a very small creaking sound.

The stairs were clearly creaking when we walked, so how could they go down so quietly?

“I’ll go first.”

Song A-rin took the lead and started walking.

She also walked down the stairs making minimal noise,

“Let’s jump down.”

“Huh?”

Jang Chae-yeon looked at me and blurted out a bombshell.

“Are you sure you can go down so quietly?”

“…No.”

“Yeah. So jump down with me. I’ll take it.”

Jang Chae-yeon smiled softly and held out her hand.

It seemed like she was doing it on purpose.

“Okay.”

There was no reason to refuse.

I placed my hand on Jang Chae-yeon’s hand, and Jang Chae-yeon jumped over the railing.

I also jumped over the railing while holding her hand,

“Oh.”

Just before we hit the floor, the two of us landed lightly.

The two people coming down, looking at us with blank faces, were a bonus.

“Let’s go.”

Jang Chae-yeon walked ahead, fixing her hair. Somehow, the sense of pride in her voice didn’t seem to be because of her mood.

If we stay like this, aren’t we… invincible?

I looked around with a little hope.

It was so quiet that it was hard to believe that it was the place where we had the meat party earlier.

I didn’t know when they finished cleaning up, but the place was clean and there were no traces or signs of people.

“What time is it now?” “7:30.”

It was definitely not time to go back yet.

I squinted my eyes and looked around, and my eyes met with a strange object on the table.

If you were to mold a newborn baby out of clay and make a sculpture, wouldn’t this be the feeling?

It felt strangely unpleasant.

Soon, something floated over the statue.

[Name: Sad Past]

[Age: Created 18 years ago]

[Characteristic: Clone]

[Talent: -]

[Background: You who do not understand what God said, now that His words have become true, you have come to be here.]

[Weakness: He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there will be no more death, no more mourning, no more crying, no more pain, for the old order of things has passed away.]

My head hurts so bad.

While I was struggling with my weakness, Song A-rin quickly turned around when she saw the statue.

“What is it?” “… This is it.”

Song A-rin spoke in a low voice, still turning around, and pointed at the statue with her finger.

“Show me this, and I lost my memory.”

This is it?

But my temples didn’t hurt at all.

I carefully observed the statue, but still, I didn’t feel any emotion.

“Don’t touch it.”

“Are you crazy to touch something like this? Who touches something this unpleasant?”

“Did you just say it was unpleasant?”

A hoarse voice was heard from in front of me, and I automatically drew my gun and aimed it in front of me.

The strangely long neck, bloodshot eyes that were barely visible, and even the hunched waist.

She was no different from the woman I had seen earlier.

No. One thing was different.

“… I can’t see it.”

There was nothing above the woman’s head.

Was she not human?

No, that didn’t make sense. I’ve seen things that weren’t human so far,

but it didn’t make sense logically to suddenly not see it like this.

“Shall I subdue her?”

“Go ahead.”

Before the woman could open her mouth, Jang Chae-yeon reached out, and immediately something invisible swept over her and pushed her away.


That was to do.

“…!”

Jang Chae -yeon looked embarrassed, and I also had to look at the woman.

The woman did not move one step.

Jang Chae -yeon swings once again.

Bang!

The bottoms around her crush.

If you were a general person, you had to be on the floor like a frog that had already been squeezed.

But she was still looking at us without even even moving.

“… not. Look for another way-“

“I’m sorry, but it doesn’t take hypnosis.”

As if predicting the next behavior, the calf added.

“Is it over?”

The woman smiles and smiles.

“It’s different from humans, and it’s calm in this situation, so I think the management bureau came again.”

Also?

I looked at Jang Chae -yeon by turning his eyes slightly, and she also made eye contact with me.

“… Are you talking about Sanshin?”

“Are you killing Sanshin and pretending not to know!”

When the woman shouts loudly, the floor rings.

“It’s been a long time, and I said that a foreigner came, but the guys who would not be chewy.” “Everyone gets out!”

Jang Chae -yeon jumps out and reaches out.

Quaang !!!

The floor is divided and the hut is literally exploded.

There was a lot of smoke in front of you, but there was nothing fragment that price.

“Are everyone okay!”

“Live!”

“I’m okay too!”

Veal and Judaon’s voice.

“Chaeyeon, are you okay!”

There was no answer.

“Chaeyeon!”

I called Jang Chaeyeon’s name in the thick dust, but she didn’t answer.

“What the-“

In my panicked vision, I saw a translucent window rushing toward me through the fog.

It was too late to shoot.

I quickly crossed my arms to brace for the impact,

“Huh!”

I groaned involuntarily at the sharp pain of the kitchen knife piercing my arm.

“Jaeheon!”

Yoo Da-on, who had come running, kicked the person who had rushed at me.

“Are you okay!?”

“I’m okay.”

Ignoring the sharp pain in my arm, I looked at the person who had kicked Yoo Da-on.

It was the owner of the mountain lodge.

He rushed toward me again, holding the kitchen knife,

“Where!”

The two began a close combat as Yudaon took the man’s knife with his gloved hand.

He quickly took out his gun again and aimed it at the man.

He aimed for…

The gun barrel pointed towards his head and then towards his leg.

Bang!

“Kwaaak!”

He shot the man as he stepped on his foot, hitting the back of his foot, and as the man fell while holding his foot, Yudaon did not miss the opportunity and shot the man’s chin cleanly with his leg straight up.

“Kreuk…”

The man fell down foaming at the mouth, and Song A-rin ran to me in a hurry.

“Are you hurt?!”

“That’s not important right now. Chaeyeon?”

“You know best!”

“That’s because you can’t see it!”

I can see Yoo Da-on’s window, and Song A-rin’s window.

But Jang Chae-yeon’s window is the only one that I can’t see.

It’s as if she suddenly disappeared from the world.

The dust begins to clear.

Only the place where I, Yoo Da-on, and Song A-rin were standing remained clean as if nothing had been touched.

On the contrary, all the other places were scorched earth.

A cloudless night sky spreads over our heads.

Jang Chae-yeon was nowhere to be seen. And the team leader.

“… It’s collapsed. This place is everything.”

Song A-rin muttered in a bewildered voice.

“Contact headquarters about this-” “… Look over there.”

Yudaon interrupts Song A-rin’s words and points somewhere with his finger.

The dark forest surrounding the mountain lodge.

There were people in the forest.

No. They weren’t people.

They were something made of clay.

I remember when we made humans out of clay in elementary school.

The arms and legs were not the right length, the hands and feet were not considered at all, and the face was roughly carved with a plastic carving knife.

The only difference from elementary school was that they were all hiding in the trees, looking at the three of us with bright smiles that looked like they had been drawn with a carving knife.

“…Let’s run away.”

Song A-rin muttered.

“What about Chae-yeon?”

“If you can find it now, look for it. Can you see it?”

She looked around once more.

The name Jang Chae-yeon was not seen anywhere.

“I’m not saying we should run away. We need to reorganize first. Then we need to find that woman. There’s no way the three of us can stop it here.”

It was so right that it was annoying.

The things that were hiding behind the tree slowly started to move towards us.

“This way!”

At the sound of Yoo Da-on’s voice, Song A-rin and I turned our heads.

Before we knew it, she was sitting in the driver’s seat of the van we came in.

“Get in! Hurry up!”

They started walking towards us, then started running.

Thud! Thud!

The floor shook.

Song A-rin and I got up from our seats as if we had made a promise and started running towards the car, and Yoo Da-on also leaned out the window and waved at us.

Fortunately, we were faster.

I quickly got into the passenger seat, and Song A-rin sat in the back seat and roughly closed the door.

“Let’s go!”

Yoo Da-on skillfully released the hand brake, shifted the gear, and stepped on the accelerator.

The van took off as if it was shooting.

Where on earth did Jang Chae-yeon go, and what happened all of a sudden?

I looked at the mud people chasing me through the side mirror.

Before they disappeared from my sight, I saw the information from that night.

[Name: Human]


[Age: -]

[Characteristics: -]

[Talent: -]

[Background: God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being.]

[Weakness: All humans are destined to die and be buried in the dust.]



 
  
    Chapter 37 : Garden


“It’ll sting a little.”

Yoo Daon leans over and wraps a handkerchief around my arm.

As the handkerchief touches the wound, a stinging pain makes my brow furrow involuntarily.

“Hiss, it really hurts.”

“It’s only natural for it to hurt when a person gets cut.”

“Coming from someone who had their neck sliced by an axe, it loses a bit of credibility.”

Yoo Daon shoots me a glare and then ties the handkerchief a bit tighter.

“Ouch!”

“First aid is done!”

She smiles as she playfully flicks the end of the carefully tied ribbon with her finger and looks out the window.

“By the way, this is a big problem. We have no idea where we are.”

“Indeed.”

We look down a dark mountain path where not even an inch ahead is visible.

Not only do we have to rely solely on the car’s headlights, but we also can’t even discern the road.

“We can’t get through, right?”

“No luck.”

Song Arin sighs as she nods.

The first thing we checked after escaping safely was whether Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin were still connected.

We wondered if something had happened to Jang Chaeyeon or if we had moved too far away, which might have broken the link.

According to Song Arin, as long as she still felt that strange sensation when she looked at me, it meant Jang Chaeyeon was probably safe.

We also tried to call headquarters, but, as if by some preordained agreement, we were unsurprisingly out of service range.

“Isn’t the team leader worried?”

“Oh, the team leader.”

At Song Arin’s sullen comment, I think of the team leader.

“I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

“You have an odd sense of trust?”

“Because he’s someone worth believing in.”

He is the type of person who returned to duty before I did, without a scratch, even after the Butterfly’s Dream incident.

If the day comes when the team leader dies, it will be the day at least a missile or something of that magnitude falls in the middle of the city.

“But we can’t exactly drag around someone with no combat ability, unlike the four of us.”

I swept a hand over the throbbing wound and looked at Song Arin.

“Arin.”

“…Hah. What is it?”

Song Arin took a deep breath and faced me.

“How much do you know about the Sanshin incident?”

“The Sanshin incident, you mean.”

Song Arin squinted her eyes and fell into thought.

“To be honest, I don’t know much. I probably know as much as White Hair does.”

“I see.”

So, she calls Jang Chaeyeon “White Hair.” Then, does that make Yoo Daon and me “Black Hair”?

I licked my lips in thought at Song Arin’s words.

Where could I find more details about the Sanshin incident…?

I had an idea.

I took out the manual from my pocket.

“…I didn’t think of that.”

Song Arin sighed, rubbing her forehead as she saw the manual.

I focused and opened the manual.

Let’s see, Sanshin… Shinshin…

Soon, the manual opened to the page I wanted.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[PRV- ‘Sanshin’ – Records of the Containment Team, Lee Sung-hoon]

[This entity was first discovered 30 years ago in the XX district of YY city.]

[As is commonly the case, entities referred to as ‘gods’ inevitably come under the influence of the <redacted> religion, which commands the greatest faith, and therefore take on a form where local beliefs and popular religion are intertwined.]

[The damages caused by this incident include <redacted>, <redacted>, and <redacted>.]

“Did you find anything useful?”

“Not nothing.”

While I couldn’t understand every detail, I did come to understand one thing clearly.

The weakness of the Sanshin master I saw at first, and the background and weaknesses of the statues that resembled babies—

At first, I thought it was playing tricks on my eyes again, like the Cube incident, but that wasn’t it.

‘O you who do not understand the words spoken by the god, now that those words have become true, it has been decided to be here.’

‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death, no more mourning, crying, or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.’

All of this was, quite literally, the background and the weakness.

So… the background is that a god who died 30 years ago has returned.

But what is the weakness?

If taken at face value, it seems to imply that there is no weakness.

My head starts to ache. I need to look away for a moment.

I recall the content I saw in the manual.

“Entities referred to as gods take on a form where local beliefs and popular religion are intertwined.”

“If gods truly existed, the Agency wouldn’t be necessary, would it?”

As I remember this part, Song Arin’s words from the train come back to me.

While sitting in the passenger seat, absently fiddling with the ribbon of the handkerchief tied around my arm, Yoo Daon clears her throat and calls out to me.

“Jaehun.”

“Yes?”

“Shall we start moving again, if you’re ready?”

“Yes, let’s do that.”

“Alright, then. Let’s try to find an exit or a village first.”

After some discussion among ourselves, we decided that finding an exit where we could call for help would be one option. If that failed, we’d search for a village or try to locate Jang Chaeyeon or, if possible, the team leader.

Yoo Daon skillfully releases the handbrake and shifts gears.

An adept touch. Anyone could tell she knows how to handle a manual transmission.


Meanwhile, I’m only certified for automatic.

Maybe we could get her to operate a forklift or something similar later.

With a rattling noise, the car begins to move along the broken, uneven road.

“If you lose connection with Chaeyeon, you must tell us immediately, Arin.”

“Got it,” Song Arin mutters, twisting a lock of her hair with her fingers.

“Nothing’s going to happen to White Hair.”

“You sound quite confident.”

“If she were someone who could die that easily, she’d already be dead.”

Her voice carries a strange sense of certainty.

Silence fills the air.

Aside from the occasional jolt when the car hits an uneven patch of the poorly maintained road, no one says a word.

“This is the third time we’ve come down this road.”

Song Arin crossed her arms and began to speak.

While I was pondering the weaknesses, phrases, and background over and over, I suddenly lifted my head and looked back at her words.

“What?”

“I noticed something odd. We’ve been circling around, using that crooked tree as a marker.”

Song Arin continued, gazing out the window.

“No matter how many times Black Hair here changed direction, we always ended up back here.”

Yoo Daon and I fell silent.

“We’re going in circles. I don’t think we’re going to find an exit.”

It seemed like the worst possible scenario we could imagine had hit us squarely.

“So, escaping is off the table for now.”

“I’ll keep looking elsewhere.”

Yoo Daon spoke energetically and pressed the accelerator again.

How long did we wander outside?

“Do you see something?”

“Yeah, there’s something over there.”

A faint light came into view.

A light that resembled that of a village where people lived.

“Could it be a village?”

“It appears so.”

Yoo Daon and I carefully observed the direction of the light.

“Do you think it’s the right place to go?”

“We don’t have many options right now, do we?”

Given our current situation, where turning back wasn’t an option, there wasn’t much else we could do.

Even if it was dangerous, there was no other choice but to go if we wanted to get out.

“Driving any further seems like a suicide mission; maybe we should walk from here.”

“Sounds good.”

Quietly, we opened the doors and stepped out of the car.

If it’s visible to the naked eye, it shouldn’t be too far.

“What are you planning to do once we get there?”

“We’ll have to hypnotize as many people as possible.”

At my words, Song Arin hesitated before replying.

“…Okay. If that’s what you want, I’ll do it.”

Maybe I should just keep her connected to Jang Chaeyeon forever.

“And after that?”

“Well… we’ll find Chaeyeon first, and then we’ll seek out the source of all this and either overcome or destroy it.”

“Easier said than done.”

Song Arin let out a deep sigh.

“It’s best to assume everyone is a believer. Trust no one.”

“I wouldn’t trust them even if you told me to.”

Leaving Yoo Daon’s cheerful response and Song Arin’s grumbling behind me, I started walking slowly toward the light.

Sure enough, the village wasn’t far.

“The lights are on… but something feels off, doesn’t it?”

“It certainly does.”

I couldn’t help but agree with Yoo Daon’s observation.

The village didn’t feel like a place where people lived. The lights were on, but there were no signs of life—no animal sounds, no human voices, nothing to suggest that anything was alive there.

“…It feels like a village of dolls.”

Yoo Daon muttered under her breath as if feeling uneasy, stepping at the entrance of the village.

“I’ll go ahead and lead the way; the two of you should keep a bit of distance and follow.”

Both Song Arin and I nodded at Yoo Daon’s instructions and began to follow her from a safe distance.

The further we walked into the village, the stronger the eerie atmosphere grew.

Yoo Daon, who was leading, suddenly ducked down and gestured for us to do the same, and we quickly followed her lead, crouching low.

Through the window, we saw shadows of people.

Were they eating something? The silhouettes of two people were reflected in the orange-lit window.

Just as Yoo Daon was about to crawl forward while staying low,

I felt a sense of unease.

I peered through the window.

They were sitting in chairs, but there was no movement at all that suggested they were eating.

“Like dolls.”

“…These aren’t real people.”

I whispered, pointing at the silhouettes beyond the window.

Song Arin and Yoo Daon also stared at them, their eyes widening as if they had realized something.

“It’s true.”

“So, is this really a doll’s house?”

Yoo Daon whispered as she crept closer to us.

“Let’s stay cautious.”

After all, we had been chased by clay dolls back at the mountain lodge.

“If all of them are like this, I’m going to be completely useless.”

Song Arin muttered in a bitter voice as she crawled across the ground.

Sometimes crawling, sometimes walking hunched over, we continued to scan the area.

It seemed that Yoo Daon was right; this was indeed a village of dolls.

There was no sign of human presence at all.

The text floating above their heads was all the same:

[Name: Human]

[Age: -]

[Traits: -]

[Skills: -]

[Background: The Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living soul.]

[Weakness: All humans are destined to die and be buried in the dust…]

It felt like a bolt of lightning had struck my mind.

“…They say that God created man from the dust.”

I spoke slowly as I crawled forward, and Song Arin and Yoo Daon turned their heads to look at me.

“That’s right.”

“What if this place is paradise?”

“Paradise?”

“If this is the Eden where the Sanshin, the mountain god, has created his own version of Eden, just like Adam and Eve were created in the Garden of Eden?”

Song Arin froze at my words.

“The birth of a god.”

“What?”

“We’re in a hurry.”

Song Arin looked at me and Yoo Daon with a serious expression.

“We don’t have time. If we don’t resolve this immediately… this could escalate to a level 4 disaster.”

“What the—”

**Boom!**

Yoo Daon’s head suddenly disappeared as if it had exploded.

Blood gushed out, and she collapsed forward, catching herself with her hands on the ground.

“Cough! Cough!”


Her head started to regenerate, forming again as Yoo Daon clutched her throat and coughed.

“Ugh, I got dirt in my mouth!”

“Fall back!”

Song Arin’s urgent voice called out from behind, as a clay doll, its hand stained with blood, raised its gaze to the clear, cloudless sky.

As if it were waiting for the day it could finally become human.



 
  
    Chapter 38 : Clay Doll


**Bang!**

Barely dodging the clay figure’s fist slamming into the ground, I roll backward to retreat.

“I don’t see any end in sight!”

Yu Daon shouts as she pulls back toward me.

“I agree completely!”

I also had no choice but to agree with her as I reloaded my magazine.

If Jang Chaeyeon were here, it might be different, but without anyone to handle the actual combat, there seemed to be no way to stop the blows from this crude lump of clay.

In reality, no matter how many times we shot at them, they only flinched and not a single one was properly taken down.

“When will Arin be back?!”

“I’m waiting so hard my neck is about to fall off too!”

In the current situation, Song Arin, who was the most useless among us, had taken on the role of scout to find a retreat path.

But why is she taking so long?

Once again, I see a fist flying toward us.

Before it hits, I quickly roll on the ground to avoid it, and Yu Daon also pulls back, barely dodging it in time.

“This way!”

At last, the awaited voice is heard.

Song Arin was waving her hand vigorously towards a building that looked like the village church.

“There it is! Let’s go!”

“Yes!”

Dodging the figures as best we could, Yu Daon and I attempt to escape.

The fortunate thing is that our legs are faster than theirs.

**Boom!**

Yu Daon blocks the clay figure’s fist by crossing her arms.

I heard something crack in her arm, but without even blinking an eye, she continued to move her legs, dodging the figures.

“Are you okay?!”

“No problem at all!”

She speaks as if having her arms broken is a daily occurrence.

We might not be able to fight, but with Yu Daon here, we can find a way to escape somehow.

Whenever I stopped the figures with gunfire and it was too late to dodge, Yu Daon took the hit for me and somehow led us toward the church.

As soon as we arrived, Song Arin hurriedly grabbed Yu Daon’s arms and pulled us inside the church, then quickly closed the thick wooden door behind us. 

Breathing heavily, Song Arin approached us, leaning against the huge door that shut tight with a loud thud.

“Is everyone okay?”

“I’m fine, just a bit out of breath.”

“I got my clothes a little dirty!”

“At least we’re alive.”

**Bang! Bang!**

We hear something pounding furiously against the door from the other side.

Fortunately, the door seemed strong enough not to break down so easily.

“I was looking for a way out, but I found something inside here.”

“You found something? Like what?”

“There’s something in the basement.”

With that, Song Arin closed her lips tightly.

“I don’t know how to explain it, but it’s the birth of a god.”

“Gods don’t exist, do they?”

“They don’t. A god is merely a belief created by humans.”

Song Arin turned her gaze back to me.

“But right now, that belief is about to give birth to a god.”

It took me a moment to fully comprehend her words, which were almost nonsensical.

“…What?”

“Their collective belief is so strong that it’s manifesting a god into reality.”

“So, we just need to find that group and disrupt their worship, right?”

“It might be too late, but if we don’t act soon, it will definitely be too late.”

Song Arin clenched her lips tightly.

“If all the conditions to become a god are met, what do you think the god would do first?”

‘The God formed the man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.’

A chill ran down my spine.

The figures resembling people, Eden, Yahweh, Ahura, and even Yomah…

“…They’re creating humans.”

“Exactly.”

She nodded firmly.

“When one becomes a god, the first thing they all do is the same: create. They begin by making creations.”

“And now those creations have begun to move…”

“Soon, one will gain autonomy and spread throughout the world as an agent.”

“Hmph.”

“If that happens, we will become objects that are difficult to discard… but objects nonetheless.”

Song Arin looked up at the tall church ceiling.

“What do we do if we can’t stop them?”

“They will use the creations to build a temple and spread their faith.”

“By the way, do you have any idea where the main body is located?”

“I was wondering the same thing.”

A heavy silence fell.

“After circling around, the path leading back was blocked, and no reinforcements strong enough to stop a god would show up out of nowhere. So, the only people who can do anything about this are us, right?”

“…”

Song Arin nodded with a somber expression.

“…So, what do we do?”

There was no one else but us who could resolve this, and we couldn’t run away.

The entire world seemed to be urging us to take up arms.

What grave sin had we committed in our previous lives to deserve this?

“What do we have to do?”


“We need to eliminate the followers first, like I mentioned earlier. Then… we must find the main body and deal with it quickly. Do you have any idea where it might be?”

Song Arin crossed her arms and thought for a moment.

“…You’re saying there’s something in the basement, and that’s what it is?”

She nodded again.

I still wasn’t fully prepared in my mind.

It felt like there was still something I hadn’t quite grasped.

As I was racking my brain, the pounding noise grew louder.

“Then the two of you stay here.”

Yu Daon stood boldly in front of the door with a determined voice.

“I’ll stop them.”

“Can you handle it by yourself, Daon?”

“I can manage.”

Yu Daon slightly tilted her head and looked at me, giving a confident smile.

“I can hold them off until you finish, Jaehyun. No, I will stop them.”

“…”

Is this really possible?

Even if it’s Yu Daon, we are still dealing with humans made of clay…

Humans?

“Song Arin.”

“Are you staying?”

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

Song Arin seemed like she was going to stay behind, but…

“As time passes, the closer these clay beings get to becoming a ‘god,’ the more they resemble humans, right?”

“Well… that’s true.”

“Then, in the end, don’t they start to develop personalities?”

“…I think I understand what you’re trying to say.”

Song Arin nodded, her hands still resting on the table.

“Fine, I’ll stay behind.”

“But Arin, you’d die with one hit!”

“She’s got a point.”

Yu Daon, who wasn’t easily intimidated, stood next to Song Arin with a mischievous grin.

“But if you avoid that one hit, you won’t die, right?”

“I trust you.”

“Whatever you’re trying to do, I think you’ll do better if you believe in yourself.”

Song Arin took a breath and, with a smile, followed Yu Daon down the stairs.

Yu Daon’s worries seemed to deepen.

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“This is the best possible condition.”

Yu Daon can’t hold off that many figures.

Can I? Could I possibly do it? With a gun?

Even if I were to rely on a shotgun, the only one who could truly stop them all was Song Arin.

If Jang Chaeyeon were here, it might be a different story.

Trying to break the tension, Yu Daon spoke with a bright voice.

“So now we just have to get rid of this Mountain God! Jaehyun, you have a good plan this time, right?”

“Um…”

“It’s okay if you don’t! I can end it myself!”

Even if Yu Daon’s faith in me is unwavering, I can’t see any letters forming in my mind that indicate I have a good plan this time. 

[Critical: 0]

I stare blankly out the window, still feeling like my ideas aren’t enough.

Everyone else seems to solve problems with just a snap of their fingers, so why do I always think I’m going to die so miserably?

It’s frustrating.

I take a deep breath and move forward. A wide underground room appears.

“…I think this is it.”

It looked like a place where someone might have prayed.

There were rows of chairs scattered in the church basement, and even a wooden podium that seemed to belong to a preacher stood at the front of this large religious space.

“No people… right?”

“Indeed, no one’s here.”

Wouldn’t that mean the followers can’t achieve their goal?

“Should we burn everything?”

“I have a lighter!”

“Could you give it to me?”

“I’m not interested in smoking, but I don’t want to get lung cancer either!”

Yu Daon eagerly carries a lighter around and starts setting fire to the papers and books.

It’s impossible to burn chairs and podiums with just a lighter.

I felt a bit regretful, thinking I should have at least brought some gasoline.

Should we try it next time?

As I pondered, I watched the flames spreading diligently. At the very least, the papers and books were quickly consumed by the fire.

“Shall we go?”

Yu Daon’s urgent voice brought me back to my senses.

“Yes, let’s go.”

I followed her and descended the stairs.

Song Arin’s gaze followed the two people descending.

A woman with black hair, always smiling but whose thoughts were impossible to discern, and…

“…”

Her gaze lingered long on the back of the man.

He seemed to be searching for something, but only with his eyes, as if trying to solve a riddle without any clues.

A man who isn’t particularly good at speaking kindly, but isn’t rude either, making him strangely endearing.

And a man whose hair is as white as ash, which is why her gaze keeps drifting toward him.

No matter how much she tries, her eyes can’t seem to pull away.

“I shouldn’t say too much… I’ve regained my composure. Let’s focus.”

She steadies her heart, which had been racing out of her chest, and keeps her eyes fixed ahead as he looks back at her.

**Bang! Bang!**

A loud noise erupts, and the heavy door bursts open.

The clay figures flood in.

In the brief moment between their movements, which were more sluggish than before, they had become much more human-like.

And that, in itself, presented an opportunity for her.

If they had intelligence, they could be trapped. Especially if it was a newborn intelligence, they would be even easier to snare.

The clay figures, now aware, were still far from being mature.

Song Arin focused her mind.

Miraculously, the numerous clay figures came to a halt.

Even though there was a tremor in every corner of her body, she didn’t blink and concentrated with unwavering eyes.


A brief silence fell.

For a moment, even a single breath couldn’t be heard, and everything froze in place.

Still, beads of sweat trickled down her forehead as Song Arin continued to concentrate.

“Come quickly. How much longer are you going to hold out watching me?”

At her murmured command, the man’s descending steps toward the lower floors resumed once again in her mind’s eye.



 
  
    Chapter 39 : Ups and Downs of Faith


We descended along the endlessly stretching underground passage.

“Have you thought about how we’re going to defeat it?”

“I’m still thinking.”

This combination feels strangely familiar.

I glance at Yoo Daon, who is running with all her might.

The scent of a familiar no-damage team composition.

“We’re a bit lacking in firepower, after all.”

“If only Chaeyeon  were here, things might be different.”

Of course, having Jang Chaeyeon  with us wouldn’t guarantee victory, but it might make the fight a little easier.

How much further did we run? After continuing down the underground passage with determination, we finally saw an exit.

Yoo Daon, who was sprinting toward the exit, suddenly stopped and signaled for me to halt as well. Following her lead, I quickly came to a stop.

“…What is it?”

“There are people.”

I whispered to Yoo Daon as I moved closer, and she whispered back, pointing outside with her finger.

Following her lead, I peeked outside, and just as she had said, people were gathered, bowing in a certain direction.

A crowd had gathered in a vast open space.

“Oh, Mountain God…”

“Mountain God…”

The strange thing was that they looked nothing like the image of a secret cult member in robes that we typically imagined.

Instead, they looked like elderly folks who might be working in a field anywhere in the countryside, or villagers who might be driving a tractor over there.

They were bowing while looking up at something.

Following their gaze, I looked up.

“…Huh.”

It was a giant infant made of wood.

To be precise, it wasn’t exactly an infant, but it gave off a similar feeling.

If something that wasn’t understand, humans had tried awkwardly to mimic them, wouldn’t it have created something like that?

Is that the real body?

I quickly inspected the Mountain God with my eyes.

[Name: Mountain God]

[Age: Created 80 years ago]

[Characteristics: Collector of Wishes]

[Talent: Creation]

[Background: Despite its brief history, this religion, nurtured over generations, has surprisingly avoided extermination by the Bureau for longer than expected. As a result, a new god is on the verge of awakening once more.]

[Weakness: Do not forget that faith existed first before a god could awaken.]

Do not forget that faith existed first.

This aligns with what Song Arin  had said.

“Hey…!”

While I was contemplating our strategy, Yoo Daon tapped my shoulder and whispered.

“Isn’t that Chaeyeon  over there…?”

“What?”

Following Yoo Daon’s pointing finger, I saw Jang Chaeyeon , unconscious, tied to a pillar.

The people were all facing away from her, bowing their heads toward the Mountain God.

She was alive.

It felt like a huge thorn embedded in my heart had been removed.

“Should we rescue her?”

“If we can do it without being detected.”

After exchanging glances with Yoo Daon, we both nodded.

The risk of being caught versus the benefit of reuniting with Jang Chaeyeon ?

It wasn’t even worth debating.

“If it comes to it, I’ll fight.”

“I’m counting on you.”

Yoo Daon and I quietly moved backward, carefully making our way to where Jang Chaeyeon  was, trying to avoid making any noise.

Whether she was unconscious or simply asleep, she remained unaware of our approach, eyes closed.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem to have any visible wounds.

“She’s unconscious.”

Yoo Daon squinted her eyes as she examined Jang Chaeyeon .

“It looks like a mild concussion from a strong impact.”

“How do you know?”

“I’ve been through this kind of thing a lot.”

Yoo Daon answered with a gentle smile.

“She should wake up if we rouse her.”

Though I was somewhat skeptical, I cautiously shook Jang Chaeyeon ’s shoulder.

“Chaeyeon , wake up.”

“…”

“Chaeyeon .”

After shaking her shoulder a few more times, she finally opened her eyes slowly.

“…Did you come to rescue me?”

“Well… you could say that.”

Jang Chaeyeon  gave a gentle smile in response to my words.

“Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

As Chaeyeon  turned her gaze downward, the ropes quickly loosened and began to fall away.

“How did you end up here?”

“I managed to block the attack, but after that, something grabbed me and dragged me here.”

So that’s why she wasn’t visible.

“Can you… fight and win against that thing?”

“Me?”

Jang Chaeyeon  stared at me intently and shook her head slowly.

“You can’t win through sheer force. You might be able to hold it off with your best effort, but…”


Right. I guess it was unrealistic for me to expect a win.

“I’m certain if you can at least hold it off. In that case, Daon and I will handle the cultists.”

Chaeyeon  nodded in agreement.

“Let’s strike before we’re discovered.”

Our primary goal was to incapacitate, and if that failed, to eliminate.

I pulled out my gun, and Yoo Daon clenched her fists.

As Chaeyeon  extended her hand, an invisible wave sliced through the ground, and—

**Crash!**

Naturally, it was blocked by something.

The people turned their heads and looked at us.

“Intruders!”

“Those who interfere with the Mountain God! Kill them!”

People armed with sickles, axes, and hoes charged in with fierce expressions.

I drew my gun and fired.

**Bang!**

“Ugh!”

A man hit in the leg collapsed.

If I keep shooting like this, it might work.

This time, I aimed at a middle-aged woman wielding a hoe and shot at her leg.

**Thud!**

A grotesque-looking child, who had been keeping its eyes closed, suddenly opened its eyes.

Its eyes rolled and met mine.

An uncanny feeling washed over me.

It wasn’t as intense as encountering something in the Bureau’s underground, but it felt similar.

At that moment, the ground below rose up and wrapped around the woman’s leg.

“Ah! Mountain God!”

The middle-aged woman cried out in a rapturous voice and raised her hoe again.

“The god is protecting us! Let’s go!”

Does the god even block bullets? If I believe in the god, will it block bullets for me too?

“Stick close and follow me.”

Jang Chaeyeon  spoke calmly and began to run ahead.

The ground shook, and dirt poured down in front of us, but as Chaeyeon  waved her hand, the dirt avoided us and fell to the ground.

“It looks like attacking will be difficult. Please handle it.”

“I’ll take care of the people!”

Without hesitation, Yoo Daon moved to the side and shouted confidently.

“Who’s that woman! Kill her!”

A large man shouted, swinging his axe at Yoo Daon. The axe came crashing down on her neck.

**Thud!**

Her neck twisted brutally as blood spurted out, but she swiftly pulled the axe out of her neck with one hand and struck the man’s head with the axe handle.

**Thwack!**

“Ugh…!”

The man’s eyes rolled back as he collapsed, and Yoo Daon, expressionless, began charging toward the people with her axe in hand.

“Don’t overdo it!”

“Okay!”

She flashed a bright smile at my call, as if nothing had happened, and resumed running. 

Despite farm tools being lodged in her arms, neck, and body, she continued to run, using the axe handle to strike the people around her.

I followed Jang Chaeyeon  and began to ponder again.

I contemplated the nature of gods.

If merely being believe can make one a god, then lottery numbers should already be a divine entity.

Ordinary belief alone cannot summon a god.

Some action or consequence must accompany it.

So what distinguishes this faith and belief?

I glanced at the imposing Mountain God behind Jang Chaeyeon . The closer I got, the more I felt a suffocating pressure and an intense urge to bow my head.

This wasn’t a mental attack, it felt more like a profound reverence.

“Ubbub!”

Dirt poured from somewhere, and Yoo Daon’s breathless sound echoed through the air.

“Chaeyeon .”

“Yes?”

“Please go help Daon from behind. Also, subdue the other people and draw their attention.”

“…Will it be alright?”

Jang Chaeyeon  looked at me with concern.

“I have to do it, after all.”

If it can’t be physically destroyed, then I’m the only one who can handle it.

“Let’s clear a path.”

“Understood.”

Jang Chaeyeon  nodded, and I focused my mind.

[Coordinate Teir – 3 attempts remaining]

The world transformed into a grid pattern.

This time, it wasn’t about tearing a specific part.

I tore through as much as I could. Perhaps understanding my intent, Jang Chaeyeon  extended her hand and clenched her fist.

– Crackle!

Everything in my field of vision distorted.

The pressure that had been weighing on me vanished.

“We’ll see later.”

“I trust you.”

Jang Chaeyeon  said this and turned around, extending her hand.

“Wow! I almost died from suffocation!”

“Focus.”

I continued to run deeper, still feeling the falling dirt. As I went further, the sense of reverence grew stronger.

My steps naturally slowed, and before I realized it, I was walking slowly toward the Mountain God.

I forced myself to lift my head and face it.

It was simply staring at me without doing anything.

There was no more falling dirt like before, but I understood.

“This isn’t a reverence felt because you’re a god.”

What is the difference between faith and belief? Why does the Mountain God exist while the god of the lottery does not?

“It was because of the belief in existence.”

People who buy lottery tickets believe in the lottery but don’t believe in a god of the lottery. 

However, these people have believed for a long time that the Mountain God is real.

Usually, the management bureau eradicates gods before they can form, but peculiar cases like this can occur.

The Mountain God continued to stare at me.

“If you were a god, you wouldn’t have let me come this far.”

How could an omnipotent god fail to destroy a mere human?

The reverence I felt was simply a reflection of the countless wishes directed toward it.

From outside, I could hear the sounds of things continuosly collapsing.

Jang Chaeyeon  and Yoo Daon had already exhausted the Mountain God’s strength and Spirit, and its forces had been successfully seized by Song Arin  alone.

“You’re quite a smart child.”

The Mountain God, which had been silent until now, finally spoke. Its voice was the same as the woman’s voice I had heard from the mountain shrine.

It spoke in a soft tone.

“The management bureau always does that. They easily give up on human faith. All for the sake of pretending to care for people.”

“I see.”

“These people believed in me. And I was born to fulfill their wishes. In conclusion, I was born for the sake of people.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”

“Yes. So, why not join them? I will bestow you with glory and wealth.”

So, that’s why ‘collecting wishes’ is a characteristic.

“Many people called upon me for wealth and honor, and now I can finally grant their wishes.”

Surprisingly, people’s wishes are similar.

“Please make us live well. Please make us earn lots of money. Please keep us healthy.” The repertoire is not very original.

But talking to the Mountain God made it clear.

A god is not human. Therefore, it cannot truly realize how to fulfill those wishes.

If asked for wealth, it’s easier to kill the wealthy around than to sprinkle gold coins from the sky.

In simpler terms, it’s not much different from a universal monkey’s paw. Just my hypothesis.

I draw my gun.

“Doesn’t seem like you like my suggestion.”

“Are you scared?”

The Mountain God scoffed in a low voice.

“What is there to fear? You don’t seem special to me. You’re not dead or resurrected, you can’t control minds, and you’re not particularly strong. Why should I fear a mere human?”

“That’s one way to think about it.”

I glance at the translucent screen in front of me.

[Your understanding of those who seek to fulfill humanity’s grand wishes has increased.]

[Critical: 0 -> 1]

The commotion from outside seems to have subsided.

It seems the two people have completed their task.

Sharp tree roots sprout from the floor. 

It’s a pathetic defense, but expected.

Before I can be pierced, a dirt puppet that appeared from somewhere gets pierced by the roots.

“Hey! Are you alive?”

With a cheerful voice, Song Arin  appeared, carrying a dirt puppet on her back.

Carrying it?

“Well, my legs hurt.”

Ignoring my gaze, she got down from the dirt puppet.

Soon, Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon  appeared from behind.

“I’m here!”

“Slow down, just a bit, run…!”


With the three of them behind me, I also aimed my pistol.

“As always, just take out the power.”

“This is totally the final blow, isn’t it?”

Song Arin  complained but quickly took her position.

It was the first complete party battle since achieving the HR team’s goal.



 
  
    Chapter 40 : The End of the Workshop


—Bang!

As huge clumps of dirt fell to the ground, Jang Chaeyeon reached out her hand, and at the same time, dirt poured down like rain.

“I’ll definitely need a shower after this!”

“I agree.”

I nodded at Yoo Daon’s cheerful exclamation, even though it seemed pointless to fire a few rounds into the air.

Occasionally, flying tree branches were blocked by Song Arin’s dirt puppet or by Yoo Daon crashing into them, but there was a critical problem.

“We’re not getting any hits.”

“You’re asking for a lot while just shooting from the back!”

As Song Arin grumbled and reached out, another dirt puppet appeared to take its place, getting pierced by a branch and disappearing.

The eyes of the giant infant rolled around, and a low voice emerged again.

“Since the creation of the world, his invisible qualities, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen in what has been made, so they are without excuse.”

“There are limits to the puppets! What are we going to do?”

Song Arin’s urgent voice made me anxious as well.

Should I shoot now?

I couldn’t.

From using the critical shots a few times, I realized that the right timing could be instinctively felt.

And right now, I had a gut feeling that shooting would be pointless.

“If we can create just one opportunity, that’s all we need, right?”

Yoo Daon, covered in dirt, looked at me.

“For now, yes. Do you have a good idea?”

“I do.”

Seeing Yoo Daon’s calm face made me feel more anxious.

“Right now, Chaeyeon is drawing their attention, so I just need to pull it away. Right?”

“…That makes sense, but can it really be done?”

I looked at Yoo Daon to see if she meant it seriously, not dismissively.

After all, I couldn’t expect the destructive power of someone like Chaeyeon from her.

In response to my words, she lifted the axe that had been embedded in her neck earlier.

“If I get close and swing the axe, won’t it smash right through?”

That wasn’t an incorrect statement.

“It’s going to hurt.”

“It will, right?”

She spoke as if it were nothing.

“But that’s all there is, right?”

Is this what the thoughts of an immortal feel like?

She smiled and gripped her axe with both hands.

“If you’re worried, let’s grab a drink after this.”

“That’s not too difficult.”

Song Arin sighed and interjected into our conversation.

“Whenever someone says that, it always ends badly. I guess I’ll have to help you not fail.”

“Were you planning not to help?”

“I just wanted to act like I would… well.”

She mumbled that shyly and then looked ahead.

“Chaeyeon, did you hear? I’ll need your help.”

“Don’t worry.”

Without turning around, Jang Chaeyeon nodded.

“I’ll protect you no matter what.”

“Make sure to look after the others too.”

“I’ll let them go.”

“I can do anything within those who grant me power.”

A low voice echoed.

At some point, it had begun to only say what it wanted.

Just a moment ago, we had been able to communicate.

Feeling puzzled was brief as dirt and stones began to pour down again.

“Let’s go!”

At my words, Yoo Daon drew her axe and charged ahead, while Song Arin and I mixed in with the dirt puppets and began to run.

The dirt and stones falling above continued to scatter, bouncing off in various directions, and sometimes the dirt puppets even blocked attacks.

The ground shook.

With each step closer to the Mountain Spirit, reverence and fear swelled up inside me, but I gritted my teeth and pushed forward, supporting the staggering backs of Yoo Daon and Song Arin with my hands.

We were almost there.

The dirt puppets gathered in front of us like a barrier, and suddenly, a single root moved, sweeping half of them aside.

But that was enough.

Yoo Daon quickly kicked off the collapsing dirt and leaped forward.

In mid-air, she raised her axe, and a massive root pierced her neck, ending her life in an instant.

Following her lead, I dashed over the debris.

Each time I slipped, I used the dirt puppets as springboards, aiming my gun in mid-air.

[Critical: 1 -> 0]

The world slowed down.

I saw a red dot on the Mountain Spirit’s forehead and, almost in a trance, pulled the trigger.

—Bang!

The bullet seemed to sink into the red dot, and the Mountain Spirit opened its mouth, letting out a silent scream.

Its abdomen swelled, and soon the voices of people began to flow out from its mouth.

—Please let this harvest go well.

—Make me rich.

—Please don’t let me be in pain.

—Let me harvest better crops than Mr. Kim next door.

—The village head is so loud, please just kill him.

These were wishes.

Countless people had poured their empty wishes into the Mountain Spirit.

My gaze shifted to Yoo Daon.


“Ugh, kuck…!”

“Daon!”

I quickly pulled her down, grasping the root embedded in her neck.

Next came a shout.

“Hey! Watch out!”

When I turned to the side at Song Arin’s sharp voice, it was too late.

A sharp pain hit my side, and my vision was suddenly blurred.

“Ugh-!”

I hit the ground hard.

As my vision swam, I finally managed to stop my body, but when I touched my aching side, I found blood oozing out.

—Crash!

In my dizzying view, something shook violently, and someone grabbed my cheeks.

“Are you alive?”

“…For now.”

It was Song Arin.

She slipped her hands under my shoulders and began to pull me back with a grunt.

I tried to say something with my sluggish tongue, but she shook her head.

“Stay still. I—no, we’ll handle it.”

With trembling hands, she brushed my cheek once and then dashed off somewhere.

The noise intensified, louder than before.

The shouts of Song Arin, Yoo Daon, and Jang Chaeyeon buzzed in my head, and I could occasionally hear screams.

Where did it all go wrong?

I thought to myself in a daze.

Nothing was wrong.

I had simply put too much faith in the critical hits.

From the very beginning, our fight had never changed from the perspective of the challenger or the prey.

I had been so caught up in the recent formula for victory that I naively thought landing a critical hit would guarantee a win. The result was the pain I felt in my side now.

Oh.

Let’s think of another way.

A god lives off faith.

But would killing all those followers solve anything?

Could it be that simple?

I turned my head up to the sky, watching the falling rocks.

“Do not forget that faith existed before a god could awaken.”

With trembling hands, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the manual.

Soon, the manual unfolded, revealing a page.

[Manual for Administrative Professionals]

[N- Regarding Higher Entities]

1. Higher entities are far more dangerous than you might think, influenced by mass religion. Avoid direct confrontation.

2. However, if you must confront them directly, it must be resolved quickly.

3. Higher entities, especially those that feed on faith, have a long lifespan but are limited in the physical power they can exert.

4. Eliminating followers is meaningless. This is a phenomenon caused by <REDACTED>, and you must destroy the source of faith that has been exposed while consuming additional supplies of faith from the followers.

5. Methods of destruction include <REDACTED>, physical shock, <REDACTED>, and psychological shock.

The exposed source of faith.

Then, a way to victory had presented itself.

I pressed my hand against my aching side and forced my body to stand up.

In my blurry vision, I could see the three of them moving vigorously.

Jang Chaeyeon was bleeding from her nose as she deflected stones, Song Arin was pale and sweating as she controlled the dirt puppets, and Yoo Daon was expressionless, swinging her axe while blood flowed from her body.

“Everyone, pay attention!”

I shouted, still holding my side, and all three of them stopped to look at me.

“Defense is abandoned! Chaeyeon and I will be the core! Yoo Daon is the front line! Arin is our guard! We advance exactly 10 meters!”

They were listening. After a brief command, I staggered and started to move forward.

Fortunately, it seemed they understood me, as Jang Chaeyeon began to support me while running, with Yoo Daon leading the way, using her axe and sometimes her body to block dirt and stones, while Song Arin protected us with the remaining dirt puppets.

“I’m going to attack just twice.”

“Got it.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded.

The sense of reverence felt even stronger than before.

“A new god is being born!”

Song Arin shouted desperately.

But it was okay now.

[Coordinate Tear: 2 attempts remaining]

A grid unfolded before my eyes again.

What I saw was different from what I had seen before.

Inside the swollen belly, there were people.

Sometimes an old man, sometimes an infant, sometimes a strong young man.

All of them were crying blood tears as they pounded against something beyond their confines.

Without needing to say anything, Jang Chaeyeon reached out.

Once, the people inside began to distort.

[Coordinate Tear: 1 attempt remaining]

Again, this time, the people started to tear apart.

—Please grant me eternal life!

—Give me the power to bring down those better than me!

Wealth that lets me live without working for a lifetime!

Their voices echoed like a haunting refrain, and

Everything stopped as if nothing had happened.

I gasped for breath, staring ahead.

It was a statue made of mud, shaped like an infant.

It looked exactly like the one I had seen at the mountain shrine.

A transparent screen naturally appeared before my eyes.

[Name: Sad Reality]

[Age: Created Moments Ago]

[Characteristics: -]

[Talent: -]

[Background: To revere the gods is the foundation of knowledge, yet the foolish despise wisdom and instruction.]

[Weakness: -]

It’s over.

My body lost its strength, and I collapsed.

Jang Chaeyeon caught me as I fell, looking at me with a gentle smile.

“…You did well.”

“Yeah, it was a bit of a struggle.”

“Let’s start with treatment.”

“I agree.”

With that, the tedious incident disguised as a workshop came to a close.

Surprisingly, the team leader was rescued while grilling fish under a tent.

Having been told to take absolute rest, I was granted a few weeks of relaxation.


Finally, I could really rest.

“I’m going to sleep.”

“That’s a problem.”

Jang Chaeyeon shook her head firmly, holding a blanket.

“No way.”



 
  
    Chapter 41 : To J


The reason I was admitted to the hospital was not as bad as I thought.

A wound on my side.

It didn’t affect my organs, but they said I needed treatment.

It was nice not having to work.

“…Are you serious?”

At my words, Jang Chaeyeon nodded while hugging the blanket to her chest.

“I’m serious.”

“Then please leave.”

When I pointed my finger outside the door, Jang Chaeyeon shook her head even more expressionlessly.

“No.”

“No, how did you get in here in the first place?”

Surely no one but a guardian can come in?

Jang Chaeyeon pointed to the nameplate hanging on my chest with a proud expression at my words.

For a moment, my gaze was not on the nameplate, but on something huge behind it, but I desperately turned my eyes back to the nameplate.

<Guardian – Jang Chaeyeon>

“Me, guardian.”

I stared at Jang Chaeyeon, but she also stared at me and didn’t think to look away.

“…Shall we go out and talk for a bit?”

She nodded at my words and held up the IV drip.

“Isn’t it hard to walk?”

“What’s so hard? Just poke my side a little.”

She raised her head with a worried expression and looked at my

face.

“If it hurts, tell me.”

“Talking isn’t hard. But there’s nothing I can do for you.”

“…Don’t hurt my feelings.”

She looked at me with her eyes slightly open.

Her eyelashes sparkled in the sunlight, and every time she looked up at me, her white hair rustled and tickled my breath.

“…I’m sorry.” “I forgive you.”

I really hate to admit it, but I gave in to her beauty.

If she looks at me with an expression that seems to carry all the world’s sorrows, what can I do? I should just apologize.

“Is there anything you want to eat?” “Why? I’ll make it for you?”

“……..If you want.”

After a long moment of silence, Jang Chaeyeon opened her mouth as if squeezing it open.

“It might take some time…” “I’ll just accept your heart.”

How can a person be good at everything? Maybe they’re not good at cooking.

I walk slowly out the door of the hospital room.

Without saying a word, Jang Chaeyeon just follows my pace.

Just like last time, she doesn’t make an effort to talk to me when we walk.

At first, it was quite uncomfortable, but after experiencing it a few times, I started to understand.

Isn’t this her way of showing intimacy?

Didn’t someone say that?

People who are comfortable with silence are closer than people who are comfortable with conversation.

She didn’t say anything until we got on the elevator and just stared blankly ahead of me.

I could feel people occasionally glancing at her.

I couldn’t help it. To be honest, everyone in the HR department boasted of their own unique beauty.

Without caring about what other people were thinking, she gently grabbed my arm as the elevator arrived at the first floor and asked.

“…Aren’t your parents coming?”

“Oh, my parents.” “Of course they don’t know that you work at the management office.

I guess so.”

“…Yes, well. I guess so.”

My parents just wanted their son to work at a good public corporation and earn a lot of money instead of working hard.

The parents just thought that their son worked hard at a good public corporation and earned a lot of money instead of working himself to death.

It’s not wrong to say that it’s a public corporation for humanity and that it earns a lot of money.

“Isn’t it frustrating?”

“What?”

Jang Chaeyeon looks at me as I walk down the first floor hallway where patients are walking around.

“Just. I can’t tell my family.”

“There are many things in the world that ignorance is bliss.”

A clear example is what I experienced in the past month.

“Are you here because of your family?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You have to feed your family, so you have no choice but to be at the management office?”

“Ah.”

Why are you at the management office?

“Yes.”

Of course it’s good to have a lot of money, but you’re living a very comfortable life right now and you’re not really short on money.

“…If you get the chance, will you quit?”

Jang Chaeyeon stared at me.

“Uh…”

I mean, quitting.

I took out the manual from my bosom and opened it, and Jang Chaeyeon also stuck her head out toward me and started looking at the manual together.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[P-Resignation]

1. Resignation is divided into forced resignation and voluntary resignation.

2. In the case of forced resignation, this is the procedure implemented when there is fatal damage to the management office or misuse of the quarantine object.

3. Please do not forget that in the case of forced resignation, the death insurance will not be given to the bereaved family.

4. In the case of voluntary resignation, the HR team and relevant departments

will review the documents and reasons and proceed on the premise that it is appropriate.


5. If you voluntarily resign, your retirement and bonus will be paid into your account.

6. However, in order to prevent the disclosure of information, your memory will be erased and new memories will be implanted, and in the event of side effects, the management office will take responsibility for correcting your memories.

7. Please be aware that people you knew at the management office will also be replaced with other memories.

“…”

It’s a really interesting story, but even after going through so much, I never thought about quitting.

‘If it helps, help others.’

I wonder if it’s because the girl’s words kept lingering in my head, or if I just lost the word sense of crisis. I couldn’t tell.

Jang Chaeyeon stared at me. She was close enough to see me reflected in her blue eyes, and then she whispered in my ear.

“If you quit… I’ll come to you even if I look like someone else. So don’t worry.”

“That’s really nice of you to say.”

“You can forget me… I’ll stay by your side until you remember.”

How can this woman say such things so calmly?

“I will.”

I closed the manual with a thud and answered Jang Chaeyeon’s words.

“But. Don’t worry. I don’t plan on quitting yet.”

“Not yet?”

“Someday… um. If I get hurt badly, or I reach retirement age, or if I can’t do it because the work is too much, I’ll quit.”

“…”

Jang Chaeyeon made a lonely expression.

Seeing her like that, I suddenly became curious and asked her a question without realizing it.

“Why are you at the management office, Chaeyeon?” “…Me?”

She hesitated and opened her mouth.

“…I left something here that I shouldn’t forget.”

“Something that I shouldn’t forget?”

“Um…”

She frowned and pursed her lips repeatedly, as if she was choosing what to say.

“…Sorry. It’s hard to explain.” “It’s okay.”

I didn’t tell her everything either, but if she wanted to know everything, it would be no different from unfair trade.

“…I’ll tell you when I can organize my thoughts. I don’t have to. I don’t want to tell you.” “Yes, I believe you.”

Her eyes moved around anxiously, as if she was worried.

“Isn’t it hard? Should I go in and sleep?”

“…Are you really going to sleep?”

“Yeah.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to.”

She leaned her face toward me and looked up at me.

The scent of flowers wafted out for a moment.

“It’s close.”

“I know.”

“And that’s not the important thing…”

“Your parents can’t come either.”

Her gaze went to the floor and then back to my face.

“You’re lonely.”

“I’m too old to be lonely just sleeping alone in the hospital, Chaeyeon.”

“We’re only two years apart.”

“You know I’m older, right?”

The corners of Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes drew a line at my words.

“Call me oppa?”

“Don’t change the subject, and go back quickly.”

Jang Chaeyeon shook her head and stood there as if she was nailed to the spot.

“I won’t go unless you move it by force.”

This woman was so stubborn… strong.

I sighed.

What’s even more frustrating is that when I sigh, Jang Chaeyeon looks at my expressions but never moves, and I feel weak.

“I’ll just sleep and go.”

“…”

Her voice cracked slightly after hearing my consent

and then sank.

The time after that passed really uneventfully.

I ate tasteless hospital food, had meaningless

conversations with Jang Chaeyeon, and most of the time

we just watched TV, looked out the window, and did our own things

without saying anything, but time passed without any discomfort.

The strange thing was

When it was time to sleep, she spread out the blanket and prepared to lie down on the sofa-shaped bed.

“Should I turn off the lights?”

“Are you going to sleep right away?”

“I can sleep if I just put my head on it.”

“I’ll watch for a while.”

“…Actually, I can’t sleep if I just put my head on it,

I need some time.”

She said as if making an excuse and lay down.

She turns to me with a slurp, the sound of the blanket sliding.

A few strands of her hair fall down her face.

“I’ll turn off the lights.”

“I-“

Before I could finish speaking, she snapped her fingers and the lights went out.

“…Telekinesis.”

I couldn’t see her face clearly in the darkness, but she must have looked smug.

“Go to sleep.”

“You said you’d fall asleep if I put my head down.”

“I won’t sleep until you do.”

“Are you sure?”

“I was on the isolation team after all.”

“…Sleep?”

“Oh my.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at her anxious voice.

“You said you’d wait for me to fall asleep, so why are you talking so anxiously?”

“I was worried because you didn’t say anything.”

“While you were growing up.”

“…Sorry.”

Her slightly sullen voice eventually made me lose it again.

“It’s okay. Go to sleep.”

“Yeah.”

“…Come to think of it, what are the other two doing?”

“Yoo Daon and…that guy?”

What on earth happened between Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin that they don’t even refer to each other by their names?

“Yeah, Daon and Arin.”

“We decided to visit in order.” “How did you decide the order?”

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

Jang Chaeyeon made a V sign with her fingers without expression and showed it to me.

How primitive.

“Go to sleep.”

“I’ll try.”

“…You’ve worked hard.”

Jang Chaeyeon must have noticed that I was thinking of something else, so she said in a soft voice.

“You’ve worked hard…now go to sleep.”

In the end, I gave in to her soft voice and closed my eyes, and fell asleep much faster than I expected.

I felt like I slept very well, considering I was sleeping in an uncomfortable hospital bed.

Did you sleep?

Looking at him deeply breathing, Jang Chae -yeon carefully set up.

There was a memories that I didn’t want to say to others.

It may have been 1 second for others, but for her and for a few months.

I was careful not to wake up and swept his hair.

It was the first time to see his asleep because he had been like that for a long time in the cube, but he was so bad that he was sleeping in the cube.

So honestly, I wanted to look at his sleep, even with a little forced here.

“… it’s a calm face.”

The confident face that always shows, something different from the face that is raw. She wanted to see this face.

She murmured in a lazy voice, arranging his hair.

“Take a good rest.”

For a long time, she looked at his face that he was so asleep and smiled, sometimes smiles.

It was a long time since I felt it.

On the contrary, Jang Chae -yeon was yawning as if he had not sleeped properly, but he was more satisfied than ever.

“Didn’t you sleep?” “No, I slept really well.”

She smiled softly and answered her and left the room.

I can’t sleep.

A few days after Jang Chae -yeon leaves,


“hello!”

“I was thinking why Daon would not come.”

“Uh! Did you wait?”

I laughed brightly and looked at Judaon, who appeared on the neck, and I had to sigh.

So the visiting was over.



 
  
    Chapter 42 : Volunteer work


Yoo Daon went without sleeping. 

To be honest, I stopped her. I was worried.

Song Arin? What was she doing sleeping? She just brought a basket of fruit, nagged for a bit, and then disappeared.

The day after being discharged, I headed to a nearby bar with Yoo Daon after work to keep a promise she made during the Mountain God incident.

“Did you hear about the volunteer work?”

Yoo Daon emptied her glass in front of me and blinked.

“Volunteer work? Is it that time already?”

“Uh, do you know?”

“Yes, I know.”

Perhaps because it’s officially a public corporation, or maybe it’s just a characteristic of K-companies, the management office goes for volunteer work once or twice a year.

I remember going for volunteer work right after I joined as a newcomer; we delivered briquettes back then.

“What are we doing this time? Delivering briquettes?”

“Um…”

Yoo Daon pulled out her smartphone, narrowed her eyes, and began reading.

“They said the quarantine team, management team, and security team won’t participate since they have regular duties.”

That’s unsettling.

“What about us?”

“The HR team… let’s see… Ah! They said we’re going to an elementary school!”

A sigh escaped me at Yudaon’s words. 

If it’s volunteer work at an elementary school, it’s probably educational service. I distinctly remembered the finance team went last year.

But I had to ask something more important.

“Is the team leader going too?”

“Uh, the team leader is taking vacation that day.”

Thinking back, that person always took vacation when volunteer work came around.

I didn’t know if they did the same two years ago…

“Can I take vacation too?”

“With the volunteer work so soon, it probably won’t be possible to register vacation in the internal system, right?”

“Damn!”

That’s right. Our company was one of those terrible places where you had to notify a month in advance to take a vacation. 

If I hadn’t been hospitalized, I would have applied.

“Don’t worry too much! It’s not like something from the workshop is going to happen again, right?”

“I think it will.”

I don’t think of myself as someone who brings accidents. 

But I’m starting to suspect that the management office is sending us to places where accidents are likely to happen for some reason.

“Then we just need to solve it! We do well, right?” 

Yoo Daon said confidently, clenching her fist.

“I hope you’ll consider the twists and turns we face before we solve anything.”

“What do we have to worry about as long as Jaehun is around?”

With an indifferent expression, Yoo Daon poured more alcohol into my glass.

“As long as Jaehun is here, we—no, I won’t worry.”

“I’m worried.”

“Don’t worry, Jaehun too.”

“Cheers!” Yoo Daon shouted, raising her glass, and I clinked mine against hers.

With the sound of our glasses clinking, she smiled brightly.

“I’m here, right?”

“That’s reassuring.”

This applies to Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin too, but still, the one I’ve always trusted the most with my life has been Yudaon.

“That’s all I need.”

Yoo Daon smiled and tilted her glass again.

“Just don’t drink too much.”

“Of course! I can handle it well.”

“Uh-huh… Jaehun…”

“You said you could handle it.”

At my words, Yoo Daon wobbled in her chair, unable to respond.

Her upper body swayed dangerously as if it were dancing.

“That’s enough. Let’s get going.”

‘…I don’t want to…’

I supported Yoo Daon under her arms, her face flushed and tipsy. 

Thinking back, it was the same at the HR team dinner when Song Arin wasn’t around; I must have forgotten again.

While struggling to help her walk, it seemed she had gathered her senses a bit. Yoo Daon squinted at me.

“Jaehun?”

“Are you awake, Daon?”

She stared at me intently before lowering her gaze.

“Are you sober now?”

“Daon?”

Yoo Daon stared blankly at the floor, then suddenly blurted out, “Why are you being so nice to me?”

“Excuse me?”

“Do you want something from me? I don’t have much I can offer.”

What was she talking about all of a sudden?

From my time with Yudaon, I realized she surprisingly had very low self-esteem. 

It was different from the quiet Jang Chaeyeon and the loud Song Arin who voiced their opinions.

What should I say in response?

After a moment of thought, I decided to be honest.

“What do we expect from each other as colleagues?”

We had come too far to be calculating the costs and benefits. 

If I had spent my time as just an office worker in HR without any ups and downs, I wouldn’t have said something like this.

But too many things had happened along the way.

And from the very beginning, Yoo Daon had been the one by my side.

“And you’re kind to me too, Daon.”


“Well…”

Yoo Daon opened her mouth and then closed it again, quietly accepting my support.

After that, she didn’t say anything while I helped her into the taxi.

Eventually, the day for the volunteer work arrived.

“Is it really true that we’re going for volunteer work so soon after returning?”

“If your side had been a little more torn, it would have just been the three of us going. Talk about bad luck.”

Ignoring Song Arin’s teasing, I boarded the management office bus.

Even if it was called a management office bus, it was just a tourist bus labeled “Fun Tour.”

“Oh, there are so many people.”

“It’s mandatory. Except for those on vacation.”

I moved through the narrow bus, struggling with my luggage.

I could see the faces of many office workers.

The common factor? They all looked really tired.

“Why does it look like no one is fine here?”

While I habitually scanned the names of the people floating above their heads, something curious caught my eye.

It was a man.

He wasn’t emaciated, but he was very thin. 

He looked to be around my age, and his unfocused eyes were staring into the distance.

This was a common trait among management office people, so there wasn’t anything particularly distinctive about him.

If I had to describe it, it felt like a sense of incongruity. 

I sensed something different about him compared to ordinary people.

Naturally, my eyes moved to hover above his head.

[Name: Kim Wanwoo]

[Age: 28]

[Traits: -]

[Talent: -]

[Background: 326]

[Weakness: You have already received a warning.]

Feeling uneasy, I lowered my gaze, and as if he had predicted my look, the man was staring intently at me.

His vacant gaze locked onto mine, and I found myself unable to look away from him.

I hurried past him to sit in the back with Song Arin, while Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon sat in front.

“…Do you know that guy?”

“Who?”

I pointed to the man who had looked at me earlier, and Song Arin squinted her eyes at him.

“…Oh. I know.”

“How?”

“He’s kind of like you. There was an incident at the branch he used to work at, and he was the only survivor.”

“Really?”

“They say he’s just really lucky or has a good intuition. Rumor has it he can sense things that are about to happen to him.”

I turned my gaze back to the man.

He was sitting there with his unfocused eyes.

What did the number in the background mean, and what did it signify that he had already received a warning?

“A management office person… wouldn’t hurt another management office person, right?”

“Well, they could, if they wanted to get fired.”

Once again, I reassured myself and turned my gaze out the window.

“Are you okay from your injuries?”

“Yeah, it’s fine.”

“Good. Be careful next time.”

“I’ll try my best.”

Song Arin rested her chin in her hand and looked out the window alongside me.

“But we’re really not the quarantine team, right?”

“I told you, we’re not. The quarantine team went into the city to subdue a new quarantine object. Do you want to join?”

“I’ll pass.”

As I killed time chatting with Song Arin about nothing in particular, the bus slowly made its way out of town.

<The finance team, please disembark for factory labor volunteer work.>

<The marketing team, please disembark to feed quarantine objects.>

Each time the bus stopped, people from the respective teams got off, and finally, the man named Kim Wanwoo, who I needed to keep an eye on, got off with his teammates, leaving just the four of us on the bus.

A strange atmosphere lingered as we sat in silence.

<The HR team, please disembark for volunteer work.>

The bus came to a halt, and a mechanical voice announced over the speaker.

“Shall we go?”

As soon as we got off, the bus quickly drove away.

Yoo Daon looked at me with curiosity.

“Will the bus come back after the volunteer work?”

“Yeah. It should come back in about a day.”

“A day?”

“That’s how it usually is.”

Interestingly, during the briquette volunteer work, we also spent the night at an elderly couple’s house.

I looked at the school in front of us.

It was a small elementary school. It wasn’t closed, but it didn’t seem like there would be many students.

They say it’s a low-birthrate era; this might be an unexpectedly easy volunteer opportunity.

As soon as we entered, a friendly-looking man greeted us.

“Hello! Welcome! I heard you were coming for volunteer work.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

The other three stepped back as if it were obvious, leaving me to speak on behalf of our group once again. Ki

As if it were obvious, the other three stepped back, leaving me to speak on behalf of our group once again.

“Welcome! A few days ago, the caretaker caught a bad cold… We need someone to take night duty for a day or two.”

“Excuse me?”

Wait, isn’t this supposed to be educational volunteer work at an elementary school?

I turned around to look at the three, who all wore expressions of disbelief.

“Uh, we thought we were here to teach the kids…”

“Hmm? This is what we were told…”

The man pulled out a paper from his pocket.

<Our staff will assist with various tasks.>

It had the management office’s mark, which only employees could recognize, stamped on it.

I recalled Yoo Daon’s words.

“They said we were going to volunteer at an elementary school.”

Isn’t it common sense that volunteer work at an elementary school means educational service?

“It’s fine. Just lock up the doors well at night and keep an eye out for any suspicious people.”

The principal said with a friendly smile, and I turned my head to look at Song Arin, silently asking a question.

‘We can’t escape, right?’

‘Do you think we can?’

Her cold reply forced me to nod with a forced smile.

Whatever strange things happened, I could just say, “Well, I guess this is how it is.”

Just in case, I had brought a gun, and Song Arin and Yoo Daon also had theirs, so we should be able to handle whatever came up.

“…Damn it.”

I quickly raised my hand and opened the door.

I had to look up at a door that I had been staring down at for a long time.

-Pat pat pat pat!

I heard something running down the hallway.

I quickly hid in the cleaning supply closet and peered outside through a gap.

Something crawling on all fours entered the classroom.

With long hair, it dragged a small child with black hair by the hair, crawling along the floor and crazily looking around before soon heading outside.

I stared intently at its head through the gap, but I couldn’t see anything. The translucent panel that had been visible above its head was gone.


Since I gained this ability after the college entrance exam, I suppose that makes sense.

As I came out of the cleaning supply closet and started looking around the classroom, I soon spotted a mirror.

A tired-looking child was gazing at the mirror with a troubled expression.

“…This is a disaster.”

As I muttered, the child reflected in the mirror echoed my words with a deep sigh.



 
  
    Chapter 43 : Night Shift


I stared at my reflection in the mirror and wracked my brain.  

How on earth did it come to this?  

I recalled what had just happened.  

The duty room was on the third floor.  

“Ugh, what’s with this night shift?” Song Arin grumbled as she sorted out the blankets in the duty room.  

“Do we really need four of us here?”  

“Right?”  

Thinking back, that was a bit funny.  

I looked around the cramped duty room.  

Could there really be such facilities in an elementary school?  

After a brief school tour, the duty room we were staying in was more like a tiny studio flat.  

There were two bunk beds on either side, and at the farthest point from the door was just a microwave.  

Instead of a window, a wall blocked the place where one should have been – it was a rather poor setup.  

“I hope the blankets aren’t mouldy.”  

“You’ve got duty, so why are you only thinking of bad things?”  

“Aren’t we supposed to be on night watch?”  

Song Arin looked at me as if to say, “Why are you asking the obvious?”  

“That’s true.”  

“Right. Since you’re the patient, you can go first or last. White hair, black hair, any objections?”  

“None!”  

“…none.”  

At her words, both of them nodded, and Song Arin looked at me with a triumphant expression.  

“So that’s settled. Now help me sort out the blankets.”  

And without giving me a chance to argue, she swiftly arranged the bedding.  

Unlike Yoo Daon, who neatly but slowly folded the blankets, and Jang Chaeyeon, who just couldn’t manage it, she shook off the mattress and quickly spread out the blankets like a pro.  

“Song Arin.”  

“Yeah?”  

“You’re good at housework?”  

“Oh, I’ve lived alone for a long time.”  

She said it as if it was no big deal, then turned to me with a playful grin.  

“What, is a girl who’s good at housework your type?”  

“Not like that!”  

“Boring.”  

She clicked her tongue and resumed sorting the blankets skillfully.  

Thanks to Song Arin, we organised everything quicker than expected, and in the silence, the four of us just stared at each other.  

Eventually, I guess I’ll have to brief them again.  

Clearing my throat to grab their attention, everyone turned their gaze towards me.  

“First, let me outline what we need to do.”  

I started listing off what I’d heard.  

“We need to lock the front gate first.  

Then, please check if each classroom is locked.”  

All three nodded in agreement.  

“It’s a small school with just three floors, so it’ll be quick.”  

Let’s see, what else did we have to do?  

“Right. And I heard that sometimes students or outsiders might come over, so we just need to gently send them away.”  

“So does that mean the person on shift will keep checking that?”

“We don’t really need to walk around the school again; I think we can just take a quick look, then wake you up, or if there’s time left, you can get a bit more sleep.”

“Sure!”

I can’t help but wonder if there’s really a need for everyone to go through the hassle of taking a turn.

“Just to be on the safe side, let’s all be cautious.”

At my words, the three of them nodded.

“Well then, since you’ve shown consideration, I’ll take the first night watch.”

With that, the three of them nodded again and lay down on their respective beds, looking at me.

It feels a bit like I’ve re-enlisted for some reason.

“Take care!”

“Be careful.”

“Make sure to turn off the lights when you go out.”

“Yes. I’ll be back soon.”

I switched off the light in the duty room, tucked a pistol and a set of classroom keys into my pocket, and held a flashlight in one hand as I stepped outside the duty room.

It’s always good to be careful.

I walked down the dark school corridor, shining my flashlight around.

I didn’t realise it when I was younger, but the elementary school really was designed for kids.

Everything was so low. The doors were low, the drinking fountains were low.

And I had no idea how eerie the school could be at night.

Walking down the shadowy corridor, which looked like something out of a horror film, relying on just a flashlight.

I recalled the tasks I needed to tackle first.

Check the classroom doors.

I started with the classroom door right next to me.

The lock was firmly shut.

That’s good.

After confirming that all the classroom doors were locked, I headed downstairs to the playground.

How is it that all elementary schools are the same?

In the small playground, there was a statue, and some odd statue too.

Holding the flashlight, I scanned every corner of the playground before starting to close the main gate.

– Creak.

It made an unpleasant metallic sound, as if it hadn’t been oiled, as I closed the gate. After locking it up, I checked the time; only 20 minutes had passed.

Was there really a need for four of us to do this?

Working in something like this now makes me suspect everything, it seems.

But even if I asked for permission to bring in better guns because I was scared and anxious about going into the armory, who would actually listen? We’re not the containment team or anything.


There’s nothing to be seen around either. No signs or symptoms at all.

I glanced at the clock outside the school.

8 o’clock.

I could head in, rest a bit, and then wake the next person.

I opened the door to the first-floor corridor and stepped inside,

“…Huh.”

A child’s voice.

The sudden discord sent my body stiffening up.

Everything in the world seemed to rise up.

And the corridor I had seen earlier was gone. 

What I had clearly seen was a modern corridor made of concrete, but somehow, in its place, a wooden first floor lay before my eyes.

Something’s not right. Before I knew it, I was wearing a black T-shirt with a cartoon character on it and jeans. What’s going on? I reached into the back pocket and felt a heavy weight—holding in my hands was a gun just about heavy enough to shoot with both hands and a manual that still fit perfectly. It didn’t feel good. 

I grabbed the doorknob to step back outside, but—  

*Clunk!*  

The door wouldn’t budge at all. Should I shoot? 

I pulled out the gun, and just as I was about to fire—  

*Da-da-da-da-da!*  

The sound of something running across the floor made me freeze, finger on the trigger.

 I listened closely.  

*Da-da-da-da-da!*  

Someone was running. 

But it wasn’t the sound of shoes. It was bare feet.

 Quickly lowering the gun, I hid behind the wooden shelf that seemed to be a shoe rack. 

The footsteps stopped near me. 

Instinctively, I covered my mouth in case I gave myself away and held my breath. 

Outside the window, bright moonlight spilled in, allowing me to see the shadow cast by the dim glow. 

It was the silhouette of a woman crawling on all fours. 

Long, strange hair, and a beast-like upper body, finally— 

I heard the sound of teeth clacking together, coming towards me.  

“Tasty, tasty, tasty, tasty, tasty!”  

Its neck elongated as it leaned in my direction. 

Should I shoot?

 I gripped the unusually large gun firmly with both hands. 

In that moment,  

“This way! Over here!”  

The voice of a young girl, one that could only belong to a younger Yoo Daon, echoed down the corridor.

 Its head snapped in that direction, and it bolted off towards the sound. 

For now, let’s head to the duty room. 

I started to dash in the opposite direction. 

I climbed the surprisingly tall stairs and arrived at the third floor, running towards the duty room. 

The stairs were old, and the whole corridor was made of wood. 

I took a moment to gather my thoughts as I ran. 

Right now, I was in a different realm, or somewhere comparable to that. 

And looking at my hands, feet, clothes, and the weight of the gun, it was a terrifying thought, but I seemed to be younger. 

I didn’t have time to confirm anything.

 The duty room was in sight. 

What about the other three? 

I quickly opened the door to the duty room. 

Everything here was just as it had been before: two bunk beds and a microwave.

 The only difference was—  

“…Where did they go?”  

The three people were nowhere to be seen. 

I hurriedly looked around. Was there a note or something?

Soon, I found a note hastily scribbled in neat handwriting on a torn piece of paper on the bed.  

<If you see this note, get out immediately!>  

Get out right now?  

With a creaking sound, I slowly turned around.  

It was a person with long black hair.  

The only difference was that it was crawling on all fours, its mouth grotesquely torn, and the place where its eyes should be was stitched up with black thread.  

Instinctively, I looked above its head.  

Nothing was there.  

As I was momentarily flustered, its neck lunged towards me, and I reflexively raised my gun and shot it in the forehead.  

– Bang!  

“Ugh!”  

The recoil hit my arms with enough force that it felt like they’d shatter.  

“Kyaaah!”  

A hole opened in its forehead, and taking advantage of its scream, I quickly jumped to the side and bolted outside.  

Where did the three of them go?

 Were they still here?  

After playing this game of hide and seek, I found myself hiding while it chased after me repeatedly.  

The good news was that I had a keyring, so I had no trouble opening the classroom door.  

The problem was that I couldn’t see anyone else.  

And the last thing that bothered me was the image of a child hanging by their hair.  

Who had suffered?  

Even though I wanted to understand the situation better, the unwanted effects of severe regression meant my eyes had lost their function, and it was hard to shoot the gun properly.  

Let’s think of another way.  

I quickly opened the manual.  

[Office Worker Manual]  

[JL – If you feel any physical anomalies]  

1. First, if you feel any anomalies, it’s likely too late, so please commit suicide. If suicide is difficult, check the [T – Methods of Suicide] section.  

2. If it turns out you don’t have to commit suicide, assess the situation and determine whether the change is bodily or a general change caused by another realm.  

2-1. If it’s a bodily change that doesn’t require suicide, seek help immediately from the Management Bureau. 

The Management Bureau will be responsible for any resulting bodily loss.

2-2. If it’s a change caused by another realm, escaping that realm is the priority. Prolonged exposure could lead to permanent physical loss or change.  

I looked around.  

The surroundings were clearly an old, dilapidated corridor and building.  

It was obvious to anyone that this was another realm.  

As I moved, I fell deep into thought.  

How on earth can I escape this realm? 

If it’s related to school, it would only be… school ghost stories, wouldn’t it?  

Should I confront it head-on and try to win? 

Would such a foolish method even work? 

Seeing it wandering around with a hole in its forehead, it didn’t seem like that would be the way to end this.  

– Tap, tap, tap, tap.  

I heard running again.  

The difference this time was that along with that sound, I could hear the faint sound of someone else running.  

“Hah… hah… this damned…”  

A familiar voice and tone.

Ignoring my sore arm,  

I sprinted towards the sound with my gun drawn.  

Long, purple hair shimmered in the moonlight.  

It was Song Arin.  

The only difference was that she looked like a tiny kid, even smaller than me, racing along in a purple dress, panting heavily.  

“Song Arin!”  

“Hey! Help me!”  

“Get down!”  

Without a second thought, Song Arin jumped and hit the ground.  

I aimed with both hands.  

It felt incredibly heavy, but I could hit one shot at least.  

It swirled its hair —  

— Bang!  

Once again, the gun spat fire and pierced through its temple.  

At the same moment, its hair lashed back at my hand, knocking the gun far away.  

“Damn it—”  

Before I could finish my sentence, Song Arin turned her body and squeezed her eyes shut, tangling her legs and crashing straight into the wall.  

In the meantime, I quickly hoisted Song Arin up and ran away again.  

How far did we run?  

My breath became ragged, and just as Song Arin was nearly fainting from exhaustion, we finally managed to hide in an empty classroom.  

“Pant… Pant… What’s going on?”  

“…Huff… Hah… Suddenly… everyone looks younger…”  

Song Arin clutched her chest, gasping for breath as she continued to speak.  

Seeing her like this, it felt a bit off-balance.  

“That thing… Hah… came in earlier, and while we were trying to escape together, the one with black hair….”  

Was it the person I saw in the classroom, Yoo Daon?  

A wave of unease washed over me.  

“…More importantly…… there’s something I found first…”  

Song Arin pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from her pocket.  

“…What’s that?”  

“Phew… …this is a bit strange.”  

She unfolded the paper.  

In a crude handwriting, it said:  

[Escape Method]  

First, gather its hair.  

Head to the gym and burn its hair.  

If a child follows along, you must shake them off somehow.  

Physical shock doesn’t really work.  

After burning the hair, open the doors to all classrooms and sing a hide-and-seek song.  

If not everyone is in place, those remaining will wander this place for the rest of their lives.  


Arin and I exchanged glances.  

“So, first we need to cut that ghost’s hair, right?”  

“Damn it—”  

Song Arin cursed sincerely, and I could only sympathise deeply as I grasped the paper.  

We first needed to find the two people.



 
  
    Chapter 44 : Faith


“So, you’re saying your eyes are malfunctioning and there’s nothing you can do right now?”

“That’s right.”

Song Arin looked up at me with her arms crossed.

“You’re really useless, you know?”

“Well, you don’t hold back on the guy who saved your life, do you?”

Really considering giving her a smack on the head.

“Anyway, you should have made a grand entrance as usual, assessed the situation, and then saved me, right?”

“What do you mean-“

As usual?

“Did you think I was grand?”

“…Shut up.”

“I mean, I am a bit cool, aren’t I?”

“Do you really want to die?”

Song Arin punched my shoulder.

Honestly, it’s quite amusing teasing her.

“Ahem! Anyway, first we need to find the black-haired and white-haired person, right?”

“That’s right.”

I did get a piece of paper that says how to escape. Whether it’s actually valid or not is a different matter altogether.

“And then we cut the hair.”

“Exactly.”

“How?”

“Chaeyeon will do it, I suppose.”

“So, the white-haired person does all the heavy lifting, does he?”

“Well, I won’t stop you if you want to cut your hair yourself.”

“Since the white-haired one is clueless, they might as well use their strength. I’m all for that.”

With a rather blunt criticism of Jang Chaeyeon, Song Arin nodded.

“So, what about that little kid?”

“Beats me.”

I’ve seen monsters that parasitize humans, cubes that shoot lasers, creatures that eat people mid-scene, and quasi-deities, but I’ve never encountered a ghost yet.

“Best to just follow orders. There’s a reason they haven’t let go, right?”

“But what if this actually traps us in a way that kills us instead?”

“I’m a bit worried about that too, but honestly, I don’t see a sharp solution.”

Tch, Song Arin clicked her tongue and started rifling through a locker.

“What are you doing?”

“If there’s a cutter knife, it could help a bit.”

She seriously rummaged through the locker with her tiny hands.

It probably wouldn’t help much, but I didn’t feel the need to stop her while she was so focused.

I kept lost in thought until she finally found a cutter knife.

“What’s got you so deep in thought?”

She popped her head beside mine, having found the cutter knife.

“Oh, nothing. Just thinking about how to break the situation.”

“Break?”

“Yeah. Just in case we end up in an unknown situation-“

“Don’t worry about it.”

“Excuse me?”

I stared directly at Song Arin, and she stared right back at me.

“That one’s a bit hypnotic.”

Hypnotic, you say? I’ve never seen her use hypnosis effectively, except on our side!

Whether she knew how stunned I was or not, Song Arin twisted her hair with one hand and said.

“That doesn’t mean it’s completely reliable, though. 

For instance, it could mean you might confuse your hands and legs and end up twisting an ankle or something,

—it’s something like that.”

“You don’t mean that was because that girl, Song Arin, did something, do you?”

“To be precise, you just bought yourself a bit more time before the bullet went in between your eyebrows.”

“That’s probably enough.”

Right. That means our preparations are mostly done.

“Are you ready?”

“Yeah. What are we going to do first?”

“Well… shall we look for Daon first?”

If my experience is correct, the most dangerous thing right now is Yoo Daon.

Sure, she’s younger now, but more importantly, she currently has no regeneration abilities.

Literally, it takes her a long time to come back to life, and it’s hard to move if she’s injured.

It makes sense to rescue Yoo Daon  as quickly as possible.

“…I agree. After all, she was the first to jump out to save me and the white-haired one.”

Song Arin nodded as if she understood.

“But how do we find her?”

“We have to chase after her.”

I glanced at a vase in the distance, jumped, and swatted it with my palm.

-Clang!

The sound of the vase shattering broke the silence, and before Song Arin  could widen her eyes and look at me, I pulled her into the classroom while covering her mouth.

-Patpatpatpatpat!

Soon, footsteps could be heard approaching the broken vase.

“Is it tasty? Is it tasty, tasty, tasty, tasty, tasty, tasty, tasty?”

With a shuffling sound, it began to move again.

“Let’s go.”

“Seriously, do you have two lives or something?”

Song Arin  muttered quietly as she followed me.

We stepped outside, keeping some distance as we began to follow it.

The good thing was that its footsteps were rather loud, so there was no big problem for Song Arin  and me to follow, but the downside was that it was pretty quick, meaning we had to jog a bit to keep up.


Wasn’t this supposed to be a small school? How on earth can it keep going like this?

Just as I began to feel puzzled, it started to go up the stairs.

“…The rooftop?”

“Looks like it.”

I whispered to Song Arin  as we followed it up the stairs.

We climbed slowly, keeping our mouths shut as we tackled the steep stairs.

Soon, the rooftop came into view.

Stepping outside, the sticky air and unpleasant chill hit me right in the gut.

It felt a bit off to even call it a rooftop.

There was a massive cocoon made of hair, and tiny skulls scattered around.

Having confirmed that it was going into the cocoon, the two of us hid behind a wall as if we had made a pact.

Before long, a terrible stench began to hit my nostrils.

The smell of something rotting, combined with an indescribably bizarre scent, was so overwhelming it could clearly be called torture.

“Ugh…”

Song Arin  gagged, covering her mouth, and I too had to cover my mouth and nose against the rising wave of nausea.

I hastily glanced around while covering my mouth and nose. 

Could Yoo Daon  be here?

Whether I found her or not was a worry in itself, but while I was scanning the area, Song Arin  tugged at my collar and pointed to one side.

It was Yoo Daon .

To be precise, it’s a younger Yoo Daon  now. With her neck oddly twisted, she was buried in a cocoon, eyes closed. Seeing that she wasn’t breathing, it was clear she was dead. The difference was that, unlike me and Song Arin , who wore regular clothes, she was in a hospital gown. 

I should bring her back, but what should I do? 

Would she not just leave somewhere? 

Contrary to my wishes, she crawled on all fours into the cocoon and began muttering in an unknown language. 

Song Arin  and I glanced at each other. 

Should someone step up to attract attention? 

– Creeeak, 

Soon, with a bizarre cracking sound as her bones realigned, Yoo Daon ’s body began to revert to its original state. 

I had seen it during the Eucharistic incident, but unlike the immediate resurrection now, her return seemed like time was flowing backwards. 

Before long, her chest began to move evenly, and she opened her eyes, glancing around until they met mine and Song Arin ’s. 

Before she could do anything, I quickly raised my index finger to my lips, signalling her to be quiet, and Yoo Daon  understood the signal, closing her mouth. 

Then, she quietly moved her body, attempting to get out of the cocoon. 

But there was no way she could. 

Struggling, she pushed and pulled at the cocoon with her slender arms, even trying to bite her hair, but with her current strength, it was futile. 

What should I do? 

Should I leave Yoo Daon  here and go find Jang Chaeyeon to get her out? 

But there’s no guarantee I can find Jang Chaeyeon, and in the meantime, Yoo Daon  could be moved to another place, or, worst-case scenario, if something bad were to happen, that would be the worst of all situations. 

As I rubbed my temples, lost in thought, Song Arin  sighed deeply and tugged at my sleeve. 

“…That’s enough.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I’ll distract them.” 

Has this woman regressed to the point where her brain is also young now? 

“Don’t say crazy things. If Song Arin  gets caught, she’ll really die.” 

“Then what, are you going to distract them? What can a blind fool like you do? And you’ll die if you get caught too.” 

Song Arin  looked at me defiantly, eyes wide open. Should I really leave it to her? Thoughts swirled in my head. 

Wait. An idea suddenly shone bright in my mind. 

“You said you could swap limbs, right? It seems like it could influence sensation to some extent, is that right?” 

Song Arin  nodded. 

“If that’s the case, let’s cause a ruckus.” 

“What happens if the black-haired one falls?” 

“That’s what I’m aiming for?” 

“…So, you mean to swap senses and turn the place upside down?” 

“Exactly.” 

Song Arin  looked at me as if I were insane, but then, with the same fierce grin as always, she stretched. 

“I don’t think your idea is so bad. It’s a desirable mindset for a management office employee.” 

“Don’t say horrible things.” 

“You wouldn’t know, but that’s a big compliment.” 

Song Arin  looked at me. 

“Creating chaos? Are you going to escape on your own?” 

“I’ve got better stamina than you, Song Arin .” 

At my words, Song Arin  shot me a glare for a moment.

“Then I’ll run away first.”  

“Alright then.”  

Song Arin confidently steps forward.  

Its gaze turns towards Song Arin, and she stands in front of it, arms crossed boldly.  

If only the little girl in the purple dress hadn’t been there, it would have looked even cooler.  

It suddenly jerked upright, but then its legs buckled and it collapsed. It got back up again, but this time it slammed its head into the cocoon, causing it to start shaking.  

Without being noticed, it slowly walks towards Yoo Daon.  

“Jaehun!”  

Yoo Daon calls me with her youthful voice.  

“You could have left me behind…”  

“The HR team doesn’t abandon fellow members.”  

We’ve been through thick and thin together. How could anyone leave someone behind?  

Yoo Daon flashed a faint smile at my words and replied, “Actually, I was hoping Jaehun would come.”  

I was momentarily lost for words at that fleeting smile, when suddenly—  

-Slam!  

The cocoon shook violently, and Yoo Daon’s body wobbled and fell.  

“!”  

I quickly dashed over, sliding to catch Yoo Daon.  

She landed in my arms, and as she nestled in, she smiled at me shyly.  

“…Thank you.”  

“Then let’s get up quickly. Can you run?” 

“Yes.”  

I set her down and looked at the ground.  

Hair strands.  

Can I pick this up? I doubt it, but…  

I tucked a few strands of hair into my trouser pocket and started running towards Song Arin with Yoo Daon, who, seeing me run, also took off ahead of me.  


“What are we going to do now?”  

“We need to find Chaeyeon!”  

“With an announcement like this, we should find her in no time!”  

In the narrow corridor, the sound of three children’s footsteps and the monster’s four legs running echoed loudly.





 
  
    Chapter 45 : Arachne


Her hair whipped through the air, and the wall next to me caved in.

“Can’t you cross your legs one more time?!”

“I’m trying!”

Song Arin shouted urgently as she turned her head and swung her hand again.

Her hair swung the other way, narrowly missing us, and she clicked her tongue and shouted.

“It’s getting used to it!”

No wonder the number of times it crashed into the wall had noticeably decreased compared to before.

If that’s the case, and we assume there’s no longer a physical way to evade it, how can we shake off that monster?

I desperately racked my brain while fumbling through my pockets. All I could feel was the hard texture of a manual—nothing else.

Now that I think about it, didn’t the two of them also have guns?

“Where did you two leave your guns?!”

I urgently looked at the two of them.

“I lost mine while running away!”

“I dropped mine when I got caught at the first-floor entrance!”

“The first-floor entrance… was that when you called the monster instead of me—”

“Yes!”

Before I could even finish speaking, Yoo Daon quickly nodded her head.

I had to make a decision.

“Let’s split up!”

At my words, Song Arin nodded with a determined expression.

“…Alright. I’ll keep it busy—”

“No! I’ll do it!”

“What nonsense is that?!”

Song Arin shouted, looking bewildered after having just put on a serious face.

The reason was simple.

Both Yoo Daon and Song Arin were physically weaker than me. In fact, it seemed like both of them were reaching the limits of their stamina.

On the other hand, I could still hold on a bit longer.

“When we reach the stairs, Daon, you go down first! Then take a loop around, and Arin, you go next!”

“You’re insane!”

“And then! Whether you find Chaeyeon or something else, just make sure you’re as prepared as possible!”

“Yooooo—!”

“Just do it!”

When I shouted loudly, both of them flinched, and Yoo Daon, after hesitating for a moment, started running toward the stairs.

Now, it was just Song Arin and me left.

As we approached the stairs, Song Arin looked at me several times and said,

“…You better not die!”

“I won’t, now hurry up and go!”

“If you die, I swear I’ll kill you!”

Spouting absurd nonsense, she dashed down the stairs.

I turned to look back at the creature running on all fours, confirming it was still chasing me, and then resumed running.

From a typical predator’s perspective, it should’ve gone after the weaker, slower prey, but it completely ignored Yoo Daon and Song Arin, who were running down the stairs, and charged directly at me in a straight line.

Did it just want a bigger meal? Or did it have poor vision? I couldn’t figure it out right now.

I decided to make two more laps and then go down.

Ignoring the pain shooting through my legs, I sprinted down the old hallway.

One lap, then another.

That should do it.

I ran down the stairs, hoping that the two wouldn’t cross paths with me.

The second floor, and then the first.

The entrance to the first floor where I had initially hidden appeared.

I ran in the opposite direction from where I had come up. Yoo Daon had been caught somewhere around here.

I found it.

A black, gleaming gun under the moonlight came into view.

As I grabbed the gun, I realized something.

My shooting skills hadn’t rusted after all. Last time, I thought my accuracy was thanks to some aim assist from my eye, but maybe it wasn’t.

At some point, the gun started to feel like it was made for my hand.

Rolling across the floor like I was jumping, I grabbed the pistol.

I felt the familiar sensation of the gun in my hands, though its weight was unfamiliar, and quickly pulled the trigger.

-Bang!

The bullet lodged into the creature’s stitched-up eye socket, and it screamed in agony.

This would buy me some time—

Then a warning bell rang in my head as I prepared to flee.

Wait a minute.

Now that I thought about it, when I encountered that thing in the night duty room earlier, its eyes had also been sewn shut with black thread. 

That meant it had been chasing us this entire time without using its eyes.

Before I could even process *how*, its hair surged toward me.

Could it have been tracking us by sound all along?

I quickly rolled across the floor, dodging the oncoming hair.

The manual fell out of my pocket and opened to a random page.

**[Manual for Office Workers]**  

**[How to Handle Sightless Entities]**

1. The best way to handle sightless entities is, obviously, to avoid making any noise.  

2. However, some isolated entities can even hear your heartbeat.  

3. In this case, it’s recommended to create loud noises to divert the entity’s attention and escape.  

4. Be cautious. Many think that the lack of sight is a weakness, but these entities have survived despite losing their sight. Always keep this in mind when confronting them.

Make a noise. 

There were only a few things I could use to make noise here.

I quickly took off one of my shoes and threw it at the wall with all my strength.

*Thud!*  

*Crash!*


As soon as the shoe hit the wall and made a sound, the creature whipped its hair around and shattered the wall.

“Tasty?” it muttered as it gripped the shoe tightly.

In the narrow hallway, with it towering over me, I could finally see it clearly.

It wasn’t human at all.

Only its neck and head looked human, but the rest of its body was attached to a spider-like torso.

It looked like someone had taken a person’s head and limbs and grafted them onto a spider’s body.

A strange sense of unease washed over me. I had seen something like this arrangement of body parts before, somewhere.

*Thud, thud.*

It fumbled with the shoe, feeling it in its hands, before crumpling it and tossing it aside.

“…Tasty…”

With the gun still tucked in my pocket and the manual gripped in one hand, I slowly started crawling forward, staying low.

I reminded myself of the training from my time as a cadet. Stay silent, move slowly, never raise your head.

I repeated these instructions in my mind, crawling silently across the floor, barely brushing the surface as I moved.

My arms and legs ached, but what could I do?

I wasn’t sure how long I had been crawling, but once I felt like I had slipped out of the shadows, I slowly raised my head and looked back.

It was still there, feeling around with its hands and feet, seemingly searching for me.

Now I understood how it found me so quickly when I knocked over that vase earlier.

Standing up slowly, I took off my remaining shoe and tossed it in the opposite direction, then tiptoed my way out of the area.

The creature continued to grope around, trying to locate the source of the sound made by my other shoe.

After walking for a while, ensuring I couldn’t hear its movements anymore, I let out a quiet sigh of relief and continued onward.

I had to get to the gym. But first, I needed to find Jang Chaeyeon.

I opened the manual.

Could it offer me any additional information? There had been annotations for the *Red Lady* before, so maybe it would help again.

“…Commencing registration of the isolated entity.”

I whispered softly, and the manual automatically flipped open and began creating a new entry.

**[Entity Name: Arachne – Records by Personnel Manager Kim Jaeheon]**

I never mentioned Arachne, though.

I narrowed my eyes and stared at the entry, but the manual refused to erase the text, as if it was confident in its accuracy.

Alright, what should I include?

I needed to highlight the most important points, for anyone who might read this later. Too much information would just overwhelm the reader.

After some thought and a lengthy conversation with the manual, the entry for the isolated entity was finalized as follows:

**[Entity Name: Arachne – Records by Personnel Manager Kim Jaeheon]**  

1. The entity has no eyes. The goal should be to make as little noise as possible when moving.  

2. Physical attacks are not effective. If hypnosis or psychological attacks are possible, those should be employed.  

3. People in the same space as the entity seem to become physically younger. This has not been confirmed, so future personnel should verify.  

4. The entity appears to consume human flesh. If you are unable to rescue captured individuals quickly, it is advised to give up.

A new registration… Does that mean no one has ever entered here before?

Or maybe those who did couldn’t operate the manual. I had no way of knowing.

I closed the manual slowly, clicking my tongue in frustration, and resumed walking aimlessly.

Where on earth is Jang Chaeyeon?

I was starting to feel anxious. But I couldn’t exactly shout to find Jang Chaeyeon.

As I cautiously moved forward, the sound of shuffling footsteps began to echo behind me.

A very, very bad feeling washed over me.

Along with the unsettling sense of dread, I felt a chill run down my spine, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

I didn’t want to look back. But I did.

A little girl was following me.

*If a child follows you midway, you must get rid of them at all costs.*

The line I had read flashed in my mind.

How was I supposed to shake her off?

I tried jogging a bit.

The girl quickened her pace to follow, keeping up with me.

After alternating between walking and running a few times, I realized something.

This girl was matching my speed. 

In other words, I’d have to run faster to lose her.

The problem was that running would make noise, which would likely attract the Arachne monster.

Desperately trying to think of a solution, I felt someone’s hand rest on my shoulder.

I jumped in fright, clamping my hand over my mouth as I spun around.

It was a younger version of Jang Chaeyeon, dressed in a shabby white T-shirt and gray sweatpants. She looked at me with a relieved expression.

“I found you,” she said, oblivious to the danger she was in.

Before I could explode in frustration, a flash of inspiration hit me.

This might work.

“Why?” she asked, puzzled.

“Follow me,” I said calmly.

“Okay,” she replied without question, following closely behind me along with the little girl.

I nodded to myself. 


With this, we might just be able to pass through quietly.

“You can fly, right?”

“Huh?”

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me with a dumbfounded expression.





 
  
    Chapter 46 : Closing Ceremony


Fortunately, Jang Chaeyeon didn’t seem to completely reject my plan.  

If I had to interpret the faint expression on her emotionless face, it would be more like welcoming it with open arms.  

Jang Chaeyeon hugged me from behind and asked,  

“…Is this okay?”  

“It’s fine.”  

A child, still taking quick steps, was following me from behind.  

It was a dilemma.  

A monster that shouldn’t run and another monster that had to run—how on earth could an ordinary person break through this?  

No, maybe they couldn’t.  

I thought of the countless skeletons I saw in the nest.  

So many people had flowed here, and how many of them had lost their lives in this place?  

“Are you really going to do it?”  

“Don’t scream.”  

At my words, Jang Chaeyeon leaned her head out from behind, looking at me.  

“Are you worried about me?”  

“Of course, I’m worried that the two of us might get caught.”  

Jang Chaeyeon pouted at me before grabbing me again.  

“As you know, I can’t keep running like this.”  

“I know.”  

I was well aware of Jang Chaeyeon’s abilities and their time limits. After all, I had fought alongside her.  

“You’re not restricted in using your ability just because you’ve become younger, right?”  

“There’s a little bit of a limit.”  

“How much?”  

“I could normally lift something about the size of a small car, but now it’s probably only about half that.”  

“Then there’s no problem.”  

Luckily, I weigh less than half of a small car.  

She slowly shook her head.  

“Good. Then let’s get going.”  

The plan was simple.  

Jang Chaeyeon would cling to my back, turning into a human rocket, and we would fly.  

In the air, we would push forward as if skating on ice, then come down, and repeat the process quietly.  

Perfect.  

I tapped Jang Chaeyeon’s arms that were wrapped around my waist.  

“! “  

An overwhelming force of gravity pressed against my back.  

This wasn’t flying. It was launching.  

We leaped over a long distance, and just before I kissed the ground head-on, Jang Chaeyeon managed to land me quietly.  

“…This isn’t going so well.”  

“Yeah.”  

I looked back at the child.  

In the distance, they were still hurriedly chasing after us.  

“But this will work. Shall we keep jumping like this?”  

“I’ll hold on tight.”  

Isn’t that something I should be saying?  

As if to fulfill her declaration to hold on tight, Jang Chaeyeon tightened her arms around my waist.  

But after all, it was the strength of a child.  

Soon, we flew through the school hallway again.  

It felt like I was a human flying through the sky with Jang Chaeyeon as a jetpack.  

The old and desolate classrooms kept passing by us, and when I looked back, the child was out of sight.  

It was too easy.  

How many jumps had we made?  

Before we knew it, Jang Chaeyeon and I were standing in front of a massive gym door.  

Thankfully, the door was half-open, and inside, Yoo Daon and Song Arin were discussing something in whispers.  

“So…”  

“But what about—”  

What were they discussing with such serious expressions?  

I opened the door and went inside, and at the sound, Song Arin quickly turned around and reached out her hand.  

I felt a slight headache, but I waved my hand, pressing my finger to my lips as if telling her to be quiet.  

“Nothing happened, right?”  

Upon seeing me, Song Arin let out a relieved sigh and approached me.  

“Shh. Quiet.”  

“…Why?”  

I called out to Song Arin, who was speaking curtly, and Yoo Daon, who was smiling brightly and waving her hand, and began explaining about the Arachne.  

“…About the sound.”  

“But the problem is, don’t we have to sing?”  

Yoo Daon’s words left us all looking at each other with perplexed expressions.  

Could we sing quietly?  

But if we got caught while doing that, it would be a big problem.  

The more I thought about this escape plan, the more it felt like a false hope.  

They’re making us deal with contradictory elements, and in the end, we even have to sing while burning our hair?  

“Song Arin, give me the escape method you mentioned earlier.”  

At my words, Song Arin handed me the escape plan.  

[Escape Method]

First, collect its hair.

Head to the gym and burn its hair.

If a child follows you on the way, somehow shake them off.

Physical impact doesn’t work properly.

After burning the hair, open the doors to all the classrooms and sing the hide-and-seek song.

If everyone doesn’t gather in their places, those left behind will wander here forever.


The more you understand about this school, the more malicious the sentences feel.

“Are you worried about what happens if this is fake?”

“I have no such worry.”

The more you read this and realize what this place is, the more you understand that this escape method is close to the truth.

Because it’s too malicious.

If it were absurdly easy, that would be one thing, but this escape method seems etched with the malice of whoever crafted it.

It gives you the thought, ”Maybe I can do this?” and leads people to try, only to meet death.

It was so easy to understand that it felt unsettling.

[Critical: 1]

Something flickered and disappeared in front of me.

It was so fast that I couldn’t even see it.

“…Let’s do it for now.”

Like last time, I borrowed a lighter from Yoo Daon and pulled the hair out of my pocket to light it.

Black smoke rose, giving off a foul smell.

Soon, all the hair had burned to black ash, and as soon as I confirmed it, I looked at the others.

“Let’s open the classroom doors now.”

“What about the hide-and-seek song?”

“I think we can sing it after opening all the doors.”

Feeling uneasy about the last part of the instructions, the four of us decided to open the doors together.

We quietly walked down the silent hallway, illuminated only by moonlight, and opened the locked doors.

The hallway was eerily silent, not even the sound of footsteps could be heard.

From the first floor to the third floor, no incidents occurred during the entire time we circled the place.

After opening the door to the last classroom, I turned to the three others.

“Shall we sing the song here?”

“…Just in case, should we head to the gym?”

Song Arin wore a worried expression. I could understand her feelings. After all, she and I had been chased by that thing the most.

In the end, we hurried to the gym barefoot once again.

“By the way, why are you all wearing those clothes?”

It was a thought that came to me as I looked at the three.

There was no uniformity in their clothes at all.

“…I used to wear this a lot when I was young.”

“Me too.”

Now that I think about it, I feel like I wore something similar when I was younger as well.

Looking at Yoo Daon after hearing Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon’s words, she laughed dryly.

“Haha…”

With a dry laugh, Yoo Daon awkwardly covered her hospital gown with one arm.

“I used to be sick a lot when I was young.”

“But you won’t die, will you?”

Song Arin’s sharp comment made Yoo Daon press her lips together and avoid her gaze.

“…Alright, that’s enough.”

A terrible thought crossed my mind, but I hurried us along, trying to ignore it.

Does time still flow in this place? The moonlight seemed stronger than before.

If it had been faintly shining earlier, now it felt as though the moonlight was clearly illuminating us from the sky.

We surrounded the charred remains of the burnt hair and looked at each other.

“Alright, let’s start singing, but if something comes, Song Arin and Chaeyeon will handle it.”

“How long should we sing for?”

“Until we leave?”

After all, the hide-and-seek song only has one verse.

After a brief discussion, the four of us started singing together.


	Hide well, so your hair won’t show…




	Hide well, so your hair won’t show…



Under the blindingly bright moonlight, the four of us sang nervously, keeping our senses sharp.


	Dada-da-da-da!



Even though we were singing quietly, something came. It seemed like the song really was a condition for summoning the monster.

While continuing to sing, I gestured to Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin, both of whom directed their gaze toward the gym doors.


	Bang!



“Delicious!!”

With a loud noise, the Arachne burst in, and as if she had been waiting, Jang Chaeyeon reached out and pushed it back outside.

Then, twisting its nerves, Song Arin flipped it over once more.

Their teamwork flowed like water.


	Hide well, so your hair won’t show…!



The Arachne got back up and swung its hair, but an invisible force caused it to stagger and crash into the wall, tripping over its legs again.

Damn it, when will this end?

Singing louder, Yoo Daon kept her eyes shut tightly, and I joined her, hoping this would end soon.

But there was no sign of returning yet.

“Push it!”

Jang Chaeyeon shouted through gritted teeth as she pushed the Arachne, but it charged toward us, undeterred.

“…Ah!”

Yoo Daon, who had been singing hard, suddenly opened her eyes wide.

“What’s wrong?”

“It’s back!”

“What is?”

“The reset!”

She hurriedly looked at me as she spoke.

Back?

I quickly shifted my gaze to the top of the creature’s head.

The translucent window I’d been waiting for appeared above its head.

[Name: Arachne]

[Age: Manufactured 20 years ago]

[Characteristics: Speed]

[Talent: Cannibalism]

[Background: This school was once a place where people reflected on the past and found happiness. Before it was made…] 

[Weakness: Its thought process is sadly still similar to that of a human.]

[Critical: 1]

I gripped the gun tightly.

We won.

I lowered my gaze back down.

“Daon, keep singing!”

At my words, Yoo Daon began singing again, and I quickly aimed my gun at the Arachne.

Its mind is like a human’s. What an easy weakness.

At my signal, Jang Chaeyeon pushed it again, and I glanced at the sweating Song Arin.

“Song Arin, make it think it’s seeing things.”

“…Good grief.”

After saying that, Song A-rin looked at it again, and soon it began to look around with a horrified expression.

People always panic when they lose what they have.

Especially if they were just an ordinary human.

She held the gun with both hands.

[Critical: 10]

A red glow appeared around its torso.

As she pulled the trigger, she fell into thought.

What exactly is critical? 

It’s a skill I use, but there are still so many things I don’t know.

At first, I thought it was about hitting a vital spot. 

But it seemed like something more fundamental.

A skill that strikes something more essential. 

But it doesn’t necessarily kill…

While I was thinking, the bullet was sucked into its torso as if drawn in.

“Aaaaaaah!”

It screamed as it collapsed to the ground.

“Hide well, or your hair will show!”

In response, Yoo Daon stopped singing and began to shout instead.

With a flash, the four of us were suddenly back in the duty room.

||

I looked down at the floor.

A familiar height.

I looked around and saw the other three staring at each other with dumbfounded expressions.

“…Hah.”

“Huu…”

“I’m going to die.”

As if it was planned, all four of us collapsed onto the bed.

“Let’s take a break.”

I rubbed my aching temples and laid down as if collapsing onto the bed.

Using the chatter of the three as background noise, I fell into thought.

What kind of sin did I commit in a past life to keep encountering these containment objects so often?

More importantly.

I thought of Yoo Daon in her hospital gown.

What on earth is she hiding?

I made up my mind. 

Once this is over, I’m going to meet that sunglasses man.

At the very least, nothing will happen once the job is done.

“

On the bus ride back, a gaunt man blocked the path and stared at me before opening his mouth.

“Hello.”

Naturally, my gaze shifted above the man’s head.

[Name: Kim Wanwoo]

[Age: 28]


[Characteristic: Regression]

[Talent: -]

[Background: 358th cycle]

[Weakness: You have already been warned.]

A chill ran down my spine.



 
  
    Chapter 47 : An Offer You Can’t Refuse


It’s a fact that others have recognized as well, but I have good eyes.

Thanks to these eyes, I’ve been able to interact with many people more smoothly.

Living this way, I’ve realized something: each person reveals different cracks when they deal with others.

Some meet new people with an open heart, while others do the opposite, approaching with a closed mind.

And this person was the worst of them all.

“…Hello?”

“Yes, hello.”

A dry voice flows from his mouth.

It was like a wall.

There wasn’t a fragment of emotion to be felt.

Although we were talking, it felt like I wasn’t speaking to a person, but to a machine reciting a predetermined script.

I try to be as careful as possible with my choice of words.

A regressor.

From my point of view, he’s a human from the future. And I don’t know what kind of impression he has of me.

Dealing with an immortal is already enough, but now I have to meet a regressor, too?

A thought suddenly crossed my mind—the phrase that occasionally flashed in the weakness column above Yoo Daon’s head whenever I looked at him.

‘If you had to name two superhumans you should never make enemies of in this world, they would be regressors and immortals.’

Humans you should absolutely never make enemies of.

I sincerely prayed that my future or past self wouldn’t do anything stupid, and I opened my mouth.

“In that case, I’m sorry, but could you… move aside? I’d like to sit in the back.”

I speak as politely as possible.

Was I too rude?

Countless thoughts race through my head. Would the future or past versions of Kim Jaeheon be wiped out just because of rudeness?

It’s impossible to know.

The man stares intently at me.

My mind grows more cluttered. I wonder if I should be careful with every word, and then ponder whether my past or future self would have had the same thought. Lost in these thoughts again, I opened my mouth.

“…Could you… please move?”

The words come out incredibly polite, even if I didn’t intend them to. I had to admit it. I felt a tremendous sense of threat from this man.

After a moment of silence, the man stared at me,

“I’m sorry.”

He spoke again in that same dry tone and moved aside.

“Thank you.”

I hurriedly passed him and sat as far away as possible in the back seat.

My heart pounded, and cold sweat dripped from my forehead.

Pretending nothing was wrong, I opened the window and stared outside, desperately trying to organize my thoughts.

The first number I saw was 326. The number I just saw was 358.

While the other three people and I got caught up in this strange incident, that man had regressed 32 times.

‘…Are you okay?’

Before I realized it, Jang Chaeyeon, who had taken the seat next to me, was fanning me, carefully watching my face.

“Do you know that guy?”

I can’t answer with, “I don’t know him, but other versions of me from different timelines might.”

So I slowly shook my head.

“No. I guess I’m just worn out from what happened earlier.”

“…Alright. Just let me know. I’m right here with you.”

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me with concern before turning her body back to her seat.

I fell back into thought.

Regression.

Thirty-two regressions in such a short period.

Once again, with that dry gaze, he was staring out the window.

I tried to piece together a hypothesis based on the limited information I had.

First, 32 times. That’s certainly not a small number.

In other words, while I was involved in this volunteer activity, there’s a high chance that he got caught up in a similar incident.

Thirty-two times. When I first got on this bus, his total number of regressions was 326, so this definitely wasn’t a small number of regressions.

Should I assume that aside from regression, he doesn’t have any other abilities? Or if he does, maybe they aren’t useful enough to avoid death.

I recalled something Song Arin had said on the way to the volunteer work.

‘He’s like you. When I was at another branch, there was an incident, and he was the sole survivor.’

The sole survivor.

He probably wasn’t the only one at first.

So, where is his ‘regression point’?

The beginning? Or could there be a save point? Based on the number of regressions, it seems more plausible to believe that there’s a save point.

There’s far too little information to work with.

I’ll push this part to the back of my mind for now. It’s just a hypothesis anyway.

The most important question.

Why did he greet me? What in the world did I do to him in the future?

My head starts to hurt.

Or did I do something to him in the past? But I have no memory of ever getting involved with him.

I can’t help but sigh.

“…Does it hurt? Want to lean on my shoulder?”

“I’m fine.”

I snapped out of my thoughts at the sound of Jang Chaeyeon’s voice.

“Let’s be careful for now.”

A returnee, and a hospital gown. There were too many things on my mind.

<This is the Bureau.>

In the end, I couldn’t get a wink of sleep on the bus and spent the time wide awake.

Because of that, Jang Chaeyeon couldn’t rest properly, worrying about me.

I feel guilty for no reason.

I step off the bus with tired steps.

I need to go home.

“Are you going home?”


Jang Chaeyeon called out to me with concern, and I nodded in response to her words.

“I’m heading off first.”

“…Alright. Take care.”

“Get home safely!”

“Go on.”

Receiving various farewells, I head towards home.

It’s been a while since I’ve walked down the sunset street carrying my bag alone.

Soon, I arrived in front of a luxurious apartment entrance, tapped my card key, opened the automatic door, and went inside.

It’s one of the benefits of working at the Bureau.

Food and housing are free.

The apartment, which the Bureau rents indefinitely, is so good that it’s not enough to just call it luxurious, and meal expenses are provided separately, not included in the salary.

It’s enough to order chicken for every meal and still not be lacking.

I get off the elevator and open the door to my place.

A dark, unlit house greets me.

I enter the room and, without even thinking about washing up, collapse onto the bed.

I’m so tired I could die.

Without any time to think, I immediately passed out as if I had fainted.

In my dream, I didn’t know why, but I was preparing to enter a grand theater to watch a play.

Why is Mister Shin Wamin here?

The next day, as soon as I got to my seat, I went to Song Arin and asked for the phone number of the man wearing sunglasses. She responded with a puzzled look.

“Let me just ask.” 

“…I don’t know if he’ll answer. Here.”

I expected something like, “Why?” or “That’s a secret.” But instead, I got the number quite smoothly.

“Nothing else, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then I need to start sorting out bonuses, so go make the call.”

Song Arin gestured as if to shoo me away.

I went outside and called the number Song Arin had given me.

After just two rings, a familiar voice picked up.

“Isn’t this Personnel Team’s Kim Jaeheon?”

“Can we talk?”

“I was at the Gangseo branch, so this worked out well.”

“Then after work—”

“Come to the basement floor 1. I’ll meet you in front of the elevator.”

And with that, the call ended.

The basement floor 1? I really don’t want to go there. That’s the isolation room.

I press the elevator button and go down.

During the Butterfly Dream incident, I came down here following the manual, trembling in fear the entire time.

When the elevator doors opened to the basement floor 1, the man wearing sunglasses waved and greeted me.

“You’re here.”

“Why did you specifically call me here?”

“If you made the call, you must have had a reason.”

The man gave a nonsensical response and started walking, and I began matching his pace, walking slowly beside him.

“Come to think of it, despite the many contributions you’ve made, I don’t think you’ve properly visited the basement before.”

“Instead of giving me a gift like this, wouldn’t it be better to just take us off the job?”

“I apologize for the workshop incident. Even we didn’t foresee that happening.”

“So, you knew about the volunteer work beforehand?”

“Surprisingly, other office workers besides you did something similar.”

Did they all come back alive from that hell?

The man must have noticed my shocked expression, as he hurriedly added more words.

When I was in the military, I was always warned never to come in first place, and yet here I am, making another mistake!

I continued following him deeper inside.

“So, what are you curious about?”

“First of all, we aren’t really part of the Isolation Team, are we?”

This was the biggest question. It felt like I was unknowingly being dragged into the actual Isolation Team.

“No. It’s just that you have a bit of a tendency to seek out accidents. But, as a member of the Personnel Team, you’re doing your best. We’re also trying to reduce your workload as much as possible.”

The Human and Isolated Entity Incident Response Team, huh.

He casually met my gaze as he continued walking.

“I’ll take two more questions. I’ll answer the next one later.”

What should I ask?

The existence of gods? The details about the isolated entities?

No.

“…How did you come to know Ms. Yoo Daon?”

It felt a bit strange to us. Normally, she wouldn’t be considered a talent suited for the Bureau. She should have been working with the ‘hospital’ instead…

The man spoke lightly and shrugged his shoulders.

The hospital?

“Thanks to you. I’m always grateful.”

“Is that all?”

“If you’re curious, just ask them yourself. You lack courage.”

He didn’t seem to have any intention of telling me.

“And the last thing?”

“…Are there any regressors in this world?”

The man shrugged his shoulders again as he answered.

“Could this sight be the second time for you?”

“Excuse me?”

“Haven’t you watched too many stories?”

The man stopped and smiled at me.

“Then, I just need you to help me with one thing.”

“No, I refuse.”

Why on earth would I?

As if he had expected my response, the man smiled brightly and nodded.

“If you help me, I’ll tell you more about Yoo Daon, the person you’re so curious about, including the information on the ‘hospital.’”

I can’t get anything for free, can I?

I think of Yoo Daon in a patient gown, and the time when I flicked her forehead and she cried endlessly.

‘…Alright, let’s hear it. What is it?’

“I noticed that you’ve worked with the isolation team before, but it seems like you haven’t experienced management work.” 

Why do they work me like this?

With so many people around, why me?

“…Someday, while you’re living, the day will come when you’ll need the help of the Management Bureau.”

The man suddenly had a serious expression on his face.

“The Bureau always strives to help as best as they can.”

At that moment,

“Can you hand me the nuclear missile button?”

“That’s not possible, but I can offer you a long-term loan of a tool-type containment object as a gift.”

The man spoke lightly as he stood in front of an iron door and opened it.

In front of me was a turntable with an LP record on it.

“I’m counting on you.”

The man bowed his head 90 degrees with an apologetic expression.

“I’m always grateful to you.”

“…Alright. Just keep your promise.”

“I swear it on the name of the Bureau.”

Thunk.


As soon as he said that, the door closed, and gentle classical music started playing.

The hospital, huh.

As I listened to the music, my temples began to throb.

“Let’s get this over with.”

It should end quickly.



 
  
    Chapter 48 : Aestheticism


It’s obvious, but if the Bureau has a Quarantine Team, naturally, there would be a Management Team as well.

The Quarantine Team subdues quarantined objects, and the Management Team describes the management methods through consultations with related departments.

Of course, the process is confidential except to the Management Team or higher-ups.

I look at the turntable in front of me.

The turntable, with an LP record on it, is quietly spinning.

From the throbbing in my temples, it seems like something is happening.

I stare at the turntable.

[Name: Turntable]

[Age: Manufactured three years ago]

[Specialty: Mental Delusion]

[Talent: X]

[Background: This turntable, reeking of the bizarre obsession of someone who claims it is art, plays horrendous music.]

[Weakness: Burn it.]

Honestly, shouldn’t we just burn this thing?

Clicking my tongue, I walk around the turntable.

The LP record has stopped, stuck in place.

I open the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Object Name: Turntable – Records of Hwang Dongryul from the Management Team]

[This object continuously plays human screams.]

[Prolonged exposure causes mental delusion and continuous self-harm.]

[The music lasts for about a month, and once it stops, the surroundings begin to shift to another dimension, leading to a <censored> phenomenon.]

[An employee resistant to mental attacks must turn the turntable once a month.]

[During the time the music plays, the mental effects intensify, sometimes causing hallucinations.]

Now, this seems like an actual manual. 

Up until now, I often encountered objects for the first time or ones with so little information that I questioned whether the manuals were even useful.

In any case, I almost left it alone without a second thought, and that could have been a disaster.

I stride over and press the rewind button.

The LP record starts to spin backward.


	Aah! Aaaaaah!



The LP spins backward for a long time, and soon, something starts playing.

It wasn’t music.

It was people’s screams.

“Krr…

The migraine worsens to the point where the ringing in my ears becomes unbearable.

If someone recorded the screams of the damned in hell and then played it back, it would sound just like this.

I cover my ears with both hands, but the sound doesn’t diminish at all, echoing in my head.

It was as if the sound wasn’t reverberating through my eardrums, but my soul.


	Aaaaaaah!!! Aaaaaaaaah!!!



“Ugh!”

I exhale roughly and, in an attempt to regain my senses, open my eyes.

“…What?”

I was inside an art gallery.

My head was still ringing, and the tinnitus persisted, but more than that, the sudden sight of the art gallery completely captured my attention.

The floor was made of marble, and bright chandeliers illuminated the space.

And beside them, adorning the place…

“…Insane.”

What used to be humans.

The sight before my eyes was too gruesome to describe in words.

Where paintings should have been hung in a typical art gallery, human remains or actual humans were displayed.

“What kind of madman…”

I press my fingers to my temple as I stagger forward.

“Please, help me!”

I hear a scream for help.

I turn my head toward the source of the scream, and the space folds in on itself, as if the ground is being sucked in.

Someone stood in front of me.

It wasn’t human.

It had a human head.

The face of a woman, smiling as if her mouth would tear at the corners.

Her red hair was tangled as if it had never been combed, and the freckles on her face gave off an unplaceable sense of discomfort.

But most of all, what stood out was…

Clunk!

Where her body should have been, there was a white female mannequin’s torso attached.

She opened her mouth, and unexpectedly, a fluent voice flowed out.

“You’re the human who destroyed my basement.”

“

“

“How did you do it?”

The basement…


	Biiiiip!



A piercing ringing suddenly starts in my ears.

The headache is so intense that I can’t even speak.

It felt like my head was about to explode.

“Let me see.”

It stared intently at my face.

I, too, stared at the top of its head.

[Name: Aestheticism]  

[Age: -]  

[Characteristics: Art]  

[Talent: Art]  

[Background: If you were to pick the ten most harmful entities to humanity, this would surely rank among them as a notable object of interest.]  

[Weakness: If all the museums it created burn to ashes, it will disappear as well.]  


Did it feel my gaze? It turned to me with a bright smile.  

“The struggle to survive is quite admirable.”  

The mannequin’s hand lifted strangely and tapped my forehead.  

“Try your best. I’ll even give you a gift.”  

“Gasp!”  

Like a panorama, the museum scenes flowed by.  

Countless backgrounds, works of art, and the screams of people flooded my eyes and ears.  

Then, I was back in the isolation room.  

Something was in my hand.  

I lowered my gaze to look at it.  

In my hand was a small, antique sculpture.  

It looked like a clumsily carved human figure.  

Soon, its information engraved itself into my mind.  

[Name: A Single Chance]  

[Age: Just created moments ago]  

[Characteristics: Life]  

[Talent: None]  

[Background: Occasionally, the capricious aesthete bestows this upon a human who has caught its fancy. It grants the power to defy death once.]  

[Weakness: If the holder of this statue dies, it will be destroyed.]  

Drip.  

A nosebleed trickled down.  

Though the music of human screams still rang in my ears, unlike before, I no longer felt a headache.  

Wiping the nosebleed off with the back of my hand, I stepped outside.  

A man wearing sunglasses approached me with a worried expression.  

“Are you alright?”  

“No.”  

My head was pounding.  

The man handed me a handkerchief, looking apologetic as he met my eyes.  

“You saw something, didn’t you?”  

“Didn’t you send it?”  

“No, I didn’t.”  

“A woman’s head and a white mannequin.”  

The man’s hand froze.  

“…Can you explain further?”  

Wiping away the flowing nosebleed, I explained to him.  

About the museum, and the object labeled Aestheticism.  

After hearing everything, the man looked at me with a grave expression.  

“You are one of the few who have seen it and lived to tell the tale in the Bureau’s history.”  

“Is that a compliment?”  

“An enormous one. It’s unbelievable that you survived with just a nosebleed.”  

Is it really a compliment?  

I looked up at the man, and sensing my gaze, he raised one hand.  

“The Bureau will ensure your safety with utmost care.”  

“You won’t be using me as bait?”  

“Honestly, the idea of using you as bait would be insane.”  

“Why is that?”  

“Would you use gold as bait to catch fish?”  

I clicked my tongue and looked at the man.  

“Please keep your word.”  

“I stake everything on the Bureau, I guarantee it.”  

“Do you have that much authority?”  

“I’m higher up than you think. And the Bureau won’t fall to something like that.”  

Then why don’t you just go out and catch it yourself?  

I couldn’t help but sigh.  

“But, it seems you gained something as well.”  

He glanced at my hand, then hastily waved off any concern after seeing my expression.  

“I’m not going to take it. It’s yours. You earned it.”  

“Is this something trustworthy?”  

What if I die and wake up in the museum again?  

“As far as I know, there hasn’t been a single case like that discovered yet.”  

He reassured me, then clapped his hands together.  

“Now, I’ll have to lend you something.”  

“How much more are you planning to use me?”  

“It’s not like that. It’s a genuine gesture of goodwill.”  

The man took out two items from inside his jacket.  

A familiar butane gas canister and…  

“…A marble?”  

It was a small marble, about the size of a fingertip.  

“This isn’t a containment object, but it’s one of the research team’s masterpieces. Throw it on the ground when you’re in danger. It’ll help.”  

“This isn’t a bomb, is it?”  

“No human would survive after spreading bombs on the ground, would they?”

I do not refuse what’s given to me.

I stuffed the butane gas and marbles into my pocket.

Now, I have a decent weapon besides the critical hits.

“Alright, shall we talk about the ‘hospital’ now?”

“It will take some time, so let’s discuss it on the way up.”

I follow the man as I listen to him speak.

“As you know, the Bureau has some enemies.”

“You said it’s not dangerous at all.”

“Not within the Bureau, that is. They never attack the Bureau directly. They can’t win, you see.”

“But ordinary people can be messed with a bit. Among them, the ‘hospital’ is somewhat peculiar.”

“Peculiar?”

“They create diseases and seek to cure them.”

They create diseases and cure them.

I thought of Yoo Daon  in the hospital gown.

“For that, they experiment on countless people.”

||

“If someone, no matter how much disease they carry, or how many surgeries they undergo, doesn’t die, wouldn’t they be the perfect test subject?”

[She, who rejected death, got entangled in strange incidents from her first day on the job. However, because she cannot die, she meets countless others who used her, and she once again decides to risk her life.]

It was the phrase I saw when Yoo Daon  first began regenerating.

“How unfortunate.”

“Indeed. And honestly, I believe you already know how much they still desire her.”

“I can’t provide all the support you might need. The Bureau has its own issues to deal with.”

With a ding, the elevator arrived.

“But when the time comes, we can provide the equipment.”

He winked as he pointed to my inner pocket.

“Good luck.”

The elevator doors closed with him inside.

What should I do?

“Hey, Jaeheon!”

While I was contemplating, a familiar voice echoed in my ears.

Long black hair flowing down her back, a bright smile, and softly curved eyes.

It was a smile that anyone could see was filled with genuine goodwill.

Smiling like that, Yoo Daon waved her hand enthusiastically.

“Where have you been?”

“ “

“Is something wrong?”

“Daon.”


“Yes?”

“Shall we grab a drink after work?”

“Sure!”

Yoo Daon  nodded brightly with a cheerful smile.

Her radiant smile shine even more dazzlingly under the sunlight.



 
  
    Chapter 49 : Hospital


After work, I headed out for drinks with Yoo Daon.  

“Ugh.”  

As always, Yoo Daon was shaking her head. If this isn’t déjà vu, I don’t know what is.  

But it was what I had hoped for.  

Watching her shake her head, I asked in a subtle tone.  

“Daon.”  

“Yes?”  

“Is anything bothering you these days?”  

“…”

Seeing Yoo Daon hesitate, I fell into thought.  

This really feels like a team leader encouraging a subordinate.  

“I think I’m enjoying myself these days.”  

Yoo Daon smiled softly, swirling her drink before meeting my eyes.  

“I told you, right? I’ve never been this happy in my life.”  

“Why are you so happy?”  

“Well…”  

She thought for a moment, her face flushed from the alcohol, then smiled awkwardly.  

“I mean, I wasn’t that happy in the past…”  

“The hospital.”  

“…”

In that instant, it felt like Yoo Daon’s time had stopped.  

Her face turned pale, and she looked at me with trembling hands.  

“How…?”  

“That’s not what’s important.”  

At my words, Yoo Daon lowered her gaze and whispered.  

“Are you worried that I’m being a burden to you, Jaeheon?”  

“That’s not what I’m worried about.”  

“What?”  

“I’m worried about you, Daon.”  

Yoo Daon fell silent and then looked at me.  

“Me?”  

“Who else would it be?”  

I met her gaze.  

!!!  

“I’ve said it before, but the HR team doesn’t abandon its colleagues. Would you abandon me if I were in danger, Daon?”  

“Of course not!”  

Yoo Daon shouted, standing up abruptly, and the people around us fell silent, staring at her.  

Was that really something to get so worked up over?  

I quickly gestured for her to sit back down and continued.  

“It’s the same logic. I have no intention of abandoning you either, Daon.”  

“…”

Yoo Daon closed her mouth.  

“It doesn’t matter if it’s Chaeyeon or Song Arin. We’ll keep helping each other as long as we can.”  

“…”

After a long silence, she spoke again.  

“Jaeheon, how much do you know about the ‘hospital’?”  

“Honestly, what I just told you is all I know.”  

They create and cure diseases. If it were just curing them, they’d simply be doctors, but the fact that they claim to create them shows they’re already insane.  

What’s the administration doing, not catching people like them?  

“That place… it’s dangerous. Really dangerous.”  

“…”

“It’s not just about creating and curing diseases. Any place with a ‘hospital’ becomes a place where humans should never enter.”  

“You mean it becomes a different dimension?”  

“It’s different from another dimension. It exists in reality. The administration can’t touch it recklessly, so they respond by creating escape routes through manuals.”  

“What happens if someone can’t escape?”  

“They become one of the test subjects.”  

“I was a so-called test subject at Gangseo University Hospital.”  

Yoo Daon laughed.  

“It’s convenient, you know. You don’t die, so there’s no need for various drugs or antidotes.”  

She spoke nonchalantly, as if discussing something mundane.  

“If you die, they just put you somewhere, and after a while, you come back to life. They don’t even need to feed you. Even if you starve to death, you just come back to life.”  

I listened silently to her words.  

“And then, somehow, I escaped… but the administration found me.”  

“They said I’d be safe if I joined… but then, on my first day, an incident happened, and that’s how I met you, Jaeheon.”  

So what the administration offered Yoo Daon was safety. What they offered me was money.  

She scratched her cheek and looked at me with a smile.  

“I have a question.”  

“Am I of any help to you, Jaeheon?”  

Now, I think I finally understood.  

Why Yoo Daon always threw her life away like it was nothing.  

Why she paid no mind to pain.  

Because that was all she knew how to do.  

And it was the only way she could be acknowledged.

He looks up at her head.

[Name: Yoo Daon]  

[Age: 23]  

[Specialty: Immortality]  

[Ability: Regeneration (Undecided)]  

[Background: Having rejected death, she has gone through too many experiences in a short period. However, after meeting countless people who used her just because she cannot die, she is determined to risk her life again.]  


[Weakness: -]

At times like this, eyes aren’t very useful.

Is it really right to say that she is useful here? She’s not an object.

“…I’m always indebted to you.”

I couldn’t tell if she was satisfied, but she softly smiled.

“…Shall we go now?”

“I’ll escort you.”

“Really? I’m always so thankful to you, Jaeheon.”

At my words, Yoo Daon smiled and nodded.

We left the bar and walked silently along the street.

“This should be far enough.”

At the deserted intersection, she smiled and looked at me.

“Are you sure you don’t need me to go further?”

“I’m fine! Honestly, no one in the HR team is in any danger walking alone.”

She laughed, humming as she continued walking.

With a perfect stride, she turned around and waved at me before disappearing from sight.

The next day, Yoo Daon didn’t show up for work.

“Even if it’s her, skipping work without notice is a bit too much.”

Song Arin clicked her tongue as she looked at the empty seat where Yoo Daon usually sat.

“It can happen. I’ll handle it as a leave day. Give her a call, see if she’s sick.”

The team leader waved his hand dismissively, tapping away at his computer as he turned on the radio. The news started to play.

‘In other news, a gas explosion at an apartment in the Gangseo area has caused the complete destruction of a residential neighborhood. While there are no reported casualties, a 23-year-old woman, Ms. Yoo, has been reported missing…’

The address was broadcast on the radio. An apartment near the Bureau.

All four of us turned to the radio at the same time.

Before I knew it, I stood up from my seat.

“I’m going out for a bit.”

Before the other three could respond, I was already out of my seat, running out the door.

The Bureau assigns housing near its vicinity, and Yoo Daon’s apartment is no exception.

I ran until I was out of breath.

When her apartment came into view, I ran straight toward it.

The fire seemed to be completely out; there was no smoke, and there were no fire trucks or police cars around.

There were only a few men in suits nearby.

As I approached, one of them started walking towards me.

A young man in a neatly pressed suit, wearing sunglasses.

“Restricted access.”

“Move.”

“Can’t you hear me? This area is off-limits.”

“I’m from HR.”

I pulled out the manual and showed it to the man. 

After glancing at it, he snorted.

“Seriously, what’s someone from HR going to do here?”

“One of our team members…”

“This is something we’ll handle. Stay out of it!”

The man shoved me as if to intimidate me.

“I don’t have time for this…”

“You’ve arrived.”

A familiar voice came from behind me.

I turned to see a man with a crew cut and sunglasses, someone I was now accustomed to seeing, looking at me.

“Good afternoon!”

The man who had pushed me hurriedly bowed, and the crew-cut man casually waved his hand and looked at me.

“One of our team members…”

“I’m aware.”

“I need to go.”

“Very well. Go ahead.”

The man next to him looked shocked and stared at him in disbelief.

“That person’s just from HR!”

“Yes, from HR. But I guarantee they’re far more capable than you.”

The man clenched his lips as if his pride was hurt, but said nothing.

“I’ll follow after. The Bureau will send people, but it’ll take some time to prepare. We don’t want to lose someone with immortality and regenerative abilities.”

He paused for a moment.

“You have the orb, right?”

“I do.”

“Then go.”

As soon as he finished speaking, a van slid smoothly into view.

The window rolled down, revealing a familiar face.

“Get in!”

“Team leader?”

It was the team leader.

In the back, Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon were sitting cosily together.

The man with the sunglasses gave a slight nod to the team leader, and the team leader nodded back in greeting.

“Did you receive the information?”

“I did.”

“Please drive along the safest route.”

“Of course.”

After the conversation, the man looks at me.

With a rattling sound, the door opens, and without time to hesitate, I get into the back of the van.

“I’ll say it again, just buy us some time.”

“It wouldn’t matter if I went ahead and rescued them, right?”

The man laughs as if he’s amused.

“Since you’re saying that, it seems possible. Off you go, then.”

As he waves his hand, the team leader steps on the gas and starts the vehicle.

Inside the car, which roars with a loud noise, Song Arin pulls out a gun from the back with a familiar expression.

“Here.”

She hands me the gun.

“You don’t need a big gun anyway, right?”

After handing me the pistol I always use, she looks at Jang Chaeyeon, who shakes her head.

“I don’t need it.”

“I wasn’t planning to give it to you.”

I look at the team leader, who’s driving.

Sensing my gaze, the team leader looks at me through the rear view mirror.

“Yes? Why?”

“…How did you know?”

At my question, which holds multiple meanings, the team leader sighs and answers.

“Hey, I’ve been with the Bureau for over 20 years. Whether I like it or not, people gain experience.”

The van weaves expertly through the alleyways with fantastic movements.

Will this be okay?

As I sink into my thoughts, someone taps me on the shoulder.

“…It’ll be fine.”

It was Jang Chaeyeon.

“I’ll help.”

“…Thank you.”

“Ugh! You’re always trying to flirt when there’s an opening, aren’t you, grey hair!”

Song Arin cuts in with an annoyed tone, slapping me hard on the back with her palm.

“Hey! It’s not like this is the first time for either me or grey hair.” 

“Thanks for the encouragement.”

“It’s not encouragement. You just looked too stiff, so I gave you some advice.”

After passing the zigzagging path, a huge hospital appears in front of us.

When did this place get here? 

I’ve never seen it before.

As I stare blankly at the hospital, Song Arin taps me on the shoulder and speaks bluntly.

“Aren’t you going?”

“I’m going.”

As I open the back door, the team leader speaks confidently.

“They’ve probably noticed.”

“Team Leader—”

“I’d just be a hindrance if I went. I might even cause a problem.”

The team leader waves at me.

“You’re second only to me in power here, so go and do your best.”

“…I’ll be back.”

“I’ll be waiting here. I won’t leave until you return, so if you want to save me, hurry back.”

I give a nod and step out of the car.

As always, Jang Chaeyeon stands empty-handed, and then—

“…What.”

With a shotgun on her back and pistols at her waist, there’s Song Arin.

“Nothing.”

I shake my head and look at the hospital.

A creepy-looking hospital, and next to it is a sign with the Bureau’s mark.

[WARNING!]

[This is your last chance to turn back. Please turn around immediately.]

I take a step forward. 

Another sign with the Bureau’s mark comes into view.

[From this point, turning back is impossible. Proceed at a steady pace. Do not turn back under any circumstances.]

Soon, the hospital entrance appears.

A worn-out sign comes into view.

[Welcome to Gangseo University Hospital. Doctors and nurses who will meet your satisfaction are waiting here, fully prepared to assist you.]

A manual automatically opens.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Gangseo University Hospital Manual]

[0. First, we regret your misfortune in arriving here. If you came on your own, we applaud your bravery and wish you luck in safely retrieving the person you’re looking for.]

[0-1. Gangseo University Hospital is divided into Wings A, B, and C. Wing A is for patient rooms, Wing B is for practice rooms, and Wing C is the morgue.]

[0-2. The probability of escape increases in the order of B -> A -> C, so we will begin by explaining Wing B. If you’re looking for someone, please refer to the section on Wing A.]

I don’t need this.

I quickly turn to the section on Wing A.


[2-1. Entering Wing A means you’re here to find someone.]

[2-2. First, make sure to let the doctors and nurses know you’re here for a visit. Under no circumstances should they realize you are with the Bureau. If they do, refer to Section T for suicide methods.]

So, Wing A it is.

I grip my gun and look at the eerie hospital.

It’s time to go.



 
  
    Chapter 50 : Over Another Mountain


We look at the strange hospital in front of us.

The sign saying “Building A” was half peeled off, with black paint smeared across the white wall.

“Everyone, take out your manuals.”

“I already did.”

Song Arin sighed as she held the manual and looked at the door.

The half-shattered automatic door was left open, as if someone had forced it open.

“I never thought I’d live to go rescue people in a ‘hospital.’ I really didn’t think I’d be doing this.”

“Have either of you been here before?”

At my question, both Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin shook their heads.

“The quarantine team doesn’t come here.”

“I don’t come here either. To put it simply… this is where the response team steps in.”

“Response team?”

Was there such a thing as a response team?

“To put it simply, they deal with places like ‘hospitals’ and ‘theatres’.”

Song Arin continued as she checked the chamber of her pistol.

“Usually, people who have grudges with those organizations go. So, the atmosphere is always hostile.”

“Oh. So we might run into the response team if we’re lucky?”

“Keep dreaming. The Gangseo University Hospital team was pulled out by the Management Bureau a long time ago. The manual has already been completed.”

No wonder there were so many footnotes attached to the end.

I opened the manual in front of the broken automatic door.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Gangseo University Hospital Manual]

[Do not use force directly under any circumstances.]

!!!

[2.2 – There will be a broken automatic door in front of you. Force is a last resort. Even if you possess the combat skills of a branch manager, remember that an individual is powerless in the face of the imbalance of groups and information.]

[2.3 – When you enter the door, you will be greeted by receptionists who have undergone sufficient transformation. You must say that you are here for a visit. Do not, under any circumstances, say the name of the person you are looking for. You must mention the name of someone who would never be here. After that, take the stairs to the third floor. If you hear voices urging you to go to the second floor, or experience hallucinations, please resort to self-harm. If you enter the second floor, be mindful that the Management Bureau will not be able to retrieve your corpse.]

A name that wouldn’t be here, huh.

A person immediately came to mind.

“Are you ready?”

Both nodded, and I led the way inside.

A flickering incandescent light dimly illuminated the half-destroyed reception desk, where someone in receptionist clothes was standing.

Their face was inverted.

Where their eyes should be, there were lips, and where lips should be, there were eyes.

“What brings you here?”

A voice, filled with kindness, came out — a woman’s voice.

“Oh, I’m here for a visit.”

“Ah~ a visit. May I ask which patient?”

“Patient Kim Wanwoo.”

I mentioned the name of a returner I had only met twice, but who had left a strong impression on my mind.

No particular reason, but it just felt like the right thing to do.

“Patient Kim Wanwoo, let’s see. Oh dear. It seems he’s not on the list… We’ve had some trouble managing the names lately…”

The receptionist smiled apologetically and pointed down the hallway to the right.

“He’s probably on the third floor! If you ask the nurse there, she’ll guide you! I’m so sorry!”

“It’s fine.”

We walked down the right hallway.

Soon, an elevator and stairs appeared before us.

It had to be the stairs.

Grasping the butane gas canister in my pocket, I cautiously placed my foot on the stairs.

Immediately, a throbbing pain shot through my temples.

“Ms. Song Arin.”

“Oh.”

“Can you put Chaeyeon and yourself into a brief state of mental hypnosis and just follow me?”

“I can’t believe I’m being calmly asked to hypnotize people now…”

“You can do it, right?”

“When I wake you up, expect a forehead flick.”

After grumbling for a moment, Song Arin took my hand and then grabbed Jang Chaeyeon’s hand with the other.

Soon, both of their expressions became void of emotion.

He quickly waved his hand in front of Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes.

After confirming that neither of them reacted, he climbed the stairs.

The throbbing in his head worsened, but it was nothing compared to the pain he experienced through the turntable.

Passing the sign that read “2nd Floor: Radiation Room,” he headed toward the third floor.

“3rd Floor: Patient Waiting Room”

He stepped out of the stairwell and flicked his index finger against the foreheads of Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon.

As if on cue, the two of them woke up and opened the manual again.

[2-4. If you arrive at the patient waiting room on the third floor, the first thing you must do is check how many nurses are around.]

He quickly scanned the surroundings.

There were three nurses in total.

[If there is one nurse, the situation is safe. If there are two nurses, you should be cautious. If there are three nurses, it is dangerous. If there are four nurses, leave the area immediately.]

Three nurses. How unlucky.

[2-5. The more nurses there are, the stricter the security will be, and the more likely the doctors will be difficult later. Approach a nurse and say, “I heard on the first floor that the patient registry has been mixed up.” The nurses will then head down to the first floor. However, the more nurses there are, the faster they will return from the first floor, so you must pass through the third floor quickly in the meantime.]

[2-6. Once the nurses have gone downstairs, run across the hallway. You may hear cries for help from the patient rooms at times, but you cannot intervene. The hallway is longer than it appears. Beware of the darkness, and if the shadows grab you, use all your strength to pull free.]

[2-7. Once you exit to the connecting corridor, you will be safe.]

After reading through the manual, he looked at the two of them.

“Please.”

“You can trust me.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded in response to his words, and as soon as she did, she headed toward the nurses.

“Excuse me.”

A nurse turned to look at him.

Where a face should have been, there was nothing.


With a stiff posture, the nurse turned her body toward the three of them, and he spoke as the manual instructed.

“I heard on the first floor that the patient registry has been mixed up.”

The three nurses glanced at each other before quickly running toward the stairs.

He looked down the hallway.

It seemed shorter than expected. 

It looked like a distance of about 300 meters, but it was probably longer than it appeared.

“Let’s run.”

After confirming that the nurses had all disappeared into the stairwell, they began running swiftly down the hallway.

Numerous hospital rooms flew past them, and banging noises echoed from behind the doors.

“Help me!”

“Aaah! My arm!”

“It hurts… it hurts!”

“…Jaeheon.”

His legs momentarily stopped at the last voice he heard, but Jang Chaeyeon immediately pushed his back, her calm voice continuing.

“Don’t believe it.”

“…I know!”

With renewed strength in his legs, he began running again.

The hallway was long.

It felt like they had already run 200 meters, yet it seemed they hadn’t even covered one-third of the distance.

“They’re coming!”

Song Arin shouted in panic as she glanced behind her, and he too looked back at her words.

The nurses were sprinting toward them like mad.

Faster than any track athlete. 

At this rate, they were bound to be caught.

Jang Chaeyeon frantically waved her hand behind her, and cabinets or hospital beds piled up, blocking the way.

Bang!

Of course, it only bought us a few seconds at most.

“Agh!”

Song Arin occasionally hypnotized them to stop them, and Jang Chaeyeon blocked the path by toppling objects.

Soon, the ceiling lights flickered, and shadows began to sway.

I could tear through the shadows… if it were me.

[Coordinate Tearing: 3 uses remaining]

“Chaeyeon!”

At my words, she immediately turned her gaze in the direction I was looking, and at the same time, the world started to morph into a grid.

I designated every part visible between the shadows with my eyes. There were about 17 threatening entities.

“Catch them!”

“…!”

At my command, Jang Chaeyeon reached out her hand and clenched her fist, causing the shadows to burst apart as the light returned to full brightness.

Before we knew it, the connecting corridor was right in front of us. 

I pushed the two inside and jumped, rolling across the floor.

“Ugh!” 

“Aaaah!”

“…!”

After a brief commotion, I quickly turned my head to look back, and the nurses stood just a few steps away, staring at us.

After a moment of standoff, they turned and walked away.

I let out a sigh of relief and took a moment to catch my breath.

Song Arin was panting slightly, and Jang Chaeyeon’s face had gone pale as she struggled to breathe.

“…”

“Are you okay?”

Jang Chaeyeon could only nod weakly, unable to speak, so I patted her back and opened the manual.

[2-8. Upon arriving at the connecting corridor, remember that you will now face rational beings. The doctor that appears will vary depending on the number of nurses you saw on the 3rd floor.]

As Jang Chaeyeon’s breathing calmed down a bit, I comforted her and resumed walking.

[Given that you don’t have much time, it’s recommended to read the manual while walking.]

[If there was one nurse, proceed to section 2-9 ‘Surgeon’; if there were two, proceed to section 2-10 ‘Neurologist’; if there were three, proceed to section 2-11 ‘Orthopaedic Surgeon’.]

[2-11. The Orthopaedic Surgeon is extremely violent, and their actions are highly unpredictable.]

[Physical restraint is not recommended.]

[The Orthopaedic Surgeon appears physically incapable of a fight, but keep in mind that if a physical altercation does occur, it will not be easily resolved.]

[However, his mind is filled solely with thoughts of research and experimentation, making rational conversation more difficult compared to the other doctors.]

[When encountering him, the most important thing is not to provide information about the person you’re looking for.]

[Deceive him and hope you find what you’re searching for.]

Soon, a clearly written sign appeared in front of us.

[Welcome to Ward A, 3rd floor.]

The hallway was completely empty.

It was neatly arranged, no different from a normal hospital, and if someone took a picture, it would be believable as just another hospital.

Except for one thing.

“…”

“We have a guest! What brings you here?”

A cheerful voice greeted us as a figure appeared in front of the three of us.

His face couldn’t be seen.

No, he had the shape of a human, but from head to toe, his entire body was made of shadow.


Only where his teeth should have been was there a bare, toothless gum.

“Fracture? Or perhaps an amputation? Maybe…”

He smiled as he looked at us.

“Are you searching for someone?”

It didn’t seem like this would go smoothly.



 
  
    Chapter 51 : Selection


No matter how much I think about it, I’ve seen far too many non-human things since the “Holy Body” incident.

Now, even if there’s only smoke where a person’s face should be, I no longer faint in shock. I just say, “Oh, that startled me,” and move on.

I look at the person standing before me.

[Name: Orthopedic Surgeon]  

[Age: 42]  

[Trait: General Body Reconstruction]  

[Skill: Surgical Operation]  

[Background: He worked at a ‘hospital’ and failed to save the one he loved due to a certain incident. He promised to dedicate everything to save her and committed numerous atrocities with his own hands. In the end, he could not save the one he loved, but succeeded in turning himself into an even more grotesque being.]  

[Weakness: Touch upon his shame and disgrace. If you’re lucky, you might stir the last vestige of his humanity.]

Humanity.

It seems difficult. You mentioned that a rational conversation with him is relatively impossible, right?

Maybe I should try staying silent.

“Who have you come to see? The last patient I worked on had their ribs and shin bones switched around, and they didn’t seem to mind it.”

“Ah, you’re not responding, so I assume you’re not here for that patient! Then… let’s see… Hmm… A few weeks ago, I also attached sickles to someone’s arms. Could it be that person?”

“…I don’t think so.”

“Oh, then… someone from the Bureau came by recently.”

Where I assumed his eyes should be, he stared at me.

For a moment, Yoo Daon’s face flashed in my mind.

Stay calm.

“…The Bureau? What’s that?”

I tried to maintain a look of ignorance as I stared at him.

“It exists. They’re the ones who keep pestering us.”

He spoke as though he was genuinely tired, rummaging through charts with patients’ names written on them.

“So, if it’s not that patient, who exactly are you here to see?”

What should I say?

“…I was told to go upstairs because there was an issue with the list on the first floor.”

“This damned Gangseo University Hospital. No matter how many times I tell them, they never fix anything. As punishment, I even swapped the receptionist’s face. Maybe I’ll have to do it again next time.”

He sighed and slammed the chart shut with a loud thud.

“Honestly, it’s a hassle. Find the patient yourself.”

Then, as he passed by me, he started spewing rapid instructions at a nurse.

“Yeah, that one. No, not the Bureau’s guy! The one who just returned today. Even when he’s in pain, his body doesn’t even twitch, and no matter how many times I try to kill him, he keeps coming back to life, making surgery really easy. We’re only allowed to operate on him once. He’s being sent to the Center.”

Without realizing it, my eyes followed the doctor.

Without acknowledging my gaze, the doctor continued walking down the hallway.

I open the manual.

[2-12. Don’t be too disheartened if the doctor passes by without giving you information about the patient. You still have a chance.]  

[Do not chase after him. A nurse will likely remain.]

I looked around and saw a nurse standing, presenting her empty face to us.

Naturally, her information popped up in my mind.

[Name: Kim Siyeon]  

[Age: 28]  

[Trait: Nursing]  

[Skill: None]  

[Background: She was merely walking down the street when she found herself in this hospital. Was it really her fault? Even when she screamed for death a thousand times, no one seemed to care.]  

[Weakness: Those bound to the ‘hospital’ generally have a high pain tolerance. However, they remember pain more than anyone else.]

A bitter taste filled my mouth.

I continued to glance sideways at the manual.

[When you look at the nurse, say, ‘I heard the nurse call system broke down at the Gangbuk hospital.’]  

[Upon hearing this, the nurse will leave for a moment. The timing will vary depending on the doctor’s personality, but for someone like the orthopedic surgeon, who is short-tempered, the nurse will leave faster than usual. That brief moment is your chance to find the person you’re looking for.]  

[You can search any of the rooms during that time but do not open the black door. Behind that door are patients for whom it’s far too late.]

“Excuse me, I heard the nurse call system broke down at Gangbuk Hospital.”

As soon as I said it, the nurse exaggeratedly posed before scurrying down the connecting hallway.

“Let’s start searching.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

“Should we split up?”

Song Arin looked at me while holding a shotgun.

“It might be a little dangerous, but time is short, so we should split up. When you find them…”

“I’ll shout.”

“But wouldn’t that be dangerous?”

“The manual didn’t say not to shout.”

Jang Chaeyeon confidently replied and started walking down the left corridor.

“…Then I’ll shout too.”

“Sure. By the way, Song Arin.”

“Hm?”

Song Arin tilted her head and looked at me.

“Why hasn’t the Bureau wiped out this ‘hospital’ yet?”

Wouldn’t it have been the right decision to destroy it first?

“The ‘hospital’ is a phenomenon.”

“A phenomenon?”

“Even if the Bureau were to destroy this place by every physical means, the ‘hospital’ wouldn’t disappear. It would just infest a new location, causing an even bigger disaster.”

“…That’s…”

“We didn’t want to know either.”

Song Arin looked at me with a pained expression.

“Unfortunately, this is all we can do right now. Set up signs, write down escape methods, and hope that more people manage to get out.”

“…Let’s go. One day, there will come a time when we can destroy this hospital for good.”

Song Arin often wore a pained expression when it came to matters involving people.

“Lead the way.”

“Okay.”

With quick steps, Song Arin headed down the right corridor.

Now then…


I looked down the central corridor.

The clean hallway bore no traces of blood or groaning sounds.

Time was running out.

I opened the nearest door.

“…Ugh…”

A man was groaning, his face smashed.

[Name: Park Suhan]  

[Age: 62]  

[Trait: None]  

[Skill: None]  

[Background: He has been in the hospital for a long time and is dying.]  

[Weakness: Wait.]

I slowly closed the door.

This place is insane. I couldn’t understand what they were doing here, nor could I fathom the pain of the people trapped in this place.

I opened the next door.

Once again, a person is on the brink of death.

I closed the door slowly.

The third, and fourth, all were dead ends.

“…Damn.”

Time was passing, and I still hadn’t found the person.

There was no shouting from the hallway either.

By the time I opened the sixth door and moved on to the seventh…

There was a gaunt man, his lower body covered by a blanket, holding a gun to his forehead.

“…Dangerous…”

He lowered his gun and looked at me, then his eyes fell on my manual.

“…The Bureau?”

“You know of it?”

“…It seems you’re not here as part of a rescue team. I thought someone else had been captured, so I was on edge.”

He sighed.

“You’re quite brave. It’s not easy to come here voluntarily.”

“I’ll escort you out.”

“That’s probably impossible.”

He smirked bitterly and pulled back the blanket covering his lower body.

There was nothing there.

“…Even if we take you—”

“It’s too late.”

He shook his head resolutely and laid back on the bed.

“I’ve undergone surgery by that orthopedic surgeon. He even removed my organs. It’s virtually impossible for me to survive now.”

“…But still—”

“It’s fine. I’m satisfied. I managed to get my daughter out.”

He smiled and nodded.

“You must be looking for someone too, right? Someone very important.”

“Yes.”

“Otherwise, you wouldn’t have come this far, even with the manual warning you to be cautious around the orthopedic surgeon.”

He looked out the door.

“Recently, there was talk of an experiment subject that wouldn’t die, and it caused quite a stir within the hospital. You’re looking for that person, right?”

“That’s right.”

“I heard they were moved to the intensive care unit, but if I recall correctly, the manual says not to go there…”

“…But what if I have to go?”

“Then you have to go.”

His eyes bore into me.

“Don’t forget, you are the user of the manual. The manual shouldn’t dictate your actions.”

“It’ll be fine. Everything will work out.”

“…I—”

“Taking me to the intensive care unit would be worse than suicide. It would mean living a life more horrific than death.”

He shook his head slowly.

“Go.”

“I’ll come back for you. The Gangseo branch is supposed to be coming.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

He nodded with a smile.

“Time is short. You still need to check the rooms.”

He was right. No one had shouted, and there was still no sign of Yoo Daon.

I stood up, and he looked at me.

“Your name?”

“Kim Jaeheon.”

“Alright. I have one favor to ask of you, Kim Jaeheon, from the Bureau.”

“Please go ahead.”

“Take care of my daughter, Yeeun

. Even if she’s sent to the Bureau’s orphanage, I’m curious about her.”

He smiled faintly.

“Don’t feel too bad about it.”

“…I—”

“It’s okay.”

He fiddled with the gun as he looked at me.

“Could you leave? I don’t think this will be a pleasant sight.”

“…I’ll take good care of Yeeun.”

“Why ask such a thing? Just check on her once.”

I stepped outside and closed the door, doing my best to keep the noise down as I leaned my back against the door to block out the sound. That was the least I could do.

Bang!

After a single gunshot, there was silence.

I have to move on.

The next door.

Nothing.

The next door.

Still nothing.

“…Damn.”

Do I really have to go to the intensive care unit?

The sound of footsteps echoed in the hallway, and Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin began gathering toward me.

“…Nothing.”

“Nothing here either. This is driving me crazy.”

“Same here.”

A nurse appeared and pointed behind her as if telling us to leave.

I opened the manual.

[2-13. If the nurse gestures, leave immediately. While walking out, you will see numerous paths, but only follow the one marked ‘Exit.’ If you stray, you will end up in the intensive care unit, and the Bureau will do its best to recover your body.]

[Once you leave through the exit, wait for the Bureau’s rescue team.]

We walked toward the direction the nurse pointed.

“Hey, are we really leaving like this?”

“…”

Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon both stared at me with worried expressions as I continued walking.

“Hey! If we leave like this, we’re just walking out! This is the exit!”

“…Is this the right decision?”

Both of them were full of concern as they looked at me.

I opened the manual again.

[2-13. If the nurse gestures, leave immediately. While walking out, you will see numerous paths, but only follow the one marked ‘Exit.’ If you stray, you will end up in the intensive care unit, and the Bureau will do its best to recover your body.]

“Tell me how to get to the intensive care unit.”

I read from the manual.

[2-13. If the nurse gestures, leave immediately. While walking out, you will see numerous paths, but only follow the one marked ‘Exit.’ If you stray, you will end up in the intensive care unit, and the Bureau will do its best to recover your body.]

The manual didn’t change.

Ahead of me, there was a path marked ‘Exit.’ If I kept going straight, I would reach the exit, but there was an unmarked path to the right.

I took a step down the right path and opened the manual again.

I am the user of the manual.

“Kim Jaeheon of the Bureau’s Human Resources Department requests access to the intensive care unit manual.”

The book opened as if blown by the wind, and new text appeared on the pages.

[Request denied.]

“I request again. Kim Jaeheon of the Bureau’s Human Resources Department requests access to the intensive care unit manual.”

I took a step down the right corridor.

Soon, new words began to appear in the manual.

[Temporary access granted through ???. Opening the file.]

[2-20. Intensive Care Unit Records – This information is highly restricted and may be inaccurate.]

“That’s none of your concern.”

I turned to look at the two.

“…Can you trust me with your lives?”

“No.”

Song Arin shook her head.

“Why would I trust you with my life?”

Then, she stepped forward onto the right path.

“I’m not trusting my life to you. I’m trusting your ability.”


Jang Chaeyeon also stepped onto the right path, smiling softly.

“…If we’re going, I’ll save you. So, you save me when I’m in danger.”

“Understood.”

I took the lead, and the two followed me.

The path to the intensive care unit was pitch black.



 
  
    Chapter 52 : Intensive Care Unit


I remember getting lost inside an aquarium with my younger sibling when I was little.

I frantically tried to comfort my crying sibling as we wandered through the maze-like paths under the dim lights, and eventually, we managed to find our parents.

I vaguely recall passing by the section with deep-sea creatures back then.

It’s just as dark here as it was then.

“Please keep an eye on your surroundings. Let me know if you see anything.”

Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin nodded at my words and began scanning the area.

Once I confirmed that they were watching our backs, I quickly opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[2-20. The intensive care unit is a place where only two people have ever survived, and escape routes through this area have been abandoned.]

I ignored that and looked further down the page.

[2-15. The intensive care unit is the last resort if you fail to rescue the patient in earlier stages or miss the correct exit. The entities residing here are extremely dangerous, and even branch managers who come here alone face a very high death rate due to the room’s unpredictability.]

[There are four main entities you must be cautious of in this area.]

[1. Nurse]  

[2. Jellyfish]  

[3. Patient]  

[4. Doctor]

I can understand numbers 1, 3, and 4, but what’s with the jellyfish?

As I questioned it, Jang Chaeyeon tugged on my sleeve and pointed upward.

It looked like the night sky.

No, to be precise, it was an endless black ceiling.

Above us, countless jellyfish floated through the air, emitting a dim blue glow.

Soon, information began to appear in my vision.

[Name: Light]  

[Age: Generated three weeks ago]  

[Trait: Luminescence]  

[Skill: Luminescence]  

[Background: After a long experiment, the deceased has become a starlight that now wanders the hospital, unable to find peace.]  

[Weakness: None]

It was utterly horrifying.

I learned something I didn’t need to know.

I turned my attention back to the manual. I was already somewhat familiar with the nurse and doctor, so I focused on the jellyfish.

[Jellyfish: These jellyfish adorn the endless sky of the intensive care unit. If you stare at them for too long, you will experience severe mental disorientation. It is recommended not to look at them unless you have an exceptionally high mental resistance.]

I quickly covered Jang Chaeyeon’s eyes with my hand.

“?”

With her eyes covered, she tilted her head in confusion while I turned the pages of the manual with one hand.

[2-16. While wandering this area, you may begin to think it’s not as dangerous as you expected. However, never forget that while the number of threats here may seem small, each one in the intensive care unit is immense enough to make you wish for death.]

[First, if you have a gun, always be prepared to use it. The barrel should be aimed at your temple. If you pull the trigger calmly, you will almost certainly die.]

[If you are unable to perform this act due to the loss of your arms or other reasons, refer to [T-Suicide Methods].]

[Once you’ve thoroughly understood this, move forward. You will see a large operating room. You must enter to pass through this area. Never run. After opening the door, no matter what noise you hear, do not turn around.]

I tapped both of them on the shoulder and gestured toward the operating room.

We continued walking as I kept reading the manual.

[After passing through the operating room, you will encounter a doctor wearing a white coat and a green surgical mask. He is one of the few entities here that is both communicative and relatively friendly, so try to gather as much information as possible. Do not lie to him.]

[Remember, the reason for the low survival rate in the intensive care unit is its high variability. Be mindful of every situation and remain cautious.]

You really don’t need to repeat that.

Soon, the operating room came into view.

The steel door to the room shone with a dark blue hue, looking like something no one would want to enter, but I didn’t have a choice.

I reached for the door, and with no sound at all, it opened, letting in a rush of cold air.

“…Don’t look back, no matter what.”

Both of them nodded at my words, and the three of us slowly began walking inside.

The chill seeped into our bones, as if we’d walked into a freezer.

As we moved forward, we began to hear sounds behind us.

*Ssss… Ssss…*

It was the sound of something heavy being dragged.

Song Arin reached out and grabbed my sleeve.

In contrast, Jang Chaeyeon remained calm, matching her steps with mine.

You’d think she was just taking a stroll by the look on her face.

*Ssss… Ssss…*

I started to understand why we were told not to run.

The sound was getting closer.

At first, it came from the door, but now it was only a few steps behind us.

Song Arin’s fingers trembled as she clutched my sleeve.

Jang Chaeyeon, on the other hand, kept walking with the same calm expression.

*Ssss… Ssss…*

“Haa… Haa…”

Whatever was dragging itself behind us was now breathing heavily.

The most terrifying part was that, based on the fact that my head didn’t hurt at all, I could deduce that this was reality.

How much longer did we walk before I finally saw the exit ahead?

*Huu… Huuuu…*

The sound continued from behind.

Song Arin was gripping my sleeve so tightly her fingers had turned white.

As we slowly reached for the door to open it,

*Thud.*

Something warm and wet fell between my hand and Song Arin’s.

“Hee—”

Before she could scream, I grabbed her wrist tightly, and, realizing what I had done, she clamped her other hand over her mouth.

I opened the door and we stepped outside.

Even in the dim lighting, Song Arin collapsed to the floor.

“Hah… Hah…”

“Are you alright?”


“Do I look alright?”

“I see. How about you, Chaeyeon?”

“I’m fine.”

“Really?”

“Not scared at all.”

Jang Chaeyeon glanced at Song Arin as she said this.

“That idiot with white hair…!”

Song Arin glared at her with a slightly amused tone.

The fact that they were still bickering meant they had energy left.

Whatever had been chasing us… I didn’t want to encounter it again.

The next thing we were supposed to face was someone wearing a white coat and a green surgical mask, right?

I scanned the area, and it wasn’t hard to spot him.

There was only one other person here besides the three of us.

A man in a white coat and green mask.

What was strange was that, unlike everyone else we’d seen so far, his body appeared completely human.

“…Oh.”

Upon seeing us, he widened his eyes slightly and walked toward me.

“It’s been a while since someone’s come to the intensive care unit. Last time, it was a man.”

I had a feeling I knew who he was talking about.

“…We’re here to find someone too.”

“Oh? You must be very devoted if you’ve come all the way here.”

He narrowed his eyes.

“If you don’t mind, could you tell me who it is? A name or appearance would do, but having both would be even better.”

I hesitated for a moment.

We’ve come this far. Somehow, we’ll find Yoo Daon and get out of here.

I took a deep breath.

“Her name is Yoo Daon. She has long black hair…”

“Long black hair?”

“…And a beautiful smile.”

I couldn’t think of any other way to describe Yoo Daon, so I ended up mumbling that.

“Hmm. Long black hair and a beautiful smile… and the name Yoo Daon…”

The man pulled a chart from his coat and flipped through the pages.

“Ah, there she is. Yoo Daon.”

“Is she really here?”

He smiled gently and closed the chart.

“She seems to be an important patient, given the star next to her name… but since the three of you came, I’ll have no choice but to tell you.”

“Thank you.”

I bowed my head in thanks as calmly as I could, and he laughed and waved his hand dismissively.

“It’s fine. However, the path ahead is… rather long and treacherous.”

“I’m prepared.”

“Then I won’t stop you. Please, look behind me.”

He turned and pointed into the pitch-black darkness.

“Go through there to the room at the very end. There’s only one room, so you won’t have trouble finding it.”

“…Thank you.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s all part of the treatment.”

He smiled softly, then passed us and headed into the operating room.

I opened the manual.

[If he’s given you directions, follow them exactly. Do not take any other path. You don’t know what he’ll do if he gets angry.]

[There is no consistent description of the path to the patient’s room. From here, it’s up to your judgment, ability, and improvisation.]

“So, that’s the plan.”

“We’re really going, aren’t we?”

“…Yes.”

The two nodded in agreement.

Alright.

I took a step into the darkness.

*Whoosh!*

With the sound of a candle being blown out, everything behind us disappeared.

Before us was a single,

 pitch-black door.

*Thud.*

The door opened, and a figure stepped out.

It wasn’t human.

Where its head should have been, a jellyfish floated and swayed, and the body moved like a puppet, following the jellyfish’s motions.

*Shhh…*

The manual unfolded.

[Manual for Office Workers]


[Patient: One of the most dangerous entities in the hospital, possessing both intelligence and brute strength. Once caught, they will tear apart the captured area with terrifying force, so be extremely cautious.]

It looked dangerous, but… if it’s just one—

*Shh…*

The hallway stretched out in front of us.

An endless corridor appeared, with every door painted pitch black.



 
  
    Chapter 53 : Yoo Daon


Do jellyfish have eyes? Since I come from a humanities background, I don’t know such things well. But since they don’t have eyeballs, wouldn’t they be unable to see?

“It’s coming this way…!”

Song Arin whispered as she lightly tapped my arm.

I couldn’t tell if it actually had eyes or not, but it was slowly approaching in our direction.

Even if we tried to run, where could we go?

“Song Arin, do you think hypnosis would work?”

“I’ve been trying since earlier. It works, but… it’s like trying to drink the ocean with a paper straw… It’s too faint.”

Song Arin quietly answered, her brows furrowed deeply.

“I’m ready.”

Hearing that, Jang Chaeyeon calmly raised her hand and whispered.

“Wait.”

We need to assess the situation. What if it’s the kind of enemy that explodes upon being startled?

Moreover, the manual specifically mentioned avoiding physical confrontations, and that keeps weighing on my mind.

I turned my gaze toward the patient.

[Name: Budding Flower]

[Age: Created two weeks ago]

[Attribute: Variable]

[Gift: None]

[Background: Where are the limits of medicine? Until now, it has been common knowledge that medicine can reach the mind. Here lie the sacrifices for those who challenge that belief.]

[Weakness: You must crush the head. However, you’ll have to deal with the aftermath yourself.]

This is deeply unsettling.

I opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[2-17. As you walk, you may encounter a long corridor. From this point on, your fate depends entirely on your personal luck.]

What a useless entry.

In the end, it seems this is entirely up to my judgment.

“Let’s try to avoid it.”

The other two nodded at my words.

“How?”

“However we can. If it comes to it, Chaeyeon will… crush its head.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded slowly.

I looked at the patient—or rather, the Budding Flower—again.

Standing in the middle of the narrow hallway, it seemed difficult to pass by it easily.

“Let’s stick to the wall.”

In the end, the three of us had to move stealthily along the wall, like in a stealth game.

We began walking, pressed against the wall, in stifling silence and darkness.

Looking up at the ceiling or the sky, the jellyfish were still floating as if they were swimming through the air.

Had they escaped the pain of their bodies only to be trapped in a mental cage? I couldn’t tell.

Thankfully, the three of us managed to pass by without major issues.

Holding our breath, all three of us turned our gazes toward it.

It was still slowly moving, wandering around.

“It doesn’t seem to know.”

“Looks like it.”

“That was easier than I thought.”

Song Arin let out a sigh of relief and started walking ahead.

At that moment,

-Zzt!

A sound came from above our heads.

I quickly looked up.

Two jellyfish collided in the sky, and something like electricity sparked between them.

“…Ah.”

The patient we had just passed, presumably holding its head with its tentacles, began to scream.

“Aaahhh!!!”

Screaming? How?

I didn’t have time to wonder whether jellyfish even had mouths to scream with.

“Chaeyeon!”

“Got it!”

At my words, Jang Chaeyeon immediately extended her hand and clenched her fist.

-Pop!

Its head exploded, and with a flash of blue light, memories flooded into me.

“Hah…!”

I didn’t know this person’s name. But I felt their despair, the pain of their surgeries, and finally, the agony of losing even their source of origin—

Before I knew it, I had fallen to my knees, bowing down.

Amid the torrent of their suffering—

“Krrgh…!”

The pain stopped, and a migraine took its place.

Did my mental barrier activate?

Then what about the others?

I quickly turned to check on the other two.

Both Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin were kneeling as well.

Jang Chaeyeon, drenched in cold sweat, shook her head a few times before standing up.

“…That was nasty.”

“Are you okay?”

She wiped the sweat from her brow and nodded.

“Ah… Ugh…!”

Song Arin’s condition was much worse.

Her face was filled with pain, and she was breathing heavily, almost as if she were suffocating, scratching the floor with her nails.

“Kk… Hrk…!”

“Song Arin.”


I quickly grabbed her by the shoulders.

She shook her head.

“…Stop…!”

She wasn’t making any sense.

What should I do?

I glanced to the side.

[Method:1]

Even if I tried to connect with Chaeyeon, she’d just gone through a shock herself. Would it even work?

Could I use it on myself again?

It hadn’t worked during the Mountain God incident, but maybe it would now. I had no other choice but to try.

Once more, a line emerged from above Song Arin’s head.

The purple line connected to me.

Thankfully, it didn’t bounce back this time and instead pierced my chest.

Without time to ponder, I suddenly felt a chill, as if someone had shoved ice into my head.

“Hnnng… Hrk…”

Song Arin’s voice quieted down.

“…Song Arin.”

“…Here.”

Ah, that’s right. When we’re connected, she talks like this.

I averted my gaze from Jang Chaeyeon, who was staring wide-eyed at us, and checked Song Arin’s condition.

“Are you okay?”

“…Thanks to you.”

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Did you cry?”

“Shut up.”

I waited until Song Arin’s breathing had steadied.

Once she seemed to have regained her composure,

“If you’re feeling better—”

Before I could finish, she grabbed my wrist.

“…Let’s stay like this for a bit longer.”

“…Alright.”

I got up.

We walked in silence, maintaining an odd distance.

Song Arin kept her gaze turned away, walking with some space between us, while Jang Chaeyeon walked beside me with a somewhat uncomfortable expression. And then there was just me.

We passed countless black doors.

“Do you think all the people here are like that?”

“I don’t know.”

Jang Chaeyeon, walking beside me, replied in a calm voice.

“But it wouldn’t hurt to be cautious.”

“They told us not to open them, so we won’t.”

Curiosity? In a place like this, only someone like Yoo Daon, who could survive anything, would dare act out of curiosity.

After what just happened, I had no desire to do anything rash.

This is what they meant by high variability.

We continued walking down the endless corridor, relying on the soft glow of the jellyfish.

“So, what will you do once you find the person with black hair?”

“What else? We’ll escape.”

“Have you found an exit?”

“I’m looking for one now.”

I could feel Song Arin’s sharp gaze, but I ignored it and opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[2-18. From the moment you enter the intensive care unit, escape through Wing B is impossible. You must escape through the mortuary in Wing C, but be warned, this process is likely to be extremely painful.]

[Once you’ve found the person you’re looking for, run as soon as you step outside. Naturally, the “hospital” will not take kindly to their patients disappearing.]

[If you see a cliff outside the door, immediately take your own life. Killing the person you saved at that point will be the greatest mercy you can offer.]

[If, by luck, you find a path, no matter how strange it looks, run toward the place that seems least like the right way.]

[The things you saw in the operating room may chase after you as you run. While force is not forbidden, it is unlikely to be effective.]

[Good luck.]

I could understand why the Bureau had abandoned the intensive care unit.

There was no clear strategy.

Just walk. After that, who knows what will happen? Even the Bureau didn’t know for sure.

It was all about luck, and there were undoubtedly many casualties, hence the Bureau’s distaste for this area.

“…Is that it?”

Jang Chaeyeon’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. She was pointing ahead.

We had passed countless doors, and now we finally saw the end.

A hospital room door, the only one with a normal color among the black doors.

“Let’s go.”

I couldn’t stop my feet from speeding up.

“Hey, slow down…!”

Their voices came from behind, but I couldn’t help feeling urgent.

I reached for the doorknob and—

-Creak.

The door opened.

“…Ah.”

Yoo Daon was there.

Pale, wearing a hospital gown, she lay on the bed, looking at me.

“…Jaeheon?”

Her expression was full of confusion.

“Huh? Am I dreaming? How did you—?”

She began pinching her own cheek hard.

“…That hurts…?”

She mumbled blankly, looking at me in disbelief.

“Is it really you, Jaeheon?”

“It’s really me.”

“How did you find this place? No, why did you come here?!”

For the first time, her face showed a mix of worry and anger.

“Do you even know how dangerous this place is…!”

“I know.”

“Then why—”

“Because I wanted to.”

Yoo Daon went silent.

She opened and closed her mouth several times before speaking again, her voice trembling.

“Just for someone like me—”

“You’re not ‘just’ anyone.”

The words we had exchanged ran through my mind.

‘I’d die for you three hundred times if it were free.’

‘That’s nice.’

‘It might sound ridiculous, but you’ve staked your life on me, right?’

‘Then I should stake my life on you too.’

Yoo Daon looked stunned, as if she hadn’t expected me to say that.

Her clear eyes trembled pitifully.

She opened and closed her mouth several times, unable to find the words.

“Why… Why would you…”

The sheets crumpled beneath her weak hand gestures.

Then, a few drops of tears began to fall onto the sheets.

“…No one ever told me I was needed…”

“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”

“…Thank you… Thank you…”

She began to cry silently.

How long did she cry? Eventually, she wiped her cheeks and looked up at me.

“…Let’s talk outside.”

“Alright.”

“I have so much to tell you.”


“I’m ready to listen.”

Still wearing her hospital gown, Yoo Daon stood up and looked at the three of us.

She looked a little thinner, but her confident smile was the same as always.

“…Let’s go.”

Yoo Daon lightly grabbed my arm.



 
  
    Chapter 54 : Funeral Room


Yoo Daon patted my arm a few times before stretching and loosening up her body.

“I never thought you would actually come to save me, Jaeheon.”

“Really?”

“Because wishing for something and it actually happening are different things.”

She smiled while stretching, but there was a hint of curiosity on her face.

“But how did you get here so quickly?”

“The team leader gave me a ride.”

“If we make it out of here alive, we should have a team dinner.”

“Sounds good.”

The team leader wasn’t one to refuse a team dinner.

As if finishing her stretching, Yoo Daon stretched her arms fully and looked at me.

“Shall we go?”

“Sure. How about the others?”

“I’m ready.”

“I’m ready too.”

“…?”

Yoo Daon looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“Just go with it.”

“Okay!”

Without much concern, Yoo Daon went back to stretching.

“Shall I take the lead?”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course!”

Yoo Daon raised her arm brightly with a big smile.

She looked even happier than usual as I opened the door.

Fortunately, the path continued ahead.

“From now on, we’re running. You all understand, right?”

The three of them nodded.

“Alright, here we go.”

As usual, Yoo Daon took the lead, and the four of us started running at the same time.

The hospital walls passed by us like a panorama.

Soon, sounds started coming from behind us.

-Swish, swish, thud! Thud!

The sound of something dragging, followed by loud thumping noises, came from behind.

Yoo Daon glanced back and clicked her tongue.

“Oh no, it’s chasing us!”

What is?

I followed her gaze and looked back.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

It was a huge figure.

A giant, swinging its arms wildly as it followed us.

Soon, a transparent window appeared before my eyes.

[Name: Sunflower] 

[Age: Created 10 years ago] 

[Attribute: Super strength] 

[Gift: Super strength] 

[Background: Patient number 1 of Gangseo University Hospital underwent long-term treatment, losing their sense of self, but succeeded in acquiring a new body. However, whether this was truly a successful treatment is something only they would know.] 

[Weakness: Its soul is relatively weak. If you can attack its soul, you can defeat it easily.]

“Run!”

Attack its soul? No one here could pull off something like that right now.

“Chaeyeon! Just stall it for a bit!”

Without even replying, Jang Chaeyeon turned her body, stretched out her hand, and—

-Boom!

The floor cracked as Jang Chaeyeon’s body was pushed back by the rebound, but the creature only paused for a moment before charging toward us again.

“Song Arin!”

“Got it!”

This time, Song Arin turned and stretched out her hand.

A sharp pain struck my temples, and the creature stumbled a few steps back before collapsing.

But it was only for a moment, as it quickly got back up and resumed chasing us.

“It’s not working!”

“When exactly is Song Arin going to be useful?!”

“You want to die, you bastard?! Did you forget everything I’ve done for you?!”

Song Arin bared her teeth and shouted in anger, but—

-Wham!

Yoo Daon’s body twisted unnaturally as she tumbled across the floor.

“Daon!”

A huge rock was embedded in her waist.

Jang Chaeyeon quickly waved her hand, removing the rock, and Yoo Daon groaned in pain as she got back on her feet and started running again.

“I’m… I’m fine! I’m alive!”

-Boom!

Another rock came flying, and this time Jang Chaeyeon barely managed to deflect it with a wave of her hand.

“It’s too strong…!”

“Can you stop it?”

“No!”

We sprinted down the hallway like mad.

Rocks crashed around us.

Jang Chaeyeon deflected them as best as she could, but her energy was clearly waning. Blood trickled from her nose, and she barely managed to fend off the incoming rocks.

And, naturally, our stamina was the first to give out.

All four of us were starting to breathe heavily, and Jang Chaeyeon, as always, was the first to be gasping for air.


The thudding sounds grew louder and closer.

At this rate, we’d be caught.

If only we could fly away on something…

Suddenly, the incident in the cube came to mind.

“Chaeyeon!”

“Yeah!”

“Like we did in the cube with those monsters!”

“Got it!”

“Good! Wait, huh?”

Yoo Daon, nodding her head, suddenly screamed as Jang Chaeyeon grabbed her left arm.

“Wait, Jaeheon, is this… right?”

Realizing what we were about to do, Yoo Daon let out a panicked scream.

“Is this for real?!”

“I’m sorry, Daon. Song Arin!”

“You crazy bastard!”

Cursing, Song Arin, who had synchronized with me and knew exactly what I was planning, grabbed Yoo Daon’s right arm. Finally, I latched onto Yoo Daon’s waist, hugging her tightly. 

Yoo Daon let out a startled squeak, her body trembling.

Jang Chaeyeon reached out her hand, and with a massive shockwave, we were launched forward.

An enormous acceleration hit us.

It felt like we were dropping down from a roller coaster.

The impact was so intense that we couldn’t even breathe as we flew through the air, and only then did the others start screaming.

“Aaaaah!”

“You’re insane!”

“-!”

We flew through the air, distancing ourselves from the monster at incredible speed.

Before we hit the ground, Jang Chaeyeon extended her hand to slow us down, and we crashed onto the floor simultaneously.

-Thud!

“Kya!”

“Ow!”

“…!”

I’m going to die.

I quickly released my grip on Yoo Daon’s waist and looked back.

We had somehow reached the end of the hallway.

There were no more footsteps.

Sighing in relief, I checked on Yoo Daon.

“Are you okay?”

“…You didn’t come to save me just for this, did you?”

“If I hadn’t come, we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.”

“I wouldn’t hate you so much if you didn’t have such good comebacks…”

Yoo Daon glared at me before getting to her feet.

“My arm’s fractured, but it’s already healed.”

“I’m sorry.”

“…It’s fine. You always know what you’re doing, Jaeheon.”

Yoo Daon pouted slightly, muttering under her breath as Jang Chaeyeon spoke up with a straight face.

“But moving four people at once is dangerous.”

“I got hurt too, you know…!”

“You heal fast.”

“Jaeheon, she’s bullying me!”

“Let’s stop fighting, please.”

It feels like we’ve had this conversation before.

I pushed away the unnecessary thoughts and looked ahead.

The jellyfish still floated in the air, casting their eerie glow.

I took out the manual and opened it.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[3-1. The mortuary has the lowest survival rate. However, do not lose hope. If you have excellent judgment and abilities, you can survive.] 

[3-2. You will have to be more cautious than ever in the mortuary. Beware of the jellyfish floating in the air. Afterward, the next thing you must be wary of is the ‘corpses.’] 

[3-3. As the name suggests, the corpses refer to people who failed to adapt to various treatments and died, or bodies whose jellyfish have detached from their heads.] 

[The corpses are easy to handle. If you’ve brought any firearms, feel free to use them now.] 

[However, be most cautious of the doctors, not the corpses. If you’ve rescued a patient, be even more careful. All doctors will hunt for you and your patient, and if caught, you will face unimaginable pain.]

What a mess.

Not only had we rescued a patient, but we had kidnapped one they had kept hidden away.

[3-4. Currently, the Bureau has identified only one exit from the mortuary. If you miss it, you will have to find another exit on your own, and so far, no one has ever found a new exit.] 

[Wherever you are, there is a morgue located exactly one floor down. Find an empty freezer in the morgue, climb in, and close the door to escape.]

“…I never thought I’d have to enter a morgue freezer while still alive.”

Song Arin, quietly reading the manual beside me, sighed in frustration.

“I feel like I know this place pretty well.”

“Daon, really?”

“Of course. I’m a local, after all.”

With a joke that wasn’t even funny, Yoo Daon took the lead and started walking.

She navigated the area with ease, as if she had memorized every path. Slowly, but with certainty, she guided us around the corners.

“The mortuary is a bit unusual.”

“Unusual how?”

“It’s like a dumping ground of sorts.”

Yoo Daon continued speaking as she walked.

“But it’s also where the doctors gather the most.”

“That’s not good.”

“Exactly.”

Yoo Daon nodded and came to a stop.

“Those are the corpses.”

She pointed ahead calmly.

People who had lost their heads stood motionless as if they were dead.

A transparent window popped up before my eyes.

[Name: Stem] 

[Age: Created one day ago] 

[Attribute: None] 

[Gift: None] 

[Background: The stem remains, swaying in the wind, having lost its roots after the flower bloomed and flew away.] 

[Weakness: Aim for the heart.]

These creatures were no different from ordinary people.

Except they didn’t have heads.

“They can’t see or hear.”

“So they’re not that dangerous.”

Back then, I only died a few times fighting them… 

“Now we can easily get past them.”

Yoo Daon, still speaking in a calm voice, turned and started walking again.

“If we fight here, the noise will be too loud… Let’s take another route.”

With that, Yoo Daon confidently led the way.

Thanks to her, we soon arrived in front of a rusty door.

“…Here it is.”

She said with a voice full of joy, stopping in front of the door.

-Creak…

As she opened the door, it let out a loud noise, revealing a dark stairwell.

Slowly, we followed her down the stairs.

Halfway down, Yoo Daon suddenly stopped.

“…Wait.”

She spoke with tension in her voice, standing still.

-Thud, thud, thud…

The sound of something bouncing echoed from below.

Yoo Daon’s face turned pale.

“Everyone, go back! Now!”

She shouted urgently, and at the same time—

-Boom!

A loud explosion rang out, and something began pouring from above.

“Be careful.”

Jang Chaeyeon swung her hand, scattering the falling objects into the wind.

-Sizzle…

The things that were blown away hit the walls and made a sizzling sound as they melted.

“…Acid?”

Before I could fully process what was happening—

-Thud, thud, thud…

The sound grew closer.

Soon, someone appeared from the stairwell.

“…Found you, my little darlings.”

The voice belonged to a beautiful woman.

Except—

-Thud, thud, thud…

She didn’t have a head.

To be more precise, she was bouncing her head like a basketball on the floor.

The head she was bouncing turned to look at the four of us.

At the same time, information popped up in front of me.

[Name: Neurologist] 

[Age: 29] 

[Attribute: Acid] 

[Gift: Neural Surgery] 

[Background: She loved her sister dearly. To revive her dead sister, she tried to transplant her own head onto her sister’s body. No one knows how the surgery turned out.] 

[Weakness: Destroy the head.]

-Thud, thud, thud…


Her head bounced as she smiled brightly.

“Four patients!”

Her gaze turned to me.

“And one of them has such pretty eyes!”

She grinned.



 
  
    Chapter 55 : Shield of Chronos


-Thud! Thud! Thud! 

Its head bounced as it flashed a chilling smile.

How in the world did it notice something different about my eyes?

As if it had caught my gaze, it grinned widely, almost splitting its face in half as it looked at me.

“You have far more optic nerves concentrated in your eyes than others.”

In my eyes?

I instinctively reached up to touch my eyes, and at that moment, green liquid shot toward my face.

-Splat!

Yoo Daon quickly extended her arm and blocked it.

-Sizzle…

A horrible sound came from her arm as something began to melt, but she remained unfazed, her gaze fixed forward.

“That won’t work.”

“Ha! A girl who only knows how to die and come back is acting all high and mighty now that her body heals faster.”

-Thud, thud. The Neurologist bounced her head again as she continued talking.

“At the end of the day, you’re just a useless, unkillable human!”

Hearing that, Yoo Daon stopped in her tracks.

“So, why don’t you give up early—”

Before she could finish her sentence, her body was flung backward, crashing into the wall.

With a cold expression, Jang Chaeyeon stepped in front of me.

Her face, by all accounts, was filled with pure rage.

“Do your job.”

She extended her hand and looked at me.

“Find the exit and get us out of here.”

“I’m still talking—”

“Shut up.”

-Crack!

The sound of the air distorting was followed by a loud crash as the Neurologist was slammed into the wall again. 

Jang Chaeyeon, her expression emotionless, glanced at Yoo Daon.

“Don’t let it get to you.”

Was this her way of showing concern?

“You rude little—”

“Don’t you dare touch her.”

-Bang!

This time, Jang Chaeyeon flung the Neurologist deep into the wall, then turned her attention back to me.

“Let’s go.”

“Find the way.”

“I’ll handle everything that comes.”

“Don’t ignore me!”

With a sharp sound, green liquid sprayed out again, but Jang Chaeyeon merely waved her hand, deflecting it without a care.

“I’ll cover the rear. I can’t watch the front.”

-Slap!

With a loud smack, Song Arin slapped herself so hard her cheek turned red, and she glared ahead.

“Then I’ll take the front.”

Her tone had returned to normal.

“Are you okay?”

“Who do you think I am?” 

“I’m Song Arin of the Bureau.”

She didn’t look completely recovered, but with trembling hands, she clasped them together and flashed a confident smile.

“This is nothing.” 

“I’ll watch the front, you handle the black-haired one.” 

“And use that brain of yours.”

“Understood.”

As Jang Chaeyeon continued suppressing the Neurologist, the three of us rushed past her and down the stairs.

“Don’t…!”

-Bang!

“Ignore…!”

-Crash!

“Me…!”

-Boom!

“Unnie!!!”

Every time the monster uttered a word, something shattered loudly. 

Only after we all passed did Jang Chaeyeon deliver one final blow, sending the Neurologist flying and then running after us.

We were now sprinting down the endlessly frustrating corridor.

I quickly opened the manual.

[3-5. The location of the morgue is generated randomly. While it’s advised not to make loud noises, if you’re being chased, just run. Hope you find the morgue before you’re caught.]

“Damn it!”

A voice filled with fury pierced my ears from behind.

And then, several nurses appeared ahead of us.

“Nurses!”

“I see them!”

Thankfully, we had someone who knew their weakness and could exploit it.

“Song Arin! Your worst memory!”

At my words, Song Arin immediately widened her eyes, and the nurses silently screamed, clutching their heads and collapsing to the ground.

“You had it all figured out, didn’t you?”

Song Arin looked at me in awe, while Jang Chaeyeon remained focused on deflecting the liquid flying at us from behind.

Yoo Daon, on the other hand, remained quiet, her head lowered as she ran behind us.

I had to focus on my task.

As we ran, I began to think.

What is a hospital? 


Honestly, it was too vast a concept to grasp. 

Understanding the nature of an entire organization rather than a single isolated entity was no easy task.

I had to narrow it down.

Why was this Gangseo University Hospital built in the first place?

To cure diseases? 

That couldn’t be it, considering the horrible things happening here.

To create diseases? 

That seemed too far-fetched, even for this place.

I thought back to what I had seen in the hospital.

The jellyfish floating aimlessly above.

The jellyfish clinging to the patients’ necks.

And finally, the memories and emotions that spilled out when the jellyfish burst.

Something was starting to click.

How long had we been running? 

Song Arin suddenly shouted and pointed ahead.

“There!”

We skidded to a stop in front of a sign that read “Mortuary.”

This was where the freezer should be.

I quickly opened the door and—

“…What the…”

I was speechless.

The mortuary was enormous, like a massive gymnasium.

The walls were lined with freezers, so at least we didn’t need to worry about finding the doors.

Of course, there was another problem waiting for us.

A figure that had been leaning against the wall, reading a chart, straightened up as we entered and looked at us.

“As I thought, you Bureau folks.”

From the shadowy figure, only a twisted smile of gums could be seen as the Orthopedist eyed us.

“And you tried to take the specimen we’ve been perfecting.”

“That won’t do.”

Next to me, Yoo Daon clenched her fist tightly, and Song Arin stepped forward protectively, whispering to me.

“Hypnosis doesn’t work on that one.”

I glanced behind to see Jang Chaeyeon still locked in a fierce battle with the Neurologist.

“Huff… huff…”

She stumbled backward, her breath ragged, barely making it through the door. 

Seeing the state of her uniform, which was partially corroded, it was clear she wouldn’t last much longer.

“Song Arin, help Chaeyeon.”

“What about him?”

“I’ll handle him.”

“…Alright. If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

Song Arin gave me one last look before nodding and moving to assist Jang Chaeyeon.

-Splat!

Once again, she deflected the green liquid that was hurled at her.

“This annoying brat! Unnie, I’m really going to kill you…!”

The Neurologist, her body battered and torn, emerged again, and Jang Chaeyeon slammed her back into the wall, while Song Arin pulled out a shotgun from behind her and fired.

-Bang!

The Neurologist’s upper body bent backward but froze in place.

Her joints were popping out of her skin and dangling loosely, but the head in her hand remained locked onto Jang Chaeyeon.

“…So noisy in my head…!”

As the Neurologist screamed, Song Arin calmly fired shot after shot into her torso.

“Ha! You underestimate Bureau agents!”

While the two held off the Neurologist, I turned my attention to the shadowy Orthopedist.

He was still holding his chart, but his gaze was fixed on Yoo Daon.

“We’ll be taking our patient back.”

“Just stall for time, Daon.”

I needed to figure this out.

At my words, Yoo Daon stepped forward to face the Orthopedist.

“…Just a human body. All it does is survive.”

The Orthopedist spoke slowly.

“So, what can you do with that?”

He extended his hand.

I quickly pulled out my gun and fired.

The bullet whizzed through the air, passing straight through his shadowy form.

I expected as much, but that was too blatant.

Stay calm. 

I just need to observe carefully.

But nothing happened.

The world seemed to darken.

No, it wasn’t that the world was darkening.

All the light was gathering into one place.

I looked up.

The jellyfish scattered above began to drift away.

As if they were afraid of something, they floated off into the distance, accompanied by the murmur of anxious voices.

“Isn’t it beautiful?”

The Orthopedist, now just a shadow, murmured in a voice filled with awe as he watched the jellyfish disperse.

“What do you think this is?” 

He asked me.

“…Memories and souls.”

“…Oh?”

He turned his head toward me.

“Why do you think that?”

“Because I’ve burst a few heads.”

Now I understood.

Gangseo University Hospital wasn’t a place for researching diseases.

This place was studying souls.

The patients like the Budding Flower, the Headless Stem, and Sunflower.

And those strange surgeries.

At first, I thought it was all part of some insane medical research to cure diseases.

But no.

This place’s purpose from the start was to inflict pain.

And after tormenting these people, they took their souls and memories.

I couldn’t guess what the end goal was, but I could at least speculate that much.

“You know your stuff.”

As the Orthopedist nodded, a familiar window appeared before my eyes.

[Your understanding of the ‘Hospital’ has increased.]

[Your accumulated understanding is being tallied.]

[Please wait.]

Is that it? Where’s the critical hit?

-Boom!

While I was desperately searching for a critical hit, the ceiling collapsed, and something enormous crashed down in front of me.

It was the giant monster that had chased us earlier in the hallway.

It swung its massive hand toward me.

Yoo Daon pushed me aside, only to be flung into the wall with a loud crash.

-Crunch!

The sickening sound of her bones shattering was followed by her scream.

“Hngh…!”

She groaned a few times, but despite the pain, she staggered to her feet again as I rolled across the floor, barely dodging the monster’s next strike.

-Thud!

I kept running.

I hadn’t been hit yet, but it wouldn’t be long.

The wind pressure from the monster’s descending fist made me stumble.

If this keeps up, I’m in serious danger.

Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin kept glancing in my direction, but they were too busy fending off the Neurologist to help.

In the end, this was something I had to solve on my own.

-Crash!

“Aagh…!”

I was struck by debris as stones shattered around me. 

The ground shook as though an earthquake had hit, and I couldn’t disperse the impact quickly enough. 

I collapsed onto the floor, pinned under the rubble.

The monster’s fist came down toward me.

This is it.

I closed my eyes instinctively, bracing for the pain.

Was I going to die here?

My body tensed up, anticipating the feeling of my bones and flesh being crushed.

-Thud!

A sound rang out, but there was no pain.

“Keugh…!”

Yoo Daon was shielding me with her body.

Blood dripped down, splattering onto my face.

With a composed expression, she looked down at me.

Her mouth and nose were bleeding heavily, and the drops fell onto my face as she wiped it away with her fingers. 

Straining to smile, she slowly rose to her feet again.

“If it weren’t for you, Jaeheon… I wouldn’t be anything.”

She stood her ground, facing the monster.

“Even if I had escaped here, I would’ve fallen victim to the parasites.”

Coughing, she raised both arms.

“I’m just nothing, but because of you, I exist as Yoo Daon.”

As she spoke, another window appeared before my eyes.

[Accumulation complete.]

[Your manual has been tallied with your records.]

[2 recorded entities, 5 encountered entities.]

[Critical maximum limit increased from 0 to 2.]

At that moment, the giant monster lifted its arm and swung toward Yoo Daon.

“Thank you.”

[Your mutual understanding with Yoo Daon has increased.]

[New joint skill acquired: ‘Shield of Chronos.’]

[Shield of Chronos: After you lock your gaze on a point, Yoo Daon refracts time at that location, blocking all damage. Duration: 3 seconds.]

“Daon!”

At my words, she instinctively ran in front of me and spread her arms wide. 

The monster’s punch froze in mid-air as if time had stopped, inches away from her.

“…Huh?”

Yoo Daon blinked in confusion as the manual began to unfurl before me.

-Riiip!

A page labeled ‘Gangseo University Hospital’ opened in my hand.

So that’s what I have to do.

“Now updating containment zone information on Gangseo University Hospital.”

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Containment Zone, Gangseo University Hospital – Latest Edition By Personnel Team, Kim Jaeheon]

As soon as I finished speaking, the manual expanded, updating the data.

“Entity name: Neurologist. Emits acid.”

[Neurologist: Carries its head and spits acid. Avoid long-range combat if possible.]

“Entity name: Sunflower. Possesses great strength.”

[Sunflower: A giant creature. It’s difficult to overpower it. We recommend fleeing.]

[Critical: 0 -> 2]

-Boom!


The monster was blasted backward, and Yoo Daon rushed over to me, extending her arm to help me up.

“How did you do that?”

“I’m not sure.”

But I smiled confidently.

“But I don’t think we’ll lose now.”



 
  
    Chapter 56 : Temporary Closure


Song Arin was irritated. 

She had participated in numerous joint operations during her time with the Bureau, but having to work with someone she least wanted to collaborate with? 

That was infuriating.

-Bang!

She fired her last loaded round into the torso of the headless creature, then jumped back, firing more shots to keep it at bay.

With a sharp click, she pulled the pump, ejecting the spent shell as a warm sensation grazed her cheek.

“A Bureau dog, huh?”

“Cover me!”

“Got it!”

As she yelled and pulled back, Jang Chaeyeon raised her right arm and brought it down as if smashing the ground.

-Boom!

A terrifying force of gravity swept past her, pinning the Neurologist to the floor.

“Reload.”

“You think I need you to tell me that?”

Jang Chaeyeon brushed past with her emotionless remark, clenching her fist.

-Crack!

The sound of the air compressing filled the room, and the creature’s body twisted and ripped apart, bones and blood scattering everywhere. 

Despite the violent scene, none of them thought the battle was over.

Song Arin quickly reloaded her shotgun, mentally reciting affirmations to calm herself.

Bureau veteran team from the Gangdong Branch.

Her hands steadied, loading the shells faster and more precisely. 

As soon as she finished reloading, she aimed at the creature and fired again.

-Bang!

The body shuddered from the impact, but neither of them paid it any mind. 

They knew it wasn’t enough to kill it.

“Sister! Help me!”

It shrieked as its body struggled free, and in response, the headless corpses outside the mortuary burst through the door, running toward it.

“Damn it…!”

Jang Chaeyeon swept her hand again, sending the headless figures crashing back with invisible force. Song Arin, meanwhile, continued to pump shells into their bodies while cursing under her breath.

“This is never going to end at this rate!”

“I know!”

Despite their efforts, one of the headless figures managed to reach the creature, picking up its severed head and staring back at them.

“Die!”

With a sickening sound, a torrent of green liquid shot toward the two of them.

“Ah!”

Jang Chaeyeon reached out to intercept it, but at that moment, a headless corpse lunged at her, knocking her off balance. 

Her telekinetic force was misdirected, and the green liquid veered off course.

There was no time to stand idle.

Song Arin instinctively braced herself, preparing for the inevitable pain. 

As long as her vital organs weren’t melted, she could keep fighting.

She gritted her teeth, waiting for the impact…

“…?”

Nothing happened.

“You’re not too late.”

A familiar voice echoed in her ears.

She cautiously opened her eyes and turned her head.

The green liquid hung suspended in midair, unable to move, before it fell uselessly to the floor.

Turning to the source of the voice, she saw a woman with long black hair, standing tall in a patient’s gown, one hand raised and a composed expression on her face.

Behind her stood a man, looking tired as always, holding a gun with his gaze slightly askew. 

That same perpetual, weary look on his face.

-Bang!

He raised his hand and fired a single shot behind him, and the creature that had been tormenting them fell with just that one shot.

There was no way that gun had anything special about it, right?

“Let’s finish this.”

“How did you do that?”

“Oh, just a bit of skill.”

He shrugged and gestured with his thumb behind him. 

The giant monster from earlier lay motionless on the floor. 

Song Arin noticed it but didn’t bother asking how it happened. 

If it was him, it was entirely possible.

Somehow, the white-haired woman was now standing at his side, while the black-haired one stood on his other side, clenching her fists.

Maybe she really did have teleportation powers?

“Can you still fight?”

“What do you take me for?”

She refocused her attention on him as she banished the unnecessary thoughts.

“If it’s too much, feel free to stand back.”

“What a joke.”

A fierce smile spread across Song Arin’s face.

“What do you take me for? This is nothing.”

Her legs were trembling from muscle fatigue, but she mentally whipped herself to keep moving as she stood up straight.

“Hurry up and give orders,” Song Arin snapped.

“I will,” I replied, pulling out my handgun and stepping forward.

Finally, we were in a position to fight on more favorable terms.

Even Song Arin couldn’t help but relax slightly, settling into her stance. 

To be honest, things were definitely easier now. 

Since Yoo Daon had learned the joint skill, our defense became much more cohesive. 

Jang Chaeyeon’s approach was more about brute force, simply smashing away anything that came our way.

“…Will we be okay?” 

Yoo Daon asked, casting a worried glance toward where the Orthopedist had been.


The Orthopedist had disappeared after I had updated the manual and was about to shoot. 

Whether he sensed the threat or left for another reason was unclear. 

I glanced at the translucent window.

[Chronos’s Shield: Remaining time 1.5 seconds]

I can calculate down to 0.5 seconds, it seems.

“Alright, we’re going in with a coordinated attack now. 

Daon, you’ll be at the front taking the hits. Only take as much damage as necessary.”

“If it gets rough, I’ll just tank it.”

“Chaeyeon, focus only on offense. I need you to make the head show itself.”

“Got it.”

“Arin, you handle support and keep an eye out for anything coming from the sides.”

“Understood.”

Once the three of them were in position, I readied my gun. 

Acid splattered across the ground, but nothing moved faster than our eyes.

Yoo Daon charged ahead, extending her hand. 

A translucent barrier spread out, stopping the acid mid-air. 

With her arms crossed, she sprinted forward.

In sync, Jang Chaeyeon gritted her teeth and pulled her arm back, launching her attack. 

Stones scattered across the floor gathered, hurtling forward with a sound that tore through the air. 

The rock flew past Yoo Daon’s head and smashed into the Neurologist’s torso.

-Thud!

The sickening crack of something breaking echoed as the Neurologist’s body bent sharply, the acid pouring from it. 

The horrid sound of flesh sizzling filled the air as the acid fell onto Yoo Daon’s crossed arms, but she didn’t falter. 

She charged directly toward the Neurologist.

“Aaah—!”

The Neurologist raised its left arm.

Not going to happen.

I aimed my gun at the raised arm. 

Without hesitation, I pulled the trigger, and the bullet flew, piercing the creature’s shoulder. 

Its arm jerked, allowing Yoo Daon to close the distance, and she drove her fist into its stomach.

“Khak…!”

As the creature screamed, more headless corpses began charging from all directions, but Song Arin deftly leaped into action, taking them down one by one with her shotgun.

“Jaeheon!”

Yoo Daon reached out, grabbing the Neurologist’s head.

“Let go of me!” 

It screeched, thrashing violently, but Yoo Daon ignored the outburst, gripping the head tightly. 

With all her strength, she hurled it toward me.

“Here!”

The screaming head soared through the air.

[Critical: 10]

The world shifted into grayscale, everything slowing down around me.

Shooting a flying, round head with a handgun… 

For anyone untrained, this would be impossible.

But I was confident.

No matter what, I knew I could hit the mark.

A faint red glow lingered at the temple of the Neurologist’s head.

Unfortunately, the critical hit hadn’t changed much from before. 

Just like when I took down the giant monster earlier.

With that thought lingering, I pulled the trigger.

-Bang!

There was no need to confirm whether I hit the target.

The bullet pierced through the temple, and blood spurted out.

“Kaah… ahh…”

With a soft thud, the head hit the ground, and the Neurologist fell silent.

I let out a sigh of relief.

Looking around, the entire place was utterly destroyed. 

The ceiling had partially collapsed, headless corpses were strewn about, and the walls were riddled with holes.

Yoo Daon stepped up beside me.

“…We’re finally saying goodbye to this godforsaken hospital,” she sighed deeply.

“You did well,” I said.

“No, the one who really worked hard was you, Jaeheon,” she replied, offering a gentle smile before turning her gaze toward the freezer.

“Shall we go?”

Seeing her relieved expression, I glanced at the others.

“Is everyone ready to get out of here?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah, let’s get out already.”

All three nodded in agreement.

I opened the freezer.

Could this really be the way out?

I never thought I’d live to see the day where I would willingly climb into a morgue freezer.

Settling myself inside, I sat up and looked at the others.

“You all good?”

“Hurry up, it’s freezing in here!” Song Arin snapped, clearly irritated.

“Close the door, and we’ll see each other on the other side!”

“Got it!”

Hearing Yoo Daon’s lively response, I pulled myself fully into the freezer, grabbing the ceiling as I shut the door behind me.

A brief wave of dizziness hit me.

And then, I woke to the blaring sound of car horns.

“Over here!!!”

The team leader was waving, surrounded by several others in bulletproof vests.

After that, everything was resolved without further incident.

According to the man in sunglasses, we had emerged just as the rescue team was about to enter.

Why even call for backup if they were going to take so long to arrive?

Sensing my irritation, the man made a half-hearted excuse, saying that preparation had taken longer than expected and we were faster than they thought. 

As an apology, they granted us two days of paid leave as a reward.

We had apparently caused so much havoc inside the hospital that its influence had significantly weakened. 

Gangseo University Hospital wouldn’t be appearing for a while—at least for the next few years, he said.

“It’s as good as shut down. No patients, no hospital.”

I thought everything was neatly wrapped up at that point.

Until I heard the next words.

“The branch chief wants to see you.”

That’s when I knew it wasn’t over.

And then…

A woman with brown hair stared at me.

Her eyes were nearly closed, barely revealing her pupils. 

A faint smile lingered on her face, but I couldn’t read any emotion beyond that.

My instincts screamed at me.

But more important than that…

[Name: -] 

[Age: – ] 

[Attribute: – ] 

[Gift: Invulnerability] 

[Background: – ] 

[Weakness: – ]

Nothing was showing up.


The woman, still watching me, finally spoke.

“Kim Jaeheon from the Personnel Team,” she said calmly, her eyes opening just slightly.

Her crimson irises pierced through me.

“It’s not polite to look at people’s secrets so freely.”

Cold sweat began to trickle down my back.



 
  
    Chapter 57 : Gangseo Branch Chief


The branch chief stared at me with those crimson eyes, and in that brief moment, thoughts raced through my mind like a dying man’s final flashbacks. 

How did I end up here?

The job had been completed. 

Our escape had been successful, and the incident ended without too much public attention. 

In a city where strange and dangerous things happen daily, the disappearance of a few people seemed almost ordinary. 

But clearly, the higher-ups didn’t see it that way.

“Honestly, what surprises me is that you haven’t been summoned sooner,” the man in sunglasses said, shrugging his shoulders.

“Is that supposed to be a compliment?” I asked.

“Of course,” he replied. “Someone like you, it’s only natural the branch chief would want to meet you.”

“I hope I’m not being sent directly into a field assignment, though.”

“…Probably not,” he said after a pause.

His hesitation didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.

“Why wasn’t anyone else from the team called?” I asked. 

I’d been noticing it for a while now—whenever something big happened, it felt like I was the only one being summoned.

The man smiled meaningfully, as if I already knew the answer.

“Because, my friend, we’re not idiots at the Bureau.” 

“Even if we’re slow to notice when trouble’s brewing, we do know exactly who’s been solving it.”

“Then wouldn’t it be better if we stopped the trouble before it starts?” I suggested.

“That’s everyone’s wish, isn’t it?” he replied with a sigh, pushing the button for the top floor, where the branch chief’s office was located.

As the elevator began its ascent, the man turned to me with a more serious expression.

“Before you go in, I’ve got some advice.”

“What’s that?”

“There’s a reason all the Bureau chiefs are called ‘Chiefs.’ The Bureau’s branch chiefs are reasonable, sure, but…”

“But?”

He hesitated before continuing, “Just be careful. And one more thing.”

As the elevator doors opened, he looked me dead in the eye, his tone deadly serious.

“Do not mention age.”

“…What?”

“It’s important, so I’m only going to say this once. Do not talk about age.”

“But—”

“Good luck.”

He led me to the office door, pausing just long enough to remind me, “Just keep that one thing in mind. 

You’ll do fine.”

And then he left, leaving me to open the door on my own.

Inside, the lighting was calm, the furniture plush and comfortable. 

It seemed like a peaceful setting for a conversation—if not for the woman staring at me with crimson eyes.

That brings me back to now.

The woman sighed softly.

“Kim Jaeheon, from the Personnel Team.”

“Yes, that’s me.”

“Do you know why you’ve been called here?”

I had a pretty good guess.

“I’ve faced too many problems in a short period.”

“Close, but not quite,” she corrected, her gaze piercing. “The Containment Team handles three cases a day on average. It’s not unusual to encounter problems.”

But I’m in the Personnel Team, I thought, biting back the words as they reached the tip of my tongue. 

I forced myself to meet her eyes again, though I wasn’t sure when she had opened them. 

She smiled faintly, her eyes narrowing once more.

“The important thing is that you’ve survived every single one of those problems.”

I felt uneasy. 

Was this leading up to her saying, ‘Congratulations, you’ve been promoted! 

Report to the field tomorrow with the Containment Team’?

“There are many types of people in the Bureau,” she continued.

“Some join after being swept up in the unusual circumstances of their lives, while others start out as ordinary office workers and get drawn into the strange over time.”

She smiled, a cryptic expression on her face that left me unsure of what she was really thinking.

“And yet, you, Mr. Kim, have achieved remarkable—no, unbelievable results for a beginner in all of these situations.”

“…”

“Is it because of those ‘eyes’ of yours?”

Now, this felt like something straight out of a movie or a novel—where the protagonist’s eyes are coveted and someone tries to take them by force.

The thought must have shown on my face because the branch chief quickly waved her hand.

“Don’t worry, I’m not after your eyes,” she reassured me, almost laughing.”

“I was just offering you a compliment.”

“A… compliment?” 

I echoed, still not entirely convinced.

“Regardless of the intention, thanks to your efforts, many people are alive today, Mr. Kim Jaeheon.”

Suddenly, the branch chief stood up and bowed deeply at a 90-degree angle.

“On behalf of the Bureau, I sincerely thank you.”

“…I only did what was necessary,” I replied.

“Because of that, I’d like to give you a gift.”

“A gift?”

She pulled out four sheets of paper from her drawer and handed them over. 

They were luxurious, golden tickets that shimmered in the light.

“I heard there’s a luxury cruise trip happening next month.”

“It’s a collaboration between the Bureau and one of our partner companies for staff welfare.” 

“The reviews have been overwhelmingly positive.”

“Oh, thank you.”

The Bureau’s cruise. 

I had heard rumors about it. 

A member of the information security team had once mentioned in passing that after handling a major case alone, they were rewarded with a cruise, which they claimed was the best experience of their life.

And now I was just… given these.


I took the shiny golden tickets.

“…But there are five of us on the team?” I pointed out.

“Ah, you’re referring to Team Leader Heo Chan, not the four who helped solve the recent case.”

The branch chief put her chin in her hand, thinking for a moment.

“There are only four tickets left, but if I manage to secure another one, I’ll make sure to give it to you. 

I’ll let you know if I can find one.”

“Thank you.”

Maybe she wasn’t as bad as I initially thought.

“Well then…” She clapped her hands together softly.

“You deserve a break. Get some rest.”

“…Oh. Right. Thank you.”

Wait, was that it?

That was surprisingly uneventful.

Still in a slight daze, I stood up, and she waved gently, smiling as she said in a low voice, “By the way, you didn’t figure out how old I am, right?”

“Uh, what?”

“Never mind. Off you go.”

“Ah, yes. Got it.”

Meeting someone in such a high position really is exhausting. 

I quickly made my exit.

As I left, the branch chief stared at the closed door before sighing at the sound of footsteps behind her.

“Can you at least make some noise when you show up?”

“My apologies,” came the quiet response.

“I’ve told you more than once that it’s not a good habit to come in without announcing yourself.”

“I’m sorry.”

The man in sunglasses who had escorted me appeared behind her.

“So, what do you think?” he asked.

“What can I say? He’s like a comet—appearing just when needed, a rookie with monstrous potential.”

“It helps that his eyes are sharp,” the man remarked.

“His eyes? Honestly, that part’s not even that important.”

The man fell silent at her response.

“As long as there are still things he can’t see,” she continued, “it’s possible to keep some information hidden.”

“He still seems unaware of many things,” the man agreed.

“But he’s growing quickly.”

“He reminds me of myself when I was younger.”

At the chief’s words, the man stayed silent.

It was impossible to deceive what could be seen, but concealing the information itself was still effective.

“The key lies in application,” she mused.

“Seeing something can be both valuable and useless.”

“What matters is the ability to infer what’s necessary and the decisiveness to act on it.” 

“There’s also the ability to deduce the unseen and get closer to the truth, as well as the leadership to coordinate with others and strategize.”

“If he continues at this pace, he could rise very high.”

The branch chief smiled, seemingly satisfied with the direction things were heading.

The man thought to himself that if they offered Jaeheon a higher position, he’d probably run, but he kept that to himself.

“Shall we give him a special promotion?”

“I think it would be better to give him more vacation time and reduce his workload,” the man replied.

“Ah, so that’s what young people think these days. 

Work-life balance and all that. I get it,” she nodded knowingly.

“Anyway, understood. And I’ve already given him cruise tickets.”

“You gave those to him?” he asked, slightly surprised.

“Of course.”

“We have to invest in the person who’s going to become the wildcard of the Gangseo Branch, don’t we?” she said with a confident smile, nodding proudly.

“Especially since we need every hand we can get right now,” she added, glancing up toward the sky.

Following her gaze, he looked upward as well. Both of their eyes focused on something far beyond the blue sky.

“Cruise tickets?!” 

Song Arin’s excited voice rang out beside me.

“And four of them!” she added, eyes wide with excitement.

“Cruise tickets?” 

Yoo Daon tilted her head curiously, not quite understanding what the fuss was about, while Jang Chaeyeon nodded in agreement, seemingly just as excited as Song Arin.

Meanwhile, our team leader sat nearby, pouting slightly as he fiddled with his phone, clearly wondering why he wasn’t included in the count.

“I know it’s famous, but is it really that big of a deal?” I asked.

“The Bureau’s cruise is the perfect reward system that nobody can get a reservation for!” Song Arin explained, still overjoyed. Even Jang Chaeyeon gave a firm nod in agreement.

“…There are so many people who want to go but can’t,” she added.

I guess it really was a big deal. Seeing how excited the two of them were, I figured it had to be a good thing.

Yeah, maybe I should just go and take a break for once.

Since the vacation ended, work seemed to have slowed down. 

Probably just my imagination, though.

As I organized the tickets, I got lost in thought.

Peaceful… this kind of life.

I really liked it.

Suddenly, the door swung open, and footsteps echoed into the room.

“Personnel Department?” asked a voice.

“Yes. Who might you be?” The team leader stood up to greet the visitor.

“Hello. I’m from the Management Team,” replied a familiar voice.

I turned to see the source.

Tall and lanky, with lifeless eyes.

[Name: Kim Wanwoo] 

[Age: 28] 

[Attribute: Regression] 

[Gift: None] 

[Background: 402nd Loop] 

[Weakness: You’ve already been warned.]

“My name is Kim Wanwoo, newly transferred to the Management Team.”

His emotionless gaze landed on me.


“I received a report about a containment entity related to the turntable incident you were handling in the Personnel Department, Mr. Kim Jaeheon.”

He blinked slowly, his expression remaining flat.

“We’d appreciate your cooperation on this matter.”

“…His eyes are a bit strange,” Yoo Daon whispered to me.

“I agree,” I whispered back, unable to shake the unsettling feeling as I glanced at him again.



 
  
    Chapter 58 : Proof of Absence


I took the two who insisted on coming with me and followed the skinny man. 

Song Arin? 

When I mentioned going to the containment room, she said, “Ugh, the atmosphere there is bad,” and stayed behind, saying she’d work on paperwork instead.

“…I warned you it’s dangerous.”


“I’m really sturdy!”


“Being in danger isn’t an issue at all.”

Watching the two confidently declare this, the man just raised an eyebrow, as if seeing something obvious, and continued walking. 

As I followed him, my mind was filled with various thoughts. 

Was he coming to see me after returning from another loop? 

Or did something happen while I was away, causing him to reset again? 

What happened between the 300th loop and now, in the 400th loop?

“By the way, if you needed to call even a desk worker like me, what kind of incident is this?”


“It’s related to the turntable.”

The man answered in a monotone voice as he walked ahead.

“Mental attack?”


Then it’s probably better not to have Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon with me.

“No.”


“Then why call me?”

At my question, he stopped walking and looked at me.

“The Gangseo Branch Chief told me to contact the Personnel Department.”

This was unexpected. 

I had assumed that this man had reluctantly called me after several failed attempts.

Maybe I was overthinking things.

While feeling a little embarrassed, the man boarded the elevator, pressed a button, and the four of us descended as the machine hummed. As we slowly descended, a thought popped into my head.

Right, now’s my chance. I might not get another opportunity to ask him questions.

“So… how did you end up—”


“I was in an office position at first, but as I kept surviving, I suddenly found myself here.”

“Oh, I see. In that case, do you have any specific—”


“I have no abilities.”

Why is he preempting all my questions like this?

“So then, what kind of containment entity are we dealing with that you specifically needed a desk worker like me?”

After a long pause, he finally responded.

“…I don’t know.”


“Pardon?”


“No matter how much I observe, it’s always different.”


“That’s all?”


“Yes.”

How is calling me supposed to solve anything if even observation isn’t working?

“And after that?”
“After that, I don’t know. The team leader just told me to bring you.”

This isn’t the kind of answer I was expecting from someone who’s been through so many loops.

Does he really know nothing?

As I was busy thinking, trying to figure out his actions, the elevator dinged and stopped. 

We walked down the underground hallway, which I felt I had visited not too long ago.

“…It’s been a while.”
“Not for me.”
“Have you been here before without me, Jaeheon?”

“Well, various things happened.”

I turned my gaze away from Yoo Daon, who seemed curious, as I replied. 

How could I possibly explain that I had come here before to help uncover her background?

“Chaeyeon, have you been here before?”

I quickly tried to change the subject, turning to Jang Chaeyeon. 

She glanced around and shook her head slowly.

“I used to visit often when I was at the Gangdong Branch. But this is my first time at Gangseo.”

“Is there much difference between the underground containment rooms of Gangdong and Gangseo?”

“…Hmm.”

She looked around before shaking her head again.

“Not much of a difference, really.”

At least I know that if I get lost in the Gangdong Branch basement, I should be able to find my way out.

“This way.”

The man led us down a dimly lit hallway, eventually stopping in front of a room next to where the turntable had been located. He turned to look at me.

“The team leader is waiting inside.”
“Aren’t you coming in?”
“I’m not.”

He answered as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

You’re not coming? 

So you’re not going to loop here?

“Is it alright if these two come with me?”
“That’s not for me to decide.”

“Let them in,” came a gruff voice from inside.

The man shrugged and pointed to the door. 

I, along with Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon, followed the voice inside.

Before entering, I glanced back at him. He was already hurrying off somewhere, not even turning around.

[Name: Kim Wanwoo] 

[Age: 28] 

[Attribute: Regression] 

[Gift: X] 

[Background: 402nd loop] 

[Weakness: You’ve already been warned.]

Not a single loop occurred on the way here. 

That means the real looping isn’t happening here, but elsewhere.

“You’re here!”

A voice boomed, snapping me out of my thoughts. 

I turned around to see the man who had called us.

He had a thick beard, a rugged face, and a huge body that looked like he drank a lot. 


Soon, his information appeared before me.

[Name: Jung Induk] 

[Age: 52] 

[Attribute: Adaptability] 

[Gift: Survival Path] 

[Background: It wouldn’t be right to say he lived comfortably during his time at the Bureau, but somehow, he hasn’t quit yet. Along with his one remaining colleague from the same intake year, he’s still hard at work at the Gangseo Branch, living with his bear-like wife and panda-like daughter.]

 [Weakness: Take his job away.]

Why do family men always seem to have “take away their job” as their weakness?

“So you’re Kim Jaeheon from the Personnel Department!”


“Yes, that’s correct.”

“No need to be so formal. We’re all part of the Bureau family, after all.”

His hand, which was as big as a pot lid, thudded against my back. 

My body swayed from the impact, and Yoo Daon quickly caught me by the shoulders, throwing a glance at the man. 

He raised his pinky, looking at both me and Yoo Daon.

“…Office romance?”


“Huh?”

What is he even asking?

And the reactions of the two were vastly different.

“Eh… not exactly…”
“No.”

Before I could answer, both of them responded at the same time.

“We’re just… uh, well… um… not yet—”

Yoo Daon stammered while Jang Chaeyeon cut her off.

“No. Just colleagues.”

Yoo Daon glanced at Jang Chaeyeon, who quickly averted her gaze.

“…Well, good luck then!”

The man laughed, slapping my back again—this time with much more feeling than before.

“So… what do I need to do?”

“Oh, right.”

He clapped his hands and pointed to something, drawing all three of our gazes in that direction.

It was an eyeball.

Not a black hole, not a cube, but simply a floating human eyeball inside a transparent box.

“…Is this…”


“…A heart?”


“…An eye?”


“…A hand?”

The three of us each said something different and then looked at each other, bewildered.

The man sighed.

“As expected, everyone sees something different.”

“…What is this?”

“It’s the creation of the one who made the turntable… well, you know. She sent this as a gift.”

I stared at the gently floating eyeball.

“It doesn’t look particularly dangerous.”

“That’s how it always is.”

”We thought the same when we first saw the turntable.” 

“It wasn’t until one of the employees ended up in a psychiatric hospital that we realized its true nature.”

As I listened to his story, I focused my gaze on the object. 

Soon, transparent text appeared over it.

[Name: Proof of Absence] 

[Age: Created two days ago] 

[Attribute: Representation of Absence] 

[Gift: X] 

[Background: This piece of art is meant to show what someone feels they are missing. For those she particularly liked, the creator left this message: “In the moment you keenly feel what you lack, you’ll find the form you’ve been seeking.”] 

[Weakness: The moment anyone realizes exactly what it looks like, it will crumble, having fulfilled its purpose.]

Why does this background feel like it’s pointing to a specific person? 

And why do I feel like that person might be me?

I instinctively reached into my pocket and touched the small figurine I had.

So, what I’m feeling absent right now is… sight?

Yoo Daon sees it as a heart, Jang Chaeyeon as a hand.

What are those two missing in their lives?

“So, did you figure anything out?”

“…No.”

There was no need for me to admit anything. 

It would be strange if I figured it all out when no one else could.

The man looked at me.

“Mind staying behind for a moment?”

He stared at the object before letting out a deep sigh and motioned for the other Bureau staff to leave.

“Us too?”

“Yes.”

At his words, Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon exchanged looks and then left the room.

Silence enveloped us.

The man shrugged, looked around, and then pulled a small keycard from his pocket and handed it to me.

“…Isn’t this the keycard to the containment room?”

“It is.”

I recalled the man with the sunglasses

opening the door to the turntable with a key like this.

“…Why are you giving this to me?”

“…Do I need to explain it all?” He scratched the back of his head, looking annoyed.

“This containment entity was delivered to the Bureau in a package.”

“Pardon?”
“It was addressed to you.”

“…Excuse me?”

The more I listened, the more unsettling it sounded.

“So, an urgent meeting was held, and the branch chief said it would be fine to meet with you.” 

”Well, since they said it was okay to call you, that must mean it’s also okay to give you this key.”


“Are you sure that’s really okay?”

Can they just give me something like this so casually?

“I heard you’re able to enter things into the manual. Can you check for me?”


“Alright, let’s give it a try.”

I pulled out the manual.


Chwaralarak!

The manual unfolded.


“Registering containment entity. Name… Proof of Absence.“


[Manual for Bureau Employees]


[PRV – Proof of Absence – Revised Edition by Kim Jaeheon, Personnel Department]


[Special Features: None]

None? And this is supposed to be a revised edition?


Someone had already written this.

I glanced at the containment team leader, and he gave me an apologetic smile.

“Sorry about that. I’d heard the young guy was handling the manual like it was second nature, and my curiosity got the better of me.”


Took me 12 years to get the hang of it. he muttered, shaking his head.

“Anyway, we’ll manage it from here, but if you need it, feel free to take it.”


“Is that why you called me?”


“Yeah.”


“So… what about the new guy who just joined the team?”


“Oh, Kim Wanwoo?”


“Yes.”


“Well… he’s sharp.”

The team leader paused for a moment before speaking again.

“He acts like he knows everything. When I was thinking about whether to call you, I only mentioned ‘Personnel Department,’ and he immediately volunteered to go and fetch you.”

The more I thought about it, the more complicated it seemed.

“Well, anyway, that’s all for now.”

Saying that he had a lot of work to do, the team leader headed for the door.

“Thanks for your help with the turntable.”

With that, he disappeared out the door.

“…What was that about?”

After that, nothing significant happened. For about a month, I kept repeating the routine of going to work and going home, and the workload gradually decreased.

Time passed, and finally, the day arrived.

“…I never thought I’d see this.”

Song Arin muttered in awe.

“It’s beautiful…”

Yoo Daon gazed wide-eyed.

Jang Chaeyeon stood with a satisfied expression.

I, too, followed their gaze, looking forward to it.

A cruise ship, adorned with white and beautifully embroidered with gold, stood before us. 

In large letters, the name Golden Eye was written on the side of the ship.

As I gazed at the ship, I couldn’t help but feel a surge of excitement.

Yeah, we really went through a lot, didn’t we? 


No incidents for a month, and work had eased up, but that was all because of the hardships we faced back then!

Just in case, I had brought everything—guns, butane gas, and even an emergency radio. 

There’s no way I’d be unlucky enough to encounter any problems on a ship, right?

With confidence, I placed my foot on the stairs leading up to the ship. 

The dark ocean water shimmered with a murky glow.



 
  
    Chapter 59 : Cruise


Luxury.

There was no other word to describe it.

“Wow…!”

Yoo Daon couldn’t stop marveling at the grandeur, and I couldn’t blame her.

Rather than thinking she was overreacting, I found myself in total agreement.

The opulence was undeniable.

Golden chandeliers illuminated the ceiling, casting a radiant glow, while the marble floors were polished so clean you could see your reflection.

People in immaculate suits greeted us with polite bows.

The first floor was a magnificent hall with chandeliers hanging from above, and the red-carpeted stairs that led up to the second and third floors resembled something straight out of a high-end hotel.

I was honestly speechless.

“Welcome!”

The greeting felt overwhelming.

I looked around.

If we were the only ones here, it might have felt like a threat, but thankfully, there were plenty of people walking around.

Some were people I recognized from the Bureau, while others were dressed like wealthy elites.

While I was busy observing the others, I suddenly realized that they were also looking at us.

Of course, it must have been quite a sight—one guy standing awkwardly among three women.

I mean, it’s not like that’s all there was to it, but still…

“Let’s check out the rooms! The rooms!”

“If we don’t each get our own room, I’m seriously reporting this to the HR department.”

“Aren’t we the HR department?”

“Do you have to argue with everything?”

Excited, Yoo Daon and Song Arin practically skipped towards the rooms.

Jang Chaeyeon followed behind them but turned her head to look at me.

“Come with us.”

“Sure.”

Jang Chaeyeon walked beside me.

“Is this your first time in a place like this?” I asked her.

“It’s my first time on a cruise.”

“Are you not into luxury, then?”

After a brief silence, she glanced up at me, as if gauging my reaction.

“Does it bother you?”

“Not at all. I don’t mind either way.”

It’s not like I could say anything about someone’s personal preferences, and honestly, I didn’t care.

Working for the Bureau—especially with all the strange cases recently—has made my bank account grow quite nicely.

Jang Chaeyeon was probably in a similar situation.

Even if she decided to indulge a little, as long as it wasn’t something outrageous, she could afford it.

With that, we exchanged meaningless small talk as we made our way to the rooms.

Just like the lobby, the rooms were beyond luxurious.

The Bureau had really pulled out all the stops this time, even giving us private rooms.

I followed Song Arin inside to take a look.

A huge bed, a fully equipped bathroom, and a lavishly decorated mirror.

There was nothing missing.

“This is really nice.”

Song Arin nodded in satisfaction as she looked carefully out the window after inspecting her room.

An endless sea stretched out before her.

“It might be a little scary if you look at it alone before bed.”

“Why don’t you call Chaeyeon or Daon to sleep with you?”

“Why would I call them? I’d rather sleep outside than with white hair, and if I stay with black hair, the atmosphere feels suffocating.”

“Daon feels that way?”

I thought about Yoo Daon. She seemed sociable and got along well with others, so I didn’t expect that.

“…Right. Even if the whole world knows, you wouldn’t, since black hair is always hiding it.”

Song Arin sighed as she looked at me, shrugged her shoulders, and gave up explaining.

“What is it?”

“Never mind. I’m a woman who respects people’s privacy.”

“Come on, tell me.”

But Song Arin just waved her hand dismissively, gesturing for me to leave without answering my question.

In the end, I had no choice but to leave without a proper explanation.

So, where’s my room?

As I wandered around looking for my room, Yoo Daon came running toward me.

“Jaehun!”

“Yes?”

“Look at this! There’s going to be a concert by a famous orchestra and theater group!”

Yoo Daon handed me a flyer, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

I studied her for a moment, and she tilted her head curiously as we made eye contact.

“What is it?”

“It’s nothing.”

What could someone like her be hiding? Song Arin might be good at hypnosis, but she clearly has no talent for reading people.

Thinking that, I looked at the flyer Yoo Daon handed me.

As expected, it was titled in luxurious lettering: An Unforgettable Luxury Concert.

Is there anything here that isn’t luxurious?

The word theater stirred some unpleasant memories, but I pushed them aside and handed the flyer back to Yoo Daon.

“We have plenty of time, so let’s take it slow.”

Let’s not go right away. I don’t want a repeat of the last time I went to the theater and couldn’t even prepare for what happened.

Realizing I was thinking this way made me understand how much I had become a part of the Bureau.

With a strange, indescribable feeling, I watched my colleagues as they busied themselves, then started walking outside.

I should familiarize myself with the layout and clear my head a bit.

I walked past the golden-lit corridors.

An empty dining hall.


People chatting in the central hall.

A theater with a sign saying Preparing, and even a gym, swimming pool, and arcade—there was nothing this cruise didn’t have.

They really made it so you could do anything on this ship.

Soon, a grand sound signaled the ship’s departure, and I walked up to the deck.

A lukewarm breeze brushed against my face.

A sharp, fishy smell stung my nose.

I frowned unconsciously, looking around, but there was no one else nearby.

Was it just the smell of the ocean?

The deck was still relatively empty, so I had plenty of time to enjoy some solitude.

I leaned my elbows on the railing, gazing at the endless horizon, and opened the manual.

Let’s see, there must be a section in the manual related to the ocean.

Manual for Office Workers
SB – How to Survive If You Fall into the Sea


	Working for the Bureau, you might occasionally find yourself stranded at sea.

	In such cases, find something to climb onto as quickly as possible. Bureau staff are still human, and hypothermia is often the cause of death.

	Do not stay in the water for long. If you feel something in the water, refer to [SY – Sea Survival Methods].



I read the manual carefully, then shook my head.

I really am developing a professional obsession. Why am I always worrying and reading the manual even during my downtime?

With a decisive snap, I closed the manual, took one last look at the deep blue ocean, and went back inside the cruise.

Since the ship had set sail, the atmosphere inside was much livelier than before.

Wealthy-looking people who seemed to know each other were holding wine glasses and chatting happily, while some who appeared more like ordinary people walked cautiously, avoiding the lavish crowd.

“Excuse me.”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

As I stood there, watching the scene unfold with little interest, someone passed by me and politely asked for space, and I stepped aside with a small nod.

That same nauseating fishy smell hit me again.

I instinctively turned to look at the person who had passed by, but they were already gone.

I scanned the area with a sharp gaze, but everyone seemed normal.

“What are you doing?”

Startled by the familiar monotone voice, I turned around.

Jang Chaeyeon was staring at me.

“Don’t you smell something fishy?”

“Fishy?”

She closed her eyes and sniffed the air.

“…I don’t smell anything.”

“That’s strange.”

But just as she said, I couldn’t smell anything now.

The air was filled only with the scent of expensive perfume and alcohol.

“You don’t know anything about containment objects related to fishy smells, do you?”

“…Nope.”

She furrowed her brows as if pondering for a moment, then shook her head.

“It’s too hard to pinpoint. When working on the containment team near the sea, it’s a smell you encounter more often than you’d think.”

“I suppose so.”

“But should I tell the others as well?”

“Please do.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded slowly at my request and started to walk toward her room, then looked back at me.

“Don’t worry too much. We’re here to have fun, so enjoy yourself.”

“…Okay.”

“There are other Bureau agents here, too. If anything happens, they’ll respond.”

“That’s a bit of a relief.”

She smiled faintly at my words, nodding before heading to her room.

I watched her as she walked away and then turned my gaze forward again.

Will everything be alright?

In the end, I couldn’t find the source of the fishy smell.

“That fishy smell…”

“Do you know something about it?”

“Well… the ocean has always been more of a mystery to humanity than land.”

Chaeyeon quickly returned with the others, and Song Arin shrugged her shoulders, answering my question.

“The Bureau doesn’t usually mess with containment objects in the ocean. More accurately, we can’t. Most humans can’t breathe underwater.”

“Unless you’re someone like the Gangseo Branch Director,” she added with a smirk.

Song Arin nodded, murmuring softly under her breath a few times.

“…I don’t know. You give me the keyword ‘fishy smell’ and expect me to figure everything out—what am I supposed to do with that?”

She scratched her head roughly.

“I’ll be cautious. If anything happens on the ship, we’re really done for.”

“I’ll be careful too.”

Yoo Daon nodded in agreement.

“Yes, please be careful.”

“Of course, there are Bureau agents among the passengers. I’ll give them a heads-up too.”

Song Arin sighed deeply as she got up from her seat.

“I really hope nothing happens.”

“I feel the same.”

Song Arin smirked and waved her hand as she walked off in another direction.

“…I’ll go let them know too.”

Chaeyeon also got up and headed in the opposite direction.

I watched the two of them.

Both approached different people, and while they smiled as they spoke, I noticed their expressions gradually turning serious.

I stood up from my seat.

“Where are you going?”

“Just going to look around.”

“Shall I come with you?”

“No, Daon. You go ahead and enjoy yourself.”

Maybe I’m just overreacting.

I glanced around.

Right, I’ve been through this kind of thing too many times. Maybe I’m being too paranoid—

Just as that thought crossed my mind, a name caught my eye.

[Name: XX Min]  

[Age: 23]  

[Traits: X]  

[Abilities: X]  

[Background: He was just working here… until the sea became a part of him.]  


[Weakness: He’s just a regular person. If you kill him, he dies.]

I shot to my feet.

“Daon, please come with me for a moment.”

“Yes.”

Something was happening.



 
  
    Chapter 60 : Onboard Play?


I had heard that the cruise would be sailing around the country for a week.

Normally, this would be the perfect time to disconnect from the world and soak in some scenic views in peace… but the only thought running through my head as I climbed the stairs was:

The Bureau needs to be dismantled.

What kind of insane, villainous organization is this?

I mean, I’m supposed to be on a relaxing cruise, and yet here I am, doing *this* again?

If this trip goes south, I might just pay a personal visit to the branch chief.

With my simmering frustration barely under control, I followed Yoo Daon as we continued walking.

“It’s been pretty quiet lately, hasn’t it?”

“Yeah, but isn’t it nice that we’re together anyway?”

Yoo Daon cheerfully chattered as she walked.

I really need to learn from her happy-go-lucky mindset, but… I just can’t.

“But… did anything feel off to you?”

“Well, there was a fishy smell… and I think I saw something.”

“Fishy smell?”

Yoo Daon leaned forward from behind me, sniffing dramatically.

“I only smell you, Jaeheon.”

“Wait, I smell?”

Yoo Daon froze, her eyes going wide, and then furiously shook her head in denial.

“N-no! What I mean is, you have this… incredibly calming presence?”

“So there’s no smell, right?”

“None!”

Before I could even finish my sentence, Yoo Daon shouted her response, and I just shrugged.

Well, I guess “calming presence” beats “you stink,” right?

I turned my attention back to the people climbing the stairs ahead of us.

Over the years, I’ve learned that seeing only part of something is very different from seeing none of it at all.

For instance, when I see the branch chief’s name, it always shows up as just a dash, like [-].

But the guy I saw earlier had [XX-min] for a name.

For some reason, this person had lost part of their name.

It’s not something I come across often, but the last time I did…

My eyes wandered toward the theater marked with a “Coming Soon” sign.

Could it be ‘The Red Lady, Part 2’?

If that’s the case, at least I know how to deal with it.

I racked my brain for any connections between ‘The Red Lady’ and the fishy smell, but nothing came to mind.

This odor was more like… rotten seawater, if I had to describe it.

We climbed the stairs, following the person ahead of us.

“…Hey, now I can smell it.”

Yoo Daon wrinkled her nose and sniffed the air.

“It’s faint, but yeah, there’s definitely a fishy smell.”

“I still don’t smell anything.”

I tried sniffing the air too, but caught nothing.

“Let me lead the way, then.”

With the expertise of a bloodhound, Yoo Daon took the front, sniffing her way down the hallway.

What is this?

Are we on a cruise or an episode of *Detective Canine*?

As I followed her, the once-luxurious hallway gave way to a rusty, pitch-black corridor, as if the grandeur from earlier had never existed.

“It looks like a back office,” Yoo Daon whispered next to me.

“Yeah, it does,” I whispered back.

Finally, even my nose began to pick up the faint whiff of decay.

We moved silently, trailing the person ahead, and I instinctively drew my gun when I heard a wet splashing sound.

Yoo Daon followed suit, slipping on gloves as she moved.

The stench grew stronger near a corner at the end of the long hallway.

Yoo Daon clenched her fist and quickly rounded the corner.

“…Huh?”

She froze, muttering curiously.

“What is it?”

“Well, there is something… but… is there?”

Confused by her hesitation, I walked up beside her to check.

“What the…?”

“Right?”

There was nothing but a foul-smelling puddle of water and some soaked clothes—the same ones the person we were following had been wearing.

I quickly scanned the surroundings, but there was no one in sight.

“…You don’t think someone turned into water, do you?”

Yoo Daon crouched by the puddle, sniffing diligently.

“And what if that water comes to life and attacks you?”

“Then we die. Simple.”

I sighed as Yoo Daon nonchalantly tossed out such terrifying statements, staring at the clothes.

Should we leave them here?

Or take them?

“Let’s take the clothes.”

“Okay.”

Yoo Daon grabbed the soaked garments and darted ahead.

I followed her once more.

“…Ugh, that smell.”

As soon as we brought the clothes back, Jang Chaeyeon pinched her nose, grimacing.

Meanwhile, Song Arin was still busy scolding the Bureau’s staff.

“I’ve got two things bothering me,” I said, drawing both women’s attention.

“First, this whole situation feels too… staged.”

“Staged?”

Chaeyeon frowned.


“Yeah. It’s too convenient that we smelled the fishy odor, too convenient that someone passed by me, and now we conveniently have these ‘clues’ left behind.”

“You’re saying it’s like a scripted play?”

“Exactly.”

“Hmm…” Chaeyeon scratched her cheek, thinking hard, before nodding.

“Alright. What’s the second thing?”

“The second thing stems from what I just said… it reminds me of something bad.

A play we got tangled in before.”

“The Red Lady?”

“Yes.”

Chaeyeon’s face darkened instantly.

“Should I just destroy the theater?”

“If that would solve things, I’d do it myself.”

But given my past experience, wrecking the theater probably wouldn’t help.

It felt more like a “phenomenon” than something physical.

“And let’s be honest, if you destroy it, you’ll *really* destroy it.”

“…True.”

Chaeyeon nodded slowly.

If we sink the ship, we’re all dead for real… better try not to smash too much this time.

Not that smashing things is avoidable in this line of work.

The Bureau will probably just have to pay for the damages.

I don’t care anymore.

Lost in my own thoughts, I looked around.

People were still enjoying themselves.

Song Arin was probably still keeping the Bureau staff in check.

I pulled out a radio and handed it to the others.

“Oh, you brought radios?”

“Just in case.”

I packed the radios, the gun… you know, the usual cruise essentials.

“Here, take one each.”

After giving out the radios to Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon, I scribbled a note on a piece of paper: “Song Arin, take this and head to the theater.”

I placed the note in the corner.

“Will that be enough?”

“If it’s Song Arin, she’ll find it.

She’s sharp.”

She’ll sniff it out.

“But where are we going?”

“There.”

I pointed at the sign that read ‘Under Inspection’ at the theater.

“…Are we really doing this?”

“Are you worried?”

“I’m worried about *you*.”

Sometimes Chaeyeon could be *scary* with how blunt she was.

“Well, in that case—”

*THUD!*

An enormous noise echoed, and the ship stopped dead in the water.

People started murmuring, and some even screamed in panic.

Suddenly, a sharply dressed man appeared with a wireless mic, trying to calm the crowd.

“Everyone, don’t worry!

There’s absolutely no issue with the ship, and there’s nothing to be concerned about!

Please, enjoy the first night of your cruise in peace!”

His loud voice reassured some, but the mood remained tense.

Sensing the unease, the man continued, his tone more urgent.

“Also, we’ve received word that tonight’s performance, originally scheduled for midnight, will now be starting early!”

I hadn’t expected that.

The man, clearly flustered, stammered into the mic.

“B-by the way, it’s a popular play!

Um… uh… something very famous!

Performed by a renowned troupe!

We guarantee it’ll be enjoyable!”

*Shhhhhh!*

As if the show had been planned all along, the ‘Under Inspection’ sign vanished, leaving the pitch-black entrance to the theater, ominously welcoming the guests.

People looked around, shrugged, and began walking toward the theater.

Am I getting a headache?

I quickly checked my body, but felt nothing wrong.

If the play had already started, going in would be a bad idea.

I thought back to my last experience with ‘The Red Lady.’

Just remembering that nightmare made me want to throw up.

Should I stop people from going in?

Just as I was about to tell the others to stop,

*SPLASH!*

The sound of water gushing from the theater entrance was followed by people screaming in horror.

Everyone turned to the entrance, and so did we.

“What the hell is…”

Before I could finish my sentence, the stench of fish hit us, and seawater poured out from the theater’s doors.

“Everyone, be careful!”

Before I could even finish shouting, we were swept away by the water.

Submerged, I struggled as the seawater flooded my eyes, nose, throat, and lungs.

I coughed, but all that came up was more seawater.

I could feel gills forming on my neck.

I looked up, but instead of the sky, I saw the distorted view of the night through the water.

I tried to scream, but I had no lungs left.

Only more seawater came out.

The warm morning sunlight tickled my face.

“Gah!”

I clutched my throat and shot upright.

I was in my room.

Still in my clothes, I lay drenched in cold sweat, shivering from the chill.

Was it… just a dream?

But I was sure I was waiting for the midnight show in the theater.


Wait.

I slowly turned my head toward the window.

Far off on the horizon, I could see the sun rising in the east.

It was the second day of the cruise.





 
  
    Chapter 61 : Trap of Experience


I looked around.

What on earth just happened?

Let’s check the situation first.

Could it be that I died and then came back to life?

I quickly patted my chest and pockets.

I grabbed hold of the statue, completely intact.

…No, I wasn’t dead.

It wasn’t just the statue. My gun, the radio, the butane gas — everything I had brought was perfectly dry and fully functional.

So, does that mean I went into the theater and came back out?

But if that were true, I’d at least have some memory or a splitting headache.

Trying to shake off the fog in my mind, I looked out the window at the still-rising dawn, then grabbed my phone to check the date.

One day had passed.

In other words, after being swept away by the seawater, for some unknown reason, a whole day had gone by, and here I was, lying in my room with nothing but that bizarre experience.

Is this really connected to the ‘theater’?

Let’s compare it to the ‘Red Lady’ incident.

If that’s the case, does it mean my eyes aren’t working properly or that no one’s outside?

It’s time to confirm. There’s no time to change clothes.

I rushed toward the door to check on the others’ rooms, but—

*Bang!*

My door flew open, and a frantic voice called out my name.

“Kim Jaeheon!”

It was Jang Chaeyeon.

Wasn’t this the first time she’d called me by my name?

She stood there, drenched in sweat, wearing only a white shirt, staring at me.

Her shoulders heaved up and down, her breathing labored, but as she looked at me, her breathing slowly calmed.

“…Are you okay?”

“Chaeyeon?”

I quickly scanned her with my eyes.

[Name: Jang Chaeyeon]  

[Age: 25]  

[Specialty: Telekinesis]  

[Abilities: -]  

[Background: Her life, once destined for a lonely death, completely changed after joining the HR team. She often throws herself into danger without hesitation to protect her comrades or someone dear to her.]  

[Weakness: Blind her and bind her hands.]

My eyes were functioning properly.

Nothing seemed off about Jang Chaeyeon either.

I glanced her over swiftly, trying to spot any injuries or unusual signs.

Her shirt, soaked with sweat and clinging to her body, revealed curves I probably shouldn’t be noticing right now.

I forced myself to ignore it, focusing instead on any injuries or strange details.

She looked at me with a confused expression, completely oblivious to my inner turmoil.

No injuries.

Once I finished checking her, I let out a sigh of relief and sat on the edge of the bed.

She, too, approached me slowly and sighed in relief.

“…Thank goodness. You’re okay.”

“You’re okay too, Chaeyeon.”

“…What happened?”

“We’re about to do some cross-verification. How much do you remember?”

“…I lost my memory when the water poured in…”

“Did you feel like you turned into a fish?”

Chaeyeon nodded at my words.

“No weird symptoms with your body?”

“I’ll check.”

She lifted her index finger slightly.

A soft breeze brushed past, gently sweeping my hair back.

“My abilities are fine. Nothing seems wrong.”

“Understood.”

I looked out the window again at the breaking dawn.

“We haven’t checked on the others yet, right?”

“I came to check on you first.”

Chaeyeon tilted her head, as if wondering why I was asking something so obvious.

“…Let’s go check on the others.”

She nodded, and we hurried out into the hallway.

“Where did you wake up, Chaeyeon?”

“On the hallway floor.”

“Not in bed?”

“Yep.”

Is it different for everyone where they wake up?

In that case, there’s a chance Song Arin or Yoo Daon might not be in their rooms either.

As we walked down the hallway, I pulled out a small radio from my pocket and switched to Song Arin’s channel.

“Song Arin?”

No answer.

I switched to Yoo Daon’s channel and tried again.

“Yoo Daon?”

Again, no response.

“Let’s check the closest room first.”

“Okay.”

Song Arin’s room was the nearest.

Chaeyeon easily ripped open the locked door and entered the room.

There was no one inside.


The bed was neatly made, as if no one had ever used it.

Could we have missed them somehow?

“Let’s move to the next room.”

“Okay.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded at my words and followed behind me.

Yoo Daon’s room was also locked, but we opened it the same way as before and went inside.

“She’s not here either.”

Yoo Daon wasn’t in the room.

The only difference was that a faint fishy smell lingered in the air.

A sense of unease crept over me.

“Let’s find the others first.”

“Do you have any idea where they might be?”

I paused at her question.

In reality, I didn’t have any way to find the others.

“Well, let’s check the theater first. After that, we can look for the others.”

“…Don’t worry.”

She patted my shoulder as she spoke.

“Those two aren’t the kind to be taken down that easily.”

“That’s true.”

But still, I couldn’t help feeling concerned.

Jang Chaeyeon and I walked down the hallway.

As we continued, we finally started to see people.

“What on earth is going on…”

People clutching their heads, muttering to themselves, and others giggling to themselves like madmen.

We walked past them, glancing at their names.

First, the muttering man:

[Name: Jung Chan-je]

Next, the one laughing as if he’d lost his mind:

[Name: Oh XX]

Those who had somewhat regained their senses still had their names, while those who hadn’t were nameless.

Some people were fine, and others weren’t?

While I was lost in thought, studying them, Jang Chaeyeon tugged at my sleeve.

“The theater is open.”

I stared at the theater.

As she said, the entrance yawned open like a dark maw.

Was the performance really held here?

“Let’s go.”

There was only one way to confirm it: by going inside.

Without hesitation, I pulled out my gun and stepped in.

As soon as we entered the theater, the musty smell and faint stench of fish hit my nose.

I wrinkled my brow and looked around.

This place wasn’t wet either.

*Splash.*

I heard footsteps, and the foul stench intensified.

I quickly looked up.

It was a person whose head had been split in half.

On the right side of his face, octopus tentacles pulsed like blooming flowers, while barnacles clung to his legs and joints, clattering as he moved.

His clothes were drenched in something foul-smelling, and each step he took made a wet, splashing sound.

Soon, information appeared in my vision.

[Name: XXX]  

[Age: 31]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Abilities: Ocean]  

[Background: With just one experience, he lost himself to the deep sea.]  

[Weakness: Physical means of killing are not recommended. You must free him from the sea.]

Free him from the sea?

I thought this had something to do with the theater.

*Crack!*

Before I could finish reading, Jang Chaeyeon extended her hand and clenched her fist.

In an instant, an overwhelming force passed by me, grabbed the creature’s leg, and twisted it.

A sickening crack filled the air as the creature collapsed.

“…Urgh…”

It didn’t even make a pained sound as it fell, and instead, began to crawl toward us, using its arms.

*Splish… splish…*

It didn’t seem bothered at all by the loss of its legs, crawling like some sort of zombie.

“…Should I kill it?”

Chaeyeon asked, still holding her hand out, only turning her head to look at me.

“…Wait a second.”

I stared at the thing crawling toward us.

“…Ugh…”

It made only meaningless sounds as it slowly advanced.

“Let’s not.”

“Okay.”

I’d never had good experiences with proceeding after being told, “it’s not recommended.”

We carefully stepped around the creature, avoiding it, and looked around.

Something feels off.

“There’s no staff here.”

“Staff?”

If this was a performance, shouldn’t the staff have appeared by now to stop us, like in the ‘Red Lady’ incident?

But no one stopped us, and there weren’t even any actors to be seen.

Yet, how do we explain the flood of water when they announced the start of the performance?

Ugh, my head hurts.

I thought deeply and opened the manual.

Maybe there’s something useful here.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[YH – Advice for Situational Judgment]

1. As long as you work for the Bureau, you will inevitably get involved in numerous incidents.  

2. If this is your first time encountering such an incident, the first thing you need to have is calmness. Think calmly.  

3. On the other hand, if you’ve been caught up in such incidents frequently, the thing you must be most cautious of is your experience.  

3-1. Experience is a vital factor that can save you, but it can also narrow your perspective. Never forget that containment entities always betray your common sense and memories.  

Tap. I closed the manual with a snap, and Jang Chaeyeon looked at me curiously.

“Did you find something useful?”

“I’m not sure, but it’ll be a good reference.”  

Sea water and the deep sea… just once.  

What effect does the seawater have?  

I recalled the background information.  

[Background: With just one experience, he lost himself to the deep sea.]

I also remembered the moment I was submerged in seawater, screaming in pain as I transformed into a fish.  

Jang Chaeyeon had experienced the same thing.  

So, hadn’t we all gone through the same phenomenon?  

But why were some people perfectly fine, while others, like the half-monster over there, were not?  

“…Found you!”

Just as I was lost in thought, I heard a familiar voice and turned around.  

Song Arin and Yoo Daon were quickly descending from the entrance of the theater.  

“Where the heck have you been? I’ve been looking all—”

I glanced at Song Arin’s head.

[Name: Song Arin]

[Age: 21]  

[Specialty: Hypnosis]  

[Abilities: -]  

[Background: She’s learning how to be patient, although she still tends to blurt things out.]  

[Weakness: A solid smack on the head works wonders.]

She seemed fine.  

Next, I looked at Yoo Daon.  

There was something unsettling about her unusually quiet demeanor.  

Soon, a transparent window appeared over her head.

[Name: Yoo Daon]  

[Age: 23]  

[Specialty: Immortality]  

[Abilities: Regeneration (undetermined)]  

[Background: Even the holes in her life are acknowledged, and she tries to fill them, but it still seems difficult for her.]  

[Weakness: If you had to choose two people in the world you should never make enemies, it would be a regressor and an immortal.]

“Chaeyeon.”

“Yeah?”


“Grab Daon.”

“Got it.”

As soon as I finished speaking, Jang Chaeyeon slammed her hand down, and Yoo Daon was immediately pinned to the ground by overwhelming gravity.

“W-what’s going on? Hey! What the hell is happening?!”

Song Arin’s panicked voice echoed through the dark theater.



 
  
    Chapter 62 : The Will to Die as a Human


After Jang Chaeyeon pinned Yoo Daon to the ground, at least three people, who seemed to be in their right minds, gathered to start an urgent meeting.

“Hey, what exactly happened?”

Song Arin stood next to me with a puzzled expression, frowning as she looked at Yoo Daon.

“Ms. Song Arin, you were swept away by the seawater too, right?”

“Do you think I was the only one? Everyone was swept away.”

She clicked her tongue and responded.

“The door shattered, and everyone was submerged in seawater. I thought we were all as good as dead, so what exactly is going on?”

“The door? Not the theater?”

“Yeah.”

I shared the rest of the information with Song Arin.

“So, Ms. Song Arin had the same dream.”

“Whether it was a dream, reality, or some sort of mass hallucination, I can’t say, but for now, it seems that way.”

“Then…”

The three of us looked at Yoo Daon, who was still wriggling on the ground.

“Jaeheon?”

Yoo Daon, lying on the ground, slightly raised her head to look at me.

“It’s uncomfortable. Please ask them to let me go.”

Her oddly calm voice gave me a sense of unease.

“She seems off. Brainwashed?”

“Should I just snap her neck?”

“Guys, you do remember that Daon is your comrade, right?”

Watching the two of them discuss seriously, I looked back at Yoo Daon.

Still, there was a name missing above her head.

“Ms. Song Arin, can you try hypnotizing Daon to bring her back?”

“…I’ll give it a shot.”

Song Arin knelt down in front of the twitching Yoo Daon and made eye contact with her. Yoo Daon’s eyes slowly started to clear, and soon she opened them with a slight gasp.

“…Huh? Why am I lying here?”

“Did you succeed in bringing her back?”

I looked at Song Arin, who shook her head as I asked, watching Yoo Daon glancing around confused.

“No. I forcefully brought out her subconscious. She’s awake for now, but it wouldn’t be surprising if she sinks back anytime.”

“Me?”

“Let’s just keep an eye on her for now. Daon, stay sharp.”

“Ah, yes!”

Yoo Daon nodded with a confused expression, not fully understanding the situation.

“So, where do we start solving this?”

At Jang Chaeyeon’s question, I also fell into thought.

Right, where should we even begin?

“I think we should start by finding the source.”

“The source?”

“There has to be a source where this seawater is coming from.”

“…Wasn’t it here? Isn’t this some kind of play?”

Song Arin pointed inside the theater with a dumbfounded look and glanced at me.

“It doesn’t seem like it’s just a play creating this phenomenon.”

There’s no staff, no troupe, and it’s far from a typical performance. People aren’t even dying instantly.

There are a few things bothering me, though.

Song Arin sighed, groaning at my words.

“Then, where should we start looking?”

“I don’t know.”

“…Alright. Looks like we should prepare to be swept away by the seawater once more.”

Song Arin quickly accepted the situation and started scanning the surroundings.

“Let’s split into teams.”

I looked at the three of them.

“Ms. Song Arin, please look around with Daon.”

The reason for pairing the two of them was that if Daon’s hypnosis wore off, Song Arin would need to put her back under.

“Alright, and you?”

“I’ll go with Chaeyeon to check with the Bureau staff and civilians.”

“Good idea. If you carry the manual, the Bureau staff will recognize you as one of their own quickly. Use the manual to assert yourself.”

“I will.”

“And don’t introduce the white-haired guy as HR when we get to the branch, say he’s from the Containment Team.”

Jang Chaeyeon stared intently at Song Arin, who met her gaze and continued.

“Even if they share the same ability, the words of a white-haired Containment Team member from the Gangdong Branch will carry more weight than those of one from the HR Team at the Gangseo Branch.”

According to the guy with sunglasses, we’re dealing with incidents involving both humans and containment objects.

“Alright then, let’s do that. Chaeyeon, are you okay?”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded slowly.

“Yeah, I guess we should be prepared to get hit by seawater again if things go south.”

“We don’t know anything yet.”

“Looking at her state, I think it’s the early stage of mental contamination.”

“What?”

Song Arin glanced at Yoo Daon briefly before looking at me again.

“She should be fine for another one or two times, but let’s aim for meaningful results.”

“Agreed.”

Song Arin nodded, and Yoo Daon, still dazed, also nodded and waved her hand.

“Go ahead! Whatever this is!”

“Get it together!”

“Huh…?”

Leaving the two behind, I headed out of the theater with Jang Chaeyeon, lost in thought.

What was it like when we were swept away by the water?

“Chaeyeon, how did it feel when you were swept away and, um, turned into a fish?”

After a brief contemplation, Jang Chaeyeon opened her mouth.


“The thought that I couldn’t stay like that.”

“Is that all?”

“…Willpower.”

“Willpower?”

“The will to die as a human, even if I were to die.”

“Those two things?”

The will to die as a human, huh.

“It’s one of the frequent trainings in the Containment Team.”

“Why?”

“They say it’s excellent for resisting mental attacks.”

“Why is that…”

“I did it because I was told to. That’s all.”

Jang Chaeyeon closed her mouth, implying she knew nothing more, and stared ahead with her usual blank expression.

It was a very typical answer for her.

I guess I’ll have to keep that in mind.

As we stepped outside, there were more people murmuring around than before.

It seemed like they had just woken up.

Holding the manual, I looked around at the people with Jang Chaeyeon.

Groups of people huddled together, glancing around with anxious faces.

It didn’t take long for someone to recognize us.

“…That manual.”

Someone hurriedly approached us.

It was a modest-looking woman.

“The Bureau–”

Before she could finish her sentence, Jang Chaeyeon quickly covered her mouth.

“Not here.”

The woman, her mouth covered, nodded and led us to a less crowded area, where we began talking.

“You’re from the Bureau, aren’t you?”

She looked at us.

“For now, I’m Lee Jeongyeon from the Information Management Team of the Gangbuk Branch.”

I stared at her as she introduced herself.

[Name: Lee Jeongyeon]

[Age: 36]

[Specialty: X]

[Talent: X]

[Background: She is in charge of civilian information control at the Gangbuk Branch of the Bureau. She was awarded a cruise trip for her efforts in preventing a major incident, though she never expected to be involved in another incident here.]

[Weakness: She’s just an ordinary person. If killed, she will die easily.]

She didn’t have any noticeable specialties; she was just a regular civilian.

“I’m Kim Jaeheon from the HR Team of the Gangseo Branch, and this is…”

“Jang Chaeyeon, Containment Team, Gangdong Branch.”

Jang Chaeyeon introduced herself in short, and a look of relief spread across the woman’s face upon hearing that.

“Containment Team…! That’s a relief… Nothing too big will happen then…”

The presence of the Containment Team seems to have a significant impact.

As if she’d been holding it in, she began to speak rapidly.

“I was resting in my room… When suddenly, out of nowhere, waves came crashing in, breaking the windows, and seawater flooded in…”

Her account matched ours.

“Where did it happen?”

“I was on the deck.”

There wasn’t much difference in where it occurred.

“What did you think when you were having the dream?”

“Hmm… I thought something terrible would happen if I stayed like that.”

“And your colleagues?”

“Of the three who came with me, one seems fine, but one of them is acting strange, so we locked them in the room.”

“Understood. Thank you.”

I nodded and was about to move on to find someone else when she suddenly called out.

“Wait!”

“Yes?”

She stopped us as we were about to leave.

“And, I heard something strange.”

“Something strange?”

“Yes. As I was heading down from the deck, from the rear of the ship… It sounded like waves crashing?”

I exchanged glances with Jang Chaeyeon.

“Anything else?”

“I think I also heard a song in the dream.”

A song.

“Whatever that sound is, resist it as much as possible. It’s not going to be good for you.”

“I’ll try my best.”

She nodded.

After watching her leave, I pulled out the radio to contact Song Arin.

“Ms. Song Arin.”

– “What?”

A grumpy voice came through the radio.

“Check the rear of the ship and see if there’s anything unusual.”

– “Okay.”

We continued surveying and investigating until sunset.

“The commonalities are clear.”

“Yes.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded slowly as we sat facing each other in the cafeteria.

I wondered if the cafeteria staff had experienced something similar.

All that was left in the cafeteria were canned drinks and prepackaged bread.

As I started eating some bread, I began organizing the information.

“First, everyone is having dreams. They all dream of turning into fish, and some people hear an extremely alluring sound.”

“Yes.”

“The location of where it happens varies for each person.”

We met up with Song Arin and Yoo Daon along the way, but they said they hadn’t found anything yet.

“It would be great if those two found something as well.”

Clicking my pen, I wrote down the information on a piece of paper.

Why are there individual differences?

“Chaeyeon, do you think an individual’s willpower plays a significant role in mental resistance?”

“Yes.”

She answered without hesitation and looked at me.

“Willpower is important. If you have strong willpower, the chances of being eroded by the phenomenon are lower.”

“I see.”

Then, does Yoo Daon lack willpower? That doesn’t seem right.

“…Maybe because she dies easily?”

A hypothesis subconsciously popped into my head.

For Yoo Daon, death isn’t something to fear. Unlike us, she is theoretically a person with infinite lives.

If, for instance, a giant axe were falling toward our necks, the three of us would either dodge, block, or do whatever it took to avoid the blow.

But Yoo Daon wouldn’t. She would let her neck be cut and then come back to life, thinking of a new plan.

In this kind of situation, that thought process could be fatal.

“What do you think the sound of waves near the back of the ship could be?”

“…There might be something there.”

“For now, let’s wait for the others and go together—”

-Bzzzzt-!

Before I could finish my sentence, the radio crackled, and Song Arin’s urgent voice came through.

“I hear it!”

“We hear you!”

I quickly picked up the radio and answered her, her voice echoing through the static.

“Listen carefully! In the engine room! There’s something huge…”

-Bzzzzt!-

The radio started to break up with static.

“Destruction…! Somehow…! Absolutely…!”

“Ms. Song Arin!”

The sound cut out, but her final words came through.

“Next time, if you find me, subdue me.”

-Clank!-

The ship shook once.

-Crash!-

The windows shattered, and seawater flooded in, engulfing us.

A nauseating, fishy smell overwhelmed us.

We were submerged in water. Just like yesterday.

Once again, my lungs tore apart as gills sprouted, and though I wanted to scream, only bubbles escaped my mouth.

What was even more terrifying was that none of this came with pain. My body changed as if it were natural.

Jang Chaeyeon’s words echoed in my head.

The will to die as a human, even if I were to die.

I bit down hard on my tongue, trying not to scream, clenching my teeth.

As blood spread through the water, the sharp pain cleared my mind.

I shifted my gaze downward.

Unlike the sky, nothing could be seen in the abyss.

I descended into the pitch-black deep, using the fins that now replaced my arms.

I could hear a sound.

Even though I no longer had ears, a song touched my soul.

There were no lyrics. Just a simple, monotonous humming.

A humming that made me want to give up everything.

With each note of the song, I felt myself melting away.

“Don’t lose.”

As I heard the voice in my fading consciousness, I steeled my will and descended further.

I saw something down there.

The enormous face of something—

Before I could see more, my consciousness cut out.

“Cough! Cough!”

I woke up, coughing and gasping for breath.

It was my room again.

The dawn had already broken, and morning sunlight streamed in from the sky.

A faint fishy smell lingered in the air.

I quickly checked myself.

I was fine. But what about the others?

I called out through the radio to check on them, but no one responded.

Could it be…

-Bang!-

“Kim Jaeheon!”

The door burst open, and Jang Chaeyeon entered.

“Chaeyeon.”

She looked at me with a worried expression.

I glanced over at her, too.

After a brief silence, she spoke.

“Are you alright?”

“For now.”

“…That’s a relief.”

She let out a sigh of relief.

“At least…”

“…I think I understand a bit.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded as well.

It was a matter of having a solid will. A matter of not giving up.


“For now, let’s head to the engine room.”

I got up and grabbed my gun.

“We need to find out what’s there.”

From now on, it’s a race against time.

The third day of the cruise has begun.



 
  
    Chapter 63 : Engine and Fingers


We hurried through the corridor, almost running.

Occasionally, the moans coming from beyond the walls made it clear that something had progressed further than yesterday, amplifying our anxiety.

Some people in the hallway stood around with vacant expressions, looking at their surroundings or staring at the walls, and there were others whose bodies had started to show changes, much like what we saw in the theater.

“It still seems okay for now.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded at my words and quickened her pace.

“We have to do this, just the two of us.”

I thought about the other two.

Song Arin, who told us not to look for her, and Yoo Daon, who was already contaminated.

I glanced at Jang Chaeyeon, but she seemed unfazed, walking quickly beside me as if nothing was wrong.

“We’re headed for the engine room, right?”

“Yeah.”

Without a map of the ship, how were we supposed to find the engine room?

Fortunately, that worry was resolved sooner than expected.

As soon as we stepped into the lobby, a loud sound echoed through the air.

-Wooooong… Wooooooong…

Could this be the sound Song Arin mentioned?

A low, trumpet-like noise. 

And along with that sound, people with vacant expressions were walking in a predetermined direction.

It was as if they were hypnotized. 

They walked with blank expressions, and among them, I recognized familiar faces, including the Bureau staff we had spoken to yesterday.

Sometimes, there were people trying to pull others aside to stop them, but those under the spell ignored their calls and continued walking.

And among them, I spotted a familiar face.

It was Yoo Daon.

[Name: ?? On]  

[Age: 23]  

[Specialty: Immortality]  

[Talent: Regeneration (Undetermined)]  

[Background: She is already lost, becoming one with the sea.]  

[Weakness: Physically killing her is impossible. You must destroy the link that is either corrupting her mind or destroying her psyche.]

She, too, was walking in the procession, her face blank.

“Daon.”

I called her name, but there was no response.

“Don’t worry.”

Jang Chaeyeon grabbed my arm.

“We’ll figure it out once we solve this.”

“How can you be so confident?”

“Experience and instinct.”

She answered without a moment’s hesitation and started walking again.

We pushed through the crowd, moving in the direction of the sound, passing the lavish lobby. 

The further we went, the more the environment changed. 

Rusted paint peeled from the walls, and the floor became a corroded steel plate.

Some people were walking sluggishly, their bodies twisted or covered with strange barnacle-like growths.

We passed a person with tentacles sprouting from their face.

-Wooooooong! Wooooooong!

The sound grew louder the further we went.

Soon, a metal staircase appeared, and we were hit by a wave of intense heat.

Whether it was from the engine or something unimaginable, I couldn’t tell, but we pushed past the people and descended the stairs.

-Clang, clang, clang…

The sound of our footsteps on the stairs echoed, and for some reason, it grated on my nerves.

Soon, we arrived at the engine room.

“…Ugh…”

Jang Chaeyeon grimaced and covered her nose with her sleeve, and I followed suit, pinching my nose shut.

It was a horrible smell.

It felt like stepping into a warehouse where fish had been left to rot for days.

The stench was unbearable, and my head pounded from the smell, but what drew my attention more was the sight before me.

In the middle of the engine was a giant mouth.

The engine was alive.

Not in a mechanical sense, but in a biological one.

Where the engine should have been, there was a round, gaping mouth.

Even the other parts weren’t exactly mechanical but looked more like parts of a living organism.

There were gills in some areas, and other parts resembled boils, spewing out strange gases.

I stared at the massive mouth in front of me.

It wasn’t a human mouth.

From the pitch-black interior, a rancid smell wafted out, and inside, sharp teeth were densely packed.

“Aah…”

I heard a voice behind me.

Someone was staring at the mouth with a look of ecstasy and immediately threw themselves into it.

“Chaeyeon!”

Before I could finish speaking, Jang Chaeyeon swung her hand, and the person who had been about to jump into the mouth flew backward.

I quickly focused my gaze on the creature.

[Name: Mouth]  

[Age: Created 3,000 years ago]  

[Specialty: Reconstruction]  

[Talent: Seizing Sanity]  

[Background: This entity has existed since the early days of humanity, and it is one of the reasons people once feared the sea and why humans still have not fully conquered it.]  

[Weakness: This is only a part of a much larger entity. You must either find the main body or feed it something it cannot consume.]

Feed it something it cannot consume? 

A part of a larger entity? 

Reconstruction?


My mind raced as I stared at the staircase.

People throwing themselves into the mouth, reconstruction, seizing sanity…

Those words came together, forming a single thought in my head.

Could it be—?

Splash!

The mouth moved, chewing for a moment, then spat something out.

It was something covered in mucus, resembling a fish egg.

The thin membrane twitched before a long blade pierced through and tore it open.

Shwaaak!

Emerging from the ripped membrane was a monster in the shape of a human, but half of its face was composed of octopus-like tentacles, and its arms had sharp claws or appendages resembling blades.

Soon, information about it appeared above its head.

[Name: X]  

[Age: Created just now]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: A human molded from the depths of the sea is bound to be horrifying.]  

[Weakness: Its durability is exceptionally high. It requires immense force to defeat.]

As soon as the monster raised its grotesque form, I drew my gun and shot a bullet directly into its forehead.

Bang!

The monster’s head jerked back, but it didn’t seem to care, swinging its sharp arm toward me.

“Ugh…!”

I quickly rolled backward, pulled out the butane canister I had prepared, and shook it before opening the cap.

Whoosh!

The fire engulfed the monster, and it screamed as the flames consumed it.

I quickly looked at Jang Chaeyeon and shouted, “Chaeyeon! Block the stairwell!”

Jang Chaeyeon swiftly stretched out her hand and clenched her fist, causing the staircase to bend and rise, trapping the people behind it.

As I watched the monster writhing in the flames, my hypothesis became more certain.

The people who had lost their sanity, and the human-like monster that was just spat out…

If my theory was right, what the mouth spat out was originally a person. We can’t let more people enter that mouth.

Whoosh!

The monster swung its burning arm, and though I dodged in time, a deep slash formed on my left arm.

“Ugh…!”

Blood splattered, and a sharp pain radiated through my arm.

Boom!

The monster’s body flew back and crashed into the wall, and Jang Chaeyeon rushed over to check on me.

“Are you okay?!”

“I’m fine.”

It’s my left arm, which I don’t use much anyway, so it’s not a problem.

Before we could check each other’s condition any further, the circular mouth gaped wide, revealing its sharp teeth, and spewed mucus toward us.

Jang Chaeyeon quickly raised her hand, blocking the mucus.

I glanced at the window.

[Critical:]

“Chaeyeon.”

“Yeah?”

With our backs pressed together, I whispered as she stared at the mouth.

“I don’t have a way to take that mouth down in one blow.”

“…You mean you can’t do that cool thing you sometimes show?”

To her, the critical move might seem like something mystical.

“Exactly.”

“Then I’ll take care of both.”

“No.”

I gripped the butane canister in my left hand and the gun in my right, readying myself.

Normally, you’re not supposed to use fire in the engine room, but since this isn’t exactly an engine, it shouldn’t matter.

The creature rose again and started walking toward us.

“I’ll hold the monster off. You take care of the mouth.”

“Got it. I’ll tear it open and be back.”

All I needed to do was buy time.

I aimed at the monster’s legs and fired.

Bang! Bang!

The bullets hit its legs, but the creature didn’t even flinch, swinging its arm at me again.

Whoosh!

I barely dodged the attack and fired more bullets into its torso.

It wasn’t about dealing significant damage, just keeping it at bay.

I had to keep its attention on me until Jang Chaeyeon tore the mouth apart.

Click!

I noticed I was out of bullets, so I opened the cap of the butane canister, shook it hard, and sprayed it onto the creature’s body, igniting it immediately.

The monster’s body burst into flames.

During this brief window, I quickly reloaded my gun.

Click!

Sharp pain throbbed through my left arm, but I ignored it and fired three more shots into the monster’s forehead with my right hand.

The bullets hit their mark, sinking into its skull.

But again, the creature only twitched slightly and kept walking toward me.

Riiip!

Suddenly, a tearing sound echoed, and the creature’s head was driven into the ground.

Boom!

Screech!

“It’s done.”

Jang Chaeyeon stood beside me, wiping a nosebleed from her face.

“Already?”

“I’m strong.”

“Good. Then…”

“Show me.”

Jang Chaeyeon closed her eyes, and I focused on the monster.

[Coordinate Tear: 3 uses remaining]

A grid-like pattern unfolded before me, and my gaze locked onto the creature’s waist.

There was no need for words between us.

Jang Chaeyeon stood beside me, clasping her hands together and pulling them apart, as if tearing something wide open.

“Gi…eek…!”

I could see the air compressing. Just as it felt like the space itself was twisting under her power,

Shwaaak!

The monster’s waist was severed in two, and green liquid splattered everywhere.

“Huff… Huff…”

Jang Chaeyeon, now pale, panted heavily.

Blood dripped from her nose onto the floor.

“Are you okay?”

“…I overexerted myself.”

She wobbled as if her head was pounding, but managed to steady herself.

“I’m fine. Just need… a little rest.”

She paused, catching her breath, while I tore a piece of cloth and wrapped it around the wound on my left arm.

This one would definitely leave a scar.

“…Is it over?”

“I hope so…”

I lifted my gaze toward the stairwell.

Countless people with emotionless eyes were staring at where we stood.

But their gaze wasn’t focused on us, it was fixed behind us.

Following their line of sight, we both turned around.

Splash… Splash…

The sound of waves reached our ears.

Beyond the torn-open mouth, we could see something—literally, the sea.

“…What the…”

It was as if we were looking at the beach through a window.

And then, the song began.

Screech! Screeeeech!

Unlike the sweet melody I heard in the dream, it was a horrible, ear-splitting noise.

“Argh…!”

“Ugh…!”

Jang Chaeyeon covered her ears, and I did the same, staring at the ocean beyond.

Splash!

The tide surged, and once again, seawater engulfed us.

As I was submerged, the screeching turned back into the sweet melody I remembered from my dream.

Even though I knew this melody was the same as the screeching I had just heard, my body and soul were drawn to it, as if I craved it.

Yeah. Just one more time. Just listen once more.

As I moved toward the window, entranced, a manual floated in front of me in the water.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Break your finger immediately!]

Break my finger? Why?

For a brief moment, I questioned it.

Snap!

My left pinky bent in a grotesque direction.

“…!”

The excruciating pain of a broken bone shot through my body.

The pain snapped me out of it, and I quickly shifted my focus to the source.

Jang Chaeyeon was staring at me, her hand outstretched.

Her left pinky finger was also bent in a grotesque direction.

She looked at me with fierce determination in her eyes, and I nodded in response.

Soon, her figure began to blur and fade from my sight, like a mirage disappearing.

If I’m going to die, I’ll die as a human.

Gills sprouted from my neck, and my lungs disappeared.

I was nothing but a fish.


Something deep below was calling me.

I bit down on my tongue again.

I must’ve misjudged the strength, as blood gushed out, but it helped me regain clarity.

With my now somewhat familiar fins, I descended deeper.

There was something I had to find.



 
  
    Chapter 64 : Beach


I swim hard with my fins, looking down into the abyss.

In the darkness below, I can see a silhouette.

The sharp pain coursing through me seems to have nullified the song’s effect, leaving it merely lingering around my ears.

I should also reflect on why I was affected by this song in the first place.

*Wooooong…*

A deep, resonant sound from something enormous.

Soon, I begin to see that enormous thing clearly.

How should I describe it?

It felt familiar, yet like different things mixed together.

It had eyes, a nose, and a mouth like a human’s, but calling it a human face would be a stretch.

There were no other features resembling a human.

It didn’t have arms or legs.

Behind it was a massive fish body.

However, instead of a tail, there was something bizarre attached, resembling a sea cucumber.

Information flashed before my eyes.

[Name: Primordial Being]  

[Age: Created about 3,000 years ago]  

[Specialty: -]  

[Talent: -]  

[Background: This being thrived alongside the flourishing of humankind and is currently at its peak.]  

[Weakness: A fish cannot survive out of the sea. Maximize your advantage by fighting on land.]

Is this what they mean by a difference in scale?

Or perhaps this is how a child feels in front of a tiger.

The thought of fighting didn’t even cross my mind.

There was no will to battle in the first place.

I locked eyes with it.

It flicked its tail once, and I was instantly swept away by a current so strong I couldn’t resist.

I was pushed to the surface, unable to fight back, and soon I felt myself float.

I woke up in my room, lying in bed.

The first thing I did upon waking was check my arm and finger.

“…This is a mess.”

The bedsheets were soaked in blood, and my pinky finger was still bent in a grotesque direction.

But one thing was certain now.

“This wasn’t a hallucination.”

If it had been a hallucination, my body would’ve shown no signs of injury upon waking.

“Ugh…”

I stared at my aching left arm and broken pinky finger.

I should get treated as soon as possible.

I got up, opened the door, and stepped out.

I felt slightly dizzy, but I was still okay for now.

I checked the gun and butane canister I had on me, then began walking slowly.

Jang Chaeyeon hadn’t shown up.

Did she get hit too?

Her face flashed in my mind—the moment she broke my finger.

If it weren’t for her, I might’ve been like those people we saw yesterday, screaming uncontrollably right now.

Just in case, I headed toward her room.

“Chaeyeon?”

I knocked on the door, calling her name, but there was no response.

She should’ve woken up in her room.

Why wasn’t there any answer or reaction?

I shot the door handle with my gun, forcing it open, but there was no trace of her inside.

Could she have already regained consciousness?

Perhaps I was overthinking it, but if she had, she would’ve come looking for me.

The fact that she hadn’t meant she might’ve lost consciousness as well.

There was no choice.

I needed to gather my thoughts.

I started organizing the situation as I walked down the hallway.

There were a few things that didn’t add up.

As always, I sorted them out by breaking them down.

1. The reason I was affected by the song.

I’ve never been vulnerable to mental attacks before, so it was strange that I was overcome by such strong impulses and temptations from the song.

This either wasn’t a typical mental attack, or it was so powerful that I couldn’t help but succumb.

But even then, I should’ve had a headache or something, yet I didn’t feel even a twinge of pain.

2. The seawater that came out even after tearing the mouth.

According to Song Arin, something should’ve changed after we destroyed the mouth in the engine room.

The fact that seawater still poured out after tearing the mouth suggests that it wasn’t the main body, and destroying it wouldn’t resolve the situation.

In other words, destroying the mouth alone wasn’t enough to stop what was happening.

Should I really have fed it something, as suggested?

3. The connection with the theater.

At first, I suspected the theater, but the current events are progressing quite differently from what happened there.

The timing is too coincidental, though.

And while it would be odd for the Bureau to have missed this, something still didn’t sit right with me.

“…I don’t know.”

With a groan, I stepped into the lobby.

It was just like yesterday.

Many people stood around the lobby, staggering like zombies.

The difference was that yesterday, they were walking toward a specific place, but now they were just aimlessly wandering around.

I glanced around, looking for anyone I might know.

Yoo Daon and Song Arin were standing together.


Yoo Daon looked blank, while Song Arin frowned deeply, muttering as if trying to resist something, repeatedly saying, “No, no.”

“Hey, you two.”

“Excuse me.”

Neither of them responded.

I shook their shoulders and poked their cheeks, but they remained unresponsive, so I gave up.

Where could Jang Chaeyeon be?

I looked around carefully but didn’t see any sign of her.

I glanced out the window.

The sun had already risen high into the sky.

It wasn’t a solid theory, but the seawater seemed to surge in only after the sun had set.

In other words, there was no telling when the seawater might rush in.

Where should I head next…

My gaze shifted toward the back office.

Of course, it was the engine room.

I headed toward the back office while flipping through the manual.

Let’s check the records, whether about this cruise or that thing at the bottom of the sea.

However, when I opened the manual, nothing appeared.

I clicked my tongue and muttered, Initiate records on the containment object. 

“Object name: Primordial Being.”

The manual flipped open with a loud rustling.

-Shaaaarrr!

“The object was discovered on this cruise, and based on past records, there’s no known way to deal with it.”

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[PRV – Object Name – Primordial Being – HR Team Kim Jaeheon’s Revised Edition]  

[This object originally resided in the deep sea but has gradually surfaced alongside the flourishing of humanity. Its location and manifestations vary, which has led to the restriction and censorship of this information to avoid negative effects on personnel accessing these records.]

Is this a joke? 

Is that why I couldn’t access the records?

I was starting to get frustrated when my attention was caught by a hastily scribbled note below.

This kind of thing usually wasn’t in the manual.

[Although there are no clear patterns, every survivor from these phenomena mentioned one common feature: ‘the beach.’]  

[If you are reading this and are a Bureau member, you are likely accessing it after encountering the object. Heading toward the ‘beach’ appears to be the best option. Good luck.]

At the same time, a semi-transparent window popped up in front of me.

[Critical: 0 → 1]

Well, at least the critical charge has been replenished. 

If there’s a silver lining, it’s that.

I stared at the semi-transparent window for a moment before returning my focus to the manual.

Was this the Bureau’s way of controlling information? 

Why didn’t they make this accessible to regular staff?

The question crossed my mind, but I set it aside for now.

That wasn’t the important part.

The beach… It was the place we saw when Jang Chaeyeon tore the mouth open yesterday.

That’s where the seawater surged in from.

There’s no point in overthinking it. Let’s go.

When I arrived at the engine room, I realized it was still blocked off by the stairwell that Jang Chaeyeon had bent, and it took considerable effort to squeeze through.

“…Maybe I shouldn’t have asked her to bend it.”

Looking at my now-filthy clothes, I sighed.

I turned my gaze to where the mouth had been.

It was still split in half from where Jang Chaeyeon had torn it open.

An immense display of brute force, completely disregarding weaknesses. 

Only she could pull off something like that.

Beyond the mouth, there was the beach.

I could see fine sand, and the sky was filled with dark clouds, obscuring anything else from view.

So, this is where I need to go.

Alright, let’s do it.

Better to act quickly than waste time deliberating.

I took a deep breath and stepped through the mouth.

There was a strange sensation of passing through something, and the next moment, I was standing on fine sand.

“…Huh.”

I looked around.

*Whoosh…*

The waves crashed, spraying mist into the air.

The fishy smell that should have been there was gone, replaced by the typical salty scent of the sea.

I looked up at the sky.

There was no sun in sight. 

The dark clouds hanging low were enough to make anyone feel uneasy.

As I stared at the sky, a transparent window appeared in my vision.

[Name: Little Sea]  

[Age: Created 1,500 years ago]  

[Specialty: The Sea]  

[Talent: The Sea]  

[Background: This is one of the many homes and outposts of the Primordial Being.]  

[Weakness: If the sea loses its meaning, or the master residing here is defeated, the outpost will naturally disappear.]

“Defeated” and “outpost”?

Does that mean a fight?

I had a bad feeling about this.

*Whoosh…*

I heard the sound of a whale exhaling through its blowhole, and my eyes naturally turned toward the source of the sound.

The sea parted, and something began to emerge.

It had grotesquely positioned eyes, a nose, and a mouth, its body was that of a fish, and a sea cucumber-like thing was attached where its tail should have been.

However, unlike the one I had seen earlier, this creature didn’t give off the same overwhelming sense of scale.

It looked different, and above all, it was much smaller than what I had seen before.

The one I saw underwater had been at least three times this size.

But that didn’t mean I had a chance of winning.

Was I supposed to fight that thing?

I glanced at the single critical I had available.

How was I supposed to use a critical hit to kill something that was fully prepared for battle?

It didn’t seem like it would be easy.

I heard footsteps behind me.

“…Are you okay?”

It was a voice with very little emotional inflection, as always.

Yet, even in that voice, I could sense worry, which was very like her.

“I thought you were completely done for.”

“I broke another finger.”

Jang Chaeyeon raised her left hand, showing her pinky and ring finger, both twisted out of shape.

“How did you know to come here?”

“Instinct.”

She said confidently as she stood beside me.

“Do we need to take that thing down?”

“From what I’ve gathered so far, yes.”

“I see. Then let’s do it.”

She spoke lightly, raising her right hand.

I, too, pulled out my gun and butane canister.


“For now, I’ll try to come up with another plan.”

“Okay. I trust you.”

She responded without hesitation.

Four days remained.

I hope I get to spend at least half of them actually enjoying this cruise.



 
  
    Chapter 65 : Claiming the Land


The Gangseo Branch Director wasn’t in a good mood.

“We’ve lost contact with the cruise.”

“This might actually prove the Director’s point.”

She was already annoyed that her staff was being mentioned in the regular Branch Director meetings.

“Indeed, the ‘Manual’ seems different.”

“That’s right.”

What bothered her more were the other branch directors’ comments, treating him like a weapon rather than a person.

It wasn’t that she had any special fondness for him. What she disliked was their attitude.

The Bureau was created to save people, but here they were, not treating people like people.

And her displeasure quickly became evident in her actions.

She flexed her arm slightly.

*Crack!*

The steel desk was split in half.

The others stared at her.

“My apologies. I was in a bad mood.”

Her calm words made the room fall silent instantly.

“You’re all in the wrong here.”

A deep voice chastised them.

As the room quieted, the voice continued.

“I expect behavior befitting your status as branch directors. Especially you, Gangbuk Branch Director.”

“…Yes.”

The man responded in a sullen tone, while the Gangseo Branch Director glared in the direction of the voice before turning her gaze back to the center.

“As the other directors have said, the Bureau’s… no, the will of the Bureau has now gathered its finest members.”

The directors remained silent.

“Some are already fighting in distant places, and some have only recently awakened and are causing chaos.”

The Gangseo Branch Director thought of a particular man.

A tired-looking man with a plain face.

It wasn’t bad luck that accidents followed him. It was simply the nature of the challenges that matched his name and reputation.

*Click.*

The screen lit up, revealing the silhouette of a man whose face was hidden.

“Anyway, now that the ‘Manual’ has appeared, the Bureau’s elite are all gathered.”

“It’s interesting that she personally chose the ‘Manual.’ I wonder what her power is. That’s never happened before.”

“Quiet.”

The man’s voice silenced the murmuring.

“In any case, we will give it our all. We always have, and we always will.”

“Gangseo Branch Director.”

“Yes.”

“Support him as much as possible. That’s the best benefit and help we can provide from the Bureau.”

“Understood.”

“All branch directors, take good care of those under your charge. We owe them.”

“Yes!”

Voices responded in unison, and the screen turned dark again.

The Gangseo Branch Director stood up.

Her sharp eyes scanned the room.

“Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

The man with sunglasses followed her.

What kind of support should I even provide?

She sighed quietly, unsure of how to help someone dealing with sea monsters after being sent on vacation.

She walked back to her office, exhaling softly.

With each wave, the sandy beach shrank.

As she watched the incoming tide, her attention was drawn to a loud sound.

*Crash!*

The stone that Jang Chaeyeon had dropped pounded the creature’s head, producing a noise that would have been fatal to any ordinary being.

The problem was that this creature was far from ordinary.

A massive wave surged toward us.

“Stick close to me!”

I pressed myself against Jang Chaeyeon, and as she extended her arm, a powerful shockwave burst forth, creating a hole in the wave.

*Boom!*

The wave split, passing by us.

Our clothes, already soaked, were drenched once again.

And yet…

“The beach is shrinking again!”

“I can see that!”

We shouted to each other over the roar of the water.

This wasn’t even a fight anymore.

The creature out there just kept sending massive waves at regular intervals, and all we could do was helplessly defend against them.

And each time we defended, the beach we stood on grew smaller.

How many times have we blocked these waves?

I looked at Jang Chaeyeon.

She was breathing heavily, clearly struggling.

She had been pushing herself beyond her limits since yesterday, so the exhaustion must be catching up to her.

I looked back at the monster on the horizon.

Even though it was much smaller than the one I had seen underwater, bullets were useless, and I had no special abilities beyond observation, so I couldn’t think of any effective way to land a meaningful blow.

It felt like fighting a mountain.

Before I knew it, the ground we were standing on was now ankle-deep in water.

I quickly stepped back.

Why is the water rising so fast?

Does it even make sense to use a critical strike on a creature like this?


I quickly focused my gaze on the exposed monster.

[Name: Offspring]

[Age: Created 300 years ago]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: This creature, newly born, is extremely excited for its first hunt.]  

[Weakness: Sometimes size alone isn’t enough to win a fight. Consider the characteristics of this place and what might be giving it strength.]

This is chaos.

I replay the weakness I noticed when I first looked at the sky.

“When the sea ceases to be a sea.”

What could that even mean?

I pulled out the butane canister but quickly put it back.

Drying up the sea with fire?

That doesn’t seem like it will work.

I glance around.

Should I try poisoning it somehow?

But would that really solve the issue?

I recall the weakness again.

The sea will lose its power when it ceases to be a sea.

But what does that even mean? Turning it into land?

I look down at the water pooling around my feet again.

Suddenly, a flash of inspiration hits me.

“Chaeyeon!”

“I’m listening!”

“Do you know how to play ‘tug-of-war with land’?”

She didn’t even bother answering, just shouted back.

“Explain it simply!”

“Let’s cover the water with dirt!”

“…How much of it?”

“To the horizon!”

I scan the sea.

It wasn’t exactly a vast ocean, more like a lake in size.

To my eyes, it was an outpost—a temporary space. In other words, this place is an alternate dimension.

And alternate dimensions are never big.

I pull out the manual from my coat.

-Whoosh!

The manual rapidly flips through its pages.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Y – Otherworldly Dimensions]  

1. If you find yourself in an otherworldly dimension, first check its size.  

2. The size of these dimensions varies, but they are generally no larger than the Earth as you know it. Of course, if it’s as big as Earth, good luck.  

3. The smaller the dimension, the higher the chances of resolving the situation. The larger it is, the higher the chances of death.  

4. Conventional wisdom does not apply in otherworldly dimensions. Try many things.  

5. Good luck.

When the sea ceases to be a sea…

In other words, when the sea turns into land.

The simplest, yet most effective solution.

[Critical: 1 → 2]

A semi-transparent window popped up in front of me, and as soon as I closed the manual, an immense amount of dirt began floating above us—enough to fill several large trucks.

“I get it.”

Jang Chaeyeon raised both arms, and the soil began pouring into the sea.

“I’ll finish this quickly.”

I also joined her, using my hands to help shovel the dirt into the water.

Amazingly, like a game, the water disappeared wherever the soil landed, turning into sand.

It was as if this approach was exactly the right one, as the results proved it.

In this dimension, conventional wisdom really didn’t apply.

If this strange advantage is in our favor, we’ll take it.

In that short time, we had covered about one-third of the sea.

Of course, the creature wasn’t just watching us do this.

*Whoooosh…!*

Another wave surged toward us.

Jang Chaeyeon stopped shoveling dirt and raised her right arm.

Her face was pale.

“There’s no need.”

I lowered her arm gently and raised my gun.

The key to this strategy was Jang Chaeyeon. If she collapsed from overexertion, both of us would die here.

She had done enough blocking already.

“Chaeyeon, just focus on shoveling the dirt as fast as you can. Don’t waste any more energy.”

“Got it.”

She didn’t ask what I planned to do, trusting me completely.

She continued pushing the dirt into the water.

I stepped in front of her and aimed my gun.

My left arm was in too much pain to move properly.

[Critical: 2 → 1]

The world turned black and white, slowing down.

I focused on the massive wave rushing toward us.

In its center, I saw a red dot.

*Bang!*

I pulled the trigger, as if possessed.

The bullet tore through the air and struck the wave.

*Shwaaak!*

As if it were nothing, the wave collapsed.

*Awooo!*

The creature howled.

Was it panicking? It could be.

I knelt down again and continued shoveling dirt into the sea, though compared to Jang Chaeyeon’s telekinesis, my efforts were next to nothing.

We had filled more than half of the sea by now.

Blood trickled from Jang Chaeyeon’s nose, but she didn’t stop shoveling dirt.

“Huff… huff…”

“Just a little more…!”

“Yeah…”  

Jang Chaeyeon stumbled as she continued to shovel dirt, and I followed her lead, moving the dirt as well.  

Another wave came.  

Though it was noticeably smaller than before, it was still beyond the strength of any human to overcome.  

I raised my gun to follow her example.  

[Critical: 1 → 0]  

A single, small bullet pierced through the wave.  

Once again, the massive wave crumbled helplessly.  

As I thought, my hypothesis was right.  

The creature was weakening, and as the sea shrank, so did the power of the monster.  

“Just a little more!”  

I encouraged Jang Chaeyeon, who was panting heavily, as I continued to shovel dirt.  

Soon, most of the area was filled with dirt.  

In the end, the monster kept retreating as the land rose, eventually backing up as if it had hit a wall, unable to go any further.  

Jang Chaeyeon knelt down, breathing heavily, and looked at me, then at the creature.  

“…You can’t… kill it… alone, can you?”  

“…No.”  

I wiped the sweat dripping down my face as I responded to her.  

There were no critical strikes left. I had used them all on the waves, and now I only had a regular gun.  

But so what? Critical hits weren’t my only weapon.  

Jang Chaeyeon and I locked eyes.  

“…Carry me.”  

She smiled weakly, extending her arms toward me.  

I nodded and turned my back to her.  

“Let’s go.”  

With her on my back, I began sprinting across the sand.  

At times, my feet sank into the ground, my ankles twisted, and a sharp pain shot through my leg, but I didn’t stop. I kept running across what had once been the sea.  

*Wooooooong!!!*  

It let out a loud wail, as if making a desperate final stand.  

But what can you do now?  

[Coordinate Tear -> 2 uses remaining]  

The world turned into a grid, and I saw a distortion in the creature’s body.  

Jang Chaeyeon reached out her hand and clenched her fist tightly.  

The creature’s body twisted.  

*Woooooong! Wooooong!!*  

It screamed in agony.  

[Coordinate Tear -> 1 use remaining]  

For the final time, the grid appeared over the world.  

Jang Chaeyeon reached out, placing her hand on its head, and clenched her fist once more.  

*Boom!*  

With the sound of something bursting, the creature’s head disappeared.  

“…Huff… Huff…”  

“Ha… Ha…”  

Only the sound of our heavy breathing broke the silence.  

The sea began to vanish.  

Soon, Jang Chaeyeon and I found ourselves standing back in the engine room.  

I gently set her down and collapsed onto the floor.  

“…I’m exhausted…”  

“Me too.”  

We sat there, too tired to move, waiting for Yoo Daon and Song Arin to come and fetch us from the engine room.  

We were just sitting there, exhausted and drained.  

“Wow! It’s so beautiful!”  

The next day, I couldn’t help but laugh as I watched Yoo Daon excitedly shouting at the sea, her mood completely lifted.  

Yeah, this is what it’s all about—  

“Jaeheon.”  

“Yes?”  


“Just, I mean… I’m just really curious, so I wanted to ask…”  

“Go ahead.”  

Yoo Daon looked at me, her expression serious.  

“Are you and Chaeyeon dating?”  

She was smiling as usual, but her expression felt like a fragile glass mask about to crack.



 
  
    Chapter 66 : A Proper Vacation


“…Are you two dating?”

“…Hmm.”  

No wonder things had been so hectic ever since she saw us in the engine room.

I recalled the moments right after the incident had ended.

I could still picture the reactions of the two when they first saw Jang Chaeyeon and me.

Song Arin had sighed, rubbing her forehead, while Yoo Daon had widened her eyes in surprise.

After that, we had been meticulously escorted to the infirmary, where we were wrapped up in bandages and splints.

“Well, I erased the memories of everyone except the Bureau staff.”

“You can do that?”

“I almost died trying.”

In my room, Song Arin growled as she stared at me before letting out a deep sigh and sitting on the bed.

“Most people will just think they were having fun or that they drank too much and blacked out. Of course, this is only temporary. 

Once we disembark, the Bureau will take further steps.”

“Wait, does that mean you’ve contacted the Bureau?”

“No, but they’ll notice the incident and come. They always do.”

Song Arin explained as she glanced at me. 

Apparently, when the incident was resolved, the physical changes in the people had disappeared.

Those who had completely transformed, however, didn’t return to normal. 

The Bureau staff on board had worked together to ‘handle’ those people.

It also fell on Song Arin to tweak minor memories, while the others were busy assisting her.

Meanwhile, Jang Chaeyeon and I had been slowly recovering from our injuries, and thanks to their efforts…

Silence fell between us.

I stared at Yoo Daon.

Her jet-black hair blew gently in the breeze, but her eyes, which should have gleamed in the sunlight, were clouded with unreadable emotions as she averted her gaze from me. Her hands, clasped over her chest, fidgeted nervously.

At moments like this, I wished I could see people’s emotions as clearly as I saw their critical points.

While my ability was perfect for dealing with strangers, it was practically useless when it came to people I knew well.

In the brief silence, Yoo Daon glanced at me, seemingly gauging my reaction. 

After a moment, I opened my mouth to respond.

“We’re not dating.”

“You’re not?”

“No.”

Yoo Daon shifted her eyes nervously, opening and closing her mouth several times before finally nodding.

“…I see.”

“With everything going on, who has time for dating?”

It wasn’t a lie. It was hard enough just surviving.

Here we were, on what was supposed to be a romantic cruise, but one person nearly turned into a fish. 

It was entirely possible, in this world.

“In that case…”

“Hm?”

Yoo Daon muttered something so softly that I had to ask again. 

She flinched slightly, then forced a smile and shook her head.

“By the way, how’s your body holding up?”

A sudden change of topic.

“I’m fine.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes.”

“Jaeheon, it’s just that… you don’t seem to heal as fast as some others. I’m always worried.”

“…It would be nice to heal quickly like you do.”

Of course, considering the pain she went through, it wasn’t something I could say lightly. But still, I couldn’t exactly tell her, “Oh, you’re cursed.”

“…It’s not all that great.”

Yoo Daon’s voice was calm, almost serene, as she responded.

I had heard that tone before.

Right before we had gone to the XX room, when she had said she was happy.

Without realizing it, I found myself looking at her again.

But there she was, smiling as if nothing had happened.

“Can I ask you something, Jaeheon?”

“Go ahead.”

“Are you… happy right now?”

“Happy?”

Of course I wasn’t happy.

I’d lost a finger and injured my arm on this cruise. How could I be happy?

But Yoo Daon wasn’t asking about my current situation. Her question was broader, deeper.

After thinking for a moment, I nodded.

“Yeah, I guess I am.”

Getting caught up in incidents isn’t exactly fun, but talking with people, sharing simple conversations, and sometimes having candid discussions—that’s what happiness is, isn’t it?

“Right! That sounds like the Jaeheon I know!”

“…Huh?”

Yoo Daon smiled brightly as she answered.

It was the same smile she always wore, but this time, there was something else behind it, a subtle emotion I couldn’t quite place, and it unsettled me.

“What are you two talking about?”

A familiar, indifferent voice made me turn around.

Song Arin strolled up to us, lazily sweeping her violet bangs out of her eyes, her hands stuffed into her pockets.

“Just talking.”

“What kind of conversation makes her look like that?”

“Look like what?”

Yoo Daon was still smiling, as always.

I glanced at her for a moment.

She was smiling her usual, bright smile.

“…Never mind.”


Song Arin sighed as she leaned against the railing, gazing out at the sea.

Yoo Daon clapped her hands suddenly, turning to both of us.

“Well, I think I’ll head to the dining hall.”

“I don’t want to make you two uncomfortable.”

“There’s no need to—”

“No, it’s fine! I’ll go!”

With that, Yoo Daon quickly darted off.

Song Arin watched her go, clicking her tongue in disapproval before turning to lean against the railing again, looking back at me.

“You good?”

“What did I even do? Just dragged her to the engine room and almost died, that’s all.”

“What happened?”

“While running for our lives, we got swallowed by seawater.” 

“Not like we had any chance of fighting it.”

“It happened in the blink of an eye.”

“Well, at least you didn’t die.”

Song Arin narrowed her eyes, studying me.

“Is that supposed to be comforting?”

“You did well.”

“If you know that, you can buy me a meal.”

She waved her hand lazily, her gaze shifting to my left arm.

“How’s that arm?”

“It hurts, and so do my fingers.”

“That’s no surprise… The break’s too clean to have been your doing, huh?”

“Chaeyeon broke it for me.”

“Definitely strong when it counts.”

She muttered under her breath, calling Jang Chaeyeon a lucky woman in a low voice.

Now that I think about it…

“Song Arin.”

“What?”

“What’s your relationship with Chaeyeon?”

“Song Arin fell silent.”

“You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

“I don’t want to… but the way you said that makes me feel like I have to now.”

Song Arin sighed, looking up at the sky.

The blue sky shimmered as sunlight illuminated her hair, and after hesitating for a few moments, she finally spoke.

“We used to be colleagues.”

“Is that all?”

“If that was it, I would’ve acted like we were just friends.”

“There was a bad incident.”

“I see.”

“Aren’t you going to ask?”

“That feels like an invasion of privacy.”

“Then you shouldn’t have asked in the first place.”

A sharp pain throbbed in my temple.

“Just kidding. It’s not like you’re someone who would fall for hypnosis anyway.”

Song Arin chuckled softly, waving her hand as she stood up.

Oh, right. Why did I get affected by that song?

“I have something I want to ask.”

“It’s not about me, is it?”

“No, it’s not. Actually…”

I explained to her how I had been hypnotized by the song. 

As she listened to my story, her expression grew more serious.

“That’s odd. If it was really a mental attack, you shouldn’t have been affected.”

“Exactly.”

“…I don’t have any solid ideas right now, but I’ll ask the old man and look into what might’ve been going on.”

“Thanks.”

She waved one hand in acknowledgment.

“Since you’re immune to hypnosis, consider this a gift.”

“What do you mean by that?”

She gazed up at the sky for a moment, then looked back at me.

After a brief exchange of glances, she smirked and shook her head.

“Never mind, forget it.”

“Is puzzling people a hobby for all the women in the HR department?”

“Maybe it’s the white-haired guy who’s the mystery lover.”

Song Arin waved as she started descending the stairs.

“See you at dinner.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll swing by the theater first, then head to the dining hall.”

“Did you find anything?”

“No, that’s why I’m going.”

As her figure started to disappear around the corner, her white hair shimmered in the light as someone passed by her.

Neither of them said a word as they walked past each other.

Jang Chaeyeon approached me.

“…You okay?”

“Is the deck some kind of gathering spot?”

She tilted her head in confusion, then pointed at my arm.

“Are you alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. What about you, Chaeyeon?”

“I was lying down until just now.”

“Feeling any stronger?”

“I’m good as new.”

She nodded, raising both arms as if to show her regained strength.

“Well, I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”

“It’s thanks to you.”

She looked at me.

“Me?”

“Your judgment is spot on.”

“Well…”

I thought about how I could see more than most people, which allowed me to react faster, but I didn’t bother saying it aloud.

“And you’re decisive.”

“…Okay, why are you suddenly being so sentimental?”

“I’m serious.”

Jang Chaeyeon stared at me, folding her arms across her chest. 

My eyes couldn’t help but follow.

How did I manage to carry her without any thoughts crossing my mind?

“Thanks to you, we all made it out alive. If it had just been the containment team, we’d all be dead.”

“Don’t say stuff like that, seriously.”

I might end up getting dragged to the containment team if you keep that up.

As I waved off her comment, she smiled softly at me.

“To be honest, things tend to go wrong when I’m around you.”

Yeah, I couldn’t argue with her on that point.

“But.”

She grinned at me with a playful glint in her eyes.

“I like that about you.”

With that, she turned around.

“Where are you going?”

“To eat.”

“Really?”

“Want to join me?”

“…Sure, why not.”

I walked beside Jang Chaeyeon, heading to the dining hall.

When we arrived, Yoo Daon and Song Arin were already seated, and we joined them. 

We spent the meal chatting and laughing.

In the end, though it was a rough start, the cruise turned out to be quite enjoyable.

As soon as we disembarked, everyone except the Bureau members was immediately taken away for ‘quarantine checks.’

The man with sunglasses didn’t come looking for us, and surprisingly, no one paid us much attention.

The next day, when we returned to work in a good mood, we found our team leader lounging on a couch we hadn’t even noticed before, playing a mobile game.

“…Aren’t you going to work?”

“You went on vacation. Why should I work?”

“…Come on, sir…”

“Don’t talk to me.”

“Sir… we worked so hard…”

It took us an entire day to get him to stop sulking.

As the sweltering summer approached, the team leader’s favorite radio program played softly in the background.

[A new theme park opens in Gangbuk! Enjoy Sora Land with family and friends!]

Sora Land? 


Never heard of it before. 

Should we all go, including the team leader?

Actually, maybe I shouldn’t go. 

I have a feeling something would go wrong again.

In the end, it turned out the team leader had already finished all his paperwork, despite his complaints.



 
  
    Chapter 67 : Response Team


“What do you think of my idea? Isn’t it great?”

“No, it’s terrible.”

Song Arin cut me off with her blunt response.

“Why do I need to go on a family-friendly trip?”

“Shhh…!”

I quickly covered her mouth as she continued to speak without a filter, and she glared at me with a muffled protest.

From what I’d heard from the Team Leader, the previous workshop had been a total disaster, and we’d just received a large budget from the Gangseo Branch Director.

It was too much to waste on a simple team dinner, and the rest would be given as bonuses.

While sharing this exciting news, I had a sudden thought—an experiment I wanted to try.

“Come on! Why are you making us do the experiment when it’s your idea?”

“I can’t go, so who else should do it?”

“You’ve got some nerve, saying that so casually.”

Here’s the gist of it:

In a short time, we had gotten tangled up in too many strange phenomena. 

Then, like a flash of lightning, an idea struck me.

What if I’m the problem?

So, why not send the other four on a trip without me? Maybe that would resolve the issue. I proposed it, but…

“…Well, if Jaeheon wants it, I guess I could…”

Yoo Daon smiled awkwardly, clearly unsure.

“…Is this really necessary…?”

Jang Chaeyeon blinked, a bit perplexed.

And, of course, Song Arin shot back with her earlier response.

To test this hypothesis, I had to send the others—without me.

“Why not just go to a team dinner instead of an amusement park…!”

Song Arin protested, clearly baffled.

“Bars don’t trigger weird phenomena.”

At least they hadn’t for me.

“You’re really saying that with such a straight face that I’m almost convinced.”

Song Arin stared at me for a moment before sighing, turning her gaze toward Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon.

The three exchanged glances, looking uncomfortable, before Song Arin let out a long, defeated sigh and looked back at me.

“…Fine. But just once. We won’t stay long. We’ll be in and out.”

“…Should I go and tell the Team Leader?”

“Go ahead.”

Yoo Daon glanced between us, carefully gauging the situation, before heading over to the Team Leader.

Meanwhile, Jang Chaeyeon stood beside me with a look of dissatisfaction.

“Are you going to come pick us up?”

“No, that’s not happening.”

What if something happens while I’m picking them up?

Jang Chaeyeon rested her chin on her hand, looking annoyed. Yoo Daon, having finished speaking with the Team Leader, hurried back toward us.

“He seems… okay with it?”

“Then I guess we’re going.”

Song Arin sighed, then shot me a look.

“Seriously, I’m only doing this because you’re worried. Otherwise, I’d never agree to this.”

“Thank you.”

“Ugh, we’ll go tomorrow then.”

And so, our day ended, and the next morning, the four of them, including the Team Leader, headed off to the amusement park.

I stayed in touch with them throughout the day, chatting with Yoo Daon, Song Arin, and Jang Chaeyeon via messenger since I had nothing else to do.

They said they’d be back after lunch, but by the time the sun was setting, I hadn’t heard a word from them.

**<Unable to connect>**

I stared at my phone, worried.

The sun was already setting outside.

“This isn’t good.”

I stood up.

First things first, I needed to make a call.

I picked up my phone and dialed the man with the sunglasses.

**<What’s going on?>**

“Are you at the Bureau?”

**<Of course.>**

I quickly explained the situation, and there was a brief pause on the other end.

**<Coincidentally, a case suspected to involve disappearances has just been reported in that area. A response team is about to be dispatched.>**

“…What?”

What did that mean?

**<I’ll connect you.>**

He hung up the phone before I could even process my shock.

The response team.

They were the ones who entered isolated or otherworldly zones and risked their lives to create manuals or maps for those caught in those areas.

Unlike the containment and management teams, which were often in the spotlight, the response team didn’t consist of particularly skilled individuals.

However, if you asked anyone at the Bureau who the toughest people were, the response team would be mentioned first.

The Bureau typically selected people based on their talents.

For instance, the containment team chose those with exceptional skills, while the management team picked those with keen observational skills or the ability to remain calm under pressure, placing people in roles where they could maximize their abilities.

But the response team was different.

It was filled with people who had lost loved ones in otherworldly incidents or those who harbored deep sorrow and anger after someone they loved was murdered. These people joined the response team not out of talent but out of pure willpower.

The response team wasn’t a place for natural-born abilities; it was a place of personal vengeance and determination. People either emerged with the ones they loved or came back as corpses.

Sadly, most returned as corpses.

Recently, a specific team’s name had been circulating for days.

“No, but seriously, what did the HR team do there—”

“How is that even possible? According to the guy who survived the ICU, it’s impossible.”

“But he made it out, didn’t he?”

“That’s the weird part. Did he really make it out? Or has his brain been completely altered, and he’s a spy who infiltrated the Bureau without us even knowing?”


“Would the Bureau just stand by and let that happen?”

“But it doesn’t make sense. How could he have done that without some special equipment in his eyes or telepathy or something?”

The debate was cut short by a young voice.

“That’s enough.”

The man and woman, who had been arguing passionately, looked over at the speaker.

It was a young woman with faded platinum blonde hair.

Her youthful appearance and small stature were at odds with her piercing blue eyes, which reflected the experiences of someone who had survived countless battles.

Her hands compulsively toyed with the grip of her handgun, and even inside the office, she wore a bulletproof vest, making her look like someone either completely insane or always ready for immediate deployment.

“…Team Leader.”

“Whatever the HR team did to resolve the situation, the most important thing is that they managed to shut down that damned Gangseo University Hospital for years.”

Despite her foreign appearance, the woman spoke fluent Korean.

“That alone is enough to be considered the response team’s greatest achievement. Isn’t that right?”

“…Yes.”

The woman who had been questioning the HR team’s actions responded in a subdued voice.

“Honestly, I don’t care whether his brain was altered or if he came out of there fine or completely broken. That’s the Bureau’s problem.”

The team leader grumbled as she irritably fiddled with the grip of her gun, tossing a few photographs onto the table.

“The important thing is the result. They killed the doctor, flipped the hospital upside down, and escaped.”

She started looking through the spread-out photos.

“They had the skill to navigate through countless obstacles, threats, and monsters hidden on the streets around Gangseo University Hospital, driving a van straight into the heart of the situation.”

Her gaze landed on a picture of a balding man.

“And when push came to shove, they had the strength to fight the monsters on equal footing.”

Next, her eyes rested on a photo of a white-haired woman with a blank expression.

“Years of experience, and the wit to fight creatures with skills that normally only work on humans, like hypnosis.”

Her attention then shifted to a photo of a woman with irritated-looking purple hair.

“The courage to not fear death.”

Finally, she stared at a picture of a black-haired woman, smiling faintly, before settling on the last photo.

“And lastly, the intellect and strength to command all of them, strategically placing people where needed, and stepping in personally to resolve the situation if necessary.”

Her eyes lingered on the photo of a tired-looking man with black hair.

“For an HR team, it’s true they have some remarkable talent.”

“Maybe I should pay them a visit…” she muttered, but before she could finish, someone burst through the door.

“Team Leader! We’ve just received a report about a suspected otherworldly zone!”

“Speak.”

She stood up, tightening the straps of her bulletproof vest.

“They say it’s at an amusement park.”

“The entrance hasn’t been found yet, but there have been frequent disappearances!” 

“The Gangbuk response team has already been dispatched!”

Disappearance.

Her eyebrow twitched.

“Lead the way.”

“Yes!”

With a fierce expression, she stormed out of the room.

When she was younger, she lost her entire family during a visit to a cathedral on vacation.

The Bureau had taken her in, and she was raised in an orphanage for the families of the missing. 

From the moment she understood the world, she had devoted herself to the Bureau.

How much blood had she spilled, how many battles had she recorded? 

After every senior officer above her died, she naturally became the team leader—following the unspoken rule within the response team that the longest survivor takes the lead.

For the past three years, there hadn’t been a change in leadership.

“Grab the gear.”

“Yes!”

The agents behind her hurried to follow.

She glanced back at the photo of the tired-looking man one last time before setting her eyes ahead.

If only I had his abilities.

Don’t think about that.

She shook her head a few times and continued walking.

The response team’s office door closed behind her, leaving only the bright lights shining in the empty room.

“…Hello?”

“What’s going on here?”

And then, she came face to face with the man she had just been talking about.

The response team agents murmured amongst themselves, pointing at him.

“Isn’t that…”

“Yeah, that’s the guy from HR.”

“Wow…”

She looked at him too.

Dressed in ordinary office attire with a tired expression, he glanced at the top of her head briefly before raising one eyebrow and looking back at her face.

What a strange habit.

Although his glance at the top of her head was brief, she didn’t miss it. 

Her sharp observation skills were the reason she had survived this long.

“…Are you the team leader?”

“It’s not often I get mistaken for one.”

“It’s just… you have that kind of atmosphere.”

“Fair enough. What do you want?”

“I heard there’s been some strange phenomena at the location you’re heading to.”

“…That’s correct.”

“May I join you?”

He locked eyes with her.

“Is there something you’re worried about?”

“…Do you even know where we’re going?”

“Yes.”

She debated rejecting him, but then her phone buzzed.

Click. She opened her flip phone.

“…A flip phone?”

He sounded bewildered, but she paid no mind as she read the message on her screen.

[Annoying Sunglasses]

<Bring him.>

She sighed deeply and looked back at him.

“Fine. I don’t know what you’re thinking, but this won’t be easy.”

“I understand.”

Without a moment of hesitation, he pulled a manual from his inside pocket.

“…Alright then. Get in.”

The truck door creaked open, and he climbed in.


Let’s see what someone who survived that hell is capable of.

She followed him into the vehicle with that thought in mind.

With a puff of black smoke, the truck sped off.

Their destination: an amusement park in Gangbuk.

As the sky darkened, only the moon shone brightly in the heavens above.



 
  
    Chapter 68 : Amusement Park


Inside the truck speeding through the night, I looked around.

There were people of various ages.

From elderly folks to what looked like high school students. 

How did they end up here?

“If you’re curious, just ask out loud.”

A cold voice hit my ears.

Young.

That was my first thought upon seeing the response team leader.

She wasn’t just young. 

She was shockingly young to be a team leader.

It wasn’t that she looked young. 

It was more like her demeanor felt completely out of place.

Her platinum blonde hair was scraggly, and her expression was one of someone who had seen too much.

Without realizing it, I glanced again at the top of her head.

[Name: Aileen]

[Age: 23 years old]

[Specialty: None]

[Abilities: None]

[Background: When she was young, she lost her entire family at a cathedral. After over a decade of bone-breaking effort, she joined the response team as its youngest member and later became the youngest team leader. Her only driving force is the will to find her family and put an end to it all.]

[Weakness: She is just a regular person. If you kill her, she will die.]

She wasn’t hiding anything.

No special traits. No abilities. She was just an ordinary human.

How did someone like her make it this far? 

How did things come to this?

“I guess you didn’t hear me.”

“…Sorry. I got distracted by some concerns.”

She stared at me for a moment before speaking.

“I’ve heard about you. Kim Jaeheon from the HR team.”

“Me?”

“Yeah. A lot of people in the response team are curious. How exactly did you manage to survive Gangseo University Hospital, let alone decapitate that doctor?”

That explains it. No wonder everyone’s been staring at me so strangely.

“They want to hear your survival story… but unfortunately, there’s no time for that.”

She said, drawing her pistol and pulling out a tablet.

“Listen up. We’re headed to Sora Land, an amusement park that just opened recently. Another team has scouted it out, and so far, there’s been no sign of involvement from any organizations.”

The people around us listened attentively.

No organizational involvement.

“In other words, this is either a naturally occurring event or an incident involving a containment object.” 

“You all know what that means.”

Tension filled the air at her words.

“Forget what you know about normal logic.”

“We’re going in as an elite squad.”

She glanced around.

“First off, anyone with a spouse or parents still alive, step back.”

A few people withdrew.

“Next, anyone who hasn’t found who they’re looking for, or who has other commitments, step back.”

More people stepped back, leaving only a few of us.

“Lastly, if you don’t want to fight, step back.”

No one moved this time.

“…Good. Kim Halbae, you’re with me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

An elderly man raised his hand in a salute.

“Lee Manager, Park Assistant Manager, you’re with us too.”

“Understood.”

“Got it.”

A neatly dressed man and a middle-aged woman stepped forward.

It was strange seeing people addressing someone so much younger than them with such respect.

“And lastly…”

Her eyes turned to me.

“Any thoughts of not going?”

“None.”

I stood up, and everyone’s gaze shifted to me.

“I’ll do my best.”

“Good. As expected, you’re more composed than the rest.” 

“Guess that’s what surviving does to you.”

“It’s more about trust.”

If the HR team I knew was involved, they wouldn’t die so easily.

She raised an eyebrow briefly before turning her gaze back to the others.

“We’re going in with just five people.” 

“The rest will stay behind and monitor the escape routes.”

“””Understood!”””

A chorus of voices responded.

There was a loud murmur of voices as people talked amongst themselves.

Soon, the truck came to a halt, and as the back door opened, people began pouring out.

Eventually, only the team leader, the people she had chosen, and I remained inside.

“Let’s start the briefing.”

In the small truck space, she waved her gun around as she spoke with her youthful voice.

“First, the only official entrance we know of is the front gate.” 

“We’ll go in, wait until closing time, and then head out.”

She twirled her gun around as she continued.


“Once inside, we’ll head for the main gate of the park. That’s when the real problem starts.”

She stopped spinning the gun.

“Other than that, we don’t have much information.” 

“The Bureau is planning to shut down the park and quarantine it, but there’s a chance this might cause side effects, like what happened at Gangseo University Hospital.”

The park has only been open for about a week, she added.

“In short, this will be our first official exploration.”

The atmosphere grew heavy.

I thought of the manual I’d seen at Gangseo University Hospital.

How many desperate cries, how much information, and how much blood were recorded in that manual?

And now, for the first time, it was our turn to spill our own blood.

“We’ll do everything we can to make sure everyone makes it out alive. However…”

She glanced around and then stood up, bowing her head at a ninety-degree angle.

“I apologize in advance.”

Silence filled the room.

“There may be times when you die in places beyond my reach. Sometimes, I may have to abandon you—and even myself.”

Still bowing, she continued.

“When that happens, blame me.” 

“Direct all your anger at me for failing as your leader.”

After a long pause, she finally raised her head.

Her face had turned red from bowing for so long.

“I’ll take it all.”

At her words, the three others started laughing.

“It’s alright, Team Leader.” 

“This isn’t the first time we’ve heard that, and it won’t be the last.”

The old man chuckled heartily.

“Well, I’ve got nothing to lose. If I die, I die.”

The man smiled as he responded.

“You’re still as cute as ever.”

The woman smiled warmly.

All four of them then turned to look at me.

It was my turn to speak.

Let’s see…

“I’ll do my best.”

With that, the briefing concluded.

Watching the others scatter like the tide, I hid behind a tree and stood next to the team leader in her hoodie.

Soon, she tilted her head up to look at me.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

With a grunt, she slipped a bulletproof vest over her hoodie, holstered her pistol, and grabbed the rifle that had been leaning against the tree.

With a sharp click, she checked the rifle and looked at me.

“…Are you sure you don’t need a rifle?”

“I don’t.”

She already knew, but using regular firepower like this wouldn’t help take down those kinds of monsters. If it had, they would’ve shot them all dead by now.

“And yet, you’re fine with taking the bulletproof vest. That’s funny.”

“In my experience, getting injured really sucks.”

I glanced at my left pinky, which was still in a splint.

The external wound had mostly healed, but the bone wasn’t fully mended yet.

She stared at me, and I met her gaze as she began to speak.

“You carry yourself like a veteran.”

“Hmm… Team Leader.”

“Call me Aileen. It’s better not to use titles in the Otherworld.”

I was curious why she wanted to be called by her name and not her title, but I shrugged and called her by name.

“Aileen.”

“Yes, Kim Jaeheon.”

Should I ask or not?

After a brief internal debate, my curiosity won out.

“How did you become the team leader?”

She paused from cleaning her weapon and stared at me.

“I don’t mean to question your qualifications, but… doesn’t the Bureau usually promote based on tenure?”

“That’s why I’m the team leader.”

“…?”

Aileen responded dryly, returning to her weapon, and others around us chuckled.

“The Team Leader has been with the response team the longest.”

“…What?”

“This year marks her tenth year, right?”

At their words, Aileen sighed and replied.

“That’s a question I’ve grown sick of answering.”

“We might not care, but I suppose others might be curious.”

“I don’t bother with what others think, so it’s fine.”

“There she goes again~”

I couldn’t help but feel amused.

As the banter continued, everyone was busy checking their gear.

Let’s see… I’ve got my pistol, the butane gas, the statue, and the black orb.

Just as I was finishing up my gear check…

Clank!

The sound of a metal door shutting echoed, and Aileen murmured.

“Prepare yourselves.”

The once dim lights flickered on, casting a blood-red hue.

A strange, eerie melody began to play.

– A land full of dreams and fantasies~ Welcome to Sora Land~

Someone stood before us.

Looking up, I saw a clown grinning widely, offering us balloons.

The poorly done face paint occasionally revealed patches of his real face beneath, where muscle and bone were exposed instead of skin.

It felt like being greeted by a half-dead human—or worse, a monster crudely wearing human skin.

Five balloons swayed in the air, welcoming us.

“Welcome! Sora Land is now open for night admissions!”

Grinning so widely that his face looked like it might split, the clown stared at us.

“…Take it.”

Aileen muttered as she accepted a balloon, and we followed suit, each taking one.

“These balloons are like your lives! Please take good care of them!”

I looked at the top of the clown’s head.

[Name: Clown]

[Age: Two days old]

[Specialty: Life Connection]

[Abilities: None]

[Background: Once a visitor to the amusement park, even death has not brought him rest.]

[Weakness: He will disappear if the amusement park ceases to exist.]

I glanced at the balloon.

It was about the size of two fists. Not that big.

I looked around at the others.

All four of them stared at their balloons with tense expressions.

“Maybe if it pops, it releases poison gas.”

“Or maybe it really can’t pop.”

“Or perhaps only a few of them are supposed to be popped…”

Everyone was discussing the possibilities with serious expressions.

I, too, fell into thought.

The key point seemed to be the clown’s specialty, “Life Connection.” If that’s the case…

Whoosh.

A sharp object flew toward us from a distance.

Pop!

Something struck the old man’s balloon, bursting it instantly.

“…Ah…”

With a short gasp, he collapsed to the ground.

“Take cover!”

Aileen shouted, and we all dove behind cover instinctively.

She and I hid behind a tree, while the others took shelter under a bench.

Thwack! Thwack!

The sound of hard objects embedding themselves in the wood echoed around us.

That confirmed it.

“Everyone, hold your balloons close.”


The other three looked at me, confused.

“Hurry!”

I shouted, and they scrambled to clutch their balloons tightly.

Life connection, amusement park, and balloons.

Right now, we were walking around with our hearts out in the open.



 
  
    Chapter 69 : Puppet Show


A silence follows.

“Lee Cheolsu, keep an eye on the right.”

“Yes.”

“Park Hyunyoung, watch the left.”

“Understood.”

“I’ll look ahead, and Kim Jaeheon, you keep an eye on the rear.”

“Got it.”

They remain calm. 

Despite the fact that someone just died, they continued walking forward without a hint of hesitation or sorrow.

“Does it seem strange to you?”

She spoke to me, still facing forward.

“Naturally, yes.”

“Understandable.”

She responded matter-of-factly, checking the wrist that had the balloon string wrapped around it.

After the incident earlier, we decided to keep the balloons close to our bodies.

The problem is that they’re helium balloons, so if left unattended, they float above us.

Since I’m holding a gun, I can keep my balloon in my pocket, but others couldn’t do the same.

“Anything behind us?”

“…Nothing visible.”

I couldn’t see anything noteworthy.

Only a red street lamp flickering ominously, standing there.

“The right is clear too.”

“Left side is also clear.”

“I see something ahead.”

After a brief silence, she spoke again.

“There’s a person, something that’s not quite human, and a mascot costume.”

“What’s the threat level?”

“I can’t tell.”

In that case, I had to step up.

“Let’s switch.”

“Understood.”

Without hesitation, Aileen swapped positions with me.

Our eyes met for a brief moment before she spoke.

“From now on, I’ll continue to make normal situational judgments and commands.” 

“However, in any emergency, incomprehensible, or sudden situation, Kim Jaeheon’s decisions take priority over everyone else’s.”

“Understood.”

The two others responded mechanically to her words.

I was beginning to wonder what made her trust me this much, but she spoke again before I could linger on the thought.

“I’ll explain later. For now, just tell me what you see.”

True. This wasn’t the time to share my curiosities.

I squinted and looked ahead.

The park, still illuminated by a red glow and playing its strange music.

There were only three types of people.

First, there were the people who seemed normal.

Holding their balloons, they walked joyfully, chattering as if they were happy, their hands and feet moving strangely.

Next, there were those in mascot costumes observing them.

Lastly, there were people whose bodies had been ripped and torn apart.

Soon, information began to appear over their heads.

[Name: Guest]

[Age: X]

[Specialty: Guest]

[Ability: Guest]

[Background: This individual holds the mark of a guest and is therefore a guest.]

[Weakness: They are ordinary humans. If killed, they will die.]

First, I focused on the people laughing with their balloons.

Their mouths were grotesquely torn as they skipped along like children, swinging their limbs awkwardly.

The balloons they carried were no different from ours.

After observing them, I turned my attention to the people in mascot costumes.

Each costume was unsettling.

A one-eyed cat costume, a dog costume with only one ear—each costume was strange enough to make anyone feel uncomfortable.

Soon, my eyes extracted their information.

[Name: Mascot]

[Age: X]

[Specialty: Expelling non-guests]

[Ability: Detecting non-guests]

[Background: They find and expel those who don’t hold a guest’s balloon.]

[Weakness: Mascots must always complete the tasks assigned to them.]

They expel non-guests.

Finally, my eyes were naturally drawn to the people whose bodies were torn apart.

Of course, since the dead don’t show any information to me, I couldn’t gather anything from them.

“…Let go!”

I snapped my head up at the sound of someone shouting in the distance.

A man, dressed like a delinquent with a baseball cap, was being dragged by a mascot in a duck costume with no eyes.

“Hey, do you know who I am? 

Do you!?”

He shouted loudly as three others pressed in closer behind me.

“Shall we intervene?”

“No.”

Aileen cut in coldly, stepping up beside me.


“Ugh!”

The mascot forced the man to his knees roughly.

“Wait, is this… blood?”

Seeing the pool of blood on the ground, the man’s face turned ghostly pale.

“This is a joke, right? This has to be a joke?”

“Guest.”

A low voice, like metal scraping, came from where the mascot’s mouth should be, and the man froze in place at the sound.

“What the hell is this!? What’s going on!?”

“To enjoy your time at the amusement park, you need a balloon.”

“What—”

Before he could finish his sentence, the yellow beak of the duck mascot opened wide.

“Oh… Oh! Aaaah! Aaaaaah!”

The man began to scream madly after seeing ‘something’ inside the beak, trying to stand up,

-KWAZIK! 

Half of his body disappeared into the duck’s mouth, and his lower half staggered before collapsing to the ground.

Blood splattered everywhere, but the guests didn’t mind at all, smiling with upturned lips as they continued to walk, dancing as if nothing had happened.

“Welcome to the wonderful Sora Land~!”

The eerie song played while people danced around the man’s corpse.

The mascots, too, paid no attention to the scene.

“Didn’t I tell you? He didn’t have a balloon.”

“Indeed.”

Aileen responded calmly, pulling out a notebook from her pocket and began making notes.

Why doesn’t she just record this in the manual?

As I briefly wondered, I looked down at the balloon in my pocket.

So this is like a pass to stay here? That man didn’t get a balloon, so…

“Any other routes?”

“None.”

“Same here. There are trees beyond the fence, but their movements are strange… It’s as if something is on top of them.”

“Better avoid that. You’ve confirmed there’s no other path, correct?”

“Yes, I’ve checked.”

“Understood.”

Aileen nodded, looking at the balloon tied around her wrist, then glanced at the man called Lee Cheolsu.

“Lee Cheolsu.”

“Understood.”

He nodded and slung his rifle over his back.

“Then, I’ll go first.”

He stood tall, took a deep breath, and began walking forward.

Does he not feel fear? Or is this simply how the response team operates?

Holding his balloon, he walked forward with disciplined steps.

Like the others, he held his balloon, but unlike them, his movements were precise and calculated. Soon, the mascots turned their gaze toward him.

Should I be ready to fight if things go wrong?

I don’t have any Critical abilities right now.

I gripped my gun and the butane gas canister tightly, holding my breath.

The mascots stared at him for a moment, then turned their attention away, resuming their patrol of the surroundings.

“Let’s go.”

Aileen raised the arm with her balloon tied around it and strode forward, and I followed her.

The mascots glanced at us as well, but they paid us no mind, merely giving us a brief look before continuing their duties.

“We shouldn’t stay long.”

“I agree.”

I whispered to Aileen, and she whispered back.

It wasn’t the mascots that worried me.

Though avoiding an attack from them was fortunate, it was the ‘guests’ wandering around with smiles that made me uneasy.

Even though they held balloons, they weren’t exactly ‘alive’—at least, not in the proper sense.

Soon, a map of the amusement park came into view.

[Welcome to Sora Land!]

The metal sign was rusted and worn, making it difficult to read, but I managed to make out the words.

<Land of Adventure>

A picture of a faceless cowboy holding a person’s head.

<Land of Fantasy>

A twelve-legged horse devouring a person.

<With Nature>

The picture here was so scratched up that it was impossible to discern what it was supposed to depict.

So, that’s all there is.

Just as I was about to inform the others, I noticed some freshly inscribed words at the bottom of the sign.

Written in neat, deliberate handwriting, as if someone had carefully fetched them into the metal.

<Head to the Land of Adventure!>

I recognized that handwriting.

“…Team Leader?”

Despite her age, gender, and appearance, our team leader had handwriting so neat and delicate that I used to tease her about it, asking if she was a high school girl.

At that moment, tension and relief washed over me simultaneously, causing my heart to race.

Were the others okay? 

Was anyone hurt?

I informed the group of the note, and Aileen quickly made her decision.

“Then we’ll head to the Land of Adventure.”

“Is that okay with you?”

“Honestly, when I first heard your colleagues entered this place, I doubted if they could survive.”

She looked at me as she spoke.

“But now that you’ve confirmed it yourself, the right thing to do is try and save them if possible.”

“They’ll be fine.”

They’re not the kind to go down so easily.

We moved toward the area labeled <Land of Adventure>.

As long as we held our balloons, no one bothered us, allowing us to reach the Land of Adventure safely.

But if that’s the case, who popped the balloon earlier?

Soon, a sign appeared before us.

[Welcome to the Land of Adventure!]

This sign was relatively clean compared to the others.

<Sora Land’s Adventure Land is a place designed to heighten visitors’ sense of adventure! We hope you create thrilling and beautiful memories here!>

<There are a total of three attractions in Adventure Land. However, one is currently under construction, and we hope to reopen it as soon as possible!>

<Test your speed and sense of adventure in the Cowboy Adventure!>

<Face your courage and experience a tragic story on Run, Cheollima!>

Two attractions had clear descriptions, but the third was blacked out with thick ink.

Aileen narrowed her eyes as she examined the sign.

“In similar situations before… sometimes the attractions themselves were escape routes, and other times, you had to ride them to gain the right to escape.”

“What’s your opinion?”

She asked me for my thoughts.

My gaze naturally turned toward the attraction labeled <Cowboy Adventure>.


The area surrounding the attraction was severely damaged.

Massive holes were punched through the walls as if by immense force, and bloodstains were splattered everywhere.

The strange thing was that there was no sign of any bodies.

“Shall we head there?”

Not many people could leave such peculiar traces.



 
  
    Chapter 70 : Reunion


I look at the <Cowboy Adventure> in front of me. 

The attraction had a sign featuring a cowboy shot in the head, lying on the ground. 

The hole in his forehead was disturbingly realistic, making it uncomfortable to look at. 

The entrance was a wooden archway, reminiscent of a Western film, large enough for three people to pass through. 

Only one side of the door was open, swinging slightly, suggesting that a fierce battle had taken place here.

At some point, I had gotten good at shooting. 

Was it during the Cube incident? 

Around that time, it seemed like my vision had become sharper, or perhaps my body had grown accustomed to guns. 

Now, while I wouldn’t call myself an acrobat, I could hit my targets far more accurately than most. 

“Do you think these traces were left by your colleagues?” 

“I do.”

Aileen looked at me, examining the grotesquely twisted walls, the shattered floor, and the blood splattered across the ground.

“It’s certainly unusual.” 

“The damage is far more intense than anything we’ve seen so far.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you think your colleagues are in here?”

“I hope they are.”

I responded to her while looking ahead.

“At the very least, they would have left some trace or hint behind.”

I thought of the team leader’s handwriting on the map. 

Whether it was intended for me or not, it seemed they were expecting someone to come rescue them or follow after them. 

Or perhaps they had left clues for any unfortunate souls who might come across this place.

“If that’s the case, I see no reason to oppose entering.”

“…Should we leave someone behind?”

She glanced at the two remaining team members.

“I’ll stay behind,” said the man named Lee Cheolsu, raising his hand.

“I’ll keep watch here, try to find a way out, and record any peculiarities.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, if things go south, I’ll survive on my own if I have to,” he said, half-jokingly. Aileen nodded.

“Alright, then. If anything happens, come inside.”

“Understood.”

“Take care,” she said as she grabbed the door.

“We’re going in.”

*Creak…*

The wooden door opened with a groan, and the metallic scent of blood hit our noses.

“Looks like you were right.”

Aileen covered her nose with her sleeve for a moment before lowering it and looking at me.

“It smells like fresh blood. Not much time has passed.”

“I know.”

“The strange thing is… there’s only blood. No… residue of any kind.”

She was trying hard to choose her words carefully. 

She was right. 

The floor and walls were stained with blood, but unlike the areas where the mascots were, there were no other signs of what happened. 

Whoever had lost that much blood had likely been Yoo Daon, who could recover from serious injuries, even if her body had been riddled with holes.

I looked deeper into the area. 

It resembled an old Western saloon. 

There was a wooden counter, metal chairs, and in the center, a bartender polishing a glass.

Of course, it wasn’t really a bartender. 

It had a human body, but it wasn’t human. 

It wore a suit, but its head had been torn off, leaving nothing but a jagged stump. 

Mechanically, the bartender polished the glass with emotionless movements.

I glanced up at its head, but no information appeared.

Is it just a corpse?

*Ding!*

A mechanical sound rang out, and a cheerful female voice started playing.

“Welcome to Cowboy Adventure!” 

“Here, you can enjoy a shooting game and test your skills!”

*Clunk!*

The bartender placed three revolvers on the counter.

They were gleaming silver revolvers, clearly loaded with real bullets.

“Challenge two stages and test your courage, speed, and judgment!”

“Using weapons other than the ones provided by the attraction is considered cheating and will result in immediate disqualification!”

The bartender extended its hand.

“…Looks like we have to give everything up.”

With reluctance, I placed my butane gas, the black marble, my gun, and even my bulletproof vest on the counter. 

Only after that did the bartender retract its hand.

“…Ready?”

“Yes.”

“We’re ready.”

At Aileen’s signal, we both nodded.

“Pick up your guns and get ready,” she instructed.

All three of us stepped forward and picked up the revolvers. Aileen was the first to grab hers, and we followed suit. 

I immediately checked the cylinder.

*Click!*

Six rounds.

Meaning everything would have to be resolved in six shots.

*Ding!*

A voice accompanied the mechanical sound.

“First stage! Be the first to shoot!”


*Whirr!*

“Focus,” Aileen warned as she pointed her gun forward.

Suddenly, several people appeared seated at the tables.

They were dressed like Western gunslingers, sitting as if we didn’t exist, talking among themselves. 

I counted six people in total.

If we shot first, we’d win, wouldn’t we?

I quickly raised my gun and pulled the trigger.

*Click!*

“Huh?”

“The game hasn’t started yet!”

The trigger wouldn’t budge, and the female voice echoed mockingly.

“When I count to three, show off your shooting skills!”

“…Take cover first. Then shoot. And keep your balloon safe.”

“Understood.”

“Three!”

The countdown began.

“Two!”

The woman named Park Hyunyoung gripped her gun tightly, filled with tension.

“One!”

I scanned the room, locking onto the targets I needed to shoot.

[Name: Gunman]

[Age: Created just now]

[Specialty: Quickdraw]

[Talent: Quickdraw]

[Background: A skilled shooter.]

[Weakness: Shoot first.]

“Start!”

The instant the countdown ended, they stood up.

But I was faster, already prepared to shoot them before they could draw their guns.

I took aim at the nearest one.

*Bang!*

“Five more.”

I confirmed the first had gone down, then slid to the side, aiming for cover behind a table.

The friction against the floor burned my legs, but I ignored the pain, focused on getting into cover as Aileen kicked over a table and fired.

Another one went down.

*Thud!*

The table crashed to the floor, and Aileen slid into cover behind it, passing me as she went.

Bullets ricocheted off the metal table, creating a loud clanging sound. 

I raised my gun, timing my next move.

Looks like this table is bulletproof. 

Good to know.

I dashed forward and—

*Bang!*

Another target fell as Aileen fired.

“Three down!”

Park Hyunyoung, who had taken cover behind a table, managed to take down another.

“Two left!”

She shouted urgently, and at the same time, Aileen and I stood up and shot at different targets.

The sound of gunfire echoed as the two targets fell.

-Bababam!!

<Congratulations!>

-Click!

The cylinder spun automatically, and before I knew it, all six bullets were loaded in the revolver.

It was tough, but certainly doable.

However, if four people had started something like a war in here, there must have been a reason. I can’t let my guard down.

<Next stage!>

The moment I heard the woman’s voice, 

the brightly lit bar suddenly went dark.

As if all the lights had been turned off, I quickly drew my gun and looked around.

“…Just one?”

There was only one.

It had grotesquely long limbs, and its body was also elongated.

The difference was that there were stitch marks on its neck, as if it had been sewn together, and above the neck, the skin color was distinctly different.

It looked as if someone had forcibly attached a human head to its body.

Before I could check above its head, it reached out its hand, and for no reason, a bad feeling swept over me.

“Get down!”

I shouted hastily as I rolled on the ground, just as its long claws extended towards me.

“Gah…”

A woman named Park Hyunyoung, who was crawling out from under the metal table, had her throat pierced by the claws.

With a pop, like a balloon bursting, her throat was torn, and she collapsed, never to rise again.

At the same time, Aileen began shooting at it.

-Thud!

Even though the bullet clearly hit, it didn’t fall; it just stood still for a moment.

“What the-“

Aileen muttered in disbelief.

I quickly scanned above its head.

A translucent screen appeared above its head.

[Name: Gunman]

[Created: Some time ago] Age: Not much

[Specialty: Shooting]

[Talent: Shooting]

[Once inside, everyone is a Gunman.]

Background: Here

[Weakness: You must find the real body.]

“…The real body?”

“What did you say?”

How should I explain this to her?

After a brief moment of thought, I opened my mouth and told her.

“That thing… doesn’t seem to be the real body. We need to find it.”

Her gaze shifted to its neck area.

‘…It’s sewn together. You must be right. We need to find the real body.’

“Time is-“

“If it’s a game, it must be here.” 

“I’ll search too.”

With that, she started running in the opposite direction.

Its long claws flew toward me, and I hurriedly rolled to the ground and hid under a table.

-Clang!

The sound of metal clashing echoed as its claws scraped past my shoulder, piercing through the table.

Despite the sharp pain, I gritted my teeth and kept thinking.

Where could the real body be?

Amidst the sound of things breaking and occasional gunshots, I quickly scanned the area.

Aileen was also running around the dark bar, busy dodging its claws, and I, too, was struggling to escape its attacks.

Holding my shoulder, I frantically looked around.

But there was nothing in sight.

Think. What do I need to do to find it?

I looked around again.

What caught my eye was the monster swinging its claws and the bartender who had been cleaning glasses from the start.

I quickly opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[UJ – For Dealing with Impossible Containment Objects]

1. While managing or containing objects, you may encounter those that are impossible to deal with.

2. However, even such objects are born into this world, and nothing is truly invincible.

3. Find the condition. It may be invincible only in a certain space, or it could be invincible because something necessary is missing.

4. The absence of something might be the answer.

5. Remember. You must discard common sense and think from the perspective of the challenger.

The absence of something might be the answer.

I stared at its neck.

The sewn marks.

It could be invincible because something necessary is missing.

My gaze shifted to the bartender, who was wiping glasses.

A headless bartender, and a corpse with a sewn neck.

Could it be-

I quickly drew my gun and aimed at the bartender, who, for the first time, began running across the room.

“Aileen! The bartender!”

At my words, her gaze also turned toward the bartender.

She hurriedly raised her gun and shot, but like us, the bartender kicked over a table and hid without coming out.

I quickly ran toward it, aiming my gun.

“Cover me!”

There was no response. Only the sound of her light footsteps and continuous gunfire as she shot all her remaining bullets.

I grabbed a table with one hand and leaped over it, staring at the bartender hiding underneath.

Just as the bartender tried to escape,

-Bang!

A loud sound echoed, and the bartender, with a hole in its heart, collapsed.

-Bababam!

With the sound of fanfare, the monster vanished as if it had never existed, leaving only Aileen and me, drenched in sweat.

<Congratulations!>

Then, a translucent screen appeared before my eyes.

[Critical: 0 -> 1]

Flutter,

A single golden ticket was all that remained where the bartender had been.

When I checked the ticket, the only thing written on it was <Exit Ticket>.

Upon flipping it over, it read, <Give the ticket to the clown, and he will guide you to the exit.>

How straightforward.

Aileen briefly glanced at the woman with the half-torn neck.

She shut her eyes tightly, then, after a brief pause, began gathering her equipment.

“…Let’s go.”

“…Understood.”

As we stepped out the door, a man stood up as if he had been waiting for us. 

He hesitated momentarily when he saw only the two of us, but he said nothing.

“…Nothing.” Nothing at all.

“…Got it.”

She rubbed her weary eyes and handed the ticket to the man.

“Take this and go out.”

“But-“

“Report it. Bring the containment team, or report to the higher-ups.” 

“Tell the deputy leader; he’ll handle it.”

“And Aileen…?”

“I’ll stay and look for the missing person with Kim Jaeheon.”

“…Understood.”

The man looked closely at the ticket, then nodded and tucked it into his jacket.

“…Are you really going?”

“Go.”

The man bowed his head once to her and glanced at me.

“Please… take care of her.”

I nodded in agreement to him, acknowledging his departure, as he began to retrace his steps with the ticket in hand.

“…Phew…”

She sighed softly, rubbing her eyelids.

“Are you okay?”

With eyes that seemed devoid of emotion, she looked at me, then gave a faint smile.

“No, I feel like dying.”

Her tone was different from how she had addressed her team earlier.

“I guess it’s the kind of talk that matches my age.”

“…You have to keep up appearances in front of your subordinates.”

She rubbed her eyelids several times, then closed her eyes briefly before opening them again.

“But I have to do it.” 

“A team leader can never show weakness in front of others.”

“Am I not considered ‘others’?”

“You’re a complete stranger, so it’s actually easier.”

She watched him until he disappeared from sight, then muttered softly while looking at me.

“Seems like we get one exit ticket for each attraction we clear.”

“Then we can figure out where the others are headed.”

Her gaze shifted toward the sign that read “Run, Cheonlima!”

“But we need to think of another way to escape.” 

“Clearing five attractions seems impossible no matter how I look at it.”

“I agree.”

“…Shall we rest for a bit?”

She leaned her back against the wall and took a deep breath.

How much responsibility does she carry on those small shoulders?

I, too, leaned against the wall, trying to catch my breath.

We must have rested for at least five minutes when suddenly, a familiar voice reached my ears.

“…That’s not the door!”

“-Ri! …Ri!”

A familiar voice.

“…Isn’t that…?”

At Aileen’s words, I turned my gaze.

A woman with purple hair was angrily pointing her finger at a woman with white hair, who was coldly ignoring her.

It was Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin.

“Are those your comrades?”

“…Yes, they are.”

Why are those two fighting all the way here?


“…Oh!”

Song Arin, who had been shouting like mad, turned her head and spotted me.

“Hey!!!!!!”

Her eyes widened as she waved at me excitedly, jumping up and down.

It was probably the first time in my life that I had seen her so happy to see me.



 
  
    Chapter 71 : Run, Cheollima


“I thought you’d come looking for us, but I didn’t expect you to find us this quickly.” The reaction of the two was nothing short of dramatic.

Song Arin, who had a balloon string tied around her wrist, looked happy to see someone for the first time.

“…It was hard.”

“It must have been hard for me, you crazy white-haired idiot!”

Jang Chaeyeon let out a soft sigh as she approached me.

She, too, had a balloon tied around her wrist.

Maybe she wasn’t happy to see me; perhaps she just hated the situation.

“How can you two still argue even after coming to an unfamiliar place?”

“She’s acting like an idiot!”

“Maybe you’re not acting too clever by trying to be a genius?”

I had no idea what to say in this atmosphere. What should I do?

“…Where is Daon? And the team leader?”

Their argument came to a halt for a moment.

“They’ll be out soon.”

“Soon?”

“As you know, they need to pull a ticket.”

Song Arin pulled a golden exit ticket out of her pocket.

“You got one from the shootout too, right?”

“Yes. I sent someone else out, though.”

“Someone else…?”

Song Arin mumbled curiously and then fixed her gaze on Aileen, who was standing beside me.

“…Isn’t she from the response team?”

“Her name is Aileen.”

“…Did you bring the response team with you?”

“Did you expect me to come alone?”

Song Arin quietly observed her, shrugged her shoulders, and said nothing.

“So, you don’t have any tickets?”

“No.”

“But don’t worry, we’ve already gathered three tickets.”

Song Arin confidently smiled, taking another ticket from her pocket.

“You’ve got two tickets.”

“One more will come out soon with the black-haired guy.”

“Good. Then, if we proceed with the next attraction, we should be able to get another one too, right?”

I gestured towards Aileen with my thumb, and a brief silence followed.

Then, Jang Chaeyeon frowned slightly and spoke to me.

“I could go with you, you know.”

“Oh, come on.”

Hearing her comment, Song Arin sighed deeply and glared at Jang Chaeyeon.

“If you hadn’t just used your abilities recklessly and stood around watching, we could have escaped more easily!”

“I wasn’t the one cowering in fear, doing nothing in the dark.”

“And, can you even explain things properly with your poor talking skills?”

This time, the tension was palpable.

“Is the team atmosphere always like this?”

“No.”

I quickly intervened between the two, fearing they might actually start fighting for real.

“Let’s focus on explaining first. We can figure things out after Daon and the team leader come out.”

“…Alright.”

Song Arin took a small breath and began explaining.

According to her, it goes like this:

First, two people ride an attraction shaped like a two-seater train called Cheonlima.

All they have to do is look around… or so they say.

“Of course, it doesn’t end with just looking around.”

Song Arin continued, raising her index finger.

“Something chases you from behind, and you get caught up in the urge to look at it.”

“What happens if you do?”

“Who knows? The white-haired girl and I managed not to look. And since she used telekinesis to push it away… we didn’t get a good look at it.”

Song Arin tapped her temple with her finger, indicating they managed to bypass it using hypnosis.

“So, doesn’t that mean the team leader and Daon are in danger?”

I looked at her, questioning whether it was necessary to pair them up, and she averted her gaze slightly, continuing in a defensive tone.

“No, but we didn’t have much choice. Among us, the only one who would survive no matter what happens is her. …And well, the team leader is pretty lucky too.”

“Yeah, that’s true.”

Honestly, it didn’t seem like Song Arin paired up with Jang Chaeyeon because she liked her.

“In that case, it might be better if I go with Song Arin.”

Considering it’s a mental challenge, she seems better equipped to handle it.

“Right?”

Song Arin nodded confidently, wearing a triumphant expression.

Jang Chaeyeon remained silent, but her dissatisfied expression was clear.

“Still… Why aren’t the others here yet?”

It feels like a lot of time has passed.

Both of them fell silent, exchanging glances.

“…I’ll go in first. Song Arin, please come with me.”

It didn’t seem like it would end with just getting the ticket.

After all, neither the team leader nor Yoo Daon had shown up yet.

“Do you mind if I don’t come along?”

“What about Aileen…?”

“She’s a civilian.”

Song Arin replied in a cold voice, shaking her head.

“I appreciate you coming this far, and I think you’re amazing for it. But this is a mental challenge. I’d rather you help at a later point when it’s more appropriate.”

“Alright.”


Aileen nodded slowly.

“The entrance is here.”

Song Arin pointed to the iron door.

“Alright, then, let’s go—Ow!”

As she confidently opened the door and stepped inside, she hit an invisible wall and let out a scream.

“Ouch…”

Her face turned bright red as she rubbed her nose, and I reached out and opened the door.

-Creak…

The door opened naturally.

“The door opens just fine.”

“…Huh?”

She touched the door with a dumbfounded expression.

With a thud, her hand suddenly hit something as if blocked by an invisible barrier.

“…Is this a one-time-only thing?”

“That could be the case.”

Maybe the room doesn’t accept repeat visitors.

“So… there’s only one person left to go?”

I looked over at Aileen, and she shrugged her shoulders in response.

“Alright, I’ll give it a try.”

“It seems like that’s the only option.”

As if confirming our theory, her hand passed through the door without issue.

“…It looks like the two of us will have to go.”

“…Seems there’s no choice.”

Song Arin sighed.

“I’d love to give you more information, but that white-haired girl—”

“I understand.”

Seeing Jang Chaeyeon’s expression hardening, I quickly cut Song Arin off.

“It’s fine. I can handle mental attacks well.”

“…Alright. See you soon.”

“Take care.”

Song Arin nodded, and we stepped through the door while Jang Chaeyeon waved.

“Did you just smile?”

“No.”

“Don’t lie. You smiled.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“I swear, if you don’t stop—”

Their bickering faded as the door closed behind us.

“…They get along well.”

“Not really, actually.”

I couldn’t help but respond like that to Aileen, who commented with fascination.

The interior of the attraction was cleaner than expected.

The walls were adorned with paintings of a western desert, alongside continuous images of trains.

In front of us was a small train-shaped ride with safety bars.

It was designed to hold exactly two people.

On the opposite side, there was an exit, and a headless figure stood there in a mechanical posture.

Will that figure hand us the ticket when it’s over?

There was no sign of anything arriving yet.

Could something have happened to Yoo Daon and the team leader? Otherwise, they should’ve been here by now.

“…Let’s get on quickly.”

Feeling anxious, I hurried onto the attraction.

Aside from Song Arin and me, there were hardly any others resistant to mental attacks.

Still, nothing was in sight.

<Starting!>

The same mechanical female voice from earlier echoed in my ears, and the ride slowly began to move.

“You’ve heard, right? There’s supposed to be a feeling of something behind us.”

“That kind of feeling usually means something bad will happen if you look back. I’ll be careful too.”

“If anything happens, just tell me. I could… cover your ears or…”

“Or are you planning to break my fingers?”

She glanced at my fingers and laughed softly.

“Not quite like that…”

“I’ve been through worse. It’s fine.”

She shrugged.

The ride began to move slowly.

After passing through a dark tunnel, what appeared before us was—

“…Costume heads?”

There were several costume heads.

A rabbit head with no eyes, a dog head with no ears, and finally, a duck head with a grotesquely wide-open mouth—five costume heads in total, staring at us.

“…Those heads, their gaze is following us.”

Aileen calmly noted as she observed the costume heads.

“Don’t stare too closely, but don’t completely look away either.”

As contradictory as that sounded, I followed her lead, stealing glances at the costume heads as we passed them.

The ride moved slowly, passing by the costumes.

At that moment, I felt a sharp pain in my temples, and Aileen grabbed my wrist.

“…I feel it.”

“It seems so.”

My headache was a sign that she felt something too.

“Something is chasing us from behind. Be careful. I can hear it.”

I strained my ears.

I couldn’t hear anything.

“It’s not chasing us.”

I massaged my throbbing temples and answered her.

“Right. It’s not chasing us. But despite that… I can still feel something chasing us.”

Her words started to become incoherent.

“If we don’t check right now, something bad will happen.”

“Stay focused.”

“I can hear it.”

“Aileen.”

“I can hear it!”

I reached out and grabbed the back of her neck firmly, preventing her from turning.

“If you turn your head, you’ll die.”

She bit her lip hard.

With a rattling sound, the ride slowly moved forward.

Soon, something familiar yet strange appeared before us.

It was another ride with just one person sitting in it.

A large man, covering his ears with both hands, was muttering the same phrase repeatedly.

“I can’t hear it. I can’t hear it. I can’t hear it…”

That familiar voice.

“…Team leader?”

At my words, the team leader flinched and looked back.

“You… How did you get here…?”

“I came looking… Where’s Daon?”

“….Over there!”

The team leader pointed ahead.

On a wooden stage, Yoo Daon was smiling brightly as she danced.

Just like the actresses in old movies, she gracefully stepped through her dance.

The only difference was that blood continuously flowed from her ankles.

Her mouth was twisted into a grotesque grin as she laughed.

Soon, a translucent screen appeared above her head.

[Name: Yoo Daon]  

[Age: 23]  

[Specialty: Immortality]  

[Talent: Regeneration (Undetermined)]  

[Background: She enjoys dancing too much!]  

[Weakness: When machines break, adults often fix them by hitting them with their hands.]

Fixing it by hitting the machine?


I rubbed my throbbing temples, lost in thought.

“Aha, aha! Aha-ha-ha!”

Yoo Daon’s cheerful laughter echoed in my ears.

With a small sigh, I rolled up my sleeves.

Looks like it’s time to fix things.



 
  
    Chapter 72 : The Great Escape


I looked at Yoo Daon, then shifted my gaze to the team leader. 

Unlike her, who was dancing joyfully, he simply stared at her with a worried expression.

“Don’t leave. We don’t know what might happen.”

Aileen, perhaps thinking I was about to rush out, grabbed my arm and spoke in a low voice.

“You can go get her!”

“Team leader?”

The team leader shouted loudly.

“She got up and walked out by herself earlier, so isn’t it fine…?”

His voice grew quieter as he spoke.

I exchanged a glance with Aileen.

If what she said was true, the team leader should’ve already been dead or incapacitated.

“It seems like it should be fine.”

“Yeah, it seems that way.”

“Why aren’t you going, then, team leader?”

“Because I can’t do anything even if I go! And right now, even ignoring the noise is taking all my strength!”

I thought back to the team leader I knew.

He never attempted things he couldn’t do, but always did what he could.

He was someone who had a clear understanding of his own abilities.

And it wasn’t just that—he and I had spent countless days dealing with paperwork together.

Surviving meant he was strong.

“I’ll be right back.”

I stood up abruptly, got off the ride, and started walking toward her.

Yoo Daon was still dancing, as if having the time of her life.

In a way, it felt like I could see a reflection of both her and myself.

She was invincible against physical attacks but no different from a regular person when it came to mental assaults.

On the other hand, I was strong against mental attacks but no different from an ordinary person when it came to physical ones.

“Daon.”

I called her name softly, but she didn’t seem to hear me, continuing to dance with joy.

“Aha-ha!”

“Daon.”

Her eyes turned toward me.

Though her mouth smiled and her legs joyfully danced, her eyes stared intently at me.

“…It might hurt a bit, but you’ll be okay, right?”

She couldn’t respond, but I felt like I could read her expression through her eyes.

The most certain method.

I pulled a handgun from my pocket.

“I’m sorry.”

She didn’t say a word.

Grabbing one of her shoulders tightly to stop her from moving, I tangled my legs with hers so she couldn’t run.

Then, I aimed at her temple and pulled the trigger.

-Bang!

Her dancing stopped, and she collapsed into my arms, limp.

“Daon?”

“…”

Leaning on my shoulder, she muttered softly, her face buried in my chest.

“My head hurts…”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes… thank you…”

She mumbled and lifted her face from my chest.

“I really… am nothing without you, Jaeheon.”

“It’s normal. Even when I tried to resist getting stabbed, I still got stabbed.”

“What does that even mean?”

She let out a small laugh and shook her head.

“Let’s get back on the ride. We need to talk to the team leader.”

“Ah, speaking of, the team leader helped me earlier.”

“The team leader?”

“Yeah. When I started hearing things, his expression got really serious, and he warned me to be careful because it felt really bad.”

“Then why didn’t you listen?”

“I plugged my ears, but how could I stop hearing it?”

Yoo Daon pouted, clenching her fists and lightly hitting her chest.

“It wasn’t in my ears; it was like the words went straight into my chest.”

How did the team leader manage to ignore that?

I glanced at him. When he noticed me, he waved.

“Hurry up! I don’t like it here!”

“Daon, should I go with the team leader?”

“Uh…”

Her gaze shifted to Aileen, then she quickly shook her head.

“No! I’ll just go with the team leader… or with you, Jaeheon?”

“If I go with you, we’d both have to switch places.” 

“That’s not just inefficient; it’s a gamble, and we can’t predict what will happen.”

“…Understood.”

Looking deflated, Yoo Daon nodded, walking back to sit beside the team leader.

I sat next to Aileen, and the rattling ride began moving again.

Because the two rides moved at similar speeds, we ended up sticking close together.

“…Actually, this is better.”

“It is, isn’t it?”

“Now we can respond quickly if anything happens.”

“…Are you okay?”

“…Yes.”


I listened to the team leader and Yoo Daon talking.

Did they really need to be so distant with each other?

The team leader seemed to care for Yoo Daon in his own way, and Yoo Daon appeared to respect him, which led to this awkward conversation.

“So, what’s next?”

“Well, the thing is…”

I hesitated at Aileen’s question.

How could I explain that Jang Chaeyeon had shot the attraction with her power, and we had no idea what came after?

“We’ll figure it out as we go.”

Aileen glanced at me as I trailed off, but she didn’t press for more answers.

-Clunk! Clunk!

The ride continued to rattle and move forward.

Clunk!

With a loud noise, the ride came to a sudden stop.

<A brief inspection is underway.>

The mechanical voice of the woman echoed again.

“…This feels ominous.”

Before I could even finish my sentence, the team leader’s head shot up, and he looked back.

“Team leader, do you feel something?”

At my question, the team leader nodded, his expression filled with concern.

“Jaeheon.”

“Yes, team leader?”

“Something’s coming. I’ve got a really bad feeling.”

“…Daon.”

“Understood.”

Yoo Daon stood up and hopped next to me.

It was cramped.

“It’s coming!”

As I shifted to make space for Yoo Daon, the team leader’s warning made me look forward.

Baaang!

A loud horn blared.

In the darkness, a red light illuminated us.

“…A train?”

Aileen’s murmuring was drowned out by the horn’s deafening sound.

A massive train appeared in front of us.

It looked like something straight out of an old Western film, except for the fact that the front of the train was soaked in blood, with what looked like pieces of flesh stuck to it.

[Chronos’ Shield: 3 seconds]

“Daon!”

“Yes!”

Yoo Daon extended her hand.

A translucent, semicircular shield appeared, and the train slammed into it.

-Thud!

With a crashing sound, the train came to a halt against the shield.

There was no time to think.

I quickly glanced at Aileen as I watched the stopped train.

“Move forward!”

Without hesitation, she moved and sat next to the team leader.

[Chronos’ Shield: 1.5 seconds]

I thought about Yoo Daon’s shield.

At that moment, I remembered what happened to the giant when it attacked. 

It couldn’t handle its own power and was knocked backward.

This means the shield has a bit of a reactive force.

Quickly, I hopped forward, stepping on the ride, and squeezed myself in next to the team leader.

“Hey!”

“Get on!”

“Got it!”

As Yoo Daon reached out and turned her body, the translucent shield disappeared.

The train began to reverse, losing its momentum completely, and just as Yoo Daon squeezed herself next to Aileen, 

—Bang!

The train started moving again, pushing the connected ride forward.

The ride behind us acted as a cushion, pushing us forward and gaining speed.

“Whoa…!”

“Kyaa…!”

“This is dangerous at this speed!”

Aileen shouted.

“Team leader!”

“What?”

“Shout when it feels like it’s the most dangerous!”

“Got it!”

[Chronos’ Shield: 0.5 seconds remaining]

Just once.

The train behind us began to push our ride with terrifying speed, 

—Crack, crack!

The ride behind us started making ominous sounds, as if it was breaking apart.

“Hold it as long as you can!”

“Alright…!”

The team leader closed his eyes and focused.

The exit was still nowhere in sight.

I wished we had just a little more time, but…

“Now!”

The team leader’s eyes flashed open as he shouted, and Yoo Daon and I exchanged glances before she reached out immediately.

In that fleeting moment, the train stopped and began to reverse slightly.

[Chronos’ Shield: 0 seconds remaining]

[Next recharge in 30 minutes]

The shield was completely drained.

Though our speed had reduced, the ride was still being pushed forward at a dangerous pace.

“…We’ll have to stop it with our bodies.”

Yoo Daon looked at me.

“Hold my shoulders, please.”

“Understood.”

I wasn’t sure how much help I’d be, but I placed my hands under her arms to support her.

“Hnnng…!”

She pushed against the collapsing ride with her feet.

—Crunch!

The sound of bones grinding echoed as her face contorted in pain, but her legs quickly healed, and she continued pushing.

I lost count of how many times she sacrificed her legs.

Her skirt was now in tatters, resembling a mini-skirt, and just as I was thinking that, 

“…Isn’t that the exit?”

Aileen’s voice made me turn around.

A bright light was visible.

Are we supposed to jump out before we reach it?

“Team leader!”

“What now!”

“Just like last time! But this time, we jump!”

“…Are you sure about this?”

“Do you have any other ideas?”

“…Fine, but you could’ve just said so!”

Hastily, the team leader braced himself, swinging his arms like he was about to jump.

“One… two…!”

—Crunch, crack!

The ride behind us made indescribable noises as it tore apart.

At this rate, we wouldn’t make it to the exit in one piece.

As soon as we reached the light, the team leader shouted loudly.

“Jump!”

I shut my eyes and leaped.

I felt weightless for a moment before hitting the ground and rolling. 

Yoo Daon quickly caught me, steadying my body as I stumbled.

“Ugh…”

I curled up, groaning from the pain that coursed through my body. 

Yoo Daon looked at me worriedly.

“Jaeheon, are you alright?”

“…Yeah.”

I was hurting all over, but I could move.

A headless guide handed two tickets to Aileen and the team leader.

“Let’s go.”

With Yoo Daon supporting me, we made our way down. 

Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin were waiting for us just outside the exit.

“Are you okay?”

“No. I’m in pain.”

“Maybe we should rest?”

After a bit of commotion, the six of us gathered to check the tickets.

“So, that makes four tickets in total.”

There were six of us, but only four tickets.

“That means there’s one more place we have to go.”

Our gaze turned to a location whose name was obscured.

The place marked as under repair.

“…We’ll figure it out when we get there. If it’s bad, we’ll try a different attraction.”

“That doesn’t sound like a good idea.”

The team leader quickly stopped me.

“I… I don’t like the feeling of that place.”

“If you’re saying that, team leader…”

The idea of going somewhere else was immediately dismissed.

We all turned our gaze toward the place with the obscured name.

It was marked as under construction. 

Could it even be operational?


<Haunted House>

The creepy name was written in a strange, ominous script, filling me with dread.

“Team leader…”

“This one… feels the least ominous, oddly enough.”

“…I really don’t want to go in there.”



 
  
    Chapter 73 : The Haunted House


At Yoo Daon’s innocent question, “But why is there a haunted house in a western-themed attraction?” I could only shrug.

“Then does it make sense for a train to chase us earlier?”

“True.”

How could I understand this insane place? 

It’s better to just go along with it and not question it.

After a brief silence, the six of us gathered in front of the haunted house.

“Wow, this place feels seriously bad.”

Song Arin’s comment was spot on.

Of course, there wasn’t a place here that didn’t feel bad, but the name alone gave it a worse vibe.

The huge sign that read <Haunted House> seemed to radiate something unsettling just by looking at it.

“Are you sure this is the safest option?”

The team leader answered with a vague expression, “I’m starting to doubt myself a bit, but it seems to be the safest for now.”

We had no choice but to go in.

I looked around at the others.

No one was stepping forward to enter first, so I had no choice but to go ahead.

Just as I was about to reach for the door, someone opened it first.

“…?”

“What are you waiting for? Not going in?”

Aileen was holding the door open, looking back at us.

After a brief exchange of glances, we all stepped inside.

“It’s dark.”

Jang Chaeyeon’s comment was spot on.

There was nothing more to say.

It was dark. That one word described everything.

In fact, it was so dark we couldn’t see anything.

“…It smells like dust.”

Yoo Daon wrinkled her nose and covered it with her sleeve.

She had always had a keen sense of smell.

“Song Arin.”

“Yeah?”

“Song Arin?”

“Ah! What!?”

When I tapped her shoulder, Song Arin jumped and looked at me.

“Are you… scared?”

“…What are you talking about! 

I’m Song Arin of the Management Bureau! 

Do you think I’d be scared in a place like this?”

I had suspected it before—she might have a bit of fear in her.

But I didn’t say anything out loud.

“Alright, so we need to make it through here.”

“Should we go with physical attacks?”

“Are you planning to break everything again? 

I think it’s better to pass through quietly.”

“I’m fine with whatever!”

While Aileen and the team leader remained quiet, the rest of us were busy discussing our plan.

As I listened to their conversation, I started thinking. 

With all six of us here, if we used our abilities effectively—

-Tap, tap.

Someone lightly tapped my back.

It was Aileen.

“There’s a guide here.”

“Where did you find this?”

“I found it.”

She handed me a laminated piece of paper, looking casual as ever.

<How to Enjoy the Haunted House>  

[Don’t be surprised by anything that happens!]  

[We will do our best to scare you!]  

[If it’s too much, just shout ‘I give up!’ and our staff will escort you out safely!]

“Based on my experience, this sounds like code for ‘never give up,’” Aileen muttered, resting her chin on her hand.

“They probably mean they’ll escort us out based on their idea of safety, not ours.”

It made sense.

She checked her rifle and continued.

“I’ll provide firepower support. If you need anything else, let me know.”

“Understood.”

After a brief discussion, we assigned roles.

Yoo Daon would lead, followed by Jang Chaeyeon. 

The team leader and I would be in the middle, with Song Arin and Aileen at the back.

The entrance was blocked by thick curtains, making it impossible to see inside.

It was a classic haunted house setup—you wouldn’t know what awaited you until you were inside.

“After all that thinking, we ended up in the same order as always.”

“If you have complaints, you can go in front.”

“You’re such a jerk when you talk.”

Today, Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin were arguing more intensely than usual.

“Let’s go!”

Despite their bickering, Yoo Daon cheerfully announced as she stepped forward.

She pushed aside the curtains and entered, followed by Jang Chaeyeon, the team leader, and then me.

“Jaeheon.”

“Yes, team leader?”

The team leader was about to say something when we stepped through the entrance together.


“…Huh?”

Suddenly, the team leader’s voice cut out.

I quickly turned around.

Where the entrance curtains should have been was now an open, wide space.

Could I be alone?

I looked around.

There was nothing visible, and walls were set up like a maze.

The only positive was that the path was wide, but the downside was that I had no sense of direction in this maze.

Fortunately, I had a critical hit ready, and I still had my weapons.

I pulled out my handgun and butane gas, slowly advancing as I thought.

A forced separation? 

Was this another dimension?

But it didn’t feel distinct enough to be another world.

I walked through the darkness, ready to shoot if anything appeared.

-Step, step.

As I moved, I suddenly heard footsteps other than my own.

I stopped and scanned the area, aiming my gun.

Who or what was approaching? 

How should I respond?

The sound was getting closer from the right.

“Wait.”

Just as I was about to fire, a familiar voice called out.

“…Aileen?”

She was also aiming her gun at me.

“…Phew.”

Confirming it was me, she let out a sigh of relief and lowered her gun.

“You scared me. I came out and no one was there.”

“Same here.”

What on earth was happening?

“At least we managed to stay together, it seems.”

“Yeah. Have you found anyone else?”

“Not yet.”

“That’s unfortunate.”

Aileen clicked her tongue and slung her rifle back over her shoulder.

“Shall we stick together for now?”

“If I see something, I’ll let you know.”

“Alright.”

We began walking together, staying alert.

There was nothing to see, and I couldn’t even hear any footsteps now.

“Do you see anything?”

“Why would I? It’s pitch dark.”

“Are you sure you can’t see anything?”

“It’s too dark to see.”

I glanced over at Aileen.

She was wearing a bulletproof vest, her messy blonde hair and lifeless eyes just as I remembered. 

She looked exactly like the Aileen I knew.

Except, the translucent screen above her head told a different story.

[Name: X]  

[Age: X]  

[Specialty: Disguise]  

[Talent: Disguise]  

[Background: This is not Aileen.]  

[Weakness: Shoot now.]

“Wait—”

Before she could react, I pulled out my gun and aimed it at her forehead.

-Bang!

Without a moment’s hesitation, I pulled the trigger, and her head snapped back before returning to its original position.

“How did you know?” 

Aileen, with a hole in her forehead, stared at me with a low voice, asking the question.

“I’ve been fooled by these kinds of things too many times.”

Upon hearing my answer, she began laughing, first softly, then louder, before dissolving into shadows.

-Bang!  

-Kwunk!

As soon as she disappeared, gunfire rang out nearby, followed by the sound of something breaking.

Is everyone else handling themselves well?

But what if they aren’t?

Quickening my pace, I began navigating through the labyrinth.

If all six of us were separated and these monsters were trying to deceive them, that would be a big problem.

I didn’t think my comrades would be easily fooled; they had enough experience.

But the opposite problem also existed—what if they weren’t fooled and were attacking anything they saw out of suspicion?

What if the originals started fighting each other? 

Then things could spiral out of control.

“Jaeheon—”

-Bang!

“Hey!”

-Bang!

As I moved, I swiftly glanced at the heads of those calling out or appearing in front of me, and quickly took care of them.

The most annoying were the monsters taking Aileen’s form. 

Every time they showed up, they instinctively aimed their gun at me, so I had to react faster each time.

I’d already dealt with about six, but so far, I hadn’t encountered a single real person.

If only I were alone—

-Bang!

Gunfire echoed from around a corner, making me stop abruptly.

Is it Aileen again?

I placed my finger on the trigger and slowly approached the source of the sound.

As soon as I rounded the corner, I fired.

In an instant, my world flipped upside down, and I was slammed to the ground.

My arm twisted painfully as I was pinned down, and a gun was pressed against my temple.

The barrel was still hot, proving it had just been fired.

I strained to look to the side.

[Name: Aileen]  

[Age: 23]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: After losing her family in a church during childhood, she worked relentlessly for over a decade to become the youngest member of the response team and the youngest team leader. Her driving force is the desire to find her family and put an end to everything.]  

[Weakness: She is an ordinary person. If killed, she will die.]

“Prove it.”

Aileen’s emotionless voice cut through the air.

“Prove it?”

“Prove you’re the real one.”

My mind raced.

What should I say?

The easiest option was to mention something from our shared memories.

I almost brought up the shootout but stopped myself.

If the impostors had memories from the amusement park, it could be a fatal mistake.

Instead, I decided to talk about something that happened before we arrived here.

I recalled her bowing her head in the truck.

“In the truck, you gave a 90-degree apology!”

Her expression shifted slightly as she processed what I said.

“You said you were sorry, that it was your responsibility—”

“That’s enough.”

The gun barrel was pulled away, and I was freed.

Aileen helped me up, clearing her throat before speaking.

“…Should I prove myself now?”

“You don’t need to. I’ve already confirmed it wasn’t you earlier.”

Raising an eyebrow, she gave me a skeptical look.

“This isn’t the time to worry about that.” 

“We need to regroup with the others as soon as possible.”

“To avoid confusion?”

“Exactly.”

She nodded slowly, understanding.

“Alright, let’s go find the others.”

She started walking briskly, and I followed.

“By the way, did you deal with other monsters the same way you just did with me?”

At my question, Aileen turned her head slightly and met my eyes.

“No.”

“Then how did you know I was real?”

“Experience and instinct.”

She responded simply.

-Kwunk!


Suddenly, a loud crash echoed through the labyrinth, drawing both of our attention toward the source.

“Let’s run.”

“Agreed.”

With guns drawn, we sprinted through the darkness.

There was only one person in our group who could cause such a commotion.



 
  
    Chapter 74 : Factory


Talking to my colleagues from the HR team and through my own experiences, one thing was clear—who would be the scariest person if they got mad?

-Thud!  

-Crash!

It would probably be Yoo Daon. 

They say that the calmest people are the scariest when they finally lose their temper. 

But if I had to pick the person who could get the angriest on the biggest scale, it would be—

-Bang!

“Is she always this violent?”

“If she hears you, she’ll sulk immediately.”

I continued conversing with Aileen as we rushed toward the source of the sound. 

The noise grew louder the closer we got.

“Be careful not to get caught up in it.”

“You too.”

Through the long, dark maze, I could spot the faint reflection of white hair.

Normally, her hair would be neatly in place, but now things were different.

-Thud!

With a swift movement of her hand, something that looked like me was smashed into pieces by a chunk of stone, turning into a shadow and disappearing.

“Hahaha! Hahahaha!”

“Shut up.”

-Thud!

She crushed another monster with my face with just a gesture.

It felt odd seeing so many of my own faces get obliterated, but of course, I wasn’t the only one being impersonated. 

There were fake versions of Yoo Daon, Song Arin, the team leader, and even Aileen. 

Yet, she paid no attention to any of them, smashing them all one by one.

“…I’m a little scared to go over there.”

“Me too.”

Unsurprisingly, Aileen and I were in complete agreement.

Sweat dripped down Jang Chaeyeon’s face as she gasped for breath, wiping her brow. 

I took the moment of calm to call out her name.

“Chaeyeon!”

-Whoosh!

I immediately ducked as stones flew toward me.

“Wait! Wait, hold on! Let’s talk!”

Jang Chaeyeon finally stopped her hand and turned her gaze toward me.

“…Is it really you?”

“As far as I know, yes. It’s me.”

She squinted her eyes, inspecting me closely.

“…Say something.”

“Be quiet.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She seemed to have her own way of deciding, without needing me to say much more.

After a brief moment of study, she nodded slightly, her tone turning somewhat sulky.

“You’re late.”

“If finding you were that easy, we wouldn’t have been separated in the first place.”

She glanced at Aileen, then back at me, her expression indicating what she was thinking. I just shrugged in response.

“…Let’s go.”

Still sounding a bit pouty, she moved to stand beside me.

“Now that we have three of us, we can gather some information.”

I glanced at Jang Chaeyeon while brushing my hand across the chaotic, broken wall.

“So, we’ve all encountered versions of people we know?”

Both of them nodded.

“I figured mine out pretty quickly, Aileen said she used her instincts, and Chaeyeon, you…?”

“It didn’t feel like you.”

She answered with a calm, detached expression.

“Feel?”

“Yeah, I just knew.”

I’ll take her word for it.

As we walked together, I couldn’t help but voice my thoughts.

“Something seems off.”

“What do you mean?” Aileen asked.

“I don’t know… Does this really feel like a haunted house?”

Both Aileen and Jang Chaeyeon looked like they understood where I was coming from.

“Yeah, it doesn’t quite match up with what a haunted house should feel like,” Aileen said.

At first, I thought maybe it wasn’t scary because Jang Chaeyeon was just smashing everything, but that didn’t seem to be it either.

“When you think of ghosts, they’re more of an unseen threat, right?”

“They’re intangible,” Aileen added.

“…Intangible.”

I paused to think about it for a moment.

“For now, let’s keep that in mind. They said they were going to scare us, but so far, nothing has been terrifying.”

Both of them nodded in agreement.

“We still need to find the others…”

It made sense that we found Jang Chaeyeon first since she was causing such a commotion, but finding the other three—especially the team leader and Song Arin—would be more challenging. 

I had a feeling they were hiding somewhere.

We kept walking.

The maze was still dark, and the once-frequent gunfire had stopped.

All we could hear now was the sound of bones crunching.

-Crack, snap.

The three of us exchanged glances.

There was only one person we knew who could make that kind of sound.


My pace quickened instinctively, and the others followed suit.

-Crack, snap, crack!

The sound of bones breaking grew louder as we got closer.

Soon, we arrived at the source of the noise.

“Daon—”

I stopped myself.

It wasn’t Yoo Daon.

It was a thin, frail old man.

His hair was completely gone, and his limbs were so skinny they looked emaciated. 

The only noticeable difference was that his chest was grotesquely swollen.

He opened his mouth.

-Crack…

The sound of bones breaking came from inside his chest, his jaw unhinging until it touched his sternum.

-Splat!

He spat out a black lump.

“…Ugh… that’s disgusting…”

The voice didn’t come from the shadow. It came from the old man, who shook his head weakly.

“No more… I can’t—”

-Crack!

Before he could finish speaking, his jaw opened grotesquely once again, and another lump was vomited out.

The lump solidified into a form.

There I was.

With a blank expression, the copy of me stared at the old man, took a deep breath, and walked past him, disappearing into the darkness.

The three of us exchanged looks.

Should we put him out of his misery?

Sensing my gaze, Aileen slowly shook her head.

“We can’t tell if that’s still a person or not.”

“When you work with the response team, you encounter a lot of people… or things that used to be people. Nine times out of ten, they’re no longer human, even if they once were.”

“…The Bureau’s definition of ‘non-human’.”

Jang Chaeyeon muttered under her breath, and Aileen nodded in agreement.

“That thing isn’t human. Not by Bureau standards, not by any standard.”

“…Ugh!”

-Splat!

Aileen turned her gaze from the old man and spoke softly.

“Let’s move on.”

She quietly started walking away.

Jang Chaeyeon gently grabbed my arm.

“Let’s go.”

What could cause someone to turn into something like that?

Before leaving, I glanced up at the old man’s head.

[Name: The Factory]  

[Age: 21]

[Ability: None]  

[Background: Those who lose in battle become ghosts.]  

[Weakness: Must find the lost heart.]

I glanced at the old man’s weathered face, taking in his aged appearance despite the note stating he was only 21. 

Then, I followed Jang Chaeyeon as we continued our search for the others.

We searched every nook and cranny for the remaining three.

“Jaeheon!”  

-Bang!

A hole appeared in the forehead of a fake Yoo Daon, her voice vanishing along with her body. 

Every now and then, copies of our companions would appear, but each time, I would identify them, and Jang Chaeyeon or Aileen would either crush them with their abilities or put a bullet in their heads without hesitation.

“Where could they be?” 

“Beats me.”  

-Crack!

We stiffened as that familiar sound echoed again. 

Since we encountered the “Factory,” that sound had been trailing us, almost as if the very moment we realized its existence, it integrated itself into the maze.

“Careful—”  

“What’s that?”

“Not sure.” 

Just as I spoke, we heard Song Arin’s and Yoo Daon’s voices from beyond the wall near the Factory.

Song Arin’s voice was laced with tension, while Yoo Daon’s voice was slightly lower than usual.

“…It works on hypnosis?”  

“…Is that a person?”

The conversation sounded real enough.

The three of us moved cautiously, inching closer, when Yoo Daon suddenly spoke sharply.

“Someone’s coming. Three footsteps. Wait… what?” 

She sounded confused, and then I heard her sniffing the air before she shouted in a cheerful voice.

“Jaeheon! I smell you! It’s really you, right?”

“…Yeah, it’s me.” 

Did she seriously just track me by scent?

“Guys, we’re—”

-Splat!

Just as Yoo Daon was about to say something, there was the sound of something heavy hitting the ground, followed by Song Arin’s urgent shout.

“Hey! It saw us!”

“Help me…”

-Crack!

Something massive, judging by the sound of a spine snapping, was nearby, and both Yoo Daon and Song Arin gasped audibly.

“Chaeyeon, break the wall now.”

“Got it.”

As soon as I gave the command, Jang Chaeyeon reached out and slammed her hand against the wall, causing cracks to form before—

It stopped.

“…I can’t break it.” 

Like before, her strength wasn’t enough to shatter the walls made of stone here.

“Then throw me and Aileen over.”

“Over the wall?”

“Now.”

She hesitated for a moment, glancing at me with concern, then said, “Be careful with the landing.”

With a sudden lift, I was airborne, but instead of flying gracefully, I was practically launched over the wall like a projectile.

“Stop!!!”

I landed right in front of the old man, who screamed as I hit the ground. 

Behind him stood Yoo Daon, holding a sharp piece of glass, her hand bleeding, with Song Arin standing just behind her.

“Hey! You—ugh!”

Song Arin screamed, her eyes wide, just as Yoo Daon kicked her back and sent her stumbling.

-Crunch!

In an instant, Yoo Daon grabbed the old man, who had begun biting into her right arm, by the neck. 

With her other hand, she began relentlessly stabbing his neck with the jagged glass shard.

-Squish, squish!

Even as the sickening sound of flesh tearing filled the air, and her arm was being horribly chewed, Yoo Daon remained expressionless, focusing entirely on plunging the shard into his throat.

Soon, blood spurted from his neck like a fountain. 

Without hesitation, I pulled out my gun and fired at him.

-Bang!

“Stop!”

The Factory let out a pained scream, releasing his bite from Yoo Daon and stumbling backward.

“Jaeheon!” 

Covered in blood, Yoo Daon tossed the blood-soaked glass aside and smiled at me.

Her arm, which had been horribly mangled, was now completely healed, not even a scar remaining on her pale skin.

“We were—”  

-Crack!

Before she could finish her sentence, her head was blown off in a spray of blood.

“We were looking for you!” 


Incredibly, her neck reformed just as quickly, and she smiled at me again as if nothing had happened.

Meanwhile, the Factory stood there, mouth wide open, seemingly trying to bite down again, but its jaws clacked together uselessly.

Snap! 

Snap! 

The sound of its teeth hitting nothing filled the air.



 
  
    Chapter 75 : Canary in the Coal Mine


Shelter, clothing, and food—these are the three essentials often mentioned when discussing the basic needs of survival. 

But why these three? 

It’s simple: they’re directly tied to survival. 

You need food to avoid starving, warmth to avoid freezing to death. 

In essence, they’re about avoiding death—survival instincts in their simplest form. 

So, what happens to someone who loses that instinct? 

“Are you hurt anywhere?” 

“…No.”

“That’s a relief!”

Yoo Daon’s concerned gaze was met with a weary expression from Song Arin, who replied slowly, while Yoo Daon responded with her usual bright smile. 

For someone like Yoo Daon, who had little to no fear of death, situations like this were probably insignificant. 

For those who lack the fear that all living things should have, where do they find solace and comfort? 

It occurred to me that perhaps Yoo Daon found her sense of security not in herself, but in others. 

*‘I’m really nothing without you, Jaeheon.’*

So, what can we—or rather, what can I—do for her?

I shook my head, trying to push away those thoughts as I looked ahead. 

-Tap! Tap!

The Factory, still confused, stood before us, its teeth clacking together in bewilderment. 

I glanced at the translucent window above it. 

What did its weakness say again?

“Find and destroy its heart…”

“Huh?”

“Nothing, don’t worry about it.”

“Oh! Jaeheon, are you hurt anywhere?”

Yoo Daon, despite smiling, reached out as if handling something fragile, gently touching my arm. 

“Were you worried?”

“A lot! I didn’t expect you to just appear over the wall—”

-Crack!

The sound of her shoulder being bitten interrupted her. 

I quickly drew my gun, and Song Arin did the same, turning her gaze to the creature. 

Without showing any emotion, Yoo Daon glanced at the Factory gnawing on her shoulder. 

With an expression of annoyance, she frowned as if she had a headache, and the creature pulled its teeth away. 

Song Arin let out an irritated shout, “It works on you! Move when it bites you, for god’s sake!”

“Daon, come over here.”

“Yes!”

Without responding to Song Arin, Yoo Daon sprinted toward me, and Song Arin clicked her tongue as she joined us. 

“Where are the white hair and blonde?” 

Song Arin asked after a brief pause, referring to Aileen by her hair color without bothering to use names.

“Good question. Why haven’t they come over?”

I looked back toward the wall, but there was no sound.

“Chaeyeon! Aileen!”

At that moment, Aileen vaulted over the wall and landed gracefully on the ground, followed by Jang Chaeyeon, who stumbled clumsily as she hit the floor. 

Aileen stood up as if nothing had happened, while Jang Chaeyeon tapped her knees and rose slowly.

As I turned my head, the Factory lunged at us, its jaw wide open, but Yoo Daon calmly crossed her arms to block its bite.

-Crack!

Blood sprayed from her arms, but Yoo Daon, seemingly unbothered, looked at me and asked, “Should I buy us some time?”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I’ve got it.”

Jang Chaeyeon stepped forward, her voice steady.

[Coordinate Tear: 3 uses left]

We hadn’t found its heart yet, but we could start by tearing its legs apart.

The world turned into a grid pattern as the creature’s body became visible to me, with lumps inside its neck. 

We shouldn’t mess with those. The easiest target…

I focused on its legs, particularly the joints, and the grid pattern on its body began to fold at the knees. 

Without hesitation, Jang Chaeyeon reached out, clenching her fist, and the Factory’s leg snapped like a twig.

“Argh!”

With a weak cry, the creature collapsed to the ground.

“Alright, now—”

Before I could finish, it made a retching sound.

-Blaaargh!

It opened its mouth and spewed out a black mass.

“Ew, gross!” Song Arin shrieked, recoiling from the sight.

Something felt wrong.

“Daon, stay close!”

“Yes!”

Yoo Daon quickly moved to my side as the black mass began writhing and shaping itself into multiple humanoid figures.

Unlike the previous times when it had vomited out copies of us, these forms had no faces or defining features—just amorphous shapes. 

Once its bloated chest deflated completely, the creature let out a raspy breath. 

“Grrrrrr…”

The masses that had come from its body stared at us.

There were a lot more of them than I had anticipated.

Aileen tapped my shoulder. 

“It’s a war of attrition. We don’t need to fight.”

“That sounds like a good plan.”

“Huh? Wait, what?”

Without giving her time to react, I grabbed Yoo Daon’s wrist and started running.

Song Arin and Aileen were already a few steps ahead, sprinting away, and Yoo Daon, initially confused, quickly matched my pace. 

Behind us, Jang Chaeyeon was waving her hands furiously, holding off the creatures as we fled.

As we ran, I took a steady breath, and all four of them turned their eyes toward me.


“Listen carefully. First of all, that thing isn’t just one entity.”

“It’s not just one?” 

Song Arin asked in disbelief as she ran.

“I thought you were just good at finishing things off, hitting everything perfectly at the last moment!” 

“I thought it was over when you took out its legs!”

“Well, now I know how you feel about me!”

With the others running ahead, I turned and shook my butane gas container several times before opening the cap. 

Flames burst forth, engulfing the mass of bodies. 

While firing my gun at the masses, I quickly turned and resumed running.

Aileen took out some with her gun, while Jang Chaeyeon mainly held the creatures off with her abilities. Thankfully, with at least three of us who knew how to fight, we managed to hold them off without much trouble.

Panting heavily after shaking off the creatures, we huddled in a corner. 

Jang Chaeyeon was catching her breath, while Yoo Daon, looking as fresh as ever, glanced at me with a worried expression.

“But… where’s the team leader?”

“Good question.”

We needed to find him.

No matter how well he could sense danger, we couldn’t just assume he was okay and leave it at that. 

We weren’t out of the woods yet.

The original Factory still remained, and our main objective wasn’t to destroy it but to escape and obtain the tickets.

“…Should we use hypnosis?” 

Song Arin, wiping the sweat from her forehead, broke the silence.

“Hypnosis?”

“Yeah, just start casting it indiscriminately. If someone gets caught in it, we can figure out where they are. The downside is…”

Song Arin glanced at everyone except me.

“…It’s indiscriminate, so our allies might get caught in it too.”

After a brief moment of silence, I looked at the others.

“…I don’t mind.” 

Aileen shrugged. 

“Me neither!” 

Yoo Daon raised her hand energetically.

Jang Chaeyeon, however, remained silent, her expression showing displeasure.

“Chaeyeon…?”

“…Fine.” 

She finally responded with a sullen tone, only after noticing my careful glance. 

“Alright, let’s get started.”

After a brief discussion, Song Arin stepped forward and closed her eyes. 

The hypnosis she cast on the others was simple: follow me. 

Soon, a slight headache started to throb at my temples, and the three of them—Aileen, Yoo Daon, and Jang Chaeyeon—began to follow me, their eyes unfocused. 

I felt like the Pied Piper of Hamelin.

“Song Arin, let me know if you pick up on anything.”

“Don’t talk to me. I’m concentrating.”

Still as prickly as ever.

With a furrowed brow, Song Arin took the lead, guiding us as we walked. 

Herding three dazed people wasn’t exactly easy. 

We stopped often—pausing at the sound of footsteps, at the sounds of the Factory, or just to check if everyone was still following closely. 

It was a slow and tedious process, but we continued searching for the team leader.

“…I think I found him.”

After what felt like an eternity of walking, my legs beginning to ache, Song Arin’s eyes snapped open, her brow relaxing.

“Where is he?”

“…Behind this wall.” 

She pointed to the wall.

“Alright, let’s get over it.”

Song Arin nodded and tapped Jang Chaeyeon on the shoulder to wake her up.

“Chaeyeon.”

She blinked a few times, still looking dazed, before focusing on me. 

“Over the wall?”

“Yeah.”

Nodding, she reached out and tossed me over the wall. 

I landed on the other side, and there he was—huddled and crouching.

“…Whoa, you scared me.”

It was the team leader.

“Team leader, it’s me.”

“You’re not fake, are you?”

He stared at me suspiciously.

“…Did a fake show up?”

“Of course one did!” 

I glanced at the others who had climbed over the wall as the team leader locked eyes with me.

“How are you still okay?”

“Sense!” 

“Sorry?”

The team leader grinned confidently.

“Sense! My instincts kept me safe!” 

Of course. 

By now, I wasn’t even surprised.

Now that we’d found the team leader, it was time to figure out our next move.

“Shall we look for the exit?”

“Do you have a plan?” 

Aileen tilted her head curiously at me, and when I looked at the team leader, Aileen followed my gaze.

“Ah, I see.”

“Veteran insight. You caught on right away.”

“…What’s this about?”

The team leader’s voice took on a nervous tone as he overheard our conversation.

“Team leader.”

“…What?”

I spoke softly.

“Have you heard of a canary in a coal mine?”

He frantically shook his head. “No! Never heard of it.”

“Then you’ll get to play the canary for a bit now.”


“You realize this is insubordination, right? 

If I report you, you could get demoted!” 

He muttered nervously as I led him to the front. 

“Alright, everyone, let’s get ready to head out.”

It was time to grab the tickets and make our escape.



 
  
    Chapter 76 : Truth and Lies


“Left?”  

“Right.”  

Aileen was following closely beside the team leader, asking for directions.

“Are you sure we can trust him?”  

“If you don’t, what will you do about it?”  

Song Arin squinted suspiciously at both the team leader and Aileen before sighing.  

“Fine. Let’s just trust them to find the way.”  

“So while they’re focused on leading, could you explain a few things?”  

“Like what?”

“What’s going on?” 

“We’ve been too busy to talk, but surely there’s a reason we ended up here.”  

And how did you all end up with a team leader as an escape ticket?

Song Arin’s brow furrowed deeply as she prepared to respond.

“Look, as you know, getting caught up in anomalies is never something that happens by choice.”

“True.”

“We were dragged into this situation.”

“But there’s something odd about it.”

“Odd?”  

What did she mean? 

Did someone deliberately throw the four of them into this mess?

She nodded slowly, noticing the doubt in my expression.  

“People like us, unlike you, aren’t exactly blessed—or cursed—with the luck of encountering containment entities.”  

“Are you taking a jab at me?”  

“Listen.”  

She held up her finger to stop me.

“Everything happened too smoothly.”

“What do you mean?”

“We weren’t even together when it started.”

That caught me off guard.

“I didn’t tell you to split up, did I?”

“Not really.” 

“You just sent us to figure out how much bad luck you’ve got.”

I thought about the dynamics between Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin. 

Sending them to work together had probably been a bit much, come to think of it.

“Alright, so what happened next?”

“So, I was with the team leader, and black hair was with white hair.” 

She pointed at Jang Chaeyeon and continued, “I was the only one making sense, since, you know, I’m at least somewhat reasonable.”

“That’d actually be Yoo Daon.”  

“Don’t ruin this.” 

“Anyway, we agreed to meet back up later and leave together.”

“And then?”

“That’s the weird part.”

Song Arin raised her finger again.

“Like I said, we planned to meet up by the evening and leave.” 

“The gold-haired one told me the activation condition was staying in this place after closing hours, right?”

I nodded. 

“So, we shouldn’t have been able to trigger the anomaly in the first place.”

Her expression grew serious, and I listened closely.

“So, as agreed, we met at the designated spot in the evening.”

Song Arin kept walking, continuing her explanation.

“But then, someone wearing a mascot costume showed up and started dancing.”

“Dancing?”

She nodded.

“It was so random.” 

“While I was confused, the rest of us prepared to act. And then, suddenly… we were here.”

“That’s strange.”

“Isn’t it?” 

Song Arin frowned, deep in thought. “It’s like someone knew exactly when and where we would be and set this up just for us.”

Knowing exactly when and where…

And then there was the moment we arrived, and the balloon-popping creatures appeared instantly. 

If they knew we were coming, it explained a lot.

It felt like a far-fetched idea, but an unsettling intuition kept feeding me one possible answer. 

And if there was someone who could orchestrate this, the list of suspects in my mind narrowed quickly.

An image of a thin, gaunt man flashed into my mind.

But why? Why would he target these four specifically?

Song Arin, noticing my distracted expression, tilted her head up to look at me.  

“You… You haven’t made an enemy of a time traveler, have you?”

“…Hey.”

Her face was lined with concern.  

“Seriously, you haven’t, right?”

“Even if I had, I wouldn’t know, would I?”

I couldn’t exactly track the actions of my past or future self.

“…At least not yet, right?”  

Song Arin scowled, deep in thought, before looking back at me.

“Wait, are you telling me there’s someone in the Bureau with time-related abilities?”

For a brief moment, our eyes locked. 

Should I even tell her?

Before I could open my mouth, Song Arin quickly reached out and covered my lips with her hand.

“Don’t.”


Her eyes met mine, full of seriousness.

“Whatever it is you’re thinking, don’t say it.” 

“The moment you speak, you’ll lose control over the situation.”

I understood what she meant.

The more people know, the more variables come into play. 

Once others are aware, things change. 

And if someone has already seen the future, they’ll prepare accordingly, leading to unintended consequences.

I nodded slowly in understanding.

The balloon tied to her wrist wobbled slightly.

“It’s fine.”  

She nodded, her voice softening.  

“I trust you’ll handle this.”

“I don’t know anything.”

Song Arin closed her eyes briefly, resting her hand on her temple. 

Her expression turned blank for a moment, then returned to normal.

“…What did I just say?”

Did she just erase her own memory?

She frowned in confusion, then relaxed as she glanced at me.

“Whatever I said, just remember it.”

She lowered her hand from my mouth.

“Understood.”

“Good.”

“Hey! I found the exit!”

While we were staring at each other, the team leader’s voice grabbed our attention. 

We turned to see him standing in front of a dark curtain, nodding with a smile.

“It’s here! Right here!”

“Are you sure?”

“Even if I’m not sure, we don’t have much choice. We need to get out!”

The team leader looked over at Aileen, who sighed before giving him a nod.

“I’ll go first.”

“That’s the response team for you. Always ready, team—”

“Aileen.”

“…Aileen is going first!”

With a tired look in her eyes, Aileen sighed again before pushing aside the black curtain and stepping through.

After a moment of silence, she reappeared and called out to us.

“It’s the exit.”

Finally.

Breathing a sigh of relief, I followed her through the curtain. 

Once we were all through, she handed me one of two golden tickets in her hand.

“Is this all of them?”

Let’s see.

“It looks like we’ve got everything.”

“Good,” Aileen sighed in relief, pulling out her worn notebook and starting to jot something down again.

“Now we can finally get out of here safely.”  

She had been taking notes ever since we arrived here, scribbling in that notebook of hers. 

What exactly was she writing?

Standing beside her, I casually asked, “What are you writing?”

“…Something for the manual,” she replied, snapping her notebook shut with a sharp *thud*.

“Can’t you just write it down normally?”

“You think it’s that easy?” 

Aileen sighed, sounding exhausted. 

“Writing a manual takes immense concentration and precision—”

“I will now begin the recording. 

Region: ‘Amusement Park.'”  

With a loud *whoosh*, the manual opened itself, and text began to fill the pages.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Area: Amusement Park – Initial Record by Personnel Manager Kim Jaeheon]  

Upon arrival, you will receive a balloon from the clown. 

You must take the balloon and guard it as if it were your life at the amusement park.

-Tap!

The manual floated gently in the air before landing softly in my hands. 

“…What?”  

Aileen stood there, jaw slack in disbelief, while Jang Chaeyeon came over, sighing.

“Not just anyone can do that, you know.”  

“Really?”

“I can’t do it either.”  

“…How did you even manage that?” 

Aileen asked, wide-eyed, staring at me intently.

“How did you do it?”

“Uh, I don’t know? I just did it.”  

Her eyes widened even further as she leaned closer, making me a little uncomfortable.

“You just… did it?”

“Yeah, it’s just something that happened naturally, I guess.”

“…Unbelievable.”  

She glanced over at Jang Chaeyeon, who shrugged.

“He’s always been like this.”  

“Alright, fine. Let’s talk about it properly once we get out of here.”

With that, Aileen sighed again and started walking.

The path back out wasn’t too hard. 

All we had to do was retrace our steps. But something was different.

“…It’s a bit chilly, isn’t it?”  

Yoo Daon muttered, rubbing her arms. 

She was right. It was noticeably colder than before. 

I narrowed my eyes and glanced around.

“Everyone still has their balloons, right?”

“My balloon popped earlier!”  

Everyone else nodded, including Yoo Daon, who added with a smile, “But it inflated again!”  

…Let’s just not expect logic from her.

We stepped out into the plaza. 

The mascot costumes and creepy, forced-smiling tourists were gone, leaving only the eerily empty ticket booth. 

The man we gave our tickets to was nowhere to be seen.

“…Looks like he got out,” Aileen said from behind, sighing in relief.

“Let’s get out of here quickly.”  

We approached the booth, tickets in hand. 

The person inside seemed to be a man, though the surrounding darkness made it hard to confirm. 

“We’d like to leave.”

I handed over the six tickets.

The attendant slowly looked up, and a translucent window appeared above his head.

[Name: Lee Cheolsu]  

[Age: 34]  

[Ability: X]  

[Skill: X]  

[Background: Lee Cheolsu of the Response Team dreams of escaping. But now, all he can do is dream.]  

[Weakness: Life has a problem. It must be solved before he can leave.]

The man who had taken the tickets was sitting there, grinning eerily. 

Lee Cheolsu of the Response Team.

That grin… he wasn’t human anymore.

“Leaving already?” 

His voice dripped with mockery.

“…That voice…” 

Aileen’s tone turned cold as the man continued.

“But you can’t just leave.”

Another fight? 

Come on, we got the tickets. 

Shouldn’t that be enough?

Everyone around me started preparing, and I noticed the man shaking his head before locking eyes with me.

“Isn’t it tiresome to keep fighting?”  

I glanced around.

Fighting while holding balloons didn’t sound like the easiest task.

“How about this? Let’s play a riddle game.”

“…A riddle?”

Out of nowhere?

“Weren’t we supposed to just leave after getting the tickets?”

“Since when has common sense worked here?”

Aileen responded coldly, pulling out her gun.

“Can’t we just fight?”

Jang Chaeyeon’s complaint was ignored as the lights suddenly went out.

*Clatter!*  

The world was enveloped in darkness, save for the eerie red streetlights that flickered on, casting everything in a crimson hue like a movie set. 

The man smirked as he turned a golden sheet of paper toward me.

<There are five people> 

<Some of them always tell the truth, some always lie, and one alternates between truth and lies> 

<Each person’s statement is as follows:>

Kim Jaeheon: Chaeyeon is telling the truth. Daon lies constantly.  

Jang Chaeyeon: Jaeheon and Heo Chan are the same type of person. Arin is lying.  

Yoo Daon: Jaeheon is telling the truth, but Team Leader Heo Chan is lying.  

Song Arin: Chaeyeon is lying. Daon is lying too.  

Heo Chan: Arin is telling the truth. Jaeheon and Chaeyeon are different types.


“…This is an easy game,” the man said, looking at me.

“Think carefully. One of these people alternates between truth and lies.”

He smiled.

“Who is it?”

Should I just shoot him?



 
  
    Chapter 77 : Thank you for coming to my room


I looked around.

The paper on my hand, the dim lighting, and the silhouettes standing in the darkness.

There seemed to be over 30 of them.

“…Costume heads.”

Aileen whispered as she nudged my shoulder.

“We don’t know how strong the HR team’s force is, but do you think we can win against those?”

“…It looks difficult.”

I replied, slightly furrowing my brow at Aileen’s words.

While Critical hits are strong, their usage is limited, so they wouldn’t be much help in such a large-scale battle.

I turned my gaze to Jang Chaeyeon, and she also looked at me and nodded.

“We can do it.”

“For now, just stay put.”

Chaeyeon rarely says no to me, so I always take her “can do it” with a grain of salt.

I looked at the golden paper in my hand.

From over my right shoulder, Song Arin peeked her head out.

“Is it a riddle?”

“You could say that.”

“Hmm…”

She frowned slightly.

“Let me see.”

“Have you done something like this before?”

“No. But isn’t it better to think together than alone?”

With that, Arin started reading beside me.

“Well, the easiest thing is—”

“If we think simply, it shouldn’t be that hard.”

It looks difficult, but it’s no different from a simple logical task.

You just need to determine if each person’s statement is true or false.

For now, let’s assume what I say is correct.

“Song Arin.”

“Huh?”

“You probably know what needs to be done, so could you help break this down?”

“Got it.”

“Daon.”

“Yes!”

“Could you help with this too?”

“Of course!”

“Do you know how to do this?”

“Do you know how many things I thought about while being trapped in that hospital all by myself?”

“…Now I feel like a piece of trash.”

Hearing Arin’s grumbling left her speechless, the two started chatting softly.

“And Chaeyeon…”

“I’m not confident.”

“Chaeyeon, you have a different task.”

“Okay.”

Chaeyeon always has a clear sense of self-awareness.

…When we first met, I remember blocking a bullet for her.

“….”

“Could you keep holding that up?”

“…But I can’t fight.”

“I know.”

Chaeyeon looked at me and nodded.

“Okay. I’ll do it.”

“Thank you.”

The team leader rolled up his sleeves and approached.

“I’ll help too. My kids’ comic books had puzzles like this at the end.”

“I’d appreciate it.”

It was a division of labor based on intelligence.

In the end, it’s no different from a simple task.

As I thought, I glanced at the man who used to be Lee Cheolsoo.

He simply watched us in silence, smiling.

“Is there any issue with us solving this together?”

“I never said you had to figure it out alone.”

He shrugged as he answered.

In that case, it doesn’t seem like this should be that difficult.

Or perhaps we’re being misled to focus elsewhere?

I turned my gaze toward Aileen before shifting back.

Why hadn’t Aileen appeared in this puzzle?

Noticing my gaze, Aileen also looked at me.

“I think I know what you’re thinking.”

I held her gaze in silence.

“It’s a valid thought, but I’m just as confused.”

She added, as if pondering the same thing I was.

“I don’t know why I’m not part of it either.”

“Let’s look for other commonalities.” 

“First of all, I’m not part of the HR team.”

“…Do they even understand the concept of a team?”

“If not, maybe I’ve been brainwashed without realizing it, or maybe I’m not even human.”

Aileen looked at me with a calm voice.

“Is that right?”


I glanced above her head.

[Name: Aileen]

[Age: 23]

[Specialty: X]

[Ability: X]

[Background: After losing all her subordinates at the amusement park, she is plagued by severe guilt and self-punishment. But she knows, deep down, that she has always been the one to survive in the end.]

[Weakness: She is an ordinary human. If killed, she will die.]

“…No, that’s not it.”

I shook my head, denying her words.

“At least, you seem like a perfectly normal person for now.”

“That’s a relief.”

She responded with a face full of relief.

In other words, there’s no problem with Aileen.

So why was she excluded?

It seemed too obvious.

Maybe the intention was for us to suspect her—or perhaps…

“Aileen.”

“Yeah?”

“You have a balloon, right?”

At my words, she raised the balloon.

I watched her quietly, deep in thought.

“Aileen.”

“…”

“Have you often returned from missions alone?”

“…Why are you asking all of a sudden?”

Her eyes turned toward me.

“It just seemed odd.”

Aileen didn’t have any special abilities.

Not even the danger-detection ability that the team leader had.

“…Quite a lot.”

“How many times?”

“More than I can count.”

She answered slowly.

I thought about who she was.

What kind of team is the response team?

It’s a group that handles unknown entities, much like the containment and management teams. 

But rather than recruiting capable people, it’s often those desperate or driven by something dark who seek it out.

And yet, to my eyes, she appeared to be an ordinary person.

My gaze still lingered on her broken finger.

Despite thinking I’d handled it well, I couldn’t help but notice her injuries.

How did she survive so well, unlike the others?

It’s as if someone out there wants her to stay alive.

“Hey! I figured it out!”

Song Arin came up next to me.

“Here’s the conclusion I came to.”

She cleared her throat and looked at me.

“If we assume that each person’s statement is true at least once, then there’s a contradiction in your words.”

“If what I said is true, then Chaeyeon’s statement is false, right?”

“Huh? Oh. Yes, that’s right.”

“On the other hand, if Chaeyeon’s statement is true, there’s a contradiction in yours, Arin.”

“Uh, yes.”

“And Daon’s statements are true.”

“…Yeah.”

“You’re saying Arin is telling the truth.”

“In the end, it’s the team leader who’s speaking both truth and lies.”

“…Why did you make me do this?”

Song Arin frowned and spoke with a sulky tone.

“If you’re so smart, you should’ve just done it yourself.”

“No, I overheard you and Yoo Daon discussing, and I needed to confirm if what I thought was correct.”

What I had feared most was having to figure this out alone within a limited time, but that wasn’t the case. 

We were able to think together for quite a long time, so there were no major issues.

“…So, what did you conclude after making the three of us go through all that?”

“Rather than a thought…”

Song Arin and I both turned our gaze toward Lee Cheolsoo.

“That’s not a person, is it?”

“…It’s strange for you to ask me that.”

“It looks human enough.”

“…No.”

Song Arin furrowed her brow slightly and shook her head.

“The appearance may be human, but at least the mental structure isn’t.”

I directed my gaze at what was once Lee Cheolsoo.

It opened its mouth.

“Have you found the answer?”

“We’ve figured out the answer to the riddle you gave us.”

At my words, it nodded and smiled.

“What was the answer?”

“Heo Chan.”

“That’s correct. You may now leave!”

Its mouth stretched into a grotesque smile as it clapped its hands.

“Well then, I’ll open the door for you.”

As the streetlamp that glowed red turned on, the costume heads backed away.

“You may leave now.”

It pointed behind us.

The streetlamp illuminated the path, and it handed us tickets with a smile.

Six golden tickets.

“Walk past the streetlamp, and you’ll find the exit.”

It bowed slightly.

“Thank you for visiting Sora Land.”

“Chaeyeon.”

“Yeah.”

Jang Chaeyeon stood next to me.

“Daon.”

Yoo Daon smiled innocently and stuck by my side.

Everyone else, except the team leader, seemed to have caught on and walked cautiously, their expressions full of tension.

After walking a bit, we all started to see the exit.

<Thank you for visiting Sora Land.>

“There’s the exit!”

The team leader grinned widely but quickly furrowed his brow.

“Chaeyeon!”

She immediately leaped into our midst.

Soon after, countless objects started flying toward us.

I had been waiting for this.

[Critical: 1 → 0]

The world turned black and white, and everything slowed down.

I calmly surveyed my surroundings.

The only thing I had been waiting for was the time slowing down.

What was flying directly toward our balloons were sharp, blade-like objects.

I glanced at the person throwing them.

It was a man in a suit.

He had short-cropped hair, a face I’d never seen before, and the only distinctive feature was the massive cross-shaped necklace he wore.

A translucent window appeared above his head.

[Name: Kim Chanho]

[Age: 31]

[Specialty: Storage]

[Ability: Storage]

[Background: He once worked for the management bureau’s accounting team, but he came to understand his destiny—or so he believes.]

[Weakness: He is an ordinary human. If killed, he will die.]

A human…?

As soon as that thought crossed my mind, my gun was already aimed at him, and a flash of red burst from his chest.

-Bang!

The bullet fired and sucked into his chest, piercing right through him.

Or at least, it should have.

-Clink!

His cross-shaped necklace burst into flames and disintegrated, and then he turned his gaze toward me.

Our eyes met, and his face twisted in shock before he vanished, almost as if he’d teleported.

-Th!

Jang Chaeyeon deftly dodged all the blades that had been flying toward her, and I shouted in sync with her actions.

“To the exit!”

We all ran toward the exit.

Soon, we found ourselves in front of the deserted amusement park.

“Huff… Huff…”

We all caught our breath, looking around.

“…We’ve escaped.”

Aileen spoke, breathing heavily.

Soon, we were escorted by the response team, safely on our way back.

“…Your expression doesn’t look good, Jaeheon.”

“It’s fine.”

“…If something’s on your mind, feel free to talk. I’m here to listen.”

“…Thank you.”

Yoo Daon smiled softly as she sat next to me, while I remained deep in thought.

Management Bureau personnel? 

And they attacked us?

I’ll need to consult someone.

As soon as we arrived, I spoke with the man wearing sunglasses, but he too furrowed his brow as he responded.

“…Accounting team’s Kim Chanho? He was from the Gangbuk branch, but he ‘resigned’ voluntarily.”

“Look into it. 

Don’t worry.” 

“Rest up.”

“You’ve been through a lot, as always.”

“But still…”

“I understand what you’re saying. 

I’ll look into whether it’s an internal conflict. 

If it is, I’ll personally take responsibility and help.”

“I’m not sure if I trust that.”

“You don’t have to trust me.” 

“I’ll handle it well.”

For now, let’s wait. 

Even if the aftermath or initial handling is unsatisfactory, they’ve always been good about keeping us informed.


Thanks to the branch manager and that man’s consideration, we had two days of rest before returning to work.

Life flowed as usual, in its typical routine.

Until Yoo Daon brought something up.

“So… if we were to fight among ourselves, who do you think would win?”

The air froze.



 
  
    Chapter 78 : Cross Counter


“No matter how I think about it, I’d win, wouldn’t I?”

Song Arin spoke with a doubtful expression.

“I could make both of you tap dance here until you collapse, if I wanted to.”

Before she could go any further, Jang Chaeyeon narrowed her eyes and retorted.

“I could crush your head before you even tried that nonsense.”

The two stared each other down, and then suddenly Yoo Daon raised her hand timidly and answered.

“…I’m confident I could win too, if we fought…?”

Both of their gazes turned toward her simultaneously, and under their scrutiny, Daon mumbled in a quieter voice.

“…In a one-on-one, I could win.”

“Me too.”

Both of them nodded in agreement.

I understood as well. 

If it were a short battle, they could likely defeat Daon, but in a prolonged fight, especially in Chaeyeon’s case, if she let her guard down even a little, Daon might actually win.

In fact, in a long-term battle, who could beat Yoo Daon? 

Even I didn’t have the confidence to win against her.

*Rattle,*

The sound of a chair rolling echoed as the team leader stood up.

“Jaeheon.”

“Yes, team leader.”

“I’m craving coffee right now, so I’m going to grab some. 

Didn’t the response team give us those coffee coupons?”

The team leader pulled out some coffee coupons from the drawer.

After the incident at the amusement park, Aileen returned to her team. 

She sent us a lot of gifts as thanks for the help, including, for some reason, coffee coupons that were used within the management bureau.

I recalled the conversation I had with her in the truck on the way back.

There were some unknown people watching over her, people even she didn’t know about.

‘Aileen.’

‘Yeah?’

‘This might sound unsettling, but there may be someone looking out for you from behind.’

‘I’m sorry, but… please be cautious. Whether it’s goodwill or not, we can’t be sure.’

‘I’ll remember what you said.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘No, you’re right.’

When I shared my thoughts with her, she also nodded in understanding. 

It could’ve been a comment that felt like denying her own autonomy, but she accepted it nonetheless, with a nod that showed she understood.

She left with a simple, “I’ll be careful,” and went back to work with the response team.

“I’ll go with—”

“Don’t.”

“No, I—”

The team leader turned to look at me directly.

“You stay.”

“…Okay.”

There was a certain authority in his voice, as if to say I knew the situation well enough not to argue. I had no choice but to nod and submit.

“Make sure you handle this.”

“Me?”

“Well, I can’t do it, can I?”

With that, the team leader left his seat leisurely.

After he walked out, I turned to look at the two still bickering.

“Ugh, I knew you were annoying from the moment you shamelessly showed up here from the Gangdong branch.”

“And you never thought about how uncomfortable your way of speaking makes others?”

It was no longer about who was stronger—now, it was just a heated argument packed with personal resentment between Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon.

“Can we please stop fighting?”

Seriously, how could they be at each other’s throats every time I looked away for a second?

I sighed and spread my hands.

“It’s not about being strong or weak. Everyone has their own strengths and weaknesses.”

“Easy for you to say, being the strongest among the four of us.”

“Yeah, Jaeheon is in a league of his own.”

Song Arin crossed her arms, muttering sulkily, and Yoo Daon and Jang Chaeyeon both nodded in agreement.

“…Me?”

“Of course. It’s no small feat to take down beings that even the management bureau struggles with in one shot.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Me neither!”

The three of them nodded together.

They must be mistaken. 

Do they think I’m some kind of superhuman who can kill anything with a single shot?

I mulled over her words.

Well, I guess it could seem that way.

But my thoughts were different.

If I fought Yoo Daon, I’d probably get killed after taking her down once. 

If I fought Jang Chaeyeon, I’d likely get beaten before even firing a shot. 

As for Song Arin… I could probably win.

After all, in front of me, she’s no different from a regular person.

Sensing my gaze, Song Arin put her hands on her hips and glared at me.

“Why are you looking at me with that annoying gaze?”

“No, I just think I could beat you.”

“Does it feel good to think you can win against someone who’s guaranteed to lose against you?”

Ignoring the fuming Song Arin, both Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon blinked and answered.

“But why would I fight Kim Jaeheon?”

“I don’t plan on fighting him either.”


“You idiots. It’s just hypothetical. What if it happened?”

Song Arin punched her chest in frustration, then sighed.

“Anyway, I don’t know about him, but I wouldn’t lose to you two.”

The two of them stared at Song Arin in silence.

Soon, Jang Chaeyeon spoke up.

“Want to find out?”

“Sure. I’ll have you crawling on all fours and barking like a dog before you know what hit you.”

“Your forehead will have a hole in it before that happens.”

“Wait, wait, hold on.”

I quickly stretched out my arms to stop the two, trying to defuse the conversation before it escalated further.

“Can we please stop with the fighting already?” 

“How would you even fight?”

“Are you going to ask the management bureau to lend us an empty room?”

At my words, both Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon turned to look at me as if I had said something completely out of the blue.

“Why rent an empty room when we can just fight inside the Management Bureau?”

“Yeah.”

“What?”

Yoo Daon and I exchanged confused glances. 

It felt like we were out of the loop again.

“Oh, you two probably wouldn’t know.” 

“Why does it feel like I’m hanging out with veteran containment team members when I’m with you two?”

Song Arin clapped her hands and looked at both me and Daon.

“There’s a place inside where we can fight.”

*Boom!*

A loud sound came from behind the door.

“What’s this place?”

“It’s the fighting area you were curious about inside the Bureau.”

“No, but why do we even have something like this?”

“Why wouldn’t we?” 

“Even the containment teams need to hone their skills.”

Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon looked at me as if this was common knowledge.

“Well, I didn’t know places like this existed.”

“Of course you wouldn’t know.” 

“You’re in administration… right?”

Song Arin’s uncertainty about my job almost made me want to flick her forehead, but I held back and looked toward the door.

“But it seems like someone’s in there.”

“Probably the Gangseo Branch containment team.”

“Oh, those crazies.”

“If they’re using it—”

“We can just use a different room.”

At my suggestion, Song Arin narrowed her eyes and muttered before pushing the door open.

The door swung wide, revealing an empty space.

The most noticeable feature was how it seemed to ignore the laws of physics. The green floor reminded me of a Taekwondo gym from my childhood, the windows let in sunlight, but the outside wasn’t visible at all, and the ceiling seemed infinitely high.

And, one by one, massive walls were placed in such a way that it seemed the Bureau had specially designed this area for training.

I stood there, mouth agape, taking in the surroundings.

It was as large as five baseball domes.

“…How did they manage to make this?”

“This? They’re using a containment object.”

I looked at Song Arin in disbelief, and Jang Chaeyeon added more context.

“It’s a tool-type object. The Bureau retrieved it and now uses it as a training room.”

How did they even manage to retrieve something like this?

I was still pondering when I heard a strange noise from somewhere.

*Rattle, rattle, rattle!*

It sounded like someone rolling around?

As I furrowed my brow, trying to focus on the sound, Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon pulled both me and Yoo Daon inside.

Soon, a wall descended from the endless ceiling, sealing off the space.

Even though it was a sealed space, it was large enough to play a soccer match in.

“If you get tangled with that crazy guy, it’ll be a hassle. It’s best to avoid him.”

Song Arin muttered, as if fed up, and Jang Chaeyeon nodded.

“A crazy guy?”

“Do you remember the ace of the Gangseo Branch containment team I told you about?”

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me and spoke.

“Oh. Yes, I remember.”

She had described him as someone strange.

I nodded, and she let out a low sigh.

“That’s him.”

“…Why him?”

“He’s egocentric.”

“Enough talk. Get ready to fight.”

Song Arin snapped sharply at Jang Chaeyeon, and Yoo Daon also began warming up.

“…You too, Daon?”

“Of course I’m joining!”

She said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world while stretching.

“Once you two are done, it’s my turn!”

Yoo Daon smiled as she spoke, while Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon stood face-to-face, their expressions serious.

Even though Song Arin had hinted at it, there was clearly something I didn’t know going on between these two.

“Count us down.”

“Alright. Three, two—”

As I started counting, the two stared at each other with intense, focused expressions.

“One.”

*Boom!*

“…Ugh…”

“…Woof!”

The match was over instantly.

Song Arin, clutching her head as if something had struck her crown, wobbled and collapsed. 

Meanwhile, Jang Chaeyeon crouched down and started barking like a dog.

“…Is it over already?”

“Woof!”

As I muttered in disbelief, Jang Chaeyeon suddenly smiled at me and jumped right on top of me.

“Wha—”

I fell to the ground with Jang Chaeyeon pinning me down. 

Yoo Daon, eyes wide, grabbed Chaeyeon’s shoulders and started trying to pull her off.

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me with a bright smile.

She then hugged me tightly.

“Wa-wait, Chaeyeon!”

“Woof!”

“Jaeheon! No, Chaeyeon, snap out of it…!”

“Chaeyeon, please stop licking me—”

“Woof!”

“Please don’t get so close! I don’t even know where to put my hands!”

In the end, it took 30 minutes for Jang Chaeyeon to come to her senses, and another hour for Song Arin to wake up from the blow to her head.

The fight ended right then and there, and with the strong will of the two involved, we all agreed to pretend it never happened.

Not long after, I was called in sooner than I expected to receive information from the higher-ups.

What surprised me was that the Gangseo Branch manager personally summoned me.

“…So, why was I called?”

“You’re thinking exactly what I am.”

The Gangseo Branch manager nodded while looking at me.

“I’m here to talk to you about the events that took place at the ‘amusement park.’”

She looked at me intently.


“There’s something I need to show you first.”

She stood up and tapped the pen on her desk twice in the center.

With a clunk, the desk split open, revealing a staircase.

“Shall we talk down there?”

She gazed at me with her usual smile, her eyes narrowed in a way that made it impossible to read her emotions.



 
  
    Chapter 79 : Find the moon


It’s an obvious statement, but as long as I work for the Bureau, I know that this place hides many secrets from its employees.

And I also knew that I wouldn’t be able to see those secrets, of course.

“…Huh.”

But maybe that wasn’t the case.

I let out a dry laugh and looked at the stairs revealed under the cracked desk.

Anyone could tell that the old iron stairs made people imagine how long the Bureau’s history was.

“This way.”

“Understood.”

I followed behind the branch chief, who was descending the stairs without hesitation, still smiling.

I glanced subtly over her head.

[Name: -]  

[Age: -]  

[Specialty: -]  

[Talent: Indestructible Body]  

[Background: -]  

[Weakness: -]

Still no visible information about her.

“…Did you just try to look at me again?”

“I apologize. I did it unconsciously.”

I thought maybe I could figure it out now, but it still seems like it’s a long way to go to learn about her.

She slightly turned her head to look at me.

Seeing that her eyes were closed, she didn’t seem angry.

“I understand what you mean, but you should still be careful. The skilled people will notice the moment you look at them, Jaehun Kim.”

What does that mean?

While frowning and thinking about what she meant, we arrived at the end of the stairs, which felt like they would never end.

It was a place illuminated by an orange light.

This place, which looked like a basement, had giant iron doors all around, resembling the doors of a bunker.

“…What is this place?”

The branch chief sat down in a chair as if nothing was unusual, and in response to my dumbfounded question, she answered with a smile and a wave of her finger.

“As the branch chief, you should know the secret locations of the Bureau.”

That wasn’t really an answer to my question.

As if she noticed the meaning in my gaze, she shrugged helplessly and opened her mouth.

“First of all, this place is a shortcut.”

“A shortcut…?”

“You’ve taken the Bureau’s subway from Seoul Station, right?”

Is she talking about the time I went to the Gangdong branch?

I nodded in response to her words.

“Then it’ll be easy to understand. This is another version of the subway.”

Another version?

“In other words, this passage allows you to travel to other branches.”

“That’s correct.”

She nodded with a smile.

“But it’s not used for that purpose.”

“Then, what do you mean…”

In response to my words, she glanced around at the many doors and spoke.

“It’s used for two main purposes. First, for discreet conversations like now.”

Her eyes fixed on one door.

It was the largest iron door.

Compared to the other iron doors, it was significantly larger, and most notably different was…

“…There’s no handle?”

It was a handle-less iron door. As it appeared, the smoothly cut iron door gave no clue as to how it would be opened.

Soon, a semi-transparent window appeared in front of my eyes.

[Name: Iron Door]  

[Age: X]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: Selection]  

[Background: When the time comes, this door will open for the last hope of humanity.]  

[Weakness: When that day comes, this door will open automatically.]

I don’t understand what that means.

While frowning slightly and staring at the door, I looked to the side, just in case, and saw the branch chief smiling as she looked at me.

“Did you figure it out?”

“…A little.”

She laughed joyfully at my words and sat on the desk, crossing her legs.

“When the time comes, you may find out, or you may not.”

“…Sorry. Being in my position sometimes makes me talk in riddles, but I hope you can understand.”

“Of course, that’s understandable.”

There must be reasons why she can’t speak, and also reasons why I shouldn’t know.

I’m learning from the team leader’s attitude.

I don’t know anything, and even if I do, I don’t know.

As I slowly nodded at her words, she smiled and dragged the desk over.

The heavy iron desk was lifted effortlessly by her one hand.

“Now, about the person you saw first, Chanho Kim.”

“Yes.”

“For now, he’s someone who ‘voluntarily’ resigned.”

“…”

I became deep in thought.

“But there’s something curious about it.”

“Something curious…?”

What could she find interesting?


The branch chief smiled softly as she handed me a piece of paper.

“How should I put it? It’s too ordinary.”

She handed me the document.

“Read it.”

I began reading the documents she handed over.

Name… Kim Chanho. His age and department were exactly as I had seen with my own eyes.

There was nothing remarkable about it.

It was simply the story of someone who worked at the Bureau for several years and quit because the job didn’t suit him.

“His interpersonal relationships weren’t bad, but they weren’t good either. His performance was always average or slightly above average.”

As I read the paper, the branch chief began explaining.

“It’s a bit strange that such a person was seen at the amusement park.”

“He wasn’t just seen there.”

“Not to mention, he threw weapons fast enough to keep up with the containment team.”

“…He also had abilities.”

The branch chief raised an eyebrow at my words.

“Abilities?”

“He had abilities.”

“What kind of abilities?”

“Storage.”

At my words, she rested her hand on her chin, thinking for a moment, then spoke.

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Why not?”

“The Bureau isn’t stupid.”

She continued, her voice calm as she looked at me.

“They wouldn’t be fooled by someone with abilities pretending to be a non-ability user. We have years of experience, equipment, and expertise built up.”

“Couldn’t they have been deceived this time?”

“If that were the case, he’d either be working for another organization or have already been corrupted by a containment entity…”

Her voice trailed off.

“There are two main possibilities to consider.”

She sighed deeply.

“First, we were deceived.”

“And the second?”

“He may have acquired abilities in the meantime.”

It’s certainly possible to awaken abilities later on.

After all, I got mine after finishing the college entrance exam.

“But for someone who just awakened, he seemed quite adept at using his powers.”

He was also good at throwing daggers.

“People’s abilities don’t improve that quickly.”

She nodded in agreement.

“He either knows a lot about his abilities or someone else knows the exact way to awaken them… But even then, it’s not easy to awaken powers with someone else’s help.”

Someone who knows everything about him, or someone very familiar with his abilities.

“…I understand for now.”

There are a few things that seem suspicious.

The cross the man was carrying, the necklace that brought him back to life, and the destiny I found last.

Someone must have told him his fate, or he must have discovered a new realization himself.

And if there’s someone who could offer that realization…

Perhaps she noticed I was lost in thought because she continued speaking.

“Anyway, we’ve currently placed a tail on him from the Bureau.”

“A tail?”

As I muttered, she looked at me and raised a finger to her lips.

“Shh, it’s a secret.”

If she doesn’t want to say more, what else can I do?

“Oh, and one more thing.”

She looked at me, offering an apologetic smile.

“I’m really sorry about this.”

I already had a bad feeling.

“Can you go on a dispatch to the Gangbuk branch?”

“…A dispatch?”

The incident with the Cube flashed through my mind, and I couldn’t help but look at her warily.

“It won’t be immediate, but when the time comes, you’ll need to go. The branch chief there is someone named Kim Pilsu…”

She sighed deeply.

“He’s been making such a fuss about wanting to see you, Jaehun.”

For the first time, I sensed an emotion other than a smile in her voice.

If I had to describe it, it was contempt.

“Anyway, I’m asking as a favor this one time. I promise you won’t get involved in any trouble. I’ll guarantee it.”

She bowed her head to me, and in the end, as just an employee, I had no choice but to accept her request.

With her bowing and giving her word, what could I possibly do?

“…This is exhausting.”

I haven’t even done anything, yet I’m already so tired.

I collapsed onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling.

My thoughts were a tangled mess.

Someone, or some strange individual or group, is targeting us.

With the limited information available, I have no choice but to prepare.

I start piecing together the puzzle in my head.

One person remains the most suspicious…

“…I have to find them… to do anything…”

I mumbled as I drifted off to sleep.

Suddenly, I jolted awake, sensing something off.

I found myself seated in a soft chair.

“…What is this?”

I muttered, looking around.

Before me was a red curtain.

And next to my chair, there was only one other chair.

I tried to stand, but my body wouldn’t respond.

-Thud,

The sound of someone sitting in the other chair echoed.

Purple hair reflected the light from the red curtain, shimmering.

“…What is this?”

Just like me, Song Arin looked around in confusion.

“What is this…?”

She struggled to stand, but her body, too, didn’t seem to move.

She frantically looked around before her eyes landed on me.

“…Ah.”

Both of us seemed to realize something at the same time.

“…Song Arin.”

“Yeah, I think the same.”

She scanned the surroundings with a tense expression.

Soon, a voice began to echo around us.

<Hello, audience.>

It was a voice like metal scraping against metal.

Song Arin flinched, but the voice continued as if indifferent to her reaction.

<Originally, we wanted to meet you sooner, but due to our lack of capability, the plan to open Act 2 on a cruise ship was completely thwarted by the creatures beneath the sea.>

So, they lost to the sea monsters.

Even as I thought that, the voice continued.

<However, through this dream, we wish to present you with an unforgettable story. It is also necessary for the ‘completion’ of the play.>

Completion?

I wriggled my body, but nothing happened.

<Act 2 begins.>

As the red curtain opened, my consciousness began to fade.

<A Midsummer Night’s Dream.>

And in front of me…

“…What is this.”

Song Arin stood there, holding up the hem of a purple dress.

The dress was backless, her hair, usually messily worn down, was neatly tied up.

Her neck and back shimmered in the moonlight, and as she looked around, holding her skirt, our eyes met.

Her bare legs, exposed all the way to her thighs, made her look uncomfortable as she stood there.

The moment our eyes met, she froze, her earlobes turning red as she mumbled to me.

“Turn around.”

“Understood.”

I quickly turned around at her words.


The night sky came into view.

The sky was dark, with no moon in sight, but the moonlight illuminated everything like a spotlight.

Someone whispered in my ear.

<Find the moon.>

A throbbing pain hit my temple.



 
  
    Chapter 80 : Stage Actor


Whose voice was it that told me to find the moon?

Although no moon was visible in the sky, the soft moonlight shone down on us from every direction.

I hurriedly searched my pockets.

Would there be no weapons this time, like before?

I didn’t feel the solid touch of a gun, but I did feel something heavy.

As expected, I pulled out the manual from my inner pocket.

It’s one thing for the Bureau to possess unconventional technology, but having a manual that doesn’t get wet, follows you to different dimensions, and even appears in dreams — does that make any sense?

“What the heck is this…”

As I flipped through the manual, Song Arin, her face flushed, muttered while fidgeting with the back of her dress.

“This isn’t much different from being naked…”

She was smoothing down her exposed back when she took a step and, with a yelp, stumbled and grabbed my arm.

“What’s wrong?”

“…Heels. I’m not used to these.”

She frowned, pointing to the heels she was wearing.

The heels were so high that anyone who got stepped on might die, and there she was, holding onto my arm while balancing on them.

Isn’t this what they call killer heels?

“Wait… let’s take a moment to assess the situation.”

Holding onto my arm, she glanced around.

“This is… that, right?”

“The theater?”

“Yeah.”

She nodded at my words.

“Looks like we were pretty well-received. Guess we were special guests.”

“More like two people they want to kill for ruining the play.”

Song Arin sighed as she inspected her dress.

“Judging by your outfit and mine… Doesn’t it seem like we’ve fallen into some kind of romance play?”

My outfit?

Now that she mentioned it, I’d been so focused on Song Arin’s attire that I hadn’t paid much attention to my own clothes.

To put it simply, I was in a tailcoat.

I was so used to wearing suits that I thought it would be similar.

“This doesn’t really suit me.”

I muttered while fiddling with the edge of my jacket.

“It’s better than mine, so stop complaining.”

“What, isn’t it nice to be wearing a dress?”

“Do you want to die?”

I shrugged as she glared at me.

“Lady Arin!”

A man’s voice called out from behind us.

Still holding my arm, Song Arin turned around slowly, grumbling under her breath.

“What kind of lunatic is calling me ‘Lady Arin’—”

“At last, I’ve found you!”

It was a man with an obnoxious, slicked-back, blonde hairstyle.

He had pale skin and was dressed in fine clothes.

He practically oozed the aura of a nobleman as he reached out his hand to her.

“I am your fiancé, Karl.”

Song Arin looked at him with a sour expression, then glanced at me.

I understood what she meant.

I looked above the man’s head.

[Name: Karl]  

[Age: 22]  

[Specialty: Actor]  

[Talent: Actor]  

[Background: Once an ordinary man, he became completely engrossed in his assigned role after getting involved in theater. He has forgotten who he really is.]  

[Weakness: He just needs to be alive when the play reaches its final act.]

I had no idea what that meant.

I shook my head at Song Arin, and she sighed in resignation. 

Karl, as he was called, then addressed me.

“It’s alright for me to escort Lady Arin, isn’t it, Jaehun?”

“Uh…”

He seemed to know me well, yet he spoke to me as if I were beneath him.

Am I supposed to be Song Arin’s butler or servant in this scenario?

As that thought crossed my mind, a sharp pain throbbed in my temples.

While I was rubbing my temples, Song Arin, who had quickly adapted to the situation, answered first.

“…Karl.”

“Lady Arin?”

“I don’t think I can today.”

“But it’s a party, and it’s been so long since you’ve come out!”

“…I know.”

Song Arin and I exchanged glances.

“The lady isn’t feeling well.”

I decided to play along.

“Yes. So she’d prefer to be alone for now.”

“Then I’ll wait until she feels better.”

“No. Let’s stay apart today. We can meet again later.”

In a calm voice, Song Arin looked Karl straight in the eye with her gleaming purple gaze.

Soon, his eyes glazed over, and with a “Yes,” he turned around and walked away.

“…Hypnosis works?”

“Apparently.”

We watched as Karl walked off.


“What do you think? Did you learn anything or gather any information?”

“For now… he seems like another actor.”

“An actor?”

Song Arin furrowed her brow.

“So, once again, random people have been dragged into this play?”

“I can’t say for sure, but there’s definitely a problem.”

“What is it?”

“There’s a mix-up in the information.”

The fact that my eyes perceive that man as both an actor and as ‘Karl’ means that my perception has been distorted.

He believes himself to be ‘Karl’ without a doubt, despite seemingly being a regular person.

It won’t be easy to unravel this just by observing one person. The world is truly not simple.

“We need to be cautious.”

“About what?”

I rubbed my temples.

“My head’s been hurting ever since we arrived here. It feels like we’re constantly under some sort of mental attack.”

“And you’re only telling me this now?”

Song Arin looked at me in disbelief, then closed her eyes and started focusing.

“What are you doing?”

She ignored my question, standing still with her eyes closed, and then opened them a moment later.

“It’s done.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’ve put up a mental barrier.”

She said it was only a temporary fix as she looked at me.

“So, what should we do now?”

“…Should we change the genre again this time?”

“How? We don’t even know the story.”

“Fair point.”

_A Midsummer Night’s Dream._

Just hearing the title makes it sound like a romance story, but if it turns out not to be, that could also be a problem.

If Song Arin and I wreck everything around us and that was part of the original plot, we’d just be playing right into it.

Since there’s no turning back now, we’ll have to proceed cautiously. 

There’s still no guarantee we’ll come back if we die here.

“For now, we have no choice but to go along with it.”

“I agree.”

Song Arin nodded.

“So, how should we play along?”

“By sticking to our roles.”

She looked at me as she said that.

“Look at me.”

I stared at Song Arin.

The long dress she wore shimmered in the moonlight, and her slender arms and hands gleamed pale, highlighting her beauty.

Her face, which usually looked grumpy, now met my gaze with calmness, and her neatly tied-up hair emphasized her composure.

“…How do I look?”

“…You’re beautiful.”

At my words, Song Arin froze in place.

“Why?”

“…Idiot, that’s not what I meant…”

After being frozen for a moment, she finally opened her mouth again.

“What do you see?”

“…Ah.”

This is a bit embarrassing.

Clearing my throat, I glanced up at the information above her head.

[Name: Song Arin]  

[Age: 21]  

[Specialty: Hypnosis]  

[Talent: – ]  

[Background: Once overly sensitive, she has suppressed much of her former self. Although there is one person she still dislikes, she thinks to herself, ‘Isn’t this fine?’ and goes about her day diligently.]

[Weakness: Betray her. Deny everything she has done, and tell her that all her efforts were worthless.]

“…Nothing unusual.”

I removed my gaze from the weakness section and looked back at her.

“Alright. So, how should we proceed with this?”

“For now, we should probably organize things.”

I squatted down and picked up a stick, starting to scribble words on the ground.

“The setting seems like a typical romance fantasy… right? A medieval period?”

“Seems like it. You don’t think they gave us a romance script because they were pissed off about how we resolved it with romance last time, do you?”

“I’d bet on that. Anyway, you’re the ‘lady’ here, Song Arin, and I’m probably a butler… right?”

“Most likely. Considering that guy, Karl, spoke respectfully to me and treated you like a servant.”

“Alright. So, what’s our objective?”

“…Should we have followed that Karl guy?”  

Yeah, maybe…

As we muttered and compiled information, we suddenly heard footsteps approaching.

Turning around, we saw a middle-aged man with a scruffy beard standing there.

The strange thing was that unlike us, he was wearing completely modern clothes.

“…What the hell is this place?”

He muttered, looking around.

Soon, his eyes met ours.

“Hey! What the hell is going on here?!”

Song Arin and I quickly exchanged glances, and she stood up, waving her hands calmly.

“Please, sir, calm down. You’ve been caught in a strange phenomenon—”

“Where am I?! I was just walking!”

The man was panicking, eyes wide, shouting at the top of his lungs, while Song Arin remained unfazed and spoke in a calm, gentle voice, soothing him.

It was a stark contrast to her usual grumpy demeanor.

“Sir, please listen to me.”

“Yes, we’re here to help you.”

I chimed in, glancing at the information floating above his head.

[Name: Park Sangkwon] 

[Age: 52]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: He got caught up in this world on his way home from work…]

Before I could finish reading, the background text started to blur, and the man suddenly clutched his head, screaming.

“Ahhhh! AAAAAHHH!!!”

“Sir! Sir!”

Song Arin widened her eyes, trying to calm him down.

I joined her in trying to help, but as I glanced above his head again, I had to hold my breath.

His body was changing.

– Crack…

His bones twisted, and his hair was rapidly shaved off as if by magic.

His beard grew wildly, and his clothes transformed into those typical of someone from the medieval era.

“AAAAH! AAAAAAH!!!”

He screamed in agony, and Song Arin, her eyes sharp, stepped back as though pushed by some invisible force.

“What the hell—”

She grimaced, pressing her fingers to her temples as if a severe headache had struck.

I couldn’t take my eyes off the information above his head.

[Background: ——-He is Song Arin’s father. He has completely forgotten who he used to be.] 

[Weakness: He must be alive when the play ends.]

The window was changing.

New letters appeared, replacing the old text, as if to overwrite his very existence.

After the terrible sounds ceased, the man collapsed to his knees, as if he’d lost consciousness.

“…Sir?”

Song Arin cautiously called out to him, and the man slowly lifted his head to look at her.

His eyes were filled with affection as they gazed at her, and she flinched in response to that look.

“…Arin. I’ve come to find you.”

At his words, she froze.

While she stood there in shock, the man turned his gaze to me.

“Jaehun, you’ve done well taking care of Arin today.”

I glanced above his head.

[Name: Count]  

[Age: 52]  

[Specialty: Actor]  


[Talent: Actor]  

[Background: He is Song Arin’s father. He has completely forgotten who he used to be.] 

[Weakness: He must be alive when the play ends.]

The man, still with a benevolent smile, continued speaking as he looked at the two of us, who were at a loss for words.

“What are you two standing around for? Let’s go home now.”



 
  
    Chapter : 81 : Main Character


Silence lingered. 

We were in a carriage called by the Count, who had been transformed into Song Arin’s father, heading somewhere unknown.

I tried to look outside, turning my gaze to the window, but the curtains were drawn, blocking any view.

I attempted to pull back the curtains, but they wouldn’t budge.

Quickly, I started to think. 

This carriage was probably part of the ‘play’ as well.

The outside likely didn’t even exist.

I glanced over at Song Arin.

Since the earlier incident, she had been silent, deep in thought with a serious expression on her face, as if she was in shock.

“Arin.”

“…”

“Arin.”

“…Ah, yes. …Ah, …Father.”

Her voice trembled slightly, but the Count didn’t seem to notice, looking at her with concern.

“Your expression seems off. Is something troubling you?”

Song Arin bit her lower lip, then looked at the Count as if nothing was wrong.

“It’s nothing. I wasn’t feeling well earlier, that’s all.”

“Oh dear. You must have had a hard time.”

The Count glanced at me, giving a subtle gesture as if to prompt me to say something.

Clearing my throat, I spoke up.

“It seems the night breeze might have been a bit chilly.”

“Is that so?”

The Count furrowed his brow, looking at me as though it was strange.

“How curious. Normally, Jaehun, you’d notice Arin’s condition right away and take care of her without needing to be told.”

So that’s the kind of person I’m supposed to be, huh.

“You both seem distracted. Is there something going on?”

The Count looked at both me and Song Arin with concern.

“…No, Father. There’s nothing.”

After a moment of silence, Song Arin finally spoke.

“Like Jaehun said, I think I was just a little tired.”

“I see. Karl came to see you but left alone, so I wondered if something was wrong.”

The Count nodded.

“Go inside and rest. Jaehun, you can take care of Arin today and then retire to your room early.”

“Thank you.”

I massaged my throbbing temples as I expressed my gratitude to the Count.

 – Song Arin’s Room

As soon as we got out of the carriage, we found ourselves in a large room.

It felt as though we had skipped the process of entering the mansion and going upstairs.

Song Arin glanced around before sitting heavily on her massive bed, looking exhausted.

“…Whew.”

She let out a deep sigh and collapsed onto the bed.

“Are you alright?”

“No.”

She responded, kicking off her heels.

“Not at all.”

She gritted her teeth.

“I thought I’d seen all kinds of horrible things in my life, but these people are worse than death.”

“…You’re right. We need to resolve this quickly.”

“Yes.”

She sat up again, looking at me.

“Let’s go over the characters first.”

“There are four main characters so far.”

I leaned against the wall, watching her.

“First, there’s you, Song Arin. You’re the heroine, or the main female lead, I suppose.”

“So, you must be the male lead?”

“I doubt it.”

Why would I be the male lead? 

I couldn’t see any reason that would make sense.

“Karl is probably the male lead.”

At my words, Song Arin’s expression soured.

“Isn’t he a victim too?”

“Yes.”

“…I can’t exactly treat him badly, either.”

She sighed deeply.

“And then, of course, there’s the Count.”

After a brief pause, Song Arin spoke again.

“…Let’s think about our objective.”

“First, we should consider what’s different about this play compared to the last one.”

The differences from the previous play.

“First, the genre is different.”

The first play we got trapped in was a full-on horror thriller. 

A mysterious woman showed up and killed me.

“And now we have characters.”

In the previous play, there was no interaction with other characters. 

Song Arin and I had devised a trick to enter the same play together, but now, every person seemed to be a character in this one.

“…And one thing that’s bothering me.”

I rubbed my throbbing temples and looked at Song Arin.

“Ever since we got here, my temples have been aching nonstop.”

“…That means we’re under constant mental attack.”


Song Arin crossed her arms and answered calmly.

“Don’t you feel anything?”

“…I placed a suggestion on myself.”

“A suggestion?”

She must’ve noticed my confusion because she explained further.

“A suggestion to make myself ‘Song Arin.'”

“Is that even possible?”

“There’s no reason it wouldn’t be.”

Song Arin gazed out the window.

The moonlight illuminated both of us brightly, but everything else outside was motionless, like a frozen painting.

“So, what should we do?”

“Let’s start by thinking about the play’s title.”

A Midsummer Night’s Dream.

“…The title alone suggests romance.”

“Of course, the title suggests that, but…”

“So, to stop this play, should I avoid getting romantically involved with anyone?”

“Let’s go with that for now.”

A Midsummer Night’s Dream, huh?

“…We’ll get out of here, right?”

Song Arin, still sitting on the edge of the bed, looked at me.

“That’s the plan.”

“…Alright.”

She nodded.

“Fine. Go ahead and rest.”

“You’re not scared to sleep alone or anything, are you?”

“Do you want to die? If you get caught sleeping in here by the Count, how do you plan to explain that?”

“I don’t want to sleep anyway.”

“Get out.”

Song Arin waved her fist at me, and with a slight laugh, I stood up, ready to leave.

Just then, the world went dark.

– Song Arin’s Room

When I blinked my eyes open,

“…Huh?”

I found myself standing in front of Song Arin, who was now wearing a negligee.

“…What’s going on?”

I had definitely stood up, intending to go to what I presumed was my own room.

But now, I was back in Song Arin’s room again.

I didn’t even remember falling asleep, yet my body felt oddly refreshed. 

Even more unsettling was how much more orderly my clothes looked compared to before.

The bright morning sun illuminated both our faces.

Song Arin, frowning deeply, was staring at me.

“This isn’t funny.”

“Song Arin.”

I looked at her seriously, and she too seemed to realize something was wrong as she met my gaze with a serious expression.

“What’s going on?”

“How did I leave yesterday?”

“How did you leave?”

“Hurry.”

I stared at her with a grave expression, and after hesitating for a moment, she opened her mouth.

“…You just left, obviously. There’s only one door, isn’t there?”

She pointed at the door.

“…I don’t remember.”

“What?”

I explained everything to Song Arin, and her expression grew more serious as she listened.

“What do you mean? That didn’t happen to me.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“After you left, the maids came to help me change, and I went straight to bed. I didn’t dream, but I definitely remember sleeping.”

“And me coming back in?”

“You just walked in and greeted me with, ‘Good evening, my lady.'”

After saying that, Song Arin’s face turned pale.

“You said, ‘Good evening, my lady,’ as you came in.”

I locked eyes with her.

“You don’t remember, do you?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Could it be that your personality was taken over…”

Looking even paler, she started patting my body all over as if trying to check if I was still the same person, or perhaps if I had any injuries.

“It doesn’t seem like that’s the case.”

The headache was still present, and there were no signs of anything wrong physically.

“At least it’s not a mental takeover.”

If there was anything beyond that, it would be something we still hadn’t grasped.

“My theory is…”

Time seemed to have skipped for me, but not for Song Arin.

Why would that be?

There was no need to check the manual.

Anyone who has read a book would know what this meant.

“Song Arin, you’re the protagonist.”

She’s the center of the story, and I’m merely a supporting character.

The stage revolves around her, built for her, while everyone else merely acts out their roles like machines.

In simple terms, I was behind the scenes.

“…Right. You don’t seem different to me, at least.”

Still pale, she swallowed hard, murmuring under her breath.

“If anything happens, let me know. I’ll help.”

“Don’t worry too much.”

“…I’m not that worried.”

Even though her words said one thing, her face showed the opposite—pale and full of concern.

“For now, let’s cause some trouble.”

“How?”

“Well—”

Just as I was about to continue, the door burst open, and a woman entered.

“My goodness, butler! You can’t be in here while the young lady hasn’t finished dressing! Even if you’ve known her since childhood, she’s an adult now!”

It was an older woman.

I quickly glanced above her head.

[Name: Maid]


[Age: 46]


[Specialty: Actor]


[Talent: Actor]


[Background: For now, she is just a maid.]


[Weakness: She must be alive when the play reaches its final act.]

She, too, had been absorbed into the play.

“…I apologize.”

“Goodness!”

The maid, hands on her hips, gave me a playful look before gesturing towards the door.

“Now, out—”

“No.”

“My lady?”

Song Arin interrupted the maid’s words.

“Let him stay. He can just turn around.”

“You’ve never done this before, my lady…”

“I said I want him to stay.”

Her voice was firm as she stared at the maid.

“I won’t accept any other opinion.”

“…I’m sorry, my lady.”

Song Arin gave me a glance, and I turned around, understanding her silent message.

This was her way of showing care, making sure I stayed close so I wouldn’t lose myself.

I heard the sound of clothes rustling as she changed, and then a delicate hand tapped my shoulder.

“I’m done.”

I turned around to face her.

She was wearing a simpler white dress compared to the one from yesterday.

She met my gaze, then reached for the doorknob.

“Let’s go.”

“Understood.”

As she opened the door—

– Cathedral

We were suddenly standing in front of a cathedral.

Wait, suddenly?

Weren’t things not supposed to be skipped when I’m with her?

I quickly looked around.

“…Arin!”

“Karl.”

How had the situation progressed?

Karl was kneeling in front of her.

I naturally glanced at the information above his head again.

[Name: Karl]


[Age: 22]


[Specialty: Actor]


[Talent: Actor]



[Background: If it is not love, he will choose death.]


[Weakness: He must be alive when the play reaches its final act.]

“If it’s not you, I have no choice but to die!”

He placed a knife against his neck and swiftly slit it.

Blood spurted out like a fountain.



 
  
    Chapter 82 : Thriller


Song Arin stared at the fallen man with a hardened expression. 

Neither of us could comprehend what had just happened.

Just moments ago, I had walked out with Song Arin, and now, right in front of us, a man lay with his throat slashed.

“Song Arin,” I called to her.

“What’s happening?” she asked, turning to look at me.

“I don’t remember anything.”

“…So, you’re telling me that the person standing quietly by my side wasn’t actually you?”

She shut her eyes tightly, then opened them again and began explaining the situation.

“Karl confessed his love to me, and then he killed himself.”

“I know up to that point. Did you reject his confession?”

“No.”

A few drops of blood had splattered onto her face.

“He just appeared out of nowhere.”

She wiped the blood from her face with her sleeve, staining the white fabric with red.

“Appeared out of nowhere?”

“Yes. Like he teleported. He suddenly stood right in front of me.”

“…And what was I doing?”

“You were just standing next to me.”

“Without saying anything?”

“Yeah. Actually… I just suddenly realized we were inside the cathedral.”

She furrowed her brow in frustration.

I processed her words. 

She had snapped to attention inside the cathedral, just as I had.

So, did that mean she experienced something similar to what I had gone through?

“In that case…”

She nodded as I spoke.

“Something happened.”

I turned my gaze back to the man lying dead with his throat slashed.

A semi-transparent window appeared above his head.

Wait, what?

I quickly focused on him.

My eyes had never reacted this way to a dead body before.

[Name: Karl]  

[Age: 22]  

[Specialty: Actor]  

[Talent: Actor] 

[Background: A victim of the plot, he gave up his body and, in the end, even his soul.] 

[Weakness: Every extraordinary play has a director and a puppeteer.]

“Song Arin.”

She turned her gaze towards me.

“This man… or whatever he is, isn’t dead.”

“How could that be? A slashed throat like that should be fatal.”

She frowned, staring at Karl as he lay there bleeding.

I, too, stared intently at the man.

Blood flowed from his torn throat, staining his clothes. And yet, his fingers twitched slightly.

His fingers were moving?

Suddenly, a sharp pain shot through my temples. 

I grabbed Song Arin by the nape of her neck and rolled us both to the ground.

“Ahh!”

She screamed as we rolled, narrowly avoiding something that flashed past us.

-Swish,

The man’s body started twitching unnaturally.

Soon, his arms lifted grotesquely, and his neck twisted at an unnatural angle.

“Hey, that doesn’t look right,” Song Arin said.

“I know.”

Covered in dust, she stood up, and I dusted off my clothes as I got to my feet as well.

His body rose in a bizarre, puppet-like posture.

“Puppet!”

Song Arin shouted and backed away, while I instinctively reached into my coat—

No gun.

“Damn it.”

With nothing else to grab, I pulled out the manual instead.

Song Arin gave me a bewildered look and yelled, “What are you going to do with that?”

“Hit him with it?”

Karl swung his arm with a jerky motion.

-Whoosh!

The sound of air being sliced echoed unnaturally, as if his hand wasn’t just cutting through air.

It was too late to dodge.

I blocked his strike with the manual, and with a *thud*, the book vibrated from the impact.

A tingling sensation spread through my body.

How could this be the strength of a human?

While I struggled to hold back his hand with both of mine, a familiar voice suddenly scolded me in my head.

*‘No matter how urgent it is, you can’t treat a book like that!’*

It was a voice from my childhood, a voice I often heard at the theater.

As if cut like a marionette’s string, Karl’s body suddenly slumped.

Before his body could hit the ground like a puppet without strings—

“…What?”

His body disappeared, dissipating like smoke.

Song Arin, still shaken, mumbled something under her breath while I hurriedly inspected the manual.


Despite the immense force that had struck it, the manual’s cover remained pristine, not even a scratch.

I took a deep breath and looked around.

Apart from the blood splattered on the ground, there was no trace of Karl’s existence. 

It was as if he had never been there at all.

“…This is insane,” Song Arin muttered, gazing up at the church’s ceiling.

“Do you think someone’s watching us from above?”

“It’s possible,” I replied, following her gaze upwards.

Light shone through the stained glass windows like stage lighting, but I couldn’t see anything.

“…Nothing visible, at least.”

Song Arin turned to me with a serious expression.

“…Are we sure this is a romance?”

“I’m not an expert in romance novels, but I’ve never read one where someone confesses and slits their throat before hearing an answer.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t sound like a typical plot.”

Not even the most dramatic TV series would include such a sequence.

“So I’ve been thinking…” Song Arin looked down at her bloodstained clothes. 

“What if this is actually a thriller?”

“…Like the ‘Red Lady’?”

Song Arin nodded.

“So, does that mean we’re supposed to resolve it with romance again?”

“That’s what worries me.”

She glanced at the bloodstains on the ground.

“Right now, there’s only one reason Karl died.”

“…He confessed to you.”

“Exactly.”

She nodded in agreement.

“So what if confessing to me is what triggers the death in this story?”

“You mean, you’re the cause of his death, like the ‘Red Lady’?”

“I don’t like the sound of that, but… yes, it seems possible.”

She furrowed her brow and nodded again.

“It’s not an unreasonable theory.”

If we assume the theater troupe is out to get us, it makes sense.

The troupe’s play has two main paths to victory.

First, change the genre.

By mixing genres, they can make it difficult for us to pinpoint the right solution, sowing confusion.

Second, defeat the antagonist once they’re weakened.

In the case of the ‘Red Lady,’ the antagonist was clear and easy to identify.

So, how do we solve this?

It’s simple. 

They can pin the blame on us.

A semi-transparent window popped up before my eyes.

[Critical: 0 → 1]

“…Damn it.”

“Why?”

“Because my worst-case scenario turned out to be correct.”

I looked away from Song Arin, who tilted her head with a puzzled expression.

The fact that a critical hit occurred meant my deduction was right. 

However, that didn’t mean I could just shoot Song Arin.

If there’s no guarantee of a retry after death, and she ends up becoming a puppet like Karl, her death could result in something far worse than what we’re dealing with now.

Isn’t there anything more helpful?

I opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers] 

[PLZ – Save the Manual]  

1. The manual is delicate. Please handle it with care

.  

2. No matter how sturdy it is, do not use the manual as a shield.  

3. Treat the manual like an old friend.

Is this thing alive or what?

With a feeling of uncertainty, I flipped through the pages, finding new information.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[KQ – When Death Seems the Only Option]

1. When encountering containment entities, many Bureau employees tend to think death is the only solution.  

2. However, remember that you are typically given only one life, and if you die due to a wrong decision, you’ll be sent to a place you can never return from.  

3. Choose death only when you are certain it’s false or when you are prepared for an unavoidable return.  

4. If none of this applies and you still need to die, please refer to [T – Methods of Suicide]. 

5. But remember: The human body is composed of the physical, mental, spiritual, and <redacted>. Unless all of these are destroyed, humans don’t die easily.

I started flipping to the T section.

Maybe it would help.

[T – Methods of Suicide]  

[Not applicable to you.]

What?

“Song Arin.”

“What is it?”

“Could you check out the T section of the manual?”

“Are you asking me how to die right now?”

Song Arin shot me a sharp glare.

“No, I mean, I can’t see it.”

“Then maybe you’re not supposed to die right now. As for me—”

She was grumbling as she flipped through the manual when—

*Tap-tap, tap-tap!*

A tapping sound came from the window, causing us to look at each other.

“…What’s that?”

“Someone knocking on the window.”

*Tap-tap! Tap-tap!*

The knocking grew louder.

“…Should we open it?”

“Let’s do it.”

But before I could open the window, it shattered with a loud crash.

“Ahh!!”

Song Arin screamed and clung to me as a black shape shot into the room.

It was flapping its wings—

“A crow?”

A large crow dropped something black onto the floor.

“…Is that a smartphone?” 

Song Arin muttered in disbelief.

And indeed, it was a smartphone. 

Dressed in a gown and tailcoat, we were now looking at a modern smartphone.

Just as I was processing the absurdity of the situation, the phone began to ring.

The display showed ‘Unknown Caller.’

“…I’ll answer it.”

Slowly, I picked up the phone and answered the call.

“Hello?”

[Ah! Jaehun, you answered! Chaeyeon, he answered!]  

<I’m right here, I can hear you.>  

[Jaehun! Can you hear me? It’s Yoo Daon!]  

<Are you hurt at all?>

The familiar voices of two people echoed loudly through the phone.

Wait. 

Daon? 

Chaeyeon?

Song Arin widened her eyes at my reaction, and soon the voices continued from the phone.

[Yes, it’s us! Jaehun!]  

“I can hear you!”

[There’s not much time! This connection might cut off soon! We need to tell you something!] 

Yoo Daon’s voice rang clearly in my ears.


[Think of the set!]

The set… and find the moon.

I had a vague idea of what they meant.

I quickly looked out the shattered window.

In the pitch-black darkness outside, the only thing visible was a round object glowing like the sun, floating in the sky.



 
  
    Chapter 83 : Backstage


Cathedral

When I was younger, I used to be terrified of the dark.

The fear that something was lurking in the shadows, and the dread of the unknown, weighed heavily on me.

Whenever I felt that fear, a boy whose name I can’t even remember would always say to me:

“Don’t be afraid of the dark.”

With a maturity far beyond his years, he would always step into the darkness ahead of me with a confident smile.

“Fear is a valuable emotion that has kept humanity going, but paradoxically, only by overcoming fear can we move forward.”

In those moments, he almost seemed to glow faintly in the dark, as though he weren’t of this world.

“Come on. I’ll stay by your side until you conquer your fear.”

With his hand in mine, I began to get used to the darkness. 

And not long after I took my first steps into it alone, the boy disappeared, as if his job had been completed.

“…Hey.”

“Huh?”

“…Hey!”

“Oh, geez!”

Song Arin tapped me on the shoulder, bringing me out of my thoughts.

“You okay? You suddenly spaced out.”

“I was just thinking about the past.”

“How sentimental of you. That’s not like you.”

She turned to look at the darkness.

“This is the way out, right?”

“Seems like it.”

I glanced at the phone again. The call had ended abruptly after telling us to think of the set. 

It felt like they were telling us to hold on because they were coming, but if that were true, then is this place not just a dream?

I bent my fingers backward, testing something.

“What are you doing?”

“Reality check.”

“Yeah, I tried that too. It hurts.”

“…By the way, how exactly did you end up here, Song Arin?”

“Me? I was sleeping.”

“Then does that mean this is another world?”

“Hard to say…” she sighed, glancing into the darkness again.

“For now, we should do as White Hair and Black Hair said and get out.”

“Yeah, staying here any longer feels like we’ll just get dragged into another bizarre incident.”

“Honestly, I think we’ll get caught up in something weird even if we leave.”

Despite saying that, she began to gather her dress, lifting the hem slightly.

“…This is so uncomfortable.”

“Are you ready?”

“Yeah.”

With her skirt lifted, she gave me a look.

“Alright, here we go.”

Taking a deep breath, I stared into the darkness.

Carefully, I stepped over the broken glass and into the void.

Nothing.

There was absolutely nothing to see.

Normally, in a dark room, you’d at least get a sense of the space around you, but here it felt like walking into pure, unfiltered darkness.

“Something’s wrong here.”

Song Arin mumbled from behind me as she looked around.

It felt as though we were walking through a blank canvas, with only the two of us drawn into the void. 

The faint glow of something resembling the sun reflected off her white dress, but it was as though the surrounding darkness absorbed the light, leaving only her shining faintly in the darkness.

“It’s pitch black.”

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“…Hold on.”

She closed her eyes and concentrated.

“There’s someone here.”

“Someone?”

“Well… maybe I should say something. I don’t know if it’s a person.”

She frowned, muttering under her breath.

“It’s like they’re in a vegetative state.”

“A vegetative state?”

“Yeah. I can sense hypnosis, but their consciousness is so weak that it’s almost meaningless to control them.”

“…A puppet?”

“Maybe.”

We continued walking through the endless void. Looking back, the cathedral had long since disappeared from view.

The sunlight grew more intense.

As we walked, my head throbbed painfully. 

It wasn’t exactly heatstroke, but it felt similar.

“Song Arin.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you alright?”

I wasn’t exactly exhausted, but my head felt like it was going to explode.

“To be honest, not really.”

She turned to look at me, her face pale.

“My head’s been ringing ever since earlier.”

“That explains why my head hurts too.”

We were both clearly suffering from continuous mental attacks.

“Do you think we’ll ever find a way out if we keep walking like this?”

In hindsight, maybe we were a bit reckless to just start walking. 

But what other choice did we have?


As the light grew stronger, my headache intensified, and now a high-pitched ringing started in my ears.

“It’s not like we can climb up into the sky, can we?”

I looked up at the glowing orange object hanging in what seemed like the sky.

The sky?

Wait a minute…

“Song Arin.”

“Yeah?”

“You said earlier that you sensed something like a vegetative state, right?”

“…Yeah.”

“Could you tell where it was?”

She frowned as she considered my question, then nodded.

“I think so. It’s in the sky, Jaehun.”

…Butler?

“Song Arin.”

I grabbed her by the shoulders.

“…What?”

“Say my name.”

“Kim Jaehun.”

“What did you just call me?”

“…Damn it.”

She let out a soft curse as she realized what had happened.

“We’re in trouble. Something’s not right with me.”

“What do we do?”

I pulled out the manual from my coat and opened it.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[OH – Mental Instability]  

1. If you or your colleague show signs of mental instability, the first thing you should do is provide a significant shock. 

I immediately slapped Song Arin on the head.

“Ow!!!”

“Feel any better?”

“Do you want to die!?”

Guess not.

2. If the shock doesn’t work, try to stabilize them as much as possible.

“Why are you sticking so close to me?”

“Any concerns you’d like to talk about?”

“The fact that you’re acting like an idiot is my biggest concern right now.”

3. If neither of the above methods work, do what you must.

What I must do?

“…Ah.”

A semi-transparent window appeared before my eyes.

[Method – 1 Use Available]

It was right there in front of me. The solution I had overlooked.

I stared at Song Arin.

“…What?” she asked.

“Honestly, you’re struggling, right?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

She frowned deeply as she looked at me.

“It’d be a lie to say it’s not hard, but I’m not at the point where it’s affecting you. …Not yet.”

“I see.”

[Method: 1 → 0]

A violet thread appeared above her head. 

What exactly was this “method”?

Up until now, using the method had mostly been about resolving Song Arin’s mental issues. 

It always seemed like the least effective of the group techniques. 

In contrast to Chaeyeon’s precise “coordinate rips” or Daon’s reliable “Chronos Shield,” my method had never really yielded a good result. 

But what exactly was “Method”?  

[You can perfectly synchronize with someone and mimic their traits. Your appearance will not change.]

That was the description. 

Yet when Song Arin synced with me, she couldn’t see the transparent windows I could. 

It was likely she couldn’t replicate my mental barriers either. 

Both seemed like abilities unique to me.

I looked up at the ominous light of the “sun.” 

Did it have to be a person we were syncing with? 

So far, I had interpreted “someone” in a very human sense. 

But what if the problem could be solved by syncing her mind and actions with something belonging to the theater itself?

“Song Arin.”

“What?”

“How about trusting me on a risky bet?”

“I’m listening.”

“I’m going to try syncing your mind with that sun up there.”

She stared at me, her gaze steady and unwavering.

“Any basis for this?”

“A theory. Plus, some data I’ve gathered from syncing with you so far.”

“You really are something…”

She kept her gaze on me for a moment, then sighed, a crooked smile forming on her lips.

“Fine. Whether you fry my brain or whatever, just get on with it.”

“Apologies.”

“I’m entrusting my mind to you by choice. Don’t be sorry.”

Song Arin folded her arms and closed her eyes.

I moved the violet thread. 

It wove through the darkness, stretching upwards toward the sun that loomed in the endless sky.

“Hnnngh…”

She let out a strange sound and began trembling. Was she feeling something already?

“Song Arin.”

“Hnnngh… just… hurry up!”

At this point, it was better to finish quickly.

With a final thrust, the thread pierced the sun.

Song Arin stopped moving.

“…Song Arin?”

“…I’m here.”

After a brief pause, she opened her eyes and looked at me. 

Though her eyes were fixed on me, her gaze seemed distant, unfocused.

“Are you okay?”

“…I hate to admit it, but that strange feeling I had before is gone.”

“And? Do you know where to go?”

“I think I do.”

“How?”

“…Instinctively?”

It actually worked.

I barely had time to feel relieved when—

*Ziiiing…!*

“Agh…!”

It felt as if the mental attacks that had been split between us were now all pouring into my head. 

A splitting headache surged through me, worse than before. 

It was like my skull was being torn apart.

It was as painful as the encounter with those fanatics of aestheticism.

“Hey, are you okay?”

Song Arin, still gazing somewhere beyond with her unfocused eyes, reached out and grabbed my arm with concern.

“I’ll guide you. We need to get out of here… it’s dangerous.”

Like she was a guide from the theater itself, she began to lead me.

Unlike before, her steps were confident, unhesitating.

“Turn right here, then left.”

Even in this endless void with no visible walls, it was as if she could see the path ahead. 

“…This is the place.”

She stopped, muttering with a sense of relief.

“Go ahead?”

“Even if we do, I have no idea what’s beyond.”

The moment I finished speaking, she reached out, and her hand grabbed hold of something—a door handle, as if it had always been there.

*Click!*

Lake

As the door swung open, the sound of water greeted us.

In front of us stretched an endless lake, and above it, a brilliant moon shone in the sky.

Despite the unbearable pain in my head, a voice suddenly echoed in my mind.


“When you overcome fear, you see what lies beyond.”

The words of the boy who had guided me through the darkness as a child.

“Hey! To be honest, I was really scared, but since I trusted you, something actually worked out!” Song Arin exclaimed, a bright smile spreading across her face.

“That trust will help us find the answer,” I replied, grinning.

The boy’s cheerful voice echoed in my memory, and then, standing by my side, Song Arin smiled back at me.



 
  
    Chapter 84 : Switch


Unlike the previous stages we had seen, this one was strikingly realistic. 

The lake rippled softly, creating a serene atmosphere, and the moon, which had been absent since we arrived, now hung gloriously in the sky.

I looked up at the violet thread still connected to Song Arin. 

It stretched into the distance, taut as if anchored to something far away.

“Ahh!” Song Arin yelped.

I had lightly touched the thread out of curiosity, causing her to shiver and let out a startled scream.

“What did you just do? That felt so weird!”

“Nothing important,” I replied, rubbing my temples.

*Find the moon.*

That was the first thing we had heard upon arriving. 

We had found the moon, but what now? I stared up at it, wondering what to do next. 

As if answering my thoughts, a semi-transparent window appeared over the moon.

[Name: Stage Light]  

[Age: Created 20 years ago]  

[Specialty: Stage Creation]  

[Talent: Transformation]  

[Background: The theater owner was thrilled when he found this light, as it added a new layer of realism to his performances. His preparations for the ritual are steadily advancing.]  

[Weakness: As with any light, it can be rendered ineffective by flipping its switch or breaking its bulb.]

Stage creation and transformation.

Who would have guessed that the beautiful, glowing moon was nothing more than a stage light?

The problem, however, was that I didn’t have a gun or any way to shoot it down.

I glanced at the smartphone, still marked as out of range.

[We’re on our way, so hang in there!]  

<Just wait a little longer.>

The words from Yoo Daon and Chaeyeon echoed in my mind. 

How exactly were they planning to get here, saying it so confidently?

“How are you feeling, Song Arin?” I asked.

“I’m fine now… but honestly, you should worry more about yourself.”

She examined my face, her expression unusually concerned.

“Do I really look that bad?”

“Yeah, pretty serious.”

She brushed her sleeve across my forehead.

“Why are you sweating so much? Are you in a lot of pain?”

There was no way I could tell her that ever since she started feeling better, my headache had gotten worse. I just nodded.

“I think the mental attacks are getting stronger.”

“It seems like, since I’m now seen as an ally, all the attacks that were meant for me are hitting you.”

She was always sharp, even in this strange situation.

“…Isn’t that right?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That’s self-centered thinking,” I replied.

“All hypnotists have a bit of a superiority complex. The fact that you’re snapping at me proves I’m right.”

She sighed, wiping the sweat from my forehead with her sleeve despite my protests.

“You’re going to get your clothes dirty.”

“I don’t like these clothes anyway.”

She casually ignored my comment and continued to wipe the sweat away. 

It was a ridiculous thought, but her care seemed to ease my headache slightly.

“See? You feel better now that I’m taking care of you,” she teased, smiling before turning her attention back to the moon.

“I feel like I’m not entirely human right now, but based on that sense, I’d say there’s something important up there, right?”

“You’re right.”

We both looked up at the glowing moon together.

“That thing up there… It’s more like a stage light, or maybe the root cause of this whole mess.”

“So, is that what brought us here?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

I recalled the information I had read.

Not all containment entities are living beings or monsters. 

Some, like tools, are objects. 

This “light” was one of those tools. 

Like the butane lighter I carried, it required a user to wield it, and depending on who that user was, the results could vary.

“It seems like this light is what’s turning people into actors.”

“So, you’re saying the light made them actors, but something else is controlling them like puppets after they die?”

“Exactly.”

Song Arin followed my reasoning with impressive clarity. 

She always caught on to logic quickly. 

Yoo Daon had a sharp instinct for these things, while Chaeyeon had the best combat sense. But Song Arin was the one who could reason things out best with me.

“So, the plan is to break that thing?”

“Yes.”

“…How?”

She looked at me with a frustrated expression. 

That was the real problem. 

How were we supposed to do it?

We had no ability to fly, no means of reaching the light, and no idea where it was physically located.

We’d need some way to launch a long-range attack, fly through the air, or cross the lake. Even with Yoo Daon and Chaeyeon, this would be a tough task.

“…We need another plan.”

“Another plan?”

I remembered what I had read about the light’s weakness. 

If we couldn’t break it, we could just find the switch.

“Let’s look for the switch.”

“The switch?”

I explained my theory about the light to Song Arin, and she nodded thoughtfully.

“That makes sense. But how do we find it?”


Our eyes met, and she sighed deeply.

“You’re telling me to find it, aren’t you? Like I found this place?”

“Your instincts are good enough. If not, maybe give me some clues to work with.”

“Fine.”

After wiping my forehead one last time, she closed her eyes and began to focus.

I decided not to disturb her and instead looked around the area.

The lake, the moon, and the trees.

I brushed my hand along one of the trees. 

It felt different, more like plastic, as if it were a prop in a stage set.

I dipped my hand into the water. 

It wasn’t cold, more like warm bathwater.

Warm lake water?

Something about that felt odd.

I looked at the lake a few more times, but there was nothing unusual in sight.

Still, why was it warm?

As I pondered whether or not to drink the water, Song Arin suddenly opened her eyes.

“Found it—did you find something too?”

“Huh?”

Her gaze was fixed on the lake.

“I’m not sure if this is the ‘switch,’ but whatever’s connected to the… sun? It’s in the lake.”

“Can you sense that?”

“I don’t know. But I can’t keep this up much longer.”

She frowned deeply.

“I feel less and less like a person. Like my sense of self is slipping away… if this keeps up, the Bureau’s going to come after me.”

Wait, what?

“What do you mean, ‘come after you’?”

“…Never mind. That’s not something you need to know. Let’s keep that a secret.”

Song Arin trailed off, clearly not wanting to explain further.

The ominous tone in Song Arin’s voice made it clear: using the method, especially syncing with containment entities, was dangerous. 

I didn’t want to risk it any further. 

Sure, we gained some valuable insights, but if it led to her becoming a target for the Bureau or something worse, it wasn’t worth it.

“…Anyway! We need to go in there,” she said, her voice firm.

“Are we sure about this?” I asked, still uncertain.

“As crazy as it sounds, yes.” She nodded, her expression conflicted.

“Then I’ll go first.”

Time was running out. 

As much as I wanted to sever the method, I had to act quickly. 

I glanced at the thread connecting her to the sky, the thread that felt like it was hanging on by a thread of its own.

“Let’s go.”

Better to sever it soon. 

Something about this situation felt wrong.

*Splash! Splash!*

We waded into the lake, the warm water rising as we moved forward. 

Thankfully, the water wasn’t deep, only reaching my thighs and Song Arin’s waist. 

Even as we approached the center of the lake, the depth remained manageable.

“It’s around here,” Song Arin muttered, her brow furrowed as she scanned the area.

“You can’t pinpoint the exact spot?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then let me sever the connection, and you can hypnotize me or yourself, just to be safe.”

“Now?”

“It feels risky.”

“This is about what I said earlier, isn’t it? What if we can’t find the switch after?”

“You’re not certain either, right?”

Song Arin gave me a disgruntled look.

“Don’t worry about it. We’ll figure it out.”

“I don’t want something bad happening to you. Hurry.”

“…Fine.”

As always, when I insisted firmly, she gave in. 

I severed the violet thread connected to her. 

She shuddered briefly and closed her eyes.

After a short pause, she opened them again.

“It’s done.”

“You hypnotized me?”

“I did. It’s the fastest way,” she mumbled, almost like she was explaining herself.

“Hypnotized *me*?”

“…It’s because I’m most familiar with you. It’s easier that way.”

Her voice trailed off as she avoided eye contact.

“I see.”

“Don’t get any weird ideas!” she huffed, scanning the area once again.

I joined her, and soon, something brushed against my soaked foot.

“Wait… What’s this?”

At first, I thought it was a rock, but the texture felt different. 

I bent down and picked it up—a small, ordinary white switch with no distinguishing features.

When I examined it, the transparent window appeared.

[Name: Switch]  

[Age: 20 years old]  

[Specialty: Switch]  

[Talent: Switch]  

[Background: This is the switch for the stage light.]  

[Weakness: When the light is broken, the switch will also be broken.]

“So, how did you find it so quickly?” Song Arin asked, slapping my back with a smile.

“…Should I press it?” I asked.

She nodded, and without hesitation, I pressed the switch.

*Click!*

The switch made a sharp, satisfying sound, and then—

*Thud!*

The light went out.

Suddenly, we were enveloped in pitch-black darkness.

“Is this right?” she asked, her voice uncertain.

“I’m not sure. Stay close to me.”

Song Arin gripped my sleeve as eerie sounds began to echo through the darkness.

*Clatter! Clatter!* 

*Splash! Splash!*

Only the transparent windows appeared in the darkness.

[Name: Karl]  

[Age: 22]  

[Specialty: Actor]  

[Talent: Actor]  

[Background: A victim of the plot, he gave up his body and, in the end, even his soul.]

[Weakness: Every remarkable play has both a director and a puppeteer.]

It was a familiar window.

I clenched my fists. 

How could we fight something we couldn’t even see?

*Splash, splash!*

The window got closer, and I squinted in the darkness.

I had no choice but to act.

[Critical: 1 → 0]

A vivid red light burst into view amidst the blackness. 

Time seemed to slow down as I swung my fist into the red light, feeling the satisfying impact of hitting something solid.

*Crash!*

Whatever it was fell into the water with a splash.

“What did you just do?” Song Arin asked, her voice full of surprise.

“I can’t do it twice,” I replied, grabbing her wrist.


At least the light was off.

“Let’s go.”

“Where to?!”

“To find help!”

We needed to find our battle-ready team.



 
  
    Chapter 85 : End of Act


A sharp hand blade whizzed past, grazing the hem of my tailcoat.

“Are you alive?” Song Arin shouted.

“I’m fine! Didn’t get hit!”

As expected, running in water was much more tiring than on land. 

Every step felt like a struggle, pulling against the resistance of the lake.

“Song Arin, hurry!”

“Easy for you to say! I’m shorter than you…!”

True, Song Arin was shorter, and the water was nearly up to her waist. 

She was grumbling loudly, clearly frustrated by her pace.

At this rate, I’d escape, but she’d get caught.

“No choice. Give me your waist.”

“What?! Hey, wait, what are you—!”

Ignoring her protests, I wrapped my arm around her waist and hoisted her onto my shoulder.

I staggered momentarily under the sudden shift in weight but managed to regain my balance and half-ran, half-waded through the water.

“Do I look like a sack of rice to you?!”

“Keep squirming, and I’ll drop you!”

That quieted her down. 

She clung onto me, resigned to her situation, and suddenly became very useful, shouting out warnings.

“There are two behind us!”

It seemed she realized the seriousness of our situation. 

She glanced back to keep track of our pursuers. 

Fortunately, the puppets weren’t much better at moving through water than we were. 

They were slow, though the distance between us was shrinking.

As I moved, I began piecing together the situation. 

This play we were trapped in—it was starting to make sense. Unlike in *The Red Lady,* there wasn’t a clear enemy to defeat. 

And by turning off the light, it seemed no more actors would be created. 

That meant Song Arin and I had already made significant progress in dismantling this play.

The question was, what was left? 

Was it to destroy all the puppets? 

No, that didn’t seem right. 

The plot was tied to people confessing to Song Arin and then dying. 

If the goal was to break the cycle…

“We’re almost there!” Song Arin pointed to the shore, where the land was just within reach. 

Behind us, the puppets closed in with alarming speed.

No time to think anymore.

I dropped Song Arin to the ground and quickly pulled out the manual to block the incoming attack.

*Thud!*

The sound of the puppet’s hand striking the manual echoed loudly, followed by Song Arin’s scream as she hit the ground. 

I glanced over and saw that the blow had deflected, and she was unharmed. 

“Let’s go, now!” 

I grabbed her arm and started running again.

“You lunatic!”

Even though she rubbed her sore backside, she still held onto my hand and ran with me.

“So, what’s the plan for finding help?!” she asked between gasps.

“Let’s try calling!”

I fumbled with the smartphone, checking it quickly.

No service.

“Yeah, that’s not happening.”

“Ugh, useless!”

I racked my brain for ideas. 

Where could we find help? 

Where could Daon and Chaeyeon be?

Then it hit me—the crow.

“Song Arin!”

“I’m tired! Talking might kill me right now!”

“Where did the crow come from?!”

Her eyes widened as she realized what I meant.

“If the crow brought us the phone, someone had to send it!”

Song Arin nodded vigorously, extending her hand as if to part the world in front of her. 

Like before, when she opened the door to the lake, the scenery folded in on itself, revealing an opening in the darkness.

“This way!”

“How did you do that?”

“I remembered!” she shouted.

Following her, I blocked another incoming attack with the manual. 

Over and over, I blocked strikes as we fled. 

Finally, Song Arin grabbed my wrist and pulled me down.

“This is it!”

We tumbled through an opening, rolling across the ground before coming to a stop. 

When I looked up, we were back in the garden.

The same place where I had first met Song Arin.

“The only place the crow could have come from,” I muttered, piecing it together.

We ran through the locations we had seen: the garden, Song Arin’s room, the cathedral, and the lake.

“…Ah.”

“Exactly. This is the only place they could’ve arrived at,” Song Arin said, dusting herself off. 

“If the crow came here, the coordinates for their arrival are most likely set here.”

“Because it’s outdoors?”

“Or else, they would’ve shown up at the lake by now.”

“You’re pretty sharp.”

Just then, the puppets reappeared behind us, charging forward as if on cue. 


Song Arin and I instinctively ducked.

*Crunch!*

The puppets tumbled, making horrendous noises, and then something—or someone—rushed past us, planting a solid punch into their midst.

“Jaehun!”

I looked up to see Yoo Daon waving at us, a broad smile on her face, her hands clad in black gloves. 

Next to her, Jang Chaeyeon looked slightly annoyed, staring between me and Song Arin.

“We’re here,” Daon announced brightly.

“You couldn’t have come sooner?!” 

Song Arin snapped, her temper flaring. 

For a moment, I thought I saw fire in Chaeyeon’s eyes, but she quickly composed herself and stepped forward, positioning herself between us and the puppets.

“It wasn’t easy finding you,” she said coolly.

“Where even are we?” I asked.

“The otherworld,” she replied, jerking her chin toward something behind her. 

I followed her gaze and saw the crow flapping its wings nearby.

“We had to borrow a bit of help from the containment team.”

“Does the containment team have something like that?”

“They do.”

“He was really helpful!” Yoo Daon chimed in. “But don’t trust him.”

Chaeyeon sighed, shaking her head. “I promised to meet him in person next time in exchange for help.”

“Wow, that’s awful.”

“I volunteered to go with her!” Yoo Daon said, raising her hand cheerfully.

Meanwhile, Chaeyeon’s attention turned to the swaying puppets standing in front of us, their movements awkward and jerky.

“What should we do?” she asked, addressing me.

“For now, just… neutralize them.”

“Got it.”

Without hesitation, she stepped forward, casually waving her hand. 

There was a loud rush of sound, and the puppets seemed to be suspended in midair, wriggling helplessly.

*Boom!*

With a powerful thrust of her arm, Chaeyeon sent the puppets flying into the distance.

“Oh, Jaehun!” Yoo Daon called out, her bright smile beaming at me.

“Yes?”

“We don’t know how to get out of here!”

She said it as if she were casually suggesting dinner plans. All three of them turned to look at me, clearly expecting I had the answer.

…Now, where was I in my thoughts? Ah, right—time to twist the plot.

“Whoa!” A sharp hand blade narrowly grazed the edge of my tailcoat.

“Are you still alive?!” Song Arin called out, breathless.

“I’m fine! Didn’t get hit!”

Running through water was so much harder than running on land—it drained more energy with every step.

“Song Arin, hurry up!”

“Ugh… I’m shorter than you, okay?!”

The water came up to her waist, and she grumbled loudly as she struggled to keep up. 

I glanced behind us; the puppets were still closing in. 

If we kept this pace, I’d outrun them, but Song Arin would get caught.

“This isn’t going to work. Hold on.”

“Wait, what are you doing? Hey—!”

Without warning, 

I scooped Song Arin up by the waist and slung her over my shoulder. 

My balance wavered for a moment as I adjusted to the shift in weight, but I quickly steadied myself and began running through the water, half carrying her as I went.

“Do I look like a sack of rice to you?!”

“Stop squirming, or I’ll drop you!”

She finally stopped struggling and clung to me, but now she was looking behind us.

“There are two of them!” she shouted, giving me updates on the pursuit.

Luckily, the puppets weren’t much better at moving through water than we were. 

Their pace was slow, though they were still closing the gap bit by bit. 

I needed to think of a plan, fast.

As I ran, it all began to make sense: the plot of this play wasn’t about fighting a villain like in *The Red Lady*. The actors, the puppets, were not the real enemy. 

And by turning off the stage light, we had already prevented any more actors from appearing.

But what was left? 

How did we end this?

“Almost there!” 

Song Arin pointed toward the shore, but the puppets were nearly upon us now.

No time to think. 

I quickly set her down and pulled out the manual to block the incoming attack.

*Thud!*

The sound of a hand blade hitting the manual echoed as Song Arin let out a yelp, having hit the ground harder than expected. I caught her arm and pulled her up quickly.

“Let’s go, now!”

“You’re crazy!”

Despite her protests, she took my hand and we started running again.

“So, how do we find help?!”

I fumbled with the smartphone. 

Still no service.

“Well, we can’t call anyone!”

“Figures!”

As we ran, a thought suddenly hit me.

“Wait, Song Arin! Where did the crow come from?”

“Now’s not the time for that—oh…”

She paused mid-sentence as the realization dawned on her.

“The crow brought the phone, which means someone must’ve come from that direction!”

“Exactly!”

With a renewed sense of purpose, Song Arin reached out like before, parting the scenery in front of her as if it were just a backdrop. 

Darkness unraveled, revealing a new path.

“This way!” she called.

“How did you do that?”

“I remembered!”

I followed closely behind her, blocking another attack with the manual as we ran.

*Crack!*

We repeated this process—run, block, and dodge—until suddenly, Song Arin grabbed my wrist and pulled me down with her.

“This is it!” she exclaimed.

We tumbled through the opening and rolled across the ground before coming to a stop. 

When I looked up, we were back in the garden, the same place where we had first met.

“The crow’s only path… it has to be here,” I muttered, piecing it all together.

Song Arin dusted herself off. 

“Exactly. If the crow came here, then the coordinates for their arrival must be set here.”

“Because it’s outdoors?”

“Exactly.”

Suddenly, the puppets appeared again, rushing toward us. 

Song Arin and I both ducked instinctively.

*Crack!*

Before the puppets could reach us, a figure barreled through them, landing a solid punch.

“Jaehun!” Yoo Daon’s voice called out as she waved, wearing her usual black gloves. 

Jang Chaeyeon stood next to her, arms crossed, looking slightly annoyed as she glanced between Song Arin and me.

“We’re here,” Daon said, her smile bright.

“You couldn’t have come sooner?!” Song Arin huffed. 

I thought I saw a flash of fire in Chaeyeon’s eyes, but she composed herself and stepped forward to shield us from the advancing puppets.

“It wasn’t easy finding you,” she said coolly.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“The Otherworld,” she replied, gesturing to the crow still circling above.

“Borrowed some help from the containment team,” Daon added cheerfully.

“Does the containment team have things like that?”

“They do.”

“He was really nice too!” 

Daon beamed, but Chaeyeon shook her head with a sigh.

“Don’t be fooled. I had to promise him a meeting with you next time in exchange for help.”

“Wow. That’s awful.”

“I volunteered to go with her!” 

Daon raised her hand with enthusiasm.

Meanwhile, Chaeyeon’s attention turned to the swaying puppets. 

“What should we do with them?” she asked.

“Neutralize them,” I replied.

“Got it.” With casual ease, Chaeyeon walked forward, waving her hand. 

The puppets were suspended in mid-air, writhing as if caught in invisible strings.

*Boom!*

She flung her arm forward, sending the puppets flying into the distance.

“Jaehun!” Daon called out again.

“Yes?”

Her smile was bright, almost too cheerful. 

“We don’t know how to leave!”

She said it with the same tone as if she were suggesting a fun fact, and all three of them turned to look at me.

They clearly expected me to have the answer.

…Right, I was on the verge of figuring it out.

If the key to this plot was that people who confessed to Song Arin would die, then the solution had to be finding someone who could confess but wouldn’t die. 

Should I make Yoo Daon confess? 

She could keep reviving and confessing again and again…

Wait, what was I thinking? 

That was an inhuman solution. 

Besides, Daon wasn’t part of the play’s cast. 

Chaeyeon didn’t have the mental resistance either.

That left only one person.

“Song Arin! Drop the suggestion!”

“-Ugh! I *hate* that tone of voice!” she groaned as the hypnosis lifted, and she shot me an annoyed glare.

“How’s your head?”

“It’s fine now.”

Maybe turning off the switch had helped.

“Good. Now, let’s end this play.”

“How?”

“I’m going to confess to you.”

Dead silence.

Yoo Daon blinked at me in confusion, while Chaeyeon gave me a look of sheer disbelief. 

Song Arin’s jaw dropped, and she stared at me like I had just lost my mind.

“Wait… what?”

“I’m going to confess to you, and you need to respond positively. Understood?”

“Wait, hold on. Are you sure this will get us out?”

“Yes. I’m doing it now.”

“Wait! I need time to prepare!”

We don’t have time for that. 

I knelt down in front of her, playing the role of the devoted butler confessing to his lady.

“Song Arin.”

“Uh… um… y-yeah?”

She stammered like a broken machine, completely caught off guard.

Where do I even start? 

Something a butler might say?

“I’ve served you for a long time. 

I’ve watched over you, and now I finally realize…”

Song Arin stared at me, her hands clamped over her mouth.

“I love you.”

She froze like a deer in headlights, utterly shocked. 

At the same time, a familiar ache began to creep into my temples—the mental attack was starting again.

It was clear now: confessing to Song Arin triggered the mental attack. 

The plot of this play had been forcing characters to kill themselves after confessing.

[Critical: 0 → 1]

The notification appeared, confirming I was on the right track. 

All that was left was for Song Arin to respond.

I locked eyes with her. 

She still had her hands over her mouth, peeking at me through her fingers. 

Why wasn’t she responding?

I gestured at her with my eyes—*hurry up*.

I looked to Daon and Chaeyeon, both of whom were staring at her expectantly.

“Song Arin!” I called again.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she lowered her hands and placed one over her heart. She took a deep breath, her cheeks flushed.

“…I like you too,” she said with a radiant smile.

The moment she said it, the pain in my head vanished, and—

*Crack!*

The sound of something tearing echoed through the air. 

A rift, like a fracture in space, appeared before us.

“Let’s go,” I said, turning to Chaeyeon. 

“Can you tear the coordinates?”

“Already on it,” she replied in a calm, emotionless voice.

[Coordinate Tear – 2 uses]

The world shifted, transforming into a grid of lines as the rift widened, revealing a familiar sight: my room.

Why my room?

“Alright, let’s go!” I said, diving into the rift.

In an instant, all four of us were standing in my room.

“…We’re out.”

Somehow, I was back in my pajamas, while Song Arin had changed into her purple nightgown. 

The other two were still in their formal wear.

A strange smell lingered in the air.

“…Is that sulfur?”

Before I could investigate, Song Arin collapsed to the floor with a strange, gurgling sound.

“Song Arin! Are you okay—”

I stopped mid-sentence when I saw her face. 

She was grinning, but it was a warped, unsettling smile. 

Her eyes were glazed over, and only one corner of her mouth was lifted, giving her a bizarre expression, as if her mind had melted.

“I’m fine. Totally fine.”

“She’s not fine. Looks like she’s still under the influence,” I muttered.

Chaeyeon didn’t wait for my input. 

She lifted Song Arin as if she weighed nothing and carried her towards the door.

“I’m taking her home.”

“W-wait—”

“We’ll see you tomorrow, Jaehun,” Daon said, her voice tinged with sympathy as she followed Chaeyeon out.

And with that, they left, leaving me alone with the lingering scent of sulfur and a lot of unanswered questions.

A few days later:

“Wow, this is the containment team’s headquarters!” Yoo Daon exclaimed excitedly.

“Daon, try not to get too excited.”

We stood in front of an imposing steel door, the kind you’d expect to see in a highly secured facility.

“But it’s the containment team! They’re the best of the best in the bureau!”

“That’s exactly why I hate coming here.”

I sighed, knowing exactly why the containment team had requested our presence. 

Still, there was no avoiding it now.

“Shall we knock?”

“Yes!” she chirped, her enthusiasm unbridled.

I knocked on the door, which swung open to reveal a sterile white room devoid of people.


“…No one’s here?”

Daon and I exchanged a glance, then both shrugged.

“Guess we’re going in?” she said.

“Looks like it.”

Our footsteps echoed eerily as we stepped into the empty chamber.



 
  
    Chapter 86 :  Forest


A sigh escaped from me.

Did we really need to go this far?

If I had just pushed forward on my own, I wouldn’t have ended up in the isolation team.

As I walked into the isolation team’s office with Yoo Daon, I found myself lost in thought.

The Bureau is quite a flexible organization.

The personnel team even counted the unintended show we put on with the troupe as overtime, earning us a legal day off.

The most frustrating part was that people no longer looked at me like I was some unlucky guy, but rather like they expected this to happen.

Even when I met the man with sunglasses, it was the same.

“This is the second time, isn’t it?”

“It seems so.”

“How’s Song Ahrin doing?”

“Are you worried about her?”

“Well, she was someone I looked after.”

He fiddled with his glasses as he spoke.

“She seemed… a little shaken.”

“Well, she’s still young.”

And she really is young.

“That’s not exactly what I meant, but… well, she’s had a tough time.”

“I suppose so.”

Even though he gave off the vibe of a worn-out office worker, he was actually the youngest among us.

“Anyway, sort out the case for me.”

He handed me a paper.

It had a symbol of a mask drawn on it, along with various details.

“You’ve probably met them too—‘The Troupe.’ Their main goal is to perform plays and harass people, but why they do it, we don’t exactly know.”

I scanned the paper with my chin resting on my hand.

“Most of the information there comes from the testimonies of victims and survivors, so nothing on there should surprise you.”

“…Most of it seems to be from what I said, right?”

“Exactly. It’s also registered in the manual.”

Anyway, he looked at me.

“There’s a pattern.”

“A pattern?”

“Strictly speaking, the play never fails. It was the same with the Red Lady, and with A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

“That’s true.”

“But they always leave as if they’ve achieved something. Almost like a ritual.”

A ritual and success.

As I furrowed my brows, he spoke again.

“We don’t know much, so that’s all I can tell you. But…”

“But?”

“Be careful. I’ve told the isolation team to work closely with you, so they’ll be helpful.”

“That’s not exactly a condition I’m thrilled about, but… I understand.”

I nodded, and he packed up his documents and stood up.

“Alright, I’ll be going now.”

“Already?”

“Honestly, with how often I’m called to see you, the personnel team might as well be considered a second isolation team.”

“Hurry on, then.”

He laughed loudly at my words and left.

“What are you thinking?”

“Just how unlucky I am.”

Leaving Yoo Daon, who looked at me with a question mark on her face, I began to walk.

Thunk, thunk…

With each step, the sound echoed as if I were walking in a hollow space.

“But there’s no one here?”

“No one? No one? No one?”

Yoo Daon’s words echoed around us.

“Yeah, it’s really ominous.”

“Ominous, ominous, ominous…”

As my words echoed, footsteps suddenly resounded from far away.

“Welcome.”

“Hello-”

I turned to greet them but lost my words in an instant.

It was a man whose face was half-charred black.

One of his eyes was a sickly yellow, staring straight at me, while the charred side of his face had a glass prosthetic eye.

“It’s quite surprising, isn’t it? Most office workers scream when they see me.”

The man chuckled.

His yellowed teeth showed, and a translucent screen appeared above his head.

[Name: Kim Sungdu]

[Age: 38]

[Specialty: Fire]

[Talent: Fire]

[Background: Addicted to stimulation, he lost half of his face but continues to wander in search of more.]

[Weakness: No need for a weakness for someone destined to self-destruct.]

Fire abilities.

But what caught my attention the most was the weakness.

“I’ve heard a lot about you.”

He bared his teeth at me, meeting my eyes.

I wasn’t sure if it could be called a smile.

“The personnel team. These days, they’re the talk of the isolation team, the management team, the response team, everyone.”

He stared at me.

“A team that encounters countless isolated objects in a short time and somehow returns without any significant damage.”


His prosthetic eye rolled around.

“Of course, regardless of why that happens, you’ve got Jang Chaeyeon from the Gangdong Branch and Song Arin from the Central Branch with you, but the other two are complete rookies.”

“Jaeheon.”

Perhaps sensing something from his gaze, Yoo Daon stepped forward to shield me.

“Don’t worry too much.”

He chuckled.

“I just called you because I have a request. I heard your team helped out one of our members.”

He kept looking at us, still baring his teeth, or was it a smile?

“What do you want?”

“It’s nothing much.”

He nodded.

“You’ve probably heard this before, but these days, the Bureau is short on manpower.”

That felt unsettling.

“So… we need a little help from the Bureau.”

This was the last thing I wanted to hear from all the possible scenarios I’d imagined.

“Do you think we’ll be able to help?”

I tried to decline politely.

“Oh, what are you saying? You’ll be a tremendous help.”

He spoke as if it were a given.

“After all, this operation goes beyond just a joint mission between the personnel team and the isolation team.”

“…Excuse me?”

“Anyone with a bit of experience, who isn’t an ordinary citizen, is being conscripted.”

“Does that sound like a lie to you?”

Kim Sungdu pulled out a paper from his pocket, and Yoo Daon began reading it nervously.

“…Gangseo Branch regular isolation procedure…”

“That’s correct.”

He folded the paper and put it back in his pocket.

“The Gangseo Branch is managing a forest.”

“A forest?”

“Yes. It’s so large and dangerous that no one who enters ever returns alive.”

I wasn’t an idiot. I’d never heard such nonsense in my life.

Which meant—

“That’s right. Normally, it’s kept secret.”

Seeing my expression, he smiled.

“We hold a ‘ritual’ in that forest every year.”

“…A ritual.”

“Well, that’s the isolation team’s job, so you don’t have to worry about it.”

He waved his hand dismissively.

“We’re not asking you to be on the front lines. Think of it as more of a backup or surveillance unit.”

“So, you’re saying all experienced teams and members will be conscripted?”

“That’s right.”

He nodded.

The entire management team, and some veterans from the response team, are set to join, and they’re already gathering personnel from other teams into the isolation team.

“…Then you could’ve just sent an official notice. Was it really necessary to call us here?”

“Well, you see…” He stared at me intently. “I was just curious.”

“Curious?”

“Yes.”

Lately, there’s been a lot of buzz about the personnel team, known for making big achievements in a short amount of time, even among the other branches. 

And with those words, he turned around.

“I just wanted to see for myself.”

“…That’s the only reason?”

“Yes.”

Is this guy insane?

“Everything’s already set up, all the personnel team needs to do is show up.”

With that, he turned and started walking away.

What kind of person is this?

“Now, off you go.”

“…What was that? Should I punch him?”

Yoo Daon whispered to me, watching him walk away, seemingly thinking the same thing I was.

“Let’s leave it.”

What’s the point of hitting him? Of course, if it came down to it, Yoo Daon would definitely win.

“Still, that guy… something’s off.”

Yoo Daon frowned as she watched him.

“Why? Have you met him before?”

“No, it’s not that.”

Still frowning, she finally spoke.

“He seems full of inferiority… A lot of it.”

“…Really?”

I hadn’t noticed that.

Yoo Daon smiled faintly at me.

“I wouldn’t fail to recognize someone like that.”

This time, her smile had a slightly eerie edge to it.

“…Right.”

After checking with Jang Chaeyeon, it turns out the annual event at the Gangseo Branch was real.

“Each branch is responsible for a location. Gangseo has the forest, and Gangdong has the mountain.”

A forest and a mountain?

Seeing my puzzled expression, Jang Chaeyeon shook her head.

“I know a bit about the mountain, but the forest? I’ve got no clue.”

“…I don’t know either.”

Song Arin, who joined the conversation, hadn’t changed much from the person I used to know, even after the A Midsummer Night’s Dream incident. 

The only differences were that sometimes it was hard to meet her gaze, she stuttered occasionally, and she was a bit more sensitive.

“…Anyway, we’ll figure it out once we’re there.”

“Isn’t that where we’re headed right now?”

I looked out the window as we rattled along in the van. It was the same van we used when I went to rescue Yoo Daon.

“Guys, is it really okay to make the team leader drive like this?”

Our team leader grumbled as he drove.

“Team leader, you’re not going into the forest, though.”

“Well, it’s not like I was invited. I’d like to go, but what can I do? Such a pity, right?”

“Hey, you’ve got the director’s direct number. Call him and ask if you can join us.”

“Jaeheon, I’m sorry.”

Laughing and chatting like that, the van kept moving toward an unknown destination.

The van rattled to a halt.

“Let’s see… This should be the place.”

The team leader squinted at the GPS.

It was a dense forest, but the sunlight was still shining brightly.

“I can’t really see anything.”

“Hmm…”

Yoo Daon fumbled as she helped the team leader look for the right path.

“This way.”

“Ah, I see.”

The van started moving again, soon stopping at a large campsite.

“Let’s see.”

After getting out of the van, the team leader began unpacking things.

Camping gear, an icebox, jerky, combat rations…

…Combat rations?

“Team leader, why combat rations?”

“Here, take some.”

He tossed the rations to me.

“You’ll need them.”

His words only amplified my sense of unease as he unpacked the rest of the supplies.

This is one of those times when a manual comes in handy.

I reached into my coat to pull out the manual.

Or at least, I tried to.

“…It won’t open.”

“…Urgh…”

No matter how hard I tried, the cover wouldn’t budge.

“…”

I gripped the manual tightly and tried to open it several times, but it wouldn’t move an inch.

“…!”

Even when I used both hands and all my strength, the pages didn’t open, as if every single one had been glued together.

“What the…”

“What’s going on?”

“The manual… won’t open.”

“Really?”

Yoo Daon widened her eyes and pulled out her own manual. It opened smoothly.

“It works just fine.”


I stared at mine in disbelief as the pages finally spread open, revealing text.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Gangseo Branch, Forest]


	Apologize.



The text ended abruptly on the next page.

“…What on earth is going on?”



 
  
    Chapter 87 : Camping


“I’m sorry.”

“I said I’m sorry.”

“Hey, please forgive me just this once, okay?”

“What should I do? Should I apologize again?”

“…What on earth are you doing?”

How many times had I bowed at a 90-degree angle towards the manual? 

Song Arin, unable to watch any longer, looked at me in disbelief.

“I’m apologizing.”

“To who?”

“To the manual.”

“Are you seriously out of your mind?”

“Do you have a fever?”

Song Arin furrowed her brow, and Jang Chaeyeon, playing along, put the back of her hand on my forehead with a worried expression.

I felt a cool sensation.

“…You don’t have a fever.”

“You don’t have a fever, but you’re talking nonsense.”

“I think it sounds crazy too, but the manual is telling me to apologize.”

“Are you sure you’re not actually sick?”

Now even Song Arin looked at me with concern.

“Ah, really, I’m fine. It’s just that the manual-“

Rustle!

As I said that and looked at the manual, it finally opened with a sound of pages flipping.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Kangseo Branch, About the Forest]

1. Please read the PLZ section once more carefully.

2. Unless a specific cycle occurs, the locations managed by each branch are generally inaccessible.

3. The forest is the largest containment object managed by the Kangseo Branch.

4. Be cautious. This is not a location where a guide written by the response team or equivalent personnel is necessary. There are no survival guidelines.

5. First, the place you are currently at is a ‘wedge’ provided by the Bureau. You will be camping here for several days to assist the containment team with the ‘wedge’ operation.

Wait, camping?

I decide to read the rest later and look at the tent and combat rations the team leader left behind.

Could that be why they left all this stuff here?

I glance up at the sky.

The sun hadn’t set yet, but the weather was starting to feel chilly, so it seemed like a good idea to set up the tent.

“Should we set up the tent for now?”

“Do you know how to set up a tent?”

“Well, I did it in the military.”

The four of us pick up the tent and start setting it up together.

As the saying goes, many hands make light work, and the tent went up faster than expected.

It was large enough for about six people to sleep inside.

I glance around at the gear the team leader left behind.

Food, water, canteens, miscellaneous camping supplies, and even sleeping bags.

“…Why did they give us sleeping bags?”

It’s summer, after all.

As I check the sleeping bags, I realize they are thick, the kind you’d use in winter.

“Keep it.”

Jang Chaeyeon says as she picks up a sleeping bag sprawled on the ground.

“Huh?”

“They wouldn’t give it to us without a reason.” 

“I don’t know much about the Kangseo Branch since I’m from the Gangdong Branch, but it’s better to keep it, considering it’s something that needs to be managed periodically.”

She lays the sleeping bag on the ground and sits down gently on it.

Soon, Yoo Daon and Song Arin also start placing their sleeping bags in their spots.

“Where should we sleep?”

“I’ll take the outer spot.”

It’s better for someone with at least some cold-weather experience to sleep on the outside.

As I raise my hand, Yoo Daon raises hers too.

“I’ll sleep on the outside too! I’ve frozen to death a few times, so I’m pretty used to the cold!”

Sometimes, I can’t tell if Yoo Daon is joking or being serious.

In the end, we decided the sleeping order would be me, Jang Chaeyeon, Song Arin, and Yoo Daon.

After finishing our preparations, the sun had set, and darkness had fallen.

~Click!

I turn on the electric lantern the team leader gave us.

The light illuminates our four faces.

“Feels like we’re on some kind of workshop.”

“Yeah, we never really got to enjoy a proper workshop.”

Song Arin sighs as she answers.

Now, let’s see. 

I need to read the rest of the manual.

In the silence, I open the manual again and start reading.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[Kangseo Branch, About the Forest]

6. The ‘wedge’ operation will take a long time. Find ways to survive for an extended period.

There’s food, so meals shouldn’t be an issue.

7. The weather outside is unpredictable. Stay calm. Use the equipment you brought to protect yourself as much as possible.

Now I see why they gave us sleeping bags.

8. Someone might call for you. Either ignore it or, if you can’t, go outside and fight.

9. Going outside is possible, but don’t stray too far. If you cross the line set by the Bureau, even the Bureau can’t guarantee your safety.

10. As long as you follow the instructions above, the ‘wedge’ operation will end safely, and the Bureau will come to retrieve you.

11. If you feel the operation is not going well, please check the manual again.


I couldn’t read the rest.

With a sharp sound, I close the manual, and the three others turn their gazes towards me.

“Why?”

“No, I was just surprised that everyone is staying so calm after reading that manual.”

“If it’s just that much, it’s fine.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded her head.

“Well… there really is nothing to do.”

Should I take a quick walk outside?

– Ziiiip,

I opened the zipper at the entrance of the tent and stepped outside.

Soon, I heard rustling, and someone stood next to me.

Her black hair fluttered in the wind.

“Wow, it’s really windy. I thought it was supposed to be summer.”

Yoo Daon tied her hair and spoke in a bright voice.

“Aren’t you cold, Daon?”

“I’m the toughest one here, remember?”

She raised her arms, striking a muscle pose, and smiled.

“Even if you’re tough, that doesn’t mean you should get hurt.”

“That’s true.”

She laughed softly.

“Are you feeling okay?”

“About what?”

“Just, you know… everything.”

I hadn’t had many deep conversations with her since the hospital incident. 

Not during the cruise, or at the amusement park either. 

It felt like it had been a while since we’d talked like this.

“Hmm…”

Yoo Daon looked up at the sky, then turned to me.

“Honestly, I’m better now.”

“Really?”

“If you’re asking if I’ve completely let go of the past, of course not. 

I still haven’t confronted the doctor I hate the most…”

Her voice trailed off.

“But I’ve met new people, and most importantly, I met Jaeheon.”

Yoo Daon gazed up at the sky.

Her eyes sparkled, reflecting the starlight.

“Thanks to Jaeheon, I’m always happy.”

“It’s thanks to your own efforts, Daon.”

For a while, we stood in silence, staring at the night sky.

“What are you two doing? Aren’t you going to sleep?”

The zipper opened, and Song Arin’s irritated voice broke the quiet.

It didn’t seem like something to get that annoyed about.

“We’re coming in.”

“Let’s go!”

When we returned to the tent, Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin were sitting with their backs to each other, busy with different tasks.

Jang Chaeyeon was reading the manual, while Song Arin was scrolling through her smartphone.

They were really thorough about not saying a word to each other.

“Should I turn off the light?”

“I don’t mind sleeping now.”

“Me neither.”

“Same here.”

“Alright, I’m turning off the light.”

With a click, the lamp turned off.

Even though it was too hot to get under the sleeping bag, I flopped down on top of it.

“…I’m exhausted.”

I still hadn’t had a proper rest since that midsummer night’s dream incident.

“Go to sleep.”

Jang Chaeyeon’s soft voice came from beside me as if she’d heard my thoughts.

“I’ll watch over you.”

“Forget watching over me… You need to sleep too, Chaeyeon.”

“I’m not that tired.”

“What do you mea-“

Before I could finish my sentence, exhaustion overwhelmed me, and I drifted off to sleep.

It was cold.

As cold as sleeping naked in the middle of winter.

I curled up, and someone tapped my shoulder.

“Wake up.”

“…Huh?”

Groggily opening my eyes, I saw Jang Chaeyeon tapping my shoulder.

“Get inside the sleeping bag.”

“…Why is it so cold?”

Without saying anything, she unzipped the tent.

– Whoosh!

“Jeez… it’s freezing…”

A snowstorm blew in, and Song Arin, now wrapped up like a caterpillar in her sleeping bag, grumbled drowsily, flipping the bag over her head.

“…This can’t be real, right?”

“Things not making sense is just part of the routine.” 

With a calm voice, Jang Chaeyeon zipped the tent back up and looked at me.

“You’ll be fine if you cover yourself with the sleeping bag.”

“Or do you want me to tuck you in?”

“…No, I’m fine.”

I pulled the sleeping bag over myself and fell back asleep.

There were constant whispers, but I quickly drifted off again.

Suddenly, I woke up.

I sat up and looked outside the tent.

Glimpsing the faint morning light seeping through, I unzipped the tent.

A humid breeze flowed in.

“O…”

Song Arin mumbled and shifted, but I quickly stepped outside and zipped the tent back up, so she wouldn’t wake up.

The humid air greeted me as if the snowstorm from last night had never happened.

I wasn’t surprised anymore.

The trees seemed even denser than they were yesterday.

As I squinted, looking at the trees, something caught my eye.

There was something hanging from a tree.

A thick rope was tied to a branch, and a person was dangling from it.

Before I could react, a semi-transparent window appeared in front of me.

[Name: X]  

[Age: X]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Weakness: They have failed.]

With a cracking sound, the branch snapped, and the person fell.

What… What just happened? Is this some kind of mental attack?

No, that doesn’t make sense. I have a strong resistance to mental attacks.

But what if it broke through my defenses? What if what I’m seeing is a hallucination? Or what if there’s really someone hanging there?

But I can’t see corpses, can I?

The moment that thought crossed my mind, I quickly pulled the manual from my pocket with trembling hands.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Kangseo Branch, Wedge]

1. In the event of an unexpected situation, backup personnel must verify or drive in the wedge.

2. If you discover a body hanging from a tree, head east.

3. If you find a body buried in snow, head north.

4. If you discover a body burned to death, head south.


5. If you find a body swollen from decomposition, head west.

6. Good luck.

“Everyone, wake up.”

Something had happened.





 
  
    Chapter 88 : There is no power that lasts ten years, and no flower stays red for ten days


“It was Song Arin’s reaction to my words: 

‘When we return, I’ll make sure you’re the first one to get thrown into the management team.'”

“No matter how unlucky you are, don’t tell me you’ve been dragging accidents around since you were born?”

“Isn’t that a bit harsh?”

I feel wronged too. 

Like Song Arin said, it’s not like I’ve been causing trouble since the beginning, but ever since the Butterfly Dream incident, I’ve been caught up in one disaster after another.

“And what if I actually do get captured?”

“…Uh…”

At that moment, Song Arin fell silent, as if she’d swallowed her words.

What’s up with her?

Normally, the Song Arin I know would have said something like, ‘Then you’ll just rot there for the rest of your life!’

“If that happens, I’ll come rescue you, Jaeheon!”

“It won’t be easy, but I’ll help too.”

Surprisingly, Yoo Daon spoke up first, and Jang Chaeyeon, who had been deep in thought, nodded her head in agreement.

“…Fine… I’ll come save you too…”

Song Arin bit her lip and muttered in a low voice, her voice almost disappearing.

“Oh, okay. I’ll be counting on you then.”

“…Ugh…”

Why does that even matter right now? 

Another incident had already occurred.

I turned to look at the manual, leaving Song Arin, who had her eyes squeezed shut as if regretting her words, behind.

‘If you find a body hanging from a tree, head east.’

I chewed over the sentence.

Strictly speaking, that wasn’t a body. If it were a corpse, I wouldn’t have been able to see anything.

So should I think of it as a phenomenon, rather than an actual corpse?

A malfunction in the appearance of the body?

Then who’s supposed to go west, south, or north?

Suddenly, a gaunt man’s face flashed through my mind.

I hadn’t seen him in quite some time, but he should be here as well. 

Kim Seongdoo from the containment team had mentioned that the management team was also assigned to the forest.

I opened the manual again.

There was nothing written beyond what I had already read.

Maybe I should update it.

“I’m starting the record for the Kangseo Branch forest now.”

[Revision by Personnel Team Jaeheon Kim, Kangseo Branch, Forest]

The manual began updating as I spoke.

The first thing I noted was that the thing in the tree wasn’t actually a corpse, so there was no need to attempt a rescue.

“Shall we start packing?”

“I’ve already packed all the food and other supplies!”

At some point, Yoo Daon had slung a bag over her shoulder and was standing next to me.

“Looks like the only thing left is the tent?”

“You’ve packed everything already?”

“Well, you tend to tune people out when you’re deep in thought, Jaeheon.”

Did I really have that kind of trait?

“I’ll take care of packing the tent.”

While watching everyone else gather their bags, I grabbed the packed tent bag as well.

“So, we’re supposed to head east, right?”

“Yes.”

As I nodded, Yoo Daon took the lead and started walking.

“Then I’ll guide the way!”

“Do you know the way?”

“Nope! But we’re heading east, right?”

“Uh… sure, but do you know which way is east?”

How was she planning to find east without any equipment?

“Oh, about that. The team leader left a compass for us!”

Yoo Daon pulled a compass out of her pocket and waved it happily.

“…Sometimes, I wonder what exactly our team leader is.”

“I feel the same.”

Song Arin muttered in awe, and I couldn’t help but agree with her.

When I saw him at the amusement park, he seemed like a complete beginner, but at times like this, he was always thoroughly prepared.

“Shall we get going? Feels like we’re on a picnic!”

“…Well, I guess.”

“This is fun!”

“Am I the only one who realizes that we’re in the middle of the Kangseo Branch’s annual containment operation?”

After going through so many incidents, even walking like this feels like a picnic.

We started walking, pushing through the humid air.

After about two hours,

surprisingly, nothing happened.

I expected something to jump out at us, an illusion to suddenly appear, the ground to give way, or even for Yoo Daon’s head to explode, but really, nothing happened.

“…It’s really a picnic, huh?”

“Yeah…? It’s weird.”

It felt unsettling that nothing was happening. If something had happened, we could at least respond, thinking, ‘Of course, I knew it!’

I opened the manual again.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Kangseo Branch, About the Forest]

12. When it looks like the sun is about to set, prepare to camp, no matter what time it is.

13. The time axis here becomes more distorted the closer you get to the wedge. Avoid moving at night, as the danger level increases.

14. If you hear occasional loud breathing sounds, ignore them. It’s just a characteristic of the forest.

15. You must reach the wedge within four days of discovering a body.


Four days, huh.

We only started walking today, so not even a full day has passed yet.

I looked up at the sky.

It didn’t feel like we’d been walking that long, but the sun was already sinking low.

“How long have we been walking?”

“Two hours.”

Jang Chaeyeon checked her wristwatch and answered.

“But the sun is already setting, right?”

“Yeah. It seems like the time axis is distorted.”

“That’s just how it is with large containment objects.”

Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin spoke as if it were nothing, and they began to skillfully prepare for camping.

“It’s going to be a long night. Ugh, I’m so sick of this.”

I helped them set up the tent.

“I don’t see anything unusual yet!”

“Understood.”

After Yoo Daon, who had been keeping watch, returned once the tent was set up, we began preparing the food.

“How much food do we have left?”

“Just a moment…”

I checked the supplies at Yoo Daon’s request.

“…We probably have enough for about two days.”

“For four people, two days is plenty.”

“The time axis being distorted doesn’t usually make hunger come faster, so we should be okay.”

If that’s the case, there’s no problem.

After we finished eating, a snowstorm began raging outside again.

“It was definitely summer forest weather just a little while ago…”

Yoo Daon peeked outside after unzipping the tent, frowning.

“It’s winter again.”

“…Something’s strange.”

It’s one thing for the time axis to be distorted, but now the weather is acting up too.

– Whoooosh!

Through the fierce winds, we could hear something that resembled the sound of crying.

This doesn’t feel good.

The snowstorm lasted exactly two hours.

“…I think it’s over now.”

Yoo Daon peered outside and reported.

As we surveyed the scene together, I took in the snowstorm, the four-day countdown, and the quickly setting sun.

“…Everyone, pack up. We’re moving.”

“What?”

“Right now? It’s night!”

“…Got it.”

Though Song Arin and Yoo Daon looked at me with wide eyes, Jang Chaeyeon immediately began gathering her things. 

Eventually, the other two, after glancing at each other, started packing as well.

“They said we have four days left.”

We need to reach the destination within four days.

But we have no idea what this “wedge” looks like, how far it is, or what obstacles might be in our way.

For all we know, it could be 100 kilometers away, tiny enough to take a whole day to find, or a massive river could block our path, forcing us to take a detour.

Of course, that’s unlikely. If the task were that difficult, the containment team would have taken more time to find the wedge.

I’m assuming it’s within a reasonable distance, and the Bureau has some plan in place.

But if the containment object deliberately tries to hinder our progress, then it becomes a different issue.

Right now, something isn’t going as planned.

We don’t know what variables have emerged, and we’ll have to take some risks to move forward.

I didn’t want to imagine the consequences of failing to do what we had to.

It seemed like Jang Chaeyeon, as someone who had been on the containment team, understood my thoughts to some extent.

“It’s dangerous, but it’s a race against time.”

With that, Yoo Daon and Song Arin accepted our reasoning and finished packing, and soon, we stepped out into the dark night.

Just like earlier, the outside was humid as if it had never snowed.

“Daon, is the compass working?”

“Yes, so far… I’m not sure if it’s broken, though.”

Song Arin tried to reassure her as Yoo Daon squinted at the compass.

“The Bureau’s compass is made from special materials, so it won’t break. It’s one of the research team’s masterpieces, apparently.”

If they could create something like that, they should have figured out how to remotely control the wedge too.

With a single electric lantern and a flashlight, we pushed through the darkness.

~Rustle.

Every now and then, we heard something moving, neither too close nor too far away.

Each time the sound came, we looked in that direction, but there was nothing in sight.

I opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Kangseo Branch, About the Forest]  

17. If you must walk through the forest at night for unavoidable reasons, you will encounter hostile entities. These entities are bound to the ‘forest,’ and it is permissible to engage in combat with them.

18. The ‘forest’ is aware of the Bureau’s presence. When fighting with the entities, it is acceptable to make noise, but make sure to eliminate them completely so no one survives to return.

Bound entities.

~Rustle!

“Wait.”

Yoo Daon suddenly stopped.

“Daon, what’s wrong?”

“…I smell something.”

Yoo Daon muttered, narrowing her eyes.

“Smell something?”

“It smells like mud.”

As soon as she said that, Jang Chaeyeon raised her hand, and Song Arin drew her gun.

The moment I grabbed my gun, something lunged at Yoo Daon.

What is that? What does it look like?

In the darkness, I could only make out a vague silhouette.

Before I could get a clear look, Yoo Daon tilted her head back and slammed it forward with full force, headbutting the creature.

~Crack!

With the sound of bones breaking, Yoo Daon nearly fell backward, but she barely managed to steady herself, eyes rolling in her head.

“Enemy ahead! It’s fast!”

Wiping the blood running down her forehead, Yoo Daon shouted as something else charged at us.

“…!”

But Jang Chaeyeon reached out her hand, and the thing froze mid-air.

– Snap!

The moment she clenched her fist, the creature made a horrible sound as its body twisted and fell to the ground.

“Prepare for the next fight!”

All three of them took up defensive positions at my words, and I quickly scanned our surroundings, but saw nothing.

“…Is it gone?”

Yoo Daon closed her eyes and sniffed the air again before nodding.

“I don’t smell the mud anymore.”

I looked down at the creature lying on the ground.

It had a torso, two arms, two legs, and a neck…

“…A person?”

It was a person.

Not something that looked like a person, but undeniably human.

As I looked closer at the tattered, filthy clothes, I could tell it was a man.

Judging by his build, he was male, but he was so thin and covered in mud.

The only other distinctive feature was a strange mark running from the top of his head down his spine.

And the clothes he wore seemed to be from several decades ago.

“…Hey, this.”

Song Arin, who had come over to examine the body with me, muttered.


“What is it?”

“…This is a Bureau mark.”

With trembling hands, she pointed at the man’s chest.

A symbol resembling a human eye.

A man wearing the dirtied Bureau emblem lay crushed before us.



 
  
    Chapter 89 : Mountain lodge


“…It’s a person, right?”

“Yeah,” Jang Chaeyeon, who had been inspecting the body next to me, nodded slowly.

I looked at the man once again.

His forehead was caved in, and all the bones in his body were crushed, but it was definitely a person.

Did we just kill someone?

My heart sank with a terrible thud, but before the panic could take hold, Song Arin shook her head, denying it.

“It’s a person, but he wasn’t alive.”

“Huh?”

“He didn’t have any consciousness.”

Consciousness?

“I mean, uh, there was no response…? It’s hard to explain, but it was like he didn’t even have the mental capacity to be hypnotized. No intelligence to control.”

Song Arin responded, resting her hand on her chin, as if unsure how to fully explain it.

“Like a zombie?”

“Well, it’s different in a lot of ways, but if you’re talking about having no will and being destructive, then yeah, it might be similar.”

Song Arin carefully examined the clothes again.

“This is… um, old. Really old clothing.”

“Old clothes?”

“It’s the kind of uniform you’d find in old Bureau photos or archives.”

She frowned as she inspected the outfit.

“Oh, right.”

Yoo Daon, who had been rubbing her forehead, finally spoke up.

“The bones were soft.”

“What?”

“I headbutted him with full force, and while I ended up with a concussion, his skull caved in.”

“Isn’t it because your head is just that hard?”

“That’s a mean thing to say!”

While Yoo Daon shot Song Arin a glare, I turned back to examine the man once more.

There was still nothing showing above his head.

Old Bureau clothes, a body that was in no better condition than a corpse, and finally, the strange scar running from the head down the spine.

“…Daon.”

“Yes?”

“Doesn’t this look familiar to you?”

I pointed at the scar with my hand, and Yoo Daon’s eyes widened when she saw it.

“…Huh?”

“Right?”

“It really does look like it, huh?”

“…Hey, stop having a private conversation and let us in on it too,” Song Arin said in a frustrated tone, and Jang Chaeyeon also nodded in agreement.

“Ah. It’s not exactly the same, but…”

“It’s kind of similar to the Butterfly Dream incident, isn’t it?”

As if we had rehearsed it, Yoo Daon and I continued the conversation, and Jang Chaeyeon blinked at us, confused.

“The Butterfly Dream… You mean the containment breach at the Kangseo Branch?”

“That’s right.”

“But didn’t they get rid of it?”

“Yeah, they did.”

At least, that’s what I thought.

A memory resurfaced of something being swallowed whole by a black mass with that awful crunching noise.

“Ugh.”

It gave me the chills.

“Anyway… let’s move.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing else to see here.”

I glanced back at the corpse.

Still lying there in those old clothes, revealing nothing about its purpose or fate.

What had brought him here, and what kind of end had he met?

I watched Yoo Daon as she led the way, as always.

I guess we should have a talk.

“Daon.”

“Oh, Jaeheon! Isn’t it dangerous for you to be up front?”

She looked at me with concern when I stood next to her.

“I’m sure you’ll protect me, right?”

“Hehe.”

She giggled, seeming to enjoy the comment, and then looked me in the eyes again.

“Is this about the scar earlier?”

“Yes.”

The scar that ran from his head down his spine.

I couldn’t help but think about it because it looked too similar to just dismiss it as a coincidence.

“But there wasn’t anything inside him, was there?”

“No.”

But if something had been inhabiting his body, it should have shown itself when we defeated him. Nothing happened. I didn’t see anything.

“That’s strange…”

“Oh, now that you mention it…”

“Yes?”

I dug through old memories.

Before Yoo Daon had entered the containment room, she had tracked down the mature form using her sense of smell.

I remembered her describing it as a “sweet smell.”

“Did you smell anything sweet?”

“A sweet smell…? Ah.”

She seemed to understand what I was asking, narrowed her eyes, and shook her head.

“There was no sweet smell.”

“I see.”


Something still didn’t sit right.

An uncomfortable silence followed.

Just as I was wondering what to say next, Yoo Daon spoke up.

“By the way, what kind of kid were you when you were younger, Jaeheon?”

“What kind of kid? I just played around like any other kid.”

“Were you a mischievous kid? Or a quiet one?”

“Uh…”

Now that I think about it, what kind of kid was I?

“A curious one, maybe?”

“That sounds about right for you, Jaeheon.”

Yoo Daon nodded in agreement.

“What about friends?”

“I had some.”

“Do you remember who?”

“….”

A girl in a black dress came to mind. 

Even now, she occasionally speaks to me inside my head.

Where is she, and what is she doing to keep sending me telepathic messages like that?

Or maybe…

I glanced down at the manual I was holding.

“No, I don’t really remember well.”

“That’s understandable.”

Yoo Daon responded lightly as she continued walking.

“Sometimes they say it’s a blessing not to remember, you know?”

Just as I was about to ask if she knew something more,

Yoo Daon suddenly ignored my gaze, stretched out her hand, and pointed ahead.

“Isn’t that a cabin?”

“Huh?”

Following her gaze, I saw it too—there was indeed a cabin in the distance.

“…Why would something like that be out here?”

The nightmare of the workshop flashed through my mind.

“Still, it’s nice to have a place to rest!”

Yoo Daon smiled and marched forward confidently, and soon, Jang Chaeyeon and Song Arin stood beside me.

“That’s definitely a cabin, right?”

“It seems so.”

“Why is there a cabin here?”

I shared the same sentiment as Song Arin.

“Chaeyeon, what time is it?”

“…Eight o’clock.”

Jang Chaeyeon checked her wristwatch.

It was already that late?

Walking in the darkness must have completely thrown off my sense of time.

“Shall we stop for a bit and regroup? There might be something useful inside the cabin too.”

“Fine by me. My legs were just starting to get sore.”

“I was still fine.”

“Don’t lie. You have the worst stamina of all four of us.”

“And what are you gonna do about it if I stare at you, huh? Turn me into a dog again?”

“Alright, let’s just get inside.”

How do they manage to bicker every day?

I opened the cabin door.

“Look at this! It’s way cleaner than I expected!”

Yoo Daon had already set down her bag and was looking around the place.

“It is quite clean.”

“Just a bit old, though.”

Song Arin’s assessment was accurate.

It felt like an impeccably well-kept cabin from a hundred years ago.

The curtains were excessively decorative, and there was one bed—big enough for two people but sagging in the middle. 

Four sofas that hadn’t developed mold yet, and lastly, a wooden desk.

Aside from the musty smell, it wasn’t too bad.

I walked past the others, who were laughing and unpacking, and made my way to the desk.

Something was scribbled on old, yellowed paper in various handwriting styles.

[Park Yeongho, first to reach the forest. All my comrades are dead, except for me.] 1952.  

[Kim Jaeho, reached the cabin during my ninth forest exploration. I can’t help but fall asleep in the bed.] 1961.  

[Seonghoon Lee, second wedge operation. I miss my mom.] 1972.  

[Namgoong Hyunwoo, seventeenth wedge operation. Things didn’t go well. I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you, Yaeun.] 1985.  

[Park Jongdeok, thirtieth wedge operation. This mission is a failure. I hear the sound of bells.] 1994.  

[Lee Sooyoung, forty-sixth wedge operation. I don’t want to die. I want to go home.] 2007.  

[Choi Hyundong, fifty-first wedge operation. Humanity is doomed. I’m sorry.] 2013.

These were the records left behind by my predecessors.

All of them shared one thing in common: failure.

“There are clothes in here too!”

I turned to Yoo Daon’s voice.

She was standing in front of an open wardrobe, talking excitedly with the others while inspecting the clothes.

The garments were neatly folded, not a speck of dust on them.

“Look, from old military uniforms to suits… there’s no dust at all!”

“Some of these seem like they’re from our grandparents’ generation. How are they so well-maintained?”

The three of them huddled together, discussing the strange state of the wardrobe.

I opened the manual again.

[Manual for Office Workers]  

[Kangseo Branch, Cabin]  

1. If you’re on your way to the wedge, lie down on the sofa and sleep. May luck and strength be with you.  

2. After a good sleep, open the drawer. The item you need most will be inside. Take it and continue your journey.  

3. Good luck.  

After a brief pause, the fourth section appeared.  

4. If you’ve returned to this place from the wedge, lie down on the bed and rest. Do not blame yourself. You did your best.  

5. If possible, before you sleep, write something on the paper at the desk. Others like you have been here, and more will come.  

6. Lie on the bed and close your eyes. Listen to the warm voice that speaks to you. Don’t be afraid. There will be no pain.  

7. Thank you for your efforts.

~Thud!

I closed the manual with a loud snap, and the three of them turned their gazes towards me.

“…What’s wrong?”

“Let’s not sleep in the bed.”

“Why? It looks comfortable.”

“Just… trust me.”

“You didn’t read something bad in the manual, did you?”

“It’s better if you don’t know.”

Song Arin glanced at me cautiously and then lowered her eyes.

“Alright. No need to be so serious about it.”

“…Was there something in the manual?”

Jang Chaeyeon asked, worry evident in her voice.

“There was, but I’d rather not talk about it.”

I shook my head, and Jang Chaeyeon, true to herself, didn’t push any further.

Afterward, we prepared our sleeping spots in an awkward silence.


I lay down on one of the sofas and stared up at the ceiling.

~Cct, cct, cct…

A strange sound echoed, and I felt as though my previously clear mind was being forcibly dragged into sleep.

Soon, my eyes closed, and I drifted off.

I didn’t dream.



 
  
    Chapter 90 : Bell sound


There are usually two main types of sleep quality.

First, sleeping well.

Second, not sleeping well.

When you sleep well, you wake up feeling good, and when you don’t, you wake up feeling bad.

However, I just experienced the contradictory situation of having slept deeply but waking up feeling bad.

Even though I wasn’t tired at all, the vivid unpleasantness of a nightmare lingered in my mind.

I turned my head to look at the three people.

Yoo Daon, frowning deeply in her sleep; Jang Chaeyeon, sound asleep, wrapped up in her blanket; and lastly, Song Arin, who had kicked off her blanket in her sleep.

They all sleep in such different ways.

How much time has passed?

When I checked my phone, it was 3 a.m.

After watching the people who were sound asleep, I headed toward the drawer.

It was said to give me what I needed the most.

But what exactly is the most needed thing for me right now?

~Thud!

The sound of the drawer, loud enough to break the silence, echoed through the room, and I looked back nervously to see if anyone had woken up as I checked inside the drawer.

There was a hammer inside the drawer.

What is this?

As I stared blankly at the hammer, a semi-transparent window popped up over it.

[Name: Hammer]

[Age: Unknown]

[Characteristics: Hammering]

[Talent: Hammering]

[Background: As long as there is an anvil, the hammer can always fulfill its given task.]

[Weakness: A hammer is nothing without an anvil.]

A hammer, and an anvil?

I searched the drawer thoroughly.

Alright, let’s say there’s a hammer. According to the description, shouldn’t there also be an anvil?

But no anvil was in sight.

“What’s going on?”

Suddenly, I was startled by a voice behind me, sending chills down my spine as I quickly turned around.

Jang Chaeyeon stood there, rubbing her eyes sleepily.

“Is something wrong?”

“…Oh.”

So it was Jang Chaeyeon.

“You scared me.”

“…Sorry.”

Hearing my words, she lowered her head, looking hurt.

“I wasn’t trying to scare you.”

“No… I’m not blaming you.”

It took me a few minutes just to console the now dejected Jang Chaeyeon.

“So, what’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.”

Jang Chaeyeon looked up at me.

In the darkness, her eyes glistened.

“I can tell just by looking at your face.”

“I’m not sure I can solve your problem,”

Jang Chaeyeon said slowly, grabbing my hand and leading me.

She plopped down on the sofa where she had been sleeping and patted the spot next to her.

~Tap, tap.

“Sit.”

When I sat next to Jang Chaeyeon, she leaned her body against me and started talking.

“I probably can’t solve it. I know less than you and can’t think as clearly.”

“That’s not what I meant—”

“I know. You don’t think of me like that.”

Jang Chaeyeon gazed out the window.

“But that’s how I think of myself.”

“I’ve always made the wrong choices, and I’ve had to pay for them.”

She looked back at me again.

“But because I’m foolish, I can listen to you better. I won’t give you clumsy advice.”

“Tell me.”

Jang Chaeyeon’s gaze turned toward me.

“It might not be a pleasant story to hear.”

What’s the point of talking about this manual or the story of the world’s destruction?

“You’re right. It might not be a pleasant story for me to hear. It could increase my worries.”

“You’re right. So…”

“But if it can ease your worries, I’ll listen a hundred, even a thousand times.”

Jang Chaeyeon always had a way of leaving me speechless. From the moment we first met.

“…Okay.”

In the end, I had no choice but to tell her everything I was thinking and what I had seen.

The lodge, the note, the contents of the manual, and even the hammer.

After listening to everything, Jang Chaeyeon remained silent for a moment before speaking.

“I see.”

“…That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“Are you not worried or anything like that?”

“No.”

She slowly shook her head.


“You will always show me the most correct path, like you always do.”

“And I’ll simply pave that path in the most beautiful way.”

She looked at me with unwavering eyes, and I could feel her trust.

Why do I feel like a fool for having such thoughts until now?

“As expected, being with you, Chaeyeon, makes me feel… warm inside.”

“I’ve never heard that before, but if you say so, then I must be that kind of person.”

Jang Chaeyeon replied with a gentle smile and then looked at the other two.

“Shall we wake them?”

“We don’t have much time left, and doesn’t sleeping here make you feel well-rested?”

“That’s true.”

“So let’s wake them.”

The other two soon woke up.

“What were you two talking about?”

“Huh? Just…”

“Secret.”

Before I could answer, Jang Chaeyeon put her index finger to her lips, and Song Arin, who had just woken up, squinted her eyes at us.

Her expression crumpled slightly as she started packing her things, muttering under her breath.

“…No time left. Let’s go quickly.”

“We’ve been up for a while, though?”

“Stop arguing and get ready!”

Was it really necessary for her to yell?

Before leaving, I had them check the drawer again to see if they could find an anvil or anything else, but nothing came out.

After finishing packing, we stepped outside again.

We walked through the still-dark night.

“Even though we slept, it’s still nighttime, so it feels strange, like we’re on a night trip!”

As usual, Yoo Daon, who was walking ahead, spoke.

“It’s technically a night trip.”

It was still only 4 a.m., after all.

-Thud, thud…!

“Something’s coming.”

Jang Chaeyeon, who was standing beside me, grabbed my arm and whispered, while Song Arin squinted her eyes and responded.

“Wait. That’s a person.”

“A person?”

“They’re conscious.”

“Hostile?”

“If I could tell that, I’d be a human radar.”

Song Arin muttered, narrowing her eyes.

Soon, someone appeared along with the sound of footsteps.

“Huff… Huff…!”

It was a man, breathing heavily.

He looked around my age.

He held an old rifle, and his clothes looked like something from 40 years ago.

Jang Chaeyeon stepped forward and extended her hand, and the man, upon seeing us, widened his eyes.

“People, it’s people!”

He raised both hands and ran toward us.

“Ugh!”

Yoo Daon skillfully grabbed his outstretched arm, twisted it, and slammed him to the ground.

“Who are you?”

She asked coldly, pinning him to the ground, a tone unlike her usual self.

“Wait.”

Song Arin slowly approached and placed a finger on his forehead as he lay pressed against the ground.

His trembling body stilled, and he looked at us with calmer eyes than before.

“Explain.”

“I’ve been wandering here for a month.”

“A month?”

Song Arin turned her head and looked at me.

I stepped forward and faced the man.

“What happened to the wedge operation?”

“…The wedge.”

At my words, his expression turned to despair.

“We failed.”

“…What?”

“The first wedge team failed, and I was part of the surviving second wedge team, but…”

His expression grew darker.

“We failed. It’s over. We’ve unleashed ‘it.'”

“No, what is ‘it’?”

“‘It’ is—”

He stopped mid-sentence, staring blankly into space.

“I hear it.”

“Hear what?”

I looked at the others, but they all shook their heads when we met eyes.

None of them could hear anything.

“What kind of sound?”

“A bell… I hear a bell.”

He suddenly started to move frantically, his body thrashing wildly.

“I’m sorry…! I’m sorry…!” 

“I’m… sorry…!”

At the same time Yoo Daon mumbled in surprise, the man she was holding started to transform.

“Grrr, I’m… sorr… yyy!”

His voice began to distort.

“Grrr…”

He lost control and thrashed his body, biting down on Yoo Daon’s arm.

“Ah-“

His teeth tore through her flesh, and he violently shoved her aside, standing up.

~Thud!

Immediately, Jang Chaeyeon slammed him back into the ground.

She looked at me.

Was she asking if she should kill him?

What exactly was this? 

Who was this man who appeared out of nowhere, and why had he suddenly turned into something inhuman?

“…Wait.”

Before I could nod, Song Arin stopped Jang Chaeyeon.

“…Hey.”

“What?”

Song Arin looked at me and then gestured toward the man.

“Synchronize with him.”

I couldn’t believe my ears.

“What did you say?”

“Synchronize with him. You’ve done it before, so you know how.”

Song Arin took a deep breath.

“You said it yourself. You’ll understand better that way, right?”

“Song Arin, I don’t know what that man is hearing, but—”

“I know. It’s a wave strong enough to change his physical body. That means it’s not just a simple effect.”

“But we need to know.”

Song Arin stared straight at me.

“We need to understand what this sound is, what it shows, and what results it brings so we can respond better.”

Our eyes met.

“…Alright.”

“Good. You’re not one for weak words.”

Song Arin smiled as she looked at me.

[Method: 1]

A purple thread shot out from above Song Arin’s head.

“…Will you?”

“Do it.”

She nodded and directed the thread toward the man, who was still thrashing around.

“…Ugh.”

The reaction was immediate.

Song Arin grabbed her head and fell to her knees.

“Song Arin!”

“…Quiet. I’m… fine.”

She muttered, standing back up.

Her eyes had turned completely red, as if all the blood vessels had burst.

“…I can hear it. The bell.”

After leaving those words, she began walking as if in a trance.

“Daon, is it to the east?”

“…Yes.”

I quickly checked with Yoo Daon, who nodded after looking at the compass.

I followed closely beside Song Arin, checking her condition.

“Song Arin.”

“Quiet. I’ll… explain now.”

She spoke in a broken rhythm, struggling to continue.

“The wedge… is a sealing tool.”

“A sealing tool.”

“Inside it… is a person… holding a huge bell.”

With eyes reddened like a rabbit’s, she muttered softly.

“When the bell rings… we lose… ourselves.”

Tears of blood trickled down from her eyes.

“Song Arin!”

“Shut up. I’m fine.”

She waved her hand dismissively and continued.

“The method to drive the wedge is simple.”

She stared blankly into the distance.

“While someone with strong will holds the wedge, another drives it in.”

The person of strong will and the wedge. And the hammer.

“That’s all.”

I quickly severed the thread connecting her to the man, and she staggered before collapsing onto the ground.

“I’m dying…”

“Are you okay?”

“No, everything is red.”

She wiped away the blood tears and stood up again.

“Do you get it?”

The hammer, the anvil, the wedge, and the person with strong will.

“I understand.”

I had learned about the wedge. But who was this person, and why did we meet him here?

My gaze drifted far away.

The manual fell from my pocket and opened.

[Manual for Office Workers]


[AT – Enduring Mental Attacks]

1. No matter how strong one’s mind is, mental attacks are inevitable.

2. In such cases, focus on pain or direct your attention elsewhere.

3. If even that becomes too difficult, hold the manual in your hands. It will help you.

It seemed the manual had realized what I was thinking.



 
  
    Chapter 91 : Wedge


What does it mean for a person to be planted in the ground?

“Arrgh!”

Here was the perfect example.

With only his head sticking out, the man was embedded in the ground, while the one responsible for this stood in front of me, expressionless, meeting my gaze.

“Should I kill him before we go?”

“Hold on.”

Narrowing my eyes, I looked at the man.

Soon, a translucent window floated above his head.

[Name: Choi Seonghoo]

[Age: 30]

[Specialty: X]

[Talent: X]

[Background: A member of the management team, he was hastily deployed to the second wedge operation, only to be left with a torn soul and an empty shell of a body.]

[Weakness: Aside from being somewhat durable and insensitive to pain, he’s otherwise human.]

If he had changed, I expected him to be called something other than a person. Is this different from typical human degradation?

I looked at the man, still screaming, as I pondered.

Is there no way to turn him back?

A torn soul and an empty shell of a body.

As the manual said, we were instructed to kill him thoroughly.

So—

Before I could voice my thoughts, Jang Chaeyeon extended her hand and clenched her fist, snapping the man’s neck 180 degrees, silencing him.

“Killing him was the right choice.”

With an emotionless voice, Jang Chaeyeon looked at me.

“This was solely my judgment. You can blame me if you want.”

“…No. I would’ve done the same.”

“Right.”

Was it her way of showing consideration? Jang Chaeyeon gave a short reply and turned to walk forward.

We resumed our walk, relying on the light of a single lantern through the darkness.

“How many days has it been?”

“Today is the second day.”

Chaeyeon responded promptly to my question.

“Then we still have some time left.”

There’s no harm in finishing it quickly.

Though, of course, it depends on others driving wedges in the eastern area and beyond.

We should also consider the possibility of failure.

“If the others fail, the four of us might need to cover the other areas.”

“Hey, don’t say such ominous things. Whenever you say something bad, it always happens.”

Song Arin slapped my arm, horrified, and Yoo Daon smiled at my words, nodding.

“As long as we handle it, it’ll be fine, right?”

“Right. Everyone, please look at this for a moment.”

When I took a hammer out of my pocket, Yoo Daon widened her eyes, looking between me and the hammer.

“Huh, what’s that?”

“Well, you see…”

I started to explain the hammer to the others as we walked.

“A hammer and an anvil?”

With a thoughtful hum, Song Arin narrowed her eyes as if deep in thought.

“We have the hammer, but no anvil.”

“Exactly.”

“Then, we need to find an anvil?”

“Well, that’s…”

I recalled the manual.

The one who drives the wedge and possesses a strong will.

I have an idea of what to do, but it’s best not to say it yet.

Jang Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon might worry unnecessarily, though I’m unsure about Song Arin.

“Anyway, that’s the plan.”

“Well, alright. If you’ve given the answer, we just have to carry it out.”

After Song Arin spoke, silence returned.

We continued our endless walk through the dark forest.

“01.”

After walking for a while, Yoo Daon stopped and pointed at the sky.

“What is it?”

“The sun is rising.”

When I looked up at the sky at her words,

“You’re right.”

The dark sky was gradually brightening.

At the same time, the forest’s endpoint finally came into view.

“Is that… a clearing?”

“It appears so.”

Squinting, Yoo Daon and I looked toward the end.

It was a vast clearing. Beyond it seemed to stretch an endless plain.

“Everyone, be careful.”

With a serious voice, Yoo Daon took the lead and exited the forest.

After walking toward the center for a bit, she checked something, then turned around and waved her hand as if to say it was safe.

“Let’s go.”

Following Yoo Daon, we stepped out, and in front of us lay a massive cavity, just as I had seen before.

An unsettling pit.

It was like a wasteland, as if someone had dug a hole in the middle of the forest, leaving no trees or grass, only red soil swirling in the wind.

And in the center…

“…Wow.”


“I just checked; approaching it won’t make it bite my head off or mess with my mind.”

Yoo Daon turned her body around.

Around the bell were sharp thorns protruding.

The difference was that the bell was made of stone, and both the handle and body were smeared with blood.

Countless handprints covered the handle, as if many people had grasped it.

The sunlight hit the bell, and soon a translucent window floated above it.

[Name: Wedge]

[Age: -]

[Specialty: Wedge]

[Talent: Wedge]

[Background: Billions of sacrifices were made. And humanity perished hundreds of times more to stop it. The wedge before you is the embodiment of all those sacrifices. If you possess a strong mind, take hold of the wedge, and endure as you hammer. If it’s too much, seek the strength of others.]

[Weakness: The wedge is already removed. It will be destroyed if left untouched.]

“This seems to be the wedge.”

“Yeah. Even someone clueless would know this is the wedge.”

Murmuring, Song Arin looked at the wedge.

“So, how do we stop it?”

“Well, that’s the thing.”

I quietly looked at the bell.

The manual slipped out from my pocket, landing with its pages open.

[Manual for Office Workers]

Only the pages greeted me.

What is it trying to say?

As I picked up the manual, I felt an intense gaze and turned to the side.

Yoo Daon’s eyes were fixed on the manual.

“1…”

“…Yes…”

She nodded as if she had received a message.

“Daon?”

“Huh? Oh. It’s nothing.”

Yoo Daon quickly shook her head, and Jang Chaeyeon looked at me again.

“What are you planning?”

“I’ll do it.”

“…Are you sure?”

Jang Chaeyeon looked at me, then at Yoo Daon.

“I think Yoo Daon should do it.”

“I think so too.”

Yoo Daon nodded.

“If it involves physical strain, I can handle it. I won’t die, after all.”

“I think it’s something else.”

“Huh…? Then…”

“It’s a mental issue.”

Song Arin, understanding the hidden meaning in my words, nodded and chimed in.

“So, that’s why you’re going to do it.”

“Yes.”

“…As much as I hate to admit it, you’re the best among us four for that.”

Song Arin closed her eyes tightly, then looked at me.

“Anything I can help with?”

Her quick judgment and decision-making were just like her.

“Well…”

I looked around at the others.

“Chaeyeon.”

“Yes.”

“When I grab that bell, please strike it with the hammer.”

“Understood.”

Jang Chaeyeon nodded and took the hammer, holding it in her hand.

“Arin.”

“I’m listening.”

“If an attack seems imminent, please help get everyone out of the way or use hypnosis if needed.”

Song Arin replied reluctantly.

“Daon.”

“Yes.”

“If things go south, I might switch places with you, and if something attacks, please stay close.”

“That’s what I’m best at!”

Yoo Daon quickly moved to stand beside me.

Holding the manual in my left hand, I reached out and grabbed the bell’s handle.

So far, nothing was happening.

“Chaeyeon.”

“Yes.”

At my cue, she lifted her hand, and the hammer floated in the air, swinging towards the bell.

-Clang!

A clear, ringing sound echoed, without the sensation of striking stone.

“Jaehun!”

I lost consciousness.

I wandered in darkness.

Just a moment ago, I was holding the bell’s handle.

Is this another realm? Or has my mind been transported?

“Snap out of it.”

Someone tapped my shoulder.

It was a familiar voice.

The same one I heard when I used the manual as a shield and also in the theater.

Turning around, I saw a girl in a black dress looking at me with a serious expression.

With black hair and a gentle expression, she beckoned to me from within the darkness.

I tried to speak, but it felt as if a giant thorn was lodged in my throat, preventing any words.

“You don’t have to say anything.”

The girl nodded and took my hand.

Surprisingly, I felt no sensation.

“It’s alright.”

She looked directly into my eyes as she held my hand.

“I’m here.”

Then,

-Clang!

The clear sound of the bell woke me up.

Immediately, a headache pounded through my skull.

“He’s awake!”

I heard Yoo Daon’s voice from behind.

“I’ll strike it!”

Chaeyeon shouted from afar, swinging her hand.

A strong wind blew around us, with Yoo Daon kneeling beside me, unaffected by the cuts forming and healing on her body and face, meeting my gaze as if it was nothing.

In contrast, I felt no impact from the wind, bearing no injuries.

“Jaehun!”

“Urgh…!”

I wanted to respond, but the searing headache rendered me speechless.

Yoo Daon placed her hand over mine, which was gripping the bell.

“…!”

Her eyes widened for a split second.

-Squelch!

The sound of something piercing flesh echoed.

My headache began to subside slightly.

What’s going on? Did Daon take on some of the burden?

How did she know to do this?

She held my hand tightly.

“You don’t need to speak.”

In a calm voice, she continued,

-Squelch!

Another sound of tearing flesh echoed.

As the visions of the girl and Yoo Daon overlapped like a mirage,

-Clang!

The bell’s sound resonated through my head.

“Urgh…!”

At the same time, rain began to fall from the sky.

Time sped up.

Day turned to night, and back to day, while the bell continued to ring endlessly.

“Hah… Hah…!”

“It’s alright.”

Yoo Daon comforted me like soothing a child.

-Squelch!

Another piercing sound echoed.

I looked at her other hand.

Repeatedly, she pierced her own hand with a thorn I saw earlier, pulling it out and pressing it back again.

-Squelch!

“Jaehun, you can do this.”

With blood dripping from her hand, she pressed it against the thorn once more.

-Squelch!

Blood splattered on the ground.

Though she wasn’t immune to mental attacks, she endured constant pain, sharing the burden with me.

-Clang!

The bell rang again, and in the distance, Song Arin’s voice echoed.

“Hey! Be careful!”

Be careful?

Ignoring the throbbing pain, I lifted my head.

Above me, a black hole had formed.

Through the haze of pain, a translucent window appeared.

[Name: Door]

[Age: -]

[Specialty: Time Manipulation]

[Talent: Time Manipulation]

[Background: Successfully driving the wedge invites numerous interruptions.]

[Weakness: Find and kill the one causing this phenomenon to stop it.]

Did we succeed?

-Clang!

The bell rang harshly as the hammer struck, and

-Crack!

The sound of something breaking widened the hole further.

A powerful force began pulling my body.

“Watch out!”

Simultaneously, a strong force tugged at my neck.

Was Chaeyeon using telekinesis to pull me?

As I processed this with a pounding headache,

-Rip!

The sound of my collar tearing echoed as my body was pulled into the air.

[Critical: 1>2]

A translucent window appeared.

We did it.

As I was drawn into the black hole, I thought,

“Jaehun!”

Yoo Daon clung to my leg, holding on tightly as we were both pulled into the darkness.

When I looked back to see the others,

Both were reaching out with expressions as if their world was collapsing.

“…Hun.”

“…Sir… Jaehun…”

“Jaehun!”

“Ah!”

Startled, I opened my eyes to Yoo Daon shaking my shoulder, kneeling beside me.

“What… how are we alive?”

“Alive or not, after being sucked in, I came to my senses here.”

“And where is here?”

“I’m… not sure.”

Yoo Daon mumbled, looking around.

It was a wasteland.

The buildings were ruined, as if a war had torn through, and there was no sign of people.

“What is this place?”

I looked around.

There were no living beings in sight.

It looked like a world where humanity had perished, like something out of a video.

This world unfolded before my eyes.

“…Isn’t that our headquarters?”


While scanning the surroundings, Yoo Daon tugged at my sleeve.

“What?”

I looked up in the direction she pointed.

A familiar building stood before us.

The western branch of the Bureau lay half-destroyed in front of us.



 
  
    Chapter 92 : The Perfect Host


-Rustle!

With the sound of crumbling stone, we stepped into the collapsed wall.

“What on earth happened here?”

Yoo Daon looked around with a puzzled expression.

I recalled the black hole we had seen earlier.

The ability to manipulate time… and the ruins of the Bureau building.

“If my theory is correct, we might be in the future… or the past… or perhaps another time altogether?”

“Could that really be the case? Though, we’ve experienced plenty of things we couldn’t explain with words.”

“But it’s strange. If this is the distant future or ancient past, the buildings… and the layout… they look just like the era we live in.”

I glanced around at the buildings.

Everything looked like our current era, down to the familiar sign of the sundae soup restaurant across from the Bureau.

“You’re right. So, should we assume it’s another timeline?”

Yoo Daon nodded as she continued walking.

The ruined first-floor corridor greeted us.

“I was so shocked on my first day here.”

As she walked, Yoo Daon began to reminisce.

“People were dying as soon as I stepped in, then we ran with the team leader, down to the basement, and that’s where I met you, Jaehun.”

“An unforgettable day, indeed.”

Living on the edge of ordinary and extraordinary until that day plunged us entirely into the extraordinary.

“Is there a way back?”

“There has to be.”

If there’s an entrance, there must be an exit—I just haven’t found it yet.

“Given the state of the Bureau HQ, we should look for any usable items inside.”

I recalled the day we met the branch director.

When she tapped the desk twice with a pen, a door opened.

Maybe we could find something useful in the basement headquarters.

“Shall we head to the director’s office?”

“Uh, not the underground containment room?”

“If containment isn’t properly maintained there, we might as well be dead already.”

I imagined dozens of nightmare containment entities roaming freely.

Not a good idea.

I led Yoo Daon toward the elevator.

Unlike the shattered and dilapidated interior, the elevator was still operational with its lights on.

“Let’s take this up.”

“Isn’t it risky?”

I glanced beside the elevator.

There was a sign that read “Emergency Exit.”

“Oh, there’s a staircase.”

Yoo Daon mumbled, looking at the door.

“Should we take that instead? If the elevator collapses, we’re in big trouble.”

Did the Bureau even have an emergency staircase?

I pulled out the manual and opened it.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[B – Emergency Staircase]


	The Bureau does not have emergency staircases. All movement must be through elevators; if you encounter an emergency staircase, do not enter.

	If you find yourself in the emergency staircase, close your eyes and crouch in a corner. Security will come to assist.

	If you must escape independently, do not descend. Continue upward until you see an exit.



“Let’s take the elevator.”

“Huh? If you say so, Jaehun…”

Yoo Daon nodded, pressing the elevator button.

With a cheerful bell, the elevator doors opened.

“Which floor should we go to?”

I pressed the button for the floor with the director’s office, and with a clunk, we began to ascend.

“By the way, what is the director like?”

“The director?”

How could I explain?

“She’s… mysterious, I guess?”

“Mysterious?”

“She’s very good at keeping her information private.”

Even after two encounters, I barely knew anything about her.

“But I’d bet she’s incredibly strong.”

If Yoo Daon were to fight her, she’d lose so long as the director had even a sliver of energy left.

Whatever happened here must have been overwhelming, even for someone like her.

When the elevator doors opened, a spacious corridor appeared.

The director’s office, which should have been closed, was wide open, with dried bloodstains scattered everywhere, unlike the ground floor.

“It looks like… there was a fight.”

Carefully, I stepped inside.

No one was there, only blood splatters all around.

No bodies, just blood.

“Daon, do you smell anything unusual?”

“Smell?”

Yoo Daon closed her eyes and sniffed.

“No, just a faint smell of blood. Do you see anything?”

“Nothing.”

If there’s nothing visible or odorous, it should be safe to proceed.

Picking up a pen from the desk, I tapped the end on the desk twice.

-Creak!

The center of the desk split, revealing a staircase, and Yoo Daon’s eyes widened in surprise.

“You knew about this?”

“I saw it once before.”

“…You two must be close.”

Yoo Daon muttered.


“I’ve only met her twice. Hardly close.”

If meeting someone twice made you friends, I’d be a recreation instructor instead of a Bureau clerk.

Descending the staircase, we were met with rows of heavy iron doors, just as I remembered.

“Wow…!”

Yoo Daon marveled at the sight, gazing around until her eyes stopped on one door.

“Jaehun.”

“Yes?”

“Is that door supposed to be open?”

“…No, it shouldn’t be.”

When I met the branch director, the door didn’t even have a handle and was firmly shut.

But now, it was open.

[Name: Iron Door]

[Age: X]

[Specialty: X]

[Talent: Selection]

[Background: The door has opened for humanity’s last hope.]

[Weakness: -]

I remembered the words I’d seen before.

“When the time comes, the door will open for humanity’s last hope.”

“When that day arrives, the door will open automatically.”

If the door had opened automatically…

“It might already be too late.”

“Huh?”

“It’s possible humanity in this timeline is already gone.”

If the door opened for humanity’s last hope, it meant things had become desperate enough to rely on that final chance.

Would anyone who entered here have found hope?

What kind of measures had the Bureau prepared as a last resort?

If it was locked away to this extent, surely it would be of great help to us.

“Let’s go in.”

I strode inside.

The deeper we went, the stronger the stench became, and Yoo Daon whispered close beside me.

“Jaehun, it’s the smell of blood.”

“I know.”

“There’s something here… it’s…”

Sniffing, Yoo Daon muttered with her eyes closed.

“A sweet smell…?”

A sweet smell.

We looked at each other simultaneously, our eyes widening.

“Dream of the Butterfly.”

“Adult form.”

As we finished speaking, a dragging sound echoed through the silence.

“Let’s run.”

I reached into my pocket, and this time my hand landed on a gun.

I had accumulated two critical points in the last encounter and during the midsummer night’s dream. This would handle any issues…

As we prepared to back away and flee, Yoo Daon’s steps halted.

Frozen in place, she murmured in an astonished voice.

“…Me?”

It was Yoo Daon.

Or rather, it was something that had been Yoo Daon. 

Her face was still hers, but strange, scale-like patches were embedded in her skin, and she muttered incomprehensibly. 

She wore a suit, now torn to shreds, with her lower body transformed into something more butterfly than human.

A translucent window appeared before me.

[Name: Dream of the Butterfly (Complete Form)]

[Age: Created a year ago]

[Attribute: Immortality]

[Talent: Dominion]

[Background: On her first day, the man accompanying her met his death. A year of relentless parasitism destroyed her mind, leaving only her body to endure endless suffering.]

[Weakness: Consider where you’ve been sent and end it decisively to close off the future.]

“…Ugh…”

Yoo Daon, seeing her reflection, gagged, covering her mouth.

It was the first time I had ever seen her show disgust—she, who usually faced everything so calmly.

“Daon.”

“That’s…me…?”

“Daon!”

“…I’m fine.”

She kept her hand over her mouth, staring at herself.

“What should we do?”

“…Should we… run?”

An immortal enemy, one with the face of my ally—how could I shoot it?

That creature—no, Yoo Daon’s face—turned to look at me, a flicker of awareness returning to her vacant eyes.

She opened her mouth, whispering something faint.

“Kill…me…”

My feet wouldn’t move.

Just then, countless monsters emerged from behind her. 

Where their eyes and noses should have been, there was only empty space, with abnormally long arms and sharp claws.

I swiftly aimed my gun at her forehead and fired.

-Ping!

As expected, the bullet ricocheted off her forehead.

“Daon!”

The creatures rushed toward us, and I spun around, shouting at Yoo Daon.

[Chronos’s Shield: 1.5 seconds]

Yoo Daon stepped forward, spreading her hands, and immediately, a translucent barrier materialized, freezing all the creatures in place.

I had to make a choice.

End it decisively.

Could this really be the weakness of the complete Dream of the Butterfly?

Unlikely.

I charged forward, aiming my gun.

[Critical: 2 -> 1]

The critical ability deals lethal damage to everything it strikes.

If that’s true, it should be effective against this creature as well.

The world turned monochrome and slowed down.

My gaze fell on the creature that had once been Yoo Daon.

“…Huh?”


There was no red mark anywhere.

[Critical: 1 -> 2]

The critical gauge refilled, and the world snapped back to normal.

“What…is this…?”

She had no weaknesses.
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Yoo Daon and I ran backward as fast as we could.

The monsters were right behind us, and in the distance, I saw that twisted creature that once was Yoo Daon staring at us.

As we ran, I glanced at Daon, noting her silence, likely deep in thought. I couldn’t blame her—it would be shocking and unsettling for anyone to see themselves turned into a monster.

But there was no time to comfort her now.

-Whoosh!

I ducked to avoid a claw swiping at us from behind.

Just escaping seemed challenging enough; survival was still uncertain.

We burst through a doorway and sprinted down a visible corridor, feeling the chill air brush against our faces.

Using the gun to hold them back was practically useless, and the butane canister required closer range to be effective. Was there nothing more helpful?

As I frantically rummaged in my pocket, my hand grasped something round.

I remembered the man in sunglasses mentioning, “You’ll know when to use this.”

“Screw it!”

I turned and hurled the round object with all my strength.

The black sphere landed in front of the monsters.

-Bang!

A deafening explosion filled the air, followed by smoke.

“Let’s go!”

I grabbed Yoo Daon’s wrist and we sprinted away.

Though I wondered if the smoke would even work on these creatures without eyes, they didn’t pursue us while we escaped.

“Hah… Hah…”

I leaned against a wall to catch my breath, the damp underground air adding a heaviness to the atmosphere.

Yoo Daon, unfazed, stared silently at the ground, seemingly lost in thought.

After catching my breath, I looked at her.

“Jaeheon.”

She met my gaze, calm and composed.

“Yes.”

“I have one request, if that’s alright with you.”

“…”

She looked directly at me.

“We have to kill it—or rather, me.”

It was the answer I had expected.

“But how?”

“…That’s the question.”

Yoo Daon let out a hollow smile, gazing up at the ceiling.

“If I can’t even kill myself, how can I destroy an even more perfected version of myself?”

The look she sometimes showed behind her smile—maybe this was her true self.

“Of course, if it’s too much for you, Jaeheon—”

“Let’s do it.”

I stood up, meeting her gaze. We’d have to resolve this if we wanted to get out.

“End it decisively to close off the future.”

What exactly that ending was, I didn’t know.

It could mean running away or finding a clever way to confine that creature in a containment room.

But neither of us chose that option.

“Alright then, let’s consider our advantages.”

“Do we even have any? I mean, you certainly do, Jaeheon, but…”

“Of course we do.”

The complete form of Dream of the Butterfly was probably the worst possible outcome for her, an existence driven only by mindless destruction.

But that Daon, twisted as she was, would be different from the one beside me now.

I thought about the hard, shell-like layer it had, tough enough to deflect bullets.

In contrast, our Yoo Daon had no such shell.

“Daon, why do you think people wear armor?”

“Uh… to protect their bodies, I suppose?”

“Exactly.”

Yoo Daon didn’t need thick armor.

Even if her heart were pierced or her head shattered, she would return.

“When you couldn’t regenerate, what happened after you died?”

“…Oh… I think it took a while for me to come back. Not as fast as it does now.”

She confirmed my theory. It was likely that she had died before her regenerative ability awakened.

In other words, if we drew this out, it would work in our favor.

After explaining my reasoning, Yoo Daon narrowed her eyes and nodded.

“That makes sense. Before my regenerative ability emerged, I was just someone who revived after death.”

“Exactly.”

“But… wouldn’t that be of limited help?”

She was right. The fact that critical hits didn’t affect it meant it had achieved true immortality.

“Well, there’s more to it than that.”

“Huh?”

“We’re a team, remember?”

She paused for a moment, then nodded with a slight smile.

“That’s true.”

“Alright.”

Now, we needed to figure out how to kill that creature using everything we had.

As I racked my brain, Yoo Daon seemed to have a thought.

“…What if I became bait?”

“What?”

“From its perspective, would there be a more tempting host than me?”

“…There wouldn’t be.”

In terms of her current regenerative capabilities, she was as perfect as they came.

Even Dream of the Butterfly would be drooling at the sight of her.

“Then if I head to the containment room and act as bait…”


“The containment room?”

“Yeah, back then, something went boom in the containment room, and then everything went haywire…”

“…Ah.”

While Daon might not understand, I knew exactly what she was talking about.

That creature.

If anything could hold its ground against the complete form, it would be that creature.

“That’s it.”

“What?”

“Let’s head underground.”

“Sounds good… but how do we get there? We’d have to take the elevator…”

There was no time to wait idly for the elevator with those creatures after us.

We could take the stairs…

Actually, nothing says we can’t.

I quickly opened the manual.

[Manual for Office Workers]

[B – Emergency Staircase]

1. The Bureau has no emergency staircase. All movement must be through elevators; if you encounter an emergency staircase, do not enter.

2. If you find yourself on the staircase, close your eyes and crouch in a corner. Security will come to assist.

3. If you must escape independently, do not go downward. Continue ascending until you see an exit.

“Hey. Is this staircase unique for each person, or does everyone end up in the same exit?”

“Jaeheon?”

“Come on, answer me.”

Ignoring Yoo Daon’s puzzled gaze, I directed the question at the manual.

After a few seconds, a new entry appeared with a rustle of paper.

4. Exits differ for each individual, but assigned stair landings may be shared.

5. You’ll usually arrive on your desired floor. How many flights you’ll ascend is unknown.

With a determined thud, I closed the manual.

“We’re taking the stairs.”

“Jaeheon, you said the stairs were dangerous…”

“They are. But not just for us.”

“…Oh!”

Yoo Daon’s eyes widened in realization.

“How are you so good at interpreting the manual, Jaeheon?”

“You look at it too, Daon.”

“When I look at it, it makes my head hurt and my stomach churn. Others say the same.”

That was news to me.

But that wasn’t the important thing right now.

“Let’s go.”

With that, our plan was more or less set. We’d head down the stairs as quickly as possible, aiming for the underground containment area.

“…If I get caught, Jaeheon, I want you to…”

“I’m not leaving you behind, and you’re not getting caught.”

I said firmly, standing up.

“Let’s go.”

Yoo Daon looked at me and flashed a bright smile.

“Yes!”

-Thud, thud!

We dashed out from behind the cracked desk.

“There’s more of them than I thought!”

“I’m thinking the same thing!”

Our plan was going well so far—only, there were a lot more creatures pursuing us than expected.

“To the stairs!”

“Yes! Don’t go down, just keep running up!”

“Understood!”

We kicked through a door marked with dried blood, and a sign reading Emergency Exit came into view. Beyond it, the stairwell lay in darkness.

-Bang!

We burst through the doorway into the stairwell.

Numerous monsters followed us in, but most seemed to vanish as if teleported somewhere else. “Most” meant that a few still pursued us.

“Huff… huff…”

We began our ascent, wiping sweat as we climbed.

-Creak… creak…

Eerie sounds began to echo around us—whispering voices and faint laughter. All of it came from right behind me.

Could Yoo Daon handle this?

Suppressing my growing worry, I continued up the stairs, though the tension and physical exhaustion were almost unbearable.

After what felt like at least ten flights, there was still no sign of an exit.

“Shouldn’t we be close to an exit by now?”

“The exit is here.”

Ignoring the voice that echoed from below, I kept climbing.

I must have gone up another fifteen flights before finally spotting the exit.

I kicked open the door, and seconds later, Yoo Daon burst through behind me, drenched in sweat. Our eyes met just as a wave of monsters crashed through the door behind us.

Pushing my tired legs to keep moving, we sprinted through the corridor.

It was exactly as I had feared.

The underground containment facility was a nightmare.

Corpses were strewn everywhere, and eerie music echoed through the space.

Occasionally, shadows of strange creatures passed by in the distance.

“Where are we going?”

“The containment room!”

I found the containment room where Dream of the Butterfly resided with surprising ease—likely due to the intense memory of the first incident.

The room lay empty before us, waiting.

I pulled a butane canister from my pocket.

“They’re coming!”

“I know!”

I shook the canister and opened the lid.

-Fwoosh!

A flame burst up to the ceiling, and all the lights in the underground facility went out.

The atmosphere grew colder, a chill running down my spine.

“…Jaeheon.”

Yoo Daon, sensing the same eerie presence, clung closer to me, her voice tense with caution.

Then, something like black smoke emerged, locking eyes with me.

A translucent window appeared.

[Name: -]

[Age: -]

[Attribute: Stop.]

[Talent: dkfjalejfldkajfs]

[Background: jakdlsfikaewieuroqi]

[[[[]]]]

As the words on the translucent window glitched, the smoke rushed past me, hurtling toward the monsters.

-Crack!

In one blow, the creatures were split in half and vanished.

“…Wow…”

Yoo Daon murmured in awe, watching with wide eyes. After it had obliterated all the monsters, the smoke started moving toward us, only to halt with a heavy sound.

I exchanged a glance with Yoo Daon.

Then, emerging from the shadows, the twisted creature that was once Yoo Daon appeared.

The black smoke pounced on it immediately.

-Crunch!

Blood splattered as half of monster-Daon’s body was torn apart. Undeterred, the creature swatted at the smoke.

[Critical: 2 -> 1]

I drew my gun.

There were still no red marks indicating a weakness.

[Critical: 12]

-Crack!

Monster-Daon opened her mouth wide, biting down on the smoke. Our protective black mist was torn apart and disappeared.

The smoke was gone.

The lights came back on, and the chaotic energy of the underground facility resumed.

Monster-Daon’s gaze locked onto me, not Yoo Daon.

Wasn’t it supposed to be targeting her? Why was it focused on me?

Yoo Daon stepped in front of me protectively, and monster-Daon opened her mouth again.

“Jaeheon, get out of here, now!”

Before Yoo Daon could finish her sentence, her upper body vanished as if it had been ripped away.

Blood sprayed everywhere, and as she crumpled to her knees, coughing and gasping, she slowly began to reform, clutching her throat, barely holding herself together.

What should I do?

Monster-Daon opened its mouth again.

[Chronos’s Shield: 1 second]

A shield appeared in front of Yoo Daon, and a collision sound echoed as something struck it.

Monster-Daon’s mouth, now covered in blood, snapped shut, blood flowing from her lips.

Monster-Daon released her hand, her blood-smeared mouth sealing once more.

Bits of Yoo Daon’s body vanished each time monster-Daon snapped its mouth shut. Sometimes her leg, sometimes her head, sometimes her entire body disappeared momentarily.

And yet, she stood in front of me, arms spread wide as if it were nothing.

What should I do?

-Crack!

Her head disappeared again, her body staggering briefly before returning to its original state.

Yoo Daon stood in front of me with her arms spread wide.

In her eyes burned intense emotions—hatred, regret, and sorrow.

“Step over my dead body.”

She muttered softly, and a translucent window appeared before my eyes.

[Yoo Daon’s feelings for you have reached their peak, temporarily unlocking a new combined skill.]

[You can now use ‘Taxidermy.’]


[Taxidermy: Consume 2 critical points to freeze an enemy on the time axis.]

There was no time to hesitate.

[Using Taxidermy.]

[Critical: 20]

The world stopped.



 
  
    Chapter 94 : The meaning of Life


Taxidermy.  

To put it simply, it’s the act of fixing a living creature in a certain state.  

There’s chemical treatment, and if I go into detail, there’d be no end, but that’s not what’s important right now.  

I look at the monster, Yoo Daon, before me.  

She’s standing still, her mouth stained with blood.  

“Jaeheon?”  

“What… is this?”  

Yoo Daon mutters as she looks around.  

“It seems like time has stopped for that thing. More specifically, just that thing…?”  

“That seems to be the case.”  

She mutters calmly, looking around.  

[The subject is fixed on the timeline.]  

What exactly does that mean?  

It didn’t take long for me to understand.  

“…Huh?”  

With a confused expression, Yoo Daon mutters and taps my arm.  

“Jaeheon.”  

“Yes.”  

“I can see something. Is there something wrong with my eyes?”  

“…No. I can see it clearly, too.”  

Following Yoo Daon’s gaze, I turn my head.  

A translucent clock hand was embedded in the center of its body.  

It was about the length of two people standing together, sharply honed.  

“…Ha.”  

A dry laugh escapes me.  

Instinctively, I could tell what this power was.  

An untouchable domain.  

Literally freezing the time of the subject completely. 

Fixing only the time of that subject and isolating it from this world.  

But, conversely, it also means we can’t interfere with it in this untouchable state.  

The problem is, I realized this won’t last indefinitely.  

It’s a technique for a critical moment, but it’s not a technique that can kill.  

A horrifying sound comes from afar, and another loud noise echoes.  

However, the monster Yoo Daon remains still.  

I look at the frozen monster Yoo Daon.  

What should I do now?  

I still haven’t found a way to kill her.  

On the contrary, Yoo Daon, seeming to have realized something, slowly walks toward the monster Yoo Daon.  

“Jaeheon.”  

“…Yes.”  

“I think I know.”  

“Yes?”  

“I won’t die easily.”  

Yoo Daon murmurs in a calm voice.  

“Well, of course.”  

“But, the butterfly in my body… Jaeheon, you can kill it, right?”  

“Uh…”  

“What we’ve stopped now is ‘Yoo Daon’s’ time.”  

Yoo Daon turns her body to look at me.  

“Isn’t that right?”  

“…Ah.”  

I realized it.  

I recall the first time she was parasitized.  

At that time, there was a wound on the back of her neck. 

And, if my memory serves me right, they said she was becoming a perfect host.  

A host.  

A title that only attaches when there’s a parasitic entity.  

Thinking back to the past, it means that the current Yoo Daon is also in a parasitized state.  

“Let’s check her neck.”  

I hastily run to the back of the still Yoo Daon’s neck.  

Naturally, there’s no scar left, but my eyes don’t miss anything.  

[Name: Butterfly’s Dream – Imago]  

[Age: 1 year]  

[Specialty: Parasitism]  

[Talent: Parasitism]  

[Background: This mature form has now entered a stable phase, seeking a host to become complete.]  

[Weakness: Having parasitized for a long time, it’s not as strong as expected.]  

“Let’s slice the back.”  

“All right.”  

The problem is, how to slice it open.  

This calls for the manual.  

I pull out the manual from my pocket.  

[Manual for Office Workers]  

The manual had nothing written on it.  

As if it was showing the manual to someone other than me, it was spread open toward another place, and feeling a chilling presence behind me, I quickly turn around.  

Black mist was floating in the air, cut in half.  

“What… is that?”  

I hurriedly turn to be wary of it,  

-Crack!  


As it passes by Yoo Daon and me, brushing past the back of the monster Yoo Daon,  

-Bang!  

Her back writhes as something bursts out.  

A monster with no face, butterfly-like wings, and long claws.  

It definitely felt different from the mature form I’d seen, but my eyes confirmed it was an imago.  

And as if it had exhausted its strength, the black mist that passed the imago explodes and disappears.  

“It’s really just the two of us now.”  

“It’s just like the old days.”  

But I already had a plan to kill that thing.  

“Daon.”  

“Yes?”  

“We’ll push it to the wall.”  

“Uh… so we just push it to the wall?”  

“That’s right.”  

“Got it.”  

As if she understood, Yoo Daon nods and puts on black gloves.  

I also ready myself, holding a gun in one hand and a butane gas canister in the other.  

Yoo Daon rushes at the imago first, and I follow right behind her.  

-Bang!  

The gunshot rings out as it strikes its forehead.  

Its head snaps back, but as if it didn’t happen, it begins returning to its original position, and Yoo Daon tackles it with her shoulder.  

With a thud, it steps back a few paces, slashing Yoo Daon’s neck.  

“Keuh…!”  

A red line appears on her neck, and as she catches her breath for a moment, she steadies herself, grabs its waist, and starts running.  

Its claws repeatedly tear into Yoo Daon,  

But Yoo Daon recklessly charges at it, grabbing and pushing it.  

Every time it reaches out to slice her arm or neck, I shoot, deflecting its claws, and Yoo Daon, bleeding all over, keeps pushing it back.  

I reload the magazine and follow closely behind Yoo Daon.  

“Daon!”  

“Don’t hesitate, shoot!”  

Yoo Daon yells, almost screaming, as she continues pushing it, and I continue unloading bullets to hinder it.  

The relentless fight continues.  

By the time I reload my third magazine, Yoo Daon’s body is already covered in so much of her own blood that it’s hard to tell if she’s human or monster, stained a deep red.  

But as if she didn’t care, she presses her blood-stained hand against its face.  

Leaving a red handprint on its face, she grits her teeth and shouts.  

“Burn it!”  

“Hurry!”  

“…!”  

There’s no time to think.  

I quickly take out the butane gas, shaking it as I run, and open the lid.  

-Fwoosh!  

Flames surge, engulfing both Yoo Daon and the imago, and while the imago shakes its body under the blaze, Yoo Daon continues pushing it, despite being surrounded by flames.


– Thud!  

Yoo Daon, engulfed in flames, shoved it into the wall, and only then did she step back.  

She looked at me as the horrific burn marks appeared and faded.  

“I’ve pushed it!”  

“It’s done!”  

[Chronos’s Shield: 10 seconds]  

A translucent window appears in front of me.  

Did the time increase?  

But that’s not important right now.  

Let’s think about this shield.  

[When you fix XX with your eyes, Yoo Daon refracts that spot and blocks all damage.]  

I don’t know what XX is. I still can’t grasp it.  

But one thing is clear.  

This is no ordinary shield. In terms of defense, or sheer resilience, it’s the strongest yet, blocking every attack so far.  

That means…  

Yoo Daon stretches out her hand, and a translucent barrier forms between it and the wall, beginning to press it down.  

-Crack!  

The sound of its shell breaking echoes from where its body is trapped between the containment wall and Chronos’s Shield.  

It twists and writhes, trying to escape again and again, but  

-Crunch…!  

Yoo Daon, with emotionless eyes, simply keeps pushing it away.  

– Thud!  

And at the same time, it bursts, scattering green blood everywhere.  

[Chronos’s Shield: 0 seconds]  

As soon as the shield’s time runs out, the translucent barrier vanishes like a mirage.  

“Hah… hah…”  

Panting, I look over at Yoo Daon, who, with a blank expression, stares at the corpse slumped against the wall.  

At the same time, the clock hand that was pinned into the monster Yoo Daon pulls itself out.  

Scales fall off the monster Yoo Daon’s body.  

With a soft thud, she stands and looks at me.  

[Name: Yoo Daon]  

[Age: 24]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: After enduring years of hardship and death, she has finally been granted rest.]  

[Weakness: – ]  

“…Thank you.”  

“Daon…”  

That’s all she said before collapsing to the ground—  

And crumbling to dust, like sand.  

“…Huh?”  

I couldn’t help but let out a dumbfounded sound.  

Is she dead? That Yoo Daon?  

“Wait, no. Daon…”  

“…It’s this.”  

Yoo Daon, passing by me as I mutter, kneels by her now-sand-like self and gently smiles as she brushes the remains with her fingers.  

“So, this is how much I have to overwork myself to die.”  

With a smile I couldn’t read, she continued to brush the remnants of herself.  

I didn’t know what to say.  

At the same time, a black circle appears above both of our heads.  

Are we going back?  

“…Daon.”  

“Yes?”  

Yoo Daon, kneeling, looked up at me.  

“It’s… it’s okay.”  

“…Huh, what is?”  

She looks at me, seemingly not understanding what I’m trying to say.  

“…Maybe…”  

For someone who can’t die, life might be a kind of pain. But can I really say that aloud?  

As I hesitated and mulled over it, Yoo Daon smiled softly and spoke.  

“It’s all right.”  

“…What?”  

“Now I know how much more I need to suffer to die, so until then, I’ll die as much as I can.”  

She continued, not losing her smile.  

“If it helps you, Jaeheon, I can die as many times as it takes.”  

What on earth made her this way?  

“Shall we go?”  

She gently took my hand, leading me.  

Darkness enveloped us,  

“…Hey!”  

“…Wake up!”  

I couldn’t help but wake up to the loud voices of Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon.  

To be honest, I don’t remember how it ended.  

They said the wedge was closed, but I don’t fully understand what I saw inside, nor how the remaining wedges were closed.  

They say the northern wedge was closed by the division head who was urgently dispatched, the western wedge was closed by the management team, and the southern wedge was closed by other isolation team members who were hastily deployed.  

But there were still too many things that bothered me.  

What exactly is a wedge, why do they think it’s something they must do, and what did those phrases in the log mean?  

And what on earth was the scene I saw?  

I thought of talking about this with the division head, but she just kept giving the same smile and saying, “Ignorance is bliss.”  

The man in black sunglasses who usually calls me after a mission didn’t call me this time, either.  

As if nothing had happened, we returned to our daily lives, completely out of our control.  

There were mountains of things I wanted to know, but no one had any answers.  

Song Arin and Jang Chaeyeon acted as if the Bureau’s attitude was perfectly normal.  

And my relationship with Yoo Daon became a bit uncomfortable.  

To be precise, I felt a bit uncomfortable with Yoo Daon.  

The image she showed me bothered me for no particular reason.  

Sitting at my desk, I type on the keyboard, glancing out the window.  

I meet the gaze of Song Arin, drenched in rain, her hair completely soaked.  

“…What are you staring at? Never seen a woman’s chest before?”  


She mutters, her face flushed, and I quickly turn away.  

“I’m sorry.”  

“…Forget it.”  

Song Arin mutters, the sound of her chair scraping as she sits down.  

Come to think of it, maybe I should ask Song Arin about Yoo Daon’s issue.  

Keeping my eyes on the monitor, I call her.  

“Song Arin.”  

“…Yes?”  

“I have something important to ask. Do you have a moment?”  

“…Huh?”  

Her voice sounds oddly startled.  

“Well, it’s just us here, so I thought it was a good time to ask.”  

It’s rare to have time alone with her. Asking about Yoo Daon in front of Jang Chaeyeon wouldn’t feel right, either.  

“Uh, well… What… do you want to ask?”  

“I’d rather not say it here…”  

After all, who knows when someone might come in.  

I hear Song Arin swallow hard.  


The sound of her chair scraping as she places her hand on my shoulder.  

“…Okay.”  

I turn to look at her, and she gazes at me with a determined expression.  

“I’m ready.”  

For what?



 
  
    Chapter 95 : Rainfall


“So, how should I handle this?”  

After calling Song Arin to the corner, I asked her about Yoo Daon.  

I wanted to know what kind of dilemma I was facing and how I should treat Yoo Daon, and I was curious about Song Arin’s opinion on it.  

As she listened to me, Song Arin’s expression became increasingly sour, and by the time I finished, she was glaring at me with eyes as sharp as daggers.  

~Wham!  

Song Arin’s fist landed squarely on my back.  

“Ack!”  

“Damn it…! Why are you hitting me!”  

Without a word, she began pounding my back with her fist.  

“Ouch! Wait! Let’s talk this out! Wait! No hypnosis!”  

Struggling to endure the throbbing headache, I desperately blocked her punches.  

“You…!”  

~Thud!  

“Ow!”  

“I rushed over here, drying my clothes in a hurry and fixing my hair…”  

~Thud! Thud! Thud!  

“Wait, stop! I don’t know what it is, but I’m sorry…”  

After enduring a few more punches from Song Arin, who was practically shouting in frustration as she kicked me, she finally began to calm down.  

“Next time you talk to the white-haired one, make sure to tell them exactly like you told me.”  

“So you’re telling me to say it exactly like this?”  

“Yeah, let them experience some trouble, too.”  

Song Arin glared at me, leaning against the wall and panting.  

“So, things are a bit tense between you and the black-haired one lately, huh?”  

“Well, it’s mostly just me feeling that way.”  

“Why? There must be a reason you think that.”  

Should I really say this?  

As I hesitated, Song Arin waved her hand.  

“Forget it. I get it. You must have said something inhuman again, making everyone uncomfortable.”  

“Was it that bad?”  

“When they say something crazy, both you and the white-haired one just stand there, like ‘Oh well~.’ Didn’t you notice?”  

“Did I really do that?”  

“Yes, you did.”  

Sighing, Song Arin brushed her hair back.  

“But there’s nothing we can do. They think differently from us.”  

“Because they’re not afraid of death.”  

“Exactly.”  

Nodding, Song Arin looked into my eyes.  

“But that’s not the problem. They lack personal conviction.”  

“Lacking conviction is…”  

Isn’t Jang Chaeyeon lacking conviction as well?  

“White hair doesn’t lack conviction.”  

As if reading my expression, Song Arin shook her head and replied.  

“They have strong convictions, but they set them aside for you. It’s the first time I’ve seen that attitude from them, but still.”  

“…  

“Black hair, on the other hand, doesn’t even try to think. They act as if they’d be committing a crime by thinking, so they lack opinions.”  

“True, they do that sometimes.”  

“And if you press them a bit or ask a second time, they quickly give up.”  

“Yes, that’s true.”  

“So, what can you do? Just encourage them a bit more, praise them when you can.”  

“Do you think that’ll work?”  

“It might not mean much coming from me, but from you, it will.”  

I nodded at Song Arin’s words.  

Yeah, we’re pretty close after all.  

“It’s clear there’s no one like Song Arin that I can discuss this kind of thing with. Thanks.”  

‘…Hmm, well, I guess there really isn’t anyone else like me.’  

The fierce look from earlier vanished, and Song Arin was now pretending to clear her throat with a pleased expression.  

“Anyway, is that it?”  

“Yes.”  

“Then maybe we could…”  

Song Arin murmured as she twisted a strand of her hair.  

“…grab a coffee or something…?”  

“Found you.”  

Just then, a voice interrupted her mumbling, and Jang Chaeyeon appeared.  

“Oh, Chaeyeon, were you late because of the rain?”  

“Yes.”  

“But you’re completely dry?”  

“I blocked it.”  

I’m a bit envious of that ability.  

Jang Chaeyeon, showing off her perfectly dry clothes, looked at me.  

“Do you want a ride home?”  

“Uh, can you?”  

“Yes.”  

“That’s great. Song Arin, why don’t you join us too…”  

“No thanks.”  

With a scowling face, Song Arin stomped off past us.  

“What’s with her?”  

“…She’s just young.”  

Jang Chaeyeon chuckled, watching Song Arin leave.  

It wasn’t so much a soft smile as a slight twist of her lips.  


“Want to grab a coffee?”  

“Sounds good.”  

An office worker without coffee? They’re either crazy or superhuman.  

I’m neither.  

I entered the office with five cups of coffee, but the team leader was nowhere to be seen.  

“Where’s the team leader?”  

“They’re sick.”  

Song Arin, snatching a cup of coffee, replied curtly.  

That worries me.  

Now, just hearing that the team leader is sick makes me worry that something bad might happen.  

“I’m suddenly worried. What should I do?”  

“Why, because the team leader isn’t here?”  

When I nodded, Song Arin snorted incredulously.  

“Then go sleep over at their place.”  

“What a horrifying thought.”  

“Worrying won’t fix anything. They’re just out because they’re sick.”  

“Still, it worries me…”  

“Stop it. I have a feeling that nothing serious will happen.”  

On what basis?  

At that moment, Yoo Daon, who had been silent, nodded with a smile.  

“That’s right! Nothing bad will happen, so don’t worry too much!”  

For a moment, Song Arin and I exchanged glances, and with a low sigh, she got up from her seat.  

“Fine. Since there’s nothing to do, let’s take a tour of the management office.”  

“A tour?”  

When Yoo Daon looked at her with wide eyes, Song Arin nodded.  

“Yes. Maybe the research team… or just a walk.”  

“But… is it okay to leave? We still have work left.”  

“Honestly, they sent us to the forest yesterday and expect us to finish paperwork today? If that’s the case, I’m going to hunt them down myself.”  

At her sharp remark, we all fell silent.  

It wasn’t fear as much as a deep sense of agreement.  

After spending a midsummer night in the forest, isn’t it enough that we even showed up at work today?  

And so, the four of us wandered around the management office.  

“By the way, it’s surprisingly hard to get around inside the management office.”  

“Because it’s huge.”  

Jang Chaeyeon replied simply as she walked.  

“The exterior looks like an ordinary building, but the management office expanded the space.”  

“How?”  

“No idea.”

“She shook her head.  

She took a step forward, gazing out the window.  

~Swoosh!  

The rain poured endlessly.  

“Wow, it’s raining so hard.”  

Jang Chaeyeon stared out the window with a serious expression.  

“What’s wrong?”  

“My house is on the first floor. Will it be okay?”  

“Uh…”  

Hearing Jang Chaeyeon’s words, Yoo Daon also looked outside with a worried expression.  

“I’m also on the first floor in the dorm…”  

“Dormitory?”  

Yoo Daon is also a staff member at the management office, so why is she in a dormitory?  

Sensing the meaning behind my words, Yoo Daon spoke up.  

“My house got destroyed.”  

“Oh.”  

Right, I remember what happened at the hospital.  

“How’s the dorm? Comfortable enough?”  

“It’s not as good as home, but…”  

“So why are all of you living on the first floor?”  

Song Arin spoke with a smug look, puffing out her chest.  

“I live on the 12th floor. No way my house is getting flooded.”  

“I live on a high floor too.”  

At least it’s not the first floor.  

“Hey, isn’t that Kim Jaeheon?”  

As we were chatting and walking, I looked up upon hearing a familiar voice.  

Aileen, with her faded blonde hair and still-dull eyes, was waving at me.  

“Aileen, it’s been a while.”  

“Not really, with all the incidents going on.”  

Aileen chuckled, staring at me intently.  

“I heard you did something big in the forest, too. Came to work today as well?”  

“Couldn’t get any time off.”  

“Honestly, the management office is no better than a trashy company.”  

Aileen clicked her tongue and shook her head.  

“I heard HR set the Eastern stake. Is that true?”  

“Yes, that’s correct.”  

“We were in charge of the Northern stake.”  

“Oh, I didn’t know.”  

“Response team joined too, huh?”  

“We’re basically field staff within the management office.”  

Aileen shrugged.  

“I heard someone from the containment team caused a mess.”  

“A mess?”  

“Yeah, I can’t recall the name, but I remember the face. It was a man with a burnt face.”  

I know exactly who that is.  

“Thanks to him, he’s getting disciplined, and our workload has only increased.”  

“Were there any casualties?”  

“No.”  

She answered with a surprisingly gentle smile.  

“They’re doing HR-style training these days.”  

“…What does that mean…?”  

It sounds like something that would be irritating to hear.  

“They throw you into moderately dangerous situations, and if you survive, they put you straight into the next one.”  

I glanced at the others.  

They all wore the same expression.  

“…What, didn’t you know? The response team uses that term a lot.”  

“I’d prefer if they didn’t.”  

“Well, it’s kind of a compliment, isn’t it?”  

Though she was much younger than me, Aileen laughed heartily, patting my shoulder before waving us off as she walked past.  

“Take it as a sign of your capabilities. I have a meeting to attend, so I’ll head off first.”  

And then, like a storm, she was gone.  

“Should we head back?”  

“How does HR even view us?”  

As soon as I sat down and turned on the computer, a broadcast started.  

<Ahem.>  

“Here we go with another incident!”  

I knew it.  

Just as I reached for the pistol in my pocket, readying myself, there was a tapping sound on the microphone, followed by the broadcast continuing.  

<Ahem, this is a message from the management office broadcast team.>  

The voice was listless and male.  

There’s a broadcast team?  

As I held the pistol and looked around, the lifeless voice went on.  

<Due to the heavy rainfall, several first-floor apartments and dormitories under the management office have experienced leaks and flooding.>  

<The affected locations are as follows: Happiness Dormitory…>  

“That’s my dormitory!”  

Yoo Daon’s eyes widened.  

<…and Building C. That’s all.>  

“My place too.”  

Jang Chaeyeon murmured blankly.  

“Hahaha!!!”  

Song Arin burst into laughter, clutching her stomach as she watched their reactions.  

“Look at their faces! Hahaha!!”  

<For the next one to two days, the residence team will handle the restoration work. Please stay with other staff members or book a hotel room if necessary.>  

The broadcast ended abruptly.  

Is that it? No sudden creepy voice saying “die” or anything?  

As I was looking around warily, someone tapped my shoulder.  

“Excuse me.”  

“…Yes?”  

It was Jang Chaeyeon.  

She looked up at me and blinked.  

“Can I sleep over at your place?”  

With Song Arin’s mocking laughter as background music, Jang Chaeyeon looked at me.  

“I’ll stay over.”  

Wait, but isn’t she young…  

“What about your parents’ house…”  

“I don’t have family.”  

Momentarily at a loss for words, I stared at her, and she looked back at me.  

“If you’re worried, bring her too.”  

“…Me?”  

Caught off guard, Yoo Daon blinked and pointed at herself.  

“Yeah. Want to come over?”  

“Uh, sure, I guess…”  

“Fine.”  

“But don’t I get a say… also, Daon, do you have family…”  

“They passed away!”  

Her cheerful response left me speechless, and at that moment, Jang Chaeyeon stood up, grabbed Yoo Daon’s arm, and started walking.  

“Let’s pack.”  

“Uh, wait! I’ll be back!”  

Then, like a gust of wind, the two of them disappeared out the door.  

As I stared blankly at the door, Song Arin spoke up.  

“…I’m staying at my place since it’s safe.”  

“Of course, why would you stay at mine?”  

Her place wasn’t flooded, after all.  

Song Arin glared at me with dagger-like eyes, then turned her head and started up her computer.  

“Are you working?”  

“Shut up.”  

So snappy.  

<Due to unprecedented heavy rainfall, the water level has risen to the point where drainage is no longer sufficient, and the state is advising everyone to avoid going out and stay on higher floors.>  

The news played on in the background at home.  

I stared out the window blankly.  


The rain was so heavy I could barely see anything.  

I’ve never seen rain like this before in my life.  

“Wow, it’s really pouring!”  

Behind me, Yoo Daon murmured with wide eyes, while from the kitchen came the clattering sounds of Jang Chaeyeon preparing food.  

My head hurts.



 
  
    Chapter 96 : Heavy Rainfall


“Chaeyeon’s cooking skills were excellent.  

It wasn’t enough to break the table, but each dish required considerable effort.  

After finishing the meal, Yoo Daon volunteered to do the dishes, carrying a stack of plates to the sink, while I was slicing some fruit.  

Chaeyeon had offered to handle this part too, but even though I was hosting, I felt it was a bit much to just let her do everything.  

“…Chaeyeon, you’re really good at cooking, huh?”  

She was even better than I expected, really outstanding.  

At my words, Chaeyeon’s expression shifted slightly.  

With a proud look, she puffed out her chest.  

“I’m good at cooking.”  

“It seems that way.”  

“And she helped.”  

Chaeyeon pointed at Yoo Daon, who was doing the dishes in the distance.  

“Oh, really?”  

“Yeah, she’d come over to help now and then.”  

I thought she was just chatting away behind me to keep me company, but she actually helped with the cooking too.  

It turns out I was the only one relaxing.  

“People who lend their homes are allowed to relax.”  

Reading my expression, Chaeyeon spoke casually as she watched me slice the fruit.  

~Swoosh…  

The sound of endless rain poured down outside the window.  

“It’s raining so much.”  

“Yeah.”  

I still couldn’t see a thing beyond the window.  

As I peeled the fruit, I listened to the sounds of Yoo Daon doing the dishes and the rain pouring down.  

It’s been a long time since I’ve had such a peaceful moment.  

Especially spending time in such a normal way with other colleagues like this—it’s been even longer.  

“It feels like we’ve been so busy.”  

“Yeah, almost like the containment team.”  

Chaeyeon nodded, then picked up a piece of fruit I had peeled and cut, offering it to me with a fork.  

It felt a bit too close for comfort.  

When I shook my head to signal that I was fine, she looked slightly disappointed but popped the fruit into her own mouth.  

“Honestly, I was starting to think I was some kind of disaster magnet.”  

Chaeyeon looked at me with a blank expression, as if to say, *You’re only just realizing this now?*  

“…I’m just unlucky, that’s all.”  

“I’ll believe that.”  

She replied, as if understanding, then turned to look out the window.  

“Are you worried about your house flooding?”  

“It’s already flooded.”  

She replied calmly, eating the fruit.  

“And it’s just an empty house anyway.”  

Nothing there.  

Now that I think about it, I remembered what she said when she visited me in the hospital.  

She had told me, *”I left something there that I can’t forget.”*  

“Come to think of it, Chaeyeon.”  

“Yeah?”  

“You said you left something there that you shouldn’t forget.”  

At my words, Chaeyeon paused, then nodded.  

“…Did anything come to mind?”  

She hesitated before shaking her head.  

“No, I don’t remember.”  

“I see.”  

“If anything comes to mind, I’ll let you know.”  

“Is there anything, like, that could remind you of it? Something that might bring it back if you saw it?”  

Sometimes, a specific object or situation can trigger memories.  

“Well…”  

For a moment, she closed her eyes in deep thought, a serious expression that wasn’t typical for her. After a while, she opened her eyes and answered.  

“A farm.”  

“Sorry?”  

“It was a farm. I think that’s where everything ended.”  

A farm?  

Narrowing my eyes, I mulled over her words, but I couldn’t quite grasp it, so I just nodded.  

“Got it. If I see anything farm-like, I’ll let you know.”  

“Yeah.”  

At my words, she nodded, and soon after, Yoo Daon came over to the table with quick steps.  

“Oh, you already sliced the fruit! I was going to do it.”  

“You did the dishes, so I had to do something.”  

“Still… thank you.”  

Yoo Daon smiled sheepishly as she grabbed some fruit to eat.  

“But how are we going to sleep?”  

“Hmm…”  

I thought about my bed.  

I had bought a large one.  

“You and Chaeyeon can sleep in the bed, and I’ll take the sofa.”  

“What? But you’re the homeowner, how could we let you do that!”  

“Exactly.”  

The two of them nodded in agreement as they looked at me.  

“It’s just that it would feel awkward.”  

As the host, letting younger people take the floor or the sofa while I took the bed alone?  

That’s a matter of pride for me.  


“So, you two sleep in the bed…”  

“No.”  

“…I usually go along with Jaeheon’s suggestions, but… um…”  

If even Yoo Daon felt strongly about it, it must really be bothering them.  

But making them sleep on the floor?  

Or should all three of us squeeze into the bed?  

Would any of us get a good night’s sleep?  

“…Why don’t we just have some drinks since we’re all here together?”  

And so, I distracted them with a plan to send Yoo Daon off to sleep early.  

I grabbed a few bottles of soju from the fridge and met Yoo Daon’s disapproving gaze.  

“You’re just trying to knock me out, aren’t you?”  

Was I too obvious?  

~Beep!  

Our smartphones blared with an alert simultaneously.  

<Heavy rain warning issued for the city. Please avoid going outside and stay on higher floors.>  

I looked out the window.  

The rain was still pouring relentlessly.  

Is there anything strange out there?  

Squinting, I scanned the area, but nothing unusual was in sight.  

I opened the window and looked down.  

The rain was coming down hard.  

The water had flooded the streets, and people were wading through it.  

“…It’s not some kind of phenomenon, is it?”  

“I don’t know.”  

Worry filled me for a moment, but then a sense of calm washed over me.  

Thinking about it, I’m not even on the containment team. Why do I think I need to handle this?  

Unless it drags me in, I won’t get involved, even if it is some strange phenomenon.  

Resolving once again, I placed the soju bottle on the table.  

“Let’s just have a drink.”  

“Noo…!”  

Ignoring Yoo Daon’s childish grumbling, I poured the soju.  

Not long after…  

“Mmm…”  

With Yoo Daon passed out beside us, Chaeyeon and I exchanged glances.  

To be honest, I’ve never won a drinking match with Chaeyeon.  

Not only does she win, but she’s so good that she’s single-handedly out-drunk me, Yoo Daon, Song Arin, and even the team leader, putting us all in taxis home afterward.  

How could I ever beat her?  

“Let’s call it a draw?”  

“Not confident?”  

“No.”  

I’ll admit it. Why bother showing bravado when I know I’ll lose?  

~Swoosh…  

The rain continued to pour outside, and Chaeyeon looked out the window before blinking at me.  

“Then let’s not.”  

“Wait, really?”

“I don’t want to.”  

With that, she started sipping her drink on her own.  

Since it wasn’t a competition, I could drink at my own pace, too.  

As I sipped, I listened to Chaeyeon speak.  

“So, do you…”  

“41.”  

“…have a type of woman you’re interested in?”  

“…Uh.”  

What kind of woman? Out of nowhere?  

“…I’ve never really thought about it.”  

“But you must have an ideal type.”  

An ideal type…  

“Uh… hmm.”  

“Someone who gives good advice, helps when needed, doesn’t nag too much… mainly just stays by my side.”  

“And it’d be nice if they didn’t hold grudges for long.”  

Chaeyeon listened carefully to my words.  

“I see.”  

“Why?”  

“Just because.”  

With that, she looked at me.  

“Mind if I watch some TV?”  

~Boom!  

Thunder rumbled in the background.  

“Of course, oh, hold on, let me move Daon first…”  

“I’ll do it.”  

With a single gesture, Chaeyeon safely levitated Yoo Daon and gently placed her on my bed.  

Well, that’s one down.  

Chaeyeon turned on the TV, and immediately, an emergency broadcast with red subtitles started scrolling across the screen.  

<Warning! Heavy rain alert!>  

An anchor in a raincoat was shouting while being drenched by the rain.  

<I’m here on the northern side! Right now, due to the torrential downpour…>  

It really must be pouring out there.  

Chaeyeon sat right next to me on the sofa, close enough for me to feel her warmth.  

Whenever I face her, I can never seem to find a place for my eyes to rest.  

As I was fidgeting, unsure where to look, Chaeyeon asked with a slightly nervous tone.  

“…Want to watch a movie?”  

“A movie?”  

“Yeah.”  

“Sure, is there something you want to watch?”  

“There is.”  

Chaeyeon expertly used the remote to pick a movie.  

“…A romance?”  

She chose the latest romance movie and leaned back on the sofa.  

“Let’s watch.”  

“Uh, okay.”  

It’s been so long since I’ve seen a romance movie.  

And before I knew it, I was getting absorbed into the film.  

Chaeyeon leaned slightly on my shoulder.  

“Chaeyeon?”  

“…I’m just a bit tired. Is it okay if I lean on you?”  

“…Sure, it’s not like it’ll wear me down.”  

She gave a small smile and rested against my shoulder, her gaze fixed on the screen.  

This is making me feel strangely aware.  

As the ending credits rolled, I mentally applauded.  

This was a well-made movie.  

I didn’t say a word the whole time—I was completely absorbed.  

It’s been a while since a movie awakened the dormant romantic cells in me.  

“That was such a good movie…”  

I turned to look at Chaeyeon, but she was already breathing deeply, fast asleep.  

She was entirely asleep, leaning against my shoulder.  

The rain cast a silvery glow on her hair, and her face, usually composed, looked completely vulnerable, enough to stir thoughts in anyone.  

Maybe because of the movie, all sorts of thoughts filled my mind.  

There was a kiss scene, too.  

I found my gaze resting on her lips.  

“Alright.”  

Lifting her gently, I carried her to my room.  

I laid her down beside Yoo Daon and quietly stepped out of the room.  

~Swoosh!  

The sound of rain continued as I lay down on the sofa, trying to fall asleep.  

~Beep!  

How long had I been asleep?  

I was awakened by the alarm blaring at my bedside.  

What now?  

I glanced at the clock—it was still 3 a.m.  

Half-awake, I checked my phone.  

<Emergency Alert>  

<Be cautious of water.>  


Automatically, I picked up the remote and turned on the TV.  

The newsroom, where the announcer should’ve been, was empty, and the screen was filled with red letters, accompanied by a continuous beeping sound.  

<Avoid contact with water>  

~Swoosh…  

The rain was still pouring relentlessly.




 
  
    Chapter 97: Temporary Sleep


Yoo Daon and I exchanged glances.  

“So… it’s saying not to touch the water.”  

Muttering, Yoo Daon looked out the window.  

“Yes, though I’m not sure why yet.”  

~Swoosh!  

As we watched the unending rain, there was a clatter behind us. 

Turning around, we saw Chaeyeon placing a steaming omelet on the table.  

“Let’s talk after we eat.”  

“…Oh, thank you.”  

How could she be so calm?  

I watched Chaeyeon eat the omelet without a hint of expression, then cautiously spoke up.  

“Chaeyeon, you heard what I said earlier, right?”  

“Yes.”  

Chaeyeon nodded.  

“But there’s no need for us to do anything.”  

“…What?”  

“We’re in the HR department.”  

She swallowed the bite of omelet, looking out the window.  

“Unless we’re ordered or asked, we don’t need to go out and deal with things ourselves.”  

“…Oh.”  

Come to think of it, that’s true.  

So far, we’ve always been forced into situations where we had to resolve things or risk not surviving if we didn’t, but now, we don’t have to.  

“Let’s just eat.”  

“Yes.”  

“Right!”  

Yeah, why should I worry? 

The mighty containment team will handle everything.  

With that in mind, I dug into the omelet.  

“But.”  

“Yes?”  

Chaeyeon looked at me and Yoo Daon with a serious expression.  

“Just in case, be ready to go out.”  

In her eyes, there was a hint of fear.  

Yoo Daon and I exchanged anxious glances.  

~Beep…  

<Do not go outside under any circumstances.>  

The same message repeated on the television as I fell into thought.  

Come to think of it, is Song Arin doing okay?  

I had completely forgotten about her.  

I took out my phone and dialed her number. Soon, a grumpy voice answered on the other end.  

<Calling so early, huh?>  

“It’s early because it’s morning, right?”  

~Click!  

The line went dead.  

If calling in the morning isn’t early, then when is?  

I called again. This time, her voice sounded even more irritated.  

“I was just worried about whether you were okay, Song Arin.”  

<…It’s not like you need to worry about me, okay?>  

I heard her sigh on the other end.  

<You’re somewhat aware of what’s going on, right?>  

“Yes, I am.”  

<Good. Just in case, pack your things.>  

She said the same thing as Chaeyeon.  

“Shouldn’t we just stay put?”  

<Usually, the containment team would handle it…>  

Her voice trailed off.  

<Just pack your things, in case.>  

“Why?”  

<I don’t know. I just know we should.>  

There was a hint of fear in her voice.  

“…Understood.”  

<Listen carefully, if things go south, head to the management office.>  

“The management office?”  

<Yes.>  

“…Will that solve anything?”  

<I don’t know.>  

“How can you not know anything?”  

<That’s what’s scary.>  

I could hear her muttering on the other end of the line.  

<It’s terrifying not knowing what’s happening, what has happened, or what might happen—only having this single thought to pack up and go to the management office.>  

“…Alright.”  

<Anyway, avoid the water. Nothing good will come from touching it.>  

“Should I come get you?”  

<…How are you going to come through this rain?>  

She laughed wryly.  

<Let’s just hope nothing happens.>  

“Give me a call if you’re bored.”  

<Will do.>  

Then she hung up.  


I looked at Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon, who had been listening in.  

“What do you two think?”  

“Let’s pack, just in case.”  

Yoo Daon answered, grabbing her suitcase from my room.  

“Then, Chaeyeon, let’s have a strategy meeting.”  

“Alright.”  

While Yoo Daon went to get her things, Chaeyeon and I went over some plans. When Yoo Daon returned, I turned on the television.  

A new message greeted us.  

<Prepare to face the water.>  

The camera panned away from the newsroom, showing the anchor outside, shouting amidst rising water.  

In the surging water, something briefly appeared before the camera cut out.  

“If…”  

Watching this, Yoo Daon mumbled.  

“If something like this happens and humanity is wiped out, what will happen to us?”  

“…True.”  

“…But humanity won’t be wiped out.”  

Chaeyeon responded softly, overhearing us.  

“Oh, really?”  

“Yes.”  

“You mean like… Adam and Eve, the last survivors?”  

“It’s not like that.”  

She shook her head, her voice calm.  

“Then what is it?”  

“I don’t know, but it’s not that.”  

This only made me more curious.  

~Swoosh…  

Maybe the manual has some guidance.  

I took out the manual and began to read.  

[Manual for Office Staff]  

[HQ – Route to the Management Office]  

1. In an emergency, all management office employees must head to the office first.  

2. However, in the event of a natural disaster or a similar situation that prevents travel to the office by land, alternative routes may be needed.  

3. For such situations, the management office has outlined various routes. Follow the appropriate route based on the circumstances.  

“But there’s no route listed here?”  

“It must not have shown up yet.”  

While Yoo Daon and I were discussing this—  

~Knock, knock.  

A knock came at the door.  

The three of us exchanged glances.  

[Anyone home~?]  

A voice called from outside.  

I raised my index finger to my lips to signal silence, and they both nodded.  

“But it’s a management office apartment… if it’s an employee, it should be safe—”  

Chaeyeon swiftly clamped her hand over Yoo Daon’s mouth, nodding for me to check.  

I turned on the intercom camera.  

A woman stood there.  

The camera view showed only a hazy, semi-transparent screen, preventing me from getting a clear look at her.  

[Anyone home~?]  

The woman continued knocking and calling out.  

[I’ve got some wonderful news to share with you!]

~Swoosh!  

The rain continued to pour, and her voice echoed through the quiet apartment.  

Our building is a stair-type structure, not a hallway-style one, meaning the rain wouldn’t be coming in.  

[Hello~!]  

~Knock, knock, knock!  

Chaeyeon stood beside me, still holding Yoo Daon’s mouth shut.  

“She’s strange.”  

“Well, of course she is.”  

I whispered back, eyeing the woman on the intercom’s grainy display.  

She wore jeans, a T-shirt, and a smiling face, but the cuffs of her pants were visibly soaked.  

“She’s already touched the water.”  

[Hello~!]  

~Bang, bang, bang!  

Now, she was pounding on the door hard enough to nearly break it down.  

“Should we subdue her?”  

No matter what, there’s always a risk of something going wrong during a confrontation.  

“No, let’s at least wait and—”  

[Hey!]  

~Thump!  

The woman’s voice grew harsher, and suddenly, our door caved in with a dent from her fist.  

“…!”  

~Bang! Bang!  

Multiple dents began forming on the door as she continued pounding.  

We had no other choice.  

“Let’s take her down.”  

“Got it.”  

If the door breaks, we’ll be exposed to all threats.  

Yoo Daon stood at the front, nodding.  

“Alright, then…”  

~Creak…  

The dented door opened with an eerie sound.  

“Looks like someone’s ho—”  

Before she could finish her words, Chaeyeon extended her hand, and an invisible force slammed the woman to the floor.  

The entryway cracked, scattering pieces of stone.  

“…!”  

The woman writhed and groaned, while Chaeyeon, straining, grimaced as she glanced at me.  

“Hurry… up…!”  

“Understood.”  

I checked the woman closely.  

[Name: Jung Chandni]  

[Age: 39]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: She has already been exposed to the water. Her physical structure is becoming increasingly non-human.]  

[Weakness: Send her back to where she came from.]  

Back to where she came from?  

Chaeyeon gritted her teeth, struggling to maintain control over the woman, who was now kicking more violently, breaking free from Chaeyeon’s grip.  

Was Chaeyeon actually losing in strength?  

“This is… getting tough…!”  

There was no time to think.  

“Toss her out!”  

Chaeyeon looked at me.  

“Where…?”  

“Daon! The window!”  

“Yes!”  

Yoo Daon ran to the hallway window and flung it open.  

~Swoosh!!!  

The sound of the rain grew louder as Chaeyeon took a deep breath, pulled her fist back, and then thrust forward, sending the woman flying out the window.  

~Swoosh!!  

The woman soared through the air, plummeting down below.  

Even as she fell, her gaze remained fixed on us, her head twisted at an unnatural angle and her mouth stretched into a grotesque smile.  

“Daon, you didn’t get any water on you, right?”  

“No, I was careful when opening it.”  

While I was confirming with Yoo Daon, Chaeyeon murmured to herself, clutching her hand.  

“She was incredibly strong. I don’t think I could win in a fair fight.”  

Chaeyeon being overpowered—that’s something I hadn’t expected.  

“Alright, for now…”  

“Um, Jaeheon.”  

Yoo Daon grabbed my sleeve, pointing outside.  

“Look at that.”  

Turning to where she indicated, I looked out the now-open window.  

The rain made everything clearer than before.  

The water had risen high enough to flood the entire first floor of the apartment building.  

But that wasn’t the only issue.  

Countless people were floating on the water’s surface.  

The common factor was that all of them had their eyes closed, as if asleep, floating serenely in perfect formation.  

Soon, multiple translucent windows appeared in front of me.  

They were all alive—or at least not corpses. Perhaps death would’ve been better for them.  

~Flip!  

The manual opened automatically.  

[Manual for Office Staff]  

[HQ – Route to the Management Office]  

4. A route via the Skybridge is available from Building A to the management office.  

At the same time,  


~Beep!  

Our smartphones blared with a loud alert.  

Taking out my phone, I read the message.  

<Emergency Alert>  

<Proceed to the management office immediately.>



 
  
    Chapter 98 : Training


“Skybridge route…”  

I began reading the route instructions listed in the manual.  

[Manual for Office Staff]  

[HQ – Route to the Management Office]  

4. A route via the Skybridge from Building A to the management office is provided.  

5. Proceed to the third floor by using the stairs.  

6. On the third floor, open the fire hydrant to reveal the fire hose.  

7. Pull the fire hose, and a passage will appear.  

8. While walking, do not, under any circumstances, look at the ceiling.  

The two people standing behind me read along, and I turned to face them.  

Yoo Daon was already filling her water bottle, and Chaeyeon had started packing only the essentials.  

Both of them were quick to prepare.  

“I’m ready!”  

“Me too.”  

Before I knew it, they both stood, bags packed, looking at me. I gathered my things and nodded.  

“Let’s go.”  

– Swoosh!  

The rain still hadn’t stopped, and the open window revealed people floating ominously in the water outside.  

We crept down the stairs carefully.  

“…Daon.”  

“Yes?”  

I whispered to Yoo Daon, who was walking ahead of me, and she whispered back.  

“So… how have you been feeling since the incident?”  

“Well…”  

Yoo Daon patted her waist and thigh with both hands, smiling as she replied, “Nothing much has changed.”  

“That’s good to hear.”  

“What about you, Jaeheon?”  

“Me? Nothing’s really different.”  

The real issue was that *nothing* was different.  

Despite temporarily unlocking the joint skill with Yoo Daon, no matter how hard I tried, the transparent panel for ‘Freezing’ didn’t appear.  

Was it really only temporarily unlocked? I should talk to Yoo Daon about this.  

“Let’s talk after all this is over.”  

“About… me? Why?”  

“Just… about our connection, and what happened that time…”  

Like Song Arin said, I need to reset my mindset and maybe even praise her a bit.  

“A connection… relationship?”  

When I mentioned that, Yoo Daon’s expression suddenly hardened.  

“Um… Jaeheon.”  

“Yes.”  

“Did I… do something wrong?”  

“Huh?”  

Suddenly, she grabbed my sleeve.  

“Please, tell me.”  

“Wait, hang on.”  

“I’m just… I’m so clueless that… unless you say it, I won’t know…”  

Her grip on my sleeve tightened.  

Had she ever acted like this before?  

“Hold on, Daon…”  

“Please, I’ll do anything.”  

Now clutching both my arms, she looked up at me.  

The usual carefree smile she always gave me seemed forced, with only one corner of her lips slightly raised.  

Her hands trembled as they gripped my arm, her desperate gaze reflecting my confused face.  

“So please… don’t lea—”  

“Enough.”  

Chaeyeon grabbed Yoo Daon by the collar and gently pulled her away from me.  

“He’s clearly uncomfortable.”  

Yoo Daon turned her head to look at Chaeyeon.  

Since she had her back to me, I couldn’t see her expression, but Chaeyeon’s face momentarily showed surprise before she quickly released Yoo Daon’s collar.  

Chaeyeon rubbed her arm as if trying to shake off a chill, and after a moment of silence, Yoo Daon looked back at me.  

“…I’m sorry.”  

“…It’s alright.”  

“I must have startled you. I got a little tense.”  

She scratched her cheek as she looked at me.  

“Sorry. I’ll look ahead now.”  

As if nothing had happened, she turned around, the usual serene smile on her face as she continued walking.  

“Daon.”  

She kept walking forward, not looking back.  

“Chaeyeon?”  

Chaeyeon, who had been staring at Yoo Daon, shifted her gaze into the distance.  

“…I’m worried.”  

“Pardon?”  

She murmured softly, almost to herself.  

“…Nothing.”  

“Aren’t you two coming?”  

Yoo Daon turned around, her expression filled with curiosity as she watched us.  

“…We’re coming.”  

There was a lot I wanted to discuss, but now wasn’t the time.  

We followed behind Yoo Daon. After that, we didn’t say much.  

To be precise, it was the tense atmosphere that kept us quiet.  


When we reached the third floor, the fire hydrant was already open.  

The hose had been unraveled, and bloody handprints were smeared on the hydrant, as if someone had hurriedly tried to enter.  

“…It smells like blood.”  

Yoo Daon muttered, sniffing the air, while Chaeyeon clenched her fists with a troubled look.  

“I don’t feel confident about stopping whatever’s in there.”  

“Was it that strong?”  

Chaeyeon nodded.  

“Sometimes, when I worked with the containment team, there were entities we couldn’t handle with strength alone.”  

She continued, “It was on that level.”  

“…Understood.”  

I hadn’t gathered enough critical energy, which meant I’d have to rely on Chaeyeon if it came to a fight. Guns likely wouldn’t work.  

“So, let’s avoid any fighting as much as possible.”  

They both nodded.  

“I’ll go first.”  

I peered inside the fire hydrant.  

Inside was a long hallway that stretched out before us, pitch-dark with no visible light source. Just as Yoo Daon mentioned, the scent of blood was thick in the air.  

“…Is there another route?”  

I murmured, flipping through the manual.  

But all I found were blank pages.  

Looks like there really is no other option.  

“It seems we don’t have any other choice. We’ll have to go this way.”  

“Then I’ll lead the way.”  

Yoo Daon crouched and entered the passage.  

“Remember, don’t look at the ceiling.”  

“Got it.”  

Chaeyeon nodded, glancing at me.  

“Go ahead. I’ll keep an eye out behind us.”  

“Understood.”  

I squeezed through the narrow passage and stepped inside.  

An endless, dark corridor lay before us.  

This path would lead to the management office, but did it have to be so dark?  

For a moment, I considered using my phone’s flashlight but decided against it.  

If it’s dark, there must be a reason.  

“Daon.”  

“I’m here.”  

Her voice came from up ahead.  

The translucent panel floating above her head confirmed it was Yoo Daon.  

“I’ll make sure to keep track of our distance, so let’s move forward.”  

“Understood.”

“Skybridge route…”  

With responses from both of them, I began to move forward.  

The hallway stretched endlessly. Though I couldn’t see the ceiling, the walls were narrow enough that I couldn’t spread my arms fully. Fighting in a place like this would mean preparing for a brutal battle.  

Ahead, Yoo Daon came to a sudden stop.  

“Daon?”  

“It reeks of water… it’s really strong.”  

Yoo Daon murmured, and I pulled out my gun, narrowing my eyes to look ahead.  

A translucent panel appeared in the distance.  

[Name: Kang Woohyun]  

[Age: 24]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: He is happy to be one with the water.]  

[Weakness: Send him back to where he came from.]  

“Hello.”  

A twisted voice murmured as a man rose to his feet.  

“Prepare!”  

At my command, I heard something moving and stomping on the floor as a dark silhouette flew toward us.  

“Hello!”  

“Jaeheon, watch out!”  

[Chronos’s Shield: 10 seconds]  

– Bang!  

The man collided with the shield with a tremendous impact.  

“Chaeyeon!”  

[Coordinate Tear: 3 uses]  

A grid unfolded, and Chaeyeon tore through it.  

– Crack!  

“…Huh.”  

Her attack landed directly. The problem was that it only managed to hold him back.  

“What kind of body is this…”  

Bullets wouldn’t even scratch it.  

The situation wasn’t too dire, though. Yoo Daon could block, and Chaeyeon could attack. With a few more combined efforts, we might be able to win.  

[Chronos’s Shield: 8 seconds]  

[Coordinate Tear: 2 uses]  

But we couldn’t afford to use up everything in this fight. Who knows what could happen next?  

There had to be a better way, a way to take him down without lifting a finger…  

Suddenly, I remembered something from the manual.  

*Do not, under any circumstances, look at the ceiling while walking.*  

“Chaeyeon!”  

“Yeah!”  

“Lift his chin up, make him look at the ceiling!”  

“Got it!”  

As Yoo Daon blocked his charge again, Chaeyeon pointed her index finger upward and flicked.  

– Thwack!  

With a sharp sound, something hit his chin, and his gaze shot up toward the ceiling.  

His eyes locked onto the ceiling, and he froze in place, as if entranced.  

“…What’s happening?”  

“…I don’t know.”  

Yoo Daon muttered nervously, raising her fists.  

– Crrr, crrr…  

The man began grinding his teeth, muttering something.  

“The beginning and the end are one, and we shall soon become one…”  

“What…?”  

“Having seen everything, we can no longer bear to live with open eyes.”  

As he brought both hands to his eyes, I quickly covered Yoo Daon’s eyes and closed mine.  

A plucking sound followed by a thud reached my ears.  

“Ah, I’m pretty good at watching stuff like this.”  

“…Old habits.”  

I had done this before, though I couldn’t quite remember when.  

Opening my eyes, I looked at the fallen figure.  

The translucent panel didn’t reappear.  

“Let’s go.”  

I urged my steps forward. For some reason, it felt like we had to keep moving.  

After that, we didn’t see or encounter anyone else.  

When a small door appeared at the end of our view, Chaeyeon murmured behind me.  

“Looks like we’re there.”  

“Seems that way.”  

Without a word, Yoo Daon opened the door.  

“…What…”  

I was at a loss for words.  

The lobby of the Gangseo branch lay before us.  

It was truly the management office’s Gangseo branch.  

Countless people, paying no attention to us, hurried around the area.  

“Mom, it’s me. Where are you? North of the river? Good… I’ll call you back.”  

A woman with a worried expression spoke on her phone, while someone in a white coat muttered seriously to another, clutching some documents.  

“But… at this rate…”  

“There’s still… time…”  

Had there ever been this many people in the management office?  

While I was looking around, someone suddenly grabbed my shoulder.  

“…You’re here.”  

“…Branch Director?”  

The Gangseo Branch Director narrowed her eyes, looking at me.  

“What’s going on?”  

“…You need to come with me. There’s something you have to see.”  

“…See?”  

– Bang!  

An explosion echoed from the main entrance.  

“The containment team is currently holding off the intrusion.”  

The Branch Director murmured, glancing at me.  

“This isn’t an issue of force.”  

“…Then what is it?”  

“We need someone to observe.”  

“What’s going on?”  

“You’ll understand when you see it. Some things are better seen than explained.”  

Her gaze fixed on me, without a hint of a smile.  

“I’ll protect you as best I can. We just need to buy time.”  

“…And if we can’t buy time?”  

– Bang!  

“All available personnel for combat, deploy to the main entrance!”  


Someone shouted, drawing a gun and rushing forward, followed closely by fully armed personnel.  

A familiar faded blonde appeared at the edge of my vision.  

It was Aileen.  

“We all die.”  

The Branch Director’s unsmiling, red eyes looked at me with a piercing gaze.



 
  
    Chapter 99 : Branch Manager


After finishing my conversation with the Branch Director, I looked back at Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon, who stood behind me.  

“Shall we go?”  

“Yes.”  

“Got it.”  

The two nodded, but just as they were about to follow me, the Branch Director raised a hand to stop them.  

“You two can’t come.”  

“…Oh…”  

“It’s too dangerous, and you probably won’t be able to withstand it.”  

Chaeyeon opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again.  

“…Understood.”  

Did Chaeyeon just use honorifics?  

She nodded, and Yoo Daon glanced at the Branch Director, then focused her gaze on me, as if awaiting my intentions.  

“…Daon, please stay here with Chaeyeon. If possible, join up with Song Arin—at least confirm if she’s arrived.”  

“…Alright.”  

Yoo Daon nodded and sent a message to Song Arin.  

<Arrived. Please confirm location and join Chaeyeon and Yoo Daon.>  

<Arriving soon.>  

After receiving her brief reply, she pocketed her phone. I trusted Song Arin would find them.  

“Are you ready?”  

The Branch Director looked at me, and I nodded.  

“Yes, I’m ready.”  

“Good. Then let’s go.”  

The Branch Director began to walk ahead.  

“Be careful. If anything happens…”  

“I’ll be there before anything does.”  

Yoo Daon replied, waving as she cut me off.  

“Take care.”  

Leaving the two behind, I followed the Branch Director.  

“Are you close with them?”  

“They’re just colleagues.”  

“Oh, well, if you say so.”  

The Branch Director chuckled slyly, smiling.  

“So, Director, where are we headed?”  

“Oh, I didn’t mention it?”  

Muttering something about getting forgetful, she pressed the elevator button.  

“Have you ever thought it strange?”  

“What do you mean?”  

“Isn’t it a bit… unusual, the sheer number of containment objects we manage?”  

The elevator arrived with a cheerful ding, and she stepped inside.  

“Come in.”  

I followed her into the elevator. She muttered something and pressed her thumb against the emergency call button.  

Soon, the elevator began to rise.  

“Seeing you, Mr. Kim Jaeheon, reminds me of my younger days.”  

No matter how much I tried to see her positively, she seemed like someone in her late twenties at most. Her comment only made me question her age.  

“So you also encountered containment objects all the time, Director?”  

“Oh, absolutely. It’s like the weight of a crown.”  

“I never asked for a crown like that.”  

“Fair enough.”  

“Were you on the containment team, Director?”  

“Oh, didn’t I mention? I was in General Affairs.”  

She smiled warmly, nodding.  

“In any case, it’s like an initiation ritual.”  

“An initiation?”  

“Yes.”  

The elevator stopped with another cheerful ding, and in front of us was a small room.  

The size was astonishingly tiny—hard to believe it was right outside the elevator.  

Inside, a single branch was displayed with reverence in a glass case.  

It didn’t seem particularly extraordinary.  

“Mr. Kim Jaeheon.”  

“Yes.”  

“You’ve probably heard this before: The management office never loses.”  

“…I’ve heard it.”  

A man in sunglasses had told me that a long time ago.  

“The reason isn’t that we’re stronger than every containment object.”  

With that, she touched the glass case.  

With a creak, the case opened.  

“It’s that we’ve never lost.”  

At that moment, information about the branch appeared before my eyes.  

[Name: One Rule]  

[Age: -]  

[Specialty: Single-use]  

[Talent: Proof of the Void]  

[Background: Ancient people pointed to an olive branch fallen from the sky and called it ‘One Miracle.’]  

[Weakness: It breaks upon use.]  

Proof of the Void. And one miracle.  

But it’s only a one-time use.  

“This is it.”  

“…But it can only be used once.”  

“Oh my, can you see that too?”  


The Branch Director raised one eyebrow, looking at me before shrugging.  

“The management office has countless resources. Without them, humanity would have been wiped out by countless calamities.”  

She smiled leisurely.  

A resource… then perhaps the door Yoo Daon and I saw in the basement was one of those resources.  

The management office must have an enormous arsenal of these tools.  

I looked at the branch.  

I had an idea of what it was for, but…  

“If we’re taking this, it doesn’t seem like you need me.”  

Why would they need my help if they had the branch to solve the problem?  

“Oh, we do.”  

“Need me?”  

“There’s something only you can do.”  

Holding the branch in one hand, she pressed the elevator button again.  

“Get in.”  

Following her, I got in the elevator, and we descended slowly.  

Back on the first floor, the chaos was even greater than before.  

“Director! The line has been breached!”  

A man with a strange device strapped to his leg rolled up to the Branch Director, who silently held out the branch.  

The man took one look at it, nodded, and rolled back into the fray.  

I looked around, searching for the HR team.  

There was no sign of Yoo Daon, Chaeyeon, or Song Arin.  

They must be somewhere else—  

“Hey!”  

A loud voice pierced through the noise. I turned to see Song Arin rushing toward me.  

“Where have you bee—”  

“Hello, Ms. Song Arin.”  

At the sound of the Branch Director’s voice, Song Arin froze mid-step.  

“…Hello, Director.”  

“How have you been?”  

“…Fine, thanks to you.”  

She then turned to me, continuing her report.  

“The white-haired and black-haired ones are holding the front line. They were short on hands.”  

“What about you?”  

“I was going to join, but then I saw you.”  

Her gaze shifted to the branch in the Director’s hand, her brows furrowing slightly.  

“…I’ll go with you.”

“Hmm…”  

The Branch Director paused, touching her chin in thought before shaking her head.  

“No.”  

Though she didn’t elaborate, her firm expression conveyed that it wasn’t in anyone’s best interest.  

“…I understand. If the Director says so, I’ll trust that.”  

“Good decision.”  

The Branch Director smiled, and Song Arin looked away from her gaze, turning back to me.  

“Let’s meet in the office when this is over.”  

“Sounds good.”  

Song Arin glanced at me as if she wanted to say something, her lips parting slightly. But instead of speaking, she let out a soft sigh and turned toward the main entrance.  

“…So, where are we headed?”  

“This way.”  

I turned at the sound of her voice. The Branch Director was already looking at me.  

“From here on out, I’ll need your help.”  

With a gentle smile, she started walking past the bustling crowds in the opposite direction of the main entrance, toward the first-floor hallway leading to the security section.  

“Where are we going now?”  

“The back entrance.”  

The Branch Director replied lightly, leading the way. It didn’t take long to reach it.  

People were stationed at the back entrance as well. When they saw her, they immediately stepped aside and bowed, creating a clear path for us. Among them was a man whose face was half-scorched.  

Containment team members.  

“Mr. Kim Jaeheon.”  

“Yes.”  

– Swoosh…!  

Through the transparent door, I could see that the rain was still falling without end. The Branch Director called to me as she looked outside.  

“What do you see in the sky?”  

Following her gaze, I looked up.  

A massive eye loomed in the sky, resembling either a human eye or the lens of a camera, dripping water down like tears.  

A translucent panel floated before me.  

[Name: – ]  

[Age: – ]  

[Specialty: – ]  

[Talent: Rain]  

[Background: Nature has not always been friendly to humanity. It is no different now.]  

[Weakness: It’s time to remember the origin of this event.]  

It was all cryptic, like a riddle. At the same time, a sharp pain throbbed at my temple.  

“What… is that…”  

“So you can see it,” she murmured in a calm voice as she stepped outside.  

The rain began soaking her immediately.  

“Director, wait…!”  

Before I could reach out to stop her, she was already drenched.  

“Now, Mr. Kim Jaeheon, just keep your eyes on that eye.”  

She spoke as if it were nothing, casually looking back at me.  

“…How are you…?”  

Could it be that she’s immune to the rain?  

Sensing my thoughts, she smiled, shaking her head.  

“No. This is something only I can do.”  

– Boom!  

It was as if the others had sensed the back entrance was open. People started running toward us.  

“Director! Behind you!”  

“Oh, dear.”  

She glanced over her shoulder, smiling, then pulled her fist back.  

“Be careful!”  

The monsters closing in on her were the same ones that even Chaeyeon could barely fend off in direct combat.  

“Hello!”  

“Hello!”  

“Hellooooo!”  

“Yes, hello.”  

Seeing the three monsters charging toward her, she pulled her fist back before swinging it forward with a gentle motion.  

– BOOOOM!!  

With a sound like ripping air, the three monsters literally exploded.  

A translucent panel appeared above her head.  

[Name: Lee Haneul]  

[Age: – ]  

[Specialty: Invulnerability]  

[Talent: Invulnerability]  

[Background: If you were to name the strongest person in the domestic branches of the 

management office, there would be numerous candidates. But if you were to choose the strongest ‘human,’ everyone would unanimously name one person.]  

[Weakness: – ]  


– Swoosh…  

The rain mixed with blood, staining her brown hair a deep crimson.  

“Thank you for your concern, but…”  

Turning to me, her hair streaked with red, she smiled.  

“I did say it’d be best if you didn’t look too closely.”



 
  
    Chapter 100 : Gordian Knot


~Boom!  

Each time the Branch Director swung her fist, monsters exploded with the sound of air splitting apart. 

Drenched in rain, she smiled, her fists flying effortlessly.  

Watching her from behind the door, I felt a wave of frustration.  

It took a combination of Yoo Daon, Chaeyeon, and me just to take down a single one of those creatures.

We had to use our combined skill, break a window, and even force it to look at the ceiling. What was all my effort up until now for, exactly?  

This must be what people mean when they say, “If you’re strong, your mind won’t suffer.”  

~Swoosh…  

“Would you look up at the sky for me?”  

The Branch Director, still standing in the rain, turned to me.  

“Um, sure.”  

Following her suggestion, I looked up.  

The enormous eye, once shedding endless tears, now had its gaze fixed solely on the Branch Director.  

“…It seems dangerous.”  

“Oh, it’s watching me, isn’t it?”  

Almost as if expecting this, the Branch Director pulled out the branch and raised it, and the rain began pouring down even harder.  

If what was falling earlier could be called a downpour, this was a full-blown typhoon.  

The people—or former people—who had been rushing toward her were blown away by the intense wind.  

But amidst the chaos, the Branch Director stood firm, staring calmly up at the sky.  

“Mr. Kim Jaeheon.”  

“Yes?”  

Her hair whipped wildly in the wind, but her voice cut through the noise, calm and clear.  

“I’m about to use the branch.”  

Despite the fierce storm, her words came through clearly.  

“And once I do, I’ll be… going somewhere for a while.”  

“…Where to?”  

“That’s a secret.”  

She playfully pressed a finger to her lips, still not opening her eyes.  

“After that, your role becomes crucial, Mr. Kim Jaeheon.”  

We locked eyes. She smiled, her gaze unwavering.  

“Everything will go back to normal, so don’t worry.”  

“Are you certain?”  

Even though I was facing the Branch Director, I couldn’t suppress the doubt in my heart.  

Would this really be enough?  

“Of course!”  

She grinned brightly, her expression almost childlike in its innocence as the rain poured down.  

“That’s our job, isn’t it?”  

Was it a childlike faith, or perhaps the confidence of someone who’d made miracles happen countless times and witnessed them firsthand?  

Her voice radiated a steady assurance that everything would resolve itself.  

“…If you’re certain, then I’ll do it.”  

If she’d called on me, it meant this was something I could handle. At least, that’s what I hoped.  

We met eyes.  

“Just tell me what to do.”  

“The rain will soon turn into ordinary rain without any power.”  

“Okay. …Wait, what?”  

“Once it does, head in the direction of where the eye was.”  

“…Wait, head where?”  

“Not into the sky.” She chuckled, adding, “I know Mr. Kim Jaeheon can’t fly.”  

“Of course, you can go with the HR team if you like.”  

Smiling again, she continued, “You’ll find a very, very large tree there.”  

“Right.”  

“Look at that tree.”  

“…Look at the tree?”  

“That’s it!”  

“That’s all the information you’re giving me?”  

Just… look at a tree?  

“Do you really need me for that?”  

Couldn’t anyone else handle such a task?  

“No.”  

She shook her head firmly.  

“You’ll understand once you’re there.”  

“…Alright, then.”  

Satisfied, she smiled, her crimson eyes meeting mine.  

“I’m counting on you.”  

With a wave, she threw the branch into the sky.  

As soon as it left her hand, both she and the enormous eye in the sky dissolved into dust.  

Turning toward the main entrance, I saw the HR team members gathered together, chatting animatedly.  

“Hey, everyone!”  

I waved, and three pairs of eyes turned to me.  

“What’s this? It’s over already?”  

“It’s not over yet.”  

I gave a brief summary of what had happened with the Branch Director to the curious Song Arin.  

“…So, I’d like your help with this.”  

“I’m in.”  

Chaeyeon replied immediately, adjusting her attire.  

“If you need me, then I’ll come along too.”  

Yoo Daon donned her gloves, ready.  

“…Looks like I don’t have a choice, do I?”  

With a sigh, Song Arin laced up her shoes.  


As we approached the main entrance, a guard stepped forward, blocking our path as if expecting us.  

“You can’t go out right now—”  

“The Branch Director sent us.”  

“Are you Mr. Kim Jaeheon?”  

“…Yes.”  

It was the man I’d seen rolling around earlier.  

I scanned above his head.  

[Name: Ahn Sanghyun]  

[Age: 31]  

[Specialty: Rolling]  

[Talent: Immunity to interference while rolling]  

[Background: Ahn Sanghyun was recruited to the management office’s containment team solely because he can avoid all attacks and interference by rolling. No one anticipated that he would become the strongest in the containment team of the Gangseo branch.]  

[Weakness: When he’s not rolling, he’s an ordinary human.]  

There are certainly some fascinating people in the world.  

“The Director informed me.”  

“Oh… I see.”  

The man spoke in a serious voice, and I replied with a touch of awkwardness.  

Chaeyeon stepped up beside me, hand on my shoulder, watching the man with wary eyes.  

“…What’s wrong?”  

“Be careful.”  

“Oh, it’s Ms. Chaeyeon! When you have time, would you like to experiment with our abilities again?”  

“No, thanks.”  

I remembered her saying once that the ace of the containment team in Gangseo was a bit of a lunatic. Now I could see why she thought that, despite his polite speech.  

“…Well, time is of the essence.”  

“Oh, right! Got it. I’ll get it open.” He tapped his forehead and shouted, “Open the door! These folks have the Director’s permission!”  

The containment team opened the door.  

“Take care out there. We’ve got some duties assigned by the Director, too, so we’ll be busy with that.”  

The man gave a confident smile as we passed, but Chaeyeon’s expression hardened, her fists clenching tighter.  

“Let’s go.”  

At my words, the three of them fell in line behind me.  

The four of us walked through the rainy streets.  

“So, what exactly is this tree?”  

Chaeyeon looked at me curiously, and I could only give her a vague answer.  

“Just… a tree, I guess.”  

“Just a tree?”  

“Yeah.”  

“…Sounds complicated.”

Each time Chaeyeon frowned at the oddities around us, her murmurs echoed in the uncanny calm left behind by the storm.

“Why is that guy so strange?”  

“…His thoughts are impure.”  

She scowled, her expression clouded with lingering distrust. 

Then, almost as if her thoughts were pulling her toward the mission again.

“Think finding the tree will take long?”  

“Hard to say.”  

Contrary to her worries, locating the tree turned out to be surprisingly easy.  

We walked in the direction where the eye had been, and soon enough, a massive olive tree appeared before us. 

It wasn’t particularly tall, but its trunk was enormous, firmly rooted in the ground as if it had been there forever.  

“There it is.”  

“…I’ve never seen anything like that.”  

Chaeyeon blinked, and a translucent window popped up in my vision.  

[Name: Olive Tree]  

[Age: Just generated]  

[Specialty: X]  

[Talent: X]  

[Background: But I am like a green olive tree in the house of God; I trust in His steadfast love forever and ever.]  

[Weakness: Uproot it. Never cut, burn, or break its branches.]  

So that’s why they needed me.  

“Chaeyeon.”  

“Yes?”  

“Can you pull this up by its roots?”  

“…I’ll give it a try.”  

Chaeyeon studied the tree for a moment before extending her hands.  

– Creak…!  

The tree began to tear from the ground, emitting a spine-chilling sound.  

“…!”  

With her brow furrowed in concentration, Chaeyeon grunted, and finally—  

– Thunk…!  

The entire tree came up, roots and all.  

The rain stopped, and the sky cleared at an alarming speed, bright sunlight stinging my eyes. I blinked against the brightness, letting my vision adjust.  

“…Huh.”  

A warm, humid breeze washed over me.  

I looked around, taking in the sun-drenched streets. 

People on the street glanced our way, some even pointing at us, but there was no trace of the previous flood. 

Everyone who’d been submerged was back to their routines, watching us curiously.  

Everyone was alive—living, breathing people.  

For a moment, I tried to recall the tree Chaeyeon had uprooted. 

I glanced at her and found her staring at me with a similarly bewildered look. The tree was gone, as if it had never existed.  

“Well, that was faster than expected.”  

The familiar voice of the Branch Director came from behind.  

I turned to see her, clothes torn in places, hands bruised, and cheek swollen as if she’d taken a heavy blow. Despite this, she was smiling brightly.  

“…You did well.”  

She cast a reassuring glance at the others, her smile radiating calm.  

“Let’s head back, everyone. Take tomorrow off and rest up.”  

“…Just tomorrow?”  

“I can only grant one day off at my discretion. But you’re young, so you’ll be fine, right?”  

“…Does she have to talk like she’s ancient?”  

Song Arin muttered under her breath, earning a wide-eyed glare from the Branch Director.  

“…Apologies.”  

Song Arin’s face paled as she quickly bowed her head.  

“Now, let’s go. I’ll buy everyone ice cream on the way back!”  

The Director cheerfully led the way, and as the others followed, I glanced around, recalling the events that had just unfolded.  

The people who lay as if dead in the water, the warnings not to touch the water, the looming disaster that seemed ready to consume the management office—all of it had vanished, just like that.  

The ground was completely dry, the people were unharmed, and the eye in the sky was gone.  

Could it really be that simple, for everything to end as if it had never happened?  

I looked at the place where the tree had been uprooted, recalling the sudden rain, the disaster, and the people who’d been restored.  

“Make sure you’re ready to leave, just in case.”  

Chaeyeon’s eyes had been filled with fear back then.  

And Song Arin’s words echoed in my mind, her voice trembling, 

“I can’t remember what happened, what’s happening, or what will happen—but the only thing left in my mind is the feeling that we need to pack and head to the management office. That’s the scariest part.”  

This might not have been the first time something like this happened.  

If that’s true, then…  

An abrupt wave of terror gripped me, wrapping itself around my thoughts.  

“What are you doing? Aren’t you coming?”  

“…Coming.”  

I shook my head, trying to push the dread aside as I followed the three of them.  

No… It couldn’t be. I hoped it wasn’t.  

“So! To celebrate the hard work of our two champions, I’d like to show my appreciation!”  

The Director’s cheerful laughter rang out as I took my seat next to a man with hollow, sunken eyes.  

[Name: Kim Wanwoo]  

[Age: 28]  


[Specialty: Regression]  

[Talent: – ]  

[Background: 666th cycle]  

[Weakness: Think of the Gordian Knot.]  

With a weary gaze, he looked at me, and I could feel an unsettling intensity radiating from him.
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