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Got Dropped Into A Ghost Story, Still Gotta Work

Part 1
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Chapter 1

Have you ever been completely obsessed with something?

I mean, beyond just thinking 'this is fun'—have you ever been so deeply impressed that you spent extra time and money on it?

There must be something like that, right?

Watching the director's cut of a movie, buying the artbook for a game, paying for early access to a webtoon, going to a singer’s concert...

If you take it a step further, buying related merchandise is another example.

Yeah, I’m talking about what they call merch.

Figures, slogans, badges, dolls...

I can confidently say I’ve never spent money on things like this in my life.

Until now.

This is a department store.

The highly successful pop-up store had already finished distributing waiting tickets the moment the department store opened at 10:00 AM.

And I happened to get one of those tickets.

“The 2:30 PM time slot, we will help you enter now!”

“Ah, finally!”

“Hey, let’s go, hurry.”

The bright-eyed teenagers standing next to me ran toward the staff member with excited faces.

‘2:30 PM... That’s right.’

I stood in line, keeping my hat pulled down as much as possible.

However, I could hear whispering from behind.

“Huh...?”

“Is he a reseller?”

“Isn't he a professional scalper?”

It was incredibly unfair, but I could see why they thought that.

I was the only adult male in this line who looked like an office worker!

‘Sigh...’

I groaned inwardly as I looked at the entrance of the pop-up store.

[Welcome, explorer of the darkness.]

‘This is driving me crazy.’

The theme featured various monster caricatures and occult elements on a black and red background, with the symbols of corporations, religions, and the government intersecting.

It was truly a worldview designed to target the hearts of teenagers.

Even the title was a work of art.

[Prophecy of the Apocalypse: Dark Exploration Records]

Ha...

I barely resisted the urge to cover my eyes with one hand.

‘Why did I have to look at this at the office... <Dark Exploration Record>.’

It was an internet ghost story worldview that had been very hot recently.

You know, those collective intelligence open-source worldviews where people can participate as they please to create stories.

At first, it seemed to be a minor rumor among students derived from a certain famous ghost story, but it was said to have grown at an insane rate after meeting the W-Tube algorithm.

'Records of exploring various anomalous phenomena called <Darkness>.' Ghost stories with this concept.

Eventually, it became an independent Wiki recording hundreds and thousands of stories, which was how it caught my eye.

‘...Since it’s all text, it was so easy to read at the office.’

And they say anything you do at the office is fun as long as it isn't work.

I fell deep into this worldview, reaching the point where I even ended up creating a ghost story and uploading it myself...

Just why did it turn out like this? Is it because my corporate life is so devoid of dopamine?

Furthermore, this <Dark Exploration Record> itself was the same.

‘I didn't think it would grow this big.’

It is now a massive IP reigning on W-Tube, almost like the president of middle schoolers.

Naturally, corporations jumped on it to generate profit.

This pop-up store was a part of that.

‘I mean, even so, this Wiki had a 15-and-up recommendation tag on it.’

Why are there so many kids?

Hearing the whispers behind me made me feel a massive sense of reality check, but...

“He definitely looks like a reseller...”

“Hey, hey, he might be buying it for his nephew or cousin... Let’s not be like that.”

No. I’m going to keep it for myself.

...Actually, I came last week too, but the merchandise I wanted sold out right in front of me, so I visited again...

I even used a day of my annual leave.

‘At least there was a woman around my age back then.’

I happened to get a weekday afternoon slot where the only other adults were parents who had followed their children, and the shame was so great I felt like running away, but I endured.

‘Honestly, I don't even know why I'm trying to endure this...’

At any rate, I entered the store following the staff member's guidance.

My only comfort was that the staff member didn't seem fazed.

“Whoa!”

“Hey, it looks so real.”

Amid the middle schoolers' exclamations, I saw the interior of the pop-up store, which was quite elaborately decorated as if I were in a theme park.

There were even kind classifications for the exhibition themes.

[Daydream Inc.]

[Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau]

[Church of the Luminous Unknown]

In this ghost story worldview, there are three giant factions—corporation, government, and religion—each trying to observe and secure anomalous phenomena... or so the setting goes.

‘At first, there were only ghost stories about the government's Disaster Management Bureau, but then a lot of people got involved and things got exciting, so it turned out like this.’

Anyway, this pop-up store seemed to have gathered only the things that had become hot topics on the internet.

The fact that they just lumped everything together and released only popular characters and ghost story items made it feel like a pop-up store clearly aimed at making money, but the quality was decent nonetheless.

‘Right. When else would I ever come to a place like this...’

I ignored the stares and quickly gathered the items I intended to buy.

Since I had bought almost everything I wanted last week, it was a relief that there weren't many popular items among the things I picked up. The suspicious glares accusing me of being a reseller disappeared.

“Would you like to purchase an L-sized eco-bag to carry your items? It’s 5,000 won.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

I successfully finished paying, but I couldn't leave the pop-up store immediately and was hesitating.

I turned my head and looked at the space next to the counter where people were gathered in a line.

[Roulette Event]

: Create your own Dark Exploration Record character.

That.

I had seen it last week too, but I couldn't bring myself to stand in line and participate, so I had gone home...

‘I heard this pop-up ends tomorrow.’

It was a moment of fierce conflict over whether it was okay to trade this for my social dignity.

The staff member who had just finished their shift at the counter saw me, smiled, and spoke.

“The roulette event is only until today! Would you like to participate?”

“...Yes.”

Thank you.

Truly, thank you, Mr. Staff Member...

“Yes! Then you can come this way! Ah, stand here...”

The staff member swiftly led me to the line in front of a giant black roulette, and thanks to that, I could naturally stand at the end of the line.

The line moved faster than I thought.

I soon found myself at the very front and was given a single button that looked like a walkie-talkie.

“Then, we will spin the Lucky Roulette first! Please stop it with the button whenever you like.”

Phiririk.

The roulette board began to spin along with artificial sound effects.

Each slot showed the rank and prize.

There were goods I had already purchased, items for exhibition not for sale, and even random Bluetooth earphones...

Of course, the prize for the largest slot, 7th place, was just something like a small notepad. I’d probably end up with that.

But it was fine. I almost had to leave without even participating, didn't I?

‘Let’s not get our hopes up.’

I thought so even as I carefully pressed the button the staff member had given me.

Drrrrrr... ruk.

However, my black roulette slowed down and... surprisingly, it stopped here.

On a single, thin golden slot.

[1st Place]

: Dark Exploration Record Merch Box

“...!”

“Gasp! Congratulations!”

Is this... for real?

“Whoa, crazy!”

“I’m so jealous, man, I'm so freaking jealous.”

It became noisy as screams, exclamations, and voices mixed with jealousy erupted from behind.

“Wow, a 1st place winner finally appeared on the day before the pop-up ends!”

The staff member seemed even more excited as they ran behind the roulette and returned with a large, plastic-wrapped box.

The black box with a giant symbol engraved in silver foil looked like a fairly well-crafted product in its own right.

I barely managed to take the box without letting my hands shake.

“...Thank you.”

Quickly... I need to leave this place quickly and slap my face. Is this reality?

I tried to leave the pop-up store right then and there, but the staff member caught me.

“Ah! We’re also giving out on-site manufactured merchandise. If you could just give us your name!”

Name? My personal information had long since become a public good anyway after my portal site accounts were hacked. The only thing that mattered was taking this home safely...!

“It’s Kim Soleum.”

“Okay! Soleum, just one moment.”

The staff member operated a black machine that looked like a 3D printer next to the roulette.

Perhaps because it was made for the pop-up store, there was an explanatory sentence attached to it.

[Dark Exploration Record Character Maker]

Ah. Is that what was attached as a subtitle to the roulette event?

...‘Create your own Dark Exploration Record character.’

It really couldn't get any more teenage-focused than this...

“Please enter your name here.”

“......Yes.”

I held the merchandise box tightly with one hand and quickly typed my name into the machine’s pad.

The black machine made a rather noisy and eerie music box sound, performing an elaborate show of turning gears.

Then, it spat out a small object with a thud.

Clack.

I picked up the familiar-looking item.

It was... an employee ID card.

[Daydream Inc.]

Employee Kim Soleum

Field Exploration team

“Wow! It’s Daydream Inc. It’s one of the three most famous factions in our <Dark Exploration Record>!”

“......”

Yes. I know.

Roughly speaking, it’s that big corporation cliché that does business using anomalous phenomena.

And among them, the Field Exploration team is...

‘A department that’s basically a death squad.’

It’s like being a Red Shirt from a certain sci-fi drama. They're the ones who get ground up as soon as they go in under the guise of exploring an anomalous phenomenon.

Of course, thanks to that, it seemed like there were many named characters belonging to the Field Exploration team as well.

“Wow! It’s a Field Exploration team employee ID card. I’m really looking forward to seeing what kind of activities Employee Kim Soleum will perform in the world of <Dark Exploration Record>!”

“Yes, thank you...”

I felt like my hands and feet were curling up in cringe, but I endured it.

‘It’s better than having an employee ID card for a government agency or a pseudo-religious group.’

Having a company ID card was actually a relief.

It was a bit embarrassing, but the staff member was composed, like a worker in a capitalist society who had gained immunity after saying it so many times.

At any rate, the roulette event seemed to have ended with me receiving this employee ID card.

“Thank you.”

I groaned as I looked at the employee ID card with my name printed on it.

‘This... I should tuck this away somewhere out of sight.’

No matter how hard I tried, it seemed my cringe-tolerance couldn't hold out any longer.

In the meantime, the staff member excitedly asked me a question.

“Do you like it? You’ll cherish it, right?”

“Yes.”

“Liar.”

......?

I looked up, thinking I had misheard.

Grin.

The staff member was suddenly looking at me with their lips curled into a wide, tearing smile.

The mouth was unnaturally elongated, as if it would reach their ears...

“...?”

At that moment.

Dizziness suddenly washed over my head.

“...!”

The noise of the pop-up store vanished.

My vision surged dizzily as if covered in black paint, flickering in red and blue.

And when the dizziness finally subsided.

I never even dreamed... that the world would have completely changed.

[Welcome to Daydream Inc. everyone!]

“...!?”

Before I knew it, I was looking at the center stage from the corner of a large lecture hall.

And.

Whoaaaaa!!

Along with the cheers, a firework effect exploded on the large beam projector PPT on the stage.

[New Employee Orientation]

While the young professionals in suits sent polite applause and cheers, the person who appeared to be the host flipped through the PPT with a beaming smile.

By all appearances, it was a new employee orientation event for a large corporation.

Their faces, filled with the happiness of finally breaking through the gates of employment, were brimming with pride and tension.

    

“......”

What is this?

I hesitated and tried to step back.

But I realized that I was currently sitting in a chair.

I was dressed in a suit. It was the outfit I had worn for a meeting with a client in the evening, but coincidentally, it was similar to the 'new employees' filling this lecture hall.

In the meantime, the merchandise box I had received from the roulette event was sitting quietly on my lap.

“Um, excuse me, where did you get that? Is the company giving them out?”

“......”

I couldn't even respond to the question from the new employee sitting next to me.

[You are the chosen successful candidates!]

[Actually, among the people recruited through this new employee announcement, we have brought only very special people here to Lecture Hall A to conduct this orientation!]

[Congratulations! You have passed the aptitude test and have been assigned to the special team, the <Field Exploration team>.]

“We've been assigned already?”

“Field Exploration team? Is there such a place in Daydream Inc.?”

“Field exploration in a pharmaceutical company...?”

“Uh, for some reason, it sounds like a place you get exiled to? Is it a branch office instead of the headquarters? They're just trying to lure us with sweet words...”

Whispers hiding from the host could be heard from all directions, but I didn't even have the leisure to focus on them.

This was because I had recognized the familiar company name and team name.

Daydream Inc.

Field Exploration team.

......Like a bolt from the blue, a page from the Wiki came to mind.

-------------------------

[Field Exploration team] (Daydream Inc.)

: One of the five teams under the development department of Daydream Inc., a giant faction appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A tragic team also known as the so-called death squad. But thanks to that, it’s fun for the people writing ghost stories.

-------------------------

‘Wait a minute.’

...This is from the original ghost story of the pop-up store I just participated in.

If so, what happens next is…

-------------------------

A crazy department that filters out permanent employees by making them play a death survival game right from the entrance orientation.

It is also a consistently popular subject for Wiki entries because it reminds people what happens when ordinary people perform darkness exploration.

-------------------------

“......!”

“Uh, wha- what are you...”

I immediately kicked back my chair and stood up.

Regardless of figuring out the situation or whatever, I intended to run outside.

But it was already too late.

[However, there is a short probationary period before formal employment, but it won't be long! It will be conducted as an absolute evaluation to judge only your practical aptitude.]

[Of course, in order for each individual's evaluation to be conducted properly, active participation is essential, right? Any free-riders will be caught!]

Bang, bang bang bang.

The doors of the lecture hall closed one after another.

‘Damn it!’

In the midst of this, the naive new employees who thought <Daydream Inc.> was just a large pharmaceutical corporation still hadn't grasped the situation.

And so, while a hundred or so new employees listened intently to the host’s words, the host shouted brightly and vigorously.

[Now, we begin!]

Along with that upbeat voice.

The lights in the lecture hall went out.

“...?”

“Huh?”

Thinking they were preparing to show a video or something, the new employees were only slightly puzzled.

And for good reason.

‘They couldn't have expected that such a crazy thing would suddenly happen just because they got a job.’

For example.

That their surroundings would suddenly change into the inside of a desolate subway train.

[Passengers, thank you for using the Abyss Transpo today.... Our train does not stop.]

[For a comfortable journey to your final destination, please listen carefully to the announcement.]

Or that an announcement would play with a strange name they had never heard in their lives.

“......!?”

“Wha- what is this!?”

The new employees, who had been sitting in a row on the subway seats in their suits as if the lecture hall had been moved intact, jumped to their feet.

It was only natural to be panicked.

“Excuse me?”

“Is this like VR? Did we actually move?”

Still, it seemed that many of the people who were in the lecture hall earlier remained. Perhaps because of that, they felt somewhat relieved, and complacent reactions were the mainstream.

They peered around the subway train looking for traces of the company, or looked for people who seemed like the event host or company employees.

And they soon made their own sense of the situation.

“There are other people in the front car! The door... uh, the door won't open, though?”

“Is it some kind of new technology?”

I closed my eyes tight and then opened them, feeling like I was about to break into a cold sweat.

It was because I had already realized which ghost story this was.

-------------------------

[Welcome to the Abyss Transpo]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A crazy ghost story that boasts an overwhelmingly high escape difficulty among the Grade D Darkness entries written in the early days. And the Field Exploration team that suffers endlessly.

Exploration record indicates a total of ■■ entries.

-------------------------

<Welcome to the Abyss Transpo>.

As anyone could tell just by looking, it was a ghost story using the Korean subway as its subject.

—You fall asleep and wake up inside a subway train. It feels like the way home from work, but strange station names start to be heard...

An introduction like this.

Since the prey of the ghost story was the broad criterion of 'people who have commuted by subway,' it applied to most office workers, which had the effect of making it even creepier for the readers.

“......”

‘And this ghost story... is Darkness under the jurisdiction of Daydream Inc.’

It seemed that Daydream Inc. intended to 'filter out' the new employees with this ghost story.

......Dammit!

“Is it like an escape room?”

“I mean, why would a pharmaceutical company that makes hair loss pills give an escape room to new sales recruits...”

It was then.

[This stop is Sorrow, Sorrow Station.]

“...!”

“Sor...row?”

The first announcement came out.

I held my breath and turned my head.

[The doors to exit are on the right….]

Clunk.

The Train stops.

[The platform screen doors are opening.]

The doors open.

It feels like any other ordinary day, but.

[The doors will close in 30 seconds. There is no turning back.]

[Passengers whose final destination is Sorrow Station should disembark according to the announcements.]

A familiar voice kindly speaks, mixing strange words and phrases into the announcement.

But people are bound to rationalize, searching for any reason to feel at ease.

“Look outside! It’s just a subway station!”

It was exactly as they said.

The view of the platform was clearly visible through the train doors. It looked a bit dark and damp, but it seemed like a normal subway station nonetheless.

Relieved, two or three people headed toward the door.

Ah, damn it.

“It might be better if you don’t go out.”

“Pardon?”

This is driving me crazy. I suppressed a sigh and spoke quickly.

“You heard it call this place Sorrow Station just now. Where would a station like that be in Korea? Anyone can tell it’s strange.”

“Ah…”

“I… I think he’s right. Maybe we should wait and see the situation a bit more…”

One quick-witted person agreed with me. It was the new recruit who had been sitting next to me.

Perhaps because of that, the people who were about to leave hesitated even more.

“Still…”

“Hey, the doors are closing!”

However, at the sound of the doors closing, a few people who had grown impatient impulsively dashed outside…

We’re screwed.

[The doors are closing.]

“Ah!”

“I didn't make it out. Oh, f*ck.”

Watching the ‘people who got off’ waving from the station, those who couldn't disembark sighed in regret.

Some even glanced at me and muttered curses under their breath.

I can understand. In a strange and bizarre situation, they probably just wanted to stop thinking and run away.

But the thing is.

“Wait, what?”

“That…”

A grotesque sight unfolded.

As the people who had gone out onto the platform turned to move, countless silver droplets suddenly sprouted from the station's ceiling and pillars and poured down onto their heads.

Drip, drop, patter.

It looked like giant tears.

However, those countless silver droplets poured onto the human bodies like molten metal, creating a horrific tearing sound.

Screams. Shrieks. Convulsions.

Silence.

Blood mixed with silver liquid splashed against the glass window.

[The train is departing from Sorrow Station.]

The last thing seen through the window.

“……”

In front of the platform screen doors drenched in filth and blood, only the mangled remains of the new recruits were left behind.

Twitching.

“Aaaaah!”

“Ugh!”

It was the end for those who gave the wrong answer.

[Please listen to the announcements for a pleasant journey to your destination.]

Among the people shriveled with fear, screams and shouts finally began to stain the air.

‘It’s started.’

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I’m inside a ghost story?

I don’t know how the hell I ended up like this, but I’ve definitely become a new recruit on a company team within a ghost story.

And a team with an incredibly high mortality rate at that.

‘Is this for real?’

Right. To be honest, I’m probably in a more advantageous position than the other new recruits.

After all, haven't I read this entire ghost story Wiki?

-------------------------

3.2 Exploration Records (Recorded up to No. ■■)

-------------------------

This means I remember it quite clearly, down to this level of detail.

And looking just this far, I seem like a typical OP protagonist.

Should I imagine myself looking cool, escaping this situation by utilizing the absolute advantage of information after being possessed into a world I like?

Should I feel a bit confident at the thought of monopolizing fated opportunities and Items?

I could.

But there’s one problem.

A very critical problem.

‘……I f*cking can’t handle scary things!’

That’s right.

The thing is… I’m a total coward.

Text is fine. I can read it with interest.

But the moment it becomes an image, I’m a coward who can’t stand it.

And not just any coward—I'm a coward who gets teased like a dog among my friends!

-Is it true Kim Soleum turned down a girl he liked because he was too scared to watch the horror movie she wanted to see?

-LMAO

-F*ck, Soleum, your name means 'goosebumps,' but you can't even watch horror movies? ROFL

-Man, even the girl who came over would run away lol

lol-

wanna die?-

-sorry

-sry

Even when reading ghost stories at the office in broad daylight, if a scary background or BGM plays, I’m the kind of coward who turns off his data and only reads the text!

A coward who couldn’t even put a single image in the ghost stories I posted!

A long-term resident of the shelter for scaredy-cats, that’s me!

“……”

I covered my face with both hands.

I. Am. So. Screwed.

Chapter 2

[This station is Resentment, Resentment Station.]

[The doors are on your right….]

A subway inside a ghost story, where a suffocating silence flows.

I, too, am contributing to this silence.

A person like me—who, even when I already know the ghost story, gets so startled by just the thumbnail of a related W-Tube video that I click 'Not Interested' and move on— has to survive inside a ghost story?

'Just kill me instead…'

That would be a peaceful death.

I’m at the point where I don’t even have the energy to deduce how this happened.

I was pressing my face with both hands, wanting to deny the world.

It was then.

Blink.

[1st Prize: Dark Exploration Record Real Goods Box]

“……?!”

I lifted my head.

Something like a notepad was floating around, following my field of vision.

I can see it when I close my eyes, and I can see it when I open them.

A scrap of paper, looking as if it were torn from a notebook and folded, flitted about….

“This is…”

Wait.

It seems no one else can see it.

I shut my mouth immediately.

Standing out in a situation like this was a foolish thing to do.

Instead, I poked the notepad in front of me with my hand as naturally as possible.

Flutter.

Surprisingly, the notepad moved as if unfolding and spat out something small.

“……!”

I hurriedly caught it, hiding it with my hand.

It was… a pop-socket.

A very simple-looking black pop-socket; the only unusual thing about it was a golden 'X' marked in the center.

But that very pattern made me realize what this pop-socket was.

'It's merchandise.'

The very merchandise sold at the <Dark Exploration Record> pop-up store, which I had visited just before waking up in this strange situation!

It was one of the items I purchased today.

I picked up the pop-socket with trembling hands.

As for what function this had in the story….

-------------------------

[Memorial Pop-socket]

: A C-Class item appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>.

When attached to a smartphone, it implements and displays the text the user remembers in an organized page format.

A ninth-level supply from the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau under the Ministry of Environment.

-------------------------

'It shows memories as text…'

If so, perhaps?

With trembling hands, I removed the adhesive part of the pop-socket and attached it to my smartphone right away.

It was at that moment.

The prose of <Dark Exploration Record> that I had remembered in fragments took on a clear form and structure, appearing on the phone screen as a page.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Welcome to the Abyssal Transpo]

: A ghost story appearing in <Dark Exploration Records>, Daydream Inc. Identification Code is Qterw-D-16.

Among the D-Class Darkness written in the early days, it is an insane ghost story that boasts an overwhelmingly high escape difficulty on its own.

And the forever-suffering Field Exploration team.

Exploration has been recorded up to a total of 56 entries.

==========

“…!”

So this means….

'The merchandise I bought actually works?'

Come to think of it, the black merchandise box that had been on my lap had vanished at some point.

'That merchandise box… turned into that notepad and spat out the merchandise I bought?'

What kind of crazy situation is this?

No, but it’s definitely in my favor.

This Ghost Story Worldview called <Dark Exploration Record> that I’ve entered.

Do you know how many internet veterans burned their creative passion based on this?

Literally, there were hundreds of ghost stories.

Naturally, it’s difficult to recall them all in my head immediately as if flipping through pages.

Furthermore, true to being ghost stories, they didn't explicitly describe survival methods but made readers deduce them while reading the story, making it even harder to derive the correct answer in a new situation.

'But I can check what I've read in prose all at once.'

If this is possible, the first thing I need to see is….

'Past escape cases!'

I immediately scrolled down the Wiki Page.

And after reading breathlessly down to '3.2 Exploration Records.'

“……”

I quickly made a deduction.

'I see.'

I mean, I've found my own answer for which station I should get off at.

But there’s a problem.

“……”

I turned my head toward the people in the same car.

A total of eight young new employees, including myself.

The people who had been in a panic after witnessing two people being dismantled live were finally regaining their composure and starting a conversation.

“What just happened… that Resentment Station, it sounds like the 'Resentment' people feel when they're resentful…… right?”

“Yes……”

“Ha, no phone signal, no data, seriously… Argh, what on earth is going on…”

“……”

Right.

The problem is how I, a stranger they don't trust, can convince them to get off at the correct station.

'I have to make as many people as possible get off together somehow.'

I clenched my fists.

Did I suddenly realize that the extras sacrificed in this ghost story worldview were also real people and become filled with a noble sense of mission to save their lives?

Well… um, of course, I felt that way humanly too, but that wasn't the top priority.

The reason that made me most desperate was….

'I can't get off alone…!'

Exactly.

The stations here are often not in a sane state.

Walking out alone into a station full of eyeballs, a station in total darkness, or a station flipped upside down?

Just imagining that makes me break into a cold sweat so much that I feel like I'd crawl on all fours.

'The probability of fainting midway and failing to escape is over 90%…!'

No way.

Save me.

'I have to convince them somehow!'

I was about to open my mouth but closed it again.

'Still, it would be foolish to start blabbering about anomalous phenomena and darkness out of the blue.'

Who would want to admit they're in a situation like a Tsukuru horror game?

They'll either not believe me and reject it with intense ridicule, or they'll believe me and fall into a deeper panic.

'Slowly… starting with trust.'

Just one person first.

If I can firmly convince just one or two people, it’s easier to make everyone else follow along because of crowd psychology.

'Let's see.

Someone who looks like they need help, or someone with a clue to build a bond…'

“Ha…… this isn't even some W-Tube ghost story.”

Found them!

“Did you say… a ghost story?”

“Ah.”

A woman with short hair and a calm impression nodded with a slightly embarrassed face.

“Yes.

Well, I, uh, watch some ghost stories on W-Tube, and this reminds me of that.”

“Could you tell me in more detail? Since this clearly isn't an ordinary situation, I think it would be best to share as much information as possible.”

“Oh, it’s not really information… it’s just that literally everything feels like a ghost story.

Suddenly the lecture hall turns into a subway, and people… die like that.”

Whether she remembered the crazy dismantling show that happened just moments ago, her face turned slightly pale.

I understand.

I really want to vomit, too.

Let's both try to erase it from our minds quickly.

“Ah, I’m sorry.

Suddenly, while talking…”

“No.

I feel the same way.

I can't keep my head straight because such an absurd situation is happening.”

The woman gave a weak smirk.

“Hey, you seem like the one making the coolest judgments here.”

She only says that because she hasn't seen me coolly faint yet.

“Uh?”

And surprisingly, around this time, someone spoke to me first.

There was a very plausible reason, too.

“Oh, you're the person who was sitting next to me earlier, right?”

It was a man with curly hair and a fairly naive-looking impression.

'Now that I think about it, he was sitting next to me in the lecture hall earlier.'

That new employee seemed unable to fit into any of the talking groups.

He rubbed the back of his neck and looked back and forth between me and the woman I was talking to, then soon held out his hand as if to shake mine.

“I’m Baek Saheon.”

“…!”

For a moment, I almost forgot to shake his hand.

Baek Saheon?

'He’s a Named Character.'

==========
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Baek Saheon

: An employee of Daydream Inc. appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>.

Final rank is Section Chief, total exploration records are 106, among which 17 are special cases recorded in the Wiki.

Nickname: Viper.

==========

He was an employee who had been active several times in <Dark Exploration Record>.

I looked up at the curly-haired man with the somewhat weak-looking impression and groaned inwardly.

'This person… is Baek Saheon?'

The image doesn't seem to fit at all.

Anyway, the feeling of actually seeing an employee from the ghost story worldview, whom I had only seen in text, was truly strange.

In the meantime, the short-haired woman who first brought up the ghost story held out her hand.

“Since the situation is like this, let's at least exchange names.

I’m Go Yeongeun.”

It was a name I’d never heard before.

And an employee's real name that I don't know means one of two things.

Either they handled the ghost stories relatively easily and resigned early.

Or they died quickly.

'Damn it…'

Occasionally, there were named employees who only appeared by their nicknames or codenames, but in those cases, their character traits were so distinct that I could identify them as soon as I saw them.

This feels unpleasant.

I quickly shook off the lingering thoughts and hid my reaction.

“I’m Kim Soleum.”

The handshake ended quickly, and we naturally sat down in the subway seats and continued our conversation.

In the meantime, it felt like the groups of people were being strangely divided.

“Ah, those people… it looks like they're trying to talk to the people in the front car somehow?”

“Indeed.”

In this ghost story, moving between cars is forbidden.

Sure enough, they soon gave up their gestures and came back.

“What should we do? We can't communicate with the front car at all.

Besides, it looks like a fight broke out in the front…”

To the frustrated and anxious people, the station arrival announcement came down once again.

However, this time, the atmosphere of the keyword was different.

[This station is Euphoria, Euphoria Station.]

“Eh?”

The murmuring people stopped for a moment.

“Euphoria?”

“Hey, if it's 'Euphoria', doesn't that sound like a good feeling? Maybe……”

It’s not.

'I shouldn't judge it so simply…!'

I grit my teeth, recalling the exploration record I just read.

First of all, the theme of the station names changed every time this ghost story appeared.

Therefore, it was impossible to escape by finding exact words in cases like 'You must get off at X station' or 'Y station is the correct answer.'

'But I can look at the trends.'

Like this.

==========
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3.2 Exploration Records (Recorded up to No. 56)

1. Station names indicated by colors such as red, yellow, blue.

: 2 people succeeded in escaping (Attempt: Blue Station)

2.Station names indicated by body parts such as left arm, cornea, heart.

: Failed to escape (Attempt: Cochlea Station)

3.Station names indicated by the names of serial killers.

: 12 people succeeded in escaping (Attempt: [Redacted] Station)

4.Station names indicated by years such as 2008, 2012, 2016.

: Failed to escape (Attempt: Year 2024 Station)

5.Station names indicated by diseases such as asthma, stroke, glaucoma.

: 3 people succeeded in escaping (Attempt: Common Cold Station)

[View More]

==========

Do you see it?

Even going up to the 56th case, the positive feeling of a station name has no relationship with the escape probability.

But at this Euphoria  Station, it looked like people were about to get off in a swarm.

[The doors are on your left….]

This was because the scenery of the platform they arrived at was bright and pleasant.

'Damn it.'

The clean and bright appearance of the station, like a new station in a newly developed city, made the atmosphere of the people shift dramatically.

“Ah…!”

“He-here, should we get off and look for someone? This place looks really normal…”

The people, brightening up, began to hover in front of the door.

No!

'My number of companions!'

And my mental state having witnessed that sight!

'Dammit.'

I ended up running and blocking the door again.

“…!”

“Wh-what the?”

“Please wait.”

[The doors are opening.]

“Are you certain?”

“Pardon…?”

“Certain?”

“Yes.

Certainty that this place is safe.

Or at least a deduction.”

I intentionally shifted my gaze.

“I believe most of you would agree that this situation is like a ghost story.”

Go Yeongeun, who caught the eyes of the people as I looked at her, was startled but did not retract her words.

[The doors will close in 30 seconds. There is no turning back.]

“But whether it’s a ghost story or a horror movie, have you ever seen anything good happen when someone chooses based only on luck and feelings?”

“……No, I mean,”

“Can you really risk your lives like this without any reasoning or deduction?”

The anxious people hesitated for a moment but soon flared up in anger.

“No, and did you make some great deduction then?”

“This guy has been saying nothing but frustrating things since earlier….”

“Ah, move out of the way already! What deduction or whatever… do you think this is a Golden Bell quiz show? Did someone give you a hint?”

“Yes.”

“…?”

“They are giving us hints.”

I caught my breath.

And I raised my hand, pointing upward.

Toward the electronic display of the subway train where the speaker was attached.

“The announcement.”

-For a pleasant journey to your Final Destination, please pay attention to the announcement broadcasts.

From the beginning, the in-train announcement had been kindly notifying us of that fact.

“Haven't they been telling us to focus on and follow the announcements?

Quite blatantly.”

In that sense.

I asked as I heard the announcement being added just in time.

[Passengers whose final destination is Euphoria  Station must get off according to the announcement.]

“Is there anyone here whose final destination is Euphoria  Station?”

……

“……”

The people's movements stopped.

“I-it's a good thing, though.”

“Euphoria, like, living your life to the fullest, that’s the goal of life, right…”

“So, is your final destination Euphoria Station right now?”

……

“……”

It seemed everyone felt it was unsettling.

However, one or two people began to vent their anger at me instead.

“No, do we even have something like a destination right now? Why are you meddling so much when you don't even know for sure?”

“If we fail to escape because we couldn't get off here because of you, will you take responsibility? Will you?!”

Can I take responsibility?

“Yes.”

“……!”

“Uh…?”

“I will take responsibility.”

That’s an easy question.

'I was planning to escape together anyway.'

And getting off here is a Wrong Answer Confirmation.

So there’s no way my answer is worse than this.

However, it seemed to be an unexpected answer, as the other person stood frozen for a moment with their mouth open.

……

Because I came out so strongly, I could see them wavering, their hearts conflicted.

[The platform screen doors are closing….]

In the meantime, the doors closed.

“Ah……”

I moved away from the door.

A few people, looking at the door with hollow eyes, clung to it.

But no one was angry anymore, asking why I hadn't let them off.

'Is this… enough?'

It was when I was feeling satisfied in my own way.

An urgent cry was heard.

“Uh, uh! The people in the front car all got off!”

“…!”

They all got off?

I also immediately looked out the train window.

Not everyone, but it really seemed like five or six people had gotten off at once.

……

Phew.

Honestly, I didn't want to see what was about to happen.

But I have to watch this to be able to convince them logically later, damn it…….

Suppressing a curse, I narrowed my eyes and looked out at the blurry window.

“Oh? They're running!”

The people who got off seemed to have made up their minds to move quickly without delay.

Five or six human figures were seen running toward the exit and the stairs of the platform.

But it was too late.

“Ack!”

The platform floor began to boil with a yellow light, and the feet of the running people began to sink as if melting into the floor.

“Go- gold…?”

It was a bizarre sight, as if their lower bodies were turning into gold and sticking to the floor.

The people seemed to struggle to run while screaming, but their speed became slower and slower….

In the end, only the upper body lumps remained, staggering before falling thump in front of the stairs.

Even that turned into shimmering gold.

As the easiest means to become ecstatic.

“Hic.”

“Gasp.”

[The train is now departing from Euphoria Station.]

Inside the departing train car, only the sounds of people gasping in shock and sobbing echoed.

One person who had tried to get off grabbed me urgently and asked.

“Y-you said you'd take responsibility. Can you really guarantee that we can find a safe place? Can you?”

“Yes.”

I answered firmly.

I was taken aback by how the logic had suddenly jumped to it being a foregone conclusion that I would provide the correct answer, but actually, it’s because that’s the only answer I can give in this state.

'I'm going to die, seriously.'

My lower body is trembling so much I feel like I'm going to collapse…!

Because the sight of people's lower bodies bursting was being replayed in my head in low quality, my stomach felt nauseous.

What’s certain is that even if I survive and get out of here, I'm not sleeping today.

In the midst of this, Baek Saheon also spoke up in admiration.

“You’re amazing, Teacher.”

“…Teacher?”

“Ah, I tend to call people 'Teacher' when I meet them.”

And then he smiled sheepishly and added this:

“It’s rare to see a person like you, Teacher, in the world these days.”

“I just can’t speak decisively about whether something’s right or wrong, so I end up using phrases like ‘I think it’s...’”

……

“I hope you return with results as good as you’ve guaranteed.”

Uh... thanks for the well-wishes, but this isn’t the situation to be using such a lukewarm, detached way of speaking.

‘If there are no good results here, you’ll die too...’

Wait.

No.

There was something I missed because I was too busy whining about being scared.

‘The fact that there’s a record of Baek Saheon working as an employee in the <Dark Exploration Record> must mean he passed this entrance exam.’

In that case, couldn't I just stick with Baek Saheon until the station he wants to get off at?

If I persuade him and Ms. Go Yeongeun to leave, that makes three of us.

Naturally, if there’s someone actively agreeing and getting off, there’s a high probability others will follow suit in a swarm.

‘Such an easy method?’

“Saheon-ssi.”

“Yes?”

“Do you happen to have a station you want to get off at? I mean... I’m wondering if there’s a certain word or station name that makes you think you should get off when it appears.”

“……Oh, so suddenly?”

“I want to hear a variety of perspectives.”

“Ah.”

Baek Saheon seemed to ponder for a moment, then shrugged.

“Not particularly.

I don’t know much about this kind of thing.”

“I see.”

Maybe he doesn’t have a feel for it yet.

I nodded readily.

In any case, it seemed like a pretty good idea, so I’d keep watching....

Ding-dong.

[Attention passengers, the Abyss Transpo is making an Announcement Broadcast for a pleasant journey. Please pay attention.]

“…!”

The Announcement Broadcast started again.

Everyone stopped talking and immediately looked up.

[From now on, our train will pass through a curved section, which may cause noise and shaking.]

[Please remain seated to prevent accidents.]

Are you serious?

“Everyone, sit down.”

No one objected; everyone sat down quickly. It was fast enough to make the effort of bringing up the Announcement Broadcast earlier feel worth it. Even the person who had been throwing a tantrum about getting off earlier shut their mouth and was the first to sit in a nearby seat.

However, it seemed not everyone was like that.

“Uh, the front car!”

“Those people...”

In the seats of the front car, people were standing up, busy arguing fiercely with each other. I couldn’t hear the specific words, but the Announcement Broadcast seemed to have been drowned out by their shouting.

I could tell just by looking.

They seemed to have fallen into a complete panic after seeing the people they were just with die in a way they couldn’t have imagined in their wildest dreams.

“Shouldn’t we, shouldn’t we say something?”

“Hey! Can you hear me?!”

“Sit down!”

The new employees sitting near the front of the car shouted.

But the people in the front car barely looked, and one person who happened to make eye contact actually started walking this way.

“I said sit down!”

“No, don’t come closer, just sit—”

I hurriedly reached out, but it was too late.

[Entering the curved section....]

The lights went out.

“…!”

In the Darkness, the train began to shake with a roar.

And overlapping with the roar, a sharp sound echoed.

A scream.

—Aaaaaah!!

—Ack, ah, aaack...

The sound of something wet bursting.

A sound like squeezing ripe grapes.

It echoed dully.

...As if separated by a single door.

……

……

I could hear the people in this car, who had instinctively silenced themselves, breathing with thin tremors.

And when the lights came back on.

—……

Through the narrow glass window of the Electric Train’s front door, the state of the front car was revealed.

It was covered in blood and filth.

In that insane state, as if only living organisms had been put into a blender and ground up, no trace of a human could be found.

Everyone was dead.

[It is now safe to stand up from your seats. Thank you very much for your cooperation.]

Contrast to the clean Announcement Broadcast, the sounds of people panicking echoed inside the train.

“Let me out! Let me out!”

“Heuuu, heuuu... what is this. What is this... Mom.”

Yet even in that state, the new employees covered their mouths and lowered their voices, trying their best to listen to the Announcement Broadcast.

Because it had truly been proven to be their lifeline!

‘Dammit.’

Things were clearly flowing in a direction advantageous to my survival, but witnessing it in reality was so gruesome that cold sweat broke out on my forehead.

Ignoring my trembling hands as I wiped it away, I bit my lip.

I mustn’t look at the door to the front car now.

‘Persuasion, let’s just think about persuasion...’

In a few stations, when a proper correct station appears, people will surely get off together....

[Attention passengers, the Abyss Transpo is making an Announcement Broadcast for a pleasant journey. Please pay attention.]

The Announcement Broadcast started again.

“Again?!”

“Sniff, sob...”

Cutting through the wails of the weary people, the recorded voice in a clean, mechanical tone continued the announcement.

A completely random story.

[There is a Lost Item.]

Wait.

I suddenly snapped my head up.

[Those who find the Lost Item, please disembark at the next station and hand it over to the station staff.]

It was a case I knew.

‘...An escape case from the Miscellaneous Records!’

==========
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3.4 Miscellaneous Records (Escape)

A document recording Irregular Survival cases where individuals successfully escaped other than by disembarking at a station.

Several methods are repeatedly observed.

(The most frequent records are ‘Temporary Stop for Train Intervals’ and ‘Lost Item Announcement’.)

==========

An unconditional Escape Ticket.

As long as you have the announced Lost Item, you can safely go outside!

However....

‘The number of people who can escape is exactly one.’

......In my case, where I can't leave alone, it's a Survival Ticket I'm disqualified from right from the start.

I clenched both fists.

‘Then, who on earth should I send out?’

No, is sending someone out even the right answer?

And....

[The Lost Item is ‘the left eyeball of an adult male in his 20s with type A blood’.]

A Lost Item I never could have imagined came up.

Chapter 3

In the midst of a living hell where people were dying within a ghost story, a single Survival Ticket had appeared.

Just like in a movie.

And it wasn't an illusion either.

‘If you disembark with the announced Lost Item, you will be guided out of the station as soon as you meet a crew member…’

It was indeed a light of hope.

The problem, however, was that the Lost Item mentioned in the Announcement Broadcast just now was ridiculously macabre.

“What did it just say?

A 20-something adult male…?”

“The left eyeball of a Type A adult male.”

Go Yeongeun lowered her head with a hollow expression.

“Type A probably refers to… the blood type.”

“Yes……”

A heavy silence fell.

They already seemed terrified.

‘…Should I just let this pass?’

Everyone could survive anyway if they got off at the Correct Station.

If one person escaped early for no reason, the atmosphere might turn strange and cause a conflict.

But things didn't proceed that easily.

“S-still, wouldn't it be better to look for it?”

“Exactly.

We don't know what might happen…”

The new employees were so intensely conscious of the Announcement Broadcast that they couldn't just let it go.

‘…Let's just see how it plays out for now.’

“By any chance, your age…?”

“Ah, I'm in my 30s.”

“You look young for your age.

Ah, I'm Type B.

So it doesn't apply to me.”

“Me neither…”

The people checked with one another to see if anyone fit the criteria of a ‘20-something Type A adult male.’

However, no one perfectly matched the conditions, and eventually, the question turned to me.

“By any chance, Kim Soleum-ssi…?”

I answered simply.

“I’m Type AB.”

In truth, it was a lie.

I am Type A.

‘But there’s no need to reveal that I’m the target.’

If I, as a potential beneficiary, were to become a victim in this situation, my words might be misunderstood as being motivated by self-interest, making it impossible to

persuade them later.

“I see. Then Baek Saheon-ssi…”

“Wait a moment.”

Suddenly, the person sitting across from me raised his hand with a grim face.

“Actually…… I fit perfectly.

Those criteria!”

“Ah!”

He spoke in a quite solemn tone, likely because he thought he might die if he wasn't careful.

‘He doesn't need to worry about that, though.’

And the reason for his sudden revelation was clear.

[This station is Anger, Anger Station.]

The Announcement Broadcast informed us that we had arrived at a new station.

The station where the Station Staff would be waiting to receive the Lost Item.

Tension stained the face of the new employee who had volunteered.

“Is there no one else?”

“Yes… it seems so.”

“Oh boy.”

Baek Saheon, sitting next to me and listening to the conversation, let out a sigh and asked the man.

[The doors are on your right….]

“You said you're Type A?”

“Yes, yes.”

“Too bad.”

And then, a fist flew.

“…?!”

A fist slammed mercilessly into the left eye of the new employee who had revealed he was a 20-something Type A male, accompanied by a horrific rupturing sound.

Baek Saheon had struck him with the corner of the smartphone he held in his hand.

It was a blow delivered as if he didn't care if the eye exploded.

“Ugh,”

And the moment the man, unable to even let out a proper scream, collapsed.

[The platform screen doors are opening.]

Baek Saheon lightly stepped over the fallen man and exited the Train.

“J-just now…”

“Aaack!!”

“What are you doing?!”

A beat too late, people cried out in horror.

Baek Saheon chuckled.

“You idiots. If you can escape at the cost of an eye, you should do it immediately!”

“…!”

“It said we could get off!”

It seemed Baek Saheon had correctly understood the context between the lines of the Announcement Broadcast.

—Anyone who has found the Lost Item, please disembark at the next station and hand the Lost Item over to the station staff.

Even though there was a hint to pay attention to the Announcement Broadcast, it was a very bold judgment.

“Well… I suppose I can’t expect that from people who want others to take responsibility for their own lives.”

“Huh?!”

Furthermore, Baek Saheon remained nonchalant as he fired off those blunt words.

He seemed certain that no one would dare follow him out.

And he was right.

Everyone had already seen what happened when someone got off at a station they weren't supposed to.

“T-that man…”

Go Yeongeun’s face turned bright red, perhaps out of rage, but I felt a sense of relief as if things were finally clicking into place.

I knew it!

The alias Viper.

The descriptions of Baek Saheon in the Dark Exploration Record only made sense if they stemmed from a personality like that.

Since he was a new employee, I thought he might be okay because he hadn't been tainted by society yet, but it seemed he was just like that from the start.

[The doors are closing.]

In the meantime, Baek Saheon waved his hand toward the inside of the Train.

At any rate, he seemed to be in a good mood, thinking he had succeeded in escaping.

Even if it meant sacrificing a left eye.

‘My goodness……’

But… about that.

‘He didn't need to do that.’

Taking advantage of the moment everyone was focused on Baek Saheon, I secretly reached up to the luggage rack behind me.

‘I definitely… saw it earlier.’

As I swept my hand deep inside, my fingers caught something that had been lying in a blind spot as if by magic.

I pulled my hand back to check the object.

Inside something like a strange Portable Lens Case, a single eyeball was contained.

And the label.

[Type A / Female / 27 / R]

This was none other than a Lost Item Candidate.

‘In the first place, a Lost Item is something someone else lost, not something that belongs to you.’

Actually, this Announcement Broadcast was a treasure hunt where you had to find the real one among several Lost Item Candidates in the luggage rack that exactly matched the description and take it with you.

Well, there were cases where someone accidentally escaped by giving something of their own.

‘I suppose Baek Saheon will fall into that category now.’

However, what if he found out he didn't have to ‘return’ his own left eye?

The platform screen doors had already closed.

So, the moment my eyes met Baek Saheon’s for a brief second as he turned toward the Platform just before the electric train departed.

I held the lens case containing the eyeball up toward the door so it was clearly visible.

Since I covered the label, only one thing would be seen clearly.

The eyeball.

—…!!

Beyond the door, the expression on Baek Saheon’s face changed as he realized what it was.

However, it was already too late.

[The train is departing from Anger Station.]

The train pulls away.

I looked back at the new employee Baek Saheon had attacked.

Seeing as he had injured the man's left eye, Baek Saheon must have tried to eliminate any other ‘correct Lost Item’ besides what he had.

‘He probably did this fearing that only one would be recognized as the Lost Item.’

I don't think escaping on his own is something to be criticized, as everyone is just trying to survive.

But… this crossed the line.

I turned my head back toward the door.

From behind, I heard the sound of the platform screen doors being struck violently several times.

And from the receding Platform, I thought I could faintly hear the scream unique to someone suffering through bizarre pain.

[The Lost Item has been successfully handed over to the Station Staff.]

Chapter 4

One person escaped the ghost story.

But with their eyes gouged out.

"Phew..."

"Did you hear that sound?"

Unlike the previous few times, the passengers, while disgusted and terrified, did not feel pity.

'Is this the end for violence that lacks persuasion?'

The inside of the train was momentarily chaotic as people checked the condition of the person attacked by Baek Saheon.

[This stop is Hatred, Hatred Station.]

"Hatred, my foot..."

"Sigh."

The announcement caused them to sink further into gloom.

Go Yeongeun, who had been tending to the new recruit clutching his left eye, stood up.

Her expression was somewhat dark.

"I’m almost certain that person’s cornea is damaged. I’m worried..."

"Were you perhaps a medical professional?"

"No. I only went to university for it... but I changed my major anyway, so I'm just a quack who couldn't even take the national exam."

Go Yeongeun sighed and sat cross-legged on the floor.

[The platform screen doors are opening.]

The train doors opened, but people only stole glances and did not move. They merely watched the outside with wary eyes.

And at the same time, they were looking at me.

It seemed they were watching to see if I would suggest leaving.

'It's a relief they're paying attention to me.'

I had worried that they would become more suspicious of each other because of Baek Saheon, but instead, having a common enemy made people calmer.

Since the situation was going so mad, it seemed they were expecting the next words from someone who had spoken with some confidence before.

Which meant... me.

I even had the hope that they might eventually delegate the decision-making power for the stations to me...

"Um, it's a bit... burdensome, isn't it?"

"......?"

Go Yeongeun spoke with a troubled expression.

"The way people keep trying to rely on you."

But I'm grateful...?

"It's because everyone is scared and anxious, so I hope you don't feel disillusioned or think they're being shameless... Hah. No, I'm sorry."

I'm the one who's trying to instigate people because I'm scared and anxious, though...?

"I tried to think of something myself, but..."

Well, regardless, suggestions are welcome.

"What kind of thoughts did you have?"

"Well, I was thinking about the 'Final Destination' you mentioned earlier."

Go Yeongeun said, lowering her voice.

"If it's a person's final destination... could it be death?"

"...!"

"I mean, the end of human life... no matter how much I think about it, it leads back to that. I wondered if I should get off if a similar word came up."

Oh.

"But then I thought... would that just be dying peacefully? So I couldn't bring myself to say it."

"No. That is certainly a persuasive point."

"Is... is it?"

"Yes. However..."

I trailed off.

And unconsciously, I let out a slight smile.

"......?"

It was because I saw the name of the next station on the electronic display.

"To begin with, what is a destination?"

"Yes, yes?"

"If you look it up in the dictionary, it says a 'purpose' or 'goal' refers to something one intends to realize or a direction one is moving toward."

And this train's themes are intuitive.

Sit in a seat, find a lost item.

The instructions aren't twisted; as long as you act literally, you are safe.

Even those who got off at the wrong stations died in a very intuitive manner.

Therefore, one can approach the expression 'Final Destination' in a similar way.

"I think the destination this train speaks of ultimately refers to a point that the current 'I' has not realized or reached."

Considering this, the criteria for choosing a station become very simple.

-Something I do not have.

If you look at it this way, the escape cases can be seen in a new light.

-------------------------

1. Station names indicated by colors like Red, Yellow, Blue.

: 2 successful escapes (Blue Station)

2. Station names indicated by body parts like Left Arm, Cornea, Heart.

: Failure (Attempt: Cochlea Station)

3. Station names indicated by the names of serial killers like ■■, ■■■■, ■■■.

: 12 successful escapes (■■■■ Station)

4. Station names indicated by years like 2008, 2012, 2016.

: Failure (Attempt: Year 2024 Station)

5. Station names indicated by diseases like Asthma, Stroke, Glaucoma.

: 3 successful escapes (Attempt: Cold Station)

-------------------------

At the Blue Station, those among the people who got off who did not have blue on their bodies or belongings would have escaped.

And it’s understandable why there were so many escapees at the station named after a serial killer.

Since no one was that serial killer, almost every station was the correct answer.

'Conversely, the stations named after body parts... the probability of a person lacking a specific body part is lower, so they failed to escape.'

The same goes for the stations named after years.

Year 2024 resulted in failure because it was a year all the passengers had lived through.

If we apply this logic, the station we should get off at now becomes clear.

-An emotion I do not have.

"......Therefore, we must choose an emotion that we are absolutely not feeling right now."

"What?"

This is where it gets rapidly tricky.

'Most humans feel all the basic emotions: joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure.'

Unless you are the type of person who lacks a specific emotion, choosing a station becomes extremely difficult. Even if there are differences in intensity, everyone feels them to some degree.

So...

An emotion that expresses a flat state that isn't measured in intensity.

'An emotion that exists as a concept, but is actually very difficult to be in perfectly.'

We have to choose that.

[This stop is Serenity, Serenity Station.]

The announcement comes.

It's easy to think that an ordinary emotion has appeared as the station name again. In fact, we often use the expression "That person is quite serene" in daily life.

But...

'It's an expression often used when guessing someone else's state.'

Few people describe themselves as serene.

And for good reason.

The dictionary definition of serenity is "a state of having no worries or anxieties in one's heart."

But can a person truly be serene, without any worry or anxiety?

'The probability of that is...'

It should be considered almost non-existent.

Especially in an extreme situation like this.

"This station is the correct answer."

"...!"

"We are getting off here."

I speak with confidence and certainty, without hesitation.

I stood up immediately. The people stood up after me in a daze and looked at me.

"H-here?"

"Yes."

I then approached the injured new recruit who was holding his eye and helped him stand.

"I will support you."

"Ah, th-thank you..."

As I guided the injured man to the door, the huddle of people followed without realizing it. Now, no one can back out.

We're going out together.

'Good.'

Escaping while squeezed between people like this...

[The platform screen doors are opening.]

But the world outside the open doors is a sea of blood.

"......"

No... this is crossing the line, no, f*ck, this is......

'Dear fuck almighty. Save me.'

"Kim Soleum-ssi?"

I almost hid behind Go Yeongeun.

My last shred of professional dignity stopped me.

Instead, I creaked my head around to look at the people.

"Are you... sure about this place?"

"Yes."

Unfortunately, yes.

But I can't think of any flowery words to persuade them to get off.

No, I don't even want to get off myself.

I wish someone would persuade me that I don't have to get off. Please.

"...Hey! I also think it's right to go out."

Pardon?

Ms. Go Yeongeun?

"You're the only one among us who's certain of their own opinion right now. And you've stayed calm alone while everyone else is scared."

I did?

"That person earlier made such a mess just to get off by himself... I'd rather listen to the opinion of a good person. At least I will."

And Go Yeongeun bravely stepped out the door first.

In the completely rusted platform, lights flickered eerily, and instead of water, liquid dripped from pipes over the exposed steel frames.

Blood dripped onto Go Yeongeun's shoulder.

Ha, ha...

"Kim Soleum-ssi?"

"......"

"Don't worry about me. I believe in you too! Let's go!"

The injured man I was supporting urged me on.

He probably thought I was hesitating because I was considering his wishes. I was starting to get confused about whether I was grateful to myself or if I resented myself.

Anyway, thanks to that, I naturally followed behind Go Yeongeun. After that, the wavering people poured out after us.

Still, I feel relieved that I wasn't the last one to get off.

It's easy to overlook, but standing at the very end is actually the scariest...

'...Haa.'

At this point, I want to cut ties with myself.

"Are we going to the stairs?"

"Yes."

In the midst of this, Go Yeongeun shouted toward the other cars that were still open.

"Hey! Everyone, get off! This is the right place!"

I don't know how effective it was. There were probably many people who wouldn't get off out of wariness...

'Still, if even one person gets off after hearing that, she's saving that person.'

It's somewhat admirable.

No, I am, trying, to, focus, all my senses, on that feeling of admiration......

Deciding to support the injured man was a truly excellent decision. Even when my nerves were fraying and my strength was about to fail, I could endure it reflexively.

I want to recommend this to all cowards.

Though there probably aren't many cowards who would end up in such a sh*tty situation!

"Ughhh..."

"Let's, let's walk."

I walked among the people, trying my best not to look at my surroundings.

I saw the stairs.

'They're covered in talismans and things...'

Realizing that even those were not in a normal state sent shivers through every pore of my body...

'Let's focus only on the sensation of going up.'

One step.

One step.

I walked silently.

Soon, just as my vision seemed to waver......

[Wow! Congratulations, new recruits!]

Before we knew it, we were back in the lecture hall.

"...!!"

Bright lighting.

A modern, pleasant, and spacious interior.

As reality snapped back into place, a clear message had appeared on the giant screen before us.

<Congratulations on Completing your Probationary Period>

: Congratulations. You have been officially hired by Daydream Corporation's Field Exploration team.

"Haaa..."

"Ah!!"

The people who had escaped together collapsed into their seats as if the strength had left their legs.

I turned my head and counted.

One, two. Three...... seven.

Everyone who had remained in the car.

'I lived.'

In the ghost story <Welcome to the Abyssal Transpo>, 7 out of 10 people in the same car escaped.

[Now, there will be a gift awarding ceremony!]

Chapter 5

What happens when a rookie successfully completes their probation period?

Usually, there's a small celebration along with the presentation of gifts.

I didn't expect a large corporation within a ghost story to do the same, though.

[Let’s see… Oh my! There are as many as 22 graduates this time, everyone! Wow, I wonder what the HR team will think?]

I wasn't curious at all.

And the other rookies sitting next to me probably felt the same.

[No, really, this is an incredible record. Unless this was a failure in difficulty adjustment, you all are an elite class. Elite.]

Silence fell over the lecture hall.

The Host shouted cheerfully, unbothered.

[Then, shall we pick the top elite among our elite employees?]

[The valedictorian of this Field Exploration team rookie class! One of those who completed the evaluation and escaped in the shortest time, recording the highest score in the comprehensive evaluation.]

The Host raised a hand.

[Congratulations. Kim Soleum!]

Me?

[Kim Soleum?]

[This event won't end until the gift is delivered~ Come and get it!]

Is this for real?

'Why…'

Regardless, I stood up from my seat.

I had been trapped in a ghost story where you die if you don't listen to the Announcement Broadcast; I would be an idiot to just sit there after hearing that instruction.

[Ah, seeing you come up immediately is very reassuring. Your quick situational judgment makes me think you'd work very well in our department too. What a shame. Truly a shame.]

He must have been a manager from another department. For some reason, he seemed even more spiteful and obnoxious.

I climbed onto the stage and stood before the Host.

[Now, take your gift!]

What the Host held out was a square paper bag.

Inside the silver shopping bag embossed with the <Daydream Corporation> logo, I caught a glimpse of a plaque that looked like an appointment certificate and some objects before they vanished from view.

[Don't be too disappointed that you didn't get a special gift just because you're the valedictorian.]

I wasn't happy at all.

I took the shopping bag and was about to nod my head and head down to avoid glaring at the Host...

"Look inside carefully."

What?

"What do you—"

[Now, I will call the next rookie!]

Before I knew it, the Host was holding the microphone and calling the next person.

As if he had never spoken a word of small talk.

“……”

Hmm.

I didn't delay any longer and stepped down from the stage.

Afterward, the people who were in the same train car, including Ms. Go Yeongeun, went up and received their gifts.

Though it didn't mean much, Baek Saheon was called right after me.

“……”

“……”

He was still sitting next to me, but we didn't share a single word.

To be precise, we didn't even make eye contact. Seeing him pressing down on his left eye, it seemed certain that he had returned the 'Lost Item.'

'I'm sure he'll go to the hospital on his own.'

[Calling the next person. Kim Ji-won!]

As the names further down the list were called, people whose appearance was somehow strange, or whose gait or gaze had become odd, came out to receive their gifts.

'…Were they in the ghost story for that long?'

Though it seemed like everyone regained consciousness in the lecture hall at the same time, there was definitely a difference in escape times within the ghost story.

Just imagining exactly how long they had been trapped made a chill run down my spine.

Still, in the sense that they did escape, they might be better off than the other 78 people.

[You all received your gifts well, right, everyone?]

Eventually, the presentation ceremony ended.

There was no answer, but a strange tension and a sense of anticipation subtly filled the hall.

The hope that they might be let out now.

To be honest, I was also waiting a bit. Thinking that it was about time for this to end.

However.

[The thing is… this company doesn't hire all the graduates.]

“…?!”

[No, it turns out people who passed by luck always show up.]

No way.

[However, Daydream Inc. is a company that never forgets the great social value of fairness.]

[Such probationers receive a huge penalty in the absolute evaluation.]

The Host certainly didn't do anything.

No cliché snapping of fingers, no staring with his eyes. He didn't even perform a stunt like turning off the lights in the lecture hall.

However…

[As I said, we catch all free-riders.]

People began to melt.

“……!”

From all directions, the human figures of several people began to melt away as if they were being crushed.

There were no screams, no movements.

'Fuck!'

The person in front of me covered their mouth to stifle a scream.

I also hurriedly turned my head away.

But my eyes had already seen it.

'They're gone.'

Half of the people who were in the same train car had vanished.

Leaving only me, Go Yeongeun, Baek Saheon, and the rookie who had been attacked by Baek Saheon.

“……”

[Remaining 13 rookies. Congratulations! You have become regular employees with excellent grades!]

There wasn't a single person who clapped for joy.

In the chilling silence, one person only stammered in a panic.

“I quit, I’ll quit…. I’m resigning.”

But the Host was relaxed.

[Oh? Leaving such a good job? Come on, at least hear about the benefits before you decide.]

From behind me, Go Yeongeun cried out as if she were vomiting.

“Then can we be processed for resignation after hearing about the benefits? Without any disadvantage?”

[That's right. You can all resign without a single hair on your head being harmed~]

The Host's words were smooth and full of confidence.

That's when I realized.

'It's here.'

The sticks had all passed.

Now comes the carrot.

…The 'welfare' that I knew about.

[Now, let me introduce our company’s representative welfare!]

The reason why employees continued to work in the Field Exploration team even after experiencing this crazy situation as soon as they joined.

[Employee Welfare]

Wish Ticket

Something appeared on the large screen in the lecture hall.

A beautiful, streamlined crystal bottle.

Drip.

Inside the bottle, a strange liquid shimmering in five colors was creating ripples.

It swayed.

All the colors and textures, even the ripples created by the waves, were so beautiful and strange that they felt oddly uncanny.

Silence fell.

[Shall we take a closer look?]

When the Host pressed a button, the projector screen went up. And the table hidden behind it revealed itself.

On the black table sat the actual iridescent bottle we had seen on the screen.

“…!”

The liquid inside the bottle shook on its own, scattering light beautiful enough to illuminate the entire lecture hall.

That strange thing, which made me doubt if it was even an object that existed in reality, was……

[You all joined the company knowing that our company is famous as a very high-performing pharmaceutical company, right? Our technology is so good we even made a cure for hair loss.]

[But in reality, our main specialty is a different medicine… and it's this.]

The Host steadied his trembling hands and put on white gloves.

Then he carefully picked up the crystal bottle on the table and held it out so the employees could see it better.

[The name of the medicine is the ‘Wish Ticket’.]

[The effect is… just as it sounds. If you drink this medicine, any wish will come true.]

“……!”

[You don't believe me? But there's a whole truckload of your Seonbaes and superiors who actually took this medicine and had their wishes granted.]

[First, let me give you a demonstration.]

The Host tore open the packaging of the medicine on display and… poured it into his mouth all at once!

[Today was the day I was scheduled to receive my Wish Ticket. Haha!]

And the people in the hall immediately sensed what the Host’s ‘wish’ had been.

The moment he drank the Wish Ticket.

The face of the Host, who looked to be in his mid-to-late 40s, rapidly tightened and a rosy complexion began to return.

His body became firm, and his hair regained its luster and thickness.

Yes, he had returned.

To his appearance during his youth, the time of his peak strength and growth!

[Yahoo!]

The Host, now looking like a high school student, raised his fist in excitement.

[How is it? To put it simply, rejuvenation!]

Even his voice had become young and youthful.

Silence fell over the lecture hall again, but in a different sense than before.

It was the silence of agitation.

The Host pointed at the rookies in the hall.

[Your department, the Field Exploration team, always receives good performance evaluations. On average, they used to take home those Wish Tickets in less than half the length of service of other teams….]

[All ten of the people who received the Wish Ticket in the shortest amount of time were members of the Field Exploration team!]

Gulp.

The sound of someone swallowing hard could be heard from somewhere.

Of course, it was all wordplay.

In reality, it was nothing more than hazard pay.

'Before those ten people in the shortest period, dozens or hundreds must have died in the line of duty.'

So it was closer to bait, a hollow promise.

But…

'There are definitely people who took it.'

It wasn't a scam.

[Then I'll take questions… Oh, Agent!]

One of the rookies quietly raised a hand and asked in a rough voice.

“Can it also bring a dead person back to life?”

It was a tall man with brown hair.

[Ah. You usually hear this in these kinds of stories, right? ‘In principle, that is the one wish that is impossible’….]

[…is what you thought I would say!]

The Host raised his hand sharply.

[The Wish Ticket unconditionally grants the wish of the consumer.]

“…!”

[Of course, that is as long as you use the correct method. For detailed instructions, please refer to the employee mall.]

“……”

The questioner fell silent again. But the agitation among the rookies began to spread more intensely.

The Host did not miss this moment.

[Then please check the other benefits on the screen and the information included in your gift bags… and shall we decide at this point?]

Whish.

With a short sound, the back doors of the lecture hall swung wide open.

[Those who wish to give up their employment can go out and receive the paperwork at the desk.]

[But for those who want to try working at the company they've finally gotten into….]

The Host motioned.

[You can put on the mask found inside your gift bag.]

A mask? Ah.

'So that's when they're distributed.'

[Don't they call it ‘custom’ these days? It's said to allow you to express your individuality perfectly.]

[Well… the current ones don't have any special functions. That's all there is to it.]

I gripped my Smartphone.

I couldn't check because there were too many eyes on me, but if I could see the page of the <Dark Exploration Record> reconstructed by the 'Memorial Pop Socket,' it would surely have appeared like this.

Dark Exploration Record / Daydream Inc. / Department

Trivia

Employees of the Field Exploration team wear masks while on field duty, and these masks are said to be provided after the new employee orientation.

According to Employee D, the theme of the masks is determined by the year of joining.

For example, an Agent wearing an ant mask and an Agent wearing a mantis mask are likely to be colleagues who joined in the same year.

In short, it is like a symbol of the Daydream Corporation Field Exploration team.

'To think the day would come when I'd receive this.'

I felt strange in many ways.

Of course, 90% of me wanted to run out of here right now, throw the mask, and shout that I was giving up on joining.

Please, just let me live.

'But… even if I quit, this world itself is a sewer.'

Those 'dark anomalies' are already scattered everywhere.

One could very easily have the rare experience of becoming an extra in a ghost story and ending their life.

'Sigh……'

So, it might be that working as an employee with provided equipment, a salary, and even a final reward while aiming for a department transfer… has a higher survival rate.

'Besides, that ‘Wish Ticket’ seems like the most likely way for me to return to my original world.'

Anyway, a coward like me is doomed in this world. It's only right to find a way to escape the world entirely.

So rationally, choosing the most likely answer with the highest probability…

'I have to join.'

It’s driving me crazy, but there’s no other way. Damn it.

In the end, I swallowed my tears and opened the envelope.

I reached in to pull out the mask.

“……?”

Something came out along with the mask.

───

If needed

010-0153-24865

───

A business card?

It looked as if the place where the name and position should be had been whited out, and the message scribbled in.

'…Did the Host put this in?'

I looked around, but it didn't seem like anyone else had something like a business card attached to their mask.

'I'll check it later.'

I peeled off the business card, put it back in the envelope, and took out only the mask.

It was a basic-shaped mask with a smooth texture that would only cover above the nose.

The surprising thing was that others around me were already attempting to put on their respective masks.

Without a single exception.

'…After going through that, is there really no one running away?'

There was only one variable.

The Wish Ticket.

'Did they only filter for people who would risk their lives for the Wish Ticket from the start?'

I felt an indescribable feeling as I looked around the hall where everyone was silently accepting and wearing their masks without a word about resigning.

Since I was going to join them too.

'It can't be helped.'

I brought my mask to my face.

When I did, the shape of the mask actually began to change.

I could feel it stretching and becoming bumpy on my cheeks and forehead….

“……”

I felt it with my hands.

It was a vivid mask with horns and a bizarre, wood-grain-like pattern.

Wait, wood-shaped horns?

'…Velvet antlers? A deer?'

It looked too bizarre to be a deer.

I looked around with the mask on, feeling reluctant. When I made eye contact with Go Yeongeun, who was wearing a sheep-like mask, she had an awkward expression.

Besides her, the sight of rookies in suits wearing various masks, from elephants to goats, sitting in their seats was extremely strange and eerie.

Just like employees of a company that manages ghost stories.

[Once again, my sincere congratulations on joining the company!]

Clap clap clap.

The PPT flipped, playing recorded applause.

[Employment Confirmed]

'So it's finally come to this…'

Regardless of the mask or anything else, just as the thought of my future work started making my head spin.

Suddenly, a notepad appeared in the air again.

“…!”

The same notepad that had spat out the 'Memorial Pop Socket' merchandise for me.

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

–Access to new merchandise unlocked! (!)

Eh?

Chapter 6

'New merchandise?'

And if it meant the usage authority was unlocked, it seemed like I could use another one of the items I had bought.

'Based on what?'

I wanted to click on the notepad floating unrealistically in the air immediately, but I realized I was still sitting in the middle of the lecture hall.

There were even people glancing my way because the Host had called me the top recruit or whatever.

'Let's leave first and check.'

Since the event seemed over, I should head home... Wait.

I realized a very fatal fact.

“…….”

Do I even have a home here...?

I hurriedly opened my Smartphone and began checking my records.

As if it were a lie, all records of me getting a job and working had completely vanished.

Even my family's contact information was gone.

'Wow, please.'

The only things left were records from my college days, and I felt a momentary sense of relief because those were similar to what I remembered.

The problem was... that I lived in a dormitory during college.

'That's why I had a hard time with my schedule when I was looking for a studio apartment after graduation.'

Sure enough, the most recent records were text messages about making appointments to look at rooms at real estate offices, and KakaoTalk messages with a Friend saying I was staying at a motel because my studio contract got messed up…….

“…….”

I instinctively looked up and checked the still-active screen in the lecture hall.

To be precise, one line of text at the bottom.

[Employee Welfare – Others]

Company Housing Support

Welfare… I should make sure to take full advantage of it, right?

And this 'company housing support' was processed with surprising speed.

“Oh, hello!”

“Hello.”

Only an hour after inquiring at the desk, I was assigned a room number and handed the keys and address. The location was even decent.

Of course, I’m sure it wasn't out of a kind intention to provide convenience to the employees.

'I guess even an off-site servant has to be nearby if they want to work you day and night on a 24-hour standby basis….'

At any rate, the building was a fairly nice-looking officetel. It was clean, as if it had been recently remodeled, and the security was good.

Considering 'company housing support' is usually a benefit that follows when working in the provinces, it was an incredibly good perk, but….

'The company just made us do a Death Survival; as if anyone would actually want to move in.'

But that sarcasm turned out to be reality.

When I greeted Ms. Go Yeongeun, whom I met in front of the officetel, she said this to me:

“Did you hear? They said seven people received company housing support.”

“……?”

That was more than half of us.

Come to think of it, it seemed Yeongeun was here to move in too.

She must have noticed my gaze, as she wore an embarrassed expression.

“It is a bit scary, but since we’ve already joined the company, it’s a bit much to refuse living for free in an officetel near the station….”

“……Yes.”

Right. In capitalism, money is always the scariest thing.

'You save about 1.2 million won a month; it's worth acting crazy and moving in.'

Of course, there was a more fatal reason than that.

“It seems those who came up from the provinces were informed and registered as soon as they passed.”

“I see.”

Now I understood the situation. The rookies who had cheered and said okay couldn't back out now.

I had wondered how they cleared a room for me so quickly, and now I could guess.

'Was the room I got owned by a new recruit who just failed the Death Survival…?'

Thinking that made me feel ashamed of the chill running down my spine.

Regardless, after finishing my greetings with Yeongeun, I went up to the 12th floor where my room was.

Everything was fine up to that point.

The problem was that the officetel was a two-room unit.

And my company housing roommate was Baek Saheon.

“…….”

“…….”

Baek Saheon was sitting in the living room.

Seeing him wearing a medical eyepatch over one eye, it seemed he had received some treatment. Based on the timing, it looked like the company had provided some kind of treatment rather than a hospital.

I tried to enter my room after giving a slight nod without bothering to strike up a conversation….

“Hey.”

What?

“Hey?”

I stopped in my tracks.

Baek Saheon flinched when I actually responded, but perhaps his anger was greater, as he glared with wild eyes and spoke without hesitation.

“It must have been fun watching them gouge out a perfectly good eye while you left the Lost Item behind, huh? Well?”

It seemed he thought I had intentionally let his eye be taken even though I clearly knew the Lost Item existed.

'No, you were the one who ran out on your own.'

He had smashed someone else’s eye with his fist, yet where did he get the novel idea that someone else should have looked after his own eye?

But I knew at the same time.

If I took a submissive stance like, 'No, it's just that you left so suddenly…' or 'Why are you suddenly speaking informally, sir…', he would only get more arrogant and talk more

nonsense.

In the method of identifying nuisances developed over years of dealing with clients, there is a term for types like Baek Saheon.

The so-called 'World-Creation-Type Nuisance.'

The type that imagines a situation however they want and stubbornly insists on it.

Explanations don't work on this kind of person.

Rather….

“Yeah. It was fun.”

“…!”

Going strong would be the answer.

I walked up to Baek Saheon without hesitation. Then, I pressed down firmly on his shoulder.

“Thanks. It was enjoyable thanks to you. Is this what they call dopamine?”

“Wh-...”

“Keep bringing me good news in the future. No, I hope we work together.”

“…….”

“Company life is going to be fun.”

That’s it.

'I must look like a total madman now.'

Evaluating based on my behavior so far and my performance in the <Dark Exploration Record>….

'Baek Saheon seems like the type of person who would push me into a corner the moment he finds out I'm a coward, right?'

In that case, it would be better to leave an impression like, 'Ah, I shouldn't get involved with this guy!'

'Both as a bluff and just in case.'

I patted the now-silent Baek Saheon’s shoulder a couple of times, then stood up and headed for my room without looking back.

'As long as I don't get stabbed in my sleep, it's fine.'

Actually, I just lied a bit.

At this stage, the probability of working with a fellow recruit is extremely low.

What workplace would group new recruits together to form a team? They split them all up.

Furthermore, it’s an assignment system that balances things out according to grades, similar to a certain ninja manga.

And either way, I was called first and Baek Saheon was called second.

'Since he must have been judged to have good results as well, it's even rarer for us to be placed on the same team.'

So, there won't be any reason to work together for a while.

Let's just treat each other like we don't exist.

Clack.

I entered my assigned room with a light heart.

“Phew.”

Inside the clean room, there was bedding that looked brand new, a desk, and even a door leading to a private bathroom.

There was even an information booklet hanging on that door.

“They provide bedding changes and cleaning services every week for 100,000 won a month if you apply?”

Seeing the 'is the company crazy?' level of welfare, I could feel their intention to daze the new recruits with a barrage of carrots.

As if the Death Survival so far had been a lie, many new recruits would be confused by this neat and kind reality.

From my perspective, knowing why the company was doing this, their intentions were far too transparent….

'Right. It's hard to find usable personnel for the Field Exploration team.'

Since we were recruits judged capable of doing 'work,' they wanted to make sure no one deserted.

'Well, if they're giving it, I'll use it well.'

I had decided to attend, anyway.

On the desk, there was even a small welcome gift bundle. Expensive snacks and office supplies with the company logo.

Furthermore, inside a half-open drawer, there was a diary.

The company logo was also on the diary cover, so it seemed to be a distributed item.

'But it was made with last year's date.'

Did the person who lived in the company housing before me leave it behind? I flipped through the diary.

And there, on the first page, in giant letters….

-RUN AWAY

'Oh boy.'

I appreciate the Seonbae's life-saving advice, but I'm already doomed.

It wasn't even that scary.

'Isn't this just… the cruelty of office life?'

A bit of humanity welled up in me. I closed the diary and put it back carefully in the drawer.

Since it seemed I had checked everything worth seeing, should I get to work?

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

-Usage authority for new Merchandise unlocked! (!)

Now that I'm alone, I can check it!

'Whew.'

With a racing heart, I sat on the bed in a comfortable position and reached out toward the notepad.

Plop.

Just like when it spat out the Pop-socket, the notepad opened and something fell out.

An OPP transparent film packaging.

Inside that bag, commonly used for packaging stationary items, was a bundle of stickers.

“This is….”

I picked up the plastic bag.

Stickers with a typical smiling emoticon drawn inside a yellow circle.

The so-called 'bribe item.'

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Daydream Inc.

/ Item

Smile Sticker

A salesperson's friend! :)

When attached to an intelligent being, it makes them feel a slight sense of friendliness toward the user.

Item usage condition: Regular employee or higher at Daydream Inc.

(ps. Disciplinary action will be taken if used for inappropriate private purposes such as pick-up.)

==========

“Whoa.”

These stickers, which were crudely packaged and poorly finished, were surprisingly iconic items used in several <Exploration Records>.

Invoking friendliness? It was essentially manipulating favorability.

'Was it when they were persuading people from other organizations to collaborate?'

And I knew exactly why this of all things was unlocked.

Item usage condition: Regular employee or higher at Daydream Inc.

“Is it because I successfully joined as a regular employee?”

In the <Dark Exploration Record>, most items created by agencies or specific groups were restricted so that only certain grades or affiliations could use them.

In terms of world-building consistency, it was to prevent indiscriminate smuggling.

'And from the perspective of the people making ghost stories, it was to prevent 'Mary Sue' nuisances where excited beginners barge into all sorts of ghost stories and use all sorts of tools.'

Anyway, the fact that I satisfied those conditions now….

'Does it mean this <Merchandise Box> spits out one piece of Merchandise every time I get promoted or my affiliation changes?'

It certainly seemed like it would help with survival.

But it would have been really nice if they hadn't dragged me into this world in the first place. Thinking about it that way, even this itself felt like a ghost story.

'Ugh.'

Feeling unnecessarily uneasy, I looked up at the glowing notepad a few times before finally turning my thoughts away.

“Well, at least I gained something.”

Smile Sticker. Attaching it directly to the opponent is a bit burdensome, but being able to gain favor when things are really urgent is definitely an advantageous condition.

However, there was a problem.

'…This was definitely discontinued after only a few releases.'

The authors had fought like they were going to kill each other over the power of the stickers, and after opening a Colosseum of words, the item itself had vanished into the mists of history…….

I didn't know exactly at what point it happened, but to think that what was in my hand might be the only set of stickers remaining in this world.

I looked down at the packaged Smile Stickers anew.

Hmm.

I must never get caught.

Still, just in case, I put five of them separately into my front suit pocket.

That way, I wouldn't forget to bring them on my first day of work.

'……Work.'

I started to feel sentimental, but for now, I had to sleep.

After experiencing such spectacular and nonsensical events, both my body and mind were completely exhausted.

'I need to recover.'

I changed into the provided robe for the time being and went to bed after locking the door.

It was my first rest since falling into the ghost story.

To be honest, I didn't sleep well.

The sight of people literally exploding and the bizarrely transformed subway station used my imagination as fuel to play in my brain in surround sound.

I thought I had purchased speakers specifically for a home theater.

Still, I was just lucky that after about two days, I recovered to the point where I could sleep despite the nightmares.

And so, a few days passed.

I checked the small balance in my bank account, and somehow managed to split it up to buy clothes and daily necessities to prepare for my daily life.

Of course, I didn't forget the most important thing.

'I have to memorize everything.'

Through the 'Memorial Pop Socket', I continued to read all the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki Pages I had read before, memorizing them until they would come out with just a poke.

Because this was my lifeline.

And then Monday returned.

The very first day of work at <Daydream Inc.>.

“…….”

Monday morning.

I headed to the <Daydream Inc.> headquarters building with a face that didn't look particularly pleasant.

It was to the point where Ms. Go Yeongeun, whom I met while going down from the officetel, was surprised.

“Oh, Soleum, are you okay? D-Did you not sleep well?”

“…A bit, yes. I’m fine.”

“Oh dear….”

The two new recruits shared a short conversation as they walked to the headquarters building, which was about a 15-minute walk away.

Besides us, we encountered several other new recruits of the Field Exploration team with very tense faces, but we only exchanged nods.

And then we swiped our employee ID cards and boarded the elevator.

“I heard the Field Exploration team uses floors 10 to 15…. Ah, I’ll get off here. Soleum, let's do our best We Help….”

“Yes. Fighting.”

I saw Yeongeun off as she got off on the 10th floor and looked at the floor number of the elevator button I had pressed.

Floor 13.

'It feels like even the number is foretelling the future….'

I only hoped it was my imagination.

I rechecked the assignment text message that had arrived the day before yesterday.

[New Employee (Field Exploration)_Assignment.pdf]

Kim Soleum / Group D

Ding.

When the elevator doors opened at the 13th floor, a hallway divided into sections labeled with letters appeared.

Among them, I looked for the automatic door printed with 'D' and pressed the automatic door button.

And at the same time, I greeted them.

“Good morning.”

“Oh!”

“He’s here, he’s here.”

Several adult men and women sitting in a fairly spacious office looked up and welcomed me.

One man among them stood up and reached out a hand to me.

“Welcome to the 15th class, Group D.”

A bob-haired woman with an expressionless face standing behind him nodded and continued.

“For your information, our nickname is Group D because all the rookies died off.”

“…….”

“It’s a joke.”

Should I quit right now?

Chapter 7

What is the correct reaction for a new employee when, on their first day of work, they hear something like, "The new recruit might kick the bucket soon? Haha, just kidding~" from the team?

The truth is, there isn't one.

No, there’s just no answer.

Fortunately, they didn't seem to expect a reaction from me, as the superiors changed the subject.

"Anyway… congratulations on passing the Death Survival."

Is it okay to call it that so openly within the company?

"But seriously, you were the top graduate? That's amazing."

"Let's hear you brag a bit."

I'm curious about the reason myself.

"I just worked hard."

"Aigo, if that were the case, everyone would've gone to Seoul National University."

"At any rate, it’s impressive. Welcome to our unit."

Having good grades upon entering the company does have its perks. As expected of a department suffering from overwork, they don't seem to be hazed the newcomer.

"The unit leader will be here soon. They're out on field duty, so let's just relax for now!"

"Ah. Thank you."

I followed the superior's guidance to a partitioned space.

Four desks were pushed together, back-to-back.

And on the coffee table next to the guest sofa, there sat an 80s-style radio.

The superiors sat at their desks and gestured toward me.

"Have a seat there on the sofa."

"Yes."

And as soon as I sat on the sofa, as if by magic, the radio on the table began to operate, emitting a worn-out sound.

"…?"

A cheerful background track played, followed by a high-pitched announcer's voice.

-Hello! This is the Vivid Traffic Forecast. Road conditions in Seoul for the morning commute are currently clear and breezy, just like today's weather. However, starting from the afternoon….

I turned my head and looked out the window.

It was drizzling outside.

A reality at odds with the broadcast.

'Ah.'

This radio is a ghost story.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Hello Traffic Information]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.'s Identification Code is Qterw-E-63.

A strange radio that tells today's fortune through traffic conditions. Sometimes it offers advice or warnings, but occasionally, being too conscious of that advice can lead to chilling results.

==========

"Did you notice?"

"…!"

"Wow, this new recruit is sharp…. You catch on to the sense of displacement quickly, don't you?"

A male superior who looked like a physical education student said as he approached and turned off the radio.

"This is like a 'fortune of the day' thing, a relatively safe urban legend. It's a verified Twilight Grade Darkness."

"……."

"Wait, you're thinking, 'What's an urban legend and what's the Darkness, you otaku?' aren't you?"

No, I'm not.

"I've prepared this for a recruit like you. Ta-da."

A tablet PC was placed on the table.

The superior touched the screen a few times and played a video.

"Take a look."

<Field Exploration Team New Employee Training Video>

A cheery orchestral BGM with low sound quality and a retro feel played.

Then, two animated characters, who looked like they were from the same era as the '88 Olympic mascot, appeared and bowed their heads.

-New employee full of dreams and passion! Welcome to Daydream Inc.'s Field Exploration Team!

-Today, we're going to tell you in detail what wonderful work the Field Exploration Team does!

'A Fox and a Dragon?'

The red Fox and yellow Dragon characters were wearing hanbok and smiling broadly.

-Before that!

Above the subtly cute characters, an overtly old Gulim font appeared.

[What kind of company is Daydream Inc.?]

I already knew.

Publicly, this company was a beauty-specialized pharmaceutical firm that sold incredibly effective hair loss treatments and skin disease remedies.

But the truth?

-You think we only make hair loss pills? Oh my god! In fact, Daydream Inc. can create any medicine you need!

-Literally a magic company that makes magic medicine!

From drugs that completely cure addiction to elixirs of eternal youth, they made all sorts of fantastical potions and traded them under the table with political circles and the upper class.

That was the essence of Daydream Inc.

A secret organization that creates transcendent potions.

'And that’s impossible through existing scientific and realistic methods….'

The Fox character winked and raised its index finger.

-However! For magic medicine, you need magic ingredients.

-And that is… ‘Dream Essence’!

On the screen, 'Dream Essence' was emphasized in a golden font and grew larger, while a sparkling, shimmering liquid flowed enchantingly in the background.

Hearts and stars popped out as if it were a magic potion from a children's animation, but….

The true identity of that thing is a ghost story.

-‘Dream Essence’ is harvested from supernatural phenomena!

As the Dragon extended a hand, the screen changed.

It was a city alleyway depicted in a cute illustration.

However, red eyes appeared in the shadow of a streetlight, then transformed into the shape of a monster to threaten a pedestrian.

Next, an exaggerated animation showed a fan flickering its tongue while peering at a sleeping person.

-Did you know that supernatural phenomena occur even in modern society?

-If you sleep in a sealed room with a fan on, you’ll die; if you're cursed at, you'll live a long life… these are all superstitious urban legends!

-But sometimes, these urban legends manifest in reality!

'They call them urban legends….'

Indeed, "urban legend" sounded a bit less scary than "ghost story."

And then, the most important core content appeared.

-Daydream Inc. manages these urban legends to collect ‘Dream Essence’ and create wonderful magic medicines that grant people's wishes!

-Yongyong, ‘Dream Essence’ is a more important resource for the company than anything else, right?

-Of course! We always need it… so, who will go and gather the ‘Dream Essence’?

The Dragon character, called Yongyong, tilted its head.

Who else?

-It's the wonderful Field Exploration Team!

An SD animation played, showing office workers in suits giving thumbs up and being active in spaces where various unrealistic incidents were occurring.

-Thanks to the efforts of the brave and wise Field Exploration Team, the Dream Collector is full again today!

In the video, a bug-eyed office worker character coolly held out an object in one hand.

A portable cylinder with markings.

'Dream Collector.'

==========

[Dream Collector]

: An Item appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A portable liquid storage container created by Daydream Inc., which fills its markings when investigating 'Darkness (Ghost Stories).'

The company refers to this solution as ‘Dream Essence.’

The main source of income for Daydream Inc. is creating insane reagents close to reality manipulation using this collected ‘Dream Essence’ as raw material.

==========

Watching the essential item for the Field Exploration Team, the two characters applauded.

-Now, take your Dream Collector and bravely and wisely enter the Darkness!

-The future of our company rests on your shoulders! Fighting!

The video, which shouted typical new employee gaslighting, ended by showing the <Daydream Inc.> logo along with fireworks.

"……."

"Did you enjoy it?"

"Yes…."

I chose my words carefully.

"It was impressive."

"Uh… well, the work in our department is kind of like that."

The quite affable superior reached out his hand to me again, asking for a handshake.

"Ah, I should introduce myself first. You're Kim Soleum, right?"

"Yes. I look forward to working with you."

"Right. Ah! Over there is Assistant Manager Eun Haje."

The woman with short hair, introduced as the Assistant Manager, waved her hand briefly from her desk before putting it down.

The physical education student-type man smiled and pointed to himself with his thumb.

"I'm Park Minseong. I'm a Supervisor."

"Nice to meet you, Supervisor."

"Haha, no need to be so formal."

"Pardon?"

"In this department, everyone gets promoted to Supervisor if they stay for about a year. You'll be one soon, too."

The tact to not mention that the probability of dying before then is also considerable….

"Though there's a chance you might die before then."

He doesn't have it.

"Ah, Seonbae!"

"What? It's right for him to know. As you saw in the introductory video, it is dangerous work."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje gestured with her chin.

I see. To reach the level of Assistant Manager in this company, one must possess that kind of mental fortitude.

"Resigning is also a bad choice. There are so many jobs in the world."

And in this world-view, no matter what job you choose, there's a chance you'll be sucked into a ghost story….

"Thank you, but I'll try my best for now."

"Hmm. Okay."

"Ohh, passion."

The two nodded, saying my attitude looked good, and the Assistant Manager added a word of encouragement.

"People say 'ghost story' or 'urban legend,' but we have response manuals for everything, so don't worry too much."

"…Yes."

The Supervisor whispered.

"Ah, in this company, we call it ‘Darkness.’ If you don’t want people outside looking at you like, ‘Is that guy a ghost story otaku?’ just call it that."

"……."

Wouldn't I just be treated like an otaku regardless?

But I kept my mouth shut and just nodded. I didn't want to do something unnecessary like nitpicking my superior's words on my first day of work.

"Good. Did you understand all the manuals?"

"Yes."

I nodded after reading through the 'Operation Manual' handed to me by the Supervisor.

"Hmm. Good, good."

The two superiors looked at each other, smiled, and turned their heads.

"Then, shall we go to work?"

Excuse me?

14th Floor.

This is the floor the two superiors took me to.

"Since you've finished the basic familiarization, it's time for some hands-on experience."

Where we stopped after getting off the elevator was in front of a small storage room next to the emergency stairs.

"So. What you're going to do this afternoon is… a light darkness investigation."

Pardon?

"You don't have to worry too much."

"You won't die, you won't die. Uh, if it were a game, it’s like a slime that appears in the beginner village!"

"……Yes."

It was about time to get to work.

I was prepared, but I still felt lightheaded.

'Surely they won't send me to a place where it's easy to die on my first shift.'

It would be difficult for them to take care of a panicked rookie, wouldn't it?

I tried my best to calm myself down and use my head.

First, to guess the reason for standing in front of this place… ah, is the storage room a place connected to a ghost story?

'What ghost stories were there that started in a storage room?'

While I was scouring the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki in my head, the superiors began giving me various instructions.

First of all, I received some items.

"You saw it in the video earlier, right? It's a Dream Collector."

I took hold of something that looked like a syringe, a sturdy plastic sealed cylinder that looked well-used.

'They used to sell these as merchandise too….'

Still, receiving the real thing felt somewhat strange.

"Be careful not to lose it. Every single one has a number engraved on it, and it becomes a real headache if you do."

"Yes, Assistant Manager."

I understood it as a situation similar to losing a spent shell casing.

"And for now, it's good to make wearing a mask a habit before entering the Darkness. Don't ask why. Your mask is somewhere… hmm."

"……."

"……."

The superiors blinked as they looked at my mask, which looked like tree bark with sheep horns attached.

"…A deer?"

"A Roe Deer?"

I don't know either.

"The horns look cool. It's a Roe Deer, right?"

"I'm not sure."

"Let's go with Roe Deer. They're stronger than deer."

Are they?

"Anyway, put that on, and look at this."

Supervisor Park Minseong held out a tablet PC.

Ah, so he's going to brief me with another manual video….

[Do this and get 20 million won vs. Just live]

"…??"

It was an internet post.

-Play hide-and-seek with a ghost for 3 days in a convenience store where there is no one else within a 10km radius and receive twenty million won.

VS Just live.

For reference, the ghost looks like this↓

'Ugh!'

Suppressing my goosebumps, I flicked the scroll down to pass the photo, but the afterimage already remained.

It was a blue ghost with eyes so large they looked like they were about to pop out, and a bulging forehead and head.

"What does it say?"

"It asks if I have any intention of playing hide-and-seek with a ghost in a convenience store for three days and receiving money…."

I said it, but I didn't get it.

'Why on earth are they showing me this?'

It wouldn't be workplace bullying.

To go on a 'darkness investigation,' why an internet post…… ah.

"……."

"……."

Without looking at the screen, I scrolled back up.

[Do this and get 20 million won vs. Just live]

This… could it be.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Please Choose]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.'s Identification Code is Qterw-F-243.

Darkness derived from the 'Horror experience and get money VS Just live' type of balance game options that were popular on the internet.

Occurs irregularly when accessing a URL containing specific numbers.

Mainly involves being chased by a killer or a ghost; if caught, you start over from the beginning.

==========

What a crazy world.

While the surroundings were distorting, the Supervisor's voice was clearly audible.

"Take it easy and come back, take it easy!"

How can I take it easy?

To have to endure being sent out on field duty alone to secure a contract as a newly assigned recruit, even within a ghost story!

But there was no time to scream.

With that, I fell into the darkness alone.

"……."

I stumbled to my feet.

'It's dark.'

The air was cool and musty. My vision was extremely dim.

The only thing visible was the cold, faint flickering of light coming from a beverage refrigerator in the distance.

"……."

Holding my breath, I walked cautiously toward the light source.

The outline of the desolate convenience store emerged darkly, then disappeared….

Silence. Stillness.

With every step I took on the floor, the sound made cold sweat trickle down the back of my neck.

There seemed to be nothing around. At least for now.

'Phew.'

I swallowed my sigh.

My footsteps stopped at a spot where the only light source, the refrigerator light, was fairly close but did not illuminate me.

Leaning on the dim, cold light, I surveyed the surroundings.

The convenience store was quite large, about the size of a franchise cafe.

Daily necessities and food items were arranged with eerie precision, displayed without a speck of dust.

'No threat to… food, clothing, or shelter, I guess.'

Right. This ghost story, or rather 'Darkness' itself, was not the kind that strangled a person's physical survival.

It specialized in extracting mental shocks and screams.

The safest answer was quickly derived.

'Let's just grab some water and energy bars, hide, and endure.'

Yeah. I knew my place. There was no way I could play hide-and-seek with a ghost.

If necessary, I didn't even need the energy bars. I could just quietly grab one or two things I could eat.

Humans don't die from starving for a day or two. It was better to starve than to meet a ghost.

'But I need water.'

It couldn't be helped.

I quickly spotted some water. It was inside the beverage refrigerator.

At least there was light, so it caught my eye instantly, and fortunately, it was on the very last shelf, so I felt like I could adequately guard my surroundings….

"……."

Moving my feet carefully, I avoided the illuminated area and headed toward the end of the refrigerator.

'Phew.'

Looking straight at the very last shelf.

As I had seen from a distance, the top shelf was packed with various brands of water whose labels were blurred.

However, standing close and facing it, I saw something other than water.

"……?!"

The internet page I saw earlier. Although I had scrolled down like crazy and it had passed in a flash, the bizarre outline was unforgettable.

A bluish, lumpy face with bulging eyeballs.

The ghost.

'Crazy…!'

The moment our eyes met, its face twisted into a smirk and its eyeballs bulged.

'Why the f*ck is a ghost's face in the refrigerator…!'

I immediately pulled my body back. And the moment I turned to run.

I realized.

The ghost wasn't inside the refrigerator,

It was being reflected in the glass door of the refrigerator.

"Hhh…."

Thud.

Something touched my back.

I felt cold, thick, and hard individual fingers grasping my nape.

The hands of a drowned person.

And….

-Caught you.

Blackout.

Hide-and-seek over.

"Hah!"

I opened my eyes.

Cool air. Extremely dim vision.

The only thing visible was the cold, faint flickering of light coming from a beverage refrigerator in the distance.

"……!"

I had returned to the starting point.

Mainly involves being chased by a killer or a ghost; if caught, you start over from the beginning.

'This is insane.'

You want me to do this for three days?

Just kill me, f*ck!

'No, wait.'

I soon deduced an even more chilling circumstance.

'If you can't endure, you eventually return to the initial point… so there's no telling how long it will actually take.'

Literally an endless retry.

A coward like me might go crazy before then.

'No.'

Is there another way, any other way?

This time, avoiding the beverage refrigerator, I headed toward the checkout counter.

Since there were many large structures or objects around the counter to hide behind, I planned to hide here first and buy some time to think.

'If I just crouch down and go inside where the chair is….'

In the process, I saw it.

Between the counter and the chair legs.

The silhouette of the ghost's lower body.

"……."

Tuk. Tutuk. Tutututuk.

Pale bare feet moved with strange intervals and rhythms. The peculiar sense of displacement unique to non-human things sounded an unpleasant shiver like an alarm.

Holding my breath, I lay prostrate under the counter.

Continually.

Even after the ghost passed by with its grotesque gait, I continued to wait, reaching the very limit of my endurance to remain silent.

‘There are too many clichés where they thrust their faces in the moment you let your guard down.’

And after a long time, I very slowly released my breath. Even then, I struggled with all my might not to make a sound.

“…….”

‘This is driving me crazy.’

Cold sweat dripped from my chin.

There was nothing I could do. I couldn't even turn on my Smartphone because it was obvious the screen light would draw aggro.

The only thing I could trust was my memory!

‘I definitely reviewed the information about this ghost story several times as if memorizing it...’

F-rank ghost stories had many Exploration Records where rookies were sent in together, so I had studied them like past exam questions.

Of course, I never dreamed I’d be dropped in alone from the very first round!

‘Damn it.’

Dripping with cold sweat, I recalled the Exploration Records.

‘Mountain cabin, basement, crosswalk, fast-food restaurant, abandoned school...’

None of them.

But surely, surely there was a unique case...

==========

Dark Exploration Record / ghost story /

Choose Me

Exploration Record #23 (Irregular)

Chased by a Mad Doctor for one night (12 hours) in the Abandoned Hospital at Midnight.

※ Note: Exploration ended after 16 hours and 11 minutes.

==========

“…!”

This was it.

I began to squeeze my brain to reconstruct the content.

Chapter 8

The ghost stories in the <Dark Exploration Record> have one thing in common.

The more popular they are, the higher the probability that anomalies will appear in the exploration records.

‘It’s because there are multiple creators.’

When a ghost story is first created, it is written strictly according to the rules.

But what happens when it becomes popular and everyone starts writing exploration records for that ghost story?

As the entry numbers grow, in order to escape repetition and boredom, exception cases begin to arise little by little within a ‘level that makes sense.’

The example I desperately recalled just now is one of them.

An exploration record where J-Squad of the <Daydream Inc.> Field Exploration team only had to endure 12 hours in the Abandoned Hospital at Midnight.

However….

※ Special Note: Exploration ended after 16 hours and 11 minutes.

The exploration ended after an ambiguous 16 hours and 11 minutes.

It was exactly the ‘temporal anomaly’ I was looking for. However….

‘Instead, it took even longer to escape.’

Whether some problem occurred during the exploration or not, they were trapped in the ghost story longer than the 12-hour ‘period they had to endure.’

‘So… surely, they must have made some mistake.’

I remembered!

‘They didn’t get the time alarm!’

==========

(03:12) Employee Lee Jae-jin accidentally cut the counter phone line.

==========

Because of this, the call that was supposed to come to the hospital room desk never arrived.

The shift change call.

So, a crazy situation occurred where the doctor, who was supposed to finish his night duty and go home after 12 hours, continued working.

==========

(12:12) Past 7:12 AM, but the sun has not risen.

==========

No matter how much time passed, the night did not end.

The employee, who had set his wristwatch to 7:00 PM as soon as he entered the ghost story, reportedly fell into a panic as soon as he realized that fact.

‘I think one person ended up being bound while they were fighting over whether to just get caught and restart.’

Fortunately, a few hours later, another team member reconnected the phone line, allowing the process to proceed normally, and they barely managed to escape.

==========

(16:09) Success in restoring the phone line. The phone rings immediately. Waiting at least 3m away from the desk.

(16:11) The doctor answers the phone and disappears. Escape attempt successful.

==========

A ghost story that doesn't end even after the promised time has passed. It's certainly a spine-chilling Irregular.

‘Still, there’s a hint.’

Although this was a case where the time was extended, there was a mechanism to extract.

The fact that there was a trigger announcing the end of time.

‘In that case, it was the shift change call.’

And if that trigger didn't work, the ghost story didn't end.

Thinking in reverse….

‘If the trigger that announces the time just works, could it end even faster?’

“…….”

What is there in a convenience store that can tell the flow of time?

Thump.

“……!”

Wait.

‘…The sound.’

It was coming from above my head.

I instinctively looked up at the ceiling above me.

This was under the convenience store counter.

So, what was above this was….

The POS system.

Beep.

Beep beep beep beep beep beep beep beep.

A ghost was pressing the buttons on the POS terminal at the checkout.

A recorded voice echoed through the convenience store according to that strange rhythm.

Calling an employee… Calling an emplo, CallemploCallemploCall-e-e-e-em-em-Callemplo-Calling an employee.

“…!!”

I see.

It knows I’m under here.

It's playing a prank instead of catching me on purpose.

…Even though I knew, cold sweat ran down my back rather than anger.

Wow, this is driving me crazy, it really makes a person go insane.

‘Let’s get out.’

I have to get out and run.

But my feet didn't move as easily or lightly as I wanted. I was no different from an extra in a horror movie who collapses and dies after seeing a ghost.

‘No.’

Even if the result of being caught is the same, I shouldn't let learned helplessness take over.

In the end, I forced myself to crawl out from under the counter.

At that moment.

Calling an employee.

Suddenly, a blue, bloated face appeared right in front of mine.

The mouth tore open into a grin.

-Got you.

Restart.

‘…….’

I took a very slow, deep breath.

My head ached for a moment because my heart was pounding so hard, but I endured it.

‘It passed.’

My whole body felt numb.

‘Endure it.’

Instead, I looked at the dark panorama of the convenience store.

This time, instead of going to the counter, I ran in the opposite direction of the illuminated drink refrigerator.

Right toward the convenience store entrance.

“…….”

Outside the glass door was pitch-black darkness.

Still, as I tried my best to look outside, I saw something attached next to the outer glass door.

“…!”

A digital clock.

[12:00⼁04⼁04]

April 4th, 12:00.

Is that the currently set date for this ghost story?

My eyes, adjusted to the darkness, even made out the chime bell attached to the glass door. Perhaps the moment I grabbed that door, the ghost who heard the bell would come running with those strange footsteps.

‘And it probably won't even open anyway….’

Since the place I had to endure was fixed as a convenience store. A restriction would have been placed.

I looked away from the glass door and half-hid my body behind a nearby display shelf.

Then, leaning my back against the wall, I watched various parts of the convenience store and continued my thoughts.

The cold sweat running down my temple felt chilly.

‘The period I have to endure is three days.’

Then, what kind of trigger could tell me the time around my completion point?

What would happen in this convenience store three days later…?

‘Logistics?’

I glanced at the boxes stacked near the glass door.

The time when new goods are delivered.

‘Somehow check the items to be delivered three days later. Then, somehow disguise them to look like those items and put them in early as a time suggestion….’

No. That’s too unintuitive.

There's no way something that goes through such complex and trivial processing steps would work.

The <Dark Exploration Record> is an internet ghost story.

‘And internet ghost stories are intuitive.’

As more trivial conditions and piecing together are added, the impact decreases, making it impossible to gain popularity.

‘It needs to feel simpler and more fitting.’

If so….

What is the object in a convenience store where the flow of time can be felt most easily?

“…!”

That’s it.

I looked at the display shelf closest to the entrance. It looked different from the drink refrigerator, but it was a shelf emitting cold air.

But strangely, there were only a few items displayed there.

Dairy drinks or a bit of coffee, and… bento boxes and triangular kimbap.

Perishable food items.

‘…Expiration dates!’

I immediately headed to the shelf and began picking up bento boxes and triangular kimbap to check them.

‘Most triangular kimbap have an expiration date of 36 to 48 hours.’

Bento boxes are probably similar.

But strangely, quite a few bento boxes and triangular kimbap had expiration dates longer than three days, or the markings were messily erased.

I patiently and carefully checked the back and front of the items, making as little noise as possible.

And finally….

‘Found it.’

The current time in this ghost story was April 4th, 12:00.

A product whose expiration date ends at 12:00 on April 7th.

[Soup Hamburger Bento]

I picked up that bento box.

Then I crossed the convenience store and approached the POS terminal.

‘Ugh.’

The afterimage of the ghost that had been frantically pressing the call button while standing at the counter flickered in my mind.

But it was just my imagination. It hadn't appeared over here yet….

‘Calm down.’

After pressing system settings on the POS terminal, I select ‘Change Date and Time’… Done, it’s there! I held back a sigh of relief and peered at the screen.

‘The set time is….’

Exactly two days, 23 hours, and 59 minutes after the starting point of midnight on April 4th.

[April 7th, 11:59 PM]

‘Please!’

I prayed with a desperate heart.

When I press the change button and confirm…….

[Change Complete]

“…!!”

It worked!

‘There are many cases where you can't change the settings like this, but this is a stroke of luck—no, it's truly a relief.’

My hands shook with joy and anxiety, but I steadied them.

Now I was almost there.

All I had to do was take the food I brought and register it as an imminent disposal….

Beep-bee-bee-beep!

“…….”

[Disposal Alarm]

[There is a product near its expiration date!]

The POS terminal shouted in a cheerful tone.

That recorded guidance voice echoed alone in the dark convenience store.

Beep-bee-bee-beep! Beep-bee-bee-beep!

“…….”

I froze and turned my head.

From far away,

Our eyes met.

It’s running.

“Ugh…!”

Don’t look, look at the screen. Just the screen!

Please, just, please! Hurry!

Beep.

After three fumbles, my hand finally scanned the barcode.

[Would you like to register?]

Hammering the ‘Yes’ button….

The sound of footsteps approached too quickly.

A strange click-click-click sound kept getting closer, but I endured it and kept moving my hands….

[Disposal registered.]

At the very moment the ghost, which had been running with incredibly strange footsteps, reached right in front of the counter and I felt the vibration.

[Complete]

It vanished.

“…….”

Flicker.

The lights came on.

Inside the convenience store, now so bright it made my eyes ache, the screen of the no-longer-conspicuous POS terminal showed a simple and clear explanation.

[Registration Complete]

Whirrrr, the closing receipt was printed.

Within that white noise, I realized.

‘It’s done.’

That I had succeeded.

“Phew.”

I leaned against the counter and lowered my head. My legs were shaking.

‘I can’t breathe….’

Humans really do depend on light!

But just the fact that it had become bright brought peace to my mind and body.

‘Now I just have to go out through the door….’

Clack!

The cash drawer under the POS terminal opened automatically.

‘Huh?’

Inside was a thick brown envelope.

“This is….”

I grabbed the envelope and opened it.

I saw four thick, crisp bundles of golden bills.

“…!?”

Bundles of 50,000 won bills!

‘Is it… four bundles of a hundred bills each?’

Then it was twenty million won in total.

It was my first time touching such a large amount of money in cash. But why was this in the convenience store cash drawer….

Ah.

‘The prize money!’

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

/ Please Choose Me

Postscript

When cleared, it actually gives you money. Then isn’t it just a Good Friend who likes surprising people?

==========

Oh.

“How long will it take?”

“I think he can come out right after filling the three days.”

“Success on the first try? Wow, that's a generous evaluation. Generous.”

<Daydream Inc.> Field Exploration D-Squad.

Two employees were smoking on the rooftop, having come up through the stairs next to the warehouse for a moment.

They had just sent the new recruit into the Darkness.

No matter how many times they did it, pushing a rookie into an Anomalous Phenomenon wasn't something they ever really got used to.

Still, usually, this Darkness called <Please Choose Me> is more hardcore the shorter the set time is, and looser the longer it is, so the rookie who drew three days wouldn't have it too rough.

‘It’ll be like a 3-day, 2-night test of courage.’

Of course, it was harsh. It wasn't that it wasn't harsh.

However, a common premise existed in the minds of the two employees.

—If you can't even survive this, you'll die soon anyway.

In that case, they’d rather he just quit.

In fact, D-Squad often received glares from the HR managers because quite a few rookies had left due to this initiation ceremony, but they were still slickly rubbing through it somehow.

Because watching a colleague, and a rookie from the same squad at that, die right next to you was a truly harmful thing for one's mental health….

However, this time, the feeling was a bit different.

A strange sense of anticipation.

“About this rookie.”

“Yeah.”

“He was extraordinary.”

“Extraordinary indeed.”

The top-tier new employee newly assigned to D-Squad, Kim Soleum.

“It's my first time seeing a kid act like that on his first day of work.”

Usually, new employees are terrified or lose their minds the moment they realize that being constantly deployed into the same ghost phenomena where they almost died is their ‘job.’ That was natural.

But in Kim Soleum's case… he was strangely calm.

“He didn't even seem that nervous.”

“Yeah. He wasn't surprised. He drank his coffee well, too.”

Not once did he lose his composure, lock himself in the bathroom to cry, or try to run away.

Of course, Kim Soleum had simply been spoiled about everything, given up on everything for the three days, and finished his mental preparation.

But in the eyes of someone who didn't know, he just looked like a rookie with an insane mentality!

“Looks like the Assistant manager liked him.”

“Yeah. He's very decent.”

A strong heart was always welcome.

It was a department that had to face all sorts of horrible, bizarre, or eerie urban legends. A coward was problematic.

‘Well, in the first place, there's no way a coward would pass that Death Survival….’

There was!

Of course, the supervisors, who had no way of knowing, just nodded and repeatedly said, ‘This rookie is pretty good.’

However, there were also some slightly disappointing points.

“But the kid doesn't seem like the type to cut corners, so why doesn't he take notes?”

“It's his first job, so he might not know. We just have to tell him.”

In a profession where life and death hung in the balance like this, information and manuals were essential, they agreed, nodding.

“If we tell him, he should write it down. That way he can read it again and know it properly.”

“Exactly. It's not like he knew it beforehand.”

He did know it beforehand!

As expected, the two people, who couldn't even guess, continued a conversation typical of a team that had received a rookie, then wrapped up their words, saying they should head back soon.

“I have to write the situation report.”

“Ha, those reports that no one even looks at, every single time….”

The rookie would come out after three days at the earliest, anyway.

Still, since it was a ghost story with food and a place to sleep inside, it would be fine even if it became a long game.

The two nodded and picked up the pad that contained the internet post that had sucked in the rookie.

“Then shall we go look at the documents now…?!”

Tick.

At that moment, the pad spat out a person.

The new employee who was supposed to come out three days later.

“…!?”

The rookie, Kim Soleum, stood up from the floor, dusting off his clean suit, which looked no different from an hour and a half ago.

And he held something up in one hand.

It was a ‘Dream Collector’ with its gauge completely filled.

“I’ve brought it back full.”

“…?!?!”

Time taken to clear: 1 hour and 24 minutes.

The rookie, who had pulled off an impossible achievement, was just looking at his superiors with a nonchalant attitude.

‘I thought I was going to die of a heart attack.’

Of course, the coward—who was so desperate that he broke through the walls of a haunted house where you weren't allowed to quit midway—was just exhausted, but still!

Chapter 9

A rainy Monday afternoon.

The employees of Field Exploration D-Squad were scribbling through situation reports at a speed never seen before, even completing proxy approvals using the team leader's ID.

There was only one reason.

A rookie who ignored the time limit and cleared the ghost story!

“Wasn’t the time limit… three days?”

“That is correct.”

An Assistant Manager and a staff member sat across from the rookie, who was seated on the sofa, and laid out snacks raided from the pantry.

They glanced at each other and nodded.

It was finally time to ask the question properly.

“But how on earth did you get out so quickly?”

“Ah.”

The new recruit seemed to ponder for a moment, then answered with an expression of understanding.

“I fast-forwarded time.”

‘He’s answering as casually as if he’s telling us what he had for lunch…!’

…Before they could even voice that thought, the new employee slowly explained the method he had used.

“Since there was a time limit, I thought there would surely be an event that would be judged as ‘time has passed.’ I focused on that part….”

He even explained the method of triggering the ‘time alarm’ using expiration dates.

The superiors listened in silence and thought:

‘He’s a genius.’

‘He’s banned from resigning.’

Intuition and logic that pierce through the essence of a ghost story at once?

This was talent on a level that seemed born for the Field Exploration team. He could never escape this team—no, they had to help him adjust well!

“I’m not in a position to be giving you a welcome or anything, Mr. Roe Deer.”

“You’ll probably overtake me and become an Assistant Manager in no time.”

“…!?”

A rookie like this could never be found again…!

“Don’t forget us when you become successful… and come brag to us when you get a Wish Ticket….”

The rookie seemed a bit flustered.

“No, it's not that. Uh… actually,”

“Hmm?”

The rookie added, as if making a grand confession.

“I only tried to get out quickly because I was scared.”

“…….”

Was a ghost story usually something you could escape quickly just because you were scared…?

It felt like Cognitive Contamination was about to occur, making them think this was some kind of escape room.

‘His humility is excessive…!’

However, the rookie remained steadfast.

“Next time, I hope you would give me a heads-up. I almost fainted from fear.”

“Are those words coming from the guy who cleared it in an hour…?”

With a strange expression, the new recruit said:

“I thought I was going to die.”

‘Liar!’

Why would someone who felt like they were dying perform a time attack as if they were breaking a record? That was pure madness that even most veteran employees wouldn't attempt.

But separately, they understood his sense of betrayal.

‘Honestly, it was a bit much.’

No matter how safe it was said to be, falling into an Anomalous Phenomenon alone was no small feat.

And they knew very well how to soothe this wounded heart.

The cure for office workers!

The Assistant Manager asked while drinking coffee.

“Roe, how much did you get?”

“Pardon?”

“The money you get when you clear it.”

“Ah, yes. I got ten million won.”

That was correct. Clearing this F-rank Darkness gave a prize.

And it was clearly stated in the manual:

—When clearing a Shade (F) rank Darkness for which the company has a complete manual, 50% of any secondary profit generated will be paid to the employee as a bonus.

In other words, the company takes 50% of the money an employee makes in a Darkness using an established manual.

Furthermore, the Darkness first assigned to a rookie is not even eligible for this clause!

The company’s stance was that they couldn't give hazard pay for assigning a ghost story whose safety was guaranteed by dozens or hundreds of previous attempts.

The rookie had already read this manual.

However.

“The company usually takes all of that… but you should just keep it.”

“…Yes?”

When you gain enough experience and know-how, there are always ways to handle things off the books!

Since there was even a wonderful exception in the company regulations stating that ‘clearing via a new escape method does not fall under the manual,’ it could all be taken care of. Indeed.

Getting a huge sum of money on your first day of work makes everything look rosy!

The Assistant Manager and the senior staff member performed the same technique they had once been on the receiving end of, with warm smiles.

“Ehey. Put it away, put it away. There’s a way to handle it all.”

“…….”

‘Actually, it was twenty million won.’

Kim Soleum, who had intended to keep half for himself, broke into a cold sweat.

After a brief moment of the joy of gaining an inexplicable ten million won profit and a pang of conscience, he stood up following his superiors.

“Since you’ve successfully completed the darkness investigation, we should go register the most important thing.”

“Register… you mean?”

“Yeah.”

The senior staff member grinned.

“The employee welfare mall points!”

“Phew.”

He couldn't be happier to be in the middle of a crowded city in broad daylight.

Even the future where he wouldn't be able to sleep without all the lights on didn't worry him for now.

‘Does having twenty million won in cash in my pocket create such peace of mind…?’

No matter how he had fallen into a ghost story, this was still 21st-century Korea and a capitalist society.

I finally sat at my assigned desk, turned on the computer, and logged into the intranet.

Sitting in a spinal-correction office chair in an office with bright fluorescent lights, the crazy reality of facing a ghost just moments ago felt like a lie.

There were even quite cute writing supplies and a bug-eyed Lizard doll on the desk.

‘…Doesn’t it look a bit used?’

Well, he could only hope the previous user had resigned immediately because they won the lottery and didn't have time to clear the desk.

At any rate, the welfare mall was already bookmarked on the PC, so I could access it easily.

[Daydream Corporation Employee Welfare Mall]

I quickly signed up using my employee number and clicked the ‘Point Registration’ tab as my superiors had instructed.

—Just select the rank of the Darkness you cleared, enter the name, attach the PDF, and submit.

I did exactly that.

And five minutes later.

[Employee Kim Soleum / Accumulated Points: 100p]

“…!”

The screening was finished and points were credited at an amazingly fast speed.

‘So clearing an F-rank alone gives you 100 points.’

Well, regardless of how much I suffered, it was F-rank, so it probably wouldn't be a lot of money…. Let's not get our hopes up.

Still, since I had points, I tried to check if there was anything I could buy with 100p.

And I was surprised from the very first page.

“…A robot vacuum?”

The items were better than expected.

Most items on special sale were 100p, and top-tier large appliances usually bought for a wedding dowry were around 500p.

Furthermore, Daydream Corporation's unreleased reagents were being sold for around 1000p, and among them were numerous items of shocking over-technology, such as a Cornea Regeneration Potion.

Oh, for reference, hair loss medication cost about 500,000 won as a non-covered item on the market, but here it could be purchased for 100p.

‘This is actually really good.’

I moved the mouse with a bit of anticipation.

Now was the moment to check the most important thing.

That brilliant name that appeared when sorting by ‘highest price’ in the ‘Company Products’ tab.

‘Wish Ticket.’

The price of that miraculous potion introduced as the President's welfare right after the Death Survival was….

Wish Ticket: 500,000p

“…….”

You're joking, right?

‘Five hundred thousand?’

I just cleared a ghost story and got 100 points….

500,000 points?

‘Theoretically… if I assume I enter an F-rank alone every single day, it would take 15 years.’

But there was no way it would be that easy.

‘There’s no way a company would let things go according to my plan.’

It was impossible to only pick F-rank Darkness to clear every day, and there were bound to be numerous variables.

‘There will definitely be many cases where I’m forced into high-rank Darkness with colleagues.’

Wait, do they split the points N-ways there too?

I searched the point registration tab of the welfare mall to find out the base points provided for each rank of Darkness.

F-rank: 100p

D-rank: 1000p

C-rank: 2500p

B-rank: 10000p

A-rank: 100000p

S-rank: Separate evaluation

On top of this, additional pay was added according to the specific characteristics measured internally by the company.

Such as if the clear was urgent, if there was no information yet, or if there were additional risks.

‘Since it’s a 3-person squad, if a 3-person clear is the standard….’

……I would have to clear a B-rank 150 times to get it?

‘Are they insane?’

At B-rank, the survival rate for civilians plummets to about 2%.

From that rank onwards, it's a level where you'll die or end up in a state worse than death no matter what choice you make!

If you enter that 150 times, an ordinary employee might as well be dead.

It was a crazy situation where you’d have to get on your knees and beg not to go even if ordered.

This meant a speedrun targeting only high ranks was impossible.

‘In the end, I have to invest over 10 years just to increase my survival rate even a little.’

This isn't some "gentleman's revenge"...

But even so, if the Field Exploration team was the fastest among all departments, it meant people in other departments would most likely never get a Wish Ticket during their entire tenure.

Since there are many diverse products in the welfare mall, many people in other departments probably resign themselves to that and find satisfaction there….

But I couldn't.

Because my goal was very surreal and clear.

Returning to my original world.

But I'm supposed to live here for 15 years? I’ll die of shock from a heart attack before then!

‘No!’

A plan, I needed a plan.

‘I need to properly figure out which ghost stories I must enter and which I should avoid.’

I had to collect 500,000 points in the shortest period possible while maintaining a golden balance with safety.

I was just about to fall into deep distress when the senior staff member tapped my back and asked.

“Roe, did you register? The computer works well, right?”

“Yes. Ah, these personal items here….”

“Ah, that’s the Team Leader’s desk.”

“…….”

No wonder it looked used!

“Just don't break the monitor. Use it comfortably today, comfortably.”

Is this company… really okay?

Is it okay to tell a rookie to temporarily use his superior's desk for a bit?

‘Thinking about it, there’s no way it’s okay.’

Isn't this a company that grinds people into ghost stories to extract potions? If I apply the common sense of a virtuous 21st-century Korean office worker, won't appalling situations keep occurring?

……As expected, it might be right to use some tricks.

“Ah, Roe, do you smoke too?”

“I’m fine.”

I didn't follow the superiors for their cigarette break.

Instead, I looked down at the desk I was using, took a deep breath, and flipped over the keyboard.

As expected, a post-it note was stuck there.

[Section Chief Lee Jaheon / 105105301]

ID: yongj1111

PW: dydajflgodks!111

It was a scene I'd seen all too often in offices to criticize it for lacking a sense of security.

‘If he’s the team leader… he must be a Section Chief.’

And actually, in this company, there’s a certain site that can only be accessed starting from the Section Chief rank….

That would be really helpful when clearing high-rank Darkness.

“…….”

After seeing that insane target of 500,000 points once, it really feels too good to pass up.

Fine.

‘Let’s do this.’

I made up my mind and accessed the welfare mall again.

Except this time, it wasn't my ID.

ID: yongj1111

Password: dydajflgodks!111

I attempted to log into the welfare mall with the D-Squad Team Leader’s ID.

[The password does not match.]

“Hmm….”

It’s fine. I expected this level of difficulty.

Let’s see. If I click sign up, I can check the password setting requirements.

‘He needed an uppercase letter.’

In that case, if I just change the very first letter of the password written under the keyboard to uppercase and try logging in with ‘Dydajflgodks!111’….

Ding.

[Welcome, Manager Lee Jaheon.]

‘It worked!’

I pumped both fists under the desk. It was a ceremony one could do in an office without drawing attention. Although I was the only one in the office right now.

Anyway, what I need to find on this page is… a sort of phishing link.

The so-called ‘Alien Shop.’

In the <Exploration Records>, there were quite a few alien ghost stories, and among them were those who tried to sell things to Earthlings using clumsy communication methods.

‘They didn't have bad intentions, but from an Earthling's perspective, they sold things that were eerie or dangerous.’

Well, it was still a ghost story that was rarely heartwarming due to its almost comedic nature.

And they had a business mindset in their own way. Perhaps they wanted to target people who had a demand for their goods as customers…….

They had even planted something like ransomware on the Daydream intranet.

‘The shopping mall phishing link was only visible to those at the rank of Section Chief or higher.’

I also remembered well how to see that phishing link.

‘If you keep clicking random things in the welfare mall and then press the back button five times in a row….’

Click, click, click….

Beep.

Suddenly, a small green hand appeared in the corner of the welfare mall screen.

A pixelated left hand that waved as if to greet and catch one's attention.

A speech bubble floated above it.

[1st Anniversary Appreciation Sale! Up to 80% off!]

[Is work boring? >>Click]

[Do you want to become stronger? >>Click]

[Do you want to own cool things? >>Click]

‘Tacky.’

It looked just like an internet banner ad from the ancient past.

But surprisingly, if you click this clumsy thing!

Like magic, the external internet opens from the intranet, and you are kidnapped to an alien site.

I wanted to click it right away, but!

‘Let’s hold back.’

Instead, I right-clicked to copy the link, pasted the link address into Excel, and took a picture of it with my Smartphone.

‘All access records are left on the company PC.’

Nothing good would come from leaving a record that I clicked an alien ransomware link. Especially with someone else's account.

A moment later, seeing the superiors return from their cigarette break, I nodded and greeted them as if nothing had happened.

“Roe~ Let’s have a welcome dinner when the Team Leader returns from his field work. On the corporate card.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

And I waited until it was time to clock out.

The evening after the monumental first day of work ended.

But my work wasn't over yet.

“Let’s try this.”

I went home after depositing the twenty million won.

And now, in my bedroom, I was copying the ‘Alien Shop’ phishing link I took a picture of from my Smartphone gallery using image analysis.

After correcting a few parts that weren't read properly, I opened an internet window and pasted it into the address bar.

“Phew.”

Take a deep breath… and Enter.

Click.

The page turned as it followed the complex link address.

A screen with a format similar to the Daydream Inc. welfare mall page appeared, and then… it broke apart.

Then a new page appeared.

Like the internet in the early 2000s, it was a screen with blatant underlines and fonts.

<Cosmic shopping mall>

※Cool items from outer space※~!!

I look at the items

Pew pew pew. A green spaceship rotated in the corner.

‘It’s really tacky.’

But I shouldn't be fooled by the tackiness.

If you click ‘items’ here, you can see extraordinary, supernatural items for sale.

…Though the prices are also extraordinary, which is a problem.

They started from at least the million-won range.

……It was the result of imaginary inflation stemming from the bloated egos of Ghost Story Creators who thought, ‘I should use something more expensive!’

If it were me just yesterday, I wouldn't have been able to buy a single one of these items….

‘But I have twenty million won.’

My heart raced a little. Being able to directly purchase items from a fictional world was certainly a dopamine-inducing event.

“Phew.”

I finally clicked the ‘items’ tab.

The screen appeared.

[Items]

Blood-Sucking Cutlery - ₩14,999,999

Wide-Range Walkie-Talkie - ₩4,999,999

Alice's Picnic Set - ₩11,999,999

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

※Sale!※ Silver Coin Snake - ₩4,999,999

~~₩19,999,999~~

“…!”

I know more than half of these items.

Has my luck finally turned!

‘Great.’

In my joy, I quickly recalled my memories.

Blood-Sucking Cutlery.

It was a weapon consisting of a small fork and knife, a blade that evolved to be larger and sharper by sucking the victim's blood.

It could be called a growth-type weapon in the literal sense.

Wide-Range Walkie-Talkie.

It was a toy walkie-talkie that allowed remote communication with others even within a ghost story.

It would be very useful when there are colleagues.

Alice's Picnic Set.

The name alone suggested it, but it was a food set motifed after Alice in Wonderland.

It must have been a set of a drink that temporarily doubled an item's effect and a cookie that reduced it to 1/2.

Those were the items I knew.

I didn't know the remaining two, but for now, I'd skip ‘We Help!’ as it far exceeded my budget, regardless of its interesting title.

‘The Silver Coin Snake is on sale.’

Buying something on sale somehow makes you feel like you're getting a good deal.

“……Hmm.”

I crossed my arms.

A weapon, a communication device, buff potions, and a sale item… huh.

My budget is twenty million won.

What would be the most profitable purchase within this?

“Okay.”

I made up my mind and clicked.

Chapter 10

Click, click.

The clicking ended.

The Alien Shop displayed the items in my shopping cart in an organized list.

What I'm buying is….

Alice's Picnic Set - ₩11,999,999

※Discount!※ Silver Coin Snake - ₩4,999,999

= ₩16,999,998

That’s right.

I bought the effect-boosting potion and the discounted item.

The reason was simple.

‘I can't use the rest….’

A bloodsucking weapon? It sounds cool. But there's a premise.

It means I have to run at a ghost with a knife…….

‘A coward dying as Extra 1 while trembling like a leaf isn't a horror movie cliché for nothing….’

Besides, it wouldn't be useful unless the opponent had blood, so it lacks versatility.

‘If it were armor, maybe, but as it stands, a weapon is out of the question, right?’

Overestimating oneself is a shortcut to a shorter lifespan. The rest is omitted.

Next, the extended-range walkie-talkie.

This….

‘……Is there anyone who can persuade their boss to carry around a toy walkie-talkie?’

Wouldn't such a person… not be the type to work under someone else?

Even if I told them it wasn't just a toy but an amazing Item, it was still a problem. There would be no answer once they started asking 'Where did you get it?'.

This is an Item that can only be used when I have a truly trustworthy colleague.

‘So, rejected.’

In the end, the remaining items were 'Alice's Picnic Set' and 'Silver Coin Snake', and since I could afford both within the budget, I would buy them.

Both seemed useful.

First of all, the double effect and half effect of Alice's Picnic Set could be used for various purposes, couldn't they?

‘In an emergency, I think it could even be used for defense.’

It was also good for using without catching the employees' eyes. So, purchase.

Finally, the discounted item named Silver Coin Snake.

‘The original price is twenty million won?’

I immediately got a feeling about that.

This is for investment.

‘Seeing as they specifically added Silver Coin to the name, it’s probably a currency.’

In the <Dark Exploration Record> universe, there were various currencies within ghost stories, and they could even be exchanged for cash through certain organizations.

‘Buying something with a list price of twenty million won for five million is definitely a gain.’

There's usually a reason why the Alien Shop gives such a huge discount, but even so, the risk was worth taking.

…It’s definitely not the mindset of someone investing in coins! Really! This is a rational decision!

So I… now had to pay seventeen million won.

“Whew.”

The only payment method was direct deposit.

The account number for an electronic account that was easy to open appeared on the website under the name 'Alien'.

‘I guess I shouldn't hope for a tax deduction….’

This was the first time I had transferred such a large amount in a lump sum since I looked for a studio apartment.

With trembling hands, I transferred ‘₩16,999,998’ through a banking app for which I had raised the limit.

At that moment.

Purchase successful!

The goods have boarded the rocket!

Time until arrival 00:00:08

Uh.

00:00:07

00:00:06

Wait a minute.

00:00:03

00:00:02

00:00:01

Ding.

A cheerful sound rang out.

Arrived!

Poof.

“Gasp!”

The air in the middle of the room ‘opened’, and items poured out along with smoke.

It was a post office delivery box.

“Wow.”

It was literally rocket delivery.

‘You crazy universe, you could be fascinating instead of scary!’

I even felt a sense of awe.

After marveling for a moment, I snapped out of it and opened the package.

First, <Alice's Picnic Set> was a rusted tin case with fairy-tale illustrations on it.

When I opened the case, I saw a drink in a flat can and paper-wrapped cookies. They were labeled 'Drink me' and 'Eat me', respectively.

“Nice.”

I can just carry one or two of these around like the 'Smile Sticker'. I nodded.

And when I took this tin case out of the delivery box, I saw a round silver object that had been tucked underneath.

I picked it up.

A glossy Silver Coin.

‘It was currency after all.’

It was a bit thrilling.

I held up the Silver Coin, which was the size of a 500-won coin and engraved with a snake biting its own tail, and flipped it lightly. It was heavy, as expected of metal.

Several candidates for where I could use this currency passed through my head.

‘Let's use it wisely, wherever it may be.’

Even though seventeen million won had vanished like melting snow.

It’s money that would disappear anyway once I returned to my original world, so let's restrain the greed… restrain it.

Mm. I’ve calmed down.

‘Then… anyway, I guess I’m fairly well-prepared.’

I organized the objects I currently possessed.

-Memorial Pop Socket

-Smile Sticker :)

-Alice's Picnic Set

-Silver Coin Snake

From now on, I had to use these to clear higher-grade Darkness as quickly as possible.

‘Let's use them proactively.’

Avoiding things because of fear might lead to an even more terrifying situation. Don't forget, you coward.

Determined not to forget and to use everything I could to the fullest, I tried to get some sleep.

Instead of sheep, the convenience store ghost frolicked in my head, ruining my quality of life.

Haha.

And the very next day.

“There are a few ghost stories we regularly manage, and we're going to go into one of them today.”

“…Yes.”

I came out after sleeping for exactly three hours. I feel like I’m actually going to die at this rate.

However, the Assistant manager tapped my shoulder, perhaps interpreting my expression as worry.

“Don't worry too much. It's only D-grade.”

“Exactly! It’s about the same level as what you experienced during the orientation, Roe!”

Saying that to a new recruit who probably has PTSD from the Death Survival…?

However, the employees of the Field Exploration team, whose sensitivities as normal people had already been destroyed, were laughing heartily and speaking to me as if giving words of encouragement.

“We even cleared it once by just diving in headfirst, so there's no way we can't do it now when we have a manual, right?”

“As long as you don't do anything unexpected, there won't be any problems, okay?”

“…Yes.”

Well, for now… understood.

Anything should be better than playing tag with a convenience store ghost by myself.

‘Please, let me get some sleep at night.’

This time, I desperately hoped for a ghost story in the style of an art film—something eerie due to a sense of incongruity and lack of information, but not actually that gruesome!

I prayed fervently.

“Here, the materials.”

The Supervisor handed over a tablet PC.

The ghost story I will enter today is…….

[Tuesday Quiz Show / Dusk (D) Grade]

“…….”

Eh?

“Did you see, Roe? You're entering as a contestant in a quiz game.”

“Yes.”

“If you don't get the quiz right, you get a penalty, but the types of penalties are gruesome… well, it's that kind of ghost story.”

“But we're fine because we already have the answer sheet! So don't be too nervous!”

The Supervisor grinned and gave a thumbs up.

Right, good.

‘I have a feeling the horror level will be much lower than seeing a ghost directly….’

But there's also a problem.

‘It’s a name I don't know.’

Tuesday Quiz Show?

There is no such D-grade ghost story page in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

For now, I couldn't use the Memorial Pop Socket to dig through my memories because of my superiors… but I could be certain without looking.

At least, it's not among the ghost stories I’ve read.

Then again, even if I had read all the ghost stories in <Dark Exploration Record>, other ghost stories could still exist in this universe.

After all, it was an internet playground where ghost stories were being written and added in real-time.

Still, I thought there would be relatively few things I didn't know, but to think I’d already be entering a ghost story I didn't know.

‘…Is the list of ‘Darkness’ the company possesses much more extensive than I thought?’

Cold sweat trickled down my neck.

But my superiors were nonchalant.

“We seem to get assigned a lot of broadcast-related Darkness in our jurisdiction.”

“Ah, that happens with each team.”

Then the Assistant manager sent me a PDF file, saying it was the answer sheet for the Tuesday Quiz Show.

“For now, just look at that answer sheet and… reread the Field Exploration manual or something. Let's go when the Team Leader arrives this afternoon.”

“Yes.”

I first nodded obediently.

The Supervisor kindly added more words.

“Ah, just in case, should I get you a paper version of the manual too? You need to take notes, after all.”

“Ah, it's fine. I’ve memorized it all.”

To me, who has the Memorial Pop Socket, it would just be extra baggage.

“You… memorized it all?”

“Yes.”

“…That’s why you're not taking notes!”

“Pardon?”

“A-Ah, no.”

The Supervisor wore an expression as if he had realized something, then nodded.

“I think the Team Leader is going to find you very reliable.”

“…??”

Anyway, it seems to be a good thing, so let's move on.

For reference, the Team Leader of Team D was still out on field duty, but we had received word that he would return this afternoon.

‘I’ll see him soon.’

However, an hour later.

“Wait a moment. Our Team Leader, I mean the Manager, is still on field duty… Yes? No, that’s difficult.”

The Assistant manager, who was on the phone, hung up with a deep frown.

“Have these people lost their minds? Talking crazy about how we have a new recruit, so shouldn't we be a 3-person team….”

“Pardon? Really?”

“Yeah. Apparently….”

The Assistant manager glanced at me.

Ah.

‘Is it because of the convenience store ghost?’

Because I had cleared an F-rank Darkness too quickly and in a strange way on my own, it gave the higher-ups an excuse to say things like, ‘Really? Then he can pull his own weight.’

The side effect of hogging the twenty million won all to myself was blowing up here.

Of course, it wasn't because they were bitter that I took the money.

“It's the end of the month.”

“Ah.”

I roughly grasped the situation by looking at the two whispering superiors.

‘Is there a performance issue in the department?’

I don't know for sure, but it seems they've ended up in a situation where they have to fill their 'quota' before the lunch hour.

And the situation is such that the new recruit seems like he can do the work of one person.

The Assistant manager made a decision after a short contemplation.

“Roe, did you memorize all of that?”

Ah, the quiz show answer sheet… wait.

‘If I say I’ve memorized it all, am I going in?’

If so, I should strategically act a bit weak…….

“Oh, I’m sure he already has. He said he even memorized the entire exploration manual, as thick as it is!”

“Oh.”

The Assistant manager nodded.

“Good. Then today, just the three of us will go in.”

“…….”

My small and desperate hope that ‘I want as many people as possible so it's less scary!’ vanished just like that….

Explanations followed, such as ‘A 3-person team is the rule, but sometimes only two people go in when someone takes annual leave. We do get support staff, but it's hard to coordinate schedules and blah blah blah.’

Yes. I’ve heard loud and clear that this company is indeed very much like a company.

‘…Anyway, I’m prepared.’

I’ve completed my Item armament, and I’ve also confirmed that it's not a ghost story with a particularly terrifying form.

Now that I think about it, going now might be better than going in the afternoon!

As they say, it's better to get the punishment over with.

As time passes, my imagination will only create more terror. The courage I’ve gathered now is at its peak.

It might be better to enter before it diminishes further…!

“Let's enter.”

In the middle of my endless mental victory, the Assistant manager, who had received something from an employee of another department, approached.

‘The medium to enter the ghost story… right?’

It was a postcard.

However, the 'Recipient' section of the postcard with the old stamp was already covered in bizarre handwriting.

And at the top, the word 'Application Form' was written repeatedly in tiny letters.

Like a curse.

-One day, I find a strange postcard in an old magazine.

An advertisement for contestants for a certain quiz show was enclosed, but when I searched for it, no such broadcast existed. It was probably just used as a theme for the vintage postcard.

Feeling intrigued, I write my name in the 'Sender' section just for fun, and then…….

I was dragged into a truly strange quiz show.

Is it that kind of ghost story?

At first glance, you might not notice, but the moment you look closely, it's grotesque, which certainly induced chills… but….

“You just have to sign here.”

“…….”

“If it feels creepy, don't use your real name; just write down your animal mask name.”

“…Yes.”

I have to collect points.

Watching the two of them write 'Badger' and 'Falcon' respectively, I also wrote in the 'Sender' section.

-Roe

The moment I lifted the pen.

My consciousness was sucked into the postcard as if being pulled out.

“…!”

[Ah, you've finally arrived. Our applicants!]

The lights were blinding.

In my blurry vision, a bright and cheerful voice struck my ears.

A hand in a suit jacket offered a handshake.

[Welcome, welcome… Now. The cameras will be rolling soon. Let's show everyone a great appearance with a smile!]

I reflexively shook hands and looked up.

Instead of a human head, an old-fashioned TV was visible.

……An emoticon was floating on it.

[^_^]

The TV human let go of my hand, then spun around playfully and spread his arms wide.

[Audience!]

Waaaaaaah!

Cheers were heard, but the Human Figures in the audience weren't clearly visible as they blurred in the filming lights.

Soon, I realized I was standing on some kind of colorful podium.

‘Is this the contestant's seat in the quiz show?’

It wasn't scary enough to make me faint.

No, honestly, if I think of it as participating in a quiz show hosted by a Host wearing a TV mask, I can find some peace of mind.

‘After experiencing the eye-plucking subway and the convenience store ghost, this is like an angel.’

Mm. Good. I think I can use my head calmly.

After adjusting my mask once, I checked the situation.

[Is this your first time as a talk show guest? Oh, then please don't forget to cheer. Your cheers are everything to the show!]

The TV human seemed to be encouraging the audience and livening up the atmosphere.

He appeared to be the host of the talk show.

‘So, this Tuesday Quiz Show is like a segment of some talk show.’

Looking at the atmosphere of the set, the band creating the background sound, the composition of the audience, and the way the host led the show alone… it was like a traditional American talk show.

‘It feels a bit old-fashioned.’

…….

What?

‘Again.’

Old American talk show.

Quiz segment.

A situation where the contestant already knows the answers.

This is….

…….

…….

I know this keyword.

==========

※Notice!※

Note: Daydream Inc. bears no liability for any problems such as fear, auditory hallucinations, ■■, ■■■■, etc., arising from reading this document.

Please proceed after signing.

==========

This wasn't D-grade.

This ghost story is…….

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Chorus of the Sacrificial Lamb]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, with the Daydream Inc. Identification Code Qterw-A-104.

Darkness (A) grade.

The starting point of the grade reclassification incident that resulted in numerous casualties.

Currently no official record of survivors.

==========

“…….”

[3, 2, 1…. Now the show begins!]

No.

Chapter 11

The circumstances align.

==========

The tragedy begins with a 70s American talk show themed D-Class Darkness.

==========

[Hello, viewers! Tuesday's joy, Tuesday's heat.]

[You are now! Watching the ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’!]

The live broadcast began.

Accompanied by the upbeat performance of a band, the Host in a suit waved at the cheering audience.

It was a typical American talk show.

Except for the fact that the faces of the staff were all blurred out, and the Host had an old TV sitting on his neck instead of a head.

==========

The Host explains that the talk show has different themes for each day of the week, but there are no recorded instances of anyone entering on other days.

Entry is only possible for the talk show on ■day.

==========

[Has everyone been waiting for Tuesday? So have I! It’s the only day of the week where we get to see our lovely new faces, the quiz show participants!]

“….”

It matches.

==========

The Field Exploration team entered from the 12th expedition onwards, fully equipped with a list of past answers for the main segment of the ■day talk show, the ‘Quiz.’

Up until the 110th expedition, they successfully escaped without casualties across 99 explorations. (Prizes included.)

==========

[Surprisingly… there hasn’t been a single person with a wrong answer for the past several dozen weeks! It’s amazing, truly amazing….]

It… matches.

==========

However, the 111th expedition.

An anomaly occurred during the 100th exploration.

==========

[Will the participants be able to get the correct answer this time as well?]

Ba-bam-bam-ba-bam!

The lights shone down along with the sound effects.

Seven podiums were arranged in a semi-circle.

Three of them.

Specifically, the podiums where I, the Senior staff, and the Assistant manager stood were pin-pointed.

[It’s Badger, Falcon, and Mr. Roe Deer.]

[Everyone, a big round of applause, please!]

Ooooh!

The invisible audience broke into applause.

I felt like I was going to faint.

Maybe… just maybe.

[Oh my goodness, we have breaking news!]

“…!”

The Host made a big fuss as he received something from a staff member.

[It’s been quite a while since all the participants got their answers right, hasn’t it? That period has lasted for….]

For.

[98 sessions!]

“……!”

[Today marks the 99th! Haha!]

I lived.

‘It’s not the 100th…!’

My heart felt like it was going to leap out of my chest.

‘Right, the probability of hitting the 100th exactly was low to begin with.’

I almost gripped the podium in relief, but I held back.

Because it was clearly written in the PDF of the ‘Tuesday Talk Show’ answer sheet I received earlier.

-Disrupting the broadcast results in Incineration.

It wasn’t even a penalty. It was ‘Incineration.’

And this was a live broadcast.

In short, if anything felt even slightly off, I would die.

[Will today’s 99th participants be able to continue the winning streak and pass the baton to the 100th participants? Or will this incredible record come to an end?]

[Stay tuned and watch!]

I turned my head.

The Assistant manager and Senior staff on the other podiums didn’t look particularly nervous; they gave me light nods or smiles.

Like people proceeding with the certainty that this was a ghost story that had been patterned through nearly three years of accumulated safety.

‘Deep breath.’

It’s okay.

…It will be okay.

I took a deep breath in and exhaled.

[Well then, Mr. Roe Deer!]

“Yes.”

[Are you very nervous?]

“Yes. It’s my first time participating in a quiz show like this.”

[Ah, good, good…. Then let’s start the first question lightly!]

Strange text appeared on the Host’s head, the old TV.

It was an unfamiliar and ominous linguistic system I was seeing for the first time, but I could read it. A surge of headache and nausea rose and then vanished.

[Question: Choose the item that is not suitable as a component of a human being.]

1. Water

2. Iron

3. Oil

4. Soil

“…Number 4, Soil.”

[Correct!]

The quiz show proceeded… smoothly like that.

‘The themes are somewhat gruesome, but the questions aren't at a level where you can't get them right.’

Furthermore, the effectiveness of the list of past questions that the Field Exploration team had smuggled out of this ghost story was certain.

While they weren't exactly the same, they were close enough that there was no difficulty in picking the right answers.

‘In fact, because I have to use my brain a bit, the probability of getting it wrong is even lower.’

[No way! Correct!]

[Again?]

[Ahhh, ah… He’s conflicted. He’s conflicted……. Yes, Number 3! Mr. Roe Deer has chosen strangulation! What will be his fate?? ……Correct! Hurrah!]

The past questions aligned well, and things progressed without a hitch.

I made an effort to match the broadcast atmosphere as much as possible, even pretending to deliberate before answering.

‘I have to get through this broadcast somehow.’

An obsessive thought dominated my mind.

During the commercial break, the Host said something about ‘please participate again.’ I suppressed my internal scream and brushed it off by acting tempted.

Past questions 2, 3, 4, 5… and past question 9.

[Mr. Roe Deer! This is the final question.]

Finally, the end of this crazy situation was in sight.

[Surprisingly, the other participants have gotten all the questions right and are continuing their winning streak once again!]

[Will Mr. Roe Deer be able to complete the final link?]

I saw my superiors on the other podiums either waving slightly or nodding at me.

Now, if I just got this right, it would be over.

[Are you ready?]

“Yes.”

[Great!]

The question appeared.

[Question: Choose what percentage of blood loss causes a human to die.]

1. 40%

2. 45%

3. 50%

4. 55%

“…….”

Did they put in a trap because it's the last question?

I caught my breath.

“The answer is… Number 1,”

[Ah, he’s chosen Number 1….]

“And Number 2.”

[…!]

“And Number 3, Number 4…. All of them.”

[…….]

“On average, a human’s life is in danger when they lose about 30 to 40% of their blood.”

[Oh.]

“Therefore, they would also die if they lost more than that.”

[No, no… how can this be!]

The TV flashed.

I didn't think I would die even if I got it wrong.

But because I didn’t want to give this dangerous ghost story any pretext, I grit my teeth to avoid any possible traps.

[So you're saying there are multiple correct answers! By any chance, do you wish to change your mind?]

“I do not.”

Ooooh.

Muttering could be heard from the audience.

And… a Faceless Staff member rushed onto the stage…?

[…My! I have some surprising news to share.]

[Actually, the answer our writers prepared was Number 1.]

W-Wait.

[But Mr. Roe Deer’s answer is much more impressive! It’s also more logical, isn’t it? Right?]

Yes!! I could hear the audience shouting.

The Host spread his arms wide.

[Then of course it’s the correct answer! I’ll count it as a perfect score! Splendid!]

“…!”

Hah.

‘Anyway, I survived.’

Why did I almost fall into a trap I dug for myself! I closed my eyes tight in relief before opening them again.

The Host must have taken it as me being deeply moved, as he came over and patted my back as if hugging me.

The fact that he had body heat made it even more chilling.

[Amazing, truly amazing!]

“…Thank you.”

[Well then, with this….]

The Host grabbed the microphone and shouted with emotion.

[Surprisingly, all of our participants are continuing their winning streak! Simply amazing!]

Pop.

Confetti exploded and cheers erupted.

On each podium, my superiors had expressions that said, ‘It’s finally ending.’ It was practically visible even through their masks.

[But there is only one MVP who will take home the grand prize. And that is….]

A drum roll followed….

The Host pointed.

[It’s Mr. Roe Deer!]

Waaaaah!

The band played a boisterous celebratory sound effect.

[Congratulations! Here, take your prize!]

“Thank… you.”

I accepted the small gift box the Host handed to me.

I was happy. Of course, it wasn't because I received an item.

‘It’s finally over.’

Now, as soon as the cameras turned off, I could leave.

‘Please, let’s just go.’

Just as my heart was regaining its peace at the thought of returning to an office in a building in 21st-century Seoul.

[It’s a pity, but it’s time to wrap up the Tuesday Quiz Show. Tomorrow, we’ll have an even more wonderful guest for Wednes…… Hm?]

Click.

Out of the blue.

Suddenly, the lights came on for the four empty podiums.

“…?!”

Human Figures were standing there before I knew it.

Four people looking around with bewildered faces.

All of them were wearing suits and masks.

‘Company employees?’

They were clearly from another unit of the Field Exploration team.

One mask in particular was familiar; it was probably my fellow new recruit.

I understood that much. But….

‘Why are we overlapping?’

Is it possible to enter a ghost story simultaneously like this? No, regardless of whether it’s possible or not….

‘…It’s a broadcast accident.’

Silence filled the studio.

1 second.

2 seconds.

3 seconds.

“…….”

Something was wrong.

The employee in the zebra mask standing right next to me seemed to have sensed it too.

“W-What is this, why are the people who came first….”

Whoosh.

“…!”

The employee in the zebra mask, who burst into flames rapidly and silently, kept his mouth agape as if he hadn't even grasped the situation before he collapsed as if it were all a lie.

All that remained was a pile of ash in the shape of his shoes.

The camera swung around hurriedly.

[…Surprise!]

[That was a sneak preview of the participants appearing next Tuesday!]

A rowdy band sound played hurriedly as if to cover it up.

The camera was now focused on me.

“…!”

Dammit.

Dammit, dammit!

I desperately shook the gift box I received in the air without showing any agitation.

As if I were excited!

Pop.

Confetti fell from the air again and the drums beat noisily. The Host drew cheers from the audience.

[We’ll see you tomorrow with an even more enjoyable show!]

[Well then… have a good night!]

Bam!

With a jaunty guitar sound, the camera light went out.

“…….”

It’s over.

It’s… over,

Isn't it?

Why are we still here?

[Phew. That almost ruined the live broadcast. I’m glad it was handled well!]

The camera was definitely off.

Faceless Staff members rushed onto the stage, and the lights in the audience went out.

The band vanished as well.

We entered the backstage, which was filled with noise and whispering, revealing its cold iron structure.

However, we do not disappear.

…A chilling premonition crawled up my spine.

[Mr. Roe Deer! You have great instincts. Are you interested in being a regular panelist by any chance?]

“…I already have a job.”

[Oh dear! Well, our talk show’s application postcards are always open anyway!]

Why was the ghost story continuing?

The reason was simple.

Because the considerate Host wanted to hold onto the participants and kindly explain why such a situation had occurred.

[Ah, and the new participants!]

[You must have been startled, fearing you’d ruin the broadcast. I’m sure it wasn’t intentional. I believe you. Don’t blame yourselves too much!]

[And don’t worry. I’ll give the three of you another chance as well!]

With a kind and sociable attitude, the Host spoke to the employees who had suddenly entered in the middle—the ‘new participants.’

As if there had been three of them from the start.

Meanwhile, the staff swept up the ashes left behind by the person who had been incinerated with a broom.

I feel like I’m going insane.

[I’d like to give you the chance to participate right away, but unfortunately, our show is live. We’ll see you next week!]

But we can just leave like this.

Please, please just let it be like this! Let it end here!

[Well then, you all should head home for now…… Hm?]

It was then.

Someone holding a megaphone in one hand ran onto the stage.

Their face seemed blurred by the stage lights and couldn't be seen properly, but unlike the other staff, they were identified only by the sunglasses they were wearing.

The Human Figure holding the megaphone hurriedly whispered something to the Host.

[…! Oh, dear.]

The Host looked back at us.

[You know. It’s very difficult for me to say this, but… uh.]

The emoticon on the TV monitor made a melancholy face.

[Just now, our show was cancelled.]

“…!”

[To be precise, the Tuesday Quiz Show. So strictly speaking, it’s not that my show has ended, but yes.]

[The quiz segment has been replaced.]

What?

[It seems we won’t be able to have you as the participants for the 100th consecutive win challenge. I truly want to apologize with all my heart.]

The Host bowed so deeply in apology that even the antenna on his TV head bent.

“Then… is it, a clear?”

“Phew. Pheww…….”

I could faintly hear the voices of the other unit’s employees, filled with hope despite their bewilderment, fear, and panic.

However, the back of my neck was cold with cold sweat.

‘No.’

This development is….

==========

Exploration Records #100

Started in the same studio as previous sessions.

However, the program name has changed.

The Host explained to the confused employees that the ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’ had been cancelled.

Because participants had gotten the answers right for 99 consecutive sessions, the penalty became meaningless, and he reportedly received disciplinary action on the grounds that the segment was not stimulating enough.

So, he stated that the new segment selected a subject that could draw more interest from the viewers….

==========

[Ah! Wait a moment!]

Receiving a signal from a staff member, the Host’s TV antenna suddenly flared wide open.

[Good news. They say they’ll have all of you as participants in the new segment as well!]

“…!!”

[It’s even a recorded broadcast, so it’ll be easier than before! Haha!]

[Let’s proceed with the filming right away! Although I’ll just be in a supporting role, yes, I’ll do my best to make it a good show….]

“Wait a minute.”

The Assistant manager of our unit raised his hand with a stiff face.

“We’ve already participated in the show, so we’ll be heading back now….”

[You’re going back when the filming isn't even finished?]

“…!”

The TV screen that moved right in front of the Assistant manager's face crackled with static.

[Dear… it was all written on the application postcard. Well, if you really can’t participate… I suppose it can’t be helped.]

“…….”

[Tell me. Can you not do it?]

The Assistant manager slowly moved his eyes and met mine from across the way.

I shook my head ever so slightly.

The Assistant manager must have realized it too.

That ‘it can’t be helped’ didn't mean he’d let us go home, but that he’d simply have us incinerated.

[You can do it! Good.]

An ominous silence.

The studio was filled with the sounds of the company employees’ breathing, their faces pale as ghosts.

I must be one of them.

Wait, am I even breathing?

[My! The tension is palpable. New programs are always like that.]

[Let’s buck up! Mr. Roe Deer, didn’t you show a wonderful performance during the live broadcast! I’m sure you’ll be able to show a great performance this time as well….]

Is there… no excuse that might work?

Is there nothing plausible to say?

“Yes. However, I didn’t expect to appear on the broadcast consecutively.”

[Ho.]

“I might make a mistake.”

I gripped the podium so hard my knuckles turned white.

“I’ll prepare more and participate again next Tuesday…….”

[Ah! It’s starting! Look there, look at the light coming on! 3, 2, 1….]

The Host muttered in an inspired voice.

Words didn't get through to him.

As if his soul were completely possessed by the broadcast, the Host ran out in front of the camera.

[Hello, viewers! Tuesday's joy, Tuesday's heat.]

[You are now! Watching a brand-new segment of our talk show!]

This is insane.

[Are you sad that the quiz show is gone? There’s no need for that. Because this is an even more advanced form of a quiz show!]

[They’ve added something on top of the quiz! What could it be?]

The Host, reading the teleprompter, waved his hands.

[After all, what touches the tired heart is melody.]

[Especially voices! A choir, oh, what a beautiful sound it is!]

….

[Haha, our band doesn't need to feel left out. We’ve invited a master of a completely different genre!]

[Our new guest arrives!]

The back of the set opened and a figure emerged.

The smell of rusted iron piercing the nose, a foul stench, and a dark, massive pig's head.

[The conductor of the Choir of Purgatory, the filthy, hideous, and great Butcher of Melodies!]

[That’s right. The name of the new segment is… Tuesday’s Choir!]

Hell had arrived.

Chapter 12

A horrific stench filled the studio.

Walking into the center of the spotlight was a bipedal creature with the head of a pig.

It had an emaciated, skeletal body.

Blood seeped from the eyes of the giant dead pig that served as its head.

[One moment, please. Since you are a man of few words, an artist of silence... Ah! Now, the maestro's equipment is coming in!]

Thirteen silver trays descended from the air, suspended by wires.

The large, circular silver trays were thick and elaborately decorated with delicate engravings.

Faces screaming in agony. Countless ones hanging like clusters of grapes.

[Now, shall we meet our passionate participants who applied to be members of the choir?]

Lights flickered on over each platform.

The figures of pale, terrified humans stood upon the six platforms.

[You recognize some faces from last week, don't you? Haha, I wonder if our participants, who have kept their record of 99 consecutive wins, can set a 100th record in this new corner?]

[Stay tuned! It will be revealed soon!]

Waaaaah!

The audience seats were empty. However, recorded sounds mechanically filled the venue.

[But the first glory must go to the first participant, right?]

The Host stood in front of an unknown employee.

The employee, wearing a mole mask, hunched their shoulders.

[Here is the question.]

Flash.

[Which of the following creatures has the longest lifespan?]

1. Pig

2. Human

3. Rabbit

4. Flea

"H-human. Number 2, it's human...!"

[Correct!]

A flash of relief crossed the eyes behind the mole mask.

Yes. In the original Tuesday Talk Show, the turn would have passed with cheers.

But in the new corner, a new stage had been added.

[Congratulations on passing, Mr. Mole!]

The bleeding pig-headed conductor raised its skeletal arms and swung a silver baton.

The mole mask was ripped away, along with the head inside.

[You'll make a beautiful harmony!]

Thud.

The body of the headless participant fell to the floor below the platform like a doll with its strings cut.

"...!"

The employee's head, now just a neck, floated into the air and was displayed upon a silver tray.

The mouth was still gasping open and shut.

[It will awaken the appropriate talent in each participant. Oh, marvelous. Simply marvelous...]

As the pig raised both arms, a clear, transparent scream suddenly began to ring out from the employee's gasping mouth, following a melody.

"H-human. It's human. It's humaaaannnn!"

It sounded as if someone were forcibly squeezing the vocal cords to create the melody of a woodwind instrument.

[Finally, the first member has taken their place!]

The choir practice began.

Endlessly repeating the last words spoken before the head was severed.

==========

The ‘Chorus of the Sacrificial Lamb’ consists of one conductor and 13 silver trays summoned by him.

The heads of talk show participants are placed on the silver trays, and the selection process is determined through that day's broadcast corner.

The heads fused with the silver trays each produce different sentences and instrument sounds to form an a cappella.

The maximum number of heads recorded is 7.

One head: Induces mild headaches, anxiety, and sudden mood swings.

==========

If one were in the comfortable position of simply reading a ghost story.

Since it's only one head, the effect is manageable despite the gruesome situation... one might think.

However, if you were directly caught in this insane situation, those words wouldn't come out.

Like the employee who was directly affected over there.

"Aaaagh!! S-Siyeon, Si...!"

Incineration.

The light on another platform went out. The corpse, turned to ash, stuck to the floor beneath it.

The gasping mouth, now just a head, still sang a bizarre melody.

"H-human. Number 2. Humaaaannn!"

[Next is... Ah, another new face. Mr. Jellyfish! Let's see if you can create a wonderful choral harmony with the participants who passed!]

[Then, the question...]

"I don't know! I don't know the answer!"

The employee wearing the nameless jellyfish mask shouted before even reading the question.

Their instinct seemed to have judged that it was better to get the quiz wrong and receive a penalty.

[My goodness!]

It was an impressive display of judgment.

...Though it was a meaningless gesture.

[Disqualified]

The head exploded.

Like fireworks, the light from the sparkling mirror ball and a shower of confetti fluttered through the studio.

The recorded reaction of the audience, a mix of disappointed sighs and cheers, filled the studio.

[Oh dear, you failed! How unfortunate...]

[He failed to join the great choir!]

"......."

Yes.

'The penalty system is gone; if you can't answer the quiz, you're automatically disqualified.'

I blinked.

It didn't feel real.

That half the people were dead within five minutes of the recording starting.

And that there was no exit.

Only three remained.

The assistant manager and the supervisor from Team D.

And I.

[Then shall we meet the next participant? Oh, they're familiar faces!]

"......."

I recalled a fact I had been ignoring.

...That I hadn't seen the names of these superiors in the <Dark Exploration Record> either.

It was the same as my colleague, Go Yeongeun.

I remembered what I thought when I heard Go Yeongeun's name.

-Either they handled the ghost stories relatively easily and resigned early.

-Or they died quickly.

[Mr. Badger!]

The supervisor among us was called first.

Park Minseong.

Standing on the platform furthest from me, the supervisor's jaw went pale.

A death sentence; soon it would be my turn too...

[It's your turn to answer!]

No.

'Get it together!'

I punched my stomach, which was hidden by the platform.

The pain cleared my head a little.

'Being a coward or whatever, there's no excuse.'

This isn't the kind of situation where that sort of fear dominates.

'It's a Disaster.'

So to speak, it was the overwhelming feeling one gets when witnessing a natural disaster right in front of them.

I had been swept up in an unexpected natural disaster. Yes, that was it... If I panicked here, there was no way out. Even what could be saved wouldn't be.

I mustn't forget. The one with the highest probability of survival here is you!

I have to think.

'Right.'

I have information and Items.

[Mr. Badger, are you ready?]

The Host and the staff's eyes were off me for this moment—is there nothing I can try? Really?

I desperately recalled the items I possessed. I frantically reviewed the characteristics of this ghost story.

'I don't ask for much.'

If only I could get out.

It's not like I'm aiming to get this crazy talk show canceled or anything. Just for a moment, just stop for a moment and...

Ah.

I raised my head.

Right next to me, I could see the Host's back.

He was about to give the supervisor the quiz.

[It seems you're ready! Good...]

He's close.

'...In that case!'

I hid my trembling hands beneath the platform. Then, lowering my body slightly, I pulled out two items I had tucked into the inner pocket of my suit jacket.

A cheap sticker with a smiling emoticon and a canned bottle with 'Drink me' attached to it.

'Hurry.'

I opened the canned bottle.

Then I thrust the unwrapped Smile Stickers into the canned bottle.

Hurry, hurry.

"...Ah. Before I answer, can I say a word to the viewers?"

[Oh, of course!]

The supervisor looked this way, pretending to look at the camera.

Toward the platforms where the assistant manager and I stood.

"...I have a family member in the hospital; I'd appreciate it if someone could check on them after this filming is over! If possible."

[Wow, that's touching!]

[So, the answer is?]

The supervisor gave a thin smile while breaking into a cold sweat.

"I don't kno—"

"One moment."

I raised my left hand.

"Host."

At the same time as I drew his attention,

I reached out my right hand and stuck three or four of the now-damp Smile Stickers onto the bottom of the spherical TV that was the Host's head.

"......."

Splash. A drop of water fell to the floor.

Did the camera catch it? Did he notice?

No, if he had, my head would have exploded already.

[Oh, Mr. Roe Deer! Do you have something to say?]

He didn't notice.

I swallowed hard.

Turning my head, I saw the supervisor looking at me with bewildered eyes.

He seemed shocked that I had interrupted the Host and spoken to him at will without being incinerated.

It was definitely a gamble.

'But there's a rationale.'

Didn't the Host say so earlier?

-Since it's a recorded broadcast, it'll be even smoother than before! Haha!

In other words, the current filming isn't a live broadcast.

'Then, as long as I don't completely ruin the flow or act uncooperatively, it might not count as obstructing the broadcast.'

Simply raising a hand to make a personal comment should be fine!

[Mr. Roe Deer?]

He let it slide.

"Yes."

I caught a glimpse of the bottom of the Host's TV where the water had been dripping.

Then, lowering my voice so only the Host could hear, I said,

"Actually, my head is spinning. Can I... rest for a moment."

[.......]

What I just did was...

Smile Sticker

An Item that induces a weak sense of intimacy when attached to a sentient being.

Alice Picnic Set / Canned Beverage

Soaked the other Item in this to double its effect before attaching it to the target.

...Of course, there was room for debate here as well.

-Can the Host be considered a sentient being?

The Host is clearly not human.

But he must possess intelligence, right?

No, he has to. Because I bet my life on it.

And now there's no turning back.

What if I get incinerated for obstructing the broadcast? Well, if I'm going to die anyway, dying comfortably would be better.

The dress shirt covering my back was damp with cold sweat.

The Host made a sound...

[Oh my!]

"......."

[Was your passion for the broadcast too much? Yes, that can happen, I understand... Hmm. Mr. Roe Deer has been working hard.]

[If that's the case.]

The Host's monitor turned black.

He raised his right hand and...

[Cut! Let's take a break!]

The band sound stopped.

The staff murmured.

[Haha, my apologies. My screen has become opaque. Makeup!]

The camera lights were hastily turned off.

[Wipe it carefully. Mmm, excellent!]

A Faceless Staff member holding makeup tools ran up and diligently polished the old TV screen until it shone.

Then the Host grabbed the makeup artist as they were leaving and pointed at me.

[Ah, I'd be very grateful if you could guide that participant to the waiting room on your way out. He's supposed to bring me some water.]

Then, he winked an emoticon eye at me from inside the TV, briefly displayed some text, and then deleted it.

[Go get some water and rest!]

"......Thank you."

It worked.

'For now, it's done.'

I stumbled down from the platform and walked to follow the makeup artist immediately.

Even though the filming had stopped, the ominous and horrific pig head still stood in the center of the stage, motionless except for waving its baton.

Extracting a bizarre song from human heads on the grotesque silver trays.

'Endure it.'

Don't look.

I walked across the center of the stage with stiff legs...

[Recording will resume in 30 minutes!]

It was just as I was passing the opposite platform.

The assistant manager standing there suddenly thrust something into my hand as I passed.

"......!"

I quickly looked at the assistant manager.

I saw her mouth move.

-Check it, alone.

What is this?

I was guided immediately to the door behind the stage.

Inside was a waiting room in a typical old Hollywood style.

Except for the fact that a bizarrely large number of black-and-white broadcast posters were plastered everywhere like talismans.

"Thank you."

The makeup artist just nodded silently and vanished.

Click.

"Whew."

...I survived.

It was only for 30 minutes, but I had postponed my scheduled death.

'I have to do something in the meantime.'

And a new clue had appeared.

I immediately opened my fingers and checked the object the assistant manager had thrust at me.

The object she had tried to deliver to me by any means in this urgent situation was...

"...A button?"

It was a button meant for a suit.

At the same time, it was a button in the sense that it could be pressed.

Meaning there was a space inside, and it felt like it would click if pressed.

"......."

There was only one way to find out, and there was no time.

'She gave it to me because she judged it would be helpful.'

I pressed the button immediately.

Beep-beep-beep...

.......

Click.

[This is Lee Jaheon.]

"...!"

[Who is this? That's Assistant Manager Eun Haje's call button.]

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

The leader of Team D, who was said to have gone out for field work, was connected through the button.

Chapter 13

In the <Dark Exploration Record>, entering a ghost story usually means being isolated, as all data transmissions and communications are rendered impossible.

‘It’s a classic scary story setup.’

However, stories are more interesting when there is interaction and conflict.

To make this setup more intriguing, I seemed to recall reading in some ghost story that certain teams in <Daydream Inc.> possessed disposable items for emergency calls.

‘Is this button one of those?’

While my mind was busy deducing, my mouth was already moving.

Every second counts!

“Are you the Team D leader?”

[Yes.]

“I am Kim Soleum, a new employee of Team D. I have an urgent report.”

Let’s just throw the situation at him!

“In thirty minutes, every member of Team D will be dead.”

I couldn’t help it even if the other person was flustered. This was more efficient. I needed to calm him down quickly and then...

[I see.]

[I will take your briefing for five minutes.]

“…….”

Why is he so calm?

Even if the total annihilation of comrades is a daily occurrence for the Field Exploration team… this is a bit much on a human level.

‘Does he have a personality defect…?’

I was on the verge of becoming confused, but since the situation was dire, I let it slide for now. I summarized the current situation as briefly as possible.

“An anomaly has occurred in the Grade D Tuesday Talk Show.”

Employees from another team intruding mid-talk show, the sudden cancellation of the quiz show.

And even the situation with the newly started crazy choir show.

[How many employees are left?]

“Three out of seven. All of Team D is currently alive, but if this continues, everyone will die as soon as the break ends.”

The Team D leader responded simply and clearly.

[I see.]

[Stall for another thirty minutes.]

“…….”

Are you kidding me?

“I think that will be impossible.”

[Then there is no other way.]

He seemed to have a talent for infuriating someone who was about to die in just thirty seconds.

‘I don’t have time to waste on a conversation like this.’

Although there were quite a few employees in this company’s Field Exploration team whose morals or common sense were shattered the higher up they went, meeting one in person was beyond aggravating.

‘Does he think the lives of his own team members are a joke?’

I was about to just hang up and think for myself when…….

“…….”

Wait a minute.

“What changes if we get thirty more minutes?”

Why did he tell me to stall for time?

[Yes.]

[If we have more than fifty-five minutes from now, I can obtain authorization from the security team to borrow the strongest magic weapons and entry devices available for export.]

A low voice explained matter-of-factly.

[Even if we handle all procedures after the fact, it will take about forty minutes, and it will take an additional fifteen to twenty minutes until we can enter that specific Darkness.]

“…Are you saying that if that process is completed, you can rescue Team D?”

[Probabilistically, yes.]

“…….”

A Field Exploration team employee who can use special equipment to enter Grade A Darkness alone and suppress an anomalous phenomenon?

The kind of person capable of that is….

‘He’s a Named Character.’

This employee I was talking to was definitely one of the employees I had read about in the <Dark Exploration Record>!

‘And one with a fairly significant or impressive role….’

Goosebumps rose on my back.

Several candidates flashed through my mind. At the same time, my brain began to spin rapidly.

“Stealing the equipment from the security team is… yes, that would be impossible.”

[…? That is correct.]

The security team’s range of activity was restricted for the sake of the ghost story’s narrative consistency, and their security was very strong. It was indeed an impossible act according to the setting.

‘But if this person is truly one of the employees I know….’

Then a possibility opens up…!

I swallowed hard and asked.

“……By any chance, may I ask what mask you wear, Manager?”

If a nickname I recognized came up….

[It’s Lizard.]

“…….”

Ah.

It was you.

“Manager.”

The remaining time was twenty minutes.

“…Based on what you’ve told me, I’ve come up with a plan.”

Let’s go with this.

[Ah, Mr. Roe Deer!]

The break time is coming to an end.

I returned to the talk show set holding a water bottle that had been placed in the waiting room.

Humaaaan. Number 2. Hu. It is a human!

With the two employees whose complexions had turned extremely pale after being exposed to ‘choir practice’ for dozens of minutes in the background, the Host, with an old TV for a head, offered me a handshake.

[Are you feeling a bit better? I hope you’re ready to put your heart into making the best broadcast possible?]

“Yes. Thank you for your consideration.”

[Haha, isn’t it true that only when the contestant is in top condition can the show produce better scenes!]

Even considering the Host’s past behavior, his tone was very friendly.

It seemed the effect of the Smile Sticker still lingered.

‘This is as expected so far.’

I carefully chose my words.

“…Host, you really seem to pour so much affection and enthusiasm into the show. That must be why you always create such engrossing and fun shows.”

Perhaps because it was an extreme situation, the flattery came out smoothly and without a hint of shame.

[To receive such high praise! But a broadcast is something everyone creates together. Mr. Roe Deer, you are a part of that too!]

No, not that direction….

“Those are kind words, but I couldn’t possibly compare myself to the Host, who leads this great talk show.”

It had to be this direction.

“However, I didn’t know the broadcast format would change so suddenly for someone like the Host, almost as if it were a forced notice….”

[…….]

“There’s no audience, we’re using recorded sounds, the punishments are gone…. Even the band members have been reduced.”

I recalled the black-and-white broadcast posters in the waiting room.

They all featured an audience section and were talk shows conducted in real-time while communicating.

If that was the Host’s personal space.

‘There’s a high probability this Host doesn’t like the changed broadcast format…!’

“Overall, it felt like things were changed to reduce costs.”

The moment he misinterpreted this as a disparaging remark about the talk show, my head could be cut off. But I would die just the same if I did nothing.

Let’s do it.

I glanced back toward the center of the stage, pretending to look, and barely managed to continue.

Toward the choir conductor with the dead pig’s head.

“…Could the reason for this reorganization be because it cost an enormous amount of money to recruit that guest?”

[!]

The emoticon inside the Host’s TV disappeared.

But it soon returned to a smiling emoticon.

[That is not something for the contestant to worry about.]

“I’m sorry.”

Please spare me.

Actually, I was so scared I couldn't even look at that dead pig's head properly.

“I was such a fan of the Tuesday Quiz Show that I was really looking forward to participating. I must have spoken rudely because of that. I was just sad it was canceled….”

[Ah, those are grateful words! But… show business is cold-hearted.]

The Host’s TV screen turned quietly black.

[If this is the format the viewers prefer, then accepting it quickly is the quality of an entertainer…….]

“I see.”

I swallowed hard.

“But isn’t the viewers’ sentiment still an unknown? …At least for me, the previous way was better. The Tuesday Quiz Show, where you communicated with the audience in real-time and showed a story full of presence.”

[…….]

“To change it so abruptly and rudely, without even consulting the Host… ah, no. I’m sorry. My personal opinion was uncalled for.”

I pretended to hesitate and then added.

“It’s just… earlier, during the live broadcast, I found it much more enjoyable than I expected. It was quite heart-pounding.”

[-]

The Host stood there, silent and still.

Static seemed to crackle on the TV screen, and then….

Ding-ding-ding!

[…Ah! There are sixty seconds left until filming resumes!]

The emoticon snapped back at the notification sound echoing through the set.

[Now, now, everyone let’s give it our all until the very end!]

[Mr. Roe Deer, you should head up to the podium too.]

“…Yes.”

[Starting now! 10, 9, 8….]

The Host counted down into the camera as before.

However, whether our conversation had left an impression, he didn't seem to be staring into the camera as if possessed like before.

‘Good.’

I think I’ve laid enough groundwork.

I nodded to the Host and headed toward my podium.

And a moment later.

[Now! Mr. Badger.]

[It is finally time to give your answer!]

The show restarted.

[Will Mr. Badger be able to become an honorable member of the choir?]

Supervisor Park Minseong seemed to have made up his mind in the meantime, wearing a somewhat resigned and bitter expression.

I saw him quickly mouthing words toward me.

—Thank you.

What was he saying? ‘Thanks to you, I’ve prepared my heart….’ No, wait. Let me say something too.

I mouthed back.

The message I was trying to convey was….

—Get the answer right.

“…?!”

The supervisor looked at me as if I were a madman.

Well, I understand.

‘It’s better to be incinerated than to become a human instrument that repeats the words it said before dying with only its head left….’

But it had to be this way.

The supervisor shook his head in confusion and then looked at the Assistant manager.

The Assistant manager nodded.

[Mr. Badger? I will give you three seconds.]

“Ah! U-um, yes. I will answer….”

The supervisor squeezed his eyes shut and shouted.

“Number 4, Burn!”

[Oooooh!]

Amidst the sound of the recorded audience’s murmuring.

I finally saw it.

Flutter.

Something appeared from a darkened corner podium.

A postcard.

It was that bizarre postcard we used when entering this place.

A conversation I had with Section Chief Lee Jaheon just moments ago came to mind.

—Manager, if you use that equipment, does that mean you can access the ghost story through a medium?

—That is correct. However, what I possess is for emergency supply delivery, intended only for handing over small items into the Darkness.

—That’s enough. That….

I looked at the postcard.

It fell quietly to the floor in a gap where the lights didn't reach, and then….

A single small AAA battery flew out at a terrifying speed.

“…!”

Closing the distance to the ominous conductor in an instant, that battery struck with immense force.

Right against a silver tray.

—Please throw it with all your might.

The thick tray crumpled as if pierced by the battery.

It was a physical force that made one doubt their own eyes.

‘As expected.’

I recalled the description of Section Chief Lee Jaheon in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

==========

Employee D

Nickname is Lizard. Last position was Team leader.

One of the few combat-oriented agents in the Field Exploration team.

Mainly recorded as a gimmick character who solves all sorts of ghost stories requiring cognitive ability and ideas with pure physical force. ???: If the body is slow, shouldn't the head suffer?

Conversely, when this character’s physical force doesn't work at all, it signals the start of true despair.

==========

If he had directly attacked the dead pig-headed conductor, I might have felt that ‘despair’ firsthand.

But what about a single silver tray?

‘Since he’s an employee with a "ghost story but physical exorcism works" gimmick, I thought it might just work….’

And my guess was right.

The tray was flawed, almost as if it had been punctured.

‘Then.’

Though drenched in a cold sweat, I broke into a triumphant smile.

[Wow! Mr. Badger, that is the correct answer!]

Normally, the correct answerer's head would be torn off here to join the choir on another silver tray.

However, the conductor's reaction to his precious 'instrument' being damaged was….

[…Mr. Conductor?]

The dead pig’s mouth hung wide open.

Its jawbone snapped abnormally, enough to tear the rotten flesh.

The scheduled recording of audience applause played mechanically and then cut off in confusion.

[…Um, it seems our guest is coming up with a new performance method! I wonder what kind of amazing method they are devising? My heart is racing!]

The pig screamed.

A sound began to emerge from its torn snout….

[…The contestant is waiting. Mr. Conductor, please welcome him as a member of the choir!]

A HORRIBLE SCREAM

Nausea surged up. What terrible thing have I done what ridiculous thing have I committed have you seen the crawling insects oh how I want to sing a wrong judgment choice after all

Praise death upon the silver throne

The band sound drowned out the scream.

“Gah!”

This is insane.

Drip. Drip.

Red spots appeared on the podium.

It was my nosebleed.

But I had to cover my ears. I had to cover my ears…. Ah, the band sound is disappearing.

[You]

Drip.

[You do not respect the show.]

I raised my head.

Amidst the silence.

Whoosh.

The great and ominous guest in the very center of the stage burned black and turned into ash.

It was a scene I had seen several times.

‘Incineration.’

An inherent authority that the Host exercised on his own. In the Grade D Darkness ‘Tuesday Talk Show,’ it was a punishment meted out to contestants who obstructed the progress of the broadcast.

But right now….

‘Did a Grade D Darkness…… burn an entire Grade A Darkness?’

Something is weird… strange.

I was just aiming for a scenario where the Host, exploding at the guest’s lack of professionalism, would storm off and stop today’s recording.

[As expected, the essence of a show isn't a flashy guest, but being faithful to its core.]

I looked around.

The staff, the lights, the band, the recording equipment, the cameras.

Everything burned and turned to ash.

Only the Host’s old TV glowed, flickering with colors.

[The joy of witnessing, the pleasure of communication, the thrill of unpredictable developments, the anticipation….]

[You ■■■ producers don’t know that. You aren’t qualified to make a show.]

[But I! I can do it!]

The Host raised both arms nobly like a liberator.

He turned his head toward me.

[Mr. Roe Deer!]

[Thank you! You’ve given me a new vision!]

[My head is so clear. Ah… yes! From now on, I should take contestants for the show every day of the week.]

The Host peered into me.

[I can tell. You have talent as a show creator.]

[I would love for you to join as a crew member for my new talk show, Mr. Roe Deer!]

Something went wrong.

[New people, new sets, new music, a new season… I’ll invite you once filming preparations are complete!]

However.

[It’s such a shame today’s broadcast had to be interrupted like this… but your passionate participation was very impressive.]

[Well then, see you in the next broadcast!]

It worked.

I blinked.

Beyond my blurring vision, the human figure with a TV head in a suit waving his hand vanished….

And in the next moment.

“…….”

I realized I was sitting on a brightly lit and quiet office sofa.

I turned my head.

The supervisor and assistant manager, with blank expressions and blood trickling from their noses or ears, were looking at me.

And then I realized.

We lived.

“Wooooo!!”

“You clever brat, you absolute madman!”

Amidst the pouring cheers and hugs, I slowly slid down onto the sofa.

I lived.

I lived and escaped…!

“…! Your Collector!”

And that wasn't the end of it.

The assistant manager, who was hugging me, suddenly pulled something out of my suit’s front pocket.

It was the Dream Collector.

It was filled with a golden liquid.

The color was different from when I had cleared the Grade F last time, this was….

“It’s Grade A.”

“…….”

“Roe Deer, you cleared a Grade A Darkness just two days after joining the company…!”

Chapter 14

A third-day rookie at <Daydream Inc.>.

“Whew.”

Go Yeongeun cautiously took her seat at her desk as lunch break was coming to an end.

This quack medic, who hadn’t even taken the national exam, thought she was adapting quite well to the situation in her own way….

The superiors of Team R, the team she was assigned to, weren't exactly the warm and fuzzy type, but they didn't haze her much, nor did they recklessly push her into death traps.

Above all, she had successfully cleared two F-Class ghost stories so far…!

‘Did they say the average performance for a rookie is about one or two a week?’

Two in three days—even if they were the lowest grade of Darkness— was pretty good for a rookie!

She was doing her absolute best to adapt to this crazy company….

Even if she almost fainted after seeing the price of a Wish Ticket.

‘I only got 66p after clearing two of them. How long is it going to take to reach five hundred thousand…?’

“…….”

But she couldn’t give up.

‘I can do this.’

Go Yeongeun braced herself.

‘…I wonder if the other recruits feel the same?’

She absentmindedly checked her phone.

A group chat was pinned to the top of her messenger.

[Daydream Inc. Recruit Group Chat]

It was a group chat where the new employees gathered.

However, only one person had not been invited.

It wasn’t that they were ostracizing him; it was just that no one had his contact information.

It was the top recruit of the class, Kim Soleum.

‘We should probably invite him too.’

Even that Baek Saheon was in this group chat, but strangely, she hadn't run into Kim Soleum once inside the company, so she never had the chance to let him know.

From the perspective of someone who didn't know just how insanely grueling Kim Soleum's first two days had been, it was a perfectly reasonable thing to wonder about!

‘Should I try contacting him through the company messenger?’

She logged into the intranet and searched for his name to try and message Kim Soleum….

It was then.

Buzz, buzz, buz-z-z-buzz.

Suddenly, the group chat began to blow up.

-Did you guys see the official notice that just went up?

-Does anyone happen to be close with Employee Kim Soleum…?

-That’s the guy who was the top recruit, right?

-What does "A-Class clear as a major contributor" mean…?

-Is Kim Soleum the one who wore that weird mask with horns…?

“…?!”

“Wow, Roe, someone among the higher-ups is saying you should be promoted to Supervisor right now.”

“Cough.”

I almost choked while taking my medicine.

“But apparently, some guys from other departments are foaming at the mouth in opposition, saying it’s unprecedented, so it was blocked immediately.”

“…Ah, I see.”

Should I say I was disappointed? But the truth was, I wasn't disappointed at all, so that was as far as I could go.

I put down the empty medicine bottle and rubbed my stomach.

After barely escaping the ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’—which had mutated into an A-Class ghost story—we were immediately transported to the infirmary and were currently taking emergency medicine.

Because we had been bleeding from every orifice on our faces.

“Your stomach feels much better now, doesn't it?”

“Yes.”

The medicine seemed to work well.

The drugs at <Daydream Inc.> were suspicious, but these ordinary over-the-counter medicines usually just performed exceptionally well.

—It’s a recovery potion for when you take supernatural damage from Darkness… you know, those bizarre creatures from urban legends.

In other words, it was a health potion for ghost stories.

‘I’m pretty sure they sold this as a cherry-ade flavored drink at the collaboration cafe near the pop-up store….’

In reality, it just tasted like cold syrup.

‘Anyway, it feels like a lie that I'm alive and drinking a potion.’

After escaping, everything just felt great.

Living in the bright daylight is a truly wonderful thing….

However, my superiors seemed to be more concerned with something else than this emotional moment.

Namely, how this matter had been reported to and handled by the higher-ups!

They were busy trying to grasp the situation by mobilizing all their personal connections.

“Honestly, this was an unprecedented special situation. I wish the Leader would push a bit harder, but he’s just not that kind of person….”

“Please do that yourself once you get promoted to Assistant Manager, Seonbae.”

“Uh, I’m going to quit before that.”

“Actually, me too.”

I desperately want to do that too.

Amidst a strange sense of solidarity, we each sprawled out on our infirmary beds.

Supervisor Park Minseong stretched and let out a sigh.

It was a long sigh of relief.

“…I really thought I was going to die, but living is definitely better! Roe, thanks.”

“No. I just did my best.”

To be honest, the <Dark Exploration Record> wiki did everything.

But if I made more excuses, the conversation would flow in a burdensome direction, like ‘we were all going to die, but you were smart and did well,’ so I just remained silent.

“We aren’t usually such incompetent seniors, but we were careless because it was D-Class.”

“Assistant Manager, I think that excuse is a bit pathetic.”

“Then I’ll prove it in the next Darkness.”

‘I just wish there was no "next Darkness"….’

That peaceful period of paid rest didn't last long.

“The Manager’s meeting is over.”

“…!”

“He’s coming to the infirmary.”

The Assistant Manager, who was holding his smartphone, jumped up. Since the Supervisor also stood up in succession, I stood up as well.

‘Am I finally seeing him in person?’

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Employee D, nicknamed Lizard!

One of the most famous Daydream Corporation employees in the <Dark Exploration Record>. There was even a rumor that due to his popularity, a corporation was attached and a character design would be released soon.

Honestly, I was a bit curious.

What kind of person was he?

‘Thinking back to the conversation when I pressed the call button, he didn't seem to have a normal personality….’

Still, considering he made a super play with the AAA battery shot, I was at a point where I could romanticize everything.

Knock, knock, knock.

“The door’s open. Please come in, Leader!”

The infirmary door opened.

Standing beyond it was a tall Human Figure.

Wearing a perfectly tailored black suit and even sporting an employee ID, his very standard and classic office worker appearance looked quite impressive.

The long-awaited Section Chief Lee Jaheon, the Named Employee D of the <Dark Exploration Record>….

“Hello.”

“…!? …!!”

It—it’s a Lizard.

No, I mean, not a mask, but for real…….

‘He… he actually has a lizard’s head.’

“…….”

Wait a minute.

No… that can't be.

The afterimage of that TV-headed Host must have remained, and the excessive stress was surely causing me to have hallucinatory symptoms.

Right? My brain was probably mistaking a mask for an actual lizard head….

‘Now that I look again, there’s a mask hanging at his waist.’

“…….”

This is crazy.

“I’m so glad to see you, I could cry.”

“Please come in, Leader!”

Why is everyone being so calm?

If a Lizard is going to show up in a suit, shouldn't they at least give a rookie a warning like ‘Don’t be surprised’?

Why are you just naturally creating an atmosphere for introductions!

“Ah, this is Roe. And this is Manager Lee Jaheon. Greet him.”

“Wow, did Roe get surprised because the Manager is too handsome? Haha! He doesn't look like he's the same species as us!”

Could you please tell me specifically whether that's professional social talk or a suggestion, please….

The white lizard head turned toward me without expression.

Glowing red, vertical reptilian eyes shimmered.

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

“…….”

“Can you see?”

F—Fuck.

“Pardon… Ah, my eyes weren't injured. My vision is also fine.”

I was impressed by my own quick wits.

“…….”

Excuse me?

“I see.”

The pale reptilian head turned away with a ssshhh.

I almost fainted.

‘Please, just stop already, seriously.’

The worldview where I have to suffer like this even after getting out of a ghost story seems too unreasonable….

‘What on earth is going on?’

But I won’t utter a word.

From the atmosphere, it was clear that I shouldn't be seeing a lizard head!

‘Everyone else is seeing a normal human face.’

Don't stand out.

I will never show any suspicious signs to that walking human… no, lizard excavator.

I succeeded in managing my expression, and fortunately, thanks to the other team members, the conversation flowed smoothly.

And then, the main point.

“Manager, did the higher-ups explain why things turned out like this?”

“Yes.”

The white reptile—no, Section Chief Lee Jaheon—nodded.

First, the cause of this incident.

The employees who barged in midway….

“They say that due to human error, the ‘Tuesday Talk Show’ was redundantly assigned to both Team D and Team L.”

“Seriously.”

“Ugh….”

No wonder the work was assigned so urgently; it seemed there had been a mistake.

The Manager's briefing continued.

—The start time for Team L to write the medium (postcard) to enter the ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’ was similar to Team D’s, but while writing, they went outside the company building for a moment, causing a time difference of about 50 minutes until completion.

“…Did they go buy the rookie a coffee or something?”

“That team was uniquely composed of people who really took care of their team members.”

The two team members looked a bit bitter as they thought of Team L, who had all perished, before hiding their expressions.

“Anyway, so it seems it was transmitted at a strange time. It just so happened that our team proceeded first.”

“Yes.”

Lee Jaheon replied simply and continued the briefing.

The problem was that the next part was a bombshell statement.

“And the reclassification of the ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’ to A-Class was not recognized.”

“…?!”

“Wh—What?”

—Due to the absence of other groups that could mutually verify the situation, and the relatively high initial survival rate (43%), etc.

It has not been proven whether it is a Darkness suitable for an Amhyeok (A) Class.

“No, Team L was completely wiped out, so what kind of bullshit is that?”

“The collector! The essence in the Dream Collector was golden! I’ve heard more than once or twice that that’s the A-Class color….”

—Although the essence in the Dream Collector is at a concentration comparable to A-Class, the possibility of a special situation where high-class essence is extracted from a low-class Darkness cannot be ruled out.

“Therefore, since the ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’ was originally a D-Class in the company’s official classification, they say no exception will be approved.”

“…….”

So the company’s stance is….

‘Something happened due to our mistake, so why make it a bigger deal? Let’s just handle it quietly.’

Well, typical management.

In the sense that they drive employees crazy.

“This won’t do. I should go see them in person….”

“Assistant Manager, wait a second, wait.”

The Supervisor asked in a tone of disbelief.

“The higher-ups took all the A-Class essence. And yet, it really ends with just a D-Class performance record?”

“No.”

“…!”

“Compensation has been set separately.”

Honestly, it wasn’t surprising.

‘They’re just putting something in our mouths to tell us to hush….’

Unless the company was a complete fool, it was common to prepare some kind of conciliation measure.

The key was just how much that conciliation measure would be.

Trying my best not to make eye contact with the lizard, I watched Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s snout… no, his mouth.

“They say they will acknowledge that it was an exploration worthy of A-Class, as the special nature of the situation and the color of the essence in the Dream Collector have been confirmed.”

“Then…?”

“Additional points will be paid.”

—Limited to this ‘Tuesday Quiz Show’ clear, additional points corresponding to A-Class will be set as a one-time occurrence.

The amount was….

“30,000 points per person.”

“…!!”

The Supervisor and the Assistant Manager stopped as if struck by lightning.

“30,000??”

“Yes.”

“Waaaaagh!”

The base points for A-Class were 100,000.

Assuming that was split among the people who went in to tackle it, even assuming only two teams survived, the expected amount per person would be less than 17,000 points.

‘But we just got almost double that.’

That wasn't the end of it.

“And an incentive was paid separately to the employee who played a decisive role in the clear.”

The lizard’s head turned back to me.

“Mr. Kim Soleum.”

—Additional 10,000p paid to the top contributor.

“40,000 points will be paid.”

“…….”

In one go, I had filled 8% of the way to a Wish Ticket.

‘Wow.’

I was almost dazed.

Was it a shame that an official A-Class clear didn't remain on my record?

No, it was actually better!

‘In this world, there’s nothing good about standing out and getting a super-fast promotion.’

What would happen if expectations rose beyond the norm?

I would surely be forced into even more difficult ghost stories, and the more I stood out, the harder it would be to use the ‘goods.’

Of course, there were special spaces and items that became accessible as you were promoted, but you shouldn't mistake your priorities.

This is a world where you could die at any moment!

‘And considering I really went to the brink of death… I don't ever want to go near an A-Class again.’

Looking at the points, it seemed the hardship wasn't for nothing.

And it seemed the other two felt the same.

“…I just heard the sound of my resignation getting three years faster.”

“Me too.”

But they soon came to their senses and said this to me.

“Points can’t be transferred… this is a bit embarrassing.”

“Truly. Roe basically earned it all.”

“No. It’s fine.”

To be honest, even if transfer was possible, I suspected they wouldn't have given them to me, no matter what excuse they made.

This was a matter unrelated to personality.

‘These are people who got jobs in places where they could die just to collect points and buy a Wish Ticket.’

To most Field Exploration team members, their points would be something they could never give up.

Hm. Let's make sure to keep that in mind.

“Waaaaah!”

“It’s really coming in.”

We went straight back to the office and registered the points.

[Employee Kim Soleum / Accumulated Points: 40,100p]

‘Wow.’

I looked at the monitor.

A five-digit number.

Honestly, I was moved.

“Alright, we lived, and we pulled in a lot of points….”

The Assistant Manager grinned.

“Shouldn’t we go for a team dinner on the corporate card!”

“Oooooh!”

“Let’s go, Roe!”

The answer came out frankly and readily.

“Yes!”

And now.

I am watching the rare sight of a lizard eating Hanwoo beef…….

Sizzle.

I am trying my best to naturally look past the sight of the exquisitely cooked beef on the grill disappearing into the lizard’s mouth.

“The Leader has a bit of a unique personality, but his abilities are for certain.”

“Exactly. You really came to the right team.”

“……Yes.”

It’s almost certain that I’m the only one seeing him with a lizard face.

If they had seen Section Chief Lee Jaheon physically smashing a ghost story a few times, their favorable attitude made sense.

Anyway, the beef was delicious regardless of ghost stories or whatever, and I enjoyed the team dinner more than I expected.

‘He doesn't act uncomfortably.’

I was also experiencing firsthand how a bit of alcohol definitely helped in making the fear fade away.

‘I’m going to go home like this, watch ten episodes of a kid’s cartoon, and sleep with all the lights on.’

It was when I was devising such an extreme sleeping method.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who was eating green onion salad, suddenly asked.

“Are you going to save those 40,000 points?”

“Pardon?”

It was an obvious question.

“Ah, yes. Since I have to buy a Wish Ticket.”

“I see.”

“…….”

Wait. This conversation pattern is somehow familiar.

I retraced our previous conversation.

In other words….

“Is there perhaps another useful way to use the points?”

“Yes.”

“…….”

Right. This was how I should have approached him….

Only now did I realize how to use the Lizard Leader. It was somewhat refreshing. I asked in a much more relaxed voice.

“What kind of use is it?”

“Custom Equipment.”

“…!”

I didn’t expect this to be mentioned here and now….

‘It finally came out.’

One of the main characteristics of a Daydream Corporation employee.

‘Exclusive Equipment!’

Chapter 15

<Daydream Inc.> is an eerie company that pushes its Field Exploration team employees into horrific ghost stories to extract Potion Concentrate.

This raises a question.

-If you just blindly push employees into extremely dangerous high-grade ghost stories, won't they all die, making it impossible to even extract the concentrate?

To address this question and for the convenience of the ghost story's progression, a setting is introduced: ‘Employees possess special equipment that can be strengthened as they are promoted.’

However, it’s not too specific.

If the equipment were divided into grades and tables one by one, it would have become a massive game setting rather than an internet ghost story.

Therefore, to make it easier for anyone to participate in the creation, a more convenient setting was attached.

-Customized Exclusive Equipment

An employee whose usefulness has been recognized to some extent receives company support to possess their own Supernatural Equipment.

Of course, it doesn’t mean a regular employee can use powers like in a cartoon; it’s more about a slight increase in special stats.

You could say it creates a convenient situation.

‘Still, it’s better than nothing.’

Without realizing it, I looked at Team Leader Lee Jaheon with eyes full of expectation, but I quickly looked down after making eye contact with the Lizard.

I really can't get used to this.

“Ah, does this mean I can create Customized Exclusive Equipment?”

“Yes.”

“…Could you explain it to me?”

“Yes.”

After asking three times, a detailed explanation followed.

Still, it’s interesting.

‘This is something I only knew about in bits and pieces.’

Things that had only been mentioned sporadically throughout the <Dark Exploration Record> were organized and came out of the Section Chief's mouth.

“Customized Exclusive Equipment can be crafted through specific Darknesses held by the company.”

Right. They’d use ghost stories.

[Cheerful Research Institute Toy Maker / Qterw-E-07]

[Kind Seed Kit / Qterw-E-99]

[Offering a Ritual / Qterw-E-404]

In my memory, these are the three ghost stories mentioned where Daydream Inc. employees crafted equipment.

Among them, the one the Field Exploration team mainly uses is….

“…it is.”

Oh!

“It just so happens to be a Darkness that can only be used on a moonlit night!”

While the team members willingly followed along to watch, I headed to the Annex next to the company with the Section Chief.

It was thanks to my superiors encouraging me to go now, saying we should strike while the iron is hot.

“Ah… this is a place where relatively safe and useful ghost stories are kept in isolation.”

The Assistant manager's explanation followed.

“In the company, these are mainly called ‘Twilight Grade.’”

I know.

Officially, ghost stories corresponding to E-grade.

However, simply calling them E-grade is a bit different because the classification method varies.

‘Since they’ve only picked out the useful ones.’

There were also Darknesses that everyone more frequently called by the proper name ‘Twilight,’ as some were far more powerful than D-grade or less dangerous than F-grade.

“Roe, you saw that… radio on the first day, right? That’s useful because it tells you today’s fortune. It’s like that.”

After tagging the employee ID card and entering the first floor of the Annex, a staircase leading to the basement was visible.

And upon descending the stairs… someone was sitting at a dark information desk.

It was a strange Human Figure dressed in all black, wearing a mask, sunglasses, and even a hat.

Is it an employee?

The Assistant manager immediately stepped forward.

“Hello! We’re Team D of the Field Exploration team, here for new recruit training.”

“…….”

“Ah, the one we’re seeking access permission for is Twilight Grade Darkness No. 99.”

The black Human Figure looked at the Assistant manager for a moment as if verifying.

A nod.

The Human Figure, having nodded its head, pressed a button installed on the desk, and one of the Emergency Exits behind it opened.

Creak.

Behind it was a corridor lined with countless doors.

“You mustn’t open other rooms, even by mistake. No, they’ll be locked anyway, but let’s not even touch the handles.”

That’s a very valid point.

I nodded without a word and moved my feet.

Soon, we stopped in front of a door with ‘99’ on it, and the Assistant manager placed his employee ID card on the reader.

Click.

“Let’s go in.”

I raised my head.

Moonlight was pouring into a greenhouse overgrown with weeds.

And right in the center, a rusted machine stands bathed in the moonlight.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Kind Seed Kit]

: A ghost story appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>, with Daydream Inc. Identification Code Qterw-E-99.

A ghost story that treats objects as plants, extracts genetic information, crossbreeds, and sows them. It operates using moonlight as an energy source.

==========

That’s right.

‘A ghost story where if you put in two objects, it mixes the two characteristics to create a new object.’

The Darkness mainly used by the Field Exploration team to create Customized Exclusive Equipment was this quite atmospheric ghost story.

“It’s a Darkness almost exclusively used by our department!”

I stood in front of the rusted machine and asked.

“Does it cost points to use this?”

“Yeah. The Twilight Grade Darknesses kept in the Annex can only be operated if you pay a usage fee.”

“Ah….”

“For the record, this one is 1,000p per use.”

Wait.

But isn't this a bit strange?

“If it’s equipment needed for darkness investigation, shouldn't the company provide support instead of charging a fee?”

No matter how hopeless this company is, they should at least do that much for things to work…….

“Ah, once you become an Assistant manager, you can run it for free twice a year.”

“…….”

Promotion… I really should have been promoted.

“So everyone tends to wait until they become an Assistant manager to run it. Usually, you only have to hold out for a year at the latest.”

Hmm.

I contemplated.

‘There must be a reason why Section Chief Lee Jaheon judged it as ‘useful’ even though it costs points.’

The Lizard, that is, Employee D, is said to be a combat-only tool, but that surely included instincts on a subconscious level.

If an employee with a high survival rate gave specific advice….

‘It’s probably right to accept it.’

1,000p; if I can increase my initial survival rate by investing it, then that’s the right answer.

…Though my hands are shaking a bit!

“I want to use it now.”

“Okay!”

The Assistant manager responded readily, then whispered as if realizing something.

“…But you know you need an existing piece of equipment to put in first, right? An object with an ability that can serve as a genetic factor.”

“Ah… right.”

I’ve already confirmed all of that in this ghost story's Exploration Records.

==========

Exploration Record #05

Employee N submitted a tumbler* and a backpack.

Said tumbler* was special equipment (liquid poured in after sunrise does not run out until sunset. Owned by Section Chief Choi■■), and the backpack had no special characteristics.

Seed result: Backpack.

(Special characteristic: Possesses special abilities similar to the tumbler. However, it runs dry if more than 87L of liquid is taken out.)

==========

“Don’t worry! There’s a custom within the team that when a member gets their first Customized Exclusive Equipment, someone in the team lends their gear once for free.”

“Uh-huh. Not both, just one. For the other one, you either put in your own item or pay to borrow one.”

The Assistant manager glanced at the Team Leader.

“And Team Leader… your equipment is the best among us.”

I expected that. He is a superior, after all.

“If it's alright, I would like to see the Team Leader's equipment.”

“Yes.”

The Lizard pulled something out of his pocket.

It was a small knife glowing gray.

“It’s a butter knife. If you cut the medium used to enter the Darkness, it can rend space and transport small objects.”

Oh.

“The equipment you used when you threw the AAA battery was this.”

“Yes.”

I looked at the butter knife with fresh eyes.

‘I was hoping for defense-related equipment… but I guess it won't be resolved that easily.’

It was a shame, but none of the other superiors’ equipment was related to defense either.

One related to trickery, one related to communication.

‘If worst comes to worst, I could probably get items with similar effects from the Alien Shop for those….’

I made up my mind.

“Then you’re going to put in the Team Leader’s equipment?”

“Yes.”

I bowed my head for social etiquette.

“Thank you, Team Leader.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon nodded slightly and approached the machine.

Ancient letters were visible on the old LCD screen.

[Give me plants 0/2]

I watched as the Section Chief held his equipment to the machine to scan the ‘genetic information.’

[Plant information storage complete]

[Give me plants 1/2]

“Now you just have to put in the object you want next. ……Ah, wait a minute.”

The Assistant manager said hurriedly.

“As long as this machine isn't really weird, most things are fine to put in. But there’s exactly one thing that’s not allowed.”

The Assistant manager tapped a sign attached to the front of the machine.

※NEVER INPUT PLANTS

“Never, ever put in real plants just because it asks for them.”

“…….”

“The sensors at the door are filtering out all plants anyway, but I’m telling you just in case.”

With eyes now accustomed to the Darkness, I could see the true nature of the lush weeds around here.

They were all fake. Artificial flowers.

…A certain Exploration Record naturally comes to mind.

==========

Exploration Record #14 (Irregular)

Employee R plucked weeds (estimated to be dandelions) growing around the Darkness and put them into the machine twice.

As a result, [CENSORED] along with a scream [CENSORED] [CENSORED] popped out.

-Took 7 days for the security team to complete suppression.

All 3 people present at the scene, including Employee R, confirmed dead. All plants confirmed removed.

※Notice: In case of recurrence, disciplinary action and termination of employment will be taken.

==========

Mm. I must keep this in mind.

“Yes. Thank you for letting me know.”

“Don’t mention it.”

In the meantime, the Section Chief, who had finished registering the equipment and returned the knife to his suit pocket, stood up.

“In the other slot, people usually put in a regular item that's easy to use, but in that case, the supernatural characteristics of the equipment may be weakly inherited, or in rare cases, not inherited at all.”

I already knew this, but I nodded seriously in reaction.

“It can’t be helped. Even if that’s the case, I’ll accept it.”

I reached into my pocket and pulled something out.

“Oh~ You said you were stopping by the employee dormitory earlier; I guess there was something you wanted to put in?”

“Yes.”

What was held in my hand was a silver coin.

-Silver Coin Snake

It was the very Item that was being sold at a huge discount at the Alien Shop.

“I intend to put this in.”

I can just put an Item in the other slot.

Since I had quite a few supernatural Items in my possession!

Actually, that’s why I was pleased when I learned that the ghost story used by the Field Exploration team was the ‘Kind Seed Kit.’

‘Because I have more sources for Items than others.’

From that black notepad in the air that gives Merchandise to the Alien Shop.

From the moment I entered here, I had been recalling the lineup of Items I possessed.

‘And the one that would likely have the highest grade among them is….’

It has to be this.

I rolled the round coin with a snake engraved on it in my palm.

‘Because it was the most expensive in terms of list price.’

Moreover, considering that Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s butter knife is for ‘supply logistics,’ I had expectations that it might create a strange synergy with this coin, which is presumed to be ‘currency.’

I brought the coin to the machine.

The Lizard’s pupils widened upon seeing the silver light.

“That is?”

“It’s a commemorative coin. I bought it as a souvenir during a trip… but it strangely feels good.”

“…I see.”

…Did he realize it’s an Item?

It didn’t matter, though. It’s a worldview where it's very easy to encounter ghost stories. It’s quite plausible that I’d unknowingly carry around a supernatural object….

‘Besides, a coin isn't that suspicious.’

Since it’s a small, everyday object.

“It looks easy to carry. The compatibility should be good.”

“Thank you.”

Listening to my superiors’ well-wishes, I finished the scan.

[Plant information storage complete]

[Give me plants 2/2]

“Ah, now for the final step.”

[Please provide information about the gardener]

This is why it’s ‘Customized Equipment.’

I don't know exactly how it works, but it seems to require the genetic information of the guardian who will care for this plant.

‘This acted as various variables.’

Despite my conflict, I completed the scan.

[Verification complete]

Here it comes.

[Combining genetic information]

[Generating kit….]

Multi-colored smoke billowed from the machine, and the creaking sound of gears turning could be heard before….

[Sowing complete]

Pshhh.

The very front drawer of the machine opened, and a small object revealed itself.

A gray coin.

To be precise, a toy coin you’d use at an arcade. An engraving of a glove is embossed on its polished surface.

“Oh, it’s out.”

“Congratulations, Roe.”

I carefully reached out and picked up the object.

It was my first Customized Exclusive Equipment.

I returned straight to the employee dormitory.

The superiors also parted ways, saying, ‘Sleep well and see you tomorrow.’

They probably didn’t want to make me do the stupid thing of testing equipment abilities while in a state of having just entered the Darkness.

“…Good.”

I sat on the bed and pulled out the two coins.

One is the Silver Coin Snake bought from the Alien Shop and used as a ‘parent plant.’

The other is the gray coin born by mixing the genetic information of that Silver Coin Snake and the Section Chief’s butter knife.

It was all good. But the thing was.

“…How do I operate it?”

It’s not moving at all.

‘Come to think of it, the Silver Coin Snake isn't an Item with explicitly stated supernatural abilities either.’

Don't tell me a toy coin that has to be used like real currency came out as equipment… I’m breaking into a cold sweat.

Fortunately, this concern was soon put to rest.

“I guess coins are meant for this after all.”

I tried a typical action.

Flicking the coin with my thumb.

Then, the glove engraving embossed on the front of the coin actually popped out.

“…!”

A translucent silver glove appeared in the air.

The glove moved as if performing mime and drew letters in the air.

[Insert coin]

…It wants me to insert a coin?

I rummaged through my wallet, pulled out a hundred-won coin, and held it out to the glove.

But the glove refused.

“What the.”

Does it want a different currency? Or….

“How about this.”

I held out a five-hundred-won coin.

The hand happily took the coin, tucked it between its fingers, and made it disappear like a magic trick.

‘So it was a matter of the amount.’

It’s a piece of equipment that’s thorough about capitalist logic.

As I watched in absurdity, the translucent glove approached my hand and merged with it as if being worn.

“…!”

A strange sensation is felt.

‘A third… hand?’

An image like a shadow of my hand floated before my eyes.

It moved according to my will.

It could push walls, open bathroom doors, or even write.

‘Its strength and delicacy are… exactly at my level.’

To summarize, is it a third psychokinetic hand that can move for a few seconds if given a coin?

The range is approximately… a 3m radius.

“Five hundred won for 5 seconds isn't bad.”

Soon, the shape of the Shadow Hand in the air disappeared, and the translucent glove naturally slipped off my hand.

Then, moving its hand as if to say goodbye, it was embossed on the front of the coin again.

“Hmm.”

It’s quite good.

This isn't a method that overcomes spatial constraints between ghost stories and reality like the Team Leader’s butter knife.

But instead, the range of operation within ghost stories felt increased, so it seemed like it would have great versatility.

Although there are ammo limitations due to the spatial constraint of how many five-hundred-won coins I can carry in my suit while running….

‘At this rate, the draw was a success.’

Since the fact that the coin was an Item didn't come to light and passed naturally, it's very good.

“Work as hard as the 1,000p I invested.”

I tucked the coin into my pocket along with my other Items.

While I was at it, I refilled the used ‘Smile Sticker’ and grabbed another ‘can bottle.’

‘I guess humans really are creatures of habit.’

I lay down on the bed.

Surprisingly, I was in good condition.

Though that horrific talk show clearly comes to mind when I close my eyes, it's to the point where I can sleep reasonably well with the lights on.

Maybe it's because the conclusion was decent.

‘…At least my bad luck was good.’

The luck with my team assignment was also good.

‘Maybe it's because I earned points in one go, but the situation feels somewhat hopeful….’

Drowsiness washed over me, and my eyes blinked.

Still, the remaining points I need to earn for the Wish Ticket are like a mountain, and I don’t know how many more ghost stories I’ll have to clear.

But surprisingly, for the first time, I feel like I might be able to navigate that period well….

‘I might be able to hold out quietly.’

…I ran that absurdly optimistic circuit for a moment, until I went to work the next day and discovered the crazy fact that an official notice had been posted: ‘New recruit on 2nd day of employment clears A-grade Grand Incident!’

“Roe, have a seat. Our… well, it seems our assignment is going to change a bit.”

“Pardon?”

I’m on my 3rd day of employment.</input>

Chapter 16

Job reassignment.

It refers to a change in the duties or department one was primarily assigned to.

It’s something that usually happens after a few years of service.

Which means, it is absolutely not something you say to an employee on their third day!

“…If you mean a job reassignment, does that mean I have to move departments?”

I desperately suppressed the urge to ask, ‘What on earth are you talking about right after a good lunch?’ and asked politely instead.

“No, it’s… well, yeah. Have you seen the official notice? It just went up.”

“…?!”

Sensing an ominous premonition, I immediately checked the intranet.

[Notice of Employee Reward for Resolving Special Incident Qterw-D-43]

…Qterw-D-43 was the Tuesday Quiz Show.

And to summarize the contents….

-Wow! A certain team resolved a special incident that occurred in a D-class ghost story and extracted A-Class essence? Whoa, now that’s a performance! We’re awarding a total of 100,000 points to this team!

-Hey, see that? You guys can do it too! So throw your work-life balance to the dogs and work like oxen to get those points! Follow Team D’s

example!

……And there, in the list of major contributors receiving 40,000 points, the three syllables of my name, ‘Kim Soleum,’ were etched very clearly.

“…….”

I wish this were a dream.

And the even more terrifying part was this.

If this notice had influenced the job reassignment, then just what….

I felt a chill looking at the Assistant Manager, whose eyes had gone hollow.

“Did you see it?”

“Yes.”

“Yeah. Team D… well, they said we achieved some unique results this time.”

No way.

“Have we been newly assigned as a team?”

“It’s not quite a new assignment, but the workload is changing.”

The Assistant Manager downed his coffee in one shot.

“Until now, they mainly gave us ghost stories where the manuals had been completed by the higher-ups to manage.”

Wait.

“Now they want us to go into Darkness where the manuals haven’t been completed yet!”

“…!!”

To put it simply, they were going to throw us into ghost stories where there was no data!

“I mean, why do they try to shove you into somewhere harder just because you did something well… ha.”

The Supervisor had already heard the news and was slumped over his desk. It seemed even caffeine wasn’t working for him.

“Hello.”

And right on cue, the Section Chief Lizard walked into the office. The Assistant Manager fumed.

“Section Chief! Entering Darkness without a manual! Isn’t this just telling our whole team to die?”

“…? No, it’s not.”

“Excuse me?”

The Assistant Manager’s face flickered with a faint hope, wondering if there was a way out….

“There is no guarantee of safety even if a manual is completed.”

“…….”

Ah, he meant it in that sense…….

‘That lizard really has quite a personality….’

I barely managed to open my mouth.

“Still, wouldn't it be more dangerous without a manual? Since there’s no data.”

The Lizard tilted his head.

“I don’t know. I haven’t felt much of a difference.”

“…….”

Ah, right, he was an employee who performed Physical Exorcism….

‘Up until now, he probably just pushed through with force whenever things got tough….’

I decided to just ask point-blank.

“Are there any advantages to the current situation?”

“Yes.”

“What kind of advantages?”

“Additional points will be allocated.”

“…!”

Supervisor Park Minseong suddenly snapped his head up.

They truly were people obsessed with points.

“I-is it a lot, Section Chief?”

“Yes.”

“How much?”

“On average, three to four times more is allocated compared to Darkness of the same class.”

“…!”

“B-by any chance, what’s the maximum point multiplier you’ve seen…?”

“Fifteen times.”

Suddenly, the eyes of the Assistant Manager and the Supervisor changed.

‘Those are the eyes of people who trade stocks.’

It was the look of someone right before they buy a speculative bio-stock after hearing rumors of a new drug.

It seemed those 30,000 points had been irresistibly sweet….

Usually, in this case, a person with common sense would try to stop them, but… well, actually… as for me.

‘It’s a stock that’s guaranteed to succeed….’

It didn't make much difference to me whether there was a manual or not.

Because I already knew the Exploration Records in more detail than any manual!

If that was the case.

‘It’s just a 3x points event, isn’t it…?’

And so, a short while later.

“Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

Team D accepted their new duties and moved out without anyone protesting.

‘Let’s earn those points.’

The destination was the 17th floor.

“The Development Division mainly uses the 20th through 17th floors.”

The Assistant Manager grimaced as he tapped the buttons.

“And the 17th floor… is specifically where the researchers who look for new Darkness are located.”

Ding.

As the elevator doors opened, a white, artificial interior of a complex office —a typical combination of a laboratory and an office—came into view.

And the person already waiting in front reached out a hand.

“Whoa~ Is this guy the one? Amazing, truly amazing~”

He was definitely my superior.

I reflexively shook the hand that was offered.

“I am Kim Soleum. I look forward to working with you.”

“Oh, good manners, too.”

The man wearing a white coat and glasses looked quite young, but since this was such a bizarre worldview where you couldn't trust appearances, I decided not to jump to conclusions.

Anyway, that superior from the other department greeted the rest of Team D before looking back at me.

“I’m Kwak Jekang from Research Team 1. Nice to meet you. Please take care of me~”

“…! I look forward to working with you.”

The Assistant Manager of our team whispered.

“Don’t be intimidated. He’s just some lowly Section Chief.”

Aren’t you an Assistant Manager yourself…?

And the reason I was surprised wasn't because he was a Section Chief.

It was because he was a character I knew.

==========

Researcher Kwak Jekang

: An employee of Research Team 1 in the Raw Materials Development Department of Daydream Inc., appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

One of the research staff frequently mentioned in the early records of exploring newly registered Darkness in the company.

==========

Another Named Character had appeared.

‘His personality is… well.’

==========

A rare case among employees who is directly described as ‘cheerful and sociable.’

However…….

==========

Hmm.

I walked quietly behind my teammates, not letting it show.

“Well, we’ll be seeing each other often from now on. Right, Section Chief Lee Jaheon?”

“Yes.”

…….

Ah.

“Could you tell me why?”

“Yes.”

The Lizard finally explained.

“Research Team 1 researches and standardizes the methods to enter new Darkness. Therefore, we will frequently meet with Team D, who will explore new Darkness that has not yet been manualized.”

In short, this was the team that gave us our work.

‘They find new Darkness here and hand it over to the Field Exploration team’s vanguard….’

“Aieee, Section Chief Lee always seems to speak so difficultly. And you’re not even a researcher!”

The Research Team Section Chief patted Section Chief Lizard on the back. The Lizard’s eyelidless pupils whipped around to look at him as if puzzled.

I felt like I was watching a thriller movie in person….

“Now, now, anyway, the Darkness to enter today is ready~ Grab your Dream Collectors, and let’s go!”

The expression of ‘What is this guy from another department doing giving us obvious instructions?’ flickered across the Assistant Manager’s face, but it didn't come out of his mouth thanks to the Supervisor’s desperate gesturing.

“Check the records of the civilians who went in and came out, and the record of the one team that entered before.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon took the documents handed over by the research team.

In the meantime, someone tapped me.

“…?”

Turning around, a certain research team employee was grinning as he spoke to me.

“Hey, do you want to bet on whether it’s D-class or F-class?”

“Excuse me?”

“No, we’re just placing small bets among ourselves. You should try too. It’ll be fun.”

“I’m fine.”

I answered immediately.

‘Is this employee sane?’

What if an audit happens… no, wait, he’s openly talking about gambling right in front of his direct superior.

I reflexively looked back at the Research Team Section Chief.

The Section Chief shrugged.

“What does it matter? It’s not like someone’s going to die just because of a little bet.”

“…….”

“Haha. Oh, look at his expression not changing. Does Soleum-ssi have some guts?”

It’s just that I’m so flabbergasted that my facial muscles forgot how to work.

‘Aren’t they crossing the line too much at work?’

I suppose I should say it’s typical of a researcher in an internet ghost story worldview.

“Well, I’m joking. This Darkness isn’t the kind where we’d talk about life or death. A lot of civilians have escaped after going in… phew, they said the planning team kids had a hard time smoothing over the Disaster Management Bureau’s constant bitching~”

“…….”

When Team D didn't particularly respond, the Research Team 1 Section Chief just smiled thinly and organized the remaining documents.

“Hmph.”

And the research team employee who had mentioned the bet also looked over here as if displeased, then crossed his arms in a spectator-like stance.

‘Is it okay to live your work life like that….’

I didn't feel very good, but then again, it was hard to feel good at work.

What was important was this Darkness we just received.

What kind of ghost story could it be?

“Ah, Roe needs to see it too.”

“Yes.”

I took the documents handed to me by my superior.

‘Hopefully, it’s something I know.’

Moreover, hearing that many civilians had escaped made it sound better. Even in the worst-case scenario, wouldn't it be around D-class?

I should be able to handle most things.

So, without getting nervous….

“Roe, did you read it? Something about clown portraits… ah, if you see a pierrot advertisement, you get dragged in?”

A pierrot advertisement…?!

No way, that…….

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Clowns Hate You]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, identified by Daydream Inc. with code Qterw-D-210.

A ghost story where one wanders eternally in a place where hallways lined with various clown portraits continue endlessly.

If you look closely, they aren't actually wearing clown makeup, but are people grotesquely distorted to look like clowns, forced to wear smiling faces.

==========

“…….”

Wait.

==========

The longer you stay, the more distorted and strange the portraits that appear.

The people who go missing in this ghost story become new clown portraits. Honestly, an exploration record with such full-blown horror movie style is rare.

==========

Whoa.

I scanned the preliminary exploration records I had been handed with trembling eyes.

…….

It was right.

‘It—it’s here.’

A full-blown horror theme even scarier than the convenience store ghost.

“Haha, well then, go on in!”

Excuse me!

Please just cancel the 3x points event! I don’t want to go!

But there was no way such a thing would work in society….

“…….”

I opened my eyes. I saw a hallway that was as pitch black… no, as dark as my future.

Except the old walls were covered, plastered, and crammed with clown portraits of all sorts of bizarre expressions.

‘F—Fuck.’

Even the method of entry here was too terrifying.

1. Watch a W-Tube ad where a red-nosed clown laughs like a maniac while looking at the person through the screen.

2. A clown’s hand appears, sticking out from around a corner in any enclosed indoor hallway.

3. If you approach, your wrist is suddenly grabbed and you are dragged into this ‘hallway.’

I thought I was going to faint from that moment on.

‘This is insane.’

I rolled my eyes. The exploration records, where something terrifying happened no matter which wall you approached, were vividly reenacted in my head.

A cold sweat broke out.

‘Honestly, I think anyone would be scared here, not just me….’

“Hmm. It’s not that dark? No need to turn on the flashlights.”

“Section Chief! Should we move after we get a bit of dark adaptation?”

“Yes. Close your eyes for 60 seconds.”

“Yes, sir!” came the Supervisor’s cheerful reply.

“…….”

No, seriously?

You can say so nonchalantly that we should all close our eyes for a minute in a dark hallway filled with portraits that stare at people chillingly?

“Roe, you close your eyes too.”

I guess so.

“Yes.”

I pretended to close my eyes while looking at the floor, sweating coldly.

I just realized.

These people.

They aren't scared, fundamentally.

Unless it’s a situation where they’re actually going to die, their fear threshold is insanely high!

The type who wouldn't watch horror movies because they’re boring, making comments like ‘Hey, the truly scary things are people’!

‘I suppose that’s why they work as employees here!’

Even so, if those bizarre portraits started to come to life and move, it wouldn't be easy to react like that….

“Mmm… it says if you approach or poke the portraits, they occasionally pop out and crawl after you.”

“Ah, right. Then the painting becomes empty, and a few people have reportedly used that as a passage to return to reality.”

“I see.”

The Section Chief’s calm voice was heard.

“Poke every portrait you see.”

I almost screamed.

“Yes, sir! If any actually pop out alive, I’ll signal and run immediately!”

“Yes. We will repeat the attempts on an hourly basis.”

“Ah, you said they crawl? That’s good, since their mobility will be low.”

“Right? Oh, that’s right, Roe! I saw it earlier, there’s a clown with strange eyes over there on the left. Doesn't that look like some movie poster?”

“…….”

“The physical description is similar to the missing civilian. I guess that’s what happens when you go missing here.”

I ended up looking up.

In the eerie darkness, a portrait of someone with a button instead of a left eye, wearing messy, colorful clown makeup and forced into a broad grin that bared their teeth, was there.

‘…It moved.’

Clearly, the pupil of the remaining eye had moved.

“…….”

“Roe, do you want to touch that one first?”

Ah, ah!! No, seriously! Please, just stop!

“……Y—Yes.”

What do you mean ‘Yes,’ I can’t even get close to it.

A powerful premonition hit the back of my head.

I—I… I can’t survive here if I try to keep up with the tempo of these crazy people.

“Then Roe, the portraits on the top left, all the way….”

“Wait a moment.”

“Hmm?”

I have to go for it!

“I think I’ve figured out the escape method.”

“Wha—what?”

It hasn't even been a minute since we entered, but anyway, I figured it out! Please believe me!

“I deduced it by looking at the records of the previous civilian escapes.”

Has my brain ever worked this fast?

‘I can’t give a turn to these people who don’t believe in the uselessness of a courage test!’

“First of all, you must not touch the other portraits.”

“Huh? Why?”

Because I’m scared.

Of course, my mouth said something else.

“…There will be a specific correct answer.”

Is this what survival instinct is?

I immediately took out the toy coin I had pulled as equipment and summoned the translucent glove into the air.

And I gave twenty 500-won coins to the glove as if dumping them on it.

The glove stiffened for a moment like a W-Tuber who just received a huge donation, then happily turned around in the air and merged with my hand.

“Wait, is that Roe’s equipment?”

“Yes. I can touch objects remotely.”

“Oh.”

With this, at least I wouldn't have to personally approach a portrait and touch a clown.

However, I nodded seriously as if I had other intentions.

“From now on… I want to see as many portraits as possible while running. Because I have to find the correct answer.”

I looked back at Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

“And from now on, the portrait I describe is the correct answer.”

“…….”

“I’d like you to tell me as soon as you spot it, if that’s okay?”

And if this works, I won't even need to look closely at every clown portrait myself!

‘Of course, if the reaction is ‘Where does a rookie think he’s going?’ then it’s over….’

Section Chief Lee Jaheon didn't seem like the type steeped in a sense of authority!

Even if his head is a lizard! Even if his way of thinking is completely like a lizard!

“Yes.”

It worked!

The sense of relief washing down my spine almost made my legs give out, but I struggled to keep my composure and nodded as if it were natural.

“Then, I’ll run.”

I was acting as if I were trying to test a brilliant and wonderful hypothesis, and that running was necessary for that hypothesis….

‘Actually, it isn’t necessary…….’

The escape method here is surprisingly easy.

‘Even if you touch other portraits to your heart’s content, there’s no problem in finding the correct answer…….’

If you were a person with guts, you could do it while walking leisurely alone….

But I had already learned my lesson.

I had a lesson gained from playing tag with a ghost in a convenience store.

What is the way for a coward to survive?

‘A speedrun!’

Let’s go, mid-escape from the haunted house!

Chapter 17

Around the time Field Exploration D-Squad entered the ghost story.

“Section Chief, what rank do you expect for this one? Is D the standard bet?”

“Hey, Supervisor Lee. Let’s read the room a bit, okay?”

“…….”

“It’s fun and all, but let’s keep it quiet within the development department. Don’t bring it up when other teams are around. Got it?”

“……Ah, yes.”

The research team supervisor, who had been smirking while bringing up the bet to Kim Soleum earlier, finally shut his mouth.

He felt disgruntled that Section Chief Kwak Jekang, whom he had looked down on for being easy-going and young, was scolding him over something like this.

And that annoyance made him think of an even easier and more irritating target.

The Field Exploration team rookie!

Look at how he glared at a superior.

The new employee had immediately rejected the offer to join the bet as if it were absurd, even though he was trying to include him.

That expressionless, dismissive vibe kept sticking in his mind. Was his name Kim Soleum?

You guys are just like human lab rats, so why are you putting on airs?

If you’re a rookie in the Field Exploration team, you’re halfway to being a corpse. Yet, seeing him act so stiff just because he’d achieved one result made the researcher let out a hollow laugh.

He had heard that every year there was a rookie who couldn't grasp the situation, and it seemed he was finally seeing one for himself.

Is he going to die? It’d be funny if he did.

His morally numb brain, anticipating a hit of dopamine, made him salivate slightly.

He quickly sent a message.

It was a group chat for the internal anonymous Toto.

-I’m putting 10 on D.

-OK.

It was also a wish. It had to be a D-rank for the probability of death to be higher!

Right then, his superior spoiled the mood.

“Supervisor Lee, have the preliminary report organized before you leave today.”

“…Yes, yes.”

The lab rats won’t even be able to come out of the Darkness before I leave work anyway.

The section chief was specifically pointing him out to do a task that he could have naturally passed on to a hubae during the shift change.

What’s with my luck with bosses?

The research team supervisor grumbled internally as he continued writing the preliminary experiment report.

-3.2 Experimental Subjects

Adults over the age of 18 who have witnessed a 5-second video titled ‘Pierrot Hates You’ played as an advertisement promotion on a specific video site (4).

After watching this, if you approached the hand of the clown that popped out, you’d be dragged away, right?

Wasn’t it foolish to approach it?

If something is suspicious, you should run away; he believed that from that point on, even if they died, it was a death from natural causes.

But then again, some lucky civilians manage to survive and come out.

According to the testimony records of previously reported civilian survivors, they returned to reality by entering the empty portrait the clown had come out of.

The lab rats knew that before they went in, too.

However, nothing specific had been revealed about which portrait was the correct answer.

The types of hallways, portrait sizes, frames, and times were all different.

It seemed that most people just mindlessly jumped into an empty portrait that a clown had come out of, and only a few lucky ones returned.

Finding the answer to this is going to be a total grind.

It was a Darkness that required a tremendous amount of physical strength, as one had to wake the clown, evade it, and sometimes even defeat it.

At the same time, not knowing which portrait was the correct one would surely make their blood boil!

In this case, wasn't the death of at least one or two people almost certain? He expected they would sacrifice each other while being forced to enter as a test.

For someone to escape, it would take at least half a day, or at most a few days….

“Waaaagh!”

“Clear!”

“…….”

“…….”

Huh?

The researcher turned his head.

In one corner of the lab, he saw people suddenly pouring out from the corner.

…Every single member of Field Exploration D-Squad!

“……?!”

“Is the Dream Collector full?”

“Yes! Oh, it’s a D-rank!”

He reflexively looked at the clock.

2:41 PM.

They entered at 2:15 PM earlier, so….

26 minutes since entry.

Wait a minute.

…26 minutes?!

A heavy silence filled the Research Team 1 office as they watched the four members of D-Squad, who had emerged from a ghost story in the time it would take to visit a cafe.

Is… Is this a dream?

No.

Have we been possessed by a ghost story, too?

No.

“…My God! No, how on earth did you get out so early?! Huh? Section Chief Lee, did your smashing things up work again?”

Answers immediately poured out in response to Kwak Jekang’s exclamation.

“No.”

“That’s right.”

“He did it.”

Kwak Jekang’s eyes widened at the simultaneous words from the D-Squad superiors.

“…We meet again.”

The rookie employee, who had been standing quietly in the back, bowed his head.

It was Kim Soleum.

“…That friend did it?”

A blunt answer returned to the omitted words, ‘But he’s a rookie?’

“What’s the big deal?”

“Roe Deer was like that on his first day, too.”

“…??”

The assistant manager and supervisor of D-Squad didn’t answer further and began organizing their masks.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon nodded.

“So it seems.”

“…….”

“This ghost story is D-rank.”

“Ah, yes, yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon abruptly began his report. Accustomed to this stream-of-consciousness style of communication that prioritized only his own efficiency, Kwak Jekang, the research team section chief, responded immediately.

“Then what is the Clear Mechanism?”

“? I don’t know.”

“…….”

“Ah. Would it be alright if I explained?”

The rookie employee raised his hand from behind.

“Uh, sure… go ahead.”

“First… the name of the clown advertisement that one must witness beforehand to enter this Darkness is ‘Pierrot Hates You,’ right?”

“That’s right.”

“But a Pierrot is not a clown.”

“……??”

“Clowns wear colorful makeup, laugh playfully, and perform tricks and jokes. They are a type of traditional entertainer.”

So?

“However, a Pierrot wears achromatic makeup and has a crying expression.”

“…!”

“There is a distinct difference.”

A faint smile appeared and vanished on Kim Soleum’s pale face.

“And since it says ‘Pierrot Hates You,’ I figured he wouldn't chase us.”

Because an entertainer wouldn’t chase someone they hate.

“To prove this, we looked for a portrait with achromatic makeup and only a red mouth, and we didn’t approach any other portraits at all.”

“…….”

“And considering the possibility of danger, we secured a safety distance of 3 meters and approached the painting remotely to touch it.”

He considered all that while clearing an unfamiliar Darkness in just 30 minutes?

Furthermore, judging by the results….

“The Pierrot did not come out of the portrait.”

“…!”

“Instead, he quietly vanished from the painting.”

This rookie employee had found the exact correct answer.

The civilians until now hadn't known because they were too busy being chased by clowns falling from all sorts of portraits, but D-Squad, who had interacted with only one portrait from a distance, had grasped the situation perfectly.

It was chilling.

What’s more, he had even considered other variables.

“There were records that if you shine a light, clowns pop out of all the portraits, so we didn’t use any light sources.”

“Eh? Then how on earth did you identify the state of the portraits from 3 meters away in a pitch-black place?”

“Ah.”

Kim Soleum blinked.

“Because the Leader could tell even without it….”

“…….”

Ah.

Kwak Jekang tried his best not to whip his head around toward the D-Squad leader, who seemed like the embodiment of the phrase ‘human strength alone is enough.’

“From the next entry onward, I don’t think there will be any problems if they bring night-vision goggles.”

“Ah, I, I see.”

“That is all.”

Once again, a thick silence fell.

Kwak Jekang muttered quietly as if to himself.

“So you… deduced this just by looking at the preliminary information.”

“Yes.”

The rookie employee added as if he had realized something.

“Perhaps none of the people who entered before were familiar with American everyday culture.”

“…….”

Was that really a matter that could be explained so simply…?

“Uh, Soleum… did you study abroad or something?”

“No, it’s not that.”

Kim Soleum answered immediately.

“I just have a lot of random trivia.”

“…….”

The researchers witnessed the rare sight of the usually eloquent Kwak Jekang being at a loss for words!

“Ah, I also tried writing a temporary manual based on this theory. Supervisor Park Minseong happened to lend me his notebook….”

“Oh, I had zero contribution to this~ Roe Deer, you did it all~”

While the words of the supervisor wearing the Badger Mask echoed in the background, the researcher witnessed Kwak Jekang taking the notebook from him.

He craned his neck to steal a look.

Truly, within it, the hypothesis Kim Soleum had just spoken of was organized clearly and concisely.

…!

Section Chief Kwak Jekang scanned through it, then closed it with a smile.

“…Hmm, let’s test it out.”

“Yes.”

And so, the manual prototype was completed.

By a single person, and a rookie employee at that.

“…….”

The researcher who had participated in the bet momentarily doubted if he was dreaming.

Even if he happened to know about Pierrots by chance… was it possible to build a theory so easily in an extreme situation and escape with a 30-minute clear?

No. Does this make sense?

Is he some kind of monster pretending to be human?

But there was no way such a thing could get a job in the Field Exploration team.

The Dream Collector was said to respond only to humans, after all.

“Leader, the research team wants that scrap of cloth you brought out of the Darkness.”

“Yes.”

In the meantime, Section Chief Lee Jaheon handed over the piece of fabric he had been clutching in his hand.

“That is….”

“Ah, because the Leader rushed forward and grabbed the Pierrot by the collar just as he was trying to run away from the portrait….”

It was likely the fabric torn while reflexively closing a 3-meter gap to seize the Pierrot's throat so he couldn't escape.

“…….”

Are they two of a kind?

Were they cousins or something? Now that he looked at them, their appearances seemed somewhat similar. Both of them had that slick, polished look.

The researcher almost entertained a ridiculous delusion for a moment.

And the rookie employee who had delivered such shock and awe to him was….

I-I survived.

Because he had acted without thinking of the consequences, his heart was still pounding!

Why did that clown have teeth! Why was he skinning human skin! Why was he sucking people into the sewer like balloons!

Witnessing all sorts of moving ghost portraits in real-time, a fear of clowns he never had before was born today!

Adding another reason for insomnia….

In the midst of that, he was just amazed at himself for somehow talking his way through and getting past the situation convincingly.

Wait, I did get past it well, right?

I wasn't too suspicious, was I?

I’m not being dragged to a laboratory for intelligent beings in the basement of Daydream Inc. because they found out I have an answer sheet, am I?!

Just before Kim Soleum could hand over the controller to the anxiety in his heart, Section Chief Kwak Jekang, who had been silently flipping through the notebook, spoke up.

“…Rookie employee Kim Soleum, did you by any chance receive a business card?”

Kim Soleum, having regained his senses, answered diligently.

“No. Business cards aren’t issued to rookies yet….”

“Oh, stop playing dumb. You know that’s not what I mean.”

“…….”

The anxiety in Kim Soleum's mind also stopped for a moment.

Something came to mind.

The business card the Host had handed him at the welcoming party.

───

When necessary

010-0153-24865

───

The Section Chief of Research Team 1 grinned.

“If you want to earn points faster, contact that number.”

“…….”

“From what I can see, I think you’ll be calling soon, Soleum.”

It was an offer that sounded quite tempting.

However.

“I’m fine.”

Kim Soleum answered without a flicker of movement.

“…Hmm. If you say so.”

Section Chief Kwak Jekang shrugged and let it go lightly.

“Is there a reason not to contact them? Haha.”

“…….”

It was simple.

More scary events… yeah, I’d like to decline.

The heart of a coward, which had been severely shaken once again.

Kim Soleum had decided to settle for this sweet, triple-point event!

Chapter 18

To be honest.

One month into the job.

Surprisingly, this ghost story megacorp is... quite livable!

“Wow, this is insane. Cleared in 30 minutes again!”

“Aren't they actually performing better than Team C?”

To think the day would come when I’d actually hear those artificial lines that sound like something an extra in a W-Tube web drama would say.

“Hey, enjoy it. It’s all your performance record.”

It was lunchtime.

The Assistant Manager, who had confidently taken both Menu A and Menu B from the cafeteria, spoke refreshingly.

For the record, we had already handled one case this morning.

“Thanks to Roe, I’m actually doing crazy things like clearing 12 new Darknesses a month.”

“No, it’s all thanks to your great leadership.”

“Leadership, my foot. I’m just enjoying the ride on your bus.”

“That’s right. I’ll buy beef today, Soleum Seonbae.”

“Minseong... even so, that’s a bit much.”

“Hey, why are you being like that! If you’re doing well, you’re my Seonbae, right?”

When a superior makes a joke like that, it’s surprisingly hard to react without getting offended....

But whether it was a joke or he was serious, the Supervisor didn't particularly wait for my reaction. Instead, with an excited face, he showed me a screenshot of his monthly point accumulation.

“I’ve already hit 5000p!”

Indeed.

[Supervisor Park Minseong / Accumulated Points: 5200p]

These were the points I had earned over the course of a month as well.

‘Speedrunning did work...’

To think my survival movement would turn out like this.

It was also possible because most of the grades were either F or D.

‘It seems high grades don’t appear that often.’

Well, if they did, the world would have already closed its doors with a ‘And so the world was destroyed’ worldview.

Anyway, my superiors looked more excited than I did. I guess it’s more fun because it’s someone else’s business.

“This might be the shortest time for a new recruit’s performance in our company’s history.”

“Ooooh!”

Ah, come to think of it, I’ve hardly seen my fellow new recruits.

Because I was constantly in and out of the 17th-floor Research Team office every day, I inversely had fewer chances to see the other Field Exploration teams.

‘Baek Saheon and I are treating each other like we don’t exist.’

Actually, to maintain the ‘crazy guy’ concept I had once established, I occasionally threw out jokes that crossed the line regarding work.

—You’re heading into a darkness investigation today too, right? Want to bet on how many civilians die?

—.......

The gambling Researcher gave me inspiration. Thank you.

Anyway, seeing Baek Saheon grit his teeth and ignore me without a word, it seems the performance is solid.

‘Things are going smoothly.’

I finished the last of the galbitang broth and set the bowl down.

Leaving work on time, and they even give bonuses.

‘The cafeteria is decent, too.’

In many ways, the welfare was at a level where it would likely get a rating of 3.5 or higher on sites like Job Korea.

Except for the heavy stress that comes from essentially staying overnight in a haunted house where ghosts appear every single day....

‘Doing things for a living that I would never have done before... Hmm. It’s a normal work life.’

Even the way I’m somehow deluded into thinking it’s doable because of the sense of efficacy from producing results is exactly the same.

“Roe.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje spoke in a small, low voice.

“At this rate, words must have reached the higher-ups.”

“...Pardon?”

“I’m talking about your performance.”

“.......”

“Once could be a trick or luck, but after ten times, it’s not.”

The Assistant Manager grinned, narrowing her eyes.

“There’s bound to be someone higher up who’ll want to pick you out and see you. When that happens, make sure to tell us. Tell the Team Leader, too.”

Hmm.

If it were a normal company, I might have worried about my performance being stolen and looked for a chance to slip away without saying anything.

But this is a Ghost Story Worldview, and this is a superior whose life I’ve saved before.

I nodded obediently.

“Yes.”

“Right. Even if he looks like that... no, even just by looking at him, our Team Leader is a bit extraordinary, isn't he?”

Our gazes turned toward Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who had already finished his meal in large gulps and was leaving the cafeteria.

“Even if you receive an absurd proposal, he’ll cover for you if you ask him just once.”

That Lizard?

“...Yes.”

“Okay. Anyway, Roe, you’re really quick on the uptake.”

I should keep it a secret that I didn't actually agree but only nodded.

By the way... words might reach the higher-ups, huh.

I thought as I cleared my tray and stood up.

‘Since things have turned out this way, standing out is unavoidable.’

I’ve somewhat given up on that.

Besides, if I had seen a clown crawling out of a portrait with only its upper body, I would have already fainted....

But I also have something to believe in.

‘It’s hard to give a new recruit a job more difficult than this, right?’

If it goes beyond this level, it’s not dumping chores but giving core tasks.

Assigning the department's core tasks to a new recruit who’s only been at the company for a month and isn't even an experienced hire?

This isn't some crazy small business on W-Tube. According to the social unwritten rules within a large corporation, that was out of the question.

I can just think that I was lucky that my workload developed toward ‘Ghost Stories without manuals.’

If this becomes chronic, there’s a higher chance they’ll just get used to it and move on, thinking, ‘Ah, he’s specialized in that area.’

“Shall we head back then?”

“Yes.”

I came to a conclusion and returned my utensils.

However, at this moment, I was so immersed and habituated to the worldview and worker life that I had forgotten one thing.

The immutable truth of social life.

That is....

The nail that sticks out gets hammered down!

At the same time, in the Research Team 1 office.

‘Escaped in one hour again...’

A Researcher, who was wasting company time looking at Team D’s records, gnashed his teeth.

‘Have they earned about 5000p so far?’

At that speed after just one month, they really might break the record for the shortest time and get a Wish Ticket within a few years....

“.......”

“Man, must be nice, huh?”

The Researcher grumbled.

“Some people work while seeing all sorts of horrible things in the lab and don't even get hazard pay, making it hard to even save 500p a month.”

“.......”

“While some new recruit gets 50,000 points in a month....”

“Uh-huh, let’s stop there.”

The Researcher shut his mouth tight.

His insides began to boil at the reality that he couldn't even voice his complaints in this situation.

Something was wrong.

‘There are guys who easily earn points by luckily drawing and carrying around good weapons.’

While some people can't even dream of it because they have no points or access rights.

‘The research positions are more elite than the field exploration positions that roll around with their bodies, so they should be treated better. Is this right?’

It was truly unfair.

The Researcher truly thought so.

He had conveniently forgotten that he used to mock the Field Exploration team employees by calling them lab rats.

“Well, if the timing is right, there are times when darkness investigations go smoothly like this.”

Section Chief Kwak Jekang smiled and tossed a word to the Researcher.

“Even so, this is quite impressive, though.”

“.......”

Ignoring the Researcher who lifted his head with a look like he’d swallowed dung, Kwak Jekang flipped through the documents again.

“Ah, I heard this Darkness requires more than 10 people to be deployed?”

“.......”

“Supervisor Lee?”

“Ah, yes. That’s right. They say 10 people must gather to enter the Darkness.”

“Hmm.”

Kwak Jekang smiled and picked up a pen.

“Then it’ll be a team play this time.”

-Teams A, D, and Y deployed.

“.......”

The Researcher watched as Kwak Jekang pulled out the organization chart of the Field Exploration teams and checked the corresponding teams.

It was then.

“Supervisor Lee.”

“Yes?”

“Do you happen to know what the alphabetical order of the Field Exploration teams means?”

He didn't know.

There was no way a person who only focused on keeping his seat by sloppily handling his own work would be that well-versed in the organizational structure of another department.

Kwak Jekang smiled and tapped the document. It was a strange smile for some reason.

“In a word, it’s in order of performance.”

“...!”

“You know, like how kids have that in school. Honors classes, regular classes, remedial classes, that kind of thing.”

The Researcher suddenly remembered.

“Then... is Team D in the honors class?”

“No.”

A firm denial came back.

“A through C. They are the elites.”

Kwak Jekang tapped the corresponding teams with his pen.

“The rest are all expendable.”

“...Ah.”

It was the moment he started feeling a bit better for some reason.

“But well. This is just between us... but Team D’s performance is so good. There’s even a rumor that if they keep going like this, something good might happen during the next personnel assignment. Haha.”

“...!”

As is the case with company gossip, such outrageously unconventional talk wasn't usually a reliable rumor.

Nevertheless, the Researcher somehow became anxious.

‘Isn't there any bad news?’

As if satisfying that expectation, Section Chief Kwak Jekang’s murmur was heard.

It was in a tone that was intentionally regretful.

“But of all things, they get caught like this. To go in with Team A... hmm.”

“...! Uh, is it bad to go in with the elite team?”

“It’s usually like that, right? You know too, Supervisor Lee.”

Kwak Jekang touched his chin.

“There are Darknesses where an escape route is opened only when there is a sacrifice.”

Especially....

If it’s a Darkness that requires a large number of people.

Kwak Jekang shrugged his shoulders.

“This exploration record will have plenty to talk about in many ways.”

A few days later.

Team D, who had naturally received the call and gone up to the 17th floor just like the past month, saw an unexpected sight.

“Hello.”

“...?!”

There were early guests in the Research Team 1 office.

People wearing various masks.

‘Are they other teams from Field Exploration?’

I quickly counted the heads.

Roughly seven people.

Among them was someone I was acquainted with.

-Is it possible to bring a dead person back to life?

It was the new recruit who had asked that question regarding the Wish Ticket at the welcome party.

The new recruit wearing a Cow Mask was quietly bowing his head and standing while leaning against a desk.

A somewhat gloomy energy hung in the air.

He had long hair for a man, to the point where I wondered if the company would frown upon it as a dress code issue.

Of course, no one here seemed to care about such things.

“Ah.”

“This... hmm.”

Around the time the Team D seniors were making short reactions—whether of admiration or lamentation—upon seeing the people filling the office space.

“Oh, our Team D has finally arrived. Welcome, welcome~ Now, now, let’s get into today’s briefing.”

Section Chief Kwak Jekang appeared and began leading the people toward the attached conference room.

While moving, I heard the Assistant Manager ask a question.

“Are we entering with other teams?”

“That’s right. That’s right.”

“.......”

The Assistant Manager glanced around and soon returned to my side, speaking in a low voice that others couldn't hear.

“See those employees wearing masks with gold marks over there?”

“Yes.”

“That’s Team A.”

I know.

‘They’re the Elite Squad.’

Daydream Corporation was structured so that raw materials only came out and the company only ran if someone cleared ghost stories.

‘To avoid a setting hole where the company should naturally go bankrupt, they also need Field Exploration teams that are inhumanly high-performing and skilled....’

That’s why it was a place with an unusually high number of Named Characters in the <Dark Exploration Record>. I nodded slightly.

Team A consisted of three people wearing a strange Butterfly, Mantis, and Mallard Mask, respectively.

At that moment, the person wearing the Mallard Mask from Team A acknowledged us.

It was the energetic voice of an older woman.

“Ah, are you that Kim Soleum?”

“Yes. Hello.”

I bowed reflexively, but a cold sweat broke out.

To call me ‘that’ Kim Soleum, what on earth kind of rumors are circulating?

“Right, right. If you have the chance, let’s see each other. You’re a young man with a bright future.”

And she brushed past and sat in her seat.

...That person must be the Team Leader of Team A.

The Assistant Manager continued her explanation.

“And... the ones wearing masks without gold marks are Team Y.”

“.......”

The three wearing masks without gold marks, and even the new recruit in the Cow Mask I knew.

It was a team where a gloomy energy hung in the air.

“The Team Leader of Team Y is a regular employee, not a Section Chief, but for now, just accept it and stay quiet.”

“Yes.”

That... I also know.

The Supervisor whispered to me.

“Um... Roe. Treat the people from the other teams you saw today, especially Team Y, just moderately if possible. Okay? I’ll tell you the reason later.”

“Yes.”

I nodded without a word.

It was because I could roughly guess the reason he would tell me later.

But suddenly, the Supervisor, who was sitting next to me, was moved.

“Ha. I really... love that you’re like a version of the Section Chief who’s quick on the uptake.”

“Me too.”

“.......”

That’s... a compliment, right?

“Now, now, if everyone has taken their seats, I’ll start the briefing right away.”

Kwak Jekang stood in front of the conference room board without even turning on the prompter.

“I was going to talk about the Darkness we’ll enter today... but!”

Section Chief Kwak Jekang chuckled.

“Actually, we don’t know anything either.”

“...??”

“What does that mean, Section Chief Kwak?”

“It means there’s only one piece of escape information from a civilian!”

“......Heh.”

Documents were distributed in the silence.

I also looked into the page that was almost like a note.

-All college students (12 people) missing while playing a board game during a club MT at Hanmaeum Gadeuk Pension in Gangwon-do.

The board game in question is under the brand ‘Cheerful Theme Park! ~Pleasant Fantasy Land Trip~’, presumed to be a development of Cheerful Research Institute*.

The survivor explained that the board game was ‘already placed inside the pension.’

The pension owner denied this fact.

Result: Some personnel returned after 17 hours.

Testified that they ‘stayed in a theme park inside the board game.’ Showed various aspects such as mental derangement, PTSD reactions, and mild neurosis.

-4 survivors, 1 missing, 7 dead

On the next page, statements about the ‘theme park inside the board game’ were briefly recorded for each survivor. Perhaps because the psychological trauma was severe, the descriptions were very fragmented.

But even with just that, it was sufficiently familiar.

I swallowed hard.

‘It was about time for this to come out.’

It’s finally here.

A Darkness where large-scale participation is mandatory!

“It seems the board game’s player capacity is over 10? Is that why you brought in so many people?”

“Yes, yes. We tried to create an environment as similar as possible.”

Kwak Jekang winked.

“Still! Despite these adverse conditions, our team members have identified a clear entry method, haven't they?”

“Didn't you just bring the board game?”

“Haha! You’re speaking so hurtfully, Assistant Manager Jin.”

The Team A employee wearing the Butterfly Mask didn't respond, and Kwak Jekang, unbothered, placed the board game on the table.

“Here it is.”

[Cheerful Theme Park!]

~Pleasant Fantasy Land Trip~

: Be the first to board the three fantasy attractions with your teammates and receive a prize!

The appearance of a colorful Fantasy Land was drawn on the front of the box, which was almost as good as new.

Opening the box revealed a pictorial map of the theme park divided into sections and colorful Coins.

“Now, all you have to do is divide into teams and start the board game.”

He speaks quite cheerfully about entering a ghost story where more than half the people died.

“Then shall we just form teams by our original teams?”

“Ah, about that... if you pick a game piece from this drawing capsule, the teams are divided according to the color!”

Section Chief Kwak Jekang took out and showed something like a small capsule on one side of the box.

“They say if you shake this, a piece will fall out from this hole.”

“It’s random, then.”

People eventually sighed and shook the capsule to take out game pieces one by one.

‘Blue, yellow, red... is it.’

Naturally, since these things tend to go in order of seniority, my turn was almost last.

What I picked was....

“Soleum is red.”

Of all things, it was a red piece.

It didn't feel very good because it’s an ominous color in a Ghost Story Worldview.

‘Well, the color doesn't actually matter much in this ghost story.’

Because it’s a place where different things happen even if you pick the same color.

I swallowed hard and tensed up.

Anyway, are we entering now?

“Now, once you unfold the game board, we enter!”

However, even when Section Chief Lee Jaheon unfolded the game board as the representative, nothing happened.

“.......”

Hmm?

At a thought that flashed like lightning, I checked the number of people.

Four yellow, four blue.

And the people who picked red like me are....

The Butterfly Mask called ‘Assistant Manager Jin’ from Team A, and the familiar new recruit from Team Y.

Including me, a total of three.

“.......”

Ah.

‘Only the red team doesn't have a matching pair.’

“One person is missing.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon turned to look at Kwak Jekang with his vertical pupils.

“It seems we cannot enter with 11 people. We must fill all 12 people and try again.”

“Ah, that?”

Kwak Jekang replied nonchalantly and suddenly tossed the capsule containing the game piece.

“Supervisor Lee. Catch this!”

Toward the gambling-addicted Researcher standing right next to him.

“Uh, uh-uh...?!”

As the Researcher caught the capsule by chance.

Clatter.

The remaining red piece came out from inside.

“...!?”

“P-Picked it!”

Wait a minute.

-Departing for Fantasyland~

The board game board fluttered up into the air and swallowed my vision.

“Aaaaah!”

“Hahahaha!”

The Researcher’s scream rang in my ears.

And the sound of Section Chief Kwak Jekang's laughter as well.

“…….”

I recalled the back page of that man's <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki.

==========

A psycho fascinated by ghost stories.

A mad scientist.

When exploring ghost stories that still lack information, he is the number one contributor who enriches Exploration Records with his mad habit of encouraging combinations or actions that are bound to lead to death, just to extract unique data.

Kwak Jekang's disciplinary action records

can be found on the #Exploration Records (Extra) page.

==========

…I had been on guard, knowing a day like this would come eventually.

“What? What is this!”

I'd suspected it from the moment such a large group, with Group A and Group Y together, arrived, but...

‘He intentionally wrecked the survival probability.’

This isn't about aiming to clear the ghost story with maximum survival.

This is a setup where everyone except Group A is meant to die.

Chapter 19

The psychopathic doctor had pushed his own researcher into the ghost story exploration as a sacrificial lamb.

He probably intended to observe how the people of the Field Exploration team would die in even more bizarre ways through the synergy of being entangled with that researcher.

The problem was that I was on the same team as that researcher.

‘Phew….’

I came to my senses.

My ears picked up the ghost story before my eyes did.

—♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The sound of a cheerful melodica and an orchestra.

It was a typical theme park BGM.

“Gasp.”

When I opened my eyes, we were in the middle of a theme park that was gaudily colorful in an old-fashioned way.

—Hahahaha!

The laughter of children echoed.

However, no human faces were to be seen anywhere.

The only things loitering around were the mascots.

I thought I could see some admitted guests wearing mascot heads in the distance, but they would probably vanish like a lie if I approached them.

‘Because it’s that kind of place.’

I immediately checked my wrist.

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Boarding Pass □□□]

Three blanks.

‘As I thought.’

It was the amusement park inside that crazy board game that you could only escape after riding three attractions.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Cheerful Theme Park!]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.’s identification code is Qterw-B-11.

An amusement park inside a board game themed around various fantasy lands.

After entering this ghost story, one can return home by using three large attractions.

A ghost story made more famous by the supplement titled ‘Cheerful Theme Park User Guidelines,’ written by people who played the board game while in a state of delirium.

If you are looking for a game based on this ghost story, click this link.

==========

There are many amusement park ghost stories. But this was one of the <Dark Exploration Records> that became more famous due to its eeriness, uniqueness, and persistent horror.

‘The pop-up store even had merchandise based on this theme park.’

It had also gained a cult-like popularity through the supplement, the <Cheerful Theme Park User Guidelines>.

I believe they called that a ‘Napolitan ghost story.’

‘Besides, it’s Grade B.’

Darkness of the dusk grade.

Civilian survival rate… 2%.

The previous civilian survivors must have been extremely lucky for four of them to survive.

If one were to cross-reference the list of missing persons who disappeared without a trace before that, there would likely be quite a few cases where everyone died in this ghost story.

A cold sweat broke out.

‘…I’m worried the people in Team D might be in danger.’

Of course, I had my own problems to deal with right now.

Because I was the one burdened with the variable: ‘Researcher gets dragged in.’!

“Aaaah, ugh, gasp…. L-let me out. This is wrong, wrong…!”

“Quiet!”

I muffled the screaming researcher’s mouth and forced him to crouch down.

At that moment.

Snap.

Numerous mascots in the theme park all turned their heads at once to look at the wailing researcher.

“…….”

==========

Cheerful Theme Park User Guidelines (Applies up to Exploration Record No. 64)

3. Please refrain from intense negative emotional expressions such as crying, wailing, or screaming!

It does not suit the Cheerful Theme Park.

==========

It was nothing short of a nightmare.

I struggled not to squeeze my eyes shut.

3. 4. 5.

The noise returned.

—Hahahaha!

—♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The gazes vanished.

As the scenery of the theme park began to move vibrantly once more, I slowly let go of the researcher.

The Team A employee struck the researcher’s jaw.

“…!”

Thwack. After the short, dull sound, the Team A employee gripped the researcher’s jaw tightly, brought her face—covered by a Butterfly Mask— close to his, and said in a low, ominous voice.

“Hey.”

“……!”

“If you whimper one more time, know that I’ll start by killing you first.”

“Hi-hiieek.”

The researcher backpedaled with a terrified expression, then slumped to the ground and clutched his head.

He seemed to be muttering a mix of words like ‘This is a dream’ and ‘It’s a lie’ along with curses; he appeared to have fallen into a panic.

“…Isn’t that a bit too harsh?”

The Team Y rookie spoke up cautiously, but the Team A employee ignored him.

Instead, she asked me.

“You, rookie. You said you were the top of your class, right? Your judgment is decent.”

“…Thank you.”

“Did you pull your exclusive equipment?”

Hmm.

Does this mean she’ll treat me as a fellow employee for now?

‘Is it because I’m the top of the class, even if I’m not in the Elite Squad?’

I thought the criteria were excessively one-dimensional, but I answered politely without showing it.

Exclusive equipment, I have it.

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Fingers capable of remote touch. There are limits on time and frequency.”

I’ll only tell her this much.

And I should ask this much as well.

“What kind of weapon do you use, Assistant Manager?”

“None of your b— Hmm. Fine.”

The Team A employee pulled at her index fingernail.

It was a fake nail for nail art.

Something sticky stretched out from the back of the detached nail.

A translucent thread.

“It stretches endlessly, and its strength is quite good.”

“…It seems like it could be used very usefully for many purposes.”

“Hmm. I suppose so.”

The other person’s mood seemed to have improved a bit.

I immediately nodded and asked.

“May I ask for your name?”

“Just call me Assistant Manager Jin. Why the embarrassing exchange of names?”

Isn’t that basic courtesy when people meet…?

In any case, her surname was unique enough that I could identify her immediately.

‘Could it be… this employee?’

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol infiltrates the murderer’s bedroom and sets the clock to 4:44.

Cucumber answers seriously to Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s question, “Do you have a special grudge against carrots?” Nothing unusual.

Severs the limbs of the Teddy Bear (Executor: Employee Jin Nasol).

And so on.

There weren't many descriptions detailed enough to deduce her personality, but she seemed to have been portrayed in the work as a fairly competent and cold-hearted employee.

Just then, the Team Y rookie quietly asked me.

“…What exactly is exclusive equipment?”

Ah, right. This person likely wouldn’t know much about it yet.

“Ah, at the company, you can use Darkness to customize equipment….”

“Hey. Let’s move quickly. In a large-scale Darkness like this, observation comes first.”

“…….”

“What are you doing, top of the class? I said let’s move.”

She’s openly cutting me off.

I didn't wait any longer and answered while following Assistant Manager Jin of Team A, who was already walking away.

“Yes. I will move while explaining the current situation to my colleague.”

“What? Why are you taking care of— Ah.”

A strange smile formed beneath the Butterfly Mask.

“You don’t know, do you?”

“…….”

“Well, do whatever you want.”

I didn't argue.

Instead, I gave the Team Y rookie a rough explanation of what ‘exclusive equipment’ was.

I also added this to avoid creating too much disharmony within the team.

“I really agonized over it before spending quite a few points to pull it. I’m also scared of what might happen next.”

“……I see.”

I nodded and continued.

“Now that I think about it, my introduction is late. I am Kim Soleum.”

“…I know.”

A slightly gloomy voice drifted out from under the Cow Mask.

“I am… Jang Heowoon.”

“Yes. Nice to meet you.”

I tried talking to the researcher who had slumped to the ground for the sake of the situation, but what I got back was a whimper bordering on panic.

“No, no, I can’t walk. Give me a hand!”

“I could help you… but that would make your movements awkward, sir.”

I added, sounding concerned.

“If that happens, the probability of the person involved dying is high.”

He stood up like magic.

‘I knew he would.’

Assistant Manager Jin of Team A glanced this way with a look of disapproval, but she didn't interfere and simply walked while scanning the surroundings.

I also began to pick up my pace and looked around.

It was a theme park like something out of a dream—dazzling, yet somehow dizzying and stifling.

‘Is red the theme?’

In this area of the theme park, there wasn't a single spot—from the flags and buildings to the tents—that lacked the symbol of red.

‘We probably ended up in this zone because we picked the red piece.’

On the flags, a cute rabbit was smiling while holding up one hand.

[Magic Bunny Arcade Zone]

Does that translate to Magic Bunny Adventure Space….

‘It really is like a theme park.’

It was then.

The rabbit mascot from before blocked Assistant Manager Jin’s path.

“Ah, blocking the way….”

“Wait a moment.”

I stopped Assistant Manager Jin, who was trying to bypass the mascot.

Because….

“…I think it’s a parade.”

A rope was being set up behind the rabbit mascot, and from further back, the sounds of cheerful music and all sorts of flashy rabbits appeared.

However, I wasn't excited at all.

I struggled to keep from covering my face with both hands.

‘It’s started….’

==========

Cheerful Theme Park User Guidelines (Applies up to Exploration Record No. 64)

7. Please cheer for the parade with a joyful face!

Everything that happens in the Cheerful Theme Park parade is joyful and never negative. Never, ever negative.

==========

The parade draws closer.

A rabbit mascot wearing a dress waved from atop a palace, and then….

Bang!

She struck the surrounding carrots with a colorful wand.

Then, all sorts of red, sparkling things showered down upon the mascots.

—Waaaaaah!

Candy, jewels, confetti, firework effects!

But that wasn't all.

Bang!

The next ones detonated in succession, pouring out new red objects.

Blood, guts, and organs!

—Hahahahahahahaha!

They poured out in heaps.

Heaps and heaps. The mascots danced as they rummaged through the intestines. Staining the stone floor right in front of me red…… Wow, I’m seriously going crazy.

‘This is the problem.’

This insane theme park throws out things that one cannot laugh at with human sensitivity, like a glitch, but if you scream or cry at them, you get [Censored]!

—Waaaaaah!

Splat.

The front of my shoes became soaked with blood.

Something that came rolling toward me struck the toe of my shoe.

It was an eyeball.

‘!@#$!@%!%’

Ack!! Ack!!

A silent scream erupted down my spine.

‘I-I think I’m going to throw up.’

I tried my best to narrow my eyes. I tried to endure this situation by pretending to be calm while not looking directly ahead….

“Ugh.”

“…?”

Wait a minute.

That sound just now… that wasn't me, was it?

When I glanced sideways, I saw the Cow Mask clutching his mouth.

‘Could it be.’

“…Do you find it difficult to watch gruesome things?”

“…….”

The Cow Mask slowly nodded.

The lower half of the face not covered by the mask was already pale as a ghost.

‘A comrade…!’

My heart almost warmed.

Finally, someone has appeared who is experiencing the insane horror of this insane situation together with me!

‘Hey, you’re actually holding it in quite well!’

Just as I was about to say, "Let's try to dodge carefully and break through this ordeal together in a similar way"...

“Ah, seriously… what are you even saying.”

It was a voice filled with irritation to the brim.

…It was Assistant Manager Jin from Team A.

“Can’t watch gruesome things? Why don’t you realize that a liability like this is a burden, not a spare life?”

“…!”

“Hey, top of the class. I’m telling you this because you have potential. That guy.”

Assistant Manager Jin’s index finger pointed toward the Team Y rookie.

The Team Y rookie flinched.

“Don’t bother socializing with those guys from teams X, Y, or Z.”

“…….”

I had heard something similar from my direct superior just moments ago.

Roe. Just treat the people you see from other teams today with a moderate amount of civility. Got it?

…I already knew the reason.

‘The Field Exploration team assigns an alphabet to each team.’

And there is meaning in that order.

The elite teams, A, B, and C.

The general teams, from D to W.

And X, Y, Z are….

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Daydream Inc.

/ Field Exploration team

Cleanup team

A Field Exploration team composed of personnel who passed the entrance exam but have some kind of flaw that makes them unfit to perform normal exploration duties.

They are mainly deployed when testing special circumstances.

Teams are usually designated by the last three letters of the alphabet (X, Y, Z).

==========

“The last three letters of the alphabet are where they gather guys like that. They’re just meat shields. They’re like spare lives given to employees who actually have a brain, so don’t pay them any mind.”

“……Pardon?”

“They don’t seem to tell the rookies properly, calling it ‘eliminating variables’ or whatever, but it doesn't matter since that thing is going to die

here anyway.”

The employee in the Cow Mask froze.

“W-what does that mean….”

“Cleanup team Cow Mask. Raise your left hand.”

“!”

As if by magic.

Jang Heowoon thrust his left hand into the air.

“…!!”

The lower half of his face, not hidden by the mask, was pale with bewilderment.

“W-what, what…!”

The Team A employee tilted her chin up.

“Meat shield. That’s how you use them.”

==========

When entering Darkness with a Cleanup team employee, an employee of a certain grade or higher can demand unconditional execution of orders from them.

The Cleanup team employee must perform the demand in question.

==========

Right.

‘…It’s a device to produce more gruesome and dramatic exploration records.’

In short, they’re like slaves or a suicide squad.

But seeing it in person was even more bizarre than I had imagined. Especially since the Cow Mask employee seemed to be trying so hard to resist.

‘This is crazy.’

The golden mark near the jaw of Assistant Manager Jin’s Butterfly Mask glittered.

“When something dangerous comes up that I want to try, I just have kids like that do it first. But it’s maddening when they misinterpret things or die without following instructions, you know?”

“Ugh, ugh….”

“Well, if he had the brains to understand, he wouldn't have been assigned to a team like that in the first place, right?”

The verbal abuse continued in a flat tone, then ended in the tired voice of a weary office worker suppressing her irritation.

“Seriously, why do they even get hired here just to be a nuisance? Every single time…. Psychopaths, pseudo-religion nuts, criminals….”

“…….”

Certainly, they must have intentionally put people with personality flaws into the Cleanup team.

It was likely a device to lower the psychological hurdle for the people reading the ghost stories.

‘The idea is that it feels a bit better for a bad or flawed person to die than for a kind and normal person to die like a tool….’

Though seeing it in reality felt so sordid it left a bitter taste in my mouth.

What did the Cow Mask employee do so wrong that he’s being treated as a suicide squad member?

“And even this damn coward….”

Right, a coward….

“……!?”

…W-wait a minute.

Wait a second, Assistant Manager!

I think I just heard something incredible….

“…Did you just say ‘coward’….”

“Yeah. Can you believe there are cowards who whimper even after passing that entrance exam? Unbelievable, right?”

The Team A employee gestured with her chin.

“Like that Team Y rookie.”

…….

‘Is that all?’

Seriously?

You’re saying you stuck that Cow Mask rookie in the Cleanup team just because he’s scared?

Being a coward was that much of a disqualification?

Then…….

‘What about me?’

…I’m a coward!

In an instant, the things I had said to my superiors after running away from the convenience store ghost on my first day of work flashed through my mind like a panorama.

Uh, actually… I just wanted to get out quickly because I was scared.

“…….”

Only now do I realize.

That I was so lucky they didn't believe me.

‘So cowards are labeled as failures and ostracized within the company…!’

It’s not even just being subtly looked down upon; they’re officially pushed into a place where they’ll die!

‘I-I only thought as far as not letting my weakness be found out….’

It wasn't just that!

In an instant, the sound of my survival rate plummeting rang in surround sound.

No!

“Anyway, there’s nothing in particular to order him to do right now. He’ll just be a hindrance, so just you and I will move. Got it?”

No!

If I go alone with you, I feel like I’ll be outed as a coward in five minutes!

I can see a future where Employee Kim Soleum is exiled to the Cleanup team tomorrow, following Assistant Manager Jin’s testimony that ‘This guy was a coward’!

“In that case, please go ahead first.”

“Wh-what?”

For the first time since joining a month ago, I broke the Rookie’s Ten Commandments.

I defied a superior.

And the justification was plausible.

“I will take care of my team member and follow.”

“…….”

Assistant Manager Jin of Team A stopped moving.

For a moment, I worried that this superior might use the Team Y rookie to take my head off.

“This idiot….”

Instead, the Butterfly Mask manager seemed to have chosen to cut me off and vanish.

But… uh, the thing is.

‘You won’t be able to go alone anyway.’

==========

Cheerful Theme Park User Guidelines (Applies up to Exploration Record No. 64)

2. Team members of the same color must stay together inside the theme park!

If you are not on an attraction and are separated by more than 5m, you will be executed. You will be strangled. It hurts. Don’t get any further apart. You

mustn’t.

==========

'There's no way they'd just let a person with a heart of steel like yours walk away with their eyes open...'

You need to act as our tanker.

The Assistant Manager wearing the Butterfly Mask came to a halt with a choking sound, as if her neck had been seized from behind.

"Goddammit!! Ah!"

The red string.

The line, resembling a leash, was seen stretching tautly above our heads before vanishing again as the Assistant Manager quickly stepped back to close the distance.

"Why you...!"

"Assistant Manager Jin."

I made a gesture of putting my index finger to my lips.

And then I rolled my eyes toward the side.

The Mascots around the parade were all staring at Assistant Manager Jin in unison.

"……."

The A-Team Assistant Manager calmed down quickly.

Competent people really are a blessing...

"Don't tell me the reason we were divided into teams is..."

"Yes. Didn't we all pick the red pieces together? We've been grouped into a team as a result... and it seems we're under physical constraints."

"……No way."

The Assistant Manager looked at me and asked meaningfully.

"You... guessed this in advance?"

...?

I just read this ghost story beforehand, though...

But let's play along.

I set the mood and spoke.

"As you may remember... there were definitely four civilian survivors."

"So?"

"Weren't they on the same team?"

I said seriously.

"Since four of us were assigned to one team, I thought the same might have applied to those civilians. I figured the probability of one team surviving together would be the highest."

"……."

"So, I’d like us to act under the assumption that we must look out for each other as a group of four to escape this Darkness safely."

After a moment of silence.

"…That makes sense. Fine."

Fortunately, the A-Team superior seemed to be rationally convinced.

"Mr. Kim Soleum, thank you, thank you..."

"It's nothing. Let's do our best together."

Additionally, my Cow Mask colleague seemed moved, but now is not the time for sentimentality, my cowardly comrade.

'Let's see.'

I looked at this team objectively.

A superior steeped in elitism.

A cowardly 'Dumb and Dumber' duo.

And an employee from another department thrown in for good measure.

'Heh, what a mess.'

If this were the <Dark Exploration Record>, this lineup seems like everyone would die as soon as the record begins, and the perspective would shift back to Section Chief Lizard.

But even with these people, there is a way to survive...

'There is.'

If we follow the codes of conduct and aim for the exit!

"…Do you happen to remember?"

"What."

"The phrase written on the <Cheerful Theme Park> board game box."

Be the first to board 3 Fantasy Attractions with your teammates and receive a prize!

Her eyes narrowed beneath the Butterfly Mask.

"Three attractions... right. This bracelet also has exactly three slots."

"Yes."

I nodded.

"For now, I'd like us to do just that. If the Darkness suggests certain requirements, following them is the standard way to clear it."

"…A rookie who's been here a month speaks more like an expert than I do, and I've been at this company for three years?"

Oops.

"Because I've been deployed only to Darknesses without manuals for that entire month... well, I think I've developed a habit of making these kinds of deductions."

"Well, fine."

Fortunately, the A-Team superior gave a rough nod.

It seems she wasn't just being sarcastic.

"Your hypothesis is persuasive."

"Yes."

She seemed reasonably convinced.

I raised my hand and made a very polite suggestion.

"So, I’d like us to ride an attraction first."

Luckily, one of the nearby signs listed the attraction I was aiming for.

[Fantasy Train]

Literally translated, it's a magic train.

"…Isn't this the attraction the civilians testified about?"

"Correct."

I nodded calmly, and the Researcher, who was in a state of panic, let out a convulsive scream.

"The-they said everyone who b-boarded it d-died!!"

That's right.

This is a hellish train with a wretched survival rate of 3%!

'It's not that I'm crazy, though.'

A veteran of the <Dark Exploration Record> always has a way!

…A way to clear it while being a bit less terrified.

Chapter 20

In any amusement park with a decent reputation, there are three types of attractions they invest heavily in.

One is the roller coaster, one is the carousel.

And finally, the high-end attraction that eats up the most money because it requires a massive amount of special effects and animatronics….

‘The Dark Ride.’

An indoor riding attraction where you tour through an elaborate and massive set that introduces the theme of the theme park itself.

In Korea, things like Sinbad’s Adventure or Global Village were famous.

And in this ‘Cheerful Theme Park’ ghost story, that attraction is this very one.

“The Fantasy Train!”

the Researcher sputtered.

“Everyone who took this died! I’m not getting on! I said I’m not!”

Testimony #4 (Survivor: Park Yae-in)

-All 4 people who boarded the ‘Fantasy Train’ went missing.

Later, plush dolls made by recycling the clothing and bones of said individuals were discovered in the souvenir shop. (Presumed deceased)

It was certainly written that way.

And in the <Dark Exploration Record> I had read, it was indeed an attraction that had caused numerous casualties….

But that wasn’t everything.

‘The fact that it caused numerous casualties means this attraction appears that frequently!’

Like a board game with random elements, the combination of zones and Mascots changed every time one entered the ‘Cheerful Theme Park’ ghost story.

However, this attraction called the ‘Fantasy Train’ was likely a common fixture that always appeared.

Because… the theme was very clear.

“Look at the introduction below the sign.”

I pointed below the sign for the <Fantasy Train>.

—Meet the residents and stories of each zone in Fantasyland! A cheerful train ride!

“It seems to be an attraction that introduces this theme park.”

It was also the most important factor for escaping this ghost story.

‘How is this theme park divided into zones, and in what colors?’

Let’s not forget. The origin of this was a board game.

What does it mean to choose a faction in a game?

It means choosing my characteristics.

‘And the fact that teams are divided by color means that benefits or penalties occur depending on that color.’

So, identifying that properly was more important than anything else here….

Which zone’s color does the team I belong to represent?

What specific traits does it have?

==========

Cheerful Theme Park User Guide (Applies up to Exploration Record No. 64)

4. Each zone of the theme park is colored according to its theme! The place where you first open your eyes is the zone your team belongs to!

Respect the zones. The zones are more important than anything else. Look at the colors. Do not upset the Mascots. The Mascots are everything to the zone.

==========

However, to persuade people who didn’t know this yet, I needed a different logic.

‘Work, brain, work.’

First, target number one… is the highest-ranking superior, of course.

“Hmm. Everyone who rode it died?”

Assistant Manager Jin of Team A, wearing the Butterfly mask.

To win over this elite full of elitism… right.

Flatter her.

“Weren’t they a team of civilians?”

“Hmm?”

I intentionally made my tone sound a bit puzzled.

“They were people who approached it with the mindset of riding an amusement ride without any sense of vigilance while knowing nothing. The probability that they responded properly to a supernatural situation is low.”

“And?”

“Comparing them to a Field Exploration team that clears the Darkness professionally with a sense of purpose is…. Well.”

I frowned slightly.

“It seems a bit harsh on the civilians.”

“…Hah.”

The Team A Assistant Manager snorted.

“You certainly have a cheeky way with words. …Well, you’re not wrong.”

“W-what do you mean, not wrong…!”

“Hey.”

The Team A Assistant Manager grabbed the Researcher’s head firmly.

“…!”

Her glinting fingernails dug into his temple.

“Do you think you have a right to speak?”

“…….”

“Do you want to die right here and become food waste that can’t even be made into a souvenir? Or do you want to ride that?”

The Researcher went quiet again. She was like his personal tormentor….

“Move out.”

“…….”

With a deathly expression, the Researcher began to drag his feet.

Toward the Fantasy Train.

‘Two birds with one stone….’

It was a success.

Then is there only one left?

The Team Y Rookie, Jang Heowoon.

Even while following the ‘Fantasy Train’ sign, I slipped back slightly and whispered to the rookie as I walked in step with him.

“Don’t worry.”

“Yes…?”

“What I said just now was just to persuade her… actually, I’m going because I thought of another clever move.”

“A… clever move?”

“You could call it insider know-how.”

I gave a small smile.

“I used to work part-time at a theme park before.”

“Ah!”

Sorry. That’s a lie….

But in an extreme situation that’s unfriendly to these scaredy-cats, doesn’t it just matter if we survive by any means?

I’m telling you, you’ll end up saying, ‘Wow! Thanks for lying to me, colleague!’

“I-I see. In that case….”

“Yes. It will be quite safe.”

Just think of it that way.

Anyway, following the signs, the entrance to board the ‘Fantasy Train’ soon appeared.

It was a model station with a cool sign decorated with various elaborate and realistic steam locomotive parts and brick decorations, but…,

“There’s nobody here.”

“……."

The inside was strangely, eerily empty.

There was no one.

—Haha, enjoy a wonderful train journey! Haha, enjoy a wonderful train journey! Haha, enjoy a wonderful train journey….

Mixed with the cheerful amusement park music, it felt strange.

What could be seen was the train standing beyond the queue line.

And only the rabbit Mascot standing in front of it, dressed as a conductor.

“It’s a Mascot again.”

“Is that the staff member for this attraction?”

That was correct.

As we quickly passed through the empty queue line and approached, the hollow-eyed conductor Mascot reached out a gloved hand and stamped our bracelets.

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Boarding Pass ■□□]

So that’s one.

Next, we were guided to board a small train that looked like a colorful storybook steam locomotive.

And the Mascot itself returned to its spot and began to wave both hands.

Was it like a ‘Have a pleasant ride!’ kind of feeling?

Since nothing special had happened so far, the Researcher and the Team Y Rookie had somewhat relieved faces despite themselves.

Unfortunately, I was the one about to cause that ‘something special.’

‘The place it would be… hmm. Only there?’

After checking all the surroundings, I finally fixed my gaze on the Mascot.

Then I spoke.

“Assistant Manager Jin.”

“What?”

“The place where that Mascot playing the staff member is standing. You see the podium.”

I pointed at a sort of model ticket booth table right in front of where the conductor rabbit was standing.

“Would it be possible to use your Exclusive Equipment to turn that podium just a little bit this way? Quietly, without damaging it.”

“Why?”

“There’s something on the back.”

The Team A Assistant Manager looked at me with a slightly strange expression, but soon plucked off her index fingernail.

Quickly and quietly.

Tick.

Screeeech….

The fake nail, thrown at the retro teal podium and caught on the corner, turned the podium with a faint frictional sound.

As it turned halfway, the wooden finish one would usually expect was not visible on the back.

Instead, complex buttons and circuits were seen.

The attraction emergency control panel.

“…!”

Found it.

The control panel!

‘I definitely read it in the <Dark Exploration Record>.’

A scene describing how control devices are implemented in these theme park rides, just like the real thing!

Immediately after boarding the basket-shaped attraction named ‘Tomato Express,’ a label was found attached to the basket with the content <Be cheerfully crushed on the iron plate!>.

Immediately searched for the emergency stop button.

Success in finding it at the attraction’s starting point. However, all attempts to press the button failed. (Executor: Assistant Manager Lee Jiwon, Number of attempts: 6)

All deceased.

Although they failed over there.

‘I can do it here.’

I immediately flicked a coin to summon the translucent gloves, threw a 500-won coin, and gestured to combine them.

‘Five seconds is enough.’

My hand, floating in the air, approached the partially revealed back of the podium.

The target was… the lever.

  MIN      MAX

    ∥----------∥

▲

“W-wait a moment, Soleum. What on earth is that? That marking is….”

“Hold on tight.”

“Pardon? Hold… what….”

“The train seat handles,”

My hand pulled the lever all the way.

“Hold them properly.”

  MIN      MAX

    ∥----------∥

                      ▲

At that moment.

The train shot forward at an insane speed.

Kieeeeeeeing!!

—The Fantasy Train is departing!

“Ugh!”

“W-what is this?!”

I replied while desperately gripping the train seat handle.

“I pulled the speed lever! To maximum speed!”

“Why the hell did you pull that, you crazy bastard!”

Because I have an aim.

“If we speed through, they can’t pull any nonsense on the train!”

“……!”

It was an event skip.

‘Usually, a dark ride is an attraction where you watch and experience the decorated interior while the vehicle moves slowly.’

But what if you pass through there incredibly fast?

‘Everything gets skipped!’

The interior decorations, the effects.

Even the danger to our lives resulting from them!

In the case from the <Dark Exploration Record> I saw, they had used it to slow down the speed on a roller coaster, but either way, the important thing was the presence of a speed control device!

I thought there was a high probability it would work here too.

‘Good!’

It was a success!

However… the next step was a bit of a problem.

I glanced outside.

Kieeeeeeeing!

I felt the wind pressure.

A speed that was practically no different from a roller coaster.

This was undoubtedly a speed added only for safety check purposes.

…Meaning it was a speed not intended for actual operation.

‘…If I get scared and faint, I’ll probably be flung out of the train, right?’

Then it was a guaranteed death.

You could call it a side effect of the train running like a runaway locomotive.

It was a fatal drawback for a coward like me, but….

‘I have a safeguard!’

Feel like fainting?

Then don’t look!

[Passengers, welcome to beautiful Fantasyland!]

The moment the narration began, I shouted.

“I’m going to close my eyes!”

“What?!”

I closed my eyes as if I were crazy.

“I think that narration will be important, I’ll focus on it as much as possible!”

“…!”

“Please tell me if it seems like we’re going to die!”

“This guy is a total lunatic?! Haha, fine!”

Just as the sound of the Team A Assistant Manager laughing ceased,

The narration whipped past my ears.

[How was this Fantasyland born?]

[A long, long time ago, 403,930,291,928,494 hours ago, a yellow flower, a blue Dragon, and a red rabbit lived together on one land.]

[Right in this wonderful place!]

“S-strange flowers, the flowers are calling m….”

“Duck down!”

[But they were too different!]

[‘You’re too noisy!’]

[‘You’re too dirty!’]

[‘You’re too boring!’]

[In the end, they couldn’t accept each other and started to fight. This is my land!]

“Aaaah! Snakes, snake monsters are, monsters are crawling on the ground! Heek! They’re trying to attach to the train… oh, they fell behind…….”

“Phew.”

[The yellow flower said.]

[‘I hate you! Get out of here!’]

The attraction passed by in an instant.

As the train sped through, the boarding time was fast-forwarded.

[The blue Dragon said.]

[‘I hate you! You’re the one who should get out!’]

‘Is the fight in its final stages….’

Now for the final part.

‘This was also described a few times.’

Those Mascots ultimately want to live however they want.

So, they divide the zones by their respective colors and live peacefully in Fantasyland in the way each of them wants….

[The red rabbit said.]

[Die.]

…….

What.

[The red rabbit decided to eliminate his friends by any means necessary. No, they are no longer friends. Enemies! Enemies! Enemies!]

[One by one, one by one, one by one! Dropping them into pits, dropping them into water, pushing them off cliffs!]

[Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die! Die!]

DieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDieDie

The narration cut off.

And then it suddenly returned.

An unnaturally bright voice.

[The red rabbit won!]

The voice crackled.

The only one who rules this land is the red rabbit, Magic Bunny.

Only Magic Bunny is the dream, the fantasy, and the law, and only his ideology is worth enjoying.

Silence.

The fellow passengers, who had been making a racket as they saw all sorts of horrors, were now only breathing heavily.

The sound of terrified panting.

And.

...The train is slowing down

I swallowed hard.

‘...The end of the line.'

No matter how fast a ride is, it always slows down at the end.

[Magic Bunny's Fantasy Land]

The back of my neck was damp with cold sweat.

An ominous feeling consumed me.

I finally lifted my head.

[The Great Magic Bunny!]

The head of a giant rabbit mascot appeared in front of us.

The mouth of the grotesque rabbit, whose blood-red eyes were spinning, opened, and the disgusting teeth densely packed inside protruded forward as if being overturned.

[Become a part of the Great Magic Bunny!]

A scenario I've never seen before.

[Die]

Disorienting sounds filled the air.

At every train window, red rabbits were clinging in droves, looking as if their costume suits were about to burst, pressing their heads against the glass and staring intently.

[Die]

I almost fainted.

"Haaah, haaaah..!!"

"D-d-die..."

The giggling narration went berserk. Red lights flashed inside the train, and amidst the swirling, mind-numbing mumbles of panic.

A voice pierced through.

"Ah. I think I get it."

“..What?"

"It's like a hazing ritual for newcomers? Killing the person next to you... how typical."

What on earth is she talking about?

"You saw it too. The rabbit killed all its friends, right? Ah. You couldn't see it because your eyes were closed. But you grasped the gist through the narration, right?"

It was the flat voice of the A-squad employee.

Turning my head, I saw that butterfly-masked employee looking at the rabbits in the window as if this were a common daily occurrence.

"So, who should I kill?"

"What..?"

"Shh."

The eyes beneath the butterfly mask became sinister.

A gaze weighing value.

"Hmm."

Y-squad.

Researcher.

Me.

Y-squad.

Researcher.

Y-squad.

Researcher.

Researcher.

Y-squad....

"You."

Singled out.

The moment the Y-squad rookie’s face turned pale.

The Team A manager's index finger shifted.

"Grab that white-coat bastard."

The researcher.

"...!"

A death sentence.

"N-now..."

Grab.

The Y-squad newbie, with unnatural movements, grabbed the researcher's limbs and restrained them.

"W-what are you, what... w-wait a minute."

"Cover his mouth. Ah, you keep your mouth shut as well."

"Mmph!"

"Ah... I wonder if we have to kill one person each? Hey, top recruit."

I reflexively looked at the other person.

"You try killing this one. I want to observe."

"Mmph! Mmmph! Mmph!"

"Don't use your specialized equipment, do it directly... Ah. Right. Earlier, that rabbit dropped the dragon off a cliff, right? Try throwing him out of the train yourself. Let's see if that counts too."

Me?

"Hurry up."

I creaked my head around to look at the window again and then hurriedly snapped it back.

'The mascots are crying blood..!'

Just look at them clinging to the window.

I can never open that train window. If I open it, I'll collapse and become a screaming mess.

Besides, what... kill a person as lightly as eating a cup of noodles?

No, no. Setting that aside.

'..This is a death route!'

I only realized it now because an irregular event popped up and the situation became so mind-numbingly terrifying, but it was certain.

'We must not humor that mascot here!'

If we go down this path... we're all dead!

But how on earth do I persuade her?

If I say, ‘I’ve seen over 70 exploration records from the future,’ she’d probably decapitate me on the spot. 

‘So, so…’

To hell with it!

“Wait a moment!”

“What?”

“This is a trap.”

I decided to lie my way out.

I started spouting lies without even a drop of hesitation!

Chapter 21

021

While mascots weeping tears of blood stared at me with pupilless eyes, I was in a desperate situation, faced with the demand: "Hey, since it’s come to this, why don't you try killing someone first?"

Lies flowed smoothly from my mouth.

"A trap?"

"Yes. Think about it."

I tried my best not to look at the crazed mascots in the windows, maintaining an expression that said, 'I just had a brilliant realization.'

"It’s this Darkness that tied us together as a team."

"But would it really be okay to kill a teammate so recklessly?"

Actually, it would be fine.

"This is a Darkness that chokes you just for being too far from your teammates. But if you kill one?"

You just carry the corpse around.

In that process, my cowardly heart wouldn't be able to take it, I'd end up vomiting, be labeled a 'total liability,' and simply get reassigned to a spot perfect for dying...

"...No matter how I think about it, there must be an enormous penalty."

"Hmm."

The eyes beneath the Butterfly Mask narrowed.

"There might be a penalty for not killing, right?"

"Conversely, killing could lead to total annihilation."

"......."

"If both are possibilities, I thought it more rational to choose the path of preserving our numbers."

The opponent wavered slightly.

I swallowed hard and added,

"Of course, the decision is yours, Assistant Manager..."

"Yeah! If, if you kill me, huh? You’ll die too, uh, huh? You crazy bastard! You don't want to die either. Stop..."

Thwack.

'I already set the stage, so why the hell are you trying to get yourself killed?'

I decisively struck the back of the Researcher’s neck.

Meaning, I knocked him out.

'I already set the stage, so why the hell are you trying to get yourself killed?'

The Team A Assistant Manager, who had watched the whole scene, spoke slowly. No further comments.

Perhaps because the restriction had been lifted, the rookie's face turned pale as he let go of the Researcher's limbs.

I waited anxiously.

"You."

"......."

"You better not regret this."

I lived.

"Yes, of course."

The Team A Assistant Manager didn't respond. It seemed my score had dropped considerably.

But that wasn't what was important right now.

What mattered was that I had cleared this moment.

[Di...]

The narration that had been repeating 'Die' subsided once we stopped attacking each other.

Flicker.

The moment the train's lights flashed.

"Th-They’re gone...!"

The mascots that had surrounded the windows disappeared.

Only bloodstains remained.

"......."

But they weren't the only things that had vanished.

'He’s gone.'

The conductor mascot.

The exciting theme park music.

The cheerful voice announcing the arrival.

"......."

Creeeak.

Pushing the train door open ourselves, we saw an interior eerily devoid of light and sound.

"...I think we stepped on a landmine."

"......."

That... was true.

==========
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This clause didn't exist for nothing...

If you get on a mascot's bad side in a colored zone of the theme park, you are no longer respected as an 'Admitted Guest' in that zone.

You might have to play a game of deadly tag.

But you couldn't exactly push the Core just to avoid stepping on a landmine, could you?

'A mascot's demands escalate.'

Usually, they start with something simple.

Eat something, hold something, or give them a warm hug.

'But they demand murder from the first turn?'

By the time you get on the next attraction, you'd be treated in a way that makes you wish you were dead.

I had already seen in the Exploration Records crazy things like, 'Make balloons out of your bladder.'

By then, the mascot's influence becomes so strong you can't even refuse.

'I'd rather die.'

This was a Ghost Story Worldview where things often turned out worse than death.

And even now, it wasn't like there was no escape route.

I swallowed.

'We just have to run.'

If we leave the zone of the red rabbit, the Magic Bunny, and enter another mascot's zone, the aggro will be lost.

To do that... let's see.

'Found it!'

I finally found what I was looking for on one side of the dark exit path.

"There's something over there."

"Eh?"

This was the reason I had wanted to ride this attraction in the first place.

'The theme park color map!'

{~Fantasyland Color Map~}

Because at the exit of this attraction, there's a map showing each mascot's territory.

I muttered as I approached quickly.

"It's a map. This might help us."

"Wh-Why is that?"

At first glance, it looks like mere interior decoration.

Since the attraction introduced Fantasyland, it seems like nothing more than a visual representation.

However, the information it contains is immense.

"Do you remember the content of this attraction?"

"Ah, uh, so, it was about these theme park mascots fighting over land..."

"Exactly."

I nodded.

"On this attraction's map, the zones of other mascots will be marked."

"...!"

We could see with our own eyes which path was the shortest route to a zone of a different color.

"We've offended a monster, so let's run? While carrying that?"

The Team A Assistant Manager gestured with his chin toward the Researcher I was carrying on my back.

Thinking he might suggest killing him even now, I answered immediately.

"I will wake the Research Team Supervisor and make him walk properly as soon as we check the map."

"Hmm."

Please, just don't perform a dismantling show in front of me...

At any rate, with a vision of some sort appearing, a bit of hope returned to the rookie's face.

Mine probably looked similar.

'Please let it be nearby.'

Taking a deep breath, I quickly approached the map to check...

"......."

"......."

"It's... not there."

Huh?

{~Fantasyland Color Map~}

The entire interior view of the theme park shown was...

Red.

{Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone} {Magic Bunny Zone}

The face of the Magic Bunny was engraved on every single sign.

"Ah."

{Magic Bunny’s Fantasyland}

The place to run just…

Isn’t there.

"......."

"......."

"Th-This, isn't something wrong? Mr. Soleum, surely, surely there were other mascots earlier..."

"They were all driven out."

"...!"

The narration I heard during the attraction automatically came to mind.

—Drop them in pits, drop them in water, push them off cliffs!

If so...

"The red mascot killed the yellow and blue ones and took over the whole place."

"......."

"Then... the employees who picked the other colored pieces,"

"Who knows."

"...!"

"Is that what's important right now? What's important is..."

The eyes beneath the Butterfly Mask turned sinister again.

"It seems you made the wrong choice."

"......."

"Don't worry. It's not like you're the one who has to die first."

That meant one thing.

There was someone else who had to die first.

"It's too late now, isn't it?"

"......."

...Reflexively, the moment I looked back at the unconscious Researcher hanging on my shoulder like baggage.

B o r i n g

"...!!"

"Wh-What..."

B o r i n g

A sound echoing in my head.

B o r i n g

Haven't I heard this somewhere before?

Ah, the talk show, the Tuesday Talk Show. In the revamped talk show, it sounds like the screams of the dead pig's head of the Living Sacrifice choir animal animal mascot! Magic Bunny is bor- Magic Bunny is bor-

"Ugh."

I covered my ears.

B o r i n g

That meaning was simple.

I looked down.

The admission ticket around my wrist was vibrating.

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Ticket ■□□]

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Ticket ■□□]

The sound was coming from here.

N o t  F u n

Riiiiiip.

It began to tear from the vibration.

The ticket.

==========
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No.

I desperately tried to think.

But there was no way.

Truly, there wasn't a single inch to escape to. No place to run! It seemed it might be better to commit suicide before it was too late to preserve my human dignity...

—Mr. Kim Soleum.

Now even auditory hallucinations—

—Mr. Kim Soleum. Can you hear me?

'.......'

It wasn't an auditory hallucination!

I snapped my head up.

Nothing was visible in the air, but a voice so clear it couldn't possibly be mistaken for an hallucination spoke in my ear.

Its owner was...

"...Leader?"

—Yes.

It was Section Chief Lizard, Leader Lee Jaheon.

It was a situation that felt like déjà vu. Though the roles were reversed!

"How did you contact me?!"

—I am using Supervisor Park Minseong's Exclusive Equipment.

B o r i n g

The voices overlapped, and the sound of the great red Magic Bunny grew faint. I barely realized I was on the verge of hyperventilating.

No, that wasn't what was important...

—Is that Roe fellow okay? You're alive, right?

—We're okay! We just finished riding all three attractions!

All of Team D was together. How did this happen?

"Weren't you three on different colored teams?"

I remembered clearly.

'Only Leader Lee Jaheon was on the Blue Team, the rest were on the Yellow Team!'

—Roe, that's not what's important right now...

"It is important! Did all three of you wake up in the same spot in the theme park despite being on different teams?"

After a brief silence.

—No.

The calm voice of Section Chief Lizard replied.

Several questions flooded my mind at once, but the most urgent was this. So,

"...Where did you find them?"

—The outskirts of the Blue Zone.

"...Then, are you in the Blue Mascot’s zone right now?"

N o t  F u n

—Yes.

A shiver ran down my spine.

"It's not marked on the map, but do you know which point is the Blue Zone?"

—I don't know.

Damn it.

"You don't need to know the specific coordinates. Just tell me any nearby attractions! Even north, south, east, or west is fine."

—I see.

After a brief silence.

—It's the west...

Click.

The connection was cut.

"Leader?"

No answer came back.

It was probably a timeout for the Exclusive Equipment.

And more important than that assumption was...

"W-West??"

The rookie, who had been desperately listening along, had a look of despair on his face.

The Team A Assistant Manager’s face was similar.

The reason was simple.

"We're in the west, aren't we?"

That's right.

The 'Fantasy Train' was located almost at the western edge of the Fantasyland map...

Opposite the east, which was ruggedly surrounded by forest, the smoothly finished west was enclosed by castle walls.

And this attraction was right next to those walls.

In Fantasyland, there was nothing further west than this!

B o r i n g

"It seems we've fallen into different theme parks? A timeline where the Blue Mascot won, something like that. That's just how the Darkness is."

Fallen into different places?

A setting where they were in entirely different parallel dimensions?

N o t  F u n

"No."

That couldn't be.

"This is a Darkness derived from a board game. There's no way they'd use different boards for the same game."

"Hey. Be quiet."

The Team A Assistant Manager replied coldly.

"You can babble all the plausible nonsense you want, but if it doesn't fit reality, you have to discard it."

No, this wasn't speculation; it was inductive reasoning.

I wanted to explain that there were countless cases, but I knew he would never believe me. What was needed now... was simply to give the correct answer.

The reason was simple.

Where exactly was 'west'?

'Quickly, quickly.'

Think. Surely there's an answer.

I looked at the Fantasyland Color Map again. Every zone visible was still painted red.

The Ferris wheel, the carousel, the roller coaster, the Viking ship, the magic palace. Without exception, the Magic Bunny's face was spinning in red.

Every ride... Wait.

"...!"

B o r i n g

Wait a minute.

I scanned the map again.

And I realized.

"...Found it!"

"What?"

"A zone of a different color."

It’s this way.

I moved my feet with conviction. Whether they were swept up by my momentum or felt a glimmer of hope, my teammates followed.

N o t  F u n

We had to move quickly before we caught the mascot's eye. Since there was no time to lose, I stepped out of the attraction as quickly as possible.

Chapter 22

The four of them burst out of the 'Fantasy Train' exit and ran.

"Heok, huff!"

The peculiar gasping of someone running with all their might echoed from both sides.

They had no choice.

Mascots were pouring out.

D i e

"Aaaaaah!"

"Heu-eo, heu-eok..."

At every attraction entrance. At every shop. At every signpost. Heterogeneous and bizarre bubbles boiled over, spitting out slimy Mascots.

And those Mascots, their snouts peeled back to reveal countless teeth embedded in their entrails, were chasing us in grotesque forms.

Their bodies shook intermittently as melted tentacle-like things protruded from their drooping ears and arms.

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪♩♪♬

-Ahahahaha! Hahahaha! Ahahahaha! Hahahaha! Ahahahaha! Hahahaha!

It was noisy everywhere.

The theme park's music and laughter overlapped as if spinning in circles, creating a bizarre noise from all directions.

These loud, frightening, confusing, and horrible sounds!!

Every element made my head ache and caused me to lose my sense of direction. But...

"This way! It's this way!"

I gritted my teeth and turned, following the coordinates engraved in my mind.

In that moment.

Phut.

Squeltch.

Whoosh.

I felt my hair, splashed with discharge, melting away—the smell of burning hit my nose.

'This is insane.'

Cold sweat poured down.

But my feet didn't stop. No, they couldn't stop.

'The moment I stop, it's over.'

I would die. No, an intuition that something even more terrible would happen sent shivers down my spine.

The only saving grace was that the destination was very close!

Even the Researcher ran while drooling instead of whinging.

B o r i n g

"G-get away! Get away, aaaaagh!!"

"Shut your mouth!"

Butterfly Mask shouted. Her eyes flickered with a crazed regret that she couldn't throw the Researcher as bait to buy more time.

It was inevitable.

'They're too close.'

The Mascots swarming like zombies were multiplying like crazy, and some began to spawn at a dangerously close distance.

And they were fast.

Faster than humans!

'Damn it, damn it, damn it!!'

Just as the terror made the hair on my back stand up.

"Keugh!"

Finally, someone was caught.

"Keuak, ugh..."

Cow Mask tumbled over.

'Shit.'

Without looking back, I somehow flipped a coin from my pocket and summoned the gloves.

Then, I tossed several 500-won coins, creating translucent Shadow Hands in the air.

The Shadow Hands flying through the air shoved the heads of the disgusting Mascots.

"Run!"

"Later!"

There wasn't a moment to stop the bleeding. Exclusive Equipment or whatever, I couldn't care about any of that!

'Since the Shadow Hand disappears once it exceeds a 3-meter radius anyway—'

A sudden, excruciating pain lashed my left hand.

"~!!"

I almost rolled on the ground, clutching my hand and wailing.

This feeling, as if my hand was being crushed and melted alive in a sharp press...

'The Exclusive Equipment!'

I realized instinctively.

The hand I had just summoned in the air had vanished while suffering some horrible fate, whether from a Mascot's mouth or a tentacle.

It was the moment I realized the weakness of my Exclusive Equipment for the first time.

If the hand created by the glove is destroyed, my own hand hurts just as much!

However, there was no time to scream. I ran like a madman.

And then I shouted.

"There!"

The target point was in sight.

It was a giant door.

Painted in vibrant colors, in the typical style of a theme park...

{Fantasyland (Westside Gate)}

A decoration.

A decorative door attached to the fortress wall surrounding the western side of the theme park.

"It's blocked!!"

"Get under it!"

I was the first to step fearlessly beneath the decorative door and look back.

Almost simultaneously, two others tried to step in. Team A Assistant Manager and the Team Y Rookie.

The Researcher was behind them, in a somewhat dangerous position...

"Move, fuck!"

"Ugh!"

Thud.

A slender body, shoved unexpectedly, collided with a Mascot.

D i e

Dark red discharge poured from the eyes of a half-melted Mascot crawling toward her, splashing onto Butterfly Mask.

"Aaaaaah!"

Sizzle.

The sound of burning echoed in my ears.

"Assistant Manager!"

The Team A employee lay pinned beneath a Mascot of indescribably horrific form, her limbs trembling.

The part of her face not covered by the Butterfly Mask was already a mess of rising bubbles.

What I saw in her eyes was resignation.

The eyes of someone who had calculated with certainty that this was a situation where help was impossible.

The moment our eyes met.

"Nail!"

I shouted.

"Assistant Manager, your Nail, right here!"

At the same time, I opened my left hand and thrust it forward. Team A Assistant Manager's eyes widened, and she reached out her right hand, extending her index finger.

Phut!

The shot Nail pierced the very center of my palm.

"...!"

But I didn't waver.

'It already hurt like it was being smashed anyway!'

My grip, ignoring this new pain due to the even greater agony from before, tightly seized the Nail without trembling.

And then, I pulled.

Whoosh.

With a short sound, the body wearing the Butterfly Mask came flying toward me.

B o r i n g

By a hair's breadth, the teeth of the Mascots slammed into the empty space, and discharge poured down.

"Heok, heu-heooo..."

"Huff......"

Numerous rabbit Mascots, dripping discharge like bloody tears, came to a forced, clunky halt with their empty pupils.

"Hik!"

It was as if an invisible wall was blocking them.

===
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I looked at the ground.

'....The brick color was different.'

Miraculously, there were exactly two rows of white bricks. They were beneath the decoration styled like a main gate.

The Mascots stood there, unable to cross over from the red brick floor beyond.

I looked down at the entry ticket.

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Boarding Pass ■□□]

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Boarding Pass □□]

N o t  F u n

B o r i n g

The voices vanished.

Even the Mascots crowded before my eyes stood motionless, and then, the moment I blinked...

They were gone.

"......."

The sound of panting flowed through the now-silent air.

We survived.

"We succeeded... in escaping."

"Ah..!"

"H-huuuu..."

The Team Y Rookie let out a groan of relief and pain, collapsing while clutching his shoulder.

I also leaned my head against the wall and caught my breath while looking at the sky.

'I thought I was going to die...'

My heart was racing too fast.

I can't believe we lived through that.

Team A Assistant Manager stared with terrifying coldness at the Researcher who had pushed her, but after glancing at my palm where the flesh was gouged in the shape of her Nail equipment, she regained her composure.

In any case, we were alive, and she seemed to judge that she didn't have the leisure to go on a rampage to kill the Researcher right now.

It was impressive that she remained calm despite the immense pain she must have been feeling from having her head drenched in what seemed like acid.

"First of all."

"Yes?"

Team A Assistant Manager took a deep breath.

"Thanks. I survived because of you."

It was unexpected.

"It was nothing. It was thanks to your Exclusive Equipment, Assistant Manager..."

"There's no point in being humble here, you know? Just say okay. You really walked the line well just now."

Ah, yes.

"Unlike a certain retard."

The Researcher desperately avoided her gaze.

Team A Assistant Manager watched him for a moment before turning the conversation back to the task at hand.

"This place seems like a sort of leftover space, but was this what you were aiming for? But it's too cramped just to stand here... what are you planning to do?"

"This isn't the destination."

"Hmm?"

After fully catching my breath, I turned around completely and stood facing the decorative door.

"Do you know this? Large theme parks usually have other things besides the amusement park itself."

"...Other things?"

"Yes."

I tapped the door-shaped wall with my hand.

Thump.

It made a hollow sound.

"Assistant Manager. Can you tear this open with your Exclusive Equipment?"

The Assistant Manager silently raised her hand and drew out the Nail on her index finger again.

Then she wedged it into the gap in the wall and gave it a sharp pull.

"Heok!"

Cr-crack.

A brick-shaped panel was ripped away, and a breeze rushed in.

What drifted in... was the smell of water.

-Ahahahaha!

"...!!"

Splaaash. The sound of cool spray pouring down, the sound of a ship's horn, the cries of seagulls, and a cheerful march played.

Through the gap in the bricks, I could see the sunlight shining down on an open space.

Giant cylindrical slides winding through the air were all various shades of blue, spewing out water and tubes.

[Blue Dream Waterland]

"This place is...!"

A water park.

A space for summer that serves as one of the main pillars of a large-scale theme park.

"It's the blue zone."

The Team Y Rookie turned his head so sharply it looked like it might snap, looking at me with an astonished expression.

"H-how?!"

"In the color map of Fantasyland we saw earlier, there wasn't a single attraction that used water."

" ...!"

"So, I interpreted that there might be a large section for it elsewhere."

I took a deep breath.

"I also deduced that it would be difficult to access normally. Usually, they sell separate entry tickets for it."

"Yes."

I recalled the details of the phone call with Leader Lee Jaheon earlier.

-It's the west...

The west.

Of course, what the Leader meant was the west side inside that Waterland.

But thanks to the fact that we happened to be at the western edge of 'Magic Bunny Fantasyland', the deduction that there was a separate blue zone was possible.

'The east was blocked by a forest, the north had the entrance, and the south was a cliff...'

The only place there could be space beyond 'Magic Bunny Fantasyland' was the west.

That was my interpretation and...

'I was right.'

"The Blue Mascot that was kicked out of Fantasyland must have created a new zone here."

"Ah."

"For now, let's hurry and cross over."

"L-let's tear it down!"

Hands were busy ripping away the rest of the panels. Even the Team Y Rookie, who had a shoulder injury, tried to help with one hand however he could.

Meanwhile, the Researcher stood in the corner, eyes darting around, but his usual slipperiness had returned to his face.

It seemed he realized things were going well.

And a few seconds later.

"I-it's done!"

Beyond the wall panels torn open wide enough for a person to pass through, they began to exit one by one.

I was the last to leave, and as I stood in the Waterland with both feet, I saw the blue pool and the blue sky.

Whoosh. A damp breeze blew.

'The sunlight...'

It's breathtakingly good.

In that moment of strange liberation,

I saw people running toward me from afar, waving their hands as they spotted me.

"Roe!!"

"..."

It was the people from Team D.

Team D members, each carrying bulky luggage as if they were holding tubes, swarmed closer.

Perhaps because we had been stuck together for a month, a wave of relief washed over me.

"Have you been well?!"

I also approached them with a glad greeting.

And I was contemplating whether I should take the luggage from the Leader's shoulder to be a proactive rookie...

Wait.

'That's a human body.'

It wasn't luggage.

Slumped over Lizard's shoulder was a limp human body.

'....Hunting?'

Looking closely, they were wearing a Mallard Mask.

It was the Team A Leader.

No.

NO!!

Chapter 23

After a long and arduous struggle, I managed to escape the crazy Red Mascot Zone and finally arrived in the Blue Zone.

There, I met the welcome Team D... and on Section Chief Lizard's shoulder, the body lump of the Team A Leader was dangling precariously.

“…….”

I barely managed to ask.

“Th-that, the corpse on the Leader’s shoulder….”

“Ah, he just fainted.”

Aha.

Was he being safely transported? Just as I was feeling relieved and regaining a sense of familiarity,

The Team D Assistant Manager gestured with his thumb toward a giant tube that the Senior Staff was dragging along.

“The corpse is over there.”

“…….”

To think I’d see a corpse stuffed into a tube and dragged around like that….

“We wrapped it up well, but some parts were a bit... severed.”

Please don't describe it.

“No, I mean, it was really gruesome, okay? Wow….”

“Roe, be careful. The mascot here acts like some kind of incarnation of justice.”

“Pardon?”

The explanation that followed was this.

The mascot here extremely disliked acts of killing between teammates.

“But that Team A Assistant Manager wearing the Mantis Mask decided to cause trouble, claiming he was doing an experiment.”

While riding the first attraction, he had giggled as he drove the Team Y employees into the jaws of death one by one.

Undo your seatbelt, stand up, sing along to the song, do a handstand and go down onto the tracks….

“All three from Team Y died like that. The last employee begged while crying, but he didn’t even blink… it was a bit disgusting.”

“…….”

And it seemed his companions weren't the only ones who felt that way.

The Team D Assistant Manager frowned.

“When we got off the attraction, the mascot was waiting right there for Mantis Mask. It called him a ‘bad child.’ And then….”

Description omitted for the sake of my mental health.

“I thought I was going to throw up.”

“…….”

“Well, honestly, he had it coming! …Though our Section Chief didn't agree.”

The Senior Staff subtly pointed to the Team A Leader draped over Section Chief Lizard's shoulder.

“Speaking of which, why on earth did that person faint?”

“That… well, our Section Chief, uh,”

“…….”

Wa-wait a second.

No way.

“Actually, at that time, that person made some rather unreasonable demands of us. It seemed like he was trying to save his team members somehow.”

And when that went too far….

“The Section Chief just hit him on the back of the neck.”

“…….”

“Hey. We’re going to get our stories straight and say he collapsed on his own because his blood pressure spiked, so you keep your mouth shut too, Roe.”

“Yes.”

I’ll take it to my grave.

“Ah, and, the reason why the Team Y employees are treated like that is….”

“I’ve heard the gist of it. From that person.”

I gestured slightly toward the Assistant Manager wearing the Butterfly Mask.

“…Really? Okay.”

The Senior Staff’s complexion cleared up a bit. It seemed he was relieved to skip a dark topic that was uncomfortable for him to talk about.

“But are your team members okay?”

Ah.

I hurriedly checked the Cow Mask with a hole in his shoulder and the Butterfly Mask with blisters on her face.

“There are people who need first aid. Could we possibly get some help?”

“Yes.”

Suddenly, Section Chief Lizard dropped the luggage on his shoulder… the Team A Leader, onto the floor with a thud.

Then he started shaking the Leader’s shoulders.

“W-wait a moment, Section Chief!”

“Ugh, argh!”

“…?!”

Having shaken the Team A Leader awake, Section Chief Lizard said with a nonchalant face.

“Section Chief Seok. There is an employee who needs treatment.”

“Wh-what….”

The Team A Leader, who had been looking dazed, suddenly snapped to attention and pointed a finger at Section Chief Lizard.

“You!! You!”

“Yes.”

“What happened to Assistant Manager Lee! The one in the Mantis Mask….”

“He is dead.”

“…….”

“…….”

“…And what were you doing while he was dying?”

“We waited until he died, then we collected the body and rode the next attraction.”

Good grief.

The Team A Leader looked momentarily speechless, then finally managed to stammer out.

“You... you watched my Team A die?? Lee Jaheon, are you in your right mind?? How are you going to take responsibility! This loss…!”

“? I am the Leader of Team D. Team A is not under my jurisdiction.”

The Lizard narrowed his pupils as if puzzled.

“The loss caused by the death of Assistant Manager Lee Seokjong of Team A is your responsibility as the Leader.”

“…….”

T-to think I’d see someone actually say such things in a company.

Even if they have the same rank title, since it's an Elite Squad, the other person must be senior to him.

My spine chilled in a slightly different sense.

“…….”

The Team A Leader stared quietly at Section Chief Lee Jaheon with bloodshot eyes.

“Even while unconscious, you rode all three attractions together and met the clear conditions. Now, treat the employees and take responsibi—”

“Leader.”

This wasn't the sound of someone stopping Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

It was the calm voice of Assistant Manager Butterfly Mask addressing the Team A Leader, who was on the verge of losing his mind.

“Wouldn't it be better to talk after we get out? Let's clear this before any more variables appear. You also have to meet those crazy people from Research Team 1.”

“……Right. You're right.”

The eyes inside the Mallard Mask blinked and slowly settled down.

It seemed the primary target of his anger had been fixed once again.

However, he managed to leave one last word.

“Leader Lee Jaheon, we’ll see each other outside.”

“Yes.”

The Senior Staff whispered to me subtly.

“It’s okay. Hearing lines like that is an annual event for our Leader.”

“…….”

Is it... really okay?

‘One thing’s for sure, I don’t have the seniority to get involved here.’

Let's just shut up and stay out of sight.

Anyway, the Team A Leader used his Exclusive Equipment to treat Assistant Manager Butterfly Mask.

Watching the skin near her jaw and head regenerate as if it were being rewound was marvelous.

“There are hardly any employees with Exclusive Equipment like that. I’m jealous.”

Me too.

‘Is there any way to get something like that?’

It felt like my survival rate would go up considerably with something like that.

I watched the Team A Leader's Exclusive Equipment, the Healing Ring, quite intently.

‘Healing… I see.’

After confirming that the Butterfly Mask employee was fairly well healed, the Team A Leader tried to pass by without even considering the Team Y Rookie with holes in his shoulder, but….

“Could you perhaps treat this one as well? We have to travel together, and I’m worried their mobility might be compromised.”

“…!”

Surprisingly, the Team A Assistant Manager had subtly pushed for the treatment of me and the Team Y Rookie.

Thanks to that, the Team Y Rookie, whose shoulder had healed in an instant, blinked his eyes under the Cow Mask.

“…Thank you.”

The Team A Assistant Manager nodded slightly.

‘Is he the type who moves purely thinking about work efficiency…?’

As soon as the mechanism of how this ghost story worked was understood, and safety and escape methods were secured, his decision-making style had shifted toward minimizing risk.

‘Is that type the elite in this company…?’

I decided to keep an eye on Team A's equipment and characteristics and remember them. …It would be nice if I could forget the corpses in the tube while I'm at it.

“Well then, let’s ride the two attractions we took and get out of here quickly.”

“Ah, thank you.”

As soon as the treatment process was over, the Red Team moved toward the attractions to fill the remaining slots on their Ride Ticket Bracelets.

The others followed without leaving.

“It’ll be over in exactly 30 minutes, so don’t worry.”

It seemed they were waiting to check the situation and look after the rookies.

I was grateful, but thinking about the corpse tube following us, I felt it might be less scary if they just left….

“As I said earlier, the mascot here is quite moral for a monster.”

Hmm. I had guessed that since the phone call.

‘If they rode three attractions that quickly, there must be only one reason.’

A generous mascot that doesn't demand anything humanly excessive.

These teams were lucky enough to hit such a zone against all odds.

“It even answered kindly when we asked what was inside the attraction. It even gave us a souvenir for being the first to ride three.”

Must be nice. Having such an easy time.

While someone else was suffering in that insane Magic Bunny Zone….

The strange thing was that, in terms of survival rate alone, the Red Team had more survivors since everyone survived.

Anyway, the Red Team soon arrived at the entrance of an attraction where a blue dragon character riding a Dolphin was smiling.

And once inside the attraction… a Human Figure with a cutely exaggerated blue dragon head was visible.

A Blue Mascot wearing a life jacket.

H e l l o

The mascot waved a greeting sign.

I bowed my head slightly to greet it. The mascot greeted me back.

“Hmm.”

Then we boarded a Flume Ride named ‘Blue Mountain.’ It was a typical ride where you board a boat and move along while enjoying the water streams.

The other two from the Field Exploration Team also boarded safely.

The problem was the last person.

“F*ck.”

The Researcher’s mouth twitched, and he spat an insult at the mascot.

His hatred and fear toward Magic Bunny seemed to finally burst out upon seeing a mascot that was similar but less terrifying.

“These f*cking creepy bastards….”

“Hurry up and get on.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Glancing back at the mascot, the Researcher boarded the attraction.

The button-like eyes of the blue dragon mascot watched that scene in silence.

“…….”

As a result of successfully boarding the remaining attractions like that.

[(Cheerful) Fantasy Land Boarding Pass ■■■]

“Finally…!”

“Whew.”

Finally, all the slots on the Boarding Pass were filled.

“The exit is to the north. We will move out.”

“Yes!”

We were soaked, but that didn't matter. The important thing was that we could finally escape this damned theme park.

‘I don’t want to go anywhere within a 1km radius of an amusement park for a while….’

G o o d b y e 

P l e a s e  C o m e  A g a i n

Above the gate machines at the north exit, a typical goodbye sign was flashing.

And next to it stood the Blue Mascot dressed in formal attire.

“It says we should scan our used boarding passes here and leave.”

The Blue Mascot politely pointed to the gate machines with its hand.

“Now then, the Leaders should go first. Hurry.”

The Team D Assistant Manager made the wise choice of organizing the situation and sending the bosses off first.

As people left one by one, it was about time for those below the rank of Assistant Manager to leave.

“Now then, Assistant Manager Jin, please go first….”

“G-get out of the way!”

The Researcher pushed the employees aside and rushed toward the gate first.

“What the….”

The Senior Staff and Assistant Managers looked a bit dumbfounded, but they seemed to let it slide with a ‘that’s just how civilians are’ attitude.

It’s not like they lose anything by leaving a few seconds later.

Regardless, the Researcher frantically tried to scan his Ride Ticket Bracelet at the gate.

‘That must be a habit of his.’

Honestly, it made me frown….

B a d  C h i l d

“…Eh?”

The Researcher turned his head.

His Ride Ticket Bracelet was being held by the claws of the Blue Dragon Mascot.

The paper bracelet was crumpled.

Y o u

Snap,

B a d  C h i l d

Snap, snap,

I t  I s  Y o u

It snapped.

Whoosh.

The Researcher looked at the scrap of the bracelet falling to the floor with a stupid, uncomprehending expression.

And then.

“Haaaaaagh, aaagh!!”

The blue dragon's mouth swung wide open.

“Save me! Help me!”

He was being sucked in.

Beside me, the Cow Mask muttered as if possessed.

“Ooooh scary the sea god is angry the evil one is being sucked into that tidal wave scary….”

I covered the Team Y Rookie's mouth and pushed his head down.

I also lowered my own head and didn't look.

“Aaaaagh!!”

So it ends like this after all….

When you move to another zone, the aggro you drew from the previous zone's mascot disappears.

However, the things you have done accumulate.

==========

Cheerful Theme Park User Guide (Applied up to Exploration Record No. 64)

6. Don't forget that the theme park is a public space!

Please observe etiquette and manners when using public facilities! Numerous eyes are watching you, and no one forgets.

Look, the mascot is behind you.

==========

Every mascot knows what you have done inside the Cheerful Theme Park.

That means it knew what the Researcher had done before, too.

-Get out of the way, f*ck!

Even the fact that he had pushed the Team A Assistant Manager to die in his place while running away from the Red Mascot.

‘They probably tried to give him a pass considering the extreme situation….’

The problem was that he repeated the same behavior.

‘It’s karma, I guess.’

The Researcher's screams that had been ringing in my ears were now turning into wails.

“That f*cking bastard tried to kill me too!! Why only me, why me!! You piece of trash, tras—”

True.

But the Team A Assistant Manager had never actually carried it out. He listened when persuaded.

‘But you didn't.’

At this point, even I, a resident of the Coward's Shelter, thought he had brought it on himself.

-S a v e m e u a a a a a a g h…

The Researcher’s voice stretched out like taffy, leaving a bone-chilling eeriness behind.

‘Ugh.’

Just as my coward's heart reacted reflexively and my body was about to bolt.

“Don’t.”

“…….”

The Team A employee grabbed my arm and held me down.

And said, as if to dissuade me.

“You can’t save him.”

I… didn't even have the intention to try.

Anyway, I stayed still as told.

Soon the screams vanished, and the eerie feeling in the air subsided.

When I lifted my head, the Blue Dragon Mascot was simply standing there politely in its neat attire, just as before.

It was hard to believe it had just killed someone.

It became a bit more terrifying.

‘The criteria are... stricter than I thought.’

As expected of a ghost story.

It seemed this mascot had its own beliefs or standards. Beyond simply not harming teammates.

‘Let's act carefully.’

“…Let’s try going out again.”

“Yes.”

One person, two people, the remaining people left again.

I wondered, but as expected, it was in order of seniority.

“See you outside.”

I gave up and sent my superiors first.

And after seeing off my fellow coward as well.

I finally stood at the gate next to the Blue Dragon Mascot.

“…….”

The dragon, cutely Deformed, looked at me with its round eyes.

Um, could you please not look at me.

To be honest, I'm really scared. Being the last one left right now is also extremely nerve-wracking. I'm only overexerting myself so people don't find out I'm a coward.

It was then.

Y o u  A r e  a  G o o d  C h i l d

“…!”

Ah, is it reassuring me?

The mascot’s voice didn't sound as eerie as before.

‘Property damage… I guess they really are letting it slide.’

Thank goodness.

“Thank you.”

I bowed my head and tried to pass.

But the mascot moved and blocked my path.

“…?”

G o o d  C h i l d r e n

G e t  P r e s e n t s

The blue dragon reached out.

And lightly grabbed my wrist.

To be precise, the Ride Ticket Bracelet hanging there.

[(Cheerful) Fantasy Land Boarding Pass ■■■]

The bracelet seemed to grow slightly warm, and then, as the mascot took its hand away….

[◎ (Cheerful) Fantasy Land Membership Card ◎]

The text changed.

L e t ’ s  K e e p  P l a y i n g

…Eh?

Chapter 24

I looked at the bracelet, breaking into a cold sweat.

[◎ (Cheerful) Fantasy Land Membership Card ◎]

The letters that had changed from Boarding Pass to Membership Card remained the same, as did the material, which had become oddly ornate and luxurious.

Ri—right....

It was an unexpected turn of events, but my task hadn't changed.

I just had to tag the bracelet at the gate and leave.

‘Membership card or not, I just won’t ever come back.’

“Thank you.”

I swallowed hard.

“Um… I’d like to go home now as well.”

The Blue Mascot tilted its head slightly to the side.

I stepped toward the gate machine, intending to tag the bracelet.

But the mascot blocked my path.

‘Please.’

Why are you doing this?

I felt like crying.

“I’m not as good of a child as you think I am....”

G o o d  C h i l d

Y e s

The Blue Mascot’s claws very gently and lightly covered my bracelet.

And then, a voice echoed.

To one who knows honor,

It is valuable.

...!!

“Cough.”

A cough burst from my mouth.

It was blood.

‘Wh—what was that just now.’

Could it be… because the Boarding Pass changed into a Membership Card?

When I vomited blood, the Blue Dragon mascot seemed flustered and restless. It pulled something from its chest and held it out.

[Blue Soda Churros]

It seemed to be a snack sold inside this theme park.

“...I’ll enjoy it.”

Yeah, right. I’m absolutely not eating this.

“But, I’d like to take it home and eat it there.”

P l a y

M o r e

The mascot was firm.

To the extent that it actually turned off the gate machine.

“...!!”

Click. In the darkened North Exit, the shutters began to descend.

I watched the scene vacantly.

You’re going this far?

I couldn't fathom what kind of situation this was at all.

However, I didn't do anything stupid like trying to argue.

‘I might end up like that researcher if I do.’

I wanted to avoid that at all costs.

For now, for now… I wasn’t in immediate mortal danger inside here. Let’s look for an alternative.

I backed away from the gate.

The Blue Mascot continued to watch me as I hurried away....

“This is crazy.”

I sat down inside the water park’s locker room.

I was scared to death.

“What even is this?”

To summarize: the mascot suddenly called me a ‘Good Friend,’ handed me a Membership Card, and shut the gate.

In short, I was trapped.

“…….”

Trapped.

No, first of all, what was with that ‘Good Friend’ thing?

The Researcher was a bad child, and I was a good child....

Ah.

‘...Is it because I saved my teammates a few times!’

Yes. That was the most plausible reason.

Somehow, I had looked after people a few times during emergencies… and as a reward, they were going to let me play in the theme park forever?

‘This is driving me insane....’

This was within a B-Class Darkness.

No matter how friendly and relatively safe that mascot seemed, it meant that danger and bizarre, crazy things could happen at any time and place.

Furthermore.

‘...There isn’t even a single Exploration Record of staying here for more than 24 hours.’

It meant that the moment 24 hours passed, everyone either died or went missing.

If I interpreted it very optimistically, maybe that was because the Boarding Pass was a one-day pass, and I, with a Membership Pass, might be fine—but the important thing was that I had zero information.

‘Damn it.’

I racked my brain, feeling like I wanted to bite my tongue.

Perhaps due to the fatigue of the past few hours, my thoughts were sluggish....

‘What can I even do?’

I couldn't win a fight against the mascot.

I couldn't sneak in and turn on the gate machine either.

‘I used up all my coins earlier.’

Seeing the Team Y Rookie, Jang Heowoon, falling over, I had panicked and thrown whatever I could grab—that was my mistake. I pressed my fingers against my eyelids.

It wasn't like there was a button to communicate with the outside world, so I couldn't expect help from Team D either.

‘The items I have are....’

The Smile Sticker? I shouldn't use that when the problem was already that my favorability was too high.

The 2x potion or the 0.5x cookie were the same. Those were only meaningful if there was an effect to create synergy with.

‘Is there really nothing?’

The more I worried, the more it felt like I was sinking into a quagmire.

As I was wallowing in that gloom.

A light sparkled above my head.

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

-Usage rights for a new piece of merchandise have been unlocked! (!)

“...!!”

It was the black notepad, the Merchandise Box.

‘Please!’

Without even taking a breath, I clicked it immediately.

Was it a lifeline? No, anything was fine. I needed even the smallest hint, anything....

Thud.

The merchandise dropped.

‘...!’

I picked up the object wrapped in transparent plastic.

It was small and fluffy enough to fit in my palm.

A plush doll.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Daydream Inc.

/ ■■■■■

Good Friend

Your cute animal doll. It will always go with you and protect you.

Always.

-‘Cheerful Theme Park Souvenir Shop’

Product description on the packaging

==========

Ah.

I recalled the inscription on the board game box.

-Be the first to board 3 fantasy attractions with your teammates and receive a prize!

The team that boarded three attractions the fastest in the ‘Cheerful Theme Park’ could simply take one of various items from the souvenir shop as a prize.

‘Come to think of it, the supervisor said earlier that he received a prize too.’

And of course, theme park souvenir shops within ghost stories were not infrequently mixed with bizarre items.

‘There was even an Exploration Record that specifically listed the prizes people had taken....’

And this was one of the most famous items among them.

Good Friend.

Originally, it was a plush doll just the right size to be tucked under a child's arm, but as it was turned into merchandise, a small doll reborn as a key ring was now in my hand.

‘So the requirement to use this merchandise was being a user of the Cheerful Theme Park.’

To anyone who hadn't visited the theme park, it was nothing more than a functionless plush doll, but it seemed the rights had been granted because I had used up all my boarding passes.

And the ability of this plush doll was...

==========

A mysterious object that invites someone from the Otherworld, allowing a portion of their spirit to dwell within the doll and making them your friend.

Rarely appears in the souvenir shop of <Cheerful Theme Park>.

Refer below for detailed invitation records.

==========

This was it.

“…….”

Normally, I would have deliberated immensely and tried to set up some kind of safety device before attempting this.

‘Inviting someone from the Otherworld’—wasn't that an explanation perfectly suited for the start of a chilling ghost story?

But right now, I had neither the time nor the luxury for that.

‘Let’s do it.’

Because right now, I was in a situation where I desperately needed the advice of someone who knew the inner workings of ghost stories.

I pulled out my smartphone, which had the Memorial Pop Socket equipped for the first time in a while, and opened the ‘Good Friend’ tab in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

The materials were as follows.

==========

· Materials for Invitation

Matches (or a lighter)

100ml of water

A spoonful of salt

A coin (a clean one)

An object related to the friend

==========

And a quiet space.

‘It just so happens to be this locker room.’

The outside was noisy with the sounds of water and music, so this was likely the best place.

And as for a lighter, water, and salt, I thought I could manage to get them from somewhere inside this theme park. I could either steal them from a shop or ask for them.

The problem was the next two.

A coin (a clean one)

An object related to the friend

I had used all my coins, so I had none.

And the object related to the friend… was actually an item put in for the sake of the ghost story's flavor. If you put a fairy tale book there, a monster based on that fairy tale would come, and so on.

‘What should I use to make it as safe as possible?’

Actually, I was reluctant to offer anything from this theme park as an object related to the friend.

Isn’t this place already a ghost story itself?

“…….”

In the end, after much deliberation, I settled on two items.

I prayed that this substitution would work.

And a short while later.

“Phew.”

I placed the torch and salt I had procured onto the floor in the furthest corner of the locker room.

‘That was eerie.’

I had gotten them all from a snack truck. I had wondered when I saw them selling a menu item called ‘Toasted Marshmallows,’ and sure enough, they had both.

‘...They gave them to me for free after seeing the Membership Card.’

Far from being happy, it made me feel even more ominous.

I wiped my mouth and opened my smartphone again.

I had to start quickly.

==========

· Invitation Ritual

1. Use your finger to dip into the water and draw the hexagram from the included diagram on a smooth floor.

2. Place the ‘Good Friend’ in the dead center of the hexagram.

3. Place the coin on the belly of the ‘Good Friend.’ At this time, no moisture must remain on your fingers.

4. Holding a spoonful of salt in your mouth, burn the object related to the friend with fire.

5. Once the ‘Good Friend’ begins to speak, swallow the salt and return the greeting affectionately!

If the coin has disappeared, it is a success! You have met a dependable friend. Please always stay together and cherish them!

※ If the salt cannot be swallowed, tastes strange,

turns to ash, or causes bleeding,

run away.

==========

“Phew.”

First, I drew a hexagram exactly like the image on the marble floor of the locker room.

It was a bit complex, but it wasn't a difficult task.

‘...It’s strangely vivid.’

However, the completed hexagram was excessively smooth, and its surface glistened without a single splash mark.

After thoroughly wiping the moisture from my fingers onto the edge of my clothes, I picked up the ‘Good Friend’ keyring with trembling hands and placed it in the center square of the hexagram.

‘Of all things, does it have to be a rabbit doll.’

I felt uneasy for some reason, but I felt a bit better when I remembered that I had definitely bought it at the pop-up store thinking the little rascal was cute.

And for the coin....

‘This.’

I placed my item, the Silver Coin Snake, on top of it.

‘This is definitely a coin... right?’

I thought it would be safer to use an item from the Alien Shop in reality rather than obtaining something from this ghost story.

Considering its price range, it seemed like a fairly valuable item, so I was trying to convince myself that it might even produce a better effect.

And after putting the salt in my mouth, the final step.

‘An object related to the friend.’

This also had to be an object that definitely did not belong to this ghost story.

And that was… me.

“…….”

I untied my necktie and held it.

‘If it’s my object, it certainly doesn't belong here.’

A friend related to a necktie? Whoever it was, it had to be better than something like a kitchen knife.

I clicked the torch.

And I held it to the end of the necktie.

Whoosh.

As if by magic, the fire caught aggressively, flickering and casting a shadow over the plush doll on the hexagram.

The shadow swayed.

Sway.

Sway.

The surroundings had become dark before I knew it.

All that could be seen was the light of the fire consuming my tie, the hexagram reflecting that light, and the plush doll at its center.

Sway.

Sway.

My hazy mind did not melt away.

Instead, the salt in my mouth melted salty, numbing my tongue.

In the midst of that.

Sway.

Sway.

The mouth of the ‘Good Friend’ hugging the coin opened.

-Behold!

-I am the owner of a million masks, the lord of chaos, the pinnacle of madness, the dream of pleasure and amusement, the instigator of war, the parent of science, the lowly quadrupedal beast,

...!!

It was too loud.

It felt like my head was being turned into a slurry.

I wanted to cover my ears, but I didn't have a free hand. I was holding the tie and the torch!

What was this?

-the desire of those who crawl, the lord of the stars, the abyss of fantasy, the mouth of wisdom, the roar of impulse, the far side of the moon...

The plush doll in the center of the hexagram was convulsing.

In the middle, the silver circular object was being burned away.

‘Silver Coin Snake.’

Did I use the wrong coin?

-I am...

My head hurt so much, so much....

-Friend.

-Is friend in pain?

I lifted my head.

-No.

A kind and gentle tone flowed out through the ‘Good Friend.’

-You mustn't be in pain....

“…….”

The swaying subsided.

The tie finished burning away, and the fire went out.

The coin that had been on top of the convulsing rabbit doll had vanished at some point.

As had the moisture that drew the hexagram.

“…….”

Silence.

Looking at the ‘Good Friend’ lying motionless, I swallowed the salt.

But I couldn't hear a single sound.

‘Could it be.’

“A failure…….”

-Mr. Roe Deer?

“...!!”

A cheerful and pleasant voice rang out.

But....

-Mr. Roe Deer?

It was a familiar voice.

I opened my mouth in spite of myself.

“...Host?”

-Ah, it really is Mr. Roe Deer!

Tuesday Quiz Show.

The voice of the TV-headed Host who had hosted the live broadcast in that ghost story was coming from the doll.

-Nice to meet you. My friend!

Chapter 25

In a corner of a locker room within a theme park ghost story, a small plush doll speaks and moves its limbs.

Looking at the sentence alone, it’s enough to make one faint from shock.

Except for the fact that I was the one who created this situation.

-Friend?

The plush doll flailed on top of the vanished hexagram.

“Ah,”

Only then did it sink in.

I had succeeded in inviting a ‘Good Friend’ into the doll!

The problem was that the invited guest was someone I knew—no, a monster I knew.

‘The Host…!’

The TV-headed monster who hosted the Tuesday Quiz Show Ghost Story.

-I’d love for you to join as a crew member on my new talk show, Mr. Roe Deer!

I swallowed hard, recalling the final scene from when I escaped that insane ghost story.

“…It’s a pleasure to meet you, Host. Have you been well?”

-Haha, it’s a pleasure to meet you too! I remember how wonderfully you performed on the quiz show, Mr. Roe Deer. Have you been well in the meantime? I…

-I.

Silence.

-I… don’t remember very well. Hmm… yes. I’ve been well. I was hosting a talk show.

The voice coming from the plush doll grew faint for a moment, but soon regained its strength and friendliness.

-What matters is that we’ve met again!

“…Yes.”

It felt as though the supernatural sense of overwhelming dread and horror had been suppressed into a hazy fog.

‘…Because it’s a Good Friend?’

It seemed the plush doll and the ritual were serving as some kind of control mechanism.

Still, I had to be careful.

“Um, Host. I have a question for you.”

-Feel free to speak, friend. Ah, now that I think about it, using such a title between friends is a bit disappointing!

-You can just call me Braun, Mr. Roe Deer! Let’s drop the itchy, formal honorifics like ‘-nim’ too!

“…Right. Yes. Braun.”

Right. I suppose even a TV-head living in a ghost story would have a name….

Anyway, the main point was urgent. I spoke as politely as possible.

“Actually, I’m trying to leave the theme park right now, but I can’t find a way out.”

-Oh dear! Theme parks are famous for their complex structures and dizzying paths. Don’t worry. I’m quite good at finding my way!

“…It’s not that I’m lost, but a mascot has blocked the exit gate.”

The plush doll fell silent for a moment as if at a loss for words.

-Huh, hmm…. That’s quite a unique situation.

It was a surprisingly human reaction.

I briefly summarized the structure of this theme park and what had happened.

The teams and zones divided by color, and even the mascots that had gone berserk.

The plush doll lying on the floor crossed its arms.

-Hmm. They truly are diva-like mascots! There are beings in the broadcasting industry who act that fussily as well.

-However, the one that didn't appear bothers me.

The one that didn't appear?

I instinctively thought of it.

“…Are you talking about the yellow mascot?”

The final mascot, mentioned only at the attractions, with no trace to be found.

-Exactly! Did you call it a yellow flower? Do you know where he is?

“…!”

Right.

‘Since I found the Blue Mascot’s zone, the yellow mascot’s zone might be somewhere as well…!’

If I find that place and leave through the gate there….

-He’s probably dead by now, though.

…….

“Excuse me?”

The yellow mascot?

“Shouldn’t there be a space like a botanical garden or a greenhouse? Since it’s a flower….”

-Oh dear, Mr. Roe Deer, you must already know as well.

The kind voice spoke in a whisper.

-You said it clearly yourself, didn't you? That the Yellow Team also woke up on the outskirts of the blue zone.

“…!”

-If there had been a yellow zone, the Yellow Team would have woken up there. Wasn't that the promise?

“…That’s right.”

The rule was to wake up in the zone corresponding to the color of the pawn one had picked. But the Yellow Team hadn't.

Was it… truly because there was no yellow zone?

I pondered.

And after a moment, I opened my mouth.

“……I’ve realized what I need to do.”

I had to check.

-Oh, what is it? Together….

The plush doll flailed as if trying to stand up, but unable to find its balance, it fell flat on its face.

-Ahem, Mr. Roe Deer, could you help me up?

I approached cautiously and lifted the ‘Good Friend,’ which had a keychain attached, onto my palm.

I felt a warmth, like body heat.

-It’s hard to steady my body. It’ll take some time to adjust… but don’t worry. I am a very capable being!

I’m sure you are.

After some thought, I tucked the plush doll into my suit’s front pocket.

The plush doll raised one hand in an exaggerated gesture.

-Now, let’s go! …By the way, where are we going?

A place that could serve as a guide.

A place that every large-scale public facility always has.

“The information booth.”

Naturally, there were Exploration Records of people finding information booths even in the Cheerful Theme Park. Since it had most things a typical amusement park would have.

‘The problem was that they didn't function normally….’

They would provide simple information, like the location of nearby attractions.

However, if a request was a bit complex or required something material, this would happen:

The information mascot would hold up a ‘Members Only’ sign.

‘It means just a boarding pass won't cut it.’

Although it treated people as guests, it was intended to create an eerie atmosphere by implying that this place wasn't originally meant for them….

‘I just happen to have a Membership Pass on my arm.’

In fact, as soon as the boarding pass turned into a Membership Pass, I had recalled a few Exploration Records related to this ‘Members Only’ status.

From special souvenir shops and restaurants to separate attraction entrances that allowed entry without a line.

But the reason I had avoided them if possible was also clear.

‘Because I’d have to interact with a mascot.’

It was because I didn't know what terrible consequences would result from contacting a crazy mascot who had closed the gates without any information….

‘It’s dizzying just to imagine.’

But now that I had a monster friend who could serve as a crisis alarm, I decided to give it a try.

“Braun. If the person I’m talking to seems offended or likely to harm me, could you let me know?”

-Of course. That’s not a difficult task at all!

After answering cheerfully, the plush doll even made a few hand signals and taught them to me. It was indeed the quick processing of someone in the mass media industry.

And a moment later.

-It’s over there. Oh, it looks quite decent….

Listening to the chatter of the ‘Good Friend,’ I approached the information booth. The booth was made of opaque blue glass and a white screen.

And as I drew closer, the screen opened, and the face of the Blue Mascot appeared.

It was a blue dragon wearing a uniform.

“Hello. I would like to see a map of this place.”

The Blue Mascot, who had been waving its hand as if glad to see me, moved its hands quickly and held out a high-quality catalog.

It was a convenient map marked with various attractions, restaurants, and convenience facilities of the ‘Blue Dream Water Park.’

The words ‘Members Only’ were printed at the top of the catalog.

I looked up at the Blue Mascot.

“Thank you.”

It looked somewhat proud.

“By the way, do you happen to have one that shows the entire area?”

Click.

The Blue Mascot’s movements stopped.

Don’t, don’t be scared.

“As you probably know, I crossed over from the red zone to this side without going through the proper procedures. Just so I don’t make a mistake… I want to avoid going near that area again.”

I asked in the most composed and polite voice possible.

“Where exactly are the boundaries that touch the red zone?”

A brief silence.

The mascot reached out its hand.

F r o m  h e r e

T o  h e r e

Screeeech. The catalog map I was holding was torn by the Blue Mascot’s claws.

Allllll the way along the eastern edge.

‘As I thought, the east side of the blue zone and the west side of the red zone were structured to be directly adjacent….’

But… this is too scary.

My hands holding the tearing catalog were trembling as if vibrating…!

‘Please spare me.’

You’re not going to rip me in half with those claws too, right?

The moment the mascot took its claws off the map, I hurriedly nodded to express my gratitude.

Now, the next topic!

“Thank you. If so, by any chance….”

Tap, tap.

“…!”

-Shh.

The plush doll in my front pocket lightly tapped my chest twice.

…It meant this.

‘The other party seems to be in a bad mood.’

……I guess this is as far as I can go!

I immediately shifted my stance and only gave a polite greeting.

“Yes. I won't go near the red zone.”

The blue dragon remained still for a moment but soon nodded.

Then, it rummaged through its belongings and pulled out another bag of those ‘Blue Soda Churros’ and handed it to me.

“Thank you.”

G o o d  c h i l d

The blue dragon tapped my bracelet and withdrew its arm.

Rumble.

Soon, the screen of the information booth closed smoothly.

“…….”

‘Whew.’

It’s done.

I looked down, clutching my pounding heart.

I felt like I was going to die of fright, but….

-You’re smiling, my friend! Are you in a good mood? Did you find what you wanted?

I found it.

“Yes.”

I looked up and started running.

“Now I just have to move.”

I might have been able to save time if I had asked the mascot a few more questions, but safety comes first, so from now on, I’ll use the most reliable means.

My own feet.

‘Let’s hurry.’

There were only a few hours left.

I looked up at the theme park sky, which was starting to grow dark.

A few hours later.

The sun had set.

“Huff, huff.”

I was still running.

My legs, which had been scouring half of the massive water theme park, were shaking.

-Mr. Roe Deer, you look very exhausted.

“I’m fine.”

The plush doll asked in a tone of concern.

-It seems the time has come to ask this question. Exactly where are you trying to go?

I wiped the sweat from my chin and answered.

“The yellow zone.”

-Oho!

-I thought we all agreed on the premise that ‘there is no yellow zone,’ but what is your reason for reversing that judgment?

“I haven't reversed it. Even now, I believe there is no yellow zone.”

However.

“There must have been one in the past.”

I looked ahead, lowering the map.

First of all.

“It probably wasn't directly adjacent to the red zone at that time.”

That place has the forest to the east, the entrance to the north, a cliff to the south, and the blue zone to the west.

‘The terrain matches up perfectly, with no gaps.’

In that case….

“It must have been adjacent to somewhere in the blue zone. There must have been a connecting passage.”

Excluding the north, which was also an entrance, and the east, which was adjacent to the red zone.

What was left was….

-So that’s why you were searching the west and south like you were hunting for lice? Haha!

Bingo.

Unlike the red zone, there was no mascot chasing me down to kill me here, so I could use this kind of manual labor method.

And finally, in a corner of the northwest, at a flower bed behind a restroom, I found it.

A bumpy dirt path leading up the mountain, like a closed hiking trail.

-Hmm. It certainly looks like it could have been open as a passage before.

The problem was that the moment I crossed this, it was almost certain I would be breaking the theme park’s rules of use.

{No Entry Except For Personnel}

After checking that sign, I walked back out from behind the restroom and looked around.

I made eye contact with a mascot standing in front of a children's attraction in the distance.

-Hmm, is that mascot bothering you?

“Yes. If I cross into the prohibited area, it will definitely notice….”

-Then you just have to not get caught!

“…….”

That… isn't as easy as it sounds….

-Oh dear, cheer up. It’s not difficult!

-Don’t you have me? Your friend.

The voice of the ‘Good Friend’ became somewhat crafty.

Its characteristic confidence, slyness, and friendliness came to the fore.

-I will help you. First… why don't you take me out of your front pocket for a moment!

I did as I was told.

Then, the plush doll sitting on my palm raised a hand and pointed at me.

I flinched for a moment. It was because I remembered it incinerating people on the Tuesday Quiz Show.

But this time was different.

Snap!

A dull snapping sound rang out from the doll’s fingerless hand.

At that moment.

A strange, shadow-like weight covered me.

“…!”

I was now faint and submerged….

-Now… it won't notice you. Come, let’s go.

The voice of the ‘Good Friend,’ Braun, grew slightly faint as if he were tired.

“This is….”

-I’ve turned off your spotlight.

-Didn’t we agree in the show not to pay attention to people who aren't illuminated by the spotlight?

It seemed ‘incineration’ wasn't the only ability the Host had.

‘Was he controlling the entire filming set itself…?’

For some reason, I felt a chill and looked down at the plush doll, but I soon realized that wasn't the priority.

Escaping was!

“Then I’ll move.”

-Excellent!

I went back behind the restroom and stood before the closed path.

And I crossed the no-entry sign.

“…….”

Nothing happened.

“Thank….”

-Save the compliments and let’s move!

I almost felt moved out of genuine gratitude.

I climbed up the steep trail at the maximum speed I could muster. I was almost crawling.

Broken pieces of plastic and ornaments among the dirt pressed into my hands and feet.

-Something was definitely here before.

I hurried my pace even more.

Up, further up….

And finally, the end of the path appeared.

Step.

I planted my feet and stood.

From the top of the hill, I could look down.

It was….

-It’s a resort.

A large-scale resort building stretched out beside the dark seashore.

…I’d heard that a certain famous franchise theme park also operated such a massive accommodation facility.

The scale alone was overwhelming, but…….

{Flower Golden Resort}

It was a facility that was already completely dead.

The resort, glowing with a golden light, must have looked like quite a dreamlike place once. But now, it was old and the paint was peeling, giving it a desolate air.

I looked at the cracked sign where a yellow flower was smiling broadly.

And beneath it, a machine that was familiar but an even older model.

-There’s a gate at the entrance to the resort as well!

“Yes.”

It made sense. The way back to the resort from the theme park was also a type of exit.

‘I found it…!’

Forgetting my exhaustion, I ran again. The shadow covering my body vanished, and my steps grew even faster.

-Hmm. But the gate is turned off here too, will you be able to use it?

“Of course.”

I checked the area around the old gate machine and opened the emergency control panel.

Just like I had done at the attraction.

And I turned on the emergency power.

Whirrrr.

With a creak, lights flickered on here and there on the gate machine.

‘I only couldn't do this before because the mascot was watching me like a hawk.’

I can do this much on my own.

I stood in front of the gate that had lights coming on in the most intact-looking shape.

Catching my breath.

And one last check.

“Braun. If I enter that resort with my Membership Pass, do you think I’ll have to use those facilities?”

-Haha! That old, worn-out place? It looks like business ended ages ago; it’s already ownerless land. It’s just ground now, not a theme park!

Thanks for the biting and accurate assessment, friend.

I immediately tapped my Membership Pass against the gate.

Beep.

The old gate machine read the Membership Pass.

Ding. A light flashed on the device.

[◎GOODBYE◎]

It worked.

Feeling a thrill, just as I was about to step forward….

-Oh dear, it followed you.

I looked back.

In the distance, I saw a blue figure crawling up the path.

‘…The mascot!’

It was the blue dragon!

The mascot in the uniform I had seen at the gate was approaching at a terrifying speed… then it stopped.

It… it was,

It was sobbing.

“…….”

-Tsk, tsk. That mascot thinks it’s the protagonist of a drama. Let’s get out of here quickly!

For some reason, I felt uneasy.

‘This feels like a complete foreshadowing of a grudge.’

Wouldn't it be bad to earn the grudge of a Ghost Story Entity?

After some thought, I rummaged through my pockets and found the last thing I had left.

[Alice's Picnic Set – Cookie]

It was this flat cookie item that I had never used.

I lightly tossed the paper-wrapped cookie toward the mascot.

……

-Mr. Roe Deer, you are far too kind….

I’m not.

‘Anyway, I gave it to you, Mr. Dragon.’

As I confirmed that the mascot had caught the cookie in its hand, I crossed the gate.

G o o d  C h i l d

I was leaving the ghost story.

As the world swirled around me, I heard the faint voice of the ‘Good Friend.’

-Mmm, I finally feel strength returning to my body! I think I can move….

I opened my eyes.

I realized I was sitting in the middle of Seoul, inside the empty, dark meeting room of Research Team 1 on the 17th floor.

‘…I survived.’

I succeeded in escaping!

“Ha!!”

With a sense of liberation that made my hair stand on end, I stood up from my seat immediately.

‘Is no one here?’

Since several hours had passed, it seemed everyone had moved from the meeting room. First, I should call and let them know I’ve escaped too….

Huh?

I looked at my wrist.

[◎ (Cheerful) Fantasy Land Membership Card ◎]

The bracelet was still hanging there.

“What is this—”

And then it began to burn.

“…!”

In an instant, the form of the Boarding Pass vanished.

But something remained.

In the exact spot where the Boarding Pass had been, black lettering was engraved on my wrist.

: Socius :

What is this now?

Chapter 26

After I finally escaped from the crazy theme park.

-Roe!

-Crap, Roe’s out!!

I was greeted with a passionate welcome from my teammates whom I encountered at the elevator.

As it turned out, my team members had been in a state of panic, even trying to contact civilian survivors to figure out what on earth had happened.

“We were going to try and dig for info on those people’s experiences. Anyway, I’m glad you made it out safely.”

The Assistant Manager of Team D said with a much brighter expression.

“What the hell happened? Why were you so late?”

Hmm.

Before answering, I intentionally lifted my wrist outward while massaging the back of my neck.

So that the mark left by the burnt Membership Pass was clearly visible.

: Socius :

“…….”

“…….”

“Roe?”

“Ah, I’m sorry. Just… I’m so tired.”

“Ah, right.”

The Assistant Manager and the Senior Staff simply nodded, agreeing that it was only natural after going through such hell.

That’s when I realized.

‘They can’t see it.’

There was no reaction.

This tattoo was invisible to their eyes.

It wasn’t exactly a good sign.

I deliberated for a very short moment before opening my mouth.

“The reason I was late… well, the exit gate lost power right in front of me. I waited, but it didn't come back on, so I looked for another way out.”

“Huh?!”

I intentionally omitted the part about the bracelet changing into a Membership Pass.

In this Unconventional Ghost Story Company, it wasn't a very wise decision to mention that something abnormal was clinging to my body.

‘Let’s also omit the fact that I’ve acquired a talking plush doll.’

Of course, I explained everything else thoroughly, so there shouldn’t be any issues with registering the Exploration Record and creating a Manual.

“…Wait a minute. So… you went to the Yellow Zone, but since the gate there was also powered down, you turned it on yourself and came out? By ripping open the distribution board?”

“Yes.”

“What even are you….”

“Hey, I’m just a normal Roe Deer.”

“Hmm… true.”

“…??”

Anyway, the atmosphere became quite warm.

“The points will be credited tomorrow. Don’t be surprised; they say the amount might come out to nearly ten thousand points this time.”

“Isn't that crazy?!”

In truth, the points to be distributed should have decreased because I survived.

The two seniors, who looked like they hadn't even had a chance to wash yet because they had been busy running around worrying about my life, smiled at me.

To be honest, I was a bit grateful.

It was almost touching. It was a level of warmth that was too good for this company.

But one person was missing.

“Speaking of which, where is the Team Leader?”

The Assistant Manager avoided my gaze.

“…He was called in by the Team Head.”

Uh-oh.

“It’s fine. He’ll probably just get chewed out. I mean, honestly, didn't that Mantis Mask guy from Team A basically commit suicide?”

Still, it looked like he’d really gotten on the bad side of the Team A Leader.

I recalled the Mallard Mask glaring at the Lizard as if he wanted to kill him.

Even the Senior Staff started whispering.

“Assistant Manager, is that really true?”

“What?”

“That our Team Leader has the track record to join the Elite Squad, but because of his personality, he keeps slipping up and staying in Team D….”

“Yeah. It’s probably true.”

The Assistant Manager crossed his arms.

“But he’s been living like that for ages, so we can just leave him be.”

“…….”

“I guess God really is fair. Seeing that personality on a face like the Team Leader’s….”

“Shhh. He’s a good boss.”

A Lizard's personality on a Lizard's face?

Well, I could now understand and agree to some extent that he was a good boss.

Especially since I had witnessed the worst kind of boss right in front of my eyes.

“Ah, the Research Team Section Chief.”

I was talking about Kwak Jekang, the Section Chief of Research Team 1, who had impulsively pushed his own team member into a ghost story without warning, ultimately causing his death.

“That guy crossed the line.”

From what I heard, he was claiming during questioning that ‘he was also panicked and accidentally threw a pawn at the Researcher.’

‘It was a very deliberate act of malice, no matter who saw it….’

All the Field Exploration team members present would remember that it didn't feel like an accident.

The problem was that there was no one who would testify strongly for the deceased gambling-addict Researcher.

Just look at the state of the higher-ups who had a strong say.

“The Team A Leader is focused on our Team Leader, and our Team Leader probably doesn't even know if he should care about the Research Team Section Chief.”

The outlook was that the matter would fizzle out with a simple salary cut or something similar.

Since this was a company where an employee’s life was worth as much as their performance, it didn't seem like they were in a position to give a heavy disciplinary action to a Section Chief-level employee just because a low-level staff member, whose salary was a waste anyway, died in an accident.

‘Is this how Researcher Kwak Jekang keeps appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>…?’

It was obvious that he would be screwed if he got caught even once, but he seemed to be dodging it like a slippery eel because he was quick-witted.

The Team D seniors clicked their tongues, saying that several eerie rumors related to Kwak Jekang seemed to have been true.

“I hate having to keep working with that human, but since he had an outburst this time, he’ll probably be quiet until next quarter.”

“Right? If not, he would have been fired already.”

They were certainly desensitized to safety enough to work at a ghost story company while risking their lives.

‘I agree to some extent, but… honestly, it felt like Kwak Jekang was trying to kill all of us, not just his own Researcher.’

The Researcher was just a variable used to stir up trouble for that purpose.

But because everyone escaped safely, that part became ambiguous and hazy.

‘I’ll have to keep an eye on him in the future.’

I planned to check the Wiki Page of the <Dark Exploration Record> where Kwak Jekang appeared one more time.

“Phew, it’s been a long day.”

“It really has.”

The conversation entered a lull.

The Assistant Manager gave me permission to go home for now, saying they didn't know when Team Leader Lee Jaheon would return.

The Assistant Manager said with a smirk.

“There’s nothing else to do. I didn't register you as missing yet. Because I thought we’d be able to find you. …Glad I did that.”

“Exactly! We kept saying among ourselves that you, Roe, would definitely make it out!”

“Go on home and rest.”

“……Thank you.”

“Hey, no need for thanks.”

And so, I parted ways with my seniors after hearing well-wishes like ‘just look forward to the points coming in tomorrow.’

I returned to the Research Team 1 office, packed my things, and headed home.

And on the way, I met another familiar face.

“Jang Heowoon.”

“…! Soleum!”

The Team Y Rookie.

Perhaps because he was pushed to the back of everyone's mind after his entire team died, he was sitting vacantly in the Research Team 1 office.

His shoulder had healed, but he was still wearing his blood-stained clothes.

“You’re safe! That’s a relief….”

“Yes, thank you.”

I sat opposite him for a moment and shared some small talk.

Jang Heowoon looked a bit pale, perhaps due to the amount of blood he'd lost, but his gloomy aura seemed to have lessened.

It felt wrong to say he was lucky, considering everyone else in his team was dead, but….

I recalled what my seniors had tipped me off about earlier.

-Ah, that Team Y Rookie, word is he handled himself well this time, so the higher-ups might be talking about him. Being B-rank means he’s high-rank.

-There’s a high chance they’ll move him to a regular employee position if he works for about three months without any issues!

That was all well and good.

The problem was whether he could survive for three months….

“Um, have you ever considered resigning? I feel like the situation you’re in is far too dangerous….”

“Yes.”

A firm answer came back.

Jang Heowoon, the Team Y Rookie, still wearing his Cow Mask, clenched both hands tightly.

“I absolutely need a Wish Ticket. I cannot resign.”

“…….”

It seemed this person had his own story too.

“In that case, I wish you the best of luck.”

I hesitated before adding more.

“Three months.”

“Yes?”

“If you can just hold out for three months, there’s a high probability you’ll be reassigned.”

Enduring for a set period is entirely different in weight from enduring indefinitely.

It would be the same from a motivational standpoint.

“…!”

A light returned to Jang Heowoon’s eyes.

“Yes, yes…. I’ll try to hold out…!”

He took a deep breath while looking at the ceiling, then gave a deep bow.

“I received so much help today. I… next time, in three months, I will definitely work hard so that I can be of help to you.”

“No, not at all. I was the one who made it out safely thanks to you. Thank you.”

I shook his hand.

Out of pity and empathy, I found myself saying.

“You really went through a lot. It must have been terrifying.”

“Yes?”

A look of confusion crossed Jang Heowoon’s face.

Uh…?

“Ah, it’s okay. I’ve almost died several times before….”

“……That too, but you witnessed many unpleasant scenes in many ways.”

“Ah, right.”

Jang Heowoon made an awkward expression.

“I’m not very good with blood or organs… so I kept fainting or my legs kept giving out.”

“…I see.”

Wait a minute.

The scope of ‘unpleasant scenes’ just narrowed significantly….

‘No way.’

“……Mr. Heowoon, are you perhaps… okay with anomalous phenomena or ghosts?”

“Ah, ah yes! I’m fine with those!”

“…….”

“I tend to just think ‘oh, that’s how it is,’ yes. Unless someone is actually getting seriously hurt, I don’t have much of a reaction.”

“…….”

He wasn't… a coward?

“Thank you for worrying about me… ah, that’s right! Mr. Soleum. Did you happen to talk to that person in the rookie group chat… Oh. Y-you aren’t in the room.”

There was… a rookie group chat?

To think he wasn't a comrade from the Coward’s Shelter.

…To think there was a group chat for the rookies that only I was left out of!

“Ha.”

After returning to the dormitory with a troubled heart, I showered and came out.

Two shocking truths left my head spinning.

‘It’s been a long day….’

Since I had received the link to the rookie group chat from the traitor… no, from Jang Heowoon, I would have to join it, but I planned to do that a bit later.

Because there was something I needed to look into as a priority.

“I should check the tattoo on my wrist first.”

Several candidates came to mind, but there was someone I could easily ask.

‘Good Friend.’

I sat on the edge of the bed and took out the plush doll keyring from my suit’s front pocket.

And I called out.

“Braun?”

But there was no answer.

‘As expected.’

It was said that when it returns to reality from a ghost story, it looks like an ordinary doll.

==========

The Good Friend will be with you in your daily life like a shy doll.

Treat it appropriately.

Because it remembers everything.

==========

In other words, it wasn't that it had been tactfully keeping its mouth shut while watching me talk at the company, but that it was in a state where it truly could not speak.

However, even if it wasn't a ghost story, there was a way to talk to ‘Good Friend.’

‘…I just have to make reality like a ghost story.’

I recalled one method written in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

==========

Talking to ‘Good Friend’

#1 Use darkness, a lighter, and shadows.

==========

Honestly, it was a bit creepy, but let’s do it.

I bowed my head under the bed.

And I leaned ‘Good Friend’ against the back right leg of the bed.

‘Next is… a light.’

Since it had been a long time since I quit smoking, I didn't have a lighter, so I replaced it with my smartphone flashlight.

I placed it on the floor so that the narrow beam hit the bed leg, and I turned off the room lights.

Click.

And I sat on the bed in the middle of the pitch darkness.

‘…This is a bit scary.’

My back felt chilly, so I covered myself with a blanket.

There was no need to be embarrassed. I was alone.

‘…Though I feel like I won't be alone for long.’

When I looked up, the flashlight beam projected a giant shadow of the plush doll onto the wall from under the bed.

“…….”

Before long, the shadow of the plush doll leaning against the bed leg began to sway along with the light.

As if it were waking up and shaking its body.

As I watched with bated breath, I soon heard a sound.

A voice that sounded somewhat like an illusion.

-Friend.

“…Braun.”

The Host had awakened.

-Ah, you made it out safely from that strange theme park! Congratulations.

“Thank you.”

Braun seemed to recall the events that had happened to me after leaving the ghost story, as if rewinding a tape.

‘So that’s what it meant by remembering everything.’

-Yes, my friend went home from work. Have you come home to rest now? Oh, it’s quite a cozy place!

“Thank you.”

It wasn't my house but a dormitory, though.

-Hmm, speaking of which, Mr. Roe Deer seems to be speaking to me too formally! A friend doesn't have to do that.

“…I feel like Braun is also speaking quite formally, though.”

-Haha, I can’t help it. It’s what they call an occupational hazard!

I swallowed the words ‘I don't think I can help it either because of my occupational hazard of being a rookie in a crazy ghost story company.’

The friendlier we became, the safer and more powerful this plush doll would become.

“…Right. Then I’ll speak comfortably from now on. Since we’re friends.”

-Oh, excellent!

The shadow of the doll swayed as if it were bobbing its head joyfully.

Good… now for the main point.

“I happen to have a question for my friend.”

-Oh! In that case, how about we take turns asking each other questions? However, you must answer.

-It’s like a game. This will be fun….

Stop acting like a ghost story!

“Yeah. Sounds fun.”

But I forced a cheerful reply.

It felt like I was working overtime…. Let’s hang in there.

“What I wanted to ask is this.”

I immediately lowered my left hand toward the underside of the bed.

So that the black tattoo-like letters on the inside of my wrist were clearly visible in front of the plush doll.

“After the Membership Pass bracelet burned away, this mark was left.”

A brief silence.

And….

-This is… Latin. Ho-oh.

A strange interest and immersion permeated its tone.

Its voice grew deeper.

-Socius.

-It was used to mean comrade, member, or kin. The versatility of Latin!

“I know that much.”

Because I had searched the dictionary on the internet on my way back.

The fact that the ‘Membership Pass’ bracelet burned and left a phrase meaning member seemed quite relevant, but the more important thing was this.

“But it seems other people can't see it. Why do you think that is?”

-My, they must all have poor eyesight! It is very clear to me.

This meant it was visible to creatures within ghost stories.

“I’m glad you can see it.”

I changed my question.

“Then, what role does this text play?”

-It is a mark that gives you a qualification.

The answer flowed out in a cheerful tone without hesitation.

-Aren't there times when VIPs come as audience members to a talk show? They always have a wonderful mark that differentiates them from the other audience members. For example, a name tag or a badge!

-That ‘superior mark’ grants them special seating, rehearsal viewing, and backstage access!

Reflexively, I lifted my arm to check the letters.

“…So this is like a ‘special qualification’?”

-Well, to a theme park mascot, that is.

Braun’s voice became indifferent.

-That overemotional mascot seems to be acting far too friendly toward Mr. Roe Deer. Well, next time you visit, you should use that to at least get a welcome drink!

I don't ever want to visit again.

But to show my cooperation, I nodded as if in agreement.

-Excellent, excellent!

‘Work life is damn hard….’

Anyway, even if giving a ‘qualification’ was abstract, it didn't have a bad nuance.

‘In the future, when I enter a ghost story, I should check if there’s a place where I can use it.’

After the plush doll’s shadow swayed its head a few times as if it were excited, it whispered softly.

-Did you know?

What.

-Mr. Roe Deer, you just asked two questions.

-That’s a violation of the rules.

Goosebumps rose on my back.

-Haha, it’s fine. Isn't the beauty of a close relationship sometimes breaking the rules!

Phew.

“…Yeah, thanks.”

-Don’t mention it!

-Anyway, now it’s my turn to ask a question.

I swallowed hard and looked at the giant doll shadow projected on the wall.

“What are you curious about?”

Braun whispered.

-Who is the person living in the room next to yours?

It was a completely unexpected question.

And naturally, the one in the room next to mine in this dormitory was….

“…A coworker.”

It was Baek Saheon.

-Are you in a close relationship?

Not at all.

“Just a workplace colleague.”

-Ah, I see. Yes…. Excellent.

Braun’s voice became cheerful again.

-Friend. It would be best for you not to worry about that ‘workplace colleague’ living next door anymore!

“Why?”

-Because he’ll be dead soon!

Chapter 27

Baek Saheon.

-You idiots. If you can escape with just one eye, you should do it quickly!

The colleague who had caused such a scene on the subway.

He was also a Named Character employee in the <Dark Exploration Record>, someone who would eventually be promoted to Manager and leave a steady trail of achievements...

"He's going to die?"

Suddenly, the plush doll inside the ghost story had handed down a death sentence to Baek Saheon.

The question came out reflexively.

"Why?"

No, I mean, I know a future where he makes it all the way to Manager...?

-Ah, it is very typical. Very typical... Mr. Roe Deer, have you ever seen a movie like that?

"...A movie?"

-Yes. A movie featuring a serial killer.

Oh, please.

-In popular art, there are targets who become victims. Blondes, college students, hitchhikers, or those with conspicuous symbols like wearing red shoes.

-Do you know what the most typical and sequential way of choosing a Sacrificial Lamb is?

The shadow of the plush doll whispered.

-It is picking up the killer's belongings.

"......"

The giant black shadow cast on the wall pointed beyond the wall.

-Mr. Roe Deer's 'colleague' picked up an object, and he will soon die a gruesome death!

"......"

Ha, seriously...

"Anyway, thanks for letting me know."

-Don't mention it!

I said 'I have to go to work tomorrow so I need to sleep' as gently as possible, and fortunately, the 'Good Friend' readily understood my situation.

-Oh dear, it must have been a tiring day. I hope you fall into a deep sleep and have sweet dreams!

I think that's a lost cause.

'And you have a share in why it's a lost cause...'

-Adios!

The smartphone flashlight turned off on its own.

The giant shadow that had been cast on the wall also vanished.

After some thought, I used a clean towel to make a reasonably soft bed on the desk and placed the plush doll on it.

'With this much care, it shouldn't chase me in my dreams with a knife, complaining about why the treatment is like this.'

Of course, I should probably worry about whether I can even fall asleep and dream in the first place.

"Hmm."

I turned the mood lamp to its maximum brightness and lay down on the bed.

Baek Saheon.

He's probably sleeping in the room next door right now...

'Just what exactly did you do?'

How malevolent was the Ghost Story Substance he picked up for the plush doll beyond the wall to sense it?

Is it the butterfly effect? Or was it something that originally happened but he overcame?

I tried to recall the things Baek Saheon had done in the <Dark Exploration Record>, and even searching the Wiki didn't yield any relevant information.

Perhaps that was natural. If it was a personal incident rather than something that happened while on duty.

Phew.

"......"

'If I knock on his door in the middle of the night, he'll probably have a fit, right?'

Moreover, from my perspective, I didn't want to voluntarily approach a terrifying ghost story that was at the level of being marked as a serial killer's next target...

To be honest, my roommate isn't exactly the kind of person whose character makes me want to risk my life for him.

'Still, since I know, it's only right to at least give him a warning.'

A way to approach him indirectly...

'There is one.'

It happened to be related to the next thing I had to do.

I lay in bed and checked my smartphone messenger.

[Jang Heowoon: This is the new recruits' group chat. You can join through here. Thank you! (Link)]

It was sent by my Team Y colleague.

I clicked the link with a sigh.

[17th Recruitment Field Exploration Team Group Chat]

It was an open group chat.

I wondered why it was in this format, but it seemed they kept it from syncing with the contact list to minimize the impact when news of an obituary arrived.

Anyway, everyone had set their profile names to their actual names, so identifying them wouldn't be a problem.

'I should set my name and enter too.'

[Kim Soleum has entered.]

And just as I was about to type a greeting...

[Whoa]

[Heok]

[Is this really Kim Soleum?]

[Nice to meet you^^]

[Is it for real? Who invited him?]

"...??"

Even before I could finish typing, a flood of intense reactions poured in.

'Don't tell me they're asking who was mindless enough to invite that guy.'

Looking at it positively, maybe they were curious or rumors had spread because my recent performance was decent.

I posted a simple greeting.

[Nice to meet you. I look forward to working with you.]

As if waiting, someone asked.

[Kang Yihak: Is it true you received 40,000 points? hehe]

Hmm.

[Yes.]

[Kang Yihak: I'm so jealous! I'm curious about how you got them hehe]

[I just did my best.]

I didn't answer beyond that and just sent an emoticon of someone bowing.

'It's a total jungle.'

I had wondered if it was a heartwarming group chat where colleagues shared tips, information, and hobbies, but it definitely didn't seem like it.

'It's like a group chat for interns where only 10% get converted to permanent employees.'

The atmosphere was one where everyone tried to scrape up any advantage while pretending otherwise.

'Right. In a situation where people die by the dozens, a Wish Ticket is far off and desperate, so I guess it can't be helped.'

If I felt a sense of belonging to this group chat, I'd just end up getting depressed at the news of an obituary.

It left a slightly bitter taste in my mouth, but it was understandable.

[Go Yeongeun: (Fighting emoticon)]

[Go Yeongeun: (Clapping emoticon)]

Still, there were colleagues who seemed like good people.

'Looks like she's doing well...'

I nodded, looking at the clean emoticons from the medical school dropout colleague who had fully supported my opinion on the train where people were dying.

'Now, shall I do what I came for?'

Following the voice of my conscience.

I found Baek Saheon's profile in the group chat and started a 1:1 open chat.

And I said:

[Beware of the serial killer]

The '1' disappeared in a second.

However, no reply came.

Well, maybe he has a guilty conscience?

'If he does, he'll be careful.'

This seemed like enough of a warning.

"I should send it every morning from now on."

Doing it for about a week until the impact wears off should be enough.

I gave myself a passing grade and turned off the smartphone.

'...Now, let's sleep.'

I didn't know if I could sleep, but I had to try. Because I have to go to work tomorrow too... sob.

'I wish the company would explode.'

I spent the night wide awake, bitterly chewing on the sad fact that, given the nature of the company, I'd still have to go to work anyway...

When I fell into a light sleep for a brief moment at dawn, I had a nightmare where I was being chased by theme park mascots swinging intestines while offering churros to a plush doll.

'Save me.'

It was the night of an ordinary office worker suffering from trauma.

Though the news I heard the next day was anything but ordinary.

"Roe. You hit the jackpot."

"......?"

"You... you got 20,000 points."

Pardon?

I looked up and checked the accumulated points for this morning.

[Employee Kim Soleum / Accumulated Points: 20000p]

It was true.

'They definitely said only 10,000 points would come in yesterday...?'

The Senior Staff pounded my shoulder.

"It seems Assistant Manager Jin from Team A filed a report saying you absolutely must be given additional points!"

Assistant Manager Jin...!

You recognized my hard work in trying to save you even when my palm was pierced!

I upgraded my internal evaluation of the Butterfly Mask assistant manager, who was work-obsessed to a psychopathic degree, by about three levels.

From now on, she is a competent boss who works well, is quick-witted, and is clear about rewards and punishments.

"Originally, our Team Leader was also discussed as a major contributor to the clear, but the Team A Leader is throwing a fit..."

Ah.

That... honestly, from their perspective, it was understandable for them to throw a fit...

'Did I gain some benefit by chance?'

I wasn't sure if I should be happy about this, but I'd take it gratefully.

"Anyway, it's a jackpot, Roe. They're saying you're not just at the level of the shortest record since joining the company! It's crazy."

"Thank you."

However, it seemed I might have to give up on staying under the radar at the company...

'Still, the points are sweet.'

But that wasn't the end of it.

Before the morning was over, a call came in.

"...Assistant Manager Jin?"

-Yeah.

It was a moment when I should have been having a somewhat relaxed day, doing paperwork since I had finished a B-grade Darkness investigation yesterday.

The call came from the Team A Assistant Manager through the company network.

I thanked her immediately.

"Um, thank you. I heard you recommended me as a major contributor to clearing the theme park Darkness..."

-Things only work properly when the person who did well gets more points. Why are you thanking me for something like that?

Ah, yes.

-Anyway, come up for a bit.

"......?"

-Our team is going into a Darkness today, but we're short-staffed. Come and help.

"......."

-You don't want to?

Yes!

If a newcomer almost died yesterday, would it kill you to let them rest today!

"Please wait a moment. ......Excuse me, Assistant Manager Eun. There's a call."

"Oh, why?"

Help me, boss from the same team!

I called over the bosses of our team and tried to pass the phone to them, intending to vaguely brush off the call.

But it didn't work.

"Team A is short-staffed? Was this a call for a Team A vacancy?"

"...!"

Oops.

Even the Senior Staff, who had his head down on his desk, suddenly flew over in his chair and whispered.

"Wait a minute, Team A called Roe for an empty spot today?"

I don't know either, Senior Staff. My shoulder hurts, so please stop shaking it.

"Understood for now. Yes."

Meanwhile, Assistant Manager Eun hung up the phone.

And with eyes gleaming, he shook his fist at me.

"Hey. Go."

...Pardon?

"That's right! If it's Team A right now, it's a golden opportunity! It's safer but you can earn more, you can't miss this!"

"It's all points. Points, Roe."

"......."

...So, what they meant was this.

'First, Team A, being an Elite Squad, gets separate additional points per case.'

I heard that was quite sweet.

But seeing as there was no call for a Cleanup team like Team Y, it wasn't a Darkness that required a Sacrificial Lamb.

On top of that, since they even called me, a newcomer, as a filler, it likely wouldn't be a very difficult Darkness.

In short, it was overtime, but with good pay and an easy job!

"They need to fill a spot, and since they saw you in a good light yesterday, they probably want to take you along once. Go on!"

"......."

'I have no excuse...'

I could never say words like 'I couldn't sleep because I was scared, so I want to rest a bit' even if my mouth were torn.

'A Field Exploration employee who says something like that when a lot of points are on the line in a relatively safe situation? That's too suspicious...!'

Unless I wanted to be certified as a coward and sent to the Cleanup team, I had to keep my mouth shut.

And so, I forced my unmoving feet to move toward the 15th floor...

"How wonderful, the spirit of a newcomer!"

It feels more like defeat than spirit.

I tried not to trudge as I moved to the elevator.

And when the doors opened as I arrived at the 15th floor, the top floor for the Field Exploration team.

I was a bit surprised.

"...!"

There were no packed desktops or partitions commonly seen in offices.

Instead, I saw a luxurious reception room that looked like it belonged in a hotel. And beyond that, I could see individual spaces separated by opaque glass.

They were all private offices with the names of each individual employee on them.

'My god.'

One room per person.

It was a benefit you'd expect to see in an executive's office.

'Is it a kind of motivation?'

It seemed that if you became part of an Elite Squad in the Field Exploration team, you could use personal spaces like this.

'It's an office worker's dream, but...'

Just then, a familiar face walked out of the glass door right next to me.

The boss who was already wearing the Butterfly Mask.

"Good morning, Assistant Manager Jin."

"Yeah."

Team A's Assistant Manager Jin looked a bit more human than when I saw her in the ghost story.

"The Team Leader said he wanted to see you one more time."

And from the larger office opposite, the Team A Leader walked out holding a cup of coffee.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"Manager, good morning."

With a genial and friendly face, the middle-aged Team A Leader smiled and patted my shoulder.

He was acting as if he had never glared at Team Leader Lee Jaheon as if he wanted to kill him at the theme park.

"Assistant Manager Jin isn't the type to praise people, but it seems she saw our Mr. Roe Deer in a very good light. I've heard many good things."

That much...?

"So I decided to call you today. It's the first time Assistant Manager Jin has kept saying someone is so good, so good."

I reflexively looked back at the Team A Assistant Manager.

The assistant manager wearing the Butterfly Mask snorted and smiled.

"I just reported the facts."

"Aw, there she goes again."

The boss wearing the Butterfly Mask frowned when our eyes met, but her voice remained softened.

"Why? You did do well."

"...Thank you."

"Yeah. Do well today too."

"Oh my, how harmonious the young people are."

The Team A Leader, who had been watching the scene with a chuckle, put on the Mallard Mask.

"Welcome to Team A, Kim Soleum."

"......."

"Well then, let's get to work."

To be honest, I was a bit curious too.

'Do Elite Squads have a different conquest method?'

I had expectations that the work process of the Field Exploration team itself might be different!

Wouldn't it be different from general teams that abruptly receive tasks on the day, read the manual, and roll around in the Darkness!

And it was indeed different.

"Collector check, recording device check, mask check, equipment check, basic supplies check completed. 'Identification Code Qterw-C-402' entry time 31 minutes before 11:00, declaring completion of readiness status check as of this time."

Mmm... it's intense.

The atmosphere was entirely different from Team D, who would sit around on sofas for a briefing, with the team leader cracking jokes no one understood before trudging into the Darkness.

Even though they only had two people since one had died, the hierarchy and manual were clearly established.

The fact that they made me do the supply check briefing as soon as I entered showed that.

"...That is all."

"Good. Now let's go in."

"Yes."

Whether I was a temporary filler or whatever, I absolutely had to do the work of the lowest-ranking position in this team.

'Come to think of it, that Assistant Manager Jin probably doesn't have an easy personality, but she was using formal language with the Team Leader according to the FM...'

Right. I would have had to go through a team like this eventually anyway.

It didn't seem bad to have this kind of experience beforehand.

'I just need to not get caught being a coward...'

If I only knew where the ghost story we were entering today was, I could at least prepare myself mentally.

The Team A Leader spoke to me while holding the manual.

"Ah, Soleum, you haven't read the manual, have you?"

"Yes."

Trying to think positively, I politely held out both hands to the Team Leader.

Just before the manual paper for the Darkness we were about to enter was assigned to me.

The Team A Leader's hand stopped.

......?

"That's right. Soleum, how about you go in without this and experience it for yourself?"

Pardon?

"I heard that deducing without a manual is your specialty."

I snapped my head up.

I could see the lower half of the Team A Leader's face smiling under the Mallard Mask.

"I'll give it to you if it looks dangerous. Got it?"

"......."

That... didn't mean he'd give it to me if I asked for it.

'It means he'll judge for himself whether it's dangerous or not.'

It meant he might not give it to me until I died.

"......."

They knew everything, and they wanted me to enter the ghost story knowing nothing?

"Then shall we go in? Ah, I'm going to have fun working after a long time~"

Wait. Is this by any chance...

'Workplace bullying?'

It's so typical it feels like a joke. My head is spinning.

But a Team Manager from another team I first met yesterday had no reason to... ah.

'......Lee Jaheon!!'

Is he picking on me, a newcomer to that team, because our Team Manager, Section Chief Lizard, got on his bad side?

Am I being targeted along with him!

Chapter 28

…Now that I’m being deployed into a ghost story with Team A, let’s go over the points I need to observe.

Conditions

1. Must not get caught being a scaredy-cat.

2. Must not get caught already knowing the strategies.

3. Must survive workplace harassment from the uncooperative Team Leader.

‘I’d rather you just kill me.’

Since joining the company, I think I’ve said this to myself more than anything else.

But it can’t be helped.

This is my first time entering a ghost story with a boss who’s practically praying for my downfall!

‘Every day is a fresh new hell….’

And the other one is a workaholic boss whose personality would see me shoved into the cleanup team the moment he realizes I’m a scaredy-cat….

In short, I’ve entered a ghost story with only the people who would hinder my survival.

‘Is the only answer to stubbornly gather Points and use a Wish Ticket to escape this place?’

On top of that, the ghost story we just entered was making me break into a cold sweat and confusing the hell out of me.

“What do you think of the space?”

“…It looks like… an abandoned factory.”

A dark, abandoned factory smelling of oil.

Do you have any idea how many ghost stories featuring abandoned factories there are in the <Dark Exploration Record>?? There are at least dozens.

Plus, there are probably even more ghost stories where the space changes randomly and includes an abandoned factory!

I intended to quickly input the Identification Code and run a search in the <Dark Exploration Record> as soon as I was separated from the two from Team A, but they weren’t giving me a single moment to be alone.

‘They’re, they’re staring at me like they’re surveilling me.’

As if waiting for me to make a mistake, the two bosses from Team A were glancing at me while slowly moving their feet….

A cold sweat broke out.

‘There really isn’t a single cooperative companion….’

-Friend?

“…!”

-Oh! Another location. Hmm, it doesn’t look like a very suitable place for filming! This mange-ridden, donkey-like filth! Don’t you agree?

I quickly looked down.

The voice was coming from the key ring in my pocket, the ‘Good Friend.’

Braun!

‘He was here, a cooperative ally!’

Wa-wait. But with the two Team A bosses right next to us, if you speak out loud like that…

-Oh dear, are you worried our precious friendship might be disturbed? No problem! Those who are not friends are not worthy of hearing my words!

Phew.

Does that mean other people can’t hear him?

‘Come to think of it, there was a record stating that among the “Good Friends,” there was one that only spoke to its owner.’

And did it say it could keenly read the other person’s mood or surface thoughts?

Feeling a bit relieved, I patted my pocket.

-Haha, that tickles a bit!

I could cry.

The fact that a monster inside a ghost story is my only source of comfort….

“Team Leader. I see a door over there.”

“So it seems. Soleum, why don’t you open it.”

“…….”

“Soleum?”

“Yes.”

I immediately walked toward the rusted door in front of me, swallowing a scream.

To designate me without even giving me a Manual, they have no intention of hiding the workplace harassment at all!

-Oh my… Mr. Roe Deer, you seem to be struggling for some reason. Is it a matter of physical strength?

Shake, shake.

I shook my head slightly, just enough not to be noticed.

-Then a matter of the filthy environment?

Shake, shake.

-Aha, in that case, it seems your companions don’t suit you very well!

That’s true.

It’s really hard. This filthy Ghost Story Worldview, and the workplace harassment….

-Bad people who bully my friend?

Nod, nod, nod, nod, nod.

-Oh, I see. Sometimes there are opponents who just don’t match, like the same poles of a magnet! Let’s encourage ourselves and move forward, Friend!

My stomach started to ache.

‘I even have to balance things so the plush doll doesn’t go on a rampage.’

Is this right?

Suffering between fear and stomach pain, I barely managed to grab the handle of the iron door without trembling.

Screeeeeak.

As the rusted iron door opened, what was revealed was… the factory’s work area.

It was filled with dusty cans and boxes, as if operation had ceased. Rotten contents leaked through a cracked can of beef.

But there was something more intense.

The smell of iron piercing the nose.

And… a single corpse collapsed on the floor.

“…….”

Wa-wait a second.

“Did you see? There’s a corpse over there.”

“…Yes.”

“Soleum, go search it.”

“Yes.”

Aaaaah!!

The only reason I didn’t collapse on the floor and wail was because the warmth of the key ring doll was providing comfort, and I’ve never felt so pathetic in my life.

‘Abandoned factory… corpse, abandoned factory, corpse….’

I scoured the <Dark Exploration Record> wiki in my head and approached the corpse, barely managing not to scream.

The corpse was lying face down on a rail, wearing a suit.

It was an adult male bleeding from the back of his head.

Perhaps because he was around my age and wearing a suit, he looked familiar for some reason.

‘I’m going crazy.’

There’s no way I can touch it directly…! Without even taking a breath, I summoned my Exclusive Equipment all at once and levitated my hands in the air to check the corpse here and there.

It was a very, very good thing that this only transmits pain and not the sense of touch.

“…Male in his late 170s to early 180s in height, wearing a suit, and the bleeding is only from the back of the head. It looks like he was struck by something over 10cm in diameter.”

“Hmm. Not bad. Now flip him over.”

“Yes.”

Kim Soleum will remember this….

Glaring at the Team A Leader with all my might internally, I held back my nausea and barely managed to flip the corpse over.

The front, with its eyes closed, is revealed.

That was….

My own face, covered in blood.

“…….”

Fck, fck!!

Ah, these damn ghost stories, seriously!!

“Oh, he looks exactly like Soleum. Is it a trap?”

“Team Leader, perhaps it’s time to give him at least a basic Manual….”

“Ah, right. I suppose so?”

The Team A Leader looked at me as if gauging something, then slowly opened his mouth as if granting a favor.

“Soleum, this place is inside a story.”

“…….”

“Move forward thinking that you’ve entered a novel or a movie.”

I already know that.

The moment I saw my corpse, I realized.

What kind of Darkness this was.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[The Day I Died]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.’s Identification Code is Qterw-C-402.

A ghost story where one is dragged into an unsuccessful thriller/mystery story and becomes a victim.

The first witness will always discover their own already-sacrificed corpse.

Exploration has been recorded up to 25 times.

==========

It’s a ghost story perfectly suited for causing a mental breakdown.

‘This is… a potato, it’s a potato.’

While brainwashing myself as much as possible, I tried to look away from the corpse-shaped thing….

“Don’t use the Exclusive Equipment and check it yourself. Look over every nook and cranny in detail….”

Are you kidding me?

“I cannot.”

I replied without even taking a breath.

The eyes behind the Mallard Mask narrowed.

“…Hmm?”

O-oh no.

Talking back to a boss who already dislikes me in a workplace harassment situation?

‘I-I have to fix this!’

Once again, I naturally added more words following my instincts.

……A repertoire that had already been tested and verified once before.

“There is a way to escape faster.”

Again.

It’s going in this direction again…!

A working condition has been added.

Conditions

1. Must not get caught being a scaredy-cat.

2. Must not get caught already knowing the strategies.

3. Must survive workplace harassment from the uncooperative Team Leader.

4. Must perform a time attack. (new!)

…Still, the good thing was that thanks to seeing my own corpse, I found out exactly what kind of ghost story this was.

‘And the standard strategy for this ghost story is… this.’

==========

Success if the story is reconstructed so that the victim does not die.

==========

In this ghost story, the further you explore the space, the further back in time you go.

So normally, you would have to go around investigating this entire factory and deduce the process one by one to find out exactly why ‘my corpse’ died.

==========

If the story is not changed within the time limit, the victim’s death is confirmed.

==========

Chased by time like that, you’d have to spend half a day on a blood-drying and desperate pursuit to avoid the fate of a confirmed kill, but….

‘Hmm. My stomach will dissolve before then.’

My digestive system won’t be able to handle it.

If there isn’t a shortcut, I have to make one. Help me, Exploration Records!

If it’s been recorded 25 times, there will definitely be strange and irregular records written by creators who wanted to break out of a rut. Something I can use as a hint!

I flipped through the records in my head.

‘Let’s see, is there a unique experience record worth referencing…….’

==========

Exploration Record #21

Assistant Manager Han Soeun and 2 others deployed.

The employees immediately realized what kind of work it was right after entering a Darkness in the form of an abandoned mountain cabin.

It was a certain movie that had failed miserably at the box office but became famous as an internet meme and a laughingstock.

Reactions such as contemptuous ridicule, meme-following, laughter, and derogatory spoilers followed.

Result: The space suddenly collapsed and moved to another work (subsequent record: Exploration Record #22). Testimony that the sound of crying was heard.

Goodness, is it some kind of ghost of failed directors? Even having a weak psyche is a perfect resemblance.

-Researcher Kwak Jekang

==========

Oh.

“…Manager, Assistant manager, could you give me 10 minutes?”

“Hmm, alright.”

First, let’s not give the bosses any room to step in.

Since I don’t know what kind of interference might come from workplace harassment, even if it’s petty and dirty, I have to do it myself…….

‘……I have to do it quickly before I vomit and scream.’

Using the Exclusive Equipment, I quickly re-checked the shape of the sunken area (aaaaaaah) on the back of the sticky corpse’s head. And I also checked the corpse’s footprints and the surrounding bloodstains….

“Why use the Exclusive Equipment when you have hands?”

“That’s because if I grab it directly with my hands, the evidence might be damaged. I thought it was correct to do this for the preservation of the scene.”

I didn't know I had a talent for rapid-fire rapping.

“Evidence? You’re talking like it’s a mystery novel.”

“It’s not quite a deduction, just a simple guess. And….”

I stood up.

“I found it.”

“Eh?”

“The answer.”

I immediately searched the surroundings. Of course, remotely using the Exclusive Equipment.

Let’s see.

In a place cleverly hidden by shadows but not completely obscured, where one’s gaze might inadvertently pass over….

‘Found it.’

I pulled out a cylindrical object from a musty corner under a shelf.

“That’s… a tin can?”

“Yes.”

“Hmm, there are tin cans scattered everywhere here?”

Right. Because this place looks like an abandoned canning factory.

But there is a difference.

The can I picked up had bloodstains on a slightly crumpled corner.

It’s just like the ‘it was right under your nose’ cliché.

-Ho-ho, Mr. Roe Deer! If this were a mystery play, that would be decisive evidence. It perfectly matches the shape and mark of the wound on the head.

Exactly.

“This is a similar size to the groove carved into the trauma on the back of the head.”

-Ah, how typical. A common object in the background that was inadvertently overlooked was the murder weapon! It’s a very story-like structure….

Yes, yes.

Anyway, the Team A Assistant manager also nodded, seemingly convinced immediately.

“Then I guess that’s the murder weapon….”

Thud.

I dropped the ‘murder weapon’ candidate can on the floor.

And crushed it violently with a kick.

“…??”

“…????”

-?!??!

“Ah.”

I tilted my head.

“There’s no way a human’s occipital region would be destroyed with this kind of strength… Hmm. This is strange. It doesn't make sense.”

Rattle.

At that moment, the space shook minutely.

-But no matter how you look at it, it seems like he was struck with a tin can!

That’s what I’m saying.

I nodded as if I had just realized something.

“Ah… this can is aluminum.”

“What about it?”

“Usually, tin cans are made of steel.”

I frowned.

“Why a tin can made of aluminum, which you’d only use for soda cans…. Hmm, could it be….”

-This is exciting….

I intentionally paused for a beat before speaking.

“Is it a research failure?”

Cr-crack.

At that moment, the tin cans around me began to tremble faintly.

But I continued my monologue, ignoring it.

“I suppose that could happen. Since you come across soda cans relatively more often than tin cans, you might inadvertently think of a soda can and accidentally label the material as aluminum….”

-Ho-ho….

However.

I stopped talking and let out a hollow laugh.

“No way, surely not.”

“…Soleum?”

“This is something anyone could find with a single search, so they wouldn't have made the story so sloppily. The core of the mystery genre is the trick, so they couldn't be that stupid.”

-Hahaha!

“Come to think of it, isn't a murder happening with a tin can in a tin can factory such a cliché structure?”

I was being a bit sincere here.

“There’s no freshness or plot twist… There’s no way an author would have written this as a trick in their own way. Not if they were a creator with any sense.”

-Oh, I agree!

The space began to shake violently.

“Honestly, it’s so pathetic that….”

I concluded in a nonchalant tone.

“Even an amateur wouldn't write like this these days.”

Thump.

After a silence.

Pop-pop-pop-pop-pop!!

Tin cans began to explode all over the place.

“Wha-what?!”

The space hit by the tin cans melted away as if shedding streams of tears.

And then it disappeared.

Finally, just before everything vanished, a sorrowful sound of someone screaming and sobbing echoed….

And the next moment,

We were standing in the luxurious reception room on the 15th floor of that company.

While covered in the contents of the tin cans.

“…….”

“…….”

“We’re… out.”

The Team A Leader lost his composure for the first time and stammered.

“The Darkness let us out, …why?”

I silently replied while wiping the scraps of exploded canned beef off my face.

“It had a mental breakdown.”

After escaping from the ghost story where my corpse was.

After washing up in the shower room attached to the office and thoroughly removing the canned beef contents that had covered my whole body, we gathered in the reception room again.

“Truly… the rumors that you pride yourself on quick clears without a Manual were true.”

“You flatter me.”

“This isn’t the time to be humble, Soleum.”

The Team A Leader, who had checked that the yellow liquid was filling the Dream Collector normally, looked back at me.

I could see admiration in those eyes.

“How did you derive this result?”

Yes. I knew you would ask this question.

I put my hands behind my back and took the posture of a well-prepared presenter.

It’s a defense against the boss’s workplace harassment flaring up again to find fault.

“I went through a standard reasoning process.”

“Hmm.”

“First… seeing as I was repeatedly made to observe the corpse and look around, I guessed that the corpse would be the key to escape.”

Of course, he probably just did it to harass me, but isn’t everything down to how you word it?

“And since you said this was a story, it must be a movie or novel about someone becoming a corpse… in other words, a murder case. In that case, I guessed that the standard clearing method would be to prevent my death.”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“But that takes too much time.”

“…?!”

“Since you went to the trouble of calling me, I wanted to resolve it within the morning if possible.”

The Team A Leader is looking at me with an expression that says, ‘What kind of crazy talk is this, rookie?’

But Manager, you said a nutcase is better than a scaredy-cat!

“So I looked for a shortcut.”

“How?”

“Because there were hints.”

I looked back at the two of them.

“I’m talking about the actions of you two.”

“…!”

“The two of you have read the Manual. So you kept giving me clues through your actions.”

Just like how you pushed me to observe the corpse.

‘If those were intentional hints, there were also hints given unintentionally.’

I recalled the most decisive part.

-So it seems. Soleum, why don’t you open it.

-Soleum?

“Even though we entered the Darkness, you called me by my real name.”

“…!”

Normally, it is a firm recommendation within a ghost story not to call each other by real names but by nicknames taken from the masks.

Because it can be used in a bad way.

However, the Team A Leader called me ‘Soleum’ instead of ‘Roe Deer.’

If someone who is much more of a veteran and part of the Elite Squad did that, there is only one reason.

He already knew that it was okay to do so.

“That means there is no intelligent being in this Darkness that could harm me upon hearing my real name.”

It also meant that there was no other supernatural interference other than my already-occurred death.

After providing that additional explanation, I continued.

“So my range of movement widened… and in that case, I thought it might be better to be a bit more aggressive and attack and dismantle the story itself.”

“…??”

“You thought… of that?”

“Yes. After all, a story is meaningless if its foundation collapses.”

I nodded.

“So, I attacked the plausibility to make the story crumble and escaped. That is all.”

“…….”

“…….”

The superiors’ faces were somehow blank.

“…You inferred such, such things from not just the surrounding environment, but from our conversation and actions...?”

“That is correct.”

No, I didn't.

Actually, I benchmarked the Exploration Records.

A sudden collapse of space and movement to another work (subsequent record: Exploration Records #22). Testimony that the sound of crying was heard.

Wasn't the work reconstructed because their mental state shattered just from mocking a work that had become a meme?

In that case, I thought that if I thoroughly pointed out factual inconsistencies and trampled on their pride as a creator, the new work and everything else would vanish.

‘And it worked.’

Yay.

But the Team A Leader looked at me and slowly spoke.

“You make it sound… very easy, Soleum.”

Gasp.

“Th—that, of course, is not the standard method. You could call it a shortcut.”

Did I offend him?

I hurriedly laid the groundwork. Then I bowed my head as if in reflection.

This should look real enough, right?

“Still, I will humbly accept any reprimand.”

Yes. Please just curse me out and be done with it.

I quietly waited for Workplace Harassment Mark 2.

But…….

Clap, clap, clap….

I heard the sound of applause.

When I looked up, I saw the Team A Leader, who had taken off his Mallard Mask, his eyes sparkling with surprise and satisfaction.

“Follow the rules and orders. But use any means or methods necessary.”

Excuse me?

“Very good. That’s exactly the kind of talent we’re looking for.”

Me?

“Soleum. You passed.”

“What—”

“There’s an empty spot in Team A, isn’t there?”

At that moment, I realized.

‘Ah.’

This wasn’t workplace harassment.

It had been a test.

“Soleum, you should fill that spot officially.”

“…!!”

Oh my god.

This was a recruitment for Team A!

Chapter 29

A rookie scouted for the Elite Squad after only a month on the job.

It sounds like some clickbait title for a self-help book.

But it was actually happening right now.

‘What on earth is going on?’

Me, in Team A?

“Let’s see, Soleum went to Team D last month, right?”

“Yes. For now, let’s contact HR to process it as a secondment and then handle the formal appointment in five months.”

“Right. Assistant Manager Jin. Then….”

The Team A Leader looked at me and smiled with satisfaction.

“For starters, Soleum needs to be promoted to Junior Manager immediately.”

“…….”

“The official notice will probably be posted within next week.”

Good grief.

“Even though this company doesn't care much about seniority, there is a minimum threshold, you know? This is an incredibly unprecedented treatment.”

Of course it is!

You're even taking care of my promotion? Is the team's influence in the company that strong?

No, that’s not it.

To be precise, to enter the Elite Squad, a regular employee would normally have to go through a vetting process by working for the duration of one or two promotion cycles.

So, by custom, it means that to join the Elite Squad, one must at least reach the rank of Junior Manager at the very earliest.

Since I have to be a Junior Manager for them to put me in Team A, they’ve calculated that the higher-ups will naturally promote me.

‘Team A originally only took people from Assistant Manager rank and up….’

It really is unprecedented treatment.

But why?

Why make such an offer to me all of a sudden…?

Ah.

The moment I saw the Team A Leader’s face, which looked extremely satisfied, it hit me like a bolt of lightning.

‘I only picked the right answers today!’

Because I misunderstood it as workplace bullying, I was too cautious and overexerted myself!

The image of someone who doesn't grumble at unfair instructions and actively squeezes out all sorts of ideas within the guides set by superiors to produce results.

A rookie who says "yes, yes" without an ego while trying to demonstrate creativity!

I was exactly the kind of talent a boss would want….

“Soleum? You can head out now. The official notice might go up as early as next week, so be mentally prepared.”

“…….”

No.

‘This is a tragedy.’

I… I’m the kind of person who should never go to Team A!

‘The procedures there are too strict.’

If I worked there, where I could only do exactly as I was told, there was a ninety percent chance a moment would come when I wouldn't be able to hide my identity as a coward.

‘Then the Wish Ticket gets further away, and my survival rate will plummet.’

I’ll really die.

My mouth clamped shut at the spine-chilling thought.

“…….”

“Hey, wait a minute.”

Assistant Manager Jin spoke as if she couldn't believe her eyes.

“Are you… actually hesitating?”

I slowly lowered my head.

“Why? No, are you sane? Is it because of those meat shields in the Cleanup team? Even if we don't take them….”

“Assistant Manager Jin, hold on.”

The Team A Leader stopped Assistant Manager Jin and spoke to me with a gentle expression.

“It’s only been a month since you joined, so you must be worried after receiving such a great offer so suddenly, right? That’s understandable.”

“…….”

“But you should know that a wise person knows how to boldly seize an opportunity to succeed in society.”

The problem is that it's a trap, not an opportunity!

‘Wow, what do I do?’

How can I get out of this without offending that old-school boss as much as possible?

If I reject this the wrong way, I feel like I'll end up on his bad side.

The workplace bullying I was worried about might actually start.

‘I don't see a way out….’

It was at that moment.

Ding.

It was the sound of the elevator arriving.

Soon the doors opened, and a familiar person—no, a lizard—appeared.

‘Manager!’

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who was said to have been called by the Team leader, showed up.

The lizard’s vertical pupils met the Team A Leader’s gaze.

“…Section Chief Lee Jaheon.”

“Section Chief Baek Seok-ju.”

Lee Jaheon looked at the Team A Leader with a blunt gaze.

“They told me to apologize to you. I’m sorry.”

“…….”

The Team A Leader… was clearly holding back a string of curses.

“Ha… no, forget it. Only I get worked up. Only me.”

“?”

“I said forget it. Anyway, I just scouted someone to fill our vacancy.”

The Team A Leader shook his hand dismissively and tapped my shoulder with one hand.

Gasp.

“Look, this is the employee who will be the youngest in our team.”

It was quite a shocking declaration in its own way, but….

“I see.”

The Lizard nodded.

“It is true that Team A has better working conditions.”

“…….”

Manager, couldn't you at least act a little disappointed so I can find an escape route…?

Fine, there’s nothing else I can do.

‘I’ll do it myself!’

I purposely looked back and forth between the two managers as if flustered, then bowed my head deeply toward the Team A Leader.

‘First….’

From what I’ve seen of the Team A Leader’s personality so far….

‘He’s a stickler for rules and principles.’

He divides work precisely according to rank, is greatly annoyed by insubordination, and cherishes his own people.

Judging by how he scouted me after only a month, he sometimes takes bold risks, but it’s always within the lines he’s drawn.

‘He’s the type who can’t stand someone talking back.’

In other words, he had the vibe of a typical elite middle manager in a hierarchical conglomerate.

‘If that’s the case….’

I lowered my head further.

“Manager, thank you so much for looking at a rookie like me so favorably and giving me such an undeserved offer.”

“Ahem.”

“However… I still lack experience. As a new employee, I believe I should work like one and build the basic capabilities and knowledge required of a staff member.”

The Team A Leader, who was staring at me, spoke.

“…Soleum, do you happen to know what the base salary table for the Elite Squad starts at?”

I don’t.

“It’s eighty million.”

“……!”

“Once hazard pay starts being added, the annual take-home pay usually starts from 150 million won.”

My goodness.

“And I'm going to list you as a major contributor for the C-Class Ghost Story you cleared today. You cleared it in an instant using a new method, didn't you?”

I-I did?

“But it’s a method that other people might actually try to use. Do you know what that means?”

What does it mean?

“It means the Manual could be completely revised.”

“…….”

“Yes. Not just an addition, but a revision.”

The Team A Leader smiled gently.

“And when a Manual is revised, a bonus is paid out.”

“…!”

“It’s quite a large amount. That’s why the higher-ups don't like to process things as revisions… but the Elite Squad is an exception here.”

Ah.

“Things go much easier and faster if you're in Team A. You could call it a difference in credibility.”

“…….”

“Let’s see… the bonus for a C-class Manual revision.”

The Team A Leader paused as if performing for effect, then spoke.

“It’s 50 million won.”

“……!!”

“Just for today’s work, your additional bonus alone is 50 million.”

50 million won.

“Do you really want to throw away the opportunity to keep earning like this?”

Wow.

As if.

‘But I can't die just to make money…….’

I’m literally tearing up. This is driving me crazy.

‘Repeat it. Money in this world is no different from game currency to me. Game currency, game currency…!’

Yes!

I let my eyes shine with as much soulful longing as possible.

And then I started talking nonsense.

“I believe that honing my skills and value is more important than immediate money.”

This is insane.

‘The reason for honing skills and value is to get paid more, so why am I kicking the money away?’

However, my mouth was babbling away in a way that perfectly fit the perspective of a kkondae executive from thirty years ago.

“Our ancestors said that one should even pay to experience hardships while young, and while I don't completely agree with that, I believe there's a definite reason why that saying exists.”

Team A's Assistant Manager Jin looked at me like I was a crazy person.

But it seems to have reached the heart of the top boss.

“Hmm.”

The Team A Leader seemed lost in thought.

He looked at me with narrowed eyes, then nodded with a sigh.

“Fine. Well, if that’s how you feel… there’s nothing I can do.”

Yesss!

“I thought you were a smart friend, Mr. Roe Deer, but you're more foolish than I expected. Sigh. How are you going to survive in this harsh world?”

It worked.

His voice sounded like a reprimand, but from his perspective, these were actually words of praise!

…Of course, he had to get one last dig in.

“It’s good to work hard. But being too naive isn't good for corporate life either.”

Yes, yes.

“If I were to give you one piece of advice… you don't do corporate life out of sentimentality. You have to be careful about that. Especially becoming unilaterally attached to someone you can't communicate with.”

The Team A Leader’s expression twisted as he glared at a specific someone.

“Don't do it, it's not good.”

“…I, yes.”

You want to say the Lizard manager is a stubborn sociopath. I understand perfectly….

“Did you hear me clearly, Section Chief Lee Jaheon?”

“? Yes.”

The lizard replied as if he was being told something obvious.

“I heard you clearly.”

“…….”

“…….”

You can stop giving me that ‘can you believe this guy?’ look, Team A Leader….

“Anyway.”

The Team A Leader took a deep breath and wrapped up the conversation.

“Good work today. Get home safe.”

“…! Yes!!”

It was a declaration of liberation.

“Thank you. Then, I’ll take my leave.”

Uwaaaah, I can finally escape…!

I hurriedly pressed the elevator button.

Team A's Assistant Manager Jin quickly approached and whispered.

“You idiot. You’re going to regret this.”

“…….”

“Team D’s manager hasn't even touched a Wish Ticket yet. Our Team Leader is someone who has already received a Wish Ticket once.”

It’s okay. I know that lizard makes it all the way to Team Leader.

Since I couldn't say that, I decided to flatter her instead.

“I think you’ll be getting one soon too, Assistant Manager.”

“What?”

“I’ll ask you then, Assistant Manager.”

“…….”

Assistant Manager Jin seemed flustered for a moment, but soon snorted.

“Well, you do have some judgment.”

“You’ll answer me, right?”

“Fine.”

It was just a verbal promise, but although her personality was nast—ahem, rough—she didn't seem like the type to lie or change her word.

“Manager, Assistant Manager. Thank you so much for today.”

“Right. Get home safe.”

After bowing repeatedly, I pressed the elevator and hopped in before they could catch me again.

Then, before I knew it, the lizard had hopped into the elevator with me.

Did you really just come here to spit out that one soul-less apology….

—Going down….

As the elevator carrying the two of us descended in silence.

Unexpectedly, Section Chief Lizard spoke up.

“Kim Soleum.”

“Yes?”

“Is there something you want from Team D?”

Huh.

“……Are you asking based on the assumption that there must be something else I want since I chose to stay in Team D even though I could go to Team A?”

“Yes.”

Good grief.

I ruffled the back of my hair a few times and answered with a sigh.

“There's nothing like that, Manager.”

“?”

“I didn't decide to stay because of any benefit.”

I stayed to survive!

The lizard narrowed his vertical pupils as if puzzled.

“Remaining in a regular team instead of the Elite Squad is a loss in terms of Points. There will be a difference in the speed at which you receive a Wish Ticket.”

“Maybe so.”

I shrugged.

“But even if it’s true that I need a Wish Ticket, living until I get that ticket is also my life.”

“…….”

“In the meantime, I wanted to be in a place where I can work with a more joyful heart.”

I don't want to work every moment in terror of when I'll be caught being a coward, man….

“…I see.”

The lizard fell silent.

Now to descend quietly….

“Kim Soleum, what is your wish?”

He’s being quite talkative today.

“…Are you asking what I want to wish for if I get a Wish Ticket?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’d like to hear your wish first, Manager.”

It was a polite way of asking why he was prying.

But the lizard stared into space with his vertical eyes wide open.

He seemed to be thinking deeply.

Then, he spoke.

“It is not my wish.”

“Pardon?”

“I am working against my will.”

Information I never would have imagined came out.

I turned to look at him reflexively.

Scales glinted on the head of the non-human lizard….

“…May I ask whose will it is?”

“You may not.”

Ah, yes.

I wasn't particularly offended. I knew he was that kind of lizard.

‘He has his reasons.’

Anyway, since he answered me, I guess I should say something too.

I hesitated and then chose my words.

“I… want to go home.”

Actually, Section Chief Lee Jaheon could have asked a ton of follow-up questions to this answer.

What kind of home, why is going home your wish, is your family ruined, did someone pass away, is it a metaphorical home… and so on.

And Lee Jaheon opened his mouth and said this:

“I see.”

That was it.

In the silence, the elevator descended peacefully.

“…….”

I admit it now.

In a sense, the Lizard Manager was quite a comfortable conversation partner.

Surprisingly so.

I returned to the employee dormitory.

[Be careful of the serial killer]

After sending a kind disaster notification text to Baek Saheon today as well, I lay down.

‘It was another eventful day….’

At this rate, I feel like my lifespan will be cut in half. My heart can't take much more.

Still, I can't deny there were significant gains today.

Extra Points, connections with Elite Squad bosses.

And even a bonus.

“…50 million won, was it?”

I wonder when it’ll be deposited.

I said it was game currency and all, but if I think about it coldly, because it's game currency, there are even more places to spend it.

I need it to strengthen my stats.

‘It’s true that I wish I had more cash.’

I'm starting to think I should buy new items from the Alien Shop soon.

Since unexpected situations keep happening, I was in a hurry.

Armor, especially equipment or items related to mental defense, are things I definitely want to have.

‘There were also special items that appear when you become a VIP at the Alien Shop….’

Still, thinking about the money I earned today, my mouth shut.

50 million won.

“…Ha.”

To think that this is the extra bonus legally deposited into an employee’s bank account by the company.

It feels like my sense of money is becoming paralyzed.

Even more so because it feels insufficient to obtain enough items.

“Is there anywhere else I can get money from….”

Vrrrrt!

The Smartphone vibrated and popped up a new notification.

‘Could it be Baek Saheon?’

It wasn't.

Surprisingly, someone had invited me to a new open chat room.

“…?!”

[K.LEE]

It was an English name with a profile picture of a sunny Hawaii beach.

What is this suspicious situation….

[K.LEE: Oh hello, Mr. Employee ㅋㅋㅋ]

[K.LEE: Do you happen to need a lot of money?]

“…??”

Who are you?

Chapter 30

The moment I thought about needing a large sum of money, a message arrived from an unfamiliar profile asking if I needed money.

But this was inside a ghost story.

[K.LEE: Employee? ㅎㅎ]

It seemed like the wise choice would be to scream, block them, and leave the chat room, but….

‘It feels a bit too cliché, doesn’t it?’

Since I was inside a ghost story, let’s listen to some ghost-story-like advice.

I lowered the ‘Good Friend’ under the bed, turned off the lights, and summoned Braun using the usual shadow-casting method.

Except this time, I used a small flashlight I had bought on my way home.

-Oh, Friend!

Braun, who regained consciousness almost without delay this time, seemed quite amused as he recalled my escape method from the previous ghost story, and then immediately grasped the current situation.

A message from a stranger mentioning a large sum of money!

-How suspicious! But curiosity that doesn't overlook suspiciousness is the very virtue of a show, is it not?

-Of course, it would be even better if glittering gold followed!

The plush doll sounded like a dopamine addict, but seeing that reaction confirmed it wasn't a phenomenon related to a ghost story, so that was enough.

‘In that case.’

I sent a simple question to the chat room.

[Kim Soleum: Who are you?]

An answer came back immediately.

I actually thought there was a high probability of getting something like ‘ㅎㅎ Your friend~’, but...

Surprisingly, it was a proper introduction.

[K.LEE: I’m Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon from Group C ㅎㅎ]

“…!!”

‘Group C?’

It was the Elite Team again.

Why on earth are they contacting me… No, they’re revealing their identity and rank so readily?

[K.LEE: Employee, I heard you rejected the scout offer from Group A today!!! ㅋㅋㅋ]

Ack.

[K.LEE: Kkeu-u, your guts are insane! I’ve never seen such a capable rookie ㅋㅋ]

[K.LEE: You rejected them this time, but maybe I'll see you in another Elite Squad next year? Is someone finally coming out who takes the route to the Elite Team as soon as they become a Senior Staff? Just saying ㅋㅋ]

Are you wearing some kind of Exclusive Equipment that makes your typing faster…?

Sentences poured out like a bomb before I could even type a single character in response.

I finally came to my senses and sent one sentence.

[Kim Soleum: Yes, nice to meet you, Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon.]

[K.LEE: Eh, don't mention it. Let's say hi and grab a meal next time we run into each other at the company. I know a really good charcoal-grilled chicken rib place nearby! ㅎㅎ]

[K.LEE: Oops, I've been talking too much. Anyway, the purpose of contacting you today is!]

The atmosphere changed.

[K.LEE: Employee, you need a lot of money, right?]

“…….”

[K.LEE: Right about now is when you'd be wishing for a bit more money... Since the promising kids right before becoming Senior Staff try to find routes to get personal Items ㅋㅋ]

[K.LEE: I heard you already have Exclusive Equipment, Employee. Then you're probably looking for ways to get Items through word of mouth, right?]

I don't have anything like that.

‘I just went to the Alien Shopping Mall I already knew about….’

[K.LEE: All that stuff costs money ㅎㅎ]

[K.LEE: Don't waste your lack of money and time buying meals and drinks for Seonbaes for no reason, just listen to me ㅎㅎ]

Hmm.

[Kim Soleum: I'm very grateful for your words, but why are you telling me this?]

[K.LEE: Because I want to be friends? ㅎㅎ]

At least put some effort into your lie….

[K.LEE: Do you want to hear it? ㅎㅎ]

I contemplated for a moment.

-Oh my! Mr. Roe Deer, I can smell a cheap medicine peddler from those letters. He doesn't seem to be the kind of seed that would appear on a high-class professional channel.

-But… cheap things have their uses in their own way.

-If you coax him gently….

I typed.

[Kim Soleum: No.]

-…!?

[K.LEE: ???????]

[K.LEE: Ah, Employee, you’re good at joking ㅎㅎ As expected of the record-breaker for the fastest accumulated Points ㅎㅎ]

[Kim Soleum: I will just ask the Manager.]

[Kim Soleum: I hope you have a good night.]

[K.LEE: Wai-;]

[K.LEE: Hey, wait a minute]

[K.LEE: No, are you by any chance Section Chief Lee Jaheon's cousin? ;; Your personalities are identical]

I'd rather you just swear at me….

Anyway, since he didn't seem to know my personality well yet, this bluffing worked well.

The other person poured out messages in a hurry.

[K.LEE: Ah, I'm not taking money for this, so just listen, really, I don't make this kind of proposal often? ;; ㅠㅠ]

And then, KakaoTalk messages came in rapid succession.

[K.LEE: (Link)]

Along with a link to some internet page.

[K.LEE: If you need seed money or items, try going in. You can just designate me as the inviter, it's hawaiib53 <- you can put this in]

[K.LEE: You don't have to, but since I'm the one who introduced it to you, follow the voice of your conscience ㅋㅋㅋ Hey, you know what I mean? ㅎㅎㅎ]

[K.LEE: Keep it a secret from others! (Shy emoticon)]

‘…A template?’

No matter how I looked at it, it seemed like a copy-paste….

[K.LEE: Anyway, I’m the one who told you, okay?]

[K.LEE: Then, before I get caught by an audit, I'll be going. Have a happy shopping life ㅎㅎ]

[K.LEE has left the chat room.]

“…….”

‘If you were worried about getting caught by an audit, why did you even introduce yourself….’

Does he want to leave it as a debt of heart?

I erased the reply I was writing, which said, ‘What on earth is the site you sent?’

‘Seeing as he talked about shopping and such, it seems like a platform for buying goods.’

Opening up a route other than the Alien Shop wasn't bad.

Besides, the other person's expression was quite interesting.

‘Seed money.’

He makes it sound like I can earn quite a bit of money.

‘It's not an internal company gambling page, is it?’

Anyway, there was only one way to find out.

I ran a safety check on the link's authenticity just in case and then carefully accessed it.

The smartphone screen was dyed pitch black, and the letters that floated up were….

Salmon

“…??”

Like salmon swimming against the river current

We are those who swim against the crazy world

‘CyX World……?’

What on earth was this old-school sentimental phrase?

The text disappeared with an effect as if salmon were really swimming, and a new sentence appeared.

Membership possible (Referral required)

Hmm.

It was really suspicious (in many ways), but anyway, I put that employee as the referrer and made an account. I had to check it out anyway.

And as soon as I logged in, I realized it as I saw the page change.

Salmon Market

“This is a second-hand trading site.”

This was a site for buying and selling goods between individuals.

Except for the fact that they traded superstitious and bizarre items or information.

[Selling Mermaid Jerky (Genuine, Hannuri Jade appraisal included)]

[Looking for Blood Bath tile pieces, no discoloration X]

[$$Get reliable information on the location and frequency of the Misfortune Vending Machine$$]

[Selling efficacious protective talismans]

I roughly understood the situation as I clicked through.

So this was….

‘It’s full of pure scams.’

To someone who had read the <Dark Exploration Record>, it was just full of junk, meaningless props, or false information.

In short, it felt like an occult second-hand trading site that wasn't very professional (by industry standards).

I rubbed my forehead and said.

“Is this a place with more ordinary people than stakeholders?”

-Hmm. Originally, popularity inevitably brings about a decrease in professionalism! It takes a lot of effort and trouble to prevent that… but this place feels intentionally neglected.

-Enthusiasts without professionalism often buy even trivial things at high prices.

-It's like the psychology of tearing off pieces of the floor from a stage set where a star stepped!

No, that can be a souvenir and it's real, so that's possible.

The problem was that this place was crawling with fakes.

But even those showed traces of transactions completed at quite high prices.

“…….”

‘Right. The ghost phenomena haven't been officially recognized in this world view.’

The government, fearing social anomie, and corporations, wanting to keep trade secrets, are all keeping quiet while exploring ghost stories in secret.

But there must already be widespread civilian victims.

Since ominous rumors or personal experiences would be circulating secretly among ordinary people, it wasn't strange for a site like this to exist.

Furthermore, looking at the prices compared to the items being traded made me even more lightheaded.

‘A million won for one sheet….’

Something like a monthly rent deposit is flying back and forth.

I don't know if it's because it's a matter of survival, or if there's a Veblen effect even on occult items, but….

‘Could I sell something here too if I play my cards right?’

If that employee who introduced me was really an Assistant Manager of Elite Team Group C, it seemed that the employees working at ‘Daydream Inc.’ were secretly selling junk items or information through this place.

That actually bothered me more.

‘The moment I cross the line, I’ll definitely get caught in an audit….’

So, let's create a safety measure.

I logged out of my current account and created a new one.

The name, hmm…….

[Blue Friend]

-‘Friend’! Did you make it thinking of me? My, how touching!

I combined something that came to mind with something I saw, so I guess that's right.

And for the referral ID, I put the account I first made earlier.

“There.”

-Ho-oh. You're creating a new identity to avoid tracking!

Correct.

I intended to trade items that a <Daydream Inc.> employee wouldn't have, or things that might get me caught in an audit, with this account.

‘This way, hopefully, my purchases won't be traced.’

“Of course, I’ll leave some transaction history with the first account I made too.”

-To avoid suspicion. Excellent.

With the previous account, I planned to handle things that an ‘employee of Daydream Inc.’ would likely trade within a range that doesn't cross the line.

Now that the social life part was over, let's get to the main point.

What should I sell?

‘First of all… reselling things bought from the Alien Shop won't do.’

Look at the amateurishness of this site. It would cause a huge uproar.

Well, anyway, I'm already busy enough buying useful items from the Alien Shop, so I don't have the leisure to work on such price margins.

I scrolled through the Salmon Market in chronological order.

Is there anything that won't stand out too much, but I can make money by selling….

[Buying food derived from an Anomalous Phenomenon.]

Oh?

[Buying food derived from an Anomalous Phenomenon.]

For research use.

Prefer strong Anomalous Phenomena (Disaster Management Bureau Waveform Anomaly).

40.0

-This bastard's here again

-Ah, the food I'm seeking is the First Type Waveform, for 'research use'. (Adjusts glasses) ㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋㅋ

-Is this person a macro? It seems like it's posted every day

-Occult geek, please come out of your own world view. What the hell is a Disaster Management Bureau Waveform

Only a few comments of people's ridicule and teasing remained.

However….

‘…It’s real.’

<Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau>.

In the <Dark Exploration Record>, it was a government agency that served as one of the three major powers along with Daydream Inc.

My merchandise, the Memorial Pop Socket, was also an Item issued to civil servants by this agency.

‘And the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau classifies the risk level of ghost stories with Punishment (Punishment)….’’

The Waveform (Punishment Breaker) mentioned in this post was also an actual rank. In terms of Daydream Inc., it's slightly above Grade C.

This person was someone who actually ‘knew something’.

I stared at the page.

‘If they're a real stakeholder, there's a high probability they won't rip me off.’

Mentioning professional terms that a layperson wouldn't know without explanation in the post itself lowers the probability of a scam.

It was an element that increased transaction reliability.

Besides, look at the price.

40.0?

‘It’s forty million won.’

At this level, even if someone didn't know anything, they might try to contact them once, thinking they'd take a chance.

Sure enough, looking back at previous posts, there were already stories in the comments.

-Wow, still, it's forty million won.. Anyone contact them after seeing this?

└I actually contacted them thinking of selling, but they vanished after asking about the source a few times lol

└Everyone got left on read ㅋㅋ They're a roleplayer, don't bother with them lol

No, that's not it.

‘Hearing that, they must have been ignored because the ghost story wasn't Waveform rank or higher.’

But in my possession, there just happened to be an item that perfectly matched the preference.

Something suspicious, where I didn't even know what effect it had, and I couldn't even dare to consume it myself….

‘…I have it.’

Two bags of it, even.

<Blue Soda Churros>

A snack I received from the Blue Dragon Mascot at the theme park.

“…….”

-Ah, that filthy food!

Not exactly… filthy.

But you see.

‘A Good Friend needs military funds.’

The mascot will understand. Yes.

[Blue Friend: Hello, sir ^^ I can sell the food derived from an Anomalous Phenomenon you’re looking for!]

Message sent!

The next day.

‘It just happens to be the weekend.’

I ended up waiting for the meeting partner near Gwanghwamun Station.

In my hand was a box containing a bag of ‘Blue Soda Churros’ received from the mascot.

‘I… handled things well, right?’

I recalled the messages I exchanged with the buyer yesterday.

Almost immediately after I sent the message, a reply came.

[T: Exactly what kind of food is it?]

This was the branching point.

I had two choices.

To give trust with professional knowledge by showing that I knew everything about what the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau was and what the Waveform rank was.

Or….

[Blue Friend: It's like some kind of churros. Honestly, I'm not sure... ㅠㅠ I received it in a very strange situation.]

[Blue Friend: But I'm also scared to have it... and I really need the money. Could you check it and if it meets the conditions you want, just buy it from me.. would that be okay?]

To pretend not to know like this and just leave all the judgment to the other person.

And my choice worked well.

‘To be honest, the second thing I said was all true anyway.’

And I didn't feel like getting caught as an employee of <Daydream Inc.> anyway.

Anyway, that's why I came out to near Exit 5 of Gwanghwamun Station 7 minutes before the appointment time and was waiting for the other person.

‘If it feels strange, I'll run away immediately.’

As I was feeling nervous just in case, I saw a person looking around while coming from Cheonggye Plaza toward Exit 5.

‘Oh.’

It was a gaze that anyone could tell was someone who had come for a second-hand transaction.

The person, who was tall and wrapped their whole body in black clothes and even wore a mask, approached me when our eyes met and said.

“By any chance, Salmon….”

I nodded.

And immediately opened the box and held it out.

It was a sign for them to check.

“…….”

The other person quietly reached out.

They were wearing gloves on that hand too.

Their voice was quite young, but to think they would come all wrapped up so it was hard to deduce their identity.

‘I’m not one to talk, though.’

Actually, I was also in a state where I was wearing everything from a hat to glasses as much as possible.

I pulled down my hood and watched the other person's movements. If they tried to take it and run, I'd have to move first.

The prospective buyer scanned the top of the box with their gloved hand, then soon nodded and grabbed the box.

Hmm?

“It's the item I was looking for.”

And they held out a small drink box to me.

When they slightly opened the box, the inside filled with 50,000 won bills was briefly visible before it was closed again.

“…….”

The other person seemed to be looking at me as if asking what more I was waiting for.

It's a bit of a shame since I can't ask Braun….

‘First, do what needs to be done.’

I set the box down on the ground.

“…?”

After bowing my head to the other person, I took a notebook out of my pocket.

“…??”

And I flipped the page open to show it to the buyer.

[I do not know the effect of this food.]

[It wasn't dangerous to have it, but just in case, it might be better not to eat it.]

[You said you'd research it, but I wrote this just in case.]

“……!”

Although their expression wasn't visible, the other person seemed a bit flustered.

‘You might wonder what kind of performance this is all of a sudden….’

Sorry. I don't want my voice to be caught.

After bowing my head, I showed the last page, politely took the drink box, and ran for it.

[Have a nice day ^^]

“Good.”

After immediately depositing the cash I received, I returned home.

Whether it was because it was the weekend, Baek Saheon was already not in the company housing. Seeing him come and go, I wonder if he's going to his family home or something.

Anyway.

“Now it's time to access the Alien Shopping Mall.”

I brought the link back to life.

Chapter 31

-Alien Shopping Mall? That’s a name with a unique sense of style! Is that an on-line store as well?

Ah, I summoned Braun too.

He was moved that I had drawn the curtains to make it dark for him even during the day, and he was struck with emotion that I had finally sold those Mascot snacks.

‘He’s a Friend whose bar for being moved is quite low...’

In truth, I had received two bags of snacks from the Mascot; I hadn't sold one and was keeping it just in case.

Anyway, to answer the question….

“That’s right. You access it through the internet. You look at items through a screen that looks like a flyer.”

-Aha! Is that so?

Braun’s cheerful voice rang out.

-I’m looking forward to it. I wonder what the store my Friend frequents looks like….

<Cosmic shopping mall>

※Wonderful items from outer space※~!!

I look at the items

-…….

-…?!

-What on earth is this? This vulgar flyer doesn't show a single ounce of aesthetic sense.

Hmm….

“Isn’t utility more important than appearance?”

-Good heavens! Mr. Roe Deer, appearance is just as important a factor as the interior! It is primary visual effects that move a viewer's heart!

-Such an uninteresting, unshocking, and merely ugly flyer!

Right, right.

Using his words as background noise, I clicked on the site.

……Yes, Mr. Roe Deer, I still believe in my Friend. Since you said it was okay, surely if I look inside past the flyer, it will be fine…….

Items

Blood Bath - ₩29,999,999

Mysterious Candle Kit - ₩19,999,999

Snow White's Apple - ₩11,999,999

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

※Discount!※ Blood-Sucking Cutlery - ₩7,999,999

₩14,999,999

-…….

“Braun?”

No response. It seems he fainted.

It seems my ‘Good Friend’ is someone… no, a monster who can feel a designer’s pain.

“Are you okay?”

-I shall rest for a moment.

Suit yourself.

I looked over the items.

First, the entries that hadn't changed immediately caught my eye.

Following the still-unaffordable ‘We Help!’, there was an item actually designated as a discount item….

‘It’s still there.’

※Discount!※ Blood-Sucking Cutlery - ₩7,999,999

₩14,999,999

I thought it wouldn't be seen again, whether someone else bought it or the algorithm removed it from my recommended items, yet here it was.

‘Did it calculate that I would be the one to buy it?’

It felt a bit mysterious. Anyway, next.

The most expensive item I could afford was….

Blood Bath - ₩29,999,999

‘This is… I saw someone looking for pieces of this on the Salmon Market earlier.’

It was a fairly famous Item. I remembered what kind of Item it was too.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Delusion Home Shopping

/ Item

Blood Bath

I stand before you today to introduce an amazing product! The incredible elixir of rejuvenation that We Help Home Shopping proudly presents!

It is the Fountain of Youth Bathtub….

-July 7, 20XX, ‘Delusion Home Shopping’ Product Description

==========

If you pour someone else's blood into the bathtub, it turns into a very fragrant bath salt, and bathing in it has effects such as wound healing, fatigue recovery, arthritis treatment, and skin beauty.

‘Should I call it a modern version of a typical vampire ghost story?’

And considering the status of this Named Character item, the price was strangely decent.

However, whether it turned into bath salts or not, the mere imagination of pouring someone else's blood into a tub and bathing in it made my head spin….

‘F-first, let's move on.’

Mysterious Candle Kit - ₩19,999,999

This was an Item I didn't know.

Still, the word "candle" brings to mind the image of lighting a fire.

Light has always been a symbol that provides comfort and help in a ghost story.

‘Still, I should think more carefully about whether it’s worth burning twenty million won.’

And the last one was….

Snow White's Apple - ₩11,999,999

Wow. Even if this is useless, wouldn't it be a huge profit if I sold it for forty million won?

‘No, of course, I don't know if they'd count that as a ghost story-derived food… but I can at least try.’

The post looking for ‘food derived from an Anomalous Phenomenon’ was still on the site.

Since they said it was for research purposes, there was a high possibility they would continue to look for it.

Then, taking all this into account, my choice would be….

“It has to be these, I guess.”

Mysterious Candle Kit - ₩19,999,999

Snow White's Apple - ₩11,999,999

※Discount!※ Blood-Sucking Cutlery - ₩7,999,999

= ₩39,999,997

As I said before, light was the antithesis of a ghost story.

But an item that creates candles?

I had a feeling that the candles made from this kit would be related to defense or protection.

‘It’s worth the investment even if it’s a bit expensive.’

Snow White's Apple followed a similar logic.

‘Since it’s called Snow White's Apple, I feel like it would be related to sleep.’

I've been truly desperate for sleep lately.

If that apple could really make me sleep soundly, I truly needed it. Really. My efficiency would skyrocket and my survival rate would surge….

‘Please!’

I pressed the buy button with desperate hope.

‘Of course, even if it's not, I can just flip it for sale….’

It covers the worst-case scenario.

And finally.

Blood-Sucking Cutlery.

‘With such a big discount, isn't it only polite to buy it?’

The ‘Silver Coin Snake’ I bought as a discount item previously has been used quite thoroughly, from Custom Equipment to summoning Braun.

As a note, if I lightly pressed the belly of the plush doll keychain, I could feel a round metal shape as if the ‘Silver Coin Snake’ was still inside.

To be honest, I still didn't know if I could get as much use out of the Blood-Sucking Cutlery, but….

‘I figured I could use it to sell to employees or for trading.’

Now there's the Salmon Market to use as an excuse if anyone asks where I got it.

So, these are the three items.

“Good.”

It fit perfectly within my available budget.

Alright, let's proceed with the purchase….

-Mr. Roe Deer.

Hm?

Braun suddenly called out to me.

-That item called the Blood Bath.

What about it?

-I want it.

“…!?”

Wh-what?

-Friend, won't you give this Braun a gift?

Braun’s voice became cunningly desperate.

-Haven't I tried to help you as a ‘Good Friend’ with all my heart and soul in every way possible? Yet I have asked for nothing! If so, surely one small reward from you

now…… Ah.

Silence.

-My apologies. I have made such a materialistic comment…. I tried to convert the value of friendship into gold.

-A ‘Good Friend’ does not act like this…….

“…….”

The shadow of the plush doll hung its head depressingly as if ashamed.

-Please edit out and ignore my comment…….

Hmm.

“Let's buy it.”

-Pardon…?!

“The Blood Bath, let's buy it.”

-!!

Honestly, didn't I escape the theme park thanks to this guy?

He saved my life, I can do at least this much.

Anyway, the money here feels like game currency, and for now, it seems like there are several ways to get more money in the future.

And it was a wise decision by anyone's standards to maintain as good a relationship as possible with a ‘Good Friend’.

Especially considering the strange abilities this plush doll keychain used in the theme park.

‘And if I’m going to buy it, I should go all in instead of acting reluctant…!’

“The extra pay will be deposited soon. I can buy it for you then.”

-Good heavens.

-Thank you! Thank you so much Mr. Roe Deer, my Friend…!

“Yeah. But this isn't a reward or anything, I'm just giving it to you as a gift because Braun is my Friend.”

-Yes, I know. Friend!

“As soon as the additional pay is deposited, I'll buy the Blood Bath immediately. It should be in a few days.”

-Yes!!

Whether he was truly moved, his voice trembled with joy and excitement before he composed himself.

-I am truly looking forward to it, truly… Haha!

Haha. It’s nice to see him so happy.

…Please just don't ask me to go find fresh blood from somewhere.

-Oh! The items have arrived. Quite fast.

In any case, the ordered items arrived immediately in a post office box this time as well, and I had a pleasant unboxing time.

The item on the very top was the Blood-Sucking Cutlery bought at a special price.

-Ho. Isn't this quite a dignified set of cutlery? It looks suitable for a formal occasion!

The beautifully crafted small dessert fork and knife were wrapped in leather.

The silver color reflected the flashlight’s beam, shining elegantly and delicately.

But to use it, I’d have to get this covered in blood… whew.

‘Still, let's try carrying it around for now.’

It wasn't bulky so it was easy to store, and since I now have Exclusive Equipment and a decent set of items, it might be worth using in a crisis.

And placed right under this cutlery was….

[Easy and Fast Candle Making Kit]

It was the box for the ‘Mysterious Candle Kit’.

It was colorful and cute, looking almost like it was for children.

‘Actually, that's better.’

If it’s for children, it should be easy to make!

I wanted to rip it open and check the manual and contents right away, but the warning sticker covering the entire front caught my eye first.

[Non-refundable once opened. Ingredients will spoil 12 hours after contact with air, so please use quickly.]

[Recommended number of users: 3]

Hmm. Because of that, I’ll pass for now.

‘It’s best to wait and open it the night before being deployed to a ghost story once all preparations are done.’

Still, I was looking forward to what kind of effect the candles I’d make would have. Since it cost twenty million won, it wouldn't be an ordinary effect.

-Now only the last item remains!

“Right.”

I finally looked at what was at the very bottom of the box.

It was a small, heavy… agricultural apple box.

“…?”

No, seriously.

Baekseol Mountain Apple

Truly delicious! For beauty and nutrition!

“…….”

I didn't accidentally order from a real orchard, did I?

Hmm. There's a letter from the place of origin attached to the top of the box.

Let's read it….

We would like to express our gratitude to the customers who have purchased Snow White Apples.

This agricultural product is grown and harvested with the utmost care by sweating in ■■ using ■■ as fertilizer. There is a clear differentiation in its efficacy and taste compared to other orchards.^^

How to use: Chew one whole apple thoroughly and swallow.

Effect: Immediately upon consumption, you will fall into a Death-like Sleep, and all life activities will cease.

This effect lasts until the sun rises the next day, and when you wake up, great vitality and energy will surge, and your condition will be restored!

※This orchard does not take responsibility for any changes that occur to the Body during Death-like Sleep.

“…….”

‘It’s definitely a ghost story.’

So… is it like that potion in Romeo and Juliet that makes you look like you're dead?

‘Understood for now.’

I opened the apple box. Seven mini-apples, round and shiny like in the pictures, were contained inside.

The apples were small but had an extremely ideal shape, and they were bright red.

-As expected, they look healthy!

Are you serious?

Still, they certainly seemed useful.

An item that induces a state of suspended animation and recovers the body when waking up a day later? There must be a use for it somewhere.

Thus, my current item inventory is as follows:

-Good Friend

-Blood-Sucking Cutlery

-Mysterious Candle Kit

-Snow White's Apple

-Memorial Pop Socket

-Smile Sticker :)

-Alice Picnic Set

And Exclusive Equipment, and Blue Soda Churros, I suppose.

‘The Blood Bath will be added in a few days….’

Let's try to survive while using them all well.

-Then I hope you have sweet dreams, Mr. Roe Deer!

I fell asleep a bit early that day, and although I had occasional nightmares, I slept reasonably well.

It was probably thanks to the near-certain assumption that at least the next few days would be peaceful, which put my mind at ease.

‘Let's recover my mind and body while reorganizing until I get the money.’

However, a few days later.

I faced a shocking reality.

‘The extra pay, it hasn't been deposited…!’

No, even the Manual revision Team A Leader mentioned hadn't taken place yet. I was supposed to receive the prize money for that.

‘Wh-what?’

Was it all a bluff? Did they rip me off fifty million won?

I immediately looked into the situation.

And I received shocking news.

“…The person in charge is missing?”

“Yeah. He’s been absent for several days.”

A certain employee in the Administrative Support Team, who is in charge of the Manual Review, was missing.

And for a week at that.

“…….”

Wait a minute.

“Then, the Manual Review is….”

“It’s postponed indefinitely for now. It’s not urgent… It’ll take at least 2 months for this company to appoint a new person for those kinds of documents.”

Oh, no!

I made a promise to a monster in a ghost story!

Chapter 32

The manual manager has disappeared.

My fifty million won has disappeared.

And the gift—the Blood Bath—has disappeared (tentatively).

“…….”

To make matters worse, the very person who requested the gift, Braun, is currently inside my bag pocket….

‘He probably heard everything, damn it….’

I had been carrying him around because I felt uneasy leaving him at home, and since I never knew when I might enter a ghost story, but it felt like it had backfired.

It felt like… promising a gift to a nephew on Christmas Day, only to find a "Sold Out" sign on the display at the department store.

Except that nephew is Annabelle.

“Phew….”

A sigh escaped me naturally.

‘For a manager in this world to be absent without notice for a week….’

It was obvious.

It meant they were caught up in a ghost story and missing.

“Just wait patiently. That’s better for your mental health.”

If I wait patiently and someone else buys the Blood Bath from the Alien Shop first, I won’t be able to keep my ‘promise’ with Braun!

I don’t want to get on the bad side of a plush doll that can incinerate an A-Grade Darkness with a snap of its fingers…!

‘This is going to be the death of me.’

Assistant Manager Eun Haje patted my shoulder and returned to her seat. I sat down and agonized in silence.

What should I do?

Should I wait anxiously for two months and, if the tub gets sold in the meantime, just bow my head and apologize?

Should I try to pull out a loan somehow?

Or…….

‘…For now, should I at least find out why he went missing?’

It wasn't just to have an excuse like "I did my best." Perhaps I could find the manager without too much difficulty or danger.

The <Dark Exploration Record> was still in my head and on my smartphone.

‘Let’s just check.’

Coincidentally, work had been quite slow since the theme park incident. Besides, I had finished the paperwork for yesterday's ghost story exploration.

This meant that as long as I didn’t blatantly desert the office, I could afford to slack off a bit.

‘The bosses are mostly just drifting in and out of the office anyway.’

Of course, being the lowest in the hierarchy, I decided to move around for only about an hour after lunch.

The first place to go was….

‘The manager's desk, obviously.’

Ding.

The elevator doors opened.

Of course, I had prepared an excuse for this visit.

—Mr. Roe Deer said he wanted to visit the manager's office? Oh my… then take this and go!

The soft-hearted supervisor had let me deliver an ‘education completion certificate that doesn’t particularly need to be given right now, but would be accepted as normal if delivered.’

‘Thank you, Supervisor Park Minseong….’

In this ghost story world full of psychopaths, what a warm choice.

I entered the administrative support office and looked for a staff member to give the documents to. Conveniently, someone was sitting at the desk next to the empty manual manager’s seat.

“I’ve brought documents from Team D’s Supervisor Park Minseong.”

“Huh? Put them over there.”

“Yes. Oh, and this….”

I politely held out a bag to the clerk, who was typing on the PC without even looking back at me with bored eyes.

Inside were golden-brown donuts, still warm, sprinkled with sugar and filled with plenty of vanilla cream.

And even an iced americano.

‘A bribe is essential for this kind of work.’

“I bought some while I was getting some for ourselves. I thought it would be nice to have while you work.”

“…! Oh, why did you bring all this?”

Even as they said that, their hands were agile in receiving the americano and donuts. Truly an office worker.

“Assistant Manager Kang, pass these around.”

“Oh? Donuts?”

“That person brought them.”

“Wow, thank you! Are you from Team D?”

I watched as the administrative staff bit into the donuts and the atmosphere in the office shifted strangely into a tea time.

The atmosphere was perfect for casual small talk.

It’s a time when even a stranger can easily blend in, especially if they’re the snack provider.

I waited for the right timing and spoke up.

While looking at the empty seat of the manual manager, ‘Lee Byeong-jin.’

“Um, should I just leave a coffee at Manager Lee Byeong-jin’s desk too? He doesn't seem to be at his seat….”

“Ah, just take it back. He hasn’t even come to work.”

“Oh, is he on vacation?”

“Vacation? More like missing.”

Hooked them.

The staff member at the next desk spoke as if it wasn't even that tragic, exchanging glances with the staff member across from them.

“To be honest, I knew this would happen.”

“Hey, hey.”

“What, the rumors are going to spread anyway. You from Team D, you said you're a rookie, right? What’s your name?”

“It’s Kim Soleum.”

“…! Oh, are you the one who almost ended up in Team A?”

“Um, thankfully, they seemed to look upon me favorably.”

“Wow.”

From somewhere nearby, I heard whispers like ‘So that was the Team D rookie.’

The staff member at the next desk looked me up and down as if seeing me in a new light, then hid their indifference and spoke.

“Well, since it looks like you’ll find out anyway while working here,”

Hmm.

“I’m telling you, even while working at this company, there’s always someone who goes missing because they unknowingly pick up something strange.”

“Pardon?”

I frowned as if troubled on purpose and asked.

“Is… is that why he can’t come in?”

“Exactly. That… what was it? A scroll stick?”

“A scroll painting, it was a scroll painting.”

The person across from us answered as if giving up, and the staff member next to me chuckled.

“Ah, right. A scroll painting. He was bragging about how he bought a scroll painting that brings wealth… and how he won second place in the lottery after buying it.”

Oh.

Bragging about getting rich after buying a suspicious scroll, and then going missing?

‘A classic secondhand item ghost story….’

The setup is a complete cliché.

‘Hmm, good.’

I made a quick decision.

‘Let’s back out.’

I might end up as a corpse if I jump in just to get my money a bit faster.

So, I was preparing to say something like, ‘Wow, that’s truly terrifying! Well then, I’ll be going….’

“Anyway, at this rate, it’s a bit unfortunate for your side.”

For me?

“Hey, hey, why bring that up!”

“No, but it’s true. The Darkness that went into manual revision review is yours, right?”

Yes.

“It’ll be hard to get that passed without Manager Lee, who went missing.”

…?!

W-what does that….

“That Manager was originally close with Team A. You know how it is. So-called… ‘being on the same line’.”

“…!!”

The line.

The root of corporate politics.

Personal relationships divided by which higher-up you are close with!

And the missing manager was someone who was particularly close to Team A, or in other words, was ‘on the same line’…?

Realization struck me like a bolt of lightning.

‘So that’s why the Team A Leader spoke with such confidence!’

No wonder he was so confident about the speed of the manual revision!

“It’s honestly an unknown how the new person will be… but the chances of someone from the same line being appointed are low. Someone from Director Cheong’s side will probably come.”

“…….”

“Their relationship with Team A is… well.”

Did I just hear it?

The sound of fifty million won evaporating.

It’s not just coming late; it’s disappearing entirely…!

‘No!’

I opened my mouth without realizing it.

“By any chance, do you know where that manager disappeared….”

“Oh, there’s an interesting story about that too.”

The person next to me leaned in and whispered.

“There’s a rumor that he disappeared within the company.”

“…!”

“Someone said they met Manager Lee in the lobby as he was coming to work in the morning. But he never made it into the office.”

“…He disappeared in between?”

“Well, we don’t know for sure. No one can say. No one actually saw him disappear.”

“…….”

No one saw him… I see.

‘Even if there were no people, there might be something else.’

I looked up.

In a corner of the office, the red light of a CCTV camera was glowing.

CCTV.

If he really disappeared within the company, there might be a record on that device.

‘If it’s a security CCTV used by a company of this size… they probably keep recordings for about two weeks.’

In that case, I could still check.

To get the fifty million won on time, pinpointing the missing person's whereabouts was urgent.

…The problem was.

‘In this company, the ones who manage CCTV records are… the Security Team.’

And the Security Team is… well.

==========

Immunity from prosecution for killing. (Applicable to all employees)

==========

That’s right.

So I wanted to avoid encountering them for various reasons, but….

‘As long as I’ve joined the company, it’ll be impossible to never see them anyway.’

Since things have come to this, let’s use this opportunity to gather information and check.

Conscious of Braun in my pocket once more, I headed to the first floor.

Straight to the Safety Management Room where the Security Team is located.

“I just have to go to the basement from here.”

On the outskirts of the first floor, there was a staff-only door leading to a separate basement space. Down a few stairs, I saw this iron door.

[Safety Management Room]

I raised my hand.

Knock knock.

—…….

Knock knock.

—Come in if you want to…….

“…??”

I opened the door cautiously.

In a narrow space that looked like a typical facility office, I saw an old sofa placed in the center.

A person was sprawled out on it.

A security employee wearing a worn-out navy uniform.

……?

“Hello….”

I quickly scanned the person’s uniform name tag.

[Security Team 3 Sergeant J3]

“Excuse me, Sergeant. Would it be possible to check the CCTV records from a week ago? Someone has gone missing….”

“…….”

The answer came slowly.

“You want to see the CCTV….”

“Yes.”

“Ah….”

The other person looked exhausted and bothered by everything.

Without even introducing himself, the Sergeant of Team 3, who was slouched on the old sofa, slowly opened his mouth.

“Normally, if you want to see it, you have to submit a CCTV viewing request form…….”

Ah.

“But since when did this company care about such things… just watch it.”

“…….”

I wasn’t sure if I should call this kind or a dereliction of duty.

At any rate, since I was the one asking, I offered the remaining snacks as a bribe.

“I thought it would be nice to have as a snack….”

“Oh, donuts.”

The face that lacked even a spark of energy brightened up. He quickly sat up from the sofa and snatched the bag.

“I like donuts, but there’s no place that delivers to the company… I can’t go out during the day, so I don’t get to eat them often…….”

I see.

‘Surprisingly, he doesn't look that violent.’

But in ghost stories, there’s always the cliché of ‘he doesn't look like it, but he’s actually a ghost.’

I maintained my alertness and spoke gently.

“Then may I proceed to the CCTV room?”

“Yes……. But.”

The employee, scratching the back of his head, stared at the donuts in agony for a long time before slowly starting.

“I have one spare security guard, so watch it with him……. It might be dangerous…….”

“Ah, thank you.”

I waited for him to call a guard over the radio or something.

But there was no movement.

“…?”

“…?”

“You said you’d attach a guard….”

“Me…….”

The other person pointed at himself.

“I’m that guard…….”

…….

“Ah… yes.”

‘Let’s not get involved.’

I should just quickly watch the CCTV and leave.

“You said a week ago….”

“Yes, yes.”

At any rate, I entered the CCTV room with the Sergeant and checked the recordings.

My suspicion deepened as the Sergeant didn’t seem very proficient at operating the equipment, but something else was more important.

“Found him.”

I found the recording where the manager was caught.

I confirmed a middle-aged man entering the lobby and getting into the elevator.

His face matched Manager Lee Byeong-jin, the manager registered on the company network.

And the long object in his hand.

‘Is that the scroll painting?’

It certainly wasn't an object one would bring to work. It was somewhat eerie.

“You’re good at finding things. You could be a security guard….”

Please don’t say such scary things.

“Thank you. I think it’s because I’m focused on trying to find the missing person.”

“……A missing person?”

“Yes.”

The other person went quiet as if a bit flustered.

It seemed he had just realized it now after listening half-heartedly to what I said earlier.

That someone had vanished within the company without the Security Team knowing.

“We missed this…….”

“Is it very problematic?”

“No……. It wasn't my shift anyway.”

“…….”

“They’ll figure it out on their own….”

Yes….

I’ve heard your clear shift-worker logic.

Anyway, as a result of checking the elevator CCTV, I was able to confirm where the missing manager got off.

Surprisingly…… the manager didn't go to the upper floors.

“…He went to the basement.”

A floor even lower than this Safety Management Room.

[B2]

He was clearly caught on CCTV stumbling out at Basement 2.

…It was chilling.

‘What on earth happened?’

Why did an administrative employee suddenly head down to the basement as if possessed?

‘That’s a place where only the Security Management Department has access.’

I even heard that the Security Management Department only does patrols there, so what is going on?

Cold sweat trickled down.

I hurriedly looked away from the empty elevator.

‘I think even watching the CCTV will be dangerous from now on.’

Even if I’ve managed to watch it half-faked until now, I don't think I can do it here.

The basement floor of a bizarre pharmaceutical company that gets raw materials from ghost stories.

And a place where general employees don’t have access and don't even know what happens there?

‘Even the <Dark Exploration Record> described it like some Napolitan Creepypasta!’

No, this won't do. Let’s wash our hands of this and leave.

I bowed my head to the Sergeant while trying my best to ignore the CCTV.

“Thank you for showing me. I’ll be going now….”

“……The restroom.”

“…?”

“The person you’re looking for. He went into a disused men’s restroom in the basement…….”

“…….”

“And didn’t come out. For a whole week.”

I desperately avoided looking at the CCTV.

However, this Sergeant seemed to have already arbitrarily checked the Basement 4 floor where the missing person had entered.

“Want to go to the restroom……?”

“I don't have access to the basement floor.”

“I’m going though….”

Yes. Well, that’s your workplace, so….

If you go and find the missing person, I’d be very thank—….

“Let’s go together……. We can just say you’re a Security Team rookie or something.”

Pardon?!

“No, you don’t have to go that far,”

“Let’s go…….”

No!!

How did things turn out like this?

‘I even got a uniform.’

I’m currently in a maintenance elevator, wearing the navy uniform of a general Security Team agent.

My mind is hazy, wondering what this situation is.

‘I was persuaded….’

—It’s fine. The Field Exploration Team sometimes comes for support duties too…….

Isn't that for disciplinary action?

Anyway, it was confirmed that even if words got out about me entering the basement, it wouldn't escalate into anything major.

I had already contacted Team D and processed it as official support duty, so there shouldn't be any disciplinary issues….

I guess I should be glad my social life with my superiors paid off.

‘Even so, my head is spinning.’

I came all the way here just to buy one Blood Bath.

At this point, Braun should acknowledge me even if I can’t pull the fifty million.

Ding.

The elevator chimed, and the doors opened.

Basement 2.

Even though it was the same sound, it sounded somewhat ominous. What appeared was….

A corridor lined with ordinary offices.

“…….”

Why… are there offices in the basement?

‘Shouldn't there be safety equipment or facilities here…?’

The office corridor, with slightly dim lighting, was very quiet, and there were opaque glass doors everywhere.

Office A, B, C… nameplates were attached.

The Sergeant whispered.

“Don’t open the doors….”

“Yes.”

I had absolutely no intention of touching them even without you saying that.

I walked slowly, only looking at the Sergeant’s back.

It was then.

—Mr. Roe Deer?

“…!”

—To think you’d wear such ragged clothes to give a gift to this Braun! I’m truly moved, but it also breaks my heart. Does my friend have to do such menial work?

They were very grateful words.

However.

‘…How are you talking to me?’

A ‘Good Friend’ could only talk and move within a ghost story…. Which meant.

I was already inside a ghost story.

“Ah, we’ve arrived.”

The Sergeant stopped walking.

In front of a restroom door where pale light was leaking out.

“I’ll open the door….”

“Wait,”

But before I could even listen, the restroom door opened.

Creak.

Amidst the flickering lights, the space beyond the door revealed itself….

“…….”

‘Are you kidding me.’

The restroom was covered in dark red ink.

As if an artery had been slashed, the ink that burst out was covering the entire restroom mirror like blood.

I froze completely.

Not even a scream came out.

But in the next moment, my sense of smell woke my reason.

‘There’s hardly any metallic smell.’

That isn't all blood.

It wasn’t the smell of normal ink either. This was….

‘…India ink?’

Tap, tap.

Braun tapped me from inside my pocket.

‘warning.’

I snapped back to my senses.

The Sergeant reached out as he looked around the bathroom.

“Don’t touch i—”

Poke.

“Pardon…?”

I was screwed.

The moment the Sergeant’s index finger touched the ink.

A dark red liquid began to surge like a wave through the bathroom.

“…!!”

I tried to turn around and run immediately, but the viscous black liquid reached out like countless hands, swallowing my feet and pulling.

Aaargh!!

‘Fuck, fuck…!’

I barely managed to keep from falling flat on my face, landing on all fours instead. The liquid splashed up against my chin as I struggled. Curses rose all the way to the tip of my tongue.

The moment I turned my head to somehow grasp the situation, the source of it caught my eye.

“The scroll!”

On the bathroom mirror, there was a scroll that had been slashed down the middle.

The blood-like ink was being sucked into the hollow center of the slashed scroll.

In other words, my feet were being dragged toward it.

As if a living creature were pulling me…… Wait, living?

Like blood?

‘Blood-Sucking Cutlery…!’

I pulled out the fork and stabbed it into the floor.

The pure white silver fork trembled, and then it began to greedily absorb the surrounding ink.

“Ah!”

It was working!

But a dessert fork the size of a finger was not enough to hold out.

Ting.

The cutlery was sent flying.

‘Fuck!’

I was sucked straight into the scroll.

“Gasp!”

I lifted my head.

Through my dark and blurry vision, wallpaper with an old, wrinkled pattern came into view.

It was an unfamiliar place.

‘…An abandoned house?’

I caught my breath and waited for my vision to adjust to the Darkness.

And then, and then….

I realized.

What I had seen wasn’t wallpaper.

Talisman.

Tattered, old Talismans were plastered all over the walls made of rotting wood.

“……!”

It was heavy.

A strange pressure dominated this dark, chilly interior, as if the air were weighing down on my shoulders.

……Something was wrong.

I felt like a little rat that had crawled into the wrong place in the wrong way.

“…….”

I clenched my trembling fist.

But there was nothing to hold.

‘…It’s gone.’

The Blood-Sucking Cutlery had disappeared.

Breaking out in a cold sweat, I took slow, slow breaths to prevent hyperventilation…….

“Excuse me…!”

I thought my heart was going to stop.

“Y-you there! Are you a police officer by any chance…??”

I looked up.

I wasn't alone in the dark, abandoned house.

Small Human Figures huddled in a corner were staring at me.

They were… children.

‘Middle school uniforms.’

The sobbing students cried out.

“Please help us! W-we touched something that looked like a weird painting, and we can't get out of here!”

Chapter 33

Let’s summarize.

While chasing a missing person, I encountered a strange and horrific phenomenon and was sucked into somewhere.

The conclusion was simple.

I’ve gone missing, just like the person I was looking for.

Swallowed by a ghost story.

“P-Police officer...?”

And probably these kids too.

About five or six kids in middle school uniforms were looking at me with expressions full of both hope and sorrow.

Seeing those faces actually made the sense of being overwhelmed vanish, and my senses returned.

‘First.’

I need to grasp the situation first...!

“I’m not a police officer.”

I showed them the <Daydream Inc.> logo on the front of my security Uniform.

“I’m an employee of a private security Company.”

“Ah...”

It seemed they had mistaken my security guard uniform for a police uniform.

Resignation and fear began to fill the children's faces. I quickly added more.

“But I can still file reports or take security measures. So, stay calm and can you explain what's going on?”

“Ugh, yes...!”

the student with short hair who spoke first swallowed hard and began to speak in a trembling voice.

“Well. We, we... came on a school trip.”

First-year students from a middle school in Seoul came to Gyeongju for a school trip.

The teachers divided the kids into groups to make them easier to manage, and it seems these kids in Group 3 were particularly cheerful and curious.

“T-There was a mountain behind our accommodation. But, we saw something like a pavilion... and said we should go there for a test of courage.”

They had decided to sneak off to that ‘pavilion’ by themselves in the middle of the night.

‘Sigh...’

Normally, they would have been caught by the teachers and scolded, or they would have looked around and come back laughing.

But....

“There was a painting in that pavilion.”

This is the Ghost Story Worldview.

“I-It was a strange-looking painting of something like a house...”

The student swallowed hard.

“Someone was watching us from that house.”

“......”

“So, we were like, telling each other to go closer...”

“You touched it.”

“......”

The student who was speaking nodded and began to sob.

“S-Suddenly, from the painting, a sound like ‘Well done, well done’ came out, laughing loudly and... something strange came out,”

And when they came to their senses, they were in this eerie abandoned house.

“There are strange noises outside the window, and even when the sun comes up, I can’t see anything because of the fog... I, I can’t get out......”

Behind them, a boy with a mischievous look was also whimpering. Everyone seemed on the verge of panic.

‘Ha...’

I asked intentionally calmly.

“Did that painting look like a Scroll Painting?”

“Sniff, a Scroll Painting?”

“Something that looks like a scroll.”

“Ah... uh, not that... a, traditional painting? You know, a traditional painting... um, drawn with a brush like this...”

“...An ink wash painting?”

“Yes!!”

The middle schooler nodded vigorously.

If so... perhaps that is the common point of being drawn into this ghost story.

A Scroll Painting was usually an antique item.

‘There’s a high probability that the one the person in charge had was also a traditional ink wash painting.’

Since that bizarre black-red liquid running wild in the bathroom (ugh) also looked like ink.

To summarize....

A ghost story where a bizarre ink wash painting swallows humans who come into contact with it and sends them to a terrifying place.

‘...There seem to be about five or six of them.’

The category has narrowed down quite a bit. The problem was that not a single one of these Darknesses was easy.

‘These kinds are truly authentic ghost stories...’

Superstitious horror that suffocates a person.

The kind of scary story that smells somewhat of shamanism.

“......”

I’m really in trouble. I’m weak against ghosts as it is....

‘It looks more serious than the convenience store ghost...’

In a desperate attempt, I wanted to increase the number of people. Usually, it's less scary if there are more people!

Is there anyone else?

Come to think of it, where did that Sergeant go? He should have been caught up with me, but there's no sign of him.

If even that security guard were here, it would be a source of strength, but this... I can’t depend on the kids.

‘This is driving me crazy.’

Still, I asked without showing it.

“You must have been very scared. How long have you been here?”

“A, a day...? I don’t know......”

“Aren't you hungry?”

“We had some snacks... so we ate those.”

“I see.”

‘They must be at their limit too.’

Middle schoolers who just graduated from elementary school were trapped here by themselves?

It’s just that they don't feel the physical exhaustion because they are in a state of hyper-arousal from fear, but it was easy for them to collapse from exhaustion just like this.

“I-It’s so scary, and my phone doesn’t work, so...”

“Right. First, I’ll look for a way out, so don’t touch anything else for now...”

Wait.

“Then are only you guys here? No other adults?”

“Adult! There is, there is, but...!”

It was then.

...From far away, a sound of screaming is heard.

Aaaargh!

“......”

“He’s over there, just screaming by himself... that mister is scary.”

“......Right.”

I’m scared too....

‘But I can’t drag you guys along...’

In times like this, having a warm Plush doll (alive) that gives comfort might be advantageous after all.

‘Braun.’

I called the Good Friend in my pocket.

Come to think of it, this guy seems a bit quiet.

Mr. Roe Deer.

A slightly dejected voice came out.

I am sorry. You went to such an unhygienic and dirty space just to give me a gift....

It seemed he was feeling quite guilty. I chuckled.

‘It’s okay. We just have to get out.’

Actually, it's not okay.

But getting angry here doesn’t mean I can quit midway, does it.... It would only build up resentment in a moving killer Plush doll.

You are truly bold! That is a wonderful talent as an Entertainer!

No. I’m a coward.

So please, cooperate intensely.

‘Will you help me get out?’

What do you need? Just say the word! this Braun will prepare it....

Hmm, with this, even if I can’t pull off five thousand, there shouldn't be an issue with the affinity level.

After patting Braun, who promised full cooperation, over the pocket, I moved my feet toward the inner part of the abandoned house.

...Towards the place where the screaming was heard.

“I’ll go check it out, so will you wait here for a moment?”

“Yes, yes...!”

Of course, I was in a state where I had a 500-won coin loaded so I could use the Remote Hand at any time.

And a flashlight too.

‘I’m glad it’s attached to the Uniform.’

I moved further forward, relying on the thin beam of light.

Aargh...! No, don’t...!

...Save me, save meeeeeeeegh!

As I got closer, the voice became distinguishable, and syllables and sentences could be heard.

The sound of screaming from beyond the wall of the dark abandoned house was vivid. Ha....

‘E-Endure it.’

I felt a chill down my spine because I wanted to run away.

The moment I forced myself to turn the corner.

“This f-king world! This f-king company...!!”

I saw a familiar face.

“...Manual Review manager?”

The office worker in his 40s, who was struggling in front of a wooden board covered with Talismans, widened his eyes when he saw me.

It was the missing Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin.

“T-The security team...??”

Ah, right.

I’m wearing the security team Uniform.

“M-My goodness! Are you an employee of the security team?!”

The other person’s face brightened, and he crawled toward me, trembling.

“You’ve come to find me!!”

Actually, I was caught too.

‘But why is he being so submissive?’

Ah, is it because he misunderstood me for being part of the security team?

This was almost the first time since falling here that an employee of this Company showed such a prostrate attitude.

I looked down slightly at the borrowed security uniform.

‘...Office workers have a tendency to look down on the Field Exploration team...’

To be precise, they mean the low-ranking general employees of the Field Exploration team. Since they don't know when or where they might die, they were treated casually and people didn't try to treat them well.

I remembered the administrative employee whose attitude subtly changed when she found out I almost became part of the Elite Squad.

And even Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, who is rolling his eyes while breaking out in a cold sweat and trying his best to smile in front of me.

Hmm.

Let’s use this a bit.

I put my hands behind my back and spoke like an employee of the security team.

“A missing person report was filed within the company, so I was searching.”

“I, I see. Haha! Ha, hahaha...! I knew it!! The company didn't abandon me...!!”

No, they did.

“Um, then, uh, you’re going to crush this Darkness, right? Yes?? Because you’re the security team...”

I said in an intentionally indifferent tone.

“The security team is not a job class that crushes Darkness.”

“......!”

“It’s a team that suppresses disturbances.”

“That... that’s true. Yes, haha... I, uh, don't have much experience in this kind of field exploration, yes.”

Okay. I’ve set the atmosphere roughly.

“Explain the situation.”

“Yes??”

“Please describe your experiences since your disappearance in chronological order.”

I have to compare it with what the kids told me to figure out what this ghost story is!

“Ah, yes, yes!”

The other person hurriedly stood up from his spot and began to speak rapidly.

“W-Well, I, I found a very precious-looking Scroll Painting at a souvenir shop near Jirisan...”

It was almost identical to what I heard in the office.

After buying the suspicious Scroll Painting following a tip from the shop owner that it ‘grants wishes,’ his financial luck improved noticeably.

“He said to keep it near water and not to touch the Scroll Painting... and I really won the lottery!! 2nd place!!”

But....

“Strange whispers began to be heard....”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin's eyes trembled, and he began to sputter while clawing at his hands.

“Uh, uh... since the wish was granted, it’s only the duty of a scholar to repay it, uh, those kinds of whispers, every night, the sound of water every night, and the sound of crying, the sound of a beast crying coming from afar and closer and closer!!”

Eek.

“No more, I couldn't bear it anymooooore! So....”

“...So,”

I remembered.

The Scroll Painting I saw in the blood-stained bathroom, with its center torn to shreds.

“Were you trying to tear it up?”

“......Yes.”

So, in the middle of the day, in a place other than his own house, a place where there were no witnesses but where he could immediately escape into a crowd of people after tearing it. For example....

‘An unused bathroom in the company.’

He went to such a place and tore the Scroll Painting.

“I tried, I tried to do that...”

“You’re saying you were dragged here.”

“......Gasp! Yes....”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin panted heavily.

I stroked the back of my neck.

‘...What should I say.’

He did everything a person who dies in a ghost story typically does.......

In the midst of that, the fact that he went to the basement bathroom of <Daydream Inc.> just to go somewhere without witnesses is almost worthy of applause.

‘Honestly, at this point, I wouldn't have anything to say even if he died.’

I held back a sigh and looked up.

I saw the wall covered in Talismans in front of where Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin had been rolling.

There are particularly many torn Talismans compared to other places.

‘Why was he making such a fuss in front of this?’

I shone the flashlight on the wall.

And I realized the reason.

“...Is it a door?”

A handle was visible through the gaps between the torn Talismans.

And judging by the fact that there was a lock on the handle....

‘A door leading outside?’

“I-It comes here!”

“Yes?”

“The ghost! It comes here every day!”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin crawled over with bloodshot eyes and began to cling to my pant leg and mumble.

“I-It comes to eat me. It comes to eat me.... The, the Talismans! They’re falling off every day!”

“That’s...”

“I-It will come today too....”

Knock knock.

“......”

“......”

Knock knock knock.

From the door,

A sound was heard.

Knock knock knock knock.

“It’s here aga—”

I covered Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin’s mouth.

Excuse me.

“......”

It’s too cold outside, so please, open the door.

“......”

Mister, don’t you remember me? It’s seven-year-old Jung Naeun who lived next door at Somang Apartments...

The sound of a young child sobbing and whimpering is heard from beyond the door.

Please help me. It’s so cold and hard... I don’t know where I am, please open the door.......

Forgetting the fear, an strange sorrow that naturally made one feel sympathy was conveyed....

As if possessed, a trembling voice spoke from beside me.

“N-Naeun.”

Mister.

The Talisman on the door burned away.

A hint of laughter mixed into the whimpering sound.

You answered again?

“...!”

“N-No!! Agh!! No! I didn’t answer!! Go away! Go away!!”

The Section Chief, who came to his senses, went into a frenzy.

But.

I don’t want to?

Idon’twanttoIdon’twanttoIdon’twanttoIdon’twanttoIdon’twanttoIdon’twantto

“Hieeeeek!”

Thump.

Thump thump thump thump thump thump

The door began to shake as if it would break.

The burnt Talismans fall.

Thump thump thump thump thump thump thump thump thump

The Talismans fall in heaps.

Thump thump thump thump thump thump thump thump thump thump

I barely managed to move my arm.

Thump.

I tossed a coin into the air and summoned the hand.

Thump.

And from among the countless Talismans that had fallen to the floor, I grabbed those that were still intact and somehow...

Thump.

I layered those Talismans over the door handle.

Thump.

The Talismans fell in heaps again.

“Phew.”

However.......

.

The sound from the door stopped.

Among the Talismans I had layered over the door handle, only one remained.

“......”

“......”

That was close.

Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck.

Sob, hehehehe...

The sound of walking, thump thump, gradually fades away beyond the door.......

“Gasp, haaaaa...”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin collapsed on the floor.

I clenched and unclenched my sweat-filled hands.

‘This is insane.’

I almost fainted when the door was banging.

I hid my trembling hands behind my back.

A ghost story that traps its prey.

Shamanistic atmosphere, Talismans, eating, temptation, calling voices, fear.......

‘…….’

I knew it.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Sangun]

: A ghost story appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>, identification code for Daydream Inc. is Qterw-C-51.

The eerie darkness of an ink wash painting drawn with the motif of a Changwi.

Exploration has been recorded up to a total of 17 times.

==========

This is a Jangsanbum-type ghost story.

Chapter 34

Sangun.

One of the most sinister and unsettling <Dark Exploration Records>.

==========

While it appears similar to the Jangsan Tiger ghost story that was popular on the Korean internet, this ghost story has a stronger shamanic and bizarre color.

The paintings of ghosts, who claim to have been killed by a tiger referred to as Sangun, persistently change their appearance and pursue people, attempting to bewitch and drag away a Sacrificial Lamb.

It is one of the <Dark Exploration Records> that went viral in the first half of 20XX, with a succession of reviews stating that just reading it makes one feel ill or uncomfortable.

==========

It was exactly as described.

Even I, who can usually read text-based ghost stories without much trouble, had to stop several times while reading it because of the strangely lingering, unpleasant aftertaste.

The fact that similar ghost stories were popular and felt somewhat familiar also played a part.

Most people have probably heard of it at least once.

'The ghost story where a person eaten by a tiger becomes a ghost and visits those close to them...'

The so-called Changwi.

It’s a chilling tale where this ghost can only go to the afterlife if it finds another Sacrificial Lamb and passes its role onto them.

'Certainly, even just thinking about it is unpleasant.'

However, thinking calmly, there is a path to survival.

'A C-rank means it's a rank that still has a standard escape record.'

Even if it’s not easy, it doesn’t mean there’s no way to escape this Darkness.

The problem is... the method is quite bizarre, and because it forces one to make an unfair choice, the psychological pain and pressure can be suffocating.

It was the type of ghost story that enjoyed making the reader shudder with immersion.

==========

Exploration Record #3

A man in his 50s who downloaded a landscape painting from the internet that was said to improve his career luck.

The painting in question was an ink wash painting in the late Joseon style, and he testified that the depiction of the mountains and fog in the dusk was strangely vivid even in low resolution.

After downloading it, he occasionally dreamed of wandering near the mountains in the painting, and each time, he strangely felt at peace and his concentration improved.

However, the dreams changed starting from the point he was suddenly promoted at work.

A voice calling out to him began to be heard from within the mountain fog.

The voice said that it is a scholar's duty to repay a favor once received, and the sound of someone walking heavily along a mountain path while crying sadly was heard, along with the sound of a beast's cry.

Strangely terrified, the man turned around and ran away.

Then, the sound of cackling laughter followed him, repeatedly saying, 'I found you, I found you.'

The dream of running away repeated every night.

As the man moved further away from the mountain in the landscape painting, the voice calling his name in all sorts of different voices also drew closer.

And he realized that in his dream, he had run all the way to the front door of his house.

Terrified, the man woke from his dream and immediately ran out of the house alone to move into a hotel. He stated it was to avoid the voice chasing him and to prevent his family from getting involved.

However, in the dream that night, the voice did not chase him.

Instead, he saw someone with a pale complexion slithering like a snake into his open front door with a giggle.

Only then did the man realize.

The voice hadn't been following him, it had been trying to find out where he lived to get inside.

Result: 3 family members missing, excluding the man himself. (6 months later, 3 unidentified bodies found at a nearby dam)

Later committed suicide while hospitalized for PTSD.

==========

...It’s like this.

The worst part was being forced to imagine the psychological pain of the person caught in this ghost story.

Furthermore, there was something even more unsettling.

'……I've come too far.'

I was already in a situation where I had been bewitched and dragged here by a Changwi.

The circumstance of having answered the calling voice several times.

The Talisman that had almost fallen off.

This was a description that would only appear at the end of a long exploration record, in a desperate situation just before everyone dies.

It meant I was driven to the very edge.

'This is driving me crazy.'

I brushed my hair back.

-Are you in trouble, Friend?

It’s more than just trouble. I feel like I could take a bath in my cold sweat.

-Oh dear. Is it perhaps because of the Uninvited Guest who visited earlier? Uninvited guests are always unpleasant. Even more so if it's a place you don't want to be.

-So, I would like to give you a piece of advice. Would that be alright?

Huh?

I looked down at my pocket.

-I shall turn off Mr. Roe Deer’s light for you!

-Then you will be able to leave this place quietly without attracting anyone's gaze.

“…!”

I recalled the amazing supernatural ability this plush doll had shown at the theme park.

That peculiar ability that made my presence completely vanish, allowing me to move without being noticed by the Blue Mascot.

-You just have to quietly walk out that door and go home. There is no better way to avoid a tiring situation than this....

“…….”

There was a high probability that I could deduce the correct escape route based on the <Dark Exploration Record>.

So, if I just didn't get caught by the Changwi, I might really be able to get out of this ghost story easily!

'But...'

Isn't that for one person only?

'Could you perhaps do it for someone other than me?'

-For someone who isn't a Friend?

Braun’s voice distorted for a moment as if he had received an unpleasant proposal, but as a broadcaster, he still replied in a cheerful tone.

-Well. I might be able to do it, but if I were you, I wouldn't take such a risk!

-Mr. Roe Deer, everything has a set total amount, and doesn't it follow that the more you share, the less you have for yourself?

It seemed that if he used it for others as well, either the duration of his ability or its power would decrease.

'As expected, it's for one person if we want to play it safe.'

Still, to leave the kids behind, the conscience of a modern person who received public education…….

And also.

'Braun. If I can't take Manager Lee Byeong-jin over there... there will be a big problem with our budget.'

-…Pardon?

'Then I can't buy the Blood Bath....'

Capitalism holds me back.

-Ah... That cannot be!

-But, but if we turn off the lights for two people, it'll be easy for a sensitive audience to notice! Then the quality of the cut will be ruined!

Right.

'So I'll look for another way.'

Of course, if things get urgent, I'd have to quickly call Braun for an SOS and at least one of us would have to bail.

'Let's try as much as we can.'

-That's a pity! Understood.

I first rummaged through my pockets.

Fortunately, several items I always carry on my way to work remained safe, as I had kept them even while changing into the security uniform.

Smile Stickers, Alice's buff and debuff foods, and even the Snow White Apple.

Although I had just lost the fork of the Blood-Sucking Cutlery….

'It was originally a pair.'

Right, the knife remained.

I pulled the remaining Blood-Sucking Cutlery from the pocket on my other thigh.

And I was surprised.

'…It’s grown!'

The knife that revealed itself was no longer the size of dessert cutlery.

Delicate engravings were on the handle, and something like a very small red gemstone was elegantly set on it as a decoration.

One could tell at a glance that it had grown.

'Could it be that the blood the fork consumed was shared with this side?'

They are a pair, after all.

“…!! I-Is that a magic weapon for suppression from the security team?”

I didn't answer. Let Manager Lee Byeong-jin misunderstand.

I carefully wiped the knife, which was now about the size of a utility blade, on my clothes and put it in my jacket's front pocket, where it was easy to reach.

Please, let there be no reason to use it.

“Then I will search this house.”

“Ah... Yes!”

As I moved, the Manager hurriedly cleared the way for me.

I stared blankly at Manager Lee Byeong-jin, who had stopped.

“…?”

“I would like you to accompany me.”

“What!? A-Ah, no. I-I’ve already seen everything….”

“Since you've already seen it, I’m asking you to guide me.”

“Oh, o-okay... Yes.”

Manager Lee Byeong-jin seemed reluctant, but he followed me, sensing my mood.

That’s a relief. I avoided the situation of him wandering alone, getting scared, and fainting.

“This is, uh... it was probably the kitchen. There was nothing to eat, though.”

The old house, rusted, dusty, and moldy, was filled with nothing but Talismans.

The kind of house you might see halfway up a mountain in the distance while driving on a provincial highway—old, abandoned, and no longer inhabited.

“Weren't there any inconveniences while staying here for a week?”

“That is... I wasn't thirsty, nor was I hungry…….”

The Manager's face turned pale.

“T-That ghost, every time the ghost visited every night, only then did I strangely feel like my energy was being drained….”

“Have you ever tried going out during the day?”

“…I have, but no matter how much I walked, only the forest appeared…… I kept coming back here because I was afraid the sun would set while I was outside.”

It was a statement that matched other exploration records.

If so….

“W-Where are you going?”

I headed towards the end of the hallway where there were no doors.

And I stood at the dead end.

“It seems there might be an upper floor.”

“What?? No, there are no stairs leading up! I searched everywhere for a week, but there isn't even a trace of stairs….”

I summoned the Remote Hand.

Then, I let it hold the remaining Blood-Sucking Cutlery, the knife, and threw it toward the empty space.

To be precise, toward the ceiling.

“Gah!”

From the knife stuck in a tiny crack in the ceiling, something made a snapping sound.

Then, with a loud noise, the ceiling opened, and an old ladder came crashing down.

'Attic discovered.'

“M-My goodness! As expected of the security team…. The way you view space is indeed different from an ordinary person!”

“…….”

No, it isn't.

I just saw it in the Exploration Record….

There is always an attic in an abandoned house.

'Well, the way someone who knows something will be there looks at things is bound to be different from someone who doesn't know at all….'

At any rate, given the circumstances, it seemed certain that it led to an attic.

'Wow.'

It looks like a place I really don't want to go.

'It feels like entering an open room by myself in a haunted house.'

But since I had already pretended to be from the security team, I had essentially taken on the role of a tanker. In the end, I grabbed the ladder and went up, pretending to be composed.

Creak.

'Please follow me!'

Not surprisingly, he didn't follow.

'Impersonating the security team will remember this....'

I tried my best not to let my legs tremble as I barely made it up to the attic, finished the search quickly, and hurried back down.

As if I had finished the search quickly because I was competent.

'Phew.'

That must have looked natural.

“H-How was it?”

“It’s just an old attic. Nothing out of the ordinary, but….”

I held up the only find.

“It was placed on top of an old small table.”

It was an old book, bound in an ancient style.

The Path to Survival

“The Path to Survival! Could it be that the way to escape is written there!”

He reads Hanja well.

I carefully opened the book, which was so old it felt like it might crumble.

The inside was also entirely in Hanja.

'Hanja…… at most, all I have is the Level 2 certification I got in high school….'

-Oho. This is interesting content.

“…!”

Does he understand Hanja too?

-My, Mr. Roe Deer. A competent host like me must, as a rule, be able to communicate with all audiences in the universe…. Well, almost all.

I thought I just heard a very unrealistic statement, but this was the important part.

'…Could you read it for me?'

-Of course!

Good.

Braun made a sound like a classic broadcaster with a good voice clearing his throat, and then his voice became old and deep.

-'This is your only Path to Survival.'

Thump.

-'O foolish one who has stepped into the Sangun's Burial Site while bewitched by a Changwi! It is dark before you, and a ghost is attached to your back.'

I swallowed hard.

-'Do not answer, do not open up. Simply keep your body clean and endure until the full moon, then go to the Divine Shrine and perform the ritual when the full moon rises.'

-'Then you shall see the rising sun alive. However…….'

I turned the page.

-'A Changwi will desperately pursue once it finds someone to become Tiger Prey. You are already bewitched by the tiger. You can never escape.'

-'The ghost will remain attached to the threshold of your house and the bedside where you sleep.'

-'Therefore, you too must become a Changwi. You must capture someone to be caught and killed by the tiger in your stead.'

…!

-'The sacrificial offering must surely possess intellect, have hot blood flowing through them, and be able to speak. Only then can you deceive the Changwi.'

-'While offering the sacrifice, follow the path to where the moonlight shines, and there will be a small snake hole.'

-'This is your only Path to Survival; there is no other way.'

“…….”

-That is the end. Oho, how interesting.

I closed the book, frozen.

'……So it was like this.'

In the Exploration Records, it was only mentioned in a line or two of description: 'A Sacrificial Lamb was designated by drawing lots, then the ritual was performed. It was stated that the winner refused, so they were tied to a pillar and dragged along.'

But looking into it directly... beyond the chill, a bizarre psychological pressure weighed down on me.

Flutter.

Just then, something that had been tucked into the very last page of the book fell out.

“…….”

A small paper business card.

As I picked it up, I saw handwriting scribbled on the back.

⧻⧻ Leaving tomorrow.

I flipped the business card over.

Go Seon-ha

Department of History, Jugang University

Was this the person who had read this book first?

In the meantime, Manager Lee Byeong-jin, who could read Hanja, seemed to be trying to read the text in the book himself, faltering.

And then he was shocked.

“Sacrificial Offering…… T-This! Doesn't this mean one person has to die?”

“…….”

“That’s right! I-If just one person dies, everyone else can live!”

I didn't answer.

Manager Lee Byeong-jin’s eyes darted around, and he began to rub his palms together with an anxious voice.

“Um, but, u-ultimately, everyone dies if we don't do it, so….”

“So?”

“…Wouldn't it be fine if someone who deserves it dies? Someone who wouldn't have been able to escape anyway, right?”

Is he talking about himself?

But I realized after seeing Manager Lee Byeong-jin's expression as he gestured downward.

'That.'

He's talking about the kids.

“Honestly! Just one of those kids... Wouldn't they all have died anyway if you hadn't come, Mr. Security Officer? We should focus on getting out!”

“…….”

“If just one of them dies and the rest of us survive, yes! Wouldn't that still be a good thing!”

I didn't expect to hear such a statement in reality.

I could take into account that he had been trapped here for a week, panicking and feeling the fear of death….

'But I still can't agree with that kind of talk.'

I glanced at the Hanja.

“An entity with intellect.”

“Pardon?”

“In this book, it is written that one who possesses intellect—that is, an intellectual entity —must be offered as a sacrifice.”

I tilted my head slightly.

“But can a child who has not yet become an adult be judged as a complete intellectual entity?”

“U-Uh…….”

“I don't think so.”

I stared quietly at Manager Lee Byeong-jin.

“Wouldn't an adult be the one suitable to be used as a sacrifice as a complete intellectual entity? Then... it seems there's only one.”

“……!”

Receiving my gaze, the Manager broke into a cold sweat, his pupils trembling as his mouth hung open.

“Th-Uh, uh….”

I spoke.

“I’m talking about me.”

“……Yes?”

“I would be the only one who qualifies. Excluding the children and the Manager, who has fallen into mental confusion after being trapped here for a week.”

“…….”

“But I don't want to die. I'll look for another way.”

I began to examine the book again.

After a silence followed.

“I, uh... I’m sorry.”

“…….”

“Bringing up the kids' lives, how did I become someone who would say such things... Ha, haha….”

With a face that looked completely out of his mind, the Manager slumped to the floor.

“On the first day, it was my late father…….”

He passed away in a hospital bed from cancer, but I couldn't even be there for his final moments because of work.

“But that father was crying, calling my name, 'Byeong-jin, let me see my Byeong-jin's face.' Telling me to open the door.”

“…….”

“When I endured it by hitting my head, the ghost left while hurling all sorts of mockery and insults. In my father's voice.”

The Manager lowered his head, clutching it with his hands.

“Like that, every single day, it visits once with the voices of dead family, friends, and neighbors...!”

His maternal uncle who had been very fond of him, his aunt, a cousin who died in an accident, college friends, and even the neighborhood child who was kidnapped and went missing….

“Now it drags out everyone I knew who has died. I can't hold out with a sane mind any longer……. If there is a hell, this must be it.”

“…….”

Hmm.

Come to think of it, the middle school kids didn't even know there was a ghost knocking on the door outside.

Even though they had been here for two days.

'Was he standing there, almost guarding the door himself?'

Whether that was intentional, accidental, or because he was bewitched by the ghost, I felt a strange sensation realizing his actions had, in any case, protected the kids' mental state.

I stared at the Manager for a moment, then nodded.

“If this is hell, then all the more reason to escape.”

“…….”

“I will try to familiarize myself with the contents of this book a bit more….”

Knock, knock, knock.

“…!”

The faces of the Section Chief and I turned toward the door at the same time.

“Just now….”

Knock, knock, knock.

“…….”

“…….”

Excuse me.

The voice came, once again.

Chapter 35

An abandoned house where one is trapped, bewitched by a Changwi.

Is anyone there…?

Outside the entrance of the abandoned house, someone called out for a person once again.

This time, it was a low male voice.

“N-no…! Wh-who on earth….”

The Manager covered his mouth and screamed.

Please open the door….

“…….”

“The, the dead person, who is it? Who came? Hieee… L-let’s run! Let’s run away!”

It’s so cold out here.

Hmm.

“I-I definitely won’t answer this ti… Eek??”

I approached the door.

And then, I pulled the doorknob.

“Uaaakh?!”

The figure revealed as the door opened was….

“Wow, I thought I was going to die…. Thank you…….”

A perfectly normal human with a slender build, light hair, and wearing a worn navy blue uniform.

“…!?”

“Manager Lee Byeong-jin, please greet him.”

I nodded politely.

“He is the Sergeant of Security Team 3.”

“……??? …?!”

That’s right.

It was the Sergeant of Security Team 3, who had been sucked into the ghost story with me.

‘His face looks like it’s going to explode.’

Manager Lee Byeong-jin, his face bright red, pointed back and forth between me and the Sergeant, then got startled by his own action, snapped his finger back, and let out a bizarre groan.

“Why… H-how…?!”

Why else would it be?

‘You were the one who told me….’

-That’s how they come to find you every single day, using the voices of dead family, friends, and neighbors…!

You said they only come once a night.

For reference, similar words are explicitly recorded in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

Upon being dragged to an abandoned house, a Changwi comes to the door every night and pleads in the voice of a dead relative, causing the Sacrificial Lamb to suffer from mental anguish and confusion.

‘“Every day” means the cycle is once a day.’

But since I couldn't say, “There is a magical record that supports your statement,” well.

“It’s a hunch.”

“…….”

The Manager took on a somewhat dazed expression.

Anyway, I was right, so just take it as it is.

Meanwhile, after confirming the Sergeant had entered the abandoned house, I immediately closed the door and secured the handle.

Just looking outside gives me the chills.

“Thank you…….”

“It was nothing.”

It was truly shocking how this man managed to avoid being dragged away by the Changwi and safely knocked on the door of this house….

‘Well… he is from the security team.’

The even more surprising point was that the Sergeant was not alone.

He was supporting someone.

“…And that person?”

The Sergeant replied brightly.

“Look, I found the missing person!”

“……This person is the missing person.”

“Ah. I got confused….”

“…….”

Their genders are completely different, though….

I checked the person the Sergeant had plopped down on the floor.

It was a stranger.

She was in a very bedraggled state, and regardless of who was there, she slumped down in the abandoned house and began to wail.

“Uwaaaaa, it’s all over. It’s all over!”

“She kept doing that. Oh, this place is better…. I came to my senses in some place like a shaman’s house…. It’s cold and dark and damp, so I didn’t like it there.”

“Aaaah!”

“…….”

‘It’s a mess.’

I just simply needed a sane colleague….

‘I miss you, the Seniors of D-Group….’

Still, I examined the wailing person. She was wearing a dirty white gown, and a name tag was attached to her chest.

[Go Seon-ha]

‘Huh?’

I immediately pulled out a small business card.

The one that had been tucked between the pages of the old book titled ‘Way of Life.’

Go Seon-ha

Department of History, Jugang University

On the back, it said ‘Leaving tomorrow.’

“By any chance, if you are the owner of this business card, did you test the contents of the book?”

“Ugh….”

The woman nodded.

“Yes…. But, it’s all useless.”

“Eh? Wait! U-useless. What does that mean….”

“It’s exactly what I said.”

The woman pulled something from her bosom with a gloomy face.

“That is,”

“If you go about a hundred steps from here, there’s a shrine just as written in that book… the ‘Divine Shrine’ mentioned in that book is likely there.”

“…….”

“And this is a copy of the wooden plaque there.”

The woman glanced at me with a weary face.

“Looking at you, it seems you’ve read that book properly as well. …By any chance, do you study Korean history? This was written in a style from hundreds of years ago….”

No. I just have a monster Friend….

“A-anyway!! Then, can’t we just do as written on that, that wooden plaque?! Why are you just crying and saying it’s all impossible….”

“Because it won’t work!!”

“…!”

“Mister, I’m not an idiot, and I tried to do as written on the plaque. Getting three plums, mashing them in a cup, and scattering them outside, I did it all! I did it all, but….”

“…….”

Go Seon-ha caught her breath while looking into the void, then showed me the back of the paper she had pulled out as if thrusting it at me.

“Read that.”

Braun tactfully began to read it for me.

-‘Prepare a tune to offer to the Sangun. The more well-known it is, the better its effect. Write the lyrics and place them in the Incense Altar, then sing at the top of your lungs,

clapping at every step and bowing every thirty steps.’

“A tune to offer to the Sangun….”

“Yes! That!”

Go Seon-ha asked with her eyes wide.

“The Sangun is a tiger! So what immediately comes to mind? A tune related to tigers, praising tigers, whether it’s a children’s song or a folk song.”

“Th-that……”

Manager Lee Byeong-jin opened his mouth stutteringly.

“The king of the moun-tains, the great tiger….”

“On the tiger’s birthday, yes, that! I thought of that too. So I was going to use that, but….”

Go Seon-ha slumped her head.

“……They say you can’t use a tune that’s already been used.”

“…!”

“The space under the Incense Altar was already full of used lyric sheets! ‘The King of the Mountains’ was obviously among them……!”

Good grief.

“‘The Sangun is fickle and enjoys tunes, so he does not accept the same as before.’ No, they say tigers in folktales smoke pipes and dance, but this kind of… this kind of!!”

Go Seon-ha screamed toward the void as if breathing fire, then looked back at us and asked with a desperate expression.

“Tiger children’s songs, folk songs, instrumentals… is there nothing else that comes to mind besides that king of the mountains song? Anything, anything at all….”

There is none.

“There isn’t, of course there isn’t!”

Go Seon-ha tore at her hair.

“It’s not like I’m a traditional music major, and it’s not like I can search for it, ah, ah….”

“…….”

No.

Even I didn’t know that duplicates weren't allowed.

In the <Dark Exploration Record>, there were records of performing the ritual in spaces reached after being bewitched by a Changwi three or four times, and the songs used each time were different.

From some traditional music games to instrumental pieces….

‘I thought they just wrote down different songs for fun because it’s a collective intelligence Wiki.’

I didn't know such a detail was hidden.

Even if I wanted to use the songs written on that Wiki, only the titles are written; the lyrics and melodies are unknown.

‘Damn it.’

The atmosphere in the abandoned house turned cold.

“…….”

Phew.

With Braun's help, I read through the Chinese characters on the paper she said she copied from the wooden plaque of the Divine Shrine.

And then I asked.

“Ms. Go Seon-ha.”

“…Yes.”

“I have a few things I’d like to ask, is that alright?”

“What is it.”

“Have you been here for a few days?”

“……Ten days.”

Go Seon-ha’s face turned pale.

“But after being here for two or three days, I heard the sound of some crazy man wandering around… so I hid in the attic.”

The ‘crazy man’ looked back at Go Seon-ha with a somewhat wronged expression.

“And a few days later…… I even heard the voices of children. I didn't know what to do, so… just today when it became a full moon, while this mister was dozing off, I secretly went outside.”

“And you were planning to go to the Divine Shrine to try and perform the ritual.”

“Yes.”

I nodded.

Then I moved on to the next question.

“But that’s strange.”

“Pardon?”

“It’s written right there that one Sacrificial Lamb is required for the ritual, so why did you go alone?”

“……I won’t say anything like I was going to sacrifice myself to save the children.”

Go Seon-ha clenched her fists so hard her knuckles turned white.

“I was going to see how it’s done first… and then decide. But, yes. While doing it, I realized the situation. I also saw the records of the people who performed it before.”

“…….”

“Today is the full moon. Once today is over, it’s all over! I can’t last another 15 days until the full moon comes again. Surely… surely, the ghost will open the door,”

“Yes. It means the ritual must be performed before the sun rises.”

Recalling the single Talisman barely remaining on the doorknob, I couldn't help but nod.

“But I said I can’t do it!”

“No.”

I shook my head and stood up.

“I think it’s possible.”

“Pardon?”

“The ritual, I mean.”

For now, I thought of it.

A decent alternative.

“I will prepare for it.”

“W-wait a minute. No, uh, even if something is possible, you have to find all the supplies outside and prepare them… everything I found has already been used!”

I looked again at what was written on the paper that copied the ritual.

Ingredients: 3 plums, salt, ashes from burning a peach tree branch, a bucket of well water.

That means all of this must be obtained from outside….

In the middle of this night when the Changwi are wandering about.

But a way to safely wander around here alone….

‘Coincidentally, there is one.’

Only for me.

-Shall I turn off the lighting now, Mr. Roe Deer?

“…….”

Wow.

Do I really have to go out alone?

I instinctively looked back at the people.

My coward’s heart was screaming for us to please all stick together, but my brain grabbed me by the collar and told me not to do something stupid.

Aaaah, this is driving me crazy!

In the end, reason won.

“Everyone, please wait here.”

Actually, I’d like you to come with me.

If there’s anyone who would consider volunteering to come with me…… there is someone, right?

Surprisingly, Go Seon-ha raised a hand.

“…Because I’ve tried it before. I can at least guide you to the location,”

“Ahem! D-don’t interfere and just sit down, student.”

However, Manager Lee Byeong-jin stood up in surprise and dissuaded Go Seon-ha.

“He’s not someone you should think of as being like us! Eh? I’m telling you, he’s not an ordinary person!”

“…….”

No, that’s a bit much.

“Don’t interfere and just mark the locations for him. Quickly!”

“Uh….”

Go Seon-ha had a dubious look on her face.

But after looking back at me, she soon nodded as if she understood for some reason.

‘…!?’

Then, in the blank space of the paper where the ritual was written, she marked the locations where she had obtained the supplies and handed it to me.

“Ah! And… be careful of the water.”

“…….”

“A Changwi is a ghost that died by tiger affliction and became a servant to the tiger. … But in the past, it also meant a water ghost….”

Go Seon-ha swallowed hard, her face pale.

“Riversides, the sound of water, valleys, whatever it is, if you see an omen of water, avoid it. Don't even look, just walk.”

“Yes.”

This is really scary, damn it…….

In any case, the time had come, and I stood before the door.

The Sergeant said a word.

“Oh…… you’re going out alone?”

“Yes.”

It brings tears to my eyes, but that’s how it turned out.

“If any problem arises, please take care of the people.”

The security team isn't a department for protecting people, but it's much better than a civilian. Especially if the opponent is a monster within a ghost story.

But the Sergeant just stared at me.

“Excuse me.”

“Yes.”

“You really don’t seem like an employee of our company……”

“…?!”

“It’s fascinating…. Alright. I’ll just sit here then…. I don’t have any equipment anyway…….”

And then he sprawled out near the door.

“…….”

Anyway, things are settled, right?

‘…Let’s go.’

After taking a silent deep breath, I pulled the doorknob.

Creeeeeak.

Along with the eerie sound of hinges, the outside came into view.

Within the darkness where fog was thick.

It was deathly silent.

“…….”

Creak, thud.

The door closed behind me.

It was definitely supposed to be a full moon, but because the fog was so thick, not a single beam of moonlight shone through.

Deep darkness where greyish things could be glimpsed occasionally, tree branches swaying in the wind, and shadows of trees and bushes.

I barely managed to take a step.

Thud, thud.

-Friend, I will now turn off your lighting. Disappear… into the blind spot of the camera, behind the stage….

With every step, something like a thick shadow pressed down darkly over me.

‘It’s a bizarre sensation even experiencing it again….’

I had now become faint and dark, quietly melting into the foggy forest.

-Phew. It happens quite easily here!

Of course, the fear remained the same. I felt like I might die of a heart attack.

[If you walk straight up to the left from the abandoned house, you’ll see a very large tree. A Sacred Rope is hanging on it.]

Still, the clumsy sketch, arrows, and words Ms. Go Seon-ha had drawn came to mind, guiding the direction of my steps.

It was at a point where I couldn't distinguish front from back, so it was admirable how she had managed to gather the ritual supplies.

‘Top left.’

How many minutes had passed like that, feeling like an hour?

-Ah, Mr. Roe Deer. I see something over there.

Just as Braun said, something began to appear.

It was… a giant tree heavily draped in fog.

Whoosh.

Every time the branches swayed, a somewhat sweet smell drifted.

…It was peaches.

‘Why does it smell when there are no fruits?’

Even though it was clearly sweet, it felt ominous for some reason….

A Sacred Rope was hanging on the tree, and it also hung loosely between two thick branches.

And beyond that, a small field could be seen.

-Ho, is it farmland? A small vegetable garden in the mountains, the aesthetic is quite nice. Still, it’s not to my taste!

Braun spoke quite cheerfully, but my mind was not cheerful at all.

Was this neighborhood called the ‘Sangun’s Burial Site’ in the book I read earlier?

Even the locations where the ingredients for the ritual are?

‘It’s definitely a supernatural area.’

Being extremely cautious, I slowly approached that side and gathered the ingredients while circling the vicinity.

‘Plums… found them.’

[If you keep the large tree to your right and look left, you’ll see small trees. Plum trees.]

I picked up the fruits that had fallen under the plum trees, and I also picked up parched branches near the giant peach tree.

For the record, I absolutely did not pick the fruits directly or break the branches.

‘Who knows what would happen to me.’

It would be scary enough standing alone in the mountains in the middle of the night, but imagine standing alone in the mountains where you’re trapped, bewitched by a ghost.

And you even have to complete a mission?

You would naturally become a safety-first person.

‘…Good.’

Lastly, I gathered the salt that had been scattered like a Warding off misfortune Talisman on top of an old stone pagoda into a piece of paper.

…To be honest, I almost screamed earlier while drawing water from the well when I heard the sound of the bucket hitting something inside.

‘But I gathered it all.’

The surroundings were still silent.

I let out a very thin sigh of relief.

‘Now, if I go back to the peach tree and go in reverse, the abandoned house should appear….’

It was when I was retracing my steps to move accurately.

Something I hadn't seen before caught my eye.

At the end of the peach tree’s Sacred Rope, a clean silk end was tied.

‘Eh?’

Words were written there.

You who are unqualified

Turn back

Wow.

‘I must never even touch it.’

I nodded my head while maintaining a safety distance of 1m.

-You look nervous, Mr. Roe Deer.

‘Ah. It seems like a qualification is needed to cross this rope.’

-Hmm.

‘No matter how I think about it, there’s no way a person bewitched by a ghost and brought here would have the qualification….’

-And you have the qualification!

‘…….’

What?

-Will you look at your wrist?

I raised my hand and looked at the inside.

The place where the theme park’s entry band had been.

: Socius :

The tattoo that remained in the place where the Membership Pass had burned was shimmering mysteriously.

“…!!”

‘Was the word… Socius.’

A Latin word meaning companion, member, or kin.

-Ho, I didn't expect it to be a mark with such a wide range of common use!

-I don’t know if he has many connections despite being a theme park Mascot, or if he has another part-time job.

“…….”

-Then Friend, will you use the Membership Pass?

I approached right in front of the Sacred Rope and slowly reached out my hand.

The swaying Sacred Rope passed smoothly through my arm like a lie.

“…!”

-As expected.

I carefully took a step forward.

Into the plantation where entry was permitted.

Chapter 36

My foot, stepping over the Sacred Rope, touches the ground.

In gaming terms, it felt as if I had entered a special field.

As if by magic, the fog vanished, and the landscape revealed itself properly.

But….

‘…It’s huge.’

The field in the mountains under the full moon was much larger than expected.

A massive field, vast enough to cover the entire ridge.

Quiet, dark greenery swayed under the indigo moonlight.

However, it didn't feel particularly peaceful or pleasant.

It felt ominous and eerie.

-It has a peculiar fragrance.

It was just as he said.

Furthermore, those tiny red berries visible between the swaying greenery are…… Wa-Wait a minute.

‘…Ginseng?’

That’s right.

Is this a ginseng field?

Wait, ginseng is called ‘insam’ when it's cultivated artificially by humans, but strictly speaking, this doesn't seem to have been grown by humans….

‘…Mountain Ginseng?’

All of these are Mountain Ginseng??

‘No way….’

I hurriedly looked around the field and saw a signpost stuck at the edge.

[Thousand years]

“…….”

I immediately tried to turn around and cross back over the Sacred Rope.

-Mr. Roe Deer?

‘Let’s run.’

Thousand-year-old Mountain Ginseng?

It felt like opening a pencil case to borrow a pen from a Friend, only to find it filled with gold bars instead.

The moment I was about to cross the Sacred Rope.

[Honored guest!]

“…!”

[Ah, honored guest. Please, do not go….]

A delicate, sobbing voice was heard from behind.

Very slowly, I turned only my head halfway back.

[A ghost attached to a tiger is coming to plunder me! A future approaches where a terrifying tiger will sever my limbs, chew them up, and spit them onto the ground! Please save me, please save me…!]

One of the clusters of berries rising from the field was swaying gently.

Then, perhaps noticing that I was looking at it, its leaves drooped.

[Ah, now it is my turn. I shall be ruthlessly torn to pieces, with not even a scrap of flesh remaining….]

“…….”

I turned my body and looked at the Mountain Ginseng in question.

Under my gaze, the cluster of berries swayed fervently.

[Rather than being carried away by an evil tiger, I would rather be eaten by an honored guest! Take me and boil me thoroughly in a large cast-iron pot; it will cure all diseases, and even aged parents will rise like young men to exert great strength!]

Come to think of it, Mountain Ginseng… has been depicted in folktales as a virtuous and mystical existence.

A reward given to a good person.

I bent my knees toward the Mountain Ginseng swaying its berries.

[Honored gueeeest!]

And I reached out my hand toward the Mountain Ginseng…….

Then I stood back up.

[…?]

“Liar.”

The berries froze.

Then, the ground shook as if vibrating, and a sinister, cracked, deep voice surged out.

[You noticed! You maggot-like thing!]

Yeah.

‘I heard this was the Sangun’s Burial Site.’

Have you ever heard the story that ghosts do everything backward?

But this is a place I came to because I was bewitched by a ghost, and the name is a burial site?

‘There’s no way Mountain Ginseng growing in this neighborhood would be normal.’

It wouldn't be strange if its attributes were completely reversed. I knew it would be like this.

[Hehehehe, hehehehe!]

The Mountain Ginseng began to squirm and rise.

Hieeeeek!!

Its half-emerged form was a pallid purple, looking exactly like a zombie miniature.

It was even vomiting out something like dark red fluid!

‘I prepared myself mentally, but it’s still scary!’

[You get buried too! You be buried here and become ginseng too! Let your hands and feet be cut off and rot so you can't escape! Feel the pain of dying while alive!]

Even the surrounding leaves twisted like tentacles, squirming their roots out of the soil together. Aaaah!

Without delay, I immediately pulled something out from my waist.

‘S-Snow White Apple!’

It’s an Item with a strange effect: ‘Falling into a death-like sleep immediately upon consumption.’

But what was I going to do with this?

‘I thought it would be hard to chew on an apple in an emergency anyway….’

So I ground it all up into juice!

Splatter.

I took out the sealed pack containing the juice made from the ground Snow White Apple and sprayed it all over the field in front of me.

The Mountain Ginseng….

[Keehehehe! It won’t work! It won’t work! You fool! I’ll tear off your limbs….]

Zzz.

It fell into a dead faint.

“…….”

The Snow White Apple… definitely has a certain effect.

I carefully moved my feet.

The hideous Mountain Ginseng, half-emerged from the soil, remained motionless on the ground, unconscious.

It felt strange—as if a cockroach had been hit by pesticide and was sprawled on the floor, or like a dog or cat had fallen into a deep sleep and was showing its belly.

-Oh! He was a rather interesting fellow, though rude! How about taking him as a souvenir?

Normally, I would have asked if he was crazy.

But I carefully looked into the Mountain Ginseng.

It spoke, expressed emotions, tried to deceive me, and calculated the situation. It seemed like something like fluid was flowing inside it too.

If so, this….

‘An intelligent being… right?’

Found it, a substitute for the Sacrificial Lamb.

“…So, you’ve obtained all the materials, finished the ritual preparations, and as for the Sacrificial Lamb, we can just use this strange Mountain Ginseng… is that it?”

“Yes.”

“…….”

The faces of the people in the haunted house turned blank as they heard the summarized version of ‘What Kim Soleum (impersonating the security team) went through outside~’.

Did I summarize it too much?

But it couldn't be helped. Since I couldn't explain exactly how I did it, it ended up being ‘Anyway, I got it’.

‘I’m a bit worried about having dug up the Mountain Ginseng… but it’s better for my mental health than killing a random person.’

I don’t know whose field it is, but I think if there were a real problem, Braun would have sounded an alarm.

Anyway, I looked at the people with the most nonchalant face possible.

People still stood with their mouths agape, looking back and forth between me, the materials, and the Mountain Ginseng.

But it worked well enough.

“A-As expected of the security team…. To even do something like this!”

No, I’m not.

Feeling unnecessarily guilty, I looked at the actual security team, but the Sergeant was just lying among the middle schoolers with an expression that said everything was a bother.

The kids were huddled around him, chatting away—I wonder when they introduced themselves.

“Hyung, Hyung, you don't look that strong.”

“No… I’m totally strong.”

The kids are laughing. Their tension must have eased a bit now that there are more people.

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin looked at Go Seon-ha, whose face had brightened while checking the materials, and then at me with an anxious face, swallowed hard, and said.

“T-Then, are we all going to the Divine Shrine now? To perform the ritual…?”

“Yes.”

“…The Divine Shrine is nearby, so we should be able to move carefully. Nothing happened while I was in the Divine Shrine….”

Go Seon-ha turned back to me with a stiff face.

“By any chance, did you visit the Divine Shrine when you went out?”

“Yes.”

While Braun was masking my presence, I went and burned the peach wood branches.

I was so nervous I almost cried about three times.

“…Then it’ll be easier. Just walk quietly and quickly without making a sound. We’re in the darkness, so as long as we don't make a mistake, we'll be fine.”

“Understood.”

“…Then, let’s go to the Divine Shrine together.”

The time has come.

We caught our breath for a moment and prepared ourselves mentally, then lined up in front of the closed door.

“Kids. You must never stop. Keep walking.”

“Yes…….”

At Go Seon-ha’s words, the kids nodded with terrified faces, but soon, comforted by the adults, they shut their mouths and squeezed into the line.

“…….”

But why am I the one standing at the very front…?

Everyone, why are you naturally moving to the back?

‘Did I summarize the process of getting the materials too much…!’

Everyone seems to think of me as some kind of world-class braveheart and a capable person full of inquisitiveness. Oh, please….

‘They wouldn't believe me even if I said I was scared now, right?’

……Still, is it better than being at the very back?

Resigned, I opened the door again.

Creak.

The mountainside, once again enveloped in within the darkness and fog, revealed itself.

Gasp.

“Ugh,”

“Shh.”

The kids shut their mouths with terrified faces.

We moved our feet slowly and as quietly as possible.

Thump, thump.

With every small sound, the pace of our footsteps quickened.

I could feel the pressure enveloping the whole group, as if a Changwi would call out from behind and chase us at any moment.

-Friend! You don't have to hurry so much. Don't forget that this Braun is always here even in the worst-case scenario….

And fortunately, that ‘worst-case scenario’ did not happen.

Beyond the darkness and fog, old roof tiles are visible.

An old house in red and blue, bent at a strange angle.

It’s the Divine Shrine.

Thud.

“Phew.”

“E-Everyone’s in, right?”

The people who safely entered the shrine caught their breath.

The Sergeant, who was the last to enter at a leisurely pace, closed and locked the green door made of traditional paper.

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin hurriedly tried to paste the Talisman he picked up from the floor of the haunted house onto the door, but Go Seon-ha stopped him.

“It might cause a problem with the ritual. Let’s just leave it. We just need to do it quickly and get out!”

“R-Right.”

In the meantime, I looked around the Divine Shrine.

Eyes adjusted to the darkness showed outlines through the shadows.

The inside was strangely clean, but very old.

A broken incense burner between two rusted Maitreya statues without heads.

And above them, a moth-eaten wooden tablet was visible.

-That must be the wooden tablet where the ritual was written. It has quite an atmosphere….

I read along with the contents of the wooden tablet that Braun told me.

“…The person with the most bold mind and body shall come forward and conduct the ritual.”

Wow, first of all, it’s not me.

“…….”

No, you two, don’t look at me, seriously.

I naturally turned my gaze and looked at the Sergeant. Then the gazes of the two people followed, but…….

“I can’t do it.”

“…Yes??”

“I can’t do it, so don’t ask me to…….”

“U-Understood.”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin cowered and then looked at me.

I stared blankly at the Section Chief.

“…….”

“……Well,”

“You do it.”

“Y-Yes…….”

Even if you’re a nervous wreck, you’re probably less of a coward than I am….

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin stepped forward with trembling steps, then looked back at me and Go Seon-ha with a horrified face.

“W-Wait a minute! Sanjunghogeol!”

Go Seon-ha was also horrified.

“Right! ‘A tune to offer to the Sangun’!”

“Yeah, that! We don’t have anything to replace that tiger nursery rhyme or folk song! No matter how many materials we have, without that….”

Ah.

“I have it.”

“……??”

“Just a moment.”

I called the middle schoolers.

And I asked very politely.

“Kids. You said you were on a school trip, right?”

“Yes….”

“Is there any friend who kept listening to music in the car on the way down? Or a friend who knows celebrities well.”

The kids looked at each other and gestured toward a student without bangs.

I quickly asked that student.

“What’s your name?”

“L-Lee Na-yeon.”

“Okay, Na-yeon. I have something to ask you.”

I tried to put on a very kind expression. Question marks appeared on the adults' faces all at once.

“…?? Excuse me, what are you doing right now….”

“Among famous idol songs, are there songs with a tiger in the lyrics?”

“…!!”

I turned back to the adults.

They had dazed expressions.

“B-But, c-can we use a pop song? Something like an idol song….”

“It’s possible.”

I held up the ritual note Go Seon-ha had written for me.

“If you look, it just says ‘tune’. It means there’s absolutely no need to use something like a folk song or a nursery rhyme.”

“…!”

This isn't a ghost story wiki entry section, so there’s no need or reason to select a song that fits the ghost story atmosphere.

Human prejudice had narrowed the scope.

“Ah….”

I turned my gaze back to the child.

“Na-yeon. So, is there a song you remember? Sangun, tiger, something like that is fine too.”

“Ah!”

And Na-yeon immediately answered with a brightened face.

“I have one! Saint-U’s Peek-a-boo!”

Bingo.

“A-And there’s also a VTIC song….”

“Is there a song among them that you know all the lyrics to? And one that’s famous at the same time.”

“Yes! Saint-U’s Peek-a-boo!”

Okay.

I turned back to the adults and made a solemn declaration.

“We will use Saint-U’s ‘Peek-a-boo’ as the tune to offer to the Sangun.”

Take an idol song, tiger!

Inside the quiet Divine Shrine.

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, who walked forward from the darkness, poured ashes into the incense burner with trembling hands.

It’s the ash from burning peach wood branches.

-First.

-‘The one conducting the ritual, come forward and burn peach wood branches in the incense burner and inhale the scent.’

-‘After carefully closing the lid of the incense burner, open it again once the scent has drifted away.’

The Section Chief covered the top of the broken old incense burner with an equally old lid with trembling hands, then waited for a few seconds before removing the lid.

Amazingly, the pile of ashes had vanished.

In its place, a single, intact piece of incense was burning.

The fragrance of peaches wafted strongly from the small branch-shaped incense.

“…!!”

-‘If the incense is burning, the Sangun has recognized your sincerity’…. Oh, it’s going exactly according to plan. Marvelous!

“Ugh.”

Perhaps the scent of the incense was too strong, as Go Seon-ha covered her nose and stepped back.

The Section Chief hurriedly performed the next movement.

-Second.

-‘Open the traditional paper door.’

Rattle.

Beyond the open door, the dark forest came into view. The children hid behind the adults.

-‘Crush three plums in a bronze cup and sprinkle them on the soil below the wooden floor. The remaining cup must be thrown to the east and never looked back at.’

I handed the three plums to Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin. After crushing the plums in the bronze cup with his fingers, the Section Chief sprinkled them on the soil.

A scent as sweet and sour as syrup wafted up.

Go Seon-ha, who had been backing away, came forward, her complexion improving slightly as she sniffed.

Then she gestured to Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin.

It meant it was time for the third step.

-Third.

-‘Prepare a tune to offer to the Sangun. The more well-known it is to the world, the better its effect.’

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin picked up the lyric sheet he had written in advance, carefully rolled it up, and put it in the drawer under the Incense Altar.

-‘Write the lyrics and put them in the Incense Altar, sing at the top of your lungs, clapping at every step and bowing every thirty steps.’

People stepped out of the open door one by one.

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin began to sing the lyrics taught by the student named Lee Na-yeon.

“…Peek-a-boo. Here I come.”

The middle schoolers sang in chorus.

The tune dedicated to the Sangun.

Chapter 37

Peek-a-boo by Saint U.

According to the middle schoolers' explanation, it was the final group activity album of a famous girl idol who had made a grand comeback a few years ago after a long hiatus.

The addictive, bright, and cheerful pre-release track was said to have stayed on the music charts for a long time.

Now, that song was echoing through the eerie, dark, and misty forest, accompanied by rhythmic clapping.

Clap.

"My piercing gaze captures you at once, but I have no intention of approaching first..."

"I'll wait, pretending I'm not, until you draw near, quite comfortably."

Cuz Predators never move first…. Even the adults joined in, doing their best to sing along, however clumsily.

Clap.

"Right, hurry and get ready. I'm an elegant tiger. The moment you approach—Peek-a-boo!"

The lively and exciting melody continued.

Perhaps because they were singing together, the children's expressions gradually softened, and their voices gained strength.

"Peek-a-boo! Here I come, get nervous! I'm a tiger. Even within the darkness, my eyes sparkle!"

—'Walk along the path as the tune rises, and place the sacrificial lamb to be used as an offering at the very back.'

However, at the very end of the line, instead of a person, a palm-sized purple Mountain Ginseng was dangling and swaying like a bundle.

The Sergeant was following at the rear, resting the stick from which the Mountain Ginseng hung over his shoulder, as if carrying a trash bag.

Go Seon-ha kept glancing at it suspiciously from the side, but the man himself was humming the song quite cheerfully.

"Peek-a-boo! I'll bewitch you and make you lose your mind. Peek-a-boo. Right, get nervous."

Clap.

I signaled for the people to stop with a hand gesture.

'The thirtieth.'

The people hesitated but then bowed deeply as if performing a New Year's greeting before standing back up.

And the song continued.

"Peek-a-boo!"

The trail gradually became flatter and easier to walk.

—'The path ends when the tune ends. When you find a small snake den in a place without grass, put your hand inside, thanking the Sangun for his mercy.'

—'Your hand must be coated with well water mixed with salt.'

By the time they reached the final chorus after the second verse, the surrounding scenery had changed.

The trees that had been so dense they brushed against their faces thinned out, and the grayish-white mist grew thicker.

Instinctively, everyone realized it.

'We're almost there...!'

People's faces were stained with tension, expectation, and alertness.

But they sang the song to the end as calmly as possible.

"Peek-a-boo, right, get nervous..."

Clap.

Until the final line.

"Now, I'm coming for you."

Their footsteps stopped.

"……."

"……."

The path ended.

In front of the blocked trail was a wide-open clearing.

"The, the trees are gone."

People's steps quickened. Through the thick mist, the result of the ritual finally appeared before their eyes.

"Now the snake den...!"

A massive reservoir.

"……."

"……."

'What is this?'

A vast, black body of water from which mist endlessly rolled out.

People stopped, their faces filled with bewilderment and terror.

Faces that didn't understand what was happening.

"Why, why..."

"Wait, a snake den should have appeared, uh..."

What was it?

What went wrong?

I looked at the Mountain Ginseng the Sergeant was holding.

…It was perfectly fine.

'It should have disappeared...?'

Go Seon-ha spoke, her face pale.

"...A water ghost."

"...!"

The words I heard a few hours ago immediately came to mind.

'And... be careful of water. A Changwi was originally something that meant a water ghost a long time ago...'

"It was a trap! The ritual, the ritual itself was a trap!! We were bewitched by a water ghost...!"

"Aaaaaah!!"

"We've all been lured here, to the reservoir...!!"

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin screamed and tried to run back, only to trip and fall. The children began to sob, screaming and grabbing onto each other.

I also felt a chill run down my spine and almost collapsed.

It felt like I had stepped into a scene from a horror movie where all the characters were about to die.

"……."

'Am I going to die like thi—'

...No.

No!!

At the very least, I had to know why.

No matter how much I thought about it, I hadn't made a mistake within the information given. Even including all the Exploration Records from the <Dark Exploration Record> I had read!

An irrational sense of being unable to accept this dominated my mind more than fear.

The terrified Go Seon-ha's shouting buzzed in my ears.

"Turn, turn around and run. Back to the abandoned house...!"

...Huh?

Wait a minute.

I turned to look at Go Seon-ha.

"...Do you know something?"

"Yes?"

"The abandoned house was also a deception."

"……Pardon?"

"Doesn't it seem strange if you think about it?"

I spoke slowly.

About the intended contradictions of this ghost story.

"We entered this space because we were bewitched by a Changwi, yet we were able to regain our senses in an abandoned house with Talismans meant to keep the Changwi out."

"……."

"And in that abandoned house, the ritual to escape this place was kindly written down."

That was why interpretations of this abandoned house were divided even in the comment section of the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki, but I was almost certain.

'This was a ghost story intended to bleed people dry from the start.'

If so, the intended probability was this.

"They intentionally trap you in the abandoned house for fifteen days, wringing out your mind and body to weaken you."

By giving the hope of a ritual and forcing people to endure in an extreme state, they break down their psychological barriers.

"Then it's easy to lure them out."

Crucially...

"In that state, if they can induce a mistake during the ritual, that's best, but it doesn't matter if they don't."

I looked at the Mountain Ginseng.

"Because in the process of choosing a Sacrificial Lamb, conflict will inevitably arise and there will be stragglers. One Sacrificial Lamb can always be 'taken.'"

"……."

"Of course, the ritual itself must be real. That way, people will cling to it more desperately."

And because this was the <Dark Exploration Record>.

You shouldn't put too many convenient false settings into a story. It breaks immersion and loses tension, so the ritual is definitely real.

That's why I also proceeded with the ritual with almost total certainty, but...

"That makes it even more questionable."

I had read quite a lot of ghost stories.

At least all the ghost stories posted on the <Dark Exploration Record>.

Even the ones that were hard to read became part of my routine at the company, so I read them several times.

In that process, I also learned a few bits of trivia I hadn't known before...

Things like this.

"Peach branches are commonly known to ward off ghosts."

"And?"

"And plums are a fruit that Changwi like. That's probably why these two materials were needed."

"...Ah."

"Lure the Changwi to the shrine, and in the meantime, the person performing the ritual escapes while holding the incense that wards off ghosts."

I raised my head.

"But it just so happens that there is someone here who was uncomfortable with the smell of the burning incense made from peach branches and reacted as if tempted by the plums."

"……."

Among the seven people, the person who insisted on walking next to the Sergeant at the very back.

As if they wanted to walk as far away as possible from the incense made of peach branches.

"Ms. Go Seon-ha."

I stared at the person in question.

"Are you speaking of your own will right now?"

"……What are you—"

Maybe.

Maybe the real Ms. Go Seon-ha failed the ritual at the shrine even before we met her and already...

"Right now, it's not Ms. Go Seon-ha, but a Changwi speaking, isn't it?"

Thud.

Her feet stopped.

"I've been caught."

Go Seon-ha's mouth tore open.

But it's late! Too late!

Her arms grew strangely long and stretched out, trying to grab and pull me...

'Ack!'

I rolled on the ground to dodge the arm.

Behind me, the screams of the Section Chief and the children echoed.

"Aaaaaagh!!"

"A, a ghost!"

Reflexively, I pulled the knife from my front pocket. That thing isn't a complete Changwi! Since it's a human possessed by a Changwi, if I can somehow subdue her...

But I realized.

'I, I can't charge at that thing!'

To use this short-range weapon, I'd have to go right in front of a ghost-possessed person! I feel like I'm about to faint even now!

Still, my burning brain immediately found the right person!

"Sergeant!"

I threw the weapon at the Human Figure standing behind me.

"Please suppress her!"

Whoosh.

The Blood-Sucking Knife sliced through the air.

"...Ah."

The Sergeant snatched the Blood-Sucking Knife I threw, glanced at it once, and immediately charged at the Changwi.

He-he-he-he!!

Go Seon-ha's face and arms twisted, and strange and bizarre forms burst out at random.

The arms, faces, hair, and eyes of countless men and women of all ages looked in all directions.

Hey! Hey!

"Hieeeeek!"

"Step back and close your eyes!"

Lee Byeong-jin retreated toward the mountain path, rolling with the children, and curled his body.

Can you hear me? Someone help!

At that moment, the Sergeant's appearance also began to twist.

A grotesque form.

His skinny-looking Upper Body swelled as if it would explode, growing massive, and his mouth tore long like a snout, with his tongue darting out.

That tongue mercilessly grabbed and snapped the Changwi's long arms.

Aaaaaagh!

No, it was a hallucination. The Sergeant looked like a normal human.

No, he really did transform into a monster-like form...

'Wow, this is driving me crazy.'

I barely managed to shift my focus.

The reason the Security Team suppressed ghost stories so well.

The reason why they were not the Field Exploration team despite that.

It was appearing before my eyes.

==========

[Security Team]

: One of the three teams under the Security Department of Daydream Inc., a massive force appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A team where personnel who have been so eroded by specific Anomalies that they are no longer judged as human are employed.

It is a life-term position, and resignation is impossible.

==========

Did you know?

If you aren't judged as human, the Collector doesn't fill with extract even if you clear a ghost story.

There is no value in Field Exploration.

That's why those who have synchronized with ghost stories and become almost like monsters are assigned to the Security Team.

Especially... those Contaminated by a certain ghost story that is violent and has a strong territorial instinct,

It hurts! It hurts!

To the Security Team.

To be used to suppress major problems with ghost stories managed within the company.

'...And to be a Sergeant there, that man must be the same.'

In short, an employee specialized in confronting monsters within ghost stories.

Kyaaaaaaaaagh!

The Changwi's numerous arms were torn apart by the tongue, claws, and teeth protruding from the Sergeant's snout.

As the Sergeant held the Blood-Sucking Knife in his mouth, strange shapes were still shimmering on his face.

'...A wolf?'

The hallucination of saliva and blood dripping from a snout torn wide to reveal numerous teeth overlapped and then vanished.

Dizziness and nausea surged like a wave, so I hurriedly stared at the ground.

'...It feels like I'm having a nightmare.'

I began to vaguely understand, in a realistic sense, why the Security Team removed all people when they suppressed ghost stories in the <Dark Exploration Record>...

Still, despite taking a gamble, things were proceeding successfully.

"Keep your eyes closed!"

I also silently endured, looking at the ground.

And in the next moment.

—Oh, Mr. Roe Deer. The bizarre guest you brought has won!

The situation had ended.

When I looked up, the Changwi was lying there with the Blood-Sucking Knife pierced into the palm of its right hand.

And I saw the distorted and mutated form of the Sergeant firmly gripping its head...

—Ugh, it looks like trash that's gone as far as it can go. If it had come as a guest on my show, it wouldn't have dared to appear!

There has never been a time when I felt so lucky that only I could hear what Braun was saying.

I squeezed out a desperately nonchalant voice to the Sergeant, who was pressing down hard on Go Seon-ha's head.

"Sergeant, thank you."

"Uuuurgh..."

—He says he's tired. How rude!

You, who can translate that monstrous sound, are scarier...

It was then.

A muffled sound came from beneath the Sergeant's hand.

It was a human voice.

"W-wait..."

"...!"

Before I knew it, a normal-looking Go Seon-ha was desperately groaning and wheezing with a terrified expression.

"P-please save me! S-save m—"

Leave her behind...

"U-uuugh..."

Her eyes rolled back, and the voice of the Changwi was heard.

Let's just you die... hmm? You can die. You killed people. You tried to kill the kids. I know everything, you know? You can die.

Go Seon-ha struggled.

"No, no..."

Leave only her behind. Leave only her behind. Okay? Please?!

"Please save me, please save me!! Aaaaaagh!"

At that moment.

"Right now."

The Sergeant asked in a human voice.

"You're requesting an emergency rescue from <Daydream Inc.>... right?"

His face could not be seen due to the monster's form.

But that clear voice was definitely questioning Go Seon-ha directly.

"This is an official request at a level where a contract would be drawn up... correct?"

……Something felt off.

Go Seon-ha looked up with a dazed face, then answered in a desperate voice as if she had regained her senses.

"Corr—"

Wait.

"No, it's not."

I gritted my teeth and cut in.

"This isn't Darkness owned by the company, and we didn't enter to rescue a civilian. Most importantly, we've provided mutual help to each other."

"Huh...? That's strange..."

The growling voice dropped dangerously low.

"Didn't she try to stop us from leaving...?"

Gasp.

"...It doesn't matter. In the result, it was helpful."

I declared firmly.

"Then this is cooperation."

"……."

The Sergeant stared at me.

Then he looked at Go Seon-ha and...

"Ah... is that so..."

"……."

"I guess that could be right..."

Sshhh.

The strength left the Sergeant's voice, and his tone returned to its usual 'everything is a bother' style.

'Whew.'

I cut in because something felt strange, and as expected, this seemed right.

'It's best not to get involved with Daydream Inc. at all...'

Especially being in debt to that company? No matter how I thought about it, I had a very bad feeling.

"Hmm... then what should we do..."

"Just a moment."

I approached Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, who was holding the children and crouching back with his eyes closed.

The Section Chief was startled by my footsteps.

"Hieeeeek! Are you going to use me instead—!"

"The incense burner."

"Huh...?"

"Give it to me."

I snatched the incense burner Lee Byeong-jin was still holding.

The incense made from peach branches had already burned out, but the ash remained completely inside the burner.

'She hated the peach branches.'

In that case...

I poured that incense burner directly near Go Seon-ha's shoulder.

Kyaaaaaaaaagh!!

Sizzle.

It clearly shouldn't have been that hot, but the smell of burning and salt rose from her shoulder.

I'm not going! I'm not going! I'll just cling to her again! I'll just cling again... Aaaaaagh!

I poured it all over her head.

The body possessed by the Changwi convulsed, thrashing wildly, and then...

"Gasp,"

Her eyes snapped open.

Eyes filled with clarity and relief.

It was Go Seon-ha.

"I, I'm okay! I think I'm okay now..."

"No, you aren't."

"Pardon?"

"This is a space you entered because you were bewitched by a Changwi in the first place, so it could come back at any time."

"T-then..."

"So, for now, let's make it so you can't come in at all, Ms. Go Seon-ha."

"...?"

I had brought one more pouch of apple juice.

I held out the sealed pack to Go Seon-ha.

"U-uh, uh..."

"Just swallow it all."

When I insisted, Go Seon-ha had a look like she didn't understand, but eventually, while being pinned down, she began to gulp down the apple juice.

And a moment later.

Thump.

She fell into a deep sleep, just like the Mountain Ginseng.

Phew.

'For now, it's settled...'

"You can take your hand off now."

"……."

The Sergeant obediently took his hand off and then asked in a subtle voice.

"By any chance, a department change..."

"I won't."

Please, stop.

Anyway, after thanking the Sergeant again, who had returned well to a human form, I took care of Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin and the kids, who still had their eyes tightly shut.

"You can open your eyes now."

"Ah...!"

Relief flashed across Lee Byeong-jin's face.

But soon, looking at the children, he whispered to me with a desperate expression.

"B-but what do we do now?? How on earth will we find the way out...!"

"……."

"It looks like the sun is about to rise!"

I looked at the sky.

Beyond the grayish mist, a dim light seemed to be shining from somewhere...

...The night of the full moon was ending.

'There is no time to perform the ritual again.'

However...

"It will be alright."

"...Yes?"

"Probably half of the ritual was a success."

I recalled how the path changed every time we walked while singing and how the incense burned properly.

'Everything we prepared was correct.'

Strictly speaking, this ritual has two purposes.

Avoiding the Changwi.

Beseeching the Sangun to find an escape route.

"And I'm saying that the latter of the two seems to have been done properly."

Because someone possessed by a Changwi was mixed among us, the former failed, leading us right to the edge of the water, but...

"Perhaps, the exit is also near here."

"...!"

We Help stuck together in the thick fog and began to scour the clearing near the mountain, a short distance away from the water.

Around the point where the forest path walked during the ritual ended.

-‘If you find a small snake hole in a place without grass, give thanks for Sangun’s mercy and put your hand inside. Your hand must be coated with salted well water.’

‘A place without grass…, a place without grass.’

And a short while later.

“I-I found it!”

“…!!”

One of the middle schoolers discovered a small hole beneath a tree.

The moonlight was shining down upon it, as if piercing through the fog.

A hole so pitch-black it looked as if ink had pooled inside.

“…….”

A snake hole.

I made the people quickly dip their hands into the salt water. Driven by urgency, they moved before fear could take hold.

‘Hurry, hurry.’

And so, just before the sun rose.

We Help put our hands into the snake hole.
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The first thing I felt was dampness.

Splat.

When I thrust my salt-water-soaked hand into the snake pit, a bizarre chill, as if I had plunged my hand into ink, washed over me.

And then, I was sucked in.

“…!”

The suction that began at my hand soon swallowed my entire body.

‘I—I can’t breathe.’

It felt like wet paper was sticking to my whole body, constricting me.

My vision spun amidst the pitch-black darkness and sensory deprivation, until...

“Gasp!”

Thump.

I took a breath in the cool, open air.

I opened my eyes.

The night view of a provincial city, where neon signs twinkled instead of stars, spread out before me.

An autumn night in Korea.

‘…I survived.’

It was reality.

“Phew.”

I tried to stand on my trembling legs but nearly collapsed.

Dark red ink was leaking and trailing beneath my feet.

“…….”

I followed the trail of ink with my eyes.

A single ink wash painting on old hanji paper was there, all blurred and faded.

It was barely recognizable, as if someone had poured fresh ink over a drawing that had already withered away after many years...

‘…That must be one of the many paintings that lead into those crazy mountains from earlier.’

Feeling an eerie chill for some reason, I immediately looked away and instead scanned the people sprawled on the ground.

One, two, three, four… seven. Everyone was here.

It seemed the painting had spat them out right after me.

“Ughhh….”

“Are you alright?”

“Ugh… Huh?! The—the outside!!”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin shouted as he stared into the air.

“Haha!! I—I’m alive!! I’m alive!!”

Then, with an expression full of joy and tears, he looked back at me and bowed his head deeply.

“Th—thank you. For saving me….”

“You saved yourself, Manager. Weren’t you the one who performed the ritual?”

“…Haha, well, you’re quite humble… It’s embarrassing. Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin bowed his head again, looking somewhat moved.

It was closer to flattery than humility, but I decided to let him keep his pleasant misunderstanding.

“Wh—what!?”

The next to regain consciousness were the middle schoolers, and as I looked after them, I heard a surprising story.

“This was the site of your school trip?”

“Yes!!”

Come to think of it, this place perfectly matched their description of ‘the pavilion on the mountain behind the lodging.’

‘I guess we were all spat out here.’

……It was a relief that I hadn’t woken up in that bizarre crack of an office in the company basement.

I didn't stop the kids as they hugged each other with relieved faces and started crying, preparing to run straight down. I simply left them with a warning to be careful.

“Watch your step. As soon as you get down, find an adult and call your parents, okay?”

However, the kids seemed to get scared instead.

“Aren’t you coming with us…?”

Well… that’s difficult.

Whether I was mistaken for a kidnapper or treated as a hero who saved the kids, the moment I went to the police station, the company wouldn't be very happy about it...

‘It’s enough that the kids return safely.’

I slowly shook my head and said,

“We have to go somewhere else. You guys just head straight down from here. Don't look back.”

Since they might trip.

“…! Yes.”

The kids seemed to find their courage, as if they had made a big resolution. Just as I told them, they leaned on each other and carefully but diligently descended the mountain.

‘That’s done.’

The mountain was shallow with well-maintained walking trails anyway, so it would only take five minutes to get down.

I was watching the kids’ backs as they safely descended when...

Tap, tap.

“Excuse me….”

The Sergeant, who had staggered to his feet early on, tapped my shoulder.

“Take this with you….”

“Ah.”

The Sergeant held out a wooden stick with a bluish Mountain Ginseng hanging from it.

‘Honestly, you could have just left it there.’

Anyway, as I reflexively took the fainted Mountain Ginseng, the Sergeant turned around and began to trudge away.

“…Where are you going?”

“The company……. I’m still on duty….”

Ah.

‘But we’re in Gyeongju.’

Won’t his shift be over by the time we get back up?

Regardless, I followed him. I had to get to Seoul anyway.

While carrying the still sprawled-out graduate student, Go Seon-ha, on my back.

‘I’ll leave her in front of a police station on the way.’

It was then.

“Ah, the two of you are from the Security Team, so you must return quickly! I—I’ll follow you! Haha! The missing person you were looking for should go too, right? Let’s go together!”

I looked back at Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin.

The way he hurriedly followed us made him look like a sycophant worried about losing his backing.

Well, since we’ve escaped…… I suppose it’s time he knew the truth.

“And, uh, after everything is settled, I’ll stop by your workplace to pay my respects. Hehe, which office does the Security Team work out of……?”

“I’m not.”

“…?”

“You won't be able to meet me even if you go to the Security Team.”

“What?”

“Because I’m part of the Field Exploration team.”

A long silence followed.

“But your, your clothes are Security Team,”

“I borrowed them…….”

“…!?”

At the Sergeant’s words, Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin’s face filled with confusion, but he soon seemed to piece the situation together in his head.

“Ah! Ah! I see. Huh? But I don’t recognize your face at all… Do you not receive administrative support? Ah! Are you perhaps a special team, or something like that? That’s why you’re wearing the security uniform…….”

“I’m a rookie.”

“……?”

“I’m a new employee in Team D.”

“…???”

The aftermath was handled quite swiftly.

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin repeatedly cried out “Lies” all the way from Gyeongju until we returned to the company, but after checking my personnel files, his face went blank again.

And he didn't… change his attitude as if it were natural.

‘Why?’

I expected him to look down on me as a rookie in the Field Exploration team, but surprisingly, he acted politely and kept watching my reactions.

Though he did try to act jovial and started speaking informally to me.

“Oh, Soleum, did you hear? About, well, those kids and the graduate student. I heard they returned home safely.”

A few days later, the Manager informed us that the people who escaped with us had been registered as civilian survivors with <Daydream Inc.>.

He also tipped me off that they likely received a decent amount in information fees.

“In a sense, you could say their luck with money really opened up. Isn’t it ironic? Huh? That’s life for you.”

And that irony found its way to me as well.

“Anyway, from now on, Soleum, you just have to trust me!”

“……Um, yes.”

“Hahaha!”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin processed the Manual Review with lightning speed.

…Only mine.

‘Is it okay for him to act like that after showing up after a week of unexcused absences?’

Regardless, it was a good thing for me.

The Scroll Painting, which was the gateway to the ‘Sangun’ ghost story, was quickly collected by the Darkness under <Daydream Inc.>, and in the process, my unique escape method was accepted as a Manual once again.

Furthermore, the manual revision review I had submitted back when I applied for Team A, which had been pending, passed rapidly.

As a result, the amount deposited into my bank account was…….

Review Payment ₩100,000,000

“…….”

‘This is insane.’

A hand-trembling amount was recorded.

Since two types of Darkness had passed the review, an unimaginable sum appeared in my banking app.

It felt like I was receiving money as an alternative since these weren't officially assigned tasks and didn't grant Points, but when the amount reached this level, it was enough to make one’s eyes spin.

‘Shouldn’t I try to conquer as many new Darknesses as possible while the manual review person is this friendly…?’

However, I couldn’t bring myself to voluntarily go around meeting all sorts of ghosts and monsters alone, so for now….

‘I should spend this 100 million well.’

Where could I spend it to hear that I spent it well?

Actually, the destination for 30 percent of it had already been decided.

The starting point of all this hardship.

“Congratulations, Braun.”

-Ooooooh!

Blood Bath - ₩29,999,999

= ₩29,999,999

Ready for purchase.

Fortunately, the Blood Bath remained in the Alien Shop, and I was able to keep the promise I made to the moving Plush doll.

‘I wonder if it’ll come by courier this time too.’

I felt a bit stunned thinking back to the post office boxes that were suddenly vomited out of thin air.

From what I knew, the Blood Bath was… a four-legged bathtub about the size of a built-in tub in a large house.

It was even luxurious, with legs decorated in gold leaf, and that was going to drop into this one-room company housing unit?

‘…Should I order it in the bathroom?’

F-First, I decided to push the bed and desk aside to secure some space and press the order button here. There was too little space in the bathroom.

“…Alright. I’m ordering it now.”

-I am looking forward to it! My heart is pounding.

In a room lit by a single flashlight, while talking to a Plush doll that shouldn't even have a heart to pound, I finally clicked the ‘Order’ button.

Rippp.

Space tore open, just like the last few times. Tension rose.

But the torn space was… smaller than expected?

Plop.

It spat out a package.

The package was also… small…?

“…?”

I opened the post office box, which was less than a quarter of the expected size.

I saw the product box.

[Fountain of Youth Bathtub – Foot Massage Edition]

“…….”

No wonder it was cheap.

Come to think of it, since these things originated from a home shopping ghost story, all sorts of editions and versions were probably in the records….

Except for a few specific cases, there usually wasn’t a very significant difference, and they were mostly just for detailed amusement.

‘Still, I never dreamed there would be something like a foot bath version.’

As if it were a special edition, it even came with a shiny gold sticker and a warranty.

[10-Year Free A/S]

Truly meaningless….

‘As if I’d ever apply for A/S.’

But anyway, I opened it.

There were no records in the <Dark Exploration Record> about someone’s blood being automatically drained upon touching the Blood Bath.

When I unpacked the angular box, like those used for general electronic devices, I saw the item covered in expensive packaging material, just like luxury brands do.

And when I peeled away the packaging, it finally revealed itself.

‘…The Fountain of Youth Bathtub.’

A.K.A. the Blood Bath.

It was a glossy black-and-white checkered bathtub that looked as if it were made of polished ceramic.

The entire tub was elegantly curved, and golden cat-paw-shaped legs sturdily supported it from all sides.

It was quite a stylish sight.

‘…Except for the fact that it’s a foot bath.’

However, someone who was just the right size for the tub seemed extremely excited.

-Mr. Roe Deer! Please put me in there! Along with the bath salts….

Wait, if it’s the bath salts for the Blood Bath….

“…You want my blood?”

-That is correct! You have excellent understanding, Mr. Roe Deer.

This crazy guy.

For a moment, I deliberated between persuasion and flight, but—

-Haha! Just a joke, Friend!

“…….”

-There is no audience, no camera, so why would I make such an unreasonable demand of my Friend!

Then what about when there are an audience and cameras?

I didn’t say it out loud, though. Usually, the one in the weaker position has to swallow their words.

But I couldn't help saying one thing.

“I’d prefer if you didn't make jokes like that. It’s not funny, it’s scary.”

-Oh dear, I understand. Humor is an element that heavily depends on culture, so it must always be handled with care!

Was that your idea of handling it with care…?

-Anyway, returning to the main point…… Isn't there already something more suitable to use as bath salts in this space?

-Oh, shall we see if our Mr. Roe Deer can guess it!

There was something like that in the company housing?

I turned my head.

‘He can’t be talking about Baek Saheon who lives next door…….’

Surely not. It better not be.

Excluding that for now… there was one thing that caught my eye.

With a reluctant look, I pointed to something that had occupied a corner of my desk for several days.

“…This Mountain Ginseng?”

-Excellent!

Indeed.

That corrupted, purple Mountain Ginseng-looking thing I had reflexively poached from the ‘Sangun’ ghost story.

‘I should call it essence, but it certainly seemed like something like blood was flowing through it.’

However, for days, this Mountain Ginseng had remained an ordinary ginseng, only with a purple color.

I had planned to grind up a whole pouch of apple juice and feed it back if it woke up, or just hand it over to the company if I couldn't handle it, but surprisingly, it hadn't awakened.

‘To the point where I felt like a fool for being so tense when I woke up at sunrise that day….’

Braun had even commented on it like this:

-I do not think it will wake up in the future. Isn't it the nature of a weak beast to play dead when it feels threatened?

I’ll interpret it as a result of being dragged into the real world from that Changwi’s space, the ‘Mountain Lord's Burial Site.’

-Anyway, Friend. If you are very worried, I will keep a constant eye on it from now on.

And so far, no problems had occurred.

Anyway, so he wanted me to use this Mountain Ginseng.

‘Hmm, that might be worth a try.’

If it wasn't possessed by a ghost, it was just preparing a juicy ginseng.

Besides… honestly, I also wanted to see the Blood Bath in action.

‘It’s curious, after all.’

I had curiosity, too. That’s probably why I spent my spare time at work looking into the Ghost Story Wiki….

There weren't many ghost stories I could actually observe safely even through images.

I wanted to take this chance to see it operate with sap instead of blood.

-Oooooh!

I brought rubber gloves and scissors from the kitchen.

A low, excited voice came from the Plush doll monster under the bed.

-Now, please put me in the tub!

“Wait a second.”

There was something I had to say first.

“This tub is effective for rejuvenation, but do you even need rejuvenation? Um… you look young enough.”

I wanted to point out whether such a concept even applied to a doll, but I held back.

However, the Plush doll laughed heartily. It was a clean sound, like a recorded sound effect for a show.

-Hahaha! You have a quite narrow view of the concept of rejuvenation, my Friend! That is fine. Since you have me, a good listener and a conversationalist, right here!

-‘Rejuvenation’ is… I see. In the Sinitic cultural sphere, it means ‘the return of spring.’ So strictly speaking, it means ‘regaining the prowess of one's prime.’

-At this moment when my body feels strangely heavy and it is difficult to maintain balance, it is exactly the effect I need!

Well… but you’re a stuffed doll.

Besides, the manual said it was effective for ‘wound healing, fatigue recovery, arthritis treatment, skin beauty, etc.’

‘…I don’t know.’

If he says so.

There were no cases in the <Dark Exploration Record> where someone was harmed after being kind to or giving power to a Plush doll in the Good Friend ghost story.

The catastrophes happened when they were treated poorly.

I decided to stop my thoughts before they went any deeper. It was pointlessly scary.

Instead, I put on the rubber gloves, held the scissors in one hand and the Mountain Ginseng in the other.

‘Let’s use it.’

And I reached out toward the Blood Bath.

Chapter 39

I took a deep breath and recalled the instructions for the Blood Bath.

First, fill the tub with warm water.

1. Fill the bathtub with as much clean water as you desire.

(The ‘Bathtub of Youth - Foot Massage Edition’ does not support automatic water supply.)

As instructed, I filled the sink with enough warm water to submerge a plush doll and poured it into the tub.

And….

From here, we get to the main point.

2. Once the water has risen to the desired level, pour 200ml or more of fresh blood into it.

The more recently the blood was drawn from a healthy and vibrant subject, the better the effect.

The fact that such madness was written in a kind and gentle font made it seem insane, but fortunately, I had a substitute.

I lifted the Mountain Ginseng.

Then, using scissors, I cut a medium-sized strand of an outer root.

‘Ugh.’

A dark purple sap, enough to make one nauseous just looking at it, trickled from the severed root.

It was a relief I was wearing rubber gloves.

I leaned the cut end of the root against the Blood Bath, trying my best not to touch the sap.

Then, a marvelous sight unfolded.

Bubble, bubble.

Bubbles rose from the sap as it touched the water, and a fantastic fragrance began to waft through the air.

“…!”

The nauseating dark purple sap had transformed into a rich, beautiful, shimmering rose-cream color.

It was mysterious and fantastic.

Luxurious bathwater so comforting that anyone would be tempted to put their feet in was now prepared…….

3. Soak your Body thoroughly in the bath additive and enjoy your bath.

(The Foot Massage Edition provides vitality to the entire Body.)

From under the dark bed, an expectant voice rang out.

-Finally!

The laughter of a plush doll.

-Ah, there is no need to pick me up and move me! Mr. Roe Deer.

-Please, do not look back.

I froze on the spot.

…From behind my back, a sound began to be heard.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

It was the sound of a plush doll walking.

No, was it… a plush doll? It sounded like the footsteps of a man in dress shoes. The light yet heavy sound brushed right past my back and then stopped.

Then, right next to me in the tub, I heard the sound of something splashing into the water….

-You may look forward now.

I turned my head.

Inside the small tub, a small plush doll, soaked in the bath additive, floated there— retaining its look as a smiling animal Mascot without any change in expression…….

“……Braun?”

There was no answer.

It was only natural. One cannot face a doll and have a direct conversation in reality.

But he was surely listening.

“I’ll put the Mountain Ginseng away for now. Enjoy your bath.”

I moved the Mountain Ginseng, which had stopped leaking sap, back to the desk and looked at the tub.

I recalled the records of those who had used the Blood Bath.

==========

Usage Record #5

A servant in their 40s stirred the water in the Blood Bath with their hand while trying to clear away the bath additive (blood of a 20-year-old Caucasian mixed-race male) that the homeowner had prepared.

30 seconds elapsed until the tub was fully emptied.

Witnessed the skin and muscle tissue of the hand immediately rejuvenate to the state of their mid-30s. Vital signs observed throughout the entire body.

That night, the servant was arrested while attempting to flee with the Blood Bath in a vehicle.

==========

Well, nothing like that is happening.

‘I guess it doesn't work on dolls after all.’

I should go get a towel.

It was just as I turned my body toward the chest of drawers.

-Ooh!

A voice?

I turned my head.

Inside the tub I wasn't looking at, electric sparks flew up as if from an old TV.

-Light enters my powerless limbs!

Flash.

The shadow of the plush doll, raising both arms over the tub, grew thick and large.

What is that?

-Mr. Roe Deer!

Don't call me!

-This is a truly interesting item! Ha-ha, ha-ha-ha-ha!

I swallowed hard as I watched the spectacle.

‘…Is his strength really returning?’

I had never seen a record stating that the rejuvenation of the Blood Bath applied to such a range.

It was a new case.

One I didn't know about.

-More bath additive! Pour more in!

Bath additive.

I unconsciously reached for the Mountain Ginseng on the desk….

[Aaaaack! These bastards are grabbing the Mountain Ginseng!!]

[No, honored guest!! Honored guest! Save me! Please save me!!]

Gah, damn it!

‘It woke up!!’

Terrified, I reflexively threw the Mountain Ginseng.

Thud.

As if it were a lie, the Mountain Ginseng that fell into the Blood Bath struggled as it felt its own leaking sap turn into fragrant bath additive.

[Aaaaaah!!]

But that was all.

The Mountain Ginseng didn't seem able to pull any more tricks like before. I didn't know if the mysterious power of the Blood Bath was suppressing it, or if Braun had done something.

A scream echoed.

[Please save me, honored guest!! Honored guest!! I was wrong! I was wrong!]

[I’ll work hard! I’ll work haaaaard!! I’ll serve you!!]

-How rude and noisy!

More electricity sparked inside the Blood Bath.

It was as if a TV screen was being composited….

Inside, the angry shout of the Host rang out loudly.

-Slit its throat, Friend! Quiet it down. Do not ruin this scene!

“…….”

I stood up.

And without looking into the tub, I spoke.

“I can make it quiet without doing that.”

-…….

“We don't need to use extreme methods.”

-A single moment, a single timing can dictate all reactions and feelings in a show.

“But this isn't a show right now, is it?”

-That’s….

The electricity sparking in the tub subsided.

-I see. Yes. You are right.

Whew.

‘I almost registered a new Blood Bath usage record—Irregular.’

The situation was already absurd enough as it was.

A piteous voice sobbing came from inside the tub.

[Thank you… thank you, benefactor.]

[Kind honored guest! Now please take me out of here and save me from the hands of this lawless monster…….]

I crossed my arms.

“I never said I’d save you.”

[…?!]

Who gets caught in the middle or end of a ghost story?

It's precisely the kind person who lets their guard down in a moment like this!

‘The moment you soften your heart because a ghost is crying, that's exactly when something scary happens!’

At times like this, one must remain calm and firm. I stared at the Mountain Ginseng abandoned in the Blood Bath through the ceramic of the tub.

“How do I know what will happen to me if I save you?”

The sound of sobbing continued.

[Then, then… uh, how about this? The field! I’ll tell you about the precious items around the field where I was!]

“Don't need them.”

They’d probably be ghost-possessed, cursed items anyway.

[Th-then….]

I sighed.

“Just prove for yourself that you won't harm anyone. Be quiet.”

[…….]

The Mountain Ginseng shut its mouth.

It seemed I had bought some time for now.

For several minutes, a time that was suffocating for me and (probably) enjoyable for Braun passed….

‘10 minutes.’

It was when I checked the time.

-Mm. That was a good bath.

“…….”

Is it over?

Just as I was about to turn my head, thinking I should take Braun out of the tub.

-Ah, wonderful…. Thank you, Mr. Roe Deer.

The plush doll's voice became sinister.

-For waiting until my bath was finished!

Crash.

[Kyaaaaaak!!]

Thunderous noise and screams erupted from the tub.

What the hell!

-Just a moment! Friend, do not move. If someone sees, this cotton-filled Body is too shy to move!

[You said you’d save me, you said you’d save meeee!]

-Haha! But Mr. Roe Deer said he never made a promise to save you!

“Wait!”

I eventually ran to the tub.

I thought I heard a clicking sound, but it disappeared when I leaned over the tub.

What I saw was the Mountain Ginseng shoved into a corner, struggling and shaking its berries like crazy.

The berries were half-crushed as if they had been kicked, and the side of the root was mangled as if someone had tried to squeeze the sap out of it.

[Save me, save me….]

The movement of the berries slowed down as if the Mountain Ginseng had already exhausted its strength.

[Me, let me go…….]

…Let you go?

I rummaged through the tub with my rubber-gloved hand and grabbed the Mountain Ginseng.

‘It’s not tied up.’

[Save…….]

A vibration came to my hand following the Mountain Ginseng's words.

“…….”

Vibration.

Come to think of it, whenever this Mountain Ginseng said something similar to words, this kind of wave was transmitted to my hand.

It wasn't strange. A voice is a type of wave, after all.

However, there was something strange.

‘The root isn't shaking.’

Now that I thought about it, even when I first saw it in the field, only the leaves and berries shook when it spoke.

The roots had merely spread out like Contaminated tentacles.

“…….”

If that's the case.

Intuitively, I grabbed the Mountain Ginseng and plucked the berries.

At that moment.

[Hoooooo!]

The berries vibrated crazily and bounced from my hand.

“…!”

Then, as if unable to contain its joy, it circled around inside my hand.

[I’m free!! I’m free! The tiger's mouth is disappearing! Disappearing…….]

[Thank you, benefactor!! Thank you!!]

The berries' form gradually faded and shimmered, and eventually, they rose into the air like a light and disappeared as if flying out the window.

“…….”

Was that the main body?

-Oh my! It escaped. What a waste.

Phew.

-Opportunities should not be given to such low and despicable species that love to change their words!

“Is that so? Still, from now on, please let’s do everything by mutual agreement….”

-Even in moments requiring quick reflexes?

“Unless someone is dying, yes.”

-…I understand. Friend.

It was a somewhat sulky voice, but anyway, I got a confirmation.

Let's be satisfied with that….

-Anyway, look at this! I have rejuvenated quite a bit now!

I looked into the tub again.

The plush doll, which became silent as if by magic once I looked.

The wet lump of cotton somehow had a luster to it.

“……?”

Uh, it really did look a bit more expensive for some reason. Should I say it looked higher quality?

It also seemed to have grown slightly larger, just as he said.

‘…It shouldn't get any bigger, though?’

I carry it around so as not to be suspected because it’s a keychain size. A full-grown employee carrying around a doll larger than their hand all the time would draw too much attention.

I'm already standing out enough at the company.

‘Let's think about this before I use the Blood Bath again.’

No, ideally, it would be better if I could go home before then.

“You’re right. It looks great.”

I fished Braun out, carefully dried him with a hairdryer, and placed him on a sleeping towel.

And when I returned to clear the bathwater, I saw something surprising.

“…The Mountain Ginseng root is still here.”

I thought the Mountain Ginseng would disappear after the berries flew away, but it remained intact.

It even looked healthier.

The Mountain Ginseng, which had been discolored as if Contaminated, had regained its clean, original ivory color.

‘It even seems to have a good scent.’

It looked divine. The exact opposite attribute of a ghost story.

“Hmm.”

I hesitated before picking it up and putting it in my desk drawer.

It might be useful somewhere.

“Well, is this…… the end?”

‘One thing down….’

I collapsed onto the bed.

Wow, I feel like my lifespan has been shortened by about twenty years since I entered this ghost story world.

‘As expected, I need to collect Points quickly and get out of here.’

The irony of having to tackle ghost stories more actively to do that was funny….

-Mr. Roe Deer.

Whoa, startled me.

-It is much easier to move both my Body and mouth!

-Oops, do not look this way.

I almost turned my head but fixed it back onto the pillow.

Then Braun continued to chatter.

-Now, I believe we can have a conversation here as well, provided we do not look each other directly in the eye.

-Is it not a very shy method? It is frustrating, but interesting in its own way.

Sure. Chatter all you want….

‘You have to be my lifeline again when I enter a ghost story…….’

-You seem very tired! I hope you have sweet dreams. Friend.

I fell into a deep sleep as if I had fainted.

It was a refreshing sleep that completely washed away several days of fatigue.

…Although another problem had erupted by the time I woke up.

The same day, at noon.

Around the time Kim Soleum was having small talk with his superiors in the Team D office, this employee, who was quite related to his recent circumstances, was walking down the hallway….

“Ah, Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin.”

Yes. It was the Section Chief who had gone missing and was rescued by Kim Soleum.

“Yes, yes!”

And the one who called out to him was one of the directors.

As an employee, it wasn't a very pleasant encounter, but the Section Chief strained his facial muscles to put on a bright smile and politely accepted the handshake.

He had no choice.

It was the lifeline he had grabbed in the company.

Because this person was at the top of the food chain of this strange and terrifying large corporation, at the very top of the line that connected to Team A and went even higher!

‘Director Ho!’

The director who had called him out in the hallway asked with a mutual smile.

“I heard you returned after being missing. Are you alright?”

“Oh, I'm healthy, Director. Thanks to your concern, I'm perfectly fine and, yes, working hard for the peace of our company.”

“Haha.”

The director did not point out the other person's empty words. Instead, he spoke softly and casually.

“You were lucky. Many people can't get out once they fall into the Darkness.”

“Ah. You’re right… I was lucky enough to be rescued.”

“Rescued? Did you perhaps receive help from the Disaster Management Bureau?”

The director's tone didn't change, but Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin jumped.

This director is a person who is extremely uncomfortable with, and even retaliates against, involvement with the government.

Cold sweat trickled down his back.

“N-no way! A fellow employee of our company found me!”

“Is that so?”

“Yes, yes. Ah, he's a newcomer to the Field Exploration team this time, and he's a really great guy! Truly!”

To think he could get such a statement out of the mouth of such a self-preserving human being.

The director asked with a smile.

“What is his name?”

“Ah! It’s Kim Soleum…. The Team D newcomer. Kim Soleum.”

From Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin's perspective, he had summoned quite a bit of courage.

To repay his life's savior!

‘Director Ho is a bit eerie, but he’s a decent superior.’

As long as you don't touch his trigger keywords.

“He’s a newcomer with a lot of potential. Yes.”

Thus, a line was being formed in a place even the person involved didn't know about!

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin wiped his nose.

‘Soleum, you’ll be thanking me later when you find out!’

He was wrong!

But regardless, this action by Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin would bring about a fairly large butterfly effect….

“Oh, I should keep that in mind.”

Just a few days later, an incident broke out in the company.

To be precise, in the Field Exploration team.

Chapter 40

[Roe. Don't come in.]

“What?”

I stopped in my tracks on my way to work after answering the call.

My direct superior had contacted me just 15 minutes before my shift was set to start.

[I’ll process it as field duty, so don't show up at the office. I’ve already discussed it with Manager Lee Jaheon.]

“Understood. But may I ask why?”

[Well… that’s how field positions in this company are. It’s a Darkness issue, Darkness.]

Ah.

Along with the sound of Assistant Manager Eun Haje letting out a long sigh, I could faintly hear Supervisor Park Minseong's wailing.

It seemed Group D had already arrived at work.

[All the other rookies are excluded besides you, so stay home and don’t get any ideas.]

“What kind of Darkness is it?”

[Uh. I can’t tell you unless you’re actually going in.]

“…….”

[No, it’s better you don’t know.]

Could it be… the ‘type where just knowing becomes a problem’?

A so-called Information-Contamination Type Ghost Story.

From eerie rumors like hearing about someone else's nightmare and dreaming it yourself the next day, to ghosts that chase you until death just for knowing their name.

The idea that ‘I could suffer something terrible just by perceiving it’ was a universal human fear derived from delusional anxiety.

‘And if it’s to the point where they won’t even let me come to work, it must be no ordinary matter….’

Still, judging by her tone, she seemed more worried that a rookie might make a mistake rather than sounding like she was leaving a will, so it should be fine.

…Unless she was just acting casual to avoid putting unnecessary pressure on me.

‘Either way, I can’t go to the company right now.’

I didn't want to insist on going where I wasn't needed and become a nuisance. Isn't that a perfect way to die?

I told her I understood and hung up.

‘Should I clean the Blood Bath today and read the <Dark Exploration Record> wiki about five times…?’

However, a few hours later.

[Kim Soleum.]

“Yes.”

[Come to work.]

“…….”

Is this some kind of problem dog training or something…?

Regardless of my bewilderment, the Lizard Team Leader only said what he had to say.

[Report to the large conference room on the 31st floor by 2 PM.]

He even mentioned a high-floor conference room I’d never heard of before…!

“Wait a moment. I was told not to come in this morning… has the situation changed?”

[Yes. One of the executives summoned you personally, Soleum.]

“…….”

Excuse me?

[Then, I’ll see you at 2:00.]

Save me.

“You’re here.”

I met the Assistant Manager of Group D, who was standing in front of the 31st-floor elevator with her arms crossed, looking anxious.

I hurriedly lowered my voice and asked Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

“Has the situation changed?”

“A bit. Ha… that crazy bastard.”

With those words, I was ushered into the large conference room. My mind felt dizzy.

“He’s here. Employee Kim Soleum.”

“Ah.”

“Why did you call him all the way to the conference room? You could have just sent him in.”

Seeing bosses from who-knows-what departments sitting around chattering, then shutting up and glancing at each other when they saw me, made the back of my neck go stiff, ghost story worldview or not.

‘Why are the signals that office life is about to go to hell the same everywhere?’

And eventually, thanks to the bosses who got excited and resumed their conversation among themselves, I learned why I had been singled out and summoned to this inexplicable situation….

It was a typical, yet troublesome reason.

A shortage of personnel.

“No, it’s clearly a High-Grade Darkness, but a civilian survivor came out! This could be an innovative case for opening a new Supply Source for high-quality raw materials.”

“That’s what I’m saying. But why is the deliberation taking so long and why are we having another meeting, honestly……. You don't know how to invest boldly, Head of Department Kang!”

“Who said I wouldn't invest? I’m saying this isn't something that can be solved by throwing in a few more rookies….”

“Oh, this man is frustrating. I’m telling you we lack the numbers. Right? Our Section Chief Kwak from the Research Team.”

Section Chief Kwak?

I turned my head and, indeed, Section Chief Kwak Jekang was sitting there with a sly smile, occupying a seat in the corner.

The mad scientist who had thrown his own researcher into the Theme Park ghost story.

‘Is his disciplinary action over?’

Just looking at him gave me a headache.

“Isn't that right, Section Chief Kwak? We need to increase the numbers, don't we?”

“Ah~ exactly. I’m telling you, this is the kind of Darkness that can only be solved by increasing the number of people deployed!”

“…….”

That man is the advisor?

I had a strong suspicion that they didn't actually lack people, but just wanted to see the fresh exploration results of an oblivious rookie.

‘In any case, it seems certain that what I'll face today is being deployed into the Darkness.’

And if it was enough to summon me so grandiosely like this….

A chill ran down my spine at the feeling that it wouldn't be an easy grade.

Did they say… a civilian survivor came out despite it being High-Grade?

I quickly tried to search through the <Dark Exploration Record> in my head for similar cases, while calmly reminding myself.

‘…Still, I came well-prepared.’

Just in case, I had brought everything I had today.

A full item package.

“Now that the introductions are over, everyone please head out.”

“Ah, yes.”

The Assistant Manager bowed her head slightly in greeting and led me out of the conference room.

Thump.

And the moment the conference room door closed, she spoke.

“How many times do I have to watch those bird-brains, who have never even stepped foot in the Darkness, act all high and mighty under the guise of providing a ‘strategic solution’…. Ah, this is why I can't quit smoking.”

“Assistant Manager.”

“So what? They’re so busy fighting each other they won't even hear me.”

I'm hearing you, though.

“Those bastards who couldn't even pass the Field Exploration team OT or the recruitment process, yet managed to wedge themselves up there using school ties and blood relations… Ah.”

Assistant Manager Eun looked at the conference room a few times with a face that practically begged for a cigarette, then finally let out a small sigh.

“……Anyway, you heard, right? From now on, we’re entering a newly registered High-Grade Darkness.”

As expected.

“Not just us, but over thirty people have already been deployed.”

“…Could the Team Leader and Supervisor Park also be.”

“Yeah. They all went in first. …It’s going to be dangerous. I won’t lie to you just to reassure you.”

“…….”

“Still, don’t worry too much. You survived and brought us out of that crazy quiz show, too. You’ll be fine.”

“……Yes.”

I adjusted my briefcase, which I had brought along, into a cross-body bag.

“Are those supplies?”

“Yes. Food and various things.”

“Hmm. The size is fine.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje checked my exterior a few times and asked.

“There weren't any items that would get caught in a security check, right?”

“…Yes.”

I passed through the main gate safely.

Somehow I felt like the cursed Mountain Ginseng might have been caught, but everything I had now were items, so it should have been fine.

But why didn't Group D move as a team today, leaving only the Assistant Manager?

“May I ask how the others entered?”

The Assistant Manager gestured with her chin expressionlessly.

“They all disappeared as soon as they read the manual.”

“…….”

“It’s that kind of Darkness. If you know even a little bit about it, you get dragged in.”

Whew.

“I was waiting without reading it so I could enter with you, so we’ll read it at the same time.”

“Yes.”

Wow, I’m going crazy.

“It’s okay. They aren't people who will die easily anywhere.”

Please don't say such foreshadowing-like lines!

‘I’ll just pretend I didn't hear that.’

I took a deep breath and received the manual the Assistant Manager handed me.

……If I read this, I would now enter that High-Grade Darkness.

‘…Prepare your mind.’

I read it in one breath.

+++

Hello.

You are currently viewing the manual document summarizing the existing visitors to our exhibition.

+++

“……!”

+++

Before reading the following content, we would like to inform you that you have been invited to a very wonderful exhibition.

+++

“…….”

A chill ran down the back of my head.

‘I’m screwed.’

I squeezed my eyes shut.

In my mind, a Wiki page flashed and automatically completed itself.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Mansion of the Blind]

: A ghost story that appeared in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.’s identification code is said to be Qterw-B-666.

Hello, Guest. I am writing this today to invite you to a wonderful exhibition.

To ensure your journey is not cumbersome, after reading this text, you will arrive at our exhibition no matter where you head.

Previous visitors' records are documented in this file up to the 106th entry.

And it is said that in every attempt to record this ghost story, the text was transformed into the form of an invitation sent from the exhibition.

It is an honor to invite you like this.

==========

A synonym for Information-Contamination Type Ghost Stories registered in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A prime example of clickbait that would garner hundreds of thousands of views if covered on video sites!

‘The Eyeball Collector.’

“…….”

With a trembling heart, I lowered my gaze back to the manual.

The very phrase I expected was truly written there.

+++

To ensure your journey is not cumbersome, from now on, you will arrive at the exhibition no matter where you head.

+++

And it happened exactly as said.

“Ha.”

The moment I took a step back.

I realized that the material of the floor my feet were treading on had changed.

From matte office tiles to aged, polished marble.

Click.

Slowly, I raised my head.

A massive mansion enveloped in a silence so deep you could hear the flickering of candles came into view.

The light of dusk and candles illuminated the grand and ancient interior with a reddish-gold glow.

Numerous exhibits were revealing only their silhouettes in the shadows…….

“…….”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje was nowhere to be seen.

However, I didn't do something as foolish as opening my mouth to call for the Assistant Manager.

Instead, I slowly moved my feet backward.

And I hid in a corner.

‘……Whew.’

Hiding behind a sofa, I opened the manual again with trembling hands.

+++

We will guide you through the common reviews of nine visitors to this exhibition, tentatively collected by Daydream Inc.

1. You can view a rare and diverse collection never seen anywhere else.

2. Eating and drinking in the exhibition hall is prohibited.

3. Adhering to conventional viewing manners is encouraged.

4. It is very difficult to find the exit.

Regarding this statement, this exhibition strongly requests a correction. The exhibition hall has all Emergency Exits properly marked.

Anyone can stop their viewing and exit whenever they wish.

+++

It must be the truth.

The problem was that humans were not included in this ‘anyone’.

Humans could not properly use the Emergency Exits or entrances here.

“…Ha.”

An exhibition that assumed visitors were not human as a matter of course.

Modern people were merely sacrificial lambs caught up in this massive nightmare by chance, experiencing cosmic horror.

It was that kind of unpleasant ghost story.

To be honest, I didn't like it. To the point where I didn't even understand why it was popular on W-Tube….

-Friend?

“…!”

-My, Mr. Roe… are you hiding right now?

I never knew having someone to talk to would make me this happy.

I pulled Braun halfway out of my pocket.

-My, this place is quite nice.

-Why don't we go out and take a look? This seems like a place that would be worth introducing to an audience….

Go out?

‘No.’

-My, can you tell me the reason? This exhibition seems to be run by someone who knows how to extend a very polite and comfortable invitation….

It was a statement worthy of a Host who used postcards to lure people into a murderous quiz show.

What a headache….

I stood up from the sofa I was sitting on, pressing my eyes.

-Ah, it seems you’re in the mood for some viewing!

No.

‘I’m moving over here.’

I carefully scanned the walls to find a place where the sound of wind was coming from.

Before long, in a secluded corner untouched by candlelight, I found what I was looking for beneath a dark wall hidden by a massive vase.

‘A vent.’

I quietly slipped inside, held my breath, and didn't close the latch.

It was a temporary safe zone I remembered immediately.

==========

In the fifth viewing record, a gentleman testified that he ‘endured’ for more than five days inside a vent, licking water droplets falling from the moisture.

On the sixth day, a Guide found the gentleman.

Please note that our exhibition is always fully equipped with guest rooms for long-term visitors.

(※The annotation in the forty-second viewing record not to stay in the guest room at all is deeply regrettable. This exhibition operates rooms befitting the dignity of the collection and has always maintained a good reputation.)

==========

-No, leaving behind a perfectly good sofa for such a dirty place!

Ignore him. I had to make a plan here.

‘How do I get out?’

In the first place, it was frustrating even thinking about why they thought so many people were needed for this ghost story.

There was absolutely no advantage to a large-scale entry……. Wait.

Pushing people in blindly like this….

‘Because they don’t know any better?’

Was it because they were still in the early stages of exploration?

‘If so, wouldn't the current exploration be recorded in the early parts of the <Dark Exploration Record>?’

“…….”

I pulled out my smartphone, lowered the brightness to the minimum, and quickly scrolled through the <Dark Exploration Record> while lying flat.

And….

‘Found it.’

==========

The seventeenth viewing record is the result of a company called Daydream Inc. recommending the exhibition to thirty-four Field Exploration team employees.

It is said that seven of them returned home safely.

==========

This is it.

I have come here as one of the people in the seventeenth record where these thirty-four entered.

Probably as the thirty-fifth person.

‘…Only seven people returned safely?’

It was just as I was about to have the manual and the <Dark Exploration Record> open simultaneously to compare for more detailed records.

Creeeeeeak.

“…….”

From afar, a sound began to be heard.

The sound of a machine moving sluggishly.

And….

Aaaargh! Why, why is it chasing…!! Get away, get awaaaaaay!!

Screams and numerous urgent footsteps.

“…….”

Thump thump! Thump! Creeeeeeak, thump! Rat-a-tat-tat, creeeeeak, thump!

The sound vibrating against the marble drew closer.

Cold sweat trickled down my cheek.

Save me, no, nooooo!!

Let me out, let me out…!!

Thump, thump, thump, the sound of people running could be heard. Desperate cries and urgent fleeing footsteps grew closer and closer.

And they were almost right in front of me.

There seemed to be at least a dozen people.

Behind them, the heavy noise of machinery pursued them, as if slowly and surely tightening a noose…….

Creeeeeeeeeak.

Drip.

Cold sweat fell from the tip of my chin.

“…….”

‘At least one person.’

After agonizing to the extreme, I leaned my upper body out.

And I quickly grabbed the scruff of the neck of one of the fleeing people.

“…!”

I practically lifted him into the air and stuffed him into the vent, ducking my head down with him.

‘There’s just enough room for one person.’

And if he’s a field exploration employee, the probability of him being a troll would be relatively low.

“Hic.”

Fortunately, the person, who had been convulsing, grasped the situation and instantly went quiet.

He seems to have some wits… wait.

“…!”

“……!!”

‘Baek Saheon.’

My dormitory roommate.

Baek Saheon, wearing a Goat mask, was looking at me while wedged in the vent, swallowing hard.

I had saved this guy.

Chapter 41

A dark vent within a ghost story.

A situation where one must hold their breath to avoid terror.

To make matters worse, I was the one who practically saved Baek Saheon's life.

‘Of all people, it had to be you.’

Furthermore, my companion was now desperately avoiding my gaze.

“……?”

He wasn’t the type of person to act like this…….

‘Ah, wait.’

Something suddenly occurred to me.

—Watch out for the serial killer.

Was it because I had been kindly sending him serial killer alerts every day?

He seemed a bit intimidated. Well, it was certainly creepy enough.

‘This is actually better.’

In fact, it was somewhat intentional. I didn't send them anonymously because I wanted this exact effect.

I seem like a psycho, right? So let’s not get involved with each other.

Given his personality—bold toward the weak and submissive toward the strong— he would likely try to protect himself and avoid me as much as possible rather than looking for a chance to get rid of me.

‘That is more than welcome.’

…The problem was, for now, we had to remain stuck in this vent together.

I held my breath. Fortunately, Baek Saheon was as quiet as a dead mouse.

Outside, the shadows of people who failed to escape were dimly reflected by candlelight in the darkness.

Screeeeech, thud.

The machine stopped.

In front of the shadows of the people cornered in a dead end, something slender poked out.

A shadow with a silhouette like spider legs.

Then, silence.

“…….”

“…….”

Only the noise of the unknown machine echoed.

Fwip.

The spider-leg silhouette spread out wide right before the person’s eyes.

“Hieeeeek!!”

The flickering shadows showed eight sharp, delicate things clutching a human torso.

“Help me, please help me…… Aaaaaargh!!”

Squelch.

A single spider leg dug into the person’s head.

And then, with a pop, it pulled something out of the head.

“…….”

And I already knew what it had pulled out…….

‘…An eyeball.’

That was it.

The reason this exhibition was called the ‘Mansion of the Blind.’

==========

Numerous visitors testified to the Guide that they had lost human body parts, and the part most commonly lost first is said to be the ‘eyeball.’

==========

The ‘Guide’.

If you encounter that machine here, your eyes are gouged out.

The next time you meet it, it’s usually one of your limbs, your tongue, or sometimes your ears.

Thus, it is a twisted tale where people ultimately become blind, mute, and crawl around the dark exhibition hall like slugs….

The fact that this doesn't happen all at once is even more cruel.

Surprisingly, it's because this exhibition is "kind."

To the point where it provides ‘conveniences’ even without being asked.

==========

For the convenience of visitors, sensory correction devices are always available for free rental.

(Currently supported devices: Sight, Smell, Hearing, Touch, Taste, Electro-reception, Chemo-reception)

==========

Gurgle, ugh.

Another spider-leg silhouette approached the eyes of the person whose eyes had been gouged out, moving with elegance and precision.

The shape attached to the end of the leg momentarily cast a vivid shadow under the candlelight.

A slender needle and thread.

‘Fuck.’

I held my breath and waited longer until all the commotion died down.

Cold sweat poured from my entire body.

A moment later.

Thud, thud, thud….

The sound of the machine grew distant.

……Soon, the person whose eyes had been gouged out began to stumble forward.

Of all things, they approached the vent, their blood-soaked face appearing clearly before vanishing.

Instead of eyes, telephoto lenses were attached.

“…!”

I saw Baek Saheon beside me silently mouthing a curse.

I didn't feel like it was someone else's business.

‘If you wear that, you can see for as short as a few hours or as long as a day or two.’

But since it was a rental device, it would gradually lose its function, driving the person further into terror.

And the next time they met the machine, even that would be ‘collected.’

Because it was a rental.

‘This is insane.’

It felt like the prelude to the horrific things I would see from now on, and my eyes snapped shut instinctively….

‘But I can’t let him catch me being a coward, so I have to endure.’

Conscious of Baek Saheon beside me, I came out of the vent as soon as I confirmed that the surroundings were quiet.

‘I can’t stay here forever.’

I had to move quickly and escape. I would organize the Exploration Records and the Manual after parting ways with Baek Saheon….

“Hey.”

Hm?

“Thank you.”

Suddenly, Baek Saheon spoke to me in polite language.

He nodded quite courteously, as if he had always been that way. It was just like when we first met on the subway.

And then he tried to slip away.

“Well then, I’ll be going now….”

“Wait.”

Baek Saheon stopped in his tracks.

I asked him.

“How many hours has it been since you entered?”

“…….”

“Don’t want to answer?”

“…About two hours have passed.”

He had entered quite a bit ahead of me.

Since this wasn't a ghost story where the concept of time became distorted, it meant that even Saheon, a newcomer, had been called in since the morning…….

‘The superiors of Team D must have left me out!’

For a moment, I almost felt touched.

It was enough motivation to find my team members and get out quickly.

‘Lizard, the team leader, would have been among the 7 final survivors anyway.’

I had to find the other Team D members quickly.

…To be honest, looking at the hallway after coming out of the vent made me sigh instinctively…….

‘Wow, I have to poke around this place all by myself.’

I have to look into every nook and cranny for clues? While playing hide-and-seek with that Guide monster?

There was even a horror game based on this darkness; I hadn't played it, but I had seen videos on W-Tube.

…With my hands covering half the screen.

“…….”

Hmm. As expected, even if someone has a personality problem… wouldn't it be better… to go with someone?

I turned back to Baek Saheon.

Within the darkness.

Beside Kim Soleum, Baek Saheon swallowed hard.

‘Fuck.’

Of all people, I had to get stuck with this lunatic.

Nothing had gone right since this fucking psycho ended up as my roommate at the company housing.

Listening to him say such crazy things with that cynical face—the kind that wouldn't even get picked on by a drunkard at night—made my head spin.

‘Do I really have to stick with this guy?’

The employees who entered with him seemed to have woken up scattered all over this strange mansion, and the other civilian he had encountered had just been wrecked by that incident.

Still, maybe wandering alone was better than going with this nutcase….

He was frantically weighing his options.

Suddenly, Kim Soleum spoke.

“You’re using polite language? All of a sudden.”

Fuck.

Cold sweat trickled down his back.

“…Before, it was an emergency, so I happened to speak casually… but I thought it was right to be respectful to each other again.”

Kim Soleum stared at him intently, then answered nonchalantly.

“I see. Understood.”

“…Yes.”

Should I… run?

Baek Saheon scanned Kim Soleum.

He had already heard all the ridiculous, grand rumors about the man within the company.

The unbelievable monster rookie of the Field Exploration team.

—He cleared an A-Grade Darkness all by himself.

—He was almost recruited by the Elite Team. But he turned it down?

—Whoa, I heard he even brought back a missing Section Chief. Is he really a rookie?

—Two revisions to the Manual Review? This is just some propaganda rookie meant to swindle the employees….

Later on, the rumors were so grand that some people even murmured that he was just company propaganda.

However, Baek Saheon did not doubt the rumors.

‘Isn't it because he's a madman?’

The reason that bastard's performance was monstrously good… was probably because his way of thinking resembled a monster’s.

Since his way of thinking was different from normal people, he must have come up with ideas that a human couldn't possibly conceive of even within a ghost story!

Baek Saheon knew he was a person obsessed with personal gain and an egoist.

But the pressure given by an unpredictable opponent was different.

The fear of the unknown.

‘I’d believe it even if someone told me that bastard himself was a ghost story.’

Baek Saheon broke into a cold sweat.

Still, he wanted to obtain information, so he spoke up.

He should at least hear as much as he could.

“Where are you going? Judging by how that monster attacks people, this seems like a Darkness where we’re treated as Uninvited Guests….”

“No.”

“Excuse me?”

“This exhibition definitely treats us as visitors.”

What kind of bullshit was this now?

Baek Saheon looked at Kim Soleum.

The other man spoke with casual certainty.

“That’s why it comes to collect the fee. It only takes the eyes. It’s just collecting the usage fee.”

“…….”

“Didn’t you read the manual?”

He had.

That bizarre document contaminated by the exhibition invitation.

“It’s an invitation. Why would someone who was invited be an uninvited guest?”

“……But there was no mention of a fee.”

“Read it again. Near the end of page 3.”

Baek Saheon unfolded the paper.

+++

This exhibition will be held free of charge for one hour, with an open heart that admires art.

+++

“The fact that it's a one-hour free viewing implies that a fee will be collected or you'll be kicked out after that.”

“…!”

“But seeing as they gouge eyes instead of kicking people out, it means it's a fee collection. That thing earlier… must be a kind of ‘staff member’ of this exhibition.”

Surprisingly, it was persuasive.

Baek Saheon asked reflexively.

“Why do you think human eyes are the fee?”

“Who knows. Maybe because body parts are the most valuable things humans possess?”

“……!”

“I suppose everything else we have is worthless from their perspective.”

“…‘Their’ perspective?”

Kim Soleum shook his head expressionlessly.

“I don't know.”

And likely, no one who had been dragged in would ever know….

A chill ran down his spine.

“Anyway, whoever runs this exhibition seems to think that the human body is the most valuable thing people have.”

“…….”

“And at first, eyes seem to be the most appropriate value.”

Eyes.

He only had one.

Baek Saheon almost reflexively pressed his one eye covered by an eyepatch.

He still remembered.

The image of Kim Soleum staring intently at him as he left the subway, holding up another eyeball that was the ‘answer key.’

That strange calmness and observation as he waited for him to realize his eye had been gouged out for nothing.

That mocking gaze.

This Darkness at least uses them as a fee, but what the hell was that guy raised on to act so eerily?

“But….”

“…!”

Kim Soleum stared directly at Baek Saheon.

“You went back to speaking casually.”

Goosebumps erupted.

Baek Saheon forced his voice to remain calm.

“Yeah. Should we just keep it casual? We’re peers, let's escape together….”

“I don’t want to.”

“…….”

For a moment, he felt a surge of anger, but he forced a smile.

“Don’t be like that. Seeing as you hid me in the vent, didn’t you have the intention of saving a fellow peer?”

“Yeah. So I could use you as bait if necessary.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon completely gave up on gaslighting and switched to a persuasive tone.

Because Kim Soleum seemed to have a better grasp of this horrific exhibition ghost story than he expected.

“If there are two of us, exploration will be easier. In a dark place like this.”

“I don’t particularly need you.”

“…….”

“But let's go together for the dopamine. Things get more unpredictable when there are more people.”

He’s a lunatic.

Baek Saheon was certain.

A madman who was so openly insane was a first even in his own eventful life.

But…….

‘Is that the kind of person you have to be to adapt to this company?’

With a strange sense of defeat, he gritted his teeth under his black Goat mask.

“I’m moving.”

Kim Soleum ignored the stiffened Baek Saheon and began to walk.

Then he suddenly said.

“Thanks. I’m glad to hear that.”

“What?”

Thanks for what?

Just as he was about to ask in confusion, Kim Soleum put a hand to his lips.

“Shh. I’m talking to Braun.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon barely managed to open his mouth.

“Braun?”

“Yeah.”

Kim Soleum reached into his suit pocket and pulled something out.

It was a keychain with a cute, fluffy Rabbit Doll.

“Braun is saying hello to you right now.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon was starting to want to run away now!

Of course, he hadn't the slightest inkling that Braun was actually saying something like, ‘Oh, hello there, Mr. Sacrificial Lamb from the next room who’s about to die!’

And he also didn't know that Kim Soleum was thinking this:

‘Phew. Having another person here makes it a little less scary, at least.’

The thought of wandering around here with just the doll, Braun, had been as chilling as the time with the Changwi.

‘I think I made a good choice!’

“Are you going to search this place to secure more locations like that vent earlier?”

“No.”

Kim Soleum looked at Baek Saheon with eyes that seemed to be looking at someone truly absurd.

“We have to find the exit. Why would we look for a vent?”

“…….”

“If you like the vent so much, you can stay inside. Then when you get caught, just pay the fee.”

Kim Soleum knew.

‘This one, this one is the type you can't let your guard down around.’

That Baek Saheon was the kind of person who would act like a piece of shit the moment he was given an opening!

This was the same Baek Saheon who had suddenly attacked someone he had just met until their eyeball burst, without even blinking.

Let's not forget that his nickname in the <Dark Exploration Record> was Viper.

One must never let their guard down!

‘I should act like a lunatic too.’

And so, the uncomfortable darkness investigation of the two madmen began.

Chapter 42

Step, step.

I am currently walking quietly through an exhibition where people's eyes are being gouged out.

And I even have a human-trash type character from this ghost story worldview by my side.

'I wish Baek Saheon would just keep his mouth shut and act like a human totem.'

On the way here, I saw shadows of horrific figures crawling on the floor several times in the distance. Every time I did, I couldn't be more grateful that there was another person beside me….

'Just don't let your guard down. Just don't let your guard down.'

Braun spoke to me in a tone that suggested he found it somewhat amusing.

-Mr. Roe Deer, you converse with this person in a very interesting way. It's as if you're a different person.

'Is it bad?'

-Not at all! It is quite intriguing. It is as if you have created a more exaggerated... persona for the sake of a show.

Hmm. That's close enough.

-So, is your goal to leave this magnificent exhibition as quickly as possible?

Exactly.

And….

'I've already set an escape plan.'

Since I confirmed it was listed as the seventeenth exploration record in the <Dark Exploration Record>, I structured my escape method according to that case.

I've also decided which of the items I have to use.

-Oh!

-But is it necessary to use the word "escape"? I feel like if you just grabbed any employee and asked them to guide you to the exit, they would kindly let you know!

That's where the problem starts.

'In this exhibition, they use machines as guides.'

That monster that swings things like spider legs.

-Hmm. And?

'And each machine only knows information about the area it is in charge of.'

==========

In this exhibition, guides are stationed in each zone for the convenience of our visitors.

Among the testimonies of past visitors, there are frequent instances where these guides are referred to as 'monsters,' but they are actually Metril-Kiosk Automatic Steam Dolls.

As vintage models from the year 62627 of the Imperial Calendar, their memory devices are somewhat poor, so they only learn information about their assigned areas. However, they are historic and meaningful artistic collectibles.

Please refrain from using derogatory expressions for a healthy viewing experience.

==========

What this means is that if you want to ask about the exit, you have to go all the way to the area where the exit is located and talk to an employee there.

And if too much time has already passed by then… you'll suffer the horrific fate of being 'charged a fee' and reborn as a Human Larva.

In the first place, even figuring out which area the exit is in is an extremely difficult task.

'But there is a hint.'

I stopped walking.

It was because I found what I was looking for.

"…An elevator?"

Standing before Baek Saheon and me was a very elegant, modern-style elevator.

In front of the brass-colored elevator, small light bulbs flickered behind iron bars.

And just like any other elevator, a sign explaining the floor numbers and usage was attached to the side wall.

Except for the fact that it was in a script we couldn't read at all.

'It's one of the things that raises the exploration difficulty.'

Literary Divergence.

Baek Saheon frowned.

"……You're planning to ride this?"

"Maybe."

"We can't even check what floor it is. Are you insane?"

I stared at Baek Saheon without a word. He hurriedly avoided my gaze.

'As if I'd do that.'

But I have a ghost story talk show host who claims to be fluent in all languages!

'Braun. Could you perhaps read the description for this elevator?'

-It is not a difficult task, Friend!

-Ahem,

Braun cleared his throat and explained in a kind voice….

-It says that a guide is stationed in this elevator, and you can enjoy the service of having them press the button for the floor you wish to go to. Ho-ho, it's quite an archaic method….

It meant that to ride the elevator, you would inevitably meet a guide and have your eyes gouged out.

I knew this, but I couldn't help but swallow hard.

'Is there any mention of an exit?'

-Unfortunately, no! It's mainly descriptions of the floors and the exhibits there.

-And the place where Mr. Roe Deer is currently located is the 2nd floor. …Oh, wait a moment. There is also an explanation of the history of this mansion.

"…!"

This was information that wasn't even in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

'Keep explaining.'

-Of course, Friend!

-This place is the villa of a very high-ranking... noble collector, and it says he is holding an endless exhibition thanks to his charity, wanting to share his art and philosophy!

-Also, this historic grand mansion is said to consist of 7 floors above ground and 7,221 floors below ground.

"……."

Wait a minute.

What?

'Basement... floor 7,221?'

-That is correct. Hmm, it seems he has been collecting items for quite a long time!

I froze.

'…I did know there were basement floors.'

They weren't described at first.

The early exploration records of this ghost story called the <Mansion of the Blind> are records of people who luckily escaped from the ground floors or died without being able to leave.

This gained popularity among readers.

As a result, the records are updated and lengthened at an insane rate, and the worldview of the story grows larger.

One of the explorers eventually realizes it.

==========

The 23rd record is the testimony left by a visitor who entered the basement floors via the elevator.

==========

The existence of the basement floors.

Thus, the records continue with people who couldn't find a way out on the ground and descended into the basement.

The desolate and eerie fear of watching them go down, down, and further down in search of an exit.

From then on, this ghost story was classified as cosmic horror.

Exploration records intended to make the reader feel suffocated and distant.

In some records, there were even people who gave up on escaping, became half-mad, and continued to descend further into the basement.

==========

This is the testimony of a visitor who viewed the exhibition area on the 105th basement floor.

Employee 753: The disastrous and horrific things I cannot see with my ears are truly beautiful. The framework is made of ■■, and the ■■ of humans ■. Die for this.

There are no records after this.

Thank you for your meaningful review. We will strive for exhibition management for an even more impressive experience.

==========

The deeper you go into the basement, the more bizarre and unfamiliar collectibles that humans cannot fathom are on display. In that fear where countless words that can no longer be left in human language are censored, leaving only a desolate void….

Thousands of unknowns lie beneath that, there…….

Slap.

I slapped my own face.

"…?!"

Get a grip.

'There are multiple exits.'

Even if the location changes every time an exhibition begins, that much doesn't change.

Haven't I seen records of people escaping through exits on different floors in the same round?

'I can do this.'

No matter how astronomically vast this place is, or how much space incomprehensible to humans continues, it doesn't matter.

An exit might be open nearby.

I have over a hundred rounds of exploration information, and I even have the records for this round; I'd be a fool to be at a loss.

'Even if the specific floor isn't specified, I've figured out all the hints.'

I had to move quickly without being overwhelmed by the scale of the ghost story.

Don't do anything stupid… get a grip!

'…Alright.'

I took a deep breath and moved my feet.

Toward the stairs next to the elevator.

"Wait, so you're not taking the elevator… Where do you think you're going when you don't even know where we are!"

"2nd floor."

"…?"

"From now on, we move to the 1st basement floor."

"Basement? There's a basement… no, this is the 2nd floor? How can you be so sure?"

"Braun told me."

"……."

"Aren't you grateful?"

"……."

-Don't mention it!

Surprisingly, Baek Saheon didn't run away this time either.

Hmm. I should treat him with this level of intensity from now on.

Even after descending the stairs, it was the same grand mansion with the same level of lighting, not a single decoration changed.

Dusk-colored brass shadowed scenery continued. It felt like looking at the same floor over and over again.

Even the stairs disappeared one floor below.

'…These stairs don't lead to the basement.'

I decided to look for new stairs or a means of transportation on the 1st floor first.

Of course, there was no more small talk with Baek Saheon.

This was because the sound of machines was becoming more frequent in the surroundings.

'The main exhibition hall, where the guides are stationed almost constantly as they rotate shifts, is getting closer.'

While moving almost in a crawl with my mouth shut.

I looked up and saw a massive information board that appeared just below the ceiling.

'Here it is.'

The sign for the main exhibition hall.

The elegantly carved piece was written in very fluid… unknown characters.

'The Power of Emotion,' I see. What a unique exhibition title!

"…!"

It's the exhibition I read about in the <Dark Exploration Record>. The one that gives you goosebumps just by reading the letters…….

'This is insane.'

I tightly gripped and suppressed my desire to turn back immediately.

'If I'm going to explore to find the exit, I have to see it at least once anyway.'

It would be foolish to avoid a "safe" exhibition when I need to secure a route.

So, I gritted my teeth and approached slowly….

The moment I peeked through the open door, which glinted with ornate relief decorations.

The exhibition space unfolded.

Along with a sound that surged like waves.

Aaaaaaaaah

I saw countless shouting human mouths.

Specifically, teeth and tongues.

Beautiful Baroque-style frames containing human oral cavities filled an entire massive wall.

As if they had artificial vocal cords attached, they each recited poems in their own voices and languages.

Those hundreds and thousands of frames harmonized to create a startlingly strange harmony and scale.

And….

Larvae writhing on the floor beneath them.

Heh, heeeugh.

People who could no longer speak human language were writhing with button-like eyes that had lost their light in their sockets.

These were people who had been charged fees multiple times and had almost lost their human form.

Contrasted with the frames containing only mouths displayed in a sleek and beautiful fashion, it was more… more…….

'Ah.'

I feel like I'm going to throw up.

It was so chilling that my head spun, so I looked at the ground.

Calm down, I have to calm down.

'They're not company employees either.'

They must be people who were caught up in this place days ago.

Those poor… no, I shouldn't be conscious of them now. I have to let it pass through my head as much as possible, as much as possible…….

Creak, clack, clack.

Soon, the shadow of a guide machine approached from afar.

Baek Saheon and I held our breath and crawled into a nearby vent to lie face down.

The shadow of the guide machine moved among the larvae.

It seemed to be finding corpses that had stopped moving and dragging them away….

The sound of corpses being dragged and the sound of the machine alternated.

"……."

"……."

After a few suffocating minutes.

"Hey."

"……."

"It took the corpses. So corpses have value too, right? As a fee?"

What the hell is wrong with this guy?

"Since they have no value as a fee, they probably just left them there until they died. Without collecting."

"Ah, I see."

Do I have to listen to this kind of crazy talk even in this situation? Fatigue surges.

On top of that, I have to make up lies.

'To be perfectly honest… they probably have value. Of course!'

Since they treat us as 'visitors,' it seems they only collected parts like eyes, noses, and mouths that aren't life-threatening as fees while we're alive!

I suspect they might judge brains or spinal cords to be valuable too. I think there was a floor where things like that were displayed.

But I can't say that to this guy. He's the type of bastard who would carry those people's corpses around and suggest using them to pay the fee if push came to shove.

So it was when I was keeping my mouth shut.

"…!"

The main exhibition hall on the 1st floor was empty after the guide machines disappeared.

From here and there, people who had been hiding in the darkness under corner tables quickly emerged, whispered among themselves, and then scattered and began to run.

While wearing masks.

'Employees…!'

The mask shapes and the suits, it was certain.

They were field exploration position colleagues from our company who were deployed together. It seemed they were narrowly avoiding the machines by hiding in areas outside the movement routes as they saw fit.

"Hey."

What.

"If we see a rookie among them, let's have them join us. It's better to have one or two more."

"Why?"

Baek Saheon stares at me as if asking why I'm asking something so obvious.

"We need bait to use if we run into a monster."

Ah, this guy really.

I tilted my head as if puzzled on purpose.

"We already have some."

"What?"

"You."

Baek Saheon's face hardened, then relaxed again.

"Right. I'm also planning to bring one person to use as bait."

"Good. Tell them you're going to use them as bait."

"……."

"I told you, didn't I? I should at least be that kind."

Baek Saheon shut his mouth again with a fed-up face.

I'm the one who's fed up. This exhausting guy…….

'I miss you, Team Leader Lizard.'

I miss that short-spoken salaryman.

But the moment I saw a human figure coming out from behind a sofa outside the exhibition hall and running, I was startled.

"…!"

It was an employee I knew.

"……."

"…! What are you doing now—"

After contemplating, I came out of the vent.

And when I waved to the person, they were also startled upon seeing me and hurriedly lowered their voice.

"…! Sol— no, Mr. Roe Deer? Is it okay to call you that?"

"Yes. Ms. Goral."

Yeongeun.

The rookie employee who had fully supported my words on the subway was standing there. Did she say she was a medical school dropout?

"Were you also deployed, Mr. Roe Deer? No, first of all, I'm glad you're safe."

"…Thank you."

At any rate, Yeongeun, wearing the sheep mask given to her, looked much calmer than when I met her back then.

Even though her eyes were a bit bloodshot.

'Has she adapted to the work…….'

I was at the point of being slightly moved that a rational conversation was possible even in this crazy situation.

Yeongeun looked around sensitively and whispered in a very low voice.

"Listen, there was a blocked window nearby, so I was trying to open it. Did you happen to see anything like a crowbar on your way here? I thought I shouldn't use the exhibits…."

"You shouldn't."

"Pardon?"

"Are you trying to go out through the window?"

"…Should I not do that?"

You shouldn't.

In the exploration records of this ghost story, windows are mentioned exactly once, and do you know what it is?

==========

The 19th record is a testimony left by a visitor who claimed to have attempted to pass through a window to the outside, but it will be arbitrarily omitted due to credibility issues.

This is because there are no windows in this exhibition.

==========

It's a landmine.

I squeezed out a suitable reason.

"For some reason, if you go out through the window, it feels like you'll physically go outside the mansion. …Not back to the original world."

"……Ha."

Ms. Yeongeun's face turned pale.

"You're right. Since this isn't reality... is it right to find a door recognized as an exit?"

"I think so too."

"But I don't even know what floor this is…."

"I checked, and it's the 1st floor."

"…! How… no, wait. The 1st floor?"

A light of hope flickered in Yeongeun's eyes.

"Then there's a high probability that a door is nearby! Usually, exhibition entrance doors are on the 1st floor, so if we search well…."

I forced my reluctant mouth to open.

"……The reason entrance doors are usually on the 1st floor is that we live our lives treading on the ground."

"That is,"

"Do you think that applies to the original visitors of this ghost story as well?"

"……."

Yeongeun shut her mouth tight.

She seemed to understand what I meant immediately.

'How can you be so sure the monsters would put a door on the 1st floor?'

And soon, a sense of hopelessness cast a thick shadow over her face. Just like me a few minutes ago.

"Then… wh-what should I do? Was asking that monster machine earlier the correct answer? B-but, I can't meet the machines anymore. I don't have... any more chances……."

"What do you mean, no more chances……."

"……."

Yeongeun hesitated, then slightly brushed her hair back.

In the place where a pinna should be for hair to tuck behind…….

There were only stitched marks.

"They, they tore off my ears."

"……."

"They gestured, 'Ears instead of eyes, ears instead of eyes!' ...so I let them? It didn't even hurt. Really strangely…."

Yeongeun trembled slightly.

"And I think they put something strange inside... I-I can hear sounds, though? Uh, I don't know what principle this is... Is it an artificial cochlea or eardrum?"

Ah, damn it.

"It'll be okay, right? I mean, uh, in the employee mall, they were selling Organ Regeneration Potions... and things like that…."

"It will be fine."

I affirmed immediately.

"It will be fine. Let's just focus on getting out."

"…Yes."

Ms. Yeongeun's breathing became calm again. For someone who had suddenly lost their ears, it was a superhuman mental state.

To be honest, it's quite admirable.

But it seemed someone didn't think so.

“Shall we get moving soon? Let’s not waste too much time.”

“…! Saheon-ssi.”

The moment Baek Saheon, wearing the Goat mask, emerges from the ventilation shaft, Go Yeongeun’s eyes snap into a state of high alert.

“Wait a minute, are you traveling with that person?”

“It just turned out that way, yes.”

“…I see.”

Go Yeongeun glared at Baek Saheon in the Goat mask as if keeping him under surveillance, but she didn’t abandon me and accompanied us.

‘Thank you….’

I have no idea how long it’s been since I had a normal person for a companion.

After going through everything from psychopaths to possessed people, tears blur my vision.

However, Go Yeongeun did mutter something under her breath.

“That person, he even picked a mask that is just like himself... Do you know that the goat is a symbol of the devil in the West?”

“Wow, do you know that the sheep is a symbol of the sacrificial lamb?”

“They’re more helpful to humanity than the devil, at least.”

Baek Saheon looked at Go Yeongeun with a scoffing face, looking entirely unconvinced, while Go Yeongeun ignored him.

Is this an interlude? It feels like a comedy skit.

Yeah.

The problem is that this isn’t a skit; it’s a real situation....

‘I think the party's compatibility is a disaster.’

But the destination was steadily drawing closer.

‘…!’

Found it.

The stairs leading to the basement appeared at the end of the hallway.

Chapter 43

“To think there was even a basement floor here….”

A mixture of fear and anticipation clouded Ms. Go Yeongeun’s face as she stood before the basement stairs.

Baek Saheon sneered.

“Exactly. And the person next to me hasn't said a word about how he knew there was a basement or why we're even going there, just insisting that we absolutely have to go to the first basement floor.”

“If you don't want to go, we can split up here.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon went quiet.

Now that the existence of a basement was confirmed, he wasn't about to miss out on a situation where ‘Kim Soleum seemed to have something up his sleeve.’

I briefly explained to Ms. Go Yeongeun that I had ‘found a helpful space with the help of special equipment and the notice posted in front of the elevator.’

Then, I finally stepped onto the basement stairs.

“…….”

“…….”

The further down we went, the more I noticed.

‘The style has changed.’

The mansion, which had been brass-colored, darkened to a bronze hue, and more avant-garde decorations appeared.

For some reason, it felt like we were descending much deeper than when we went from the second floor to the first….

“……."

“……."

Soon, an elegant gate appeared beside the stairs.

-B1. That is what it says.

We had arrived.

I carefully took hold of one of the door handles, and only after ensuring I heard no mechanical sounds from outside did I open it.

What revealed itself was… not an exhibition hall or a corridor.

Ms. Go Yeongeun’s eyes widened.

“This is….”

“It’s likely a lounge for visitors.”

It was a sort of rest area.

The massive hall, furnished quite comfortably, featured luxurious armchairs, vintage tables, and even a fireplace burning with a bronze light in one corner.

“Did you read in the elevator that th-this was here?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, since these kinds of places are usually in the lobby, does that mean there’s an exit nearby…?”

“I don’t know about that. However….”

“However?”

“The Manual listed several things you can’t do in the exhibition halls, so I thought there would be fewer restrictions in a ‘rest area.’”

Exactly.

I came here aiming for the fact that a few actions forbidden in the exhibition would be permitted here.

“Things we can’t do… ah, like eating!”

“Yes.”

2. Eating and drinking in the exhibition hall is prohibited.

“…But it doesn’t seem like we need to eat anything right now.”

That was true.

“To be precise, I came to perform a certain action that is prohibited because it’s categorized under eating.”

“…And what would that be?”

I pulled the Item I had prepared from my bag.

[Easy and Fast Candle-Making Kit]

“The ban on open flames.”

From now on, I would manufacture an Item for our escape.

Ms. Go Yeongeun swallowed hard.

Before her eyes, her impossibly talented colleague was doing something truly absurd.

“Like this, then.”

Kim Soleum pulled a strange box out of his briefcase and was quickly reading through the enclosed instructions.

But that box didn't look ordinary. Why on earth would he bring something like a candle-making kit?

‘I’ve never seen that brand before.’

The logo for something called the ‘Cheerful Research Institute’ twinkled tackily alongside a smile mark, but the instructions Kim Soleum held were handwritten in a mess of dark red ink.

…It felt incredibly eerie.

Like a prop one might encounter in a ghost story….

Just then, Baek Saheon muttered.

“…An Item?”

An Item?

Reflexively turning to Kim Soleum, he answered quite kindly.

“Yes. It’s an object with a Supernatural Ability.”

…!

“Th-then isn’t it Darkness?”

“It depends on how you classify it… but things where the Anomaly is stable, portable, and lacks a domain are called Items, as opposed to Darkness.”

“…….”

How does Soleum know that…?

‘Aren’t we… both rookies?’

Why is there such a gap in our information?

And where on earth did he get that…?

As Ms. Go Yeongeun, who considered herself one of the top three rookies in terms of office life, she couldn't help but be flustered!

‘No, he even looks incredibly skilled at handling it…?!’

Kim Soleum looked back at her as if sensing her gaze and said, almost defensively.

“It’s my first time making one, too.”

It was the truth!

Though he had considered how to use it while reading the instructions a few times, Kim Soleum had never actually manufactured one.

However, to his colleague who had no way of knowing he had already performed similar rituals about three times, it was simply mind-boggling….

No, shouldn't someone like that be starting a business instead of just getting a job? Wouldn't that be a greater social benefit?

Shouldn't he not be involved with a horror-show of a company like this??

But soon, a cold sense of reality snapped her back to her senses.

‘……It must be because of the Wish Ticket.’

Because of a wish that couldn't be given up.

Ms. Go Yeongeun was almost swept away by a wave of depression out of pity for their shared situation, but she quickly pulled herself together.

For now, focus everything on escaping.

…Use all the sheer rage toward the Team R leader, who abandoned her and fled as soon as the monster machine approached, as fuel!

She just wanted to take back her past remarks about how there was no hazing in the team and how she thought there would be no interpersonal stress.

‘Go to hell, Team Leader!’

However, thinking that the Team R superiors might actually die miserably with their eyes, noses, and mouths all torn out felt a bit strange too….

“It’s done.”

“…!”

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who was about to get lost in thought, snapped her eyes back to Kim Soleum’s voice.

In the meantime, Kim Soleum had laid out a sheet of black paper on the floor and drawn a small picture with the enclosed crayon.

It was…… well.

‘…A candle?’

Yes. It looked like a candle…. To be precise, it was just a flat drawing depicting the outline of a candle.

But Kim Soleum, undeterred, pointed one hand toward the cards he had placed near the drawing.

“You see the cards, right?”

“Ye-yes.”

“Please pick one of them.”

“…….”

“It’s to determine the Item’s attribute.”

Was she being used or dragged into something?

Ms. Go Yeongeun hesitated for a moment but soon reached out.

This was because she judged that Kim Soleum had never been unpleasantly suspicious in his words or actions, and looking at the situation objectively, he had always treated her with goodwill.

‘Let’s do it.’

She trusted her own intelligent brain’s big data quite a bit.

So, she flipped over one of the cards scattered on the floor without much hesitation.

On the front of the card was a vibrant blue drawing of a person raising one hand.

At the very top, a white star sparkled like a jewel.

[Honor]

A faint smile spread across Kim Soleum’s face.

“……A good pick.”

Was it?

‘I don’t think we particularly need honor right now….’

Anyway, since the person who read the instructions said it was good, it was a relief.

Then, Kim Soleum turned his head and called Baek Saheon in a voice that sounded like he really didn't want to.

“Pick a card.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon seemed to be calculating the situation, but he soon narrowed his eyes and reached out.

The front of the card he flipped over depicted a crookedly smiling mouth and red bars.

[Interference]

“It suits you.”

“What?”

Kim Soleum ignored him and continued the manufacturing process!

“I’ll flip over the remaining cards now.”

“Ye-yes.”

Whatever it is, go right ahead!

Ms. Go Yeongeun watched as Kim Soleum flipped the cards with swift, neat movements.

There were ten cards left.

Confusion, Healing, Meditation, Wound, Lie, Dream, Anger, Protection, Strike, Gaze…… ten cards were laid out on the floor, revealed.

‘What on earth is this?’

Why make them pick cards like a tarot reading, only to reveal them all at the end?

She realized why after seeing Kim Soleum’s next move.

The last card was for him to choose what he wanted directly.

[Lie]

Kim Soleum, having picked the card depicting a golden gear next to a black heart, used a lighter to burn all three of the cards they had selected.

The flames sputtered in various colors as the cards turned into sparkling ash.

“…!”

Then, carefully gathering the ash from the cards, he applied it inside the crayon outline of the candle he had drawn as if coloring it in, and then folded the paper.

“Now we just need to let it set for about 30 minutes.”

With a faint smile, Kim Soleum picked up the folded paper from the floor and tucked it into his suit’s breast pocket.

“What you just made….”

“This candle will help us get out of here.”

“…!”

“I was planning to repeat it a few times if it didn't work, but the keywords came out quite well on the first try…….”

Screeeeeeeech

“…….”

“…….”

The three of them turned their heads simultaneously.

From the distance, under the bronze light, a massive shadow revealed itself.

Eight straight lines resembling spider legs.

And….

Screeeech

The mechanical eyes leaking gaslight.

“…….”

“…….”

“Run!”

The three immediately began to sprint in the opposite direction.

I knew it.

I knew that even if it was a rest area, the machine could appear.

Still, I had assumed it would patrol less strictly than the exhibition halls, so I had steeled myself to take some risks, but….

‘There wasn't even a place to hide like a vent there, so it couldn't be helped, but why now of all times!’

I gritted my teeth and dashed through the corridor.

Since we had already been spotted, it would be able to follow us even if we hid in another vent.

It was a machine with that kind of performance!

“Should we go straight?!”

“For now!”

If we kept going straight, it would be the main exhibition hall.

We had no choice but to go there and hope for another higher-priority problem to draw its aggro….

‘I don’t even know how dangerous the exhibitions have become now that we're in the basement…!’

It was then.

Whoosh.

“…!”

Baek Saheon tried to grab my suit.

‘What now, you crazy bastard!’

The man screamed.

“That Item! The candle! Let’s offer the candle we made! That’s something valuable, isn't it!”

I slapped his hand away and shouted.

“No, you idiot!”

“What?!”

“Look at the exhibition theme!”

+++

This exhibition is held free of charge for one hour with an open heart that adores art.

+++

“Art!!”

“…!”

“Creatures, civilizations, and history, above all!!”

I yelled at the top of my lungs.

“Why would it accept this Item as a fee when it has nothing to do with those things!”

In the first place, if Items were valuable, the employees of Our company would have given their own equipment instead of having their eyes torn out!

Besides, the candle isn't even finished yet!

But Baek Saheon reached out again, trying to snatch my bag, and Yeongeun let out an exasperated sigh.

“Let’s at least try! We're going to die like this anyway!”

“Argh! Excuse me! Stop it and just ru…….”

I turned my head.

Right now, our feet….

Had crossed the threshold of the main exhibition hall.

“…….”

Catching my breath, I looked up.

S T A R L I G H T T W I N K L E D E V E R Y W H E R E

O R W E R E T H E Y P E B B L E S ? C O U N T L E S S P A I R S O F G L O W I N G C I R C L E S O F T H E S A M E C O L O R

F I L L I N G E V E R Y I N C H O F T H E S Q U A R E W A L L S A N D S T A R I N G A T M E H U M A N G A Z E S ....

The eyes the Guide Machine had harvested.

“Gasp.”

I stopped and lowered my head. Beside me, I heard the sound of Baek Saheon clutching his one remaining eye.

My jumbled mind slowly, steadily calmed….

-Ah. It has been arranged just like the stars in the universe. ‘The Glowing Gaze.’ A rather clichéd but popular title! It seems the providers of the materials were taken into consideration!

“…….”

The three walls of the massive, black exhibition hall were filled with eyeballs, with not a single gap in sight.

The only entrance was the door we had just come through.

And through that entrance, the Guide Machine was relentlessly approaching…….

We were trapped.

-I am curious about Mr. Roe Deer’s choice! You are at a dead end now. There seems to be… hmm, nowhere to run. Indeed!

-But my Friend, you can get out whenever and wherever you want. Because this Braun is here!

I…… know that too.

‘If it were just me.’

I could escape safely at any time.

Braun would gladly use the ability he called ‘Lights Out’ for me, making my presence vanish.

Then, I could carefully slip out of here while the others drew aggro and had their eyes and ears extracted.

-Then how about having the person named Baek Saheon pay the fee? His life doesn't have much left anyway!

True. Since the candle, which recommended three people, had been successfully manufactured, Baek Saheon was no longer needed.

‘I only brought him along because I was worried about my mental state.’

Honestly, wouldn't it be fine if that bastard died? No, it might actually be more beneficial for society if he did.

In the meantime, if she was lucky, Yeongeun might be able to escape too…….

…Uh?

Wait a minute.

“Let’s split up! Then if even one of us gets out….”

“Ms. Goral!”

“Yes?”

“You are safe.”

“…?!”

“Wasn't your fee collected recently? There should be time left until the next collection.”

“Ah!!”

Yeongeun, who had her ear extracted relatively recently, would surely still have some ‘usage time’ left!

Hope flashed in Yeongeun’s eyes.

“Then I’ll go and try to interfere….”

Giiiii-iiiii

“…….”

“…….”

It entered.

The Guide Machine.

Drrrrrd.

In the bronze candlelight, I saw the machine head-on for the first time.

It was mercilessly sharp and sophisticated.

As if iron had been added as flesh onto a spider base, the head and chest were strangely connected, with the abdomen and lower body beneath.

But it weirdly resembled an intelligent bipedal being, triggering the uncanny valley. Its creaky, bizarre movements were terrifying.

Needle-like legs that moved their joints at will.

And from its head, eight gaslights shone yellow through the faint shadows.

“…….”

Yeongeun, who had been approaching, froze.

It seemed the trauma from when her ear was torn out just moments ago had surged through her brain.

And for good reason.

Kiiii-iiik.

The machine passed right by Yeongeun.

‘As expected.’

In that case, what the machine was chasing was….

Me and Baek Saheon.

Giiii-iiiii.

I deliberated for a very brief moment.

The plan was to quickly erase my presence and flee while the machine’s attention was on Baek Saheon.

It would be difficult if the machine were only focused on me, but since there were still two targets, wouldn't Braun’s ability work?

-Oh, should I use it now?

And then I decided.

‘No.’

Instead, I shoved Baek Saheon aside.

“…!”

“Run.”

Baek Saheon already had one eye missing.

In other words, he knew that something more than just an eye might be extracted as well.

‘I don’t know what kind of erratic behavior he might pull.’

Even if I had him ‘forfeit’ an ear instead, the rejection from someone who had already had an eye extracted would be even more intense.

I couldn't even fathom what kind of extreme, crazy thing he might do.

It was better to just let him run.

“I said run.”

Baek Saheon hesitated for a moment.

But soon, after backing away from the machine, he dashed toward the door and vanished as soon as the machine stood before me.

At the same time, Yeongeun saw my signal, squeezed her eyes shut, and ran out the door.

“…….”

Now then.

-Do you have a question for the Guide? Mr. Roe Deer.

I looked up.

The machine, looking like a half-mosaic of a spider and a woman, faced me, shining its gaslight.

It was a grotesque and spine-chilling sight.

The Guide Machine then began to twitch its eight legs and arm-needles toward me.

I bowed politely.

“Hello. I just arrived.”

I knew it wouldn't work.

Sure enough, the machine made an unknown noise and twitched one of its massive needle joints.

-It says that 1 hour and 54 minutes have passed since you entered, so an additional fee is being calculated.

I took a deep breath.

“Wait a moment. May I ask a question before I pay the fee?”

-Of course you may!

“Is the guest room reservation handled at the front desk? …If you agree with my question, please nod your head once; if you do not agree, please shake it from side to side.”

…….

Nod.

“Thank you for the guidance. Then….”

I stifled a sigh and spoke.

I had asked the previous question just to ask this one.

The key question for our escape.

‘These machines only remember information about their own area, so they don’t know which floor the exit is on.’

It probably wouldn't know even if I asked for the location of the front desk.

However.

Couldn't I get an answer if I rephrased the question to be about the floor it was currently on?

Like this.

“For visitors who have finished their viewing and wish to return home, did they go from this first basement floor to the floor below?”

…….

“Or did they go to the floor above?”

Nod.

“They went to the floor above. Thank you.”

Exactly.

By asking the right questions to each Guide Machine I encountered on every floor, I could eventually narrow down the location of the exit…….

Provided my eyes, nose, mouth, and limbs weren't all extracted before then.

‘If it’s higher than the first basement floor… then it’

Just finding that out was a major achievement. Since there are only seven floors above ground, it meant it was somewhere in there.

‘It’s a good condition.’

But the joy vanished like a candle flame.

Because the unavoidable time had now arrived.

Screeeech.

-It says it will now collect the fee.

Fee Collection.

“…….”

Thinking calmly, it wasn't a major problem.

‘Since they’ll stick rental items into my eye sockets instead, I’ll still have vision until I escape this Darkness.’

And I knew this world well. I already knew several ways to restore lost body parts, and I was certain I could use them more easily than anyone else….

That was also why I was standing here.

‘It’s a situation I’ve calculated and accepted.’

The problem was… this maddening repulsion!

I mean, who could just accept this calmly?

Having both eyes gouged out raw by a monster!

And in this space where other people's plucked eyes were on display everywhere!

Cold sweat trickled down my chin.

‘Still, I have to confirm it.’

I clenched my teeth.

It shouldn't hurt even if my eyes are plucked out.

‘If I can’t even endure this, I might as well give up on surviving here.’

Truly, there was no better condition than this. To check if I, with my coward's heart, could withstand a Ghost Story Injury.

I needed the experience of enduring a restorable loss at least once to build up resistance.

Still, my clenched hands trembled.

‘Fuck….’

Vrrr.

A giant needle made of thin, sharp metal, like a spider leg, approached my eyes.

I held my breath.

Whoosh.

The needle pierced the area around my eyes…….

Screeeech.

“…….”

I rolled only my eyeballs to look to the side.

Beyond the Darkness, a giant, strange, spider-like figure was approaching….

Screeeech, screeeech.

It was another Guide Machine.

“…….”

What is this?

‘There should be programmed paths for the machines.’

Wasn't it the case that their paths never overlapped?

Sure enough. The machine that was about to gouge out my eyes seemed to experience a temporary operational Error… soon, it pulled away from me and began to move.

As if it were correcting its own path.

Screeeech…

“…….”

A sigh of relief didn't escape me.

Because the newly arrived machine would be the one to gouge out my eyeballs.

I just held my breath and stared at the newly appeared machine.

The Guide Machine raised its spider-leg-like appendage right up to my nose.

And then…….

“Phew.”

…?!

“Are you okay, Roe?”

The spider shape collapsed and vanished, and a human wearing a Badger Mask revealed himself.

“…Supervisor!”

Supervisor Park Minseong, who had revealed himself, gave a smirk, his face drenched in cold sweat.

“Whew… that was close!”
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A dark, bronze-colored mansion.

I was walking silently behind Supervisor Park Minseong.

The supervisor, who had achieved the insane feat of ‘disguising himself as a Guide Machine to trick the machine and rescue a poor new employee,’ appraised himself like this:

“The AI didn't seem like a very impressive machine. About the level of a robot vacuum? So I thought I could trick its exterior for a moment!”

I didn’t think the machine’s intelligence was actually that bad, but regardless, the fact that he saved me with such perfect timing made me so grateful I could burst into tears.

“Um, but how did you… as a Guide Machine….”

“Ah! My Exclusive Equipment.”

Supervisor Park grinned and showed me a piece of cloth hanging around his neck.

Ah!

I recalled the introduction he had given me about his Exclusive Equipment before.

—Mine is a Camouflage Item, but I can’t turn into a person, and the duration is short. I just use it to bet on my luck when things get desperate.

I had only heard about it because we had always entered ghost stories where such a thing wouldn’t work or would be meaningless, but I was finally seeing the real thing.

‘It’s actually quite good in limited situations, isn't it?’

I almost wanted to pay money to create new Exclusive Equipment and borrow his as parent equipment.

Of course, that wasn't the urgent matter right now!

“Alright. Phew. Since we found Roe, let’s get out of this crazy place quickly.”

“Have you found a way out?”

“…….”

Supervisor Park Minseong didn’t answer and just grinned.

‘He seems to have something up his sleeve.’

For now, I decided to follow the supervisor quickly.

“This way.”

We climbed the stairs again from the first basement level.

Before long, the surroundings turned yellowish, and a massive corridor tinged with brass instead of bronze revealed itself.

‘We’re above ground.’

One might say that alone was a relief, but….

Hell was breaking out on the first floor.

“Aaaahhh!”

“Mmph!! Mmmph!”

“My eeear…! My ear!”

Screams echoed from everywhere.

‘Two hours have passed.’

It seemed the employees who had been hiding were gradually being caught by the Guide Machines and having other body parts plucked out….

Just like I was earlier.

“…….”

The supervisor didn't even look toward the corners where the sounds were coming from as he moved his feet.

“Roe, let’s not turn our heads.”

“…….”

His hands were gripped so tight that veins were bulging.

“It’s hard, but right now, even taking care of our own team's lives is a stretch. If you’re going to keep gathering Points here… you have to learn how to give up.”

“…….”

Suddenly, I remembered the moment during the talk show when the supervisor had resigned himself to survival.

—…I have a family member in the hospital, and I’d like someone to look in on them after this filming is over! If possible.

Somehow, I felt like I understood how this good-natured supervisor was enduring in this place….

In any case, I didn't protest.

Soon, while checking the surroundings, the supervisor seemed to have arrived safely at the place he wanted.

And that place was….

“It’s here.”

“…….”

A window.

The tightly closed, opaque glass window that Ms. Go Yeongeun said she had struggled so hard to open earlier.

‘Is he saying we should go out through here?’

However, instead of struggling to tear the window open, the supervisor raised a finger and timidly knocked.

Knock— Knock-knock knock

Then, the window swung open.

“…?!”

No, it didn't just open.

The way it slid open all the way to the floor was….

‘…A terrace door!’

This wasn't a window!

‘Is that why the Exploration Records said that?’

==========

The 19th record is a testimony left by a visitor who attempted to exit through a window, but it will be omitted at our discretion due to credibility issues.

This is because there are no windows in this exhibition.

==========

I thought it was just a typical Manual Ghost Story description, but there really weren't any windows.

“Let’s go in.”

“Yes.”

But there was no time to be bewildered, so I immediately stepped out through the open terrace door. A small hexagonal terrace space with a long sofa and a table was revealed.

Strangely, however, the landscape outside the terrace was not visible. Only a thick black fog hung there….

As if visibility was not permitted to us.

Thud.

The moment Supervisor Park closed the terrace door while staying alert, the person who had been sitting on the sofa stood up and tapped my shoulder.

“I knew you’d be safe.”

“Assistant Manager.”

It was Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

And Section Chief Lizard’s vertical pupils calmly met my eyes.

“Our Section Chief suggested we expand the search range since you weren't nearby, and you really popped up right from the floor below.”

“Thank you.”

“Did you go down to that creepy place on purpose just to find an exit? That’s so like you.”

I looked at Supervisor Park anew.

I realized once again that descending to the first basement level, where the atmosphere suddenly changed without any information about the floors, had been a tremendous decision.

‘Thank you, seriously….’

Thanks to you, I kept my eyeballs.

Wait, and besides that….

“How on earth did you open this place? Someone else tried repeatedly to open the window but failed….”

“? I opened it with my hands.”

“…….”

I see.

‘They say if the body is weak, the head suffers….’

Looking at it now, the terrace door handle seemed to be dangling loosely.

If a Guide caught us doing that, wouldn't we suffer something truly terrible?

However, the D-Team superiors merely began their meeting calmly, as if they were used to Section Chief Lizard creating his own path like this.

“Well, since our team members are all gathered… shall we try to escape now, Section Chief?”

“Yes.”

“…Is there a likely escape method?”

“Yes.”

“……I’d like to ask what kind of method it is.”

Section Chief Lizard answered simply.

“We’ll tie a rope to the terrace railing and explore the exterior walls of this exhibition space.”

“…….”

Excuse me?

“If we look from the outside, there should be a floor with a main entrance. We can just go out through there.”

That sure is….

“I see.”

If this damn mansion didn't go down to the seven-thousandth basement level, it might have sounded tempting.

And if I didn't have an item in my briefcase that could lead to an easier escape.

‘We can just go out with this.’

Recalling the candle that should be hardening nicely, I raised my hand.

“Please wait a moment.”

I felt like I could convince them if I explained while showing them the actual object.

Let’s stall for a little time until it’s finished.

And while I’m at it, let’s do some life-saving work.

“I was with two of my colleagues before we got separated, but they should still be nearby. If you give me a moment, I’ll go out and find them….”

“…….”

“…….”

Ah.

“Roe,” Assistant Manager Eun Haje said flatly.

“Exactly three rookies entered here. Including you.”

“…….”

“They said they picked a few kids who had good performance records and put them in… but they probably know. They just filled the head count.”

“Seonbae,”

“Be quiet.”

The Assistant Manager silenced the supervisor and continued.

“You saw them at lunch, right? The higher-ups in the conference room. Those bird-brains are hoping this place might actually be A-Grade.”

I remembered.

—No, it’s clearly High-Grade Darkness, but a civilian survivor came out? This could be an innovative case for opening a new Supply Source for high-quality raw materials.

“They were all excited, wondering if this would be the Supply Source with the highest survival rate among all A-Grade Darknesses. A-Grade Dream Essence is always out of stock, after all.”

“…….”

“Rookies? They put you in from the start assuming you could all die and it would just be handled as a cost.”

Because it was more profitable to pull an A-Grade Manual and open a Supply Source for top-tier raw materials that were in short supply.

It’s true that Field Exploration teams get paid more for their lives as they gain experience and survive longer, but even so, consumables are consumables.

Pushed aside by more precious resources.

“Remember this. The further a department is from field exploration, the more those bastards treat human lives like flies.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje tucked her cigarette back with a sigh.

“So just take care of your own life.”

“…….”

“There’s no time, so let’s go down now. Having useless sympathy will only make things harder for you.”

I barely managed to open my mouth.

“It’s not that.”

“Good kid, yeah. If they’re lucky, they’ll get out too….”

“My colleague was holding the escape item!”

“…?!”

Of course, it was a lie.

“We don't know what's out there, so there's no need to dangerously hang onto a rope and go down.”

But this much was a definite fact!

“If we have that item, we’ll be able to escape safely from here.”

I descended back to the first basement level.

My legs were shaking from walking here alone, but perhaps because my goal was so clear, my fear had dulled slightly.

Finding my colleagues.

—I’ll give you exactly 20 minutes. If you can’t find them by then, you just come back.

My lie—that my colleague had an escape item that would make the universe marvel and the world gasp—had mostly worked.

So the time I was given was short, but… it was doable.

‘They couldn't have gone far.’

People lose mobility when they are in shock. They would probably find a place to hide nearby and try to pull their mental state together.

Furthermore, I had given them a hint once.

About where it was good to hide.

‘Air vents.’

And at the 7-minute mark of my search.

I finally found a colleague crumpled inside an air vent on the outer corridor of the first basement level.

But it was Baek Saheon.

“…….”

“…….”

“Hey.”

Baek Saheon avoided my gaze.

“Do you want to get out?”

Baek Saheon looked at me with an extremely suspicious expression.

But at the same time, he nodded his head.

“Then tell me where Ms. Goral is.”

Uh, for some reason, the way I said that sounded like I was threatening him to blow a comrade's location….

“She went into the left exhibition hall. Probably hiding behind a sofa!”

“…….”

He blew her location without a moment’s hesitation. Disloyal bastard.

In any case, I successfully found Ms. Go Yeongeun that way as well.

14 minutes had passed by this point.

“R-Roe…! Thank goodness, really…!”

I briefly explained to Go Yeongeun, whose eyes were swollen from crying, that I had received help from my superiors, and we quickly resumed moving.

And I urged them.

“I told the team members that I had to find you two because you were entrusted with the key items for the escape. Please follow my lead.”

“…!”

I handed Go Yeongeun the paper with the candle mold drawn on it, which I had placed in my briefcase.

Go Yeongeun very carefully tucked it into the front of her suit and nodded.

“I just have to keep my mouth shut and be quick on the uptake, right?”

Yes!

Baek Saheon, who was naturally ignored during this process, looked at me as if he had a lot to say, but he didn't bother opening his mouth.

He must have felt that the escape was drawing near.

And when I stepped onto the terrace with my two colleagues after opening the terrace door, exactly 19 minutes had passed.

Wrapped it up within 20 minutes. Phew.

“I’ve brought them.”

“Wow.”

“Honestly, since it’s Roe, I knew it would be like this.”

Seeing the Assistant Manager and the supervisor toss out those remarks, the two colleagues began to read the room. It clearly didn't feel like a welcome to anyone's eyes.

Moreover, Section Chief Lizard was already in the middle of taking out a rope on the terrace.

“Ah, um….”

“We’ll skip the greetings.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon said dryly as he twisted the rope to secure it to a pillar using a taut-line hitch.

“Explain the item you possess within 200 seconds.”

My colleagues swallowed hard in unison.

I immediately cut in.

“Is it alright if I explain instead?”

“Yes.”

Now was the time to explain properly.

According to the keywords I had combined, this candle was…….

“This item can deceive the Guide Machines.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s hands stopped moving.
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“I-is it really okay for just the three of us to go? Is this right?”

“It should be fine.”

Probably.

Understanding the unspoken words, Go Yeongeun swallowed a scream.

After Kim Soleum persuaded the superiors, he took his two colleagues out of the terrace room to ‘use’ the item.

‘I probably did that on purpose to appear logical.’

Since I told them the item owner was one of We Help, it wouldn’t be awkward for that person to move.

…Though being tied together with Baek Saheon as ‘We Help’ is a bit, well, unpleasant….

‘But he’s being strangely quiet right now.’

However, for now, I was much more concerned about what was about to happen.

“Then, I will take out the candle.”

“Yes!”

Go Yeongeun returned the piece of paper she had received from Kim Soleum, and Kim Soleum unfolded it.

Then, something amazing happened.

A heavy, cylindrical lump of light purple wax rolled into his palm.

It was a real candle.

“…!”

The fact that the frame drawn with crayons remained like an embossed pattern made it intuitively clear.

The candle that had been a drawing had become a reality.

‘…Wow.’

I forgot the situation for a moment and marveled at it.

As I recalled the brief explanation of what we were going to do with that candle, expectation swelled in my mind.

“Please wait a moment.”

After taking a deep breath, Kim Soleum took out a lighter and tried to light the candle’s wick.

Whoosh.

The flame swept across the wick and…….

Nothing happened.

“…….”

“…….”

Why… won’t it light?

Kim Soleum even showed off the crazy ability of summoning a third hand by flipping a coin into the air to try and light it, but that didn’t work either.

“…Ah.”

As if suddenly remembering something, Kim Soleum pulled out the instructions for the candle kit and quickly read through them.

“Is there a problem?”

“…….”

Then, with a somewhat dry face, he lowered the instructions.

“No. I’m not sure.”

Actually, I knew.

It was one of the phrases written under ‘Precautions for Handling and Use’ at the end of the notice written in messy, dark red letters.

The ‘Recommended Users.’

※This toy was created to relieve the fatigue of modern Earthlings.

For safety, aliens, extra-dimensionals, non-intelligent beings, gods, and any other non-human intelligent beings cannot use it. :)

‘…I might not qualify.’

Because Kim Soleum wasn’t actually a person of this place.

A chill ran down my spine, but I knew that wasn’t the priority.

I had to hand it over to someone trustworthy.

Someone with a low probability of acting out, and someone with social skills and morality.

“Ms. Goral.”

“…!”

“Please.”

Go Yeongeun eventually swallowed her saliva and took the candle.

Then, she took the lighter and, with trembling hands, held it over the candle’s wick.

Whoosh.

The flame swept across the wick and….

It flared up.

“…!”

Then, letters began to appear on the body of the candle as if light was shining through.

The keywords of the cards that had been drawn.

[Honor] [Interference] [Falsehood]

—Do you remember the cards we drew when making the candle earlier? They tell us what kind of ability the candle that will be made will have.

The explanation I heard from Kim Soleum came to mind, and at the same time, other phrases floated up from the candle.

The practitioner must lift this candlelight toward an honorable subject, rely on the power of interference, and reveal a false appearance.

A blessing is given to the practitioner holding the candle.

The Impersonator of Nobility.

Go Yeongeun held the candle high.

A round ball of fire rose from the candle like a lantern, hovered over her head, and then disappeared.

Then, as if under a small spotlight, her surroundings were softly illuminated.

‘Wow…….’

“The effect is exactly as expected.”

Kim Soleum, who was watching with a faint smile, nodded and said.

“Up to two people around Ms. Goral are affected by the candle’s area, so Goat and I will follow behind.”

“Yes.”

She wondered if it would have been better to recruit someone other than Baek Saheon, but since it was Kim Soleum who made this item, Go Yeongeun nodded without a word.

Kim Soleum whispered again.

“However, there is something you must be careful of. …Do not look back at us. We only receive the effect when we are hidden behind the one holding the candlelight.”

“……Yes.”

“And do not look too closely into the candle. …Your mind could be eroded by it.”

Go Yeongeun nodded slowly.

Tension tightened her shoulders, but Go Yeongeun somehow regained her composure.

Since this was her specialty.

“Since you said the exit is on the ground floor earlier… then that means we start from the 4th floor, the middle floor, right? That way, the number of possibilities is minimized.”

“Yes. Good.”

Their steps began.

Thinking about what was about to happen was enough to turn one’s spine cold, but Go Yeongeun bit her lip.

I must be the most faint-hearted one here, and yet I’m the one holding the candle.

‘I have to do my best.’

She had no idea that the biggest coward among them was right behind her!

Thud, thud.

The sound of three people’s footsteps echoed in the bronze hall. Until they reached the 4th floor, the sound of the Guide Machine was strangely absent….

But she couldn’t feel relieved.

Because their destination was….

“Found it.”

Right in front of a Guide Machine.

“…….”

The new employees of <Daydream Inc.> who had come up to the 4th floor followed the sound of the machine and finally found the Guide Machine in charge of the 4th-floor hallway.

Creeeeeak.

“If you run away now and leave the candlelight’s range, it’ll chase you.”

“I know that!”

the cold exchange between Kim Soleum and Baek Saheon made Go Yeongeun’s heart go cold as well.

It felt as though those needle-like parts would move at any moment to gouge out her eyes….

Go Yeongeun swallowed hard and moved forward.

Step by step.

With every step, the image of the machine reflected in the candlelight wavered.

Standing before the grotesque, spider-like machine, Go Yeongeun gave a slight nod.

“Hello.”

Creeeeeak.

The Guide Machine moved.

Its eight needles were thrust into the air, and then…….

They were soon neatly arranged and softly lowered around the machine’s body.

Then the machine raised its head and politely shone its gas lamp near Go Yeongeun’s feet.

“…!”

It worked.

Go Yeongeun swallowed her saliva.

The candle’s blessing was currently being successfully applied to her.

A blessing that allowed her to impersonate an honorable person.

—The first card drawn is the purpose of the effect, the second is the method, and the last is the essence of the effect.

—Combining them well, it creates a falsehood that interferes with others for the sake of something honorable….

—It’s likely an ability related to impersonation or deception.

And right now, Go Yeongeun was impersonating the most suitable ‘honorable person.’

The subject the Guide Machine is most friendly toward.

Namely….

‘A customer who has properly paid all their fees!’

Go Yeongeun asked the Guide Machine in the calmest tone she could muster.

“If the answer to my question is negative, please stay still, and if it is positive, please nod your head.”

Silence.

“……Did the customers who finished their viewing and returned home go to the upper floors from this 4th floor?”

…….

“Did the customers who finished their viewing and returned home go to the lower floors from this 4th floor?”

Nod.

“……!”

It works!

The candle-bearer was overwhelmed with joy but managed to finish the conversation.

“Thank you. I will be on my way to continue the viewing.”

The Guide Machine stood there quietly.

Until the three people within the candlelight left.

The moment they turned the corner, Go Yeongeun couldn’t help but shout.

“It worked…!”

“Take it slow. The candle burns for about two hours, so it’s important not to let it go out in the middle.”

“Yes!”

And it was repeated.

“Did the customers who finished their viewing and returned home go to the lower floors from this 3rd floor?”

Nod.

“Thank you!”

It worked this time as well. The three new recruits moved their feet, now swelling with the thrilling hope of escape.

At this rate.

‘Either the 1st or 2nd floor…!’

The same prediction took root in everyone’s minds.

Go Yeongeun bit her tongue and struggled not to get overexcited.

‘Carefully, carefully!’

If she accidentally knocked over the candle, it would be the end.

If she didn’t want to escape with her eyes, tongue, or limbs gouged out, she had to be calm.

At the very moment she took a calm step forward.

Grab.

Something grabbed her foot.

Go Yeongeun froze and lowered her gaze.

There was a human there with a telephoto lens shoved in place of eyes.

In a disheveled state, he crawled along the floor, struggling and grabbing the hem of her pants.

“Goral! Ms. Goral!!”

“…!!”

“Take me with you!”

The R-Team Leader.

He was Go Yeongeun’s boss.

I watched the person in front of me stop walking.

I knew the reason.

Because someone grabbing the front person’s pant leg was desperately shouting!

“Ms. Goral! Equipment, if you take me out of here, I’ll make equipment for you! You can use equipment that a Section Chief rank has right away! Huh?!”

‘Ms. Go Yeongeun was in the R-Team.’

He was probably the Section Chief of the R-Team.

But his appearance was far too pathetic for someone who was the leader of a Field Exploration team.

It wasn’t like his limbs had been seized as fees, but he couldn’t get up from the floor, as if they were all broken.

‘Did internal conflict break out?’

A team leader should have been able to endure with their own equipment and items and hide here and there quite well, so seeing him in that state made it almost certain.

A state where the sense of impending death had reached his throat.

And in that situation, when his team’s new recruit appeared with an item that looked very extraordinary, he had jumped out.

Sensing that it was his last lifeline.

“Ms. Goral! That’s an item, isn’t it! Haaah, it, it looks good. Uh, me, take me with you too, okay?”

“Wow, isn’t he scared? He’s just blabbing.”

Baek Saheon muttered softly.

Then, he said this to Go Yeongeun.

“Shall we check if the monster machine is coming after hearing the sound? He doesn’t seem like he can run away in that state anyway.”

“Pardon? What kind of bullshit is that….”

“…….”

The R-Team Leader, who was begging Go Yeongeun, looked up at Baek Saheon.

the telephoto lens glinted.

“Which team’s recruit are you?”

“…….”

“Ah. Right. It’s not important…. What’s important is getting out of here. But you know……. The item our team’s recruit is using is a candle? It’s a consumable.”

“…!”

“The flame… using the flame as a medium, yeah, is it for defense? Yeah, it seems like it…. Then what if I shake it like this, like this! What if the flame goes out?”

“Ack,”

Go Yeongeun, who almost faltered for a moment, quickly steadied the candle.

‘This crazy bastard.’

The moment I was about to summon my Exclusive Equipment in the air and tear the R-Team Leader away with three hands, the leader clung to Go Yeongeun’s foot again.

“Even if I’m in this state, would I know less than the new recruits?? Take me with you!”

“…You left me behind, Leader.”

Go Yeongeun whispered with an eerie quietness.

“When the machine appeared, you pushed me and left.”

“…!”

Since all the employees had entered separately, I thought Ms. Go Yeongeun had been alone because she hadn’t met her team members in the meantime….

So that’s why she was alone.

“No! I did as much as I could! I couldn’t die trying to save a recruit, so I left you! You can take me with you now! If the circumstances allow, a human should act like a human!”

The leader screamed and clung on as if struggling.

Not even tears came out of the eye sockets that had turned into lenses.

“If you don’t take me, it’s murder, murder! Just try to leave me. I’ll make sure to break that item. Somehow!! Uh…!”

Thump.

“…!”

Slump.

The R-Team Leader’s body went limp and he collapsed to the side.

Baek Saheon returned his left foot, which had struck the leader’s temple, to its original position.

“…….”

And so did I.

I recalled the third hand that had struck the back of the R-Team Leader’s head into my glove.

‘H-he’s still breathing, right?’

No, only one person should have hit him, but it just had to overlap like this.

At any rate, the situation seemed settled.

I looked at the fallen, shabby salaryman in his 40s.

‘…Is his Field Exploration experience showing?’

He had spun a sophistry that mixed pleas that would prick a recruit’s conscience and threats they would fear quite in balance.

Go Yeongeun was holding the candle steadily, but she seemed to be looking down at the miserable state of her direct superior with trembling eyes….

Then Baek Saheon spoke lightly.

“It’s settled. Now, let’s just take his head?”

…What?

“No.”

“He’s going to die soon anyway, so it’ll be easier for him, and we can get the fee to use when we need Plan B. There’s not a single bad thing about it, is there?”

“Think of Ms. Goral’s mental distress when cutting the neck. It will be hard to maintain composure after killing an acquaintance yourself.”

As Baek Saheon and I spoke from both sides, Ms. Go Yeongeun’s face turned paler.

“No, what is this, no…….”

“What are you talking about? There’s nothing a person can’t do to survive; I’m saying we can definitely do it.”

“We cannot. Do not listen to him, Ms. Goral.”

“Goral….”

“Wait!”

“…….”

“…….”

“I’ll just… do this.”

After gripping the candle tightly, Go Yeongeun kicked the R-Team Leader and pushed him into a dark corner of the sofa.

And she let out a long sigh.

“This way, he won’t be caught by the machine right away…. Let’s go now. Before the candle wears out.”

“…….”

I nodded.

However, Baek Saheon frowned.

“She’s making things complicated. He’s going to die anyway.”

“…Since Darling saved his life thanks to a kind person, why don’t you stop talking like that?”

“…….”

Go Yeongeun let out a long sigh.

“Still, thank you both. I almost got caught up in it with my eyes wide open.”

“It was nothing.”

Surprisingly, Baek Saheon shut his mouth. I thought he would be sarcastic or try to extort something, so it was unexpected.

“Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

We went down the stairs again.

The interference and the incident were over.

The goal was right before our eyes.

Chapter 46

2nd Floor.

Ms. Go Yeongeun asked the guide machine a question with an air of familiarity now.

“Did the guests who finished their viewing and headed home go from this 2nd floor to the floor below?”

Nod.

“…!”

It was over.

With this, the answer sheet had practically been derived.

‘If the exit is on one of the ground floors, and it’s below the 2nd floor….’

Since the only one left was the 1st floor.

“Then, now all we have to do is go to the 1st floor and ask for the entrance…!”

“Let’s go quickly!”

“Yes!”

Baek Saheon and Go Yeongeun’s opinions coincided for the first time.

‘To think the entrance was on the 1st floor, just like common sense for modern people. It fits perfectly by chance like this.’

I felt a bit dejected as if I had taken a long detour, but I hurried my steps with even greater anticipation.

Now, once I find out the entrance and tell the bosses waiting on the terrace, everything will be ready.

-Oh, are the exhibition viewings over? How unfortunate. It feels like you haven't even properly looked through five halls yet...

Hehe. If we look around more, your friend's eyes, nose, and mouth might disappear.

Or he might pass out before then!

‘Even now, these three are barely holding on by sticking together with a light.’

I tapped the pocket containing Braun as if to soothe him and then moved my feet.

Ms. Go Yeongeun’s footsteps, as she held the candle, became vigorous.

That momentum did not shrink even when she met the guide machine on the 1st floor. It seemed her desire to leave quickly overwhelmed all fear.

“Hello!”

This time too, the machine responded politely, influenced by the candle, and Go Yeongeun made her request forcefully after taking a deep breath.

“Please guide us to the entrance!”

But.

…….

Silence.

The machine stood without a single movement.

“……?”

There was no response.

“N-no way.”

Go Yeongeun peered into the candlelight with a face turned pale white. She seemed worried that the candlelight might not be working.

The candle was shining perfectly well.

After lowering her eyes to check a few more times, Go Yeongeun spoke again in a trembling voice.

“Please… guide us to the entrance.”

Silence again.

“…….”

“…….”

The atmosphere froze over.

‘Damn it.’

I opened my mouth.

“……Ms. Goral.”

“Ye-yes….”

“Ask it like this.”

I spoke a familiar sentence, and as she pronounced that sentence, Ms. Go Yeongeun’s eyes turned dark and hollow.

“Did the guests who finished their viewing and headed home go… down from this 1st floor? …If so, please nod.”

Nod.

“…!!”

The testimonies of the guide machines clashed.

“Why….”

Go Yeongeun swallowed hard.

“Clearly, the guide machine on basement level 1 said that the people leaving went up…!”

“That’s right.”

A chill ran down my spine.

‘What on earth is going on?’

It didn't make sense.

In the basement, they say to go up, and on the ground floor, they say to go down.

Even if there were two or more entrances nearby, this was nonsensical. They were signals that contradicted each other entirely.

‘I wondered why there were so few survivors in the <Dark Exploration Record> despite the entrance being so obviously on the 1st floor.’

“Instead of wasting time saying the same useless things, let's go to the basement and ask ourselves? Don't waste the candle when there's still some left.”

“……Ah.”

At Baek Saheon’s urging, we moved our feet to find the stairs leading to the basement.

That path down to the basement felt strangely long and heavy for some reason…….

And the result was.

Nod.

“To go up? Ha….”

The same response I had asked for came back.

According to the guide machine, the visitors who finished their viewing on basement level 1 definitely went up.

“…….”

“…….”

Now even Baek Saheon had fallen silent.

It was a point where everyone’s heads were becoming complicated.

“Um.”

Go Yeongeun lowered her head deeply.

“Actually… maybe there’s no such thing as an entrance.”

“…!”

“It’s just a place that deceives and torments, giving false hope just to make it more painful… there are many ghost stories like that, aren't there?”

True.

But not this time.

“The exit definitely exists.”

I wasn't saying this because I had read the <Dark Exploration Record>.

“Do you remember? Didn’t you receive a simplified manual before coming in here?”

Even though the information was contaminated and it became an exhibition invitation.

“The fact that a survival record exists means they succeeded in escaping through the entrance, and it was registered as Darkness at Daydream Inc.”

“Ah…!”

Go Yeongeun lifted her head.

“That’s true. You’re right.”

And after taking a deep breath, she continued in a much clearer voice.

“Whew! I’m sorry. At times like this, I shouldn't get buried in emotions for no reason. There must be an answer.”

“Yes.”

It looked like a contradiction, but there must be something we haven't thought of….

It was just as I was lost in thought.

“Hey.”

Baek Saheon asked me with a mysterious expression.

“You, the doll.”

“Braun?”

“Yeah. What does… Braun say?”

-I am waiting for my friend's wonderful answer!

Of course, he wasn't asking because he thought Braun was actually speaking, but because he thought I was a madman who talks to dolls….

‘I know you want to hear some fresh ideas, but.’

I stared intently at Baek Saheon before speaking.

“How can a doll talk?”

“…….”

“Think before you speak.”

Baek Saheon clenched his fists tightly!

“But the idea itself of throwing out ideas is a good one.”

“…!”

“Ms. Goral, do you have any thoughts that come to mind?”

“Ah, um…….”

“Be as positive as possible. Assuming that there is definitely an exit nearby.”

“Then… a secret space.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun narrowed her eyes.

“Just like there’s an attic above the top floor, maybe there’s another space between the basement and the ground floor? Like a parking lot….”

I hadn't seen any record of that kind of secret space in this exhibition hall.

Of course, there was a possibility. There is a clear difference between experiencing something directly and reading a written description.

There are cases where you know but can't match it.

‘Just like I didn’t know the window was actually a door leading to the terrace.’

But… the entrance seemed like it would be in a more obvious location.

‘Conceptually speaking, it’s strange for the official entrance to be in a secret space.’

Which means, the entrance is right there as it should be, but we just haven't noticed it.

Prejudice, way of thinking, cultural factors…….

“…!”

Wait a minute.

“M-Mr. Roe Deer?”

I sprang up from my seat.

I looked down at Baek Saheon, who looked at me with startled eyes as I stood up, and Ms. Go Yeongeun, who couldn't bear to look back because of the candle’s effect.

“Do you have enough physical strength left to go up and down the stairs a few more times?”

“What?”

“I-I do, but.”

“Then let’s move.”

“Eh?”

I stood up from my spot.

“I need to go up to the top floor.”

“…??”

Back to the stairs.

“…We just have to go up, right?”

“Yes.”

I moved my feet.

But instead of mindlessly climbing until the next floor appeared, I counted.

One floor.

Two floors.

Three floors…….

Until no more stairs appeared.

“Pant.”

“Huff.”

I lifted my head.

“This is the end.”

We had climbed to the very top floor of this massive mansion.

We met the guide machine about three times on the way up, and every time my colleagues asked the machine, the result was the same.

They probably have this thought:

‘They say to go down, so why on earth did we come up?’

The answer to that question lay within this top floor itself.

“Ms. Goral. How many floors do you think we’ve climbed?”

“Pardon? Well……. Eh?”

“…….”

“Wait a minute. If my count isn’t wrong…….”

“6th floor.”

Baek Saheon said.

“It’s the 6th floor, not the 7th!”

That was it.

“You said this mansion has up to seven floors!”

-Also, it is said that this historic grand mansion consists of 7 floors above ground and 7221 floors below ground.

This time, it contradicted Braun’s explanation.

But because Braun is a ‘Good Friend,’ he doesn't tell lies.

So… if everything is the truth.

“…….”

I knew it.

“You purposely lied about it being the 7th floor….”

“Ms. Goral, do you know about that?”

“Hey!”

There are many ghost stories like that.

A situation where a correct answer is logically derived for some people, while for others, the correct answer does not appear to the point of being unreasonable.

Due to cultural and environmental differences.

Ghost stories that enjoy the chills coming from that.

Though the type is different, it’s just like that Darkness from before where I found the clown picture because I knew the difference between a pierrot and a clown.

Environmental knowledge.

“The way of counting building floors varies by culture.”

“……Eh?”

“In the US, and in East Asian countries including our country Korea, the floor numbering starts from the 1st floor.”

But.

“However, other cultures use a slightly different method.”

The reason why I felt the stairs going from the 1st floor to basement level 1 were particularly long.

It wasn't just my perception.

“They start from the 0th floor.”

“…!”

The floor also called the Ground Floor.

“It must be true that the ground part of this mansion consists of 7 floors. …From the 0th floor to the 6th floor.”

I looked down the stairs.

“Now we just need to go to the 1st floor and ask to find the way to the 0th floor.”

And we did just that.

-Please guide me to the way leading to the 0th floor.

Following the path where the 1st-floor guide machine kindly led the way, surprisingly, a different type of staircase from the existing ones could be seen on the opposite side of the main exhibition hall on the 1st floor.

A massive spiral double staircase.

And if you walked down following either side of that spiral… of course, you could go to the exhibition hall on basement level 1 where the brass color turned to bronze as you had descended before.

But you could also make the choice to stop in the middle and open a massive door.

And I opened that grand door and walked out.

Creeeeak.

A magnificent and elegant space filled with silver light unfolded.

It wasn't an exhibition hall.

It was… the lobby.

“…!!”

The 0th floor, which didn't have a passageway from the regular stairs used for the exhibition halls because it functioned as a lobby without any exhibits.

We had finally entered that floor through the most standard passage.

And the stained-glass style glass door visible right in front of us….

“…The main entrance.”

The light was so bright that the outside was not visible, but it was certain.

We had finally found the exit.

“I’m saved!!”

“Haaaah….”

Shouts and sighs of relief echoed through the lobby.

And cheers of joy too.

“Mr. Roe Deer! Mr. Roe Deer, your deduction was right! You were right again! Waaaaah!! Let’s go out right now!”

Seriously. Although I sincerely wanted to scream and cheer and run out right now….

“I have to find the bosses and go out together.”

“Ah, ah!! Then… you’ll need the candle.”

Go Yeongeun, who looked as if gauging the amount of candle left, soon shouted vigorously.

“…Let’s go together quickly!”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Really, thank you so much…….

I already used up all my energy just finding my colleagues while wandering around here alone….

Thus, Ms. Go Yeongeun made a choice that fit her character.

Of course, so did Baek Saheon.

Meaning he headed straight for the door without any hesitation.

“Do whatever you want. I’m going out!”

Fine, do that.

I stared intently at Baek Saheon.

‘I should check what kind of effect occurs at the door when someone goes out, and what kind of reaction happens.’

However, Baek Saheon faltered.

“…….”

“…….”

And he slinked away from the entrance.

‘…?’

Why.

“I thought you were going out?”

“…After I check someone else going out.”

Gosh.

‘It’d be more convenient in many ways if you just went out.’

I glanced at Baek Saheon with a slightly disappointed feeling and turned my gaze.

-Hahaha… this is quite an interesting situation. Mr. Roe Deer!

I’m not particularly amused, but it’s quite a comfort that someone finds it interesting….

-Now must you go to tell your mediocre bosses the location of the entrance?

That’s right.

‘They aren’t exactly mediocre people, but….’

I don't know how many times I'm going to scour this grand mansion……. My legs are about to fall off, but let’s go quickly.

-Wait a moment. Are your legs hurting, my friend?

-Oh, then it seems the time has come to introduce my new ability.

…Eh?

‘New ability?’

-That’s right! Thanks to the wonderful bathtub and bath my dear friend gifted me, I will show you my rejuvenated power….

-Now, then, please take me out of your pocket.

It was a slightly pretentious, boasting tone, but strangely, it was a mysterious way of speaking that also felt a bit like gratitude.

Anyway, I took the plush doll out of my pocket as told.

“Mr. Roe Deer?”

“Please wait a moment.”

-That’s right. There is no need to wait long! A true host is always prepared…… like this!

Snap!

The sound of snapping fingers echoed dully from the fingerless hand of the doll.

And I…….

Somehow, I felt a sensation as if something was ‘cleared’ in my chest and mouth.

A sense of resonance.

A strange feeling as if a massive space had been created….

[Ah.]

“…!!”

“Vo-your voice….”

I closed my mouth.

The vibration coming through my vocal cords echoed through the entire lobby.

-It’s reasonably good.

-In my show, any guest can comfortably and accurately convey their words to the audience and viewers without having to raise their voice.

That’s…….

‘A microphone?’

-Ah, what a popular expression!

-Mr. Roe Deer, my dear friend’s words will be clearly delivered to everyone…. If they are in the same studio, that is.

-Judging by this space, yes. If they are on the ‘same floor’!

My goodness.

He really has become more capable.

-You flatter me.

I was impressed.

‘But unfortunately, I don't think this ability is suitable for the current situation.’

-Eh?

I’m only trying to call the bosses in the terrace room, but if everyone on that floor hears it…….

“…….”

-Friend?

Wait a minute.

Wouldn't that be not so bad?

Chapter 47

Supervisor Park Minseong suppressed a sigh and sat down next to the sofa in the terrace room where he had been hiding.

‘I think it’s taking too long.’

It had already been over 70 minutes since Kim Soleum had taken his colleagues downstairs.

Although Soleum had mentioned it could take that long, he had also left a tip, assuming a scenario where he or his colleagues didn’t return even after two hours….

-…You don’t have to wait for us or come looking for us.

It meant that if things went south, he should be left behind.

‘I should have just gone with them.’

Park Minseong suppressed another sigh.

No matter how much Daydream Inc. was a place where everyone fended for themselves, some Field Exploration teams had a strong sense of camaraderie depending on the group, and Team D was particularly like that.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje also looked slightly distraught, sighing as she made revisions to the makeshift Map of Darkness on the sofa.

‘…Roe Deer, I was hoping he’d settle into our team permanently once his rookie period ended.’

First, getting out of here safely had to come first.

Park Minseong felt a bit gloomy, but he still had something to believe in.

‘Section Chief Lee Jaheon confirmed it, after all.’

That meant that item must have truly looked useful.

He didn’t know where the rookie had managed to get such a thing, but occasionally, people like that did join the company—cases where someone who had already been living caught up in urban legends or ghost stories got hired.

‘Is he one of those cases?’

Or perhaps his bad luck was just that strong.

Even for the Field Exploration team, it was an event that happened maybe once a year for a rookie to be fully mobilized into such a dangerous Darkness.

But considering Kim Soleum, who had been dragged into things consecutively starting from the theme park, his heart practically bled for the guy…….

‘At least it’s a relief he’s racking up Points.’

Park Minseong suppressed a sigh and looked toward the terrace door.

There stood a human figure who looked perfectly composed, in stark contrast to his own distraught mind.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

He was waiting right in front of the terrace door without a single movement.

He was likely measuring the time with his unnervingly accurate biological clock.

And when the countdown ended, he would rise without hesitation and move according to the plan.

Park Minseong only hoped that the plan wasn’t based on the premise that ‘Survival of Employee Kim Soleum is unlikely, so exclude him from the escape plan.’

‘No, before that, I hope Roe Deer returns….’

Except for the occasional scream, the outside was heartlessly quiet.

‘There are no footsteps.’

If Roe Deer had finished his work, the quiet footsteps of the three of them would surely be heard first….

[Can you hear me?]

“…!?”

Park Minseong sprang up.

He saw Assistant Manager Eun Haje reflexively stand up beside him.

[This is an announcement regarding the escape.]

[There is no time, so I will not repeat this. Please pay attention.]

It was the rookie of Team D they had been waiting for.

It was Kim Soleum’s voice.

[The exit is on the 0th floor.]

[I will explain again. The exit is on the 0th floor. As you go down the stairs, in the section where it turns a bronze color….]

It was definitely Roe Deer.

And if it was this extraordinary rookie, it wouldn’t be that strange for him to use some mysterious method to make an announcement broadcast from somewhere……. But.

…What was the probability that something not human was imitating Kim Soleum?

“…….”

The two Team D members glanced at each other and then deferred the judgment to the final decision-maker—their Section Chief, who knew how to judge with a ghostly intuition and utter coldness in these matters.

“…….”

Lee Jaheon heard the ‘announcement broadcast’ more clearly than anyone else near the terrace door.

[You must use the spiral staircase.]

Gazing into the air as if deep in thought, he… declared this:

“We are moving.”

[That is all.]

I finally finished the message I had repeated six times.

From the 1st floor to the 6th.

‘With this, I’ve informed everyone on the upper floors.’

I had actually debated whether to only inform the 1st floor where Team D was, but Ms. Go Yeongeun had strongly agreed with the idea.

-Y-You can do something like that? Then we should save as many people as we can!

It was a very medical-professional sort of remark.

But from now on, it was up to each individual’s judgment.

‘Just in case, I didn’t introduce the company, but I did include a few terms used by the Field Exploration team….’

Still, some might be suspicious and not come out.

Even if they were unlucky enough to encounter a Guide Machine in charge of that floor while using the stairs, there was nothing to be done.

Isn’t it better to survive even if you lose a body part or two than to be trapped in this crazy exhibition and die as a Human Larva?

‘It also has the effect of dispersing the machines that might have come for Team D.’

I cleared my throat.

“Ahem, ahem.”

The strange resonance I felt in my throat and lungs had vanished, as if Braun had tactfully withdrawn his power.

‘Thanks.’

-Gratitude is always pleasant to hear!

Braun replied cheerfully, though his voice sounded a bit tired.

However, an annoyed voice that seemed unable to understand sounded from beside me.

“Why are you wasting Points? The more people escape, the fewer Points we get per person.”

There he goes again with his trash personality.

It was even an ignorant remark.

“Are you an idiot? If a rookie like you is escaping, do you think there aren’t veteran employees who would find the exit and leave on their own without help?”

“…!”

Employees with items and Exclusive Equipment that synergized well, or employees who were naturally talented—several of them would escape anyway.

Even looking at the <Dark Exploration Record>, the escape of seven people was already fixed, so the Points distributed per person would have been less than 1/8th even if I hadn't done this.

It meant it was difficult to hit the jackpot with Points from this ghost story.

But instead of explaining it that way, I just grinned.

“You have to take credit at times like this to make company life interesting later…. And observe various reactions.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon turned his head away with a disgusted expression.

‘Do you even have a conscience?’

Considering what you just said, I should be the one making that face, you ghost story worldview sociopath.

But just in case even Ms. Go Yeongeun was horrified, I called out to the person in front.

“Ms. Goral.”

“…….”

“Ms. Goral?”

“…Wait a moment. By any chance, did you call me?”

“…!”

No way.

“…It seems like, somehow, I’ve started to lose my hearing.”

“…….”

I looked at the spot where Go Yeongeun’s ear, covered by her hair, had disappeared.

I didn’t know what exactly had been put inside the empty space sewn shut with thread, but the ‘rented’ auditory device was losing its function.

In a relatively very short amount of time.

‘Of all times, now….’

“But it’s not like I can’t hear anything at all. Also, there’s still quite a bit of the candle left, so I think we’ll be fine if we move carefully.”

“Yes.”

I lightly tapped Go Yeongeun’s shoulder to signal more accurately.

Go Yeongeun winced slightly, then soon began to walk down the stairs resolutely….

Baek Saheon said urgently.

“It would be better if I held that item. Hand it over to me.”

“And what if Ms. Goral accidentally looks back?”

“…….”

Baek Saheon shut his mouth.

Tense, we began to descend the six flights of stairs.

Tramp, tramp.

Only the echoing footsteps filled the stairwell.

It seemed no one had rushed out yet after hearing my broadcast…….

“Um, excuse me.”

Go Yeongeun called out.

“Yes.”

“…….”

Can she not hear me?

“Um, you’re there, right?”

I tapped Go Yeongeun’s back very gently. Baek Saheon also tapped her shoulder with a reluctant expression.

“Ah…. Thank you.”

Relieved, Go Yeongeun gripped the candle tightly with both hands again.

We continued down the stairs.

Tramp, tramp.

After a silent time that felt like eternity….

We arrived at the 1st floor.

Skreeeeeeech….

The sound of Guide Machines moving along their routes echoed from all directions.

One was passing right next to us…. dragging away a collected, dead Human Larva.

“…I’ll head to the spiral staircase now.”

“Yes.”

Go Yeongeun’s voice grew louder.

As if she couldn't control her volume because she could hardly hear anything.

‘It’s okay, we’re almost there.’

Instead, I listened intently to my surroundings to react quickly, walking calmly and cautiously.

I don’t think my response was wrong.

The only problem was that crises sometimes arrive regardless of our preparations.

For instance… while all my senses were focused on listening, a completely unrelated obstacle appeared.

“Eh?”

The person in front disappeared from my sight.

As I looked down, I saw Go Yeongeun’s figure falling.

Something shiny slipped out from under her foot.

A telephoto lens.

An invisible, transparent rental item that had fallen from the dead body the Guide Machine was dragging had rolled down and perfectly wedged itself in.

Thud.

I caught Go Yeongeun.

But the candle flew out from her arm, which had already hit the floor.

“No…!”

I reflexively caught the candle and threw it to Baek Saheon, but.

It was already too late.

The candle went out.

“…….”

“……Gasp.”

The Guide Machine turned toward us.

Whoosh.

A metal blade flew in.

“H-hik!”

I rolled to the side. A sharp groan was heard from beside me.

The Guide Machine, which had set down the corpse it was carrying, lifted its gas lamp and shone it on us.

It had clearly confirmed that we were all delinquent on our fees.

And so, the needle-like appendage attached to the upper abdomen of the monster, whose ‘priorities’ had been rearranged, flew out once again.

First, starting with the eyes that were closest…….

“Roe Deer.”

A familiar voice.

“Get down.”

I reflexively pressed down the back of my two colleagues’ heads and collapsed to the floor.

Clang!

A thunderous sound of metal colliding and sparks flying erupted above my head.

“…!”

It was Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

The Field Exploration employee with unbelievable physical strength ruthlessly parried the Guide Machine’s needle.

Ping.

The broken tip of the needle flew off and embedded itself in the hallway wall. The Guide Machine twisted its joints, making a strange grinding noise.

Holy crap.

‘That thing could be broken?’

Section Chief Lee Jaheon withdrew his gloved hand. For all I knew, it wouldn’t be strange for that hand to be fractured.

In that hand, he was holding something metallic like a brass knuckle….

It was a terrace door handle.

“……!”

An alarm went off in my head. That’s….

‘Exhibition property damage.’

==========

Any acts of disturbance, theft, or property damage within the exhibition hall are subject to immediate restraint by the Guide, and a corresponding fine will be collected.

==========

He had even broken the Guide Machine.

Even if this wasn't treated as a criminal offense within the exhibition, and they merely politely requested an apology for the disturbance and a damage compensation fee… well.

One thing was certain.

We were now the Guide Machine’s overwhelming top priority.

And that would likely be the case not just for the machine in front of us, but for all Guide Machines in this area….

“Section Chief.”

“Yes.”

“Let’s run.”

I threw myself forward.

Skreeeech, skritch, bzzzt, zzt, click, skree, skreeeeeeeech….

The sound of the damaged Guide Machine moving more aggressively than ever before was heard.

I heard my colleagues running like mad beside me. Section Chief Lizard… no, wait a minute!

“Section Chief!!”

“Yes.”

“Don’t fight, just run!”

‘No matter how jokingly strong Section Chief Lizard is, he can’t destroy all the Guide Machines here!’

Just thinking about what would happen if the disturbance spread that far made me feel faint.

‘…It was even censored in the Dark Exploration Record!!’

I didn’t even want to imagine how the hidden content would manifest in reality.

Skreeeeeech

‘F*ck!’

I encountered another Guide Machine on the way to the stairs.

No, one more.

“Ugh!”

I threw myself through the gaps of the striking needles. I felt a burning pain in my arm.

Even while running, I knew by biological instinct.

‘We’re going to be caught.’

This was impossible given human physical limitations.

We would definitely be caught and taxed by the Guide Machines before reaching the 0th floor.

A chill ran down my spine.

‘…What can I do?’

I’m out of breath. My oxygen-deprived brain isn’t working well.

Instead, resignation sets in.

‘Is this… as long as I could hold out?’

My thoughts dulled, and whether my hearing was splitting into multiple layers or not, the sound of footsteps echoed in my ears.

As if dozens of people were running…….

No, wait a minute!

“…?!”

I realized it.

It wasn't that the footsteps just sounded like many.

The number of people had actually increased.

Not two, but the footsteps of at least ten people.

-Roe Deer, they are the people who seized the opportunity after hearing your wonderful announcement!

“…!”

They were the Field Exploration team employees.

The visitors who had been watching the situation seemed to be trying to reach the spiral staircase by taking advantage of the chaos.

That had an unexpected effect.

The Guide Machines were flustered, calculating priorities based on the severity of the acts and the distance to each visitor.

People who hadn't paid their fees were popping up and running everywhere.

“Hurry!”

Through that window of time, we also gritted our teeth and threw ourselves toward the stairs.

Skreeeeeech

I moved my feet like a madman.

Just as the chilling sound from behind me grew closer.

The stairs ended, and a silver hall unfolded.

The lobby.

And… the main entrance!

“Go!”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Supervisor Park Minseong were holding the door.

I ran like a maniac.

Almost at the same moment my foot landed in front of the main entrance, my superiors threw themselves toward the exit.

I also went in, almost collapsing.

Running until my mouth tasted like blood, the moment I stepped out through the exit filled with light….

“Phew!!”

I opened my eyes.

I saw a ceiling with clean fluorescent lights.

A modern hallway of reasonable width.

It was in front of the meeting room on the 31st floor of the company.

We escaped.

“Ha…….”

I collapsed in the hallway.

I heard people rushing out of the large conference room, but my mental and physical strength were both completely depleted.

Squeezing out every last drop, in my hazy consciousness…….

An alarm rang.

[Dark Exploration Record Real Goods Box]

-Permission to use a new merchandise has been unlocked!

Chapter 48

The meeting room was a mess.

“You’re saying seventeen people have survived and returned?!”

“Seventeen...?! No, is that number correct? Isn’t it a counting error?”

“Yes. Ah! It has just increased to 20 people.”

The Field Exploration team, who had been deployed into the highly anticipated Darkness this morning, had suddenly returned en masse.

The response was momentarily paralyzed by an event that was the complete opposite of all predictions.

“No, they said the case study was finished and they would escape sequentially in small groups—what on earth is happening?”

Voices rang out in the midst of the unpredictable situation: some questioned if these were truly the employees who had been sent in, while others suggested they should all be examined in the lab.

However, once the bewilderment subsided, a thought began to creep into their minds... a thrilling premonition of success.

Wasn't this an encouraging result?

Similar thoughts occurred to the few people who had pushed for this operation.

‘If this really is the survival rate...!’

Their investment had succeeded through a bold and wise choice!

They were so stunned that they hadn't expected such a high success rate in procurement.

‘Shouldn’t we start building public opinion right away?’

‘Wait, I should mention my contribution starting now.’

But all this confusion, excitement, and worry were erased in an instant.

Right after one more piece of news was delivered.

“It’s B-grade.”

“Hoo.”

As a result of appraising the Dream Collector of the first employee to escape, the solution was judged to be B-grade.

In other words, the ‘A-grade with a high survival rate’ they had dreamed of... did not exist.

In an instant, the atmosphere in the meeting room sank into disappointment.

“Ha... I thought as much.”

“Didn’t we jinx it by making such a fuss about it being A-grade?”

“Still, huh? Isn't this kind of survival rate rare for B-grade? Isn't that right, Section Chief Kwak?”

Researcher Kwak Jekang, who had been hastily summoned, gave a thin smile.

“Of course~ It’s a remarkable feat.”

No, actually, it’s not just remarkable... it’s staggering!

Do these people even know what the initial survival rate for employees is by grade?

That’s why they don’t even have a sense of how incredible this situation is! That’s why they’re not foaming at the mouth wanting to find out the details of the exploration right now!

‘Wow~ incredible.’

Kwak Jekang found it hilarious to see them exchanging well-wishes and comfort with nuances like ‘We were just unlucky, but our judgment was right.’

Did this look like a situation for comfort?

‘Do those people have no sense of reality at all!’

The average survival rate for civilians in B-grade was in the 2% range.

The very act of deploying a large number of employees in a situation where there was no proper manual was a reckless gamble, yet they were expressing disappointment and self-praise at this staggering result?

Even when it came to expert consultation, they had only hastily adopted the opinion of one research team section chief who told them what they wanted to hear just to keep up appearances.

The reason was obvious.

‘Because it’s what they wanted to do!’

Thanks to that, he himself was happy to have obtained such interesting results to analyze, but he found it miraculous that this company functioned properly even with those higher-ups in the development department.

Kwak Jekang felt a secret pity. This company had to last a long time so that he could continue to study these fascinating Anomalous Phenomena in various ways!

However, wasn't the risk of this company the fact that the members of the grandiosely named ‘Innovative Development Strategy Office’ were like that?

Although it’s common for family-owned companies to be a mess with no system when seen from the inside.

‘I’ve heard rumors, but... are all the higher-ups attached to the owner’s family side like this?’

Of course, not everyone in this room was like that.

Kwak Jekang glanced at one person sitting somewhat apart.

It was someone who hadn’t been at the last meeting.

‘He’s Director Ho's man.’

He was sitting there under the pretense of, ‘I’m interested in this agenda, so would it be possible for me to attend briefly?’

Even if the higher-ups in the development department interfered a lot with the Field Exploration team, this was unusual.

Furthermore, he was openly receiving a separate remote report on the situation from his own people.

In this manner.

“I’m told that one employee greatly helped with this large-scale escape.”

“Pardon??”

An atmosphere of wariness and tension hung in the air, rather than an attempt to look good.

But everyone was shocked by the words that followed.

“It’s a new recruit.”

“……!”

“I’ve been told he even ‘broadcasted’ the escape method to inform all the employees.... We’ll have to look into the details of the method, but.”

“…….”

“There are those who are curious about this.”

It was Director Ho.

The people from the Strategy Office, who had been glancing at each other, started muttering excuses.

“Ah, we will transmit the details as soon as the exploration report is out.”

“That’s right. Usually, when people just come out from a field exploration, they aren’t in their right minds and say nonsense.”

“Still, they wouldn’t just make up a story that didn’t happen, would they?”

“That’s....”

“Regarding that.”

Director Ho’s person cut them off.

“I’m told he is also curious about what decision the ‘Innovative Development Strategy Office’ will make.”

“…….”

“Regarding the employee’s reward.”

“Congratulations, Supervisor Kim.”

“……Pardon?”

I almost spat out my iced americano on the infirmary bed.

I had been knocked out for a few hours after a simple physical examination, hearing the heart-wrenchingly grateful words, ‘The youngest worked hard, so just rest.’

I thought I’d be able to hear the organized story regarding this exploration after I slowly left for the day and came back to work tomorrow....

Supervisor?

“Yeah, you didn't hear wrong. Supervisor Kim.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned.

“They say you’re being promoted. The shortest record since the establishment of this company's Field Exploration team!”

“…!!”

“I honestly knew this would happen. Now the days of hearing our Roe use honorifics are over.”

“Hey, if we wait just another half year, won't he be talking casually with me too?”

No, this isn't some neighborhood corner store; how can a regular employee become a Supervisor in just two months?

‘Isn’t this just a common office rumor?’

I asked this in a more polite way, but the answer was firm.

“No, it was well-deserved. Do you know how many employees you saved this time?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje crossed her arms.

“A total of 26 people, including yourself.”

“……!”

“Roe, seventeen of those were employees who escaped after hearing your announcement!”

“If you include those who came out later after confirming others were escaping, you basically saved them all.”

The Assistant Manager added that there were even a few civilian escapees.

“Doesn't this kind of record only come out once every few years? Honestly, it shouldn't just end with a promotion; it’s only right to give him something more.”

“You’re right. Let’s feel things out tomorrow after the group leader finishes his meeting. I have a feeling they’ll give him something.”

I was grateful to my superiors who were as excited as if it were their own business, but I was dazed.

A promotion.

……A promotion in just 60 days of working at a major corporation!

A modern person’s heart is fluttering!

“Be prepared. These special appointments get posted quickly.”

And it really happened just as she said.

The very next day, I saw the official notice regarding the promotion on the intranet.

[Announcement of Special Personnel Appointments]

As if it were natural, the three syllables of ‘Kim Soleum’ were written there.

“…….”

Bzzzzzz.

My smartphone is crying. It seems like congratulatory messages are coming in from all over the place.......

W-wait a minute.

‘This looks like they’re processing it quickly to minimize internal backlash.’

The Field Exploration team is also a place where humans work. Naturally, it means that when they receive help for their lives, they feel emotional moving or gratitude.

In that sense, well, twenty-seven people are likely feeling something like gratitude toward me anyway, so there will be little backlash....

I could feel the determination to promote me without missing that timing from the timing of the announcement.

No, why……? Why are they promoting me this much?

‘J-just how much more are they planning to work me?’

Isn't it enough that I'm mainly going into newly registered ghost stories without manuals?

As the horrifying predictions that came to mind the more I imagined them grew, I tried contacting an elite superior from another team....

[Are you stupid? It would be weirder if you didn't get promoted.]

“…??”

[I heard the person in charge of manual reviews even found out you went missing and came back? It's obvious someone at the top would notice when you're producing achievements that would create rumors like that.]

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol from Team A clicked her tongue.

[I should have just brought you to our team when there was a vacancy. Tsk. Why did you refuse for no reason?]

“…….”

[Anyway, I’ll congratulate you. It was a promotion that was going to happen anyway.]

“…Yes, well, thank you.”

In the end, I had to hang up the phone feeling empty.

And leaning back against the office chair, I thought.

Right.

I denied reality, but it seems I’ve finally reached this stage....

‘Me... an elite employee?’

A special character worthy of being listed as a Named Character in the <Dark Exploration Record>?

The kind that some hardline creators would try to kill off reasonably to maintain the atmosphere of the worldview and have them exit the Wiki....

But a character who is eventually left alone as their popularity and recognition rise due to videos appearing on W-Tube...?

I think some people call this a Mary Sue....

‘How did it come to this?’

No, maybe it was unavoidable.

Honestly, the fact that I had read all of the <Dark Exploration Record> was a cheat!

‘In a situation where I might die immediately if I didn't use it, I tried my best not to make it obvious.’

The problem is....

‘What if they find out I’m actually a coward now?’

Thinking that it would just end with a transfer to the Cleanup team became wishful thinking.

There was no telling how far the ripples would reach.

If they wonder, ‘Why were his achievements so good despite being a coward?’....

‘It feels like interrogation and experiments are waiting for me...?’

The future where I’m dragged off to the research team the moment it’s revealed that I came from a parallel dimension was clear as day.

Cold sweat seemed to trickle down my forehead.

N-no.

I got up from my seat, grabbed a coffee, and walked around the pantry.

After consuming caffeine, my head cleared a bit.

Right.

‘If I can’t avoid it, I have to increase my survival rate here.’

If I’ve already been clearly marked, showing a performance worthy of it might actually inversely help avoid unnecessary attention.

‘I just have to make them think he was always such a competent and unique person.’

It’s not like those kinds of employees don’t exist. Like Team Leader Lizard or Assistant Manager Jin with the butterfly mask.

I'll just be classified as one of the Named and be done with it.

Even though the probability of being deployed to more dangerous ghost stories increased, increased…… Sob, no. It might actually be good.

If I'm treated as high-level personnel, they might send me less to places of certain death!

‘And I’ll be able to earn points faster.’

The more I thought about it, it wasn't bad for a quick escape from this world, but…….

To do that, there’s a necessary step.

‘A character, I have to build a character....’

I had to appear naturally as a ‘competent and special unit’ enough not to be suspected.

Just like how I acted like a crazy person to Baek Saheon, while maintaining the line appropriately.

To do that…….

‘...I’ll need more cards to use for my character traits.’

“…….”

I looked up.

Above my head, the thing that had been sparkling ever since I escaped the exhibition was still there.

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

-Unlock the right to use new merchandise! (!)

Opening that would mean I’d have to make a plan again, so I had been putting off checking it until my stamina recovered and my judgment returned.

One of the pieces of merchandise I had bought at the pop-up store.

‘It’s time to receive it.’

But I had no idea what the ‘right to use’ I had achieved at the exhibition was.

The number of items used?

I moved as if I were stretching and lightly touched the black notepad glowing at my bedside.

Click.

With a somewhat clear sound, a small, light object wrapped in vinyl fell into my hand.

“…….”

Shining in silver, it was a small shield shape with the calligraphy ‘CHARGE’ embossed on it....

It was a badge.

‘Ah.’

I knew it.

The condition I had met was a ‘good deed.’

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau

/ Item

Silver Heart

The wearer gains the awe of others according to their accumulated altruistic actions.

Strongly reflects the creator's value that ‘it is socially most efficient for an altruistic person to gain power.’

Item usage condition: One who has made a contribution to saving 12 or more people in a Supernatural Disaster.

==========

A so-called ‘character certification badge.’

It was an item produced and distributed by the Management Bureau. It had exploded in recognition due to a great performance in the exploration records of a certain train explosion ghost story that was under seal.

It was even more so because of this unique attribute.

As you can see, it's an item exclusively for good people.

An object that allows a good person to exercise influence over a group.

‘To think the day would come when I satisfy this condition....’

It's almost burdensome.

It was an item that, rarely, was mostly used in heartwarming ways, but just once, there was a catastrophe on a level of insanity.

‘That’s just how the ghost story worldview is.’

Whenever records accumulate, one such terrifying incident always creeps in to build tension.

So in the past, there were records of it being distributed to very kind civilians, but it was changed so that it is only lent to subordinate civil servants after going through strict regulations.

I had seen the Wiki being updated in real-time.

What does this mean?

It means that at this point, it is almost impossible to predict that an employee of Daydream Inc. would suddenly use this ‘Silver Heart’!

‘So I can actually use it.’

Since I’m in a tight spot myself, I don't know how many good deeds I’ll be able to do in the future, but shouldn't I be able to at least get the basic effect?

At the very least, if I give the people I work with the impression that ‘this person seems quite amazing,’ it will be much easier to look like a competent employee.

‘Good. Let's keep it well.’

There’s always a way out.

I tucked the ‘Silver Heart’ safely into my pocket and left the pantry with a much lighter heart.

Then, the reward for the exhibition exploration was also waiting for me.

“Roe! It hasn't appeared in the official notice yet, but they’re giving you a bonus prize too!”

“…!”

“Sob, our Roe should obviously receive it, but it’s so unfortunate that this reality is surprising….”

“I’m telling you. Do they think B-grade is some kid's name? People who would die immediately upon entering… Does an urban legend look like a pushover to them?”

Y-yes. Thank you....

“Still, it’s a relief that the bonus prize came out quite well.”

‘Quite well’?

Coming from Assistant Manager Eun, that was high praise.

Looking at her expression, there was even a hint of admiration. It was unusual.

“…What kind of object is it?”

“Regeneration Potion.”

“……!!”

“You don't really get a sense of it just from the name, do you?”

I got a very good sense of it.

Because it was an item so famous that it was impossible not to know!

This wasn't just some stamina recovery potion you’d get at the infirmary.

-A formal product line that <Daydream Inc.> is proud of. One of the magic medicines.

A miracle cure.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Daydream Inc.

/ Potion

Regeneration Potion

A magic medicine that regenerates all traumatic defects.

The higher the grade, the more powerful it becomes, taking on a deep green color.

==========

“To put it simply, it’s a medicine that creates body parts... and it’s C-grade. Even if your limbs are gone, they’ll probably just regenerate.”

“…!”

“Even the exclusive equipment for Section Chief grade or higher doesn’t have this much ability. It’s this company’s special medicine. If converted into points, it’s worth ten thousand points at list price.”

The Assistant Manager grinned and patted my back.

“You’ll be able to use it usefully later. It’s such a dangerous industry. Isn't it great that even if your arms and legs fly off, or your eyes, nose, and mouth disappear, they’ll come back?”

I think I would have been fine without you saying that part.......

“And... here’s some news that could be a bit disappointing or could be good; want to hear it?”

“Yes?”

“You’re not the only one receiving this.”

“Soleum!”

“Hello.”

I greeted Go Yeongeun, who was waving her hand. I also saw Baek Saheon sitting next to her.

The company had gathered the three of us in one place while putting on a performance of awarding the bonus prizes and taking photos.

These were faces I hadn’t seen in a few days since escaping the exhibition.

Is Baek Saheon my roommate? Lately, he hasn't even come out of his room. Thanks to that, I comfortably watched TV in the living room with Braun.

“Did you rest well? Is your body okay?”

“I’m fine. Ms. Go Yeongeun…….”

I realized as I was speaking.

Go Yeongeun was observing the shape of my mouth and trying her best to read my pronunciation.

“Her hearing hasn't returned yet.”

“…….”

As I thought.

Fortunately, the rental device that had been in her ear was automatically returned the moment she left the exhibition, so it didn't seem like the ‘Exhibition Staff’ would come chasing her.

Furthermore, in Go Yeongeun’s hand was the bonus prize she had just received from the company.

When the box, decorated with luxurious gold leaf and mural-like patterns, was opened, a beautiful glass bottle sealed with wax was inside.

A light green hue, like a fresh sprout, rippling inside the glass.

: Daydream Potion :

Regeneration

C (excellent)

C-Class Regeneration Potion.

Go Yeongeun lifted the glass bottle.

Her eyes were filled with hope, anxiety, and anticipation.

“Um, well then, I’ll try drinking it right away.”

“Yes.”

Go Yeongeun opened the ‘Regeneration Potion’.

And then, she gulped it down in one go.

Chapter 49

The light green magic medicine flows into Go Yeongeun’s mouth.

Gulp. Gulp.

The liquid disappears, and once the glass bottle is empty.

“…!”

Ms. Go Yeongeun set the bottle down.

With her eyes wide open, she reached both hands toward her ears….

And within her trembling hands.

As if new skin were sprouting from a wound, a rounded mass of flesh began to grow where Go Yeongeun’s ear had been torn off.

It took shape in an instant.

The helix, the tragus, and the earlobe manifested into clear forms based on the cartilage, and then….

It became whole.

“…….”

“Wa, waaaah…!!”

My goodness.

“Ms. Go Yeongeun?”

“Yes!! Ah! I can hear! This, this actually worked….”

Go Yeongeun cried out as if she couldn't believe it while touching her newly formed ear, then turned on her smartphone and began inspecting her ear with the camera app.

As if it were the most natural thing, she said it looked exactly like her original ear.

“Does it hurt or anything?”

“Not at all! It was just a bit itchy and then it was fine… Wow, no, I feel like I can hear even better than before?!”

It was a very good thing.

Truly, it felt amazing and even miraculous, and it was a great relief, but….

‘…This might make her even more reckless in her choices.’

At this company, if a manual determines that clearing a certain high-grade Darkness absolutely requires a permanent physical loss, low-grade Regeneration Potions are sometimes provided as supplies.

And once you get used to that?

The employees gradually stop caring about losing parts of their bodies.

The first time is hard; the second time is easy.

‘Is that a good thing?’

I looked to the side with a strange feeling.

Baek Saheon was staring down at the fancy box containing his Regeneration Potion with a dark expression….

With only one eye.

“…Excuse me. Saheon-ssi.”

“…….”

Yeongeun spoke to him cautiously after a moment of hesitation.

“Having one eye compromised has a bigger impact than you’d think. It affects your sense of distance, field of vision, and even your sense of balance, so even if you think it’s a waste, it might be better to use it and regenerate.”

“Mind your own business.”

Yeongeun almost made a face that said ‘What’s with this jerk,’ but perhaps because she was relieved to have her ear back, she chose to ignore him.

I added a few words after some thought.

“Since the work is dangerous, another physical loss might occur. It might not be a bad judgment to save it just in case.”

“Ah… that’s true too.”

“……!”

Baek Saheon’s pupils suddenly trembled as he stared intensely into the box.

‘Hey.’

Why do you look like you're about to use it right now just because I took your side?

Regardless, I ignored him and packed my box away carefully.

My heart fluttered a bit.

It was my first time seeing such a famous, powerful, and non-scary symbolic item in person.

The symbol of Daydream Inc.

The magic medicine.

‘Let’s keep this safe.’

It was then.

“Um, Soleum-ssi.”

“Yes?”

“I’ve been meaning to tell you… I really wanted to formally thank you.”

Go Yeongeun looked at me and bowed her head.

“Really, truly… thank you.”

Pardon?

“Back then, you faced that machine alone so we could escape.”

“…You weren't in any real danger anyway, Ms. Go Yeongeun.”

She had already had her ear collected, so she didn't need to pay the fare. Wasn't it essentially only Baek Saheon that I saved?

‘And that bratty guy hasn’t even said thank you once….’

As expected, his personality is trash.

However, Ms. Go Yeongeun shook her head firmly.

“No. You came back after that to save us again. You even lied about the candle being ours.”

“…….”

“No matter how I think about it, there was absolutely no need for you to do that. You could have just gone with Group D.”

“Um.”

Well, there was a reason….

‘Give the candle to those daredevils?’

Oh? Our safety is guaranteed with this? Okay. Then let's try this and that. Let's submit it for manual review and extract some points.

I can only imagine myself collapsing from a heart attack while trailing behind them as they did all sorts of things.

I didn't seek out the two of them despite the fear of wandering that crazy exhibition alone for no reason.

It was because an even greater fear was behind me…!

‘And…… if I can save someone, it’s only right to do so.’

I just did as much as I could.

So I simply shook my head.

“That was something anyone would have done.”

“Are you serious? I don't think so….”

“Actually, considering the contribution levels, I think both of you should have been promoted too. I feel a bit sorry that I’m the only one who got promoted.”

Go Yeongeun took on a serious expression.

“O-Oh, no. I… don’t want to be promoted yet.”

“…….”

“Ah, of course, I’m sure you’ll do great, Soleum-ssi!”

I feel like I'm about to cry…….

“Um, but why do you think we should have been promoted? In the exhibition, all those items and everything came out of your pocket, Soleum-ssi… you remember that, right?”

Go Yeongeun looked at me with eyes that seemed to pity me for some reason.

“Um. In corporate life, if you look too much like a good person, people will look down on you, so it might be okay not to speak so highly of others….”

What?

No matter how I look at it, it seems like she's seeing me in an overly positive light because of the life-saver effect… but thinking of the Silver Heart, I just bowed my head.

Let’s be kind!

“……Thank you for the advice.”

Baek Saheon looked between Go Yeongeun and me with an incredulous expression but kept his mouth shut.

Then he stood up from his seat and left without a word of goodbye.

Well, whatever.

I exchanged polite goodbyes with Go Yeongeun and turned around.

And I thought.

‘When should I start wearing the Silver Heart?’

Should I only wear it when I'm on a mission?

I rolled the badge in my pocket with my fingers, making various plans.

Just then, a now-familiar human figure walked toward me from the other end of the hallway….

A white lizard head.

“Section Chief.”

“Kim Soleum-ssi.”

It seemed he had been talking with the Team Leader while I was receiving my reward.

Now, even those vertical pupils felt somewhat familiar.

‘Is this also the life-saver effect?’

I fell silent for a moment, recalling the lizard’s brutal knuckle-work as he snapped the Guide Machine's needle in two.

Then, the lizard’s vertical pupils shifted toward the empty regeneration potion bottle and the box.

“Did you use it?”

“Huh? Oh. It wasn't mine. My colleague here… Ms. Go Yeongeun used hers.”

“Hello, Section Chief! My name is Go Yeongeun!”

Go Yeongeun bowed her head toward the strange lizard… no, the Section Chief of another group.

The lizard looked at Go Yeongeun with his lidless eyes.

“I have a question.”

“Ye-yes.”

“Are you the owner of the escape item?”

“…Pardon?”

“Did you possess a cognitive distortion item in the shape of a candle in the B-Class Darkness in the form of an exhibition three days ago?”

Ah.

“Ah… um. Something like that….”

“Yes. That’s right.”

Go Yeongeun caught onto the situation as she made eye contact with me and trailed off, but she didn't deny it, showing her quick wits.

However, she must have felt the need to leave quickly.

“Yup. Then, I’ll be on my way.”

With that polite farewell, she quickly slipped away toward the opposite end of the hallway.

‘Good judgment…….’

Relieved, I took a bottle of water out of my bag and took a sip….

“Kim Soleum-ssi.”

“Yes?”

“Refrain from repetitive lying.”

I almost sprayed it out of my nose.

“The more often you mention it, the less effective it becomes.”

“…….”

When did he notice?

But I bowed my head first.

“I’m sorry.”

“Yes.”

“I thought it would be difficult to justify spending precious escape time unless my colleague was the one holding the escape item.”

“Yes.”

To say he’s answering with short phrases because he’s extremely pissed….

‘His voice is calm, though.’

He’s just this kind of human—no, lizard—to begin with.

I cautiously lifted my head.

Surprisingly, the lizard… was smiling slightly!

“All humans lie.”

“…….”

“What matters is the purpose and the result of the act.”

It was a statement that felt almost philosophical.

‘…Is he saying that since I lied with good intentions and the result was good, it doesn't really matter?’

“…….”

Whatever.

“I’ll be careful from now on, though.”

“Yes.”

That was the end of the conversation.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon returned to being a stoic reptile with vertical pupils.

‘I thought his personality was somewhat detached from that of an ordinary person….’

I felt that even more deeply now. In a good way, that is.

I picked up the regeneration potion box I had received as a reward from the chair.

—Friend, is all the work finished?

Just then, Braun spoke up from inside my pocket.

We had agreed to refrain from small talk while working in the office so I wouldn't be caught having a ‘Good Friend’… but since the timing was right, should I ask?

I slightly pulled the plush doll out of my pocket.

‘Braun. About the employee standing next to me right now.’

—Ah, the tall superior of Mr. Roe Deer?

‘Yeah. What does he look like to you?’

—Ho-oh.

After a brief silence, as if he were inspecting him.

—His eyes, nose, mouth, and even his auditory organs all look perfectly normal!

‘…As a lizard?’

—Lizard? Haha, Mr. Roe Deer, you certainly know how to make mischievous analogies. Who are you trying to tease? A lizard, of all things!

“…….”

Even Braun doesn’t see him as a lizard?

Don't tell me… am I really the only one who sees him as a lizard?

“Kim Soleum-ssi.”

“Yes, Section Chief.”

I made a resolution again. From now on, I won't even let the word ‘lizard’ cross my lips.

“Let’s move.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon walked toward the elevator.

I followed the lizard, pretending to be nonchalant, and asked.

“Should I return to the office?”

“No.”

Hm?

“…Then where are we going?”

“To a restricted area where access is granted starting from the rank of Supervisor.”

“…!”

“I will explain the usage protocol.”

Here it comes.

In this company, as an employee’s rank increases, various authorities are granted.

It was part welfare, part ability, and part access to locations.

“As you have been promoted to Supervisor, Kim Soleum-ssi, you have been authorized to use three additional facilities.”

In front of the Annex, I received a file from Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

1. Security Team Rental Warehouse

2. Annex (Free equipment crafting twice a year)

3. Fox Counseling Room

“From now on, Kim Soleum-ssi can check out magic weapons from the Security Team rental warehouse.”

“…….”

“In the Annex, you can use Twilight Grade Darkness to custom-make exclusive equipment without the accompaniment of a superior, and if necessary, you can register for the Fox Counseling Room.”

Benefits I already knew about.

And several spaces that were opened to me, which I didn't know about but had information on through the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A slight sense of accomplishment and thrill.

And anticipation.

‘The methods I can use to survive in this crazy world have increased…!’

But everything has two sides.

Better treatment means the company wants something from the employee in return.

In the case of this company….

‘Danger.’

Fitting for a company that deals with ghost stories, access granted only to high ranks usually implies a potential for danger that civilians cannot handle.

Like this.

“Additionally, Supervisors in the Field Exploration Team are assigned one specific Darkness.”

“…….”

That’s right.

Separately from the team, a ghost story that I must personally manage was being created!

“Usually, even if an individual is in charge, the group manages it collectively, but the primary responsibility lies with the employee themselves.”

Distributing responsibility to field workers.

What a corporate move. I’m getting a taste of familiar 21st-century society here….

According to Section Chief Lee Jaheon, as years of service and rank increase, the assigned Darknesses become more numerous and more dangerous.

Still, the good thing is that I’m a rookie.

“Since you have less than a year of service and are a Supervisor, Kim Soleum-ssi, you will be assigned an F-Class.”

Phew.

“After managing it according to the schedule, register the presence or absence of any anomalies in the checklist.”

“Yes.”

Anyway, since it’s a situation where I have to do as I’m told, I decided to offer a meaningful prayer instead of wasting energy whining pointlessly.

‘Please! Please! Let it be a normal low-grade Darkness!’

If it turns out to be something like the Tuesday Quiz Show, I’d rather just quit and prepare for the Disaster Management Bureau exam!

But then I heard something surprising.

“Are you saying you’re going to let me choose?”

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon said he would show me a few candidates and let me choose from among them!

“Is it usually like this?”

“No.”

The lizard stared at me.

“It is my authority.”

…?!

So, he’s using his official authority to be flexible and give me options… right?

That lizard?

“Thank you very much for your consideration. But… may I ask why you’re doing this?”

“It is a reward.”

“Pardon?”

“It is a reward for your actions in finding the correct escape route in the B-Class ghost story and leading everyone in Group D to return without injury.”

“…The Section Chief also saved my life from the Guide Machine, though.”

“That is a matter of responsibility.”

The lizard said stoically.

“A Section Chief has the duty to be responsible for their members within their own capabilities.”

“…….”

He really is… a good boss.

‘I was almost touched.’

If I were truly a new employee, I would have postponed my decision to quit for at least a month.

Was this why Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Supervisor Park Minseong tried so hard to look at the Section Chief in a positive light, even laughing it off?

I even felt like I should do a good job.

“…Thank you anyway.”

“Yes.”

I bowed my head and then headed to the F-Class Darkness isolation room where the lizard was leading me.

It was an unexpected but very good situation.

‘If I play this right, I might actually benefit.’

The <Dark Exploration Record> is a wiki.

What that means is, since many creators made things freely while only following the rules, the criteria for each grade might differ slightly.

‘It means that even within the same F-Class, the scope of utility could be very good.’

As long as I know the proper way to handle it, that is.

And through the <Dark Exploration Record>, I already know those ways.

If it’s a Darkness recorded there.

“These are the three F-Class Darknesses.”

I looked up.

Three items were visible before my eyes….

A worn-out Teddy Bear.

Two black cards.

A model airplane.

“…!”

‘I know all three.’

It was a jackpot.

—Ah, what a very old and ugly doll.

In the meantime, Braun spoke in a voice that was somewhat displeased. Is he being wary of the doll because he’s a ‘Good Friend’?

—Anyway, the time for choice has come, Mr. Roe Deer!

I pondered.

And I reached out my hand.

“I will take charge of this Darkness.”

Chapter 50

“Oh, Roe is here!”

“Yeah. Did you get the Regeneration Potion okay?”

“Yes.”

As I returned to the office, I greeted my superiors who were lounging around after having already finished their lunch.

However, my superiors saw the translucent reinforced plastic box in my hand and straightened up with serious expressions.

“…!”

“Wait a minute, is that the Darkness you’re in charge of, Roe?”

“Yes. That’s right.”

I lifted the transport box to show them the inside.

Inside, two black cards were clacking against each other.

The F-Class Darkness I had chosen.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / ghost story

[Quantum Choice]

: Identification Code for the ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc., is Qterw-F-2073.

Two plain black cards measuring 60mm wide and 110mm long.

However, when the owner flips the cards at midnight, the image on the front is revealed. The theme is randomly selected from the Major Arcana of

the Tarot.

That point actually manifests in the future.

==========

It was a low-grade Darkness, small and portable enough to be managed by a single employee, but….

In fact, it was the most dangerous and uncertain ghost story among the three candidates I had been given.

This was because it was related to the future.

The superiors seemed to recognize it, as their expressions turned grave.

“That’s a bit intense for a newbie.”

“Right? Don’t they usually give out something easier? Even when I was a newbie, I just got a radio. You saw it on your first day of work too, right, Roe? That one even got reset to Twilight Grade.”

Ah, that radio.

‘Was the Assistant Manager the one managing it?’

No wonder it was sitting so openly in the office.

The Assistant Manager said with a slightly worried tone.

“Is it because the higher-ups have such high expectations because Roe is doing so well… Oh, Group Leader!”

Group Leader Lizard, who was entering the office, turned his head at the sound of being called.

“About what you said regarding letting Roe choose a Darkness himself, roughly when will that be… is it not yet?”

“It was 20 minutes ago.”

“…?”

“…??”

“He chose it 20 minutes ago.”

The superiors looked back at me.

“Roe.”

“Yes.”

“Did you choose that one out of the options the Group Leader gave you?”

“Yes.”

I nodded with a blank expression.

“They give overtime pay for it.”

“…….”

“…….”

“Because this Darkness needs to be managed regularly at night.”

The faces of the two superiors became wistful.

“Ah….”

“Hmm, that’s so like Roe.”

And then they became peaceful.

“…….”

Just where exactly is my image heading….

‘Should I be happy that I’m successfully establishing my character?’

Sob.

I held back my tears and turned on my PC.

“Are you registering it now?”

“Yes. I’m entering my employee ID now.”

When I find the corresponding Darkness code in the ‘Unassigned Darkness List’ on the intranet and register my account….

Done.

Qterw-F-2073 : Kim Soleum (Assistant Manager)

With this, I finally had a Darkness of my own to manage.

“Even if it’s F-Class, it’s still a Supernatural Phenomenon. Be careful when you’re managing it.”

“Yes.”

I read the management instructions for that Darkness.

The method for using this ghost story, which I already knew.

[Flip cards at midnight / Once a month]

And a few days later at midnight.

I came out to the company Annex for overtime.

“Thank you for your hard work.”

The employee sitting at the desk, dressed entirely in pitch-black clothes, nodded his head and opened the hallway for me.

Following that path and opening the correct door….

“There you are.”

I could see the two black cards I had to ‘manage’ today.

I carefully stepped inside the iron door and closed it.

Then, I opened the card storage box, took out this Darkness, ‘Quantum Choice’, and placed it face down on the round table prepared in this space.

-Are you doing a reading? Occult verification used to be a regular topic on talk shows! Now, Mr. Roe Deer. Check your future!

It’s a bit different.

“It’s not about seeing the future.”

-Hm?

“It’s about choosing it.”

==========

Interpretation

Mysterious Tarot cards that, after previewing two cards and choosing one, cause an event matching that symbol to occur in the near future.

However, it must be an event that could plausibly happen in the person’s daily life. (Things like winning the lottery are not possible.)

==========

That’s right.

These were cards that allowed one to choose what would happen in the near future in the form of a Quantum Choice.

Of course, that doesn’t always mean something good.

I reached out and flipped the two cards placed on the table.

As if by magic, images in an ornate style revealed themselves.

The Devil. The Moon.

‘Damn it.’

Like this.

-Oops. Neither of those are symbols with traditionally good meanings!

Well, depending on the field of the question, they aren’t symbols that necessarily have a bad meaning, but… generally speaking, that is the case.

In other words, if both options are bad, it actually means you’re just unnecessarily adding one bad event.

And considering that more than half of Tarot cards can be interpreted as having ambiguous or bad meanings, the probability of this was at least 1/4.

But….

-Have you decided which of the two to choose?

“Yeah.”

Because I’m going to do it in a slightly different way.

I moved to the opposite side of the table where the cards were placed.

‘This way, naturally….’

From the other side of the table, the cards appear upside down.

If I pick up a card in this state….

-Ho, it’s in the reversed position.

I looked at the card I was holding upside down.

‘I heard you should never do this when doing a reading normally.’

Since it was an F-Class ghost story, its power wasn’t great and it had many loopholes, so it seemed like these kinds of tricks worked.

‘Even if the trick fails, it just ends with it returning to being a black card.’

So I took a chance, and it seemed to have been a decent choice.

And the card I chose was….

-The Moon. Ah, a symbol of confusion!

I looked down at the Moon card, where a yellowish full moon hung upside down.

-Originally, the Moon is a symbol of mystery and uncertainty. In a place where the sun has vanished and the moon has risen, vague forms and suspicion grow, and finally… madness is bound to be revealed.

-But if it’s reversed, it would be the opposite, right?

Hmm.

‘Does it mean something will be clearly revealed?’

-That’s quite nice. The resolution of uncertainty! Wouldn’t you be able to clear your mind?

I thought so too.

‘In this crazy Ghost Story Worldview where it’s hard to see even an inch ahead, it would be good if something certain came out.’

-Is this the end?

“That’s right.”

I put the cards back in order.

The cycle for this divination is once a month.

Meaning, it’s an everyday occurrence that will happen within this month.

Although there was a clear limit that the event had to be on an everyday level, the thing is, my daily life involves working at a ghost story company…….

If so, I thought it might actually be quite helpful for survival.

‘Even if it’s not, it’s good to fix one positive future, however small.’

Isn't it great that the ghost story I'm managing is a benefit rather than a burden?

I decided not to be too greedy…….

Thump.

“…….”

I heard a sound from outside.

This was the Annex.

A place where relatively safe Darknesses were stored. Mostly Twilight Grade, occasionally including F-Class….

But in the end, they were all ghost stories.

Thump.

Occasionally.

On very rare occasions, if an unexpected situation occurs due to a management failure… one or two people dying is nothing.

I stood in front of the iron door.

‘……How far away is that sound?’

Should I wait here, or….

K-BOOOM!!

“…!”

I immediately opened the iron door and ran.

Because it definitely sounded like something had exploded!

‘The survival probability is higher if I run and escape this place rather than getting trapped inside.’

I ran toward the lobby intending to dash out the entrance, but….

The floor was already half-destroyed.

“…….”

-My! This is quite a messy sight.

Various crazy possibilities flashed through my mind.

But immediately after, in the middle of the broken lobby floor, I saw a Human Figure firmly pressing down on something smashed with their foot.

“…!”

It was the black-clad employee who had been sitting at the front.

And seeing that posture, as if he had ‘suppressed’ the Darkness….

‘He was a Security Team employee!’

And the situation seemed to have already ended.

The sound I heard seemed to be the noise generated while the Security Team was suppressing it.

‘I guess they don’t just put anyone at the Annex desk.’

I hesitated before asking from about 4 meters away.

“Is there anything I can help with?”

The black employee shook his head.

Thank you so much….

Let’s get out of here quickly.

“Then, I’ll be going now.”

The employee looked at me for a moment, then reached out to the side and picked something up from the desk to show me.

It was a Post-it note.

[Have a good night.]

He has surprisingly good social skills.

“Thank you.”

I bowed my head. The desk employee, draped entirely in black, gave a light nod in return, then pulled back his foot and returned to sit at the desk.

On the lobby floor, I could see fragments of glass, which were likely the medium for the ghost story, sparkling in their shattered state.

In that reflected light, the employee’s leg shadow looked strangely distorted, appearing like a crooked hoof for a moment…… before returning to looking like a human’s.

‘Whew….’

Don’t look.

I walked out of the Annex without staring at anything.

“Goodness.”

All sorts of events happen as if they’re just part of daily life.

‘As expected, I think fixing one good everyday event to occur was a good choice.’

Life was tough and difficult, but I felt a bit better thinking that I seemed to be navigating through it well somehow.

Hmm. Come to think of it, I remember a time when I communicated through Written Conversation just like that employee.

[Have a good day^^]

I’m talking about the one-on-one on-site transaction on the second-hand market where I sold ghost story food for a whopping forty million won.

I had used Written Conversation to hide my voice too.

Back then, I had sold the churros given to me by the blue dragon Mascot of the theme park.

‘I do have one more bag of those churros.’

I still don’t plan on selling them just in case, but… hmm.

I realized that I possessed quite a few Items related to food, more than I thought.

The quantities of various things were decent.

‘Maybe it’s better to sell one or two and turn them into money.’

If someone is still looking for them, that is.

Since I thought of it, I logged into Salmon Market to check.

Surprisingly, a post had been uploaded again.

[Buying food derived from Anomalous Phenomena.]

For research purposes.

Preference for strong Anomalous Phenomena (Disaster Management Bureau Waveform Anomaly).

40.0

-This guy must never get tired of this

-LOL at this point, you’re an idiot if you get fished by this, right?

Hmm.

‘If he already used the churros for research….’

I sent a message.

[BlueFriend : Hello teacher^^ I’ve obtained food again, would you happen to be interested?]

And two days later, the weekend.

I ended up waiting for the second-hand trade partner at Gwanghwamun Station Exit 5, just like last time.

‘I guess trust is important for people after all.’

Because I had sold him an item that met the criteria once before, this time he didn't say much and just set a time.

Even this time, the partner was already waiting at the exit first.

Just like last time, he was dressed in dark clothing, from a hat to a mask.

I recognized him by the drink box in his hand. Well, I couldn't really say anything since I was dressed similarly.

[Hello^^]

This time too, I opened my notebook to show the greeting. The partner didn't seem flustered, as if he had expected it.

[Here is the item I prepared.]

And inside the box I held out were two cookies from the Alice Picnic Set.

Why did I choose these? It’s simple.

‘The expiration date is almost up.’

Being snacks, they had a set consumption deadline!

Since they were items that halved or inflated effects, there weren't as many occasions to use them as I thought, so quite a few were left over.

Still, because using the drink in the Tuesday Quiz Show had been such a super save, I couldn't bring myself to take out the drinks and brought the cookies instead.

‘And the cookie form is harder to use anyway.’

Wouldn't it be a waste to just leave them like this until the consumption deadline ends?

On the other hand, using an item past its consumption deadline? I didn't particularly want to see what would happen.

Anyway, I put the items out and waited for the buyer’s appraisal.

The buyer, like before, swept his gloved hand over the box once….

And shook his head slightly.

“This isn't what I was looking for.”

Mm. As expected.

‘I didn't think it was at the level of a Waveform grade.’

Since mass-produced Items feel relatively low-risk and passive, there’s a difference in quality like this compared to bizarre objects obtained directly from high-grade ghost stories….

‘It’s a shame, but nothing can be done.’

Still, it’s worth trying to negotiate….

“Therefore, I will purchase them at half the price per piece.”

Thank you for the cool transaction.

‘I wonder if this person would try to kill me out of regret if he knew about the existence of the Alien Shop….’

Just in case, I decided to lay some groundwork.

I hurriedly scribbled in my notebook.

[Thank you. I really needed the money.]

“…….”

[I didn't think it was dangerous food this time, but the expiration date is almost up, so you should probably research it within that time. I’ll give you a few more.]

As I said that, I tucked a small bag containing one or two additional cookies on top.

‘You could call it a bonus.’

It was for building trust to continue future transactions. I brought them for negotiation, but I ended up using them like this.

At this level, wouldn't I be considered a truly kind second-hand trader? Especially in a Ghost Story Worldview.

It was just as I received the drink box containing the cash from the buyer and was about to leave the spot.

I heard the buyer’s voice.

“Excuse me.”

Hm?

“How do you come to possess such things?”

Hmm.

[I’m afraid I can’t tell you. I’m sorry.]

This much should be enough.

It’s a platform for trading supernatural objects, so everyone is bound to have their own story. Let’s just let him imagine.

‘The Alien Shop shows up as a non-existent page even if you access it, unless you’re someone who saw the ad directly.’

Even so, I was prepared to bolt if he pressed further.

“…….”

The buyer pulled a pen out of his pocket and wrote something in the notebook I was holding.

“If a dangerous situation arises, contact this number.”

Eh?

“Then, excuse me.”

The buyer left, and I checked the notebook.

1717 8282 42

“…!”

‘This is a government number.’

It was the emergency relief request call that connected directly to the Disaster Management Bureau.

In short, 119 for ghost stories.

‘Was he affiliated with them?’

No wonder he used their grade expressions too.

I shrugged my shoulders and tucked the money and notebook away.

Daydream Inc., as expected of a predatory conglomerate, had a bad relationship with the government. And there was no way that I, an employee working there, would ever have a reason to get involved with them to the point of calling this number….

‘There shouldn't be, right?’

Yes. There was!

It was that very evening, when I returned to the company housing.

Chapter 51

‘It was a fruitful day.’

Additional profit: forty million. The best choice.

‘It feels like I’ve established a line to pull in regular side income without standing out.’

Several options for how to spend today’s forty million won came to mind.

Along with the new company sectors that were opened up following my recent promotion.

And a certain plush doll, who had sharp instincts for when I’d made a profit, was slowly and subtly hinting at what he wanted.

-Whew, I’ve been going out frequently for a few days, so my body feels stiff. I want to take a bath….

Endure it. I can't exactly go around pilfering blood packs from some hospital, can I?

-Of course. I can certainly endure it. Because I am a good Friend….

Well, a bath in a Blood Bath might be asking too much, but I could probably give him a hand-wash.

I was planning to spend the evening engaging in such trivial banter with Braun.

That is, until someone burst into my room.

“You!!”

“…!”

It was Baek Saheon.

No, why was this guy, who rarely even came out of his own room, suddenly entering someone else’s room without knocking?

But before I could point out Baek Saheon’s rudeness, I realized his state.

He was in a near-total panic.

“What on earth does this mean…! Where have you dragged me into!”

In his hand was a smartphone, and what was displayed on the screen was….

[Kim Soleum : Watch out for the serial killer]

It was the message I had sent.

I had sent one earlier as I was coming in.

But here’s the thing.

“I’m not the one who dragged you in.”

“…….”

“You’re the one who made the wrong choice.”

-Mr. Roe Deer’s ‘company colleague’ picked up an object, and he is about to die a gruesome death soon!

Baek Saheon’s face turned pale.

‘It seems something just blew up in accordance with my message.’

Since he wasn't dead yet, he could probably handle it by contacting the company or something.

Anyway, I didn't want to get involved and suffer for no reason, so just as I was about to head out….

-Oh dear, can you hear it?

-It seems time is up for Mr. Roe Deer’s ‘company colleague.’

“…….”

What?

Hmm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm.

Humming began to be heard.

The source was definitely Baek Saheon right in front of me.

But Baek Saheon’s mouth hadn't even moved.

……In that case.

“You, I think you’re holding something you shouldn't have.”

“…….”

With a pale complexion, Baek Saheon reached into his pocket and pulled something out.

It was a cassette tape.

On its old, stained ivory-colored body, there were traces where the title on the sticker had been roughly crossed out with a pen.

Hmm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm.

The humming echoing from the tape grew louder and louder.

An incredibly intuitive… signal.

-The time has come.

Let’s bolt.

I immediately stood up and ran out of the staff quarters.

The problem was that Baek Saheon followed me out in a frantic rush!

“Throw away the tape first!”

“I already threw it! Out the window!”

Then stop following me!

-It is too late.

-Oh dear, Mr. Roe Deer… You saw the object too. You’ve been entangled in this story. You’ve become part of the selection of Sacrificial Lambs.

-Though it is unavoidable for a talented and capable guest with a gift for entertainment like you!

Hah.

‘Why can’t this bastard Baek Saheon handle his own business instead of being such a nuisance to others…!’

If I gave him a warning, he should have used it! Are you really a Named employee of a ghost story company?

Curses surged up to my throat. But since there was no time to swear, I ran even faster.

‘First, let’s get some physical distance.’

If we haven't completely fallen into the ghost story yet, then generally, securing distance should be helpful!

I sprinted away from the staff quarters and headed for the bus stop.

And I immediately hopped onto the arriving bus.

Beep.

As I tagged my card and got on, I heard the sound of Baek Saheon tagging his card behind me.

‘Why are you following me, you lunatic!’

Doesn't he have a shred of human conscience to at least not drag in the person who warned him?

Come to think of it, he probably doesn't. That bastard was a total sociopath!

Regardless, the bus doors closed, and we set off without any issues.

“Hah.”

“Hah…….”

The humming could no longer be heard.

I went to the very back and sat right next to the emergency exit hammer that could break the glass. Just in case.

After appearing to hesitate, Baek Saheon sat right near me.

“…….”

“…….”

It was the weekend, neither commuting time nor lunch, so there were few passengers on the bus. Maybe two or three in the front seats.

After checking his surroundings, Baek Saheon lowered his voice and asked with an anxious look.

“Hey, you… how on earth did you know to send that message,”

“You?”

“…I thought we agreed to drop… no, I mean… fine. Supervisor. How exactly did you know?”

“How I know isn't what’s important.”

I spoke, holding back the urge to scream at the cautious Baek Saheon.

“What’s important is how you ended up with that.”

“…….”

If this guy kept his mouth shut like this, I was planning to get off at the next stop and catch a taxi. Even if I had to throw him out of the taxi so he couldn't follow.

But perhaps sensing my intent like a ghost, Baek Saheon opened his mouth.

“…It was something that was at home.”

Home?

“I inherited it from a relative. They said to use it if I wanted to aim for a reversal in a crisis, so I’ve been carrying it around….”

-Ah, a classic trick. An heirloom that was thought to be a symbol of protection was actually a cursed object possessed by an evil spirit… This is the very definition of a horror movie cliché!

Tell me about it.

I asked him seriously, not intending to poke fun.

“You work for a company that grades ghost stories, and you never once thought to get that inspected?”

“…If the company thought it was useful, they might not return it after the inspection! I thought it through.”

“Doesn't look like it.”

“…….”

“Try thinking things through from now on.”

“…Ah, yes.”

Baek Saheon’s face flushed red and then turned pale as he forced a smile that made the corners of his mouth twitch.

This guy was quite transparent; he’d act all prickly like a sociopath but suddenly become polite once he got scared.

Anyway, I held back a sigh and assessed the situation.

This is a classic introduction to getting caught in a ghost story.

“First, let’s go to the final stop, get off, and it’ll be better to contact the company Security Team….”

“…….”

“…… death.”

“……W-what’s wrong, Supervisor?”

Something was strange.

City bus stops are usually within a 3-minute distance.

But this bus,

Why does it keep driving?

-Oh dear, it has caught up.

I looked out the window.

……Fog was rolling in.

The scenery outside the city bus, which had been driving along a pleasant four-lane road in downtown Seoul, suddenly began to change into a winding, unpaved road.

“…!”

I stood up from my seat.

The passengers in the front seats had vanished.

…The only one still there was the driver operating the bus.

“…….”

The driver was now wearing a worn-out cap.

The kind of cap that would have been worn back when buses were still a formal mode of transportation.

And with gloved hands, he reached out while humming and turned on the radio.

Click.

And what flowed out was….

Hmm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm.

That humming from the cassette tape.

“……!”

Hmm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm.

The humming filled the bus.

The low-floor bus that had been driving through modern Seoul had somehow become an old bus with seats lined up in rows.

Hmm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm.

“Don't look back.”

It was already too late.

Baek Saheon gripped the handle while staring straight ahead with a frozen face. I tried not to look too closely at the outside as the fog cleared, fixing my gaze forward.

The path turned from a trail into a worn-out paved road.

The old bus, which had been rattling along the rough country road, eventually slowed down….

[This stop is ‘Horizon Lodge.’]

“…….”

The destination was in sight.

Hmm, hmm-hmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm.

The humming was now flowing from the radio as an unmistakably clear melody.

While listening to the cheerful pop melody in a minor key that was popular in the 1980s and 90s, I saw the sight outside the opening door….

[Horizon Lodge]

A luxurious mountain villa-style mansion with a sign in elegant calligraphy stood in the middle of the mountains.

“…….”

Hah.

“…Are you going to get off?”

Yeah.

I hate it enough to curse, but yes.

I stood up from my seat and stepped toward the open door. I heard the sound of Baek Saheon hurriedly following behind me, muttering something like a curse.

Behind us, the bus door closed and it departed.

Along with the humming melody.

“…… death.”

“…… death.”

Baek Saheon muttered in a slightly relieved tone.

“Still, the song can’t be heard, and the tape is gone, so the situation is better than before….”

“Check your pocket.”

“What?”

“Your pocket. Put your hand in and check.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon looked at me with a blank expression, then suddenly thrust his hand into his coat pocket.

And what came out was….

The old cassette tape he said he’d thrown away.

“…!!”

I grabbed Baek Saheon’s arm as he tried to throw the cassette tape away again.

“It’s already too late, so just get ready to go in.”

“Go in….”

“Over there.”

I pointed toward ‘Horizon Lodge.’

Once you’ve come this far, running is useless.

You’ll only waste your stamina and, after all sorts of suffering, end up back at this ‘place that serves as the setting for the story’….

‘I’d rather go in early and assess the situation.’

-Mr. Roe Deer, somehow you move as if you know the future! Is this a story you knew about this time as well?

Braun, who had noticed that I possessed quite a broad range of information regarding Anomalous Phenomena, prattled on.

And… he was right.

‘…That’s right.’

The keywords had been combined.

Serial killer.

Bait using a means of transportation.

An object that keeps returning to your pocket as if cursed.

And….

I raised my head and looked at our destination.

‘……Horizon Lodge.’

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[And Someone Was There]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau registration number 1489PSYA.1991.Ra84.

A ghost story where people are killed one by one by a serial killer in a suspicious, isolated location. A variation of the classic closed-circle mystery novel and B-grade slasher movie.

An Idle-sanctioned Disaster that can be sealed with 9 humans; the Disaster Management Bureau must recruit personnel every four years through volunteers or conscription.

==========

The identity of the ghost story, deduced through an analysis no different from my job-seeking experience over the past few months.

However, there was something a bit different this time.

‘Affiliation…!’

This wasn't the Darkness of Daydream Inc.

A ghost story quarantined by the government, or to be quarantined in the future.

Commonly known as a ‘Disaster’!

What’s the difference?

Because the operating principles are inherently different from a major corporation trying to use the Darkness to extract raw materials for business.

The government created the Management Bureau solely to prevent loss of life or massive property damage.

At least, that’s the justification.

Therefore, the Disaster Management Bureau prioritized the quarantine of things that absolutely should not be among the public.

In other words….

Someone unconditionally dies.

Whether you clear it, get trapped, fail, or succeed.

In every possible scenario.

‘The moment you’re caught in this, there’s a guaranteed kill.’

Cold sweat trickled down my spine.

The government had judged that for this to be cleared, someone must die….

And I was right on the verge of entering the middle of it.

And they aren't even giving out Points!!

‘That damn bastard Baek Saheon!’

I wanted to hurl every curse at Baek Saheon and give him a bruise on his other eye too, but….

‘It’s a waste of time….’

“Excuse me, Supervisor!”

Ignoring Baek Saheon, I let out a sigh and walked toward the main entrance of the lodge.

And just as I was about to knock after taking a deep breath….

Ting.

I heard the sound of a bicycle bell from behind.

Turning my head, I saw a bicycle stopping in front of this secluded house in the woods, and a person riding on it.

-Oh, another one has arrived. One who picked up an object!

Tell me about it.

Another poor soul caught in this damn ghost story has been added.

I held back a groan and looked back… and was surprised.

“…!”

A familiar face was getting off the bicycle.

To be precise, it was a person whose face I didn't know, but whose attire I recognized.

A Human Figure wearing dark clothes with a mask and a hat pulled down low.

‘…Salmon Market!’

The person who had traded ghost food with me at Gwanghwamun Station this morning was standing right there!

Chapter 52

It had been three minutes since I was swept into a serial killer ghost story and dropped in front of a mountain cabin in the woods.

The Salmon Market trader, who got off his bicycle after us, approached the cabin door.

He paused for a moment when he saw Baek Saheon and me standing there first.

‘…I think he recognized me.’

Me, the Salmon Market seller.

However, I kept my mouth shut, pretending I hadn't noticed him yet.

Baek Saheon immediately began to chatter in a virtuous-sounding voice.

“Excuse me, are you the owner of this house? I’m sorry, but it seems we took the wrong bus. Since we're in the forest, our phones aren't getting any reception, so I was wondering if we could use your phone for just one call….”

“I also took a wrong turn and came to ask for help.”

“Ah… I see.”

Only then did I look back at him and pretend to be surprised.

“…!”

Just opening my eyes wide and giving a slight bow.

The man, as if he had already noticed, didn't seem particularly flustered and returned a slight nod.

In the meantime, Baek Saheon was subtly digging for the man's identity.

He was likely trying to gauge if the man was weaker than himself.

“Are you here for trekking since it’s the weekend? This place seems quite remote, so you must be a local resident.”

“…No. I don’t know how I got here either. I certainly started from Seoul.”

“Ah, really? Same with us, but the phones don't work here. By any chance, do you know the way out or the location of this place….”

“……I’m not sure. Let's go inside and ask.”

“…Ah, yes.”

Baek Saheon seemed to smack his lips at the unproductive conversation, then glanced at the bicycle the man had brought.

And he finally seemed to confirm it.

The mark printed on the handle.

[Seoul Metropolitan Government #2153]

It looked like a government business vehicle at a glance. Baek Saheon, having spotted an opening to dig into his identity, brightened up.

“Excuse me, by any cha—”

I poked Baek Saheon in the side.

He stiffened instantly, shut his mouth, and looked back at me.

I slowly mouthed the words.

‘Disaster Management Bureau.’

“……!”

‘You must have heard at least once while working that the relationship between the company and the Bureau is deathly bad.’

If we get caught….

As I made a faint gesture of slicing my throat with my hand, Baek Saheon’s complexion changed.

He never actively spoke to the public official again. Hmm. Good attitude.

“I’ll open the door.”

I nodded to the public official who had already grabbed the doorknob, and he lightly opened the wooden door of the cabin.

Creeeeeak.

“Is anyone here?”

The midday sunlight poured into the slightly dark interior of the cabin.

And….

“Uhhh? Someone else is here!”

“Are you the owner??”

The people who had arrived beforehand revealed themselves.

A man and woman who looked like a couple, three people in their 20s, and one middle-aged man.

Six people.

Including the three of us… 9 people.

‘It’s started.’

I stepped into the cabin, suppressing the urge to squeeze my eyes shut.

And everything proceeded just like a cliché…….

The couple who said they came here because their navigation broke down.

“No, the GPS led us to a strange place, the car broke down, and the phone won't work… I’m seriously going crazy!”

“Ugh, Darling, that’s why I told you. Let’s go to Sapporo instead of Sokcho!”

Three college students who were part of a hiking club and got lost.

“We even left our car down below.”

“I mean… ah, I'm going crazy.”

And even a middle-aged man who was looking for the nearest bus stop to go home after finishing his work as a substitute driver.

“Aigo, but meeting people makes me feel so relieved. If we wait, won't the owner show up?”

-And now when the cabin owner appears, the blood party starts?

It was similar.

I scanned the surroundings with dead-fish eyes, having given up on everything.

I couldn't even pack my Items properly.

Life is truly hard….

‘Let’s only worry about myself. Just me!’

Questions were directed at us, the newcomers.

“What do you young men do for a living?”

“Ah, we’re just office workers, but we must have misread the bus route while heading out for field work. This is the Senior Staff, and I'm just an employee.”

Look at this guy Baek Saheon subtly shifting the responsibility.

I pulled out my notebook.

Since I was still in my outdoor clothes, it was in my pocket, allowing me to protect my character.

[Hello.]

“Huh? Why are you writing….”

[My throat is a bit uncomfortable.]

“Ah.”

The three college students turned away with expressions that said I was being extra. And the couple glanced at me before distancing themselves slightly.

“Ugh, I heard the cold is nasty these days, did you catch something like that?”

“You should at least wear a mask or something. What if you pass it to others?”

[I'm sorry. I'll be careful and try not to talk as much as possible.]

Baek Saheon looked at me as if he were looking at something disgusting. He's been making the reactions I should be making since a while ago.

“But is that young man over there from the same company?”

“No, we met at the front door… um.”

The Salmon Market cool trader had a large build and sharp eyes, giving him a quite fierce impression, but he replied politely.

“I am a Seoul City Hall official.”

Oh. He's telling the truth.

He adequately explained that he was a public official and that he had gotten lost while riding his bicycle.

Of course, that was it.

He didn't breathe a word about being part of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, or that they were all stuck in a ghost story and a game of Russian roulette was about to determine whether they’d be killed by a serial killer.

Still, people aren't fools, so they must have felt something was off.

“Then all these people got lost in broad daylight and gathered at this countryside pension?”

“Is it like we're possessed by a ghost or something?”

“Ahem! Honey, why would you say something so unlucky?”

People become brave when there are many of them.

Even while mentioning ghosts, people now glanced around as if they were looking at a spectacle.

“Now that I look at it, this place….”

“Looks like a wealthy house, doesn't it? Huh? You know, those rich houses that used to be in every neighborhood when we were kids.”

It was exactly as they said.

The wooden cabin, built in a style that was popular decades ago, felt somewhat tacky yet possessed a warm sense of abundance and luxury.

“Oh my, look over there. There's even a pure gold frame!”

A large frame was hanging on one side of the living room, and the frame certainly seemed to be made of pure gold.

However, the contents inside caught my eye before the frame did.

There was a poem.

+++

Pleasant mealtime

Rabbit roasted in the kitchen

Deer caught in the backyard

Pigeon fattened in the room

Sheep, a slice carved in the living room

The sound of hopping and laughing

Thump, thump on the wooden floor below

The table is bountiful

I hear a hum

The whole family sits around

Bon appétit

+++

“…….”

No.

‘That’s an overt foreshadowing.’

-Ho-oh. Could it be a metaphor for the serial murders that will occur?

It certainly seemed so.

However, it seemed no one here was interested in the horror or mystery genres.

A few college students from the hiking club chuckled among themselves, and one even went as far as to swipe an ivory ornament from the table next to the sofa into his pocket.

‘Oh.’

I wouldn't be surprised if I saw them as the first corpses tomorrow.

The moment I thought that.

Thump.

“…!!”

A sound was heard from behind the kitchen.

A shadow showed that the back door had opened.

And the human figure slowly walking through the open door….

“Good afternoon, cabin visitors.”

“…?!”

“I am the Caretaker here, and I will be serving you during your stay.”

It was a deep voice.

He bowed to us in a very polite, old-fashioned Seoul dialect.

-Oh, a suspicious person involved!

Yeah. The character who usually appears as the ‘butler managing the murder mansion.’

Unlike me with my dead-fish eyes, people were flustered by the speech and content that didn't match his shabby attire.

“Ex-excuse me, sorry, but we aren't guests, we just got lost and came to use the phone….”

“No. You have come to the right place.”

“Pardon?”

“Have you not come to exchange the Cassette Tapes?”

The people paused.

“The ones currently in your pockets.”

“…!”

As if possessed, everyone fumbled through their pockets and pulled out various objects.

Old ivory-colored Cassette Tapes with blurred titles, similar to the one Baek Saheon had.

“…That!”

“How did everyone get that….”

“The master of this cabin was a very wealthy man, and he said he distributed those Cassette Tapes to various places during his lifetime.”

People flinched.

“And he made a promise.”

“W-what kind of promise?”

“The promise that ‘if you visit the cabin with that Cassette Tape, I will let you exchange it for anything I possess’….”

“……!”

“That remains valid even now that he has passed away.”

-An inheritance! What a great bait.

Isn't it too obvious a bait….

‘No, maybe it's obvious because it works so well.’

Money always has a magical power.

While letting out hollow laughs, people's eyes instinctively turned to the various jewelry and Goryeo celadon inside the display cabinets.

The middle-aged man let out a boisterous laugh and grabbed the pure gold frame as if joking, but with sincerity.

“Huh, then can I just take it like this?”

The cabin manager replied smoothly and politely.

“Of course. However, you may leave with it after three days.”

“What?”

Hmm. As expected.

==========

Entrants are promised strong monetary rewards, provided they remain in the Disaster for a certain period of time.

Here, the "certain period" ranges from a maximum of one week to a minimum of 12 hours, presented within a range that the Entrant can handle for the sake of the monetary reward.

==========

“I am giving you three days of reflection time so that you do not waste your one-time exchange opportunity.”

“No, I told you I don't need that!”

“Then you may leave now. However, an exchange will not be possible.”

At the Caretaker’s words, the couple shut their mouths. It seemed they felt it was a waste to give up free money.

One of the hiking club members raised his hand from the back.

“Excuse me. Then… is something like that possible? Like, give me all of the deceased's inheritance, things like that.”

“It is possible.”

“…!!”

The playfulness vanished from the college student's tone.

“Is asking for this cabin okay too?”

“Yes.”

“…….”

The look in people's eyes changed.

‘They’ve started to want to believe.’

The uncomfortable chill vanished without a trace, replaced by an atmosphere as if the financial luck they had only seen on the internet had found them.

After confirming the will and documents shown by the manager, it turned into conviction.

“This seems real.”

“Crazy…….”

Even the couple who were cursing changed their tune.

“Weekend trip or whatever, let's just endure it. If anything happens, huh? We can just call the police.”

“Exactly. Ugh, did some powerful shaman put a Talisman in the tape? All these people gathered. It’s amazing, just amazing.”

The Caretaker even gave us time to make our respective phone calls.

Once everyone finished their calls, the atmosphere became excited, as if this were some kind of event.

The Caretaker, who had been watching, bowed deeply.

“In a case where so many people visit at once, the order of exchange will be important.”

“Ah, I suppose so!”

“If the first person says ‘give me all the inheritance,’ then it’s over!”

“Therefore… we will give priority for exchange starting from those who possess the most Cassette Tapes.”

“…!”

In an instant, people looked around at each other.

The college students who came as a group of three especially exchanged glances.

If divided into groups, they had the most tapes.

“Wait, are you telling us to buy other people's Cassette Tapes or something?”

“I am merely explaining the method. It is not mandatory, and it would be fun for each of you to wisely create your own exchange conditions. The order will also be important.”

“…….”

A meaningful tension passed between the people.

“Then, shall I prepare the rooms? There are bedrooms on the second floor where you can stay.”

“Ah, right.”

“Yes. Let’s start with the bedrooms….”

“Wait a moment, excuse me.”

Baek Saheon’s voice was heard from among the people.

“Something urgent came up, so I might have to go back. Could you tell me the way out of here?”

“Of course.”

But that did not happen.

A moment later.

==========

Entrants are inevitably isolated in the location for various reasons.

Common occurrences include extreme weather events such as typhoons, heavy snow, and landslides.

==========

“It is said that the outside has been buried by a landslide due to the heavy rain. Fortunately, the power has not been cut off, so there should be no problem staying here.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon looked back at me with an expression that asked if we were screwed.

‘That’s right.’

I shrugged my shoulders.

Since things had turned out this way anyway, no one could leave here until everything that was supposed to happen had happened.

‘Thanks to that, my head is currently bursting trying to think of a way through this.’

If there was at least one good thing, it was that at least no ghosts would appear…….

‘…Though a killer will.’

And isn't it obvious?

It’s a twist commonly used in all movies and novels, and it’s the same in ghost stories.

The killer….

One of the Entrants performs a special role. In a narrative sense, this person corresponds to the Predator

And is among them.

They are commonly referred to as a serial killer.

I had to find the person who would transform into the killer among them and avoid them.

This individual comes to firmly believe that they have inherited the inspiration and legacy of a legendary killer derived from this location, and they experience mental and physical mutations.

‘Hmm.’

Or… I could use a slightly different method.

Just as I was stroking my chin, I saw the public official quietly leaving his spot.

“I'll go check the weather outside for a moment.”

“Go ahead.”

I followed him out to the veranda.

A fierce wind and rain began to howl, and the outside turned dark, the raindrops slightly wetting my clothes.

It seemed the heavy rain would mask the sound of our conversation.

Being careful not to let the notebook get wet, I held it up.

[You're the person who bought the cookies, right? I was worried I might have been mistaken.]

Fortunately, the public official didn't pretend not to know.

“Yes. That’s correct.”

However, he was looking me up and down as if assessing me.

Hmm.

I pretended to scan the surroundings, and after confirming that no one was looking this way, I wrote small notes on the notebook with a tense face.

[I'm sorry, but by any chance… is this a strange situation?]

“…….”

[No matter how much I think about it, it's strange that everyone who arrived here lost their way while carrying Cassette Tapes.]

[Is it… something like a ghost?]

He must already know that I'm someone who has experienced supernatural events. Since I even sold food that came out of a ghost story.

Asking a question of this level wouldn't make me look strange.

‘The problem is whether he judges that I entered here intentionally.’

If possible, I want to be treated as an innocent civilian.

I was planning to decide my course of action based on how he reacted here.

‘Honestly, there’s a high probability he’ll give a safe answer like “I don’t know”’

“That is correct.”

…??

Right away?

The public official seemed to struggle a bit, but then he asked me.

“How did you obtain the Cassette Tape?”

[Actually, I don't have one… but I saw a colleague from work carrying one.]

[It looked ominous for some reason, so I told him to throw it away as we got on the bus, and then we ended up here.]

“…….”

The public official placed his hand on his chin and fell silent for a moment.

“Do you get swept into things like this often?”

I deliberately only gave a troubled smile.

[Occasionally?]

“I see.”

He continued after some hesitation.

“I am… well, you see, something like a government agent.”

He's revealing this much?

[Really? Like a 007 who catches ghosts?]

“Um… yes.”

[Wow!]

…Your face too obviously says, ‘now is not the time to be impressed.’

“Anyway, it is true that we are inside a supernatural phenomenon. Be careful. …Try to stay with me as much as possible, and if it's absolutely unavoidable, move in groups of three or more.”

Wait a minute.

‘I think he’s treating me as an even more innocent civilian than I thought?’

I don't know what's going on, but it's a good thing. I quickly replied.

[Thank you. But… what about the others?]

The public official answered firmly.

“You don't need to worry about them.”

Hmm.

[Can I tell my colleague, by any chanc—]

“No.”

Oops.

The public official glanced back at the living room, then lowered his voice and spoke quietly.

As if confessing a massive secret.

“Actually.”

Actually?

“…There is a killer among us.”

Hmm.

Yes.

I know…….

Of course, I couldn't let it show, so I pretended to be flustered and quickly scribbled the next words in my notebook.

[A killer? How do you know that??]

“…This mountain villa is no ordinary place. It has never been revealed to the media, but similar situations have already been repeated several times, and guests have been murdered by a killer.”

-Ah, a nightmare of that day reenacted at a historic, legendary murder scene… That is quite a tasteful choice.

No, you Host.

“No matter how close someone is, do not trust them. It would be best if you never opened the door while staying in your room alone.”

‘Usually, the one who struggles to stay inside their room like that is the one who dies first….’

Anyway, through this exchange, I seem to have confirmed a few facts about the other person.

And about this ghost story as well.

[Thank you]

I left the veranda after expressing my gratitude and saying goodnight to the civil servant.

Then, I was able to head to the room assigned to me with a much easier mind.

Because I had decided what to do.

“Phew.”

I searched the room.

There was something I was looking for.

Namely….

-A weapon, I see.

Upon opening the closet in the room, two fairly large one-handed axes hung as decorations were visible.

“…….”

It’s truly terrifying and exhausting, but it can’t be helped.

-Ah, this will be so much fun!

Since it has come to this….

‘Shall I strike first?’

I pulled out the axes.

Serial killer—I will give it a try.

Chapter 53

Baek Saheon opened his eyes.

To be precise, it would be more accurate to say he hadn't slept a wink.

'Damn it.'

Ever since entering 'Horizon Lodge,' he had been on edge, trying to find a way to survive and get out with all his limbs intact.

Half of that effort had likely gone into reading Kim Soleum’s moods and trying to stay on his good side.

'That bastard.'

He felt no sense of shame. It was something he did to survive.

…His current dilemma about whether to go to Kim Soleum’s room was in a similar vein.

'I need to gather whatever information I can.'

That madman definitely knew something. He thought he had to shake him down and prepare a trump card for survival.

But….

“…….”

Was Kim Soleum really a madman?

To be exact, why had he… saved him?

In truth, he knew. Kim Soleum could have killed him or used him as a Sacrificial Lamb several times at the exhibition, yet he hadn’t.

He had messed with him a few times, but in the end….

'No!'

He probably did it because it was fun. He probably thought it would be more unpredictable and entertaining if he were alive!

Baek Saheon reached a conclusion quickly. He had never met such a nutcase in his life….

'…Still, I don't think he would lie about information.'

With a strange sense of trust, he opened his room door—

Something was in front of the door.

“…!!”

The lodge, where the sun had already set, was submerged in Darkness, so he only discerned the silhouette right in front of him a moment too late.

A man about his height.

…It was Kim Soleum.

'Fuck!'

He was terrified, but honestly, he felt a slight sense of relief too.

Wasn't it better than a stranger?

At the very least, he wouldn't try to kill him.

“Hey….”

Just then, his eyes, having adjusted to the Darkness, made it out.

In the hands of Kim Soleum, who had calm eyes, was an axe.

“…….”

'What?'

An axe?

For a moment, he almost rubbed his one remaining eye, but he soon came up with a plausible guess.

“Is that something you grabbed to prepare for the murderer….”

Suddenly, another suspicion flashed through Baek Saheon’s mind.

The texts Kim Soleum had kept sending.

[Watch out for the serial killer]

Could that have been….

A warning?

“Goodbye.”

The axe fell toward his head.

And the next morning.

While leaving their room to the sound of heavy rain, a couple realized that a somewhat familiar melody was mixed with the sound of the downpour.

Mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm-mmm.

Humming.

“Isn’t this the song that played when my car’s navigation broke?”

“Oh, I think you’re right… Do they play it on the radio around here?”

While they were breathing in the modest dawn air that still remained, they walked down the hallway and into the kitchen, clutching their Cassette Tapes like treasures….

“Aaaaaack!!”

They saw something shoved into the kitchen furnace.

As if fireworks and toys had been set off inside, the furnace—charred all around—was filled to an eerie capacity.

Charred black coals.

And from that dark red mass of charcoal, two branches like bent sticks protruded, sticking out on both sides.

What hung at the ends were….

Sneakers.

The half-burnt feet of a human.

“Aaaaaack!!”

“Oh my god! Is that a person!?”

“Good heavens, good heavens, what on earth happened, oh my!!”

The outbursts of horror and screams echoed through the lodge, and the people who heard the noise came downstairs one by one.

Then they joined in the screaming.

“What’s going on… Gaaaaah!!”

“Ugh!!”

From the college students to the middle-aged Assistant Manager driver, everyone fell into a panic.

One person even sank to the floor, his face deathly pale.

It was the young man who had identified himself as an office worker and had been using Written Conversation because his throat hurt.

But… surely, there were two office workers, weren't there?

'No way!'

The couple pointed at the feet in the furnace.

“That young man who came with you… could it be him? Huh? The eye patch! The one wearing the eye patch….”

The office worker youth seemed to peer at the burnt sneakers, then covered his mouth and barely nodded his head.

“Ack!!”

Someone was dead.

The person they had been talking to just yesterday!

The moment they realized this, shouts and lamentations broke out everywhere again.

“Call 119 right now!”

“What the fuuuck is this!!”

“This is why you shouldn't use the kitchens in old houses recklessly! If you’re not careful, a fire breaks out and an accident like that happens!”

But perhaps a small whisper was heard in their hearts.

'Was it really an accident?'

Could a person be completely incinerated like that without the fire spreading anywhere else…?

In such a gruesome state?

'Could it be….'

Still in a panic, people rushed to the phones.

And a moment later.

A chill ran down their spines.

“The, the phone isn't working. It won't even ring!”

“Caretaker! Where did the Caretaker go! A person is dead here!”

However, the Caretaker, who had promised to serve them well, was nowhere to be seen, as if by magic.

Deep in the dark mountains where heavy rain was pouring down.

Inside the lodge, there was only them and the humming….

“…….”

“…….”

Mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm-mmm.

An appalling amount of rain was pouring outside the window, and a landslide had even occurred during the night, covering the bus stop with earth and sand.

“The road… it’s completely buried.”

“My car!!”

That was how people came to realize.

Mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm-mmm.

That something was wrong.

“Th-this… this was playing over there.”

“…….”

Next to the corpse stuck in the furnace, humming was coming from a small, old analog cassette player.

Mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm….

Click.

One of the college students, who had turned off the cassette player, took out what was inside.

A worn, ivory-colored tape.

“…!”

The deathly pale office worker took out his notebook and scribbled with a trembling hand.

[It looks like the Cassette Tape Staff member Baek had...]

“O-oh my god.”

The nightmare began then.

Lunchtime.

There was fairly neat soup and rice, perhaps prepared in advance by the Caretaker, but people didn't touch it as if they had made a pact.

Instead, they ate things like energy bars or snacks they had brought with them, roaming every corner of the lodge in search of a place where their Smartphones would get a signal.

Of course, there were no results.

Amidst the downpour, the gloomy lodge was isolated without any link to the outside world, feeling depressed and sinister….

'This is driving me crazy, seriously!'

One of the college students, who was clicking on a social media app that wouldn't open, sat in the living room and irritably turned off his Smartphone screen.

“Fuck!”

“Damn, this guy is totally shitting himself.”

Beside him, his friends from the same hiking club giggled in horror, pushing each other toward the corpse in the furnace that only had its legs remaining.

They were acting as if it were a joke, even secretly taking a few photos, but they must have lost their appetites, as they didn't even unwrap the calorie bars or chocolates they had brought.

Even so, they were somewhat more relaxed than the other terrified visitors.

They relied on their numbers.

'There are three of us, so whatever.'

Even if there was some bastard trying to kill people. He wouldn't be stupid enough to target the group with the most people first.

'He’d probably kill the people who came alone, or the person left alone first.'

In that sense, his anxiety subsided a bit.

“Hey….”

It was just as the college student was about to start chatting with his friend.

Slide. A chocolate bar with peanuts was thrust in front of his eyes.

Turning his head, he saw the office worker holding up his notebook with a pale complexion.

[Would you like some? I don't think I can eat...]

“Huh? No.”

As he replied bluntly, a friend beside him chuckled.

“This guy can't eat peanuts.”

[Ah… I’m sorry]

The office worker sat down quietly on the sofa again, looking dejected.

Was his rank Assistant Manager? At first, he seemed to have a fairly tough impression, but after seeing his colleague die, he looked completely feeble.

'He’s scared.'

One could say he had developed the look of someone whose spirit would break with just a few hits.

“Hey, a smoke?”

“Yeah. I’m dying, damn it.”

In the meantime, the two friends disappeared for a moment to smoke.

The office worker also picked up his Smartphone that had no signal, glanced at the furnace with a dark expression, and then went up to the second floor.

Silence fell like that.

“…….”

He had inadvertently been left alone.

It felt chilling for some reason.

'In movies, people always get attacked at times like this.'

The college student shook his leg, then glanced around with a wary expression.

He felt a bit more comfortable realizing he had a jackknife in his pocket, but it was only momentary.

'Why the fuck did they go by themselves?'

In the end, he set out to find his friends in the backyard himself.

Clutching his jackknife tightly, his pace naturally quickened because the back of his neck felt chilly.

Then he opened the back door of the kitchen leading to the rainy backyard.

Click.

It smelled of damp water.

'They’re probably under the roof somewhere.'

They wouldn't stand in the rain just to smoke. So the college student planned to follow the roofline and find his friends in a place similar to an attached warehouse.

However, the further he walked, the stranger he felt.

Something fishy poked at his nose.

'Iron?'

It was the kind of smell that would come from rusty iron.

Since there were many old things in the warehouse, he figured it might be the smell of rust from a leak.

The student made that assumption as he turned the corner.

“Hey, Park Kyung-soo….”

Then, a strong smell of iron that practically paralyzed his nose hit him.

“W-wha…?”

Inside the backyard warehouse was an old civil engineering grinding machine.

And it seemed that machine worked properly even if you put something other than wood into it.

Splatter.

Ground meat was pouring out of the machine's discharge port, which should have been spitting out sawdust.

Tattered clothes, blood, meat, and bone were all ground up and splattered messily all over the floor.

“…….”

What is this?

What is…… this?

For an instant.

His brain, unable to comprehend the situation, refused to process it, and then understood a beat late.

He had indeed found his companions.

Turned into ground meat.

“Uuwwerrrrgh……!”

As his panicked brain began to pour out vomit and screams,

Another sound mixed in.

Through an old audio system.

Mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm-mmm-mmm.

The sound of a Cassette Tape.

“Heeek!”

The college student turned around and ran like a madman back into the lodge.

Goosebumps and terror chased him to the crown of his head.

“Hey student, why are you running….”

“Aaaaaack!!”

The student had a fit and slapped away the hand that grabbed his shoulder.

“Don't fucking come near me!”

“Wh-what?!”

He looked up.

He saw the puzzled faces of the people staying in this lodge.

And their commonality!

'The tapes!!'

Right!

If the killer who did this crazy thing did it because they were after the tapes?!

The student immediately rummaged through his pocket and held up his tape.

“Look at this! This!”

His eyes rolled back and spit flew.

“I’m throwing this away! Take it if you want! I-I’m definitely giving up, damn it?! I’ve given up!!”

Clang!

Throwing the tape on the floor, the student ran madly again, entered a room on the second floor, and closed the door.

Only after locking the door could he breathe.

“Huuuuh…….”

Anxiety made his eyes roll.

Mushed flesh and fragmented bones flickered and thudded in his mind.

Thump.

Thump.

Should he pile up a barricade with furniture in front of the door?

Thump.

No, that would be blocking his escape route.

Thump.

The student looked at the vintage mother-of-pearl wardrobe and hesitated, then just pressed himself against the wall next to the wardrobe and held his jackknife.

Then he stared fixedly at the room door.

Thump….

His breath returned as he leaned his back against the wall.

'Just try to force it open…!'

Then he would fucking scream at the top of his lungs and swing his knife. What could they do if people came flocking!

He just had to stay alert.

“You’ll never do it, you’ll never do it….”

Next to the student who was muttering like a madman….

Click.

Gently,

The wardrobe opened.

And the next morning, through the wide-open door, the student would greet the others.

As a corpse swollen like a sausage with lumps all over his body.

Death by allergic shock.

Just like that, the entire hiking club had vanished.

“Aaaaaack!!”

When one healthy office worker and three college students were found as corpses in just one day, people went completely insane with fear.

“The inheritance! Someone among us is killing the others to get more inheritance, yeah, I’m sure of it! They’re going to kill us all and silence us so they can have the tapes all to themselves!”

“Darling, the Caretaker is suspicious, I told you that bastard seemed like a psycho?! This place….”

“It’s a ghost! We’re all possessed by a ghost!! Hahaha!!”

The middle-aged man shouted as if he had lost his mind, then pushed past people and ran outside.

“Ack!”

Rumble.

A clap of thunder was heard right on cue.

No, it seemed another sound could be heard overlapping with the thunder.

Crash!

“…!”

“Wh-what!”

Startled by the roar, people looked out the window.

The civil servant muttered gloomily.

“…A landslide.”

It had surged in again, 'right on time.'

Swept away by the pouring earth and sand, the middle-aged man who had run out like a madman vanished as if swallowed by the mountain below.

Aaaaaack….

His scream faded away into the soil below the mountain.

It was a certain death by crushing.

Rumble… Crash!

Instead of humming, the sound of thunder filled the outside of the lodge, and lightning flashed.

“…….”

“…….”

A suffocating silence flowed between the frozen people….

Remaining people: four.

The second night.

The couple, who had searched every inch of the lodge for a way to contact the outside world, were returning to their room, panting.

There was no harvest, but they had realized something else.

“Heeek, heek…….”

“Shut the fuck up and breathe quietly, you bitch!”

“Ack!”

The husband, who had violently shoved his companion whom he had introduced as his wife, ran out of the living room with trembling eyes and dashed up to the second-floor hallway alone.

Coincidentally, a person cautiously leaving their room was startled upon meeting the husband's bloodshot eyes.

“You there!!”

It was the office worker who had been using Written Conversation because his throat hurt.

He was startled and pulled a notebook from his chest to write something, but the man shaking what he was holding came first.

“This, this gold frame…!”

He had taken down a gold frame that was hanging in the living room.

His eyes rolled as he pointed at the contents inside.

The rabbit is roasted in the kitchen

The deer is caught in the backyard

The pigeon is fattened in the room

The sheep is sliced in the living room

“People are dying exactly like this!”

“…!”

The person roasted in the kitchen, the person ground in the backyard, the person swollen in the room!

“Whether it's the lodge keeper or whoever, anyway, they're playing games with us! This, this might be being broadcasted! No! Anyway, it's certain they're playing with us!”

The office worker's eyes widened in shock.

The man, whose conviction grew at that reaction, screamed.

“This time it's the living room! Someone will be sliced to death in the living room! I'm sure of it! Before that, we have to find a way out….”

“Oh.”

…….

Huh?

Did he just… speak….

“You're surprisingly quick on the uptake, Brown.”

“Brown?”

Those were the man's final words that day.

“Are you awake?”

The man, who regained consciousness along with a headache, lifted his head.

“Mmph! Mmmph!”

He couldn't speak, as if he were gagged.

Still, the man screamed with all his might.

“Mmmmmmph!!”

The fact that this place was a basement smelling of musty mold, or that it was so dark he could barely see an inch in front of him, were not the main reasons for his screams.

It was because there was another head right next to his!!

Specifically,

just the head!

“Mmph mmph!”

The pale face of a dead person, placed on a tray, was right next to his nose.

He felt like he was going crazy.

Tears, snot, and cold sweat streamed down, making the man's face a mess as he screamed for help.

But the gag swallowed everything.

“Hmmmph, hmph, mmmph!”

“Are you scared? Please bear with it. I'm bearing with it too.”

A calm and composed voice responded.

The man rolled his eyes, trying to move away from the head, and looked up.

And he realized.

‘That office worker…!’

A young man in a black tracksuit was looking down at him with a frown.

He looked at the blood-stained cotton gloves in his hand with contempt, then sighed and put them back on.

And he picked up the axe.

“Hmmmmmmph!!”

“Why is it that even when we know intellectually that people never change, we still start by screaming? It's just tiring for both of us.”

“Mmph!! Mmmph!!”

“Let's not waste energy for nothing.”

He's a lunatic.

This bastard, this bastard was the killer…!!

The man wanted to do anything—negotiate, plead, even counterattack—but his tightly bound body and blocked mouth wouldn't allow it.

Tears streamed from his eyes.

“Ah, does physical and mental pain get slightly reduced…? Well, I think it might have been like that.”

The office worker checked the blade in a dry voice.

The axe blade slid against the rough surface of the glove.

“It's quite rational, but I still don't really like it.”

It was used for its original purpose.

A flashing swing that cut through the air.

Thud.

Clang…….

“…….”

“…….”

In the now quiet workshop, Kim Soleum lowered the axe.

And he spoke in a slightly brighter voice.

“Almost there.”

Remaining people: three.

Chapter 54

The promised three days.

The final day at ‘Horizon Lodge’ dawned.

“…….”

The civil servant rose from his bed.

He wasn't in a particularly good mood.

It was because he felt that things had gone awry from a certain point….

If the job itself hadn't been very pleasant to begin with, no one would have felt particularly good.

However, since his shift was not yet over, he put on his prepared work clothes, strapped on his gear, took his tools, and stepped out of the room.

And then, he was met with a sight that was not at all welcome.

“……Phew.”

The first-floor living room was a bloodbath.

A pentagram had been drawn in blood as if offering a sacrifice to someone, and severed body parts were placed on each section.

And on the only clean sofa, an unconscious woman lay slumped.

She was the wife of the couple.

“…….”

The civil servant hesitated for a moment, but eventually decided to carry out the task as prescribed.

Because he knew the danger of arbitrary judgment.

And….

“Ugh…… Uh, uuuuh?!”

Because they weren't exactly people worth living.

“Aaaaah!”

The woman, suddenly regaining consciousness on the sofa, screamed.

For in front of her stood a burly man clad in a black waterproof raincoat, holding a butcher knife that was easily over 35cm long in his hand!!

The man holding the slaughtering knife stifled a sigh.

‘Of all times.’

She had to wake up now.

He was tired.

Even more so than usual.

No, how on earth could a situation not go according to plan to this extent……!

The civil servant reflexively recalled his first day at the lodge.

The first target he had set his sights on was one of the spouses.

The Management Bureau’s analysis was that they were an easy target due to their greed, and that killing one member of the couple would create a sense of fear, making subsequent tasks easier.

He intended to lure the man into the kitchen and realize the foreshadowing in the picture frame, just as the impulses whispered in his mind had suggested…….

‘I’ll have to burn him in the furnace.’

But someone had already claimed it.

‘…!?’

A corpse was already inside the furnace.

And in a quite avant-garde manner at that.

…??

Only question marks floated in his head.

Clearly, the Disaster Management Bureau had used their accumulated know-how to acquire and assign the specific cassette tape so that he would be chosen for the role of the serial killer.

So why did another killer suddenly pop up?

Even then, he thought perhaps the irregularity of the supernatural disaster had broken out again.

Until he found the clothes of the two university students, who had been turned into ground meat, in the backyard that afternoon.

‘…….’

He had no choice but to quietly hang the large hammer he had prepared back in the wardrobe….

By this point, he couldn't help but realize.

Some crazy bastard knew everything and was beating him to the kill.

It was maddening.

As if to mark the final day, they had even done the dismemberment first today, so there was no way he wouldn't have a headache.

What kind of insane situation was this?

But his task remained unchanged. That is, even in this maddening mess, he had to perform his final duty according to priority.

That was a judgment worthy of the Disaster Management Bureau.

“Heek….”

The short recollection ended.

The civil servant looked at the prey beneath his eyes, unable to even resist.

Feeling deep fatigue at what was about to happen, just as he was about to swing the knife sharply.

“Agent 007.”

“…….”

He turned his head toward the voice.

He saw someone leaning against the second-floor railing, looking down at the living room.

The office worker.

The seller he had met through Salmon Market.

“You don't have to kill her.”

Kim Soleum looked down.

The individual in question would experience mental and physical mutations, firmly believing they have inherited the inspiration and legacy of a legendary killer.

Indeed, the civil servant looked like a full-fledged killer to anyone’s eyes, from the black raincoat to the gleaming butcher knife.

To anyone, he was the serial killer chosen by this disaster.

However, Kim Soleum knew.

‘Even if he looks like that, he can be reasoned with.’

-Are you sure, Friend?

I'm sure.

‘Agents of the Disaster Management Bureau prepare countermeasures tailored to the disaster.’

For instance, like the holster peeking out from the raincoat near the civil servant's chest.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau

/ Item

Tether Handler

An equipment-type item in the shape of a black holster.

When worn, it provides resistance against supernatural psychosis of Hollow-sanctioned grade or lower.

Item usage condition: Civil servant of Grade 8 or higher belonging to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

==========

That was mental defense equipment.

Civil servants weren't idiots; would they send someone into a ghost story where they could be reborn as a killer through brainwashing without any protection?

‘There’s no way they’d send them in completely vulnerable.’

After all, these were civil servants deployed mainly to dangerous ghost stories where fatalities were a given.

‘It would be a disaster if they met some sinister pharmaceutical company employee using favor-building items like Smile Stickers.’

Exactly.

Kim Soleum spoke to the civil servant standing expressionless.

“You really don’t need to kill her. All the foreshadowing has already been realized.”

“…….”

“Because I did it all.”

Silence.

“Did you kill them?”

Hmm.

Certainly, this disaster does not end unless a series of murders occurs.

According to the <Dark Exploration Record>, if one interferes artificially and murders don't happen until the end, they usually end up killing each other during the inheritance part, resulting in a catastrophe.

‘That’s why they must have set it up for the civil servant to do the killing directly.’

Since the civil servant mustn't die by mistake, they designated him to become the serial killer and managed it that way.

That was the rule.

Either commit serial murder.

“No.”

“…!”

“I just made it seem like they were killed.”

Or make it judged as no different from a serial murder!

“There were corpses.”

“That’s true, but….”

The office worker, Kim Soleum, rubbed the back of his neck.

“But they weren't corpses I made.”

“…!”

“Did you know? This lodge has a basement.”

Kim Soleum recalled a part of the poem that was inside the Pure Gold frame.

It didn't just contain foreshadowing for the method of murder.

There was other foreshadowing as well.

The sound of hopping and laughing

Thump, thump on the wooden floor beneath my feet

The dining table is bountiful

I hear humming

This paragraph was a hint.

Thump, thump on the wooden floor beneath my feet

Meaning the sound echoed because there was an empty space under the floor.

And….

‘Since that poem compared murder to food…….’

The dining table is bountiful

Something related to serial murder was bountiful.

Sure enough.

“I found embalmed body parts and organs on display in the basement.”

“…!”

There was a workshop.

“As you said, it seems serial murders have happened in this lodge before. …I thought I was going to faint.”

Seriously.

Perhaps they were accessories derived from serial murders that occurred in previous cycles.

In any case, after going down to the basement at night, repeatedly telling himself ‘ghosts don’t exist’ to steel his nerves, the state of Kim Soleum’s heart upon seeing that sight…… well, I’ll move on.

Anyway, the important thing was that he had devised a new way to utilize those crazy props.

The civil servant realized.

“…The corpses that have appeared so far.”

“Yes.”

Kim Soleum said sheepishly.

“Not many of them looked intact, right?”

Because he had recycled the parts from the basement to make it look like they had just been killed!

That’s why Baek Saheon needed to be the first victim.

‘……I couldn't have done it without an assistant.’

Regardless of embalming or whatever, manipulating dismembered corpses alone at night with bare hands to recreate a murder scene?

Just imagining it made him want to cut ties with the world….

In any case, although Baek Saheon looked like he wanted to spout a stream of curses, he yielded to the ultimate Quantum Choice: ‘This is the only way we can get out of here alive. Or do you just want to die?’

It meant he quietly became a good assistant for the murder tricks.

The two worked hard to forge the murder scenes.

They put firewood in the kitchen furnace and burned it as if it had exploded, then stuck a foot in and put Baek Saheon's sneakers on it.

The pulverized bone and meat in the backyard were recycled from food ingredients found in the freezer behind the warehouse, and they had just stripped off the clothes and scattered them appropriately.

The state of the living room now, strewn with body parts, was the same.

Though, Kim Soleum did all the actual ambushing and kidnapping of the victims by himself.

‘Ambushing was easier with Braun’s abilities, so it couldn't be helped.’

Anyway, Kim Soleum shrugged as he finished his explanation.

“I hid the people away and then set up the scenes to look like they’d been killed. Perhaps because I used real corpses, I wasn't suspected.”

“…….”

“I thought the killer would at least stay still out of bewilderment.”

However.

“But… still, someone killed people.”

“…….”

“The allergy and the landslide.”

Both died before Kim Soleum could do anything.

Even if the landslide could be considered a death caused by getting caught up in this supernatural phenomenon, the allergy was not something that could happen by chance.

Unless one was Sherlock Holmes, no one could figure out what kind of fatal allergy a person they’d met for less than a day had just through observation.

‘Actually, I didn't know either until I happened to talk to them.’

Therefore, it was even more impossible for him to have brought peanuts, the allergen, to the lodge in advance for the sake of murder.

If so….

It meant it was the work of someone who knew the profiles of the people coming here in advance and had prepared for the murders.

“The anaphylactic shock, was it you, Agent?”

“…….”

The civil servant did not deny it.

And Kim Soleum….

‘Hmm, as I thought.’

Wasn't shocked at all!

You might ask if he couldn't show at least a little mourning when innocent civilians were dying and being victimized?

The thing is, they weren't exactly ‘innocent civilians.’

‘The government doesn't pick victims through Russian Roulette.’

The civilian conscripts for the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau are selected through the ‘Scales of Evil.’

The scale is weighted with ‘Unmotivated Murder,’ and those heavier than that are classified as targets for conscription.

In other words, the government only picks people who have been judged to have committed acts more insane and more malicious than random murder and puts them into these ghost stories.

‘If they absolutely must operate this disaster periodically, they gather people who deserve to die and put them in.’

A decision made to maintain a minimum of ethics. It was typical of an official organization.

‘This time too… I suppose they’re all people who deserve to die by the government's standards.’

And Kim Soleum’s guess was accurate.

In fact, the man and woman who appeared to be a couple were in an adulterous relationship, and the man’s original wife and young son had committed family suicide due to the shock and financial hardship.

The university students were perpetrators who had been prosecuted for killing a classmate through group bullying but were released due to insufficient evidence, after which they entered university together and joined a hiking club.

Even the surrogate driver, a child sex offender who had not yet been caught.

Even without knowing such specific facts, Kim Soleum, who had guessed the general idea, nodded inwardly.

‘Hmm. It must be a dream lineup.’

Surely the government had pulled strings to ensure the tapes went to them.

‘And then they deploy one civil servant to manage and supervise all of this.’

That person who was now answering Kim Soleum.

The civil servant opened his mouth without agitation.

“They are all criminals.”

“…….”

“Every person in this lodge is a wicked individual whose crimes were so severe that, if the criminal law had functioned properly, they might have been sentenced to death in other countries.”

Except for you, who does not possess a tape.

However, the civil servant was inwardly unsure of how well these words would be received.

Even more so when reflecting on his experiences with civilians he had met while performing his duties until now.

He lifted his head, feeling a deep sense of fatigue.

But….

“Hmm… I see. No wonder. I had a general idea.”

“…!”

To his surprise, the office worker on the second floor nodded readily.

“Anyway, besides those two, the rest of the people are alive and well.”

Kim Soleum said nonchalantly, looking slightly sheepish.

“Well, no matter how wicked someone is, there must be a psychological burden for the person who kills them directly, so it doesn't seem like a bad outcome….”

“…….”

In the end, the civil servant asked.

“Who are you?”

Forging murder scenes out of concern that a murder might occur, and even trusting himself, who wore a clearly suspicious outfit, through rational thinking?

This was not the mental strength of an ordinary person.

“Hmm.”

The man before him let out a long sigh.

“Just… someone who inevitably gets caught up in these kinds of situations easily.”

“Are you perhaps affiliated with the Management Bureau?”

“Not a chance. Though I have heard the rumors. It's interesting to meet an Agent in person like this… Ah,”

The office worker turned his head.

Creak.

The back door of the kitchen was opening.

Just like on the first day.

“It seems the Caretaker has returned.”

The ending scene of the disaster was approaching.

Chapter 55

A secluded mountain lodge turned into a complete mess with severed body parts and a pentagram drawn in blood.

In the middle of it, a civil servant stands holding a butcher knife in front of a woman who has fainted yet again.

And me, watching the whole scene from the second-floor railing.

If I hadn't known it was all fake, it would have been a living room crazy enough to make anyone pass out.

However, the Caretaker who appeared from the back door was polite.

“Have you been staying comfortably?”

As if.

But there was no need to waste energy, so I just stood there silently.

The Caretaker didn't bother with obvious excuses like, ‘I stepped out to ensure you could stay comfortably without any disturbance.’

He simply said this:

“Three days have passed. It is now time.”

“…….”

“From now on, you may exchange the cassette tapes for the legacies of this lodge.”

No one died by this timing? This is where a chaotic mess usually breaks out, with people killing one another.

It was unavoidable.

This cassette tape only lets go of the survivors once enough fear and shock from the brink of death have accumulated.

‘That’s why I made it on purpose.’

The fear and shock, I mean.

It wasn't exactly to my liking given a modern person's sensibilities, but I had scared people to the point where they genuinely believed they were going to die.

It seemed those actions had earned a passing grade.

Seeing as the Caretaker was delivering his scripted lines and the living room was peaceful without any actual knife fights.

Of course, this peace would soon be broken.

Because the first person the Caretaker approached was the ‘wife’ who was unconscious on the sofa.

“Visitor.”

“…….”

“Would you like to exchange your cassette tape?”

“Ugh, what… uh, huh!? Aaaaaack!!”

The person who regained consciousness stumbled several times before sprinting out of the lodge.

Oh dear.

‘It would have been better to just stay fainted.’

The Caretaker turned around without any lingering attachment and designated the next person.

“Would you like to exchange your cassette tape?”

“…….”

The civil servant stared at the Caretaker, then slowly opened his mouth.

“I will state my intentions last.”

“I understand. In that case….”

The Caretaker turned his head toward the last person.

Me.

I also looked at the Caretaker.

A figure within the ghost story who used an elegant Seoul accent, unlike his shabby and worn-out attire.

“Would you like to exchange your cassette tape?”

Would I exchange it?

“Yes.”

Of course, I would.

‘Because I worked like a dog for three days just for this.’

When the Entrant survives, they can receive the promised powerful monetary reward.

For the moment that phrase becomes a reality.

The reason I went out of my way to act like a serial killer was precisely…

‘Priority one for exchange.’

I pulled the cassette tapes out from the backpack of one of the college students I had brought along.

The couple's.

The college students'.

And even Baek Saheon's.

“Six tapes. You certainly have priority for the exchange, Visitor.”

A strangely excited aura flickered from the Caretaker before vanishing like a lie, replaced again by politeness.

“You may now become the owner of this lodge. Would you like to do so?”

“No.”

“…….”

If an Entrant who performed the serial killings chooses the site of the disaster (Horizon Lodge) as a reward, their mutated disposition becomes permanently bound to them.

Even if I only mimicked the serial killings, there was no need to take on such a risk.

‘Of course, that doesn't mean I can just exchange it for something random or just refuse and be done with it.’

Whether you exchange it for gold, exchange it for trash, refuse the exchange and run away, or even commit arson on the lodge and wait until it burns to ash.

When the next cycle came, the serial killer's items would be distributed again like a lie, drawing people to this place.

The lodge would reappear in its perfectly intact form, and the tragedy would repeat.

Moreover.

‘…I think there was a gimmick where everyone I hid and pretended to kill actually dies the moment I choose an exchange.’

There was a record like this.

==========

#6

Personnel: 8 Conscripts, 1 Official (Grade 8).

The official was successfully designated as the serial killer, but during the third murder, he made an arbitrary judgment and used a special Item instead of the provided poison.

He attempted to conclude the disaster without killing the conscripts by putting them into a state of near-death suspended animation.

Result: 1 Official survived (Exchange refused)

※ It was confirmed that the Entrants who were in suspended animation died after the exchange ceremony due to choking on vomit.

==========

A fire might break out, and coincidentally they couldn't escape because I had them locked up, something like that.

In that way, I would become a real serial killer.

‘Even if they are people destined to die in the Ghost Story Worldview anyway, I can't help the lingering discomfort….’

Let's respect my mentality as a human being.

So, the choice I made after considering this and that was.

This.

“I would like to exchange one cassette tape for the hiring authority of the Caretaker.”

The Caretaker was silent for a moment as if surprised.

“Are you referring to my employment contract?”

“Yes.”

I nodded.

Did you know?

Usually, the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau aims to eliminate ghost stories whenever possible.

It is never the goal to simply have employees escape while nicely preserving and managing it like the crazy pharmaceutical company I work for.

The ghost story might be a source of raw materials for Daydream Inc., but for the government, it's just a disaster.

So, quite a few people created stories reflecting that point, fitting for a Wiki.

In other words, ghost stories managed by the government… are also ‘successfully extinguished.’

The Caretaker notified that his contract period ended with this exchange.

The site where the lodge stood turned into an empty lot, and there have been no signs of supernatural phenomena since then.

Disaster concluded.

This was the official last Exploration Record of this ghost story.

In other words, it means this is a ghost story that has a period at the end of its narrative, one that can be concluded.

In that case.

‘Couldn’t I just end it myself before it repeats a few more times?’

Like this.

“Seeing you work at the lodge, it seems you have a remaining contract period with the previous owner. I would like to transfer that to myself.”

I won't take the lodge.

But if I take the hiring authority for the Caretaker and end his contract period, creating the same situation as the last Exploration Record?

“…….”

I waited for the Caretaker's response. And….

“Theoretically… it is possible.”

I thought so.

“However, if I may be so bold, several qualifications are required for my employer.”

“Qualifications?”

“Yes.”

A hint of inexplicable arrogance momentarily mixed into the Caretaker's polite tone before vanishing.

“Innate, existential nobility is required.”

For someone who manages the operation of a murder lodge?

I suspect his ethics and morality are quite far removed from those of a typical modern person, but…….

-Haha! A laborer working in this small lodge is acting like an 18th-century butler who mistakes his master's authority for his own!

-Let's just take the lodge and fire him!

Braun… I'm taking this long way around precisely to avoid doing that.

‘Wait a second. I think there might be another way.’

-You have great patience, Mr. Roe Deer!

Yeah, yeah.

I gave a casual reply and rubbed my chin.

‘…Nobility.’

Actually, something did come to mind.

It's true that I couldn't bring any Items, but there is exactly one thing I always carry in my pocket because it's so small.

‘My Merchandise.’

The ‘Silver Heart’ that popped out of the Merchandise box most recently rattled in my hand.

An item that increases the wearer's right to speak if worn by a good person.

‘I needed to test it anyway.’

I carefully moved the small silver badge with one hand and opened the pin in my pocket.

And I ‘wore’ it on the fabric inside my pocket, but….

“…….”

“…….”

The other party had no particular reaction.

‘Ah.’

Is it a problem with the range of application?

‘He probably isn't human.’

The wearer gains the awe of others according to their accumulated altruistic actions.

Well, I had doubts about the definition of nobility anyway, so I just gave it a try.

I quickly changed my stance.

In that case….

“Are you implying that I lack innate, existential nobility?”

I have no choice but to talk my way through.

“Finding someone who possesses it is even more difficult these days, so I hope you are not disheartened.”

“No. That’s not the point. So you're saying the exchange is difficult? Because I lack the qualifications?”

“That is correct.”

“I find that hard to understand.”

I deliberately frowned.

Like a customer lodging a complaint.

“Clearly, the condition was ‘If you bring a cassette tape, I will let you exchange it for anything I possess’… wasn't it? I'm quite flustered by this sudden change of words.”

I let out a sigh as if exhausted.

“Three days. That's the time I've spent here. Yet at the very end, you say something different from the promise, claiming that qualifications are required.”

The Caretaker seemed slightly flustered.

“It seems there is a misunderstanding.”

“What kind of misunderstanding?”

“The promise remains the same. However, I meant that if you only inherit the hiring authority, you would face difficulties in actually utilizing me as a servant.”

The Caretaker explained kindly.

“If you were to receive the lodge itself, I would work here according to the existing contract, but receiving ‘hiring authority’ can only be used when that right is applicable.”

To summarize, it's ‘Yeah, I'll only work according to the original contract, I won't listen to you.’

“Are you saying it could become a contract that only exists on paper? One that can't actually be used?”

“That is correct.”

Wow.

“It doesn't matter.”

“…….”

That's even better!

Nullification!

“Then, as long as I am aware of that fact, we can proceed with the exchange. There's no way to stop me if I say I want to exchange even knowing that, is there?”

“……If that is the case.”

The Caretaker held out both hands.

“You are correct, Visitor.”

He had conceded.

“Please present the cassette tapes you wish to exchange.”

Yes, sir.

I quickly held out the tapes I was holding.

Clatter.

The six tapes left my hand and fell onto the Caretaker's rough palms.

The Caretaker smoothly tucked the tapes into his shabby clothes.

Then, after politely adjusting his worn-out sleeves, he pulled out a thin, old object from within.

It was paper.

It was an Eastern-style material that looked like Hanji, but strangely, it was cut in a Western style, rolled up, and sealed with red wax.

“This is the original of my contract.”

The moment I took it.

The old paper caught fire.

“…!”

The Hanji burned with an orange glow, then only sparks remained and soared into the air.

And they wrapped around my wrist.

To be precise, right where the tattoo left by the theme park Mascot was!

‘Wa-wait.’

: Socius :

The tattoo took on color as if being heated.

The sparks collided with the tattoo as if wrestling with it, but eventually, they bounced off as if submitting.

Then they moved down to a position closer to the forearm and naturally settled vertically.

: Benefactor :

“…….”

Now I have two tattoos.

‘This wasn't what I wanted.’

I had planned to keep the physical contract like an Item.

It feels strangely bound to me… but in terms of mobility, this is actually better.

-‘Benefactor,’ is it? This is also an archaic expression.

Braun didn't say anything ominous or unsettling either.

Based on the previous case, this tattoo wouldn't be visible to the civil servant anyway, so that was fine too.

It's actually better if it looks like the contract simply vanished into the air.

‘It’s not like I’m going to call him anyway.’

I looked up.

As expected, the Caretaker had vanished like a lie.

All that remained was the blood-stained lodge that looked like something out of a horror movie.

And me and the civil servant standing there.

‘Everything is finished.’

It was truly ironic, but at that moment, soft light began to pour in through the windows.

It was sunlight.

“The weather has cleared up.”

“…….”

Now, everything is settled.

The atmosphere is nice, so it would be perfect if I just vanished like this and the civil servant went his own way.

The government will take care of the identities of the people tied up and unconscious in the basement.

‘Since the ghost story itself is gone, I don't think I'll be registered as a separate target for tracking or have my personal details recorded in detail.’

Whether it's the government or a corporation, they don't usually put much effort into closed cases that require no follow-up.

‘Even if it remains as a bit of an unusual record, I didn't kill anyone, so it should be fine.’

If I just behave well and make good excuses to the civil servant here, I can just move on —

“You there.”

From the floor below, the civil servant came up the stairs.

Then he strode over, grabbed my arm, and asked seriously.

“Are you interested in a career change?”

Excuse me?
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“Think carefully.”

The civil servant, dressed in a quintessential serial killer outfit, spoke reliably.

“It is a seniority-based pay system where you can never be fired and can work until age 65. Since it’s a special occupational group, allowances are also set separately.”

Why was I listening to something like a Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau career fair here?

“If you have a ‘constitution’ that gets caught up in supernatural phenomena anyway, wouldn't it be better to receive proper pay and protection from the system?”

I’m already receiving those, though….

No matter how much I think about it, I don't think a Grade 8 civil servant would get paid more than a pharmaceutical conglomerate!

However, even if my mouth were torn, I couldn't say I worked at <Daydream Inc.> here.

I didn't want to be flagged as a person of interest and be reported to the Management Bureau!

‘Should I have just stuck to written conversation?’

I began to regret using my voice, which I had decided on after much deliberation for faster communication, more persuasive appeal, and impact.

I opened my mouth, feeling like I was about to break into a cold sweat.

For now, since he seems to see me as a ‘civilian who often gets caught up in supernatural phenomena,’ let’s lean into that….

“I really did try to do something this time because it was so scary, but I’m not someone with the ability to eliminate these kinds of supernatural phenomena. An agent? That’s out of the question.”

“…….”

The civil servant looked at me with a slightly bewildered expression.

No, why?

“Because you thought the culprit of this phenomenon was the Caretaker, you terminated the contract so that the next incident wouldn't occur, didn't you?”

“That’s… right?”

“Then, didn't you lead this supernatural phenomenon to a complete conclusion through your own arbitrary judgment?”

“…….”

“It’s an innate talent.”

No, it’s not.

It’s the power of the Wiki…….

“I’m sorry, but I really don't think it'll work. Actually, I did this after consulting with the friend I came with….”

Wow, please.

“In the first place, I’m not good at fighting or possessed of special abilities enough to be an agent.”

“Special abilities.”

The corners of the civil servant's mouth curled up slightly.

“There is… a separate ‘way to learn’ those.”

“…!”

“You will hear about it in detail after you are appointed.”

This is driving me crazy.

“No, what is it about me that makes you act like this….”

“Are you not currently in possession of a small silver shield-shaped badge?”

“…!!”

“That is the reason.”

Ah, damn it.

‘He’s sharp.’

I had considered this situation, but I deliberately acted startled, pretending to be more flustered.

“What? H-How….”

“That is Persuasion Equipment used by the Disaster Management Bureau. I heard that in the past, it was also distributed to civilians who had accumulated great karma… but this is the first time I’ve seen someone capable of using it.”

“Ah…….”

“Since it is an item that only a good person can use, it also serves as a kind of certification.”

Then he gave me a quick glance.

“Did you use it while keeping it in your pocket?”

This guy is smart too.

‘It’ll be more suspicious if I play dumb here.’

I might as well have its efficacy recognized and move on.

Don't forget, this only works for ‘good people’!

‘He won't necessarily confiscate it. Unless you’ve caused trouble, there are no such cases.’

Fortunately, after my brain worked like crazy, a response popped out without any gap.

With a bitter expression as if I had a backstory, I fumbled through my pocket, took out the small silver badge, and held it up.

While naturally mentioning the only legal route that wouldn't be strange for me to have this.

“…I inherited it from my family.”

The Goods Box is my family starting today.

“I heard I should use it when I need the right to speak in an emergency situation…….”

“Yes.”

The civil servant nodded and looked at me somewhat sympathetically.

“You had a wonderful family.”

“…….”

Did he just misunderstand that they’re ‘watching me from heaven’ right now?

In a sense, it wasn't a misunderstanding, but well….

I spoke while trying not to think of the black Goods Box floating in the sky.

“They told me not to volunteer for dangerous work, and I want to keep that word as much as possible….”

“…….”

The words my parents said while trying to stop me from going into finance were true, and I didn't really join this company voluntarily, so I didn't lie. No lies!

“…I understand.”

The civil servant looked at me with a bit of regret, but backed off obediently.

“Then there’s nothing that can be done.”

Phew.

And so, the nerve-wracking career fair came to an end.

Along with an unexpected gain.

“If you have any concerns or problems, please contact me.”

As we were leaving the mountain villa, I received another contact number from the civil servant.

However, the format was different this time.

Ryu Jaekwan

010-XXXX-XXXX

“It’s my work number.”

Oh.

“This will be better than the business card I gave you earlier. That one might take time before a dispatch team is assigned, and you won't know what kind of agent will come.”

In a word, it was a ghost story escape free pass.

As if exchanging a Cassette Tape, I exchanged the previous contact information with this one.

I didn't know I'd use it like this.

I should hurry back before he asks for my name... wait, will he do a background check anyway?

‘In that case.’

I deliberately scratched the back of my head as if embarrassed.

“Um, actually, during the Salmon Market incident, I was a bit scared, so I used written conversation… but I’d like to talk with my voice like this again the next time we meet.”

“Of course.”

“And… well, could my identity perhaps be kept secret? It’s a bit burdensome… and scary.”

“…….”

The civil servant was silent for a moment, but.

“You may go as you are.”

He let it slide.

Sweet!

‘This means he’ll leave me as unidentified, right?’

Since I also left room for a new deal, it was perfect.

‘Next time, I’ll be able to sell more food with less suspicion.’

“I hope you descend safely.”

“You too, Agent.”

I shook hands with the civil servant.

The civil servant then left on his bicycle.

Even when the civil servant made one last suggestion as we were parting ways, I handled it quite naturally.

-To be honest, this kind of situation is difficult for me… I’m near my limit even now. It seems it would be difficult.

This was truly sincere.

Baek Saheon, you put away those creepy eyes of yours.

Whether the civil servant had just asked out of regret, he nodded and got on his bicycle without lingering.

Along with a piece of vital advice to leave before the ‘Management Bureau cleanup team’ arrived.

‘I’ve got to run right now.’

I left the front of the villa, where the landslide debris and the bus stop had vanished like a lie, and began to walk along the hiking trail.

‘Whew.’

Only then did the tension release.

-This Braun knows of the effort you poured in over the past few days, giving up sleep for that artistic final cut! You worked hard.

Yeah. It was damn gross, scary, and tiring….

‘Being deployed alone into a ghost story like this, the Disaster Management Bureau is definitely not the way to go.’

Had there ever been a time when Daydream Inc.’s corporate score was higher in my mind than today?

‘Getting paid in money and points is a plus.’

They say even a servant should work at a grand house, and it was exactly that situation.

Though I don't think it’s particularly more rewarding….

I looked back at my colleague who was playing a part in this unrewarding job.

“Let’s go down right now. This damn villa…!”

“…….”

“Damn it, I got caught up in this kind of crap when it doesn't even make points or money!”

“I believe you have something to say before that.”

Baek Saheon shut his mouth tight.

Then he turned to look at me and spoke very defensively.

“I can’t pay anything for this. It’s not like I asked you to save me anyway.”

Look at him.

“The cassette exchange reward too… only you, Senior Staff Kim Soleum, took it. So that’s enough, isn't it?”

“Oh.”

I smirked.

“Interesting. You have the guts to say that even to the person who wasted their weekend and went AWOL because of you?”

“……”

Baek Saheon’s face turned pale and then back to normal.

Then he asked with difficulty.

“……What do you want?”

“Nothing.”

“…?!”

“Actually, it was fun.”

“…!!”

I strode down the mountain path.

I heard Baek Saheon’s hurried footsteps following behind me and a late response.

“…Anyway, I’ll admit that I caused you harm regarding the weekend and the unauthorized absence.”

“…….”

“That’s how it is.”

Oh.

“I’ll deposit three days’ worth of wages, so just wait.”

“Sure.”

However, a moment later.

The moment we entered the reception area and data started working, Baek Saheon ended up screaming.

“The date is exactly the same!”

Exactly.

Don't you know it’s an unspoken rule that time flows differently in ghost stories?

“Anyway, I spent three days.”

“…!”

However, I secured the pay, and Baek Saheon looked at me with an expression mixed with injustice, relief, and anger before hurriedly casting his eyes down and running away.

-Haha, even without this incident, he seems like the type who would find it hard to live with a whole body!

A bit like that, right?

Actually, there were separate things that needed to be said.

‘I didn't think he would refrain from saying thank you until the very end.’

He was a remarkable guy in many ways.

Still, he seemed a bit less malicious and possessed a bit more blood and tears than what I saw in the <Dark Exploration Record>….

In fact, earlier, when the civil servant met this fellow in the basement, he looked at him with cold eyes for a moment and then advised me.

-So, someone inherited the Silver Heart, and someone inherited the Cassette Tape….

-…….

-You would do well to choose the people you associate with carefully.

-Mhm. Yes. Thank you.

Well, now.

The government had allowed Cassette Tapes to fall into the hands of villains while conscripting only those whose guilt was certain.

So this guy… meant he was a government-certified villain.

Even if I looked at him in the most generous light, there was at least a villain among Baek Saheon’s acquisition routes.

-…It was an item that was at home. I inherited it from a relative.

……A relative.

‘There might be a story there.’

But for now, I stopped thinking.

I didn't have the luxury to explore the behind-the-scenes stories of the characters in the Wiki.

‘I have to survive the ghost story company first.’

And before long, this damn company started doing company-like things again.

It brought something weird and unpredictable as if it were common sense.

A few days later.

“Senior Staff Kim!”

While I was buying coffee for my boss’s errand, a familiar face called me in the hallway.

It was Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, the person in charge of manual review who had gone missing.

“Ah~ congratulations. I knew our Senior Staff Kim would do well!”

We’ve known each other for less than two months, though….

“Top of the entrance class, scouted by Team A, even saved me, uh, you have connections in the security team, and now a high-speed promotion? Man, that’s great.”

“Thank you.”

It wasn't particularly great, but I replied that way for now.

But instead of finishing the conversation and leaving, Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin lowered his voice and whispered.

“Director Ho is keeping an eye on you, Senior Staff Kim.”

“…….”

“He’s the most decent superior in this company. It’s an opportunity, so don't miss it.”

Opportunity…?

“There are rumors that the Director is running a top-secret project team under him… you might be transferred there.”

Haha. You don't know anything.

In a ghost story worldview, once ‘top-secret’ is attached, the survival rate drops to less than half….

Instead of saying that, I politely shook my head.

“It’s been less than six months since I joined, so I don't hope for such things. I’ll just work hard in the position given to me.”

“Hah, humility too! I judged you correctly. Haha!”

I was just thankful that he comfortably forgot all the high-handed attitudes I had when I was pretending to be a security guard. I guess humans really are creatures of their environment.

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin patted my shoulder a few times as if proud, then left after saying this.

“Anyway, I’m really curious where you’ll go!”

“……?”

The nuance is strangely different.

‘Why does he speak as if it’s a given that I’ll be going somewhere?’

This question would soon be clarified.

That afternoon.

“Hey, Roe. Even if you go to another team, let's see each other sometimes. I haven't even been able to buy you a meal a few times.”

Excuse me?

I blinked as I looked at the Senior Staff who was looking a bit dejected.

Another team?

Am I… perhaps being demoted to some strange place?

Was the Director keeping an eye on me actually a bluff to put me at ease and then give me a shock to draw out a reaction?

Why do such a useless and wicked thing to a mere employee…!?

“No, I’d like you to stay in our team if possible… but looking at how things are going right now.”

Fortunately, before I could fall into a panic, the Assistant manager kindly explained.

The Field Exploration team usually has a capacity of 3 people per squad, and assigning one or two extra people is usually for training new employees.

And until this employee is promoted, they sometimes stay with the same squad as an over-capacity member.

“But you’re a Senior Staff now.”

Ah.

I… was excluded from that general case.

“The probability of you being bounced elsewhere is quite high… well, you might not need to worry too much.”

I asked with a bit of hope.

“Is it perhaps being handled as an exception?”

“Not that… but I think the 3-person capacity will fit exactly. Keep this to yourself.”

“Yes?”

The Assistant manager smirked.

“I’m resigning soon.”

“…!!”

An escape notice from a colleague has appeared!
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It is the nature of an office worker to always carry a resignation letter in their heart (physically or mentally).

However, they usually keep it hidden….

‘She’s telling a rookie?’

And her direct subordinate at that.

“I’ve almost gathered all the Points. Don’t spread the word.”

“…….”

Given Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s personality, I thought she would walk around without a change in expression until the day she quit and only then let us know.

“Is it really okay to tell me?”

“Well, it’s not exactly bad news. Besides, in this company, there are plenty of bastards who go around bragging about how many Points they’ve collected….”

The Assistant manager gave my shoulder a firm, sudden pat.

“I just wanted to tell the people in our team in advance.”

“Sniff. Even watching from the side, I’m touched, Seonbae!”

“Cut it out.”

I groaned as I watched Supervisor Park Minseong approach and make a fuss.

It seemed the Supervisor already knew about it.

‘Is it because of the nature of the company?’

Since it’s a crazy profession where people play Russian roulette with their temples through work, desperate to fulfill a wish that is realistically impossible.

Since the premise is that everyone wants to escape anyway, I understood there was nothing to hide desperately.

Still, it was a shame to see a direct superior who looked out for me this much leave…. But since it was a good thing for her, it was something to celebrate.

However, there was a question.

“Assistant manager.”

“Yeah.”

“In that case, have you collected all 500,000 Points?”

“What?! 500,000? As if….”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had looked appalled, soon smirked as if realizing something.

“Ah, did you think I was trying to buy a Wish Ticket?”

“…?”

Isn't that the case?

Wouldn't it be harder to find someone here who isn't?

“Ah. That was my goal when I first joined, but after looking around a bit, I realized I could do it with something else.”

“…!”

Ah.

‘I see.’

Thinking about it, there were indeed cases where a Wish Ticket wasn't strictly necessary.

‘If you can fulfill your wish with something you can buy from the Employee Point Mall, then that’s enough.’

“For me, one of the High-Grade Magic Potions from this company will do.”

Just as I thought.

“…May I ask how many Points it costs?”

“170,000. Now I have less than five thousand Points left. Well… though the Point Special Bonus I got thanks to you will come to an end, so I’ll have to stay a few more months.”

The Assistant manager winked, which was unlike her.

“Let’s talk to the Team Leader and see if we can keep you here until the next regular personnel transfer.”

It meant that if I could hold out until then, I would naturally remain in Team D.

Since she would be leaving, the headcount would fit.

‘That’s a very considerate thing to say.’

Even more so because she showed confidence that I would like staying in this team.

“Seonbae, when you leave, we really have to have a proper company dinner…. Let’s stay in touch even after you go. Let’s go watch baseball or something…!”

“Of course. Hey, you only need to hold out for a few years too.”

“Me? Sigh, I can’t. I’m stuck having to collect 500,000.”

The Supervisor, scratching his head, still had a bright expression.

“Anyway… then Roe can keep staying in our team!”

“If the Team Leader does a good job, that is.”

And the ‘Team Leader,’ who had returned from the Section Chief-level meeting, confirmed it calmly.

“Yes. The probability is high.”

“Ooh!”

“It is a matter of probability. Do not plan your work based on the assumption that you will remain.”

“…That’s what he says, Roe…….”

“Yes….”

It was very Lizard-like.

“Anyway, congratulations, Assistant manager.”

“Yeah.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje went out for a smoke with a smile.

Her back already looked quite unburdened.

‘…What happens to employees who resign?’

There was no mention of depriving them of human rights and locking them in a lab to maintain secrecy, or disposing of them without a trace.

‘There were descriptions of a few cases where people retired quite well.’

You know how it is. Those employees that everyone likes.

The kind of minor characters that readers of the Wiki grew fond of, so they were given a good ending through retirement.

‘…I hope it’s like that for her too.’

After a short prayer, I returned to what I was doing.

Which meant I had been assigned a task by the Team Leader who had returned from his meeting.

“The Darkness we will be exploring this time is a C-Class spider, and it is a Supply Source where the Manual has already been completed.”

“Oh… then we’ll get about six or seven hundred Points per person?”

“Yes.”

“Roe, it’s a good thing we earned a lot of Points when the work was pouring in.”

The ‘Exploration for New Darkness Manual Completion’ that used to pour into Team D almost exclusively was now dying down.

“There’s usually a season when new Darkness pours in. The research team registers them all at once when the registration deadline approaches.”

“Ah.”

That really… feels like a company.

Of course, it wouldn't do a new employee any good to point that out.

I said with a bright smile.

“Then we can all work relatively safely for a while.”

“Yeah, I like how Roe is always positive~!”

The Supervisor laughed and handed me a tablet with the Manual PDF displayed.

“Even if there is a Manual, it’s still C-Class, so things could get ugly if you let your guard down. Now, let me know when you’ve fully mastered it.”

“Yes.”

“Looking at it, you just have to survive for a day at a certain location.”

Hmm.

I took the tablet and read.

The official Manual, written calmly, was in the same format as before.

It meant that it provided information implemented with detailed figures based on the records we obtained, in a format similar to the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki.

‘Let’s see.’

An urban legend about a space one can fall into if they take a wrong turn in a commercial building with many vacancies, the type called the Backrooms on the internet….

“…….”

As I read the next paragraph, a powerful premonition hit me.

‘This is…….’

It’s already been several months since I started guessing the identity of ghost stories through the Manual based on the <Dark Exploration Record>.

It means I don’t get surprised just because I already know it.

And yet, it was a surprising situation?

Usually, it would be a crazy mass-slaughter situation like the <Tuesday Quiz Show> or a situation where I’m about to get a Guaranteed Kill.

But this time, it was in a different sense.

‘This… this is a good one!’

My god, it’s a heartwarming ghost story!

If you measured the fear level, it would probably be 0. An Anomalous Phenomenon that even a coward could pass through composedly if they’d already been spoiled!

But why was it C-Class?

‘Because Daydream Inc. made a mistake and classified the grade wrong!’

This was a story where one finds joy.

A so-called Misunderstood Ghost Stories!

It looks dangerous, but in fact, it’s a very gentle and gentlemanly Anomalous Phenomenon. It’s just a safe and kind ghost story, but it’s funny because people misunderstand it due to their preconceptions.

‘It’s to the point where the expression "magical experience" fits better than "ghost story"….’

Of course, there were very few such cases in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

My heart fluttered slightly.

I’m going in there?

‘Wait a minute.’

If I play this right….

‘It might not just be a heartwarming feeling; my life going forward could be heartwarming too.’

My mind raced.

To do that, there was definitely one thing I needed.

That was….

“We’ll be deployed tomorrow afternoon, so there’s plenty of time. Take your time reading. Well… I don't even need to say such things to Roe!”

“In that case… would it be alright if I went out for a bit separately during lunch tomorrow?”

“Eh? Well, the Team Leader or the Assistant manager aren't the type to care about that… why? If you’re going to the hospital, I’ll tell them to give you plenty of time.”

“Ah, it’s not that. Just….”

I calculated while thinking of my bank account.

“There’s something I need to buy.”

“…?”

To benefit from this heartwarming ghost story, I had to prepare something.

Something very expensive!

And the next day, after lunch.

We ended up moving in the Assistant manager’s vehicle.

To the place where the Darkness we were to enter was isolated.

“You packed everything you wanted to pack, right?”

“Yes.”

The ‘expensive thing’ I bought during my lunch break was also tucked safely in my briefcase.

The Assistant manager in the driver’s seat checked.

“Is this Roe’s first time entering an urban legend that takes place in an actual space, rather than being kidnapped after touching some object?”

No. Actually, just before this, I went into a mountain cabin and tried to act like a serial killer while holding pieces of a corpse, and I thought I was going to throw up.

…Let’s not mention that.

“Yes. I think it’s my first business trip.”

“Haha. Roe, you’re still in your 20s, right? This must be your first job.”

The atmosphere was quite warm, and we moved without issue.

While sharing some small talk.

“Did you know? Our Team Leader accidentally broke the steering wheel three times while working. So there’s a rumor that he’ll probably never sit in the driver’s seat again unless a zombie apocalypse breaks out….”

“…….”

Well. Let’s not ask him directly.

Anyway, after driving for about 40 minutes, the vehicle arrived smoothly at its destination.

“It’s here.”

It was an alleyway densely packed with commercial buildings in a bed town on the outskirts of Seoul.

However, because the real estate boom had passed long ago and people had left as new urban developments occurred, it was a somewhat quiet and empty… ‘old’ new city.

On the windows of numerous vacant rooms, real estate contact numbers with "For Sale" signs were posted.

“I guess one of these buildings is the urban legend. When you enter at sunset on a day with good weather, strange things happen.”

“Yes.”

Along with my superiors who kindly briefed me on the contents of the Manual, I approached the specified commercial building.

“It seems they’re blocking civilians from entering with some… Security Team equipment. It recognizes our masks and lets us inside.”

Hmm.

“Be careful once you’re inside.”

The Supervisor lowered his voice and whispered seriously.

“There are quite a few horrific records, so let’s make sure to be careful.”

“…….”

Stuff like… this, you mean?

Exploration Records #12

One of the deployed employees (Staff Jung Sejong) discovered a shop operating in Room 404, next to the emergency exit on the 4th floor. The name on the sign was ■■■ Cafe.

However, as he approached the location, strange sounds that shouldn't be heard in a cafe began to be heard.

Barking, shouting, and dozens of animal howls overlapped, growing louder and louder. The moment the employee stopped in front of the door, they suddenly grew close as if to

pounce.

The panicked employee managed to escape to the emergency stairs just before the door opened, but contact was lost after a loud noise.

Later found in an unconscious state near the commercial building.

Sidelined from work due to open fractures in both legs and a serious back injury. Continues to complain of PTSD since then.

At first glance, it could be eerie and horrific.

But did you perhaps notice?

‘That’s just… a dog-friendly cafe.’

The ghost story had kindly sent the employee outside after he got scared by the sound of dogs, ran away, and suffered multiple injuries from tumbling down the stairs….

Because the most anomalous thing about this Darkness is simply the fact that the shops that used to be there are operating normally.

However, it could be seen as the type of story where one scoffs at the explorers who get scared and ruin everything by interpreting everything negatively and making a fuss.

And right next to me, those very parties were busily giving advice….

“Let’s go carefully. There are quite a few records of this space harming people who enter.”

No, there aren't.

“Especially, you must not lose consciousness. It ends with a major injury.”

It’s just that even if you’re badly hurt and lose consciousness, they kick you out when the time is up….

Because this place is literally a commercial building, they politely evict you once business hours are over.

But I refrained from saying such things, fearing that they might think, ‘Aha, this ghost story even causes Mental Pollution!’ and create another comedy story through insane misunderstandings and delusions….

Instead, for the sake of efficient exploration, I readily and quickly nodded at the method of distributing contact devices and scattering individually.

“Will you be okay, Roe?”

“Yes.”

Normally, I would have stuck to them as if I wanted to grab their pant legs, but today was a day for this coward!

“Contact us immediately if there’s a problem.”

“Understood.”

Carrying the walkie-talkie I received from the Security Team (it strangely reminded me of the toy walkie-talkie sold at the Alien Shop), I immediately set off.

-Hmm, is there a shop you would like to visit? It seems a few places are in operation.

Do you know?

That’s correct.

‘Though, I have to approach it in a somewhat peculiar way….’

Because the space was distorted, the floors and directions were a mess, but there were also their own systems and laws that appeared occasionally.

And among them was this.

When taking the elevator from the 7th floor, a button for the basement appears with a certain probability.

After several attempts, I finally discovered a button labeled ‘B1’ in the elevator.

-Ah, is it a hidden location? It reminds me of that dignified exhibition.

Do we really have to bring that up?

I still have nightmares about being trapped in the basement of that exhibition, unable to find the exit, wandering around until I encountered a spider machine and had my organs harvested…!

‘T-This is a kind place……. A kind place…….’

I struggled to shake off the nightmare and pressed the button.

Ding.

And when the door opens, the basement parking lot is visible.

‘I think there was someone who fainted here after a car honked its horn.’

That wasn’t the important thing.

I moved diligently according to the instructions I remembered.

‘Three times to the left.’

If you circle this underground parking lot, a new area number of the parking lot that wasn't visible before appears.

‘A19.’

Then it’s as good as being there.

I moved my feet excitedly with an expectant heart.

Next to this parking area, there is also a door leading to the commercial space. Instead of opening it and going to the elevator, if you look to the side, there is a small shop.

That is how it appears.

Moonlight Tattoo Shop

The magical place.

Chapter 58

Next to the underground parking lot, there is a small space that looks like it was manifested from a landlord's greed, wanting to squeeze in one more commercial space for rental income.

The tiny shop occupying that small space… is exactly where I planned to visit today.

A special tattoo shop.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Moonlight Tattoo Shop]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>. No Identification Code from Daydream Inc. exists.

Currently, the only official Exploration Record of Daydream Inc. regarding this location is a one-time record through ‘It’s Vacant (Qterw-C-818)’.

For more detailed information, Document-#818-15623 (Civilian Interview Record) can be viewed, but its reliability cannot be guaranteed.

==========

Since there’s a description saying the reliability cannot be guaranteed, does that mean it’s dangerous?

Not exactly.

In the first place, the ghost story ‘It’s Vacant,’ which serves as the basis for this one, is a satire on human nature—how people cannot accept good intentions as they are and always try to find a bad reason.

In context, this place can only be a ‘good’ location that doesn’t contradict the civilian interview records.

-Are you going in?

Yeah.

I politely pressed the open button next to the opaque glass door.

Sliiiide.

The door opened, revealing the interior of the tattoo shop.

At first glance, it looks like an ordinary and modest shop. The facilities are slightly shabby but kept clean, and there is a notice at the counter stating that they only take one client at a time.

However, light was pouring down onto the procedure chair in the center.

It was moonlight.

Strangely enough, a transparent LED panel had been installed exactly in the center to make the moon visible. Artificial moonlight was pouring down from there.

‘It’s exactly as described.’

“Is anyone here?”

When I spoke, the owner, who had been sitting at the counter, walked out.

She was a woman in a sleeveless top with a neck full of Hangeul tattoos. Her appearance, with her curly hair tied tightly back, immediately brought keywords like ‘technician’ or ‘artist’ to mind.

“I’d like to have a tattoo consultation, is that possible?”

A nod.

“By any chance, what is the price range?”

The tattooist pointed to the counter wall with a somewhat simple expression.

[Only physical goods accepted.]

That’s right.

They don’t accept regular cash here. Instead, they accept payment in various items that catch the owner’s fancy….

There are also things they give special treatment to.

[Preferential Condition: Items related to the sea]

Thanks to this, civilians who happened to meet this preferential condition sometimes ended up having a very rare experience.

==========

Document-#818-15623

Civilian: Honestly, I just took a wrong turn. I was trying to go to a tattoo shop in a shopping mall near ■■ Station, but I must have gotten lost because I ended up in a neighborhood with a lot of vacant rooms.

And then I found that tattoo shop in the basement.

I thought it was really unique that they accepted items related to the sea. So, as a test, I showed them an hourglass keychain I had, and they accepted that too.

Then I was guided to the procedure chair in the center.

==========

So, I’ve come here having properly matched this ‘preferential condition’…… for once.

“Would something like this be alright?”

I took out the item I had prepared from my briefcase.

When I opened the rectangular box lined with velvet….

Brilliantly shimmering grains poured out reflected light.

“It’s a strand of pearls.”

“…!”

They were insanely expensive marine pearls.

Akoya White-Green, 10mm in size, perfect spheres with a pink aurora glow that made them look almost holographic—top-tier quality.

‘Actually, there were many more expensive items related to the sea….’

But according to the records of the civilian who visited this place, this owner strangely seemed to prefer items that are significantly affected by the passage of time.

And pearls, being protein, are inevitably affected by the passage of time.

‘Also, it was something I could buy quickly at a Jongno wholesaler in just an hour during my lunch break after a day of searching.’

Just in case, I even excluded South Sea pearls, which are less affected by time, and selected Akoya…

“How is it?”

“…….”

Nod nod nod nod nod.

An intense reaction came back.

The tattooist stared blankly at the luster of the pearl strand for a moment, then carefully took the box I held out.

A flash of joy crossed her simple eyes.

‘I wonder what she uses them for.’

I couldn’t tell.

In any case, as soon as the tattooist organized the box at incredible speed inside the counter, she very politely guided me to the center.

To the place where the chair sat under the moonlight.

“Thank you.”

Soon, the tattooist brought a glass of a large-capacity lemon drink and a large book.

Up to this point, it was just as described.

She brought me a lemon drink and a book. It was like a collection of tattoo designs, and it said ‘Basic No. 3’.

I chose a thumbnail-sized dolphin silhouette and had the procedure done. She told me to close my eyes during the process, and strangely enough, there was no pain.

I turned my eyes to the cover of the book.

If the person who gave the hourglass keychain received ‘Basic No. 3’, what would happen now that I’ve given pearls worth tens of millions of won?

Of course, it might be a too capitalistic way of thinking.

‘After all, this is a small tattoo shop inside a ghost story; such material methods might not work on a mysterious owner….’

[Royal Special Premium No. 1 (Customizable)]

“…….”

It worked… very well.

‘Thank you.’

As expected, money is king everywhere.

Anyway, does this mean the designs in here are at the level of the physical goods I just paid?

‘Hmm.’

Let’s look carefully.

I flipped through the book.

Constellations drawn by splashing water droplets, a polar bear’s claws subtly overlapping with Inuit patterns, and even a scene of a beach at dusk using lingering pastel tones.

It was full of magnificent designs.

If I had really come here with a great passion for tattoos, I would have been admiring them and choosing carefully…

But honestly, that wasn’t what was important to me.

‘This tattoo will disappear by the next day anyway.’

To be precise….

I thought I had dreamed it. I definitely got a tattoo, but it had vanished completely.

But do you know what’s even stranger?

The tattoo received here is ‘absorbed’ by the person who received it.

Suddenly, I became really good at sea swimming.

Just like the dolphin I had tattooed.

In other words, it gives special abilities to a person according to the tattoo design!

‘I absolutely cannot miss this opportunity.’

In the <Dark Exploration Record>, there must be dozens, even hundreds of ghost stories that give talent or abilities to people.

But there are almost none that can be received in such a gentle way, without losing anything, and in an active manner.

In this world full of insane ghost stories where you have to sell your body, sell your soul, or at least sell your conscience to gain anything.

The ‘Moonlight Tattoo Shop’ was truly like a single ray of light within the darkness.

‘I’m definitely taking something good.’

I flipped through the pages of the book, fiercely deducing the abilities of the designs.

-Mr. Roe Deer, I’d like a closer look as well!

Ah. Right. Braun might be able to read into something more.

I carefully took the doll out of my pocket and placed him in front of the book.

-Oh, the artist’s aesthetic sense is quite nice. In my opinion… hm?

The tattooist stared intently at Braun with sparkling eyes.

Then she picked Braun up.

“…! Wa-Wait….”

[Service]

“…….”

-Wait a moment. Please handle me with care, my body is filled with cotton so it doesn’t move well— hmph, mmm, hmmm….

The tattooist put Braun into a basin she brought, then skillfully applied aroma oil to her hands and kneaded the doll, shaping him.

…A meridian massage?

-Whew…. The fatigue from the shoot is washing away…….

The doll was making sounds like a celebrity exhausted from their schedule….

It was certainly a shocking sight that one wouldn’t see in any other ghost story.

Is this… heartwarming?

‘…Let’s just pick a design.’

After thanking the tattooist, who carefully handed back the now-glossy Braun, I began flipping through the pages fiercely again.

However, there were no designs where the ability could be particularly inferred. Only a strange feeling that there were exceptionally many related to the sea.

Well, in that case.

“By any chance, do you have any recommendations?”

What if I just ask openly like this?

“Is there a symbol in here related to courage, or the boldness to step forward without fear?”

Yes. That’s what I seem to need the most after all.

‘Escape being a scaredy-cat…!’

Although I was tempted by the various abilities I could obtain here, my most fundamental and powerful special ability is, ultimately, the <Dark Exploration Record>.

It’s information.

And to use that information properly, having a mental state capable of rational judgment was the top priority.

‘I can’t keep living with a heart that feels like it’s going to faint at any moment…!’

How many times do you think I’ve been on the verge of death because of this coward’s heart!

‘The opportunity to enter the Moonlight Tattoo Shop through this ghost story is only once.’

If so, it’s right to use it for the most urgent matter!

However, asking directly like this was an act not in the records, so I was a bit nervous, but fortunately, the tattooist calmly flipped through the book and pointed to one design.

That design was….

“……A tomato?”

That’s right.

It was a tree with tomatoes hanging from it.

Lines stretched out vigorously with the feel of a somewhat crude pen nib, dynamically depicting branches, leaves, and fruit.

It was lonely, rough, and lyrical.

Color was expressed only in those red fruits. The tomatoes.

‘Why on earth is this related to courage.’

Honestly, I didn’t know, but since this tattooist only communicates through the pre-written book, I couldn’t hear a detailed explanation.

Still, it’s the practitioner’s recommendation, so it must be certain.

“Yes. I’ll go with this one.”

The tattooist nodded pleasantly and took the book back.

“Ah, the location should be here….”

I rolled up my left sleeve.

If I was going to get it anyway, I planned to get it near where I already had tattoos….

“…!”

The tattooist’s expression suddenly changed, and she stood up from her seat.

‘What is it?’

Then she quickly pointed to a notice posted on the wall.

[Procedures may be refused for specific reasons.]

She repeatedly pointed at my arm.

“…!”

No way.

: Socius :

: Benefactor :

“…Can you see these characters?”

Nod, nod.

Her expression said, why are you asking something so obvious. I guess she is a resident of a ghost story too.

No, that’s not what’s important right now.

“Are you saying I can’t get a new tattoo because of these characters?”

Nod.

“Is it also not possible on the other arm or my back?”

Nod.

“……Then, does that mean there’s no way for me to get a new tattoo at all for now?”

Nod….

Damn it!

“I didn’t even get these characters because I wanted to. Is there really no other way? I really wanted to get one….”

My shoulders slumped as if I were greatly discouraged.

The tattooist looked flustered as if contemplating something, and finally pulled something out from the counter.

‘An advertising pamphlet?’

The tattooist flipped through the pamphlet and quickly pointed to a phrase on a page.

[Cover-up available]

[We help with a new transformation of existing tattoos.]

“…!!”

[※ Cover-ups at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop do not hide the existing tattoo but proceed in a direction that maximizes its charm.

Keep the meaning exactly as it is, and meet a new beauty.]

Wait a minute.

So, is this actually… saying she’ll give me an enhancement procedure?

-This is good! The tattoos done by the theme park mascot and the mountain cabin worker were a bit too much. Wouldn’t it be better to make a more aesthetic choice for

yourself?

-Goatsuckers, constellations, the eight trigrams… there were many beautiful patterns! It would be best to cover them up magnificently!

I looked down.

: Socius :

: Benefactor :

“Can I get both done?”

The tattooist shook her head.

‘I can only get one new tattoo, but are cover-ups an exception so she’d do both?’

But I had an instinctive gut feeling.

‘Choosing only one will result in a better job.’

This is a shop, so naturally, it’s a place that provides a tattoo as good as the payment received.

Rather than splitting the value in two, it was better to just pick one if possible.

“…….”

I agonized over it.

And then….

“I would like you to cover just this one.”

I pointed at one of the tattoos with my finger.

Chapter 59

The tattoos the ghost stories had etched onto me were all characters.

One was in Latin.

: Socius :

It had been etched when the membership pass given to me by the blue dragon—the theme park mascot—burned away. According to Braun, it was a script that granted the authority of a pass, like a 'special qualification.'

And the other was in Hanja.

Benefactor :

This tattoo was etched when the contract document of the Caretaker from the serial killer ghost story burned away.

However, since I lacked the 'qualification,' it was currently nothing more than a character with no actual function.

If I had to choose one of these to 'enhance'…

'It has to be this one.'

"I'll leave it to you."

The tattooist peered at the tattoo I pointed to.

Benefactor :

The reason for this choice was simple.

'It's better to increase the variety of my abilities.'

It was almost certain (though it brought tears to my eyes) that I would continue to enter various ghost stories in the future.

This meant that it wasn't a situation where a single superpower could be a cure-all.

'Even Section Chief Lizard almost died despite having that kind of power. One-trick ponies won't cut it.'

It was better to increase the number of cards I could play in various situations; enhancing a single ability halfway wouldn't be very efficient.

'So, it's better to be able to use a character I currently can't.'

In this Moonlight Tattoo Shop, I didn't have to worry about 'stepping on a landmine.'

Since they were very friendly to humans and rarely gave harmful abilities, it meant the Caretaker wouldn't suddenly pop out and chop my head off.

Besides….

I glanced at the Latin characters.

—Good boy.

…Recalling that mascot who seemed to have formed a strange emotional bond with me, 'covering up' this tattoo felt somehow like a desecration.

'My danger sense is tingling.'

My gut feeling as a regular reader of the <Dark Exploration Record> told me it was better to avoid that.

—Ah, it's finally starting!

And so, I made my choice, and the tattooist began to move.

I stopped the other party as they tried to show me several drafts.

"Ah, please just do it in the way you think looks best."

If I was aiming for maximum effect, I should leave it to the expert.

I grinned.

"I trust your skills, Mr. Tattooist."

"…!"

The shop owner's eyes seemed to sparkle for a moment, and they immediately and vigorously urged me to lie back comfortably in the chair.

While shoving Braun firmly into my hand.

—It seems you've mistaken me for some kind of doll to soothe the pain! What a rude yet amusing misunderstanding!

But there was no pain.

The tattooist put on a pair of sophisticated goggles that reminded me of steampunk style and began to operate a massive tattoo machine.

'…Are machines normally that big?'

Just as I was feeling a bit bewildered by the machine, which was as large as a piece of surgical medical equipment.

Moonlight settled into the machine.

Zzzzzzt—

The light pouring down from the LED ceiling was sucked into the machine.

Then, it gathered at a single point.

The tip of the tattoo machine's needle.

Seeing the tip, which shone like a radiant jewel, approaching my arm, I closed my eyes as instructed.

"……."

A strange sensation washed over my left arm.

It wasn't pain or itchiness. Nor was it pressure.

It was a refreshing and comfortable sensation, as if old grime was being peeled away and my skin was being rearranged and assembled perfectly, and then.

Tap, tap.

It was over.

The light before my eyes vanished, and I opened them at the tattooist's gesture.

"…!"

'Oh my god.'

The tattoo now had a background.

A full moon hanging in a dark blue night sky was rendered as if painted with a single brushstroke, and the characters were etched over it like a lunar shadow.

Stars sparkled with a pearly luster as if scattered near the characters.

Tap, tap.

The tattooist looked at me with their hands on their hips, as if asking if I liked it.

"It looks magnificent."

The tattooist, looking proud, patted my shoulder and then ran to the counter.

"…?"

What the tattooist held in their hand upon returning was a single pearl. It looked like one they had unfastened from the necklace I had brought.

'What is it?'

The owner pressed the pearl against my tattoo.

Then, it slipped right in.

"…?!"

—Ho-oh, well now. Hmm….

—Mr. Roe Deer, this is quite interesting. A 'passage' has been opened.

A passage?

—Would you like to try rubbing the tattoo gently? You'll feel something.

I raised my hand and lightly touched the tattoo, which miraculously had neither swelling nor pain.

"…!"

I felt it.

A 'gap' of some sort between the touching skin.

"……."

I cautiously 'inserted' my hand inside.

When my hand came back out, it was holding the single pearl the tattooist had put in earlier….

'…A space?'

—Indeed. It seems that 'provision of space' was included in that pathetic mountain cabin laborer's contract!

—Well, isn't providing a room to a guest a natural duty for a servant? It seems the artist found a loophole in that contract and forced them to provide a small space for you as well!

Wait a minute.

Does this mean… I now have something like my own little inventory?

'This is actually possible?'

My heart raced at this webtoon-style gift that I had never dared to expect in a ghost story.

—Let's see… you can think of it as a cube roughly 2 feet on each side. It seems a space of that size has been 'connected' to you!

Two feet would be about 60cm.

Despite the use of a villainous unit of measurement—befitting someone from an American talk show ghost story—it was truly grateful information.

But you see.

'Then, is this connected to that cabin?'

That crazy killer cabin should have disappeared.

—Who knows. As for where it connects… wouldn't nobody know?

—Exactly what kind of space the Caretaker decided to provide would be a fact known only to the one who originally entered the contract.

"……."

—This is quite intriguing. It would make a good subject for a bet! What shall we wager for the enjoyment of our lives?

I'll politely decline….

Still, since this Moonlight Tattoo Shop wouldn't have manifested the ability in a way that harms the user, let's not let caution prevent me from using an ability I can use.

'In the future, I won't have to worry when I need to sneak items in.'

That alone was a remarkable thing.

"Thank you. It's truly amazing and wonderful."

I returned the pearl I had taken out, and joy and satisfaction sparkled in the tattooist's eyes as they took it.

"Is it okay for me to head out now?"

A nod.

"Then, I'll be going."

And just as I was about to head to the entrance.

The tattooist, as if realizing something, gestured for me to wait a moment.

'What now?'

They then frantically rummaged under the counter and pulled out some papers. They carefully wrapped them in transparent packaging and held them out to me.

'……Tattoo designs?'

The moment I took what they were offering, I realized.

They were Tattoo Stickers.

They even had the design I had been recommended and chose—the tomato tree—etched right on them.

And there were three of them!

"…!"

Wait a minute.

"Is it possible that while wearing these… I'll become 'brave'? Just like if I had received the tattoo."

The tattooist nodded with a smile.

'Oh my god.'

It was an unexpected bonus.

"Thank you."

The owner waved at me with a smile.

It seemed it was truly time to say goodbye.

After carefully tucking the stickers into my pocket—rather, the newly created 'space'—I finally grabbed the door to leave.

"I hope you have a wonderful day."

The door closed behind me with a polite farewell.

Ding.

And when I turned my head back.

"……."

It was a vacant room.

Befitting a ghost story, the inside of the glass window, which had a twisted real estate contact number stuck to it, was hollow and empty.

'…They did say it was always like this.'

The Moonlight Tattoo Shop could only be entered once through this 'Vacant Room' ghost story.

'I'll probably have a chance to use a different ghost story next time.'

—Ah, that was a unique and enjoyable experience.

I agree.

"Roe, was the exploration okay?"

"Yes."

That day, I successfully finished the 'Vacant Room' exploration without any other issues and accumulated my points.

The pleasant scent of the aroma massage Braun received lasted for a few days.

However, the cover-up tattoo vanished the next day as if it had been a lie, leaving only the original characters on my wrist.

Still, the ability I gained remained.

'Let's put it to good use.'

Thinking of the possibilities of the inventory, I repeated my experiments.

And then, three weeks.

As if it were a lie, there was no occasion for this ability to play an active role….

"……."

Well… usually, this is normal.

When entering a ghost story with a Manual, the company already provided the items necessary for clearing it, so there was no need to hide anything.

And the cases where I was deployed to a ghost story without a manual had decreased significantly.

'The Alien Shop doesn't really have anything that looks useful while also making me want to carry it around like crazy….'

In the end, it meant its utility had been reduced to just carrying around existing items more conveniently.

'At least I found out that food doesn't rot, as if it's in a vacuum or something.'

When I put in an analog watch, the second hand stayed the same, but when I put in a digital watch, it discharged.

A situation where the laws were incomprehensible.

And a timing where there was no urgent need to use it.

In the end, time just passed by as I gathered points reasonably well without having to use items or abilities particularly fiercely….

'It's a good thing, though.'

"Three weeks left until the regular personnel reshuffle."

"Huff, puff."

"I'm telling you, you're staying here, got it, Roe!?"

"Yes. I certainly hope so."

The hottest topic of gossip in Group D was whether I would be able to safely remain in this group after the regular personnel reshuffle.

Being a ghost story company, injuries or scary incidents occurred from time to time, but I was quite used to that now.

It meant I had become able to endure by clutching the Tattoo Stickers like talismans.

'I should save these for when it's really urgent.'

As I attended the company I was slowly getting used to, I began to feel relieved about handling work with these good-natured teammates.

And this, too, is a given.

That relief didn't last long.

Three weeks and two days later.

Monday, the day of work.

"Roe's here?"

"……."

The atmosphere had changed.

'…What is this?'

A strange calmness.

The air in the office was like when people leave a final message to their family in a disaster situation.

The peculiar serenity of people facing the acceptance of tragedy.

It was definitely not a good omen.

"…Well, I guess we end up doing things like this too."

"It'll be okay. All our team members have strong bad luck, after all!"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje didn't bother to respond to Supervisor Park Minseong's words.

It was truly ominous.

"Take a seat, Roe."

I ended up sitting on the sofa instead of at my desk. Assistant Manager Eun Haje, sitting opposite me, placed a tablet PC in front of me with a calm expression.

"This is the Darkness we'll be deployed to in three days."

"……."

Three days?

'Why are they giving us so much time?'

For a schedule three days away, they would usually say something like 'be prepared since you might be going in.'

To speak with such certainty meant something.

"It's a Darkness where twelve people will be deployed… and it's B-rank."

"……."

"Don't be too shocked. The survival rate is ridiculously high. And since the bonus points are also set generously… each person can take home 2,000 points."

"…And?"

A bitter smile that seemed to say 'you quick-witted brat' flashed across Assistant Manager Eun Haje's face.

"And, well, there's a problem. It would be faster to find a Darkness that doesn't have one… but this Darkness is a bit unique."

"…In what sense is it unique?"

"To explain it as simply as possible… yeah."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje crossed her arms.

"A total RNG-screwed game."

"…!?"

"With this one, as soon as you enter, one person unconditionally dies. …Completely random. Purely by luck."

Damn it.

Chapter 60

‘The fear that I might die.’

Perhaps that is the essence of a ghost story.

Recently, I’ve even experienced a government-managed Disaster that, theoretically, could only be cleared if someone died.

This means I’ve become quite accustomed to the explanation that ‘people usually die in ghost stories,’ and I’ve grown somewhat numb to it.

Since I’ve somehow managed to squeeze through the eye of the needle every time.

-It’s driving me crazy, but let’s start by looking for a way out.

the past few months were more than enough time for this to become my fundamental way of thinking.

But….

“Originally, everyone went missing. Only one headless corpse returned.”

“…….”

“But after repeating it a few times, one person luckily made it back alive, right? We built the Manual based on that person's testimony.”

It was the standard process for completing a High-Grade Dark Exploration Manual.

“But no matter what we do, there’s one thing we can’t change.”

And that was….

“The death of one person.”

“…….”

“The mechanism for who gets picked? There isn't one. No logic. It’s literally just random. We’ve done this thirty-seven times now, and it didn't matter what equipment they wore or what Items they held.”

“…….”

“It’s even designated as soon as you enter, so preparation or response is impossible.”

To think such a situation would come.

Literally by pure luck, I have a 1/12 chance of instant death.

…Including my team members, it’s a ridiculous probability of 1/3.

Someone just dies.

“You might be thinking, they could just put in some bastards who deserve to die, so why include someone as talented as you….”

“No, I wasn't.”

“Is that so? I heard it.”

“…….”

“It’s unavoidable…. But this damn urban legend says it’ll only let us clear it if there’s a challenger with a smart head.”

So we can’t even put in disposable pawns.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s lips twitched.

“If the probability of dying in a B-rank is 8.3%, it’s actually a pretty decent average figure.”

“…….”

It was the truth.

Just look back at the exhibition ghost story.

That case was worse because there was no Manual, but even when one was fully prepared, deaths were bound to occur at a non-negligible rate.

Even so.

“The fact that I’m trapped in that probability no matter what I do… it feels strange and incredibly absurd.”

“…….”

It wasn't strange.

There is a clear difference between dying ‘just because’ without even being able to struggle, and having the possibility to do something about it.

The latter is a challenge, and the former is slaughter.

“…Is giving me three days a way of telling me to prepare my heart?”

“That’s usually how it goes.”

It’s probably because after about three days, one's head cools down, and they start to think rationally and hopefully.

Thinking, ‘Surely I won’t be the 1/12?’….

“Roe, this is your first time with this kind of Darkness, right?”

“……Yes.”

“Go out and grab some coffee. Buy one for me too.”

I took Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s card and stepped outside, hearing her tell me that it was ‘okay to take my time.’

She sent me off with the excuse of a coffee errand, but it was essentially mental care for the rookie.

‘This is insane.’

Thanks to that, I’m currently leaning my head against a cafe sofa with an Americano in front of me.

Fear… well. Since I haven't not been afraid since falling into this place, that wasn't the problem.

I’m just troubled.

‘In this situation, information or whatever is meaningless.’

Perhaps it’s because I’ve realized that I’ve been operating under conditions where I could be more ‘certain’ than other employees until now. I feel a strange sense of self-loathing.

And a strong sense of crisis.

“…….”

‘Should I just resign?’

Wouldn't it be better to quit now and look for other methods?

Investigating ghost stories independently based on the <Dark Exploration Record>….

-Ah, Friend!

-In that case, how about working in the show business industry from now on?

What??

-Oh, of course. For my Friend, a good job is always ready…. As the old saying goes, what are friends for? Haha!

I was so startled I almost rolled off the sofa.

‘I’ll pass.’

That certainly snapped me back to my senses.

-How disappointing….

Right. In this neighborhood, there were countless cases where one ended up in a state worse than death.

Besides, investigating alone independently? That’s a choice only a fool who forgot he was a coward would make.

As expected, quitting because of a 1/12 probability is a stupid move.

‘But sitting idle is also a stupid move.’

-Ah, are you going in?

‘Yeah.’

For now, I need to find out more about this ghost story.

I returned to the office with takeout coffee for the team members and read through the tablet PC.

And….

‘…Sigh.’

It’s true. Random.

It was a ghost story I already knew through the <Dark Exploration Record>, but the problem was that almost everything I had read was already written in the Manual.

‘There’s no new information.’

I don’t know any more information than what others already know.

‘There are no gaps.’

The <Dark Exploration Record> also explicitly stated that the explanation was ‘random upon explorer entry.’

There were no exceptions or suspicious parts. In the first place, this hadn’t been treated as particularly important.

From the perspective of the writer, they probably just passed it over as a premise. They likely thought there was nothing particularly special about it, considering people die in every ghost story anyway.

And….

“The team leaders are excluded from this deployment. Only employees at the level of assistant manager and below will be deployed here.”

“…….”

Section Chief Lizard would not be accompanying us on this exploration.

It was based on the consideration that if a team leader were designated as a Sacrificial Lamb, the employees might ‘accidentally confuse priorities’ due to the difference in rank.

“There’s no Cleanup team or Elite Squad either. There was a huge mess once when they went in.”

Apparently, someone from the Elite Squad—that is, from Team A, B, or C—was designated as a Sacrificial Lamb, and in their struggle not to die, ‘unnecessary losses’ occurred where quite a few other employees died as well.

I don’t regret that I should have gone to Team A, but this damn company is truly consistent.

“Thank you for letting me know.”

“Don’t thank me.”

The assistant manager seemed to be finding solace in smoking, somewhere between enlightenment and irritation. The supervisor said something to her, and the two of them headed upstairs with their cigarettes.

“Did you see the list? The employees going in together….”

“Yeah, honestly, if one of them died, I don’t think I’d even go to their funeral. Surely they didn't pick only the bottom-tier ones based on personality, did they?”

“Hey, we’re not like that!”

I kept trying to find something by comparing the <Dark Exploration Record> and the Manual.

A gap to squeeze through.

A small void in the rules.

And then.

That afternoon, a path to evade the rules suddenly revealed itself.

Though in a somewhat different sense.

“Supervisor Kim!”

“Manager.”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin came to see me. As the person in charge of the Manual Review, the fact that he came all the way here was definitely not because he was ‘just passing by.’

“I heard! No, I heard you’re going into that crazy Russian Roulette darkness, Supervisor!”

“…….”

I’ve thought this before, but he really has a talent for speaking in a way that slightly pisses people off….

However, Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin hadn't come just to make a fuss.

The Section Chief lowered his voice, and after confirming no one was around, he whispered softly.

“Why don’t you try talking to Director Ho?”

“……!”

“I’m telling you, he’s keeping an eye on your performance, Supervisor Kim.”

“What you’re saying now is….”

I looked at the Section Chief.

“Does it mean that if I speak to the Director, he’ll take me out?”

“Exactly!”

“…….”

“Usually, they just select based on fairness or whatever… but I’m against it, against it. Huh? A young man with such a bright future like Soleum should be taken out. You’re the top recruit!”

A true evasion method had appeared.

Getting out because a superior looks out for you.

I opened my mouth.

“I’m fine.”

“Wh-What?”

I must absolutely not choose this.

‘It stands out too much.’

The moment I choose that, I’m effectively choosing a line within the company.

In a ghost story company, the executives wouldn't be ordinary people either, so I shouldn't take a side by ‘clinging to a desperate situation to get saved.’

Besides, this is a matter of survival.

‘The moment I’m exempted, rumors will definitely go around the company.’

There’s no way they’d look kindly upon that.

It’s a kind of selfish act.

To be recognized as a proper member of a community, sharing the pain is essential, but if I tried to evade it….

‘I’ll be completely marked.’

Given the nature of the Field Exploration team, which always has to move in 3-person squads, it’s an act that would seriously mess up my company life.

If the Director had stepped in and taken me out without anyone knowing and then quietly called me to take credit, that would be one thing.

The fact that it isn't like that means they aren't ‘paying attention’ to me enough to take me out separately.

Or….

‘They consider luck to be a type of skill.’

So, this is a trap.

Even if it’s bitter, saying this is the correct answer.

I spoke calmly, as if I were a man of principles.

“If I’m the only one receiving special treatment, it’s a privilege. There must be a reason why the company assigns work this way, so I will do my best to fulfill my responsibility.”

“Uh… uh….”

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin stuttered, but after asking several times if ‘I was sure,’ he eventually accepted it and turned away.

Really…….

I barely held back the urge to grab his pant legs and scream yes…….

‘Let’s find meaning in the fact that I’ve built up my character.’

Since there’s no other joy besides that.

I watched the Section Chief's retreating back bitterly before returning to my seat.

‘Let’s look at the Manual again.’

But whether I looked at the <Dark Exploration Record> or the Manual again, it was the same story—no gaps.

Because there were no exceptions for any of the explorers.

‘So all the explorers who entered are in this victim draw…….’

“…….”

Wait a minute.

‘This….’

I re-read it several times.

‘…Could this be a gap?’

I can’t be sure.

‘It’s a possibility.’

But in this situation, it’s right to grab onto any possibility and try it.

-Did you think of some fun idea, Mr. Roe Deer?

It’s not fun, but an idea did come to mind.

‘Creating an exception.’

-Hmm?

All explorers who entered this ghost story were, without exception, put into the 1/12 instant death draw.

But perhaps there was a common condition shared only by these explorers?

A condition where an exception had never occurred until now.

-What kind of common condition?

…….

‘That they are human.’

In both the Manual and the Dark Exploration Record, the explorers are human. There are no descriptions of cases involving other life forms.

But in this world, humans aren't the only intelligent beings, are they?

And if you include animals and plants, it becomes limitless.

‘If it’s a living being that isn't human, could it avoid the judgment?’

Considering the Trends of the Irregular records in the <Dark Exploration Record> I’ve read so far, that seems like the most likely exception in the current situation.

-Mr. Roe Deer, do you want to stop being human?

‘N-No, it’s not that.’

I wish he wouldn't ask such pure questions that sound like a trap.

‘I just want to be treated as if I’ve stepped outside of being human for a moment.’

I chose my words deliberately.

‘Like dressing up as someone else for a show.’

-Ho-oh.

‘…Is that something possible for Braun as well?’

-Ah, of course it is possible!

Strength and vitality are added to Braun’s voice.

Just like when he’s hosting a show.

-Is it not the fate of an Entertainer to take on a new identity? I possess countless masks and…… ah. I think I can lend one to Mr. Roe Deer right now!

It was a jackpot.

‘Let’s try this.’

“Whew.”

I finally took my eyes off the Manual and leaned my head back.

Then, having finished their cigarette break, the assistant manager and the supervisor entered the office and waved at me when they saw me.

“…….”

Ah, dammit.

‘Braun, about that ‘mask’ ability… could you perhaps use it for multiple people?’

-Multiple people? For those who are not Friends?

‘Well, including me.’

-…If I regain more of my peak skills, it would be possible. Back then, I even put dozens of people in the studio! No, was it hundreds?

…Good.

‘Braun.’

-My Friend calls for me again!

I politely patted my pocket.

‘Let’s take a bath.’

-…!?

-Mr. Roe Deer, this is much appreciated, but I am not an entertainer so fascinated by the occult that I enjoy bathing in my Friend’s blood.

“I know.”

Even though he was a quiz show host who blew up guests’ heads, Braun, as a ‘Good Friend,’ was certainly that kind of being.

But there was no other way.

Even if I tried to get blood bags from the hospital somehow, the freshness would be low and thus the efficiency would be poor, and I couldn't use someone else’s blood.

And I couldn't exactly bring a monster from a ghost story like last time.

‘The remaining Mountain Ginseng won't satisfy the intelligent being condition anyway since whatever was inside it has left.’

What’s left is obvious.

It’s my blood.

I looked into the small, elegantly checkered tub.

Still clean and smelling nice, this is the Blood Bath I bought from the Alien Shop.

Now I have to pour my blood into it.

“I probably won’t be able to give much either. About half a cup, I guess.”

In terms of quantity, maybe around 180ml.

-Half a cup! It’ll be tight, but for a bath bomb with a small body full of cotton, it wouldn't be bad. Diluting it in water… no, that’s not it. Will you really be okay?

I was fine.

‘I can do it.’

I took a deep breath and gripped the kitchen knife.

Beside me was the wound-healing potion I had brought back from the company medical room.

“Phew.”

I stabbed the flesh of my arm with the tip of the knife.

-Oh my goodness!

Blood poured out.

It burst and overflowed profusely, as if I had found the artery correctly.

Ha….

‘Remember. I’m afraid of creepy situations, not the bleeding itself….’

This isn't a creepy situation…!

Repeating this to myself to calm down, the blood soon fell into the tub in the predicted amount.

‘This should be about half a cup.’

But I didn't stop the bleeding.

-Mr. Roe Deer?

A little more.

-I think it’s enough, Friend!

A little more.

-Friend?

This much should do.

‘There.’

I quickly stopped the bleeding on my arm with the company’s medicine. The magically effective medicine brilliantly halted the arterial bleeding.

I felt a bit dizzy due to the amount of blood loss, but it was fine.

‘I just have to drink a potion for this too.’

I’ll be back to normal by the time I’m deployed to the ghost story the day after tomorrow, so it’s fine.

What’s important is….

Isn't it that the tub is filled with a fragrant scent?

“Whew….”

I looked into the tub. A fragrant smell hit the tip of my nose properly.

It seemed my blood had successfully fulfilled its role.

‘I think I took out almost 500ml.’

It seemed to have turned into a bath additive properly….

‘…The smell of wood?’

When I caught the scent, it for some reason reminded me of that damn Changwi ghost story forest, which felt a bit unpleasant, but anyway, it was better than a foul or strange scent.

I nodded and spoke to Braun.

“You can go in now. Is the scent okay?”

-Ah, of course. It is an interesting scent. Much like Mr. Roe Deer’s unpredictable and fickle decisions!

I smiled.

“Are you being sarcastic? Because I shed more blood than predicted?”

-Sarcasm is an essential virtue for a mass talk show host! But I do not display that virtue just anytime.

“Thanks for worrying.”

-…….

“I’m going to treat it properly, so it’s fine. I won’t do it again in the future, though.”

-Now you are speaking wise words, Friend.

Is that so?

To be honest, I did it this way on purpose.

I thought that if I gave the ‘Good Friend’ a bit of a shock here, he would feel a sense of repulsion at the thought of bathing in my blood in the future.

And it seemed to have worked.

‘If I had predicted this amount, he might have accepted it naturally.’

That wouldn't do.

‘This kind of thing must end with this one time.’

I tried to pick Braun up and put him in the tub, but Braun declined again.

-I shall walk in grandly on my own two feet.

Oh, alright then.

I turned my back to the tub. Soon, I heard the sound of footsteps and the splashing of water as he entered the tub.

The bath had begun.

But a moment later.

-Mr. Roe Deer, this bath additive you made….

-Hmm, it is a bit unique!

Pardon?

Chapter 61

Suddenly, Braun critiqued the bath additive I made by squeezing out 500ml of my own blood.

‘…Unique?’

I was flustered.

‘I almost looked back at the bathtub.’

I held my head steady and asked.

“What do you mean by unique?”

-Exactly what it sounds like! Well, aren't there different types of bath additives? Salts, oils, bubbles…. Mr. Roe Deer’s has quite a few differences from that Mountain Ginseng. There are similarities as well, though.

Well,

That guy is a ghost story Mountain Ginseng, and I’m a human….

‘Wouldn't it naturally be different?’

-It would be. But why would Mr. Roe Deer have anything in common with that Mountain Ginseng?

“…!”

-Hmm… Ah. I see the reason.

Braun smacked his lips as if tasting wine and said:

-Mr. Roe Deer. Your bath additive is blended.

Blending.

Literally, a mixture.

It mainly refers to mixing various raw materials in coffee or cocktails to create a new flavor….

-Indeed. It contains a mixture of raw materials from a similar lineage as the Mountain Ginseng….

“…….”

Is he talking about Ghost Story Contamination?

I thought of the Sergeant.

The way that wolf-like thing had appeared, tearing through and twisting the human form.

Is that phenomenon of being Contaminated and Eroded by an Anomalous Phenomenon happening to me too?

-Contamination! What an extreme and negative expression. Isn’t life originally a process of change? Influencing one another, that is the joy of it!

Damn it.

I reflexively looked down at my body. If there was any noticeable influence from an ‘Anomalous Phenomenon’….

“Do you think the cause of that ‘influence’ is the tattoo?”

-Hmm. It is quite difficult to guess the origin of something that has already been mixed….

-Some connoisseurs say they can name the vineyard just by touching the tip of their tongue to the wine, but I am not the type of Host who likes to put on such airs!

“…….”

-Anyway, what I’m saying is that Mr. Roe Deer isn't going to meet a new version of himself by next week or anything, so there is nothing to fear!

Theoretically, he was right.

‘As long as I live and work here anyway, some degree of Ghost Story Contamination is unavoidable.’

Making a fuss for no reason was meaningless.

The stronger the Supernatural Ability one can use, and the more types one has, the greater the power of Erosion becomes.

One has to find a balance in between.

I didn't think I had enough abilities yet to warrant worrying about that balance, though.

‘…I’ll have to manage this from now on.’

Among the facilities opened to me when I became a Lead, there was a place that managed exactly this.

I should visit it once I get through this ghost story safely.

-Hmm. There seems to be something else very unique mixed in…… Ah, it has all dissolved.

Braun, who had been sniffing as if trying to further identify the bath additive, let out a long, satisfied sigh.

-I enjoyed it thoroughly!

I’m glad at least you enjoyed it.

Inside the bathtub, neon lights flickered a few times as if changing TV channels.

And the shadow of the plush doll, lying comfortably against the bathtub wall, crossed energetically.

-Shall we go out now?

I walked over and picked up Braun.

This time too, the plush doll looked strangely more high-end, but there was no difference in size.

Still, Braun's voice sounded somewhat clearer and more intelligent.

I covered the doll with a towel to hide it from view and asked.

“Are you full of energy?”

-Incomparably so!

-Mmm, it feels like I’m returning to the state of awakening from my busy days….

It seemed there wasn't a change as dramatic as when I used that Contaminated Mountain Ginseng, but he did seem to have undergone a ‘rejuvenation.’

And the moment I lifted the towel covering Braun, I noticed something I hadn't seen earlier.

‘…A tag?’

On the nape of the plush doll, I saw a scrap of fabric that looked like a tag had been cut off.

‘Was there a whole tag attached to this spot originally?’

It looked as if he had recovered part of what had been cut off during the rejuvenation process.

‘It’s a strange feeling.’

I should keep that in mind.

-Ah, how comfortable.

“That’s good.”

After drying the plush doll, I placed it carefully on a towel on the table where I usually kept it.

Preparations were complete.

“I have a favor to ask.”

-Ah, I had a rough idea!

-How could I refuse after a Friend even assisted me with my bath! You probably want to ask to lend my mask to other people, right?

“That’s right.”

Because the rejuvenated Braun would be able to use more powerful abilities.

-Very well. How many people?

“Two.”

Two days later.

Following the official notice I received, I went to work at a location other than the company.

It was an already closed private preschool building, and people from the company had already taken their places inside.

“You’ve arrived.”

“Roe’s here early!”

As I stood near the entrance of the preschool, which hadn't been properly cleaned, the team members soon arrived.

“Please, let those bastards die instead of us.”

“Please… definitely….”

“…….”

Thank you for speaking in such a small voice.

But honestly, even if they had heard, it probably wouldn't have mattered, because everyone was wearing the same expression.

“Roe, Roe! See that person who wove a rabbit’s foot over there? That’s an Item that’s supposed to improve your luck.”

“Does it really work?”

“As if. In the exploration before last, a guy who brought a similar Item got picked and went to the afterlife in one shot.”

“…….”

“Assistant Manager Haje is right. All those Items are void here… they say the selection is ‘fair.’”

I looked back at the Lead, who was smiling awkwardly.

His face was pale; even though he had prepared himself, he seemed very nervous.

“Lead.”

“Yeah?”

“Would the company mind if I tried something like that too?”

“Ah, devising a countermeasure to avoid being the Sacrificial Lamb?”

“Mm, something like that.”

The Lead laughed and patted my back.

“Oh, Roe, of course! Everyone’s doing it!”

“I’ll bet my salary that every human in here has spent the last three days pulling all sorts of bullshit to save their own skin.”

You’re quite fiery, Assistant Manager….

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smirked.

“How do you think they found out it doesn’t work in the first place? They found out because the bastards who tried everything still got picked as the Sacrificial Lamb.”

“…….”

“Why? Are you going to try something, Roe?”

“Yes.”

I hesitated for a moment before pulling Braun out of my pocket.

“Ah, the keychain you carry around.”

“He’s my lucky Friend. Would it be alright if I lent his ability to you two as well? Keep it a secret, though.”

Both of them smiled with slightly drained expressions and nodded.

“Well… thanks.”

“I’d really love to have some luck!”

Okay.

‘I’ve also done the preliminary work so that there won’t be any complaints later.’

“Phew.”

-Now, let us prepare.

“Entering soon.”

Like the others, I looked at the single old wall clock hanging in the entrance.

Tick.

The clock hand passes 8:59:56 AM.

-Now, you are entering the studio.

-Don't be nervous if you see a camera; think of it as starlight. It will be very comfortable.

Tick.

57 seconds.

Strangely, my heart was calm.

A certainty about my identity.

-It just so happens you are wearing a mask! Oh, excellent.

-That mask is you from now on.

Tick.

58 seconds.

I raised my head.

My horns were itchy. They had a wood-like texture, but only I knew that they weren't actually wood, but ■■….

-There are other animal friends! Two of them.

Tick.

59 seconds.

When I turned my head, I saw a Badger and a Falcon. The two were observing the humans around them.

And….

-It seems no one here is more powerful than you.

I know.

I blinked. My heat-sensing vision identified the poikilothermic animals nearby.

The human body temperatures rising with tension.

And….

Tick.

9:00 AM.

The wall clock rang its alarm loudly.

Bong……!!

“…!”

I inhaled.

The preschool building, which had felt like a ruin, had suddenly transformed into a clean space smelling of a new building.

It was like a brand-new building just before it starts operating.

And I was standing inside a room with organized toys, together with the Falcon… no, Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

…We had entered the ghost story.

“……."

I slowly looked down at my neck.

It was clean.

“Ha.”

I relaxed my body.

‘I avoided it.’

The strange sense of total body thickness, like wearing a mascot suit, and the tactile sensation of the horns gradually faded.

As did that strange certainty of identity.

-Well, your short roles end here.

Thanks.

‘So this is what the mask is.’

It was a truly bizarre feeling, so I was glad it was over quickly.

Perhaps because he had designated three of us and used it so precisely and precariously to the limit, Braun’s voice also sounded drained of energy.

The fact that he had held out for those few seconds was impressive.

‘Good work.’

I was about to gently pat Braun inside my pocket….

-Now…… wait a minute. Good heavens, what is this?

“…?”

Why was he panicking?

I immediately pulled Braun out of my pocket.

Then, I saw something hanging from the plush doll's neck that hadn't been there before.

…A black rope hologram.

The mark of the victim.

“…?!”

Is Braun picked as the victim now?

‘A ghost story resident?’

Just as I was about to become insanely confused about whether the possibilities had gone completely haywire or if I should be worried.

Braun started chattering.

-Excuse me? What do you mean, participate in an educational demonstration… My profession is interviewing teachers, not teaching children myself. Good grief!

-Show business my goodness! You people are so boring. Stuck in a rut, inflexible, and lacking any charm the public would like.

-I’m out.

Then, he snapped his cotton-stuffed fingers.

Then… surprisingly, the rope vanished from the plush doll's neck!

“…!!”

-To try and drag someone in by mentioning rules when they aren't even a suitable participant! What a preschool with absolutely no professional ethics.

“…….”

‘Being judged as something other than human… it really did work.’

Though it felt a bit different from what I expected.

Seeing that the ghost story passed the rope to another target because Braun was picked but refused to participate, it was certain.

“…….”

Wait.

‘Passed it?’

I hurriedly looked down at my neck.

It was still clean.

‘Who did it go to?’

It was a relief that it wasn't me, but was this situation right—where a random person dies because a ghost story resident refused to take the baton?

“Roe.”

In a panic, I turned my head toward Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

“Assistant Manager, I just…….”

“…….”

“…….”

Before my eyes as I turned my head.

“Don’t panic, just take a deep breath. Slowly.”

The Assistant Manager gave a thin smile.

“I’m going to ask you a favor now… if you don't think you can do it, refuse.”

“Assistant Manager.”

“I’d like to do it myself, but I guess I can't.”

The Assistant Manager gave a smirk and tapped it.

“Because it’s confirmed, you see.”

Her own neck, where the black rope was hung.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Hungry Hangman]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, with Daydream Inc. identification code Qterw-B-191.

A Darkness themed around a word-guessing game, it allows no exceptions to any rules for explorers.

One can never step out of their assigned role.

the psychological conflict and fear arising within it are exquisite.

The Sacrificial Lamb designated as the Hangman is placed on the Execution Platform every time other explorers guess about them, and eventually, they are hanged.

There are no exceptions.

==========

“I guess I should say I’m lucky there’s time to leave a will, at least.”

No.

“Wait, please just wait a moment….”

“It’s fine.”

The Assistant Manager’s smile turned into a bitter one.

“Hey… I’m dying anyway.”

“…!”

“The only difference is whether you guys live and I die, or we all die together.”

…It was true.

If the correct word is not guessed by the end of the game, the participants are disposed of.

The Hangman is also disposed of.

There are no exceptions.

Damn it.

“Now, so listen carefully. I have some things set to be automatically purchased from the Point Mall if I die on the job.”

“…….”

“Just check if the Lead verifies it properly. That man can be surprisingly airheaded.”

At that moment, I realized.

This person has completely accepted the situation.

Bzzzzzt—

“…!”

“Snap out of it. It’s starting.”

In a corner of the playroom.

An old TV flickered to life with static.

[Hello, ■■ English Preschool teachers! Today, we are going to learn a fun game you can play with the students!]

[It’s… Hangman!]

The rope around the Assistant Manager’s neck moved violently.

“…!”

The rope, having taken form, wrapped around her arms and legs one by one, lifting her into the air.

[Today’s teacher, New Recruit Eun Haje, will lead the game!]

And giant blank spaces appeared on the TV.

[Hangman! Let’s guess the word together!]

The hanging had begun.

Chapter 62

[Everyone, what kind of game is ‘Hangman’?]

[That’s right! It’s an educational game where you guess the spelling of a word! If the alphabet you call out is included in this word, you’re correct! If not, buzz!]

[And to make this game even more conducive to learning, we’re going to give you several hints.]

The Assistant Manager was hanging in mid-air.

The pastel colors and bright voice of the TV, so starkly contrasted against her, hammered at my ears.

[Then, shall we begin?]

Hanging in the air, Assistant Manager Eun Haje broke into a cold sweat and gave a bitter smile.

“The introduction is long, even though everyone knows what’s going on anyway. Don’t you think?”

The B-rank nature of this Ghost Story lay in the hellish few hours leading up to death, filled with soul-crushing and blood-drying mental pressure and agony.

……It went like this.

It was true that the Sacrificial Lamb chosen for Hangman was effectively handed a death sentence.

However, at the moment the ‘play’ actually proceeded, they remained temporarily alive.

And this victim….

[This keyword is the one word that best describes Teacher Eun Haje!]

[Shall we all guess what kind of person Teacher Eun Haje is together?]

Is ruthlessly exposed.

According to the Dark Exploration Records, all attempts to hide the victim’s personal information during this process failed.

Major life events are fatally announced, as if their entire life is being scrutinized and judged in detail.

The Hangman game format was even modified for that very purpose.

[Everyone, the number of letters in this English word is 8.]

I looked up and saw the blank spaces displayed on the TV screen.

If all the letters were filled in correctly, an English word would be revealed.

Originally, the participants of the game would take turns throwing out random letters, and if there was a matching blank, it would be filled in naturally.

That was how the word was deduced.

But….

‘Here, every single letter is connected to the victim.’

[Here is the hint for the 8th blank letter!]

[What was Teacher Eun Haje’s profession four years ago?]

In this manner.

It was easier if you guessed things related to the other person’s identity. So, if you wanted this process to go more smoothly….

The victim’s cooperation was required.

You had to persuade or threaten someone who had been sentenced to death to speak.

“…….”

“…….”

Cold sweat dripped down my chin.

‘So, right now….’

What am I doing?

The plush doll in my hand, the old-fashioned TV, Assistant Manager Eun Haje hanging in the air…….

What could I do?

‘Let’s run.’

I moved my feet.

“Roe! Where are you going?!”

“There’s no time. I’ll explain later….”

“Are you looking for the Execution Platform by any chance?”

“…!”

“It’s no use even if you break it. You know that, right? You read the Manual.”

“I won’t know until I try.”

I would call Section Chief Lee Jaheon like I did during the quiz show. Then, if I asked him to destroy the Execution Platform again… yes, until it was restored, it would buy some time—

“Wait a second.”

There was no time.

“Just sit down for a moment. Actually… I have something I want to try at the very last minute, too.”

“…….”

“I’m not just saying that. So don’t do anything to stand out for no reason. We can’t have you racking up unnecessary Penalty Counts.”

Penalty Count.

“You know, right?”

I knew.

This Ghost Story was based on the fear that comes from a stifling sort of oppression that strictly constrains everything.

The movements and actions of the 12 ‘New Teachers’ were critiqued by the kindergarten in real-time via CCTV, and if one behaved in a way unbecoming of a teacher, they received a ‘Penalty.’

[1 minute left. Teachers, please raise your hands and shout out a letter!]

“Assistant Manager Eun! Assistant Manager Eun!”

Just then, the door to the playroom burst open and an employee rushed in.

His face looked frantic, as if he were driven mad by frustration and anxiety. He must have been looking for the victim, and his expression likely turned out that way because he couldn't run.

This was because even running faster than a brisk walk was forbidden in this kindergarten.

Cursing was forbidden, destruction was forbidden, and everything that went against the rules of play was forbidden.

“F-fuck…… whew. Why did it have to be the end room on the 3rd floor!”

The employee let out a shriek at Assistant Manager Eun Haje as if venting his anger. Even so, he seemed to be holding back his curses to follow the rules.

“Hey! You… Assistant Manager Eun, what did you do four years ago?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smirked.

Because….

“Where the hell do you think you’re coming from, talking down to me like that, you piece of shit?”

“…!”

In all these rules, the Hangman was an exception.

“Wh-what… why, all of a sudde….”

Because they were going to die anyway.

“I only refrained from pointing it out before because I didn’t want to get involved with you, you retard. My mood is shitty enough as it is since I’m likely to kick the bucket without collecting all my points.”

“U-uh….”

“Get a grip if you’ve already killed three newbies, you crazy troll bastard.”

The employee’s face turned beet-red with rage.

“Do you feel wronged? Are you annoyed?”

“N-no….”

“Still, you have to endure it. You don’t want to be judged as having ‘No Contribution’ and get a penalty later because you couldn’t get a single letter right, do you?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje spoke with a smirk, as if slowly agitating him.

“There are only eight spots, so behave yourself. Got it?”

“…….”

The employee shut his mouth tight.

If he had a brain, it was the obvious judgment.

In this Ghost Story, the scenario where only one person dies is the best-case scenario based on the manual; in fact, total annihilation easily occurs if things go wrong.

It was a Ghost Story where survival was guaranteed only if the rules were followed to the letter.

‘And in this Hangman game, if you don’t get a single letter right, you get a penalty during the final ‘evaluation’ too….’

It was then.

“Hey, Roe. Come here.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje called me.

As I approached, she lowered her voice so that only I could hear.

“My job four years ago was a reporter.”

“…….”

“Roe, you guess it. Start by getting rid of the ‘No Contribution’ penalty.”

This was driving me crazy.

“Even if you say you don’t want to guess here, nothing changes. You know that, right?”

“It helps my mental state.”

“Please, worry about the mental state of the person who might die soon. Just a little.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje frowned.

“Just understand the sheer shittiness I’d feel if that bastard beat you to it and got it right. Okay?”

Sigh…….

I pressed my temples firmly before finally heading toward the TV.

The eyes of the employee who had barged in widened.

“W-wait, you….”

“The last letter of the keyword is R. It’s the initial for Reporter.”

Static.

[That’s correct!]

The screen displayed the letter with a cheerful sound.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ R

And then.

[Let’s draw the Hangman~]

“Gah.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s body contorted.

From the Assistant Manager’s body hanging in the air, her left foot literally ‘disappeared.’

……One foot had moved onto the Execution Platform.

The Sacrificial Lamb designated as the Hangman moves onto the platform every time the other explorers guess something about them, and they are ultimately hanged.

There were no exceptions.

It was maddening.

“…It wasn’t cut off, so there’s no pain. Don’t worry.”

As if I could help but worry?

“Isn’t it lucky it didn’t start with my neck? At least we can keep talking.”

No.

No matter how much I thought about it, that person’s ‘one shot I want to try at the last minute’ seemed like a bluff to keep me safely here.

‘I can’t just let time pass like this.’

In the meantime, the TV proceeded again.

[Here is the hint for the 5th blank letter!]

[What was the last mode of transportation Teacher Eun Haje used when she was a reporter?]

The employee hesitated, glancing at Assistant Manager Eun Haje and grit his teeth as he spoke.

“T-tell me…. Hey, even so, we—”

“We what?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje looked at the other person with eyes full of disbelief.

“Three newbies died because of you… ah, you piece of shit, seriously. You should have been the one caught here and dying.”

“Sh-shut up! You’re the one who’s gonna die!”

“Yeah~ so don’t listen to the person who’s gonna die.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje tilted her head with a bored expression.

The employee, whose face had turned a mottled red and purple, shoved me aside and stepped in front of the TV.

“Transportation! Right, it’s obvious based on probability! It’s either a bus or a subway! Right, uh, the initial for Subway, S!”

[Oh dear, buzz!]

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ R

[For your penalty, please recite the Educational Manual for 10 minutes!]

“U-uh….”

Along with a distorting sound, a black booklet hologram appeared before the employee’s eyes and…….

“AAAAAAAAGH!”

It stuck to his face.

“Aaargh! Aagh!”

The black booklet that swallowed his face melted as if adhering to his skin. Even as he rolled on the floor and struggled to tear it off, nothing changed.

Beneath the booklet that just kept flowing down, a clear brand mark could be seen on his forehead….

[Chick Class]

Assistant Manager Eun Haje clicked her tongue.

“Taking a random guess at that. Stupid bastard.”

“…….”

“Watch closely, Roe. If those accumulate, you’ll be educated here until you become a proper ‘Kindergarten Teacher.’ …Forever.”

That was right.

In this place, if you couldn't participate in the game faithfully, you would end up in a state worse than death.

“3 times. It’s over if you get hit 3 times.”

A penalty of 3 times.

That was when one became contaminated to the point of no longer being judged as human.

Just like the security team.

‘But it’s an even worse situation.’

If you weren't rescued like the security team, you would just be trapped in this Ghost Story and go missing.

“So don’t do anything useless.”

“…….”

“If you mess up, you won’t even be able to die.”

Cold sweat ran down my back.

‘I know.’

In this situation, I would definitely live if I just followed the manual.

I had even removed my penalty by guessing one letter.

Was there any need to take a risk?

‘Trying something could only make the situation worse.’

In this Ghost Story, there were countless records of people who tried to save the Hangman, only to get contaminated, fail to escape, and end up being endlessly educated as a kindergarten teacher.

There were no exceptions.

Right, there was no answer.

I knew that, too.

That there was no answer.

In here, no matter what, the game had to be completed and the Hangman had to die.

This wasn't a Ghost Story you could enjoy while looking at anomalous exploration records.

‘Its nature is different.’

From the moment it was registered on the Wiki, it was written as a theme that drives people crazy because the rules cannot be broken!

It was a Ghost Story that maximized the fear of the weak, who feel the desolation and frustration of being unable to break the rules and must ultimately desperately censor themselves to fit those rules.

At the very least, there was one tiny variable I had witnessed.

Braun, who had spoken with this Ghost Story and exited the game.

But I had just stood by and watched Braun chatter, so that opportunity had flown away.

‘I should have intervened.’

Somehow, by dragging out time, instead of just handing over the rope immediately, if I had talked a bit more…….

—Hmm?

Braun gasped in disbelief.

—My, I’d like to decline. Having to talk more with these fellows is such a tedious thing!

—Mr. Roe Deer. Are you perhaps saying that I should have willingly mimicked being hanged in this stale game? To me, your friend?

…….

Whew.

‘Braun. I could say the same thing.’

—Wait a minute?

‘When you declared you wouldn't participate in this game, you must have known that someone else would be selected as the Hangman.’

Which means,

‘You did it without hesitation, even though you knew there was a 1/12 chance I could die?’

—…!!

‘Did it not matter to you if I was hanged?’

—No! No… that is not it. However, even this old-fashioned play must have its rules respected as a play… ah, of course, my friend is more important than that…….

I could feel a confusion in Braun’s tone that hadn't been there before.

It seemed that his role as a ‘Good Friend’ and his role as a Host of the Ghost Story were clashing within him.

Let’s not forget, this guy has the twisted mindset of a Ghost Story denizen.

But at the same time….

He was a plush doll who tried very hard to be my friend.

‘Right.’

Let’s find my balance. Even if I’m a coward, let’s not be a fool.

I explained as calmly as possible.

‘What I was trying to say is that I don’t think you should have been hanged either.’

It’s just… I’m just going crazy with anxiety.

‘I meant that it would have been better if I had asked you if we could leave after getting a bit more information. Since it seemed like you could communicate with this Ghost Story.’

—Ah… I see. Unfortunately for Mr. Roe Deer, it seems they’ve decided to treat me as an outsider for now, so no special interview is being connected.

—In any case, if that is your judgment, I can certainly understand!

‘Yeah.’

But vaguely… I had a feeling that we had probably understood each other differently.

Even while thinking that, I simply didn't have any additional brain capacity to spend on it.

‘There isn’t any.’

Even though I knew there wasn't, one part of my mind was desperately searching through the exploration records and manual information I possessed, over and over, trying to find a loophole to save the Hangman.

But there was none.

No, it was natural that there were none!

Because if such a thing existed, it would have occurred to me during the last two days when I was thinking until my head felt like it would split!

‘There are no such cases.’

No matter how much I searched the <Dark Exploration Records> in my head or retraced the manual, it wasn't there.

I already knew….

Even if you destroy the Execution Platform, even if you try to swap the Hangman, even if you hold out without guessing the word.

The Hangman dies, and only penalties are added.

There were no exceptions.

‘They unconditionally die…? Unconditionally……,’

Is there really nothing else?

I grit my teeth.

How….

“Roe!”

Just then, I heard a familiar voice.

When I turned my head, I saw a second employee appearing at the open door….

“…Supervisor.”

“Are you okay…… sigh.”

Supervisor Park Minseong, who was entering the room, gasped when he saw Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

“You’re here?”

“…….”

“You already heard it on the TV, right? Get ready to guess.”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s face was filled with an indescribable surge of emotion before it suddenly calmed down.

“Don’t think about useless things and guess quickly. You know you’ve already accumulated some, right?”

“…….”

Accumulated?

“Supervisor, what does that mean….”

The Supervisor whispered to me with a pained expression.

“Well. Actually, this is my second time coming in here….”

“…!!”

“I came in once right after I joined the company, and now I’m back again after two years. Haha…. I don’t know if my luck is consistently good or bad.”

The Supervisor gave a bitter smile.

“Before, I received a penalty once because I tried to pull someone off who was caught as the Hangman… so the contamination probably accumulated… I’m not really sure. There haven’t been any cases of it until now.”

The Supervisor, speaking incoherently about how he only carried one piece of Exclusive Equipment at a time just in case, looked like he had already lost his mind.

I grabbed the Supervisor’s shoulder.

“…!”

“Supervisor.”

A direct witness.

The only person who would have detailed information that I didn't!

“From now on, please answer my questions quickly and accurately.”

Chapter 63

Faster. Faster.

“Supervisor, then your previous experience was the 35th round, right?”

“T-That’s right. It was the only round where they tried to send in new hires.”

Kim Soleum exchanged short, urgent questions and answers with Supervisor Park Minseong and quickly organized the core details in his head.

‘Supervisor Park Minseong’s details as an experienced person….’

“Is this it? Is this the information you need?”

“I’m putting it together.”

-The new hires were drafted for this exploration of Darkness for the first time and were in a state of pandemonium due to terror.

-Several people were penalized for using profanity. A fight broke out over a vial of Cheongsimhwan, and both were penalized. Even the person who took the medicine was penalized.

-The number of personnel who received two or more penalties and were on the verge of Contamination was 7.

-The new hire who was caught as the Hangman lost consciousness due to a panic attack in the middle of it, but everyone was in such a state of panic and terror that no one could pay attention.

-A new hire fainted after being hit on the head by a body falling from the Execution Platform. They resigned afterward.

“…….”

Wait?

“After that, they never put in new hires again….”

“Wait a moment.”

“Huh?”

“Does the body remain?”

Kim Soleum looked at the supervisor urgently.

“I mean the people who become the Hangman and die here.”

“T-That’s right? Of course, I don’t know about things like decomposition. …I think they didn't have heads, either. It’s not like I went to the funeral and saw every step of the procedure….”

“…!!”

A chill ran down Kim Soleum’s spine.

This is, this is….

“W-Why??”

Supervisor Park Minseong hurriedly grabbed my shoulder.

“Is there some kind of hint? Can it be done?!”

“Yes.”

Kim Soleum nodded urgently.

However, cold sweat trickled down his neck.

‘Honestly, I can’t guarantee it this time either.’

It felt like a crazy idea. But, but….

How thrilling is the hope that there is a possibility.

‘It’s right to try.’

Kim Soleum roughly assembled what he needed. …It seemed like it might just barely work.

‘With this, I can slip through the gaps without touching the rules…!’

However, if there was a problem…….

There was one absolutely necessary ability, but it wasn't in a standby state.

‘…Braun.’

He needed him again.

‘Disguise Ability, how much longer would I have to wait to use it again?’

-Hmm.

-Don’t even I need about half a day’s rest?

Kim Soleum immediately revised the question.

‘What if the conditions were changed?’

-Conditions?

Kim Soleum explained the ‘changed conditions.’

Then the answer changed.

-If it’s that, I can do it if I rest for about an hour!

-It’s a bit of a grueling schedule but… hmm, I’ll endure it. Because I am a pro!

‘Thank you so much.’

-Don’t mention it!

One hour then.

The conditions were re-established.

‘I have to buy time.’

In this chaos, he had to make sure Assistant Manager Eun Haje didn't completely ascend the Execution Platform for one hour.

And that was impossible alone.

“Seonbae.”

“Yeah?”

“If possible, I’d like you to act as a shill.”

“……?”

Kim Soleum quickly tucked the ‘Silver Heart’ into his pocket.

Then he shouted.

To the nine employees who were already gathered in the room, heatedly playing the Hangman Game.

“Seonbaenims.”

“…!”

Nine pairs of eyes turned to Kim Soleum.

He swallowed hard inwardly.

What he needed now was….

‘…Aggro!!’

“If you could double your Clear Points, would you do it?”

The Assistant Manager of Group D, Eun Haje, lifted her head.

For someone who had been sentenced to death and was hanging in the air with black ropes around her neck and limbs, her mind was calmer than expected.

‘This is a good enough way to go.’

Except for dying right before collecting Points, honestly, compared to the bloodbaths of the employees who had died before, it really wasn't bad.

“Assistant Manager Eun!! What was the transportation method!!”

“I don’t know. I told you I don’t remember!”

It was even more so in the sense that she was annoying the trolls with no personality until the end.

The only regrettable thing was that even though she wasn't very cooperative, the correct answer was being narrowed down.

That’s how Hangman was.

“Agh… what was the last transportation she took when she was a reporter? How the hell am I supposed to know that? I don’t know, damn it… A?”

[That is correct!]

“I-It worked!!”

Even if they couldn't guess the initials through hints, the answer would eventually come out if they kept throwing out alphabets.

_ _ _ _ A _ _ R

‘Ugh,’

Assistant Manager Eun Haje felt the chilly fear of death at the back of her neck as she looked at her missing feet, but she didn't show it.

She didn't want to give the trolls any satisfaction.

[Here is the hint for the 3rd blank alphabet!]

[Why can’t Assistant Manager Eun Haje board a plane again?]

Meanwhile, the two Hubaes from Group D were busily exchanging questions and answers in the corner.

‘What are they doing.’

They seemed to be gritting their teeth seeing her with both feet gone, but then they talked even more desperately.

It seemed like they were thinking of the futile idea of saving her from here….

‘Maybe that’s better.’

She hoped they would just realize there was no answer while talking and give up.

Knowing they had considered it would be a comfort.

‘…….’

In the meantime, someone got the answer to this relatively easy question.

“Trauma? T!”

_ _ T _ A _ _ R

[That is correct!]

Her entire left leg disappeared.

‘F*ck…!’

“Waaaaah! It worked!”

“Ah!! I should have gone first!”

The sound of the trolls shouting as if they were watching a sport upon seeing a person's leg vanish.

Eun Haje slowly began to get angry with annoyance.

‘Should I just actively become a troll too?’

But suddenly.

“Seonbaenims.”

Someone raised their hand from beyond the trolls.

“If you could double your Clear Points, would you do it?”

‘…Roe!?’

That’s right.

The new hire of Group D—no, the youngest, Kim Soleum, who had escaped the new hire status in the shortest time—was raising his hand with a calm expression.

“What?”

“That guy… isn’t that the one? The one who got promoted this time.”

By then, everyone recognized him.

The top recruit wearing a Mask with antlers similar to a deer. Since he had already been promoted to supervisor in just 60 days, rumors had already spread openly.

Was it because of those rumors?

Strangely, they found themselves paying attention to the new hire. He had a curiously… natural presence.

Moreover, just now.

‘Didn’t he say Points…?’

“…….”

In the bizarre atmosphere of the playroom where everyone was focusing on him, Kim Soleum opened his mouth.

“Would you like to make a bet?”

…??

“If you win this bet, I will give you all of my Clear Points.”

“…!!”

“Huh?”

It was insane aggro.

“Is he crazy? What’s wrong with him?”

But at the same time, if you were a Field Exploration Position employee hooked on the word ‘Points,’ you had no choice but to say this.

“Are you really going to give all two thousand Points?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, Supervisor Roe Deer. You might not know because it’s only been a few months since you joined this company… but Points aren't transferable.”

“I know.”

“You know? Then what….”

“But there’s no problem with buying two thousand Points' worth of items from the Employee Mall and handing them over.”

“…!”

“If you beat me, I’ll let you choose and give them to you. Even if you use them to craft Exclusive Equipment, I’ll pay for it on your behalf.”

The atmosphere changed.

Since they had already avoided being the ‘Sacrificial Lamb’ anyway, if they could get additional Points, how useful would that be?

“Are you serious?”

“Yes.”

He was serious.

Of course, if they could win.

“What kind of bet is it?”

Kim Soleum crossed his arms.

“It’s about who guesses the most alphabets for the Hangman keyword.”

“Ah!”

“I will give the Points to the person who guesses more than me, the most among everyone.”

Is this guy crazy?

“For your information, I’ve only guessed one, so if you guess just two, half of the criteria are met.”

“W-Wait a minute!”

Supervisor Park Minseong of Group D, who was listening nearby, stood up in horror.

“Roe, why make a bet in this situation….”

“Safe B-Class Ghost Stories are rare as long as you follow the Manual. I think it would be good to take this opportunity to see if any special phenomena occur if we get a lot of correct answers.”

Kim Soleum said as he looked at the employees seriously.

“I’d like you to stop if the atmosphere gets strange. I hope it won’t be dangerous.”

“Ha.”

A few employees snorted and looked at each other, and finally, one of them opened his mouth with a smirk.

“Ah~ how noble. To make the Manual more detailed and safe~ you’re going to make a bet?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Kim Soleum answered immediately.

“I want to help the people who come in after us to clear it even a little more safely.”

“……Why?”

“There’s no particular reason. Hmm… I thought it would be good if someone did it, so I’m going to do it since I can.”

“…….”

The employee who asked the question shut his mouth.

Somehow… he felt strange.

‘Come to think of it, did they say this new hire even rescued a missing person?’

He remembered again.

‘They said he got promoted because he saved all the other employees from some B-Class Darkness last time, too.’

Searching for an unlikable office worker whom no one was looking for without pay, and doing dangerous things in High-Grade Darkness to save employees whose faces he didn't even know.

‘He’s out of his mind.’

Normally, he would have mocked him for being a pushover, but strangely, he couldn't do it this time.

Tiiiing—

A clear metallic sound spread through his mind.

Bizarrely, his thoughts became clear.

An odd feeling, as if he were breaking away from the tainted, comfortable methods and inertia he had become accustomed to, and looking at the phenomenon uprightly.

…Then, very strangely.

Those foolish choices seemed, well, somewhat great.

“…….”

“…….”

His mouth just opened.

“…Well, a bet sounds good.”

“Ah, thank you!”

Kim Soleum bowed a few times as if thanking the employees, who had grown quiet for some reason, and then moved his feet.

“Then I’ll see you when we leave.”

And he approached Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was watching this scene with her mouth agape, with a somber face.

“Assistant manager.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje felt a strong headache.

‘The problem with this kid is that he’s too nice!’

He’s a clever youngest, but this is his flaw.

‘He’s too sincere.’

He’s the type that’s perfect for burning out or breaking down.

He even desperately claimed that an Item belonged to his colleagues just to save them, and now he was doing this kind of foolish thing….

“You, are you seriously….”

Kim Soleum lowered his voice and spoke quickly.

“It’s a lie.”

“…….”

Ah.

“I just pulled some aggro to buy time.”

For a moment, Assistant Manager Eun Haje almost forgot that she was about to die, then she barely managed to ask back.

“…You said you were trying to buy time?”

“Yes.”

Hoo boy.

“Wait, if you’re thinking of trying something while stalling for time, don’t do it, it’s a perfect way to die….”

“And if we’re going to do it anyway?”

“…!”

“We are definitely going to do it. …If you cooperate, Assistant Manager, the success rate will be higher.”

This… disobedient brat!

Eun Haje gritted her teeth.

“Hey. I told you I’d take care of it.”

“I can’t trust that. …You’ve already resigned yourself. To dying.”

“…….”

He’s quick on the uptake, too.

‘Sigh.’

“…It’s not that I really had no intention of trying anything.”

In the end, Assistant Manager Eun Haje confessed.

The words she hadn't brought up so as not to plant useless hope in the supervisors.

“You know this Ghost Story imposes all sorts of rules on the people it’s caught as new teachers. But do you know who the only ‘free agent’ is?”

“……That is,”

“The Hangman.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smirked.

“That’s me.”

The Hangman didn't receive penalties even if she cursed or smashed her head against the wall to make a hole.

“The problem is that it’s still hard to move my body.”

Eun Haje gestured with her eyes toward the ropes holding her.

“But… to put it the other way, I can do whatever I want with everything above my neck.”

“…!”

Of course, the probability of anything working would be abysmal.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said nonchalantly without showing it.

“Did you hear? Only I can keep trying this loophole. Because I won’t get penalized. So you guys, who are subject to penalties, just sit….”

Kim Soleum’s eyes flashed.

“I will utilize that loophole in a way that maximizes the survival rate.”

“What?”

“Please make sure to remember what I say from now on.”

Kim Soleum conveyed what Assistant Manager Eun Haje needed to do very clearly, distinctly, and simply.

So….

“……!”

“…That is all.”

And Assistant Manager Eun Haje felt like she had been hit with ice water.

He was really going to do that?

“We’ll go and get to work quickly. See you in a bit.”

“Hey!”

Wait a minute.

“Roe!! Badger!! You brats!”

But the two were already walking out of the playroom.

“Hey! Come back!”

‘Whew.’

Buying time, it seems to have worked, right?

I am walking down the kindergarten hallway, which is even more eerie because it’s too clean, colorful, and quiet, along with Supervisor Park Minseong.

‘Let’s go quickly.’

Based on the testimony of the supervisor and the assistant manager, the outline was becoming clearer. Impatience and hope took turns taking the lead.

Even in the midst of this, the background of this Ghost Story was scary.

But Supervisor Park Minseong, who had no fear, kept looking back at me with a worried face and finally asked.

“R-Roe. Is that okay? Your two thousand Points aren't child’s play…. What are you going to do if someone who guesses correctly twice comes out!”

Ah.

Well, that.

“They can never exceed it.”

“……!”

I smirked.

“If their personalities are selfish and they are in a situation where they check each other, it’s absolutely impossible.”

“Eh?”

“Because they will interfere every time someone tries to guess.”

“…!!”

According to the records, the time limit for each question was between 7 and 10 minutes at the Ghost Story’s whim.

To be most conservative, we had to fill this time limit to the full 9 times.

Then what was the best way?

“They will probably keep checking and fighting each other until the very, very end, and then, because they don’t want penalties to accumulate, someone will suggest a condition and try it.”

And the probability of that being the correct answer is quite small.

‘In the end, time continues to be consumed while they each endure Contamination once.’

Furthermore, once Contamination accumulates, they will hesitate to just throw out alphabets, so time will be delayed even further.

In that case….

“It will take at least an hour.”

I guaranteed it.

“The prize of the bet isn't two thousand Points themselves, but goods that can be bought with them, so it’s also difficult to suggest sharing.”

It would be awkward for a few people to form a team and split it, and it would be hard to trust a verbal promise that they would share it fairly.

‘The only reason I received trust for a promise made only with my mouth… must be thanks to the Silver Heart.’

I must never get caught. I continued speaking, trying not to even be conscious of my pocket.

“So don’t worry. First, we have to think about saving the assistant manager.”

“…….”

A surge of emotion flickered under the supervisor’s Mask, but he quickly calmed it down, realizing there was no time.

“Yeah. Let’s do it quickly! Oh. We’re here.”

“Yes.”

It was time to start preparations right away.

‘Phew.’

I sat down on the floor appropriately with the supervisor.

It was the largest space in the kindergarten.

[Recreation Room]

I tried my best not to look at the scenery right in front of me.

Before our eyes… was a colorful ball pit decorated with flowers and butterflies, and a platform.

However, on the fresh platform, two chunks of flesh stood there out of nowhere.

A left leg. A right foot.

It is Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s body.

‘Haa.’

Something—whether it was chills, fear, or a sense of crisis—made my hair stand on end.

‘The Execution Platform.’

There is only one timing.

I have to seize that opportunity here.

Chapter 64

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s feelings were incredibly complicated.

‘If I was going to leave, I wanted to go out peacefully.’

I guess that was a hopeless wish.

“Hey! Get back! You think I don’t know you already got one right?”

“Agh! Get back! I haven’t even gotten one right yet!”

‘These trolls….’

It was utter pandemonium.

Even just a moment ago, while everyone was fending for themselves, acting like they were watching a sports match wasn't a great look, but seeing them scream and monitor each other out of spite was even worse.

Survival and Points.

With two objectives, the conflict doubled.

It was like watching a wheel that couldn't move due to friction and was just overheating….

‘Roe really is something else….’

It had been a long time since she’d seen such masterful political maneuvering.

‘I’m just glad he’s a good kid.’

Looking at that mess, it seemed he might easily stall for over an hour just to buy time.

‘Has it been 20 minutes now?’

_ _ T R A _ _ R

Looking at how only one blank had been filled, it seemed so.

[Here is the hint for the 6th letter!]

[Whose obituary was the phone call that caused Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s airplane trauma?]

“Assistant Manager Eun, who died—”

“Shut up and get lost.”

But what was the point of delaying time?

‘Won’t I end up dead after all my personal business is aired anyway?’

It wasn't like she had any reputation left to protect at this point… but it was true that the longer it dragged on, the more bitter and exhausted she felt.

Moreover, she felt dizzy every time she tried to guess what her two Hubae were planning.

‘I think they’re going to do something crazy.’

Assistant Manager Eun Haje recalled the whisper she had heard from Roe earlier.

—When you are being executed, please keep this in mind….

“…….”

It was a notification, as if he wouldn't even listen to a persuasion.

However.

If they were truly determined to do it, wasn't it only right that she also try her best to survive?

…Of course, she didn't know if those Hubae would still feel the same way in a moment.

‘Let’s wait.’

Assistant Manager Eun Haje conceptually crossed her arms.

And then 20 minutes,

30 minutes,

40 minutes….

“Score! That’s it! B for Believe!”

[That is correct!]

B _ T R A Y _ R

The word was nearing completion.

And by this point, some people were starting to catch on.

“Wait a minute.”

“Huh?”

To the identity of the word.

“This word is….”

“Roe, look.”

I raised my head.

1 hour and 8 minutes had passed.

……The letters were complete.

B E T R A Y E R

Betrayer.

“…….”

[The word that best describes Teacher Eun Haje is ‘Betrayer’!]

What?

[Four years ago, while working as a journalist, Teacher Eun Haje betrayed her long-time boss and team to try and get a scoop alone, but failed and had her story stolen.]

[And in the process, a false report was made, and she left the informants to die while they were suffering so much mentally!]

“…….”

[What is the lesson of this story?]

[The answer is ‘A person who betrays their workplace will be punished’!]

Ha.

[Hangman is such a wonderful mock game that teaches the lesson of poetic justice to our students at ■■ Kindergarten.]

“Really… I’ve never regretted not being able to curse as much as I do now.”

“…….”

“Roe.”

The supervisor grabbed my shoulder.

“If you just hear this, Seonbae might seem like a very strange person, but….”

“In reality, we won’t know until we hear it from her personally.”

“……!”

“Because this is that kind of Darkness.”

Inflicting psychological pain, isolating the victim.

Controlling the behavior of the remaining explorers by threatening them with penalties.

“I think it won’t be too late to talk after we all get out alive together.”

The supervisor’s face brightened.

“Right! As expected of Roe! So…… ah.”

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump, thump…

I turned my head.

“…They’re coming.”

Beyond the open playroom door, Human Figures were walking in slowly and smoothly, their footsteps in sync.

There were no melting black substances or screams.

Dressed in neat pastel tones with smiles on their faces. And aprons and name tags.

Branding marks on their foreheads.

[Sun Class ■■■]

[Chick Class ■■■]

[Dream Tree Class ■■■]

“……They’re people who were caught here after being completely Contaminated. No, they’re monsters that used to be human……. Don’t make eye contact.”

“…….”

“If you get scared, you might be affected for no reason.”

I looked away from those Human Figures as much as possible.

[The play is over!]

[Then, finally, let’s hang the Hangman!]

“It’s time.”

“…….”

I recalled the conversation we had while preparing just moments ago.

—Supervisor, if it’s too much of a burden for you….

—You want me to dump it on you?

—Pardon?

—Aey, don’t say that. It’s my Exclusive Equipment. You couldn’t use it in the first place!

‘I really wasn't saying I would do it, but um, thank you….’

And now, in the supervisor’s hand was literally his own Exclusive Equipment.

Camouflage cloth.

‘I think he called it the Camouflage cloth.’

Anyway, his appearance was no different from when I received help at the exhibition, but there was a difference.

“It’s really damp?”

It was soaked with moisture.

It was because I had poured out all the drinks from the <Alice Picnic Set> I had left.

The very thing I had used to double the effect of the Smile Stickers during the Tuesday Quiz Show.

‘I soaked that muffler in it without reservation.’

Since it would be a penalty if the floor was made too dirty with foreign substances, I had laid my suit jacket on the floor, practically discarding it.

And if those drinks worked….

‘The camouflage equipment will have an enormous effect, even if it’s just one-time.’

Until the moisture dried, that is.

And since we had to do a time attack anyway, it was perfect.

“Then, I’ll try using it.”

“Yes.”

I nodded.

The supervisor glanced at the kindergarten teachers who were starting to climb onto the platform, then quietly pulled the muffler over his face.

And….

He became perfectly one of them.

[Sprout Class ■■■]

“……!”

—Ah, wonderful. It’s a decent disguise. I don’t think it will last long, though….

‘It only needs to last for a very short time.’

About 3 minutes.

And I had to move too.

I waited for a moment for the supervisor to blend in with the teachers, then started moving with a time delay.

‘Now.’

I had to get as close to the platform as possible so Braun could use his ability.

And it would be even better if I could draw some attention to make Supervisor Park Minseong’s movements among those monsters easier.

‘Start now….’

And it was the moment I raised my head.

“…….”

‘Ah.’

I had forgotten something crucial.

That I’m a coward.

Teacher Kim Soleum, listen.

I’ve read the entire Educational Manual!

1. ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten is eternal.

2. I comply with the rules.

Then it's perfect I'm a perfect teacher everyone is safe happy there are never any accidents no one has jumped off it's a perfect and safe kindergarten everyone follows the rules while providing childcare a perfect teacher everyone follows the rules and continues endlessly here if you read the entire Educational Manual if you attend our ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten Teacher Kim Soleum will soon become like me now read the Educational Manual quickly

On the platform.

Countless ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten teachers are standing there smiling they are absolutely not human they were absolutely not human.

My instinct to say that approaching that would be a disaster grabbed me by the scruff of the neck and almost made me scream. I have to read the Educational Manual too

I knew it in my head. The more I feel fear, the worse the mental pollution becomes I just have to endure.

And the fact that I had to stand close and take their gazes was nothing compared to Supervisor Park Minseong, who actually had to blend in among them.

But….

Did I hold back my scream?

This, what on earth is this.

They said if you feel fear, you get contaminated, right?

Is my fear drawing in the contamination?

I have to draw their attention? I, their attention

“…….”

Drip.

Cold sweat fell from my chin.

I barely managed to put my left foot forward and moved ahead.

One step.

T-t-t-t-tap

Their gazes pierce through me.

I t’ s a n e w t e a c h e r !

‘St-sticker.’

Tattoo Sticker! I have to use it. I have to use it now. I don't think I can endure……

No, wait. I can't use it now.

This is a panic right now. This is the timing when I need reason, not courage…. No, I’ll use…….

—Mr. Roe Deer.

“….”

—I am curious about what fruit Mr. Roe Deer likes.

“…….”

—Mr. Roe Deer, a humble audience member named Braun is waiting for your answer!

The question is….

—I’m talking about your favorite fruit!

…….

“Grapes.”

—Ah! Wonderful. A symbol of abundance and ripening. Worshipped as a sacred fruit in ancient Egypt, and wasn't it the ultimate socio-cultural beverage in Greece?

—Shall we go into more detail? Let’s move forward….

I slowly moved my footsteps.

New teacher Eun Haje will be hung from a rope and her neck will snap and she will die!

That’s what Hangman play is!

Looking at the floor, I move forward.

—How about wine, perhaps? A beverage that has evolved alongside human civilization. From the grape variety, harvest time, to the aging process.

—Refined over thousands of years, the desires of the producer and consumer became their will, maintaining its methods and results….

One step.

One step…….

“…….”

Soon, the edge of the platform caught my vision.

I had arrived right below the platform.

—Mr. Roe Deer, your footsteps are the same.

I raised my head.

—Anyone can be bold in a show. If they aren’t, they disappear.

—And Mr. Roe Deer. You were a participant who wouldn't disappear. Ah, now the memory returns. Yes…. You were the MVP.

—Let’s follow your desire and will this time as well.

Braun said cheerfully.

—And shall we perform our assigned roles splendidly?

…….

Right.

‘Thanks.’

—Encouraging the crew is always my specialty!

Truly, I was grateful.

I took a deep breath.

The gazes of the smiling teachers pierced through me again, but it was a bit better.

It meant that I wasn't so paralyzed by fear that the whispers or phrases were digging into my brain enough to contaminate me.

‘Let’s not be overwhelmed by fear.’

I can do it.

I took my place and stood there, looking up at those teachers who were standing densely on the platform.

[New teacher Eun Haje, please come up to the platform~]

The hanging has begun.

The kindergarten teachers stood crowded on the colorful, fresh, and beautiful platform. It looked as if an event was about to take place at any moment….

But what they surrounded was an execution platform.

A black gallows for hanging. Also known as the scaffold.

And a straight black line formed leading up to that scaffold.

At the end of the line were the assembled body parts.

Both legs, both arms, thighs, waist, chest, neck.

And finally, the head.

The moment it appeared on the platform, all the parts merged, and Assistant Manager Eun Haje let out a breath.

And she gritted her teeth, looking at the teachers packed closely around her.

G o o d b y e !

The teachers politely clapped with smiling faces.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was likely holding back a torrent of curses, moved her feet with a pale face.

It wasn't of her own will. Her limbs were forced to move by a black hologram rope, heading toward the scaffold through the gap between the teachers.

And….

‘This is the timing.’

Do you know this?

Naturally, contact with the teacher selected as the Hangman was a penalty.

Direct rescue attempts, or even a final handshake or exchange of goods, were forbidden.

It was impossible even if one tried to do it while risking a penalty. Because the act would be blocked just before the attempt.

So, the attempt we could make was only one….

[It’s the sight of the Hangman climbing the scaffold! This is what happens when you get the answer right.]

The moment Assistant Manager Eun Haje was manifested on the platform and climbed the scaffold.

The moment when the Assistant Manager passed right by the ‘teachers.’

Tap.

A teacher giving something.

“…….”

In the form of a perfect teacher, Supervisor Park Minseong ‘handed’ something to Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

For reference, she couldn't use her arms or legs because they were all bound by ropes. Only small parts could move.

For example….

‘The mouth.’

The ‘something’ handed over in a flash disappeared into Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s mouth.

As if nothing had happened.

And Assistant Manager Eun Haje continued to walk with an expressionless face, finally climbing onto the scaffold.

Here comes the second timing.

[Then, we shall begin the hanging.]

‘Braun!’

Now!

—Excellent.

—Meet your mask in a different way! It’s about seeing the familiar in a new light….

I hurriedly looked up at Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

There was no change.

Thud.

The black hologram hanging around her neck gained shape and texture.

[Hangman~!]

And it pulled her upward.

‘Damn it.’

I really wanted to look away, but I watched the scene as if I were unperturbed.

An uncanny amount of force was put into the rope….

Eventually.

Snap.

Roll, roll, roll….

“…….”

A headless body fell below the platform.

Thump.

I caught the body that fell right in front of me.

There were no signs of life in the limp, dangling body.

And soon it grew faint and disappeared….

“…….”

[The game is over!]

[New teachers, please wait a moment for the evaluation!]

“Ah, it’s finally over.”

“Supervisor Roe Deer, your side won. No, how do you manage to stop us from getting it right twice?”

The staff members approached from behind, letting out sighs of relief and grumbles.

Just before the execution began, they had been waiting in the back due to the kindergarten’s instruction: ‘New teachers, now come to the playroom and watch the conclusion of the Hangman.’

“…….”

“Ah, is it your first time seeing a team member die?”

“Eun Haje, her personality wasn't one that was going to live long anyway.”

And then they patted my shoulder.

“Well… there’s no need to be so shocked. About her dying.”

“…….”

I laughed.

“…?!”

“Why are you laugh—”

“She didn't die.”

“Wh-what?”

“Hah.”

The staff members looked at me as if they were looking at a crazy person.

But just then.

“Ugh, what is this?!”

The people who looked up at the platform screamed.

It wasn't because they saw Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s severed head.

Rather….

“This, this!”

It was because they saw something else instead.

A staff member pointed at the platform with a trembling voice.

“Why… is it a hand?”

Indeed.

“I-it was definitely a head!?”

I laughed, looking at Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s left hand lying on the platform.

I didn't expect a day would come when I would laugh at a severed body part, but I couldn't help it.

‘It worked!’

—Ah, whoever’s handiwork this was, it is remarkable!

—And it was quite an interesting idea. Swapping the hand and the head.

Right.

I had tried to make Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s head and hand ‘appear swapped.’

So that when she was executed, one of her hands would be severed instead of her head!

—Utilizing a hand or foot as if it were another body part is one of the classic show tricks.

Braun, who was grumbling that he was only doing this for a friend and not for a non-guest, couldn't have been more endearing!

‘Of course, this isn't the end.’

Because the Hangman must absolutely die and become a corpse to leave.

If Assistant Manager Eun Haje had remained alive even after the execution, they would have certainly noticed the anomaly and done something else to uphold the rules.

So….

—I just need to put this plum-sized apple in the Assistant Manager’s mouth?

That’s why Supervisor Park Minseong was necessary.

What the supervisor had delivered into Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s mouth in an instant while disguised as a teacher earlier.

It was the Snowy Mountain Mini-Apple.

The Item I had that caused ‘Death-like Sleep.’

‘It was a stroke of luck that a storage space appeared on my wrist so I could carry an apple that hadn't been ground into juice.’

That’s why I could say this.

—Assistant Manager, when you climb onto the scaffold and an apple enters your mouth, swallow the last piece just before your wrist is severed.

—What?

—That situation will occur. …That is all.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje had precisely followed those words.

In the end, at the moment her wrist—which everyone mistook for her neck—was severed, Assistant Manager Eun Haje swallowed the last piece of the apple.

In doing so, she entered a state identical to death.

That corpse-like body was judged as ‘executed as the Hangman’ and successfully exited the ghost story.

Yes.

Outside of that situation, there were no other possible outcomes…!

……It was a success.

“Ha…!”

I pressed my face hard.

Still, I wanted to get out quickly and confirm her survival.

‘Someone might mistake her for a corpse and transport her.’

It felt a bit early to feel catharsis or relief, so I wanted to get out quickly, but….

[The evaluation is out!]

Fortunately, the closing sign appeared on the TV.

Soon, it would be announced that those who did not contribute to completing the Hangman word would receive a penalty, and those who did would pass.

But looking at the atmosphere, it seemed that there was no one who wouldn't be able to escape due to contamination.

“Roe!”

And the moment the teachers came down from the podium and vanished, Supervisor Park Minseong finally jumped down as well.

“I-it worked, right!”

“Yes.”

“Uaaaah!”

The supervisor slumped to the floor in joy and relief.

“It was worth squeezing in there...”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s face had turned pale, but he gave a genuine grin and only then deactivated his camouflage equipment.

“Supervisor, you couldn't match the alphabet, so another penalty will stack...”

“Ah, I can handle up to the second one.”

As they had discussed earlier, the supervisor nodded as if he were willing to endure it.

“To be honest, it doesn't feel great... but well, getting hit with Contamination once for failing to get the right answer is better than the Assistant manager dying! Since there won't be a third time, it’s fine—”

[Oh dear, wrong!]

“…….”

“…….”

Huh?

[The new teacher was supposed to stand below the podium! You must not set foot on the podium.]

[As a penalty, please read the training manual aloud for 10 minutes!]

Supervisor Park Minseong looked up at the spot he had just stepped down from.

“Ah.”

The podium.

“I’ve been caught...”

And then he was dragged inside.

Chapter 65

A black booklet hologram is overlaid above Supervisor Park Minseong's head.

The hologram, clinging like tar, flows down as Supervisor Park Minseong struggles, scratching at the floor.

Behind his thrashing figure, a cheerful voice comes from the TV again.

[From now on, I will announce the new teachers who failed to actively participate in the Hangman Game.]

Soon, similar scenes were repeated all around.

The problem was, the problem was….

[New Teacher Park Minseong, you failed to guess the alphabet even once!]

1 previously accumulated time.

1 time for standing on the platform.

And…

1 time for failing to guess the alphabet.

That meant,

[3 Penalty Points Accumulated]

The TV pronounced.

[New Teacher Park Minseong has been designated as a Remedial Learning Subject.]

[Until you become a perfect teacher for ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten, you will receive eternal instruction at the kindergarten and prepare for its opening.]

The black booklet holograms that had been covering the faces of those who failed to guess the alphabet.

Among them, only Supervisor Park Minseong's turned blood-red.

And then it covered his entire body.

“■!!”

The supervisor's scream was eaten away into a strange form.

“Do■, ■lp me, ■■■■…!”

The man rolled and twisted on the floor in a gruesome state.

The contents of the Educational Manual, which could not be understood, were recited as the emerging text and sobs intersected.

Even so, no one around them cared.

They merely glanced and moved far away as if to avoid any involvement, waiting for the next step written in the Manual.

Which was….

[Good job on today’s mock play! Goodbye, new teachers!]

Clear confirmed.

“…….”

“Ah, f*ck, finally!”

“Get out of the way!”

As soon as they realized the game was over, people, now free to curse and run, rushed out of the playroom.

Soon, even the employees whose 10-minute penalty education had ended vomited out the tar-like holograms; they clutched their foreheads and staggered up, limping as they ran.

In the process, someone bumped into me.

“Uh?”

“…….”

“Wha—what.”

“…….”

“The door only stays open for exactly 30 minutes! If you don't get out now, you'll be processed as an applicant too! Dammit!”

And they ran past me again.

“…….”

I was left alone like that.

Along with the ‘Contaminated’ Supervisor Park Minseong, who was rolling on the floor.

-My goodness, to think my friend would be misunderstood as having applied to such a stale place! Let’s leave immediately, Mr. Roe Deer!

“…No.”

-Mr. Roe Deer?

The game is over.

That means….

The rules of this ghost story have also ended.

‘In the worst-case scenario, even if I run alone, ten minutes is enough to get out the door.’

Therefore.

“Supervisor… I have to at least try to take him with me.”

I can hold out.

I have to try as much as I can.

It worked earlier, after all.

‘I don't want to give up right away.’

I managed to save someone who had become the Hangman by digging into a tiny gap, so I didn’t want to accept an ending where the person who tried to save him ended up missing in a ghost story.

I didn't want to leave a footnote on the Wiki like, ‘That was an exploration result just like the Hungry Hangman.’

‘…I can do it.’

I lifted my head.

Then, I immediately reached into the tattoo on my wrist.

: Benefactor :

Items I had stored inside emerged from the glowing tattoo. A candle-making kit, apple juice, the Blood-Sucking Knife, stickers, dozens of bundles of 500-won coins….

-Oh, what interesting item do you plan to use this time, friend?

“I’m not going to use anything.”

-Hm? Then that action is…….

I stuffed all the items I had taken out into the briefcase. Thanks to the absence of the Blood Bath, they barely fit inside.

I pulled out the Blood-Sucking Knife, which looked like it might pop out, and tucked it into my back pocket.

‘…Done.’

The briefcase, now complete, was heavy, but not to the point where I couldn't run with it.

And what remained.

The empty space inside my wrist.

-It was to clear out space?

Correct.

I lightly inserted my hand into the space connected through the wrist tattoo and then pulled it out.

“You said this was the volume of a cube with 60cm on each side, right?”

-Precisely.

“But it’s amorphous, isn't it?”

-…! That too….

Amusement and a hint of laughter mixed into Braun’s voice.

-That is correct.

Good.

‘It’s all or nothing anyway.’

I clearly heard that being Contaminated and being trapped in this ghost story forever, unable to even die, is more horrific than death itself.

‘Let’s try it.’

I gritted my teeth and waited.

For Supervisor Park Minseong's 3rd penalty to end.

‘It’s a fool’s errand to try and do something while holding onto him right now.’

If I come into contact with someone undergoing a penalty, that holographic Educational Manual would be kindly ‘visible’ to me as well.

Then I, too, would end up in a retired state for 10 minutes, reciting the manual.

‘That would be the end.’

I suppressed my anxiety and waited calmly.

‘Time remaining until the penalty ends… 7 minutes.’

6 minutes.

5 minutes.

4 minutes.

3 minutes.

2 minutes.

1 minute…….

0.

“…….”

The sticky red tar-like substances around Supervisor Park Minseong, who was collapsed on the floor, disappeared.

Then, he slowly stood up.

With the appearance of a neat kindergarten teacher.

On the body that had been wearing a black suit, beige pants, a white T-shirt, and a lime-green apron were now visible.

In one hand, he held a brown folder with a red title.

<■■ Affiliated Kindergarten Educational Manual>

And revealed upon his bare face, from which the mask had completely melted away….

The brand on his forehead.

Sprout Class

A gentle smile appeared on Supervisor Park Minseong's fully revealed face.

“Teacher Soleum!”

F*ck.

“Did you wait for me while I was reciting the Educational Manual? Thank you so much.”

“…Of course I had to wait.”

Don’t be shaken. Don't be shaken. If it shows on the outside, I'm f*cked.

“Are you feeling alright?”

“Of course. I couldn't be better!”

Supervisor Park Minseong smiled gently and nodded.

“…I'm glad. Then, shall we go now?”

“Go? Ah… home?”

“Yes. Let’s go together.”

“Ah, I don't have a clock-out time! I'm not a new teacher anymore. Because I’ve finished reading the Educational Manual!”

“But leaving work is….”

“I told you there isn't one?”

“…….”

“Hmm. It’s time for me to go to the Sprout Class and help prepare for the opening….”

Then, Supervisor Park Minseong shouted with a bright expression.

“Ah, right! Teacher Soleum, would you like to come with me?”

Goosebumps erupted all over me.

“Teacher Soleum, you don’t know which class you’ll be assigned to yet, do you? You haven’t read the Educational Manual yet. If you read it, you can find out. Your assigned class!”

Supervisor Park Minseong reached out his hand.

“Where could it be? It would be great if we were in the Sprout Class together. Since we were originally in the same group,”

Dammit.

Dammit!

I took a natural step backward as if contemplating the proposal.

The teacher’s outstretched hand brushed through the empty air.

“Uh….”

“I appreciate the offer… but I think I need to throw this outside the entrance first.”

I lifted the briefcase.

“There are some borrowed items, and I think I need to return them on time.”

“Teacher Soleum, I wondered why you had so many interesting items; they were borrowed?”

“Yes.”

Please don't get caught.

‘Please.’

The thing that had been… Supervisor Park Minseong replied kindly and affectionately, like a professional quality.

“Then shall I ask the other teachers to help you move it?”

“It's just a briefcase. If you don't mind, I would just like you to guide me to the entrance for a moment. …As Chief Possum instructed.”

Supervisor Park Minseong froze.

“…….”

Perhaps.

“…Chief Possum?”

…….

The supervisor's mouth opened.

“That…….”

…!

But in the next moment.

“Sure! Let’s go to the entrance together.”

The gentle voice of a teacher came out again.

“…….”

“Teacher Soleum?”

“Yes, I just ask that you accompany me to the entrance. I will move quietly so as not to be a disturbance.”

“Okay!”

I turned my body and headed out of the playroom.

Leaving the completely Contaminated Supervisor Park Minseong as a ‘Teacher’ right behind me.

‘Ha.’

Slowly, I moved my feet.

Tap. Tap.

From right behind me,

I could hear the sound of him following closely.

Not the sound of formal dress shoes, but the sound of soft fabric indoor slippers.

Tap. Tap.

“Ah, I’ll help you carry the briefcase.”

“I'm fi—.”

Before I could even say I was fine,

The teacher’s hand grabbed half of the briefcase I was holding.

And the cover of the perfect teacher’s Educational Manual, held in the same hand, tapped against my hand.

Tap. Tap.

“…….”

It’s fine.

I don't hear any sounds piercing my mind suddenly, nor does an insane amount of terror or fear rush in.

‘I can get out.’

There wasn't much left until the entrance.

I just have to walk.

But at the same time, a thought occurred to me.

Is it right for me to sneak out to the entrance like this?

F*ck.

Look at me cursing.

Is it because I haven't been able to recite the Educational Manual even once yet? It’s a bit of a shameful thing….

Actually, wasn't that a penalty, but rather an opportunity for education bestowed under the name of a penalty?

This is crazy.

Hold on. Let’s not just dismiss it as Contamination and think about it seriously.

This is a wonderful workplace. It would be a supreme joy to prepare for the perfect opening with polite and obedient people.

I have the aptitude to become a perfect teacher.

■■ Affiliated Kindergarten told me!

No.

What do you mean, no?

I ridiculed myself. Even if my lie is caught, don't I know it's a penalty? Let's just efficiently give up on the entrance.

That’s right.

Let's voluntarily recite the Educational Manual here. I think I just need to ask Teacher Park Minseong to look at it together.

I can’t.

If I borrow the Educational Manual

I can't.

Let's not think of anything else.

Because the deeper my thoughts go, the more I’ll end up admitting that this is a pretty good idea—

Never!

Let's focus on moving my feet. As I move my feet one by one, the entrance gets closer and closer.

Tap, tap.

“…….”

I’ve arrived.

The entrance!

There is a clean-looking entrance instead of the messy one from when I first entered, and I don't want to leave—shut up.

“Now you're going to throw this bag, right?”

I pulled the briefcase. In that gap, the Educational Manual that had been touching my hand unfortunately fell away.

“Shall we throw it together?”

Please.

“Work.”

“Alright.”

“You just need to hold it here….”

Only then did I turn my head.

The sight of Supervisor Park Minseong, smiling with the face of a ‘Teacher,’ filled my vision.

As well as him leaning his upper body and reaching out his hand to grab the briefcase just as I suggested.

‘Now.’

I grabbed the teacher's head just like that.

“…!!”

And I shoved it violently into my forearm.

‘It’s going in.’

The size of the space attached to my tattoo was a cube with 60cm on each side.

But it wasn't actually in the shape of a cube. It was a non-fixed, amorphous space.

So, if I were to convert this into a different volume….

‘It’s more than enough to fit one adult male.’

I kept my gaze fixed upward.

Crr-ack, crr-ack.

I could feel the humanoid Body Lump being shoved into the tattoo on my wrist resisting, as if its joints were breaking…!

‘I intentionally tried to shove him in face-first.’

It was because I felt that if we talked, I would definitely be influenced and the Contamination would grow stronger.

I kept pressing down with one hand. The space inside the tattoo continued to swallow it without trouble… Ah! The Educational Manual touched it! I’ll take care of this separately and definitely won't let that happen.

Once even the last foot was crammed in, now….

Grip!

“…!”

Something that suddenly popped out grabbed my left forearm.

With strength in every knuckle to the point of turning white,

It was Supervisor Park Minseong’s right hand.

“Ugh!”

Dammit!

I tried to peel off the fingers one by one, but it wasn't working.

‘I must not let the teacher suffer any injury.’

I didn't know how this Darkness would react.

‘Quietly…!’

Unable even to breathe, I pulled out the Blood-Sucking Knife and plunged it into my arm.

“……!”

As the fingers were torn away, chunks of flesh from my forearm were also ripped out. It was a pain that should have made me scream insanely, but it was blocked by tension and adrenaline.

At the same time as I shoved the last finger into the tattoo, I hurriedly stepped toward the entrance.

Thump.

The final step.

“…….”

I lifted my head.

The blue sky of broad daylight.

Behind me, only the dilapidated and closed-down private kindergarten building stood.

The sparkling sunlight shone on the weeds of the open outskirts of Seoul.

“…….”

It was a clear.

I looked down.

I saw Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s wristless form collapsed on the ground.

I couldn't see the other employees. It seemed they had already returned….

I pulled my Smartphone out of my pocket.

And I pressed the buttons as planned.

As if proving it was reality, the signal went through, and the other party answered the phone….

“Is this… the Security Team rental warehouse?”

The predetermined words barely came out of my dry mouth.

“I need equipment to contain Contamination….”

Because.

“I have rescued a Contaminated employee.”

…….

…….

It was done.

I fainted right there.

Chapter 66

“Excuse me….”

“….”

“Excuse me.”

I snapped my eyes open.

A familiar face entered my field of vision.

“…Head of Security?”

“Yes….”

A slender build in a security uniform, light hair, and the nameplate reading ‘J3’.

It was the very same security employee who had been caught in the Changwi-motif Darkness with me…!

I hurriedly tried to sit up.

An immense headache struck…… huh?

Clink.

I paused.

My hands, which I had reached out to support myself on the floor, were tightly wound with red yarn adorned with bells.

‘Yarn?’

A somewhat familiar use and appearance…… ah.

‘It’s equipment used by the Security Team….’

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Daydream Corporation

/ Item

Nostalgia Kitty

An equipment-type item in the form of red yarn with silver bells.

When worn, it fixes the target into the form they were in during the period when their body and mind were at their healthiest within the past 10 years.

The more severe the mutation, the faster it snaps.

※ Refer to usage records for the standard of health.

==========

It was an item that allowed anyone to temporarily regain their ‘best state from the past.’

Knowing its identity made me feel slightly more at ease.

I relaxed my body….

“….”

“….”

No, wait.

But why am I restrained??

I suddenly snapped my head up.

I met the eyes of the Sergeant, whose face showed a slight hint of welcome amidst an expression that said everything was a bother.

He then gave a small wave.

“We meet again….”

“Yes. But….”

I lifted my arms as much as possible.

“What on earth is this?”

“I heard… you rescued a contaminated employee…….”

“Yes, but why am I….”

The Sergeant pointed at me.

Ah.

“…Did the Security Team think I was contaminated?”

“Probably… yes……. Since there was no one else.”

Then, the Sergeant raised both hands, showing a faint sign of either expectation or embarrassment.

“Um, welcome Security Team……?”

Ah, no.

This person thinks I’m a new recruit…!

“It’s not me.”

“……Huh?”

“It’s not me.”

After emphasizing it twice, I finally came to my senses and looked around.

‘…Is this an isolation room or something?’

The interior space, enclosed by gray walls, was empty. Even the lighting was recessed into the ceiling with a solid finish, leaving no protruding parts.

‘It seems the Security Team did indeed respond properly.’

That must mean I made the call correctly.

[Security Team Rental Warehouse]

This facility, which I was authorized to use upon my promotion to Supervisor, was literally a warehouse where one could rent Security Team equipment via phone or visit.

However, if the Security Team determines a situation requires ‘subjugation,’ they may intervene directly like this….

‘I hit the jackpot.’

Seeing as I was currently detained in a Security Team facility.

I nodded slowly.

“This must be the company building. Seeing as the Head of Security is here.”

“Yes……. You’re quick on the uptake….”

“….”

I swallowed hard.

If I wasn’t mistaken, the contaminated Supervisor Park Minseong was currently inside the tattoo on my wrist.

‘I need to get him out of here and hand him over so the contamination can be handled.’

Would it be too foolish in the long run to have the fact that I possess such a tattoo officially registered with the Security Team?

In the end, I spoke as if testing the waters.

“Is there by any chance a CCTV installed here?”

“Probably not….”

Right.

Since it was likely the first time someone contaminated by the <Hungry Hangman> ghost story had emerged into reality, they probably wouldn't have set up recording media.

The CCTV footage itself could become contaminated.

‘Especially since Hungry Hangman is a ghost story with particularly strong mental pollution….’

At any rate, it seemed no one knew that the completely contaminated Supervisor Park Minseong was currently inside my forearm.

I swallowed hard.

“……Head of Security.”

“You can just call me Jay… since I’m the only J left in the Security Team…….”

“Yes, Mr. Jay.”

I made my request with a serious face.

“Can you keep what is about to happen a secret?”

He would probably say no.

Or he might pretend to struggle with it, only to convincingly agree and then immediately report it.

Either way, I should prepare a way to win him over….

“Sure, why not…….”

“….”

“As long as it’s not something like blowing up the company…… no, would that even matter…… then keep the fact that I heard it a secret too…….”

“….”

Is this the audacity of a permanent employee….

‘What is with this company.’

I pulled myself together as my mind threatened to go dizzy and spoke firmly.

“It’s nothing like blowing up the company.”

“Then…?”

“Actually, I rescued the contaminated employee and am currently subduing them separately.”

“….”

“….”

“…??”

The Sergeant looked at me with an expression that asked what on earth I was talking about.

“Are you perhaps hallucinating….”

“I’m perfectly fine. In the first place, am I not wearing equipment for subduing contamination?”

I lifted my arm.

“This yarn with bells… it seems to be equipment for subduing contamination.”

“Um…… that’s true.”

“Then you must know that I’m speaking with a sound mind.”

The Sergeant stared at me.

I swallowed.

“When you’re ready, I’ll bring the contaminated employee out here.”

“Ah.”

The other man blinked and gazed at me as if he didn't quite trust me, but he slowly opened his mouth.

“Okay…. Give it a try….”

“Do you need any separate preparation? I only have one chance using a disposable item.”

“Well…….”

The Sergeant tapped himself.

“Me.”

It was a statement that could have sounded arrogant, but his tired tone, as if everything was a chore, made it sound very matter-of-fact.

‘Besides, he’s a Sergeant.’

I had seen his abilities, reaching the rank of Sergeant in a Security Team specializing in ‘Darkness Subjugation,’ during the last Changwi ghost story….

…Good. In that case.

“Yes.”

I took a deep breath.

And then, I thrust my hand into the tattoo all at once.

“…!”

I didn’t even have to rummage around to find my target; I caught it immediately. To think I’d lock up a fellow teacher—to hell with breaking the rules!!

‘Pull!’

As my hand emerged from the tattoo, what I was holding was dragged out with it.

Thud-thud-thud-thud.

Making a bizarre sound, the ‘Teacher’ began to emerge from the tattoo.

And then.

Snap.

The moment the yarn broke from the impact,

Blood sprayed like a fountain from my forearm.

The wound I had made with the Blood-Sucking Knife had returned.

“~!”

F*ck! I should refrain from swearing, but it hurts so much!! The contamination, the contamination was also returning. But more important than that….

“Teacher Soleum! Such mischievous behavior is a matter for punishment in our ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten….”

I paused.

Supervisor Park Minseong—the ‘Teacher’—who had been smiling gently, stopped.

He then looked around blankly and.

“….”

“….”

“This isn't the kindergarten!!”

Damn it.

“This isn't the kindergarten! This isn't the kindergarten! I went out without permission, without permission, I wasn't a perfect teacher… I… I broke the rules…!”

I couldn't respond in any way, just… a wave of guilt washed over me.

I am truly sorry. Teacher, I made a wrong judgment. I shouldn't have done this, I'll even take Teacher's punishment for you and read the Educational Manual aloud. I grabbed the Educational Manual of our ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten….

“Whoops.”

Grip.

Someone grabbed my face.

And they put something in my ear.

“Sleep anesthesia… or something like that.”

…….

…….

Blink.

I blinked my eyes.

“Excuse me.”

“….”

“Excuse me….”

I opened my eyes again.

Everything was quiet.

“Are you okay…?”

“I’m fine.”

I knew reflexively.

“Did you make me lose consciousness?”

“Yes……”

I saw a capsule shell that had fallen from my ear to the floor.

‘Did he put medicine in?’

It seemed I had received a short-term fainting effect.

It was similar to the Baekseol Mountain Apple I had, but like a lower-tier version of the item.

‘Calm down.’

Thanks to that, I seemed to have escaped the influence of the contamination.

I caught my breath and looked down at my arm. A bandage was now wrapped where the wound had been.

And the yarn that had originally been wound around me….

“….”

When I looked up, it was now tightly wound around the limbs of Supervisor Park Minseong in the corner.

Yes. Not in the form of the Teacher.

As Supervisor Park Minseong!

‘…It worked.’

Supervisor Park Minseong, wearing a black suit and a mask, looked as normal as he did just before entering the ghost story.

Even if it was only a temporary effect from the subjugation equipment.

“…Ha.”

The strength left my entire body, and I leaned against the wall.

‘……Handover successful.’

I heard the Sergeant muttering beside me.

“He’s lucky, that guy……. Was it possible to come out that quickly… I’m jealous…….”

Wait a minute.

“Since he came out quickly, is it possible for him to fully recover from the contamination?”

“Um…….”

The Sergeant lowered his head as if even thinking was a chore, but when he met my persistent eyes, he eventually spat it out.

“That’s Gloom-level, isn't it…….”

“Pardon? Yes. That’s right. B-rank.”

“Then it’s fine…….”

B-rank?

“The company has the know-how… um. If it’s reasonably okay… a department transfer?”

“….”

Right. Working for the Security Team would be better than dying.

‘I hope he recovers as well as possible and either returns or resigns….’

“….”

I looked back at Supervisor Park Minseong again.

Perhaps it was because the tension had finally eased slightly.

I felt a bit strange.

A fellow employee who, just yesterday, had been working in the same office, sharing jokes and greetings.

That feeling that he would suddenly disappear from my daily life starting tomorrow.

“…Please take good care of him.”

“….”

The Sergeant nodded slightly.

He had an inscrutable expression.

……As my thoughts reached that point, my mind finally recalled the last sight I had seen.

…Assistant Manager Eun Haje!!

“By any chance, what happened to the corpse that was lying next to me? The one without a left hand….”

“I don't know…….”

Surely, by any chance, it wasn't incinerated or something. No, that can't be.

‘Since it was only missing a hand and not the head, they must have thought it was strange.’

But out of anxiety, I immediately urged the procedure and left the isolation room.

“Come out with me….”

“Ah, yes.”

Accompanied by some of the summoned Security Team employees, I walked out of the isolation room door, somewhere between being escorted and being monitored.

And the moment I stepped out, I realized.

This was the isolation room area attached to the side of the Security Team Rental Warehouse.

[Isolation B]

‘There were separate documents dealing with this place in the Dark Exploration Records too….’

Every single one was chilling.

The two summoned employees walked down that hallway at a calm pace with me half a step behind them, and I followed, suppressing my creeping dread….

Gig-gig-gigi-gig.

Oh, glorious Ireum-nim, shine upon me

Please save me, please save me, please save me

Bone-chilling sounds echoed from each of the isolation rooms lined up on both sides.

‘Don't, don't look.’

I didn't give even a single glance, walking while looking only at the light coming from the door ahead….

…….

Who's in the hallway?

Aaaaargh!!

Who's in the hallway? Who's in the hallway? Who's in the hallwa—

Please walk a bit faster! Faster!!

But these damn Security Team employees insisted on maintaining a constant speed until we exited the door.

And so, completely drained and as limp as pickled greens, I underwent the checkout procedure for the rental warehouse…….

“….”

The rental warehouse front desk just looked like a desolate facility team hallway.

When I went to the window, a silent Security Team employee brought out my belongings that had been in quarantine storage.

“Thank you.”

I took the briefcase. A sticker marked [Qualified / Risk Level D] was stuck on the surface.

‘It doesn't look like they inspected the items individually.’

I wasn't subjected to additional inspections regarding what I had pulled out of my forearm.

Surprisingly, Sergeant J seemed to have kept his word completely.

‘But he might talk someday.’

I can handle that much. I had intentionally mentioned it was a disposable item.

What matters is the resolution.

‘Let’s do this well.’

I took a deep breath.

‘Now, I need to hurry and find out Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s situation….’

—Friend!

—Friend!

Huh??

—Friend!!

“….”

Braun!!

“Is, is this all of my belongings?”

The employee pointed with a finger to a bin in the corner of the front desk.

[Waste Box]

There, my suit jacket, soaked and crumpled into a mess, was rolling around along with the small plush doll that had been tucked inside it…….

Gasp!

—This isn't even a studio, yet they dare to shove me in a place like this of their own accord!! This is an abuse of power and an insult! This never happened even when I was a rookie!

You, you crazy bastards!

I felt like I could take a bath in my cold sweat.

I hurriedly pulled out the jacket, smoothed out the doll, and put it in my shirt pocket.

‘You, you went through a lot. I’m sorry.’

—Phew…… it is not for Mr. Roe Deer to apologize. It is those people who acted recklessly!

He seemed to have calmed down a little. I quickly turned around and hurried away.

However, a somber voice followed behind me….

—But a Good Friend does not forget….

“….”

I should make sure never to leave Braun near the Security Team….

It was the moment I stepped out the door.

“Mr. Kim Soleum.”

“…!!”

Someone was waiting in front of the Security Team front desk.

“…Team Leader.”

Team Leader Lizard looked at me with his vertical pupils.

“Are you here to pick me up?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you taking me? No, I mean, I’d appreciate it if you could also tell me why you’re taking me there.”

“The infirmary. Assistant Manager Eun Haje is lying there.”

“…!!”

I,

after hesitating several times, finally managed to open my mouth.

“…Is she alive?”

Team Leader Lizard looked back at me.

And he answered clearly.

“Yes.”

“….”

A lump.

Something unknown suddenly surged up to my throat.

“……Team Leader. Supervisor Park Minseong also came out.”

“I see.”

Team Leader Lee Jaheon seemed to think for a moment, then asked:

“Is he alive?”

“…Yes.”

“Then it’s total survival.”

“……Yes.”

That alone made it worthwhile.

Definitely.

Chapter 67

After that, everything was processed quite quickly.

It seemed I had gained some great recognition from the company once again.

It appears that an employee rescuing a contaminated colleague on their own is something that happens occasionally, but most of them seemed to have prepared for months or even years, pulling them out with desperate determination.

There were also countless cases where people went missing together while attempting it.

I heard that pulling someone out as soon as they were contaminated was unprecedented among rookies.

“Hey, that deer antler mask…”

“Oh, is he the one?”

“Wow… how many times is this now?”

As I walked through the company hallways, I occasionally heard whispers behind my back.

Actually, I remembered having similar experiences while eating with D-unit in the cafeteria several times before…

Perhaps because I was walking alone, I could hear them particularly well.

Though that didn't last long either.

“Kim Soleum.”

“Yes.”

“Don’t come to work for ten days starting tomorrow.”

“…??”

“It’s paid leave.”

D-unit's operations had already been temporarily suspended since half the team had disappeared, and now vacation had been granted to me.

‘I’d been coming to work every day for a few days to write the situation report, though.’

This was because the company was extremely curious about how Assistant Manager Eun Haje had survived and come out of a B-Class Darkness, which requires the Hangman to die to clear, and how she had twisted the rules.

‘Someone must have reported that Supervisor Park Minseong and I were trying to do something.’

It seemed there was even talk of a schedule for interviews with the research team to bolster the reliability of the Exploration Records…

—Ah, Supervisor Kim. Why bother with that! Just rest, rest. You did something big!

—……Um. Thank you.

It seemed Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, who is in charge of Manual Review, and our unit's Section Chief Lee Jaheon had cut it off.

It’s a bit funny, but apparently, while the employees who went in together were reporting, they testified that ‘Kim Soleum likely acted solely to save his teammate without any other intentions.’

They had made excuses on my behalf, saying that the situation just happened to work out well thanks to my quick reflexes and luck.

‘They all ran away as soon as the clear door opened, but at least they’re speaking up now.’

The former was obvious and the latter was something to be grateful for, so I decided to accept it as it was.

Regardless, thanks to that, my name was once again being brought up in internal phone calls, and the manual for <Hungry Hangman> was slapped with a ‘Potential for Reorganization’ tag.

In the sync group chat for my peers, people were constantly trying to fish for information from me…

[Ms. Go Yeongeun: You worked so hard.]

“…….”

Some even sent texts of consolation.

‘Thanks. Truly.’

For the record, Baek Saheon didn't even ask how I was doing at home.

‘That jerk’s personality is just like that…’

I hadn't expected anything anyway.

In any case, the current situation itself wasn't bad for my survival.

‘No, is it actually good?’

I was continuously building an impressive career.

Specifically, it meant I was consistently establishing myself as a Named Character employee with the keywords ‘fast clearing in a fresh way without following existing manuals’ and ‘goodness.’

And ten days of leave on top of that.

I thought I would either be happy to be away from ghost stories for ten days, or disappointed that the speed of gathering Points would slow down.

I didn't really feel either of those things.

So, I just did nothing…

—Mr. Roe Deer, would you like to hear this Braun’s opinion on which aspects of that wretched comedy failed to capture the public’s attention? It will be quite interesting!

“Shall we?”

I spent a few days sitting in the living room watching TV.

It was about three days into that.

…A text arrived.

[Assistant Manager Eun Haje: Come to the hospital.]

“…!”

“So Roe is here.”

“……Assistant Manager.”

I placed the get-well gift I had brought under the nightstand and stood by the bed.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje let out a chuckle.

“Soy milk? Good choice.”

“…Thank you.”

This was our first meeting since we had briefly communicated when she regained consciousness in the infirmary…

The Assistant Manager looked a bit pale, but her face was fine.

It seemed the Baekseol Mountain Apple had done its job to some extent.

“I look alright for someone who almost died, don’t I? …That Item was good. Thanks.”

Thanks to that Item, Assistant Manager Eun Haje had looked like a corpse, but it was a stroke of luck that she was kept in isolation due to the special circumstance of having a missing hand instead of a missing head.

‘I heard Section Chief Lee Jaheon confirmed her survival at sunrise the next day, reported it, and had her moved to the infirmary….’

And now, she had been transferred to a hospital that supposedly had some kind of partnership with the company, and her urgent treatment had just been completed.

“Ah, I told them I already had that apple. Usually, people don't want the source of their items to be discovered.”

“…Thank you.”

“What are you thanking me for? That’s something I should say to you and Minseong.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje tried to wave her left hand but flinched.

Because it wasn't there.

“…….”

The left wrist wrapped in bandages was blunt.

A Body part lost like that cannot be regenerated with the supply potions provided by the company.

“…Um, Assistant Manager.”

I spoke the thought that had been in my head.

“The C-Class Regeneration Potion I have…”

“You’re not thinking of giving it to me, are you?”

“I was planning to sell it to you for money.”

“Hah.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje clicked her tongue.

“Listen carefully, Roe. Items that are traded only with Points can’t be bought with ordinary money on the outside.”

“…….”

“And it’s a waste to use that potion just because one hand is cut off. That’s something that can roughly regenerate you even if half your limbs are blown away.”

“Still,”

“Enough. I’ll take care of my hand myself, so you keep it as an emergency backup.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s eyes glinted somewhat gloomily.

“If you keep going into the Darkness, there will surely be times when more than just a hand gets blown off.”

A chill ran down my spine….

“Actually, I have something to give to you.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje handled her only hand as skillfully as if she had been using it that way for years, and reached into the drawer.

Then, she pulled out a gold box painted with a high-end oil painting.

“…?!”

[Daydream Potion]

‘Wa-Wait a minute.’

That’s the box they use for Daydream Inc. special potions!

It was even more ornate than the C-Class Regeneration Potion I had received.

“Assistant Manager, what are you…”

“See? There’s one left.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje opened the box gallantly.

The inside was lined with silk, recessed to hold two round glass bottles.

However, one was already empty.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje took out the remaining one and tossed it lightly toward me.

“Take it.”

“……!”

Oh my god.

I hurriedly reached out to catch the glass bottle before it could fall and checked it.

Inside the bottle, a liquid that looked like purple and silver threads woven together was swimming smoothly like elegant lines….

: Daydream Potion :

Poison

Desert Rattlesnake (Outstanding)

Poison?!

“The one you purchased with Points, Assistant Manager…”

“That’s right.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned, baring her teeth.

“Handle it well. That’s a 170,000-point Death Note.”

“…!!”

“You can kill someone secretly from a distance.”

Wa-Wait a moment.

I read the description on the glass bottle with trembling hands.

Desert Rattlesnake Venom helps you seek revenge quietly and cruelly.

If you breathe the target's name into the vial along with a simple ritual...

That night, a terrible death will find the target.

“In short, if there’s a jerk you want to kill, it’s perfect for sending them off without a sound.”

“…….”

“They say before they die, they suffer from incredible burning pain and terrible mental torture that makes them want to curse the world, then they fall into a coma and suffer for what feels like four years in four hours before they go.”

You’re giving such a lethal weapon to me…?

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grumbled about how ‘it has two lines of venom so they always sell it as a set of two,’ and ‘because of that damn concept, the period I had to work doubled,’ and so on.

But eventually, she looked at me and grinned.

“Use it when a bastard you want to kill shows up.”

“…!”

“Because I had one.”

I groaned as I looked at the empty spot for a glass bottle in the box.

…As I thought, she already used it!

“Are you curious? Who I used it on.”

I couldn't help but reflexively think of it.

—The word that best describes Eun Haje is ‘traitor’!

The revelation from <Hungry Hangman>.

“If it’s a personal matter and you’re uncomfortable speaking about it, you don’t have to tell me….”

“Uncomfortable? Hey, I’m dying to talk about it.”

W-Well, if you say so.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje crossed her arms and leaned back against the bed.

“To put it simply… it’s true that I caused trouble and changed jobs back when I was a reporter.”

“…….”

“I ruined my life trying to dig up a scoop on a politician’s second son who was involved in everything from drugs to human trafficking.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s tone was as blunt as usual, but the content was anything but blunt.

It was just the clarity unique to a story that had been chewed over and thought about for a very long time until it was refined.

She wrote the article, but it wouldn't pass the desk, and from the next day, immense pressure began to come in on a team level, she was stalked, her family received threatening calls….

“Actually, the team concluded that we should just scrap everything and let it fizzle out, but I couldn't stand it and tried to take it to an overseas media outlet to blow it up. So yeah, it was a betrayal. But…”

A small sigh.

“On the day I was supposed to leave the country, I got a call. Four informants had died as if it were a lie.”

“…….”

“Well, on the surface, it was suicide due to pessimism about their lives… but of course, it wouldn't have been, right? They were either killed or hounded until they died.”

“…….”

“I was the stupid one for thinking everything would be resolved if it was just reported.”

“No, you weren't.”

“Stupid is stupid. Anyway……”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje quit being a reporter.

She said she simply couldn't do it anymore.

“But I had to get a job. I had people to support at home.”

Fortunately, she found a suitable company then.

A pharmaceutical company where the age range for new hires was relatively diverse, where people with experience in various fields were preferred for sales positions, and where she wouldn't be blacklisted because it was a different industry.

“Daydream Inc.”

And what she found here after joining….

A Wish Ticket.

“Well… at first, I wondered if I could bring all the dead people back to life, but that felt like an insult to the deceased.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje adjusted her crossed arms.

“Me trying to save them on a whim because I feel guilty is just self-satisfaction. It’s right to respect the dead as they are. Though there are plenty of jerks in our company who would Disagree with this. Anyway……”

She finished with a faint smile.

“So I got my revenge last night, and that’s the end of it.”

“…….”

“If you see news about a politician’s second son dying horribly, just know that I killed him.”

Then Assistant Manager Eun Haje stretched her arms wide.

“Ha… fuck, anyway, I’m finally quitting this damn Darkness exploration!!”

“Are you going to resign?”

“You never know what life brings.”

Contrary to her refreshing statement, Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s face was somewhat stiff.

She had mentioned it lightly to avoid burdening me, but it was clear that Supervisor Park Minseong was on her mind….

“I’ll be resting for a while anyway… so I won’t be able to work in D-unit like before.”

“…….”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smiled a bit bitterly.

“Roe made such a fuss about how I had to stay in our unit, but it ended up happening just as he said.”

“…Yes.”

I realized reflexively.

From now on… the Assistant Manager Eun Haje who used to sit in the desk next to me in the office.

I wouldn't be able to see her anymore.

“…….”

“Roe.”

“…….”

“Are you having a hard time?”

“…!”

“Yeah. If you didn't, you'd be a total psychopath. It’s just coming to you late because you’ve been so competent until now, but it’s a process everyone goes through at least once.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje laughed and tapped her chest.

“Not being able to see a teammate who was sitting next to you the very next day.”

“…….”

“But tell yourself that this is the best-case scenario. It’s because you’re so good that you don’t get to see your teammate for a good reason.”

“……Supervisor Park Minseong is,”

“That’s something I’ll have to carry as a debt.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje cut me off firmly.

“You rescued that guy too, didn't you? You should be proud of yourself. He’s a strong guy in his own way. He’ll recover on his own… so you just worry about yourself.”

Then she glanced at me and laughed.

“By the way, the unit leader was really worried about you.”

“……?”

The Lizard… worried?

“Roe, hasn't the unit leader hardly been in the office lately?”

He had.

“Normally, when a team loses half its members like this, you don’t rest; you usually go to support other teams.”

Ah.

“But he let you off.”

“…!”

“Well, whether he used his connections or went in himself instead.”

Oh my god.

“Makes him seem a bit more trustworthy, doesn't it? That man has been like that since I joined. He might be strangely inflexible, but he’s reliable.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grabbed my shoulder with her intact hand.

“It’s hard to work with reliable people in this company, so that’s also your good fortune. …Try to keep working well with the unit leader.”

And then, she smiled and held it out.

“No matter who comes to my spot, if it’s Section Chief Lee Jaheon and Kim Soleum, well. It’ll be fine.”

Her fully intact right hand.

“I hope you safely earn a lot of Points. Roe.”

I gripped it tight.

“I hope your wish definitely comes true.”

“……Yes.”

I shook hands with Assistant Manager Eun Haje of D-unit.

That was the last time.

On the day I returned to work after my leave, I saw that the belongings on Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s desk in the D-unit office had vanished.

Supervisor Park Minseong’s desk was still there, but there was no telling. When it might be cleared.

“…….”

I quietly went and sat at my desk.

Just like that.

I became the only member left in the D-unit office.

Chapter 68

Morning.

I am sitting in a quiet office.

-Ah, a refreshing winter morning. How about a cup of coffee, friend?

Sure. Let's have it at lunch.

While I was tidying up my desk and talking to Braun to chase away the silence, the lizard-headed boss entered through the door around 8:50 AM.

I approached him and greeted him politely.

“Good morning, Team Leader. It's a fine morning.”

“Yes.”

I raised my head and continued.

“Um, I heard that you helped me get paid leave. …Thank you.”

“Yes.”

The lizard moved only his eyes to look at me.

“Can you perform your duties in the same state as two weeks ago?”

“Yes. I can work just like before. Even if the results aren't the same as they used to be, I'll find my rhythm as quickly as possible.”

“I see.”

His vertical pupils stared intently at me.

“I will judge that and compensate for it.”

Hmm.

At this point, I can roughly translate that.

'Whether you do well or not, I'll watch and cover for you, so just work hard like you always do.'

I’m starting to think that even if his appearance and vocabulary are lizard-like, he’s a good boss, so what does it matter…?

Of course, that doesn't mean I can let my guard down.

'For the time being, I absolutely have to clear the Darkness well.'

I had already received paid leave.

But what if an employee, who was efficient enough to become a Supervisor in 60 days, returns from a break and fails to produce results 'unlike before'?

That would get people talking in company rumors.

Because it looks suspicious.

[No, it's not like a colleague died; I heard they all made it out alive.]

[Hmm… that Kim Soleum guy, maybe he’s surprisingly weak to mental shock?]

[But how did someone with such a weak mentality… manage to produce those results until now?]

…Something like that.

'Nothing good comes from being suspected.'

I shouldn't give them any excuses.

'Let's clear this properly.'

Even though… I haven't been able to purchase any reliable new Items yet.

I recalled the text on the Alien Shop's website that had been up throughout my vacation.

<Cosmic Shopping Mall>

※ Re-decorating (Temporary Situation) ※

I have understood!

That’s right.

The website is being renovated….

'I wonder when it'll open.'

I haven't seen any documents related to the renovation, so it'll probably finish soon and reopen.

Since my budget is fixed, I planned to secure Items after seeing the goods in the newly opened Alien Shop.

For now, let's regain my original mindset and clear the Darkness properly.

'They won't give me High-Grade Darkness again for a while.'

The strange emptiness from the reduced number of people couldn't be helped, but it wasn't like I could quit my job… so I had to make it work somehow.

I asked with a bit of forced energy.

“Still, is it correct that I'll be deployed to Darkness starting today? I heard there's a high probability we'll go to support another team since we're not at a 3-person capacity….”

“That is correct.”

Oh.

“Which team are we supporting today?”

If I'm lucky, I might even meet one of my fellow recruits I haven't met yet…….

“It’s the Elite Team.”

…….

Excuse me??

Again?

“Are you referring to Team A?”

“No.”

“…Then which team is it?”

“Team C.”

It was a team I had no acquaintance with.

The fact that they were an Elite Team was concerning, but I was thinking it was a relief that the Team A Leader and Section Chief Lee Jaheon wouldn't have to meet… when.

'Wait?'

Thinking about it, in a sense, I wasn't entirely unacquainted with Team C.

[K.LEE: I’m Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon from Team C haha]

That suspicious Assistant Manager who introduced me to Salmon Market!

'He definitely said Team C.'

Maybe I'll get to see his face this time.

But a more important question came first.

If it's a Darkness the Elite Team enters….

“Could it be a High-Grade Darkness that is difficult to clear?”

“By what standard do you wish to judge?”

“……I’m sorry. That was a slip of the tongue.”

“?”

“Um. I would appreciate it if you could tell me what grade it is and if there is a Manual available.”

“It is Grade D. The Manual is fully prepared.”

Oh, then the probability of seeing some crazy act like calling the Cleanup Team to use them as meat shields is low. I asked comfortably, feeling much more relieved.

“Understood. Then when should we move?”

“We will begin moving in 5 minutes.”

Yes, sir.

With that, we just grabbed our bags and walked out of the office.

However….

“…….”

“…….”

“Team Leader.”

“Yes.”

“Why are we heading toward the Annex instead of the Team C office?”

“Because Team C has already entered the Darkness.”

“…….”

Pardon?

The answer I managed to get after several more questions and answers with the Lizard Team Leader was as follows:

[Team C’s leader is on vacation, leaving two team members.]

[The ghost story they are entering today is Grade D.]

[However, questioning why they should bother sticking to the 3-person quota for such a low-grade Darkness, Team C entered on their own 'off the record,' so the Administration Office hurriedly organized additional personnel.]

“…….”

Wow.

When I first joined, Assistant Manager Eun Haje was fuming and cursing at the makeshift excuse of 'including the rookie, it makes three.'

'Over here, they voluntarily entered with only two people….'

It feels ominous.

-Hmm, members who don't follow instructions well! A great host must be able to handle all elements of the show well, especially human resources.

-Will today be an opportunity for Mr. Roe Deer to learn that? Let's find out. Then, shall we go with gusto? Friend!

I feel like just slumping down powerlessly…….

But I needed Points, and it was about time for me to enter the Darkness again anyway.

'Though there hasn't been a single normal person among the Elite Teams I've met so far….'

And I have a strong hunch that it'll be the same this time.

A measly supervisor with only half a year of experience has to do what he's told.

If I felt wronged, I should have gone to Team A… although if I had gone there, I’d probably already be a corpse kicked over to the Cleanup Team.

'…Do I miss them already?'

I moved my feet, trying not to think about the two bosses of Team D.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon handed me a tablet.

“Familiarize yourself with the Manual for the next 10 minutes.”

“Is there a reason you're only giving me 10 minutes?”

“Time is tight until the entry point closes, and the survival rate for the last two quarters is nearly 97%.”

Thank you for the kind explanation…….

'I guess I've come to accept a 3% mortality rate as normal now….'

Honestly, in this setting, that 3% who died despite having a full Manual would usually be those who were extremely unlucky or acted out.

'It'll be fine.'

I looked into the tablet with a feeling that was either reluctance or transcendence…….

“…….”

“…….”

-Hmm? Mr. Roe Deer, your mind seems to have gone blank all of a sudden.

Yeah.

Because I'm screwed.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Not Knowing is the Answer]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, identification code Qterw-D-2367 of Daydream Inc.

A nerve-wracking, classic ghost story where one must spend an entire night among ghosts.

==========

“…….”

Wait a minute.

Please wait a minute, Team Leader…!

Instead of wailing that I wouldn't go in, I barely managed to make a rational proposal.

“Um, would it be possible to prepare for about 30 more minutes before going in?”

“It is impossible.”

“…….”

That's right. He said the entrance was closing….

It wasn't a very rational proposal.

“…….”

Aaaaagh! Seriously!!

Why of all things does this have to be my comeback mission!

“Excluding the two who died of heart attacks, there are no records of death. It is safe compared to others of the same grade.”

“……Yes.”

'That’s not why I'm doing this…!'

I had just miscalculated something.

Drunk on 'the me who is building an elite rookie character,' I had forgotten.

Even before the paid leave… I was just a person who hated scary things so much that I would shed tears inwardly while doing time attacks.

But to think my comeback ghost story would be a hell of authentic horror, which is my greatest weakness.

'Because half of them are people I'm seeing for the first time, and elite team members at that, I can't even pull any tricks.'

Moreover, the grade is low, so it’s a waste to use a Tattoo Sticker, meaning I just have to endure it with sheer grit.

It wasn't a situation where my survival instinct would ring a bell, making me run like crazy and contemplate escape methods; I had to feel it all raw….

The taste of horror intended by the Wiki Author.

'Whew….'

At least with the convenience store ghost, I ended up playing tag because I entered without knowing better.

It felt like I had suddenly returned to reality as if hit by cold water. Should I call it shock therapy?

Feeling like a cow being led to a slaughterhouse, I entered the Darkness on my own two feet, doing it with a heavy heart.

My legs were trembling.

“This way.”

The only silver lining was that this time, the Darkness wasn't the kind that swallowed us into a strange place with distorted space-time.

This entry method was very simple.

After knocking on a sealed space that met specific conditions, you enter, and that place becomes the ghost story.

An enclosed indoor space with no people within a 100m radius, blocked by four walls and a ceiling.

There should be no interior elements through which the outside can be checked, such as windows, and there must be one analog clock.

The volume should be around 40㎥, and if there is a difference of more than 4㎥, the Darkness in question will not occur.

In the case of our company, they had remodeled a part of the Annex to create a separate space that satisfied those conditions, and they said it was being utilized even during normal times.

Specifically, a '4m x 4m x 2.4m'….

[Breakroom]

Section Chief Lee Jaheon and I stopped in front of the door with this nameplate.

It was a normal breakroom attached to a normal office, but the conditions were met.

A Wednesday on a date ending in the number '4'.

If you knock on the door of the sealed space with a specific rhythm, the ghost story begins.

“…….”

I… have to do it, right?

By order of seniority?

Knock, knock, knock-knock, knock-knock-knock

I knocked on the door, trying hard not to let my trembling hands show.

Then, like magic, the door clicked open.

“Huh?”

“Look at these people…… oh!”

Inside, two employees were sitting with relaxed expressions, and they waved at us when they saw us.

“Ah, did you come to support us?”

“Yes.”

“Geez, I told them we didn't need it, but they sent you anyway.”

To the employees who were chattering among themselves about how if the number of people clearing it increases, the Points get divided and the Dream Essence concentration gets diluted… and so on.

The Lizard Team Leader replied:

“If you have a complaint, apply for a department transfer and fix the common manual for field exploration.”

“…….”

“…….”

The two employees gaped, then eventually nodded with awkward expressions.

“Yes… well, those weren't words meant to criticize those who came. We’re sorry….”

“Hahaha, I think we acted without consideration! We’re really sorry. Uh, you're the Team D Manager, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then that person is….”

“Supervisor Roe Deer.”

“Aaaaah!”

Both of their complexions changed again.

“Are you that rookie who almost became part of Team A? I heard Assistant Manager Butterfly has her eye on you!”

“I also heard the story about how you saved an employee who was supposed to die… ohhh, tell us some stories when we get out of here!”

“It wasn't that grand of a story, I just got lucky… yes. Nice to meet you too.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon and I were guided by the two to sit together at a small table located in a corner of the breakroom.

“We have to be together all night, so let's at least introduce ourselves. For starters, you can call that person over there Supervisor Dolphin.”

“Nice to meet you!”

A small woman wearing a Dolphin mask waved her hand when she was called. Her tone of voice was quite bubbly.

And a man with a slightly tanned complexion and a brisk, sociable attitude extended his hand and grinned.

“And I’m Leopard, Assistant Manager Leopard.”

“Yes. Assistant Manager Leopard.”

Hmm.

[K.LEE: Oh, hello there, employee ㅋㅋㅋ]

'Lee Kangheon's' profile was definitely a Hawaiian beach. The tanned skin suited him.

Plus, the matching rank and sociable attitude.

'I think it’s this person.'

Of course, I intended to keep the possibility open. Since I didn't know his real name yet.

Naturally, I had no intention of acting like I knew him in front of my boss either.

“I look forward to working with you.”

“Yep. Let's spend the night in our breakroom, snacking on some treats!”

Anyway, looking only up to this point, it seemed like a conversation people would have while sitting down to work overtime in some office.

In reality, things like blood tears flowing down the walls, the room flipping upside down, or the coffee machine turning into a killing machine don't happen in the breakroom.

However….

'The ghosts are already here.'

Some of the explorers are replaced by ghosts.

That’s right.

Among the people having a conversation right now, someone has already been replaced by a ghost.

Perhaps more than one.

“Would you like a cup of coffee?”

“Ah, I'll go get it.”

“Hey, there's no such thing as being the youngest on our team. Just stay seated.”

I don't know when it happens. Maybe from the moment we crossed the threshold, maybe from the moment we sat down and exchanged greetings….

'Actually, the person who's been replaced by a ghost is the easy part.'

Because they’re in an unconscious state from the moment they enter the breakroom until they wake up the next day.

The problem is the Manual for the person who hasn't become a ghost.

“…….”

The rules I must follow.

Ghosts are identical to explorers in all aspects, including appearance, personality, and character, but they display behavior that humans do not, creating a sense of incongruity.

However, you must not notice who the ghost is.

Explorers who overtly showed signs that they had noticed have all gone missing.

I-I can do it.

'I can just ignore it while vaguely glancing over.'

I can do it!

If someone smiles so wide their mouth rips or something, I can just endure it by not looking.

'When that happens, let's endure it while pretending to naturally look at someone else.'

Since there were many people, I felt like I could hold out.

I wondered if I had actually become more of a coward after experiencing various things, but surprisingly, maybe I’ve become a bit stronger against horror too.

At least I’m not bathing in cold sweat while imagining what’s about to happen!

“Ah! The entrance just closed completely. Now we just have to hold out with these people.”

“Oh~”

“Great. Let's do this!!”

Clap, clap, clap, clap!

The employees smiled broadly and clapped. It was a heartwarming scene.

Except for one thing.

“Yay!”

Every person in the room was clapping with the backs of their hands.

“…….”

Ah.

“Huh? Mr. Roe Deer. Why aren't you clapping?”

“…….”

“Why?”

Assistant Manager Leopard brought his face close to mine.

“Is there something bothering you?”

Chapter 69

Who could have ever imagined such a thing?

Sitting still in a cold sweat, trapped in a confined space with three ghosts pretending to be human.

Even more….

Having to act composed, as if I hadn't noticed a thing.

‘…I shouldn't make it obvious.’

Even if everyone in front of me, except for myself, was clapping with the backs of their hands with bright faces.

No, not people….

Ghosts.

Clap clap clap clap clap clap

‘Must, not, make, it, obvious.’

And then, one of them suddenly turns to me and asks:

“Why aren't you clapping?”

“…….”

Oh, f*ck.

I barely managed to raise my hands without trembling.

And….

Clap clap clap.

I placed one hand politely over the other arm and made a small sound.

Then, I smiled somewhat awkwardly, looking around like a junior employee minding their surroundings.

“…I was about to, but I missed the timing and got flustered. It’s a bit embarrassing.”

“…….”

Please.

Please let it slide.

“Hey~ it’s totally fine!”

“Hey, Leopard Seonbae, that’s also a form of pressure. Don’t get on the bad side of a capable new recruit and just sit down.”

“Oh, alright.”

The Leopard employee… or rather, the ‘thing’ impersonating that employee, shrugged as told and sat down.

‘Phew…….’

But the relief was short-lived.

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.

Employee Dolphin suddenly dropped her head to the floor.

And she began to ram it sideways.

Without a single change in her expression.

“I, I think there’s a bug, a bug, I can’t catch the bug, a bug….”

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump.

“…I heard that no other living creatures can enter this Darkness. Could you have seen it wrong?”

“Ah.”

Employee Dolphin stopped her head.

Her long hair was disheveled, and her skull was crushed.

“I see. Thanks, Supervisor Roe Deer.”

“Not at all.”

And then she casually continued her conversation with Assistant Manager Leopard next to her.

“…….”

If I faint… will I go missing too?

This is driving me crazy.

‘How can everyone but me be replaced…!’

It would have been better if I had lost consciousness, been replaced, and then woken up tomorrow morning.

“Mr. Roe Deer, please eat.”

“Ah. Thank you very much, Team Leader….”

In the meantime, the ghost wearing the mask of Section Chief Lizard… no, let’s not think like that. Section Chief Lee Jaheon held out some snacks to me.

It was gimbap from a fairly tasty snack bar near the company.

‘I have to stay here for almost 24 hours until tomorrow morning, so I do need to eat.’

It was a rational judgment. Except for the fact that if I put anything in my mouth right now, I felt like I’d get immediate indigestion or vomit it right back out….

‘Ugh.’

“Oh, how about sharing? We brought some stuff too.”

The two from Team C also pulled out sandwiches.

I replied with reflexive social grace.

“I should have been the one to bring something, but I was so flustered that I’m only on the receiving end. I’m truly sorry and thankful.”

“Hey, junior, seniority, don’t worry about that kind of thing. It seems the Manager here doesn’t mind much either, right?”

“Yes.”

At the Lizard’s short reply, Assistant Manager Leopard gave a thumbs up and smiled broadly.

“Wow~ this is great. Our Team Leader is like that too. Mr. Roe Deer, you know that Mallard Team Leader from Team A, right? This person is on a whole different level of kindness compared to that human.”

Ah.

“…He must be a wonderful person for both of you to respect him so much.”

“Right? He got a Wish Ticket and took a vacation… man, I just hope he doesn't quit.”

I didn't react to the insults toward the Team A Leader and smoothly pivoted the conversation with only compliments.

Actually, since they’re ghosts, there’s no need to go this far… No, I’ll keep doing this.

‘Let’s forget, let’s forget….’

Doing this makes it feel less like a ghost story and more like talking to senior staff from related departments at a workshop….

Of course, it didn't last long.

It was right after the meal. Assistant Manager Leopard stood up with a yawn.

“Ah, since we have to be here all day… I’m going to take off my shoes for a bit. That’s okay, right?”

“Geez, you should have brought slippers like me.”

“Well, what can I do when I don’t have any? My socks are clean.”

Assistant Manager Leopard chatted with Supervisor Dolphin as he tried to take off his shoes.

‘Right, even if he suddenly jumps on the table and starts tap dancing, I won’t be surpri…….’

There were hands instead of feet.

Hands that had been forced to crouch and crumple inside the shoes came out and stuck to the floor.

“…….”

“Ah, since I’m up, I’ll go get some more coffee~ You all want more, right?”

Halt.

Assistant Manager Leopard stood on his hands.

The hands attached to his feet reached up and waved.

Thud… thud.

An office worker walking upside down.

“Supervisor Roe Deer.”

I suppressed a scream.

“Yes, Assistant Manager Leopard.”

“Could you come help me move the coffee? Strangely, I can't see very well. Uh, uh?”

Bump, bump, bump, bump.

The upside-down body, trying to move forward, kept bumping into the cabinet where the coffee was placed.

“I’m not asking because you’re the junior, but because you’re sitting close by. Sorry if it sounds like I’m going back on my word.”

F-F*ck.

“Yes. Of course.”

I jumped up and went to Assistant Manager Leopard’s side.

Thinking about it, standing next to an upside-down ghost might be better than sitting next to a ghost with a crushed skull.

Right?

Right??

-This is quite interesting! Could they be aiming for the uncanny valley effect?

-It’s a fun performance, Mr. Roe Deer. Let’s enjoy it to the fullest!

To the fullest?

Enjoy?

‘I want to praise myself just for not squeezing my eyes shut right now…!’

Enjoying it is way too high a difficulty for me!

“Now, let’s move these.”

“Yes.”

I placed a cup of coffee into each hand-on-foot, and I carried some in both of my hands to place them on the table.

I am proud of myself for not letting my hands shake or spilling the coffee.

The problem was, once the coffee was refilled, the atmosphere truly turned into one for conversation.

“Now.”

Supervisor Dolphin smiled brightly with one side of her skull caved in.

“How about we go around and brag about the Darkness we've cleared? Honestly, without that kind of fun, it’d be hard to work here!”

Assistant Manager Leopard waved his hand.

“Hey, what if a ghost hears and starts doing something? Let’s just talk about things like our favorite foods.”

“Ah, that’s good too.”

“…….”

He was right.

Even if the topic of conversation was the ghost replacement within the Darkness itself, no abnormal situation would occur.

However, since there was a high probability of leading to an interrogation of who was the ghost in the process, it was not recommended.

But you're all ghosts anyway.

“I like things that are crispy on the outside and moist on the inside. Like fried eggplant.”

“Oh, I see. I like things that pop when you bite into them. Like eyeballs?”

Whish.

Employee Dolphin shoved her face right in front of mine.

“Do you have eyeballs, Mr. Roe Deer? I think you do… you brought them inside your mask, right? We’re going to share, so let’s share.”

Aaaaah!!

“I didn't bring them for eating purposes.”

I politely folded my hands below the table, pretending to rest them while hiding their shaking.

“And we have similar food tastes. I also think texture is important.”

“Oh~ Comrade!”

The ghost imitating Supervisor Dolphin laughed brightly.

“I guess Supervisor Roe Deer isn't a ghost. He talks about food quite normally.”

Wow.

‘I can't take this anymore.’

If I keep this conversation going, there will definitely come a moment when I scream.

-Oh dear, it seems Mr. Roe Deer is quite sensitive to the uncanny valley effect! An audience member with good reactions is always welcome, but the situation is unfortunate….

-Don't worry. Doesn't the mere presence of this Braun beside you bring great comfort? Your Friend is right here!

…Wait a minute.

Right.

‘Braun is right.’

-The words of a brilliant Host are always appropriate for the situation!

That’s right. What I was currently facing was a situation where the fear originating from the uncanny valley effect was being maximized.

‘It’s the fear when you see something that looks like a human but isn't.’

In an ordinary breakroom, witnessing coworkers suddenly showing grotesque and alien appearances while acting nonchalant creates an immense sense of eeriness.

Added to that was the fact that I was the only human, so I was feeling an absolute peak of crazy fear.

‘Then….’

Let’s look to the side.

The Lizard is putting a sandwich cookie into his mouth, wrapper and all.

“…….”

“…….”

It’s not particularly scarier!

Even if he flicks his tongue, walks backward with a grin, or probably even if he stands up and dances like crazy while shaking his head during a normal conversation, it would be the same.

Because he was scary anyway!

Because he already looked like a Lizard!

There was no uncanny valley or anything to feel.

‘I’m sticking with the Manager no matter what.’

I finally saw a solution.

Suppressing my cold sweat, I naturally turned to sit toward the Lizard Team Leader.

As if I had something urgent to ask him.

“Section Chief Lee Jaheon.”

And there was actually something I wanted to ask.

According to the <Dark Exploration Record>, in this ghost story, ‘the ghost is identical to the companion in all aspects including appearance, personality, and character.’

That meant, as long as it wasn't unnatural, if I asked something casually, there was a high probability he would give the same answer as the ‘original.’

Unless he suddenly started acting like a ghost.

‘Then I might even be able to ask more lightly.’

Because he isn't the real person.

I pulled my chair closer as if we, as members of the same team, had something to discuss candidly given the opportunity.

I tried to create an atmosphere where other ghosts couldn't intervene, and it seemed to work reasonably well.

And then I asked.

“I don't think we've had the leisure to have such conversations during work. Would it be alright if I asked you a few things now?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you. It’s nothing else, but… I was curious how you became so strong, Team Leader.”

“I see.”

Fortunately, Section Chief Lee Jaheon didn't seem offended.

“It is the result of a combination of innate factors and acquired learning.”

“…….”

An all-purpose answer that works for any question came out!

It felt like looking at the top student in school who, when asked how they got such good grades, replies that they studied hard with a good brain….

‘I’d like to hear more in detail.’

If it were someone else, it would have been a sign of refusal, but since it was Section Chief Lizard, I couldn't tell.

In the end, I laughed a bit shyly on purpose and replied:

“Is that so. I asked because I also want to become stronger in terms of physical strength. Even without Items or Contamination.”

“Combine a protein-based diet with aerobic and anaerobic exercise.”

“…If I do that, can I become as strong as you, Manager?”

“No.”

“…….”

Hey, I can exert strength appropriate for my build, you know.

I almost looked at my boss with an incredulous gaze.

“…I would like to hear any advice you might have regarding that.”

“Yes. You have other strengths, Mr. Roe Deer, so develop those further.”

The Lizard said dryly.

“There is no individual who excels in all areas. Do not pour resources into inefficient and unnecessary things. You can utilize others.”

……Wait a minute.

“Does that mean when strength is needed, the Team Leader will take that role, so it’s better for me to develop my other strengths?”

“Yes.”

The Lizard nodded.

“Mr. Roe Deer’s strengths are ideas and judgment.”

“…Thank you.”

Geez.

‘Should I say I’m grateful he evaluates this highly.’

It’s certainly better than dumping everything on a subordinate.

‘But it’s a shame.’

Shall I push a little further?

I pondered for a moment and then probed for an opening.

“However, we sometimes enter the Darkness separately. Since physical strength is a universal and effective means, I think I might need it myself at times like that.”

“I see.”

The Lizard looked into the air as if lost in thought for a moment before confirming.

“I will introduce you to an Item.”

“…!”

I hit the jackpot.

“Is it an effect that reinforces physical strength?”

“It is similar. Use it as a Parent Item when you create your Exclusive Equipment.”

“…! Thank you.”

I was thinking it was about time to reinforce my Exclusive Equipment or increase the variety anyway.

‘Well, I managed to get something out of this.’

Even while sweating in a ghost story full of ghosts, I seemed to have gained something… wait.

Come to think of it, this Lizard sitting in front of me isn't Lee Jaheon himself, but a ghost.

‘Is this promise actually valid?’

I was momentarily flustered, but then I remembered the Manual.

A person who was replaced by a ghost will indirectly remember the events that took place within the sealed space.

If so, given Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s personality, there was an extremely high probability he would keep it.

‘Good.’

Phew.

Accomplishing something does give a sense of achievement.

‘Now let’s endure the fear with this sense of achievement….’

I pretended to stretch, trying my best not to look at the two Team C ghosts who had now started to stare at me while grinning from their upside-down positions.

I wasn't even curious anymore about which one was Lee Kangheon, who had introduced me to the Salmon Market.

‘Let’s empty my brain….’

I avoided conversation with the ghosts as much as possible by chatting about all sorts of trivial things with the Lizard.

The Lizard ghost couldn't do anything weird because I kept talking to him, and he just kept answering endlessly.

‘I’ve gained the meaningful information that the Manager likes beef more than pork….’

-Friend, this is no longer an interview, let alone small talk. It seems like a very tedious investigation for an amateur autobiography….

I know, but I have no choice, Braun….

And after even that ran out, I closed my eyes as if sleepy and spent the remaining time playing word chain games with Braun.

No matter what nonsense I heard near my ears, I stuck to, ‘I’m tired… sorry, but please let’s continue the conversation after we get out.’

‘It’s 3 a.m., please.’

I felt like I was bathing in cold sweat, but at any rate, no sudden emergency occurred.

After several precarious hours, holding onto only Braun in my pocket, passed like a thousand years.

“…….”

“…….”

Click.

I finally saw the breakroom door open.

After staying up all night by myself….

“……It’s over.”

It’s over, you bastards!

I did it!!

I wanted to stand up and throw a punch into the air with my hazy mind.

‘I’m tearing up.’

It was almost the first time I had endured this kind of ghost-type horror all by myself without any time skip….

How should I put it, it felt like I had overcome my limits.

‘I really want to praise myself…….’

I stood up wobbling from my seat.

It was just a relief that no one knew I was someone who struggled even with D-rank….

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

“…!?”

Wh-what…?

When I turned my head, I saw the Lizard with his eyes wide open, staring blankly.

Looking perfectly fine as if he had never stayed up all night…… wait a minute.

‘……?’

He’s awake?

“Te-Team Leader.”

“There is no need to wait for Team C to wake up. Please clock out.”

With the eyes of someone seeing a ghost, I looked at the Lizard standing perfectly fine.

And I turned my head to see the Team C members sprawled out and asleep.

“…….”

“…….”

Don't tell me.

“Last night, you weren't… a ghost?”

“I was not.”

“…You were clapping with the backs of your hands!?”

“?”

The Lizard tilted his head and then replied as if he had realized something.

“I thought it was a trendy gesture.”

“…….”

Ah.

Aaaaaaaaah!

Chapter 70

……After that, the situation quickly settled down.

No, actually, it had no choice but to settle down.

It was because Section Chief Lizard had grown suspicious of my previous behavior.

-Mr. Roe Deer, were your questions last night intended to initiate a long conversation with a ghost, having mistaken me for one?

My skin really crawled at that moment.

-…How could that be? It’s just that I was flustered after seeing the backhanded clapping, so I was keeping both possibilities in mind.

And then, I gave a conceptual thumbs-up toward my respected superior.

Meaning, I smoothed it over with flattery.

-I couldn't miss the opportunity to have my first deep conversation with my Team Leader just because I mistakenly thought he was a ghost.

-I see.

-Thank you for your kind counseling over such a long period.

-Yes.

Phew.

For the record, the people from Team C, who had peacefully slept the whole day, woke up before Team Leader Lee Jaheon and I departed.

And they chuckled heartily.

“Ah~ of all people, the two of you got caught. My, my.”

“Wow. We were quite scary.”

“I know, right? It was chilling~”

Liar!

Seeing them laugh heartily while recalling the things the ghosts imitating them had done, I once again realized the sheer size of the guts these company elites possessed.

Ah, before that.

‘Since the opportunity has presented itself, I might be able to find out who the Salmon Market recommender is.’

“Um, excuse me, could I get both of your names?”

“Ah, of course!”

Supervisor Dolphin raised her hand high.

“I’m Supervisor Lee Seonghae, and over there is Assistant Manager Kang Dojun.”

“…….”

Eh?

Wait a minute.

The assistant manager who introduced me to the Salmon Market was…… Ah!

“Is Team C's Team Leader's name by any chance Lee Kangheon?”

“Eh? No.”

“…….”

‘I’ve been had.’

I thought it was strange how readily they were giving out their personal information; it seems it was all a lie.

‘Were they aiming for the fact that since Team A, B, and C are Elite Squads, people from general teams can’t find out their names or contact info through the internal network?’

Well, it didn't matter much. It just made me think it was a good thing I went through the trouble of creating a bypass ID.

Just as I was about to wrap up the conversation with some vague excuse about ‘having misunderstood,’ it happened.

“Excuse me, Supervisor Roe Deer.”

While Assistant Manager Leopard was talking to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Suddenly, Supervisor Dolphin slightly turned her head and spoke to me.

“By any chance… did you get a KakaoTalk message saying they’d help you make money?”

“……!!”

“The one from the person with the profile picture of a Hawaiian beach.”

“Are they famous?”

“Known among those in the know?”

Supervisor Dolphin glanced at her colleagues, and once she confirmed that attention wasn't focused on us, she spoke quickly.

“You see, I was the top recruit when I joined.”

Ah.

“I got a message too. That, uh, the fish that bears eat a lot… Augh, Salmon Market. Salmon Market.”

This one got phished too….

“I heard a few people rumored to be promising also received it!”

According to the explanation that followed, the identity was different every time, but one thing remained the same.

[K.LEE: Oh, hello there, employee ㅋㅋㅋ]

The profile picture and the name ‘K.LEE.’

Supervisor Dolphin whispered.

“Care to hear my theory?”

“Of course.”

“I’ve thought about it, and no matter how I look at it, I think the administrator of that site sent it. To promote their secondhand site and find someone to sell items actually from the Darkness!”

Oh.

“Do you think a company employee created that site?”

“At the very least, I think they’re involved! They knew way too much about the Field Exploration team.”

I see.

I rubbed my chin.

‘If there really is an employee doing such a thing….’

They're probably a Named Character, right?

I mentally sifted through the employees listed on the Wiki who might be capable of such a thing.

“Thank you. Thanks to you, some of my questions have been cleared up.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Supervisor Dolphin shrugged her shoulders with a smile.

“By the way, are there that many employees in the company who use the Salmon Market?”

“Quite a few? The company doesn't really care as long as we don’t sell Dream Collectors or masks. It’s like how they turn a blind eye to looting to keep up soldier morale during a war? Yuck.”

Supervisor Dolphin grumbled.

“Anyway, it’s a truly annoying company.”

I nodded without realizing it.

“They certainly do have a tendency to disregard human casualties.”

“Ah, well, that… humans dying is environmentally friendly, so I don't really care about that.”

“…….”

“The important thing is that they seem to kill too randomly. If it were me, I’d have definitely cut them based on their character. Jeez.”

I…… am scared of Team C.

“Anyway, just saying.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.”

Supervisor Dolphin replied energetically while tying her long hair back into a ponytail.

“Supervisor Roe Deer, you were so polite even when I was a ghost. I believe good people should live a long time.”

Giving a thumbs up, Supervisor Dolphin grinned.

Well. Thank you.

In any case, I parted ways with Team C on quite a warm note.

“See you next time in a Darkness that gives lots of Points! We’ll show you our awesomeness then!”

“And it’d be even better if only one person comes so we can snag all the Points! Hahaha!”

Well.

‘I don't want to experience seeing the Elite Squad's awesomeness in the Darkness…!’

Still, it seemed like I could work with them more smoothly and with less friction than with Team A.

Of course, Team C also seemed to have a bit of a chosen-one complex, but that was excusable if you considered it a characteristic of the Elite Squad.

…Except for the fact that the shocking ghost version of Team C I saw today was playing on an endless loop in my head, that is.

‘Ugh.’

Let's go home.

Go home and enjoy the luxury of sleeping in the middle of the day….

Feeling a small sense of gratitude that today was my day off, I bowed my head to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

“Team Leader, thank you for today. I’ll say it again, thank you for answering all my frantic questions in the Darkness so kindly.”

“Yes.”

“If you ever have anything you want to ask me, please feel free to do so anytime, Team Leader!”

“Yes. I will ask now.”

“…….”

Already?

Section Chief Lee Jaheon asked stoically.

“Kim Soleum. Have you used the ‘Fox Counseling Room’?”

“…!”

That was one of the three locations I had newly been granted access to upon becoming a Supervisor.

1. Security Team Rental Warehouse

2. Annex (Free equipment manufacturing twice a year)

3. Fox Counseling Room

It was also the only place I hadn't used yet….

“No.”

Understandably, I hadn't had the peace of mind or the timing.

“Do you plan to use it?”

“…….”

Hmm.

“…Team Leader, are you recommending it because the Fox Counseling Room helps with recovery from mental damage caused by Contamination?”

“Yes. I recommend you schedule a visit soon.”

It was a valid point.

Except for one problem.

‘There are side effects there.’

Actually, the ‘Fox Counseling Room’ had a very fatal side effect that wasn't written in the employee Manual.

Of course, the probability was very low, so it wasn't something a normal employee would need to worry about….

But I didn't want to risk that side effect, even if the probability was low.

……I was sick and tired of probabilities right now.

‘I think I can still hold out.’

As long as I didn't consciously think about it, I didn't feel any strange inner whispers or a desire to read the Educational Manual.

The late nights before falling asleep were a bit difficult, but that had gotten better since I had someone to talk to.

I mean Braun.

-Oh my! It is an honor, Friend.

Right.

I never thought a monster from a ghost story would feel like such a lifeline….

‘I guess humans really are creatures of adaptation.’

Anyway, since today was my day off and I could sleep during the day, I figured I could make up for the lack of sleep like this and be fine.

Of course, on the outside, I nodded politely.

“Yes. I’ll set a schedule as soon as I have time.”

Of course, that time might not come for a while, perhaps even months.

It wasn't a lie, anyway.

“…Yes.”

Section Chief Lizard stared at me for a moment but accepted it and left.

And so, I returned home safely…….

“Whew.”

Click.

I opened the door and entered my room.

Perhaps because it was working hours, the housing building itself was quiet. Baek Saheon wasn't there either.

‘Should I sleep?’

I washed up and lay on the bed, and for the last time, I was about to check the various pieces of information and sites I knew….

“…!”

My sleepiness vanished instantly.

‘It’s open!’

The Alien Shop had finished its renewal and was displaying its new homepage.

The brilliant colors of the screen I clicked on stung my eyes.

<Cosmic shopping mall>

I look at goods

★Renewal Anniversary Discount Event!★

Surprising Price!

Wow, really… surprising.

The design.

‘How can it possibly get uglier?’

Meanwhile, dots were exploding like fireworks. The more colors and effects were added, the more horrific it became.

If these aliens were using outside contractors, I’d want to talk them out of it.

-Mr. Roe Deer, please have pity on this Host and move me far away from that terrible flyer.

I gladly placed Braun on the towel on my desk.

I would endure this design terror alone.

‘Anyway, it means a renewal anniversary discount event is underway.’

That was a good opportunity. Maybe the number of products had increased.

With a slightly fluttering heart, I pressed the enter button.

List of goods

Happy Maker - ₩27,999,999 ★

Nostalgia Candy - ₩12,999,999 ★

Wrapping Paper 12B357Na - ₩9,999,999

Necronomicon - ₩49,999,999

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

Really buy over 100 million and get 20% discount!

Become Cosmic shopping mall VIP!

“…….”

Wait a minute.

“It’s here!”

-Mr. Roe Deer?

I almost jumped out of bed in excitement before barely calming down.

“The armor finally showed up!”

-Ah, did you find what you were looking for? That is something to celebrate!

It really was.

Wrapping Paper 12B357Na - ₩9,999,999

‘I absolutely have to buy this.’

Even the price was the cheapest. How could there be such a great deal?

It was only after I put it in my cart that I realized it was ten million won and had a brief moment of reality check, but I had no intention of canceling the purchase.

And as I calmed my excitement and continued to look down the list of other items.

“…….”

-Friend? Is there a problem?

“No.”

It was quite the opposite.

I checked the list again, slightly bewildered, but it was reality.

‘No way… I know all these Items.’

This was the first time this had happened.

Even in cases where there wasn't a separate entry in the <Dark Exploration Record>, there was at least a minimal mention that allowed me to make a rational deduction.

Of course, there were items whose ominousness was almost close to a ghost story, but since they were still just text, their utility and usage came to mind first.

‘This is huge.’

And only then did a peculiar mark catch my eye.

Happy Maker - ₩27,999,999 ★

What is this star?

A description popped up when I hovered my finger over it.

★ Similar to goods bought before!

‘Ah.’

These aliens… I wondered why they did a renewal, and it turns out they had introduced an algorithm. To make products related to what I bought last time appear at the top with a star!

‘But shouldn't they have done this the other way around?’

If it were clothes, maybe, but I didn't think I’d necessarily buy similar items… well, it works for consumable items that run out of stock.

For example, this!

Nostalgia Candy - ₩12,999,999 ★

‘It’s the Nostalgia Series.’

It was an item made by the same place that made the yarn-shaped restraint that had been wrapped around my wrist when I was in the Security Team isolation room with the Educational Manual.

A series with the concept of returning one's identity to a ‘good moment from the past.’

If it’s a candy type, it probably produces a similar effect through ingestion.

It seemed to have appeared because I’d bought edible products a few times. It also shared similarities with the Baekseol Mountain Apple.

‘It’s an absolute buy.’

My supply of mini-apples, whether juice or whole fruit, was almost gone anyway.

I immediately put that item in my cart and slowly looked at the rest of the list….

‘Painkillers, recovery agents, armor, intimidation, crisis escape….’

And then I realized.

‘These are all good.’

They were all useful items. Because I knew their uses, I could discern their value.

Moreover.

Really buy over 100 million and get 20% discount!

“…….”

A discount.

‘It’s not an opportunity that comes around often.’

And combining my salary, the side income I'd earned so far, bonuses, and subtracting living expenses, the ammunition I could use was….

‘Up to 140 million, no… maybe even 150 million?’

“…….”

-Friend, are you enjoying your shopping while overcoming that hideous visual torture?

“No.”

-Hmm?

“I just finished.”

I looked at my shopping cart.

Happy Maker - ₩27,999,999

Nostalgia Candy - ₩12,999,999

Wrapping Paper 12B357Na - ₩9,999,999

Necronomicon - ₩49,999,999

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

= ₩167,666,662

※Discounted!※ : 134,133,329

Let’s go, buy all products!
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Buying all items from the Alien Shop.

‘Whoa.’

My hands trembled slightly.

It was the first time I’d ever burned 130 million won to buy a few items.

Still, having spent tens of millions before, I felt a little better.

‘Let’s use them well.’

They would all serve as stepping stones for my survival.

I boldly pressed the purchase button.

Successful Purchase!

The item has boarded the rocket!

Soon, as before, space-time opened in midair and a delivery box appeared. I waited for the box to drop to the floor with a fluttering heart….

However,

“…??”

The package remained suspended in the air.

This was because someone was holding it with a very polite gesture.

…A tentacle.

“……!?”

Tap, tap.

The tentacle gently shook the delivery box. As if asking, ‘Should I put it here?’

“…! You can leave it on the floor.”

Then, the package was smoothly placed on the ground.

“Thank you.”

But the tentacle didn’t disappear immediately.

Instead, it nimbly pulled something out from the Rift of Space-Time and held it out to me.

It was a small card letter shimmering in gold.

I am a Cosmic shopping mall VIP!

~Appreciation cells enclosed~

“…Thank you?”

When I took the card, the tentacle seemed to wave its hand before vanishing into the Rift of Space-Time.

“…….”

Well.

It seems the Alien Shop has started treating me like a VIP….

‘Is that… a good thing?’

I decided to keep the appreciation card for now. The gold was dazzling with five-colored brilliance….

-Good heavens, how can even a tag card be that ugly….

As expected, one shouldn’t expect much in the way of design from the Alien Shop. Well….

‘What matters is the item’s performance.’

I turned my gaze to the delivery box.

It was unboxing time.

“Phew.”

Opening the box, the largest item caught my eye first.

An item with a list price of 28 million won.

‘Happy Maker.’

It was in a bright pastel-toned box.

In the square box, which looked like it might contain liquid antacids or vitamin drinks, twelve glow sticks about the size of highlighters were inserted.

However, needles pop out from the ends of these glow sticks.

The perfect painkiller… that was sold under the same name in the ghost story ‘Delusion Home Shopping’.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Delusion Home Shopping

/ Item

Happy Maker

Is life painful?

For those of you who lose sleep due to unknown pain, and those who fear the moment of an accident, this is the perfect savior for you.

We proudly introduce the rapid pain remover, ‘Happy Maker’!

-Item description from ‘Delusion Home Shopping’ on September 9, 20XX

==========

It was exactly as described.

I looked at the instructions written on the box.

A fast and comfortable shot

Say goodbye to your pain!

This stick-type auto-injector automatically delivers the shot when pressed against the skin, quickly and comfortably ‘eliminating’ all pain for a certain period of time.

‘It really is over-technology.’

Even if the mechanism behind it is an Anomalous Phenomenon rather than science.

It’s true that pain clouds one's judgment in extreme situations.

Based on my experience of navigating through all sorts of injuries and risks of harm, I could say for certain: I would use this usefully someday.

‘I hope I don’t have to use it… sigh.’

Let’s give up on vain hopes…….

‘This dirty world of ghost stories….’

I resolved to carry this item with me.

Even though there was a very horrific ‘additional usage’ written in tiny print on the back.

In irreversible situations, it can be used for euthanasia purposes.

Yeah. I’m never using it for that.

‘I’ll use it only as a painkiller.’

-Ah, painkillers. I also used to take headache medicine occasionally. The pain of creation! It is the fate of an Entertainer and show creator.

…How on earth does a ghost story inhabitant with a TV for a head take headache medicine…… No, never mind.

I quickly erased the image that popped into my head, gave Braun a few compliments to make him feel proud, and looked into the box again.

Phew.

‘The next item is….’

Two items were visible at the same time.

One was a very ominous-looking ancient tome, completely sealed with dark red wax and covered in dust.

And next to it, rolled up in a corner, was a modern and clean eco-friendly buffer wrapping paper.

Yes, quite literally, that wrapping paper itself was the item, without any product inside.

Wrapping Paper 12B357Na

In fact, besides the barcode and the phrase engraved on the outside, there wasn’t even a common instruction manual.

Does it seem like nothing special?

No.

‘It’s here. Armor!’

Because it was a ‘buffer wrapping paper’ with unique properties.

It would become my precious lifeline.

With very careful movements, I stored the wrapping paper away. I’ll use it when the time is right.

And when I turned my head….

I looked at the ancient tome with cold, sunken eyes.

Necronomicon

The Necronomicon.

Also known as the Book of the Dead.

It was a quintessential representative creation of grimoires containing forbidden knowledge.

It was said to have appeared consistently in various stories for decades, becoming synonymous with an incredibly evil grimoire.

And naturally, I had read about it holding a place in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

So, what are the typical cliché characteristics of the Necronomicon?

1. You go insane if you read it.

2. Made of human skin.

“…….”

Yeah.

It means… human skin… right.

That’s why the representative image on the cover is a flayed face screaming in pain.

Even through the dark red wax covering the surface of this ancient tome I received, that was faintly visible.

‘Haa.’

Truly… it was a sight I didn’t even want to touch.

-Mr. Roe Deer, did you just say Necronomicon? Ah, that translated version, it’s been a while since I’ve heard of it.

A ghost story Host of a US talk show theme knows the Necronomicon? It was so obvious it wasn’t even surprising….

But unfortunately.

‘It’s probably not the Necronomicon you know.’

-Hmm?

There’s something like that, kid.

Without a word, I grabbed the ‘Necronomicon’ firmly sealed with wax and stored it in my forearm.

‘Whew.’

Thus, the ‘item for intimidation’ was also well-stored.

Next, I also packed the Nostalgia Candy I already knew.

‘Should I call this an emergency recovery item?’

Even if I were to be severely Contaminated, I would be able to perform emergency treatment with this until I could escape.

‘…Good.’

And finally.

I noticed a small red button sitting casually in the corner of the package.

Using the process of elimination, this item’s identity had to be this.

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

Have you ever heard of such internet ghost stories?

Where someone gives you a button and asks, ‘If you press this, someone will die, but 100 million won will be deposited into your account. Will you press it?’

It was a red button that looked exactly like something out of such a story.

Looking closely, I could see small writing on the side. However….

‘I don’t know what language this is.’

-Do you need a translation, Friend?

I received Braun’s help for this part.

-Hmm. I see. You can understand it as meaning ‘Emergency Escape’, Mr. Roe Deer!

I see. So it’s a small button that allows for an ‘Emergency Escape with the help of aliens’ when pressed.

‘I hope it’s worth sixty million won.’

In truth, this was a bet closer to a gamble, but I had no regrets.

‘The Alien Shop doesn't scam people.’

If it were another ghost story, I might have made horrible predictions like ‘The moment I press this, will my brain escape from my head to be used as a food ingredient?’, but… let’s trust the reliability of the Alien Shop.

“All done.”

-My friend has quite a clean personality. I like it!

With that, I stored all the shopping spoils into the tattoo on my wrist.

Since a human completely Contaminated by ghost stories was fine going in and out, there should be no problem with these items.

…Not that I wanted to be proven right in that way.

‘Whew.’

Let’s stop thinking about it.

Fortunately, shopping and organizing the items didn’t consume the entire day, so I was able to catch up on some sleep during the bright daylight.

And when I woke up again.

News I had briefly forgotten rushed toward me.

[Go Yeongeun: Have you checked the intranet?]

[Go Yeongeun: The regular personnel appointment document just went up!]

“…!”

Regular personnel appointments.

It meant that the vacancy in Team D would soon… be filled.

“…….”

Who could it be?

A few days later.

“Hello.”

“Ah, yes, hello.”

I was able to see the new employee assigned to Team D at the office.

His rank was Supervisor, the same as mine.

He appeared to be around the same age as I was before I fell into this ghost story.

The employee wearing glasses glanced at me, looking me up and down.

“Ah, so you’re that Supervisor? The one who got promoted in 60 days?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’re actually a rookie?”

“…….”

I stared at the man quietly.

“Oh~ look at the way you’re staring. Why? You want me to treat you the same as a Supervisor with three years of service?”

I then grinned.

“Of course not. I look forward to working with you, Seonbae.”

“Right. Hey, you hear people say you’re quick to grasp the situation, don’t you?”

“Haha….”

“This Field Exploration team is all about group projects. Intuition! Intuition is the answer.”

Is that so?

“It’s common to see people whining to be treated like a senior just because they got promoted early, only to get blacklisted, get no help, and die. You know?”

He said this while slowly looking around the empty office.

“I heard the Assistant manager and Supervisor who were here before had their hands cut off, got Contaminated, and it was a total mess. That could have been you next.”

“…….”

I turned my head slightly.

I saw a cleanly vacated desk.

It was originally Supervisor Park Minseong’s seat.

A few days ago, when I came to work the day after the regular personnel announcement was posted, all his personal belongings, cups, and picture frames had already disappeared.

“True. It could have been you, Supervisor.”

“…What?”

“Since there are so many dangerous tasks. I’ll do my best to support you so that doesn’t happen. I look forward to working with you.”

I politely requested a handshake.

“Uh….”

The employee, who looked at me with a slightly uncomfortable expression, soon decided it was just his imagination and accepted the handshake.

And a short while later.

“Manager! I am Supervisor Yoon Johoon. I look forward to working with you!”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who entered the office, nodded at the new team member’s greeting.

“Yes.”

“Haha, did you know our names have the same initials? Doesn’t it feel like it's my destiny to work under you, Team Leader?”

“Yes.”

“……No, I mean… uh, it feels like destiny, right?”

“No.”

“…….”

Yoon Johoon, the new team member who had completely failed at small talk, approached me and whispered as soon as the Team Leader left the office for a meeting.

“Hey. Does the Team D Leader really have some kind of mental disorder? I’ve heard rumors.”

“Do you feel that way?”

“You heard the conversation and you still don’t know? I thought I was talking to some free AI just now.”

Then he let out a deep sigh.

“Ah, f*ck, this company is already perfect for getting mental illness… whew. Is it right for a Team Leader to be like that?”

“Section Chief Lee Jaheon tends to take good care of his team members….”

“So? What does it matter once you’re dead? I heard he doesn’t understand what people are saying, does whatever he wants in the Darkness, and even got on the bad side of the Team A Leader. Is that rumor true?”

“…….”

“I guess it is. Ugh f*ck, you watch out too. Ah, of all teams, it had to be this one….”

Supervisor Yoon Johoon grumbled, said he was ‘going to the restroom,’ and didn’t return for tens of minutes.

“…….”

So I have to work with a bastard like that….

-Oh dear… you don’t seem to be in a very good mood, Mr. Roe Deer.

-Is there anything this Braun can do to help? As you know, am I not your Good Friend?

-If it’s a request from a friend, I would gladly….

‘Yeah. Let’s watch a variety show together when I get off work.’

-Ah, that sounds wonderful too!

Thanks to this conversation, my mind calmed down a bit.

Right.

Strictly speaking. I had been incredibly lucky with people until now.

‘This is the default value of office life….’

I should be thankful that Supervisor wasn’t my direct superior.

I quickly composed myself.

And that afternoon.

“I will brief you on the Darkness we will enter tomorrow.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, back from his meeting, began the briefing by distributing PDFs.

And the new Supervisor was appalled.

“Unassigned rank? No, is this a Darkness without a Manual?”

“No.”

The Lizard looked at Supervisor Yoon Johoon with vertical pupils.

“They say the rank of the solution in the Dream Collector is measured differently every time it’s cleared.”

“…!”

An Anomaly?

“B-but why was this given to Team D, a regular team, and not an Elite Squad?”

“It was not given only to Team D. All Field Exploration Position employees in regular teams will attempt entry.”

The Lizard Team Leader looked back at me.

“This is because it is a Darkness entered through dreams, and there is a high probability that the entry itself will fail.”

“……!”

“Basically, it is like this. If you read a Specific Tome and fall asleep on a night with a full moon, you may wake up in a school at night.”

Wait a minute.

“If the name of that school is ‘Sekwang Technical High School,’ then you have successfully entered the Darkness.”

Sekwang Technical High School.

“…….”

I know this ghost story.

But it doesn't end with simply knowing it….

‘…It’s the ghost story I participated in.’

Exploration Records #13

The 13th entry of those ghost story Exploration Records was written by me.

Chapter 72

A ghost story set in a school.

In truth, it has been a long-standing tradition since ancient times.

Hundreds of teenagers have to spend all day in a single building; it would be more strange if they never took an interest in scary and bizarre rumors, mysterious rituals, or ghosts.

The Seven Wonders, Bunshinsaba….

Naturally, having attended such a school myself, I found them quite entertaining.

They are universal and popular horror stories, after all.

‘That’s why I gathered the courage to add an Exploration Record for the first time.’

Fortunately, the record wasn’t taken down due to a ‘Not Recommended’ rating terror, and using that as a catalyst, I even went as far as creating a ghost story myself….

But.

‘I’m… entering there?’

It was a strange feeling.

Naturally, the thought of entering a ghost story sent a chill down my spine first, but there was also a strange sort of nausea.

It wasn't like having an Educational Manual in front of me—no, it wasn't that….

Anticipation and fear?

‘I don’t know how to put it….’

Regardless, the Manual had already been distributed, and I had to at least ‘attempt’ to enter.

In that case.

-Are you going to perform a short ritual before falling asleep today? I’m curious if it’s Mr. Roe Deer’s own secret to falling into a deep sleep!

“It’s not that.”

I silently tidied my bed.

“I’m trying to have a ‘special dream’ the company told me about.”

-Ah, are you planning to go to that ‘high school’?

Yes.

‘Even if it’s not here, I have to enter a ghost story anyway.’

Since only a few people who meet the specific temporary conditions can enter at a time, it would be better to enter this one, as the company gives good Points for it.

‘Whew.’

Late night at the company housing.

I opened the problematic ‘Specific Tome’ I received from the company.

-On a night with a full moon, if you read the Specific Tome and fall asleep, you may wake up in the school at night.

It was exactly as Section Chief Lee Jaheon had explained.

The unique thing was that this was a text file.

In the Dark Shadow.txt

This file is said to be occasionally tucked into text file collections (which suspiciously ignore copyright) like ‘Masterpiece Horror Novel Collection of the 2000s’ downloaded from the internet.

The file size seemed large enough to be two books. However….

I clicked to open the file.

This all happened on our graduation day.

That single line was the end of the content.

And when I scrolled down further out of strangeness,

((Add))

Indecipherable corrupted characters filled the text file in a dizzying mess before…

The file cannot be opened.

It disappeared.

“…….”

Ha.

Truly, nothing is easy…!

‘I’m going to go from a heart attack first at this rate….’

Just then, I heard the sound of someone swearing profusely from the room next door.

Baek Saheon was likely preparing to enter this ghost story as well. Since it was for all employees….

‘Maybe I’ll run into him inside.’

Well, the probability of Baek Saheon meeting the exact conditions to enter was low, though.

Every time this ghost story opened, the conditions for who could enter changed.

‘But I know the ‘Guaranteed Entry’ method that appeared in the mid-to-late part of the Exploration Records…….’

That’s why I had already prepared that method.

The important thing was that I didn’t know how much information had been released to the employees at this point.

‘Even if the Exploration Records haven’t accumulated much, the nature of this ghost story means other rumors might have circulated privately.’

Since all employees were preparing to enter, this point bothered me a bit.

Hmm.

‘Should I check?’

It was also the right time to keep him in check so he wouldn't do anything stupid.

I went to the front of Baek Saheon’s room and knocked politely.

Knock, knock.

“Wh-what!”

“I’m coming in.”

Creak.

When I opened the door, Baek Saheon glared at me with a face somewhere between flustered, fearful, and pissed off, then gritted his teeth and forced a smile.

“Isn’t it a social convention to wait for the answer ‘come in’ after knocking before entering? Eh?”

“Is it?”

I went back out and knocked on the door again.

Knock, knock.

Knock, knock.

Knock, knock.

Knock, knock.

Knock….

“You son of a…, argh! Just come in!”

I opened the door and walked in, casting a look of pity.

“The result is the same.”

“…….”

“You… live your life really inefficiently.”

Baek Saheon seemed to be seething with resentment, but he managed to suppress it. Hmm, I’m glad to see he’s finally developing some basic human manners.

“Anyway, why, I’m extremely curious as to why you suddenly felt the need to barge into someone else’s room for the first time in the middle of the night….”

And as he spoke, he seemed to come up with the answer himself.

“……Hey, no, doesn't the Assistant Manager also have to enter the darkness as the company instructed? Going into that high school.”

“Yeah.”

“Ah, as I thought. Then you must have been in the middle of preparing?”

And Baek Saheon quickly, persistently, and greedily scanned the area around my pillow on my bed through the open door.

Anyone could see he was trying to squeeze out a hint.

‘Look at him.’

I didn't bother blocking the doorway and smirked.

“Yeah. That’s right.”

“Is that so? I heard you don’t know whether you’ll enter or not until you fall asleep…… but it’s fascinating how the Assistant Manager looks so certain. Do you have some kind of secret?”

“You have a lot of questions.”

“Since you came to my room, I thought I should listen to what you have to say.”

I casually tossed out.

“Need a hint?”

“……Well, if you’re offering?”

“Why should I?”

“…….”

Baek Saheon smiled through gritted teeth.

“…Shall I deposit another three days’ worth of pay?”

“I’m good on money, but there’s something I want to hear.”

“…!”

“You want to enter, right? What’s the reason?”

A brief and fierce conflict crossed Baek Saheon’s face.

It wasn't that he didn't want to tell me, but rather he seemed to be weighing heavily whether he could extract something more from me by saying it.

Whether he reached a conclusion or not, he opened his mouth as if it were no big deal.

“……No, I heard a rumor at the company.”

A rumor.

“Well, that items obtained in that ghost story can be brought outside as they are… so it’s unconditionally beneficial to go in and bring something out.”

“…….”

“And they say you won’t really die for the most part.”

Hmm.

So that’s what the employees know at this point.

As a ‘ghost story that is beneficial once you enter.’

“Actually, I don’t think the hint you’re talking about is worth this much, but since we’re colleagues and roommates, I’m telling you this information….”

Oh, he’s trying to lowball me naturally.

I nodded seriously on purpose.

“You’re right, my hint doesn’t seem very valuable.”

“…!”

“You don't need to hear it, right? Let’s act like this never happened. Ah, I heard your side well.”

“…!! You son of a…….”

I looked at Baek Saheon. Baek Saheon stopped swearing and soon smiled again.

“…Assistant Manager, if an employee living in the same housing extorts the salary and personal information of a poor new recruit through blackmail and threats, couldn't I at least request an interview with a superior for workplace harassment?”

Oh dear.

I looked at Baek Saheon with a face full of regret.

“Do you… really believe this company would care about something like that?”

“…….”

“Well, believing is free.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon seemed to be wandering somewhere between anger and despondency….

Well, shall I leave it at this?

‘I should give what I need to give.’

I said lightly.

“Put a photo from your high school days under your pillow before you sleep.”

“…?!”

“On the back, write down what grade and class you were in and write a profile. Like a graduation yearbook.”

I even kindly wrote an example on a post-it note on his desk.

Name:

A word to friends:

“Then see what happens.”

“…….”

As if he couldn’t believe it, Baek Saheon pestered me, asking, “Did you put a photo from your high school days too, Assistant Manager?”

I went to my room and pulled out the photo from under my pillow to show him.

It was a printout of one of the images from my high school days stored on my Smartphone.

“…….”

Baek Saheon looked at it with an expression of disbelief, then shut his mouth.

“Did you think I was lying?”

“…Usually! You speak so eloquently that you have that kind of image, don’t you, Assistant Manager?”

“Really? I’ve never lied, though.”

“…….”

“Think about it carefully.”

I gave an order to leave to Baek Saheon, who now had a blank face for some reason.

“Anyway, I have to finish the remaining preparations with Braun, so I’ll be going now.”

-I hope you have a safe entry, ordinary fellow employee!

Whether he was fed up or feeling something else, Baek Saheon looked at me with an unreadable expression, then eventually backed away and walked quickly into his own room.

Thud.

‘That’s done.’

It was a bit tiring having to suppress him like this every time, but it couldn’t be helped.

Think of the new employee who came to Team D. That’s just what professional life is like….

“Whew.”

I went back to the pillow on my bed.

First of all, the tip I gave Baek Saheon is the truth.

Exploration Record #15

Confirmed all three members of Team K entered Sekwang Technical High School using the explorer’s high school graduation photos.

Validity proven.

And if entry is guaranteed like this.

The next priority is naturally ‘what to take with you.’

Because only things placed under the pillow before falling asleep will enter as belongings in the dream’s ‘Sekwang Technical High School.’

Since the volume of items that can be placed under a pillow to sleep is limited, I had to choose carefully.

‘If I put it in my wrist tattoo and it doesn’t activate in the dream, I’m finished.’

I was already slightly anxious because it was a ghost story where one’s Exterior changes.

In the end, I fit the important items under the pillow like a game of Tetris.

Finally, I placed Braun under the most comfortable spot at the edge.

Hmm. Naturally… Braun ended up in a rather awkward position.

-…….

‘I’m sorry. Is it very suffocating?’

-Well, it’s bearable! If this were a studio, I think I would have called for the staff. Ha ha!

‘I-I see. Thanks.’

That means it’s extremely uncomfortable.

I shouldn't make the resident of a ghost story, who used to burn people with a snap of his fingers, any more uncomfortable…!

I quickly rested my head on the pillow and tried to sleep. While being careful not to crush Braun as much as possible.

‘The pillow is a bit lumpy….’

“…….”

However,

My eyes close.

To the point where it was hard to believe that someone who had suffered from insomnia was lying on an uncomfortable pillow.

Drowsiness quickly rushes into my mind….

Mist.

Dark Shadow.

And…….

[Ding- Dong- Dang- Dong-]

……School.

[Ding- Dong- Dang- Dong-]

I opened my eyes.

I could see a classroom within the darkness, dim without a single light turned on.

Looking down at my clothes, I was already dressed in a school uniform.

[■■ High School]

The familiar uniform of my alma mater was worn well, though the school name looked as if it had been scratched out with a needle.

I couldn’t confirm it directly, but I knew.

That my Exterior itself had returned to when I was a high schooler….

And.

“Wh-what is this??”

Do you remember the characteristic of this ghost story I heard earlier?

-I heard you don’t know whether you’ll enter or not until you fall asleep…….

In other words, it meant this.

That it wasn't just our company employees entering.

“Huh? Huh? Why am I in a uniform….”

“Oh my god!”

“Excuse me, do you happen to know where this is?”

A classroom at midnight without a single lightbulb glowing.

People who had been sitting at the dark desks began to stand up one by one, looking at each other in panic, screaming, or scanning their surroundings.

They were civilians who had been dragged in here by chance.

“Is this some kind of event? Hah.”

“Wait a minute, why am I in a uniform…… Uh, uh? Wait! Why am I a high schooler?!”

“It’s a dream, this.”

“D-did you see outside the window? I think this is the second floor….”

‘……It feels like I’ve returned to the Subway ghost story.’

I felt a stomachache as I watched the people flailing between panic, fear, curiosity, and amusement while checking their surroundings.

And… a deep sense of tension.

“Huh?”

One person wandering around looked at a corner and finally discovered it.

A student sitting without any movement.

“Why isn’t this person moving?”

It was a bizarre sight.

In the middle of a dark classroom where people in various school uniforms were shouting and moving about actively.

Yet, it was as if one person was frozen in their seat.

Without even blinking.

That male student, who looked like a very sophisticated wax doll, was wearing a complete name tag.

[Sekwang Technical High School]

“Is it a mannequin? Yah!”

Poke, poke.

“Ack!”

The person who poked him with a finger pulled back in surprise.

“He’s warm??”

“No way, really?”

I stood up from my seat.

And without ever taking my eyes off him, I slowly approached the classroom door.

‘I have to open the door in advance.’

Fumble.

I tried to move my hands amidst the tension, and the plush doll keychain almost fell out of my uniform’s front pocket.

I grabbed it in a fright.

Whew.

‘Thank goodness, Braun.’

Silence.

“…Braun?”

I lifted the plush doll.

The doll hung limp.

“……!”

I hurriedly pressed the doll’s belly area. The shape of the coin, the Silver Coin Snake, which I had used in the ritual to call the ‘Good Friend’….

Was gone.

“…….”

This was just a doll.

The ‘Good Friend’ had failed to follow me into my dream.

“…….”

“There, outside… Uh, uh-uh-uh, AAAAAAH!!”

I’m screwed.

Chapter 73

Braun is gone.

“W-what is it?”

“T-this person, they moved!!”

Seeing as there are no Silver Coins inside the doll's stomach, is the ‘Good Friend’ ritual itself invalidated? Or is it because this is a dream that it really only looks like a doll….

‘Stop!’

Deduction isn't the priority right now! Get it together!

You're inside a ghost story!

“Look over here!”

I snapped my head around.

Someone was screaming in a corner of the dark classroom.

It was the person who had been poking the ‘student’ who sat alone at a desk, frozen like a wax figure without the slightest movement.

But that wax figure….

“There!”

Had vanished from the desk.

And if you followed the finger of the person pointing, whose face had turned pale blue….

[Sekwang Technical High School]

The vanished student was standing tall at the back door.

Holding the door handle.

Expressionless.

Looking back at the classroom.

“…….”

“H-hey. You're joking right now, right?”

There was no answer.

No movement either.

“Wait a second.”

One brave person approached and waved a hand right in front of the face.

The ‘student’ didn't even blink. They were just vividly frozen at the back door, standing still….

“They're not breathing. It's not a person, it's a mannequin…”

“No, how does a mannequin move all of a sudden? Didn't they just learn a technique to make it look like they're not breathing?”

“Yeah, this is that. You know, like on variety shows or W-Tube where they observe people's reactions.”

It wasn't.

It was obvious, but there were no cameras here, nor any variety show production crew trying to surprise people.

[Ding- Dong- Dang- Dong-]

Instead.

[Students of Sekwang Technical High School! The graduation ceremony is about to begin. Please gather in the auditorium.]

“Graduation ceremony…?”

A cheerful and neat broadcast, typical of a school, rang out.

“Shall we go? This is fascinating.”

“Hey, we're in our high school forms right now, aren't we? Wow. What kind of dream is this?”

A few people who had decided it was entirely a dream chatted with each other without any tension.

Certainly, it wouldn't feel very scary until now.

‘It probably doesn't feel real.’

After all, they had returned to their high school selves. Rejuvenation is usually a pleasant thing.

And while a school at night is a common setting for ghost stories, it can also feel romantic when there are many people and a bit of moonlight streaming in.

However….

“Uh, this student mannequin? Look at this?”

One person approached the motionless student in front of the back door.

Then pointed to the hand the student had extended toward the back.

“This, the hand gesture looks exactly like….”

[Students, we will now close the automatic curtains and turn off the lights for heating and safety.]

“Like they were trying to lock the back door.”

Thud.

The window curtains closed.

“Mommy!”

“Ah, you startled me!”

The automatic curtains closed with a thunderous sound, and for a moment, the classroom was plunged into darkness.

Just for a second.

Flicker.

After a slight delay, the lights in the classroom turned on.

“Ah, thank goodness.”

“I guess they were just trying to turn on the lights… Huh?”

Blood was flowing profusely over the ivory classroom floor.

“Uh… Uh-uh-uh-uh?”

Following the blood with my eyes,

One of the people was collapsed near the back door with their neck completely snapped backward.

An enormous amount of blood poured from the neck, twisted at a bizarre angle that a living human could never achieve, pooling between the floorboards.

Their eyes were wide open in shock, as if they hadn't expected it at all.

“Aaaaah!”

“Kkeu-heoo-eok!!”

It had begun.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[In the Dark Shadow]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.’s identification code is Qterw-()-62, and the Disaster Management Bureau’s registration number is 2845PSYA.2016.Ha53.

If you fall asleep after reading a text file circulating on the internet, you wake up at Sekwang Technical High School at night and are chased by something non-human until you die.

All civilian attempts to find the high school in reality have failed, and it is currently identified as a place that does not exist in Korea.

==========

Right.

The only way to escape the ghost story in this nightmare is through ‘death’.

There is no way out of this school at night other than dying.

And… a ghost story featuring something non-human that was so impressive it became a cliché.

“That…! That person!!”

One of the screaming people pointed with a trembling hand.

At the student still frozen at the back door.

But there was exactly one difference.

“There's blood on their hands.”

“…….”

People's gazes stiffened as they turned.

And they confirmed the fact.

On the student figure's right hand holding the door, inside the curled fingers as if trying to hide it.

Blood was smeared along the fingerprints.

“…….”

People's gazes returned to the corpse.

On the back of the corpse's snapped neck, they saw

A bloodstain in the shape of a finger.

“Ack!”

“Mommy! Uh-uh-uh-uh! Heok!”

And again.

Flicker.

The lights flickered.

The students of Sekwang Technical High School do not move while someone is watching.

But the moment the gaze is gone—

In the blink of an eye, when the classroom brightens again.

They move with inhuman speed.

The person who had been pointing at the doll vanished.

“Ack!!”

That person was found on the floor as a corpse with everything below the chest crushed.

Flump.

The pointing finger, having lost its support, limply collapsed to the floor.

“Ah…….”

“…….”

“Aaaaah!!”

Panic, terror, and frenzy.

“N-now! Let's attack now! Hey? You, the person close by, hit it!”

“F-fuck! Then you do it, why the hell are you telling me!”

Flicker.

“Hik.”

The number of corpses increased by one.

One of the people who had been shouting was stuck upside down in a desk.

With only their lower body remaining.

“…….”

“…….”

In the silence of terror,

People turned their heads.

Now the ‘student’ at the back door was staring intently at the people.

A strange smile was etched on their face.

“…!!”

“Hieeeeek!”

“R-run! Run!”

“Open the door right now!”

People rushed toward the front door to avoid the back door blocked by the student. However….

It was already too late.

“This way… Aaaaah!”

The person who opened the front door collapsed.

A smiling student was standing in front of the opened front door.

[Sekwang Technical High School]

The same name tag was attached to that female student with neatly cut bangs.

“Go, you can just go to the side!”

“Go!”

People ran past the smiling student. And again.

Flicker.

The lights flickered.

“…….”

The student at the front door vanished from my sight.

Aaaaah!

…Desperate screams echoed from the hallway.

And the screams vanished one by one.

“…….”

“…….”

A maddening silence.

The sound of panting breath, distant wails, and people staring at the door with eyes bulging as if they were about to pop out.

“Slowly,”

I said quietly, looking around the classroom.

“Let's move slowly. While checking if anything starts moving again. Both the front and back doors.”

“Ah, ah…….”

Adults who looked no different from high schoolers recoiled and staggered back from the door, shuddering.

“…….”

Among those who woke up in this class.

Half had run away, making it impossible to confirm their survival, and the rest remained in the classroom.

No, rather than remaining, it was closer to say they were frozen, unable to move.

I thought quietly amidst them.

‘I'm screwed.’

It shouldn't have started like this.

I should have definitely run out alone before the curtains closed and it became completely dark, grabbed an emergency flashlight first, and then hidden after taking necessary items.

‘I missed the timing.’

I was flustered by Braun's absence, and my judgment was delayed.

In the meantime, some people finally began to realize the situation.

“T-this is that thing!”

“Pardon?”

“Don't you know? The monster that can't move if you're looking at it!”

“D-do you know about it?”

“Damn it, why don't you know?? You know, the monster that follows you if you don't look at it! It can't move right now because we're looking at it!”

A person whose voice had turned strange with terror and excitement babbled on.

Asking if everyone had seen that weird text file, saying it seemed like we'd entered a game, asking if it was a possession….

Even people who would normally have ignored it listened, caught in the panic.

It was a development I'd seen many times before.

And the conclusion of a group overwhelmed by terror is also… simplistic and violent.

“Then we have to hurry! Attack it and get rid of it!”

“Pardon?!”

“I'm telling you, it'll just keep chasing us if we run away now anyway! Everyone dies because we don't look at it! You saw the people who went out! Hurry! Before the lights flicker again!”

“Ah!”

As if possessed, people rummaged through the empty classroom to find anything that could be a weapon. Brooms, chairs, mops, box cutters….

‘No.’

This is a shortcut to a typical bad ending!

“Please wait a moment….”

It was then.

Someone covered my mouth.

“…!”

I almost threw a punch.

To avoid provoking the situation, I slowly turned my head back to identify the person muzzling me.

My eyes met a familiar face.

‘…The civil servant!’

It was a Disaster Management Bureau agent!

Agent Ryu Jaekwan, whom I had met at the mountain cabin, had short hair like a high school student, but his appearance itself wasn't much different from the present.

‘Where was he sitting?’

No, that's not what's important!

‘Right. Civil servants could enter too!’

This wasn't a ghost story currently being ‘contained and secured’ by Daydream Inc.

In other words, it meant I could meet people from other organizations like this.

But still, to see the same agent again? Aren't you working a bit too hard?

“I'll let you go if you don't scream.”

I immediately nodded with a serious face, and the civil servant released me without another word.

‘Phew.’

“You really have a constitution for getting caught up in these things, don't you?”

“……Yes.”

Let's just say it's something like that.

“And, some of what that person said earlier is correct.”

“…….”

“Keep looking at that student figure no matter what. You can't take your eyes off it, so blink your eyes one at a time, and if the lights go out, you must bow your head. And….”

The civil servant quietly whispered the standard manual I already knew.

“Those things are very sensitive to sound.”

Right.

The students show a clear trend of chasing people who make noise, such as screaming, cursing, or shouting.

“You mustn't raise your voice. Never.”

I nodded slightly.

“But, is it right to let people attack that….”

“Your own safety comes first right now. Saving people caught in the disaster comes after that.”

The civil servant declared familiarly.

“Assume everyone caught in a supernatural disaster will die and move accordingly.”

“…….”

This was… a typical Disaster Management Bureau-style manual.

‘They think it's more important to properly understand and seal or destroy this ghost story.’

Because that would prevent the countless deaths that would follow.

It was a value judgment that would pull the lever to kill one person instead of five in the trolley dilemma without hesitation.

“I'll also tell you the timing to run away. For now, just keep in mind what I've told you.”

“…Yes.”

Arguing with the civil servant here and now was a suicidal act.

For now, I kept my mouth shut.

In the meantime, people were approaching the student with weapons.

‘Damn it,’

Once more, I wove a question to deliberately induce an answer.

Because I needed to know this for my future actions to be natural.

“Um, but isn't this a dream? Then, even if we die, won't we just wake up from the dream….”

It was the standard way to escape a nightmare.

The moment you meet death in a dream, you wake up and return to reality.

Hearing only this far, one might think it's better to just commit suicide quickly, but it's not like that at all. You must not make such a choice….

‘I need something.’

“…That is correct, but there are conditions.”

I knew it.

“Conditions?”

“Yes. Do you see the name tag over there?”

The civil servant pointed a finger at the ‘student figure’.

“You can only wake up ‘normally’ if you die while holding that figure's name tag. …If you fail to do so,”

If the release conditions are not met.

The explorer becomes bound to ‘In the Dark Shadow’.

“You will be subject to a rather unpleasant influence.”

“…….”

“There are a few other conditions for dying safely, but I'll tell you the details as we go along.”

“G-go along?”

“Yes.”

Wait a minute.

But however he interpreted my bewilderment, the civil servant wore an expression that seemed to say ‘there's no need to be sorry’.

It meant he was trying to force a smile as if to reassure a child.

“Don't worry. Many other agents besides myself have been deployed right now. Someone will surely have made it through.”

Not just one, but several Disaster Management Bureau agents…?

‘This… it looks like the rounds of exploration have really overlapped.’

There would be a corresponding round.

I tried to pull up candidates by rummaging through past Exploration Records in my head, but the change in the situation came first.

“D-die!”

Finally, people began to attack the student figure.

Then, surprisingly.

Crack.

“Ack!”

“B-blood…!”

The ‘Sekwang Technical High School’ student was injured just like a normal human.

There were sounds of blood bursting, bruises forming, and bones breaking.

“Ack!”

“What do I do, oh, damn….”

‘…Sigh.’

Terror and frustration crept up my spine.

But the civil servant, seemingly used to it, gestured slightly toward the front door without being shaken.

“First, let's take this chance to…… Hm?”

It was then.

Human figures appeared on the bright central staircase visible outside the open front door.

“…!”

It was three or four people walking up with muffled footsteps.

They had one thing in common.

Specifically… they were all wearing bizarre animal masks!

‘It's the employees!’

And I even saw a familiar mask.

Bison!

‘Mr. Jang Heowoon.’

It was the Team Y Rookie I had shared life and death with in the theme park ghost story!

‘Was he reassigned back to the general team?’

How long has it been?

My own circumstances had been so chaotic lately that I hadn't been able to check other people's periodic reassignments, but it looked like he had survived the three months well.

‘Anyway, it's good to see you, truly.’

But next to him… is a human who isn't so pleasant to see and whom I saw just a moment ago.

A black goat mask.

“…….”

It's Baek Saheon.

‘Did the two of them wake up in the same class?’

They all seemed to be following the company's safety recommendation to ‘take a mask and wear it if possible’.

‘I'd like to wear one too if I can.’

I also wanted to check the items I brought and use them to increase the Escape Probability.

All things considered, it would be better to naturally part ways with the civil servant and join that group.

“Um, Agent…….”

“Daydream Inc.…!”

“…….”

Uh-oh.

“Be careful. If you meet people in suits wearing animal masks in a place like this, you must never pretend to know them.”

The civil servant gritted his teeth and shot a look of contempt forward.

“They're likely people dispatched from a disgusting pseudo-religion company, so never get involved with them.”

“…….”

“Most of the employees are also psychos with abnormal ethics. You must be careful.”

“……Yes.”

Never.

Never! Let's not get caught!

Chapter 74

A classroom inside a ghost story, with bright interior lights.

“Die! Die!”

Behind me, people were desperately battering a creepy student who stood motionless.

“Let’s wait until they pass.”

In front of me, an official watched my company’s employees pass by with eyes full of wariness and contempt.

And caught in the middle….

Me, without my colleagues and having missed my timing.

I have to look like an innocent civilian to the official beside me while safely clearing this nightmare-like ghost story.

My true identity is… actually from the pharmaceutical company that official hates!

“…….”

Just how high is this damn difficulty going to go…?

‘This is driving me crazy.’

In the meantime, the employees moved further away. I felt like I made eye contact with a few of them, but when I avoided their gaze, they walked quickly without saying anything.

Just as I felt a bit of relief.

Flicker.

The blackout happened again.

“Eek!”

But this time, the people were faster than the approaching darkness.

“……A-It’s not moving!”

“We did it!”

I took a deep breath.

When the lights flickered and then turned back on.

The ‘Sekwang Technical High School Student’ who had been frozen like a statue was now collapsed on the floor near the back door.

“Waaaaah!”

The people’s frantic battering definitely had an effect. This time, the student couldn't move even when the lights went out.

Instead, he looked as if he had died, collapsing as if receiving the full impact of the accumulated assault.

However, only the right hand of the frozen student remained stretched toward the air, as if still trying to grab the back door….

“…….”

People cheered with jubilant expressions, holding blood-stained mop handles and chairs.

“It worked! This is it!”

“…….”

We have to run.

When one of the student entities falls into a state of immobility similar to biological death.

Fast.

Every student nearby is summoned to that spot.

[Ding-Dong-Dang-Dong]

[A fatal accident has occurred in Class 1-5.]

“Uh…?”

A school broadcast came on.

Unlike before, the voice was deeply somber.

A slow funeral march played in the background.

“Now.”

The official poked my back.

“Let’s run.”

[The deceased student is 1st year Lee Wonyul.]

I immediately dashed out the door.

And as quickly as possible, I took in as much of the hallway scenery as I could.

After confirming what was needed, I stuck close to the side to minimize my body's volume.

“Should we put our backs against the wall?”

“Exactly.”

[Let us all observe five seconds of silence.]

Without resisting the official pressing down on my shoulder, I sat down right there with my back against the wall.

And then.

Click.

The lights went out.

[5]

Through the melody, the sound of a door sliding, creeeak.

The sound of the back door opening.

[4]

“Aaaaaah!”

“Ack!”

“Wh-Wha… Urgh.”

[3]

“Sav…….”

“Sob,”

[2]

Screams, screams, short screams.

[1]

…….

…….

Silence.

The funeral march continued.

[The moment of silence is over. We offer our deepest condolences to the deceased.]

I forced my trembling head up to look inside the classroom.

Because I had to see.

Flicker.

My vision returned as the lights came back on.

The inside of the classroom was a mess of blood and filth.

All sorts of corpses were strewn about—flung against the wall, scattered on the floor and desks.

‘……Ha.’

And in the middle of it all, only two human figures stood tall.

The Sekwang Technical High School Students, frozen by my gaze.

One entity stood trampling over a person who had been decapitated, and the other was smiling, holding the front door….

Staring at me.

“…….”

I’ve been perceived.

‘Damn it.’

Beads of sweat dripped down my chin.

“…I’ll back away for a moment. To an angle where I can still see inside the classroom.”

“…….”

The official nodded slightly.

While keeping my eyes fixed forward, I felt behind me along the wall.

The reason I stood at this wall.

[Portable Lighting Device]

The red emergency flashlight was right nearby.

A portable light source that can ‘freeze’ students even when a blackout occurs.

‘It’s an absolute necessity.’

However, in the spot where three should have been plugged in, only one remained.

‘The employees must have taken them.’

I’m just surprised that even though that bastard Baek Saheon was in the group, they didn't pull all three to keep as spares.

Furthermore, they even had the sense to jam a wad of paper into the light's discharge sensor to prevent the alarm from sounding. It was typical of people with experience in ghost story exploration.

They even left one piece of paper behind in the empty flashlight slot.

‘I’ve seen that far.’

I reached back and picked up that piece of paper….

And as I stretched my hand forward, a phrase folded on the back of the paper caught the edge of my vision.

-Debt

“…….”

Not bad.

I crumpled Baek Saheon’s note, shoved it back into the sensor with my hand behind my back, and pulled out the flashlight.

‘Phew.’

With this, the first stage of temporary blackout preparation is complete.

‘Next is….’

“…! Did you pull out the flashlight?”

“Yes.”

“……Excellent. You just need to keep it on. …Now, let’s retrieve the name tags.”

The official strode toward the front door of the classroom.

Right up to the nose of the student entity that was staring intensely at me.

‘Huuuu….’

Just looking at it made me feel like warning signals were screaming in my head.

However, the official swiftly tore the name tag from its chest,

And took it.

And beyond that, he even retrieved the name tag of the first dead entity lying by the back door.

“…….”

This is crazy.

‘This is a step you can’t take back.’

If you are witnessed stealing a student’s name tag, you will be pursued by that student until you die.

Though I suppose it might have been hopeless anyway from the moment we made eye contact.

‘I’ll definitely be chased.’

Even with a flashlight, moving through the school at night with two students trailing you is madness for an ordinary person.

It was a choice only an Agent of the Disaster Management Bureau, equipped with gear and allies, could make.

‘…Still, if it were me, I would have done it differently.’

But the milk is already spilled, and thinking rationally….

Getting my identity caught by the official.

Dying in a ghost story nightmare.

No matter how I looked at it, the former carried more risk. Dying here is just a bonus; it feels like I’ll be marked and investigated.

‘For now, I have no choice but to trust the move of a Disaster Management Bureau Agent.’

But let’s do my part… let’s do my part.

‘If I’m going to do it, I have to do it fast.’

At the same time the official moved, I also approached the classroom.

Then I reached out to the student near the back door and pulled off the name tag.

‘Ughhhhh!’

This is insane, it’s really terrifying.

The student, frozen without the slightest movement, felt like he might turn around at any moment and crush my head….

But that didn't happen, and I succeeded.

‘Phew.’

It was then, as I held my hand which was tingling with goosebumps.

“H-Help me….”

I heard it.

“…….”

I thought the student entity was only stepping on the dead person’s neck, but I was wrong.

Beneath it, someone was shedding nothing but tears.

“P-Please….”

There was someone still alive.

Perhaps they didn't even have the energy or spite to scream, but their thin whisper reached my ears.

“…….”

After a brief and intense deliberation, I performed a certain action.

…….

“…! Gasp, sob……. Yes….”

Since I was using my eyes entirely to watch the student-shaped entity, I couldn't be certain, but the person below seemed to nod faintly…….

“…….”

I slowly backed away and joined the official. Then, after stepping back into the hallway, we began to move quickly.

“Look ahead. I’ll watch the classroom side.”

“…Yes.”

The official took out his own flashlight.

And as I watched the back of the head of the entity that had stared straight at us from the front door.

I looked ahead in the hallway to ‘stop’ any new entities that might appear with my gaze.

Sticking to the wall, we moved while complementing each other to ensure there were no blind spots.

“…….”

It was a desperate, silent, and rapid movement.

As the classroom grew distant from our view… just as it seemed the one entity that had been inside was finally out of sight.

The official, who must have been watching it, muttered as if puzzled.

“Why isn't it following… don't tell me,”

Agitation was transmitted through the back I pressed against the official.

“…Was there someone alive inside? Is that person watching?”

“…Yes.”

The official took a deep breath.

“They must have been in a state where they couldn't move due to severe injuries. …You did well. During a disaster, you secure your own safety first before helping others.”

“…….”

“Go to the stairs. We’ll stop once near the fire hydrant.”

“Yes.”

I moved my feet. And….

Flicker.

…Another blackout.

“I’m shining the flashlight.”

“Yes.”

I continued to move.

And I realized.

During the blackout just now,

The person I gave the name tag to died.

‘They’re coming.’

Two entities must be coming out of the classroom now.

But the fact that I can't turn back because I have to watch the front… makes my hair stand on end.

“Don't panic. There’s still a chance.”

“…….”

“You obtained a name tag earlier, right?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now, you just need to commit suicide.”

I thought I was going to faint.

“We’ll do it as soon as we stop at the emergency light. You look too pale, so it would be better for you to wake up from the nightmare quickly. Since you have a name tag, there won't be a problem.”

“…Umm.”

But the thing is.

I swallowed hard.

“I did obtain a name tag, but it’s not in my hands right now.”

“……!”

“I gave it to the person who was alive in the classroom.”

Yes.

I had intentionally dropped the name tag on the floor earlier.

So that the person pinned under the ‘student’ could grab it.

-If you hold that, you’ll wake up from this dream.

-…! Gasp, sob……. Yes….

“Since they have the name tag, that person will wake up safely.”

And they even bought us time like this.

“…!”

The official took a short breath, filled with frustration and stress.

Then he spoke in an even more tired and business-like voice.

“…Did you trust in the spare name tag I have?”

“No. You don't have to give me that. You’re the one who earned it, Agent.”

“…….”

“You need more name tags, right? You’ll have to give them to your colleagues too.”

“…That’s.”

Of course.

I wasn't saying this because I was a reckless pushover.

‘It’s really okay.’

Why?

‘Because I never intended to commit suicide just by obtaining a name tag in the first place!’

Exploration Records #13

The exploration record I’m using as a basis for my escape, the wiki entry I wrote… was originally the record of an explorer who failed to get a name tag.

Furthermore, I had analyzed this ghost story quite a bit and considered the variables to write those exploration records.

And I had reached a conclusion.

‘Only by performing a ‘certain act’ while not possessing a name tag can you clear this without facing physical death…!’

And that was also the strategy to take the highest grade of Dream Essence Liquid.

‘Then I absolutely have to do it.’

I have to prove that Group D… that is, that I can continue to produce similar results even in new situations.

“Do you know what happens if you die without a name tag?”

I know.

“Every time you sleep on a new moon night from now on, you’ll be dragged back here, and you won't even be able to deal with it because you’ll forget it when you wake up.”

“…….”

“Can you handle that?”

I don't think I can, but I have to handle it, what else can I do….

Ideally, it would be much safer to keep holding the name tag and then relinquish ownership at the decisive moment.

But as long as that official was stuck with me as part of my group, it was impossible for me to obtain a name tag and discard it when the time came.

So I took the risk and gave the name tag away naturally instead.

“There will be another chance.”

Even if there is, I’ll give it away again.

While I’m accompanied by you.

“And I’ll seize that chance myself. Don't worry, I won't ask you for yours.”

“…….”

And around now, once.

Should I try it?

I continued speaking with a voice that sounded somewhat determined.

“…As I thought, let’s split up here.”

“…!”

“If you need it, I’ll even give you the flashlight I have.”

‘I brought a super-powered flashlight anyway.’

I brought all sorts of other things too.

As long as I part ways with you, I can stop pretending to be a civilian and use them! Only if we split up!

Walking alone is scary, but I couldn't go on with my hands and feet tied like this.

Whether it’s a civilian or a company colleague, that side is better!

‘I need to join a larger group.’

This ghost story has a bizarre structure where it’s safer the more eyes there are, but more dangerous the noisier it gets.

‘I need to form a party of about four quickly.’

Given the risk factor of me being a Daydream Inc. employee, I shouldn't be traveling with this Agent.

I needed a stage where I could move more proactively.

‘Let’s part ways while pretending I’m giving in.’

“I think I’ll only be a hindrance to you, Agent. I’ll… try to manage on my own somehow.”

You said you consider civilians caught in a disaster as dead anyway! Just think of it as an unavoidable situation and let’s call it quits!

However.

A completely unexpected reaction came back.

“……I misjudged you.”

“…?”

The official looked at me with an expression that seemed to have reached a firm resolution.

“I was planning to carry out a humanitarian execution as soon as you obtained a name tag.”

What?!

‘This is insane.’

Even if you wake up when you die, saying you’re going to kill someone right to their face like that.

Feeling a cold sweat running down my back, I forced a smile.

“Ah, yes. Suicide is difficult even in a dream….”

“Yes. But… if you’re okay with it, I’d like you to accompany me in this disaster investigation.”

…….

Excuse me?

The official spoke quickly.

“You’ll be becoming an interim Agent. This isn't my solo mission, so it’s something that would normally require the agreement of another Agent… ah.”

The official rummaged through his pockets, pulled something out, and handed it to me.

“If you take this, they’ll recognize it as a simplified procedure.”

My eyelids flickered as I looked at the small caramel candy wrapped in silver foil, shaped like a rectangular prism, that had fallen into my hand.

…It’s a Disaster Management Bureau issued item!

==========

Sour-Sweet

A caramel-textured chewable candy.

Upon consumption, you will feel an uncomfortable pain whenever you tell a lie, compelling you to speak the truth.

==========

“It’s a light truth-verification procedure.”

No, this is no different from a confession drug used for torture.

“If you take this and accompany me, you’ll also be paid a small remuneration.”

“…….”

“If it’s too difficult, I’ll give you a name tag and then kill you to send you back.”

Wow, fuck, seriously.

“Civilian?”

If only I could pretend to eat it and shove it into my tattoo, but in my current state in the dream, where I had fully rejuvenated into a high school student, I didn't even have my tattoo.

After weighing the scales intensely.

“……Yes.”

I diligently chewed and swallowed the torture-grade confession drug.

It had a good, sweet and sour taste that caught in my throat, but I chewed and swallowed it.

‘The problem would be bigger if I got caught throwing it away or if I got caught refusing to eat it.’

Because that would mean I know what this caramel is.

“I’ve swallowed it.”

It makes me want to cry.

But do they say the stick comes with a carrot?

Unexpected carrots began to pour in.

“Well done. Now, take this.”

“…??”

The official quickly handed something else to my empty hand.

It was a steel-colored badge that looked somewhat similar to the Silver Heart.

Huh?

“It’s an Agent identification badge. If you wear that, you’ll be able to get help even if you encounter other Agents.”

“…….”

“And this.”

No sooner had I put on the badge than a small, ivory-colored pistol was quickly handed over.

Inside the translucent cylinder, small multi-colored glass beads sparkled like bullets.

This, which didn't look ordinary at first glance, was….

==========

glass hand cannon

An exorcism pistol loaded with specially made glass beads manufactured by the Disaster Management Bureau. It is so small that it looks like a toy or a lighter.

==========

“It’s a weapon for dealing with Supernatural Disasters. It will definitely be effective against those ‘students’ too. Keep it with you.”

“…….”

Wow.

This is the standard Disaster Management Bureau Agent issue set that I’d only seen on the wiki.

Like Daydream Inc.’s Dream Collector and mask, it was like an Agent identifier.

‘I’m actually wearing all of this.’

It looks like I’ll even be pretending to be a Disaster Management Bureau Agent, which wasn't in my destiny.

‘What kind of situation is this?’

It was funny, but I also felt a bit of a thrill; at the same time, I desperately wanted to run away.

But for now….

‘I don’t have the luxury to worry about that.’

“…It’s started.”

Flicker.

“We’re almost at the end of the hallway, so from now on, you look this way too, Civilian. …You must never let go of the flashlight.”

…….

I adjusted my grip on the unfamiliar pistol.

They’re swarming in.

Chapter 75

The official and I pressed our backs against the wall and looked down the hallway.

Toward the end of the corridor we had just escaped—Classroom 1-5.

That was when I finally saw it too.

Flicker.

A mannequin-like human figure appeared at the far end of the hallway.

‘…Three of them?’

The number had increased by one.

Two male students, one female student.

The two who had emerged from the classroom were covered in blood, staring this way with smiles on their faces, while the remaining one stood still in a clean school uniform.

When the lights were on, they looked like grotesque, realistic wax dolls or people preserved in a photograph.

But every time the lights went out.

Flicker.

They appeared further ahead.

Continuously.

Even as we moved further back.

Flicker.

They moved exactly as far as the beam of the emergency flashlight could reach.

Revealed under the light, they stood frozen, having drawn closer once again.

They weren't getting further away.

Flicker.

“…….”

I could imagine it… this standoff would end the moment the flashlight battery ran out.

‘Sigh.’

Even as I moved my feet carefully and slowly, that imagination nipped at the back of my neck.

Eventually, we only stopped when we reached the very end of the hallway, a dead end.

And then.

[Ding-dong-dang-dong]

“…….”

[A fatal accident has occurred in Class 3-2.]

Fuck.

[The deceased student is 3rd-year Park Chaeah.]

[Everyone, let us observe five seconds of silence.]

“Get ready.”

I gripped the flashlight tightly and pressed against the wall behind me.

[5]

I swung the flashlight quickly to illuminate all three of them.

Every time the light brushed past and returned, they were closer.

[4]

The official and I shone our lights on two of the entities simultaneously.

…What about the other one?

[3]

The other one,

Where did it go?

No matter how much I panned the flashlight from side to side or checked the blind spots, it wasn't there.

[2]

Time accelerated in my anxiety.

Where, where on earth, where…….

Ah.

Swish.

I lowered the flashlight.

[1]

The light brightly illuminated my feet and….

A bloody white hand just about to grab my ankle.

A hand wearing a school uniform sleeve.

“…….”

A Sekwang Technical High School student, lying flat on the floor, was looking up at me with a grin.

[The moment of silence has ended. May the deceased rest in peace.]

“…….”

Slowly, I pulled my foot away.

‘Haa.’

Crazy, this is crazy!!

If my reflexes had been even slightly slower, I would have died.

‘I’ve never even played a VR horror game in my life…!’

I never expected to experience something like this for real.

I backed away, retreating with backward steps, blinking my eyes one at a time very slowly to ensure I never closed both at once.

My limbs were trembling.

Staring intently at the remaining two student entities, the official said,

“Once you leave the floor, it seems students of that year level don't usually pursue actively.”

I knew that.

If there was still prey left on that floor, they were more likely to go that way….

“Let’s go up the stairs.”

“…Are we going up instead of to the 1st floor?”

“Yes. This mission is to reach the 5th floor, specifically the gymnasium if possible.”

Immediately, the school broadcast I heard at the very beginning came to mind.

-Students of Sekwang Technical High School! The graduation ceremony is about to begin. Please gather in the gymnasium.

“…What is in the gymnasium?”

“Information is currently non-existent. That is why we must investigate.”

Of course it is.

‘The exploration records accumulated up to this point are only in the early-to-mid stages according to the <Dark Exploration Record>.’

In a school within a nightmare, there wouldn't have been many people who obediently went to the place the broadcast told them to ‘gather.’

The few who tried to go up would have likely been caught by students and killed.

Because the higher we went, the more the students would try to hunt us in bolder, more unpredictable, and intelligent ways….

And the even bigger problem was,

Don't ever come up to the 5th floor!! Better to die down there, don't ever come up

-Final recording of the 12th Exploration Record

…That occurs when you dodge all of that and actually make it to the 5th floor.

‘Haa, I really don't want to go….’

But the most tear-inducing part was that I had to go anyway.

Still, should I take comfort in the fact that I had a companion?

However, since we couldn't go like this, let's try to tweak things for thorough preparation.

“If it's okay with you, could we stop and look around the 3rd and 4th floors briefly?”

“Is there a reason?”

“I have a feeling this structure is somehow like a horror game.”

“…!”

“In games, the process of obtaining important items for progression is essential.”

I said as I slowly climbed the stairs backward.

“I'm not sure, but if it were me, I'd first search special classrooms… like the music room, the science lab, or the faculty office. I'd check the yearbooks or student records too.”

“…….”

“I think there might be hints or keys in the props and objects.”

We continued up the stairs.

As we moved further away from the ‘students’ who had been surrounding us, we reached a distance where a single flashlight beam could cover the field of vision needed to track them.

Only then did the official speak.

“Our analysis team reached a similar conclusion. …That it's like a ghost story based on a game.”

Oh.

“They said the name of the fictional high school and the structure of running away from monsters like this are identical.”

“Ah, I thought something similar.”

“But this is the first time someone has suggested this. An investigation centered on objects rather than monsters or people….”

For some reason, the official's eyes seemed to sparkle.

Since he was in his high school form, he didn't have dark circles, so he didn't look bizarre.

“Fine. Let us look through the spaces as much as possible. I will pass the word along as more agents join us….”

More agents… I’d like to pass on that.

However, as if he had become excited, the official went a step further.

“Come to think of it, since you’ve become a temporary agent, it would be better to call each other by codenames. Is there a codename you'd like?”

Good lord.

“Ah, we primarily use historical materials. It’s easier to distinguish if we use terms that aren't everyday words.”

‘You’re letting me use a codename too?’

It felt like he was letting me live out every single trope.

……Ah. Was there a codename I wanted to use if I ever created a named agent of the Disaster Management Bureau in the <Dark Exploration Record>?

There was.

But I have enough shame not to bring it up now….

“…I’ll go with Grapes.”

“A fruit. Simple and good.”

I briefly imagined what Braun would have commented.

‘I miss him a little.’

I pushed aside the void left by my ‘Good Friend’ and continued the conversation.

“What should I call you, Agent?”

“My codename is Bronze.”

“Yes. Agent Bronze.”

The agent who smiled faintly, codename Bronze, nodded quite satisfyingly.

It was as if he were looking at an intern.

‘I feel like I’ve been getting a lot of new-recruit welcomes lately, or is it just my imagination….’

Regardless, until we completely cleared the stairs, we persistently leaned over the railing to check if the students were following.

Of course, during that time, one person was constantly watching the upper floor.

And finally, we arrived.

[3F]

3rd Floor.

The floor where the 2nd-year students stayed.

“……It’s quiet.”

The students from the lower floor had naturally vanished from our sight, but they didn't appear from above the stairs either. It seemed they had found someone else and headed that way…….

Still, just in case, we kept glancing back at the stairs as we stepped into the 3rd-floor hallway.

It was surprisingly clean under the bright lights.

No blood, no filth, no corpses, and no people frozen in terror, weeping while desperately watching the students.

“…….”

Not even a single student entity was visible.

And I thought I knew why.

‘They’ve barricaded all the doors.’

Someone had already locked all the classroom doors.

They had even put chain locks on the front.

‘…! This is definitely the daydream employees.’

It was content from our manual.

Students wearing Sekwang Technical High School uniforms show a certain aversion to damaging school facilities.

If a door is quietly closed and locked without provoking them, they have been observed returning to a deactivated state, sitting at their desks.

Furthermore, if the doors were set up like that, they would inevitably make noise when coming out.

You could perceive the sound and look back immediately.

‘It’s a primary safety measure.’

When there were still quite a few people and the dolls' movements were restricted, it was a fairly viable task if done while moving stealthily.

“…….”

But because the hallway was quiet, we had to be quiet too.

Since those students are aggroed by sound.

‘The 2nd-year faculty office is around the corner.’

‘Shall we crawl there?’

A nod.

Ending the conversation with tiny whispers and a nod of the head, we moved quietly, staying low against the wall to avoid detection.

Even then, we didn't stop staring at corners where someone could appear silently, like the end of the hallway or the stairs.

Cold sweat soaked my back.

‘Just a little, just a little more.’

Slowly.

Just pass through without overdoing it.

When we had covered more than half the distance,

Aaaaack!

…….

Someone screamed from beyond the hallway.

‘No.’

If there’s a sound….

Click.

Click-click-click-click-click-click-click.

I couldn't bring myself to lift my head.

The sound of door handles being pulled was coming from every door with a lock.

…The students had heard the sound too.

Click-click-click-click-click-click-click.

The official and I crawled like mad, staying low, and escaped the hallway.

Then we looked back.

Click…….

“…….”

“…….”

Phew.

Fortunately, perhaps because the scream ended after just once, the sound of pulling door handles vanished.

However, several shadowed human figures could be seen peering out from behind the doors….

“…….”

This is terrifyingly scary.

It was just pure luck they weren't looking this way.

I swallowed hard.

Still, the consoling part was that we had reached our primary destination.

[2nd Year Faculty Office]

It appeared immediately after turning the corner.

However, even this faculty office had locks on all its doors, and the windows were covered from the inside with something like newspaper, making it impossible to see inside.

It was strangely eerie, but I couldn't have been more glad to see it.

“Please maintain perimeter security for a moment.”

The agent equipped a thimble-like item on his finger and poked it into the keyhole of the faculty office lock.

Then, as the thimble entered the hole that didn't even match its size, the lock slid open smoothly.

‘Wow.’

The items issued by the Disaster Management Bureau really have that charm.

“There might be students inside the faculty office as well, so let's enter carefully.”

And when the door opened.

“…!”

“…?!”

A completely unexpected scene unfolded.

“Close the door quietly.”

“….”

“Hurry.”

I closed the door behind me.

There were no students inside.

Instead, about seven people were standing in a standoff, glaring at each other.

Suspicious high schoolers wearing animal masks and suspicious high schoolers holding Transparent Pistols.

It was the Disaster Management Bureau agents and the Daydream Inc. employees.

‘They’re fighting!’

And on the table in the middle of the two opposing forces lay a single fountain pen.

‘…It’s an item.’

It was something I knew as well.

Fountain pen of 2nd-year ■■■

It seemed they were keeping each other in check, refusing to back down in order to claim it.

‘Forget investigating the ghost story, they’re just wasting manpower…!’

They even seemed to notice our entrance a beat late.

“Agent Bronze.”

A few people who looked like agents finally brightened and looked at the man beside me, codename Bronze.

But a rational person like the agent beside me would probably not sympathize with this situation….

“Let’s join them.”

“…??”

Wait a second.

But the agent had already approached and stood at the front of the group of agents.

And I….

“…….”

I was receiving intense stares from the people of my company wearing animal masks.

Especially from the two colleagues who knew my face.

“??”

“??!”

To think I’d see the day Baek Saheon and Jang Heowoon made the exact same expression.

Those eyes, looking back and forth between the iron badge of the Disaster Management Bureau I was wearing and the Translucent Pistol I held, seemed to be saying:

‘Why are you coming out from there…?’

In the midst of that, the official called me again.

“Agent Grapes.”

“Gra—Grapes?”

The official replied coldly.

“To even have the character to laugh at a codename… that’s just like that company.”

“……??”

This is driving me crazy.

“Come this way. It’s better to move away from the door.”

“…….”

‘What do I do?’

I intensely weighed the situation.

And I made my judgment.

‘I can’t betray them.’

I eventually walked forward and stood beside my acquaintance.

“Yes. Agent.”

Right next to Agent Bronze.

“What on—What is…!”

“…….”

Right. I can't betray them.

‘I can't betray my own safety!’

That’s how it is, colleagues.

Chapter 76

Baek Saheon was, for once, doubting his one remaining eye.

Am I dreaming right now?

Well, he was technically dreaming. A nightmare within a ghost story… no.

No!!

In fact, until just a moment ago, he had simply been enraged.

‘I only came here because I heard there was an item with a powerful brainwashing effect in this school’s faculty office….’

Seeing all these different parties gathered here, he could only seethe internally, realizing the information hadn't been that exclusive after all.

‘…I’m not letting the person who told me this was “high-level info” off the hook when I get to work tomorrow.’

He ground his teeth as he updated his mental hit list with that person's name, but even then, he was confident.

In fact, he thought this tense standoff between the two factions was a good situation to exploit.

‘If I shake things up just a little, it’ll turn into a total mess, won’t it?’

Whether he drove a wedge between them or summoned a monster to wreak havoc, he felt he could snatch the item and slip away.

Just as he had always done, using the idiots around him as bait at critical moments to climb his way up.

He could even tolerate his weak-willed colleague in the Bison mask, who was suppressing his sobs and tears. The guy looked like he could be put to use.

But….

‘That bastard… what the hell is he?’

Baek Saheon stared ahead, dumbfounded.

A familiar face, an employee wearing a black school uniform, was standing boldly and naturally next to the people from the Disaster Management Bureau.

He was wearing the same steel badge they were, holding a strange, toy-like pistol.

…Kim Soleum!

“Agent Grapes.”

Gra—Grapes??

What on earth was that?

When he had seen him in the classroom earlier, he certainly wasn't wearing that equipment. No….

‘Why is a Daydream Inc. employee standing on the other side so nonchalantly!’

“It seems everyone is trying to secure the item. Is it the one we were looking for?”

“That may be the case.”

They were even having a natural, Bureau-like conversation…!

Seeing this, the Daydream Inc. employees next to him whispered.

“They don’t seem like ordinary guys.”

“Is he a high-ranking Agent? It looks like he came after receiving a call, right?”

“…….”

Beside him, Jang Heowoon’s mouth hung open as his gaze darted back and forth between him and Kim Soleum.

Aside from himself, Jang Heowoon was the only employee here who knew Kim Soleum well enough to remember his bare face.

Even through the mask, his shock was palpable.

And then, he actually opened his mouth as if to call out to Kim Soleum!

‘Yes. That’s it!’

You do it instead!

“That… that.”

“Would you mind stepping back for now?”

“Pardon?”

But the opponent was Kim Soleum.

That… ‘Agent Grapes’ cut off Jang Heowoon, who was about to recognize him, and looked around at the employees with a solemn face.

Then, he continued speaking in a persuasive voice.

“In a supernatural disaster like this, an individual possessing a dangerous object can lead to catastrophic results. As you’ve all experienced, an item that looks good here doesn’t always yield good results.”

His voice sounded incredibly…

Incredibly convincing.

“…Even now, monsters are roaming around outside.”

“…….”

Kim Soleum spoke with pleading eyes.

“I hope you will concede for the sake of saving more lives.”

You?

He got goosebumps.

However, Jang Heowoon blinked his eyes and then slowly opened his mouth as if possessed.

“Th-Then… this time, we’ll conce—”

This crazy bastard!

“…! Hey! You’re just a rookie, what are you talking about!”

“You, shut your mouth.”

The other employees, having snapped back to their senses, began to voice their protests.

Baek Saheon didn't know it, but this was only possible because they were carrying mental defense items strong enough to somewhat resist the influence of the Silver Heart.

Of course, the optics weren't great, so the Agents on the opposite side whispered among themselves.

“Their corporate culture is trash too.”

“I agree. Still, that Agent is a very good speaker.”

“…….”

He was being recognized by the Agents…!

‘What the hell is that guy, pretending to be an Agent….’

No, wait.

At that moment, a lightning-like realization struck Baek Saheon’s head.

‘W-Wait… was he a Disaster Management Bureau Agent from the very beginning?’

Looking closely, the civil servant standing next to him was that guy he met at that crazy murder mountain cabin!

The masks provided by the company had the effect of confusing the perception of those who were not company employees, so the man didn't seem to recognize him, but….

‘……Don't tell me.’

Was it all a setup?

Was Kim Soleum a spy for the Disaster Management Bureau from the start?

A chill ran down his spine.

But at the same time, it felt like he had a new card to play.

‘If I reveal that guy’s identity….’

Just then, his eyes met Kim Soleum’s.

Kim Soleum gave a thin smile and tapped his own chest.

And then, he mouthed the words:

‘Debt.’

“……!”

-Debt

The word he had written when leaving the emergency flashlight.

‘Y-You crazy bastard, that’s a debt you owe me…!’

Was he saying that if he wanted to be repaid, he should shut up and cooperate?

How could a debtor threaten a creditor in reverse… no!

‘Fuck, forget that!’

Baek Saheon ground his teeth.

Right now, his team was outnumbered.

‘The Agents have more people.’

At this rate, the Field Exploration Position employees aiming for a High-Score Clear would likely just step back and give up the item.

Then he wouldn't be able to cause any distraction. The opportunity itself would vanish!

‘I’d rather….’

“…….”

Baek Saheon agonized for a moment before making his decision.

He absolutely needed that item.

…Absolutely.

Furthermore, he knew that his Exclusive Equipment, which he had prepared by pre-investigating and investing a large sum of a thousand Points, was securely attached to the sole of his shoe.

This item, which he had carefully crafted by choosing parent equipment, was….

A lethal weapon intended for causing chaos.

Owner: Baek Saheon

Registered Equipment Description: A device in the shape of a triple-color ballpoint pen. When the end of the pen is pressed, the pen nib shoots out and explodes like a firework.

Manufactured by Qterw-E-99.

Enjoying the cylindrical, slender pressure felt from the sole of his shoe.

Baek Saheon deliberately turned to Jang Heowoon and spoke.

“Excuse me.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t you think there’s a strange sound coming from outsi….”

And then, he naturally fired at Kim Soleum.

“…de?”

His target was the head.

‘Die!’

Die instantly.

That way, even if he woke up from this nightmare, he wouldn't realize it was him who fired.

‘A guy like that probably has a name tag anyway!’

Even though he had mentioned the debt, he couldn't get caught ruining this situation.

‘I can just pin it on someone else.’

The personalities of this company's employees were all more or less the same anyway.

Baek Saheon wore a satisfied smile that he tried to hide.

Whoosh.

The pen nib of his Exclusive Equipment, which flew from the sole of his shoe, silently pierc—

…No, it didn't?

Kim Soleum naturally twisted his head and dodged the pen nib.

“…?!”

Kim Soleum glanced at Baek Saheon.

‘I’ve read the instructions for your Exclusive Equipment on the Wiki so many times.’

He already knew the loading motion.

‘It’s clicking your left heel twice.’

Since he had been preparing for this since they became roommates, this reflex was, in a way, only natural.

In fact, because he had zero expectations for him, he wasn't even angry, but….

‘I can’t let him push me around.’

In that moment, Kim Soleum looked at Baek Saheon and smirked.

‘I know you’re the one who fired.’

And that means you’re fucked now.

“…….”

A chill ran down Baek Saheon’s spine.

The learned fear rose to the level of near panic.

However, his goal of causing chaos was itself a success.

“Ugh,”

“…!”

The pen nib that hit the locker behind Kim Soleum exploded in all directions.

In an instant, light, noise, and smoke filled the faculty office.

“…Who is it!”

Now, no matter how low they spoke, it was useless.

With this much commotion, the ‘students’ would come running even if it meant risking a little property damage. Which meant….

They would be swarming in soon.

“…!!”

“Flashlights.”

Everyone lowered their posture and pressed against the walls. Having one's vision obscured by smoke was the worst possible condition in this nightmare school.

‘Which bastard was it?’

Just before survival became a higher priority in everyone's minds than finding the culprit.

‘Since it’s come to this…!’

I’m taking what I came for!

Baek Saheon lunged toward the table.

Fountain Pen of 2nd Year ■■■

He grabbed the item and stuffed it into his pocket.

Then, he naturally joined the other employees and sprinted out of the faculty office.

The Agents, who had formed a defensive formation with no blind spots inside the office, only checked the situation after the fog had cleared slightly.

They realized that the fountain pen and the employees had vanished simultaneously.

“…! Dammit!”

“Those Daydream Inc. bastards…!”

Suddenly, they were held collectively responsible.

‘Well, look at that.’

Only Kim Soleum, who had been keeping a close eye on Baek Saheon, confirmed this.

But the situation was too urgent to talk about it.

[A fatal accident has occurred in the 3rd-floor hallway.]

[The deceased student is 2nd Year Kim Sora.]

The Daydream Inc. employees fleeing down the hallway had killed one of the students.

“…Hah.”

A blackout arrived.

A five-second blackout.

Flashlight beams flitting everywhere.

Screams.

Corpses.

‘This is insane.’

With so many people and strange creatures, this was nothing short of a B-grade splatter horror movie.

A different kind of fear from the suffocating silence of earlier.

“AAAAAAAH!”

“That, over there by the window!”

“Blood! Blood!”

“Requesting backu— hkk,”

Amidst the gruesome scenes unfolding all around that made my hair stand on end, I was somehow spotting students trying to enter the faculty office through the gaps in the fog and stopping them.

It felt like playing a gruesome defense game.

Or a horror game where I was so cornered that this was all I could do.

“Go!”

Was it a relief that because the Agents were actively attacking, hardly any aggro was drawn to me?

But that, too, had its limits.

Blink.

The moment I was forced to blink from the blood that splattered in my eye.

A student’s hand stopped right above my head like a hook.

“…!!”

I quickly threw myself backward.

…My skull was almost pierced just now.

My hair stood on end.

‘Heh…….’

I felt like my heart was going to drop.

‘No.’

This was a swamp.

‘It’s beyond the range I can cover with a single flashlight.’

From what I knew, although it varied by round, there were at least twenty students on each floor.

What happens if an announcement broadcast plays because a student was killed?

[A fatal accident has occurred in the 2nd-floor faculty office.]

More would come.

Along with a five-second blackout for a moment of silence.

‘It won’t end.’

There was a high probability that everyone would die here and the exploration would end. Therefore….

‘I’ll use this chance to escape instead.’

I ground my teeth.

I would find and join the others on a different floor.

The fog began to subside, and the blackout had just ended….

Blink.

‘…Now!’

I cut across the faculty office, which had become a center of blood, organs, and violence, and slid through the door that had been open from the start.

In that moment,

“Agent Grapes!”

“…!”

I saw Agent Bronze in my clearing vision.

He was in a standoff, holding one of the masked employees, and that mask was….

“Hiek.”

“Quiet.”

The Bison mask. Y-Team Cleanup Team.

‘It’s Jang Heowoon.’

Couldn't you follow the other employees when they escaped…!

“Use this to restrain him…!”

The Agent threw an item that looked like handcuffs toward me.

He probably wanted me to restrain Jang Heowoon. He mistakenly thought I had come this way to help him.

But I had already decided to ditch everyone….

“E-Escape, Mr. Roe Deer!”

“…!”

Damn it.

Jang Heowoon called out to me, then covered his mouth in shock.

He had said the name of my mask.

“……Roe Deer?”

“No, that’s….”

I could tell just by the Agent’s expression.

‘I’m busted.’

Damn it, if that's the case…!

I quickly caught the handcuff item the Agent had thrown.

And I locked it onto the Agent instead.

“……?!”

The handcuffs expanded, restraining the Agent’s mouth and arms, and a silver chain emerging from them connected to my hand.

“Mr. Bison, let’s run.”

“Ye-Yes…?!”

Then, I sprinted out, dragging Jang Heowoon and the Agent along.

“AAAAAAAH!”

[The moment of silence is over. We offer our deepest condolences to the deceased.]

Escaping the chaotic faculty office, we sprinted up the stairs like madmen.

One or two entities followed us out of the office, but they turned back toward the commotion happening inside again.

“Please keep an eye on the area above!”

“Yes!”

Jang Heowoon answered quite alertly as he looked up the stairs.

‘Whew.’

Watching the students disappear without following us up from the middle of the stairs, I turned my head with a feeling of wanting to wipe away my cold sweat.

Then, I locked eyes with the person restrained at the end of the line I was holding.

The Disaster Management Bureau Agent, Mr. Bronze, was glaring at me as if he wanted to kill me.

“…….”

Since it’s come to this.

There’s no other way.

‘Let’s scam him…!’

I began to spin a systematic sob story at a speed faster than I had ever been in my life.

Chapter 77

I am currently walking up the stairs in a school within a nightmare with a Disaster Management Bureau agent.

…While dragging the other person like a prisoner after binding them.

For the record, I blindsided and bound him using an item he had given me.

“…….”

What a mess.

‘I can’t let it stay like this.’

It felt like I had crossed a line.

By tomorrow, I might end up on the Disaster Management Bureau’s blacklist, and if things went south, I could even be requisitioned by the Scales of Evil.

I felt like the company might protect me, but I didn't want to deal with the insane situation of being indebted to Daydream Inc…!

‘I have to improve my image somehow.’

The cold sweat on my back never seems to dry….

First, I spoke with a serious tone.

“If you swear not to scream, I will loosen the gag. Just nod your head.”

the eyes of the agent, who had been glaring as if he wanted to kill me, settled down.

Then, very quietly, he gave a slight nod.

‘…That’s a lie.’

If you’re going to deceive me, at least make it less obvious…!

In the end, I sighed and said,

“I have no intention of harming you, Agent, nor do I have any intention of deceiving you to leak the Bureau’s information to the company.”

“…….”

“And… while making that statement, I felt no pain at all.”

“…!”

“The caramel you gave me, I know it’s a truth serum for torture.”

The agent's pupils trembled.

“Of course, I don’t think you had any ill will. It’s just….”

I looked into the air with a slightly melancholy gaze.

“Even if I didn’t explicitly mention that I work for Daydream Inc., I wanted to convey that I had no intention of lying….”

Strictly speaking, that was a lie.

If things went wrong, I had planned to inject myself with painkillers delivered via rocket-delivery from the Alien Shop and spout survival-based lies.

Sure enough, an uncomfortable pain surged from within.

‘Ugh.’

A sensation like my stomach was being scraped raw, like a gastric ulcer.

But here, momentum was key.

‘I can endure this much now without letting it show.’

The more malicious or intentional the lie, the stronger the pain. Since the statement I just made was closer to an evasion, it probably wasn't even level 1.

Endure it.

‘Next is….’

Trust.

At the same time, I unfastened the small Silver Heart from inside my pocket with one hand, slightly hiding my expression.

Then, I openly showed that item, the ‘Silver Heart,’ to the agent.

“I am saying this without relying on such effects.”

“…….”

“I’ll say it again. …If you swear not to scream, I will loosen the gag. Just nod your head.”

An indescribable conflict flickered in the agent's eyes.

And by the time we reached the landing of the stairs.

Very slightly, he nodded.

“…….”

Without a word, I loosened the gag.

As promised, the agent did not cause a scene.

‘Hmm.’

Good. Next step.

I returned the agent's confiscated flashlight and pistol to his hands.

And I also loosened the bindings on his arms.

“This is….”

“You’ll need to protect yourself in such an urgent situation.”

‘Anyway, that pistol is almost useless against anything other than ghosts or supernatural phenomena.’

If the target is an evil person, it might work depending on the bullet, but no matter how I thought about it, neither I nor Jang Heowoon seemed to be the kind of evil people who

would meet that criteria.

‘Jang Heowoon… there were no rumors of him doing anything crazy for the past three months.’

However, since the agent shouldn't run away before I finished building rapport, I didn't fully untie the bindings.

I attached a plausible excuse to that as well.

“This place is too dangerous for you to flee alone, so I will keep you bound only until your rational judgment returns.”

“…….”

It was just as we finished climbing the stairs, slowly keeping a lookout in all directions.

Suddenly, the agent asked.

“Is Roe Deer your alias?”

“…….”

“You guys move in teams and call each other by aliases taken from your masks, don’t you?”

“…That’s correct.”

“Are you the team leader?”

“No. I’m just a newbie. And this person is… my colleague.”

I smiled somewhat bitterly as I took the half-mask out of my pocket and held it against my face.

Immediately, a familiar texture, like tree bark with horns, covered my skin.

The agent looked at me with an expression that was somehow shocked.

Then, Jang Heowoon’s dejected voice was heard.

“…I’m sorry. Mr. Roe Deer. Because you were trying to help me…….”

“No. You must have been very flustered.”

Compared to Baek Saheon, who tried to screw me over no matter what, I had been prepared for this kind of situation since I started acting as a temporary agent….

Furthermore, Jang Heowoon even made excuses to the agent for me.

“Um, Mr. Roe Deer is a truly kind and good person. Even when we first met, he risked his life to save me from the darkness…….”

“I-It wasn’t that much.”

Nice shot!

“We just… helped each other. To survive the darkness together.”

“Mr. Roe Deer…….”

“…….”

The agent fell silent with an even more complicated expression.

But let’s find significance in the fact that he didn't try to bash my head in with the handle of his small pistol.

“…Entering the 4th floor.”

And we finished climbing the floor.

[4F]

“…….”

We made it, but….

‘I’m nervous.’

From the 4th floor onwards, this ghost story begins to warp even more.

First of all, even if a student dies, no announcement broadcast is made….

And it is extremely dark.

Bzzt…

Most of the lights had already shattered and gone out, and even the few remaining ones were all flickering, except for a portion of them.

And the bigger problem was….

“…!!”

“Gasp,”

Dozens of students were standing in a swarm in the hallway.

And they were already staring intently in this direction.

‘Ha.’

Those students standing lined up on both sides of the dark school hallway, like mannequins.

The student entities on the 4th floor are all 3rd-year students, and in every exploration round that reached that floor, more than 100 entities were confirmed.

If you only hear this far, it feels like they’re just telling you to die.

However.

“……It’s alright.”

The agent provided information, albeit in a stiff voice.

“They cannot leave those spots.”

Yes.

The 4th floor is truly too strange. To begin with, we can’t actually witness those ‘students’ moving, but we still see them changing positions, right?

But the 4th-floor students can’t move.

It’s like their feet are glued to the classroom floor.

-From the 9th Exploration Records recording

Since they stand still without lunging, you just have to avoid entering the radius of a student's territory.

If you have to approach near them, you must keep staring at them to keep their movement itself halted.

‘The problem is that it’s easy to lose sight of them because it’s so dark.’

And they were very… very cunning.

There were many cases where they tried to catch you off guard with psychological warfare.

‘……Hmm.’

So that’s how it is.

After confirming that Jang Heowoon was wearing the name tag he obtained from a student of this school on his blazer, I spoke seriously.

“Then let’s investigate the 4th floor slowly, being very careful.”

There were no objections.

We stepped into the gaps between the students.

‘Whew.’

Jang Heowoon swallowed hard.

The feeling was truly strange.

To pass right next to the ‘student’ entities, so close that their uniform sleeves might brush, while trembling.

But he bit his lip.

‘I have to be helpful.’

It seemed like he had ruined this exploration for his grateful colleague, Kim Soleum.

What was he trying to do by accompanying the agent?

‘He was probably aiming for a… high-score clear, right?’

But according to the manual, the longer you survive here and the more name tags you collect, the higher the concentration of the liquid in the Dream Collector tends to be…….

Perhaps because it was too dangerous, Kim Soleum didn't even glance at the name tags attached to the students on the 4th floor.

‘…I don’t know.’

Jang Heowoon decided not to judge unnecessarily.

Relying on his own intellect was not a good habit.

He simply stared intently at the students who were getting close.

Especially when entering areas where the lights were all broken or flickering, he persistently shone his flashlight.

Thump, thump.

“Mr. Bison, please watch the rear.”

“Yes.”

His voice trembled thinly.

Jang Heowoon walked backward while looking behind.

In the place they had passed, dozens of students could be seen turning their heads this way and stretching their hands out far….

“I see the music room over there. Let’s hang in there until we reach it.”

They moved their feet.

Soon, a section with no lights at all appeared.

‘Whew.’

Within the suffocating darkness, the students stood still, still looking into them eerily.

It was the moment they were pushing through that gap, shining their flashlights.

Flicker.

A light somewhere flickered. It seemed like a power outage had occurr….

‘Eh?’

Wait a minute.

Something was strange.

‘How did a light flicker when there are no lamps?’

And Jang Heowoon realized a moment too late.

It wasn't a power outage.

What flickered was….

The flashlight of someone walking in front.

Just now, someone failed to secure their field of vision.

“…!”

Jang Heowoon almost turned around. But a calm voice struck his back first.

“Don’t look back.”

“You…!”

“For now, we have to… walk.”

Gasps were mixed into Kim Soleum’s voice.

And….

The smell of iron.

Drip, drip….

In the field of vision of Jang Heowoon, who was walking backward, the sight of red liquid dripping onto the floor began to enter from a certain point.

He couldn't see properly because he was watching the students, but the bottom of his shoes was slippery.

And,

Jang Heowoon also saw a student’s hand thrust out toward the center of the hallway, enough to bump into his waist.

It was stained red, and blood was dripping from it.

Jang Heowoon suppressed the urge to vomit.

“Mr. R-Roe Deer…!”

When they barely pushed through the gaps of the students and he turned around.

Kim Soleum was clutching his stomach with a face turned pale white.

And the flashlight held in his hand flickered once more.

He smiled with a pale face.

“……The battery,”

-Effective lighting time: 60 minutes

That was right.

The usable time for something called an emergency flashlight wasn't that long.

‘Ah…!’

The two, who had prepared supplies in advance and carried the emergency flashlight as a spare for true emergencies, had failed to consider the remaining time of the flashlight the other was holding…!

“Ju, just a moment… ugh.”

“D-Don’t speak!”

While suppressing his nausea, Jang Heowoon tried to support Kim Soleum somehow. The agent also joined in reflexively.

In that way, the Daydream Inc. employee and the Disaster Management Bureau official hurriedly supported one person and entered a classroom.

A few students were looking in there as well, but they set down the person they were laboriously carrying in a range where the students couldn't reach.

And Kim Soleum, while sitting, said as he applied pressure to the wound.

“You two.”

“…….”

“Please leave me and go.”

Wearing the horned mask, he covered the wound and managed a forced smile.

“Ah, wait a moment.”

Kim Soleum reached out with the hand that wasn't clutching his stomach and completely released the Disaster Management Bureau agent’s bindings.

“I forgot. Now if you go….”

Ignoring him completely, the agent rummaged through his pockets, pulled out a spare name tag, and shoved it into Kim Soleum’s pocket.

But….

“You don’t have to give it to me. Didn’t you have a place to use it?”

“…….”

“Go. There are surely other people on this floor. If you join up with them, ugh, you’ll be fine.”

Kim Soleum’s expression briefly crumpled before smoothing out.

“Actually, even if I die like this, there won’t be much problem with me attending the company. The company will be satisfied with this much….”

“That damn company!”

The agent clenched his fists tightly.

“Why on earth do you people believe in such a nonsensical, disgusting organization!”

It was as if a sore spot had been touched.

“Do you really think that a company that treats human life so insignificantly will really grant your wishes?”

“…!”

Jang Heowoon looked at the agent in surprise.

The agent said through gritted teeth.

“I know all about you working for the wish tickets. Do you really believe in that nonsensical illusion? That a magic potion will grant any wish?”

Kim Soleum looked up at the agent blankly.

“It grants them.”

“…….”

“If the wish ticket were a lie, this structure couldn't be maintained. Once you just get it, it grants any wish.”

“……Sigh.”

The official sighed as if he were going crazy from frustration, and then said as if repeating a logic that had been built up for a very long time.

“Think about it. Let’s say someone wished for world peace, and someone else wished for the extinction of humanity. How can both of those contradictory wishes be fulfilled?”

Jang Heowoon, wearing the Bison mask, flinched.

But Kim Soleum was composed.

“Based on the person who makes the wish themselves, yes. It is fulfilled.”

“What… does that,”

“It means the wish ticket isn't for the purpose of changing the world, but it’s an object that omnipotently fulfills an individual’s wish.”

What on earth does that mean?

It sounded like some pseudo-religious theory of salvation.

However, Kim Soleum’s attitude wasn't religious fanaticism, but rather like the resignation of someone who had inductively verified the situation several times….

The agent looked at the other with a confused feeling, but Kim Soleum just shrugged.

“Anyway, I think this is it for me.”

“…!”

From beneath the hand pressing on his stomach, blood poured out with a surge.

The bleeding wasn't being controlled at all.

Kim Soleum handed the name tag back into Agent Bronze’s hand.

There was blood on the name tag.

The agent grit his teeth.

“Even if you are dragged here every dark night and keep giving up your name tags, that company will never help you.”

“Perhaps so.”

Kim Soleum started to shrug again, but then he smiled even as his expression crumpled slightly, perhaps due to the pain.

“Even so, the Disaster Management Bureau will one day be able to end this darkness… I mean, the disaster. Then I’ll be completely free too.”

“……!!”

The agent looked at Kim Soleum like a person who had been struck.

“Please go, you two. It could be dangerous if you keep looking back like this.”

Kim Soleum raised his head and shone his emergency flashlight, which was still working, outside the classroom.

“While you go, I will look forward as much as possible.”

“…….”

“Um, and Mr. Bison is a newbie so he really hasn't done anything wrong, so I’d appreciate it if you could travel together safely for a while, if possible.”

“Mr. Roe Deer….”

The agent was conflicted.

But in the end, he grit his teeth, turned around, and walked while holding his flashlight.

“Follow me.”

“Ah….”

Jang Heowoon agonized, but finally made up his mind.

‘There’s nothing I can do even if I stay by his side….’

Rather, it might be easier for Kim Soleum if he disappeared quickly.

But since he couldn't just leave, he secretly shoved something into Kim Soleum’s arms.

“Mr. Roe Deer, this… this is my spare name tag.”

“…!”

“I lived longer thanks to you… and I don’t have anyone else to save. It might be insufficient, but even just one…, thank you.”

And before even hearing a reply, he left, following the agent.

Unable to bring himself to look back.

“…….”

Kim Soleum watched the agent and Jang Heowoon leave for a moment, as promised.

And….

‘It worked!’

As soon as they disappeared around the corner, he hurriedly pulled out the item he had prepared from his pocket.

A single eyeball candy in a small plastic wrapper.

That warm era,

The magic candy!

A large, old-fashioned eyeball candy—red, yellow, and white—was inside that nostalgic wrapper.

Nostalgia Candy

An emergency recovery medicine purchased by Kim Soleum.

He unwrapped it with his bloodstained hands, put one piece in his mouth, and began to roll it around.

Then, a change began to occur.

“…!”

The wounds on his body closed.

The spilled blood was reabsorbed, and broken bones naturally reconnected into their original forms.

As if time were being rewound.

While rolling the candy in your mouth,

Old memories come back to life!

While the eyeball candy is melting in the mouth, it fixes the consumer's state to that of the period when their body and mind were healthiest during the past 10 years.

‘Since it’s a dream anyway, this kind of stopgap measure is enough.’

His condition improved insanely, and his mind became clear.

His brain started working at full speed.

‘I succeeded…!’

Kim Soleum let out a sigh of relief.

The calculated move had worked perfectly.

The most effective method that could be used in this kind of situation.

‘As expected, it’s a death retirement.’

He had narrowly snatched the opportunity to simultaneously aim for freedom of exploration and a reputation reset.

‘I was so nervous that I wouldn't be able to time the emergency flashlight turning off correctly.’

He brushed himself off and stood up, letting out another large sigh of relief.

His heart was racing.

A sense of liberation and fear.

‘…Good.’

Now I know what I have to do.

Kim Soleum stood up, checked the tattoo that had reappeared, and then pulled a spare high-powered flashlight from within it and gripped it in his hand.

Then, after taking a deep breath, he left the classroom and took a single step alone into the dark 4th-floor hallway.

Chapter 78

The dark 4th-floor corridor.

Students standing in a row like mannequins.

And in between them, I moved my feet after pre-calculating the range within which the students' hands could reach.

‘Whew.’

First, I took out the item I had folded neatly in my pocket and wrapped it around my vital areas.

The ‘armor’ I purchased from the Alien Shop.

Wrapping Paper 12B357Na

The loose wrapping paper settled inside my high school uniform.

‘The Nostalgia Series doesn't heal injuries or contamination sustained while it’s in effect.’

I have to be more careful from now on.

I moved my steps cautiously, trying my best not to overlap with the dolls’ territories.

Since I took up less space, it was actually somewhat easier. Moving alone like this might actually yield a higher survival rate on the 4th floor.

“…….”

Did Agent Bronze and Jang Heowoon make it okay?

‘They’ll probably prioritize joining up with others.’

The agent wasn't a fool enough to go to the 5th floor with just two people, so they're likely looking for people on the 4th floor.

From the look of things, it didn't seem like they would take Jang Heowoon prisoner or anything.

‘Even if they do get caught, I really did my best, my colleague…….’

Walking all the way to the end of the corridor.

“Phew.”

I arrived in front of the stairs I had climbed earlier with my colleague and the agent.

And….

I began to head back down the stairs.

[3F]

I was backtracking the path I came from.

Why was I doing this?

To be perfectly honest, I don't particularly need the information items scattered around this school.

‘Because I already have it all in my head.’

It’s as if I’ve already obtained and seen everything.

I know everything until the very moment this ghost story ends.

Why the school turned out like this, what the theme of this ghost story is, and exactly what these students are.

So, there was only one thing I practically needed.

‘The Key Item that will serve as the key to a highest-grade clear.’

And now, I was going to get it.

‘By now… what I need should have been ‘created’.’

I stopped at the landing of the stairs.

The 3rd floor below was very quiet.

“…….”

Because they had all become corpses.

Under the bright lights, the blood-soaked bodies, brutally slaughtered, were vividly revealed.

It seemed that most of those wearing uniforms on this floor were dead.

‘Even if there are surviving agents, they would have gone elsewhere.’

And it seemed like almost all the students who swarmed the faculty office were judged unable to move and appeared in the death accident broadcast.

“Phew.”

Aside from the grossness, I felt a terrible sensation, as if I were in the middle of a disaster scene where dozens of people had died.

‘Let’s stay calm.’

This is a dream…. It’s all a dream…….

I repeated it to myself as I continued down the stairs. I kept checking both ends of the corridor and the faculty office across the way in quick succession.

And then, I found my target.

Blink.

In the short moment I turned my gaze.

A student who had changed posture was inside the faculty office.

“…!”

Of course, they weren't chasing me.

That student entity was already in too wretched a state for that.

Both arms were broken, one leg had an open fracture, and their stomach was covered in blood.

However, they seemed to have enough ‘consciousness’ to tilt their head toward me….

“…….”

I looked around.

‘There’s no sign of… other students appearing.’

Good.

I headed for the faculty office.

And I went right up to the student collapsed near the front door.

Bleached hair and piercings. They had the typical look of a delinquent student, but that vibe from their appearance was nearly gone due to their injuries.

“…….”

Wow, this really feels like a crazy thing to do.

I grabbed that ‘student’ with both hands and hoisted them up.

“Phew.”

If I carried them on my back, they’d be out of my sight, so I threw them over my shoulder like a piece of luggage and walked.

‘This is insane.’

Carrying a killing machine weighing dozens of kilograms like this was no small task mentally.

Still, my physical condition was quite sturdy and manageable. Because the Nostalgia Candy was rolling around in my mouth.

‘And… the destination is here.’

There was a route I had mapped out in my head.

Since this mess had broken out, students would probably be rare on the 3rd floor, but I should move quickly just in case.

I held my flashlight in my mouth and moved forward, touching the wall.

The powerful flashlight illuminated the entire corridor brightly, blackout be damned.

Even so, the sight was so bloody it took my breath away.

Still.

[Infirmary]

I saw my destination.

Slid.

I silently dropped the name tag my colleague had thrust at me onto the floor, then quietly opened the door and entered the infirmary.

I saw three beds lined up near the window, hidden by curtains.

Behind two of them, the shadows of people were already visible.

“…….”

I moved my feet slowly.

As I passed by, the notice on the whiteboard attached to the infirmary door caught my eye.

Students injured during exercise, lie on the bed and wait until the school nurse arrives!

“…….”

It felt strange.

‘That’s the one.’

That was the very clue… that made me continue writing the Exploration Records of this ghost story.

The 12th Exploration Record left by the previous person.

Exploration Record #12

Assistant manager Kang Jiwoo entered the infirmary and, following the instructions, laid the injured person (Supervisor Park Chaon) on an empty bed.

No unusual occurrences.

Afterward, everyone died by a student entity that chased them into the infirmary. Clear.

I saw a loophole ever since I read this.

‘It felt like the previous author left it intentionally.’

The explorers are set as ‘students from another school’ within this ghost story.

It means they are outsiders.

So….

—What would happen if you laid down a real Sekwang Technical High School student?

The imagination branching out from that question created the impulse in me to write the 13th Exploration Record….

‘My heart was racing back then.’

And now, my heart was pounding again.

With something that could be nervousness, fear, or expectation.

After a deep breath, I opened the curtain of the remaining bed that had no shadow.

And I laid the student on the clean cot revealed.

The phrases from the Exploration Record I had written overlapped in my head.

Exploration Record #13

(Omitted)

Staff ■■■ succeeded in luring only one injured student entity along with a civilian.

After subduing them, they entered the infirmary and laid them on the bed.

During this process, the subject's name tag was not removed.

The student might have been able to move their joints if I forced them, but even so, they were in an awkward posture.

I covered them with a blanket and briefly left the infirmary. Then, pressing down my thumping heart in the blood-stained corridor, I waited for several dozen seconds.

‘After this.’

Once the wait was over, I lightly knocked on the infirmary door and entered….

Witnessed the injured student entity lying on the bed in a gym suit, having received appropriate first aid.

It was exactly the same.

“…….”

Feeling something that could be wonder or fear, I approached the only bed without its curtain drawn.

The bleached-haired student I had brought was lying on the bed in a relaxed posture, wearing a gym suit.

They were covered in bandages and splints.

They didn't particularly look at me, either.

‘From here….’

In the original Exploration Record, I wrote that it was found while ‘thoroughly searching the surroundings,’ but.

Slid.

I immediately opened the drawer next to the bed.

Inside, there was a neatly folded school uniform.

[Sekwang Technical High School]

It was the school uniform of the student lying on the bed.

Missing buttons or frayed parts couldn't be helped, but the blood and filth were strangely washed clean….

‘Ha.’

My heart pounded fiercely.

Without looking back at the student on the bed, I hurriedly took a sheet of A4 paper provided in the infirmary and wrote.

I’ll borrow the uniform for a moment

-From the transfer student who brought you to the infirmary

I folded the paper well and put it in the drawer where the uniform had been, taking the uniform out instead.

“…….”

When I turned my head, I saw the student lying there in their gym suit with their eyes still closed.

They looked as if they were sound asleep.

‘It’s done.’

I quickly undressed.

After throwing the high school uniform I was originally wearing out the infirmary window, I began to put on the ‘borrowed’ Sekwang Technical High School uniform.

Thanks to our similar builds, it fit reasonably well.

Once I finished putting on the old-style school uniform.

Slid.

“…….”

I heard the sound of a drawer opening behind me.

When I turned my head, a reply had returned to the note I wrote in the drawer.

What year and class are you?

“…….”

I swallowed hard and wrote with a trembling hand.

The same profile I had written on the back of my high school photo to enter this place.

And the name of the class where I first opened my eyes.

1st year, Class 5.

At that moment.

The whole world turned dark.

“…!”

A darkness that felt devoid of a single speck of light briefly blinded me, and soon, my adjusted eyes faintly showed the outlines of the world.

The school's infirmary... where the emergency light and faint glows like an LED clock barely allowed one to distinguish the space.

And.

Tap, tap.

“…!”

Someone tapped my shoulder.

I turned my head.

The student who had been sitting on the bed with a bored expression was tapping my shoulder.

The bleached-haired student naturally withdrew their hand from my shoulder.

Yes.

Naturally.

With an incredibly human motion, they took the A4 paper and pen I was holding, moved their bandaged arm, scribbled something, and held it out.

A transfer student?

Unlucky bastard.

And they lay back down on the bed.

Naturally, as if a person were trying to sleep.

“…….”

I stood up with a stiff face.

Slid.

I stepped out of the infirmary door.

The world was still dark.

But strangely, everything seemed to be visible with extreme clarity….

An awakened state where I felt like I could even see the dust floating in the air.

A strange conviction seemed to emerge from the uniform and settle in my heart.

“…….”

Walking into the corridor, I picked up the name tag I had dropped when entering the infirmary and tucked it into my pocket.

[■■■]

The name tag looked strangely radiant, unlike before. Moreover, even though it was dark and splattered with blood and filth, I didn't feel an unusual amount of fear.

But….

I saw something at the end.

“…!”

In the 2nd year, Class 7 classroom, some things were peeking their heads out.

The silhouettes were definitely human.

But their entire bodies were writhing disgustingly.

As if a glitch in pixels had been manifested in reality, they were as horrifying as ghouls in a horror movie.

Clad in various decaying school-like uniforms, they looked like errors wrongly implemented in the world….

And the moment they looked at me.

“…!”

I stopped.

The moment my stomach churned as if it were backflowing.

Blink.

“…!!”

Suddenly, like a bolt of lightning, the whole world turned bright.

In my brightened vision, I unintentionally ran forward.

The error-like monsters couldn't look at me, as if blinded by the bright light! Now they were moving very, very slowly….

I can get rid of them here!

“…….”

‘No.’

I barely managed to stop my feet.

I suppressed the urge to hunt them down. The sweetness of the candy rolling on my tongue brought me back to my senses…….

And the next moment.

Blink.

Before I knew it, the world had turned pitch black again.

And when I made eye contact with the monsters again.

They were already running slowly down the stairs at the other end of the corridor, far away….

Leaving me standing still.

“…….”

My whole body was soaked in sweat.

My clenched hands trembled as if I had barely endured some intense withdrawal symptom.

But because I had actually experienced what I already knew from text, I could endure it.

Because there was no confusion.

Because I had merely confirmed it.

‘…So it was this.’

Have you noticed?

Those monsters I just saw are the explorers.

The people who were dragged into this ghost story, who were in the same position as me until just moments ago.

‘And I….’

When a Sekwang Technical High School uniform is acquired and worn with a student's permission, the explorer can also perform the role of a student in this ghost story.

I am now a student of Sekwang Technical High School.

Chapter 79

Exploration Record #13, added by me.

-If you obtain and wear a school uniform in an appropriate manner, you can be treated as a student.

In truth, this was quite a groundbreaking addition.

It was a choice that, if handled poorly, could dilute the essence of the existing ghost story.

A school ghost story.

A monster that only moves when no one is looking.

"In the Dark Shadow," created by playing on these two clichés, was originally a classic ghost story themed around "the horror of being the one pursued."

A nightmare where a familiar place and familiar people become strange, unfathomable things that chase you until you die.

However, once more than ten Exploration Records accumulate, a bit of buildup starts to seep in.

'It adds the fun of specifically imagining the background of the world.'

Exploration Record #5

Writing found on the chalkboard:

Avoid the teacher because the teacher (The subsequent text was roughly erased.)

In that way, plot hooks are stacked one by one.

They had only been stacking for 12 records, and since this ghost story was quite popular, it felt like they would just keep "stacking."

'By that point, it gets frustrating.'

It becomes difficult to maintain the existing theme of feeling fear from a vacuum of information.

But you see.

'If you can explore as an insider—a student—the fun of resolving these plot hooks yourself is added...!'

The 13th Exploration Record I wrote thus aligned with the demands of the ghost story writers.

As a result, the ghost story "In the Dark Shadow" reached a new turning point.

From the middle to the latter half of the exploration, the eerie hooks of the world scattered in the records are all resolved, revealing a shocking twist.

The latter half became filled with deeper Exploration Records and story elements...

It was a truly wonderful indirect experience.

Watching a seed I planted grow into a larger, newer story through the participation of many people.

'Though I never expected to experience it for real.'

Yes.

Right now, I was planning to experience the culmination of that story a bit earlier.

'Let's go.'

Dressed as a student, I walked the dark corridor on the 3rd floor of Sekwang Technical High School.

In the distance, I could see "monsters" paralyzed with fear slowly disappearing around the corner of the hallway...

The urge to pursue them flared up and then vanished.

'Phew.'

Existing within the school in the role of a student was strangely comfortable.

It felt like I was standing where I belonged.

Consequently, the sense of repulsion and the destructive impulse I felt when witnessing an alien "monster" wandering the school were all the more intense.

Especially.

[A fatal accident has occurred in Class 2, Grade 2.]

As soon as I heard that broadcast for the first time, my heart felt like it dropped.

A stinging sadness and a cold emptiness.

And a sense of duty to find the cause of the accident!

[Everyone, let us observe 5 seconds of silence.]

I wanted to run out freely through the school, which had become bright as day, and willingly eliminate the cause of this error and "observe silence," but...

'I'm not a student.'

I mustn't forget.

Kim Soleum had many things to do.

First, I had to go up to the 4th floor. I stepped onto the stairs...

'Ah.'

Huh?

The classroom for Class 5, Grade 1, which I belong to, is on the 2nd floor.

There seems to be no reason to go up to the 3rd floor.

A thought popped up like a pop-up window.

"……."

So this was why the setting "they rarely leave their respective floors" was attached to the students.

Of course, it wasn't insurmountable. I had only borrowed the uniform; I wasn't an actual student here.

'Phew.'

I moved my feet again.

Step by step.

[4F]

Long before the dazzling "Light of Silence" filling the corridor vanished, I reached the 4th floor.

The place that had been pitch black with broken and flickering lightbulbs.

The 4th floor, where dozens of students had stood still like mannequins in the hallway, staring at people, was now...

Lively.

"…!"

The students were now exchanging glances with vivid expressions or gesturing as they held silent conversations with each other.

I bit my tongue to ensure I didn't make a sound.

The students of Sekwang Technical High School have no voices.

If you speak aloud while wearing the borrowed school uniform, ■■■ ■■■■.

Afterward, you wake up from the dream and regain consciousness.

To think I would be bound by a sentence I wrote myself.

I continued walking through the crowd of students, who either glanced at me before turning away with lack of interest or smiled awkwardly when our eyes met.

Don't look out of place...

'Naturally...'

I passed the corner of the hallway and stopped just before the stairs near the 3rd-grade faculty office.

There was a small iron door.

[Faculty Office Storage]

It was a small space usually used in schools to store cleaning tools and the like.

And right in front of it, five or six students were gathered, sitting in a circle.

It was a dense formation I would never have been able to approach if I weren't wearing the Sekwang Technical High School uniform...

'Now, I can enter.'

I stepped inside the circle.

The students looked at me with puzzled expressions.

Why did a 1st-year come all the way up here?

They seemed to be saying exactly that.

I took out the A4 paper I had brought from the Infirmary and slowly wrote.

The seniors told me to find a ladder in the storage room.

Would it be okay if I took it?

One of the students smiled, took my pen, and wrote a reply.

Okay lol

Jingle.

When I looked up, another student was already holding a bundle of keys and shaking them in front of me.

I took the bundle.

And personally, using the key labeled "4th Floor Storage," I opened the door and entered...

A place only a student can enter.

Creak.

A brilliant light from between the door gaps pierced my eyes.

It was because various objects inside the storage room were shining as if asserting their presence.

Just like the name tag I received from Jang Heowoon.

'Oh my god.'

I had expected it, but it was a more bizarre sight than I thought. After closing the storage door tightly, I immediately reached for the objects...

It doesn't seem like an item I can take yet.

Ignoring the thought that popped up once more, I rummaged through the various shining objects—buckets, mops, a small whiteboard, etc.—and...

I finally found what I was looking for.

"……."

It was a decorative brooch.

A slightly clumsy-looking ornament made by laminating thick paper, as if handmade by an amateur.

You have obtained 'Name Tag Decoration'!

Name Tag Decoration: A floral decoration with the words "Congratulations on your Graduation" written on it. It seems to have been made in the shape of a royal azalea, the school flower of Sekwang Technical High School.

Is it intended as a gift for graduates?

I took this "Name Tag Decoration," which had been shining the most, and tucked it into my pocket.

'That's it.'

I have now obtained the essential item for "clearing" this ghost story.

After that, I visited various places only accessible to students, checking if there were any discrepancies with the information in the Exploration Records I knew.

Borrowing a book from the library, briefly tapping the piano keys in the music room...

'It's better to die quickly and wake up if even one thing is off.'

Fortunately, everything was consistent.

'…Good.'

During this process, I never went up to the 5th floor, where the "auditorium preparing for the graduation ceremony" was located.

Because the time hadn't come yet.

'When will the notification come?'

I took a tense breath and waited slowly...

It was then.

아아아악!! 저리 가!! 저리...

A tremendous roar struck my ears.

"……!"

Would a glitch sound like this if it became audio?

This insane noise, like hundreds of people scratching a chalkboard with their fingernails!!

I also knew what it was.

'…It's the monsters!'

They were clearly the voices of explorers who appeared to me as glitched monsters!

A massive amount of noise from whatever they were blathering about on the lower floor hit my ears—no, my very brain.

An overwhelming impulse enveloped my body.

'So this is why they tracked down the noisy people first!'

I wanted to silence at least the sound...

'…! Calm down, let's stay calm….'

Instead of running down the stairs unable to endure it any longer, I suppressed the impulse as much as possible for a few seconds.

'Let's go now.'

Only after I had become sufficiently calm did I move and check the monsters on the other side of the 4th-floor corridor.

The monsters were in a confrontation with a student.

No, it was already almost over. The student lay prone on the floor, immobilized.

However, the monsters hadn't all retired.

'Damn it.'

I prepared myself.

Only one monster had survived intact.

It looked at the student lying on the floor...

And turned to look at me.

It stopped me in my tracks.

…….

I looked at the monster in the distance that had stopped me. A human figure with a horrific form whose face was melting into a mass of pixels.

But there was one thing different from the other monsters.

'It's wearing a mask.'

And the shape of that mask was...

A Goral!

'…Ms. Go Yeongeun!'

"Wow."

I'm the only one left.

Go Yeongeun leaned against the wall in the corridor, catching her breath.

Before her eyes, the last student of (presumably) this 3rd floor lay prone and immobilized.

The student seemed to still be alive, but she didn't feel like killing it.

'If I kill it, the power will go out again and they'll swarm... Sigh.'

The civilians she had been accompanied by were already all dead.

'At least the last three went back with name tags...'

According to the company manual, one could live a normal life in reality even if they died here, but it felt uncomfortable that the fluid in the Dream Collector only filled up when a "name tag" was obtained.

'…I think there's something to it.'

Go Yeongeun had subtly talked about the name tags to her group and shared them, somewhat giving up on a high-grade clear by greedily collecting them herself.

And those people had all just died.

'Ugh...'

Perhaps because she had become quite accustomed to these gory slaughterhouses, monsters, and ghosts while working for this company, she wasn't overwhelmed.

She had completed her anatomy studies and cadaver labs without issue, so she might have been strong to begin with.

'It's a relief they didn't really die...'

She had reached the point where she could think such things quite indifferently.

'…Should I head upstairs now?'

It was the moment Go Yeongeun decided to catch her breath before moving.

Flicker.

"…!!"

From across the corridor.

Another student appeared.

A student of Sekwang Technical High School with a tall stature and a somewhat rebellious way of wearing his uniform.

'Hah.'

Wow...

I can't do this anymore!

'Let's just go.'

If I've held out this long, there shouldn't be any issues with my performance review.

Exhausted, Go Yeongeun felt like just taking off the high-powered headlamp she was wearing.

She was about to prepare to wake up from this shitty nightmare...

Flicker.

…Eh?

'W-wait a minute.'

The student's features were faintly visible under the dim lights.

An impression that was cool-headed and tidy, almost indifferent.

"…Mr. Roe Deer?"

It was Kim Soleum.

She wondered if it was just a student who looked like him, and although he looked a bit younger than usual, she was certain.

It was definitely him.

A chill ran down Go Yeongeun's spine.

'W-wait a minute...!'

What on earth was going on?

Could it be! If certain conditions were met in this ghost story, would one become "contaminated" and get caught like that...?

As a monster known as a student?

"Ah……."

Having worked for several months, she knew a fair amount about the Contamination of ghost stories, so fear surged within her...

But in the next moment, she made up her mind.

'Let's check.'

If she woke up like this and things had truly gone wrong, she would hate herself for just running away in the middle.

'It's fine even if I die now and wake up from the dream.'

She approached the corridor, trying her hardest not to blink both eyes at the same time.

The more she approached the frozen student's exterior, the more she became convinced it was Kim Soleum...

'…He doesn't have that Rabbit Doll either.'

The plush doll keychain he used to carry, perhaps because it had some story behind it, was nowhere to be seen either. Go Yeongeun felt a mixture of bitterness and melancholy as she advanced further.

Flicker.

The light flickered, but thanks to the headlamp on her head, it wasn't a problem.

'Just a little more.'

Let's get closer.

However.

Flash.

Suddenly, a light like a lightning bolt pierced Go Yeongeun's eyes.

"…!!"

Her vision temporarily vanished.

The cause was a flashlight in Kim Soleum's hand.

He had set it to go off after a few seconds using a timer.

To temporarily paralyze the eyes of whoever approached.

Go Yeongeun, who couldn't identify exactly what object it was, grasped the situation and was struck dumb.

'He set a trap... in advance?!'

For a moment, she felt a dizzying emotion, but at the same time, she quickly organized her thoughts.

'It can't be helped.'

She only regretted not being able to accurately figure out what kind of bizarre thing this was.

But she wouldn't be able to hold onto this thought for long. Those monsters were incredibly fast.

In the next moment, I will di...

"……??"

I'm not dead?

There was no pain, nor the floating sensation of waking from a dream.

…She was fine!

'What?'

Go Yeongeun, having adjusted to the aftereffects of the flash, looked up at the "student" with a bewildered expression to "freeze" him.

…….

Kim Soleum, wearing the Sekwang Technical High School uniform, wasn't looking at Go Yeongeun.

Instead, he was looking down at the floor.

'The floor?'

Go Yeongeun stepped back slightly so she could see both Kim Soleum and the floor at the same time...

"…!"

Writing had appeared on the floor.

An A4 paper that had been laid down before she knew it, with words written on it.

Ms. Goral?

Euaaaaak!

Chapter 80

Alright. Let’s organize this.

The monster before my eyes… specifically, that person whose pixels were so crushed they looked hideous, was undoubtedly my colleague, Ms. Go Yeongeun.

Because the Goral mask was clearly visible.

‘I’m starting to feel bad about blasting a high-powered flashlight right in her face….’

I grit my teeth and tried to focus on the mask instead of my revulsion.

The problem was that normal communication was impossible!

I couldn't speak, and I couldn't properly hear what the other person was saying….

‘Ugh.’

I feel like the Error is filling up my own head. This is driving me crazy.

Eventually, while pondering how to communicate, I pulled a pen from my pocket and wrote on the floor, trying my best not to look at her.

Ms. Goral?

Then I waited in silence.

The moment "Ms. Go Yeongeun" stared at me again and I froze.

A response came back on the A4 paper on the floor.

Mr. Roe Deer?? Do you have a sense of self right now? Is it possible for you to move independently?

‘Whew.’

It worked.

I wrote an answer while looking at the monster… no, "Ms. Go Yeongeun," who had turned her head away.

Yes. It's possible.

Don't worry, I'm not Contaminated. I'm a bit worried about how this sounds because I feel like a person who is actually Contaminated would say the same thing….

I'm just using a Gimmick within the ghost story.

A Gimmick?

Yes.

How should I explain this?

‘As expected… is a direct answer the right way to go?’

My colleague in front of me was clearly intelligent. After agonizing over it, I decided to write it down directly without beating around the bush.

The answer key to this ghost story that all the world-building clues were pointing toward.

This is a school where a horror game has become reality.

<In the Dark Shadow>.

This is the name registered in the Wiki entry for this ghost story, and it is the name of the game that is the cause of all the events occurring at Sekwang Technical High School in this nightmare.

The hints were in the Exploration Records that had uncovered world-building clues in the teachers' office and specific classrooms.

■Month ■■Day Confiscated Items List: Game Console

When the game console is obtained from the 1st-grade teachers' office and run, a pixelated image of the school at midnight briefly flashes on the screen before turning off.

Note in the right corner of the blackboard in Class 3-2:

That’s the teacher?

A notebook dropped on the floor of the music room:

There is a small scribble in the corner.

I woke up after sleeping, so why am I at school? (Doodle of a surprised puppy) Preparing for the graduation ceremony? What do you mean, it’s only May?

And various other notes and items.

If you even find the classroom and seat of the student whose game console was confiscated and rummage through their bag, you can see an empty game case and the plot summary written on the back…….

The day before the graduation ceremony.

Students who volunteered to prepare for the graduation ceremony at ■■■■ High School spend the night at the school.

Of course, the event preparation was mostly an excuse, and the students joyfully enjoy the midnight camping atmosphere.

While new couples are formed, best friends fight, and someone's secrets are exposed….

Suddenly, a school announcement broadcast is heard.

[The graduation ceremony has begun.]

[To give Penalty Points to students who do not attend, the teacher is now departing from the auditorium.]

The bloody graduation ceremony has begun.

Will they be able to safely escape the nightmare school in the middle of the night??

It revealed itself naturally like that.

This ghost story is a nightmare where the horror game in question has swallowed an actual school, and the gameplay is repeated.

That is why the students are silent.

‘Because it’s a game without voice acting.’

That is why the 3rd-year students on the 4th floor cannot leave their seats.

‘Because the main game hasn't started yet.’

That is why… the students cannot move when an explorer looks at them.

‘…Because it’s a bug that wasn't originally in the game.’

That’s right.

Furthermore, the explorers hadn't even entered this game as participants.

‘It means we’re not even playing the game.’

We were just dragged in while trying to peek at the game's story through a text file downloaded via unofficial channels….

‘Whew.’

Of course, I didn't explain all of this in detail to my colleague; I just summarized the things that could serve as clues and conveyed the logic.

The main point was this.

I obtained a student uniform through a rather unique method and tried to become a participant in this horror game.

And for now, it seems I've succeeded.

A game? Ah, this sounds like that! Like a horror game where you get trapped in school the night before White Day!

But wouldn't becoming a game participant within a ghost story be more dangerous? Besides, you don't know what will happen if you wear that uniform for a long time.

Ms. Go Yeongeun's handwriting, which started out appearing slightly excited, looked like it had been scribbled in a hurry toward the end.

It was a reasonable concern.

You're right. I plan to quit immediately if it gets dangerous.

I also intended to run away as fast as my legs could carry me if things didn't go as expected.

But since things had gone according to plan so far….

Still, it could become a Clear Route that can be most clearly indicated in the Manual.

I'll give it a try.

After a moment of silence.

Um, alright for now. Since you're so strong against ghost stories, Mr. Roe Deer….

“…….”

Really, it’s a misunderstanding….

Still, I hope you don't do anything too dangerous.

I hope so too, but things in the world don't always go as planned….

Ah, then if I stay with you like this, other students might get suspicious of you, so I'll be going now.

Wait, wait, wait?

You really have to be careful!

That was the last of the writing.

The moment my paralysis wore off, I saw the slow-moving Ms. Go Yeongeun already turning a corner far down the hallway.

Wa-Wait a moment, Yeongeun…!

‘I still have things I want to ask!’

Please help me!

I quickly pursued and tapped Go Yeongeun's back very lightly, then hurriedly wrote a new sentence.

Wait a moment, there is something I want to ask Ms. Goral.

It's specialized knowledge that probably only Ms. Goral can answer here.

Yes, yes! Please feel free to ask!

Fortunately, Go Yeongeun turned around and answered kindly.

Phew!

With a heart full of gratitude, I quickly wrote down my question.

Please tell me where each organ is located in the human body.

Pardon??

Ah, oops.

Fortunately, Ms. Go Yeongeun didn't cut me off….

She simply asked me about realistic details related to company life and accounting to calmly and strictly verify several times if I was in my right mind.

And after she was convinced that I wasn't just some student from the science lab who had developed a unique hobby for dissection due to being completely riddled with Contamination, she became kind again.

I understand! I'll answer to the best of my knowledge haha.

Thank you… sniff.

In that way, I spent the remaining time in an intense Q&A session with Ms. Go Yeongeun.

Thanks to that, "preparations for the clear" were finished in a way that was safer and more certain than I had expected.

I wish you luck.

The same to you. Thank you!

…Um.

Just in case, I added this as well.

If you plan on staying in this dream longer, it would be best to stay on the 1st floor if possible.

Because very soon, "In the Dark Shadow" would begin in the truest sense.

“…….”

And so,

A few minutes after I saw Ms. Go Yeongeun off.

[Ding-dong-dang-dong-]

[The graduation ceremony has begun.]

A new announcement comes on.

…Just like the thirteenth Exploration Record I had written.

Exploration Record #13

Approximately 2 hours and 13 minutes have passed while staying in the school wearing the Sekwang Technical High School uniform.

A new school announcement, not described in previous records, is broadcast. Its content matches the plot summary on the back of the <In the Dark Shadow> game title.

I went up to the 4th floor.

The numerous 3rd-year students who had been crowding the hallways on that floor….

Had all vanished.

“…….”

The announcement echoes through the empty 4th-floor hallway.

[To give Penalty Points to students who do not attend, the teacher is now departing from the auditorium.]

The Exploration Record I wrote was exactly as it was.

Entering the main story development of the horror game in question.

It was becoming a reality.

“…….”

I swallowed hard.

First, the atmosphere of the school changed completely.

The school, which had been perfectly comfortable as a student, was now filled with an ominous and uncomfortable vibe.

No….

I can actually hear the BGM…!

Classic 8-bit game music began to settle in my ears in a gloomy and steep minor key.

And a pop-up as well.

I feel strange for some reason.

Let's find other students before it's too late.

‘No.’

I won't do that.

Because I know a faster route, I'll steel myself and first….

‘Hide.’

I ran toward the 3rd-year teachers' office.

First, the standard procedure is to hide in the locker inside here….

What the f uck is thi s??

“…!!”

Again.

‘A monster!’

Rejecting the ear-splittingly crazy noise, I quickly entered the locker in the teachers' office.

The problem was that there was a monster in one of the 4th-floor classrooms, right next to the teachers' office.

That monster came staggering out the door and stared right at me.

At my face, obscured by shadows, behind the locker.

‘……I think it’s wearing a mask.’

Because I stopped and couldn't move my face, I couldn't distinguish what kind of mask it was with my view blocked by the locker door.

‘Anyway, it is a company employee.’

However, thanks to the light emitting from the sheer number of name tags they had, it was almost impossible to recognize them as an Error.

‘…Wait a minute.’

Light?

If it's that noticeable.

Thump.

“…….”

There.

I hear small and large sounds coming from the floor above.

Specifically, it was the sound of something large walking while making small footsteps.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump

It's coming down, it's coming, it's coming!!

…The "Teacher"!!

‘Dammit.’

It’s terrifyingly scary. I held my breath.

However, as if the Error was also aiming for my name tag, it quickly approached me as I stood still….

‘Can't they hear this??’

No, of course they can't. They aren't the game player!

‘In the first place, an Error cannot perceive or be attacked by the Teacher…!’

The setting is that they don't even realize the game has started.

However….

Points of caution.

In this game.

One of the ways the "Aberration," the Teacher pursuing the players, recognizes students is by their name tags.

But since explorers are essentially Errors, they weren't easily recognized as players just by having one or two name tags.

So, unless it was an explorer who was excessively greedy, they wouldn't get caught.

……For instance.

By collecting a massive amount of name tags, which are the symbol of a player.

Thump.

I held my breath while remaining still.

The Error that had approached closely grabbed the locker door I was hiding behind.

And as the door was pulled—

Slice

A giant, sharp steel plate strikes down upon the masked Error.

The crushed form is split apart.

Thud.

Blood splatters onto my face.

In front of me, with the locker door in between, the glasses-wearing employee, split vertically, collapses.

The human body, which had become an object called a corpse, its pixelated crushing having vanished.

When an explorer, an Error in the game, remains in the school until the game starts and is discovered and eliminated by the "Teacher."

‘……Oh.’

It’s a face I know.

The supervisor who had been newly assigned to Team D.

They are eliminated in reality as well.

They just died.

“…….”

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump

The "Teacher" leaves the teachers' office.

Dragging the supervisor's remaining corpse along the floor.

“…!”

I covered my mouth.

It’s my first time seeing someone assigned to the same team get hacked to pieces before my eyes.

‘Stay calm.’

Nothing changes no matter what you do now.

What you have to do from now on doesn't change either…….

“…….”

Kim Soleum.

Do you remember that?

The way explorers used to gather high volumes before my Exploration Record.

By influencing the game by collecting many Items like name tags, or by increasing their presence by holding out for a long time.

‘It’s a shortcut.’

Then what must a participant do to properly "clear" the game?

‘……They have to see the ending.’

And in most games, the ending is….

After the boss fight.

“…….”

The time has come.

…The time to not be a coward.

‘Let’s go.’

I pulled out a Tattoo Sticker with a tomato tree drawn on it.

And with trembling hands, I applied it to my neck.

Chapter 81

A tattoo sticker.

It was something the <Moonlight Tattoo Shop> had given me as a bonus.

—Is there a symbol in here related to courage, or the boldness to act without fear?

In response to that question, the tattooist had recommended a tattoo design of a tomato tree….

And they had put that very design into a sticker.

This tattoo I’m currently wearing on my neck.

“…….”

To be honest, I did have some expectations for its effect.

That it would paralyze my fear center, making all these supernatural things less terrifying.

Like Team D… right.

…Just like Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Supervisor Park Minseong used to be.

I wanted to explore these terrifying supernatural phenomena with such composure and lack of hesitation that one might wonder if I’d lost my mind.

But.

“……?”

I blinked inside the locker.

‘It doesn’t… seem to have much effect?’

I thought of the students chasing me.

They’re scary as hell.

I thought of the crazy rabbit Mascot I met in the Theme Park ghost story.

It gives me goosebumps.

I thought of the ghost in the Changwi ghost story that sobbed and knocked on the door while pretending to be human.

‘……It’s terrifying!!’

Everything I thought of was chilling.

‘C-could it be a malevolent spirit's trick?’

Or did I apply the sticker wrong? Since I’d never used a tattoo sticker before, there was no way to know.

But either way, it wasn't a situation where I could check right now.

“…….”

Damn it.

Regardless, I had to move according to plan.

Now that the ‘Teacher’ had disappeared from the 4th floor, this was my chance.

‘He probably went downstairs.’

In the end, I swallowed hard and stepped out of the locker.

…Of course, the scene before me would be gruesome.

Since the bloodstains and fragments of the Team D Supervisor who died just moments ago would be scattered about, I should prepare myself mentally before going out…….

…….

“…?”

‘Tomatoes?’

Wait a minute.

I quickly left the faculty office and headed up to the 5th floor.

There….

The reason I had avoided the 5th floor all this time was laid bare.

Aaaaaagh!

The walls of the 5th floor were now plastered with pages from old graduation yearbooks.

And the students in the photos were reaching out with pained expressions.

Aaaaaagh!

Beyond the scraps of paper from the graduation yearbooks, writhing masses of flesh could be seen.

A factor that caused immense mental strain and panic for anyone entering the 5th floor.

In fact, it looked more like a bizarrely twisted Otherworld than a school.

Red light pulsed from where the light bulbs should have been.

But….

They’re tomatoes.

Ha.

Hahahaha!

‘No, this is insane!’

Everywhere a human head should be, a tomato was hanging!

No, it wasn't that they didn't look like people.

The people in the yearbook photos? They all looked like people. People screaming in pain with distorted faces!

But I just felt like they were tomatoes.

The rational voice telling me there was no need to connect that with fear became a direct emotion.

Yes, that was exactly how it felt….

It was nothing.

‘Haha….’

The further I walked down the hallway, the further back in time the yearbooks went, and the graduates were frozen against the walls, melting into even more horrific, non-human shapes.

Strange Talismans and masses of flesh pulsed on the walls and ceiling.

And the voice.

I’msorryI’msorryI’msorryfortearingupthetalismanIdugupintheschoolbackya rd.Iwaspreparingforthegraduationceremonyof■■School.I’msorry… No,no!Thegraduationceremonyisnotaritual,it’snotasacrifice,no!!Pleasesave me,pleasesav

It’s the game world’s lore.

Nothing changes just because I hear it now.

I walked down that hallway with a feeling no different from taking a stroll down the street—no, perhaps even a bit more pleasant.

It was actually a bit funny because everything was a tomato.

And at the end of the hallway, I stopped in front of a massive door to the right.

A neat, turquoise iron door.

This door, which alone maintained its original form in the middle of the 5th floor that had become a bizarre den of monsters.

It was the door leading to the auditorium.

The place where the final act of this game takes place.

<Graduation Ceremony in Progress>

Graduates only. Please knock before entering.

I read the instructions printed on an A4 sheet.

Since my setting is a 1st-year student in Class 5, I’m not a graduate, you say?

‘This kind of thing is a gimmick that opens if you have the Item.’

And I already have it.

An object that originally could only be obtained in the final chapter after playing through the entire game.

Would you like to use ‘Name Tag Decoration’?

Of course.

Knock, knock.

I pinned the Name Tag Decoration to my chest and knocked on the auditorium door.

Then, the massive door in front of me slid open smoothly.

“…….”

Hundreds of 3rd-year students sitting in hundreds of seats turned to look at me.

This year’s graduates.

They were half-melted and fused with their chairs so they couldn't leave their seats, and tears like black ink were pouring from their eyeless sockets.

But….

No emotion beyond pity welled up.

In fact, in this situation, pity was the only appropriate thing to feel.

‘They can’t harm me.’

Irrational fear had been replaced by tomatoes, and I walked along the path between the chairs.

Toward the massive stage on the opposite side, where a banner for the graduation ceremony was hanging.

Thump, thump.

The graduates turned their heads and stared expressionlessly at my back as I walked….

I stepped onto the auditorium stage.

And then, grabbing the standing microphone set up in the middle of the stage, I shouted.

“We will now begin the graduation ceremony.”

[Ding-dong-dang-dong]

As if it had been waiting, bright and grand ceremonial background music began to play in response to my declaration.

The graduation music is playing….

At that moment.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

A scream tore through the auditorium.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

As if its skin were being peeled off, the normal appearance of the auditorium was stripped away, revealing its bizarre, Aberration form.

The horrific scenery I had seen in the 5th-floor hallway appeared.

As if making a final struggle, as if wanting to punish the one who sought to ruin everything, those images rushed toward me.

But I was fine.

Because it was all tomatoes.

And the greater danger started now.

‘It’s coming.’

To force the student who had started the graduation ceremony on his own into a seat below the stage.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump

The sound of footsteps rushing up frantically from below.

‘The Teacher is coming.’

It’s fine.

‘I’ll do everything I need to do before he arrives.’

I took a stick-type auto-injector out of my pocket and plunged it into my forearm.

Happy Maker.

That super-strong disposable painkiller made a synthetic, cute sound effect—tiring—as it injected the fluorescent liquid from the container into my veins.

A comfortable, refreshing, and incredibly light vitality circulated through my entire body.

Like a miracle.

‘Good.’

At the same time, I popped two Nostalgia Candies into my mouth at once.

Don’t exceed three pieces of candy at a time!

You might fall too deep into nostalgia!

Right. I’ll follow those instructions too.

I was now in an incredibly comfortable and perfect state.

‘Whew.’

Then, time was up.

Boom

Something squeezed through the gap in the auditorium door.

The ‘Teacher’ inserted a hand that had mutated by fusing with a chalkboard, tearing the door itself as he distorted the metal.

Riiiiiiiiiiip

The door crumpled and fell away.

And then, his form was revealed.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

A massive human shape.

But it was only a silhouette.

It was as if several teachers had been crumpled and mashed together, then forcibly shoved back into a human-shaped mold.

A flesh monster with an arm on its head, a head on its shoulder, and a shoulder on its knee.

It entered the auditorium with oddly neat-sounding footsteps….

Thump, thump, thump, thump, thump

Chalkboards, textbooks, student rosters, chalk, glasses, and the like were messily attached to various parts of its body, swaying out of place.

Standing on the opposite stage and watching that sight, which would normally make one tremble with its grotesqueness….

“…….”

Only a fighting spirit boiled up within me.

I have to break through that to go home and fill the Collector….

‘Right.’

This is a situation where tenacity, not fear, is needed!

The tattoo on my neck burned hot, making my stomach, heart, and head boil.

‘Ah.’

Now I get it.

The effect of this tattoo sticker is….

‘Elation.’

Surging adrenaline.

This elation that makes me flip my lids and charge forward once I have something I want to do, or a goal!

And even the sense that makes me perceive everything as tomatoes to support it!

‘I can do this.’

I boldly grabbed the auditorium microphone and glared forward—

Slice

I dodged.

No, actually, I was hit, but instead of my neck being taken off, my right hand was halfway gone.

“…!”

I was a bit surprised, but there was no pain.

No mental shock either! It just felt like watching a tomato get crushed.

The courage where reason overcomes instinct.

And a burning motivation.

‘I will succeed no matter what.’

…Did you know?

Actually, this horror game isn't action-based.

Basic physical coordination is required for chase sequences, but it's fundamentally a puzzle and deduction game.

And the player, a student, uses the various abilities obtained while progressing through the game in this final act.

While neutralizing the Teacher’s attacks like a puzzle, one had to hold onto this microphone and endure until the graduation song ended.

But for me, an explorer, that progression was impossible.

‘Because I’m just wearing a borrowed school uniform, I’m not a real student.’

However.

‘I can respond in this way.’

I pulled out the glass hand cannon and fired.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

The transparent little pistol I’d received from the Disaster Management Bureau agent proved its power.

The Teacher screamed in pain as the bullet hit his shoulder.

But practically speaking, it didn't seem to do much damage.

‘It wasn't that high-grade of a piece of equipment anyway.’

It didn't matter.

‘The point was to throw off his aim…!’

Slice

My left foot was taken off by a flying, rusted chalkboard.

“…!”

Still, I didn't move. I just stood there, holding the microphone.

The blood that burst out soaked the stage.

“…….”

Right. It’s impossible for human strength to dodge or defeat that monster’s attacks. I’m not Section Chief Lizard, after all.

Well, it’s not like there weren't other ways.

‘I can just give up.’

Thud.

The rest of my right hand vanished up to the wrist.

I didn't care and fired the glass hand cannon again with my left hand.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

YOU-SHOULD-LISTEN-TO-THE-TEACHER-AAAAA-SIT-DOWN-IN-YOUR-SEAT-I-WILL-CONDUCT-THE-GRADUATION-CEREMONY-AAAAA!

Again.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh!

My left thigh was blown apart.

I endured.

Slice

Both my legs were gone.

‘I’m out of bullets.’

I slid downward and grabbed the standing microphone.

Slice

My left hand, which had been holding the pistol and the microphone, was taken off.

But my clinging body was hugging the pole of the standing microphone.

Slice

I pulled myself up the microphone with my remaining left elbow.

Blood splashed violently onto the base.

“…….”

And….

Oh?

The graduation music stopped.

‘Now!’

At the same moment the ‘Teacher’ raised a chalkboard with his bizarre flesh once again.

I shouted into the microphone.

“Congratulations on your graduation.”

…….

Instantly.

The auditorium filled with holographic pixels that looked like a flurry of flower petals.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaagh

The screaming Teacher melted and disappeared, and the bizarre Aberrations covering the auditorium also vanished as if they were being burned away.

Even the chairs that were holding the students.

Waaaaaaaah!!

The 3rd-year students, now free, rushed out of the auditorium in a burst.

Their eyes were now a blur of tears and joy.

Originally, in the ‘Bad Ending,’ they would all become the Teacher’s minions and leave the auditorium like zombies, killing all the remaining explorers….

‘……This time, the ending changed.’

I looked up.

As the auditorium curtains were drawn, warm yellow and red light seeped in softly from outside the window….

It was dawn.

“…….”

A pop-up appears.

Happy Ending 02

: Graduation of Liberation

So it’s an ending.

And then, an evaluation of my final act play appeared at the bottom.

Happy Ending 02

: Graduation of Liberation

Score Evaluation: A

I checked the Dream Collector.

Shimmering golden liquid was filling up…. A color as enchanting and deep as the one from the Tuesday Talk Show.

—A or higher.

‘I did it.’

A thrilling sense of achievement washed over me.

I smiled as my consciousness faded, swallowing the last piece of candy on my tongue.

Now I’ll wake up.

No, I’m going back to the me lying in bed. After successfully clearing the ghost story and getting out!

‘Good.’

Falling into a comfortable sleep, to wake up in the morning….

…….

…….

…….

…Am I back?

Huh?

The Educational Manual seems to be inside my tattoo again! Should I take it out?

Wait a minute.

Since when did I start hearing this voice?

No, I’m not hearing it….

I’m the one saying it.

…….

Since when.

Had the Educational Manual remained inside my tattoo?

Why did I start naturally brushing off the Teacher’s "proper thoughts" that would pop up out of nowhere?

Why did I suddenly dismiss the Fox Counseling Room—which I’d thought ‘I should go there after the next exploration’—as if it were nothing, saying I was worried about side effects?

Why did I come to think of the chilling, unknown intelligence I’d summoned as a ‘Good Friend’ as my most comfortable acquaintance?

Without any biological repulsion or wariness?

…….

……!!!

‘No.’

I can’t let myself be Eroded like this!

But the doubt is already fading. As the effect of the Nostalgia Candy wears off, the current me is reclaiming my place!

The Contamination is rushing in…!!

I struggled within the hazy sense of floating as I woke from the dream.

‘Kim Soleum!!’

Remember.

Remember!!

You’re contaminated right now…….

“Gasp.”

Wow.

“I thought I was going to die.”

I opened my eyes, drenched in cold sweat.

A deep sigh of relief escaped my lips.

‘Anyway, I did it.’

But at the same time, I felt a chilling sensation, as if I’d forgotten something…….

—…….

—You’re awake…, Friend.

…….

…!!

‘Aaaaagh!’

I hurriedly sat up and immediately rescued Braun, who was about to be flattened under my pillow!

‘That was close.’

“Sorry!”

With that, I sprawled back out on the bed. My fatigue and comfort overlapping, I gave a wide grin.

At any rate… it seems I’ve returned safely!

Chapter 82

The morning after clearing a high school ghost story inside a horrific horror game. preparing for the day.

However, the commute didn't feel so grueling this time.

Because I had something to rely on.

The A-Class essence filled to the brim in the Dream Collector.

'This is reassuring.'

I carefully packed the Dream Collector, full of golden essence, into my briefcase.

It was the harvest from last night’s labor.

Moreover, the moment I fully pushed myself up from the bed, I confirmed a rather unique 'additional harvest.'

Clatter, clatter.

Something that had been covering my body spilled onto the floor.

Dozens of... beads?

They were transparent beads that looked as if they could be loaded into a glass hand cannon.

I picked one up to examine its shape and read the single Hanja character written inside.

protect

Is it... Helpful Ho?

-Aha, it's a Hanja that often appears with the meaning of guarding or protecting someone. It’s quite cliché and intuitive.

Ah.

I realized what it was immediately.

'This is the reward for clearing the game's final chapter!'

Successful Graduation Ceremony (2 Deaths, 1 Survivor)

Confirmed that the Field Exploration staff who died as students woke up safely in the morning.

A large quantity of reward items was found in the bed of the sole survivor. (Analyzed to be a type of Guardian Talisman that is somewhat effective for exorcism and protection.)

In other words, I had brought items from the dream game into reality.

Just like Baek Saheon, who had run off with a fountain pen item from the faculty office.

“...Hmm.”

Now that I think about it.

When I went out to the foyer, Baek Saheon’s shoes were already gone.

'He rushed off to work to avoid me.'

I’ll see him later.

In any case, it meant these dozens of glass beads served as a 'Guardian Talisman' to some extent.

'I think I might have a use for these.'

I tucked those 'Guardian Talismans' into my tattoo and put one or two in my pocket before continuing my preparations.

But.

-.......

-.......

An unusual silence seemed to hang in the air.

'...Braun.'

-Oh, you’re calling me, Friend?

By any chance.

'Was it... very uncomfortable last night?'

The host of the Tuesday Quiz Show, whose stuffing almost got flattened because I used him as a pillow...

-Haha, it certainly wasn't the best feeling of my life!

-When it seems my friend had a very interesting experience all by himself last night, but I was the only one not invited, no one would be in a particularly good mood...

Oops.

-Ah, but it is a relief. While this Braun was having the special experience of feeling like a waffle, it seems my friend at least felt something special too!

“…….”

Well...

'I did feel something special.'

-Indeed!

'I carried out the graduation ceremony with a bang.'

-A graduation ceremony? Did you perhaps give a congratulatory speech?

No.

'A teacher who didn't like my hosting attacked me. I endured until it ended safely, even as my limbs were being blown off one by one.'

-My goodness!

Braun, who had seemed somewhat offended, quickly became excited once I explained the events that occurred in the dream in detail.

I should probably give him that... aroma massage or whatever it was the tattooist did tonight.

-That is an excellent attitude, Mr. Roe Deer! I wish to hear more.

Right, right.

I continued explaining what had happened to me while on my way to the company.

Everything from being chased by students to the part where I became a student myself.

-Ooh!

And finally, I arrived at the building and was heading up to my office.

“Soleum!”

I met a familiar face.

“Ah, Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin.”

The missing person I had rescued from the Changwi ghost story, the Manual Review manager Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, brightened up upon seeing me.

“I heard the entire Field Exploration team tried to enter a ghost story with a good yield this time!”

Ah, so he already knows about the high school ghost story deployment.

Well, an official notice was sent out for all Field Exploration team members to attempt entry.

“How did Soleum’s team do?”

“Ah, I did manage to go in... but I’m not sure about the others.”

I suspected Section Chief Lizard hadn't been able to enter.

'If that man had entered, it would have definitely been recorded in the <Dark Exploration Record>...'

No, he probably wouldn't have even written it in the record. Because Lee Jaheon was the direct counter to this ghost story.

'There's no way such a chase would be meaningful to someone who can crush everything with physical attacks...'

It would just ruin the ghost story.

Even if my interference in the exploration caused a butterfly effect, I would have noticed Section Chief Lizard's presence if he had been in this exploration.

'He wasn't there.'

......And.

The other person in Team D was...

Dead.

'Phew.'

Just as I was about to open my mouth to say that.

“Ah, Team D only had the team leader and Associate Soleum, right? I guess you guys didn't run into each other.”

“...Pardon?”

“Still, since it was an individual match, huh? I’m sure you weren't hindered by anyone, the future of We Help! Our talented Associate Soleum, haha!”

…….

What?

“Wait a moment. You said Team D only had two people...”

“Eh? No, the personnel appointment was put on hold for a bit, wasn't it?”

The Section Chief said to me with a puzzled look.

“That, for Team D, since that Contaminated person might recover, they were told to skip this season and focus on support duties... weren't they contacted separately?”

“……!”

Ah.

I realized it in the next moment.

Associate Yoon Johoon.

That newly appointed person was removed as an Error by the 'Teacher' in the dream...

And he was removed from reality as well.

He was literally deleted.

As if he were a person who never existed in reality to begin with.

“…….”

That's right.

'That's why people were under the illusion that there were no deaths in this ghost story.'

They understood it as being dragged back to that school on the night of the new moon even in the worst-case scenario.

Everyone!

Because...

The people who collected many name tags and endured on the upper floors without being retired were all 'deleted.'

Because they became people who never existed in the first place.

...It was a terrifying reality manipulation ability.

'......The essence didn't come out as A-Class for nothing.'

I can feel that something deeper in the Darkness is involved...

Goosebumps erupted down my spine.

In fact, objectively, this might not be a bad situation for me.

Someone who would clearly be difficult to work with had naturally disappeared.

But...

'It's no different from suffering a damnatio memoriae.'

My stomach churned. Moreover, this feeling of being the only one who remembered was truly strange.

No, wait.

'Why am I the only one who remembers in the first place?'

Shouldn't everyone have forgotten?

Is it because I personally witnessed the death?

Ah!

Or was it because I was eating Nostalgia Candy at the time, so the influence bypassed me?

Come to think of it, when I ate the Nostalgia Candy, I...

…….

…….

“So, Soleum?”

“...Ah. I must have been mistaken about something.”

Anyway, it's not important right now, so let's focus on the conversation.

Even if he's from a different team, a superior is still a superior.

Just then, Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin asked me with an expectant face.

“Ah, speaking of which, how did Soleum do? What grade did you clear it with? If you show me the Collector, I can roughly tell you the grade by looking at the essence concentration...”

“Ah.”

I readily pulled the Collector out of my briefcase and showed it to him.

The golden liquid sloshed inside.

“It's this.”

“…….”

After a moment of silence.

“…?!”

Rub, rub. Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin wiped his glasses.

“Haha, I must be getting old, my eyes are dimming, the light seems to be over-reflecting...?!?”

“Ah.”

I spoke in a cheerful voice.

“Does it look like an A-Class to you as well, Section Chief?”

“…….”

Lee Byeong-jin put his glasses back on.

“……Right now,”

“...?”

“What are you doing? Go report it right now! Hurry!”

I was summoned and called in an instant.

It meant my Collector was snatched by the officials before I could even clock in at the Team D office.

“My goodness!”

The gaze of the officials looking at me with 'It's you again?' expressions was, well, I suppose a good thing is a good thing.

And the measured grade was...

“Kim Soleum.”

“Yes, Team Leader.”

“It has been confirmed that the essence Kim Soleum collected from the Darkness last night is Grade A.”

That afternoon, Section Chief Lizard calmly informed me as I sat in the office writing an exploration report.

I had guessed that much.

However, the next words were the problem.

“And regarding this exploration, a request for a solo interview with Kim Soleum has come in.”

“…….”

Well, I couldn't avoid it this time...

The second A.

Especially since this one had popped out of a ghost story that had no such precedent.

'In that ghost story, A-Class must have existed almost in name only.'

Most were D or F.

Someone who endured for a long time, sweeping up items and name tags, might have pulled a C-Class essence once or twice, but that would be it.

It seemed the higher-ups were buzzing again because a jackpot had been hit in a ghost story usually used just for item farming.

But you see.

'This is actually the last one.'

Only the first clear counts for that...

Afterward, even if one attempts to clear it in a similar manner, essence one or two grades lower than the same ending (B) would be extracted.

'That’s just how the game format is.'

If it’s not the first time, it’s a repeat, so it’s not counted as an achievement...

Of course, I don't plan on saying all of this, but I should drop some hints so I don't get hit with ridiculous shifting of responsibility like, 'We invested in you and didn't get another A!'

'I'm going to be run ragged all afternoon...'

It was just as I was sadly anticipating this.

“Kim Soleum.”

“Yes?”

“Do you not want to do the interview?”

Are, are you going to let me off??

But after thinking for a moment, I shook my head.

“No. It's fine. I should do it.”

To avoid being blamed with something absurd like, 'We didn't get an A-Class clear because you tried to end it with a situation report!'... Sob.

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon didn't ask twice. He was truly lizard-like.

A short while later, at the appointed time.

I left the Team D office for the interview.

'They even called me to a high floor.'

I got off at the designated 31st floor and headed to the meeting room.

Knock, knock.

“Come in.”

At the permission from inside, I opened the door very cautiously.

A meeting room with a grand atmosphere, sunlight streaming through the blinds.

And a huge, black circular desk.

However...

“Hmm.”

The research team members for the interview were not there.

Instead, at the very head of that massive desk, a single person sat alone.

A woman with dark blue hair, wearing a sharp three-button suit, looked at me with a benevolent air.

She didn't look frail, but her aura made it difficult to guess her age.

And placed on the desk was a black mother-of-pearl nameplate that caught the eye.

Senior Managing Director Cheong Dallae

“…?!”

A, a Director??

Wait, in the meeting room I was called to... a Director is sitting alone?

It wasn't even Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin or that Director Ho who was associated with Team A.

However, the surname of that name...

'I’ve heard it before...'

Back when Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, who was in Director Ho's line, went missing.

In the gossip among the office staff as they speculated who would come as his successor.

-To be honest, it's a mystery what the new person will be like... but the probability of someone from the same line being appointed is low. Someone from Director Cheong’s

side will probably come.

Director Cheong.

A distant superior I had never been associated with until now, one of the executives of this company's development department, had called for me...!

'This is crazy...'

Of course, while being shocked, I was bowing my head deeply.

I couldn't forget my social manners just because I was surprised!

“…! It is an honor to meet you, Senior Managing Director.”

“Yes. It's a pleasure.”

Director Cheong, who accepted my handshake, waved her arm and pointed to the chairs lined up around the circular desk.

“Let's sit down first.”

“Yes.”

Where on earth should I sit?

After some thought, I sat at a spot that wasn't the head of the table but close enough to have a conversation with the Director without difficulty.

Then, someone who appeared to be from the secretariat entered the meeting room, placed some unknown documents in front of the Director, and left.

I felt like I was breaking out in a cold sweat.

'What is this situation?'

I couldn't even grasp the context, so let's start with that.

“So... Associate Soleum? Are you still in your 20s?”

“I was born in year XX.”

“You’re young. I’ll speak casually, so you can be at ease too, Associate. I called you for a good reason.”

“By a good reason, you mean...?”

“It means I’ve heard many rumors about you.”

Director Cheong smiled broadly.

“It was very impressive. If only new recruits like you joined, there would be no problems with raw material supply.”

“Thank you.”

When a high-ranking person is like that, it's best to just sit politely and take a listening stance.

If I try to speak up too actively, acting as if I'll perfectly meet her needs, it might just end up looking like I'm overstepping...

'Did she personally come to the meeting room today to give me a pat on the back and take credit for telling me to write the A-Class Manual well?'

To make an impression.

“So, Associate Soleum.”

But the main point started from there.

Without warning.

“Are you perhaps interested in the Elite Squad?”

I almost choked on my own saliva.

“That is...”

“Ah, I know you were offered a spot by Section Chief Seok of Team A last time and turned it down.”

“…!”

“‘I’ll build from the basics’... A good excuse. You handled it well.”

Oh, my goodness.

“That team is... hmmm, it’s good that they try to maintain hierarchy, but sometimes their priorities shift, and they value hierarchy more than exploration.”

“…….”

“It’s not pleasant to see, but well, isn't being good at picking a side also a skill? Haha!”

You’re quite blatantly revealing that Team A is a different faction.

'I will not respond to that statement with even a single word, Director...'

I'll just smile awkwardly and nod my head.

If I get caught up in this, it'll be like I'm badmouthing Team A with the Director.

The Director will obviously be fine!

But a new recruit like me who hasn't picked a side will be screwed...

I tried to appear as if I was struggling but trying to stay calm, and spoke up as if it were difficult to say.

“Um, since it was certain that I, who haven't been with the company for long, needed the basics... I am actually working hard to learn right now...”

“Hahaha! It’s okay, it’s okay. Yes, it’s a situation where you’d be nervous, Associate Soleum.”

Director Cheong burst into a hearty laugh and then turned serious.

“You don't need to agree with everything I say. I don't like flatterers like that.”

“…….”

“Right. I should be more precise with my choice of words. Shouldn't I?”

Director Cheong paused as if lost in thought for a moment, then closed the documents and spoke.

“I’m not saying I’ll put you into one of the Elite Squads.”

“…?”

“I meant, are you interested in receiving the treatment of an Elite Squad. Yes... I could also ask like this.”

Director Cheong smiled broadly.

“What would you think if Team D became an Elite Squad?”

“…!!”

“Wholeheartedly, with you adding any team member you want.”

My goodness.

Chapter 83

Elite Squad.

In Daydream Inc., a company that values the lives of its Field Exploration team less than B-Class essence, this is the rank where they finally begin to evaluate you as an "employee with long-term value."

You are given a private office, and a separate pay scale is applied. Furthermore, new items become available in the welfare mall.

Above all….

So they can be used like extra lives in an emergency, a member of the Cleanup team is assigned to you.

It was a policy that made one feel like trash, but there was no denying that it increased the survival rate regardless…….

And now.

The Director of the Development Department before my eyes was making a proposal to me.

"As it happens, the agenda to increase the number of Elite Squads is consistently being raised… Wouldn't it make for a nice picture if that became Team D?"

She was saying she would turn Team D itself into an Elite Squad.

She was offering to keep my environment exactly as it was while overwhelmingly improving my treatment.

"The alphabet sequence fits perfectly, and it's convenient for administrative procedures in many ways."

"……."

"Choose one employee you'd like to work with and bring me the name. It would be fine to provide a list of two or three candidates as well."

Wait a minute.

I couldn't follow this flow at all….

"I am grateful, but… why are you making such a grand proposal to me?"

To put it bluntly, I would understand if she said she wanted to send Leader Lee Jaheon to an Elite Squad.

According to my memory, he was originally someone who was supposed to serve as an Elite Squad leader for a short time before being promoted through another route.

But why… is she speaking with me as the standard?

'It's strange to call in a rookie and say things like this while leaving the leader aside.'

I knew I had achieved non-standard results by creating Manuals and extracting A-Class essence twice, but there were other Named Characters who cleared ghost stories in ridiculous ways.

In fact, it was through the accumulation of such Exploration Records that Manuals were made.

However, no one had ever heard anything like, 'I'll turn your whole team into an Elite Squad just for you~.'

'Something is wrong.'

It was a situation that looked unnatural to anyone.

"I am a mere rookie. I am already receiving enough Points and allowances from the company for the work I do, and the fact that my promotion is so fast is already…."

"Assistant Manager Soleum. Have you ever heard the name Yoon Johoon?"

My back almost froze.

I barely managed not to show it. I succeeded in responding with a tone that merely suggested I was nervous about the situation.

"…Is he perhaps an employee?"

"That's right."

Director Cheong, who answered readily, gave me a thin smile.

"Actually, he was the Assistant Manager who was newly appointed to Team D in this recent periodic personnel reshuffle."

"……."

"But even if you check the company database now, he won't show up. He won't be in your memory either."

I didn't react.

"In high grades, there is occasionally a Darkness like that. Where a person who 'fails' has their very existence erased. However……."

Director Cheong set down the documents and lifted something from under the desk.

A Dream Collector.

"The Dream Collectors of deceased employees are repatriated to the company."

"…!!"

"It's a shame, but it's a self-powered type that uses the Dream Essence collected up until the moment of death as fuel. And…."

Director Cheong flicked the end of the recorder.

"A simple recording function is included here as well."

"……."

"That is why even the exploration records of employees erased from reality can be confirmed and referenced in this company."

My god.

"I suspect someone like you might have wondered about it before. 'Just how are the records of dead employees being referenced in the Manuals?'"

Wait a minute.

Right. Of course, the results of dead employees' investigations were written in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

It was only natural. To build the atmosphere of a ghost story, they obviously had to write records where the explorers were wiped out. Because that was effective at invoking fear!

There are even perfectly intact records of employees or items whose very existence has been erased.

But….

'A Wiki is bound to be recorded from an omniscient point of view anyway.'

And the reason why that was possible was roughly rationalized conceptually.

Exploration records are transmitted to the company upon the death of Field Exploration staff.

Just like that.

The specific items or methods used weren't described simply to avoid lore contradictions….

So when I fell into this place, I just naturally glossed over that gap.

Because this was originally a Wiki-based creative worldview!

'But to think there was such a specific and certain setting value…….'

In an instant, all the questions I had dismissed because 'it's that kind of world anyway' flooded back into my mind.

Could it be that those, too, all have 'plausible additional background settings'?

In this manner?

It was the moment my mind was becoming complicated.

Mr. Roe Deer! The opponent is still looking at you. It seems she wants to continue the interview.

'…!'

They seem to be the type who wants a humble attitude from a star, so let us focus….

Right.

Right now, I had to focus on the conversation.

Fortunately, my agitation ended at a level appropriate for an 'employee who just realized the company's secret know-how,' and the Director continued speaking.

"Based on these audio records, it seems Assistant Manager Kim Soleum explored and seized control of the Darkness in quite a unique way."

"……."

It seemed Assistant Manager Yoon Johoon had recognized me when I became a student.

"Becoming a part of the urban legend yourself. 'Assimilation'… it is a method that ordinary people, being fearful and unwise, cannot choose…."

What kind of terrifying things are you saying…?

"Anyway, I wanted to tell you that even such exploration records are being collected without any gaps."

Director Cheong looked at me.

"What do you think, is it more systematic than you thought?"

"……."

"I've heard there are employees who say this company is run in a haphazard manner."

Th-this… a cold sweat characteristic of a corporate man broke out.

"I have met them and listened to their stories too. Most of them are clever fellows."

Her voice was somewhat benevolent.

"But as you stay, you will realize that there is no other enterprise in this world where rewards and punishments are as certain and rational as here."

"……."

"As long as your abilities are outstanding, you can smoothly climb to the top even if you make a mistake once or twice."

I never agreed.

However, Director Cheong gave the order of dismissal with a smile, as if I had replied, 'I will think about it positively, Director!'

"You may go. Give my regards to Section Chief Lee Jaheon."

Friend. Do you happen to know this proverb? 'Cream always rises to the top.'

It means that something excellent will eventually stand out anywhere. It is a proverb perfectly suited to describe you right now, Friend!

Wouldn't 'the nail that sticks out gets hammered down' be more accurate….

I returned to the Team D office feeling as though my soul had been drained.

It felt like I had read a plausible book of pseudo-science, only to realize that it was actually reality….

Eventually, unable to hold back, I spoke to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"Manager."

"Yes."

"What I just had wasn't an interview."

"I see."

"……."

"……."

"Do you need help?"

"Yes."

"Please explain."

I poured out what had happened as if I were rapping.

The statements Director Cheong made, the Dream Collector, the vanished Team D employee.

And even the proposal I received!

'Section Chief-level staff probably already know the information about the Dream Collector anyway.'

Furthermore, it was because I knew Section Chief Lee Jaheon wasn't the type of person to get angry that a mere rookie was given an exceptional offer over him, nor was he the type to gaslight me into making him part of the Elite Squad.

That's because… he's a Lizard.

"I see."

Sure enough, the Lizard just nodded.

"Do you need my advice?"

"Yes."

"Reject it."

"…!!"

To reach a conclusion so instantly?

"I'd like to know the reason."

"Yes. Director Cheong Dallae is a being with a powerful sense of ownership over the company."

"……."

Does that mean she thinks this company is hers?

No, wait a minute.

"Did you just say 'being'?"

"Yes."

That's a very suspicious way to refer to someone.

"…Is Director Cheong, by any chance, not human?"

"I cannot answer that."

"……."

That's practically the same as saying yes…!

At the very least, I certainly knew there was something fishy about Director Cheong.

Well, she is a Director of a ghost story company!

"A-anyway, please continue."

"Yes. Therefore, if an opportunity arises to subordinate a talented individual to this company that she believes she owns, Director Cheong Dallae will not hesitate."

"…!"

"In this process, there is a high probability that an act will occur that would cause extreme repulsion based on Assistant Manager Kim Soleum's ethical standards."

My god.

"Do not take the risk. There is also a high probability that you will be placed in an Elite Squad within six months."

"…Leaving Team D and joining another team, you mean?"

"Yes."

"……."

"Do you wish to remain in Team D?"

"If possible, I would like to."

"I see."

Whether I'm a rookie or not, you really don't seem like you'd miss me at all, Manager….

He was a truly consistent human… no, Lizard.

'Well, I wasn't expecting much anyway.'

Regardless, he wasn't a Lizard who would intentionally try to deceive me, so I could just take his words at face value.

"Thank you for the kind explanation, Leader."

"Yes."

Hmm.

I hesitated before asking.

"Um, by any chance, do you not wish to become the leader of an Elite Squad, Leader?"

"I have no preference."

It meant he didn't care one way or the other.

It also meant he was of no help whatsoever to my decision….

'This is driving me crazy.'

I shared a few more words with Leader Lee Jaheon after that, but there were no distinct gains.

My worries only deepened.

'An Elite Squad….'

Section Chief Lee Jaheon advised me to refuse in the name of logic and rationality, but corporate life often ran on irrationality and emotion.

Why else would Section Chief Lee Jaheon have so many enemies in the company, and why would the Team A Leader look like he wanted to kill him every time they met!

'I appreciate the advice, but it's hard to approach it that way….'

To begin with, an executive of a ghost story company seemed like someone who wouldn't take no for an answer.

I didn't think slipping away like I did with the Team A Leader would work. The fact that Director Cheong mentioned it so openly meant that I'd be screwed if I did.

"Sigh……."

No, why do I have to worry like this even when I've been promised a promotion and exceptional treatment…!

'I want to quit this ghost story company so badly…!!'

Eventually, that evening.

I ended up heading home feeling like a piece of mental washed-out kimchi….

"……."

It had been a while since I felt this drained, even though I hadn't gone on a darkness investigation and had just been stuck in the office writing reports.

Oh dear, my friend's mind and body seem to be quite exhausted.

Let us go inside the house quickly first. Is rest not also important for a good performance!

'…Yeah.'

Meeting a high-ranking person, hearing worldview information, receiving an exceptional proposal….

'I'm exhausted…….'

As soon as I washed up, I sprawled out on the living room sofa.

Friend, how about we have a conversation this evening over a cup of hot chocolate? Let us relieve the day's fatigue that way!

Hot chocolate… isn't in this house, but having a cup of honey water wouldn't be bad….

After placing Braun on the dining table, I boiled water in the kettle and produced some honey water.

I was planning to continue a light conversation with my back slightly turned to Braun while mechanically gulping it down….

Friend. This Braun will tell you a secret.

A secret?

That is right. I hid it well with my professional cheerfulness, so it was likely difficult for Mr. Roe Deer to notice, but actually…….

Braun took a breath and then said dramatically.

I was quite shocked by the events of last night!

"……."

A secret…… is it?

Regardless, his intention to comfort me seemed certain, so I responded sincerely.

"What… was so shocking?"

A 'Good Friend' accompanies their friend anywhere if they wish…. However, this Braun could not do so.

Somehow, the shadow of the Rabbit Doll I glimpsed looked slumped.

It is truly a shameful and embarrassing matter.

D-do you have to go that far?

It was just a dream anyway.

My guess was that because Braun is not my possession but an equal personality, we would have had to perform a separate ritual.

'Anyway, you don't have to worry about it. Things like that won't happen much in the future.'

Oh, my friend is so considerate. If so, let us think about it this way….

If I, your best and Good Friend, had been with you until last night's intense dream graduation, would the awkwardness you faced today not have been much better?

…….

That…… might be true.

To begin with, the situation where I was captured by Assistant Manager Yoon Johoon might not have happened at all.

If Braun had turned off the lights.

Exactly! That is my role!

…It has been a long time since I felt such anxiety. For the sake of our friendship, and so that this Braun can fulfill his role, hmm…….

From behind my head, there came a sound like someone pacing the floor in leather shoes while lost in anxious thought….

And then, he came to a dead stop.

That's it! It would have been grand if I could do it myself… but with this Plush Body, I require Mr. Roe Deer's help.

We will be much better with just one very simple action, Friend. May I ask a favor of you?

Braun spoke in a polite and friendly voice.

If you would help me bathe in the Fountain of Youth Bathtub just one more time, it would be an unparalleled joy!

Ah.

'That.'

…….

…….

"Shall we do that?"

Ah! Thank you so much, Friend…!

I readily agreed!

Seeing my Good Friend looking happy made me feel a bit better.

You will never regret this choice.

Chapter 84

I decided to try using the Blood Bath one more time.

-If I were to rejuvenate a bit more, it would be much easier to travel with Mr. Roe Deer!

I had accepted Braun's argument.

The plush doll might get a bit bigger, but… well, one more time should be fine. He was still the size of an ordinary keychain doll.

However, Braun was appalled at the idea of casually using my blood as a bath product.

-My goodness! I respectfully decline. Heavens, there are fluids from sentient beings all over the place, so why is my friend always trying to see his own blood?

It seemed the time I had deliberately scared him before was still having an effect.

'Well, I wasn't even planning on pouring that much this time….'

I felt a bit bad, wondering if I had been too harsh.

Anyway, since he felt that way, we agreed to find another way to obtain blood.

-Good, good… Let’s look for a suitable bath product, friend!

Sure thing.

It was actually better to have something else to distract me in the middle of all this office politics….

'He's already proving helpful.'

I sighed as I headed to work.

For the record, Baek Saheon didn't come back to the company housing at all yesterday. I’ll see how long he can hold out like that.

In any case, I didn't know how long Director Cheong would wait, so I needed to make a decision soon….

"Soleum…!"

Huh?

As I turned my head while waiting for the elevator, a colleague holding a Bison mask walked in.

'Jang Heowoon!'

He was the employee I had briefly and tempestuously accompanied after meeting him at Sekwang Technical High School last night.

"You're safe!"

"Yes. It seems you escaped successfully as well, Mr. Heowoon."

"Yes, yes! Thank you. I cleared it safely…."

Yesterday was such a continuous series of shocks that I couldn't think about anyone else's well-being, but it was good to meet him like this.

Furthermore, Jang Heowoon seemed to have an unexpectedly good impression of the Agent, as his face brightened considerably when the topic came up.

"Um, he was a much better person than I thought. He didn't use me as bait… and I even got an explanation about the Management Bureau at the end."

Isn't your bar set a little too low….

Regardless, that man seemed to have a lot of resentment toward Daydream Inc., so I wondered if he'd had a change of heart after accompanying a decent employee.

In any case, since there were no major problems, Jang Heowoon’s complexion looked good.

'Maybe I can sell ghost story food again next time.'

A glimmer of hope for some side income appeared.

"And… that Agent seemed to be worried about you until the very end, Soleum. But, I didn't mention anything about the name tag you gave me!"

Ah, the name tag!

"I made good use of the name tag you gave me. Thank you."

In fact, even after borrowing the school uniform, there were other ways to get a name tag, but it was true that I was able to use it quickly thanks to him.

"It must have been a precious name tag for you as well, Mr. Heowoon. I won't forget that you gave it up out of worry for me."

"Oh, no… it was nothing. Compared to what you did for me."

"…?"

What did I do?

At that moment, Jang Heowoon clenched his fists and spoke with a joyful expression.

"Soleum. I… I’ve been assigned to a general team…!"

"…!"

"They really changed it after I held out for three months. Truly, truly… thank you. I think I endured because of you!"

Oh!

I hadn't been able to check everyone else's teams because there were so many incidents during the regular personnel reshuffle season, but this was very good news.

I asked warmly.

"Congratulations! Which squad are you in?"

"I was assigned to Squad F…!"

"……."

Uh-oh.

"You're in the same squad as… Baek Saheon."

"Yes! He was very kind."

"……."

It really seems this man's standards for a 'good person' have plummeted after experiencing the Cleanup team…….

'No wonder they were together in the last ghost story.'

They didn't just run into each other; they were in the same squad.

I said with a smile.

"What an interesting coincidence. I share company housing with him. …Next time, let’s get the colleagues together for dinner."

"Ah, thank… yes!"

And at that moment, another unexpected encounter occurred in front of the elevator.

"Good morning, Manager Lee Jaheon!"

"Yes. Good morning."

I ran into Section Chief Lee Jaheon on his way to work.

Manager Lee Jaheon responded to Jang Heowoon, who bowed politely to him, and then got straight to the point.

Meaning, he spoke to me.

"Soleum, you've been summoned."

Again??

"Do I… need to stop by the office, or should I just head there right now?"

"Just head there."

Feeling like I was developing a neurosis regarding these summons, I eventually pressed the button for the 25th floor instead of the 13th, as Lee Jaheon instructed.

'I'm away from the Field Exploration team floor again….'

I hoped it wasn't anything serious.

"Have a good day, Soleum!"

"Yes. You too, Mr. Heowoon."

After seeing Jang Heowoon off, I got off on the 25th floor with Manager Lee Jaheon.

Ding.

"Follow me."

"Yes."

I trudged along behind the manager.

'It seems further than I thought.'

After turning corners in the hallway several times, a door appeared instead of a meeting room.

There was an unexpectedly warm-colored wooden nameplate hanging on it….

Fox Counseling Room

"……."

Wait.

"Leader, here……."

Thud.

At that moment.

I was pinned against the wall by Manager Lee Jaheon.

…?!

"Kim Soleum. From now on, answer my questions immediately without hesitation."

-Oh dear! Could this be a situation where my help is needed, friend?

'No, wait…!'

The atmosphere was unusual.

I looked at the Lizard.

Red vertical pupils were staring intently at me.

"Do you remember the conversation we had yesterday?"

I swallowed hard.

"…Yes."

"What topic did the conversation end on?"

"That Squad D might become an Elite Squad—"

"That was not the last topic. Answer again."

What?

"It was the last topic!"

"It was not. We had a conversation on another topic afterward."

No!

We might have. But that was just small talk….

"Do not hesitate."

"…!"

"Answer."

Damn it!

"I don't remember well!"

"……."

"It was just… just small talk, wasn't it?"

A heavy silence and pressure followed.

And then….

Slide.

"I see."

Manager Lee Jaheon released me from the wall.

I didn't know what it was about, but for now, I was relieved….

"Kim Soleum."

"Yes."

"You are contaminated."

"……."

Huh?

But, that's….

"…Naturally, if you do explorations, to some extent…."

But I couldn't finish my sentence.

Thwack.

Lee Jaheon threw the counseling room door open in one go, grabbed me by the collar, and tossed me inside.

"…!"

"You cannot leave until you finish the session. I will wait outside the door."

Slam.

And the door closed.

"……."

No.

No!!

-How dare he be so rude to my friend!!

Wa-Wait.

Don't you start too, let's just calm down….

'It's okay. I think there's some misunderstanding.'

I held back a sigh and looked up.

I didn't really want to, but….

'I'll just get a session. It's good for mental health anyway.'

Side effects… let's try not to think about them; the probability is extremely low, right?

-Hmm…. If that is Mr. Roe Deer's opinion!

Phew.

It's decided then.

With a reluctant feeling, I dragged my feet forward….

The first thing I saw was a space that looked like a changing room.

And a floral sign was attached above the lockers.

[Welcome, dear client!

Please change into a gown before entering ^^]

And there was a row of hospital gowns with green grass patterns in various sizes.

A health checkup look…?

-If clothing only pursued comfort, we would be walking around naked.

-In that sense, this is a scrap of cloth that is even worse than that. It has no utility other than covering the body.

Point taken.

'Still, I have to wear it.'

A lizard that physically destroys ghost stories was guarding the outside. I had to go through a session to get out.

I finished changing.

'That curtain looks like the way to the counseling space.'

And just as I was about to pull back the curtain that appeared to be the exit of the changing room.

A message was posted.

[From here on, it is a space permitted only for the client ^^

Friends, family, and guardians, stay here!]

'Ah.'

Well… no matter how much they call it welfare, it's still a ghost story, so it's better not to break the rules.

"Braun, can you wait for a moment?"

-Oh, I would be lying if I said I wasn't worried, but in this case, I must naturally respect Mr. Roe Deer's privacy!

Okay.

I carefully placed Braun near a vase on the table in the locker room and pulled back the curtain.

Jingle…

Then, sunlight poured over my head.

"…!"

A small, cozy space was revealed before my eyes.

A warm midday room that even calmed the heart.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Fox Counseling Room]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, identified by Daydream Inc. as identification code Qterw-E-925.

A counseling space consisting of a window where warm sunlight streams in, soft pastel-toned sofas, and a small silver bell doorbell with a clear sound.

As one of the E-level employee welfare benefits of Daydream Inc., it is somewhat effective for mental stability and recovery from contamination.

Refer to the relevant document for the full record of Fox Counseling Room usage.

==========

Certainly, it was… a room with a good atmosphere.

-I hope it will be a useful counseling session, friend!

I certainly hoped so.

I closed the curtain properly and walked into the room.

Another instructional message was visible.

[Sit comfortably on the sofa

And enjoy the view outside!]

As the instructions said, I sat on the sofa.

And I crossed my arms.

Well, the atmosphere is nice and all….

'I already know exactly what's going to happen.'

[It's truly amazing. It makes me regain the motivation I had lost and reminds me of things I had forgotten…….]

Interview after Counselor Lee Jungeun (Chief) session

Someone appears outside the window to counsel you.

What appears is customized for each person.

In any case, there's a high probability it will show a person or object related to my trauma and let me watch a situation where it's resolved.

The cliché of this 'Fox Counseling Room' ghost story record was that a person who becomes deeply immersed eventually gains a kind of emotional healing effect and leaves the place crying or with a peaceful face.

'I wonder if it will be effective since I already know everything.'

Thinking about it now, I was skeptical.

I crossed my arms and looked at the huge window that fully showed a beautiful outdoor garden filled with sunlight….

And at that moment.

Someone appeared from the side of the garden.

"…!!"

That was….

Me.

A tired and dark-looking 'me' stood in the sun-drenched outdoor garden, then looked back at the me inside the room.

And waved.

"…!"

I reflexively raised my hand… then lowered it.

'What is this?'

It's not like some doppelganger.

Unpleasantness and repulsion welled up.

However, the 'Kim Soleum' standing in the outdoor garden didn't stop there. He looked around, grabbed a suitable chair, and sat right in front of the window.

And then he smiled, facing me.

"……."

'Should I just get up?'

They say the door only opens after an hour, but it would be possible to just loiter in front of the door….

It was just as the seat was becoming increasingly uncomfortable.

"Mr. Kim Soleum."

"…!!"

"Thank you so much for coming for counseling today. I am your Counselor."

The thing outside the window that looked like me began to speak.

"You seem very tired today. How have you been feeling lately when you fall asleep? How much do you sleep?"

I clenched my teeth.

"……I sleep well enough."

"I see…. Could you perhaps tell me in specific numbers? More than 5 hours?"

"……There are times like that."

"I see. Could it be… that sleeping for a short time is sometimes related to work being hard?"

Wow!

'This is driving me crazy.'

I barely managed to answer.

"I don't want to answer. Seeing you say those things with my face only makes me feel repulsed."

"Why do you feel repulsed, Mr. Kim Soleum?"

"Wouldn't any human feel threatened by their existence when they see someone exactly like themselves?"

"But… I am a sentient being with clear differences from you, Mr. Kim Soleum."

What?

"Would you like to try and find them? What differences could there be?"

I instinctively scanned the other person.

Eyes, nose, mouth, body, clothing.

"……They are exactly the same."

"Then shall we look in a mirror to compare better?"

Rattle.

Suddenly, the bookshelf next to the sofa I was sitting on moved, and a full-length mirror emerged from within.

I instinctively looked into it.

A tired office worker.

"……."

"Would you like to compare?"

Whether I compare or not, it's exactly the sa—.

"……."

"How is it?"

"……On my end,"

I looked into the mirror.

"I look… like I have a worse complexion……."

Is it just a feeling?

"I see."

However, the me outside the window nodded.

"Why is there such a difference?"

"I don't know."

"Then let's observe a little more. You might see something more."

I looked back and forth between the me outside the window and the me in the mirror again.

Eyes, nose, mouth, shoulders, arms….

Wrists.

"Tattoo."

I muttered as if possessed.

"You don't have a tattoo."

There was the tattoo that remained from the theme park.

But….

Benefactor :

That was missing.

The tattoo that had served as my inventory.

"What kind of tattoo is it? Ah, that one!"

"Yes."

"There must be a reason why you got such a tattoo. What kind of effect does it have?"

"I can store things inside it."

"I see. Are there various things in it now?"

"Yes."

"Could you show me? Oh, if you're reluctant to show me, you can just set them down where I can't see them."

"……Yes."

I pulled the items out of the tattoo.

Items, equipment, coins….

They were all things I knew.

"I've taken them all out."

I didn't know why I was being made to do this.

How was this different from the me outside the window?

"Mr. Kim Soleum."

"Yes?"

"I think there's still something left inside the tattoo."

Be quiet!

"Would you like to reach out your hand to me?"

I don't want to kn—

"No. You want to know, and you can do it."

"……."

I stood up from the sofa.

And I stepped right up to the window….

I reached out my hand.

"You've worked so hard."

The me outside the window took my hand.

And.

He thrust his hand deep into my tattoo.

Chapter 85

The Fox Counseling Room, where warm sunlight streams in.

Another me stands outside the window.

He is holding my arm, stirring inside my tattoo.

…….

Huh?

Isn't that someone else?

Then I must refuse. Did I break the rules? No. Right, this situation is not right! It’s not right! It’s not right! It’s not right! I must follow the rules because I am a new teacher who must follow the—

“All done. Counselor.”

The hand that had been stirring inside the tattoo on my arm pulled back out.

Thud.

An object was held in that hand, popping out along with it.

From inside the tattoo that was supposed to be empty…….

“This was inside.”

Under the garden lights, a title in vivid red letters was revealed.

A brown file folder.

<■■ Annex Kindergarten Educational Manual>

“It looks like something you know. How much do you remember?”

My god.

My mind suddenly cleared as if I had been doused with cold water.

‘That…!!’

And like a broken dam, parts of the blurry memories from the past few weeks came pouring in vividly.

When I put the Contaminated Supervisor Park Minseong into my wrist back at the kindergarten!

The space inside the tattoo had continued to swallow him without issue… Ah, it touched the Educational Manual! I’ll keep this separate, I would never do that.

The Educational Manual the supervisor was holding had also gone into my tattoo all at once!

I had suppressed the urge to pack it separately and put it in all at once. I probably intended to report it and hand it over to the Security Team all at once after rescuing the supervisor.

But….

—If you have any supplies or items brought out from the ‘Hungry Hangman’ Darkness, please return them.

—Ah, I have nothing else.

I hadn't returned the Educational Manual.

To be precise, every time I tried to remember if there was anything else in the tattoo, I unconsciously felt a sense of repulsion and stopped.

Because doubt goes against the rules!

And even the fact that I felt repulsion was something I soon became unable to recall. Because a teacher shouldn't feel repulsion toward the rules… No. Let’s not think too deeply about this either!

What’s certain is that I did try several times.

Attempts to inform those around me that my condition was strange.

—…Team Leader.

—Yes.

—If you happen to think I have some strange obsession with the rules, I’d like you to look into it….

—Yes.

—……Ah. I’m just mentioning it because I feel like I’ve been too obsessed with work lately.

—I see.

I had brought up the subject to Section Chief Lee Jaheon several times. Although it always ended vaguely as I, eroded by the Educational Manual, questioned myself.

‘That was a close call.’

The Educational Manual inside the tattoo had begun to erode my subconscious more and more, and eventually, I stopped noticing all the bizarre points and accepted them naturally….

‘…I only barely kept my senses at Sekwang Technical High School!’

It was thanks to taking the Nostalgia Candy.

But the moment I woke up from the dream, that was the end of it.

And it reached its peak during the ‘final conversation’ I had with Section Chief Lee Jaheon yesterday.

—Kim Soleum.

—Yes?

—Have you recently suffered from a strange pressure to follow the rules or been seized by an impulse?

—I think following the rules is only natural as a member of the workplace, Team Leader!

—I see.

“…….”

Wow, my god.

‘I feel like I’m going to throw up.’

I was acting like that??

I staggered and leaned against the window.

‘So that’s why Section Chief Lee Jaheon….’

Tried so hard to shove me into the counseling room.

“……Ha.”

Everything becomes clear.

It feels like taking off a tight turtleneck that didn't fit, or wiping off dirty glasses.

A refreshing sense of liberation and exhaustion washed over my entire body.

And… anxiety as well.

“…….”

“What are you thinking right now?”

“……I feel tired and refreshed.”

“Do you perhaps feel as if you’ve escaped some uncomfortable compulsion?”

“……Yes.”

The ‘Counselor’ who looked like me, standing outside the window, looked at me as if to comfort me.

“You did very well. Staying here and enduring the counseling session was thanks to your strong willpower, Counselor.”

“…….”

Then, he quietly set the Educational Manual down on the garden floor, brought a shovel from somewhere, and lightly dug into the earth.

“It is very painful to be seized by a powerful impulse or idea even when you don't want it.”

Scritch, scratch. By the hands of ‘Kim Soleum’ standing outside the window, a small pit was created in a corner of the outdoor garden.

Thud.

The Educational Manual was tossed inside.

“Change isn't always bad, but it’s only right that you can always refuse if it makes your body and mind suffer.”

The me outside the window even covered it neatly with the dug-up soil, then dusted his hands off with a look of relief.

“Counselor Soleum, do you see that small plant in the pot over there?”

A pot?

When I turned my head, there really was a small pot on the table near the sofa.

It was a plant with small, unripe fruits the size of peas.

“Could you pick one fruit you like from there?”

“…….”

I gently picked one fruit that looked at least slightly ripe and handed it to the ‘me’ across the window.

“You did wonderfully.”

The Counselor outside the window took my hand along with the fruit.

Then.

“…!”

The fruit I was holding ripened to a bright red.

As if it had absorbed plenty of nutrients, it became plump and appetizing.

“Make sure to chew it well before you leave.”

“…….”

I put the fruit in my mouth.

Intense anxiety, resentment, idle thoughts, irrational sadness, and pain slowly melted away with the fruit…….

When a client with severe mental pollution visits, provide a red fruit (presumed to be a Fox Bead from the Fox-pocket family) as medicine.

Shows excellent effects in mental stabilization.

In all attempts to take the fruit out without eating it, it disappears the moment it passes through the door.

Phew.

With a sigh, all emotional dregs scattered like grains of sand.

I became peaceful.

Just as an ordinary office worker whose body and mind were tired.

As my usual self.

I raised my head and looked at the Counselor standing by the window.

“Thank you. I feel much better thanks to you.”

“I’m the one who’s thankful, Counselor Kim Soleum!”

The Counselor’s face brightened significantly.

For some reason, he no longer looked like he was imitating my appearance.

“Then shall we talk a bit more?”

After that, it was an ordinary psychiatric consultation.

To be precise, it felt like meeting a very skillful and comfortable Counselor and unburdening myself of this and that.

‘I’ll admit this much.’

If I had to pick one thing that Daydream Inc., this hopeless profit-driven ghost story corporation, did right, it was including this as an employee benefit.

“I’ll give you a plaque so that whenever you feel overwhelmed by bad thoughts in the future, you can come to the Fox Counseling Room.”

On my way out, I also received an item.

[ Fox Counseling Room ]

It was the same plaque that had been attached to the door I entered earlier.

“If you attach that plaque to a door and open it, it will connect to our counseling room.”

“…Thank you.”

I wanted to keep it, but I would have to attach it to the door as soon as I left.

All clients who use the company's welfare program must attach the plaque they receive back onto the door they used after the consultation ends.

‘Because the plaque that was on the door I used must have disappeared.’

It’s easier to think of it as taking an advance payment.

“Well then, I’ll be going now.”

I tried to get up from my seat.

I heard the Counselor’s voice, sounding reluctant to see me go.

“Um, actually, it’s best to set a regular appointment and receive counseling steadily once every week or two….”

Euaaaack!

“I’m sorry, but I’m too busy… I think that will be difficult.”

“Right. Everyone is like that these days….”

The ‘Counselor’ bowed his head as if slightly dejected, then nodded.

But I couldn't fall for that act.

‘If I set a regular consultation… the probability of side effects exploding goes up drastically…!’

Usage Record #521 (Irregular)

The ‘Counselor’ strongly urged the client to have regular consultations.

The client refused, but the ‘Counselor’ persistently attempted to persuade them. After 1 hour and 21 minutes, the client accepted the recommendation with a comfortable mind.

Disappeared afterward.

※ B-Level security clearance is required to view the full text of this record.

Fortunately, the Counselor did not urge me again and instead nodded with a smile to see me off.

“Still, it’s a relief that Counselor Kim Soleum has good acquaintances, family, and friends around him.”

“…….”

Wait a minute.

It’s true that I have decent acquaintances or a ‘Good Friend’ even in this crazy ghost story worldview, but….

“Family…?”

The Counselor reached out and tapped his own wrist.

I also looked down at my wrist.

That position was….

: Socius :

“That person.”

“…?!”

♬♩♪♬~♪♪♩~

“Ah, time is up. Have a safe trip back, Counselor Kim Soleum.”

I raised my head.

There was no one there.

The Counselor who had been smiling by the window vanished like a lie, and only the sunlight pouring into the simple, wonderful outdoor garden remained…….

♬♩♪♬~♪♪♩~

A light waltz melody signaling the end of the consultation.

In the distance, under the stone wall of the garden, I thought I saw the orange tail of a fox scurrying away….

“…….”

I got up from the sofa and headed toward the dressing room curtain.

On the floral lace table placed on the way to the curtain, some kind of cool drink was prepared.

[ Good luck today! ]

[^^]

“…….”

I gulped down the drink and set it down with gratitude.

It was very savory barley tea.

—Was the consultation beneficial, Friend?

“Yeah.”

I packed the ‘Good Friend’ plush doll.

……Now that my mind was clear, I had a few thoughts about this fellow too, but….

‘That’s for after work.’

For now, there was someone else I had to face first.

Creak.

I opened the door and stepped out.

The white lizard head in a black suit, who had been leaning against the opposite wall, turned toward me.

“Did you receive your consultation?”

“Yes.”

I might not know for sure, but I probably had a fairly bashful expression as I said this.

“Thank you, Team Leader. I’ve escaped the contamination thanks to you.”

“It was nothing.”

The lizard leader being humble…?!

“Kim Soleum, you are still in a contaminated state. Please receive counseling periodically.”

“……Yes.”

Ah.

So that’s what he meant….

“Still, I feel much better than before. Do you see it that way too, Team Leader?”

“Yes.”

The lizard leader looked at me as if measuring me, then declared:

“You may see it now.”

“See… what?”

“It is a message from Supervisor Park Minseong.”

“…!!”

…Team Leader Lee Jaheon took a small Post-it note from his suit pocket and handed it to me.

[ Roe, you worked so hard. ]

[ Thank you for getting me out. ]

“…….”

I took a short breath.

“Has he recovered?”

“The standard for recovery is….”

“Is rational communication possible?”

“Stochastically possible.”

Whew…….

‘That means he’s hit-or-miss.’

Anyway, the fact that he was recovering was a good thing.

And naturally, another team member came to mind.

“……By any chance, has Assistant Manager Eun Haje contacted you separately…?”

“No.”

“…….”

News of Assistant Manager Eun Haje had cut off as soon as her leave of absence was processed.

She occasionally looked at texts or KakaoTalk messages I sent, but there were no replies. She only left the read receipt.

‘She might want to distance herself from this ghost story company.’

After going through all that madness because of mental pollution, it felt like a very wise attitude….

Anyway, with that, my morning schedule was over.

“Shall I head back to the office now?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you again, Team Leader.”

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon left to tend to his own business, and I killed time at the office until lunch, browsing the welfare mall.

It was a leisure I could afford thanks to drawing the A-Class essence just before.

‘Is it better because I’m in my right mind…?’

I didn’t know. This company was just plain terrifying….

Tap, tap.

“Hello.”

Hm?

I turned my gaze away from the monitor.

Someone who had entered the office at some point was cautiously tapping on my desk.

It was a young man in a gray suit.

‘I don’t know that face.’

Is he from another team or department?

He looked to be about my age, but he had the kind of impression that made me never want to meet him as a competitor in an interview….

‘Why come here when you could go to another conglomerate?’

For a moment, I almost looked at him with pitying eyes, but I caught myself and straightened my posture.

“Hello. What brings you here?”

“Ah, I have something to ask you.”

The other person asked just as kindly.

“Did the consultation go well, Soleum?”

“…!”

“It makes me feel good to see that you seem to have recovered a lot. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Ho Yuwon.”

He held out his hand as if requesting a handshake.

“I heard you recently received an interesting proposal from Director Cheong.”

“…….”

Director Cheong.

He called him without using an honorific.

And the name.

Ho Yuwon.

…….

…Director Ho!!

“It's a strange coincidence, because I also had a proposal for you.”

Director Ho visited Team D’s office.

Chapter 86

I had already heard about Director Ho several times indirectly.

Mostly through company politics.

He was the one backing the elite Group A and the one Lee Byeong-jin, who was in charge of the manual review, reported to.

-That section head used to be close with Group A. You know how it is. What they call… the ‘same line.’

-Director Ho has his eye on Assistant Manager Kim.

-He’s the most decent superior in this company. It’s an opportunity, so don’t miss it.

I had been urged several times by those on Director Ho’s line to join them….

But I never expected the man himself to just pop into the Group D office like a neighboring employee, without any warning!

“…!”

Reflexively, I stood up from my seat and bowed.

“Hello, Director Ho.”

“Ah. You recognized me right away….”

To think he’s acting all bashful after just calling Director Cheong without any titles…!

‘He barged in here saying he already knew I got an interesting proposal from Director Cheong….’

…Wait.

‘Didn’t… Director Ho just say he had a proposal of his own?’

A proposal?

I looked at the young man, who still wore a pleasant expression.

He spoke in a friendly tone.

“I’m sorry. You must be tense because I suddenly brought up a scary person.”

“Not at all. I should be the one to apologize. For not greeting you properly….”

“Ah! I find that kind of thing awkward and don’t really care for it. Please, feel free to speak comfortably.”

As if that’s possible.

‘Is he the type who just lacks a conscience?’

Or… he could be intentionally creating tension.

Either way, I nodded and took a deep breath as if trying to relax.

‘This is probably the reaction he wanted.’

Sure enough, Director Ho continued with a gentle expression.

Though the content didn’t sound very gentle at all.

“Should I take a guess? Director Cheong probably made you an offer regarding the elite squad. Hmm, something like forming a new elite squad for you.”

“…….”

Wow, seriously.

Is it okay to just come clean about everything?

But it felt like there would be trouble even if I didn’t, which was driving me crazy.

I quickly racked my brain.

“That is true, but…… ah! I’m sorry. I’m a bit flustered… Let me show you to a more comfortable place first.”

And as if just remembering, I broke the flow by guiding Director Ho to the guest sofa in the Group D office.

-You’re buying time to deal with a tricky guest. Excellent, Mr. Roe Deer! This was very natural!

Was that a certification from the host of the Ghost Story Quiz Show, who used to incinerate things if they weren't natural? It was nerve-wracking, but a relief.

I quickly ran to the pantry, prepared some snacks, green tea, and coffee, and rushed back out.

“Would you prefer tea or coffee?”

“Ah, you can just have whichever one you like, Soleum, and give me the other….”

Does he not know that it’s even more malicious for an executive to act like this?!

I read his reaction, handed him the green tea, and then brought the coffee for myself as if it were my preference, giving a small bow.

“Thank you for your consideration.”

“No, don't mention it.”

Director Ho took a sip of the remaining green tea and made some cliché remark about how warm and nice it was.

“Listen, I didn't come here to pressure you at all… I really want you to be at ease. I just visited because I wanted to get to know you and talk.”

I believe there isn't a single working professional who doesn't know that you’re screwed if you actually act "at ease" around an executive.

However, I didn't expect his next words.

“Since there are many cases where we don’t get to see those in the Field Exploration team for long… when I see someone I think I’ll be seeing for a long time, I come out to say hello often.”

“…….”

“Actually, the Field Exploration team contributes a lot to our company, but there are people within the Development Department who just sit at their desks, babbling about efficiency and rolling their pens, treating the Field Exploration team as short-term labor.”

Director Ho’s eyes twitched for a moment.

“You might think of me as an idealist, but it’s not a situation I’m fond of. Right?”

“…….”

Isn't that a heartwarming statement?

On the contrary, it made my skin crawl.

‘…A director of this company shouldn't be saying that.’

If you’re at an executive level, it’s a problem you can fix yourself, so why are you asking a rookie for agreement, saying, ‘This seems like a problem, doesn’t it?’

‘It’s not like he’s checking for dissident thoughts.’

But since it could be sincere, I did my best to adjust my nuance.

To make it sound like something that wouldn’t be a problem either way, while making him think I wasn't rebelling against him.

“…But it’s not like everyone is working here by force. At the very least, I heard that resignation is free and Wish Tickets are definitely provided.”

“Yes. As you said, Soleum, that is at least a relief.”

Director Ho smiled with a pleasant face.

“Compared to a group that frames ordinary civilians as criminals without a trial and throws them into the Darkness as a human sacrifice whenever they feel like it, this is a place that has some autonomy.”

“…….”

This guy really hates the Disaster Management Bureau….

‘Let’s not get caught having been involved with them.’

The iron badge certifying me as an agent was still in my possession. Cold sweat trickled down my back.

I pretended to drink my coffee to hide my expression.

“I suppose people who want to live like human beings, even for a single day, would refuse them.”

“Right? We seem to communicate well, Soleum.”

You’re mistaken.

But please, keep holding onto that mistake for a long time….

I struggled to change the subject before a more time-bomb-like topic could come up.

“Thank you. So, Director, about the proposal you mentioned….”

“Ah. Right! I should talk about that.”

Director Ho laughed brightly.

“Actually, I’m in the middle of putting together a project team, and I’m looking for employees to recruit for that team.”

“…!”

“I’d like to have you on this project team too, Soleum.”

What?

The words Manager Lee Byeong-jin said one day flashed through my mind.

-There are rumors the Director operates a classified project team under his command… you could be transferred there.

‘So that was true.’

But what he said next was even more unbelievable.

“To be precise, as a candidate for Team Leader.”

“…….”

Has this director gone mad?

“I’m considering about three people, and honestly, if you had even two years of experience, Soleum, you would have been the first choice…… well, for now, please

just think of yourself as one of the candidates.”

I felt like I was losing my mind.

-Oho, it seems this side is promising a bit more authority than the last one. Let’s hear more of the conditions, Friend!

No, listening to conditions is something you do when you’re in a position to at least negotiate with the other party, but right now…!

‘…I think I’m screwed.’

Isn't this the exact same situation as Paris receiving the Golden Apple?

In the sense that if I pick one, there’s a very high probability I’ll be destroyed by the other superior.

This was worse than just picking a line.

‘It’s burning the bridge to any other option.’

What should I do?

I wanted to praise myself just for pretending to maintain my composure outwardly right now.

‘It would be best to just refuse both…….’

“Ah, I was too hasty. I should have mentioned the compensation first.”

“…By compensation, you mean,”

“The project incentive.”

Director Ho smirked.

“If this project is successful, a Wish Ticket will be issued to the team members.”

“…!!”

“To everyone, one each. Without exception.”

My god.

“And there’s one extra perk for the team leader… I think it would be good to talk more about that in detail after you join the team, Soleum.”

“…….”

“Ah, the green tea was lovely.”

Director Ho stood up from the sofa, even put his mug in the sink, and then headed for the office entrance.

“Think about it comfortably for a few days and let me know. Oh, but it would probably be better not to take more than a week.”

Director Ho whispered to me as if giving friendly advice.

“Director Cheong tends to lack patience.”

“…….”

“If you ever need someone to talk to while working, feel free to drop by my office anytime. Well then!”

That night.

Even though I had significantly recovered from the contamination and regained a clear mind, I returned home feeling incredibly troubled….

‘It feels like déjà vu.’

“Phew.”

I flopped onto my bed.

‘This is… it looks like I’ve been caught in a corporate power struggle between the Development Department directors, right?’

It was true that I probably looked quite exceptionally useful, but the fact that it had escalated this much seemed to be because the two directors were conscious of each other.

Because the proposals were at an absurd level.

……If so.

‘It’s right to go with the side that treats me better.’

That way, I could at least avoid ending up like a kite with a broken string.

‘The problem is that I don’t have any personal information about the directors.’

The <Dark Exploration Record> was written centered around the employees who were the subjects creating the exploration records.

In other words, the names and profiles of employees appeared, but the individual identities of the executive level who made decisions from above weren't necessarily recorded.

‘Either way, it’s certain that neither of them are ordinary people, which makes it even more maddening.’

In Director Cheong’s case, the Lizard group leader had already referred to him as an ‘existence,’ which was suspicious, and Director Ho’s appearance and speech were strange in themselves.

He was too young for an executive rank, and his speech was as kind as a social worker’s.

‘…I have a rough guess about his identity based on his surname or appearance…….’

At this point, it was all just speculation.

‘It’s tough.’

The reality of having to worry about these things when just entering ghost stories was killing me felt like a lie….

Regardless, after intense deliberation, I put a comma on this issue for now.

……Because there was another, more urgent problem.

…….

“Braun.”

-You’re calling me, Friend!

Phew.

“About bathing in the Fountain of Youth Bathtub, is it okay if we substitute it with something else?”

A short silence followed.

-…Your heart has changed in just one day, Mr. Roe Deer! Breaking a promise is not a good habit.

“…….”

-But it’s okay since I am your Good Friend, Friend!

“I’m sorry.”

I said immediately.

“It’s true that I shouldn't go back on my word. I think I made a mistake because my condition wasn't normal when I made the promise.”

-How strange, Mr. Roe Deer. That was only last night! This host clearly remembers that you had no peculiarities such as extreme fatigue, panic, or dizziness that would make an interview difficult.

The ‘Good Friend’ spoke in his usual cheerful tone that was terrifyingly consistent.

-Oh, I’m getting curious as to what criteria you used to state you were ‘not normal’….

“…….”

There were many things to break into a cold sweat over today.

How did I not feel how scary this was, seriously….

I tried my best not to look at the plush doll as I continued to speak calmly.

“…But you knew that my mind was being contaminated by the educational manual back then, right? I mean the documents I brought out from that kindergarten that remained on my tattoo.”

No matter how much I thought about it, there was no way he didn't know.

Braun had even pointed it out directly at the Blood Bath last time.

-Mr. Roe Deer. Your bath salts are blended.

That I was being eroded by the ghost story.

“It’s just that you… instead of calling it ‘contamination,’ you just thought of it as a change.”

-Correct, Mr. Roe Deer!

Sigh…….

‘I knew it….’

I barely managed to respond, suppressing the goosebumps that rose just at the word ‘correct.’

“But I consider it contamination, and I don’t want to be contaminated.”

I raised my hand into the air.

The tattoo on my wrist, which should be clearly empty, came into view.

“I like the current me better.”

-…….

“And I don’t like my standards of judgment changing suddenly like a piece of paper being flipped over.”

But at the end, I added one point that the other party might sympathize with.

“At the very least, I absolutely don’t want to become a kindergarten teacher like that old-fashioned Hangman.”

-That is… hmm. That is quite an irresistible statement.

Braun seemed a bit shocked.

-Indeed. Good heavens, to think Mr. Roe Deer would belong to that stuffy kindergarten. That absolutely cannot happen, what a loss that would be!

-I shall concede. I was being unlike a Good Friend again….

-Very well. Let us try getting closer through a different change!

“…….”

So.

“You were going to let me be contaminated because I’d treat you more comfortably if I were?”

-Haha, there’s no need to ask back with such a look of unfamiliarity. It’s a theory Mr. Roe Deer proved himself over the past few weeks!

Reflexively, my actions over the past few weeks came to mind.

My image of being eroded by contamination, chatting and relying on the ghost story resident as much as I wanted without any hesitation or worry.

-In fact, it’s only natural. Is it not true that those who are similar originally become friends?

My god.

No, I expected this much.

I caught my breath.

Let’s say what needs to be said.

“No.”

-No?

“Yeah. A friend isn't someone who has the exact same values as me.”

I chose my words carefully.

“And just feeling comfortable with each other isn't all there is to being friends, either.”

This was… also sincere.

“Isn't a friend someone who tries to understand each other’s differences, and cares for each other even if it doesn't work out? …While talking.”

-….

“And to say it again, I don’t want to be contaminated.”

Without turning my head, I lightly placed my hand on the desk where the plush doll would be sitting.

“If you can’t understand this, at least give me a notice before doing something I don’t want. You should give me a chance to talk to you.”

-Hmm.

The sound of a finger tapping on plastic as if in thought echoed from the desk where the plush doll sat….

And,

-Understood, Mr. Roe Deer.

-It is logical, rational, and it also moves my heart. Then there is no reason not to agree! Because you are my friend.

Phew.

“Thanks.”

…It seems to have ended well.

I breathed a sigh of relief and finally turned my head to look at him.

The Good Friend I summoned.

The plush doll that was a bit scary and a bit reliable.

I carefully picked him up.

“Let’s keep doing our best together.”

This was also sincere.

Afterwards, I proceeded with one of the things I had decided on when I was contaminated.

The aroma massage, that is.

“I’ll be doing it while looking at your shadow, so tell me if anything feels weird.”

-Of course, Friend!

Honestly, since I wasn't an expert and was doing it while only looking at a silhouette, I doubt it was very refreshing, but Braun was quite satisfied.

-Not everyone needs to be an expert in massage! This is sufficient.

Even while he gave a very roundabout and polite rating of about three stars.

He also made a comment like this.

-But I do miss a bath after all…. I need to rejuvenate a bit more to always be with my friend in any situation!

“Let’s… talk more about that over time.”

…It was hard.

It was a very difficult thing.

The relationship with the ghost story resident, ‘Good Friend.’

It wasn't just scary and tense, nor was it blindly trustworthy and good.

‘Balancing between those two would be the normal way of thinking.’

Let’s be careful not to lose it.

I quietly listened to Braun chatter away, his mood improved by the aroma massage.

-Come to think of it, I’m curious again. Which of those two proposals of the century you received at work you will actually accept!

-Are you still contemplating? The advice of a capable industry insider like me is as precious as gold… but I shall serve a friend at a low price!

Well, about that.

“Actually, I’ve almost decided.”

-Oho!

“I’m going to ask just one thing tomorrow and then go see them immediately.”

-And about that decisive question, would you care to tell this legendary host a little bit?!

I leaned my head against the pillow and smiled.

“It will be revealed tomorrow.”

-…!!

-I am, somewhat, touched. Mr. Roe Deer…….

Thus, today's eventful day came to an end.

And the next day.

After truly throwing that ‘decisive question,’ I visited the office of one of the two directors.

Chapter 87

The top floor of Daydream Inc.’s headquarters.

Knock, knock, knock.

I carefully knocked on the luxurious door with my knuckles.

Then, the door slid open automatically….

“You’ve come.”

The figure of the director sitting inside was revealed.

An executive with dark blue hair whose age was impossible to guess.

Director Cheong Dallae.

“You didn’t drag your feet unnecessarily, nor were you deceived by any schemes. A child who knows how to make a wise choice always lives a long life.”

That’s a rather terrifying way to give a compliment….

“You flatter me.”

Regardless, I had made my choice.

To accept Director Cheong’s proposal to ‘turn Team D into an Elite Squad.’

There were reasons, of course, but I decided to think about those a bit later. For now, I had to deal with the overbearing executive in front of me.

Director Cheong looked me over with a satisfied expression and smiled.

“The affiliation will be reorganized within the necessary timeframe, so I trust you will wait without making a pointless fuss.”

“Yes. I will work even harder so as not to bring shame to this promotion.”

I shook hands with Director Cheong as she held one out, maintaining a very polite attitude.

And standing next to me was….

“I assume the same applies to you, Section Chief Lee Jaheon.”

“Yes.”

The Lizard team leader was accompanying me.

…For the record, this was Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s reaction to my choice.

—I see.

That was it.

‘Is this… supposed to be comfortable…?’

He accepted it so quickly that it was hard to believe he was the same Lizard who had advised me to ‘refuse.’

‘Hey, you’re in the same boat now, you should at least listen to the details!’

Thanks to that, I had grabbed the Lizard team leader—who didn't even seem that curious —and explained the logic and reasons behind my choice while listening to him say “I see” and “Yes” about ten times.

I also explained how we would minimize Director Cheong’s ‘danger.’

“So, have you decided on the final team member?”

That topic just happened to come up.

Since Team D currently only had two members working normally, Director Cheong had suggested that I bring whoever I wanted for the remaining spot.

“Regarding that, I’ve come up with an idea.”

“What kind of idea?”

I spoke as calmly as possible, getting straight to the point.

“It’s to make it so that anyone can join us.”

[Leave the third member of Elite Squad Team D as a blank space]

It was an opinion I could voice because Team D wasn’t being incorporated into the existing Elite Squad structure, but was closer to being a new trial operation.

The biggest advantage was this:

‘It prevents Director Cheong from blindly planting one of her own people.’

Didn’t she tell me to bring whoever I wanted?

If I could believe that at face value, this wouldn't be a company.

‘If she didn't like the person I brought, she would have asked if there was anyone else.’

And so, she would gradually push the candidates toward the person she wanted.

‘The moment I bowed my head and joined her line, she had nothing to lose.’

She would have stuck her own person in there, or at least persuaded the new recruit.

In my opinion, that’s where things would start to get ‘dangerous,’ just as Section Chief Lee Jaheon had said.

‘The person I’m moving around with can’t be Director Cheong’s minion.’

It was better for the third person to change with every exploration.

And I could create a plausible justification for this.

‘Since we’re trying something new anyway, why don’t you use the empty seat in Team D for Elite Squad interns?’

Like that.

Naturally, positions in the Elite Squad are limited, and only a few people get promoted from general teams.

So, unless they have good results from the start or are well-connected, it’s said that the majority of low-seniority employees just give up and focus on doing the bare minimum

for their pay.

However, from the management's perspective, they seemed to look down on employees who were supposed to be more proactive in sourcing raw materials with a sense of ownership, seeing their behavior as a drop in efficiency.

Something like, ‘They’re blinded by Points and have no company loyalty.’

Well, it was a ridiculous expectation… but anyway, seeing how this company operated, I thought it might work.

—In this Field Exploration team, where there’s no motivation for performance other than Wish Tickets, I wondered if this could be a new motivation for low-seniority employees who want to improve their results….

I gave Director Cheong a presentation along those lines.

To be honest, I wondered if the employees would actually be that interested.

At most, a few talented supervisors or assistant managers might try out the Elite Squad and rethink their career plans.

But the words sounded good, and it wouldn't be completely without effect, so it was fine.

‘It’ll at least help set the mood.’

And at the very least… it worked on Director Cheong.

—Not bad.

…For some reason, her reaction felt like she was just humoring me, which made me flinch, but the important thing was that it passed.

Sure enough, within a few days, rumors had spread through the Field Exploration team, and the synchronized group chat was active for the first time in a while.

[Does anyone know the details about the new team being formed in the Elite Squad? haha]

[I heard they’re picking someone from the 1st to 3rd-year employees, is that true?]

[I heard about Elite Squad interns, I’m curious what everyone else has heard ^^]

[Elite Squad welfare benefits….]

The interesting thing was… that no one talked to me anymore.

Even though the news that I had cleared an A-rank once more had broken, not a single message of congratulations or inquiry was posted.

‘Am I being… ostracized?’

I had put some thought into my responses to questions in the group chat so that people wouldn't look down on me, and eventually, the questions themselves had disappeared.

‘Come to think of it, I was invited to the group chat last to begin with.’

It’s a bit bittersweet….

[I heard the news! Congratulations, Soleum! That method really worked!]

[Thank you, Yeongeun.]

Still, I should be grateful that there’s a colleague who consistently sends me messages of congratulations.

While I was at it, I settled the debt for the help I received from Yeongeun during the last ghost story.

‘Since Yeongeun is an upright person who tries to give back as much as she receives, it’s better to keep building trust.’

I shared the method I used to clear it and offered to give her part of the ‘Boss Battle Reward’ I received.

‘Because of you, I cleared it without dying.’

…I’m talking about the location of the organs in the body.

Thanks to Yeongeun, I knew which parts had to be protected to the end to avoid instant death.

Of course, thinking about it again, it was such a crazy thing to do that it made my body tremble, so I suppressed the chill for a moment.

‘The Tattoo Stickers… I should use them carefully.’

The effect was certain, but it was no ordinary feat…….

[Ah…… um. Yes. I will gratefully accept.]

Yeongeun seemed a bit conflicted, but she accepted, and I met her in front of the employee housing to hand over several Guardian Talisman Beads.

And during our conversation, the rumor about the ‘new Elite Squad’ came up….

“Um, Yeongeun, do you have any intention of aiming for the Elite Squad…?”

“No. I’m really fine.”

“…….”

Please take a breath while you speak, Yeongeun….

For some reason, she seemed to have already strongly guessed that I would be included.

‘Actually, I had considered her as a candidate… was it a good thing I didn't push for it?’

Anyway, this situation was the best answer I could come up with using my brain….

Though, of course, there was someone who didn't agree with this opinion.

“To think you would actually join the Elite Squad…….”

“…….”

“Why did you make such a dangerous choice?”

It was a voice full of worry.

Sitting at my desk in the Team D office, I held my forehead.

“…Director Ho.”

“Yes?”

“If I have done something rude, I sincerely apologize.”

Why on earth are you here?

Why are you sitting so naturally in the Team D office—which we’ll be vacating soon— as if you’re a colleague from the office next door coming over to hang out!

“Pardon? You’ve never been rude, Soleum… I think you could afford to have a bit more confidence in yourself.”

“…….”

He really is no ordinary person….

Director Ho, looking slightly hurt, was acting as if he’d been rejected after asking a colleague out for a meal.

That was even scarier.

‘I thought he would either screw me over or ignore me.’

Why is he still the same?

To be honest, Director Ho was the one with more authority and had made a more exceptional offer, so it would have been perfectly normal for him to harbor a grudge over the rejection.

‘A sensible person would have chosen that side.’

Naturally, I had leaned more toward that side too. Until I asked this question.

—Director. If it’s not rude, I’d like to ask about the iteration count of this project.

—Iteration count? Ah, are you asking which number this is?

—Yes, that’s right.

—There isn’t really one for this. It’s a new attempt.

—……I see. Thank you.

In that moment, I made up my mind.

‘Let’s cut ties.’

When a project is created in a ghost story company?

Nine times out of ten, it’s because of a high-rank unknown ghost story.

‘It’s definitely A-rank or higher.’

From this point on, it’s not just that the ghost story is proportional to the danger level.

It involves horrors based on despair that individuals simply cannot handle, and for which prediction and preparation are impossible.

High-dimensional fears beyond things like death or disappearance are coming….

And yet, they even put up Wish Tickets, which any employee would lose their mind over, as a reward?

‘It feels like… S-rank?’

It looks like the highest rank for field exploration in this company is about to appear.

On top of that, it’s a first attempt with no prior information?

‘It’s a suicide mission.’

No matter how good the treatment is, it’s flawed from the very premise.

If it were certain that I’d be the team leader, maybe… no, actually, even if I were the team leader, it would just be a fancy title.

‘There’s no way the dream team employees handpicked by the director would listen to me, someone who hasn’t even been here for a year.’

Furthermore, as long as the director is there, a team leader is just middle management. I can only imagine a scenario where I struggle with the stress and either barely survive alone or die.

‘…I don’t want that.’

I’ve already collected nearly a third of the Points. I didn't feel the need to take such a risk just for a Wish Ticket.

…Besides, there was another reason why I chose to stay with Team D.

‘If I do this, then even if Supervisor Park Minseong or Assistant Manager Eun Haje return, they can naturally rejoin Team D….’

…It would be much easier for someone to fill a spot that was originally empty and used flexibly.

So… it was a complex choice.

But since I couldn't explain all of this, I just said:

“I chose this side because I thought it would be better for more people. I’m sorry.”

“…….”

In that moment, Director Ho’s kind expression seemed to waver.

And his voice.

“Kind people are so hard to understand….”

“…….”

Wait, just now……!

Click.

“Well, if you happen to change your mind, please feel free to contact me, Soleum.”

The voice was gone.

Director Ho nodded to me again as if nothing had happened and left the office with a smile.

“…….”

What happened just now felt quite ominous…….

—Mr. Roe Deer, I smell the scent of the Plague on that man.

Plague?

—When inviting him to a studio or private space, it would be wise to mind the quarantine!

“……."

‘An infectious disease… is it?’

I briefly tried to deduce Director Ho’s identity before eventually shrugging my shoulders.

‘Let’s do the urgent things first. Urgent things first.’

For now, I need to think about what I need before becoming part of the Elite Squad and regroup….

“Soleum.”

“Aaah!”

“T-Team Leader.”

Entering through the door Director Ho had just left, the Lizard bluntly handed me a document.

“Director Cheong told me to deliver this, saying you ‘might want to check it out.’”

“Yes. I understand…….”

‘Please, some warning next time….’

I breathed a sigh of relief inwardly as I took the document and read the title on the first page.

Qterw-C-1603

Unregistered Exploration Testimony #21

Security Clearance Completed [C]

…Eh?

“Is it… alright for me to read this?”

“Yes.”

Hmm.

It appeared to be a ‘pre-registration’ exploration report that could only be accessed with C-rank security clearance, and Director Cheong seemed to have specially released it to me….

‘That’s even scarier!’

But I was too intimidated to say I wouldn't read it. So, after a deep breath, I took the document and read it.

Just what kind of exploration record was it…….

…….

Eh?

Confirmed an advertisement flyer for a new product launch in Qterw-C-1603.

Product Name: Good Child Chocolate Bar (Cinnamon Churros flavor)

Features: Wrapper featuring a caricature of a child’s face in a suit, wearing a mask with ram horns shaped like tree branches.

※The character on the wrapper is reminiscent of the attire for field exploration staff at headquarters.

Request confirmation of employees with similar mask shapes.

“…….”

Wait a minute.

Is this… me?

Chapter 88

It was only natural that one would encounter nonsensical events or chilling experiences during a darkness investigation.

Being chased by ghosts, public transport suddenly heading to strange destinations never heard of before, everyone on the street staring at you the moment you step out of your house, and so on….

However, many employees say they’ve eventually grown accustomed to these things as they gain experience.

‘I think even I’ve grown a bit used to it, at least.’

Even if it was due to contamination and items, hadn't I just succeeded in a ghost story where I entered to achieve a high-grade clear while getting my limbs severed?

But some kinds of eeriness are impossible to get used to.

For instance,

A ghost story that suddenly recognizes 'me.'

“…….”

My eyes trembled as I flipped through the documents.

There was even a crude drawing of a wrapper, clumsily recreated by the explorer who had written the report.

-Oh, it seems the artist was so faithful to the original purpose of conveying information that they abandoned any sense of aesthetic beauty.

It meant that while the drawing was terribly done, the subject was clearly recognizable.

‘…Braun.’

-Speak freely, friend!

‘That looks like me, doesn't it?’

-Considering the art style and focusing only on the mask and hair, it seems we have both reached the same conclusion!

“…….”

Even the product name was ‘Good Child,’ and the flavor was ‘Cinnamon Churros’….

‘It’s the blue mascot from the theme park.’

And the ghost story it appeared in was… ‘Qterw-C-1603’? Why on earth did it appear in that ghost story?

I reflexively tried to glance at my tattoo but caught myself.

Then, I asked Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who was staring blankly at me.

“Is it correct that… this information hasn't been listed in the official manual yet?”

“Yes.”

Phew.

That’s actually a relief.

‘If Director Cheong intentionally showed this to me in advance….’

…Was it a favor? A debt?

It was probably both.

The moment this is officially recognized as an Exploration Record, descriptions that could identify someone would be censored with black squares depending on the security level.

Instead, the research team would likely attempt experimental investigations to see why such a phenomenon occurred….

Like putting in an employee dressed like me, or sending me on an investigation without giving me any information.

‘Kwak Jekang might even catch on and try to throw me back into the theme park.’

Wow, this is driving me crazy.

If things went that far and I asked Director Cheong for help because I was on her line, I might end up in a situation like ‘A model employee with 30 years of service alongside Director Cheong.’

Why is it that even though I've worked hard, there are only possibilities for me to be ruined…?

‘Well, that’s just how the ghost story worldview is.’

Anyway, let's be grateful for knowing now. I’ll end up owing a certain level of psychological gratitude to Director Cheong, but it’s still better than having the research team take the bait.

‘And the fact that he specifically told me this in advance….’

“By any chance, is the Darkness our team is investigating this week that specific Darkness?”

“I don't know.”

“…In your estimation, sir, do you think the probability of that being the case is over fifty percent?”

“Yes.”

I knew it.

‘If he’s going to tell me beforehand, it only makes sense for him to go in and check it himself.’

‘Qterw-C-1603,’ huh.

If I had to go into a ghost story and be mentally tortured as a coward anyway, it was better to enter one that was more valuable….

This standard had never changed.

‘Let's check it out.’

And this time, I had a very reliable companion.

The publicly recognized named character for physical exorcism, Section Chief Lee Jaheon himself!

……Though, thinking back to the clown ghost story, he might give orders with a ridiculously paralyzed sense of fear.

‘Well, if it's one-on-one, there’ll be some way to persuade him or a way out….’

I felt like I’d learned how to talk to him a bit lately, too.

In that sense, going with a fearless leader felt quite reassuring and not too bad.

But there was one more variable.

“Soleum.”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to receive support personnel?”

Ah, right.

Since field investigations are based on a three-person team, this time our team would be receiving one person as support to conduct the investigation.

‘I guess you could call it a preliminary run for the Elite Squad.’

Usually, they just seem to pick whoever is available at random…… hmm.

“Is it possible to designate a specific person?”

“Yes.”

Oh! …No, wait.

“……I will exclude the option of asking Director Cheong. Is it still possible?”

“No.”

“…….”

‘I’m glad I realized that…!’

I almost doubled my debt.

I suppressed a groan, then finally couldn't help but ask.

It was something I had been curious about regarding Section Chief Lizard for a while.

“Um, Section Chief. You always tend to give very concise answers… if there’s a reason for that, I’d appreciate it if you could tell me.”

“I see.”

Lizard’s pupils briefly focused upward before looking back at me.

“It reflects feedback I received to only provide detailed answers upon request.”

“…In what situation did you receive such feedback?”

“On the third day after I started working at this company, during a darkness investigation.”

“…….”

So that was it….

Even without a detailed description, the situation flashed vividly in my mind like a picture.

“Um, Section Chief. If it’s not an emergency, I’d like you to speak comfortably when you’re with me.”

“Yes.”

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon… continued speaking!

“If you wish to specify the tendencies of the support personnel, report it to me. You cannot designate a specific individual, but you can request preferred characteristics for the sample group.”

“…!”

He’s explaining on his own!

-Mr. Roe Deer, you have a talent for being an interviewer!

Th-thanks.

For a moment, I was almost intoxicated by the sense of efficacy, but what mattered now was the information Lee Jaheon had given me.

‘So, while it’s hard to pick exactly who I want, I can say I want an employee of a certain type, right?’

Hmm.

After some thought, I decided on one ‘characteristic for the support.’

“I would like them to be one of the Associates.”

There was a hidden meaning here.

Specifically, that all the current Associates were my peers.

‘It’s definitely not because I’m being alienated from the peers' group chat….’

Well, to be honest, since this investigation itself felt suspicious, I chose it because I didn’t want someone with too many years of experience who was overly familiar with the company's inner workings.

‘And I can make an acquaintance while I'm at it.’

I’d been thinking it was about time to increase the number of people I knew in the company.

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon readily accepted my request, and I began to feel a bit of anticipation.

I wondered what kind of new face I would see.

And a few days later.

“…….”

“…….”

I met Jang Heowoon, who was giving me a welcoming look, in front of the D-Team office door.

“I’m Associate Jang Heowoon from F-Team…!”

It was a familiar face.

Still, it wasn't a bad result. Since he wasn't a superior, at least the investigation would be more comfortable.

I smiled and reached out a hand to Jang Heowoon.

“We meet again. I look forward to working with you today.”

“Yes, Soleum! I’ll make sure to be helpful in the clear!”

Jang Heowoon took my hand and shook it vigorously. Hmm, a good person as expected….

“Ooh, ye-yes, I look forward to working with you too~!”

“…….”

“……??”

Turning my head, I saw an employee with a beaming smile getting off the elevator and approaching us with a bow.

A woman about my age with a friendly impression.

She was wearing a Pony Mask.

“Support personnel from I-Team. Since the manual for this Darkness recommends an even number of people for investigation, we received two support personnel.”

“I’m Kang Yihak~ Nice to meet you. Assistant Manager, Associate!”

“Yes…!”

Jang Heowoon, who had been hastily bowing, cried out as if he’d realized something.

“Ah, the one who talks a lot in the group chat…!”

“Yes, yes, haha, I’m embarrassed, but that’s me!”

Ah.

[Kang Yihak: Is it true you received 40,000 points? hehe]

I remembered too.

The person who had actively tried to dig for information when I first joined the group chat, whom I had kept at a distance.

‘She seemed to lead the atmosphere of the peer group chat.’

Making sure it revolved around profit rather than socializing.

That peer was now smiling and reaching out a hand to me.

“Wow, our top peer! This is the first time we’ve met like this. I look forward to working with you~”

“Yes. Likewise.”

I gave her a light handshake.

…It was clean.

‘She’s more lighthearted than I thought.’

I had imagined a more two-faced type of person, but she felt quite easygoing. It didn't feel like she was hiding other motives behind her questions.

‘Well, if she’s a good person, I’m just grateful….’

Since we had to investigate together, it was much more mentally reassuring than having someone with a trash personality like Baek Saheon, who would just be exhausting.

Someone who hasn't experienced it wouldn't know. The feeling of screaming internally because of a ghost, while having only a sociopath next to you…… sob.

“Let’s move.”

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon started walking with heavy steps.

We quietly followed the Section Chief and got into the car, and I took the wheel and operated the navigation.

“We’re heading to Gyeonggi Province now, right?”

“Yes.”

Right, this Darkness was also completely outside the Seoul area.

Judging only by the investigation report I had read earlier, one might misunderstand, but Qterw-C-1603 wasn't just a ghost story about a strange snack shop.

It was larger and… more dismal.

“Um, to enter this ghost story…… Ah, did we meet late because we have to wait until sunset first?”

“I believe so.”

I answered Jang Heowoon kindly as I began to drive.

To enter this Darkness, two factors had to be aligned: time and place.

To enter Qterw-C-1603, one must travel to a residential area on the outskirts of ■■ City, Gyeonggi Province.

The residential area in question was an alleyway commercial district that was popular on SNS in the early 2010s due to its many restaurants and cafes, but foot traffic has now dwindled.

On the utility poles here, local commercial promotion posters are very rarely spotted.

In the center of the poster, a QR code is printed along with the phrase ‘Come visit ■■ City’s Death Road.’

※Do not stare too closely at the text on the poster.

For the record, the company had secured the poster in advance and covered it so that only the QR code was visible.

“Assistant Manager, I’ll scan the QR code for you!”

“Ah, thank you.”

Scanning the QR code connects to a download page for an event app certified by the ■■ City local government, and if the explorer is under 40 years old, the download proceeds normally.

A short while later.

Having arrived at our destination, we parked in a public parking lot and walked out into a quiet alley.

It was the time of day when the short winter sun was setting and it was getting dusky.

Most of the restaurants and cafes were still there, but the stagnant atmosphere characteristic of a commercial district whose trend had passed remained….

“Execute the app now.”

I looked at the screen.

Passing through the slightly tacky opening design that included the old logo and character of ■■ City….

If the app is executed for the first time at that location before the early evening sun sets completely, route guidance through a navigation function is activated.

The guidance truly starts from within the app itself.

The way to Death Road →

Please move according to the arrow!

My location on the GPS appears on the smartphone like augmented reality.

“Walk.”

“…….”

We all began to move together, looking only at our respective smartphone screens.

Follow the arrow!

At first, it’s normal.

It provides guidance along the relatively large roads in the alleys, seemingly leading me further toward the outskirts of this commercial district.

But after a little more time passes.

The path begins to twist.

Follow the arrow!

It guides us through narrow gaps between houses where only one person can barely pass, and makes us enter through the front door of a building and exit through the back.

It even leads us to a dead end before making us turn back.

A pitch-dark alley.

Somehow, the surroundings gradually begin to feel unfamiliar and bizarre.

The back of my neck feels chilly, ungrammatical mumblings are heard, and strange, shadow-like things seem to pass by outside my field of vision….

‘…I have to endure it.’

But I must not turn my head.

While moving according to the app’s route guidance, never take your eyes off the screen for more than 3 seconds or deviate from the guided path.

Failure to follow this will result in being reported as missing.

We continued to move in silence.

Struggling not to bump into each other or be startled.

Follow the arrow!

“Just now, something strange….”

“Shh.”

After walking silently like that for about 16 minutes….

Before I knew it, even the dim light of the sunset completely vanished.

“…….”

“…….”

In the already dark alleyway commercial district, all light had strangely disappeared, leaving it pitch black.

At that moment, when only the light from our smartphone screens became the light source illuminating the residential area.

Tak.

Ta-ta-tak.

One by one, lights begin to turn on in the dark path.

“…!”

The shops on the street began to light up.

The yellow and blue lights of the signs illuminated the view of the alley.

…However, this was not the familiar scenery of the old, worn-out commercial district we had seen earlier.

Murmur, murmur.

An alley crowded with numerous human figures.

Signs that looked familiar at a glance, but upon closer inspection, bore somewhat distorted names.

Various shops lined up in the alley had their doors wide open, welcoming customers…….

Ding.

The app displays a congratulatory message.

You have arrived safely.

Welcome to Death Road!

“…Have we, arrived?”

“Yes.”

We had successfully entered.

Into the heart of the ghost story.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[■■■ 16-ro]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, identified by Daydream Inc. code Qterw-C-1603.

An alleyway lined with shops where things that are not human engage in solicitation.

Explorers who have entered this alley through the smartphone app must never close the app.

==========

“Walk slowly.”

“…….”

We nodded and followed Section Chief Lizard as he moved forward….

Into the strange alley.

Chapter 89

Death Road.

A bizarre alleyway with a nuance that seemed to be taken from once-popular "hot-place" alleys.

If a civilian had installed the app from the flyer for fun and got caught up in it, they might be confused at first.

This is because the 'Main Alley of Death Road' that one first encounters has many street stalls and looks like a lively night market.

But if you look a little closer...

Confirmed Items Sold at Death Road Stalls

1. Bead Strap

: A strap consisting of an orange string and ivory-colored beads. When touched, saltiness and ash rub off, and the surface of the beads wriggles and vibrates.

An employee who touched the strap complained of distress for a long time, saying they continuously heard someone's request for rescue, sobbing, and the voice of ■■. They recovered after a Short-term Memory Removal Procedure.

2. Old-fashioned Bubble Gum

: Gum with letters printed backwards. The balloon inflates inside the throat, not outside the mouth. Successfully removed before death by suffocation.

3. Flower-patterned Slippers

: A civilian who wore them under pressure from a merchant testified that there was fire, blades, and ■■ under their feet, then ■■ ■■.

Afterwards, they disappeared into the alleyway while sobbing.

4. Picture Frame

: Images of relatives being murdered are printed on it.

…….

By the time you read this far, anyone would know.

'To get out of here in one piece, I shouldn't look at my surroundings at all!'

The items being sold are things that cannot be used normally if the buyer is human, and yet the merchants are actively soliciting customers.

The best course of action is to pass by quickly with an uninterested face, like someone who has a destination.

However, as you move away from the brilliant signs and lights and head toward the small alleys as if escaping, you will gradually feel something strange...

Because it doesn't end.

The alleyways get narrower and narrower... until finally, they narrow to a width that a person cannot enter.

'...It’s the end if you go that far.'

Right. You cannot leave the alleyways just by walking aimlessly here.

Then what should you do?

It's simple.

Since you were guided here, you just need to be guided on your way out.

Ding.

'...It’s started.'

I looked at the new event page that appeared on the smartphone app.

Death-Street 10,000 Steps Event

Don't give up on your body!

Remaining steps: 10000

This was it.

The culprit that lured people into the ghost story, and the most standard and safest lifeline to get out.

If you successfully complete the '10,000 Steps Event' on the smartphone app, you can escape from the alleyway.

I had to focus only on this and leave.

...But regardless of what a coward like me thought, the Ghost Story Resident in my pocket was just intoxicated by the night market atmosphere.

-Ah, it has been a long time since I've been to a place like this. Isn't it a difficult place for a show host to visit privately?

-Occasionally, even a lively night market like this has its charms to behold! How about picking out items that would suit each other, Friend?

-I don't care for the quality, but a piece or two wouldn't be bad as a souvenir!

Argh.

'...No. Let's buy them somewhere else. I should buy something better for my friend.'

-...! How touching, very well! This Braun will also think of an item that would suit Friend...

It was at that moment.

Want me to show you something precious??

"...!!"

One of the stall merchants who popped out grabbed my arm.

There's something better over there. I'll show you. Come inside.

There was nothing behind the stall.

No open door, no shop, no space.

But the merchant said again.

Come inside.

Don't look at them.

Don't look closely at the face; just decline quietly and naturally. I barely managed to...

I was about to open my mouth,

But before that, Section Chief Lizard grabbed the merchant's arm.

"??"

Grip.

Red vertical pupils turned toward the merchant.

"……."

"……."

The merchant slowly averted his gaze.

Then he slunk away, letting go of my arm, and began soliciting another human figure as if nothing had happened.

"……."

This... actually works?

I realized something new. The Lizard can make ghosts mind their manners...

"Thank you."

"Yes."

Physical Exorcism, it couldn't be more convenient.

'Now that I think about it, Section Chief Lee Jaheon said he'd provide me with equipment that increases physical strength as custom parent equipment.'

I should bring it up after this is over.

Perhaps because he was a practical threat right now, Section Chief Lizard didn't utter any instructions that only someone with nerves of steel could carry out without fainting.

He simply spoke like this.

"When four or more people enter this place, the standard manual is to move in teams of two and check new alleys if possible."

Hmm?

"Mr. Roe Deer, choose the employee who will accompany you."

Ah. I see.

Since I have the highest rank among the three of us here, he probably intends to keep things fair by sending me to a different team than his own.

'What a shame... the power of the Lizard.'

The sweet taste of the easy win I just experienced was delicious.

But it was also something I had expected. Still, since I entered with Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I might be able to get help if needed, just like during the exhibition.

'So I have to choose which of my colleagues to go with?'

Hmm.

I spoke politely.

"Then, since we're already acquainted, would it be okay if I accompanied Mr. Bison?"

"Yes."

After all, it's difficult to move freely when there's someone new.

'...Because I'm in a situation where I need to check that chocolate wrapper.'

Besides, that colleague named Kang Yihak would probably prefer to accompany the team leader...

"Whoops! Wait a moment. If it's okay, could Mr. Bison and I go together?"

Kang Yihak cut in.

Oh?

"They were originally on the same team, after all; it wouldn't be right for the people who came to support to split the team up! I also have something to tell Mr. Bison..."

Kang Yihak persuasively told Section Chief Lee Jaheon that 'it's not even a high-grade ghost story anyway, so even two employees will be fine as long as they follow the manual,' in a way that wouldn't offend anyone.

"If it's okay with the two of you, it should be fine for us colleagues to go together!"

"Yes."

The Lizard nodded.

"Move in a team of three."

"......Pardon?"

"Mr. Roe Deer, Pony, and Bison. Move in a team of three."

Kang Yihak barely managed to answer without losing her social grace.

"Uh, I'm grateful, but... wouldn't it be a bit much for the Manager to bear the risk of going alone?"

"Yes."

"……."

Oh dear.

But once things turned out like that, persuasion was futile.

'A team of three, then.'

Section Chief Lee Jaheon approached me before leaving.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

And he suddenly handed me an object.

"Press this if a problem occurs."

"……."

A small brown circle fell onto my hand.

A small button.

It was something I had used once during the Tuesday Quiz Show.

...It was Assistant Manager Eun Haje's communication device.

"......Did you get in touch with Assistant Manager Falcon?"

"Yes. I was asked to deliver it to Mr. Roe Deer yesterday."

"……."

I nodded slowly.

"Thank you."

"Yes."

And the Lizard disappeared into the distance of the alley...

"...Then let's walk and move from this stall alley to somewhere else."

"Yes...!"

"Ah, y-yes."

I also started walking with my two colleagues.

Don't give up on your body!

Remaining steps: 9130

In a long alley where the lights of bizarre street stalls flickered, walking while making sure the app didn't turn off was surprisingly mentally taxing.

Even more so if you can't let your guard down regarding your surroundings for even a second.

"Phew."

Jang Heowoon tried to slightly lift his mask to wipe away the sweat that had gathered beneath it.

Wait.

"Be careful."

"…!"

I stopped Jang Heowoon.

"In this place, it would be better to follow the Anonymity Manual even more strictly than elsewhere. ...Mr. Bison."

"……Yes."

Jang Heowoon slowly lowered his hand after wiping away his sweat.

…….

One of the stall merchants, who had been watching him intently, began soliciting customers again.

Whisper, whisper.

'Whew.'

The merchants in the alley show an aggressive tendency to sell items and receive payment in any way possible.

To avoid getting caught up in this, do not expose any information, personal details, or appearance that could become a weakness.

In particular, it is strongly recommended to strictly control mentions and actions related to the characteristics of humans in reality, their residence, and acquaintances.

The company's manual was accurate.

'The moment you fail to keep this, you passively get swept into their solicitations.'

Like those people peeking around at the end over there, for example.

"It's really amazing that a place like this existed in this neighborhood."

"Oh? What's that? It looks so real... Re-re-re-re-re... real!! I want to buy a real one!"

"That person is right! Yes! It's a person!"

The problem was that they didn't have masks to hide their identities, nor any information... nothing.

"Huh? Uh... huh? Why does that person have three eyes? Oh? Oh? Ah, humans originally had three eyes! I'm sorry, I was mistaken about something. I'll go buy one more eye, Darling."

"Yeah! Exchange it for an ear!"

They followed the stall merchant and disappeared into the distance of the alley.

'...It's already too late.'

That's how people go missing.

A chilling fear swept down my back.

But I shouldn't show it. Because I was in front of my coworkers.

Instead, I gritted my teeth and moved my feet again, pretending to be nonchalant.

"First, let's get out of this street—"

"Mr. Roe Deer, over there...!"

Jang Heowoon pointed at something with a trembling hand.

That was...

A 'person' passing right next to us.

A high school student with an anxious face, looking around.

'Damn it.'

"This...!"

Jang Heowoon rummaged through his bag and pulled out a black cloth mask.

Then he approached the high school student and handed it over without warning.

"Wear this."

"Ye-yes...?"

'If he's not careful, he'll blow it...!'

I immediately stepped in.

"Calm down. Put the mask on quickly, and even if someone talks to you from the side, ignore them and walk quietly."

"What... ah."

"Avoid looking around as much as possible. You must act naturally, as if you've come here to play."

Whether the 'Silver Heart' I was wearing had some effect, the student seemed to sense something unusual and instinctively accepted the mask Jang Heowoon offered.

"Don't ever turn off the Death Road app, and complete the 10,000 steps. Then you can get out."

"……."

The student, looking at us with a face mixed with suspicion, anxiety, and alertness, eventually turned around and ran in the opposite direction.

"Ah...!"

Jang Heowoon seemed about to call out but gave up after sensing the atmosphere. Not only was the high school student already far away, but Kang Yihak was just watching with a smile on her face.

"……."

And I felt like I knew the other reason too.

"Um, but."

Jang Heowoon muttered with an expression of disbelief.

"Just now... wasn't the uniform that student was wearing from Sekwang Technical High School?"

"……."

Right.

In this space, you can witness many different things.

A dead friend, a family member who went missing as a child, victims who died in major accidents, pedestrians in 1980s clothing, and even students attending schools that don't exist in reality.

Among the countless guests, spectators, and... products that had drifted into this alleyway.

But.

"No matter what you see here, it's better to pretend you didn't. It's the basic manual not to draw attention."

"Ah. Yes...!"

Jang Heowoon took another deep breath.

"I'll keep that in mind."

"Oh, come on, I don't think you need to be that nervous. Like it said in the manual we read, let's go as if we're here to play!"

Kang Yihak was right.

It is strongly recommended not to lose a natural atmosphere, as if you have come to play in this alley's commercial district with an acquaintance.

"Still, let's move while being careful not to let our guard down."

"Yes!"

We continued to walk through the crowd, trying our best not to bump into anyone or stand out.

Thump, thump.

With every step taken on the alley floor, the app's count decreased.

And the moment the digit in the thousands place changed.

Don't give up on your body!
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A gap between the street stalls caught my eye.

'It's a passage.'

A path leading to another, narrower alley.

Over there, the street stalls disappeared, and in their place, official shops selling various daily necessities were lined up...

"I'll turn in this way."

It was at that moment.

"Ah, then since we're entering a new alley... shall we try to be a bit more natural from now on?"

Kang Yihak cut in.

Hmm.

"Could you explain a bit more about what you mean?"

Kang Yihak grinned.

"I mean, let's aim for a chance to score a good deal!"

"…!"

"No, I saw quite a few Exploration Records that said they bought decent... 'items' here, so I'm saying let's do some market scouting ourselves. That's also the most natural thing to do, after all!"

Outright shopping, huh.

"…! But the manual says not to do that if possible..."

Mr. Bison was right.

Purchasing items under the judgment that they will help in exploration is not prohibited by the manual, but it is not encouraged.

Industrial accident compensation is not available for all risks occurring at the time of purchase.

The last line sounded like something a scumbag would say, but the reason it wasn't encouraged in the manual was clear.

It was because there was a high probability of impulsive buying.

The longer one walks, the more this street makes tempting shops and products appear before our eyes.

Then, an employee who was gradually losing their reason as if possessed in this bizarre place would often snap up items without a second thought, regardless of their danger.

Even though what they paid with was not ordinary currency.

Even so, the reason Kang Yihak brought that up was...

'What is she aiming for?'

It clearly meant she had an ulterior motive.

-Ah, politics! It's a variety show of daily life.

-But if you back down, it becomes a documentary from then on. We can't have that. Let's go, Mr. Roe Deer!

'Sigh.'

I thought I'd finally get to know someone new, but is it going to be like this again...

'It can't be helped.'

I grinned as I looked at Kang Yihak.

"Let's do that."

"…!"

"Looking around and shopping sounds good."

"Oh! You were thinking the same thing, Senior! I knew it!"

"Yes."

And I raised my hand and nonchalantly pointed.

Toward a certain shop nearby that I knew well.

"How about that place?"

Raw Organ Butcher Shop

: A shop displaying live organs and body parts.

Identifiable by the red and blue lighting and the owner wearing a bloodstained apron sitting in front of the window.

"……."

"……."

"The items look good. Let's head inside quickly."

I moved my feet toward the butcher shop.

"…?!"

It's the so-called 'You can't reason with a crazy bastard' method...!

Chapter 90

Each of the alleys within the 'Death Road' ghost story has its own theme.

It was as if shops dealing with similar industries or materials had gathered to form a commercial district, just like in reality.

Of course, they appeared completely unpredictably, and their probability of appearing varied.

Alleys of Death Road identified so far:

1. Street Stalls

2. Bookstores

3. Pets

4. Precious Metals

5. Daily Necessities

6. Lighting

7. Meat

…….

And the place we had just entered was the alley selling daily necessities.

But even at a glance, I was heading straight for the shop that looked the least inviting in the entire alley.

A butcher shop where living organs and flesh hung.

Wriggle, wriggle.

'Le-let’s just think of it as a haunted house.'

It was fine. There wasn't anything that… looked exactly like it did when it was alive. Since it was all just parts, let’s just, just think of it as an amusement park attraction using animatronics….

Wait, if I think of an amusement park, I’ll remember Cheerful Theme Park, and that makes it even scarier?!

'C-calm down.'

I couldn't afford to be intimidated.

Attempting to act unbothered, I strode toward the butcher shop.

Raw Organ Butcher Shop

Beneath the window illuminated by red and blue lights, the owner, who had been scritch-scratching a knife against a whetstone, looked up.

A massive physique with a blood-stained apron.

Looking closer….

A flayed cow was looking back at us with a head that had become a lump of flesh.

Nod.

It gestured.

As if to show it would treat the customer well, it beckoned us to come closer….

“Se-Senior Staff, wait a moment!”

Kang Yihak blocked my path.

“Haha, er, um. It doesn’t look like we need anything from that shop, let’s go to another one!”

“The owner has already gestured to us, it would be rude not to go in.”

-Ah, quite right. That is what manners are!

“No!”

Kang Yihak immediately noticed her voice had gotten loud and quickly lowered it, speaking urgently.

“It was written to never enter the alley with meat…!”

She was right.

If you discover an alley themed around meat on Death Road, never enter and remain in the alley you were previously in.

If you have already entered due to unavoidable circumstances (such as being chased by a merchant), block your hearing with earphones or similar and move to the next alley as quickly as possible by completing 1,000 steps.

If a companion is caught by an offer for a tasting, it is recommended to leave them behind and advance at a faster pace.

Items from the manual that were spine-chilling just to read.

“That’s true.”

“Ah, you remember after all? Then….”

“So?”

“…!?”

“I want to do some shopping.”

And with that, I walked toward the butcher shop.

“M-Mr. Roe Deer…!”

I’m sorry, Jang Heowoon! You’re free to run away…!

However, I heard the footsteps of two people following me. It seemed they had both decided to follow me after all.

Hmm. I thought they would run away.

'Actually, I probably wanted to run away more than anyone….'

But if I stopped and backed down here, I felt like I would be dragged around by that colleague’s schemes again, so I kept moving forward.

Eventually, the three of us stood side by side in front of the intensely lit butcher shop where wriggling parts were on display….

Naturally, I was at the front.

Ha.

….

The flayed cow looked at me.

'Uuuugh.'

I mustn't look too closely.

I unfocused my eyes and looked toward the owner’s neck area, but the veins were throbbing, so I hurriedly shifted my gaze to his clothes.

Better to look at the blood-stained clothes instead.

“Hello. By any chance, can you package things fresh?”

Nod.

“You have many good parts. Hmm… perhaps.”

I pretended to contemplate before pointing my finger.

“Could I see some front feet?”

Thump.

The flayed cow head stood up and opened the glass door.

From inside, 'front foot' parts were pulled out one by one and displayed before my eyes.

…Flesh that was still wriggling and moving, very much alive.

An animal's paw.

A primate's hand.

A primate's hand.

A tentacle?

An animal's paw.

A primate's hand…

A human hand with a ringed finger trembling, as if pleading against the glass floor…….

'Ugh.'

I had to endure it.

I looked down, feigning composure.

……There was no suitable left hand among them.

'That’s a shame.'

Having endured this mental torture, it would have been nice to have such a harvest.

Shaking off thoughts of Assistant Manager Eun Haje, I pondered for a moment before speaking to the other party.

“I’d prefer something with sturdier bones so the broth comes out well… hmm. Do you happen to have any eyes?”

Thump!

The owner’s hands grew rougher because I had rejected him once. I could faintly hear my colleagues behind me on both sides holding their breath.

I also took a deep breath to suppress my fear.

'Displaying….'

The front feet were cleared away,

And eyeballs appeared before my eyes.

A purple iris in a black pupil.

A blue eyeball the size of a fist.

A lens with flesh still attached.

White circles trembling without focus….

Desperate dark brown eyes staring at me.

'Ha.'

I closed my eyes and opened them.

“That one looks good.”

I pointed with my finger.

The first one displayed, the black eyeball with the glinting purple iris.

“I’d like to purchase that. Oh, no need to slice it up.”

…….

The flayed cow looked at me intently.

And then, it held out its hand.

A very clear gesture demanding payment.

Kang Yihak whispered in a very small voice.

“…Senior Staff, should I try to feel out what we need to pay….”

“No.”

I pulled a box out of my tattoo.

Thump.

A heavy box filled with corn and carrots was placed in front of the shop.

“…??”

“…?!”

“I will pay with this.”

When attempting to purchase via barter at the butcher shop in question, you must trade with food items that a cow can consume.

Yes. The shops on Death Road sometimes used strange currencies, but basically, we didn't have that currency.

'So I have to try bartering.'

However, because each shop accepted different items, I had filled my tattoo with various daily necessities, jewelry, and snacks….

Including the box of vegetables.

Of course, there were shops that demanded something as payment that a human could never give up in their right mind, but this was enough here.

“How much of this should I give you for the price?”

…….

The butcher reached out to take the entire pile of vegetables I had brought out.

The complexions of my companions, who had been horrified by the Tattoo Inventory performance, brightened.

“Ah, the trade is a success….”

“Wait a minute. That much?”

“…?!’

I interrupted with a frown.

“That’s too expensive. No, even if it’s packaged fresh, there’s a limit. It wasn’t easy for me to bring these here in such a fresh state either….”

“M-Mr. Roe Deer…?!”

My companions began to look at me even more like a madman, their faces turning pale, but I continued to blather on.

“You didn’t… raise the price just because I said I’d buy it, right. Is it just a supply issue these days?”

Nod.

“…You must be going through a lot. Still, this exceeds the budget I had in mind…… Sigh.”

I intentionally fell silent.

The owner was also silent.

The flayed cow head seemed to look at me blankly for a moment, then finally went to what appeared to be a cash register and brought back a handful of coins.

Rusted coins, where all numbers and letters were marked in reverse.

The currency of this place.

'Yes!!'

It worked…!!

There are shops where bartering doesn't work, and you absolutely need coins to escape those places!

-Ah, it fits perfectly. Oh, the joy of a prepared script!

I accepted the coins with a smile.

“…This is enough for change. Thank you. I’ll take it then.”

……!

The flayed owner stood up as if excited and packaged what I had purchased.

The black eyeball with its pupils rolling crazily was thus packaged in plastic within a transparent liquid and ended up in my hand.

I tried my best not to look closely at either the coins or the object.

“Thank… you.”

Just then.

Splatter.

Blood from the butcher’s apron, which had moved significantly, splashed onto my face.

And onto Jang Heowoon’s face as well.

“…!”

Jang Heowoon, wearing the Bison mask, froze stiff and lowered his head.

He was probably desperately suppressing the urge to vomit…….

'Damn it.'

I stepped in and started talking.

“Ah. My friend here seems to have no energy, perhaps he's hungry. We should get back quickly and get him something to eat.”

Please, please!

The flayed cow looked at Jang Heowoon quite intently.

Just before Jang Heowoon, frozen stiff, was about to break into a cold sweat.

Plop.

The shop owner dropped something toward him.

…It was the corn I had given as payment.

“T-thank you….”

Jang Heowoon picked up the corn with trembling hands.

The shop owner watched him blankly, then sat back down in front of the butcher shop's glass door.

'…We passed.'

We left the 'Raw Organ Butcher Shop' at a quick pace.

At the same time, I looked at Jang Heowoon's face as he clutched the corn tightly.

To be precise, at what he was wearing on top of it.

'……Is it because of the mask?'

It seemed he had mistaken Jang Heowoon for a bison.

As expected, Daydream Inc.’s masks were no ordinary items. Just like the Dream Collector.

'Whew.'

Don't give up on your body!

Remaining steps : 7999

Our footsteps only stopped the moment the next alley appeared, and I immediately checked on Jang Heowoon.

“Are you okay?”

“Pardon? Ah, yes…… that, the blood, there wasn't that much, and since it was all prepared, this much is, okay now….”

'Isn't the fact that it's still alive even though it's cleanly prepared more grotesque…?'

But everyone has different fear points. Let's respect that.

Anyway, I was glad he was okay. His complexion wasn't too bad either.

Just as we were about to move again.

“W-what was that just now? How could you make a trade like that…?!”

Kang Yihak finally started her questioning.

Hmm.

'Let's go for it one more time…!'

I intentionally asked back with a composed air.

“What do you mean?”

“The thing you just bought! The manual clearly said to avoid alleys where meat is visible, but how did you do it so perfectly as if you were prepared….”

I was prepared!

But since I couldn't say that, I answered like this.

“It was too obvious.”

“…?”

“Looking at the description of meat-related shops in the manual, it was a restaurant district. It seems like eating it is usually the problem….”

I held up the bag containing my purchase.

“But this is a butcher shop. I guessed that I could just buy it without eating it.”

“…!”

“And judging by the way they were displayed….”

I turned the bag to show it to her.

The bizarre black eyeball.

“Since it’s alive, I bought it thinking I could use it in a different way.”

“…….”

“For example… like an organ transplant.”

“…!”

Yes.

Explorers don't buy food at this Raw Organ Butcher Shop.

An exploration employee successfully attached a tongue purchased from the Raw Organ Butcher Shop into their mouth. It functions without issue and performs various movements that a human cannot.

If you attach a 'part' from that butcher shop, which is packaged alive for freshness, to a missing body part, it becomes functional.

It even comes with the original abilities that the part possessed.

Of course, approaching that butcher shop and trying to buy something without knowing this would indeed be an act of madness!

So I let my mouth run.

“In places like this, reasoning created from limited clues is important.”

Yeah, right.

'If you try to gain an advantage by imagining things from limited clues, you're likely to die….'

Everyone knows you only do that when you can't see any way out and you're desperate…!

But I had no choice but to act composed and crazy. Because crazy bastards usually have their own amazing logic.

“I simply succeeded in that reasoning. Is there a problem?”

There must be plenty!

Sure enough, Kang Yihak was looking at me with her mouth wide open.

Yes, you must be bewildered….

“Whoa!”

Whoops, that startled me.

“You are absolutely right!”

…?!

Her eyes glittered behind the Pony Mask.

“No, wow, yes. After all, if a person wants to make high returns, they have to have a different mindset from others… I guess I've been too cautious with risks and whatnot all this time.”

“…….”

“Life is all or nothing anyway, isn’t it! Hahaha! Yes!”

W-wait a minute.

Something is strange here….

“Come on, let’s go forward. Man, it’s been a while since I’ve met a superior I can actually look up to!”

“…….”

At that moment, I realized.

'The Silver Heart!'

I was still wearing the Silver Heart on the inside of my pocket.

'I succeeded in persuading her with that while running my mouth!'

The problem was that the situation was still strange.

According to the settings, the Silver Heart was not a brainwashing tool but a persuasion tool.

It meant it was equipment that only exerted its effect when both logical validity and emotional resonance were present.

'So if I make such an absurdly crazy statement, it should be normal for her not to be persuaded..'

“I’ll do my best to support your future endeavors, Senior Staff! Haha.”

“…….”

Ah.

I get it.

This person… actually felt the crazy logic I spouted was plausible.

'What kind of person is she?'

A cold sweat broke out down my back.

I turned to my normal colleague, feeling like I was grasping at a final straw.

'Heo Un, at least you….'

“Yes, I will also support you well!”

“……."

Where did it go wrong for this one?

Jang Heowoon had a face that said, 'Wow! I was helped again! I'm so grateful!'

He was already fully persuaded.

-Congratulations. You've earned the trust of your colleagues, friend!

“…….”

Yeah.

But something… something seems to have gone wrong.

But for now, I had no choice but to walk to get out of here…….

'F-first, let's just escape.'

Don't give up on your body!
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Surprisingly, the next alley was also smooth sailing.

And the alley after that.

“It’s lighting shops. Since you could go blind or be burned if you look toward the windows, let's move while avoiding their gaze as if we're talking among ourselves.”

“Yes!”

Alleys lined with all sorts of bizarre and mysterious shops.

Still, since I already knew the manual, it felt like taking a pop quiz after having memorized the textbook.

However, in the sense that one wrong answer meant death, I was still in a state of extreme tension, but….

“Oh! A pharmacy! Shall I try to make a purchase there this time? Senior Staff, what do you think? It’s okay with you too, Mr. Bison, right?”

“Yes! I’m fine with it!”

“……It doesn’t seem to have much value, so let’s just move on for now.”

“Ah, as expected, you have to use your bullets for the big places, haha!”

The atmosphere had turned into one where they naturally expected me to boldly buy something again…?

And the fact that my colleagues would likely support that wholeheartedly was what made me break out in a cold sweat the most.

Meanwhile, a shop that might have stocked the chocolate I came here for wasn't even in sight.

It was also exhausting trying to catch glimpses of my surroundings without making eye contact with the shop owners. Sigh…….

It was then.

Don't give up on your body!
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“Ah, Senior Staff. A new alley has appeared….”

I stopped in my tracks and looked at the gap between the medicine shops.

From within… a stench drifted out.

'Ugh.'

It was a very narrow back alley.

It didn't look even half as wide as the alley where the street stalls were… and it was overwhelmingly dark.

“…….”

Whoosh.

Old side doors were lined up eerily along the alleyway. Only one or two gas lamps hanging here and there flickered faintly….

In that dim light, thick waste, like sewage liquid, flowing out from the pipes beside the side doors appeared and then vanished.

And beneath the gas lamps, entities with strange silhouettes, withered and with curved spines, stood leaning against the walls.

Glance.

Wearing dirty and old uniforms, they were staring at us.

……Judging comprehensively.

'Even if I didn't know this was a ghost story, it’s an atmosphere that would make me turn back immediately.'

A chilling and eerie feeling permeated the alley, making it seem like a normal purchase would never take place.

“…It’s a place that wasn't in the manual.”

She was right.

At this point in time, actual exploration had not yet been conducted by Daydream Inc., so it was an unfamiliar, unknown alley to the employees.

…The problem was.

'I have to enter there…….'

Tears came to my eyes.

And for some reason… the fact that I probably won't even need to persuade them to enter such a crazy place… also makes me want to cry a little…….

I turned to my colleagues with a heavy heart and said.

“Let’s enter that alley.”

And the reactions were as follows.

“Yes…!”

“Looks like a place that sells stolen goods? Wow, guaranteed high returns!”

“…….”

I’ll be the only crazy bastard in this neighborhood, please…!

Chapter 91

A dismal back alley.

A pitch-black darkness and a stench that felt alien even in this noisy, bizarre night market where non-human entities gathered.

And the grotesque beings beneath the gaslights, staring at me as I stood at the mouth of the alley.

Sunken eyes wearing uniforms.

-My, this is a place one would certainly hesitate to walk through in dress shoes.

But I had to go.

And I mustn't let my colleagues realize that my feet were frozen for a moment by that sight…!

Squelch.

I took a step into the back alley.

My colleagues followed close behind.

Squelch, squelch.

Walking into the black shadows beneath the dim gaslights between narrow walls, cramped side doors passed me on both sides.

“…….”

It was eerie.

The scenery looked as if I had entered a poorly composited image where side doors continued endlessly.

And the gazes staring intently at us from both sides as we walked between the doors.

‘Ha.’

Beings wearing worn-out, filth-stained uniforms. Abnormally gaunt, black bodies stood still against the walls.

Turning only their heads toward us.

-Gaze is inevitable for a star! But even stars need rest. As this Braun has always done, I can momentarily relieve you of that burden….

I wanted to scream and cling to him, begging him to do just that….

‘No. It’s okay.’

I shouldn't use ‘Lights Out’ now.

‘Can I ask you for that later when I really need it?’

-Of course!

Right. I, I have to endure.

‘I have to follow the plan.’

I swallowed hard and kept walking.

At the moment my legs became so stiff with goosebumps rising on the back of my neck that it became difficult to walk further.

“…Uh?”

I snapped my head up at my colleague’s exclamation.

Still the endless rows of grotesque side doors and the malformed figures in uniforms. And….

Just one.

There was a door slightly ajar.

“…….”

The door panel was sticking out just a bit.

The pitch-black darkness visible through that gap.

‘Wow, seriously.’

It was like a horror movie. My eyelids were trembling.

But I had to say this:

“There is a door open over there. It seems to be a sign of welcome. Let’s enter.”

“Yes!”

“Ah… I see!”

“…….”

‘Shouldn't you guys not be persuaded by such nonsense…!’

Still, I had to do what I had to do.

After taking a deep breath, I approached the lone open side door. As I got closer, a wave of terror making me want to flee washed over me, but I endured.

Instead, I leaned down and peered into the narrow black gap of the door….

I locked eyes with bloodshot eyes.

“…!!”

I-I expected this. Absolutely, absolutely do not panic and do anything foolish….

I barely managed to thrust what I was already holding in my hand through the door gap.

A pack of cigarettes.

“…….”

My hands shook uncontrollably.

Something incredibly cold seemed to brush past my fingertips…….

Creeeeeeak.

The side door swung wide open.

‘……Whew.’

[In principle, entering shops from this alley is impossible; however, temporary exploration may be conducted using addictive luxury goods such as alcohol or cigarettes.]

I did it…!

I clenched my teeth as I withdrew my empty hand, the cigarettes having vanished before I knew it.

Wow, I feel like I’m going to cry…….

“To open a client’s door with an investment of five thousand won for a pack of cigarettes! As expected, a favorable turn isn't something you follow, it’s something you create, Chief!”

“Exactly…!”

“…….”

Maybe it would be better if someone would thoroughly persuade me so I could walk around with such peace of mind….

But for now, I had no choice but to move my feet, lamenting the fact that I was the one who had done the persuading.

‘Ugh.’

The bloodshot eyes had vanished. Instead, a faint smell of cigarettes began to waft from somewhere, but that was a trade-off.

‘It’s much better.’

I stepped inside, breathing a sigh of relief.

“…….”

It was very dark, but I could vaguely make out the outlines. A space where boxes and luggage covered in black cloth were piled up like a maze.

It smelled of a musty warehouse.

“Ah, this would be perfect for a warehouse-style mart or a clearance outlet! If it’s high-volume, low-margin, there should be plenty of Items to scavenge….”

Regrettably, it wasn't.

I pushed through the boxes and finally found what I was looking for.

“…! Mr. Roe Deer, over there….”

“Yes.”

There was another door further inside.

It looked similar to the one we had pushed through, but it was a side door that was less worn and cleaner.

‘……I guess I have to open this one too?’

Let’s just be thankful I’m not at the very back.

I stepped forward and grabbed the doorknob.

And as I pulled it with all my might….

A brilliant, flamboyant light pierced my eyes.

“…!!”

My vision, momentarily blurred by the pouring light, slowly recovered over several seconds as I took in the entire space.

A magnificent sight filled my eyes.

The interior framework was crafted from elegant chandelier crystals, brass, and deep-colored wood, with golden frames and thick, lustrous green velvet curtains hanging on the walls.

But there was something more overwhelming than that.

Ivory-colored torsos consisting of only the Upper Body filled three sides of the walls, each displaying unfinished suits and dresses.

And between them, hands wearing white cotton gloves, with no bodies attached, were measuring clothes and completing the tailoring!

My colleagues’ mouths hung open.

“W-where is this…?”

What on earth was happening, going from a gloomy back alley to this?

To put it simply….

‘That really was just the back alley.’

[Confirmed Alleys of Death Road:]

[38. Boutique Back Road]

We had entered through the dirty back road of these glittering, high-end shops.

Naturally, we were not legitimate customers.

We were nothing more than snatchers who had bribed their way in with a pack of cigarettes from a slum-like place where laborers doing menial tasks and fired homeless people wallowed.

But using an Irregular in a ghost story wasn't a first or second time thing.

‘If it doesn't work out, let's run.’

If we were caught trespassing, we might suffer a rather gruesome fate, but if that happened, I could just ask Braun to erase our presence and flee.

‘Since the back door escape route is secured.’

Wasn't that why I had refrained from asking Braun for favors until now!

I moved forward.

“Ooh…!”

Please don't be impressed, everyone….

In contrast to my troubled heart, the gloves touching the torsos reacted in perfect unison.

Whish!

With a light whistling sound, the bodies of the gloves suddenly manifested in mid-air.

They were the bodies of mannequins wearing luxurious navy uniforms.

They were similar to what I had seen in the back alley but were much cleaner, more orderly, and had many more details.

And even their heads popped out.

The painted-on faces of the mannequins.

‘Ugh.’

Don't stare.

I hastily lowered my gaze.

It was grotesque, but bearable.

At any rate, the mannequin employee gave a deep, polite bow and gestured to me as if to guide us.

For the record, if you follow that, you go missing.

[Assistant Manager Choi, who moved according to the guidance of a mannequin clerk, went missing. In the last communication, he stated, ‘I think I am moving toward the membership registration corner of the Boutique Street.’]

[Additional: Later, a laborer wearing the broken glasses of the missing employee was spotted on the Boutique Back Road. Presumed to be the individual himself. (Refer to Exploration Records #145)]

It seemed to imply that… during ‘membership registration,’ his identity was discovered, and he was forced to pay for the crime of trespassing with forced labor.

Or perhaps he couldn't pay the cost of the membership registration itself.

“…….”

Either way, I tried my best not to imagine what kind of people those numerous malformed figures in worn uniforms I witnessed in the back alley might have originally

been.

‘It’s meaningless now.’

This was the only thing that mattered.

Membership registration was the problem, so I had to avoid it.

‘For now, I'll approach them as a test, saying I’ll buy at the expensive non-member price.’

If the qualification to purchase itself was limited to members, then we’d run. What I wanted to get here wasn't more precious than my life.

However, it was when I raised my hand to show a friendly gesture.

…!

As if the mark was appearing over the printed faces of the mannequins, the mannequin employees flinched.

And then they bowed their heads to me once more.

“…….”

And I knew only one thing that could be the reason for that….

I turned my arm to check.

Revealed beneath the cuff of my dress shirt, which had naturally slid down as I raised my hand, was the now-familiar Latin word.

: Socius :

“…Has this confirmed my membership?”

The mannequins bowed deeply.

“…….”

Now it was getting scary.

‘This is already the second time.’

That the ‘Theme Park Membership Pass’ tattoo left by the Mascot granted me authority within a ghost story.

-Socius.

-It was used to mean comrade, member, or kin. The versatility of Latin!

Just as Braun said, that word was being used with its inherent meanings in various places with great versatility.

Even in the Fox Counseling Room, they had acted like they knew it….

‘…Why did he leave something like this on me?’

If it were in the past, I might have just moved on thinking it was a huge gain, but now it was a bit different.

Because I had already experienced being severely affected by Contamination once.

‘This, as strong as it is, likely has a strong influence on me as well.’

How should I view the fact that an unpredictable, powerful mark—one that didn't come through a verified summoning method like the Good Friend—is on my body?

But membership authentication had already passed, and if it was dangerous anyway, I might as well use it thoroughly.

“Show me the goods.”

The mannequins nodded again and approached the torsos they were working on, then pulled back the curtains behind them.

As if by magic, a glass display case appeared.

Inside was a single, smooth suit. It was similar in form to the one I was currently wearing, but the color was deeper and it had a strange luster….

As if asking if I liked it, the mannequins clasped their hands politely and looked back at me.

‘…Here goes.’

I raised my hand.

“Wait a moment. I am mainly looking for small accessory items for gifts.”

There was one thing to keep in mind.

I shouldn't get greedy and try to take something beyond my means here.

It would surely be at a price range that an individual human could not handle while remaining sane.

Whether it be through bartering or currency.

So, let's narrow the scope.

“I’d like something casual that can be worn comfortably.”

At that, the curtain immediately went down and then back up.

The items in the glass case, momentarily hidden and then revealed again, had changed as if by magic.

Not torsos, but three or four Upper Body mannequins.

Accessories glittered on their necks, arms, and fingers.

“…….”

Among them, I found the item that seemed the lightest and least conspicuous.

It was a thin silver ring.

It had elegant, fine engravings, but it looked like it would use the least amount of raw material.

It meant it looked the cheapest.

“How much is this?”

The mannequins raised their hands in a flurry and all pointed at once.

Toward the companions behind me.

“…….”

Right.

The basic barter at this boutique, as documented in the <Dark Exploration Record>, was….

Humans.

[Assistant Manager ■■■ succeeded in posing as an existing member of the boutique using mental disruption equipment.]

[Purchased Product: Ring]

[Cost: Three civilians (one 35-year-old, two 21-year-olds)]

[※ This exploration record is transferred in preparation for government audits. Full access is restricted to Security Level C certified personnel.]

“……Mr. Roe Deer?”

“…….”

“U-um, what exactly is the situation right now….”

“Ah, I see. Please pack it up.”

Moving in perfect unison again, the mannequins carefully removed the ring I had chosen from the glass case.

Then, from somewhere, they brought a silk string with a luxurious tag and tied it to the ring, bringing it to me as if for confirmation.

On the tag… tiny words were elegantly written.

Instead of straining to read it and taking a direct shortcut to Death Road Contamination, I asked the Good Friend.

‘Braun, could you read this?’

-No problem at all! ‘Custom clothing specialist, an everlasting luster that never fades. The skill of a noble artisan who is always there.’

-Phrases that would only appeal to the nouveau riche or suddenly famous people. Oops! This is strictly a story shared only between us, friend!

‘……Right.’

As expected.

‘Never fades, always there’… I see.

I figured there would be keywords like that.

Abilities related to durability or permanence.

In fact, regarding the ‘Purchased Product: Ring’ entry in the exploration records of this boutique that I had recalled earlier, there was a separate Wiki document that served as its source.

A certain large-scale Mental Pollution incident.

The only company employee survivor there was the person who sold three civilians to purchase and wear the ring from this boutique.

‘…It’s impossible not to recall it.’

Since it’s an incident related to the Merchandise I possess.

The one and only time a great disaster occurred because of the Silver Heart.

That train accident.

[Employee ■■■]

[The sole Daydream Inc. employee survivor of the ‘Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident.’]

[Claimed to have lost the ‘Ring,’ a piece of equipment presumed to have played a decisive role in survival, immediately after the incident.]

That was the longest document among the human error accidents recorded in the Disaster Management Bureau section, a Wiki that had even been recorded as a short story.

A ring that played a decisive role in surviving such a major accident without Contamination.

It was as if this boutique entry had been created in reverse to give plausibility and interest to that ring's setting.

In other words, the accessories and clothing sold here were indirectly verified by the Wiki.

That when worn, they exhibit resistance in situations that break the ‘consistency’ of the mind, such as mental derangement or brainwashing.

To summarize it in one word:

‘It means it can be used as a powerful mental defense equipment….’

…An Item absolutely necessary for me, who almost met my end through a single instance of Contamination.

“…….”

I looked up.

“It’s good. I’ll pay for this ring.”

Chapter 92

The mannequin employees stood in a neat row and clapped in unison. They were reacting enthusiastically to my declaration that I would buy the ring.

And the two colleagues who followed me were staring blankly at this situation.

Two humans who possessed appropriate value for bartering for the ring I had chosen.

Clap, clap, clap…

The mannequins stopped clapping. Then, as if to proceed with the payment, they all began to walk toward the two standing behind me…

I raised my hand.

“However, I’d like to change the payment method.”

Thud.

The stopped mannequins turned back to look at me.

Yes. Of course, this boutique accepted humans as trade in bartering. Even now, such a transaction was possible.

But why would they take humans?

To get down to the fundamental reason…

‘It’s labor.’

Whether they were used as employees for menial tasks or promoted to become mannequins like those through hard work, it was a fact already described in the Wiki.

In other words, they accepted human trafficking for bartering because it was a definite help to the shop’s operation.

Then, besides labor, what else would be a ‘definite’ help to the shop’s operation?

Thinking of Daydream Inc. alone brought something to mind immediately.

‘Supply of raw materials.’

I reached into my tattoo and pulled out an item.

The most expensive material among the things I had brought.

“I’d like to pay with this.”

It was a gold bar.

“…!”

I felt my colleagues behind me waver at the sudden appearance of the star of capitalism in a ghost story.

Honestly, my balance was tight after clicking 'Purchase All Items' at the Alien Shop, so I had hesitated over whether to use this or not…

‘I’m glad I picked it up in Jongno after all.’

Gold and silver were staple materials even in ghost stories.

In particular, unlike silver, which is mainly used for exorcism, gold has a slightly more universal appeal in its image. It was often symbolized as a representation of desire or a ritualistic price, making it likely to be accepted anywhere.

So…

“Is payment possible?”

One mannequin, whose uniform was more formal than the others, approached me. It bowed its head deeply toward the small gold bar…

And politely extended both hands.

…It worked!

It was accepted.

In the worst-case scenario, I had even considered just running away, so this was a very good situation.

I dropped the gold bar into the mannequin's hands. The mannequin slowly backed away, then emerged from behind the glass case with the ring further packaged.

It presented the silver ring I had purchased on a velvet cushion engraved with a strange snake pattern.

Is the cushion… also part of the set?

Since there was no reaction when I took it along with the ring, I immediately stored it all in my tattoo.

Next, other mannequins stepped forward from both sides, each holding a rectangular velvet box.

The boxes on both sides looked identical but contained different things.

The one on the left was an elegant, traditional-style pouch, and through the slightly loosened opening, I could see coins printed in reverse.

Change!

It was additional currency exchange income.

I could see at a glance that it was a much heavier amount than what I had received at the butcher shop. Moreover, the coins were large and thick. The denominations were clearly different.

It’s right to take all of this.

With my heart already leaning that way, I looked at the other side.

The items displayed in the box held by the mannequin on the other side were… hmmm. They were small miscellaneous goods that were difficult to even call accessories.

It was ambiguous whether they could even be considered wearable, so I wasn't about to risk seeing if they had any mental defense effects.

It seems like they’re trying to do a bit of sales promotion before giving me the change, right?

The universal currency is probably better…

It was at that moment.

Something caught my eye among the miscellaneous goods.

It was a small ribbon hair tie.

I wasn't sure what the material was, but the dark brown cord had a glossy, luxurious look.

“…….”

Hmm.

“Can I take that as well?”

I pointed to the hair tie.

The mannequins clapped again, then took out half of the change that had been in the pouch and politely handed it to me.

“Thank you.”

I took the well-packaged items and stored them in my tattoo.

“Wow. I’ve been thinking this for a while… that ability of yours looks really useful! What kind of equipment are you using?”

“Yes.”

I turned to look at the grinning Kang Yihak.

Had she not realized that I could have sold both of my colleagues, including herself?

Phew…, let’s try one more time.

I tried one last time to ‘not get picked on by looking like a crazy person.’

I looked straight at Kang Yihak and said:

“I’m curious.”

“Yes?”

“If I were to sell one sentient being, how much gold would I get back?”

After a short silence.

“Eh? Why would you think of something so cost-ineffective~ Haha!”

Kang Yihak laughed heartily.

“Harvesting kidneys or corneas would probably fetch a few more gold bars.”

“…….”

Was this the mindset of a normal person?

No matter how I thought about it, it wasn't. So I gave up on arguing.

I’m starting to get genuinely scared now…!

‘I have to endure until I get out of this ghost story.’

Instead, I decided to offer a carrot to my colleagues.

“Take this.”

“Oh…?!”

I divided the change in the pouch into three and shared it with my colleagues.

“I’m lending it to you. If you use it, pay me back in gold. If you don't use it by the time we leave, I’ll take it back.”

“T-Thank you….”

Jang Heowoon bowed his head first.

No, I can understand Ms. Kang Yihak because she seems like a crazy person I can't relate to, but I don't know why Mr. Jang Heowoon is so calm.

‘What kind of things did he go through in the cleanup team…?’

When we started, I thought, ‘This will be a reliable exploration with my normal colleagues!’ but we’ve come so far that I’m actually starting to miss Baek Saheon.

‘At least that bastard was easy because he only did predictable things…’

Here, I’m just bathing in cold sweat.

In the meantime, I hurriedly stopped Kang Yihak, who was trying to lift a coin to look at its surface.

“Don’t look too closely.”

“Okay~”

Kang Yihak muttered in a slightly dazed voice.

“As expected, gold… never fails.”

“…….”

“Um, Ms. Pony. Wouldn’t it be dangerous to be so certain?”

Jang Heowoon said quietly.

“Because there are many things in this world more precious than gold.”

“Haha, well, Mr. Bison. Let me give you a tip as a colleague. What do you think is the most valuable use for a Wish Ticket?”

“Yes? …Saving people, making the world a better place… isn't it?”

“Ayy~ There are so many people in the world, how can you say that! It’s a more efficient choice to endlessly print out things that are scarce and valuable!”

Kang Yihak said, spreading her hands wide.

“It’s the Midas Touch!”

“……!”

What?

“…A hand that turns everything it touches into gold? Like in Greek mythology?”

“Yes! As expected of a Korean~ You’re well-versed in Greek and Roman mythology!”

Kang Yihak grinned.

“Of course, I don't intend to ask for my actual hands to turn everything they touch into gold. I’ve thought of a part of the body that wouldn't interfere with daily life~”

“…….”

Surprisingly, Jang Heowoon’s eyes sank coldly.

Just like during the new employee orientation, when he had stood with his suit and hair covered in blood to ask a question about Wish Tickets.

“…Then just ask for ten billion or a hundred billion in your bank account.”

But Kang Yihak was relentless.

“Yes? Why would I make a one-time wish? Besides, won won won (KRW) becomes scrap paper if this country collapses. But gold!”

The person wearing the Pony mask leaned her head toward Jang Heowoon.

“Gold never falls.”

“……!”

“Even if diamonds, dollars, and all the currencies in the world collapse, gold is perfect capital that has never once deviated from an upward macro-graph until now, you know?”

“…….”

“Let’s hear it. Our class top, the one who achieved the shortest promotion to supervisor, and the one breaking the record for the fastest point accumulation… Supervisor Roe Deer, you agree with me too, right? Yes?”

Kang Yihak shouted.

“No, I don't even need to hear it~ That’s why you brought gold! You saw it just now. Gold becoming an item!”

Only then did I realize.

“Gold is money, and money is power. In human society!”

Kang Yihak didn't have any ulterior motives.

‘This person… is just someone crazy about money!’

Of course, people usually want to make money, but it was overwhelming to see someone act as if they would even weigh and sell their soul.

It seemed like the Silver Heart and the environment of the ‘Commercial District’ were influencing her to make her look even crazier, but this appearance seemed like her more truthful and honest inner self.

She was thinking like that even under her good-natured attitude before entering the ghost story.

‘…Dangerous.’

As soon as we get out of this ghost story, let’s not get involved…!

But for now, I calmly crossed my arms.

“I heard you well. I hope you make a lot of money.”

“Hahaha, yes!!”

Let’s escape this shop first.

I told the employees that I would ‘look around a bit more and head back on my own,’ and discouraged them from seeing us out.

And as soon as the employees returned to their floating-hand work forms, I hurriedly left through the back door.

‘Phew.’

A dark back alley with small doors clustered together.

To think this strange place would provide a moment of relief.

‘After I achieve my goal, let’s quickly find a reasonably safe and walkable alley to finish the remaining steps.’

Before the path gets any narrower.

Fortunately, thanks to easily completing a thousand steps in the boutique, a new alley appeared smoothly.

[Don't give up on your body!]

[Remaining steps: 3999]

The path that appeared through the gap in the side door was about the same width as this back alley, but it was much better.

“Somehow, it feels nostalgic?”

First of all, the lights from the utility poles were flickering dimly.

A night where starlight could be seen. From each shop, signs and yellow light shone out from inside.

‘It feels strangely nostalgic…’

It was a landscape that made one’s heart feel at ease, with an atmosphere like a small alleyway between houses in an old city center.

That said, if I let my guard down, I might be caught by some shop's solicitation and disappear or go crazy.

“I know this place!”

Alleys of Death Road confirmed so far:

12. Old Shopping Center

It was frequently mentioned in the Manual and was a relatively safe alley that appeared quite often in the employees' Exploration Records.

And….

It was also my destination.

“Let’s move to the next alley.”

“Yep!”

We entered the nostalgic little alleyway.

There were almost no crowds.

Perhaps that’s why it felt somewhat mysterious, like a Christmas or New Year’s night….

I walked with my colleagues past the small and humble shops on either side.

Then I stopped in front of one shop.

“…….”

It was a stationery store.

Even if it was called stationery, it was the kind of neighborhood stationery store that sold only a few school supplies and toys that students would like, and far more snacks.

It looked just like the shops in front of schools in the 2000s that sold tteokbokki and junk food.

I looked at the stall. In the place where oden and tteokbokki should have been, buckwheat jelly engraved with strange lotus patterns was piled up…

And the sign above it.

[Sweet Stationery]

‘Found it.’

The shop that was said to sell chocolate bars with my likeness drawn on the wrapper.

‘Phew.’

Now that I’m here, I’m getting nervous.

I turned back to my colleagues….

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

Gaaaaah!

I almost jumped into the air…!

I barely managed to hold it in and turned my head, seeing a white lizard head staring at me while standing in the shadow of a utility pole next to the shop.

…Section Chief!

“How many steps do you have left?”

I looked back and forth between the stationery store and the lizard, then suddenly snapped to my senses.

“By any chance… were you waiting for us here?”

“Yes. How many steps do you have left?”

“…We have about 3,900 steps left. By any chance, Section Chief, have you almost completed the ten thousand steps?”

“Yes. I judged this alley to have the highest probability of encountering the explorers I entered with. So I was waiting with 500 steps left.”

He seemed to have deduced that I would likely appear at this stationery store.

In the first place, the reason for entering this ghost story was because of the new snack sighted at this stationery store.

‘I thought my heart was going to drop!’

Still, it was very okay that he gave a long answer. As a superior, the Lizard's rating repeatedly fell and rose again.

Then, Kang Yihak stepped forward.

“Wow, it’s really reassuring, Section Chief! Ah, then while we’re filling our steps, would it be okay if we went into the shop next door for a moment?”

The shop next door my colleague pointed to was a place that sold miscellaneous goods knitted with yarn, and it was a place that already had a purchase record in the Manual.

Moreover, Kang Yihak even jingled the coins she had received earlier to appeal.

The Lizard stared at my colleague with his red pupils.

“Do you have the currency of this place?”

“Ye-Yep! Supervisor Soleum got it for us~ He’s a truly amazing person. Everyone in Team D is so capable, there are so many things to learn from them. Haha!”

“I see.”

The Lizard said quickly.

“Enter in pairs. Any actions that violate the Manual are prohibited. Do not stay for more than 10 minutes and come back out to the alley.”

“Yep!”

“Ah, uh…. Yes.”

Kang Yihak hurriedly dragged Jang Heowoon toward the shop selling gloves and mufflers.

Hmm. It seemed Section Chief Lee Jaheon had let them go like that because this was a relatively less dangerous alley and shop according to the Exploration Records.

It had actually worked out well.

‘Since I can enter my destination without having to share the “secret.”’

“…….”

I stood in front of the glass door of the stationery store.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon followed behind me.

“I’m going in.”

“Yes.”

Tinkle.

I stepped inside the stationery store.

To see the ‘Good Child Chocolate Bar.’

Chapter 93

The inside of the shop smelled faintly of dust, but it was warm.

It had that cozy feeling unique to old spaces.

Living up to its name, Dalcom Stationery also emitted a sweet scent that felt somewhat comforting.

The tension and strength that had filled my shoulders began to relax…… No, I can't let that happen!

'Let's not let our guard down.'

I bit the inside of my cheek once and moved forward again.

Iron shelves filled the walls, surrounding the narrow space like a maze, and various snacks were piled up on every level.

At the very front of the fairly large display stand in the center, the names of popular products were written.

Oblivion Cotton Candy

Softie Cookie

Taste of the Sun Chips-Chips

Danggeun-Iji Coke

Upside-Down Bubble-Tuck Gum

Nostalgia Candy SOLD OUT!

I walked quietly, scanning the snacks quickly with my eyes.

I didn't see the 'Good Child Chocolate Bar,' but I saw several familiar names and appearances.

Among them were some that were relatively safe and useful.

'Good. Since I'm here, I'll use the change here.'

They were decent as items and good to exchange for side income.

The atmosphere wasn't too bad when I parted with Agent Bronze last time, so I might be able to restore the 'ghost story-derived food' sales route through him again….

Since I had been cleaned out even of my gold bars, I needed a way to make money.

-You're picking quite a lot, Friend! You must be careful not to let your teeth rot.

I quickly picked out a few snacks.

Then, I turned back to look at the Lizard, who had been following me with minimal steps, standing blankly.

"…Manager, are there any snacks you need or would like to buy? I'd like to give them to you as a token of my gratitude."

"Yes."

Surprisingly, Section Chief Lee Jaheon did not decline. He glanced around and grabbed a snack.

Upside-Down Bubble-Tuck Gum

If you blow it like a balloon in your mouth, your body will grow as big as a building!

Cheerful Research Institute Genuine Certification Completed

(Beware of low-quality imitations sold at street stalls!)

"……Will you be alright with this?"

"Yes."

Does he perhaps want to become a giant lizard?

I suppressed my useless imagination.

'Let's just pay.'

Holding the snacks I had chosen in both hands, I headed toward the counter at the back of the store.

I scanned every corner of the interior on the way, but the 'Good Child Chocolate Bar' was still nowhere to be seen….

'Hmm.'

Eventually, I arrived at the counter first.

"Hello."

A human figure sitting at the iron counter nodded slowly.

The being, who was likely the owner of this shop, wore a hat pressed down and scruffy casual clothes.

At first glance, he looked like an ordinary stationery store owner, but six arms were tapping on the counter….

'Phew.'

I made sure never to try and identify his face and politely placed only the snacks I intended to purchase on the counter.

Then, I quickly held out the coins.

"Here you go."

I didn't want to be mistaken for participating in a 'barter' by any chance.

I recalled the Dark Exploration Record of the first successful purchase here.

Item Purchased: 1 Danggeun-Iji Coke

Cost: Memory of the second day of a family trip in 1997

Yes.

This stationery store was a shop that took memories as payment.

From happy memories that made you smile just by thinking of them, to terrible traumas you wanted to forget.

The type of memory lost depended on which snack you purchased.

'That's why the exploration boundary was wide, ranging from strangely heartwarming records to chilling ones.'

I didn't want to gamble on which side I would end up on. Especially in this ghost story worldview where the information in my head was vital.

'Let's just find the Good Child Chocolate Bar.'

I even felt like asking the owner for the location. However, as long as something presumed to be me was drawn on the wrapper, I didn't want to cause any unnecessary associations….

"Tell me the display location of the chocolate bars."

Manager!

I almost grabbed my direct superior by the collar.

But the shop owner simply pointed to a shelf without a word, still leaning deeply back in his chair….

'Phew.'

Apparently, the drawing on the wrapper wasn't similar enough to me to be recognized at a glance.

'I wish I were even half as bold as a lizard….'

I should have bought a liver at the Raw Organ Butcher Shop. Murmuring such nonsense to myself, I leaned over the counter to retrieve the snacks I'd paid for and the remaining coins….

And then I saw it.

'Huh?'

There was something behind the counter.

Standees and decorative papers that seemed to have been put away in a hurry.

A sign and… a blue box containing chocolate bars.

Theme Park Collaboration New Product Release!

Good Child Chocolate Bar (Cinnamon Churros Flavor)

Oh my god.

'Found it!'

I observed the chocolate bar wrapper as quickly as possible.

The hairstyle, mask, and suit were much better realized on the wrapper than I had thought.

Did they put it away because the counter promotion ended? It looked like it had been cleared away strangely fast for that to be the case….

"……."

Wait a minute.

I looked into the wrapper of the chocolate bar again.

And I realized.

That product didn't use me as an advertising model, nor was the wrapper decorated with a character of a similar appearance.

That was…….

Please find this good child.

We are waiting for sightings.

It was a missing child poster.

"……."

I broke out in a cold sweat and took a step back.

If so…….

Trrrrring.

…….

I turned my head creakily toward the top of the counter.

The shop owner was holding a telephone.

The ringing sound was going somewhere, and then….

Click.

The moment it connected.

H e r e  Y o u  A r e  !

I turned around, grabbed Section Chief Lee Jaheon, and bolted.

H e r e  Y o u  A r e  !  H e r e  Y o u  A r e  !  H e r e  Y o u  A r e  !

I didn't even have the leisure to curse. Unable to even breathe properly, I ran across the store as far as possible from the counter.

And I grabbed the door I had entered through and pulled it…….

H u h  ?

W h y  A r e  Y o u  T h e r e  ?

Click.

The door was locked.

"……."

I turned my head and looked back at the shop owner standing at the counter.

"We are trying to leave now. Please open it."

After a short silence.

I t ‘ s  O k a y .

The shop owner's voice echoed in my ears….

From the telephone he was holding, a stream of black water was leaking out and dripping onto the floor before I knew it.

Becoming thicker and thicker.

Glug, glug.

The thin stream of water suddenly turned into a mass, and as if clay were being molded, a shape twisted and built up in the air.

I ’ v e  C o m e  T o  G e t  Y o u  B a c k .

……In the form of an animal wearing a mascot costume, which I had seen somewhere before….

"…!!"

I desperately turned my body and pulled the shop door. But it didn't budge at all, you damn son of a….

"Take your hands off."

Ah.

The moment I let go of the door, Lee Jaheon struck the doorknob with his left fist.

Crack, thud!

As if by magic, the handle fell to the floor.

The door, which he then kicked in succession, swung wide open, revealing the alley outside.

Lee Jaheon and I didn't hesitate and sprinted outside immediately.

M y  D o o r  ! !

A heavy sound of water came from behind. Splash, splash, splash!

Mixed with the angry voice of the shop owner, the sound of water was following us into the alley. Chills shot up to the top of my head.

'Braun!'

-It seems you need my help, Friend!

Yes!

'Turn off the lights! Manager Lee Jaheon too!'

-That man as well? Fine. I shall make this my gift!

Snap!

A cheerful sound of fingers snapping came from the stuffed doll, and once again, a heavy shadow covered me.

That feeling of myself becoming blurred.

"!"

Section Chief Lee Jaheon's vertical pupils whipped around to look at me.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"I'll explain when we're done. For now, run!"

Splash, splash, splash….

From behind, the sound of water hitting the gaps in the alley walls with force was getting closer.

'Damn it, damn it!'

…What happens if I'm caught?

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't know. The fact that it was an unknown result made me even more frantic.

I-I bit my lip.

'Avoiding it was the right answer.'

The problem started when I came here thinking I'd find something out!

This was a ghost story. It meant it was a worldview where confirming the truth could be a shortcut to death rather than an answer key.

'I should have just passed it off saying I didn't know…!'

No, save this self-reproach for later!

Don't give up on your body!

Steps remaining: 3441

I had to endure for 400 steps.

'Whatever the next alley is, I have to run that way…!'

Now, I could hear the residents of the alley, caught up to their ankles in the torrent right behind me, chatting.

"Wow, how fun~ what is this?"

"A mascot came on the water for a parade! It's fun! It's fun!"

"They say you can ride a flume ride in Waterland! Let's eat chocolate and win to go to Waterland! Let's find the good child!"

"Wow, a good child……."

"……."

"……."

"Is it him?"

Fuck.

"Who?"

"Where is he?"

"I don't see him…."

Drenched in cold sweat, I made my way through the alley through the crowd of ghosts.

-Oh, yes. A star is a star even when all the lights shining on them disappear. And the pursuit of obsessive fans is a situation that must be fatefully endured!

-If they know the star's exterior characteristics particularly well, wouldn't they try to find only those more tenaciously?

Exterior characteristics.

I recalled the drawing on the wrapper.

'……The mask!'

I tore off the mask I was wearing and stuffed it into my tattoo.

Then I pulled out a face mask and a hat and pressed them onto my face.

Naturally, my pace slowed down and the water current grew closer. In my gaze looking at the ground, I saw the wave that had come right behind me….

No. The speed difference is too great.

'In that case….'

I checked another direction.

Above my head!

"…Manager, the utility pole!"

"Yes."

I clung to the utility pole right next to me and quickly climbed up. I had never climbed anything so desperately fast in my life. Whether my palms were scraped or not, somehow, somehow….

'…I did it!'

The water hits the spot where I was.

But I successfully climbed up to just below the wires of the utility pole.

"Ha…."

I tightened my grip on my hands, which had almost loosened in relief.

'For now, it's okay.'

Just as I was about to twist my body and rest my legs against the alley wall to stabilize my posture.

Tuk.

From my suit pocket,

The smartphone, with its screen turned on, slid out.

Splash.

It fell into the water that had filled the floor.

Water entered through the smartphone screen, which had developed fine cracks from hitting the stone floor, and the app's screen flickered.

Don't give up on your body!

Steps remaining: 3210

And…

The screen turned off.

"……."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Only a black surface remained on the broken smartphone.

The black water masses in the shape of grotesquely moving mascots filled the dark, narrow alleyway, peering into the shop windows here and there.

My smartphone was swept away by that current.

It moved to a corner of the alley before I knew it, then moved again… and disappeared among the crowd following the mascot-shaped masses.

The torrent passed by the utility pole I was hanging from, toward the other side of the alley….

Along with the escape method that had been prepared for me.

"……."

I'm screwed….

"Mr. Roe Deer."

I turned my head, frozen.

The Lizard, who was hanging by one hand from the utility pole section right below me, was reaching out to me.

He was showing me something.

It was the screen of his own perfectly fine smartphone.

Way out of Death Road →

Move along the arrow!

Section Chief Lee Jaheon had successfully completed the ten thousand steps at this moment.

I stared blankly at the page of the app on Section Chief Lee Jaheon's smartphone, where the route guidance was already activated….

However.

"Take it."

"…Pardon?"

The Lizard held out his smartphone to me.

"Escape by following the app's route guidance."

"…!"

A lifeline had been lowered.

"The app does not recognize even if the possessor changes. As long as you do not deviate from the guided path, you can escape."

"……."

I reached out toward Lee Jaheon's smartphone. And….

I gritted my teeth and refused.

"I can't do that."

"?"

"Manager. That strange black water just now… it was definitely trying to find me. It's still searching this alley even now."

I barely avoided it by taking off my mask and hiding my presence.

But.

"If I move along the app's route guidance, I won't be able to avoid the black water even if I encounter it. …Because I must not deviate from the path."

While moving according to the app's route guidance, never take your eyes off the screen for more than 3 seconds or deviate from the guided path.

Failure to comply will result in being processed as missing.

This rule applied exactly the same way on the way back.

"So… the probability of me leaving here safely without going missing is extremely low."

For me to be safe, the route guidance should have been activated at least after taking refuge in another alley.

'Ha….'

"…I think it's more likely that I'll escape by finding another way instead."

Lee Jaheon looked at me silently with his vertical pupils.

"I see."

"Yes. So Manager, you should escape with that…."

Then he shut down his smartphone.

"…!!"

Is this lizard crazy?

"What are you doing?"

"I am following the 2-person team recommendation manual."

He's talking nonsense.

"Then why did you try to hand over the escape route to me earlier?? You would have been left alone, not as a 2-person team!"

"I followed the manual's priorities. If you want a more detailed explanation, request it after we escape."

Lee Jaheon said plainly.

"From now on, the priority of all conversations and questions will be survival and return from this Darkness."

"……."

"Mr. Roe Deer, please devise a new escape method that you can infer, even if it is not listed in the current manual."

Oh my god.

"…Yes."

I barely managed to answer.

A moment later.

We climbed down from the utility pole.

And we began to walk again on the floor of the alley that the torrent had swept through.

Without route guidance, without an escape method.
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Someone who lost their smartphone on Death Road and struggled desperately to return to reality somehow.

I can say with certainty that I am not the first.

The <Dark Exploration Record> recorded the miserable and eerie ends of such people in quite a variety of ways.

For detailed records of employees and civilians missing on Death Road, check the '■■■ Route 16 Escape Attempt' document.

First… let’s check the common premises.

1. Any attempt to blindly follow another person receiving route guidance from their smartphone will unconditionally fail.

The app's route guidance could not be shared. In the end, all attempts concluded with 'at some point, the person being followed disappeared.'

As these records of failure accumulated, people gave up on this attempt and tried to find escape hints directly within Death Road.

‘There were all sorts of methods.’

A shop that offered to open a back door out of the alley if you gave them one of your limbs, a pedestrian who said you just had to go into a manhole, a shoe store that claimed you would see the way out if you wore these shoes….

The fortunate part is that I can skip trying all those and go straight to the conclusion.

All the aforementioned attempts failed.

…Yes.

It was a cruel fact inferred through induction.

2. The residents of Death Road have no idea how to get to reality.

It was all nothing more than a trick.

It was no different from grabbing a salaryman walking the streets of Seoul and asking them how to get to a ghost story.

The residents here simply don't have that knowledge in the first place.

‘I must abandon the expectation or plan itself to escape by gaining someone's help here.’

So, I had to come up with an escape method under the assumption that there would be no new hints at all…….

Phew.

"Section Chief."

"Yes."

I opened my mouth, which felt heavy.

"…I will brief you on what has been organized so far."

Next, premise number 3.

"From now on, we cannot normally enter new alleys."

Originally, a new alley appeared to the app user every thousand steps, and they could choose whether to enter or not.

But now that the pedometer app is finished, that rational method is also at an end.

‘We’re trapped in this alley.’

A situation might arise where the scenery changes as we walk, but we couldn't choose.

Essentially, as non-residents of this ghost story, we cannot find our way….

"Therefore, we must find a way out within this alley."

"Yes."

And number 4.

"…Also, we must leave before daybreak."

The time limit.

It goes without saying, but most of the field exploration teams in this company have strong nerves.

It meant there were even madmen among them who, if they ended up in an alley where there was no great danger as long as they followed the manual, would try this and that to see if they could raise the Solution Grade.

‘There were even times when the research team requested it at the corporate level.’

For instance… staying in Death Road for as long as possible without walking, within the limits of the smartphone battery.

The result?

Everyone lost contact.

…This 'loss of contact' is not a disappearance where there are eyewitness accounts of the person having turned into something bizarre, like the laborers in the back alley of the Boutique.

Total evaporation.

There is even a vivid record of an employee who communicated via exclusive equipment until they lost contact, after taking a room at an inn in the alley to try and stay for a day.

Exploration Employee: Yes, yes. I’ve entered a place called the Goldfish Eye Inn. Just in case, I plan to sleep while taking turns on night watch with Supervisor ■.

Exploration Employee: What did I pay for the lodging? Oh, well, I found someone who was going to die anyway and put them to good use. Just know it as that.

Exploration Employee: Anyway, I’m going to try staying up all night like this. If the Dream Essence Grade goes up because of this, you’re giving me the points properly, right?

(Omitted)

Exploration Employee: The sun is rising.

Exploration Employee: The sun is burning the alley! It's on fire! Everything is burning and everyone is running away, but I can't run— (Connection lost)

“…….”

I absolutely did not want to experience a situation like that.

‘This is driving me crazy.’

Walking through Death Road with my smartphone lost, recalling all of this, the sense of reality was beginning to hit me bluntly.

The fact that I could become one of those records.

"Constraint of time, constraint of space, constraint of method."

I managed to report to Lee Jaheon nonchalantly.

"…Overall, I think whatever method I come up with will be a gamble akin to an adventure."

"Yes."

Lee Jaheon was still calm.

"…Section Chief, are you not worried about the current situation?"

"Yes. Because worry has no utility in resolving the phenomenon."

“…….”

Wow.

‘Still, it seems like he’d join in without a word if I brought some crazy method, as long as it’s persuasive.’

Just like my colleagues I was with earlier.

“…….”

Wait.

‘Where did my colleagues go?’

Section Chief Lee Jaheon definitely told the colleagues who went into the shop next door to 'come out within 10 minutes.'

If they really came out after only 10 minutes.

‘Does that mean… they were there when the flash flood swept through the alley?’

Could they have been swept away and sucked into the current….

"Mr. Roe Deer!"

Ah.

As I turned my head, Kang Yihak and Jang Heowoon were running toward us, waving their hands.

Seeing as they held paper bags with yarn drawn on them in both hands, it seemed they had successfully completed their purchase.

"Whoa~ you were here!"

Kang Yihak was wearing a broad smile.

Phew.

"It seems your shopping went well."

"Ah, yes, yes. It seemed that shop owner was desperate for money. He set the price as if he were ready to sell his own hat. It was a really good, yes, a good shopping trip!"

Then, after glancing at Section Chief Lee Jaheon's face, she hurriedly pretended to check her smartphone and spoke quickly.

"Oh? No, has this much time passed already… I’m sorry. You told us to look for only 10 minutes, but I think I lost my mind because I found an item that would be helpful for exploration. I’m truly sorry, Section Chief!"

"Yes."

It seemed quite intentional, but it was a relief nonetheless.

They probably didn't even notice the flood outside because they were so focused on haggling.

However, Jang Heowoon, standing next to her, glanced at his paper bag with a slightly pale face.

"Mr. Bison, is there a problem with the item you purchased?"

"Ah, no. It’s not that…. Among the things they were selling, the raw material wasn't yarn… there were strange things like blood vessels mixed in."

“…….”

Good lord.

"Ah, of course I didn't buy those. Thank you so much for the coins, Mr. Roe Deer. I'll be sure to return it in gold once we get out…!"

"Come to think of it, I think it's about time to leave! Oh, have you been filling your step count in this alley? Can we share the 'remaining steps' through the app?"

Lee Jaheon answered immediately without expression.

"No."

"…Yes?"

Aaargh!

‘This Lizard!’

I kicked Section Chief Lee Jaheon's shin at an exquisite angle that the people in front couldn't see.

"?"

And then I said nonchalantly.

"I'm walking a bit slowly because there's something I need to check. Have the two of you filled your step counts?"

"Ah, it's probably almost done. I was moving back and forth so much while looking at things inside the store."

“…….”

"It is a bit of a shame~ I could have seen two more alley options!"

Kang Yihak smacked her lips.

On the smartphone screen that the colleague pulled out, the remaining steps came into view….

Don't give up on your body!

Remaining steps: 1052

"Since we’ve spent all the money you lent us, I suppose we should just check what the next alley is and then head back. Haha!"

"…Yes."

Did you know?

There was exactly one way for a person who lost their smartphone to successfully escape this place.

It was a method that had been recorded several times, sufficiently verified, and confirmed as fact.

And a similar opportunity almost came to me just now.

That is….

To steal someone else's smartphone.

Supervisor Park Dojeong got into a physical scuffle with a merchant during a transaction. In the process, 3 left ribs were hairline fractured, and the smartphone was destroyed.

Successful return after seizing a civilian's smartphone.

“…….”

I looked at Kang Yihak's smartphone, swinging defenselessly in the air….

"Yes. Then you two head back first. Section Chief, it's fine if the two of them return, right?"

"Yes."

I let the two colleagues go.

"Then we'll be going. Thank you…!"

"Haha, see you at the company tomorrow. Let's talk more about the spoils then~!"

The two of them walked down the alley and suddenly vanished.

…They must have gone to the next alley.

Let's not do things I can't handle.

‘This is an act of evil, plain and simple.’

In the worst case, I might have become unable to use the Silver Heart.

Even if that weren't the case, my mental state wouldn't be able to handle it if I later thought of a way I could have survived without stealing the phone….

‘Let's not go that far unless it's a truly dire situation.’

Because the moment I lose my boundaries, the contamination might accelerate.

I calmed down by lightly stroking the silver ring I was already wearing.

-Oh. Mr. Roe Deer, you chose dignity. That is a truly wonderful restraint!

-Among the guests, there are those who would not hesitate to do all sorts of low-life things just to get attention. That is also a noble professional spirit, but isn't it participants like you who win the hearts of the public?

Y-yeah.

‘Thanks.’

Not that I… necessarily wanted to be compared to that side….

I calmed myself, trying not to think about the incident that happened at the Tuesday Quiz Show.

Because in this current situation of being trapped in a ghost story, I didn't want to recall the direct experience of almost dying in one.

I merely dug through the records in my head and compared them to see if there was anything that could be a clue in this alley….

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Whoosh.

Lee Jaheon grabbed the back of my neck, opened the door to a shop, and threw me inside.

Then he entered himself and ducked down.

"Water is here."

"…!"

I raised my head.

The place we entered was a self-service laundromat.

Beyond the glass door printed with cheap lettering, I could see the alley filling with water….

Whooooosh.

Between the houses, in narrow gaps that weren't quite alleys, black water seeped out and clumped together, forming a shape like that mascot animal from before.

A limp dragon character.

‘…I don't think it's the real mascot.’

I didn't feel the clear intelligence I had felt back then.

But that made it even more eerie and threatening instead.

‘It seems like conversation would be impossible.’

-Indeed. It is a foolish judgment to try and converse with a parade balloon doll, Friend!

The mass of water began to roam the alley again, moving its limbs in a bizarre walk.

Fortunately, it didn't look into the laundromat.

‘Phew.’

Chocolate bars fell in heaps onto the wet ground where the water mass had passed.

It seemed they were products that had been swept out of the stationery store door by the flash flood earlier.

And the residents of Death Road who had been following, possessed by the parade, rushed toward them.

It's mine! It's mine!

Please send me to Cheerful Theme Park!! Please let me win!!

Let's find the good child! Let's find the good child!

All sorts of alley pedestrians and merchants swarmed, violently tearing open chocolate bars and searching for a 'Theme Park Winning Ticket' inside.

Presumably, an admission ticket or a Membership Pass was inside those.

…Like my tattoo.

: Socius :

'......I feel like my skin would be ripped off the moment I'm caught.'

Such typical ghost story developments crossed my mind, making my skin crawl.

But the moment the water mass disappeared from view beyond the alley again, I slightly opened the glass door.

Clink.

…Fortunately, the Death Road residents frantically rummaging through the chocolates didn't look this way.

I swallowed hard and flicked a coin, summoning the Third Hand into the air.

The translucent hand moved carefully through the narrow gap in the glass door and grabbed one chocolate bar that had bounced toward the laundromat from the alley….

As soon as the Third Hand returned inside the laundromat, I snatched the chocolate bar and shoved it into another tattoo.

‘Phew.’

Since the situation has already come to this, I should at least take some information to analyze.

Fortunately, perhaps the silver ring did its job perfectly, as I didn't feel any strange hallucinations, noise, or an intense desire for the theme park.

‘Let's look at it more closely after returning to reality.’

It was just as I was pulling my hand out of my tattoo inventory and dismissing the Third Hand.

I thought of an item that I had been carrying inside all this time, but hadn't yet attempted to use even once.

The most expensive item in the Alien Shop.

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

"…!"

I pulled out the item in question.

A small red button.

…Braun had certainly said so.

-Hmm. Right. You can understand it as meaning an ‘emergency escape,’ Mr. Roe Deer!

Emergency escape.

‘Should I press it?’

Considering the price, I felt like I should save it and use it in a higher-grade darkness, but with disappearance imminent, it might be better to use it quickly rather than risk something big while trying to gain a profit.

‘Okay.’

Let's see what happens.

Before using it, I showed the button to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"Section Chief, this is…."

"Do you need advice?"

“…….”

Huh?

"Do you need advice?"

"…Yes."

"Do not use it."

“…….”

An eerie premonition ran down my spine.

"This button, is it an item you know, Section Chief?"

"Yes."

"…Will something bad happen?"

"It depends on the criteria."

"…I'd like you to explain in more detail."

"It is impossible."

“…….”

"However, I do not recommend using it in the current situation."

“…….”

‘Whew.’

In the end, I put the button back.

This is because Section Chief Lee Jaheon does not tell lies, even if he notifies me that he cannot speak.

Furthermore, the fact that a Section Chief was also in a position to sufficiently purchase items from the Alien Shop made me even more concerned.

‘After all, I got the link to the Alien Shop through that side’s account.’

Overall, forcing the use of this item in the current situation felt like a foreshadowing that I would disappear after leaving a single line of a terrible exploration record.

-Oh, are you not pressing it? I was curious about what would happen, what a shame.

Oh, really?

I felt a strong sense of exhaustion.

It felt like realizing that a rope which suddenly appeared was not real, but a painting.

“…….”

I leaned my back against the laundromat wall and held back a sigh.

"Then all the remaining moves are gambles."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon looked at me. I tapped my arm with my fingers anxiously.

"Maybe if we just destroy one of the houses, a gap will form in the concept of an 'alley' and we can get out, or some such idea… wait a minute. Please don't destroy it!"

"Yes."

This is driving me crazy.

After dissuading the Lizard who was about to smash the wall with his bare hands, I slumped onto the floor.

‘Is this really the only way?’

Get screwed, or escape.

Is there really nothing more certain than betting on such an extreme game of chance?

Certainly, a way to leave a ghost story…….

…….

Ah.

"…!"

I jumped up from my seat.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"Section Chief!"

This, this… I think it might be possible?

"There's a method I want to try. First, we need to go out of here and move…."

Lee Jaheon grabbed my shoulder and pulled.

"Stand back."

“…….”

I turned my head.

A black figure was visible through the glass door of the laundromat.

Staring in at us.

A mass of black water.

F o u n d  Y o u .

Chapter 95

Water came pouring into the laundromat.

Gurgle, gurgle.

I backed away, avoiding the water seeping through the gaps in the glass door.

But in an unmanned laundromat, there was nowhere to run. There were only a few washing machines spinning all around.

'Damn it.'

"This way!"

I immediately stepped up onto a washing machine. At the same time, Section Chief Lee Jaheon stood on the neighboring machine.

But that was it.

'Where do we go from here?'

I scanned the small, high glass window on the left wall. It had bars, but Section Chief Lee Jaheon could probably rip them—

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

“…….”

I could hear a sound as the water currents collided.

A faint, flamboyant instrumental piece echoed in my ears.

A melody I’d heard before.

The theme song of Cheerful Theme Park.

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The waves filling the laundromat clumped together, transforming into a mass of water.

A Dragon in a theme park Mascot costume.

F o u n d  Y o u .

A voice suddenly drifted from the mass of water before me, which had seemed devoid of intelligence.

A sound that seemed to come from the other side of a telephone.

It vibrated, using the water as a medium….

F o u n d  Y o u .

Breaking into a cold sweat, I looked at the black streams and masses of water occupying the laundromat….

'How did it recognize me?'

I had taken off the mask and was wearing a hat and a face mask….

K i d n a p p e r .

'…It recognized Section Chief Lee Jaheon!'

The black mass of water raised a forepaw and pointed at the Lizard standing on the washing machine next to me.

"He is not."

K i d n a p p e r .

"He is not."

It was going to keep doing that forever…!

No, if anything, that was a relief. Honestly, it wouldn't have been strange if that mass of water had exerted some chilling, ghost-story-like ability right then and there!

I still hadn't forgotten. The torrent that had surged out of the phone and insanely swallowed the alleyway.

'…Since it’s water, I’m not even sure if Physical Exorcism will work.'

“…….”

Phew.

Right, at least if we're in a situation where communication is possible.

B a d  C h i —

"He is not a kidnapper."

I took off my face mask and put on the roe deer one.

Then I rolled up my sleeve and showed the tattoo.

: Socius :

In that state, I faced the face of the water-mass Dragon with the most relaxed expression I could manage.

"Mascot. Are you by any chance looking for me?"

The form of the water mass wavered.

And….

G o o d  C h i l d  !

its voice became clear.

"Yes, it's good to see you too…."

After gesturing to Section Chief Lee Jaheon not to come down, I slowly stepped down from the washing machine.

'Ugh.'

Water splashed beneath my feet, but there were no other crazy Symptoms besides the theme park's theme song becoming slightly clearer.

'Good.'

I can do this.

I approached the front of the water mass….

L e t ’ s  G o

I felt a vibration from the tattoo.

It seemed to resonate with the form before me.

The Dragon's forepaw approached….

P l a y  M o r e

I took a breath.

"I'm sorry."

Then I quietly pushed the forepaw away.

"I am no longer a child, so I cannot stay at the theme park forever. I have to work."

Silence.

'This is terrifyingly scary.'

But I endured it, speaking calmly while looking into the Dragon's face.

"Still, when I want to play, when I want to spend time at a fun water park, I will definitely come find you."

I lifted my wrist and showed the tattoo.

"You gave me this for that reason, didn't you? So I can come whenever I want."

The water mass nodded slowly.

"Thank you. …Um, but, it seems I don't really know the way to Cheerful Theme Park."

The way to enter Cheerful Theme Park from the company was through a board game, and every game, you entered a theme park with a different structure.

'It might actually be safer if I can prevent that part.'

A place I've already been to would be better.

"I'm worried I might accidentally go to a different theme park where the Mascot isn't there. Is there a way to prevent that?"

I t ‘ s  O k a y

"…Even if I go to another theme park, it's okay?"

I t ‘ s  O k a y

“…….”

It was strange.

'…Will something change if I play that board game again?'

Anyway, if that's the case.

P r o m i s e

Phew.

I hid my trembling and reached out my hand to the mass of water.

"Yes. I promise."

Then I hooked my pinky finger with the water’s.

The squelchy sensation of the water made my skin crawl, but there were no problems….

…….

The water mass, releasing my pinky, pressed my tattoo with a claw from its forepaw.

It seemed to be checking if it was well-attached, and soon, as if satisfied, it withdrew its paw.

It was then.

Whoosh.

The laundromat door swung open under the water pressure, and something flew in and landed on top of the water mass's forepaw.

A rectangular black object.

My broken Smartphone.

Y o u r s

“…….”

I picked up my smartphone with a trembling hand.

"…Thank you. I was worried because I thought I'd lost it."

G o o d  C h i l d

The shape of the water mass collapsed.

P r o m i s e

The waves subsided.

Then, like a video being rewound, it was sucked out through the gaps in the laundromat….

Slurrrrrp.

The water current brushed back through the alley.

Before long, the alley became quiet, with no trace of water remaining.

And inside the laundromat that had been filled with black water, a few chocolate bars printed with my likeness remained like gold dust.

“…….”

I survived.

"Fuuuu…."

I slumped down on the spot.

-My goodness, Friend! Did you really promise to go play at that unremarkable theme park again?

'Yeah.'

No matter how much I thought about it, if I had said something like 'I don't want to make a promise' back there, I don't know what kind of state I would have ended up in.

'I might have had my guts hollowed out and been forced to work at the theme park as a blue dragon mascot ver.2 staff member.'

Avoiding that was a relief….

As long as I have the Membership Pass, I should be treated as a guest there. That would be better than being dragged away blindly or accepting random variables now.

My mind raced.

'…Should I talk to the company and schedule a time to use the board game?'

Judging by the interval… I should probably go within the next half year.

'Let's prepare items and equipment in the meantime.'

Good.

For now, the important thing was that I'd survived this moment. I stood up on shaky legs and held back a sigh.

'If it was going to be like this, I shouldn't have run away earlier…!'

But honestly, in that situation, would there have been any crazy person who would have thought to stay instead of running and try to resolve it calmly through conversation?

'I'd bet a gold bar on "none"….'

Phew.

Just then, Lee Jaheon hopped down from the washing machine behind me as if nothing had happened.

I asked reflexively.

"Leader. If I hadn't stepped forward earlier, would you have tried to smash… no, anyway, eliminate that water mass?"

"Yes."

“…….”

As I thought.

The timing just happened to be right this time, but if we had just stood there blankly in that stationery store, things would have gone to hell in many ways.

'I was right to run away then.'

I don't know whether to cry or laugh at this….

But I had to pull myself together.

'We're still trapped in this alley.'

One piece of good news was that I’d thought of a way to try and get out of here.

"Leader."

I dusted off the hem of my suit and stood in front of the laundromat's glass door.

"I've thought of an escape method. …If a few conditions are met, I think we can attempt it even here in this Death Road alley."

"I see."

"Yes. And the first condition is…."

I looked around at the shops in the alley.

The item the shopkeeper used to make contact back at the stationery store that had put us in such a distressing spot.

"A telephone."

A short while later.

Ting-

In the alley where Darkness had descended, we opened the door and entered a shop that showed a fairly cozy light through its window.

Coincidentally, it was the very shop where my colleagues had enjoyed shopping earlier.

True to the advertising slogan 'Handmade Knitting,' cozy-looking sweaters, socks, and mufflers were on display, but occasionally there were strangely tattered and damp fibers….

'Ugh.'

I ignored them as much as possible and turned my gaze further toward the shop's layout.

And after several hours of ducking in and out of numerous shops in this alley to avoid the voice of the angry stationery store owner, I finally found what I was looking for.

'…There it is!'

Another door.

There was a large door on the wall opposite the one I’d entered.

It was larger than the door we’d just come through. Which meant….

'That one is the front door.'

And beyond that would be an unknown street, not the alleyway of Death Road….

The kind often described in Dark Exploration Records as 'subsequently processed as missing.'

A door on the opposite side is occasionally discovered in the shops of the Death Road alley. It is advised not to exit through it if possible.

※No records of return to date.

It's similar to the fear one feels when the question ‘Where does an explorer who has deviated from the path go?’ is met only with the answer ‘Unknown.’

The fear of disappearing.

'Phew.'

I quickly looked away to avoid seeing the neon signs shining through that opaque glass door.

Then, I picked up a pair of socks that had been verified as safe from among those Section Chief Lizard was eyeing intently and headed to the counter.

"Hello."

The owner, who was knitting with six arms, stared at me over a pair of primitive glasses.

This time too, I kept my gaze slightly lowered, looking only at the owner's sweater.

Then, I held out the socks and spoke naturally.

"I'd like to pay for these. Oh, and by any chance, would it be alright if I used the phone for a quick call?"

I didn't stop at words; I nonchalantly placed a few more coins on the counter.

…….

The owner of Death Road, who had the face of an old woman, …….

Click.

She picked up the phone and handed it to me.

"……Thank you."

Phew.

'With this, I’ve secured all the conditions.'

1. A telephone.

2. A front door facing away from the alley.

And….

3. A means of transport.

I looked at the dial of the classic telephone.

Naturally, dialing a real-world number on a Death Road phone doesn't necessarily mean it will connect.

There were records of it occasionally seeming to connect, but they were all strangely distorted, as one would expect of a ghost story.

Someone would mimic a relative only to laugh maniacally the moment they were caught and hang up, or the connection would be made to a family member in the middle of holding the caller's own funeral due to time distortion.

'It was horrific.'

So, what I was doing wasn't a request for rescue.

'Maybe… it's the opposite.'

I lifted my finger and, somewhat clumsily, turned the dial to enter the numbers.

666666 4444 8282

Originally, it was a number whose format made no sense and shouldn't even produce a dial tone, but….

Ring… ring… click.

Miraculously, it connected.

[…….]

Struggling to ignore the sound of the person's breathing on the other end, I spoke as calmly as possible.

"Hello. Is this the call taxi company? I'd like to call a taxi."

[…Location confirmed.]

A husky voice spoke.

It was a low, arrogant way of speaking that sounded polite yet strangely mocking.

[Please state the time you wish to use the service.]

"I'd like you to come right now."

[Please state your destination.]

"…Seoul Station, Exit 1."

[Confirmed. Assigning a driver….]

I intentionally pulled the phone away from my ear for a moment.

Then, a few seconds later.

[Assigned. Have a comfortable journey.]

Click, beep-beep-beep….

The call disconnected automatically.

"…Thank you."

I politely returned the phone to the shopkeeper, took the bag with the packaged socks, and handed it to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

It was to hide the fact that my hands were shaking.

'Phew.'

It's done.

As you might have guessed, that wasn't a normal call taxi.

A suspicious call taxi number that crosses time and space at will.

'It's a ghost story…!'

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Hell-Surcharge Taxi]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, identification code Qterw-C-8282 of Daydream Inc.

A taxi ghost story that appears when calling a specific number late at night.

Anyone who takes this taxi is bound to be cursed.

==========

I can no longer find a normal way out to reality from Death Road.

In that case.

'I'll get out, even if it's by way of a ghost story.'

And a few seconds later.

From beyond the shop's front door, the sound of a small horn was heard.

Beep beep.

“…….”

The taxi had arrived.

Chapter 96

The Ghost Story Taxi is calling us.

From beyond the gate.

Honk honk.

If we take that and follow the manual properly, we can definitely reach ‘Seoul Station’….

The problem is the method of getting into that taxi.

‘Stay outside the gate of this shop.’

That was the very reason I sought out a shop with a gate in the first place. The alleys of Death Road are too narrow for a taxi to stop.

‘Therefore, to call and board a taxi, we have to step outside the gate….’

However, I cannot guarantee what kind of landscape will unfold once we step outside the gate, or whether Section Chief Lee Jaheon and I will be safe.

That’s why I’ve devised a countermeasure.

Using a product from this very shop.

‘I was going to stop by anyway, and since this shop happened to have a gate, I’ve settled everything at once.’

I swallowed hard.

“Team Leader, please proceed as planned.”

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon reached into the paper bag he was holding and tore open the packaging in an instant.

Then, along with the cozy socks, the extra item included revealed itself.

A small ball of yarn.

Fitting for a handmade shop, it seemed they gave it so one could add new embroidery to the socks themselves, but right now, I would use it in a slightly different way.

“I’m starting.”

Avoiding the shop owner’s gaze, I unraveled one end of the red yarn and tied it securely to the leg of the shop’s display case.

Then, Section Chief Lee Jaheon and I each took half of the yarn ball in our hands.

It would restrict our movements somewhat, but even considering that, it would be safer for both of us to hold the yarn directly.

“Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

I slowly unraveled the yarn and walked backward with my back to the opaque glass door….

And the moment my back touched the glass door, I felt downward and grabbed the handle.

Click.

As I pushed the handle, a gust of wind blew in from outside.

Along with the raw sound of a car horn.

Honk honk.

Don’t look back.

I walked backward slowly, matching my pace with Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Fortunately, I have a ‘Good Friend’ to be my eyes.

—You just need to keep walking backward in that direction, Friend! Since it’s night, there aren’t many pedestrians.

…Pedestrians? No, let’s not be curious.

I kept my gaze fixed inside the shop, walking backward without looking at the dark surroundings.

The yarn hanging inside the shop was connecting me to ‘Death Road’….

It was a kind of tether, so to speak.

‘As long as I’m holding onto this, I’m not missing!’

Slowly, slowly, without rushing, I retreat….

Thump.

My body made contact.

Honk honk.

…It’s the taxi.

The vibration of the car body traveled through me at the sound of the horn honking again.

I carefully reached back and felt the smooth body of the car….

—One span to the left.

I adjusted my hand. I felt a smooth groove.

‘The handle.’

I grabbed the car door handle and pulled.

Then I climbed into the taxi, folding my body inside.

I didn't even have time to form an impression of the modern and clean interior. I moved to the side seat while looking under the seats, and Section Chief Lee Jaheon entered the empty space immediately after.

At the same time, he threw away the remaining ball of yarn and closed the door.

Thanks to his immense strength, all movements were completed in an instant.

Slam.

“…….”

I finally raised my head.

And I spoke to the taxi driver in the front seat, who was wearing a cap and a suit that was eerily clean and sharp.

“To Seoul Station, please.”

…….

[Estimated arrival time is 43 minutes from now.]

The car started smoothly.

‘Whew.’

I leaned my body deep into the backrest and let out a sigh of relief.

For now, I did it!

‘Ghost story transfer… successful.’

Of course, since this taxi itself is a ghost story, I shouldn't let my guard down.

I quickly recalled the relevant Wiki.

The problematic ghost story called ‘Hell-Surcharge Taxi,’ which sounded like payment would be an issue just by the name.

The exterior of the taxi is primarily described as a black luxury sedan of German make.

The car model changes with each call, but it can be identified by the orange taxi sign and the inverted cross golden ornament on the mirror in front of the driver’s seat.

I looked at the driver’s seat.

…An ominous-looking golden inverted cross was hanging from the front mirror, swaying.

Confirmed.

‘Phew.’

Even though it’s according to plan, tension crawls up my spine.

Is it because I’m trapped in the confined space of a taxi? Along with the pressure of having entered a scary story from which I cannot escape no matter what happens….

Tick, tock.

The meter rises.

[10000]

[10100]

[10200]

It’s fast.

“Driver.”

I had to start talking quickly.

The less interest the driver has in the passenger, the faster the vehicle’s speed becomes, and the meter rises rapidly.

And as the meter rises….

The taxi passenger receives a curse corresponding to the meter amount upon disembarking.

Yes.

The fare for this taxi is not about collecting money, but about assigning a curse.

To be precise, it was closer to ‘supernaturally occurring bad things’ than a curse, which made it even creepier.

However, if the driver maintains a steady interest in the passenger and drives slowly, the meter rises slowly, and this ‘curse’ ends at a level the passenger can handle.

In the opposite case….

‘The moment you get out of a taxi racing like crazy, you receive an unbearable curse.’

Furthermore, just because the taxi is fast doesn't mean you arrive at the destination early.

All taxis arrive on time; the speed of the taxi is irrelevant to the scheduled arrival time.

The time decreed to me was 43 minutes.

During this time, I had to consistently pique the other party’s interest.

‘They say if the vehicle speed increases, the probability of anomalies occurring inside the car—like windows shattering—rises….’

I definitely don't want to experience that.

But since I’ve already read the records, don’t I know what kind of conversation the other party would find interesting?

That’s true.

The problem is that there are as many as four candidates for that ‘other party’!

There are a total of four taxi drivers who work in shifts, and they refer to each other by numbers.

They look identical in appearance but show subtle differences in customer service and distinct topics of interest.

Since they look the same, it’s impossible to tell who is who, but if you bluntly ask which number they are, they’ll show their displeasure and kick you out of the taxi.

‘And the people kicked out go missing….’

Thus, the only way to figure out who they are is through conversation.

The keywords confirmed in the exploration records as being of interest to each driver are as follows:

Number 1 / Olympics, elections, pets, games, SNS.

Number 2 / War, mafia, action movies, vampire legends, firearms.

Number 3 / Good restaurants, farming, economic depression, slum tourism, luxury goods.

Number 4 / Afterlife, religious experiences, pandemics, massacres, ■■■.

Therefore, the original strategy was to start by figuring out as quickly as possible through the first conversation which driver among them it was.

However.

If you have this much exploration record accumulated in your head, you can try something else.

A conversational method to get out of this taxi in the most intact state possible.

[Customer.]

“…….”

The first question has already begun.

An arrogant voice, tinged with a strange mockery, flowed from the driver in the front seat….

[How was your day today?]

“I just worked.”

[Aha.]

The driver does not directly express their preference for the stories the passenger tells; they only ask questions.

But the meter answers.

[10500]

[10700]

[10900]

[11200]

It’s out of control.

—Goodness, does that driver not know the concept of small talk? Friend, if you want, a talented broadcaster like me can chip in….

‘It’s okay.’

It’s the expected result. I quickly and nonchalantly followed up with my next words.

“But I almost died while working.”

Stiff.

“I was trying to buy meat at a butcher shop, and I almost became the meat myself.”

The meter stopped.

[11300]

“Fortunately, the shop owner turned out to be a vegetarian. I escaped after handing over some agricultural products as a barter. I even won the haggling and got some money.”

[…….]

The driver’s fingers tapping on the steering wheel slowed down.

…The vehicle slowed down.

[And what happened next?]

Phew.

“I headed into the back alley.”

‘It worked.’

What was I doing?

‘I’m weaving as many correct keywords as possible into my answers.’

So that whichever driver is sitting there would take an interest.

It was the so-called ‘at least one of these will interest you’ strategy.

And coincidentally, my current situation allowed me to naturally bring up all sorts of provocative subjects.

‘It’s not like I haven’t gone through some serious ups and downs over the past six months.’

[What will you be doing tomorrow?]

I didn’t run out of stories easily.

“I’m planning to rest and organize what’s happened so far. It’s been quite eventful.”

No matter what question the taxi driver threw at me, I kept diverting the conversation toward provocative and talkative experiences and topics.

And I kept weaving them in.

Nightmares, food, blood, violence, survival of the fittest, Mascot, cooking, fortune-telling, ghosts….

Everything melted into the daily conversation.

Eventually, the vehicle advanced slowly, at a pace almost like a bicycle.

I kept talking endlessly. It was enough audio-filling to make Braun marvel a few times.

And just as my voice was about to go hoarse.

[…We have arrived.]

The taxi came to a halt.

[The customer’s destination, ‘Seoul Station’.]

…Click.

The lock on the back door of the taxi was released. And as the tinted glass window rolled down, a familiar landscape was revealed….

It was the night view of Seoul Station.

‘Ha…!’

I was so glad to see it that I felt like I might cry.

I wanted to jump out right away, but I had to settle the payment first.

I looked at the meter.

[29700]

[29800]

Click.

The driver ended the meter.

[29800]

‘I did it…!’

Ending in the 20,000 won range was usually only possible for distances within 10 minutes.

At this level, there would be no permanent damage.

[Settling the fare.]

The taxi driver reached back with his hand.

In that hand was a check.

-29,800 / Code 1

I carefully took that classic-style paper check, stamped with a snake-shaped wax seal….

The explanation was written on the back.

The code signifying the curse the passenger would receive.

Fare Code 1: Illness.

— Three days of high fever, headache, coughing up blood, chills.

Good.

‘It’s perfectly fine.’

It was much better than having my financial luck turn disastrous or having people around me die.

“Thank you.”

I took the check, bowed deeply toward the driver’s seat, and finally escaped from the taxi.

‘Ha.’

I never knew winter air could feel this good….

Knock, knock.

“…!”

The window of the taxi’s driver’s seat rolled down halfway.

[Customer.]

I almost fainted.

“Yes.”

[It was an enjoyable conversation. I think my colleagues would be interested in your stories too….]

In the darkness, the hand in a white glove gripping the steering wheel tapped, tap-tap, its fingers….

[Let’s meet once after we retire. I’ll buy you a drink then.]

I swallowed hard.

…Did you notice?

In fact, the driver of this taxi has a very clear and famous motif.

The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.

A ghost story based on a pun, where the horsemen of Conquest, War, Famine, and Death work as taxi drivers in the literal end times.

Based on this, understanding the current situation… that was a statement that made cold sweat pour down.

However, it was okay to nod stoically.

“Yes.”

Because the Horsemen of the Apocalypse won’t be able to retire until the end of the world!

I’ll be back before then.

“I hope so, if the opportunity arises. Well, good luck with your shift.”

[Hahaha… yes. How tedious.]

The taxi window rolled back up.

The black vehicle vanished from Seoul Station in an instant, like a phantom.

Leaving only the orange taxi sign behind.

“…….”

I looked at the minus check I was holding in my hand.

In that moment.

The check burst into flames, and I began coughing up blood.

“Ugh.”

A high fever and headache burned through my mind, but it was bearable.

And the Lizard was watching me in that state.

While also dripping blood from between his snout.

‘Euaaak.’

It probably wasn't a pleasant sight, but well, I had no choice but to swallow the blood-mixed saliva and say:

“This, it should get better as soon as three days pass. That… seemed to be the rule.”

“Yes.”

“And thank you. For not prying into how I knew all that, and for trusting and leaving it to me in the taxi. Cough,”

The Lizard looked at me as I coughed up blood-tinged phlegm.

“Kim Soleum-ssi.”

“Yes?”

“Take sick leave.”

“Yes….”

A while later.

After waiting until the coughing stopped a bit, we called another taxi and returned to the company housing.

Being in another taxi felt unsettling, but there were no other anomalies, and both the Section Chief and I managed to return home safely, except for the burning fevers.

‘To think Section Chief Lee Jaheon was also living in the company housing building.’

At any rate, we parted ways in front of the building.

“Take sick leave.”

“Yes… thank you.”

Let's save the more detailed talk for later at the office.

‘Whew.’

And so….

I returned safely.

‘Even if it’s company housing, home is the best.’

As I opened the door and entered, the unique warmth of a heated interior greeted me. It felt almost like ecstasy.

Since I’m sick, I just want to jump into a hot shower and sleep deeply, but….

Well, there’s one more thing to do.

‘Huh.’

I checked the shoes in the entryway that weren’t mine.

They were Baek Saheon’s dress shoes.

Chapter 97

When I spotted the dress shoes in the entryway, my first thought was that this bastard Baek Saheon had finally come home to the dorm after work.

'Did he finally find some courage after all these days?'

Or maybe he’d heard a rumor that I wasn't coming back from the ghost story today and hurried inside.

'But I've just finished work now.'

I was just contemplating how to deal with the guy who would be in his room right now.

-Oh dear, Mr. Roe Deer. Hearing your story, it seems there has been a bit of a misunderstanding!

Misunderstanding?

-Those shoes have always been in that same spot every evening, Friend.

“……!”

What?

No. There was definitely nothing in this entryway when I left on the first day….

'…Wait a minute.'

I suddenly recalled the last time I saw Baek Saheon.

Sekwang Technical High School.

The sight of him causing chaos between the clashing Disaster Management Bureau and Field Exploration team before running off with an item.

And the effect of the fountain pen-shaped item he was holding was….

'Brainwashing.'

“…….”

I looked down at my hand.

The silver ring.

The mental defense item I bought today.

'…Aha.'

So that was it.

It wasn't that Baek Saheon had been leaving before me and coming back later, or commuting from somewhere else entirely.

He had been returning to the dorm all along.

He had simply placed a suggestion on me.

So that I wouldn't perceive him.

'But it's not working on me now.'

Thanks to the silver ring that defends my mind, I was 'witnessing' Baek Saheon's shoes for the first time in days.

“…Ha.”

Good grief.

As if being sick and exhausted wasn't enough, now I have to worry about this kind of crap at home…….

-Ah, what a deduction, fitting together perfectly and pleasantly like a puzzle!

-But… for those who attempt to deceive someone, isn't it a traditional and instructive plot for them to pay the price?

A devious joy crept into Braun’s voice.

Normally, I would have been appalled, but….

Well.

'Braun.'

-Yes, Friend?

'I'm thinking of doing something fun from now on. What do you think?'

I grinned, even through my throbbing headache.

'It'll be right up your alley.'

-…!!

'Whew.'

Baek Saheon cautiously rose from his bed as soon as the noise from the entryway faded.

'What the hell was that bastard doing, not going straight into his room?'

It had already been several days since leaving Sekwang High School. He had been living in seclusion in the dorm, being as quiet as possible.

All to avoid being caught by Kim Soleum!

'…I used it at first just because I thought I was screwed.'

Think about it—the moment you open your eyes in the morning, a psychopath who holds a grudge against you is waiting in the room next door!

Thinking he didn't know what might happen to him if he faced Kim Soleum, he had made it so that his traces or presence couldn't be perceived.

'It really was a decent item after all.'

Since that psychopath hadn't noticed a thing!

Even so, fearing the suggestion might break, he desperately avoided him within the dorm and didn't make a sound even inside his room.

He thought about trying a stronger brainwashing or suggestion, but he couldn't bring himself to do it, terrified of the consequences if he failed….

Still, though.

'…Isn't it about time I can try something a bit stronger?'

The suggestion had been maintained successfully for several days. He was starting to think it might be worth taking a risk.

Like, making him throw himself into danger to save him at work if necessary. Or making him hand over a good item he found and then tricking him into thinking he lost it….

'Hmm.'

Besides, he’d heard that the Darkness Kim Soleum entered this time was an alleyway where one could obtain various equipment and items.

It was news he’d heard from Jang Heowoon, who was in the same group.

'…I’m jealous.'

Baek Saheon briefly clenched his fist, thinking of his colleague from the Cleanup team who had joined his group.

He needed a chance to get items too. More chances…!

He felt like he could even subtly embezzle items from his colleagues at the company by placing suggestions on them….

'But I can't do that right now!'

With the fountain pen, he could only place a suggestion on one person at a time. As long as it was being used entirely on Kim Soleum, using it on anyone else was out of the question.

He was getting restless.

'I really need to squeeze something more out of Kim Soleum.'

Now was the perfect timing.

'Let's make a plan.'

Once Kim Soleum falls asleep tonight, I'll use the fountain pen….

Visualizing the scene in his head, he opened the door to get some water.

And then he jumped out of his skin.

“…!”

Kim Soleum was in the dark kitchen.

He was sitting at the dining table, laying out some unknown snack-like things and staring at the packaging.

And in the center of the table, sitting on a cushion, was a fluffy plush doll.

The creepy rabbit-shaped doll that Kim Soleum always carried around, calling it ‘Braun.’

“What? You say it looks cheap?”

He flinched.

“True. It's probably a snack with that kind of concept. It was a stationery store, after all.”

'That crazy bastard.'

He’s talking to the doll again.

'Why the hell hasn't he gone into his room yet? Why is he still out here doing that shit…!'

Baek Saheon shuddered and tried to go back into his room… but he hesitated.

Wouldn't running into him like this naturally be an opportunity instead?

It felt like the perfect timing to strengthen the suggestion without having to try anything separate.

“…….”

Baek Saheon made up his mind and took out the fountain pen.

Then he moved his feet quietly.

“Right. But even an item like this has its own kind of efficacy.”

Toward Kim Soleum’s back.

Going right behind that psychopath who was talking to himself, and the fountain pen…….

“Just like the fountain pen of the roommate passing behind me right now.”

“…….”

Ah.

Baek Saheon froze as he felt his blood run cold.

“Braun, you know what? My roommate actually tried to brainwash and manipulate me.”

“…….”

“Yeah. And here I was, having even prepared a gift to pay back my debt….”

Kim Soleum continued slowly.

It was because he felt like he would cough up blood again if he spoke too fast, but his voice, lowered by the burning pain and fatigue, added a bloody scent to his words….

Making everything sound more threatening and ominous.

“Isn't that a lack of manners?”

Kim Soleum set the snacks down on the table and turned his head.

“And a person without manners… shouldn't be qualified to be a roommate, don't you think?”

“…!!”

Their eyes met.

'Fuck, fuck, fuck…!'

He was caught.

How did he know? No, that wasn't important right now. He was caught. Definitely, definitely, definitely!

“I-I’ll leave!”

Baek Saheon shouted in a trembling voice without even thinking.

“Assistant Manager! It seems you're right about me not being qualified! I'll leave right away! I'll leave this instant and never come back!”

Kim Soleum frowned.

“My head is pounding. Don't you know any etiquette? Why are you shouting in an apartment in the middle of the night?”

Fuck…!

Baek Saheon cursed every word in his head, but he resented himself for automatically shutting his mouth.

“Braun.”

In the meantime, Kim Soleum was talking to the rabbit doll again.

“He's loud, but hearing him say that… I think even if he’s not qualified to live here, I should give him one chance.”

What?!

“I don't ne—.”

“You don't need it?”

Kim Soleum whipped his head around.

“A chance to live here, you don't need it?”

“…….”

Why did that sound like 'you don't need a chance to stay alive here'…?

Baek Saheon swallowed hard and answered.

“I need it.”

“Right?”

“Yes….”

“Good. Then hand over the item.”

“……!”

“The fountain pen you were using. The item that becomes a suggestion exactly as written when you write a phrase on a post-it and attach it.”

“…….”

“Since you might do something weird again, I'll have to keep it somewhere else for a while.”

How the hell does he know that?

Despite the terror crawling up the back of his neck, Baek Saheon gritted his teeth.

“I can't… give it to you.”

“…….”

“T-Think about it, Assistant Manager. Honestly, what I did didn't exactly cause you any trouble.”

He said urgently and desperately.

“It's a necessary item. I can't possibly give it to anyone. I won't ever use it on you again, so please…….”

“Hmm.”

Kim Soleum responded expressionlessly.

“Why do you think I would believe those words?”

“…!”

“Just… reflect on yourself a bit.”

Kim Soleum pointed at Baek Saheon.

“I told you the guaranteed entry method for that Sekwang Technical High School where you got that item, and I didn't even get angry when you tried to kill me in there….”

It was a plain fact.

“But what I got back was brainwashing? I have no reason to trust you.”

“…….”

That, that…….

He might… be right.

The Assistant Manager in front of him might be a crazy bastard, but he was incredibly competent, and being at odds like this… maybe I'm the one doing something crazy.

'What is it? What's going on?'

Did I make the wrong choice?

Baek Saheon's mind raced, a mix of slight guilt, self-loathing, and powerful fear clashing fiercely under the guise of logic….

And then.

“But since it is an item you've secured after all, well… shall I offer a reward?”

Eh?

Kim Soleum pulled out something he had placed on the kitchen chair.

Wrapped in transparent packaging, it was….

“It's a left eye.”

Oh, fuck!!

Baek Saheon suppressed a scream at the sight of the black circle with a purple iris darting around.

But….

“This isn't just an eye. It's biometric equipment.”

“…!”

“As for what kind of abilities this equipment has….”

Kim Soleum explained the 'eye’s' abilities.

As he continued, Baek Saheon's expression gradually changed.

“…….”

“Do you need it?”

Baek Saheon gritted his teeth.

He could hardly believe it.

“…Yes.”

He voluntarily surrendered the fountain pen.

And with hands trembling from expectation and confusion, he received the biometric equipment Kim Soleum held out.

'Phew.'

I'm breaking out in a cold sweat.

After finally finishing the conversation with Baek Saheon, I sat on my bed, suffering from a headache and coughing up blood.

It was a feat that I managed not to show how much pain I was in.

'But I didn't lose my momentum, right?'

Wow, I almost flinched when he glared at me in the middle. I even had a moment of reality check, wondering why I had to do this when my body was already hurting so much….

But I had to set things straight right now.

I couldn't leave a sociopath with a brainwashing item around me when I was going to be sick for the next three days.

'I think I used the carrot and the stick well.'

I thought of the purple eye that had left my hand.

It was an item with a function that wasn't threatening to me but would be helpful to Baek Saheon.

Well, since it happened to be a left eye, he could use it without having to gouge his own out.

Anyway, being roommates with that guy of all people… No, come to think of it, maybe Ms. Go Yeongeun or Mr. Heowoon are the special cases, and Baek Saheon is just the average personality for this company.

There seem to be sociopaths everywhere you turn in this neighborhood!

'Thinking about this will only make me depressed, so let's just think about something good….'

For instance… like the gift presentation ceremony that's about to happen.

“Braun.”

I pulled myself up and took out the item I had kept safe within my tattoo.

It was the ribbon hairband I had boldly purchased instead of receiving change at the boutique.

“It's a gift.”

-…!

“Is it okay? Actually, I thought you might have guessed beforehand.”

If it didn't fit his aesthetic standards, I might have to start looking for another offering while sweating buckets….

But the voice that came from Braun was one of joy.

-Ah, the circumstantial evidence was indeed very strong!

-It would also be unacceptable for a show host not to have guessed… but as an entertainer, one must also not make it obvious that they've noticed everything.

-Now, then, this plush body will finally be able to look presentable.

It was a rare tone, trembling slightly with anticipation.

'That's a relief.'

I smiled and carefully adjusted the hairband I took out from the bag, tying it quite stylishly on the fluffy rabbit doll.

“Thanks for everything so far, Braun.”

The rabbit's round, button-like eyes stared into space, and the moment I looked away, the cheerful host's response came back.

-I've only done what's natural as a friend, Mr. Roe Deer.

Perhaps that ribbon hairband had no effect other than looking very luxurious and plausible.

But Braun's voice, with the bowtie around his neck, was overflowing with joy.

-Isn't looking presentable also an essential courtesy for one who stands before an audience?

Braun very happily and enjoyably accepted me adjusting the bowtie several times to find the perfect angle.

But at the same time, he also urged me to sleep.

-Mr. Roe Deer, maintaining one’s condition is a basic skill for a professional. Rest is also important, so it would be best to head to dreamland quickly today!

“Right.”

A gift ceremony for a good friend. This was a rewarding enough event among everything that happened today….

Normally, I would have read through the Wiki one more time, but neither the aching me nor the broken smartphone seemed to have the energy for that.

'I'll either buy a new phone or get it repaired as soon as it gets light tomorrow….'

As long as the Memorial Pop Socket is fine, switching phones won't interfere with viewing the Wiki.

I lay down comfortably on the bed.

And first, I detached the Pop-socket from the broken smartphone…….

“…….”

-Friend?

I hurriedly flipped the smartphone over.

There was a crack in the Pop-socket.

Chapter 98

After seeing the crack on the Pop-socket, I don’t know with what mind I spent that night.

The next day, regardless of whether I was in pain or not, I went out immediately and purchased a new phone.

And after moving the SIM card, with trembling hands, I attached the cracked Pop-socket and tried turning it on.

‘…It’s working!’

Fortunately, Wiki was operational, but… something was strange.
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[Hell-Surcharge Taxi]

Glitches pop up.

It felt like an old computer; it showed the stuttering peculiar to a machine whose lifespan was on the verge of running out….

It was restored to normal soon after, but it made my blood run cold.

‘Right. Merchandise can be damaged too….’

Because of the bizarre situation where things bought at a Pop-up store could actually be used in the Ghost Story Worldview, I had overlooked that part since I carried the smartphone around almost like a part of my body.

Why not just back it up by copying the Wiki contents somewhere else?

‘That alone would take over a month.’

In the first place, pages displayed via the Memorial Pop Socket are prohibited from being copied or screenshotted. One has to copy them by hand while looking at the

smartphone page.

‘I don’t even know if this Pop-socket will last until then.’

However, there’s no need to panic.

In the first place, aren't the goods given by the Goods Box items from this Ghost Story Worldview?

Since I have established a foundation here for half a year, other options are now open to me.

Either get a new Pop-socket.

Or open up a route where repairs are possible.

Interestingly, both required the same kind of connection.

‘The Disaster Management Bureau.’

The place of origin for this Pop-socket.

And I know where things like this Pop-socket or the silver badge were manufactured….

Naturally, I also know the way to enter, the passwords, and the necessary preparations.

And it just so happens that I even have a Disaster Management Bureau temporary Agent badge.

“…….”

I thought, pressing my temples.

‘I’m currently on a three-day sick leave.’

In other words, I can't go to the company to work or handle the follow-up for Death Road in this state anyway.

But since it's just a matter of not going to work, it’s fine to overdo it with other tasks as long as I can endure it. This is because recovery of my condition after three days is guaranteed.

‘However, artificially avoiding the pain charged as the taxi fare is not allowed.’

Because this is a curse, it won’t get better even if I pour in painkillers, and if I try to avoid the pain through supernatural methods, the duration of the curse will increase by as much as I avoided it.

This is because the actual pain must be received to count as the fare.

So, let's set aside my super-strong painkiller, ‘Happy Maker’, unless it's a situation where I really need to increase the curse duration out of desperation.

In the first place….

“…….”

Thinking about what I did in the nightmare after injecting that, it makes me feel a bit chilled.

‘It was truly not painful at all and very comfortable….’

To the point where, if it hadn’t been a dream and if I hadn't had my Contamination treated at the Fox Counseling Room, it might have suddenly popped into my mind whenever things got tough, or I might have become addicted.

I had to be careful.

‘…Right.’

Let’s not wallow until the limit; let’s prepare while I can.

After very carefully separating the cracked Pop-socket from the phone, I wrapped it and stored it inside my tattoo.

“Braun. I have to go out again.”

-Aha, a fighting spirit despite injuries! This is a very charming subject for an interview. Isn't it a Token of showing one's passion for the industry at times?

-But if it's hard to endure, tell me anytime. Your perfect companion, Friend, Braun will help you….

Those were quite chilling yet reassuring words.

“Yeah. Thanks.”

After showering my sweat-drenched body once more, I put on a light zip-up hoodie.

Then I took the rabbit doll wearing a glossy bowtie and put it in the front pocket of the zip-up.

-You look neat, Mr. Roe Deer! Then, where are we going?

Hmm.

“The place where the most young people gather in Seoul.”

I got off at Hongik University Station.

It was a neighborhood where it was amazing that there could be so many people even on a weekday afternoon.

‘And there are many people even away from the station.’

From Mangwon to Yeonnam, every street would be swarming with people out to have fun.

The crowd was at a level where it felt sorry to even compare it to the outdated alley I went to yesterday, the bustling street that connected to Death Road.

-There are so many people here! Bright, with great reactions… Ah, I want to invite everyone to the show and present them with joy and shock that they won't experience again in their lives!

Uaaagh!

Fortunately, Braun was immediately distracted by something else, so I didn't need to stop that excited voice.

-Ah, the scent of coffee is good too! Would you like a cup, Friend? ……Oh dear! You’re staggering. Do you need support?

‘…I’m okay.’

It was an unavoidable consequence of coming out to downtown Seoul with a Ghost Story Resident while carrying a disease curse… Haha.

Still, the feeling of being filled with positive energy wasn't bad.

A vibrant street lined with cafes and drenched in sunlight, where not a single speck of gloominess could be found.

It was hard to even imagine something mysterious or ghost-story-like happening here in broad daylight.

‘Actually, that’s why it’s safe.’

I recalled the method of approaching the place where the Pop-socket could be fixed.

A Disaster Management Bureau document that had even been registered in the Wiki as an image of a note.

! Must be destroyed after reading thoroughly

Place to visit: A cafe with a blue roof and no sign. A commercial facility converted from a house, with a buckwheat wreath hanging on the door.

There it is.

With Braun’s help, I completely suppressed my presence and entered the blue-roofed building.

It was a large cafe bustling with customers.

In that place where all sorts of lights and decorations sparkled even in broad daylight, the cafe staff were busy taking orders and serving drinks and coffee.

Instead of standing in the order line, I stepped slightly aside and ducked into the kitchen area.

And if I go a bit further inside from there….

The moment I turn the corner, two doors appear.

[Staff Only]

They were identical yellow doors, but one just led outside, and the other….

‘Is the door I must open.’

Enter through the right door of the two.

Never touch the left door. Once you touch the left door, you can never enter the ‘place’ through the right door again.

I carefully approached the right door and knocked slightly in rhythm.

Knock-knock, knockknock-, knock-knock, knockknock-

The Jajinmori rhythm. It was a beat that anyone who had received public education in this country couldn't help but be familiar with.

And I opened the door just a tiny bit, so as not to be noticed, and went in.

Creak, thud.

“….”

The inside looked like an ordinary space for personnel.

A space where hallways, storage, and staff rest areas were mixed together.

Worn-out sofas, desks, laptops, boxes of supplies. And on one side, seasonal interior props were piled up.

Find a model that can be interpreted as a house, such as a dwelling, apartment, or ger.

I carefully sifted through the props and found the corresponding one.

A Hanok model.

It looked like it had been used as an interior prop for Chuseok.

‘This must be it.’

After crouching down by the Hanok model, I reached out and grabbed the small front gate.

And the moment I opened the gate.

Thud!

I fell backward, landing on my buttocks.

“Ah….”

Since my body was already in pain, a surge of blood rose in my throat, but I endured it.

Because this was a place where I must not show blood from here on out.

‘Let’s see….’

As I stood up and looked around, it felt as if I had entered a very quiet Hanok tile-roofed house, not a bustling cafe.

There were walls on all sides, but it was a mysterious space where not a single breath of wind blew. The wood and ivory-colored walls peculiar to traditional houses entered my view….

‘It’s quiet.’

In a place where a sense of awkwardness lingered, as if I had come to a place everyone had suddenly left in the middle of bustling downtown Seoul, or as if I had arrived during a break.

[Uh-huh, who is there! In a place where elders are… Eh? Kim Seobang?]

With a bang, the door of the tile-roofed house opened, and someone wearing a tracksuit with a braided pigtail rushed out.

And then, seeing the Disaster Management Bureau iron badge I had attached to my hood in advance, he pointed a finger.

I took a breath and bowed my head.

“Ah, I’m sorry. It’s my first time here.”

[A new Kim Seobang!? It seems those Kim Seobangs who do the country's work are doing strange things again.]

[How can a scrawny Kim Seobang come alone to the Dokkaebi Realm in broad daylight! What if you meet a nasty Day Dokkaebi!]

At a glance, he just looked like an ordinary person, albeit with a large build and a loud voice….

[No, are you hard of hearing! Why aren't you saying anything, Kim Seobang!]

He is not human.

……One can also tell from the title Kim Seobang.

‘That is a Goblin.’

And this is the place where they gather.

==========
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[Goblin Workshop]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>. No registration number from the Disaster Management Bureau, Identification Code from Daydream Inc. is undecided.

A workshop where Goblins gather at night to make clubs and veils, but almost all Exploration Records were written during the day.

One of the ghost stories for which the Disaster Management Bureau is strongly controlling information to prevent access by Daydream Inc.

Refer to the relevant document for usage history.

==========

It was something like this.

It is said that Goblins gather every night to drink alcohol, eat buckwheat cakes, and play while making clubs and veils.

However, it was a ghost story that started from the imagination that there are night Goblins who enjoy the gathering so much that they don't sleep and linger around the gathering place even during the day.

If you give something good to the Goblins idling in the workshop in the middle of the day and ask them to make various things, they will excitedly make them for you.

Currently, they are in a situation where they bluster and chase away those who are not ‘Kim Seobangs doing the country's work’.

There has been no case of a person who was once chased away successfully entering again.

In fact, I also think it’s like a modern version of a fun and mysterious old tale rather than a ghost story.

Wouldn't this be an urban legend?

‘That’s why even the Disaster Management Bureau quietly receives equipment while offering thanks.’

Several items provided to low-year Agents, including the Pop-socket, came from here. Including the Glass Hand Cannon I received from Agent Bronze.

Such innocent ghost stories without casualties are not even registered as disasters by the Management Bureau; they just slap on a ‘General Supernatural Phenomenon’ label and call it a day.

Although there is a description that weighs on my mind….

I often heard advice to be careful of the scary Day Dokkaebi, but so far, there have been no sightings.

Since this was a plot hook that hadn't been resolved even in the <Dark Exploration Record>, it wasn't something to worry about right now.

‘Let’s just do what I came to do quickly.’

I carefully took the multi-layered wrapped Pop-socket out of my pocket, unwrapped it, and held it out to the Goblin.

“I visited in a hurry to see if you could fix this. Ah, here is a gift in return…….”

[Kim Seobang. This isn't something we made?]

…….

Uh?

“Is… that so?”

[Yeah, yeah. They imitated it, yeah, yeah, interesting, interesting….]

The Goblin began to peer at my cracked Pop-socket with his neck stretched out, muttering to himself that it was interesting.

…‘They imitated it’?

‘The merchandise from the Goods Box definitely had the same effect as the original.’

It seemed that even the source wasn't treated as identical. I should be careful.

Swallowing my saliva and blood, I said.

“Then, is it difficult to fix even in this wonderful workshop?”

[What are you saying! This elder can fix anything smaller than a palm… but you see.]

Grin.

The Goblin smiles.

[Kim Seobang. It seems you have something good!]

“…! Ah, I brought some snacks made of buckwheat….”

[Eh? Not that!]

[I smell something good….]

“…!!”

Am I screwed?

[That, very well-aged….]

The Goblin grins.

[Smell of ginseng!]

“…….”

Ah.

After hiding my wrist, I carefully took the item out as if I were taking it out of my bag.

“Would the ginseng you’re talking about… be this one?”

It was the piece of Mountain Ginseng whose Contamination had completely disappeared after I used it for Braun’s bath and then liberated the sentient being.

Even though the cross-section where the sap had come out had hardened, it still gave off a thick scent of earth and forest.

[Yes! My, how appetizing, my goodness!]

The Goblin licked his lips, acting crazy for it.

[It would be just perfect to brew medicinal liquor with that. How about it? I’ll go in there and make you a wonderful hoe or a broom. Or even a pretty Jade ring!]

Wow.

-It is a person who knows how to make a rude but interesting proposal! How about it, Mr. Roe Deer, will you trust the craftsman's skill?

“…….”

‘That’s… something I have to think about.’

Why would I hesitate when a kind Goblin is offering an Item?

‘Because I came here secretly.’

Since I’m not a real Agent.

Since I’m just impersonating one with a temporary Agent iron badge while not being qualified to use this place, I was in a position where I had to be even more careful here.

‘My story must not reach the government.’

It would be troublesome if a report went in that someone suddenly appeared in a ghost story where the Disaster Management Bureau is trying their best to completely control the information itself.

Even today, if it had been around the 15th, I wouldn't have come at all.

‘Because that’s exactly the Disaster Management Bureau's regular visit schedule.’

Even if the Pop-socket repair today isn't a major event and can be overlooked, if I offer up an amazing Mountain Ginseng and take an Item?

‘That Goblin will surely go around talking about it without any ill intent.’

-Aha, I see!

Even if I ask him to keep it a secret, he’ll probably say he will and then forget and go ‘oops’.

‘Let’s refuse after all.’

“I’ll just give you the ginseng. I hope you brew it into good liquor and enjoy it.”

[Oh my goodness! You’re a truly kind-hearted Kim Seobang!]

The Goblin happily took the ginseng and looked at me.

Then….

[But in this place, receiving something in return is the correct way to respond.]

“…….”

What?

[Which team are you from? Seeing as it's a temporary badge, are you a rookie receiving training this time?]

What does this mean?

-Ah, Goblins have loose lips, so one must be careful!

-It was a very plausible deduction, but there is a flaw, Mr. Roe Deer. One condition is different.

That is.

-That person is a human.

“…….”

I barely managed to turn my head and look up.

[Uh-huh, why aren't you answering!]

At the Management Bureau Agent who was pretending to be a Goblin.

Chapter 99

I knew it.

I knew that the Disaster Management Bureau had strict control over information about the ‘Dokkaebi Workshop’ 

To be precise… only that much!

‘I had no idea exactly the Bureau was directly managing the ghost story….’

It hadn't even been mentioned in the <Dark Exploration Record>!

Who would have thought they were actually working undercover within the ghost story, weeding out visitors and monitoring the creation of equipment?

An employee of the Disaster Management Bureau, a human, pretending to be a Goblin inside a ghost story!

[A-raya? You’re slow to answer!]

My head spun.

‘……What should I do?’

Wait a second, what have I been blathering about until now?

With a feeling of my blood running cold, I mentally reviewed our past conversation like a panoramic flash.

The decisive mistake… right, I didn't make one.

‘…It’s okay!’

I can still make up for it. I can, make up for it….

If so.

I intentionally let my pale complexion and flustered demeanor show.

"I am sorry, Elder, but I haven't received permission to speak of such things…."

[…….]

I don't know anything.

I'm just a rookie who has no idea that you're a person, or that you're a Seonbae Agent.

I'm just a guy who was startled because a Goblin in a ghost story started prying into my personal life, and now I'm flustered and struggling to respond properly!

‘Please!’

I slightly lifted my head with an expression that seemed to say, ‘What do I do with this Goblin?’

[Iya, the Kim Seobangs doing national business sure have a lot to worry about.]

“…….”

Phew.

[I heard the Kim Seobangs over there call their group a 'team', why can't you tell me??]

“Yes. That, yes…. I am sorry. The country has set it that way.”

[Well, that’s no fun!]

The Agent pretending to be a Goblin smacked his lips and took a step back.

‘It worked.’

Did it land?

[Still, I’ll let it slide since you’re a kind-hearted Kim Seobang who gave me ginseng!]

It seemed the Agent intended to keep pretending to be a Goblin.

‘…Did the bait work well?’

The so-called ‘teasing the Hubae’.

It must have fueled his desire to see this rookie’s face later when he finds out from a Seonbae that ‘that person was an Agent’ and faints from shock.

I guessed as much when I saw that Agent sniffing the Mountain Ginseng stored in his tattoo just like a real Goblin would.

‘Isn’t he becoming similar in ability and personality while imitating a Goblin?’

I wondered if he was using that kind of ‘equipment’.

And Goblins are suckers for that kind of mischief.

“Th-thank you.”

I bowed my head deeply to match the act.

[Kind-hearted Kim Seobang, I must repay you for the drink!]

[Now, tell me what Goblin item you desire! You may recite it in song, or perform a dance….]

Now he’s trying to take care of the rookie.

Perhaps he considered that the Mountain Ginseng I held was a precious item I'd obtained somewhere, and that I'd handed it over too readily out of panic.

‘…The most natural response is,’

“I-it is quite alright, Elder! Then… if you could show favor to the next ‘Kim Seobangs doing national business’ who visit. As much as your mood allows.”

[…Ho-oh, is that so?]

“Yes!”

[Fine, Kim Seobang. I’ll earn my keep for the drink!]

I nodded with a bright smile. The Goblin also looked somewhat satisfied and danced around.

Good. I think I passed this topic.

And naturally, the conversation moved to the Pop-socket I was holding.

[So the reason Kim Seobang came here today is… you want this trinket fixed up nicely, is that it?]

“…Yes.”

This was the problem.

This Agent recognized that my Pop-socket wasn't made here….

Cold sweat broke out on my palms.

Sure enough, the Agent wearing the Goblin mask asked, still pretending.

[Where did this object come from?]

“I, I am not sure. I received it as a gift from the country….”

[Right, right. Do the Kim Seobangs doing national business run factories these days? They keep bringing in goods from elsewhere….]

[It’s a dangerous thing to do.]

“…….”

[Who knows when a Day Dokkaebi might appear!]

Right. The Disaster Management Bureau didn't just have this workshop for making Agent supplies anymore.

‘The Silver Heart also came from somewhere else.’

At any rate, he seemed to have misunderstood that it was produced at one of those places.

It was a very helpful misunderstanding.

‘I’m saved thanks to that.’

My heart settled a bit seeing the Agent keep up the Goblin act until the end, even mentioning the Day Dokkaebi.

Thanks to that, I could accept the situation lightheartedly.

‘Anyway, I’m screwed.’

That Agent will definitely remember me, the one who suddenly visited today and even offered Mountain Ginseng.

‘The moment that person leaves this ghost story and talks to the people at the Disaster Management Bureau, I’ll be tracked as a person of interest.’

…Is there really no way out?

[Anyway, I’ll fix this trinket right up, so wait here!]

“Yes….”

The Agent imitating a Goblin took my Pop-socket and vanished into the tiled house—the 'workshop'.

He was probably handing it over to the other Goblins inside.

I waited patiently.

Evil imaginings of the Agent realizing the situation, confiscating my Pop-socket, and making an emergency call to the Disaster Management Bureau made me break into a cold sweat, but.

Fortunately, it didn't take long.

[Take your trinket!]

The returning Agent lightly tossed the Pop-socket to me. I suppressed a curse and caught it carefully.

The crack was still on the Pop-socket.

However, the groove was smoothly filled with something glossy.

A glue that sparkled with the color of Jade.

“Ah, is the repair finished with this?”

[Ahem, even rice needs time to steam, do you think an Elder’s skill is as easy as eating cold porridge? You must wait until the glue has fully set!]

[Don't wear it for a month; treat it like a swaddled baby, as precious as gold and jade. Make a wish for how you'd like it to turn out as well. Then it will become a very fine trinket!]

An entire month?

“…Thank you.”

I gripped the Pop-socket lightly.

‘…I feel like if I apply even a little pressure, it’ll break apart.’

It meant I had to handle it very carefully for the month it took for the glue to harden.

Which meant….

‘I can’t access the Wiki for a month.’

Right now, I was trying my best to re-read it every day to remember as much as possible in detail, but it meant I couldn't continue that routine.

Naturally, human memory has its limits, so I felt anxious… but there was nothing I could do. I had to endure. Obtaining a new Pop-socket seemed out of reach.

‘Anyway, at least I succeeded in getting it fixed.’

Then only one problem remained.

How on earth do I leave here naturally?

[Now then, while we enjoy the buckwheat cakes young Kim Seobang brought… why don't you tell me what the Kim Seobangs doing national business are up to lately!]

I don't know either….

‘If we talk any further, it’s only a matter of time before I’m exposed.’

Forget being wanted, I might be bound by an Arrest Rope right here and transported to a glass cage in the Disaster Management Bureau.

…Right.

I made up my mind.

‘I’m caught in the long run anyway.’

If so… even if it leaves a stronger impression,

I’m going for it!

“Yes, Elder. I…”

Urgh.

I didn't hold back the hematemesis and just let it out.

Urgh, clumps of blood flowed down my chin.

Hastily wiping it with my sleeve, I looked at the Goblin with a panicked face.

“I-I am sorr….”

It wasn't just to incite panic.

Blood.

[Kim Seobang…!!]

Traditionally, it was also the Goblin's Achilles' heel.

Rumble, rumble.

The massive tiled house shook.

Scary! Scary! Scary!

Why is it scary? Why is it scary? Why is it scary?

[Geez! Everyone stop overreacting! Nothing happened!]

Scary! Who is it? Scary! Who is it?

Even as the Agent shouted, the tiled house continued to vibrate. Turning deathly pale, I covered my mouth and gagged.

“I-I am sorry.”

[Get out, quickly. That crazy bastard who sent a sick rookie to the Dokkaebi Realm, I’ll just…!]

“N-no! Elder, I… I came in without knowing anything.”

[Elder, my foot! You brat, do you still not know?]

It’s time to pretend I’ve realized.

“…!”

My eyes widened, and I scrambled to my feet.

“Could it be….”

The Agent in the Goblin form crossed his arms.

[Be grateful this Seonbae is here. Rookie.]

“Yes, yes… I am sorry.”

With a hollow face that said ‘I have no idea what’s going on,’ I stood up as if I’d finally come to my senses.

Thump. Thump.

Now, sounds like a broom or a wooden club hitting the door of the tiled house could be heard.

Listening to that, the Agent clicked his tongue and yelled at me.

[If you're sick, you should rest. Where do you think you're crawling in? Did Headquarters order this?]

Oh?

If I weave this well….

“…No.”

I quickly searched my mind and pulled out one of the many episodes from the Disaster Management Bureau.

‘…There was a culture of making bets during the training center days!’

A sort of test of courage, competing in competence and boldness.

Good. With this…!

“…My peers told me… to fix the Memorial Pop Socket on my own…….”

The Agent flinched.

[…They still do that these days?]

I just gave a bitter smile.

The Agent behind the Goblin mask seemed to suppress a groan, rubbed his face, and then waved me away.

[……I’ll let it slide without telling Headquarters. Just go.]

It worked.

“Th-thank you.”

[What’s your Codename?]

“It hasn't been assigned yet… I’m, I’m still thinking about what would be good.”

[…Right. We’ll see if our paths cross again.]

The Agent pretending to be a Goblin waved his hand.

Whoosh.

At that gesture, I was pushed back….

[Go home and rest.]

Thud!

I landed on my backside.

“Ha….”

When I looked up, I was on the streets of Hongdae.

It was as lively as ever, the day was bright, and the cafe with the blue roof across the way was doing a brisk business….

‘…I’m alive!’

I got out without being caught.

-That was an excellent ad-lib, Friend!

I let out a long sigh and covered my face.

I almost sprawled out right there on the street.

I spent the next two days truly resting.

I felt anxious because I couldn't use the Pop-socket, so I tried writing down the contents from my head onto paper, but then I stopped, worried that I might be creating distortions in the details.

Instead, compulsively reviewing it in my head made the time fly by.

And….

“Kim Soleum.”

“Manager.”

Three days later, I returned to work and met Section Chief Lizard again.

“Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. Kim Soleum, please receive additional counseling within this month.”

“……Yes.”

Fortunately, he seemed fine too.

Furthermore, Section Chief Lee Jaheon didn't ask me any more questions.

Not about Braun’s abilities like ‘Lights Out’, nor about the black water mass Mascot that was chasing me.

Even as he listened to what I told him within the limits of what I could say, he only responded with an ‘I see’.

‘He’s consistent.’

Because of that, it became difficult for me to ask Section Chief Lee Jaheon anything more….

To begin with, after taking three days of sick leave, there was so much work to do that it wasn't a situation where I could set the mood and pry.

‘Wow, when am I going to finish all this?’

I'd escaped an Irregular again, and the entire Group D, except for the two junior employees who came for support, had taken a break immediately after?

The nagging from all sides was no joke.

I spent the day writing reports with Section Chief Lee Jaheon, conducting interviews, and even making thank-you calls to Director Cheong.

In the midst of that, I had to mention the taxi Darkness I used to escape Death Road in the report, so I racked my brain over how to write that I’d known to call it.

‘Should I say I saw a flyer advertisement in Death Road?’

But wouldn't that be Manual Contamination?

Just as my head was spinning.

“The taxi you called is a Darkness currently pending Manual Review.”

“…!”

“It means it’s information that cannot be obtained through normal use of the company’s system.”

Wow.

As I turned back to Section Chief Lee Jaheon with a chilling feeling,

The Lizard said this.

“So I changed the person who called the taxi.”

“……To whom?”

“Me.”

Wait a minute.

“You changed the report to say that you called the taxi, Team Leader?”

“Yes.”

Now I roughly understand this Lizard’s principles of action.

“…Was this a reward for my active contribution to the escape from Death Road, and as the Team Leader, taking responsibility for the joint operation?”

“Yes.”

And that wasn't all.

“By any chance, do you remember, Team Leader? There was equipment you promised me back during the pantry ghost story….”

“Yes. It will be ready by next week.”

Wow.

I decided to sincerely respect Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

So what if he’s a bit stifling? He’s truly a dream boss!

‘You just deal with the stifling part yourself!’

Got it, Kim Soleum!

I scolded myself and diligently worked on the paperwork.

Production of new Exclusive Equipment, a team with a new rank.

A new chapter of my corporate life was right before me.

Although, a new Darkness was waiting for me even before that.

…Along with a face I wasn't happy to see at all.

“Iya, it’s been a while, Mr. Roe Deer!”

Kwak Jekang from the research team smiles and waves at me.

“Are you interested in an abandoned elevator by any chance?”

No! I said no!!

Chapter 100

Section Chief Kwak Jekang of the Research Team.

He was the mad scientist who had pushed his subordinates into the Cheerful Theme Park Ghost Story.

He had also served as an advisor during the ‘Mansion of the Blind’ incident, where the employees almost met a collective, gruesome end.

“I’ve been wanting to have a long talk with you for a while now, Mr. Roe Deer, and finally, the opportunity has come.”

The crazy ghost story researcher grinned widely as he extended his hand.

“Your performance has been so remarkable that I’ve been very curious about your impressions!”

“Thank you.”

Wow, he’s truly a boss I never want to shake hands with.

But I have to. That’s corporate life.

“I heard D-Squad is becoming an Elite Squad as soon as the New Year dawns. Once that happens, you’ll be busy working in squad units, and it’ll be hard to have small talk like this before a Darkness Deployment….”

Kwak Jekang chattered on for a bit, making a fuss about how difficult it was to call me over.

“And I was just so curious, you see.”

Then, with a smiling face, he got to the point.

“How on earth did you manage to win over Section Chief Lee Jaheon?”

“…!!”

“Whenever I tried to call for you separately, he’d cut me off flat. He’s not usually such an assertive fellow~”

I screamed internally.

‘Thank you, Squad Leader…!’

But in truth, I hadn't exactly "won him over."

‘I just had to tell him I didn't want to do it.’

This was because Section Chief Lee Jaheon was an FM type who strove to faithfully reflect the requests of his squad members.

It’s just that, until now, no one had ever made such a request!

Because in this ghost story company, I was the only person who would wail that I’d rather split the work N-ways than enter a ghost story alone, no matter how much of a "sweet deal" it was….

No, even if there were others, they would have all died or disappeared by now.

Anyway, it seemed that this time, it was difficult even for Lee Jaheon to block it on his end.

Or… perhaps he lacked a justification to do so.

“Anyway, don’t worry, it’s not like I’ve developed any ill will just because our Supervisor Roe Deer was hard to invite.”

Kwak Jekang smirked.

“It’s just… isn’t it fascinating how it seems there’s nothing you can’t do, Mr. Roe Deer!”

“What do you mean by fascinating…….”

“You work well, you speak well, you manage your reputation well… it’s very impressive. But humans are creatures for whom it’s impossible to be good at everything! Myself included.”

Kwak Jekang tapped himself.

“Everyone has strengths and weaknesses. So….”

Eyes swirling with a passionate madness for Dark Exploration stared at me.

“I wonder what your weakness could be?”

“…….”

“I’m truly curious how that weakness doesn’t stand out, even as you wade through these bizarre and mysterious anomalous phenomena!”

Ha, f*ck, seriously….

“If I could tell you, it wouldn’t be a weakness.”

“Haha, a wise answer to a stupid question~”

Save me.

‘I hope he didn't just take a shot in the dark and guess that I'm a coward.’

I carefully swallowed my saliva, making sure it wasn't visible.

Kwak Jekang spread both hands.

“Anyway, I called you here today for something good.”

“By something good, you mean,”

“Something to celebrate! By my calculations… Mr. Roe Deer, haven't you already collected more than half the points required for a Wish Ticket?”

“…!”

The man is a demon.

Yes.

What he said… was true.

I recalled my accumulated points as of last week.

[Accumulated Points: 177,200p]

Even this was an astounding figure.

It was an amount of points unimaginable for a rookie who hadn't even been with the company for a year, so I had never mentioned it to anyone.

Even in a department where people openly talked about their resignation dates, there was a limit.

‘If it’s this much of an outlier, people are bound to start having other thoughts.’

But who would have known?

That as of this week, my accumulated points would become even more of an outlier.

[Accumulated Points: 277,200p]

It was reaching the stage where people might start asking if this was some kind of manipulation.

‘It’s thanks to Sekwang Technical High School.’

Let’s think about the basic points awarded per grade.

A-grade: 100,000p

And I had cleared Sekwang Technical High School as an A-grade solo.

While it’s true that several people entered and cleared it together, I was the only A-grade.

Furthermore, they said the solution was just barely thick enough for it to count as a solo clear.

Thanks to Director Cheong and Director Ho, the two pillars of the Development Department, ‘actively’ giving the okay, it was passed that the points should be paid out as is.

It was a happy yet eerie affair.

‘And the registration was finished this morning.’

Thus, Kim Soleum had officially gathered more than half the points required for a Wish Ticket.

‘It’s ridiculously faster than I expected….’

Strangely, the pieces have fit perfectly to bring me this far.

At this rate, if I can just endure one year—no, maybe even less—in the Elite Squad, I’ll be able to return to my original world.

To the comfortable 21st-century Korea where ghost stories don't exist!

All of this flashed through my mind in an instant, but my facial expression didn't falter… or so I hope.

‘Let’s not give him an opening…!’

“Does something change if I’ve collected more than half the points?”

Instead, I gave a vague reaction, intentionally frowning slightly.

Leaving him unsure if I was stung because I had collected that much, or if I was upset because I hadn't.

“It’s not so much that things change… as that an opportunity arises?”

Kwak Jekang said with a grin.

“Have you ever heard of the Wish Ticket Simulator?”

Simulator?

…Ah!

From that point onward, Qterw-D-718 is provided as a simulator to promising employees who have a chance of obtaining a Wish Ticket.

‘There was a ghost story entry like that.’

I remember.

I obsessively recalled the Wiki, which was starting to become a bit hazy.

Simultaneously, Kwak Jekang’s chatter rang in my ears.

“This company gives employees who are about to get a Wish Ticket a chance to check their wish. So that the wish can be fulfilled in an ‘appropriate’ manner.”

Was the criteria for a ‘promising employee’ 250,000 points….

Or maybe it was calculated backward based on the time remaining until receiving the Wish Ticket.

Either way, it seemed the opportunity to experience the simulator had come to me.

…If entering a ghost story can be called an opportunity!

“You could do it later, but Soleum, if you don't do it now, your turn might get pushed back and you won't know when you can do it again, right? I called you because I thought it would be good to get it done now.”

“…….”

I thought.

A Darkness Deployment orchestrated by Kwak Jekang?

‘There’s definitely a trap.’

But I couldn't just refuse recklessly.

He was the type of person who would persistently ask for a reason.

“You’re not a coward, so why would you avoid it? Isn’t that right? Hahaha!”

Eek.

“Well. I could avoid it for other reasons too.”

I sighed and stood up.

Let’s end this conversation quickly.

‘If I have to go into a ghost story one way or another, I shouldn't give him any leverage.’

“Fine, I understand. When should I enter?”

Kwak Jekang chuckled.

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

“…….”

“Your attitude has changed a lot. You’ve lost that rookie smell. Haven't you?”

Wait.

“No. I mean it in a good way! Now you finally seem like an employee of this company, it feels familiar. Let’s cut the useless chatter and get to the point~ You already seem like you're in the Elite Squad.”

Kwak Jekang’s eyes crinkled as he smiled.

“Then let’s do a job worthy of an employee of this company!”

He then placed a document on the table.

‘This is….’

It was an employee profile.

One I also knew.

[Employee: Jang Heowoon]

I looked at the ID photo of the long-haired, gloomy-looking employee about my age.

“Ah, you’re acquainted, right? You entered Cheerful Theme Park together. The friend from the Cleanup team.”

“He shouldn't be in the Cleanup team now. He was definitely reassigned to F-Squad….”

“Ah~ right. The appointment was made. …But his official affiliation is still the Cleanup team.”

“…!”

“It’s a form of dispatch to the general squad. Wouldn't it take until next year for the affiliation to be officially changed?”

Kwak Jekang tapped the document.

“So… his affiliation is still perfectly fine for deployment in this kind of work.”

“…….”

This kind of work?

An ominous chill ran down my spine.

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“It’s simple. Once your business in the Darkness is over, Mr. Roe Deer, just call that employee to the remaining elevator and leave him there before you come out.”

“…!”

This crazy son of a bitch.

No, stay calm. I mustn't show any agitation here.

“Hmm. Does this Darkness require two people for deployment… or is a sacrifice necessary?”

“Haha… confirming that is the very reason for the existence of us researchers! You just have to do as instructed, Mr. Roe Deer. Simple, right?”

Thud.

Kwak Jekang threw another document onto the table.

The Darkness assigned to me this time.

“In the Elevator Ghost Story.”

—Then I’m counting on you, Mr. Roe Deer! Call the Cleanup team rookie when you go and take him with you.

“…….”

I re-read the manual I had already memorized and put it back in my pocket.

What did I do?

[Mr. Heowoon, I plan to enter around 5 o'clock, so please take a rest.]

[Ah, yes! Understood!]

I’m not taking him in.

And I knew.

‘This is grounds for disciplinary action.’

Probably… no matter what excuse I make, this will be talked about.

Even for a salaryman living on someone else's dime, this wasn't the kind of thing that could be overlooked as "flexibility."

But it was meaningless unless I blocked it completely from the source.

‘There’s a high probability that Kwak Jekang has done something to Jang Heowoon himself.’

I had to prevent him from coming in the first place.

And as much as I was risking disciplinary action, there was one effect I was aiming for here… but I’ll think about that again once the exploration is over.

The important thing was this.

……From now on, I had to ride a haunted elevator alone.

“Whew.”

This was the first time I had been given time to prepare mentally before entering a haunted place alone….

‘Maybe… it was better when I just stumbled in without knowing anything.’

My hands trembled with fear.

And I had left Braun at my desk.

‘In this ghost story, the elevator is for one person anyway.’

I didn't want to leave Braun in front of the elevator and get on. …Because I didn't know what would happen.

I had asked Section Chief Lee Jaheon to check on him occasionally to make sure he was safe, so it should be fine.

‘…Let’s go.’

I entered the building for the Guaranteed Entry of Qterw-D-718, which the company had found and isolated.

It was a very old rental apartment; the water had already been cut off, but the company was arbitrarily supplying power.

The dark interior smelled of unmanaged, cold, stale air.

The shadowed hallway seemed to stretch endlessly in front of me.

And the machine operating alone.

[5F]

The door of the first-floor elevator.

“…….”

I swallowed hard as I walked down the hallway.

In the light of the emergency exit sign and the dim lamps, I saw the elevator.

-Under Repair-

We will fix it quickly.

Haengbok Nara Apartment Security Office

Contrary to the message, the already tattered scrap of paper dangled from yellow box tape.

This phenomenon mainly occurs in buildings with only one elevator, and one should be especially cautious of elevators with signs saying they break down frequently or are under repair.

Yes. This was it.

With trembling hands, I called the elevator.

The elevator slowly descended.

5, F, 3, 2…….

[Ding]

I took a deep breath.

Through the opening elevator doors, the rusty and dark interior was visible.

The floor was dirty with soot as if it hadn't been cleaned properly.

Still, I moved my feet.

If you take a step into the elevator, you can see them attached side-by-side on the right and left….

The dirty mirrors with handprints on them.

‘…Sigh.’

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Don't Look in the Mirror]

: The ghost story appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>, identification code Qterw-D-718 of Daydream Inc.

One of the ritual-type ghost stories that circulated on the internet around 200X.

It is said that if you play Rock-Paper-Scissors with the ‘me’ in the mirror in the elevator and win, they will tell you the truth to any question.

It is written in a gamebook style, providing instructions by number on what actions to take depending on the anomalous phenomena that occur.

==========

[Doors closing.]

I stood with my back pressed tightly against the only wall without a mirror, watching the closing doors with a sense of slight despair.

My heart was pounding so hard it felt like it would pop out.

Soon, the elevator was completely closed, and darkness and silence descended.

In the dark interior of the stopped elevator, I stood alone and still….

Along with the mirrors.

“…….”

A few seconds passed, feeling like an eternity.

I have to endure. If I endure….

[Going up.]

Ting.

Even though I hadn't pressed a button, the elevator began to move.

…It had been called somewhere.

Red lights came on for all the floor buttons as if they had been pressed, illuminating the inside of the elevator in a red and sinister glow.

It started now.

After boarding the elevator, wait without pressing any buttons.

If the elevator starts moving on its own, you have successfully entered the ghost story.

1. From now until you reach the top floor, play Rock-Paper-Scissors with the ‘me’ in the mirror.

If you win even once: Go to number 3.

If you don't win even once: Go to number 13.

“…….”

I swallowed hard and barely managed to move my head to… look at the left mirror.

In it, a pale version of myself stood in the elevator.

In countless numbers.

Reflected again in the right mirror behind me, my front and back views repeated infinitely until they became dots.

My appearance grew smaller and smaller, and more and more indistinct….

“…….”

After wiping the sweat from my trembling left hand on my shirt a few times, I finally raised my hand.

And I muttered softly.

“…Rock, paper, scissors.”

Scissors.

The countless versions of me in the mirror were holding out scissors.

Front views and back views side by side, on and on….

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

The countless reflections of me holding out fists were shown.

I repeated it a few more times.

Rock, paper, scissors.

Rock, paper, scissors.

Rock, paper, scissors….

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

It was the moment I put out a fist on the fifth try.

Among the repeating mirror images of myself, I saw something heterogeneous.

…One of them had its hand wide open.

Among the images of me with clenched fists, a single back view with its hand spread wide was formed in the image far across the mirror.

“…….”

I froze with my hand raised.

Far away in the mirror, the Kim Soleum holding out an open palm slowly turned his head….

He looked back at me and smiled.

Widely.

Chapter 101

Among the countless repeated and shrinking images of myself reflected in the double-sided mirrors of the elevator, there was a single Anomalous Phenomenon.

The back of my head, which had beaten me at rock-paper-scissors.

‘That thing’ inside the mirror stretched its neck out, looked back at me, and smiled.

Thud.

I barely regained my senses at the noise of the elevator.

What I held was a rock.

What the thing in the mirror held was… paper.

‘…I lost.’

First of all, since I lost, I had to do it again.

Until I won.

[5F]

The elevator was ascending.

※ Caution: According to most statements from those who have performed this ritual, the ‘me in the mirror’ has an unnaturally high win rate in rock-paper-scissors against oneself.

With a trembling hand, I raised my fist toward the mirror again.

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

The back of my head, which was smiling with its head turned around, changed its hand at will.

I was scissors.

The one in the mirror was rock.

…I lost, again.

Thud.

…The ascending elevator stopped for a moment, then continued to rise as if nothing had happened.

In reality, that was clearly all.

However, in the elevator reflected in the mirror….

At some point, the door had opened ever so slightly.

Slide.

Through that gap, a white hand had emerged.

“…….”

[7F]

The elevator was ascending.

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

It was a draw.

[7F]

‘Just once.’

I only needed to win just once. Before I arrived at the 12th floor, the highest floor of this building…!

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

I was scissors, the ghost was rock.

‘I lost….’

Thud.

The elevator shook slightly.

That was it. There was no change in reality.

However, in the elevator reflected in the mirror…… the door had opened further before I knew it.

Through the gap, someone’s arm and leg were visible.

“…….”

The torso was halfway inside this elevator, looking as if it would almost touch me…….

But it was still invisible in reality. Because that strange scenery was only being reflected in the mirror, I couldn't take my eyes off the mirror.

‘Please, just once!’

If I won just once, it would all be over.

3. Congratulations. You have now moved to the question stage.

It meant I could go to that instructional text.

‘I have to go that way.’

That was the least scary and fastest path. Please, please….

“Rock, paper, scissors.”

It was a draw.

[10F]

“…Rock, paper, scissors.”

…….

I raised my head.

My hand was clenched in a fist.

And in the mirror, I saw my own face smiling with its palm spread wide.

[12F]

I lost.

13. You did not win even once.

You cannot get off at the highest floor. Poor thing.

Thud.

The elevator stopped.

The red lights on all the buttons went out, and the interior became pitch black. I barely held back a scream.

‘Crazy, this is crazy….’

I managed to lift my head.

Inside the giant mirror reflecting this dark elevator….

“…….”

The elevator door was wide open.

1930819F, a floor with a strange number, was displayed on the indicator. And outside the wide-open door in the mirror, only emptiness could be seen.

And….

The ghost was standing next to me.

“…….”

I gasped for breath.

The ghost far away in the mirror, who had been playing rock-paper-scissors with me, had walked through the elevator door and was now in the mirror right in front of my nose.

I only rolled my eyes to look to the side.

I saw an empty, old, and dark interior, an elevator with its doors firmly shut.

But when I looked into the mirror,

Another version of me, who had entered from the Darkness of the wide-open elevator door and stood next to me, was looking back and staring intently at me with a grin so wide it seemed his mouth would rip….

…….

You have failed the ritual.

From now on, you should be careful whenever you take an elevator. Because the thing in the mirror will try to find and meet you.

Fortunately, the opportunity for questions still remains.

However….

: To number 6.

The smiling thing in the mirror lowered its hand.

6. From now on, the entity in the mirror will conduct the ritual.

Mouth movements without sound.

Rock, paper, scissors.

And it thrusts out a fist.

“……!”

I broke into a cold sweat as I saw my own hand, which had thrust out a fist just in time.

If you do not respond to the rock-paper-scissors with the ‘me in the mirror’, it will gladly accept a win by default.

In this case: There is no separate number guidance. May you rest in peace.

I had to match it.

Rock, paper, scissors.

Once more, I extended my hand.

The opponent was rock. And I….

Scissors.

“…….”

I lost.

From now on, I had to pay the price of defeat.

I raised my head, dripping with cold sweat.

Not you.

The entity in the mirror will ask a question.

Inside the mirror, the ghost with my appearance moved its finger to leave a mark on the glass.

What is your name?

Shit.

With a trembling hand, I left letters on the mirror.

Kim Soleum

Heh heh.

The ghost in the mirror standing next to me laughed.

…I have to, endure it.

If you give a false answer: There is no separate number guidance. May you rest in peace.

I felt like I was going crazy.

‘Why can’t I win even once?’

Even searching through the Exploration Records on the Wiki in my head, there was no answer.

Because rock-paper-scissors wasn't the main point of the ghost to begin with.

The focus was more on what questions were asked after that. There was no countermeasure like how to win at rock-paper-scissors.

Rock-paper-scissors was a game of luck to begin with, wasn't it?

There was no such thing as a sure-win method. But….

I barely managed to stare at the ghost in the mirror, which was staring intently at me from my side.

‘…Then, how has that thing not lost even once since the beginning?’

Pure luck?

A cliché where it knows everything I’ll throw because it’s the me in the mirror?

‘But if that’s the case, how did other people win?’

And in my case right now.

‘If it knows everything, shouldn't it not even draw?’

If it can win, then why on earth….

Rock, paper, scissors.

Damn it.

I hurriedly extended my hand.

I was scissors, the ghost was… rock.

“…….”

When is your birthday?

My fingers trembled.

September 13th

The ghost in the mirror hopped around like crazy.

…Because there was only, one time left.

“…….”

While continuing the rock-paper-scissors led by the entity in the mirror until the elevator moves again—

If you win even once: To number 3.

If you answer the opponent's questions three times or more: To number 99.

I had already answered twice.

My name.

My birthday.

……Now I only had one chance left to lose.

‘It’s the end.’

…Because the text for number 99 was like this.

99.

If enough time has passed to scroll down this far after three answers, you are probably no longer the person who first started reading this ritual manual.

I hope you live happily outside the mirror! Please, don't come looking for meplease

I would be swapped.

With the thing in the mirror.

‘No.’

Cold sweat poured down.

But I didn't have the luxury to dwell on it. Since I no longer had the initiative….

Rock, paper, scissors.

I hurriedly extended my hand.

Paper versus paper. It was a draw.

‘Phew…….’

I was barely catching my breath….

Rock-paper-scissors.

“…!”

I missed it.

I couldn't… respond.

‘Shit.’

I gritted my teeth and prepared myself to face the aftermath…….

…….

Huh?

Nothing happened.

‘…Ah!’

I realized. It seemed that because I hadn't lowered the hand I was holding, it was counted as having ‘responded’ to the new round of rock-paper-scissors.

‘Right. I was holding it as paper….’

“…….”

Wait a minute.

I recalled the results of the rock-paper-scissors I had played with the ghost so far.

This, perhaps….

Rock, paper, scissors.

I didn't change my hand this time either.

It was a draw.

Rock, paper, scissors.

This time too.

And the next….

I kept putting out paper and stayed still.

The amazing thing was that the ghost was doing the same.

We drew three times in a row like that.

‘…As I thought.’

I swallowed hard.

It seemed I had realized one decisive thing.

The ghost in the mirror doesn't throw scissors.

That's why it's a draw if I only throw paper.

If I throw paper, the opponent has to throw scissors to win. But since it can't do that, it had no choice but to throw paper as well to avoid losing.

‘Why?’

Why can't it do it?

There was surely a hidden setting… no, for now, it was just a groundless guess, so let's focus on the phenomenon.

Anyway, a defense method had been created…….

Rock-paper-scissors.

I hurriedly spread my hand.

From now on, if I continued to only throw paper in this way, I could definitely keep drawing.

‘But I can't draw forever.’

It was even more despairing that such a case wasn't in the Manual at all.

Yes. The condition hadn't changed.

‘I must, I must win at least once.’

How can I win…….

‘…If that ghost is the ‘me in the mirror’ and already knew what I was going to throw,’

The countermeasure was surprisingly simple.

‘I just have to throw randomly.’

Most people probably passed that way.

Whether it was a civilian who was so dazed by fear that they didn't even know what they were throwing and just did rock-paper-scissors randomly.

Or a Field Exploration team member with a strong heart who didn't feel fear and, already knowing the Manual, just threw whatever came to hand indifferently.

Even if they were predicted a few times because they regained their senses in between, they would have won one round in five or six tries. There was no need to record what was thrown and what wasn't.

But I had missed both cases.

The reason was….

‘…The silver ring!’

Because I had entered wearing a mental defense item, I didn't fall into a state of panic, but because I had thrown each hand after calculating it while being scared, it had come to this. Damn it…!

It was the worst result a coward could produce because they weren't under a status ailment.

‘Should I take off the ring now?’

No, it was too late. There was only one chance.

‘How on earth can I….’

I roughly wiped the sweat trickling down my temple.

In the process, the button on my sleeve scratched my cheek, drawing blood. I wiped that blood along with the sweat.

…At that moment.

A red line also appeared on the cheek of the ghost in the mirror.

“…!”

And its sleeve was stained red.

…Just like the blood mixed with the sweat I had wiped away.

Wait.

‘Is it… sharing its state with me?’

Right. The mirror was reflecting me, after all.

Even if it was a ghost in my shape that had started moving on its own inside the mirror, it was influenced by the ‘me’ outside the mirror…….

……!

Yes.

‘…In that case!’

A realization flashed like a bolt of lightning.

I gritted my teeth and fumbled through my pockets.

The ghost with my appearance in the mirror followed suit and fumbled through its pockets as if mocking me, pulling out the same thing.

However, what I pulled out wasn't some grand Item.

It was just a pen and a rubber band.

‘Quickly.’

I inserted the pen between my fingers and started wrapping the rubber band….

Rock-paper-scissors.

“…!”

I responded.

While responding so that I could draw with the rock-paper-scissors the mirror-me threw as a surprise attack. I fixed one pen vertically to each of my right thumb and index finger.

And the left hand as well.

‘Qu-quickly.’

Rock-paper-scissors.

Rock-paper-scissors.

Rock-paper-scissors.

Rock-paper-scissors.

The ghost in the mirror kept extending its hand as if to interfere. I continued the work while responding to it breathlessly.

I slipped several times, and the ballpoint pen tip scratched my arms and hands.

But….

Rock-paper-scissors.

‘…Done!’

I hurriedly extended my hand.

But this time, it wasn't paper.

Made with the index and thumb, which I had fixed so they couldn't be bent….

Scissors.

……!

However, the opponent in the mirror still had its fingers all spread wide in paper.

To be precise….

‘It can't throw anything else!’

Its fingers were restrained by the pens and rubber bands I had used to keep my index and thumb from bending.

‘This way, it can't use rock.’

But since it couldn't throw scissors either… it had no choice but to only spread its hands. In the end….

Scissors versus paper.

“…!!”

I won.

“I did…!”

Crash!

The ghost inside the mirror slammed its head against the glass.

Crash! Crash! Crash!

I stood frozen in place.

Crashcrashcrashcrashcrashcrashcrash!!

The mirror was breaking.

It cracked, ripples formed, and it shattered.

But, but…….

The thing inside the mirror could not come out.

….

The vibration stopped.

Inside the mirror, the thing that had been slamming its head toward the outside raised its head.

The thing that had been smiling with its mouth ripped wide until a moment ago was now expressionless.

It looked down at its own hands, which were tied so its joints couldn't bend, and then its face contorted.

It contorted!

With a strange expression that a human could never make, it glared at me with th-that strange expression, and then….

Cackle cackle cackle!!

Laughing like a maniac, it rushed out the open elevator door inside the mirror.

“…….”

[Going down.]

“Whew…….”

I slumped to the floor.

The elevator started moving again.

The strange phrases disappeared from the floor indicator, and numbers were displayed normally….

[12F]

Ding-dong—

[12th floor. The doors are opening.]

3. Congratulations. You have succeeded in the ritual!

Get off at the highest floor and find the nearest window.

If there is no window: To number 7.

I lived.

I staggered out into the dark hallway.

Even though I had clearly entered during the day, the windows of the hallway, which was as gloomy as if the sun had already set, were sporadically broken, taped up, or covered in graffiti.

Originally, it was the inside of an abandoned building that I would have run out of screaming if I had entered alone, but now, even that sense of fear gave me a feeling of relief….

I moved my feet toward the nearest window on the opposite side.

The window was dirty and cloudy with dust, but I placed my finger on it without hesitation.

If you write the desired question on the window, the entity that was in the mirror will answer any question.

And this answer is always the truth.

The question I was most curious about.

The wish I would make.

Through the Wish Potion from Daydream Inc., can I return to the place where I originally lived?

I lifted my finger from the window.

Then, at the bottom of the window, other letters began to appear….

“…!”

The answer to my question.

Chapter 102

The single Q&A session granted as a reward for winning rock-paper-scissors against the elevator mirror ghost.

Naturally, the truth revealed by a ghost story wasn't always a good thing.

It could be something I didn't like.

Or it could be something completely useless.

It could be either of those things.

For example, if I wrote down a question asking when humanity would go extinct, it might answer with something like, "Long after you are dead."

'That would technically be the truth.'

So, if I asked, 'What is the way for me to return to where I originally lived?', it could potentially answer using extremely radical and fragmented words.

Rather than that, it was better to find out if the method I was currently aiming for could definitely return me to my original world.

'The Wish Potion of Daydream Inc.'

My heart pounded.

The answer, which promised to speak nothing but the truth, appeared on the window glass with agonizing slowness.

It was….

<It is possible to return. Without fail.>

A very clear, positive statement.

“……!”

I slid down to the floor with a deep sigh of relief.

‘Wow.’

It felt like all the tension was draining out of me.

…To be honest, I was worried that an extremely ambiguous or negative answer might come out.

I had tried hard not to think about it, but sometimes… doubts would creep in.

—What if I can't even return with the Wish Potion?

—What if the conditions I set are wrong and it happens in a strange way?

However, I tried to suppress those thoughts as much as possible.

Even if I doubted it, the fact that the Wish Ticket was the method with the highest probability didn't change.

‘Even if I’m anxious, the things I have to do don't change….’

And I had to believe that I could definitely return with the Wish Ticket to endure these terrible horrors and keep working…….

“…….”

But with this, I could work with even more conviction.

‘Let's do it.’

I can do it.

Let's gather the remaining Points as quickly and safely as possible with all my might!

I pulled myself together and stood up from my seat.

‘I’m overflowing with the will to work….’

An extremely rare occurrence.

However, I hadn't escaped the ghost story just yet.

‘The final stage of the ritual remains.’

Now that I had successfully received the answer, it was time to finish the ritual and go back.

The tasks required to return safely differed depending on which number you won the rock-paper-scissors and reached the top floor.

If you came from No. 1: Go to No. 10.

If you came from No. 6: Go to No. 11.

No. 1 was the case where you won the rock-paper-scissors immediately and reached the top floor smoothly.

In that case, you would go to No. 10, which ends with instructions like, 'Go down the stairs to return home, and do not ride an elevator with mirrors on both sides for three days.' But….

‘…I failed once.’

In this case, the tasks became much creepier and more painful.

“…Phew.”

Since it was getting confusing, I decided to read the Manual materials provided by the company.

No. 11.

11. If you reached the top floor by winning rock-paper-scissors led by 'Someone in the mirror,' the method of handling the situation varies depending on how many questions you answered.

First, you must board the elevator.

I swallowed hard, turned around, and stood in front of the elevator doors again.

Since the elevator was still stopped on the 12th floor, the doors opened as soon as I pressed the button.

Ding.

With a short sound, the interior of the dilapidated elevator, where the mirror on the right was shattered into pieces, was revealed….

During this stage, you must keep the door-open button pressed at all times while staying inside the elevator.

Never take your hand off the button.

And face the mirror opposite the one you played rock-paper-scissors with while coming up to the top floor.

I turned my gaze to the mirror on the left.

Because the opposite mirror was smashed, there was no infinitely repeating space inside it.

There, reflecting the interior of the dark elevator where only the diffuse reflections from the fragmented mirror glinted….

You will see something strange.

There was me.

With my head bowed at an unnaturally deep angle.

Clad in a completely tattered suit.

Eerily motionless.

The ghost that had played rock-paper-scissors with me.

…….

The figure in the mirror slowly raises its head.

The expressionless face gets closer and closer to me.

Closer.

As if pressing against the mirror.

You must endure until the elevator makes a sound. You must not move or run away. You must stare at it until the very end.

The more questions you answered, the longer this duration will be.

I endured it.

But there was a limit to everything. Even though there was clearly a glass pane blocking the way, it kept getting closer, bit by bit, endlessly, endlessly….

My hand pressing the door-open button trembled.

I—I have to think about something else….

‘Did that thing… write the answer on the window graffiti I wrote?’

Yes. It probably….

Thump!

I almost let go of the button.

The ghost was staring at me with its head pressed against the mirror.

And its mouth was moving.

iwanttogetoutiwanttogetoutiwanttogetoutiwanttogetoutiwanttogetoutiwanttogetoutiwantto getoutiwanttogetoutiwanttogetoutiwanttogetout

I hurriedly lowered my gaze slightly to avoid direct eye contact. Cold sweat formed on my chin and dripped down.

But piercing through the fear, the effect of the silver ring shone through.

It wants to get out?

‘…Because it’s trapped in the mirror?’

My head spun rapidly.

‘Come to think of it, that ghost… couldn't make the "scissors" hand shape, right?’

Why?

The reason it couldn't hold up scissors.

I thought about the hand movement for scissors in rock-paper-scissors.

Whether you lift your thumb with it or your middle finger with it.

Usually, no matter what, the image of lifting the index finger as the main point comes to mind.

And when thinking of hand shapes with the index finger lifted in an elevator, there is one action that is immediately associated with it.

When pressing a button.

‘…That ghost, can it not press the buttons?’

Of course, it could physically press it by hitting it with its fist or ramming it with its head, but this was a matter of concept and imagery.

A ghost trapped in the world inside the infinitely consecutive mirrors of an elevator.

A completely closed space created by two mirrors facing each other.

And the warning message in the manual for when the ritual failed due to losing the rock-paper-scissors.

<Be careful every time you ride an elevator from now on. Because the thing in the mirror will try to find you and meet you.>

Could that be….

‘…Because it wants to get out?’

Thump! Thump! Thump! Thump! Thumpthumpthumpthumpthumpthumpthumpthump

Fuck, seriously…!

I tried my best not to look at the ghost still banging its head against the mirror and continued thinking.

…Maybe.

‘Is that ghost trapped in the elevator?’

It was then.

Beep— Beep— Beep—

A signal sounded.

The sound that occurs when you hold the elevator for too long.

When you hear the sound, immediately exit the elevator and move to the stairs.

Do not use that elevator again. It is recommended to put up an <Under Repair> sign to prevent others from riding it until the sun rises the next day.

And from now on, do not look into the mirror for more than 5 seconds when boarding an elevator with mirrors on both sides.

It will come to find you.

In that case.

I hesitated, then took my hand off the open button as I exited the elevator.

And at the same time, I touched one button.

[1F]

Naturally, because it was a mirror, the 1st-floor button lit up in the elevator inside it as well.

I didn't look at the expression of the ghost that had my face and quickly ran out of the open doors.

Sliding.

The doors, no longer forced by the open button, closed, and the elevator began to move.

[Going down….]

I went down to the first floor using the stairs from the 12th floor.

While running down the old stairs, I thought I heard the cheerful sound of the elevator opening and saying, 'This is the 1st floor'…….

“Phew.”

By the time I came out of the rental apartment that had practically become a condemned building, the sun had already set quite a while ago.

‘They said time flows strangely inside, and it really was true.’

It was already 7 o'clock.

I immediately called one person.

[Ah, Soleum…!]

It was Jang Heowoon, whom I was supposed to meet at 5 o'clock.

But for someone who had been left waiting for two hours, my apology flowed out smoothly.

Because….

“I'm sorry. I told you beforehand that there might be a problem, but I kept you waiting for too long, didn't I?”

[Ah, no. It’s okay. This is a nice cafe! Since an urgent matter came up, it couldn’t be helped. I’m fine!]

That’s right.

Because I had intentionally told Jang Heowoon to meet at 5 o'clock.

‘Just in case the research team, after receiving the report that I went in alone, tried to divert Jang Heowoon to another bizarre ghost story in the meantime.’

That crazy psychopathic Researcher was fully capable of doing such a thing. While saying something like, 'Ah, since it's turned out this way, it would be nice if you could go somewhere else.'

‘Work life is truly like trash….’

Anyway, after that, I apologized to Jang Heowoon, who was sitting in the cafe.

And I explained the situation.

In a way that wasn't overly shocking, making it feel like I had arbitrarily refused because the research team was trying to make us both do dangerous work without any

value.

But Jang Heowoon focused on a different point.

[Wait a minute. Then won’t you get into trouble, Mr./Ms./Mx. Soleum? You’ve unilaterally disobeyed company instructions…!]

“Ah, it’s fine.”

I said reassuringly.

As long as you keep it a secret, Mr./Ms. Heowoon, I have a use for all of this.”

[…??]

And a short while later.

As soon as I returned to hand in the Dream Collector, I was urgently summoned by Kwak Jekang.

And I explained the situation shamelessly.

“…So, you just left the Cleanup team person behind…. That’s what you’re saying?”

“Yes.”

Kwak Jekang stared at me for a moment as if he had lost his words, but eventually, he let out a sigh and burst into a boisterous laugh.

Of course, it wasn't in a good way.

It meant he found it absurd.

“No, Mr. Roe Deer! This is grounds for disciplinary action… The company isn’t a school, did you think you could just do whatever you wanted? Did Section Chief Lee Jaheon say you could do that?”

“No. Team Leader Lee Jaheon always advises us to comply with company regulations and the Field Exploration Manual.”

“Gosh, if you knew that, then why did you do it? My goodness, hmm….”

And he asked in a subtle tone.

“Do you have a strong aversion to a colleague being sacrificed during an exploration? Since you're acquaintances, after all.”

I knew you'd say that.

I answered immediately.

“…? It was frustrating.”

“……??”

“Why should I, when I can clear a place quickly on my own, take along, um, excuse me, yes, a useless piece of baggage.”

“…!”

Kwak Jekang looked at me with a stunned expression, then hurriedly opened his mouth.

“No, after clearing it, you could have just left him alone in the elevator and come out….”

“That’s why I’m asking why I should have to worry about such things while investigating the darkness.”

I frowned slightly and argued as if I couldn't stand it.

“Whether the employee waiting under the elevator will run away or whether I can send him at the right timing—those things don't help at all in shortening the exploration time or increasing the solution concentration.”

“…….”

“Isn't the reason for the existence of the Field Exploration Position to extract high-concentration solution as quickly as possible to supply the raw materials for the Daydream Potion? Why should I have to do work that is unrelated to my duties?”

“No, this is also work….”

“Isn't that your work, Manager?”

Kwak Jekang shut his mouth.

It seemed he was speechless at my crazy MZ energy.

Even though actual MZs are just new employees being ground down at work, this was all just a concept for me!

“So, I decided that it would be better to just receive disciplinary action.”

“…Because that’s more efficient?”

“Yes.”

I answered as if it were obvious.

“At the very least, you’ll give me the disciplinary action during a period when I’m not doing darkness investigation.”

“…….”

Kwak Jekang was looking at me with eyes as if he were seeing some kind of new substance.

It's absurd even to you, right?

That's right.

‘This is exactly the weakness of mine that you wanted so much…!’

An obsessive efficiency-nut who sticks to his own principles!

Thanks to that, I might seem moral, but in fact, if something goes against the principles I’ve set for myself, I do socially inept things as if having a seizure.

‘This kind of extreme personality is originally a weakness.’

As long as I could continuously prevent Kwak Jekang’s useless probing, disciplinary action was much more manageable…!

“Then I will wait until the disciplinary action is decided.”

I left the lab while maintaining the crazy bastard concept until the very end.

‘I should go find Braun.’

I felt very proud.

The office of Research Team 1, which had become quiet after Kim Soleum left.

In that spot where all the other employees had left for the day, Kwak Jekang, who had been silently sitting at his desk organizing the events of yesterday and today….

“Hahahaha!”

He burst into laughter.

“Left him behind because it was frustrating? Hahaha!”

How could this be so entertaining!

If it had been any other employee, they would have been completely fooled.

When swept away by such extreme remarks and in a state where one's heart is swayed by overwhelming results, everything tends to sound plausible.

But….

“I’ve observed people a very long time!”

A person’s actions are more important than their words.

And using those actions to predict another pattern of behavior was precisely one of the joys of this job…!

“Ah, how delightful.”

Kwak Jekang wore a beaming smile as he finished his notes, stood up from his desk, and set off on his way home with a light step.

Clang.

His humming echoed in the office for a moment before vanishing as the door closed.

On the desk he had left, only a few pages of documented materials remained.

[Assistant Manager Kim Soleum / Field Exploration team]

It was Kim Soleum's profile file.

Below it, a memo scribbled by Kwak Jekang could be seen….

Characteristics (Predicted with significant probability)

1. Kind-hearted.

2. Fearful.

Chapter 103

-Friend, your boss is an uncreative and boring swordsman….

‘I-I see.’

I had come to find Braun after thanking Lee Jaheon.

One thing I felt slightly sorry to both of them for was that, because it was late, Section Chief Lizard had taken this plush doll all the way to his staff quarters when he got off work.

Thanks to that, Braun had visited my boss's house—a place I had never seen (and didn't particularly want to see in the future). I thought he would find it quite interesting, but.

-Ah, I would rather sit alone on the cold tile floor of a studio's backstage.

‘……Right.’

It seemed he had been extremely bored….

I broke out in a cold sweat as I watched Braun lamenting, saying things like, ‘There is nothing in that man’s house; time passed in silence without him even talking to himself or humming.’

“But it was such a messy place. As a friend, I felt like I couldn't just leave you abandoned in that abandoned building.”

-Friend…!

I think I’m starting to get the hang of it now. The ‘Good Friend’ shows the most moderate reactions when I treat him as a friend too….

‘Well, it’s the truth anyway.’

Regardless, I recalled the conversation I had with Section Chief Lee Jaheon just before receiving Braun back.

-Thank you.

I said that and bowed my head low.

-And I’m sorry. I committed an act worthy of disciplinary action and caused trouble for you as well, Section Chief.

Honestly, if this were a normal company, I would have been hit with a file folder by my direct superior.

However, even after hearing the whole story, Section Chief Lizard remained calm.

-Yes.

-……I couldn't just push my colleague into a position where he would clearly die for no reason….

-I see.

Then he stared at me and said this.

-Bear the responsibility of your choice.

-…Yes!

It was a bit scary, but it seemed he had let it slide for now.

‘Thank goodness.’

I apologized and thanked Section Chief Lee Jaheon a few more times and handed over the gift set of snacks I had prepared.

And now, I was heading down the stairs of the staff quarters.

-Ah, then are we returning to Mr. Roe Deer's modest and cozy room to rest like this?

“No, not quite.”

I walked straight out of the staff quarters building.

“I have one more thing to do.”

Today was the day to draw the tarot for the F-Rank Darkness I manage, ‘Quantum Choice.’

I think it’s been two months since I last visited the Annex to see the tarot cards.

While I was on sick leave, someone else had covered the duty once, and now the turn had come back to me.

“Hello.”

I greeted the dark human figure of the Security Team employee working at the desk, received the key, and moved down the hallway.

‘Last time, I pulled the Moon card reversed.’

-Ah, are you going to use that trick again this time? Picking up the card upside down!

Well, about that.

“I’ll use it if I have to… but I’d rather not.”

-Ho-ho?

Something… concerning regarding that came to mind.

‘You said that when the Moon card is drawn reversed, uncertainty is resolved.’

-That is correct. Is there some problem with that?

There’s no problem with that in itself.

Because in the month after drawing that card, there were several instances where uncertainty was resolved or things became clear.

For example… my affiliation.

‘It was confirmed that I would stay in Team D.’

…As two team members disappeared.

“…….”

But there is a premise to all of this.

‘For uncertainty to be resolved, one must experience an uncertain situation in the first place.’

In other words, drawing a bad card reversed….

‘Is based on the premise that one must experience the bad state regardless.’

Because to recover or escape from it, one needs to be in that state at least once.

-Aha, what an interesting approach. It’s quite persuasive!

Exactly.

Moreover, no matter how much one recovers, in a Ghost Story Worldview, falling into a ‘bad state’ itself is a massive risk….

I must not forget the Contamination Incident.

‘It seems safer to try and draw something good in the upright position if possible.’

So please, I hope a situation where I have no choice because both cards are bad doesn't occur.

‘Phew.’

I entered the Containment Area and released the containment of ‘Quantum Choice.’ Then, I took out two black tarot cards, face down, and placed them on the table.

And taking a deep breath, I flipped the two cards.

The first card.

The Devil.

Dammit.

‘That damn Devil card keeps coming up.’

What’s surprising is that this time, it was reversed from the start.

-Ah, a reversed Devil!

-The card of liberation, ‘escaping from the devil.’ it signifies a future decision to overcome addiction or obsession, or to conquer fear.

-It suits Mr. Roe Deer quite well, with your prominent willpower and creativity.

I appreciated the commentary.

But my gaze was immediately fixed on the second card.

…The Sun!

An upright, red and yellow sun was blazing intensely, coloring the card’s illustration with brilliant hues.

This was….

‘Isn't this unconditionally good?!’

-Oh, the Sun!

-What joy and blessings one enjoys under the clear light of the Sun! It is an omen of career success, improved relationships, and ultimate positivity. It guarantees happiness in the near future.

-That is why some consider it the best card in the tarot deck, but I wonder…. Isn't unconditional success and happiness a bit boring?

I’m sorry, but that boredom is exactly what I need right now, Host…!

‘There’s nothing to even think about.’

I reached out and picked up the Sun card.

Just like that, I confirmed an upright card and a stably good future.

-It is a somewhat unexciting choice! But I shall respect that choice as well, Mr. Roe Deer!

‘Thanks.’

And then I wrapped up the ritual.

‘Success and joy.’

It’s definitely not something that hurts to have.

For now, let's at least feel a sense of relief at the prophecy that such things will happen within this month….

‘Shall I head back to the quarters now?’

-Excellent, friend!

I ended a long and eventful day by returning home late at night. For the record, I couldn't take the elevator and had to walk up.

‘Walking up the stairs in the middle of the night is scarier than I thought, even if it's not a ghost story…….’

I felt a bit sorrowful.

But that truly was the last incident of this eventful year.

Surprisingly, the short time remaining in this year passed peacefully.

For the remaining month of December.

Kwak Jekang did not call me for unnecessary things after that incident. Even projects from the strange research team were rarely assigned to me.

‘I guess the MZ energy worked well….’

I was worried the research team might call Jang Heowoon again, but that didn't happen either.

[Jang Heowoon: Soleum! There’s no special change in my affiliation either. I’m still in Team F.]

It seems Jang Heowoon has safely and officially settled into Team F after the year-end personnel reshuffle.

‘That’s something to celebrate.’

Even though his teammate is Baek Saheon… well, seeing them at Sekwang Technical High School, it didn't seem like he was using Jang Heowoon as bait recklessly.

Everything else was ordinary.

‘I just went into ghost stories diligently.’

There were no instances of entering high-grade ghost stories of C-Rank or higher.

Thanks to that, it ended with my internal screams, fear, and the viewing history of children's animations—which prevent my insomnia—increasing….

Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin, who is in charge of evaluations, whom I met in the hallway, lightly tipped me off that ‘the company is damn busy with year-end specials like accounting and audits.’

It’s still uncomfortable when he occasionally rambles about Director Ho, but I’m thankful for him giving me information like this….

“Aha, since Supervisor Kim enters High-Grade Darkness and clears them left and right to gather points, you have nothing to worry about, right? You must be very disappointed that there are no high-grade ones lately, haha!”

“…….”

I am not disappointed at all….

Anyway, even by calmly clearing low-grade ones, points accumulated, and I was able to take a breath and compose myself.

However, throughout this time, strangely, there was one thing that remained unconfirmed.

“Um, Section Chief. Is my disciplinary action still under discussion?”

“Yes.”

My disciplinary action.

-Oh. My, this is interesting…. Didn't you expect the results to come out immediately, Mr. Roe Deer?

That’s right.

Honestly, I didn't expect it to be dismissed, but I didn't think it would take this much time.

I just thought a level of discipline to break the spirit of a cocky but capable rookie and make them behave would fall right at my feet.

‘…Why are they being so complicated up there?’

It even seemed like some rumors had spread within the Field Exploration team itself, which was a bit strange.

[Kang Yihak: Supervisor! I heard the news haha! I heard you decided not to do inefficient work that isn't included in your salary! Wow! I respect you!]

“…….”

Ru…mors like that?

‘I was trying to build a character with a clear moral line, but has even that been distorted…?’

Fortunately, it didn't seem to have gone that far, and it just seemed the development department was agonizing over whether to treat me as an exception or follow the rules.

And in late December.

“The date for the disciplinary action has been confirmed.”

“…….”

Whew.

Finally, the official notice came down.

Disciplinary Notice

Content: Performance of night cleaning duties for the Security Team.

Period: 3 days.

This disciplinary measure is intended to improve the individual's work attitude. Please ensure that similar incidents do not occur in the future.

A very ghost-story-company-like variety had appeared.

‘Where did the general private company disciplinary items like training, pay cuts, suspension, or removal from position go?’

So, are three days okay? Didn't I do well?

That’s true. However….

“The schedule is from December 29th to the 31st.”

“…….”

Who was it.

‘I can feel the desire to screw me over as much as possible in the selection of dates…!’

I can feel the malice of wanting me to welcome the New Year at the company, staying up all night through the end of the year. I was really curious who it was.

But since I already pushed back once, I guess I have to follow orders this time.

‘Sigh…….’

Finally, at midnight on December 29th. I went down to the Security Team area on the first basement floor of the company.

And I met a familiar face.

“Hello, Mr. Jay.”

“Wow… it’s been a while….”

It was Sergeant J3.

From the Sangun ghost story to the containment incident after escaping the Hungry Hangman ghost story, the lanky employee I had met a few times raised his hand toward me with a fairly welcoming face.

Of course, looking bothered was more prominent, so I quickly pulled out the bribe I had prepared.

“I’m sorry. I’ll be in your care for the next three days.”

“You don't have to be sorry…….”

The face of Jay, the Sergeant, brightened as he accepted the two large boxes containing 12 sugar and cream donuts each.

“Supporting this was worth it……. Thank you…. I’ll enjoy these as my snacks…….”

“…….”

‘I brought two boxes so you could share them with the Security Team employees….’

But since he seemed to firmly believe they were 24 donuts just for himself, I kept my mouth shut. I think it was a wise decision.

“Well, come this way for now….”

The Sergeant began to guide me further inside than the CCTV room.

‘It’s an area only the Security Team can enter.’

I’ve ended up here again.

I swallowed hard and began to walk down the hallway following his footsteps.

It means I have to clean somewhere around here.

“May I ask where… the place I have to clean for the three days is?”

“Yes…. Since it’s a place you’ve been to once… it might be better? Probably…. Um.”

A place I’ve been to?

“Since the area to clean today is Containment Corridor B…. You know… there, the place where you pulled out the contaminated employee….”

“……!”

Dammit.

He’s talking about that containment cell area that was attached next to the Security Team's rental warehouse.

The hallway lined with secret rooms where I was briefly confined after being rescued from the Hungry Hangman…!

‘That place… was no ordinary location.’

I swallowed hard, recalling all the mutterings and strange phenomena I had heard while walking out of the containment hallway.

‘…Cleaning the Security Team area.’

The premonition, almost a certainty, that I would encounter an anomaly made my heart race.

“This way… the locker room.”

I swallowed hard and headed to the locker room following the Sergeant’s guidance.

And in the process, I also caught a glimpse of the Security Team’s quarters with the door open.

[Bedroom]

I could see through the gap in the door.

They were secret rooms with a lived-in feel, equipped with curtains, blankets, steel desks, and cabinets, mostly gray-colored supplies.

…Strangely, it felt like a staff dormitory in a prison.

‘It seems… worse than the staff quarters.’

First of all, being underground seemed like it would be bad for health.

“Do all Security Team members live here?”

“No. Only the Security Team…… um.”

The Sergeant narrowed his eyes slightly as if measuring how much he could say.

But soon, with an expression that everything was a bother, he answered vaguely.

“The Security Team… actually, they branch off from a higher department called the Security Management Department…… this is mainly where the Security Team stays….”

“I see.”

Anyway, we soon arrived at the locker room, and I quickly changed into the provided clothes.

It wasn't the Security Team clothes I had worn before, but clothes with a bright orange color that stood out. It strangely felt like an engineer’s work clothes.

“The cleaning uniform… isn't bad…… the color is pretty, too….”

“…….”

Are you… serious?

Anyway, it was time to change and move to the cleaning location.

‘Phew.’

I looked at the Sergeant with the feeling of being led to a slaughterhouse, but he stopped and didn't leave the locker room, as if waiting for someone.

“Cleaning… is usually done in pairs.”

Hm?

Surely the Sergeant wouldn't be paired with me… is it another employee?

At that moment, the Sergeant looked outside the locker room and beckoned me.

“Here they come…. Today’s partner.”

I also looked outside the locker room.

Someone was walking from the hallway where the bedrooms were earlier.

…A familiar face.

“Roe.”

“…!!”

In the hallway, Supervisor Park Minseong raised his hand toward me with an awkward smile.

“Good to see you. How have you been?”

Chapter 104

“What? You didn’t forget me, Roe, did you? It’s been ages!”

The person standing in the dark corridor spoke in an ever-cheerful tone, extending a hand.

Wearing a Badger Mask, it was my former supervisor from Team D, whom I hadn't seen in a long time.

“…Supervisor?”

I was certain.

It was Supervisor Park Minseong.

The man, who had been like a mentor to me, seemed to have a clear sense of self, just as he did when we worked together.

I hurriedly accepted the handshake and asked.

“Have you recovered?”

“I’ve gotten a lot better. Um, I’m slowly starting my rehabilitation activities now. I haven't had much trouble with daily life lately. Right, Sergeant?”

“Yes, well… I suppose so…….”

Phew.

‘I didn't expect to meet him like this.’

Seeing him looking healthy made me feel a bit emotional. My voice became brighter in response.

“Then, Park Min…….”

“Call me Badger!”

“…….”

“No, um…… that… hearing my name still causes a bit of, well, problems sometimes.”

“…Yes.”

I shut my mouth.

I was going to ask if he could return to work, but I could tell without asking.

Now that I looked closer, Supervisor Park Minseong’s face, though he was smiling cheerfully, seemed somewhat pale and anxious….

The area around his cheeks and eyes, which were partially obscured by the mask, looked a bit gaunt.

-Oh my, it seems today’s partner is not in peak condition!

True.

‘It looks like… he’s still recovering.’

Was it really okay to assign someone in that state to a task given as a disciplinary action?

“Let’s go, Roe. Let’s get this over with so you can rest!”

“…Yes.”

But as someone under disciplinary action, I didn't have the authority to tell them to give my partner a different task.

I thanked the Sergeant who had guided me and followed Supervisor Park Minseong, who was already wearing a cleaning uniform….

“Ah, wait a moment.”

“Yes?”

“Take this with you….”

The Sergeant stopped me, momentarily setting down the donut box he had been clutching dearly, and pulled something out of his pocket.

Two old walkie-talkies.

“If things get dangerous… call. I’m on the night shift today…….”

“…Does this connect to Mr. Jay?”

Nod, nod.

Two conflicting emotions—‘as expected, this could be dangerous’ and ‘I’m incredibly grateful’—hit me at the same time.

“Thank you.”

“Yes…….”

The Sergeant added in a low, passing voice.

Looking at Supervisor Park Minseong.

Quietly enough that he wouldn't hear.

“Be careful.”

“…….”

My hands went cold.

I managed a nod and handed one of the walkie-talkies to Supervisor Park Minseong.

Then, we began walking down the basement corridor….

Toward the Security Team rental warehouse.

Step, step.

Step, step.

Step, step……

“Roe.”

“Yes!”

“Ah, sorry. Did I startle you?”

“No. I’m fine.”

“Haha, that’s a relief then….”

The voice of Supervisor Park Minseong walking beside me trailed off, then trembled slightly.

“Um, it’s been a while since I talked to someone who isn't on the Security Team… uh, did I say something weird? Was it awkward?”

“…….”

Phew.

“No. You were… still yourself, Supervisor.”

“Uh? Wait, that wasn't an insult, was it?”

“Who knows.”

“…! No, Roe, you’re actually joking now?! Is this the poise of someone who got promoted?”

Laughter entered our conversation, and the atmosphere lightened a bit.

“…May I ask how you’ve been?”

“Of course it’s fine. Um… I’ve been here, the whole time.”

The supervisor muttered quickly.

As if spitting it out.

“I didn't know, but there’s a treatment room in the basement, and a place like a training center, and some strange, really strange places…… No, uh, since it’s an area only the Security Team can enter, I shouldn't say any more….”

Damn it.

“Then you don’t have to tell me. Let’s talk about something else….”

“It’s really strange. Why is the basement so deep? Come to think of it, I used to wonder why our company didn't build a basement parking lot and had a separate parking tower instead. But now I know why. The basement here is too deep and strange, it's so strange that I have to go back to where I used to work….”

“Chief Badger!”

“…!!”

The supervisor stopped in his tracks and let out a slow breath.

“Sorry. …Shall we talk about, something else?”

“Yes. Let’s do that.”

I started babbling about whatever programs were popular lately. It was easier because Braun threw me some topics.

“Ah, I saw that too!”

“It was fun.”

Fortunately, whether it was the internet or OTT services, access seemed free, and the small talk continued without much issue.

However, my spine was damp with cold sweat.

‘This isn't good.’

Staying in this massive, windowless, sealed basement space would make even a sane person go crazy.

‘Besides, I think Supervisor Park Minseong even has a sick family member….’

-…I have a family member in the hospital, and I hope someone can check on them after this filming is over! If possible.

…I couldn't bring myself to say it directly. I took an indirect approach.

“Do you have to stay in this basement all the time?”

“No. They said once I recover past a certain point, I can leave, whether I transfer departments or resign.”

Phew.

“The security teams seem to go outside or move around comfortably at night, too.”

That was a relief.

“Ah, we’re here.”

And finally, today’s workplace appeared before our eyes.

[Security Team Rental Warehouse]

Wow.

‘The atmosphere is no joke at night.’

I stifled a groan in front of the iron door.

Then, a cold voice echoed from my pocket.

-Ah, this unpleasant place.

“…….”

Aaaaah! That’s right!

This was the place where Braun had been sorted as waste and shoved away!!

‘Um, Braun. If it’s unpleasant, do you want to stay home next time?’

-It is fine! Not projecting personal unpleasantness onto a location is also a virtue of a professional. However, Friend,

Braun’s voice lowered.

-I feel like I might become depressed. Please, make sure to entertain me….

“…….”

‘I’ll… do my best.’

This is too hard, Host…!

“Ah, right. This.”

To the agonizing me, Supervisor Park Minseong pulled something out of the pocket of his orange uniform and handed it over.

A note that looked like a photocopy of a handwritten notebook.

“Here, I received this as a list of duty tips circulating in the security team. I thought it would be good for Roe to read it too, so I made sure to grab one!”

“Ah, thank you….”

Duty tips?

I quickly read down the note.

Night Cleaning Duty Tips

Hi! If you’re reading this, you’re unlucky enough to have been caught for night cleaning.

Yeah, that’s right. The Security Team area is full of crazy bastards and contamination, and going in with just two people at night is the perfect way to have a bizarre experience.

But don't worry too much. If you just read these sweet tips I’ve written down, you’ll be able to finish and get out without much trouble.

‘Wait a minute.’

This is a classic manual-type ghost story intro.

You know the ones.

Stories where someone goes for a high-paying part-time job like night security or babysitting, only to be given a set of strange rules to follow and survive.

Several indie horror games based on <Dark Exploration Records> of this genre immediately came to mind.

‘This is even scarier.’

I swallowed hard and hurriedly read the next sentence.

In a way, it’s a sweet deal, isn't it? You get a bonus for this. Whether what you want is money, points, or Nostalgia equipment, just keep that in mind and hang in there.

If it's disciplinary action, well... good luck.

I hope you're from the Field Exploration Team.

“…….”

Yes. That’s me….

I gritted my teeth and quickly read the remaining ‘tips.’

…The cleaning was about to begin.

Splat.

I wiped the floor of the rental warehouse with a wet mop.

It wasn't significantly dirty, but there were some unidentifiable multi-colored stains stuck to the floor….

1. If the wet mop gets dirty, wash it immediately. It’s better that way.

The cleaning solution is strong, so you only need to rinse it a few times. Easy, right?

‘That’s quite comforting, isn't it….’

The good thing was that although it wasn't as bright as during the day, they had left about half the lights on in the rental warehouse.

It was enough not to interfere with the cleaning.

‘I can even read the signs.’

I glanced at a sign that read ‘Always buying Nostalgia Series / For details, go to the desk’ and focused on the floor again.

“Roe, if you find any strange objects, don't touch them, just clean around them.”

“Yes.”

Splat.

“Have you done this before, Supervisor?”

“It’s my first time cleaning… but um, I’ve done other Security Team work.”

Supervisor Park Minseong laughed. His voice was slightly filled with anticipation.

“If I pass this, I think I’ll get… a passing grade for recovery, enough to transfer my affiliation to the Security Team.”

“…!”

That was a relief.

I asked cautiously.

“How about getting more treatment and returning to the Field Exploration Team altogether…?”

“Haha… would that be good? I should try my best.”

The conversation was quite hopeful.

And we mechanically and diligently carried out the cleaning.

‘It’s easier than I thought.’

Except for being tired because it was the middle of the night, it was fine.

It was because the duty tips themselves were so firm.

2. No matter what happens, just clean composedly.

When you enter the Security Team area at night, all sorts of things happen anyway. Still, the rental warehouse is a decent place!

‘Understood.’

This was basically a summary of the whole thing.

‘Clean without reacting, no matter what happens.’

Let’s do it.

And the cleaning of the rental warehouse’s front space ended quickly. It wasn't that large to begin with, so an hour was enough to scrub away all the grime on the floor.

“We’ve finished half the area we were assigned for today! Now all that’s left is….”

The supervisor’s head and mine turned at the same time.

“…Over there.”

One of the three doors leading to the containment area.

[Containment B]

‘Phew.’

-Ah, it is the corridor Roe Deer emerged from during that unpleasant experience last time.

Right.

Of all places, it was the corridor where the containment cell I had been trapped in was located, and now I had to enter it.

3. While cleaning, don't open any containment cell doors. Well, if you’re an employee of this company, you shouldn't need to be told… but I’m writing it down just in case.

4. No, I’ll emphasize it once more: just ignore any sounds coming from the containment cells. Don't answer.

No matter who pleads inside, or if they say they’re your family or friend, it’s absolutely not true, so don't open it!!

Creeeeak.

We opened the door to the containment area, went in, and closed it behind us.

The gray corridor stretched out before us.

The iron doors of the containment cells lined both sides.

‘This is driving me crazy.’

I wanted to leave the door open, but the mental burden of knowing I couldn't was immense.

I swallowed hard and continued mopping.

…The sounds I had heard when I left this place last time were echoing in the quiet corridor.

Giggigiggiggle.

Help me please help me please help me

I am not someone who should be here I am not someone who should be here I am not a person

Giggigiggiggle

I should die once I get out

‘Wow, seriously.’

It was maddening.

I washed the wet mop loudly on purpose. To hear it even a little bit less.

That was when.

Supervisor Park Minseong stopped mopping and suddenly snapped his head up.

Then he stared blankly.

…At one of the tightly closed containment cells.

[Containment Cell B14]

“Roe.”

Damn it.

“Roe. I hear the Assistant Manager’s voice from in there?”

“No, you don't.”

“But… I hear it.”

“No, you don't. Let’s keep cleaning. Chief Badger.”

“Ah… right.”

5. If your partner starts talking crazy, leave them and run for your life. Got it? You’ll die too if you try to help for no reason. Newbies in the Security Team, keep this in mind!!

Is this right?

Splat, splat.

As I wiped the floor, a strange sensation washed over me.

‘…Anxiety?’

It was a bit different from previous Darkness investigations.

Without a manual, wiki records, or escape pattern analysis, I was cleaning all night relying solely on the advice of some unknown veteran.

It felt like I had come to do a part-time job in a truly bizarre place without any information.

What on earth am I….

Thump, thump.

“Roe, watch out.”

“…!”

I quickly stepped aside.

There, someone was walking from the end of the gray containment corridor….

Thump, thump.

A person wearing a black facility employee uniform.

He bowed his head slightly upon seeing us.

And….

“Ah. You’re the ones cleaning today.”

He spoke normally. Phew.

As Supervisor Park Minseong and I nodded, the employee spoke quickly in a slightly bashful tone.

“I’m on night patrol today. …Sometimes, it seems the cleaners get startled.”

Ah.

7. Sometimes you meet a member on night patrol; they like it if you give them a bottle of water.

Give them one if you have it. Well, it’s not a good choice to ruin the mood when you’re working together at night.

“Hello. Would you like a bottle of water?”

“Ah, I’d appreciate that.”

At Supervisor Park Minseong’s signal, I handed one of the water bottles we had received as supplies to the member, and he gulped it down right then and there.

“Well, see you again.”

Then, with the bottle still at his lips, he headed back toward the rental warehouse, passing through the containment corridor….

But you know what?

The Security Team at this company doesn't have a rank system like ‘member.’

Remember. Don't say anything unnecessary.

“I’m constantly thirsty….”

Far in the distance, on the ‘patrol member’s’ back, the blurred name ‘■■ Research Institute’ was visible….

Thump, thump… gulp.

The sound of footsteps and swallowing vanished like a lie the moment he turned the corner of the corridor.

“…….”

Ha.

‘It really feels like I’ve walked into a horror movie.’

Splat.

I started mopping again.

Chattering with Braun and making small talk with Supervisor Park Minseong, trying my best not to care about whatever sounds came from the containment cells.

And finally, we almost finished cleaning the corridor.

‘Phew.’

The supervisor and I turned to each other and shared a smile of relief.

“Shall we slowly wrap up and head out?”

“Shall we? I think we finished pretty fast… Ah, right.”

Supervisor Park Minseong was suddenly startled, and he rummaged through his pocket to pull out one more note.

“Th-this is the tip for after dawn. They said to look at it after some time had passed since starting work, as it might be confusing.”

“Ah, thank you.”

What more is going to happen….

‘I’m glad we’re leaving soon…!’

I let out screams and tears only in my mind and quickly read through that tip as well.

But….

11. Ha.. It’s time to talk about this. It’s probably been about 3 hours since you started cleaning. Right?

...From around that time, you’ll slowly start to hear a crazy bastard talking in Containment Cell B14.

…Wait.

“Supervisor. Is it… 3 AM now?”

“Yeah. It’s about that time…….”

Is someone there?

“…….”

“……."

Is someone there? Is someone there? Is someone there? Is someone there? Is someone there? Is someone there? Is someone there?

The two of us turned our heads.

[Containment Cell B14]

Shall I tell you how to get out of here? Shall I tell you how to survive? Shall I tell you how to revive the dead? Shall I tell you the secrets of this company? I’ll just tell you, come closer, just a little closer and I’ll tell you the truth of the world—

I want to run away.

I want to open the door right now and sprint through the rental warehouse.

I want to leave a message like ‘I’m quitting today’ to the Sergeant, shove all the remaining Nostalgia Candy onto Supervisor Park Minseong, and leave this place never to return….

But since I can't, let’s just read the tip….

Ireum-nim? Anyway, it’s a bastard that shouts strange things and says it’ll tell you how to be happy; if you just curse at it, it’ll shut up.

If you don't want to curse, just telling it to buzz off is fine.

I really hate this.

But to tell it to roughly buzz off, I opened my mouth…….

“…….”

Wait.

“Roe?”

“Just a moment.”

I pulled out the note from the front page that I had received earlier.

There, it clearly said….

4. No, I’ll emphasize it once more: just ignore any sounds coming from the containment cells. Don't answer.

“…….”

Rule number 4 and number 11 were opposites.

‘This… which one should I follow?’

It was common in these kinds of manual-type ghost stories for conflicting numbers to appear, but, I mean, usually they don't say which one is definitely right….

Did the tips change because time passed? Or is this second page itself wrong? Or….

“Roe.”

“…!”

Supervisor Park Minseong pushed me back.

“Something’s strang—”

Screeeeeak

The door to Containment Cell B14 began to open.

Chapter 105

I stood frozen, staring at Containment Cell B14.

Creak, creeeeeak.

The rusted hinges let out a scream-like sound as the gap in the containment cell door widened.

The door that should never be opened was opening. And from within, a black figure….

“Run.”

I immediately turned around and sprinted toward the entrance of the containment corridor.

Beside me, I heard the sound of Supervisor Park Minseong running like a madman. Survival instincts spurred my feet while my mind was a chaotic mess.

‘What is this?’

What is going on?

‘In the Duty Regulation Tips….’

Rule 4 said to ignore sounds coming from the containment cells, and Rule 11 said they’d shut up if you yelled at them to pipe down.

But the door opened before I could even decide which one to follow?

What on earth is inside there right now….

“Hey, kids.”

The Supervisor and I both nearly stumbled at the same time.

It was a voice we both recognized.

However, without looking back, we kept running around the corner toward the green emergency exit sign at the end of the corridor. We tossed our cleaning tools aside. My breath was hitching in my throat.

The moment Supervisor Park Minseong grabbed the handle under the green emergency light without even taking a breath.

[BIIIIIIIP!!]

“…!!”

[Unauthorized opening of containment cell confirmed.]

[Locking down the corridor.]

Red emergency lights began flashing in the corridor.

Along with the emotionless mechanical voice, the sound of the protective shutter descending outside the door Supervisor Park Minseong was holding began to echo.

The Supervisor and I looked back at each other for a split second.

“…….”

With us trapped inside.

The corridor was sealed.

‘I’m fucked.’

Damn it, damn it!!

I fumbled through my pockets. I had to check the duty tips to see if there was a related rule….

“Well, look at this. If it isn't Dumb and Dumber. Did you guys trade your exploration manual for candy? Where did all your composure go?”

…….

‘Huh?’

It was a hollow, exasperated voice.

It sounded like they were suppressing anger, but it felt strangely mundane….

Step, step.

“Driving me crazy, seriously. No, wait, should I praise you for being cautious instead… Phew.”

The voice had closed in behind us before we knew it.

But there was no anomaly like I expected.

No blood-curdling laughter, no cold hands reaching out from behind, no horrifying actions.

“…….”

“Dammit. Phew, no. Calm down… you guys. I know what I said earlier sounded a bit crazy. But I had no choice if I wanted to use the escape item. We don’t have much time, so just accept it quickly, okay?”

The voice grew slightly anxious.

“I’d say anything to get out of here, wouldn't I? I was trying to extract some information while acting crazy, but then the item activated and the door opened, so I just slipped out.”

That voice was,

“Snap out of it. I’ll give you ten seconds. Hurry.”

…….

…….

“…Assistant Manager?”

“Yeah.”

I couldn't stop Supervisor Park Minseong from turning around as he muttered beside me.

To be precise, I turned around too.

And there, I saw a familiar silhouette.

Short hair.

Sharp eyes.

A woman in a suit with a cold impression.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, as we knew her, was standing in the corridor.

With a disgruntled face, she scanned the cleaning tools we had abandoned.

“…Is it okay to leave those like that? No, I’ll check that later… first, you guys need to process this.”

“…….”

“…….”

The grip Supervisor Park Minseong had on my shoulder loosened.

We stared blankly at the person in front of us.

“Badger, and… Roe.”

An expression finally touched Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s face.

“Have you been well?”

The face of a superior, tinged with a slight sense of composure, leisure, boredom, and fatigue.

And a fierce smile.

“Seriously, this shitty company… phew.”

The Assistant Manager shook her head with a deep sigh and gestured.

“Sorry, but let me lean on you guys for a bit. Just open that containment corridor door for me.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said calmly.

“I’ll make my own way out after that.”

As if we had made a pact, neither the Supervisor nor I said a word.

It felt like my head was going to explode.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje gave a bitter smile.

“Can’t even answer me, huh? Well, yeah, that’s a wise judgment. I would’ve done the same….”

What is this?

‘Why does she… feel so plausible?’

Why does she feel so real….

‘No, there’s no way!’

“Supervisor.”

I swallowed hard and spoke quickly and lowly to Supervisor Park Minseong, as if reminding myself.

“Remember. The Assistant Manager resigned. There’s no way she’d be here…….”

…….

‘Wait a minute.’

Is there really no way?

I thought back to several strange points that had remained as lingering doubts.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had lost contact.

Passing on her equipment without even meeting in person, only checking messages without replying, never answering calls, and only hearing news through Team Leader Lee Jaheon….

Could it be.

‘Because she was trapped here?’

I hurriedly recalled the conditions for being transferred to the containment zone by the security team.

Emergency contaminants, in-house anomalies, dangerous elements, spies, those under disciplinary action, and various eerie conditions censored by black squares….

‘There are so many.’

Even I and Supervisor Park Minseong were locked up for a short while.

If so.

What is the possibility that Assistant Manager Eun Haje fell under one of those?

“…Roe?”

“Just a moment… just a second.”

Isn't it possible?

I wanted to immediately ask and verify everything with this person who looked like Assistant Manager Eun Haje to find out what happened.

But I couldn't gamble on a possibility.

‘Let’s try another way first.’

I asked the ghost story resident.

‘Braun, that thing ahead that looks like a person. Is it the Team D Assistant Manager I worked with a few months ago?’

Braun answered cheerfully.

-Oh, unfortunately, this legendary Host is an entertainer, not a criminal investigator!

-Of course, my discernment is excellent, but there are limits to what these pebble-like eyes on this plush body can see….

-The appearance seems identical, but who knows? There are masters of perfect disguise in this world, after all.

Dammit.

I desperately continued.

‘Could you still check just one thing for me? I’m just curious about your judgment as you see it. I trust you.’

-…! In that case, I shall gladly answer you, Friend!

‘Thanks. Then….’

I swallowed.

‘Is what’s in front of me, in both mind and body…… human?’

-Ah, a question I can certainly give a definitive answer to.

Braun declared in a cheerful voice.

-Yes, it is!

Ha…….

‘It’s… human.’

This is driving me crazy.

I’d rather he had told me the entity in front of me wasn't human. Then I’d know for sure.

…That it wasn't Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

But the person with the familiar appearance in front of us continued speaking in her familiar tone.

“I’d like to take my time persuading you if I could, but there isn't much time. Kids.”

Her complexion turned a bit pale.

“The security team will be dispatched soon to assess the situation. If I’m going to get out of here, I have to do it before then.”

“…….”

“I’m not asking for much. I’ll hide for a bit, so just let me out when the door opens.”

I admitted it.

‘I can’t tell with my eyes.’

Then, I had no choice but to take a bit of a risk.

I immediately spoke up.

“Supervisor.”

“Y-yeah?”

To Supervisor Park Minseong.

“Don't you think it's impossible to run into the Assistant Manager, who is on leave, in a security team containment area?”

“I guess… so?”

“Oh. Indirect conversation. That’s a good method, Roe.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje muttered quickly after a brief moment of admiration.

“They shoved me in here, telling me to think about it until I change my mind about quitting. Thinking about it now, it was my mistake to trust this damn company. Fuck.”

“Supervisor. Even if someone who was contained managed to get out into the corridor, wouldn't they be caught immediately?”

“Do I look like an idiot? I’ve got an item ready. The problem is time. There’s no time. The security team should be coming by now. I’m going crazy not being able to check this….”

Check.

‘…Wait!’

I remembered something in my back pocket.

‘The walkie-talkie.’

I pressed my back against the door and carefully reached behind my back to grab the walkie-talkie in my pocket where it couldn't be seen.

Then, I turned the volume up just a tiny bit….

Bleep, bleep!

[Current lockdown…….]

Dammit!

‘The Sergeant had been sending transmissions the whole time!’

I immediately turned the walkie-talkie off.

But it was already too late.

“I hear a walkie-talkie.”

“…!”

“Well, it’s up to the person who has it, so I guess you can communicate freely. But there’s one thing I’m curious about….”

Curious?

“They wouldn’t give a walkie-talkie to a cleaner.”

“……."

A chill ran down my spine.

“Did someone give it to you specifically? Even that… is strange. The cleaning staff read the manual through an automated device, record their arrival, and enter. It’s a system where you don't really need to meet other employees.”

Doubt and tension mixed in Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s voice.

“That… is the person on the other end really the security team?”

“…….”

“Roe. Who exactly did you meet?”

My hands were dripping with sweat.

I had never been in such a crazy situation.

‘I can’t tell what to believe.’

There were no hints. No, even if it really was Assistant Manager Eun Haje, how could I let her go? Hide her from the security team? Was that even possible?

‘If I want to understand the situation even a little more….’

Ah!

I remembered what I was originally trying to look at.

The second note where the duty tips were written.

‘If I read all the remaining tips, I might be able to find the truth within the context.’

I immediately pulled out the note and read the next number.

12. If you notice a strange smell coming from the door gap or if something starts leaking out, run no matter what.

It’s a sign that always appears before the door opens. Conversely, if these things don’t happen, it’s usually safe.

I’ll explain other exceptional situations in detail in the next number.

I recommend waiting a bit before reading it.

I immediately read the next item….

13. Oh? The door opened?

Hahahahaha

I reflexively crumpled the paper as I folded it.

My pulse throbbed in my hand.

“Roe, what’s wrong?”

Stay calm, stay calm….

“Let’s just relax for now. The security team is on their way, so we just need to think about what the best thing to do is from here.”

Supervisor Park Minseong pretended to pat my back….

“A way for us to get out….”

He was writing something on my back with his finger.

N-o-t

t-h-e

A-s-s-t

M-g-r

…….

It’s not the Assistant Manager.

I lifted my head, frozen.

“Wow.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

No, the thing wearing Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s face bowed its head toward us.

“How did you know?”

How did you know? How did you know? How did you know? How did you know? How did you know? How did you know? How did you know?

How did you know?

Giggle giggle giggle giggle giggle giggle giggle!!

Snap

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s head fell to the floor.

And then it stood upside down.

Two legs and arms sticking straight up toward the ceiling turned to look at us.

Hello!!

Do you belieeeeve in Ireum-nim??

At that point.

I blacked out.

“Roe.”

“…….”

“Roe?”

Ah.

I lifted my head.

“Are you that tired? Then take a little break. I’ll do it.”

Supervisor Park Minseong, holding a mop handle, was looking down at me with worried eyes. Looking around, I saw the containment corridor with all the doors perfectly shut….

“Ha….”

I grabbed the mop handle and lowered my head deep.

“Are, are you okay?”

“Yes…. I’m sorry.”

Was it a nightmare?

‘The logic was all over the place, after all.’

The containment cell door opening suddenly, Assistant Manager Eun Haje being a ghost… anyway, it was just a bad dream. I rubbed my temples.

“…I’m sorry. I think I drifted off for a second.”

“Don’t be sorry! It’s okay. You probably worked during the day too, so of course you’re exhausted.”

Supervisor Park Minseong patted my back.

“Let’s hang in there a bit more. There are only two days left.”

“…….”

…Two days?

Not…… three?

“Supervisor. What’s the date today?”

“Uh… it’s past midnight, so it’s the 30th? December 30th.”

“…….”

Not the 29th.

The 30th.

“Yesterday’s cleaning ended safely, so let’s finish today well, too.”

“…….”

“Oh, here, I have the new duty tip note! It said to read it when the second day comes. I’ll give it to you…… Roe? Roe!”
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I checked the work tip note with trembling hands.

11. Are you doing this two days in a row?

I feel bad for you, having to do night shifts in a row when they usually give you the next day off after night cleaning... Anyway, the tips continue. This dawn—

No, no!

‘Let’s stop reading.’

At the very end, a rule that seemed strangely Contaminated had appeared. I didn’t know about the first one, but from the second note onwards, the notes themselves might be a trap.

I violently folded the note back up and shoved it into my pocket.

Then I looked up, scanning the still tightly closed doors of Containment Corridor B until my eyes landed on one spot.

[Containment Cell B14]

“…….”

What on earth happened?

‘Stay calm.’

I need to organize this.

I was clearly spending the first day.

It was around 3 AM. Just as we were finishing the cleaning, a containment cell door suddenly opened, and someone… ‘something’ in the form of Assistant Manager Eun Haje appeared.

And the moment Supervisor Park Minseong realized its identity….

‘It noticed immediately and did something… something horrible.’

I have no memory after that.

But why did an entire day vanish, making it the second day, and why did the story end with ‘We finished cleaning safely’?

Yet the structure makes it feel as if I regained consciousness right before it happened…….

Wait a minute.

I checked the digital watch on my wrist.

Just before 3 AM.

…….

“Supervisor! This way, right now!”

“Wh-Whaaat?”

I called out to Supervisor Park Minseong and ran.

I opened the iron door at the end of the corridor, where the green emergency light was still shining normally, and stepped out.

“What is this….”

Thud.

I closed the door the moment Supervisor Park Minseong followed me out. I heard his bewildered voice.

“Roe, what are you doing? We haven’t even finished cleaning yet, why on earth….”

[BEEP!!]

[Unauthorized opening of containment cell confirmed. Locking down the corridor.]

As if on cue, red lights flashed, and the Protective Shutters descended on all doors.

Including the door to the corridor we just exited.

“…!”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s expression hardened.

“…Wait. Roe. Did you know this would….”

“One moment.”

I immediately took out my radio and turned it on. I turned up the volume and pressed the button.

Since that thing in Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s form told me not to trust the radio, I judged that it was, conversely, something trustworthy.

“Mr. Jay. Something came out of a containment cell.”

Bleep.

An answer came back instantly.

[Is it the corridor?]

“No. We just stepped out of the containment corridor. However….”

I glanced at the door leading out from the rental storage room.

A shutter had come down there as well.

“We are trapped in front of the rental storage front desk. …The Protective Shutter has come down on the exit door here too.”

[Hmm, well… since the primary containment is done, don’t be scared… just stay there……. I’m coming now.]

[By the way… was it cell 12 that opened? Or 6?]

Phew.

I barely managed to answer.

“It was probably… 14.”

Silence.

[…B14?]

“Yes.”

An ominous silence drifted over the radio once more.

My back grew damp with sweat.

Bleep.

[Don’t talk to anyone and just stay still. Keep quiet and hide. Stay away from Corridor B.]

I swallowed hard.

“Yes.”

[But the containment lockdown has a… Hold Time. Even if I release it immediately, the system holds it for… 10 minutes.]

10 minutes.

[Hold out for 10 minutes until I get there. …Don’t talk. From now on.]

Click.

The transmission ended.

Silence descended upon the dark rental storage room illuminated by the red emergency lights.

“…….”

Looking to my side, I saw Supervisor Park Minseong, his face pale after hearing the entire radio conversation, carefully backing away from the door leading to Containment Zone B’s corridor….

Just then.

THUD!!

The door shook.

THUD, THUD, THUD!!

Something inside the containment corridor was pounding on the door hard enough to make the Protective Shutter rattle. Violently.

Then, a faint voice could be heard.

…Hey! What the hell…!

“…….”

Someone was shouting from the containment corridor we had just escaped. For some reason, it sounded increasingly familiar….

“Roe, don’t listen…!”

“…!”

Supervisor Park Minseong covered my ears and hurriedly pulled me toward the rental storage front desk.

Only after we were far enough from the containment corridor door did he whisper urgently to me.

“The Protective Shutter is down; there’s no way a sound from behind it could be heard all the way here…! That’s not real. That is…….”

Gulp.

The supervisor swallowed.

“…I think something really did come out. Just like you said.”

“…….”

“Earlier… that security team person said they’d be here in 10 minutes. Let’s just stay still and not trust anyone who comes and tries to talk to us until then. Never be the first to speak….”

I nodded slowly. The supervisor sat down, breathing a sigh of relief.

“By the way, how did you know, Roe? That the containment cell door was opening….”

“It’s a bit complicated, but first, there’s something I need to know.”

“What is it?”

“What exactly happened on our first day?”

Confusion spread across Supervisor Park Minseong’s face.

“Huh? On the first day?”

“Yes.”

“We just cleaned normally and… ah, of course, a few things from the work tips happened, but we handled them well and went home, didn’t we?”

The examples he followed up with were all things we had indeed experienced. … Before the chaos in the containment cell broke out, that is.

In that case.

“Do you remember giving me the second work tip paper at dawn?”

“…Roe.”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s expression stiffened.

“There was no second paper.”

“…….”

“Are you perhaps… affected because the containment cell door opened? Hold on, let me see today’s work tip….”

What?

I stopped Supervisor Park Minseong from trying to pull the note out of my pocket.

“Wait a minute. How did you get that work tip note in the first place?”

“Huh? I got it, saying it was a work tip circulating in the Security Team.”

“Yes. Who exactly was it?”

“…….”

“Can you describe the person who gave it to you?”

“Of course……,”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s face turned pale.

He opened and closed his mouth several times as if trying to speak….

Finally, he confessed.

“…I don’t know.”

“…!”

“No, clearly… huh? So, uh, was it left in the bedroom? No, a colleague from the Security Team gave it… did I have a colleague? Huh? Huh? Huhhh?”

Damn it.

“It’s okay! You don’t have to think about it. For now, let’s just stay still.”

“……Okay.”

Supervisor Park Minseong quietly curled his body and lowered his head.

“…Let’s just think about getting out. We’re leaving as soon as that door opens. Without looking back.”

“Yes.”

Phew…….

‘Seriously. This is driving me crazy….’

My head was in a whirl.

Since our accounts differed, I didn’t know how much of what I remembered was truth and how much was a lie.

I didn’t know what was reality, and what to believe was ambiguous, but the situation was filled only with dread.

‘Am I… am I possessed by something right now?’

But I was definitely wearing the silver ring. It meant I had a strong resistance to illusions, hallucinations, and brainwashing. If so….

‘Let’s organize this logically.’

I tried desperately to recall.

1. My mind is fine.

2. Everything I am experiencing is reality.

3. This is an Anomaly unrelated to my mind.

And a third party who could look at this phenomenon objectively would be….

‘Braun.’

It would have to be the Plush doll in my pocket.

‘Braun! I want to ask you something, is that okay?’

…….

Silence.

No way.

‘…Braun!’

I fumbled through my pocket. Even when I called again, there was no response—

-Ah! Here I am. My friend!

Phew.

I gripped the fluffy plush doll in my pocket and let out a sigh of relief.

-Oh dear, my response was a bit late! How embarrassing. It took some time to catch up, you see.

“…….”

‘Catch up’?

‘…Why did you need to catch up to me?’

-Ah, didn't you skip straight to the 30th, Mr. Roe Deer!

The cheerful voice began to say incomprehensible things.

-Of course, I am not blaming you. Finishing the disciplinary action quickly is fine too. Greeting the New Year rapidly without pouring effort into useless tasks! Bringing forward even more joyful events….

‘Wait, wait a minute.’

I hurriedly cut him off.

‘Sorry for interrupting, Braun. But… I have something to check.’

-Ah, if I can accept a guest's grumbling, how could I not accept a friend's! Speak freely, Mr. Roe Deer!

Right, okay….

‘You’re saying I skipped straight from the 29th to the 30th. By what means?’

-Hmm. Didn’t you readily hand that story over to someone else?

‘…!’

Wait, wait a minute.

‘Someone else?’

-That’s right. Oh! He happens to be right next to you now, Mr. Roe Deer.

“…….”

-His appearance changed quite perfectly, didn't it. Haha! He truly was a master of disguise, friend.

I barely managed to move my stiff neck and looked at the person Braun mentioned.

The one who was sitting right next to me.

“Um… Roe? You’re not saying anything, and I’m a bit scared, so can we talk?”

…Earlier.

I thought I had called out to Supervisor Park Minseong and made him follow me when I ran out of the containment corridor.

But thinking back, I hadn't grabbed him and run, nor had I looked back.

Which means.

‘It's possible that someone other than Supervisor Park Minseong followed me out upon hearing that sound….’

If so. The one pounding on the door from inside the corridor just now was….

“…….”

“Roe, are you okay? Answer me.”

And the advice Sergeant J3 gave me over the radio.

-Don’t talk to anyone and just stay still.

That meant….

It included the person I came in to clean with.

“Roe? Roe…… caught again.”

Thud.

Before my eyes, Supervisor Park Minseong’s face fell to the floor.

Then listen to me about Ireum-ni-i-i-i-m

The mouth hole in the melting body moved, drawing closer.

To my face, closer….

[BEEP!]

The red emergency light flashed again.

And the sound of machinery operating began to echo from all around.

…The sound of the shutters rising.

[Lockdown is lifted. Shutters are opening.]

Ah.

Thank you! It’s open!

The faceless one drew even closer.

It shouted in a voice full of ecstasy.

Hahahahahahahahaha

The bizarre laughter exploding right next to my eardrum rattled my brain. My mind grew hazy. It became distant.

In reality…

A blackout.

“……Hah!”

I lifted my head.

The dark rental storage room.

A sealed space where the red emergency lights were on due to lockdown. The tightly lowered Protective Shutters.

Me, looking as if I had just fled the Containment Zone B corridor, abandoning my cleaning tools.

It was a scene from slightly earlier than what I had just seen.

And in my pocket… the work rule note.

For the 3rd day of work.

I immediately crumpled it and threw it aside.

Bleep, bleep.

[Hello…. Are you okay?]

The radio was crying out, but I ignored it.

Because this time, this time I remembered clearly.

‘…You said Ireum-nim.’

I brushed my hair back with hands trembling and slick with cold sweat.

‘I see.’

What all of this was.

My missing story.

The one who appears in the form of an acquaintance.

The one crying out for Ireum-nim.

Its identity was….

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Factions

[Church of the Luminous Unknown]

: One of the three major factions appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

They worship a transcendent deity called Ireum-nim, and their doctrine is to become meaningful beings in this world to survive the end times.

In this process, they follow antisocial and supernatural fanaticism, rituals, and laws.

Divided into six sects, they blindly follow different Divine Laws according to their characteristics and cause bizarre Anomalous Phenomena.

The truth is [Spoiler].

==========

It was the Church of the Luminous Unknown.
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…The Church of the Luminous Unknown.

If the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau seeks to eliminate ghost stories and Daydream Inc. seeks to exploit them...

'The Church of the Luminous Unknown is the ghost story itself.'

They worship ghost stories and believe that ghost stories are the source of this world.

They are fanatics who believe that if they excavate and cultivate ghost stories well to become meaningful existences in the world, they will be chosen by 'Ireum-nim' and granted eternal life.

'It's a complete doomsday cult.'

To be honest, of the three factions that appear in the <Dark Exploration Record>, they are the one I feel the most distant from.

'Because... they're not my style.'

Of course, I had read the Wiki entries for that cult.

So, while the Wiki page came up successfully via the 'Memorial Pop Socket', the problem was that I hadn't read the Wiki for several days.

'That's probably why I didn't notice it immediately.'

But now that I’ve identified it, I can properly grasp the current situation.

The bizarre repetition occurring during the night shift cleaning of the containment cell. Exactly which part of the Church of the Luminous Unknown was responsible for this nightmarish situation?

I took a deep breath.

This was….

'A doppelganger-type ghost story.'

A supernatural being that usurps someone's life.

It was one of the cult-style ghost stories that gained explosive responses and fame in the early days when the Church of the Luminous Unknown was first registered on the Wiki.

To be precise, it was one of the ranks within the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

Because that crazy cult matches anomalous phenomena according to affiliation and rank!

And its name was….

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Story Usurper]

: A Divine Power of the Church of the Luminous Unknown appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>. Rank: 4th Class of the Imitator Cult.

A representative anomalous phenomenon of the Imitator Cult that seeks to imitate others, steal their stories, and use them as its own narrative nourishment.

Those caught in this anomalous phenomenon are robbed of the possibilities of their story, and if the period is prolonged, they are robbed of their very selves.

==========

In Wiki terms, this was a ghost story derived from the fear of an unknown being replacing oneself or those nearby.

'The most distinct symptom is... performing bizarre acts in the guise of a close relative or acquaintance.'

It appears by imitating various acquaintances—the target's lover, friend, or someone they feel indebted to—inducing a lapse in vigilance before staging supernatural horror.

Its purpose is this:

To induce a powerful psychological state in the target of 'wishing this situation would pass.' To seize the target's narrative by gaining implicit concurrence and agreement.

And I, who had fallen for this... had been 'robbed' of the narratives of the 29th and 30th.

The Story Usurper takes the possibility of doing other work or making other choices from the target and makes it its own.

As a result, the target feels as much as was stolen as 'time having passed meaninglessly before they knew it.'

Thanks to that, the past two days were processed as having been spent dryly 'without anything particularly worth remembering,' and I had come to my senses at a similar time the next day.

'Was it thanks to the silver ring that I only lost one day at a time?'

If I had been unlucky, I could have lost my way and just let things flow like this.

Once you lose track of what's what and start doubting what's real, you get dragged along by the situation.

'That's how your life gets sucked dry.'

I was lucky that my mind remained intact enough that it didn't reach that point....

-Ah, how interesting. Phew, you caught up even faster this time.

'Braun!'

From the small plush doll, I heard the sound of the Host exaggeratedly catching his breath and dusting off his suit collar, followed by a cheerful voice.

-You've surrendered another day's story, Friend! Hmm, but it seems the opponent used a clever trick to induce that choice.

-Was imitating Mr. Roe Deer's acquaintances a part of that?

'That's right.'

First, it imitated Assistant Manager Eun Haje, and the second time, it imitated Supervisor Park Minseong to catch me off guard.

It's trying to steal my narrative by continuously changing identities, never using one that’s already been exposed….

-Oho. Then I'm curious to see which 'acquaintance' Mr. Roe Deer will encounter on the 31st.

-In this very moment, in the situation of the 3rd day, just who could it have imitated... It will be revealed shortly!

“…….”

I looked around.

There was no sign of Supervisor Park Minseong. Naturally, there was no sign of Assistant Manager Eun Haje either.

I was alone in the rental storage.

'…At the end of the 2nd day, the lockdown was lifted.'

If so, hadn't that thing already left?

But usually, 'Story Usurpers' tend to be obsessed and put in a lot of effort if they have a chance to completely steal the life of a person they've marked for consumption.

'It probably doesn't suspect that I’ve caught onto its identity.'

In that case.

An acquaintance who is already known to me and can appear naturally in this place to ease my tension is….

Beep-beep-beep.

[It's been... almost 10 minutes now....... I'm coming.]

“…….”

Listening to the sound over the radio, my shoulders stiffened.

A moment later.

[BEEEEEP!]

[Lockdown is lifted. The shutters are opening….]

I stood up and looked ahead.

The door was opening.

The protective shutter of the door leading out from the Security Team rental storage front opened, and the lamps that had been glowing red turned green again.

And beyond the rising shutter….

“You're safe. Thank goodness…….”

Sergeant J3 was looking at me, his eyes tired as usual but containing a slight sense of relief.

“The other employee... ah, are they inside that door... hey, are you okay?”

“…….”

“Hello…?”

I stood up… and turned my back on the Sergeant.

“Uh…?”

Then I stood facing the wall.

Actually.

'Usually, when a ghost story takes on a religious color, an exorcism method follows.'

There are procedures for dealing with transcendent beings. Like a sort of two-way mirror.

In this regard, even the lunatic Church of the Luminous Unknown is no exception.

'There's a way to repel the Story Usurper as well.'

I recalled the work regulations I had received on the first day.

Ireum-nim? Anyway, it's a bastard that shouts strange things and says it'll tell you how to be happy, but it'll shut up if you just curse it out.

If you don't want to curse, just telling it to get lost is fine too.

It’s a strange thing.

Even if that 2nd page was contaminated, the hint was correct.

Because.

“Get lost.”

The way to drive this thing away is indeed to 'notice its identity in advance and completely reject it.'

It needs implicit concurrence and agreement to steal my time?

Then I just won't give it.

Therefore….

“Hey, what's wrong…?”

“Get lost.”

I declared again, still ignoring the other person.

…….

Hahahahaha.

Really? Really?

After I gave you two chances?

“Get lost.”

“Roe. Where did you learn such language? No matter what, saying that to a superior is….”

“Get lost.”

“Uh-oh? Hey, Roe. You're being too harsh! We have to finish the cleaning. I just want to help you.”

“Get lost.”

“I don't want to... hey, I'll just stay here…. Honestly... it's not like I said anything bad to you….”

“Get lost.”

“…….”

Hahahahaha.

What a waste.

The voice behind my back twisted.

Refusing the grace bestowed upon us, who live the lives of insignificant creatures that cannot influence a single letter of the world's source. What a waste.

If you hand over your wretched story, we would fill it with the brilliant grace of Ireum-nim. Ireum-nim would look upon me, what a waste.

“Get lost.”

What a waste….

I grit my teeth.

“Get lost.”

The strange whispering behind me subsided.

And….

It became quiet.

“…….”

It seemed that thing had given up on targeting me.

'Phew….'

The tension broke, and I almost collapsed, but I endured. Instead, I kept my brain working.

Since I don't hear any footsteps yet, as soon as that thing moves elsewhere, I'll run out of here and report to the Security Team. Then it'll be fine….

Beep-beep-beep.

“……!”

The radio in my pocket rang.

A familiar voice... was heard.

[I've arrived... hmm.]

“I've arrived... hmm.”

But, I also heard a spoken voice nearby.

“…….”

I turned my head very slowly and looked at the entrance of the rental storage.

Outside the door, a characterless Sergeant J3 was looking this way.

'Is it the real one?'

No, this is definitely the real one!

I hurriedly opened my mouth to explain the situation….

“…! Mr. Jay.”

……A voice came from behind me.

A voice that sounded perplexed.

I turned my head further to look behind me.

The ghost story from the Church of the Luminous Unknown that had been there was now wearing an orange cleaning uniform.

“I don't know what's happening.”

Black hair, mid-to-late 20s. A man with a pale impression, looking back and forth between the Sergeant and me with a shocked face.

Kim Soleum.

A perfect copy of my current appearance looked at me and spoke in a flustered tone.

“What is... can one be caught in this kind of anomalous phenomenon even during cleaning?”

It was imitating me.

'Fuck…!'

A chill ran down my spine.

I hurriedly looked at the Sergeant and said calmly.

“Mr. Jay, that thing is a member of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.”

“Wha... what do you mean. Mr. Jay, do you happen to know what this situation is? It seems like Darkness….”

“Mr. Jay! Do not answer. You must judge while only listening. The moment you answer, you will be drawn into the situation.”

“…….”

“If there's something you want to verify, say it to the wall alone... no, preferably just shout at everyone to get lost. That's the safest.”

The Sergeant was staring this way with a face that revealed no expression.

And beside me, I heard the thinly trembling voice of 'Kim Soleum.'

“I... don't really know what that's about.”

What?

“Think about it, Mr. Jay. I just... came in to clean for three days. And I realized this phenomenon was Darkness because... something next to me said so.”

“…!”

“It's more natural for me not to know what's in the Security Team containment cells. Mr. Jay, please think logically. Isn't this side... the right one?”

-Oh, that's quite plausible.

Tell me about it. Damn it…!

“And... I was really relieved that you came. I'm sorry for putting you in this situation….”

“…….”

'It sure has a silver tongue.'

Typical of a cult. I grit my teeth.

Well, I almost fell for it myself when it appeared in the form of Assistant Manager Eun Haje on the first day.

'Just... how did Supervisor Park Minseong realize it wasn't Assistant Manager Eun Haje?'

I desperately tried to recall that time.

Where did he notice?

'I don't think there were any logical flaws then either….'

What could it be?

A sense of mismatch that only someone who has known her for a long time could notice?

A nuance felt in the conversation?

'Or else…….'

While I was desperately reviewing and agonizing, another soft and calm voice came from beside me.

“Um, Mr. Jay. Please don't feel guilty, and just move according to your judgment. I will accept it.”

…….

Ah.

'I got it.'

Was that it?

I pressed my temples and opened my mouth.

“Mr. Jay, look at the purpose of the words. Look at who is trying to carry on a friendly conversation with you somehow and make you immersed in the situation.”

At that time, Assistant Manager Eun Haje….

She was excessively friendly for the situation.

In a situation where one is trapped in a prison and barely managed to escape, one cannot be like that.

'No, to begin with, if it were the real Assistant Manager, instead of taking the risk of revealing herself and persuading us, she would have stayed hidden and then slipped out.'

When she has an item to help her and the lockdown will be lifted if she just waits.

There's no way she would decide that she must talk to us right now while bearing that risk.

A bizarre reaction that doesn't fit the situation.

Therefore….

“In this strange and dangerous situation, who is it that's making unnecessarily social remarks? …Who is it that has another purpose?”

I spoke calmly.

“Even so, you don't necessarily have to believe me. It's a ghost story that will disappear if you just shout for it to get lost and ignore it. Or you could call other Security Team members….”

“Mmm.”

The Sergeant straightened up.

And.

“It's this side.”

The black front claw of a giant wolf-like monster dropped over my head like a guillotine blade.

'Fuck…!'

The instant before I closed my eyes.

Thwack.

A head flew off.

The head of the imitator that had been stuck to my side.

“…!!”

Splat.

The twisted, giant shadow-like front paw made a crunching sound over the mangled corpse, then lifted again, leaving behind a tremendous pressure as it brushed past me….

And returned to the Sergeant's arm.

“Hey.”

“…….”

“Are you okay…?”

I looked down at my orange cleaning uniform, now covered in the imitator's blood, and flopped down onto the floor.

“……!”

“Yes. Thank you.”

I lived.

Chapter 108

The Sergeant gave me a towel so I could clean up my blood-stained cleaning uniform.

I wiped the uniform mechanically, trying my best not to look beside me.

Because right there lay the bizarre corpse of the Church of the Luminous Unknown member, whose head had been burst open by the Sergeant.

-Hmph. Certainly not a pleasant sight! Soiling the floor without any sense of aesthetics... Oh, Mr. Roe Deer! An interesting phenomenon is occurring!

“…??”

I reflexively turned my head.

The spot where the blood, flesh, and crushed head had been tossed was already melting away.

As if time were rapidly rewinding, the things drying on the floor transformed into someone’s shriveled body….

A human corpse.

From the wide-open mouth of the person, who was so emaciated their identity couldn't even be identified, fell a piece of old, withered, rolled-up paper.

The inner side, which had been inscribed with unrecognizable golden characters, wriggled the moment my gaze touched it and changed into Korean.

Imitator Scripture Section 4

Story Snatcher

“…!”

It was the Divine Law.

In a sense, it was like a ghost story generator for the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

When an initiate swallows a fragment of the Sacred Law Scripture and performs a ritual at the altar, they become able to use the corresponding Divine Power.

The Sergeant slowly approached it and crouched down.

I thought he was probably going to take it….

“It’s Grade 4… Hey, do you want to have it?”

Excuse me?

“The company… seems to buy them for a bit of a high price…. Just sell it later and say you got it somewhere else…….”

“…Mr. Jay handled it, is it really okay for me to take it personally like that?”

“What does it matter……”

“…….”

“I don’t particularly… need money….”

No, I meant whether it was okay for me to take it personally when the company’s security squad was involved….

Anyway, since he was giving it to me, I snatched it up.

“Thank you.”

Because several uses immediately came to mind other than selling it to the company.

‘The more cards I can play, the better.’

Besides, I went through all this hell, so I might as well get something out of it….

To avoid any potential influence, I wrapped the item in ‘Wrapping Paper 12B357Na’ and put it into my inventory while pretending to put it in my pocket.

‘Whew.’

“Thank you… once again for your help. You saved my life.”

“It was nothing…….”

In the meantime, the memories of the past two days were slowly returning to my mind.

A dry, monotonous daily routine.

Moments that passed in an instant, with no particular peculiarities, so there was no need to even write them in a diary.

The kind of days that would vanish from memory after about a year… so, in terms of a novel, they would fall under a ‘narrative skip.’

That’s why it was chilling.

It felt like my time had been sucked away.

‘The Church of the Luminous Unknown… they really are the worst.’

There was a reason why they were the group I least wanted to get involved with among the three factions.

‘Ghost stories that blend into reality.’

I never expected to encounter one while cleaning. I knew there were members of the Church of the Luminous Unknown infiltrated into Daydream Inc., but to meet an escaping containment cell entity like this without any preparation….

‘I’m glad I’m alive.’

I let out a deep sigh of relief. Now I just wanted to go home and rest….

“Ah, he was here… in the corridor.”

Drrrr.

Beyond the door of Containment Corridor B, which the Sergeant opened, a man in an orange uniform who had lost consciousness slid down.

The cleaner who had entered with me.

“…Chief Badger!”

Argh!

You were here on the third day too!

Fortunately, Supervisor Park Minseong regained consciousness shortly after being moved to the breakroom.

“……Uh? What? What happened… someone pushed me,”

“There was an escape commotion in the containment cell.”

“Huh?!”

I explained everything I had experienced so far.

For the record, during this process, the Sergeant only nodded occasionally when prompted. He seemed to have absolutely zero desire to interrogate me about how I already knew about the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

It just…… felt like he didn't want to work….

‘…Well, he is a permanent employee, so I guess that makes sense.’

I understood.

And Supervisor Park Minseong’s complexion changed as he understood my explanation.

“Certainly, I don’t remember well what Roe did on the 1st and 2nd days… It just feels like we finished the cleaning well without any problems. That’s how it remains.”

“…….”

“That cult is scary.”

“I know, right?”

The Imitator of the Church of the Luminous Unknown had snatched and absorbed even the incidents it had caused itself.

As if nothing had happened, making it calm and ordinary.

‘To think that’s only Grade 4.’

A kind of reality manipulation, that is.

Actually, in terms of Daydream Inc., it was between Grade B and C, so it wasn't exactly low-tier.

The problem was that the Church of the Luminous Unknown was teeming with fanatics who had received ghost stories of Grade 4 or higher as ‘Divine Power’….

Recalling the Imitator from earlier, who could hardly be considered human, I swallowed hard.

Please, let me not cross paths with them again until I’ve collected all my Wish Ticket Points.

“Um… since the cleaning is finished, you should go change your clothes too….”

“Ah. You’re right. Roe, I’ll go change quickly then. Just a moment!”

“Okay.”

I waved to Supervisor Park Minseong as he left the room.

Beside me, the Sergeant was sweeping up a piece of paper Park Minseong had dropped with a broom and putting it in the trash.

That strange work tips note.

“…….”

“By the way. About this note….”

The Sergeant happened to speak up first.

“I was actually going to ask because it seemed so suspicious, but is that really a tip that was circulating within the Security Team?”

“Yes… it is. But… I’m sure it was never meant to be given to that person.”

“…Pardon?”

“Chief Badger….”

The Sergeant muttered softly.

While looking at the spot where Supervisor Park Minseong, who had already vanished from the room, had left.

“Since that man was a fully Contaminated One by the ‘Hungry Hangman’… he’s not supposed to come into contact with any form of work manuals…. Because he was contaminated by a similar Darkness….”

“…!!”

Wait, right!

‘Since Supervisor Park Minseong was in a state of being contaminated by a kindergarten educational manual, a similar form of text could be sufficiently dangerous.’

My stomach churned because I had experienced a similar contamination, albeit of a different intensity.

Preventing someone from approaching something that reminded them of their contamination was perfectly natural.

But what the Sergeant was trying to say didn't end there.

It was an even… more chilling fact.

“Chief Badger can contaminate a manual just by reading it….”

“…….”

What?

“If he realizes it himself, he might become too conscious of it… which could accelerate the contamination, so he probably doesn't know it himself yet….”

If so.

“…Are you saying someone intentionally gave the forbidden note to the Supervisor? So that I would read the work tips that Supervisor Park Minseong had contaminated?”

Nod.

The Sergeant nodded slowly.

-Aha, a trap! How classic.

My response also came from the classic and sure methods first.

“…Can we check the CCTV?”

“In the Security Team residential area, there are no CCTVs…. There’s a high probability of something bad being filmed, so…….”

“…They did it aiming for the fact that there are no CCTVs.”

“Yes, probably….”

Who on earth?

This was a move perfectly targeting Supervisor Park Minseong’s shift. It meant that the Imitator’s escape wasn't a result of coincidence and bad luck.

‘Did another member of the Church of the Luminous Unknown within the company cooperate?’

But it seemed unlikely that the member of the Church who was in the containment cell could escape properly through this method… it was just causing a commotion.

‘If so, the goal wasn't escape….’

If the target was the cleaning staff working that day.

‘If the goal was to screw me over?’

“……Mr. Jay.”

“Yes…?”

“Is it possible that research team staff also know the Security Team’s underground area well?”

“Hmm… depending on the team…?”

The Sergeant’s eyes narrowed.

“Is there… a research team employee… you suspect?”

“…A little bit.”

“Who…?”

“…….”

I hesitated for a moment.

But the Sergeant was the security officer in charge of this area today, so he deserved to hear it.

‘In addition, he could serve as a witness to the situation.’

Fine. I deliberately spoke up candidly.

“It’s Section Chief Kwak Jekang.”

“…….”

“To begin with, the reason I received this disciplinary action was that I didn't do what he ordered. …He told me to leave a colleague from the Cleanup team in a place where they would die, and I ignored him.”

“…….”

“Of course, rather than suspecting the Section Chief personally, it’s a guess based on the circumstances….”

“I understand.”

“…??”

“Hold on a moment…….”

Beep beep beep.

The Sergeant walked over to a landline phone on one side of the breakroom and picked up the receiver.

Then, after seeming to ponder something for a moment, he pressed the buttons.

There was a short dial tone… click.

[Yes, yes, this is Kwak Jekang!]

“…!!”

I stared with my mouth open at the Sergeant, who had called a Section Chief from another team directly in the middle of the night.

But he himself showed no change in expression.

“Hey… this is Sergeant J3 from Security Team 3.”

[…J3? ……Wait, who is this?? B-Squad Leader… oops, you’re not in the Elite Squad anymore, are you? Haha, I made a mistake with someone who isn't even in the Field Exploration team anymore!]

“…….”

[Anyway, it’s been a while, hasn't it! Yes! I heard you’re a Sergeant in the Security Team. Wow~ a competent employee is different! It must be a shame you can’t enter the Darkness.]

‘Is he mocking him?’

No, there was no need to wonder. It sounded like he was mocking him to the bone….

[Anyway, why are you calling all of a sudden? Are you on duty today? Is that a phone from the Security Team area?]

[Is there some kind of incident? Oh, if you really want to enter the Darkness, I’m sorry but I can’t grant that wish. Haha!]

I watched the Sergeant tensely.

“Hey.”

[Hmm?]

“Listen… I can’t enter the Darkness anymore…… but I can still kill people.”

[……!]

“Just… saying.”

And he hung up the phone.

“…….”

Wow.

“Is it… okay for you to do that?”

“Yes… well.”

The Sergeant shrugged his shoulders.

“But it probably… won't work that well……. The high-ranking ones in the research team…… hmm.”

The Sergeant chose his words.

“Are crazy….”

“…….”

It seemed he didn't choose them very carefully.

I barely managed to respond.

“In any case, seeing his reaction, well, I realized my suspicion was reasonable….”

Given that he subtly and indirectly asked if anything had happened during today’s shift in the Security Team area. No matter how much I thought about it, it seemed Kwak Jekang was involved.

‘I thought he lost interest after getting fed up with my MZ energy.’

It seems things don’t resolve that easily.

‘This is driving me crazy….’

…I’ll have to prepare countermeasures again.

Regardless, I nodded to my companion.

“Thank you, Mr. Jay.”

“Hmm, well… next time….”

Aha.

“I’ll come visit again with some snacks. Like donuts.”

“Okay.”

Surprisingly, his bribery code was simple.

“Anyway… be careful…. You never know what that guy might do….”

“…….”

I hesitated for a moment before asking.

“May I ask if you, Mr. Jay, also had a bad experience due to a conflict with the research team?”

“…….”

The Sergeant avoided my eyes.

“It’s not… a very interesting story.”

A short silence.

“I entered a strange fairy tale…. And I came out… much, much later.”

And the Sergeant said no more.

“…….”

‘A fairy tale ghost story that the research team caused problems with.’

In fact, I realized just from hearing that sentence.

Exactly what kind of Darkness the Sergeant had been contaminated by.

And there was a Named Character from the Elite Squad that naturally came to mind.

The harrowing Exploration Records of how that character… ended up in the Security Team.

For the recording of the employee who went missing during the research of Qterw-A-37, check the document ‘And They All Lived Unhappily Ever After.’

‘I could pretend not to know and ask more….’

And thus confirm one more Named Character.

“…….”

But I just remained silent.

I chose to respect the Sergeant’s silence.

A moment later. To Supervisor Park Minseong, who had returned after changing his clothes, the Sergeant said:

“Anyway, since you passed the three-day cleaning work… safely… well, now… it seems like you’ll be okay to work… for the Security Team roughly….”

It was the announcement of Supervisor Park Minseong’s primary recovery.

“…! Really?!”

“Yes……. And it seems like… you can go outside too.”

“Gasp.”

“Though it’s only possible after the sun goes down….”

Hmm.

“Then, is it possible today by any chance? The sun is down now.”

“Ro-Roe? I’m fine. We can go another day….”

“Wait a moment…….”

After uploading a report somewhere using an old computer, the Sergeant declared.

“Go today….”

“Gaaaaasp!”

“From now on… you’ll probably be able to go out once a week….”

“Haaaaaa!!”

The blood returned to Supervisor Park Minseong’s somewhat hollow complexion, and a smile spread across his face.

It was the same expression I had seen back when he was in D-Squad.

“…….”

“Um, just make sure to come back before the sun rises… and…….”

“What happens if the Supervisor can’t return?”

“We’ll end up… requesting a rescue service from the company…….”

“…….”

“Don’t do it……. Unless you want to be… a permanent employee.”

Supervisor Park Minseong lowered his head deep.

“Yes. I will definitely keep the time. Thank you.”

“It’s nothing….”

The Sergeant scratched his cheek.

And a moment later, I climbed the stairs with Supervisor Park Minseong, who had finished his preparations to go out in an instant.

“See you again….”

The Sergeant slightly raised his hand to see us off as we left the basement.

“Wow! It’s so good to walk outside!”

Supervisor Park Minseong smiled broadly and raised both arms.

Although there were few people around since it was past 3 AM, as expected of Seoul’s city center, lights were still twinkling here and there, and people were moving about.

“No, really, it feels like it’s been forever since I’ve breathed the outside air… and seen the stars!”

Supervisor Park Minseong was wearing a mask and had his hat pulled down low. As if he were trying to hide his face as much as possible.

The outing time currently allowed for the Supervisor was three hours, conservatively estimated until dawn.

‘I guess it’s a relief it’s winter.’

“Supervisor, are you going to go home?”

“Ah, well… I’m thinking of going to the hospital.”

“…….”

“A family member is hospitalized. They’re probably sleeping… but I thought I’d go and at least see their face.”

Supervisor Park Minseong scratched his cheek with a slightly embarrassed expression.

“Well, actually, I’m collecting Points for my family….”

Damn it.

“May I ask what kind of family member they are?”

“Ah, it’s my younger sibling. They’re really kind! And a genius? A violin genius!”

And Supervisor Park Minseong excitedly explained how kind and wonderful a child his sibling had been since childhood, and how much they loved and how well they played the violin.

However, there was not a single word about their current condition.

“…….”

“Anyway… that’s why I definitely need Points for my sibling. So, if possible, I don’t want to, you know, quit….”

“Then will you return to the Field Exploration team?”

“…Well. That, I think it might take too long.”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s voice trailed off for some reason, then he added with a brighter tone.

“Ah, surprisingly, there are departments in the Security Team that give a lot of Points. I heard they get even more than the Field Exploration team?”

“…!”

…Ah.

There.

“…Wouldn't there be a reason why they give so many?”

“Well. That’s true… but.”

Supervisor Park Minseong muttered.

“Sometimes, I think wishes only come true if you brave the danger….”

“…….”

“Ah, we’ve arrived at Roe’s company housing!”

Supervisor Park Minseong patted my back.

“Go on in. I can just take a taxi from here. Get some rest, Roe. You really worked hard!”

Then he spoke softly in a low voice.

“Um, you don’t have to worry about me too much…. Honestly, I worked with a certain level of resolve. This is a better result than I expected…. It’s all thanks to you. Roe. Thank you.”

“…….”

I ended up smiling faintly and shook his hand.

“Wherever you work, I’ll be rooting for you, but I hope we have a chance to work together if possible.”

“…Yeah. That would be nice.”

We said our goodbyes like that, and Supervisor Park Minseong left for the hospital in a taxi.

“Phew….”

I sighed and entered the company housing building.

If I wasn't mistaken, there was a strange hint of madness in Supervisor Park Minseong when he spoke about his wish….

-He was an ordinary person, but now he’s finally gained a bit of an interesting personality.

Let’s not say such scary things, Braun….

‘Anyway, I can finally sleep too….’

Having a day off on the last day of the year wasn't bad, but I didn't expect to spend it just sleeping.

I entered the pitch-black company housing in the early morning and, feeling a chill, turned on my smartphone flashlight warmly and brightly as I headed to my room.

And first, I slept.

‘As for the countermeasure against Kwak Jekang… I’ll think about it with a clear head when I wake up…… Please, let me just rest.’

My overworked body, exhausted from the nerve-wracking physical and mental labor of the night, welcomed sleep sweetly.

It had been a very long time.

Since I had welcomed sleep without watching children’s cartoons or comedies before bed.

I enjoyed a very deep, sweet, dreamless sleep to the fullest.

And the moment I woke up, feeling refreshed yet dazed, as if I had only just closed and opened my eyes...

“Ah. You’re awake.”

“…!”

I sat up at once.

-A guest has arrived without notice, Mr. Roe Deer.

Someone was standing by the dim window.

A tired face, casual clothes, hair tied back tight, and….

An empty left hand.

“It’s been a while, Roe. …I heard you cleaned with Minseong.”

It was really Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Chapter 109

For a moment, I thought I was still caught in the ghost story of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

However, my fully awakened mind judged the situation accurately.

‘It’s different from that.’

The Assistant Manager Eun Haje before my eyes was no longer the neatly dressed office superior in my memories.

Rather, she looked like a detective who had been on a stakeout for three days… or yes, like a reporter.

That brought a flash of reality back to me.

‘What’s going on?’

I immediately sat up in bed.

“Assistant Manager.”

“Yeah.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje nodded.

“First, I’m sorry for barging into your house so suddenly. I shouldn’t be seen right now, but there was something I absolutely had to tell you.”

The person who had vanished for two months and suddenly appeared in someone else’s room like a burglar continued speaking, glancing out the window warily.

As if she were being tracked by someone.

“…What do you mean, you shouldn’t be seen?”

“It’s a long story. Just listen to me first.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje spoke evasively and then took a deep breath.

“You, the day after tomorrow. On January 2nd, when you go to work, you’ll be assigned to a Darkness. …It’ll sound normal. It’s a C-grade with a complete manual, and other people will be going with you. But…”

But.

“Don’t go in there.”

“……”

“Avoid it by any means necessary. No, just quit or take a leave of absence. Because…”

The Assistant Manager gritted her teeth and then released them.

“If you go in there, you’ll die.”

“……!”

“Don’t ask me how I know. Just do as I say…”

“Is it Kwak Jekang?”

“…!”

Looking at Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s expression, it seemed I was right.

‘No, a death notice as soon as I wake up…?’

I got out of bed and pressed my hand to my forehead.

“Why on earth would that Manager do this to me…?”

“We all knew that bastard was a psychopath.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje spat the words out.

“But since you’re so competent and keep pulling off such eccentric stunts, he probably wants to throw you into a death trap this time. To see how you ‘overcome’ it.”

She meant that flaunting my Gen Z energy had backfired.

‘Damn it.’

Right. If it was that man, he was exactly the type to get excited about an unusual specimen and shove me into a strange ghost story under bizarre conditions.

But…

“Assistant Manager, isn’t there still a chance… that I’ll survive and make it out alive?”

“……”

“Besides, if he wants to see how I ‘overcome’ it, I think he’d put me in a Darkness that has a way to survive rather than a guaranteed death trap.”

It might sound conceited, but I was an elite on the fast track for promotion.

I was well-connected with the higher-ups, and Director Cheong and (for reasons I didn’t know) Director Ho looked upon me favorably.

‘No matter how I think about it, I don’t think a project where a research team manager just randomly sticks me in a death trap for his own amusement would get approved.’

I could be assigned to a dangerous place, but ghost stories were dangerous by nature to begin with.

‘Even Assistant Manager Eun Haje herself said it was a C-grade with a complete manual.’

It didn’t make sense logically.

“So how can you be so sure? That I’ll die.”

I looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje, wanting an explanation, and she pressed her brow as if holding back a sigh.

“There’s only one thing I know.”

Her hand pointed at me.

“You are processed as deceased on January 2nd.”

“……”

“I confirmed that… in a Darkness that sees the future.”

“…!”

Good grief.

A ghost story that glimpses into the future? There were even a few Wiki entries that came to mind.

However, putting aside the fact that I had no idea how Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was on leave, had accessed such a Darkness…

‘Something’s weird.’

“So I just went and checked what Darkness you were being assigned to on the 2nd. Since you saved my life, I could at least do this much…”

“Wait a minute. Assistant Manager, it’s still strange.”

“What?”

“Because I saw the future, too. Do you remember the ghost story I was managing? The tarot cards.”

“…Yeah.”

“I drew a very good card there recently. And it hasn’t come true yet.”

I thought of the Sun card I had drawn.

Upright. The card that guaranteed happiness.

“I can’t be happy after I’m dead, can I?”

“You could die after being happy.”

“……”

No matter how much I thought about it, it was strange.

But since Assistant Manager Eun Haje seemed so anxious and had no reason to lie to me, I nodded for now.

“I understand. I’ll try to come up with a plan.”

“Dammit, fine.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje looked up at the ceiling for a moment as if her tension had eased, then muttered as if making an excuse.

“Roe, I didn’t originally plan on showing up by breaking into your house like this, but I was in a hurry, so I apologize for the intrusion. It only makes things complicated to see someone who left the team.”

“Not at all. I was a bit flustered… but it’s good to see you’re healthy.”

“……Phew. Roe, with that personality of yours, how are you going to survive in this company…”

“Haha.”

My personality is average; it’s the other employees in this company whose personalities are the ghost stories…

‘No, really, wouldn’t it be crazy to act any ruder to a former supervisor who came to save a hubae’s life…?’

And let’s not even mention that I had a much bigger problem than my personality (being a coward).

Anyway, Assistant Manager Eun Haje signaled to me with a nod, her tired face showing signs of relief.

“Well, I’ll be going now. Get some rest.”

“Wait a moment.”

“What.”

“About… that hand.”

I cautiously lowered my gaze to her empty left sleeve.

Eun Haje waved her arm dismissively.

“What? Are you still worried about this? Roe. I told you Regeneration Potions don’t work on this. Use them for yourself, seriously.”

“It’s not about that.”

I had a method that had come to mind recently.

“Assistant Manager, you passed your communication equipment down to me, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, I did. But that was just because I didn’t need it…”

“So, I’d like to introduce a piece of equipment to you as well.”

And then, I flicked my Exclusive Equipment, the coin.

The glove that appeared in the air, usable for 500 won…

The Third Hand.

In other words, equipment with the ability to provide an extra hand.

“Why don’t you try customizing one for yourself by using this as Parent Equipment?”

“…!”

And on the evening of December 31st.

I met Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was wearing a hat pulled low, in front of the Annex, and we approached the Twilight-grade Darkness Archive where Custom Equipment was made.

[Kind Seed Kit / Qterw-E-99]

A massive, rusted machine standing tall among fake weeds.

It was a Twilight Darkness for producing Custom Equipment, used almost exclusively by the Field Exploration team.

It had been a while since I’d seen it.

But Assistant Manager Eun Haje looked quite skeptical.

“I feel like I’m interfering with your time off for no reason…”

“No. I was planning on making a new piece of Custom Equipment soon anyway.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I’m going to use this. I received it from the Team Leader…”

I also took out what I had prepared. It was…

-Please return after use. Limit: one time.

The equipment that increased physical strength, received as Parent Equipment from Section Chief Lee Jaheon!

But before I could even explain, Assistant Manager Eun Haje was shocked.

“You received that?!”

“Ah, is this an item you recognize, Assistant Manager?”

“Yeah, it’s a retired fellow’s item… No, the Team Leader really is a funny guy. I don’t know how he managed to borrow it when they weren’t even that close.”

I looked down at the equipment.

The bizarre bracelet, which looked like it was made of braided human hair, was already more than half-broken, sticking out in tatters like woven straw.

“I heard it lets you use superhuman strength temporarily, but the hairs break the more you use it.”

I see.

“Even considering it’s a consumable, it’s a good piece of equipment. Look at the Team Leader. He’s the prime example of ‘if your body is good, your head doesn’t have to suffer.’”

“……”

That is an undeniable truth…

Anyway, I tried to let Assistant Manager Eun Haje go first, but…

“It’s okay, you go first.”

“……Alright.”

I approached the old LCD screen attached to the machine.

[Please give me a plant 0/2]

I put the bracelet I received from Team Leader Lee Jaheon into the rusted machine.

[Plant information storage complete]

[Please give me a plant 1/2]

The next item to put in was…

‘I have quite a few useful items now.’

Hmm.

Considering the attributes of the equipment borrowed from Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I had about three good options.

1. Supplementing durability as a consumable.

2. Preserving the effect of strength enhancement.

3. Combining different functions.

‘Is that it?’

Well, since plant gene inheritance is random, there was a high possibility it wouldn’t get the options I wanted and would be a failure…

‘Alright.’

After much deliberation, I put in one of the items I possessed and even authenticated my genetic information to start the machine.

[Combining genetic information]

[Creating kit…]

[Sowing complete]

Clunk.

The machine’s front drawer opened, revealing the item.

It was a simple bracelet that looked almost like a thin wire.

‘Hmm.’

I carefully took out the metal bracelet and stored it. I’d have to check its power as soon as I got back.

“Did it turn out well?”

“For now.”

I packed the items I had used and stepped back. Now, Assistant Manager Eun Haje stood in front of the machine and began customizing her equipment.

First, she put in her own item.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s Exclusive Equipment.

It was a communication device in the shape of a power bank; when plugged in, it allowed a Smartphone to temporarily communicate with the outside world even within a ghost story.

As it turned out, the button-shaped equipment she had given me was an item produced by putting this into the machine.

“It was an unexpected upgrade. Well, I guess you could call it the luckiest moment of my life.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grumbled that she seemed to have used up all her luck in useless places, but her hands were quite careful as she handled the power bank-shaped Custom Equipment.

And…

“Here it is.”

I inserted my Exclusive Equipment, the coin, as the next item.

Ting.

The coin with the glove engraving disappeared into the drawer.

[Combining genetic information]

“…Roe. The probability of getting something that fits perfectly on the first try is usually low.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said quietly, as if trying to soothe me.

“So don’t be disappointed if it doesn’t work. I’m just grateful that you tried. Okay?”

“…Yes.”

I looked at the machine’s screen.

[Creating kit…]

[Sowing complete]

The crafting was finished.

The machine’s front drawer opened, and an item appeared. It was…

“A glove??”

It was literally a translucent glove.

The flimsy material gave off a bizarre feeling.

“Hmm.”

However, when Assistant Manager Eun Haje reached out her right hand to grab it, a spark flew in that direction.

“…!”

“Oh? Look at this. …Is it saying all the spots are full?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smirked and held out her empty left arm instead.

“Then I’ll give you an empty spot.”

Then, the glove stuck to the empty space as if it were skin.

Like a hand made of electricity.

“…!!”

And… it took on the complete shape of a hand.

“……”

A hint of emotion flickered across Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s face, but it vanished like a lie almost immediately.

Instead, she slowly lifted the hand and moved her fingers.

Zzap.

Faint currents of electricity crackled.

“Hmm. It strangely has sensation… Maybe because of the electrical signals? It’s very good. As for the appearance, I can just wear a glove over it.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje turned to me and smirked.

“Thanks, Roe.”

“……”

“Everything I said earlier was nonsense. It came out in one shot. Thanks to you…… I guess I look lucky when it counts.”

I looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who now had both hands… and just nodded.

“Don’t mention it.”

I thought it was a pretty good sight to see on the last day of the year.

But just as I was about to wrap things up on that somewhat touching note.

“And…… I’m sorry, but do you happen to have any use for Points at the welfare mall? I’ll buy up to about 1,500 points worth for you, so I was wondering if we could leave

the record here as you having used it twice.”

Hmm?

-Oh, an attempt to erase her own traces… it’s like destroying evidence! Friend, isn’t it? Shall we try to coax it out of her and see what kind of ulterior motive she’s hiding?

…….

‘I don’t think there’s any need for that.’

-Hm?

Because I already had a rough idea.

“…Assistant Manager, are you working in a different department by any chance?”

“…!”

As expected.

“This Darkness is used almost exclusively by the Field Exploration team. If you’re reluctant to leave a record of use here… I thought it might be because your affiliation has changed.”

“……”

After a thoughtful silence.

“…Well, I guess I can’t fool you. Roe. You’re still as sharp as ever.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje gave a bitter smile.

“Yeah. While Assistant Manager Falcon of the Field Exploration team is officially on leave, I’m doing other work at the company…”

“…May I ask what kind of work you’re doing? Or even just your affiliation if that’s not possible.”

“……”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje seemed to deliberate briefly once more, but finally opened her mouth.

“Fine. Since it’s come to this anyway… well. Roe.”

Along with an unexpected name.

“Director Ho’s project team. You know about it.”

“…!”

“I’m working there right now.”

What?

Chapter 110

Director Ho's Project team.

It was a top-secret project with an incredibly unconventional reward: a Wish Ticket granted to every team member upon success.

‘And I turned it down.’

It was because the risk was too high and the whole thing was suspicious.

But now, Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who took a leave of absence... is working there?

“Look at that expression, Roe. Yeah. I know you received the offer and rejected it outright.”

The smile vanished from Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s face.

“...You did well. Don’t ever join. It’s a real headache of a team.”

“…….”

But Assistant manager, you’re working there right now….

“What kind of work are you doing there…?”

“I can’t say.”

“…….”

Should I push it?

Let’s push.

“Actually, I was offered the position of Project Team Leader.”

“What?!”

“Of course, I think it was just a motivational offer, and I refused….”

“No, wait. Let me tell you this before you get any funny ideas later on….”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje lowered her voice and whispered.

“Director Ho is a madman.”

“…!”

“I don’t know what the other team members are doing in this project. Director Ho doesn’t let staff with different responsibilities talk to each other at all.”

She  swallowed hard.

“I think… the reason he dragged me into this was that I submitted my leave request. He made the offer because I could work on the project without being seen by others.”

“…So that’s why you’ve been hiding?”

“Right. He demanded it.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje clicked her tongue, saying that was why she had broken into my residence so quietly.

“I was worried I’d get caught by that roommate of yours.”

“Don’t worry about that. He’s not at the residence.”

“He wasn’t? Damn, I went through all that trouble for nothing.”

Baek Saheon, at his seniority level, had managed to use his vacation days starting from January 1st. So he wasn’t at home right now.

“Anyway, I really can’t say any more. Just know that.”

And Assistant Manager Eun Haje truly did not answer any of my subsequent questions (why she needed a Wish Ticket, what exactly she was doing, how she was recruited).

She only said this:

“I’m someone who’s made a living out of digging into the business of crazy bastards. It’s nothing new.”

There’s a critical difference between those being human and this being a ghost story, Assistant manager…!

“You just worry about yourself.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje soon gave a bitter smile.

“Roe. Don’t worry too much about others. Even outside of this company, there are few paths in society that will exhaust you as much as that.”

“…….”

“It might sound ridiculous coming from someone like me, who benefited from your concern, but I’m not just saying this for no reason.”

“No. It’s not ridiculous at all. …Thank you.”

“…Haha, kid, you’re still the same.”

Even as she left the Annex, Assistant Manager Eun Haje repeatedly told me to stop worrying and take care of myself.

“Thanks again, and remember. January 2nd.”

Then, she vanished from the front of the Annex in an instant, as if disappearing into thin air.

“…….”

Director Ho’s Project team, huh.

‘It felt dangerous just hearing about it.’

I have enough on my plate right now to worry about it, but I should keep it in mind.

[In any case, we’ve secured many interesting statements! January 2nd, a vortex of conspiracy surrounding Mr. Roe Deer….]

[What do you think, Friend? Do you have any interesting plans to avoid your death sentence? Of course, never forget that your Good Friend Braun is always by your side when things get difficult.]

“Yeah. Thanks.”

[Don’t mention it!]

And so, I had my first plan for the New Year.

Finding a way to escape from whatever darkness I would enter on January 2nd.

And this plan was quite successfully developed throughout the entire New Year's Day holiday….

The day to return to work arrived.

***

January 2nd.

True to expectations, a new darkness investigation mission was assigned to me as soon as I arrived at work.

However, it was ‘only for me’.

“…So, you’re saying you ‘unavoidably’ have to sit out because you have an executive meeting this afternoon, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Is it possible for me to enter the darkness alone….”

“No. To comply with the 3-person-per-team manual, two support personnel will be assigned this afternoon.”

Yeah, I thought so.

At this point, I suspected Kwak Jekang was up to something.

‘Is he trying to burden me with strange employees?’

Group project villains always push the situation to the worst, after all….

‘I should be prepared.’

But the situation took a bizarre turn.

First, an announcement was posted even before my darkness assignment for January 2nd was finalized.

It was about the reorganization of Team D into an Elite Squad.

[Notice of Field Exploration Team Organizational Restructuring]

Director Cheong's unconventional proposal had finally surfaced.

The Field Exploration team was thrown into an uproar when they realized that the rumored event was actually a radical restructuring that ‘organized Team D itself as an Elite Squad’.

Moreover, it turned out that the remaining spot in the Elite Squad Team D could be filled by a regular employee on a short-term basis while receiving Elite Squad treatment!

People who wanted to ask anyone about these appointments… finally discovered the person with the lowest rank and the least experience among those involved!

Yeah.

It was me.

“…….”

Buzz, buzz, buzzzz!

[Hello, Supervisor~ ^^ Congratulations on becoming part of the Elite Squad! If it’s okay, could I ask a few things regarding….]

[I’ve only seen you in the group chat, this is the first time I’m contacting you directly. About that one remaining spot on the Elite Squad….]

‘This is really overwhelming….’

It was already the seventh message.

I wished they would think logically. There was no way a mere Supervisor had any personnel authority….

-Hmm? Friend, didn’t you have an opportunity to choose the colleagues you would work with? I vividly remember the moment you received that interesting offer!

That’s… water under the bridge…….

Since I refused to eat the poisoned apple, it was none of my business now.

‘Anyway, I have no authority.’

I spent the morning sending replies that translated to ‘What authority could I possibly have, I’m just a lackey’ into polite corporate language.

Regardless, I did realize something thanks to that.

‘I won’t be able to slack off on this investigation.’

Because today’s new darkness investigation on January 2nd held a strange symbolism.

The first trial run of the Elite Squad Team D!

With all the Field Exploration team employees watching, they couldn’t just attach any random person to me.

Otherwise, the image of the successful launch of the new Elite Squad would be tarnished.

‘Kwak Jekang won’t be able to pull any tricks.’

I wondered.

‘Who exactly will the two accompanying employees be?’

…And then, 2:00 PM.

“Oh, I look forward to working with you, Supervisor Roe Deer!”

I almost broke into a cold sweat when I saw the employee with a cheerful voice walking through the door of the Team D office.

It was Supervisor Dolphin from Team C.

The Elite Squad!

“Ah, do you know who the other employee is? I’m curious!”

“…Yes. I’m very curious too.”

An ominous feeling began to creep in.

And 10 minutes later.

At exactly the promised time, the door opened once more, and that premonition became reality….

“Both of you have a sense of time.”

Brisk footsteps entered as the door swung open.

A perfectly tailored suit, hair tied high in a ponytail, and a flamboyant Butterfly Mask.

It was Assistant manager Jin Nasol from Team A.

‘My god.’

They assigned two Elite Squad members!!

My vision blurred at the sight of this meritocratic superior I hadn't seen in a long time, but just as I was about to bow my head and greet her.

“Assistant manager, it’s been a long time.”

“Yeah. You, I heard you turned down Director Ho’s offer.”

“…….”

“You made another foolish choice, yet you still became part of the Elite Squad? If only everyone were as competent as you, work would be so much easier. At least I won’t have to see anyone whimpering today.”

…Yes.

It’s good to see you too, Assistant manager….

“Thank you for the compliment.”

I managed to respond.

I felt like I was losing my mind.

But my mouth was dutifully providing professional responses.

“What? This investigation is in the provinces. How annoying.”

“Yes. In return, I heard the company will be quite generous with travel expenses.”

Right.

This C-Class Ghost Story had to be handled in Mokpo, of all places.

‘Is it finally time for a business trip to the provinces?’

In fact, urban legends tend to arise in places where many people live. It wasn't logically inconsistent with the setting for them to occur frequently in the capital area.

‘Still, the fact that I’ve only been investigating darkness near Seoul until now… is almost bizarre.’

Regardless, I left the company and moved while carefully gauging the moods of the two Elite Squad seniors.

Supervisor Dolphin even struck up a friendly conversation.

“You haven’t moved upstairs yet! You’ll be doing that soon, right? I like how the Elite Squad gets individual offices; it respects your privacy!”

“Yes. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Oh, speak comfortably! We’re the same rank.”

“Even so, you’re my senior, and there’s much I don’t know, so I might cause trouble. I can’t do that yet. I’ll remain polite.”

“Wow. You’re really courteous!”

Seeing Supervisor Dolphin give a thumbs-up, I relaxed a little.

Right. She seemed like a good person.

‘Let’s try some small talk.’

I smiled as warmly as I could and brought up an appropriate person as a topic of conversation.

From the ghost story where I almost fainted seeing the back-of-the-hand applause—the person from Team C who had been sitting next to Supervisor Dolphin!

“How is Assistant manager Leopard doing?”

“Ah, he’s dead.”

“…….”

“He bit it after acting like a prick to a member of the Cleanup team, so he got what was coming to him. The waste of points is a bit of a shame, though!”

“I see. May he rest in peace.”

This person’s sensibilities are not those of a normal human.

‘Save me.’

We finally arrived at the high-speed rail station.

Trembling inwardly, I sat down next to Supervisor Dolphin on the train with extreme politeness.

And I began to show all the deference due to a senior who had become part of the Elite Squad as a Supervisor….

‘Let’s never act out just because we’re the same rank.’

I have to make sure I don't get labeled as someone with a bad personality…!

…For the record, Assistant manager Jin Nasol, who was sitting in front of us…….

“I’m going to sleep, so don’t talk to me.”

“…Yes.”

I was actually grateful for that…….

[Oh, what a colorful cast of characters for companions you have, friend!]

Yeah, no kidding…….

And do you know what this means?

‘Two of the most successful non-executive employees in the company are attached as my companions.’

Let me say it again.

The two most capable and work-savvy employees at the associate level will be right beside me, seeing everything I do…!

‘Assistant manager, how am I supposed to escape without entering the darkness with these people around?!’

I broke into a cold sweat. Holes were appearing all over my established plan.

‘I didn’t think they would actually assign two Elite Squad members.’

I had simulated the case of them being trolls much more often.

Maintaining a calm exterior, I desperately racked my brain to quickly add a Plan B.

‘In the worst-case scenario….’

I'll say I'm going to the bathroom… and run away.

The thought alone was humiliating enough to bring tears to my eyes, but survival came first.

Then, when I return later, I can testify that I ‘accidentally’ got caught in another darkness and just made it out.

‘If I find a suitable darkness on the Wiki and actually clear a ghost story of the right grade that isn’t too difficult to match the solution grade… it’ll be plausible.’

It was a plan only possible because it was a provincial trip.

‘G-Good.’

I think I can pull this off.

Finally feeling relieved at the plausibility of the plan I’d woven, I only then looked at the destination displayed on the train’s electronic display.

Bound for Mokpo

Come to think of it, I think this is my first time going to Mokpo….

Bound for Mokpo

…….

Huh?

The destination text at the bottom of the flickering advertisement screen in the train cabin, in the next moment….

Changed.

Bound for Tamra

“……!!”

I bolted upright from my seat.

“Eh? What’s wrong, Supervisor… huh? The display?”

“Yes. We have to get off right now….”

…….

No.

No, you already know.

‘It’s too late.’

This… was something that ended the moment I got on the train, sat down, and the destination changed.

From that point on, you can't get off.

“…….”

It comes to mind.

-It was the longest document among the human error accidents recorded in the Disaster Management Bureau’s entries, a Wiki that had even been recorded as a short story.

What this was.

-The one and only time a massive catastrophe occurred because of the Silver Heart.

That train accident.

The desperate ghost story that I knew all too well.

==========

[Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident]

This document is a record of an anomalous case that occurred under registration number ‘8008PSYA.2002.A88.’ and contains shocking content related to numerous casualties.

Since it contains detailed accounts of a tragic disaster, please check your psychological state before applying for access.

As it may cause severe mental instability or trauma, it is highly recommended to read it only in a stable condition.

—Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau

Notice from the Records Management Office

==========

The crazy high-speed rail where there was only one survivor from Daydream Inc.

‘…Ah.’

I realized it.

Today, January 2nd, the day my death was scheduled.

‘A C-Grade Darkness wasn't the problem.’

The threat prepared for me was not the darkness at the provincial business trip site that the company had designated and for which the manual was complete.

‘It was this train.’

This train, which was supposed to be nothing more than a means of transportation to get there, was the very threat.

“…….”

I looked out the window.

Instead of the outside, the electronic display was reflected.

Bound for Tamra

Departing

With a roar, the train departed.
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“Bound for Tamra? What’s that?”

“An error? Wow, that’s kind of creepy.”

Passengers on the high-speed train began to murmur as they saw the footage on the cabin displays change.

Even so, they weren’t particularly serious. It was just the tone of people finding something unusual to break the boredom of travel.

…Until they truly realized what kind of incident this was.

“Hey, I recorded this. I’m going to post it on InHeart… Huh?”

“What is it?”

“…The internet isn't working.”

Classic.

“Hey, turn on your smartphone. Quick!”

“Um, excuse me, mine says I’m out of the service area. Is your phone working by any chance?”

“What? Why is all communication cut off?”

The murmuring of the crowd gradually grew louder.

However, Assistant manager Butterfly, sitting in front of me, didn't budge, and Supervisor Dolphin, sitting in the aisle seat next to me, merely grumbled softly.

“How annoying. We got caught up in this right when there are so many civilians around.”

It was the typical introduction to a Darkness that anyone in a Field Exploration Position at our company could have guessed.

Furthermore, although they didn't know it, this ghost story was actually an Anomaly that the government—not our company—had identified decades ago and left a Side Document about.

The Paradise Test (tentative name) is a phenomenon that occurs very rarely on the Iksan-bound high-speed railway departing from Seoul.

No casualties to date. Disaster classification pending.

But that was all.

‘Because there were no casualties!’

The Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau usually only registered a ghost story as a Disaster if people died.

Therefore, the Side Document concluded with: ‘It is presumed that the Anomaly disappeared when the Iksan-bound high-speed railway was extended to Mokpo.’

However… it had started again.

Right now, on this train.

“Hey! L-Look outside!!”

“My god!”

I turned my head to look out the train window. Instead of the city that should have been visible as we left Seoul…

An endless blue sea stretched out before us.

“…!”

The blue horizon meeting the orange sky created a fantastic and eerie landscape.

Splashing water and cutting through the waves, the train was speeding forward across the shimmering ripples of the blue sea….

“Is this train… running on top of the sea right now?! H-How?”

“Wow….”

“Ah, isn't this a graphic? Like a pilot run for some LCD window?”

Forgotten was their confusion as the passengers marveled at the background, which felt beautiful yet transcendental.

Some people tried to take photos with their non-functioning smartphones, only to be surprised when they couldn't save them.

The Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident.

It was identical to the introduction of the document I knew….

“…….”

Dammit.

If I had focused on the fact itself that I was ‘boarding a Mokpo-bound high-speed train,’ I might have noticed the possibility of this ghost story occurring.

‘But by design, I was meant to overlook this.’

Because another Darkness had been placed before me as the target!

—Go to Mokpo and enter a C-Grade Darkness.

While I was focused on that premise, constantly fixing and supplementing countermeasures for it, a thorn had popped out from an unexpected place.

I interlaced my fingers. My mind raced.

‘…Is this a trap intended for this?’

Or was it a coincidence?

This incident was certainly written in the Wiki as having ‘occurred without anyone expecting it.’

‘But that was written from the perspective of the Disaster Management Bureau.’

Other groups or individuals… might have figured it out by looking at the ghost story occurrence patterns.

……Especially.

‘Looking at my companions, it feels too intentional….’

“Excuse me, Assistant manager. Wake up.”

“……Sigh.”

Supervisor Dolphin woke up Assistant manager Butterfly in the front seat.

“Is it work again? I’d rather it be a high grade. That way we can report it and get more Points.”

“I know, right!”

Two members of the Elite Squad.

In other words, they were people capable of making cold-blooded, decisive choices without a drop of blood or tears to ensure the mission's success.

‘…They are the polar opposite of this ghost story.’

Because this…

Was a ghost story that tested human ethics.

“Hmm. The text on the screen has changed.”

…….

I raised my head with eyes that had turned cold.

A new sentence scrolled across the screen.

   To reach Tamra, offer a sacrifice 

“…A sacrifice?”

Clatter.

A window at the very front of the car opened.

The people sitting nearby recoiled in terror.

“Oh, shit!”

“This door isn't supposed to open…. Wait a minute. Why isn't there any wind coming in?”

“But why did it open all of a sudden….”

It was as if….

As if telling them to throw a sacrifice in through there.

“…….”

Confusion and a faint dread spread across the faces of several passengers who had left their seats to actively investigate the Anomaly.

“What… sacrifice? Offer a sacrifice?”

“This is too weird….”

But no one wanted to deduce or speak aloud what a real sacrifice or an offering was.

“…Maybe it’s just been hacked?”

“Hey, let’s just find a crew member.”

It was avoidance.

People just clicked their tongues with anxious eyes and sat down, or moved to another car to find a crew member.

They pretended to be composed.

Because they realized the current situation was truly ominous, a chilling silence conversely descended upon the cabin….

Tap, tap.

Just then, Assistant manager Butterfly lightly tapped the handle of the seat opposite her, drawing my and Supervisor Dolphin’s attention.

“Don’t step in. Observe what they do first.”

“Got it for now!”

“Yes.”

Perhaps the Assistant manager wanted to see what happened when someone else tried something first. …It also felt like she was trying to keep me from acting impulsively.

But I had no intention of stepping in from the start.

‘If this really is that incident, it’s better not to act right now….’

I sat quietly and watched to see if the situation would unfold ‘as destined.’

A short while later.

“This is just too weird!”

Screams from people began to erupt intermittently from here and there.

“I found a crew member and they’re in a complete panic! They’re shouting that they don’t know what’s going on either!”

“No, there are people in the front car who brought their kids? They’re all freaking out because their kids have disappeared! It doesn't seem like a normal situation….”

“They say they can't reach the engineer. The door to the driver’s cab is completely locked!!”

As they began communicating with other cars, they learned even more chilling facts.

—Ah, the chaos! What is incomprehensible to human history has always been an object of fear, and there is no exception here.

—Are you going to keep watching where they drift, Friend?

‘…For a while.’

That was the right thing to do.

But since anxiety was unavoidable, I clenched my teeth to suppress the agitation.

And I watched the people standing in front of the car door, talking to everyone as if making a public announcement.

“Everyone, I think we need to come up with some kind of countermeasure!”

“Right, this is clearly a huge problem…!”

Beep!

“……Huh?”

Everyone’s gaze shifted.

New text appeared on the in-flight display.

Entering the First Altar

“……Altar?”

Whoosh.

Outside the window, the dazzlingly blue sea suddenly began to be dyed red….

And then it suddenly turns pitch black.

“Agh!”

Outside every window, instead of the horizon, a wall covered in a bizarre membrane began to be visible.

“T-This is…….”

“Oh my god!”

As if the high-speed train had entered a tunnel or a station, the train continued to glide through that strange and dark space.

Distance remaining: 5

“S-Shouldn't we try something?”

“Look for a button or something!”

“A button? There's no such thing….”

Distance remaining: 4

“Ah, what should I do? What do I do….”

“Hey! You in the window seat! Help me close this window, don't just sit there…!”

“Ugh, so damn loud!”

Thud!

Distance remaining: 3

“A-Are you trying to push someone right now… Huh? Uh, uh, uh?”

Splash.

“Agh! Someone fell out the window!”

“N-No! That person tried to push me and fell out on their own!”

“That’s right! I saw it from the side, the person who fell was acting weird. Like, aggressively….”

“No, anyway, someone died!”

Supervisor Dolphin whispered from the side.

“Hmm. Seeing the screen talk about sacrifices and offerings… I guess the person who fell was treated as an ‘offering,’ right?”

“Isn't it obvious?”

The Assistant manager said dismissively, and as she fiddled with her fingernails which were equipped with gear, she declared:

“We’ll observe just one more and then start moving. Everyone get ready.”

“Yup.”

“…….”

If there was any relief, it was that the people who had judged the person falling to be a case of getting what they deserved had calmed down a bit.

The few people who had come out aggressively questioning the office worker in glasses soon grasped the situation and slunk away, though not without muttering a few more words.

“Are you okay? Don’t take it to heart.”

“Yes…. I’m fine. Everyone’s probably just anxious.”

Supervisor Dolphin was watching that scene intently.

Assistant manager Butterfly and I also checked our equipment and quietly observed the situation.

But that was the end of the relief.

20 minutes later.

“Again!!”

Entering the Second Altar

The outside of the window turned red and dark again, as if entering a tunnel once more.

“What on earth is this?!”

However, thanks to the previous experience, instead of falling into a panic, people quickly covered their heads and crouched down.

“It’ll disappear after some time passes.”

Listening to the people's whispers.

I looked at my superior across from me.

Assistant manager Jin Nasol was now wearing a bizarre-looking monocle, looking around the dark cabin.

Looking for the most useless and appropriate thing.

“…Assistant manager.”

“What.”

“Shouldn't we also observe what happens in a situation where no one is sacrificed?”

I spoke as much as possible in the Assistant manager's language.

“Since we don't know if going to ‘Tamra’ is a good thing. I think it’s a situation worth betting on.”

“Hmm.”

A brief silence.

“Fine.”

Whew.

I held back a sigh and nodded.

‘I shouldn't stand out by sacrificing someone here.’

In the meantime, the numbers on the display in the cabin were rapidly counting down….

Distance remaining: 5

Distance remaining: 4

Distance remaining: 3

Distance remaining: 2

Distance remaining: 1

0

Passed

Whoosh.

Light flooded outside the window again.

The tunnel had ended, and the sea had appeared.

“Ah…!”

The moment the passengers instinctively breathed a sigh of relief….

“I-It’s gone!”

The text on the Electronic Display also flickered and then turned off.

All that remained was the beautiful scenery outside the Train, running over the dazzling blue sea with white spray.

“……Ah.”

As the tension eased, people raised their heads one by one with relieved expressions.

“It’s still the sea, though.”

“But something... feels like it’s over, right? Is it okay now?”

“No matter how I think about it, this feels like some kind of event. Huh? Like an escape room. Darling, did you sign up for something?”

Tap tap.

Supervisor Dolphin whispered softly too.

“It’s surprisingly okay, isn’t it? Is it a clear if we don’t sacrifice others? It’s a bit of a predictable condition.”

“……Let’s just watch for a bit longer for now. There’s also what the Assistant manager said.”

“Yes, yes.”

And then, about ten more minutes passed.

People who had relaxed slightly stood up and moved around the cabin, searching for the missing children, calming the crew, and speaking with the driver.

At the very moment when it seemed that people had adapted to the situation and regained some measure of composure and rational judgment.

Suddenly, without warning.

Thud.

With a lurch, the Train tilted forward.

“…!!”

“Whoa? Whoa, whoa?”

Passengers tumbled from their seats. I gripped the handle tightly and braced myself through the jolt.

And, enduring the fear, I looked out the window.

To be precise, I strained to look as far down as my vision could reach.

The white spray of the Train that had been cutting through the sparkling ripples…

Disappeared.

Boom!

The Train crashed through the surface of the water and plummeted.

“Aaaaah!”

“Aack!!”

Windows shattered, water rushed in, and conscious passengers screamed, trying to swim out somehow or clinging to one another.

Unconscious people floated in the water. It was maddening.

-Isn’t this the moment help is needed, Friend?!

…….

‘Not yet… no.’

-Hmm!

Submerged in the dark, suffocating sea, I followed the quick and accurate instructions of Assistant manager Jin Nasol, who was signaling with her hands to head for the window.

But as I approached the window, I felt my consciousness fading… strangely faster than my lung capacity should have allowed.

The suffocating dizziness persisted….

…….

‘Gasp.’

My consciousness.

It disappears.

“…….”

“…….”

“…Huh??”

I opened my eyes.

Along with the announcement music of the high-speed train.

Trrrring!

Inside the cabin of the high-speed train bound for Mokpo, which had just closed its doors at Seoul Station.

Supervisor Dolphin was sitting next to me, and Assistant manager Butterfly was sitting opposite.

And the perfectly normal Electronic Display.

Bound for Mokpo

I could hear the dazed voices of the passengers in the same carriage.

“Hey, I just had a really strange dream….”

“You too? Hey, me too. Something about a Train Bound for Tamra? Something like that….”

“Huh? Wa-wait a minute. …Me too?”

“What?”

Bound for Mokpo

“……Hey, hey, hey! That, look at that!”

“Uh, uh, uhhh?!”

Bound for Tamra

Departure

The Train started with a roar.

Exactly like the first time.

Just as it was.

“Aaaaah!!”

Cries, screams, and voices filled with horror began to ring out from everywhere.

“Wait! Wait! What on earth is happening, what…!”

“Let me out! Let me out!”

“Mom… what is this?”

What else could it be?

‘……It’s exactly what it looks like.’

I groaned inwardly.

※Urgent Report

A lethal Anomaly has been witnessed in the recent recurrence of the supernatural phenomenon ‘The Paradise Test (provisional).’

It has been confirmed that the passengers of the high-speed train in question returned to ‘the point of initial departure’ the moment the train plummeted into the water.

Survivors stated they were trapped in a loop of the time the Train Bound for Tamra was running.

Yes.

Inside here, everything starts over.

‘…With everyone’s memories intact, that is.’

In this process, all passengers remember what they experienced without exception.

So.

It was the start of the 2nd round.

-A time loop! It’s quite the taste of a typical SF enthusiast. However, the fact that they are more ‘trapped’ than usual is a very interesting point….

-If experience accumulates equally for everyone, even the brave find it difficult to step forward easily. Eternal consequences! Isn’t that a tremendous restriction on action?

Yes.

‘That’s why… I have to be extremely careful about stepping forward.’

I had to be cautious.

Furthermore, I must not be swept away by the panic of this crowd.

Keep it in mind. Only one thing matters to me.

‘Now I can rationally persuade people.’

Now that everyone has truly experienced a proper ‘supernatural phenomenon’ for themselves. They won’t think some crazy guy is talking nonsense; they’ll at least listen.

So, from now on, I just need to move carefully.

‘It’s not… bad.’

I can live.

I can… live.

Yes. That’s what I had to think.

I repeated it to myself, composed.

Now, the first thing I must do is….

‘Finding the person with the Silver Heart.’

Besides myself, the decisive cause that made the conclusion of this situation a perfect hell was inside this Train.

I had to secure that person’s identity first.

‘Let’s find them and control them.’

It was definitely mentioned once or twice in the short story.

I tried to recall the specific carriage number and seat number where that person had been sitting.

It was definitely in the first carriage….

…….

…….

‘Wait.’

A little more, let’s try to remember more calmly.

So, that person’s exact name is…….

…….

“…….”

“Excuse me? Supervisor?”

I can’t remember.

‘Ah.’

It’s been weeks since the Pop-socket was damaged.

Blank spaces in my memory have finally begun to appear.

Chapter 112

Silver Heart Possessor.

A good person who possesses a badge-shaped Item capable of inciting people.

While they are a decisive figure in this Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident, they are someone who only gains attention at the very end of the short-story-style post.

So, me not remembering that person’s seat number or specific name...

Perhaps it’s only natural.

‘Because I read the Wiki focusing mostly on ghost story countermeasures...!’

After falling into this place, since it was no different from my lifeline, most of what I read repeatedly were the ghost story entries and Exploration Records.

This means I mainly read the Wikis that provided information for clearing the ghost stories.

‘Side content was put on the back burner for the time being.’

Long, emotional prose on the level of a short story, like some kind of Wiki spin-off? It was pushed way down the priority list.

In fact, the Silver Heart Possessor’s personal details were only mentioned once or twice there.

Accurately recalling those numbers and letters a month or two after reading them...

...It seems I was being unreasonable.

‘I’m screwed...’

No!

I swallowed hard.

‘I can at least make an educated guess.’

And even if I don’t catch that person early on, I will definitely think of a way to deal with it.

‘I remember the other Wiki entries for the Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident.’

For example, urgent reports or documents registered at the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

Since I know the flow of this incident round by round, I can do this.

I can do it...

.......

‘Alright.’

I decided on a direction for the future.

‘It’s a bit extreme, but there’s no choice.’

Of course, all of this took place in my head within a few seconds, and meanwhile, the Elite Squad employees next to me were chatting nonchalantly.

“Wow, a loop! I’ve read a lot of SF short story collections like this.”

“So it means we can keep trying until we meet the conditions? It’s a bit annoying, but it’s convenient.”

“…….”

What an extraordinary conversation....

Fortunately, no one paid any mind to our low-voiced dialogue.

The entire Train was filled with shock, panic, and the sound of weeping.

“Huff, huff!”

“It’s a dream, this is a dream, a dream....”

However, there was bound to be someone who couldn’t just stand by and watch such a situation.

“Wait a moment. Everyone, please calm down! Calm down!”

...There he is.

Round 2:

In every carriage of the high-speed train, individuals began to appear, attempting to patch up the passengers' anxiety and gather opinions.

-Ah, did someone say crisis is an opportunity! In a chaotic situation, someone who volunteers to be a leader is bound to emerge.

Yes.

And in the carriage we were in, it was a businessman wearing glasses.

The same character who had scuffled with someone over whether to close the window in Round 1, only for his opponent to fall out.

“Still, isn’t it important that we didn’t all die? ...Let’s all calm down and try to figure out what happened.”

“A-Ah.”

“Do, do you have an idea?”

Since there was someone stepping up to take the lead, people began to pay attention.

“In my opinion, it seems that time is repeating itself.”

The businessman in glasses began to organize the situation, calming the people down in his own way.

“There’s no doubt we’ve been caught up in a strange phenomenon, but there must be a reason why we’ve been given a chance. It might be telling us to find the right answer to escape.”

“Ah....”

“Let’s believe that and try. Calmly.”

He probably thought the situation was flowing in a pretty good direction.

If only he hadn’t looked back at my seat at the end.

“Look, there are people already sitting here calmly.”

“...!”

“Let's try to grasp the situation with that kind of attitude as well.”

‘Damn it.’

The three of us, the Daydream Inc. employees, were pointed out.

‘Were we too quiet...!’

......No, actually, this was for the better.

It was time to establish a presence. I had to step forward early, while it was still Round 2.

“Ah, no. It’s not that we’re calm... it’s just that we’re so confused.”

I immediately shook my head with a smile that looked like I was trying my best to put it on despite being afraid.

“It just... it just doesn’t feel real. We were all dozing off because we were on a business trip.”

I probably wasn't suspected. My face was already pale even without trying.

However, when I spoke up first, one of Assistant manager Jin Nasol’s eyebrows twitched slightly, but she let it slide for now. Taking advantage of the momentum, I quickly followed up.

“But suddenly, like, the view outside became the sea and there was talk about offerings and whatnot.... That was all real, right?”

“T-that, well. It seems so.”

I swallowed as if I were a bit nervous.

“Then, the person who fell out of the window earlier....”

“…….”

The frozen gazes of the people slowly turned.

The middle-aged man who had been sitting right next to the window where the ‘sacrifice’ was offered. In the man’s seat, which had been empty after he accidentally fell out while picking a fight....

There was a person.

“...!!”

The silhouette of a passenger sitting still could be seen.

...It was indeed the man who had fallen out.

“H-he’s alive?”

“Oh, thank god....”

It was then.

The passenger suddenly sprang up and lunged at the businessman in glasses.

“...!!”

“You son of a bitch! Because of you, because of youuuu!”

“L-let go!”

It was pandemonium.

The middle-aged man, dressed like the nouveau riche, glared at his opponent with strange eyes, spitting as he spoke.

“Die, die! I fell because of you... Ah, it hurts! It hurts so much……!!”

Madness flowed from his eyeballs.

“D-don’t fall down there! It hurts! It’s strangeeeek! Ugh, bleargh!”

“Eek!”

The middle-aged man trembled and staggered, then began to vomit something like a strange dark-red lump onto the floor.

“Urgh!! Uuuurgh!”

The businessman in glasses backed away with a shocked face.

‘Hah.’

Those who became ‘sacrifices’ and fell out of the window show symptoms of delirium bordering on mental insanity and strange signs of supernatural illness in the next round.

They testified that they suffered endlessly amidst terrible Burning Pain and whispers that were not human after falling through the window.

...Seeing it in person, that unstable state felt truly overwhelming.

Perhaps completely overwhelmed, the businessman in glasses slunk back on trembling legs.

-Hmm, a voluntary resignation! I could evaluate it as having been a meaningful, if brief, leadership! At any rate, from this moment on, the leader’s seat is vacant.

-By any chance, does my Friend intend to lead them with such wonderful skill…… Hmm, it seems not. That is also fine! Let us narrate the situation together with this Braun.

‘Right.’

I intentionally took a step back.

And at that moment.

Offer a sacrifice, you who wish to reach Tamra.

The video in the cabin changes again.

“T-that thing appeared again!”

“Uh, so, last time for sure....”

Because a person fell from the window.

The train successfully exited the tunnel and kept running.

“…….”

“…….”

Perhaps because there was still time, people prattled on while intentionally ignoring that fact.

“...What exactly is a sacrifice?”

“W-well, for now, shouldn’t it be something living? Like, if you watch horror W-Tubes....”

I cut in.

“No. It could be an object. Even the food used in a ritual is technically a sacrifice.”

“Ah...!”

“That’s true, let’s stay calm for now and think of various things to throw out....”

But their eyes were still brimming with fear, excitement, and anxiety....

“…….”

“S-so. First, is there anyone with food?”

Not long after, people who had snacks voluntarily gathered food to throw outside.

Fruit, eggs, meat, bread, and so on....

And at a precarious moment, the scenery outside the window changed.

Entering the First Altar

This time, the people were a bit calmer.

“Let’s throw them.”

“Yes...!”

Plop, plop.

In silence, the food disappeared out the window.

Remaining distance: 4

The Electronic Display didn’t budge. Only the number went down.

“No! It’s not ending!!”

People screamed.

In fact, even when something was accepted as a sacrifice, the countdown had gone all the way to the end just the same, but I didn't bother to correct them.

...Because I knew from the start that food was not the answer.

Remaining distance: 3

And it seemed the passengers had finally acknowledged it.

The answer.

“It has to be a person after all. A person....”

“Ah....”

“No, how can we to a person....”

“If we don’t, we’re all going to die! I’m telling you, the train is going to sink?!”

“But who....”

Remaining distance: 2

“…….”

“…….”

Gezes turned.

The meaning was this:

‘Since he’s already lost his mind anyway, can’t we just drop that guy one more time?’

An unspeakable unconscious thought, manifested because of the emergency.

The ‘Round 1 sacrifice’ who received those gazes had a seizure.

“Save me, save meeeeee! I don’t want to! I don’t! I don’t!!”

“C-calm down. It’ll be okay....”

Remaining distance: 1

“No! Nooo!”

“First, get away from the wind... h-huh??”

Whoosh...

Splash.

0

The tunnel ended.

Inside the train, which had brightened as the blue sea was reflected once again.

The eerie purple words ‘The offering has arrived, open the waterway’ filled the cabin video.

In front of the window....

Broken glasses lay on the floor.

“…….”

“…….”

And the ‘Round 1 sacrifice’ who had pushed him.

“The bastard who dropped me is dead! I didn’t die! I didn’t die! Iiiii didn’t dieeeee!”

The middle-aged man, drooling, flailed as he ran down the aisle, then shoved his head into a corner and began to sob.

A pale silence flowed through the train car.

The atmosphere was maddening.

-The former leader becomes the sacrifice! Hmm, how typical. Though it was a bit fast.

At that moment.

“Excuse me, there was a next one too, wasn’t there?”

A cheerful voice, unbefitting the situation, rang through the train.

Supervisor Dolphin.

“W-what did you say?”

“The second Altar appeared soon after this one too. I think we should prepare for that.”

“Just stop it!!”

“Ack!”

Stress-induced reactions erupted. But Supervisor Dolphin spoke as if she didn't care.

“Let’s not make a mistake then; let’s find the wickedest person and make them fall!”

And she pointed her finger forward.

“Including all the other cars!”

“...!!”

“And well... there’s no guarantee they’ll die? Since that man just came back alive. Then isn’t it better to find a wicked person and make them suffer?”

It was a crazy thing to say.

But in an incomprehensible disaster situation, sometimes pleasant-sounding crazy talk works.

Albeit slightly distorted.

“Yeah! So far, they’ve all fallen only from our car! They should do it in the front cars too!”

“That’s right!”

Why should only our car suffer such pain and have to worry!

Consumed by a sense of unfairness and strange rage, the people of Car 7, our car, swarmed forward.

The Elite Squad employees and I joined the fray and headed forward. No, Supervisor Dolphin was practically standing near the front.

“Excuse me! There’s an open window here too, right?? When the train fell last time, I think it was because no one fell from there....”

But sure enough, as we went further forward, the majority were people who hadn't grasped the situation at all.

“W-what kind of crazy talk is that.”

“Who are these people?”

“Look here, if you don’t want to get hit, just go. Seriously.”

“Ooh.”

“...Let’s move a bit further and let them know.”

Supervisor Dolphin looked at the last speaker as if he were an excellent candidate with great character, then hurriedly moved to the next car.

But the moment we entered Car 3.

Entering the Second Altar

It began again.

“Aack!”

“Someone fall, quickly!”

“The train’s going to crash, waaaaah, waaaaaah....”

“Throw a person! We have to throw a person out the window!”

The shouts of the people from Car 7, our car, whose stress had reached its limit, were heard.

And the voices of the people from the other car, who had yet to accurately grasp the situation.

Remaining distance: 5

“Who are those people?! Where did they come from??”

“Aren’t they crazy bastards!”

“If you don’t want to die, hurry up and volunteer! Pick a volunteer!”

“Then why don’t you guys be the ones to jump!”

“Someone already fell from the We Help car! Look for someone in another car!!”

“So, as for a volunteer right now....”

Distance remaining : 4

A clear voice piercing through the pandemonium.

“There are none?”

Assistant manager Jin Nasol reached out her hand.

...No!

She's going to single out the most uncooperative person here and throw them out.

And if it starts all over again by any chance, she'll keep using the people she's already picked as sacrifices over and over again...!

It was efficient, but it wouldn't do.

Assistant manager Jin Nasol was certainly a capable person, but it was clear she had lived her life without caring about public opinion at all.

I immediately raised my hand.

Distance remaining : 3

“I’ll volunteer!”

“…….”

Assistant manager Jin Nasol looked back at me.

“What?”

I spoke once more.

“I’ll be the one to jump.”

“…!!”

“Why…….”

Distance remaining : 2

“It's not like I'm actually going to die, so I’ll try to hold out.”

Then I quickly whispered to Assistant manager Jin Nasol.

“I think we need to check once. Exactly what is happening down there.”

“Is it necessary?”

“I can't trust civilian testimony. I've prepared mental defense measures as well.”

“Hmm....”

Distance remaining : 1

“Fine, then.”

“…! Thank you.”

I quickly finished the hushed talk and shouted to the people.

“There’s not much time left! I’m going to the window, so everyone please get out of the way!”

“Uh, u-uuh....”

The people couldn't stop me and slowly backed away. The reaction was the same in the We Help car and the other cars.

...Good.

I spoke as if I were composed, but my hands were trembling.

Still, it couldn't be helped.

According to the plan, this process is absolutely necessary at least once.

If Plan A—to find and secure the Silver Heart Possessor immediately—failed.

Then I have to use a more extreme method.

“Everyone, be careful!”

As I hung from the window, I pulled a painkiller from my pocket.

There was a possibility it wouldn't work.

But it's better than nothing...!

I plunged the ‘Happy Maker’ into my forearm. At the same time, I threw myself out the window.

Into the red tunnel.

0

Chapter 113

The first thing I saw was a red pulsation.

Thump, thump, thump.

I realized belatedly that I had crashed into something.

Splat.

With a short, heavy sound, my body fell onto something slimy.

A foul stench.

The next moment, I realized it was the odor of rotting protein.

Lumps of flesh scattered around me clung to my body.

They pulsated in red.

Whoooooosh!

The wind blew.

The high-speed train I had been riding roared past me, leaving behind a thunderous noise and wind pressure.

In an instant, the train disappeared toward the end of the tunnel, where a light sparkled…

“…….”

To be honest, it was very filthy and a bit scary, but I didn't fall into pain or serious panic.

It felt like standing alone in front of an apartment's trash collection area in the middle of the night.

-My goodness, what an unhygienic environment! Are you alright, Friend?

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

‘…Happy Maker is really doing its job.’

Just as the heart cools and hardens to become less nervous after taking a calming pill, my head felt warmly solidified.

I stood up in a fairly calm and stable mental state.

However, the moment I brushed off the rotten flesh with my bare hands in the process.

Eat your wickedness.

A strange voice echoed in my head.

“…….”

So, well. If I roughly match the current situation with the testimonies of the people who were offered as sacrifices…….

‘This is the point where one feels a pain like the body is burning, and unable to endure it, they start tearing off their own skin and flesh….’

And then, while chewing and spilling that flesh, one must walk forward toward the light at the end of this filthy and dismal passage—it seemed like such a crazy situation.

This passage itself was the trace of that horror.

Fortunately, I was in a state where all pain was numbed and I was even wearing a silver ring that increases mental resistance, so I didn't have to feel such insane impulses.

“Whew.”

I stood up completely and shook my body slightly.

It wasn't very effective. The traces left by the filth and rotten flesh were vivid.

As for the source of this flesh… let's try not to think about it as much as possible….

Thanks to Happy Maker, I wasn't shaken, but it was still unpleasant.

Oh, wait.

“Braun, are you okay?”

-Ah, are you talking about this noise that sounds like a radio tape on repeat? It feels like meaningless noise pollution, but it's not unbearable!

“…The Burning Pain?”

-Haha!

-I have neither skin nor flesh on this body! I am only cloth, cotton, eyes, and a nose….

I, I see.

‘So the conditions for the sacrifice only applied to humans.’

It was a relief that Braun didn't lose his mind and try to perform the Executioner's Sword ritual out of desperation.

-Anyway, does my friend have more business in this messy place?

“…No.”

-Then let’s get out of here quickly.

Indeed.

‘Because I have to go back inside that train to escape.’

I stood up from the spot and began to walk.

To the end of the passage.

Squelch, squelch.

The fluids of the filth splashed under my feet, entering my shoes, and my socks became soaked in red.

Discard your sins.

Tear them away as much as your sins.

Eat your sins.

“…….”

Does the Burning Pain get stronger for those who have committed more sins?

‘Then theoretically, a good person would feel minimal pain even if they fell here from the window….’

Since this is a ghost story that focuses on the group inside the train becoming a miserable and horrific inhuman hell as the loops repeat, I could only guess such details by experiencing it.

Anyway… the passage was longer than expected, and I walked persistently.

‘I hope I don't have to use another Happy Maker.’

Discard your sins.

Discard your sins.

Discard your sins.

I continued walking while ignoring the voice.

My feet seemed to grow heavier, but the light drew closer steadily.

Thud, thud. The intense light coming from the exit of the tunnel almost blocked my vision and made it difficult to see ahead.

‘Ah.’

I’m almost there.

Frowning, I stepped further forward….

Finally, the moment I was enveloped in the light.

Go to Tamra.

‘……!’

A small, soft invitation.

An unusual sense of warmth and liberation, a strange feeling like an enveloping… revelation piercing through the top of my head….

-Whoops! The recruitment is quite aggressive. One moment…….

The moment it vanished.

My consciousness was sucked somewhere at a tremendous speed, like a train falling down a steep slope.

“…!”

“Gasp!”

“Agh! Aaaaagh!”

I opened my eyes.

I was sitting in a compartment of a comfortable, modern high-speed train.

My body was clean again, and my mind was….

‘Wow.’

As I recalled it, a sensation like I was about to vomit surged through me.

My stomach churned.

‘I… I didn't feel this sensation?’

You mean I was buried in flesh that people had torn off and eaten while alive and then vomited out, and I stood up and walked through that?

‘L-Let’s stop thinking about it.’

In any case, the important thing was that I had successfully returned to this point in time.

‘The effect of Happy Maker also completely vanished as I returned to the starting point.’

I quickly regained my composure and first checked the quantity of Happy Makers.

…….

11 before use.

It remained the same.

-The consumables you used have returned to their unused state. Strictly speaking, since we returned to the point when the train departed, it can be seen as a natural occurrence!

Right. It was as I suspected.

‘Good.’

Preparation was complete.

When I looked up, Assistant manager Jin Nasol was looking at me with a nonchalant face.

“How was it?”

“It’s a horrific and disgusting place. If someone falls without preparation, they’ll almost certainly show symptoms of mental derangement or Contamination.”

“Really? Then get up. Securing in advance….”

“Hey! Look here! This person is fine!”

“…….”

Aaaagh!

Jin Nasol looked displeased as her speech was interrupted, but she didn't take immediate action as civilians came flocking in.

‘H-Hurry up.’

I forced a faint smile at the people who were astonished to see that my condition was normal.

“Are you okay?! Oh my god!!”

“This person, this person volunteered to fall! But… y-you’re, you’re fine?”

“Yes. I’m fine for now. But… what on earth happened after I fell?”

“T-That is….”

To skip the frantic and rambling words of the people and leave only the important parts, it was like this.

“After you fell, the countdown started again…!”

“Ah, that’s right! It was like the cooldown reset as if demanding one more person be sacrificed.”

As I thought.

“…! I see. Then at that point… did the train crash again?”

“No! After that!”

One of the passengers who had gathered added an explanation.

“The strange thing is, no one fell from our car, but they said the offering was received and the path suddenly opened…….”

“…….”

“There were murmurs that someone seemed to have fallen from the front car, but everyone was so agitated and a fight broke out, so I don't know the details….”

“…….”

“No! They called us crazy! Even though they’re the ones who can't grasp the situation!”

“That’s what I’m saying!”

“It’s driving me crazy, seriously.”

“Even in games, you shouldn't leave those kinds of trolls alone.”

I see.

The conflict was slowly escalating.

‘It was from this round.’

Round 3:

Factions split by train cars and fighting occurs. They urge each other to pick passengers to be offered as sacrifices. Bloodshed begins to occur.

And….

Fatalities occur due to violence within the cabins.

…….

For now, I nodded calmly.

“I see. It seems the number of people to be sacrificed increases by one each time.”

“Wh… What?”

“One person at the first altar, two people at the second altar. What I’m saying is that the required sacrifices seem to increase sequentially like this.”

“Ah…!”

Perhaps everyone had guessed it but hadn't dared to say it out loud; although groans and moans of terror broke out here and there, no violent rebuttals followed.

They were just scared.

“What do we do? What should we do? No… why do we have to go through this? Sob….”

“D-Do we all have to jump out of the window for this to end?! Is that it?!”

It was a quite plausible guess, but I gently grabbed the person’s shoulder.

“No. Please calm down. There must be a way to end this.”

“Uuuugh.”

“Look at me. I was fine even though I fell. There is a way.”

“Ah…….”

Taking advantage of the slightly calmed atmosphere, I spoke softly.

“You said the other person who fell from the window is in bad shape? If it’s okay, could you guide me to them?”

“A… ah, yes!”

“This way!”

I looked around the seats as I followed the people who were hurriedly leading the way.

“Ooh. I’m coming too!”

Beyond Supervisor Dolphin, who immediately followed me.

Assistant manager Jin Nasol stood with her arms crossed as if telling me to go ahead and try.

‘She’s letting it slide.’

If she judged it to be inefficient, it wouldn't be strange for her to immediately flip the script, grab all the people who were in the way, and throw them out the window one by one.

‘That won't clear it.’

So….

For now, this was the most efficient and humane way I could take.

“He’s sitting here… but….”

I looked at the person sitting in the guided seat.

A person wearing glasses was staring into space with his mouth agape. The first sacrifice of the 2nd round, who had fallen before me.

“Sir?”

“…….”

No response. He looked completely out of his mind.

“W-What on earth is down there for him to be like this….”

“It was horrific. But….”

I reached out and placed one hand on my chest.

“I realized something.”

“……Yes?”

Clink.

I lowered my hand and naturally placed it into the inner pocket of my suit jacket.

Then, I pinned on a small badge that had been there from the beginning.

Silver Heart.

“Everyone! Please don't worry too much.”

At the same time, I approached the office worker with glasses.

“Hic! Hic-hic! Hic!”

“It’s alright… it’s okay.”

I approached him and carefully injected the Happy Maker.

‘Since the ingredients will completely disappear once the next loop comes.’

This would be better for him than being in insane panic and fear.

And since the Happy Maker is a small device no different from a ballpoint pen, it would look to others as if this person had calmed down just because I supported him….

Like magic.

“……Gasp!”

The man with glasses gasped for breath.

Reason returned to his eyes, and a definite peace settled in.

“Th-That was truly horrific…… A-ah… ha…… It’s over.”

Slowly.

A faint smile spread across his face.

“Thank you…. My heart is… at peace…….”

Then he slowly rose from his seat and hugged me and the other passengers.

The people accepted it in a daze and began to look at me with wonder in their eyes.

“Y-You brought him back to his senses…….”

“How….”

I’m a scammer….

However, I continued speaking while looking down at my hands as if I were also filled with wonder.

“I don't know why I’m the only one who gained this ability, but now I….”

Taking a deep breath.

“I think I’ve vaguely realized what is happening on this train.”

“…!!”

“I-Is that true?”

“Yes.”

I raised my hand and folded my fingers as I continued.

“Who the people are that must fall out of the window, and how many times must pass for all of this to end….”

“M-My goodness.”

What am I doing right now?

‘I’m pulling a scam.’

And this kind of scamming method is a regular feature in creative works about apocalyptic situations.

‘Commonly known as a pseudo-religious cult leader…!’

A guy who instigates people, claiming it's God's will and doing strange things.

Did one appear in Car 6 before? …Hmm. I think so.

Round 5:

Various exclusive groups are formed in each train car. Among them, a situation occurs where a superstitious religion worshiping the loop phenomenon captures passengers from other cars and kills them in advance according to a barbaric ancient ritual style before throwing them out the window.

Sorry… no, I’m not sorry at all, but,

‘You’re not going to exist from now on.’

Because I’m going to beat you to the punch.

“The virtuous people of Car 7. From now on, please lend me your ears.”

I stood in front of the train door and shouted.

“We have been chosen for a Great Trial!”

-My goodness!!

From my suit's front pocket, I heard Braun's standing ovation.

A scammer who received a seal of approval from the Ghost Story Host….

Is now launching.

Chapter 114

The method of scamming is similar to a kind of unethical marketing.

1. Buy trust.

“He fixed that guy with glasses? He was completely out of it.”

“Yeah! He looks fine now. And he fell out the window too, but he’s perfectly okay. He said he saw something down there!”

“Wow… No, I mean, are you really okay?”

“Yes. I am fine. That gentleman is also at peace now.”

2. Present the problem and its cause.

“S-so… you’re saying this is like some kind of test? And we can leave if we pass?”

“Yes. We will definitely be able to leave.”

“Ah…!”

“I-is this like one of those hunter genre stories? Like, are we going to awaken…?”

“That’s it! It must be. There’s no way they would have thrown us into this crazy situation for no reason!”

“You’re right. There was a reason.”

After heating up the atmosphere like this.

“And if we want to get out of this situation….”

3. Sell a magical solution.

In unethical marketing, that ‘solution’ is the product they’re trying to sell, and in a pseudo religion, it is the doctrine itself.

And the method I would put forward is….

“Everyone must go out the window once.”

“…!!”

“W-what did you say?!”

“Don’t be alarmed, everyone.”

I pointed to myself with a smile.

And then to the office worker with glasses, who had been calmed by the Happy Maker.

“Those who accept my invitation and go out will be just fine, like me. This is a kind of test, after all.”

“Ah…!”

“If you have any doubts, well… I will try to persuade you somehow. Or I don’t mind falling one more time.”

And at that moment, the guidance video began to play again.

Offer a sacrifice, you who wish to reach Tamra.

“Uh…!”

But the atmosphere was a bit different this time.

At least in Car 7, where people had been listening to my marketing, they began to whisper and glance at the window.

‘So it might be okay to go out through there?’

It wasn't just panic or fear anymore; curiosity and anticipation were beginning to sprout.

—Ah, this is fun. Truly fun…. What a brilliant skill you have, Mr. Roe Deer!

—However, every great and impressive entertainer is bound to be challenged. Ah, look. There he is right on time!

Thud!

“What the f-fucking bullshit!! You crazy bastard!”

It was a middle-aged man, his face turning a deep shade of red, who shouted as he slammed the armrest of his seat.

He was the passenger who had fallen out the window in the 1st round, and in the 2nd round, he was the one who had pushed the man with glasses out.

‘I guess having a turn to rest brought back a bit of his sanity.’

But he was still far from being in his right mind.

“That, that person just pushed someone out the window before… gasp!”

“Crazy bastard…. G-get lost! You fucking prick.”

The man’s eyes were spinning wildly, looking as if he might stab me at any moment.

“Jump out?! I’m not jumping! I said I’m not jumping, you son of a bitch! You jump one more time!”

I looked at the man, who had pushed past the nearby passengers to reach me, and spoke calmly.

“If you do not wish to participate, you do not have to do so right now.”

“Wh-whaaaat?!”

“Just keep resting. You aren’t qualified yet anyway.”

“Wha… what?!”

“I mean that even if you ask for help to go out the window, I cannot grant it.”

This is also an important step.

4. Limit the people who can have the solution.

Why do companies continuously produce in small quantities to cause items to sell out, and why do they ask you to inquire about the price via DM?

It targets the psychology where scarce things look precious, and hard-to-get things look better.

That tantalizing feeling—that it’s right in front of you and it feels like you can have it, yet if you miss this chance, you might never have it again.

That is what you have to incite.

“Only those who are qualified can go through the window without pain….”

“Wh-what kind of bullshit….”

“That is not you. It means you are not yet qualified to pass the trial without pain. Step back.”

“…Uh, uuh…….”

The middle-aged man muttered ‘uh-uh,’ then staggered and slumped down into his seat.

Well, the saying that crazy talk should be met with crazy talk worked this time as well.

The provocation must have been effective, as everyone in the train car was now looking this way with wide eyes.

I looked at them and smiled gently.

“But don’t worry too much. Eventually, everyone will become prepared.”

“……!”

—Aaaah! Splendid!

Beyond Braun’s cheering, the people in the car swarmed forward and began to ask questions.

“Excuse me! Th-then, who is prepared?”

“I don’t know either. I just think I can recognize someone who is prepared.”

“Then is there anyone prepared in here?”

It was then.

“Am, am I… by any chance, qualified?”

The office worker with glasses, who had been sitting quietly, raised his hand and asked.

Thanks to the Happy Maker, he was in a peaceful state without fear or PTSD, so he didn’t attack the middle-aged man who had pushed him.

Even so, he couldn't help his physiological tension and swallowed hard.

I smiled and nodded.

“Yes.”

“…!!”

“You are qualified. …Because you have already done it.”

I walked over and took his hand.

“You have proven yourself enough without having to go down again. That peace is the evidence. ……You’ve really worked hard, and you were brave.”

“Ah…… Aah!”

Tears streamed down the face of the man with glasses.

At that sight, the murmuring of the crowd subsided.

In its place, something new began to appear in their gazes.

Desire and sympathy.

“From now on, for those who have their qualifications confirmed and go down, I will give you a token to protect you so that it is as painless as possible.”

“…!”

“Th-then….”

However, there were still no volunteers.

‘I knew it would be like this.’

I had just said that everyone has to jump out the window to escape.

No one is going to be the first to jump into a situation where they might suffer without a clear benefit.

—Friend, do you have some brilliant solution?

It’s obvious.

‘I’m going to drive public opinion one more time.’

I nodded as if I understood everything.

“Of course. I know it must be difficult. In this life, I will go out the window one more time—”

“Excuse me, I’ll go.”

Huh?

Supervisor Dolphin raised her hand.

Supervisor! My overwhelming thanks….

“But not alone. If the Supervisor goes out the window with me one more time too.”

“Uh-uh-uh?”

“Ex-excuse me, are you okay….”

“Of course. I am fine.”

I was going to do that anyway! It’s tear-inducingly disgusting and nauseating, but there’s no helping it….

“If there are no other volunteers, I will demonstrate once more.”

“Yep, yep. Ah, but I’d like that person to go before us.”

Supervisor Dolphin casually pointed with both hands.

At Assistant manager Butterfly.

“Superiors first!”

Eeeek!

“Hey, Assistant manager, you said you’d grant me one favor. I’m using it now!”

“I didn't give it to you to use in a situation like this. But well, I don’t really care.”

Surprisingly, Assistant manager Jin Nasol was composed. It looked as if the two had discussed something beforehand.

“Should I go now?”

Entering the First Altar

Just then, the surroundings were dyed a dark, bloody red.

Amidst the people who froze reflexively, the small, calm voice of Assistant manager Jin Nasol could be heard.

“I don’t like asking twice.”

Hiiiieek.

“Yes. Please close your eyes for a moment. I will pass you the sign of permission….”

I pretended to shake hands with Assistant manager Jin Nasol and secretly passed her the stick under the cover of the darkness.

‘You just have to jab it.’

But before I could even shape the words with my mouth, Assistant manager Jin Nasol was already skillfully jabbing the Happy Maker into her arm where it couldn't be seen.

She seemed to have guessed it naturally. …That it was a painkiller item.

“Hmm.”

Prick.

With a short sound, the medicine was sucked out from the stick jabbed through her sleeve, and the remaining stick naturally disappeared inside.

“This is pretty good, isn't it?”

Assistant manager Jin Nasol gave a slight smirk and immediately fell backward out the window.

“Hiek!”

“Sh-she went with a smile!”

Thus, in the first altar, the sacrifice was offered voluntarily.

Now the atmosphere in the car had entered a state of complete excitement.

No one said it was suspicious because she was my companion.

It was because they had slowly begun to want to believe.

‘The sensation of things being solved is addictive….’

To the point where, afterward, two volunteers dramatically stepped forward.

“M-me!!”

“We’ll fall together.”

It was a couple sitting near the window; having watched who fell and what conversations took place since the first round, they seemed to have gained courage from the ‘information value.’

However, I didn't say yes immediately.

“…….”

I stared at the two of them silently for a few seconds, as if trying to discern their essence.

Before they knew it, the couple was waiting in a state of anticipation and tension, as if they were taking an exam.

And after a moment.

“Yes. You two are qualified.”

“Ah…!!”

“As soon as you enter the altar, close your eyes for a moment and hold out your hands. I will give you the mark.”

The two were unexpectedly joyful, and standing before the window, they received the congratulations of those around them.

Entering the Second Altar

Under the cover of darkness, the two who were secretly injected with the powerful painkiller called ‘Happy Maker’ held hands tightly and went out the open window.

Mm. The scam was proceeding smoothly….

‘It’s much better than having more than half the people go crazy while throwing each other out the window.’

Still, I was breaking out in a cold sweat because I was pulling a scam.

“…Since there are no other volunteers, this person and I will now head out. Everyone, above all else, guard your hearts, and I will see you at the starting point in a moment.”

“A-are you going to be okay?”

“It’s fine. For me… there will be no problem even if I go one more time.”

“…Ah!”

I really hate it, but I guess I have to do it again.

‘I need to differentiate myself.’

If I wanted to keep leading the people, I had to emphasize that I alone was different. Showing that I was fine even after falling out the window multiple times would be an impressive way to do that.

Fortunately, Supervisor Dolphin didn't take back her words.

“Let’s go together!”

“Ah, thank you.”

“But….”

Supervisor Dolphin gazed up at me.

“Am I qualified?”

“…Yes.”

The nuance was a bit subtle.

Entering the Third Altar

“B-be careful!”

“See you in a bit!”

Anyway, like that, I successfully drew out the crowd's support and fell out the window again with Supervisor Dolphin.

Into the crazy tunnel filled with rotting flesh.

“Oops!”

Supervisor Dolphin, who landed on the ground with a breakfall, dusted herself off, grumbling and recoiling at the horrific surroundings.

“Ugh, so filthy. What? You’re noisy. Ah, should we go that way? Toward the light.”

“Yes. Even if it’s a bit difficult, we just have to walk.”

Still, having one more person makes it much more comforting.

‘…I don’t hear the voice either.’

That eerie voice, the one telling us to discard our sins or come to Tamra, had vanished for some reason.

‘Though it’s not an important element for the escape.’

I walked along, tilting my head in thought.

Then, Supervisor Dolphin spoke up.

“Hey, the reason I fell with you like this is actually… because I have something to talk about.”

“Yes.”

“The things you said to the people. You know, about protecting them so it won’t hurt and all that. You did that because you don’t think it’s strictly a lie, right?”

“Yes. I just… changed my way of speaking so it would work better in an emergency. It was a bit extreme, though.”

“Hmm…….”

The supervisor put her hand to her chin as if thinking for a moment, then suddenly said.

“Excuse me, Supervisor.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know how many people suffer because of pseudo religions?”

She didn't scowl or anything.

She simply stared at me intently.

Without even blinking.

“…….”

Right.

Supervisor Dolphin is an extreme personality-first advocate….

‘A p-pseudo religion might be a disqualification by her standards…!’

Fix it!

I immediately opened my mouth and said calmly.

“I know well. In fact, among my peers, I have a friend who I lost contact with after they were bewitched by a pseudo religion.”

This was the truth.

“That’s why I thought I had to strike first.”

“Hmm.”

“In this situation, superstitions or pseudo religions will inevitably prevail. Since the pain repeats without rhyme or reason, people start wanting to lean on something.”

And indeed, pseudo religions appeared in real cases too.

‘Of course, it's not just because of that, but because this is the only way to escape the Darkness before people go crazy and without bloodshed...’

Since I couldn't say that logically, I ended like this.

“Whatever it is, I chose this method to try and minimize damage for now. ...I know it's a bit extreme and strange.”

“Hmmmm…….”

After a suffocating 3 seconds.

“Well, you have a point!”

Phew.

“To be honest, you're just saying it that way, but in reality, you're looking for a way to let everyone escape while making it less painful and more comfortable for them, right?”

“Exactly.”

“Good! I'll fully cooperate too!”

Supervisor Dolphin extended her hand as if asking for a handshake.

And when I took that hand,

She pulled me in.

“But you shouldn't exploit kind people.”

“…….”

“If you do, I'll fight you, Supervisor.”

“Of course. I'll keep that in mind.”

“Yes-yep! Good!”

I smiled and finished the handshake with Supervisor Dolphin.

‘S-saved.’

Cold sweat ran down my back.

Fight an Elite Squad Seonbae who joined the crazy Ghost Story Company as the top recruit amidst rotten flesh? Why would I do such a suicidal act? I'd rather just bow my head.

“For now, based on the atmosphere, the people in our car will be completely persuaded?”

“That's right.”

Squelch, squelch.

I replied while walking towards the exit of light.

“But I won't stop here.”

The final goal...

“I'll make the majority of this Train ‘believe’ my words.”

At least 7 out of 8 cars.

I had to secure dominant public opinion.

Round 5.

The people on the high-speed Train, who had repeatedly died and restarted, were slowly moving past panic into fatigue, resignation, and madness.

Their perception was distorted, and thinking normally became difficult.

And during the repetitions, there were things they heard over and over.

“They're saying weird things in the back... like, we were chosen, this is a test? Something like that.”

“…Sounds like pseudo religion stuff, so, what kind of test?”

“They say if we pass this, we can gain transcendent abilities?”

“All the people who fell out the window went crazy. But the people in the back cars said they were fine even though they fell. They even described the scenery inside……”

“…Really? No way. Isn't there no evidence?”

But the very act of replying revealed a psychology wishing for an answer.

An expression of the subconscious wanting those words to be true.

“They say a person called ‘The Precursor’ in Car 7 is telling people how to escape.”

“They say they'll help us all. That we're all qualified.”

As the murmurs of the passengers in Car 3, the first-class car, grew louder.

“…….”

The man sitting in the front single seat.

Baek Saheon opened his eyes.

‘Damn it.’

He was trying to go home for vacation but got trapped in this damn Train ghost story and was about to wither away.

‘No, wait...’

He smiled triumphantly, thinking of the new eye beneath his medical eye patch.

Looking at how things were going, he could tell.

‘This is about throwing people out the window continuously!’

So, what, isn't it just one of those ghost stories that ends once you throw about half of them out and reach the destination?

‘I just need to hide and not stand out.’

Well, pseudo religions running rampant was a predictable situation in this kind of crisis.

In a small society, especially in an emergency full of stress, humans were bound to do crazy things.

A Train constantly returning to the starting point.

In the special situation of inescapable extreme stress, people couldn't help but listen when they heard words that seemed like they would solve the situation.

Even if it was crazy talk they would have scoffed at and passed by saying ‘I'm not buying into a pseudo religion’ in normal times, it's human nature to cling to it!

‘I just shouldn't get swept up and stay still, right?’

If I just stay as quiet as a dead mouse and wait for them to throw each other and cause a mess so it clears...

“E-excuse me!!”

“…!”

The back became noisy.

‘Did a fight break out?’

It wasn't. Someone had entered the car.

“It's those people! The Precursor and the people from Car 7!”

Just a bunch of pseudo religion bastards.

‘Let's at least check their faces.’

Baek Saheon slightly turned his head to look at the aisle... and then.

He saw familiar faces.

“…!!”

‘It's the Elite Squad.’

Assistant manager Jin Nasol from Team A and Supervisor Lee Seonghae from Team C.

Two faces he had memorized through the company intranet just in case had appeared.

‘Wh-why are those people here?’

While he was deep in thought about whether this Train was a Darkness managed by Daydream Inc.

“Attention!!”

Supervisor Lee Seonghae shouted from among the pseudo religion group.

“The person who will tell you how to escape from here has arrived!”

As she stepped aside, a person walked out from the door connecting to the rear car.

An office worker in a suit, with an indifferent and cold impression, wearing an unnervingly peaceful smile...

A face that was even more familiar.

‘...Kim Soleum!!’

“Everyone, do not worry.”

Kim Soleum smiled gently and opened his arms.

“All of this is a great test, and you passengers have been chosen.”

F-fuck!!

That sociopath bastard is the cult leader!!

Chapter 115

Let’s take a moment.

Let’s look at Baek Saheon’s eventful record of witnessing his psychopathic roommate.

The psycho who mocked him for giving up his left eye, the dopamine addict who used people as bait in the dangerous Darkness, the madman who swung an axe while pretending to be a serial killer….

‘And now he’s playing cult leader??’

At this point, it goes beyond being appalled; a state of anomie begins to set in, where it feels only natural for all these personas to belong to that bastard Kim Soleum.

He could accept all of that.

But how on earth was he running into that bastard right now!

‘I even took a vacation to get away!’

He hadn't just left the company housing; he had left Seoul entirely.

Baek Saheon shook his head violently for a moment, wondering if he was having a nightmare, but the reality was unrelenting.

Accompanied by two superiors from the Elite Team and leading dozens of people, Kim Soleum was standing in the middle of the Car 3 aisle with his arms raised.

Spouting things that sounded truly cult-like.

“There is no need for concern. We will all be able to overcome this test safely.”

If there was any emotional consolation, it was that the idiots in this train car were pointing fingers at the guy!

“What’s with that guy?”

“F*ck, now some crazy bastard is…”

“Sigh…”

“D-Don’t make eye contact.”

Ridicule and rejection erupted toward Kim Soleum, who was babbling insane nonsense.

‘Y-Yeah. This is normal….’

However, Kim Soleum didn’t even flinch.

He simply wore a gentle smile and looked around Car 3.

“…?!”

That was even scarier!

"Everyone, you must be bewildered by this crowd of people suddenly arriving. And you're probably wondering what kind of crazy talk this is."

‘Test? What test?’

Kim Soleum gave a sheepish, bitter smile, looking every bit like a neat office worker.

“To be honest, even as I’m saying this, well… I know it sounds like a cult. So it’s quite embarrassing for me as well.”

His tone was calm and not particularly heightened. It was a serious tone, as if he were giving advice to an acquaintance at a cafe.

“But because this is such a terrifying and horrific situation, I’m gathering the courage to speak up. …If one knows the answer, it is one’s duty as a human being to share it.”

Kim Soleum’s expression hardened as he made eye contact with the people around him.

“I hope you can set aside your aversion just for a moment and think about this. We aren't fools; that's why dozens of us have come together to tell the same story.”

Baek Saheon looked around.

He saw people on the verge of going insane in this unrealistic situation, dying and restarting in a train that plummeted meaninglessly several times.

He saw Kim Soleum starting to say exactly what those people, who desperately wanted to escape this train or for it to be a dream, wanted to hear.

That story told with such conviction.

“This is a test, and there is a way to pass it.”

A voice suddenly popped out.

“So… you mean you know how to get out of here?”

“That is correct.”

“…!!”

Kim Soleum naturally turned his gaze back.

Then, the people from Car 7 standing behind him shouted with eyes sparkling with excitement and passion.

“Just once out the window!”

“You just have to go out the window. Then it’s over!”

“What kind of crazy talk is that?!”

A flurry of additional explanations poured out toward the horrified people in Car 3.

“No, I’m telling you, there’s a way to do it without it hurting! About ten people have already gone out that way!”

“Honestly, it’s a bit gruesome, but you just have to look at the light and head for the exit. Anyone can do it.”

“For those who have trouble walking, someone else can fall with them and support them! It’s not hard at all!”

“If only The Precursor helps…!”

The surprising thing was that while they said only ten people had left, dozens were explaining it.

No, nearly a hundred people were following that crowd, and people from other cars were mixed in among them.

Kim Soleum watched those eyes filled with hope and passion, then turned his gaze forward and smiled brightly again.

“That’s right. Everyone. You can all go out the window.”

At that moment, Baek Saheon realized.

“There won’t be any problems.”

“He’s right!”

He’s scamming them!

‘T-That crazy bastard.’

He’s inciting the other idiots to jump all at once so he can slip away himself!

‘But you can’t fool me.’

Baek Saheon swallowed hard, thinking that he alone had noticed.

“Um, if you listen to the stories of the people who went out the window here…”

“Us! Our couple went out at the second Altar during our third life…”

He clicked his tongue as he watched the people of Car 3 gradually start to listen to the people of Car 7, who were sharing their experiences as if they were writing testimonials for passing an exam.

Fools.

‘He could even manufacture those kinds of experiences by brainwashing them with my fountain pen!’

It was certain that Kim Soleum had brainwashed the people using the fountain pen he had confiscated.

Right. If that was the case, he just had to maintain his strategy.

‘Let’s stay still.’

He just had to avoid joining that procession of Kim Soleum worshippers.

Baek Saheon made a firm vow and wore a triumphant smile.

It was fortunate that he had judged the situation so quickly.

He had almost been swept up in the mess!

‘I’ll just stay out of sight and hold out until that guy tricks the other idiots and throws them all out at once….’

It was then.

“Hey, instead of a long explanation, we’ll show you right now! Going out the window!”

Huh?

“I’ll be the one going out the window at this Altar.”

“That’s right. This person has earned the qualification this time.”

“Oohhh!”

“Everyone, applaud!”

Wait?

“Since you have to go out alone at the first Altar, it might be lonelier and scarier….”

“It’s okay! I want to do exactly as The Precursor did!”

“I-I’m not a precursor, just someone who tried it first… Ahem. Yes. If you say so.”

Kim Soleum gave a slightly embarrassed smile, then took the person’s hand with a serious, prayer-like expression.

“I will also do my best to protect the applicant from pain and to provide a powerful Token.”

“…! Yes!”

Entering the First Altar

Baek Saheon watched the situation with a dumbfounded expression.

In the red train car that had grown dim upon entering the Altar, he saw Kim Soleum lightly grasping the person’s forearm and doing something….

“I’ll be back!”

“See you in a bit!”

“Good luck!”

And amidst the enthusiastic cheers of the people, the applicant climbed down the window with a determined face.

After that happened several times, and then several times more….

Entering the Fourth Altar

“These are the last people.”

And then he realized.

‘…The Items!’

Kim Soleum was subtly using Items on the people going down.

He didn’t know what they were, but they were so that people wouldn't go insane even if they really fell from the window!

‘W-Wait a minute.’

He was actually being serious?

And for that psychopath to go that far…

Baek Saheon’s mind raced as he instantaneously shifted his stance.

‘This Darkness, it’s a first-come, first-served clear!’

Wasn't it the type where it wouldn't be cleared until the required number of people was filled on a first-come, first-served basis?

‘Falling out the window was the main game all along!’

And Kim Soleum was the kind of bastard who would definitely play cult leader just to incite people to jump in voluntarily.

Why?

‘Because that provides more dopamine!’

Because that was more fun than dragging people and throwing them out the window by force!

He was truly a chilling fellow….

Baek Saheon shuddered.

But that wasn't what was important right now.

‘If that bastard has a plan!’

Then!

“S-Supervisor!”

He was jumping on board!

He raised his hand high and stood up for the first time, revealing his presence.

It was right after the train brightened after passing the 4th Altar.

“Wh-What?”

“Was there someone there?”

Whether the people in the same car, who had come to know each other through five repeated loops, were surprised by the unfamiliar face or not.

Baek Saheon put on an even more surprised face and desperately tried to speak to Kim Soleum in a natural and friendly manner.

Yes, to Kim Soleum!

Actually, he wanted to speak to the Elite Team first, but no matter how much he thought about it, he didn't think they would meaningfully engage with a new recruit they didn't know.

In that case, let’s target the one with whom he had at least the connection of being roommates.

Since that psychopath seemed to be the face of the operation anyway!

“Oh my goodness… Hello! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

“…….”

Kim Soleum stared at him without a word.

Then he grinned.

“Really? I knew you were here.”

Fck!*

“Truly?”

“Haha, no way. I was joking. How would I know?”

“…….”

Baek Saheon barely suppressed the anger rising through his fear!

“Ah, this person is also a colleague from the same company. I heard he took his annual leave; I guess he was on his way down to his hometown.”

“Ah.”

“Nice to meet ya.”

The two Elite Team employees gave a rough nod. They didn't feel any particular inspiration from a rookie who hadn't even finished his probation.

Instead, it was the people standing behind who were delighted.

“Ah, since you’re a colleague, you might be able to go out the window right away!”

“Right. Just like those people!”

Exactly!

Baek Saheon brightened up.

“Ah, I-If that’s the case, I would gladly take the test through the window as well….”

“No. This person does not have the qualification yet.”

You son of a bitch!

“Th-Then… when will I have the qualification?”

Kim Soleum shook his head as he looked at Baek Saheon as if it were truly a pity.

“That, I cannot know.”

“…….”

“I am merely a person who passed this test first, and I only wish to guide everyone along the path with the least pain possible.”

A vein popped on Baek Saheon’s temple.

But he desperately smiled and said.

“I see. Ah! One moment, I know the situation is like this, but I’d like to have a quiet conversation between the two of us regarding company business….”

“Ahem!”

Thunderous criticism erupted from among the passengers who were fully focused and immersed in seeing off the people going out the window.

“No, the train is in this state and you're talking about company work? Trying to call The Precursor away for such a trivial matter….”

“This guy has no sense of the situation!”

“It’s alright, everyone. Everyone might have different things they consider important…. We have some time until the next life, so I’ll go have a quick conversation.”

“Oh, of course, of course.”

The people whispered that he was ‘so kind it was a problem.’

Baek Saheon didn't even get goosebumps anymore….

“Shall we talk over here?”

“…Let’s!”

However, as soon as they went to the restroom and locked the door, he couldn't hold back.

“Listen. I saw you using Items, Supervisor.”

The smile Kim Soleum had been wearing until a moment ago vanished like a lie, replaced by an expressionless face as he crossed his arms.

“And?”

Baek Saheon swallowed hard.

“I’m just… saying you should think about it. What would happen if I went out now and exposed everything to the people?”

He had to drag this madman to the negotiating table somehow.

However, Kim Soleum stared at Baek Saheon in silence… then gave a slight nod.

“Braun says you won’t do that.”

“…Ah, really?”

“Yeah. He says if you did that in this atmosphere, you’d be thrown out the window with your bare body.”

“…….”

“Since the result is the same, it’s simpler to just jump voluntarily, so there’s no reason to go back.”

It was the truth.

‘F-Fck.’*

Baek Saheon gulped.

Fortunately, instead of pressuring him further, Kim Soleum did something unexpected.

He used a carrot instead of a whip.

“Now that I think about it, there’s something I want to ask of you.”

“……!”

“I need your eye.”

Huh?

“The one I gave you as a gift.”

Baek Saheon reflexively touched his eye patch.

Thinking of the purple Sclera Inversion that would be underneath.

When checking the field of vision through that equipment, danger zones or beings would appear as hot-colored Halos.

An excellent hazard detector.

It was also a tool that would be incredibly useful for the Field Exploration team, where split-second judgment was crucial.

To the point where Baek Saheon himself couldn't understand why Kim Soleum had given it to him.

Well, the reason was actually simple.

It was because… Kim Soleum was highly likely to see everything as a bright red Halo even if he wore that equipment….

Since it was a body part, it was heavily influenced by the wearer's subconscious judgment, so it wasn't very effective for someone with the heart of a coward.

However, giving it to someone else would be like encouraging them to pull out their own eyeball, so he ended up giving it to Baek Saheon, who was already missing one.

In fact, he was the perfect person for it.

There was no one among their colleagues with a stronger survival instinct than him.

In any case, Baek Saheon, who didn't know all these principles, merely asked warily.

“…When should I use it?”

“In Car 1.”

“Car 1?”

He felt like he had heard that in the people’s conversations. Baek Saheon frowned and racked his brain before remembering.

“…I think they said the door there is closed.”

“That’s right.”

Kim Soleum readily admitted it.

“The door has probably been locked since the 2nd round. And now, they’ll be locking the door every time we return to the start of the train.”

“…….”

Just hearing about it….

It was suspicious.

‘No, more importantly, how does that guy know this?’

Didn't he come from Car 7?

Then how on earth did he know the situation in the very first car so well?

‘Is he saving people and leading them around because of this…?’

For intelligence?

W-Whatever.

“So what do you want me to do?”

“It’s simple.”

Kim Soleum said casually.

“When the door to Car 1 opens, go straight there and pick out the person who shows up as the most dangerous.”

“W-Who on earth is in Car 1?”

“I don't know.”

If you don't know, who does!

Sure enough, Kim Soleum tilted his head and stroked his chin.

“But you see…. In Car 1, they’ve been dropping people out the window as they please every time.”

“…!”

“Without me knowing. It seems someone is being dropped in every round…. It’s such a pity. It must be painful….”

“…….”

“So I’m going to stop them.”

That’s a lie.

“How about it? Sounds good, right?”

“T-That’s right. Truly!”

This is a total lie.

‘He’s going to crush them for ruining the big picture by dropping people as they please, fck.’*

But he decided not to say a word.

Because Baek Saheon valued his own life….

Instead, he smiled desperately and said.

“I-In that case. If I identify the most dangerous person in Car 1, wouldn’t that person earn a ‘qualification’? The qualification to receive an Item, I mean.”

You’re giving me an Item for this, right?

“Hmm? That’s a favor I asked of you. What do Items and qualifications have to do with it?”

“…….”

“Rather, if someone were to encourage the people of Car 2 by saying let’s try our best to persuade them until the door of Car 1 opens voluntarily, well… wouldn’t that person earn a qualification?”

“…….”

Baek Saheon smiled broadly!

“Wow! That’s exactly what I wanted to do. Hahaha….”

“Really? Then I’ll leave it to you.”

“Yes!”

Die!

Just die, Kim Soleum, you son of a bitch!

And so, Kim Soleum successfully made Baek Saheon perform unpaid labor.

‘They say even dog dung can be used as medicine.’

“You’ve come!”

“Yes. Let’s do our best this time too.”

The train started again. The people of Car 7 greeted each other vigorously and also greeted Kim Soleum. No, now people from other cars came over and talked about this and that.

They looked stable, to the point where one wouldn't think they had experienced the train crashing six times.

…As expected, it seemed true that having hope made it at least a little easier to endure.

‘The important thing is to keep the people’s spirits together.’

And to do that… he had to keep playing this crazy pseudo-cult scammer role that he wasn't even suited for….

‘Sob.’

-Let’s go, Mr. Roe Deer! I’m looking forward to seeing which audience—no, passenger—will be anticipating your wonderful performance today. Ah, it’s truly fun….

“Everyone, today, many people in Car 8 have earned their qualifications.”

“Ooooohhh!”

Braun, please don't cheer too.

Kim Soleum was starting to feel a sense of existential dread, but regardless, he didn't give up on faithfully scamming the people.

No, he applied himself to the task enthusiastically.

And time passed….

Round 14.

“The Precursor!”

“The Precursor, we’re almost there now. Haha!”

Kim Soleum succeeded in unifying public opinion in every car except Car 1, gaining the support of 342 out of the 355 passengers across seven train cars.

It had reached the point where Braun started asking Kim Soleum if he was interested in producing related programs.

Now, only one car remained.

‘Car 1.’

The place where 53 passengers had been quietly isolated without any news since the 2nd round, keeping the door locked.

A place where the only thing that could be known was that they were steadily offering sacrifices.

“I-It’s open!”

Finally, news arrived.

Chapter 116

“You said the door to Car 1 is open?”

“Yes!”

I immediately moved to Car 2 with the others. Baek Saheon rushed out with a triumphant expression on his face.

“I did my best to persuade the people in Car 1 to open the door. Oh, of course, the passengers were with me, …‘Precursor’!”

“I see. You’ve worked hard.”

It seemed he had gone to the door of Car 1 at the start of every round, knocking and shouting that there was a solution and they should come out.

-And I’m sure he excitedly bragged about the heroic feats Mr. Roe Deer performed!

-Ah, I wish I could have heard those interesting stories here… but do not worry. A Good Friend always chooses to stay with a Friend!

Yes. Thank you, legendary Host….

In any case, it seemed that actively communicating the situation outside to Car 1 had been effective.

The Wiki had described it like this:

All of it was repeated dozens of times.

Every round was rife with blood and madness.

I remembered those two sentences very clearly….

‘The door to Car 1 definitely didn’t open until after all those rounds.’

So, in fact, I had planned to just break the door down once we reached about the 20th round.

‘Fourteen rounds is certainly acceptable.’

There was a reason Baek Saheon’s nickname in the Wiki was the Field Exploration team’s Viper. I nodded, acknowledging that in my own way.

“Then let’s talk further like thi….”

“Wait, but!”

Baek Saheon hurriedly stopped me.

Don’t tell me….

“The, the door. It closed again.”

“…….”

“No, to be precise, communication was established. Look at this!”

Baek Saheon hurriedly held something out.

A dirty, crumpled piece of paper.

Words were written in large letters across it….

Let’sEndureJustSevenTimes

……Reddish-black filth was smudging the paper around the letters, which were scrawled with intense pressure.

“Ugh.”

“Th-that… it looks like those rotten things in the tunnel….”

A murmur spread through the crowd.

“Wa-wait a minute. Could it be that Car 1 has turned into a demonic den? Like that tunnel!”

“Yeah! They locked the door amongst themselves and didn't follow the Precursor, so they met a terrible fate!”

Calm, please calm down.

I hurriedly shook my head to calm the atmosphere of the train, which was on the verge of turning into a pseudo-religion.

“That likely isn't the case. It just seems they are in great pain…. One moment.”

I immediately headed to the connection area of Car 2.

Then I knocked on the firmly closed door of Car 1.

Knock, knock.

“Is anyone there?”

“It’s no use. I’ve tried several times….”

“Hello. This is embarrassing to say, but I am the one people are calling the ‘Precursor.’ Can we talk?”

I kept shouting.

“There are hundreds of passengers behind me. Over three hundred in total. We can provide plenty of help.”

“Hello?”

“I’m here to help!”

“I’m telling you, it’s no u….”

Click.

“…!”

The lock was released.

Ignoring Baek Saheon’s stunned expression, I turned back and spoke calmly to the people.

“…I will go in alone.”

“N-no, you can’t!”

“Precursor! What if something happens!”

I smiled and soothed the people.

“I’m afraid the people in Car 1 might be startled and frightened if a whole crowd of people rushes in. And even if something happens, we’ll just go back to the beginning, won't we? It’ll be fine.”

“St-still, at least enough to protect yourself….”

Thank you. I was waiting for those words…!

“Hmm, in that case… I’ll ask my colleagues for a favor.”

I looked at the two superiors from the Elite Squad and my fellow employee.

The three, who had already discussed this, nodded immediately, and thus, a coalition of Daydream Corporation employees to enter Car 1 was formed.

‘Good.’

It was a relief because I could see signs that Assistant manager Jin Nasol’s patience was running thin.

“Be careful, Precursor!”

When I asked them to wait in Car 2 until requested, just in case, the passengers retreated obediently to Car 2 despite their concerns.

This was also a relief.

‘Phew.’

…It was becoming increasingly difficult to lead the people.

‘At some point, they’ll start acting in unpredictable ways.’

The fact that we had managed to hold out in a peaceful atmosphere so far was because people listened to what I said.

I felt the presence of the small badge that must still be in my suit jacket's inner pocket.

The power of the Silver Heart was terrifying. Clearly.

I took a deep breath.

“Then I’ll open the door.”

It was then.

…I felt Assistant manager Jin Nasol staring at me coldly.

“Isn’t this taking too long?”

“…….”

“I wonder if it really had to take fourteen rounds.”

“Yes.”

I replied calmly.

“A safe clear is also important. I reduced the variables and verified the escape method by gathering testimonies about the altar.”

Now all that was left was to escape.

“So, this train is the last one.”

“…….”

Jin Nasol crossed her arms, acquiescing to my actions once more.

…It would probably be the last.

“Well, we’re ready, so let’s get in quickly.”

“Yes.”

While Baek Saheon, who had no say as a newcomer, hurriedly followed, I watched Supervisor Dolphin open the door….

Click.

A fishy smell that stung the tip of my nose wafted through the opened door.

“…….”

The smell that had come from the altar.

And….

“I’m scared! I’m scared! I’m scared! I’m scared!”

“Kieeeek, kueeeeeek!”

“Sob, h-huuuuh….”

The sounds of wailing.

“Go in.”

I blankly stared at the scene inside the open door.

Car 1 was contaminated itself.

Over 50 people were writhing inside, laughing maniacally, or rolling on the floor and wailing.

The floor was filthy with blood and fragments that looked like they had been vomited up.

…And a small banner lay crumpled in the aisle, stained with blood and filth.

[Blue Photography Club 17th Regular Outing]

That was it.

The people in Car 1 were a large group of passengers….

A group of people who already knew each other and were close, having booked tickets through a travel agency.

The reason they ended up like this was….

“These people, it looks like they were taking turns throwing each other out the window… or maybe, in order?”

“What? All 53 of them look like they’ve lost their minds, what are you talking about? Even if they threw one every time, it would only be 14 times.”

“You’re right. In that case… as expected of Assistant Manager Kim’s reasoning, was there a ‘person of interest’?”

Indeed.

Unless everyone had been thrown, there was only one case where this was possible.

Among the Contaminated, there was someone who could exert a very powerful influence.

Specifically, someone in a group where everyone was already close, wearing equipment that evoked powerful persuasiveness and a sense of conformity… that is.

“Mr. Baek.”

“…!”

“What I asked of you.”

Baek Saheon jumped, then lowered his blindfold and began to scan the surroundings.

His purple sclera inversion rolled busily here and there, and soon he caught his breath.

Then he reached out his hand.

“Over there.”

It was right behind me, of all places.

I slowly turned around and looked at the human figure Baek Saheon was pointing at….

“…….”

A human figure slumped backward, having lost his grip on the handle of the door leading to Car 2.

If I had passed him on the street, I would have thought he was a pleasant-looking middle-aged man and kept walking.

…If only he wasn't currently convulsing on the spot with his entire body twisted.

“W-weeeeeeeee…….”

Reddish-black filth flowed from his mouth, and veins stood out up to his temples. Bits of flesh he had torn off with his fingernails were scattered all over his body. And….

“Can d-do, can d-do…….”

“S-seven times, se-even times….”

I slowly approached the man, who was muttering while staring into space.

Then, as he writhed, his top rode up, and I checked the end of the belt it revealed.

A small, shining silver badge.

Found him.

“Is this person the person of interest?”

“…Yes.”

The person of interest in the ‘Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident.’

The ‘Silver Heart Possessor.’

“H-help…….”

Now only confirmation remained.

“Sir.”

I bent my legs to meet his eyes.

Then I whispered into his ear at a volume that wouldn't be heard by the people behind me.

“You read the Side Document, didn't you?”

“……!”

“The Side Document registered with the government about ‘The Paradise Test.’”

Suddenly, a hint of reason returned to his eyes, which had been vacantly staring without a will.

“H-ho-how…!”

“Wait a moment.”

I was right.

‘Then….’

I thought for a moment, then pulled a ‘Happy Maker’ from my pocket.

-Ah, is this preparation for a new interview?

‘…Yes.’

I had to talk to this person.

For the sake of my justification.

…To smoothly hide the suspicious fact that I already knew everything about this situation.

Stab.

The powerful painkiller was injected into the back of the Silver Heart Possessor’s hand.

“Huuuuh!”

The contaminated, convulsing movements stopped instantly. Slump, thud. The middle-aged man's body went limp on the floor….

And.

“Hieeeek! Hieek! Sob, sob….”

He began to drool on the floor while weeping….

“What, why is he like that?”

“…He fell from the altar too many times.”

This man, it seemed he had fallen at least five times.

Since Happy Maker was a painkiller and not a restorative, his already collapsed mind did not return.

Still, conversation was more possible than before.

“I can’t… more, I can’t do it anymore……!”

“……Yes.”

That was the important part.

Fortunately, the other party began to provide information brilliantly.

As soon as the Silver Heart Possessor, who was streaming tears, made eye contact with me, he lunged at me, grabbed my shoulders tightly, and began to speak, spraying saliva.

“You! You know!”

The hands gripping my shoulders were desperate.

“Seven times! We just have to endure seven times! I-I can do it….”

“……What do you mean by ‘endure’?”

“The altar!!”

Then he spoke earnestly.

“I know, this, th-the government manages this! You guys, th-th-there’s a department that manages this kind of thing, this was there.”

“…….”

“I read it! I, I worked there….”

The conversation of the Elite Squad could be heard from behind.

“Ah, a DMB retiree?”

“Hmm… I wonder if he had some equipment.”

It was the correct answer.

I continued to ask the Silver Heart Possessor.

“I see. Then what kind of supernatural phenomenon is this?”

The passenger, a former low-level office worker at the Disaster Management Bureau, was half-mindless as he blurted out scraps of the Bureau's secrets.

“Uh, so, th-this supernatural phenomenon, uh, if you just endure the altar seven times, seven times, it’s over, it’s a dream… uh, so our club…….”

“…….”

Then he looked around with vacant eyes.

At the people from the Blue Photography Club in Car 1, who were rolling around mindless and in pain.

…I knew why these people had ended up like this.

‘The Silver Heart Possessor must have persuaded them…….’

That they should all sacrifice themselves just once to get to the seventh altar.

However, not everyone could be as virtuous and courageous as a Silver Heart Possessor.

Resistance, discussion, promises made but people getting scared and failing to jump, and so on. In all sorts of situations, the Silver Heart Possessor would jump out the window several times as an example.

‘And the collapsed mental state and contamination would affect all of Car 1 through the Silver Heart….’

That was how everyone in Car 1 had lost their minds through pain and contamination.

Eventually, at some point, everyone would jump out the window, and their minds would completely collapse….

Then they would unlock the door and rush into the other cars.

‘That’s where an even more horrific situation begins.’

That was why I couldn’t force open the door to Car 1 halfway through.

Because we could have ended up in a completely adversarial relationship with the half-mad, firm-believing Silver Heart Possessor who had been offered as a sacrifice, and the situation could have gone crazy.

‘That’s why I had to wait.’

Until the right timing arrived.

A Silver Heart Possessor is not a god either.

That passenger also felt a desperate desire to receive help from other passengers at some point, even amidst the madness, confusion, and collapse of self.

But it was already too late.

Because something even more horrific was happening in the other cars….

When the moment of agony comes, when the opponent gives up and decides to accept help from the other cars.

It had to look like it was peaceful outside Car 1 and that there was another solution.

Enough to unlock the door handle even with a broken mind.

…Round 14. Although Car 1 was already hell at this point.

“I-I’m sorry, gu-guys, it-it hurts so much… Sob…….”

“…….”

This is crazy.

The sense of overwhelming tragedy I felt from facing it in reality, rather than the prose written in the Wiki, was immense…….

‘That’s why I have to escape faster.’

I barely gritted my teeth and asked.

The question that would provide the decisive hint.

“Sir, but what exactly was the train you saw? Is it this train?”

“Sob, yes. It’s this one, the one bound for Iksan! The Iksan-bound train….”

Supervisor Dolphin tilted her head.

“Iksan? That’s strange, this train is bound for Mokpo….”

Baek Saheon quickly cut in.

“Excuse me, it does pass through Iksan Station. Supervisor.”

“Ah, I see. Is Iksan Station an intermediate stop?”

“Yes, it is.”

Instead of just believing Baek Saheon, Supervisor Dolphin moved herself.

She strolled through the aisle of the Car 1 cabin, which was a mess of filth and wailing, and pulled an object from a seat.

A booklet placed in the seat pocket.

And after confirming the fact in the booklet, she nodded.

“Aha. You’re right!”

“Really? Then we can just do what the DMB testimony said.”

“Yes, yes. That person said we only need to do it 7 times, right? Then 28 people…… ah. Wait a minute.”

Then she came to a halt.

“7 times?”

“…….”

Ah.

She noticed.

“Excuse me, Supervisor Roe Deer.”

“Yes.”

“Do you know this? Most trains create extended routes as times change.”

“I suppose so.”

“So, maybe this train route used to be shorter in the past. To the point where… Iksan Station was the final stop.”

“…….”

“So much so that it was labeled as bound for Iksan.”

Correct.

To be precise, this was a route that had been extended in the mid-2010s.

From bound for Iksan to bound for Mokpo.

“And.”

Supervisor Dolphin’s hand, scanning the guidebook, stopped at one point.

“From Seoul to Iksan, if we count the local train… there are exactly 7 stations it passes through.”

“…….”

“So perhaps, the altars were stations.”

Yes.

“And if we follow that reasoning.”

Flip.

“Unlike the old Iksan-bound train, the stations this train passes through to get to its final stop, Mokpo Station… are 9.”

Supervisor Dolphin snapped the booklet shut.

“So the altars we have to pass through don't end at 7… but at 9.”

“…….”

“We have to sacrifice a total of 45 people up to the 9th altar.”

It was a perfectly correct answer, enough to give me goosebumps.

‘As expected of the elite squad.’

And that answer was also the reason why the minds of the passengers in Car 1 had completely collapsed….

Round ■■ :

The 8th altar appeared after passing the 7th altar.

The answer provided by the Silver Heart Possessor had been a ray of hope, but even that had vanished.

In the end, everyone in Car 1 had completely lost their minds, consumed by anger, fear, and panic….

‘…I’m so glad it didn't get that far.’

I didn't have the confidence to clean it up, nor the courage to see it.

It was when I was inwardly breathing a thin sigh of relief.

“But.”

Supervisor Dolphin turned to me.

“Supervisor, you only have 11 painkillers?”

“…….”

“And you’ve already used one this time. So….”

“45 people have to fall, but there are only enough painkillers for 10 people?”

Chapter 117

-Unbelievable! A moment of difficult choice has arrived, friend.

Braun's upbeat voice rang in my ears.

-Now, Mr. Roe Deer has only 10 Pass Tickets, but there are 45 poor candidates who will fall into the terrible Altar of Rotten Flesh and suffer.

-By what criteria will you choose the 45 sacrifices, and by what criteria will you select the 10 dramatic exempt ones from among them?

-A trial? A vote? An evaluation? A lottery? Oh, whichever it is, it seems truly tragic….

Braun’s voice rose with excitement.

-But isn't that heart-pounding tension and pressure, and the immersion and sighs of relief, happiness, and despair, the very essence of a show?

-It's the ultimate moment. Ah! Just in time, a panelist is opening their mouth!

At that moment.

“It doesn’t matter, does it?”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol spoke up.

“Assistant Manager?”

“I don’t see what difference it makes whether there are ten painkillers or one. Just grab 45 people and tell them to jump. That’ll do it.”

Her tone was one of utter incomprehension.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol turned to look at me.

And….

“That’s why you went to all the trouble of setting the mood, isn’t it?”

Click.

The Assistant Manager slightly opened the door to Carriage 1.

“…! Assistant Manager….”

“Look.”

…Through the gap in the door, I saw the passengers in Carriage 2 waving or greeting us with worried faces.

An atmosphere created by hundreds of friendly people, enough for everything to proceed smoothly without any friction.

“It worked out well. I thought you were doing something useless, but now I see it’ll make the job less tiring.”

“…….”

“Anyway, the humans left on the train won’t be able to grasp the situation, right? They’ll only find out after they fall.”

…It was the truth.

In fact, I could have just grabbed anyone right now and said, ‘In this round, 45 people have been qualified, and you are included. Now, just jump out one by one.’

Then, the unsuspecting people would simply fall out of the window without even receiving painkillers….

Into a time of torture without warning.

“No, since it might not end at number 9, just tell everyone to keep jumping until the altar stops appearing.”

“…….”

“Now, if we go and throw them….”

“No can dooo.”

“…!”

The answer came from someone else.

Supervisor Dolphin.

Another member of the Elite Squad replied while looking up at Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

“…What?”

“I said no can dooo.”

“Is that so?”

Jin Nasol’s temple twitched, but she gave the capable one more chance.

“Then what do you suggest?”

And Supervisor Dolphin made a choice that was extremely typical of her.

“We can just pick out the meanest people and throw them, right?”

“Are you crazy? Why would we do something so bothersome?”

At that moment.

Offer a sacrifice, you who wish to reach Tamra.

“It’s time.”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol strode toward the door of Carriage 1.

Supervisor Dolphin’s eyes flashed. And as she raised her hand…… wait, wait a minute!

“Hold on!”

I stepped in front of the Assistant Manager.

“What.”

…It was a precipice.

‘Careful, be careful.’

I swallowed and said.

“What Supervisor Dolphin said… makes sense. I don’t think we should just tell them to jump blindly.”

“…….”

“I mean, there’s a valid reason why we should do it that way!”

“A reason.”

“Yes.”

I took a deep breath.

Calmly.

Reflecting the story of the prose I already knew onto the clues I possessed….

So that it didn’t sound awkward.

“Assistant Manager, when you went out below the window, you heard a voice from the altar filled with rotten flesh. Something like ‘Discard your sins’….”

Discard your sins.

Tear away as much as your sins.

That strange and massive resonance that echoed in my head was certainly not blocked even by the ‘Happy Maker’.

And if it weren’t for the Happy Maker, I would have been tearing at my skin and flesh from the Burning Pain as if my whole body were being scorched upon hearing that voice.

“So.”

“If it’s such a powerful message, it’s clearly deeply related to this phenomenon. So… I think ‘sin’ is the keyword in this Darkness.”

“…….”

“I mean the keyword needed to clear it.”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol stopped in her tracks.

“Keep talking.”

“Yes.”

I swallowed hard.

“Wasn’t it strange in the first place? Why the person offered as a sacrifice wakes up on the train again every time. If they were offered as a sacrifice, they shouldn't come back.”

“Instead, they lose their minds.”

“Yes. But that’s… because they go mad from the pain of ‘tearing away as much as their sins’ as they were told.”

I distinguished between the two things that had been vaguely lumped together during the 14 rounds.

“In that case, isn't the sacrifice not the human itself… but the ‘flesh’ that the human directly offers as much as their sin?”

“…!”

Had I not said so before?

That a pseudo religion ran rampant, and people in all sorts of carriages killed each other, held insane rituals, and threw corpses out the windows.

If we were to count only the number of people who died and fell out the window like that, we should have easily passed even the 9th altar.

Yet, the reason this ghost story hadn't ended despite looping hundreds of times.

That was.

“The person is not the sacrifice. They just offer their sins as a sacrifice at the altar.”

“…….”

“And the person returns.”

The person who has completed the offering walks out of the altar every time and goes back to the starting point of the train.

And so the loop starts again.

Even if they are half-insane from the pain of ‘tearing out their sins,’ the person themselves returns.

“Leaving their sins behind by tearing them off as flesh and discarding them in the passage.”

Eating, vomiting, and spilling….

“I think that is indeed the sacrifice.”

That pain.

The terrible Burning Pain and the ringing in the head as much as the sin.

…Looking at the rotten pieces of flesh that filled the passage at that point, it can be understood from a slightly different perspective.

That they weren't just grotesque traces, but sacrifices that had been steadily offered and accumulated at the altar.

“So I think the most certain way is for someone with sins to fall into the altar to offer their sins. …That is all.”

“…….”

“…….”

Clap, clap, clap.

From behind, Supervisor Dolphin gave a small round of applause, but the Assistant Manager didn’t budge.

“Of course, my assumption could be wrong. But wouldn’t it be rational to take the safe path in case it’s right?”

I spoke earnestly, meeting Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s eyes.

“So, for a safe clear, I ask of you. I will persuade the passengers….”

“You.”

The Assistant Manager’s mouth opened.

“You’re good at lying, too.”

“……!!”

“Well, I guess it’s better than being bad at talking.”

“Assis….”

“This is the third time.”

Thump.

I was grabbed by the collar and lifted into the air.

“The Precursor!”

“Aaaah!”

“I’ve been lenient, and there’s no end to it. We have to enter the Darkness even after we get down to Mokpo, and you keep wasting energy here?”

From Carriage 2 across the connection, passengers came running, screaming. However, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol didn’t bat an eye as she closed and locked the door to Carriage 1 in front of them.

Click.

“Listen to me while being grateful that I’m spending time on this kind of thing.”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol brought her face close.

“The flesh that a person tears off and offers is the sacrifice? Hey. But those guys you threw in after sticking them with painkillers came out fine without offering any flesh.”

“…!!”

“According to your words, they didn't give a sacrifice, but they still moved on to the next altar just fine and everything proceeded well, didn't it?”

That was….

“You lied even though you knew, didn’t you?”

…….

“I’ve been caught.”

-Oh my goodness!

It was true.

I had tried to scam the Assistant Manager.

‘I didn't expect to be caught immediately, though.’

I grinned while breaking into a cold sweat.

But most of what I said was actually true.

‘Except for one thing.’

The conclusion.

“As I thought.”

The pressure on my neck grew stronger.

“We can just throw anyone into the altar, right?”

“Gasp, that’s right.”

I admitted it readily.

“Actually, it probably doesn't matter how much sin you offer. …Even if you don't offer any at all. The act of a human… preparing an offering and coming to the altar itself is what's important, I suppose.”

Moreover.

“Anyway… it seems that on this Train Bound for Tamra, all humans, hurkh, are considered to have sins.”

Hadn't I seen it?

‘Even that virtuous Silver Heart Possessor tore at his body at the altar.’

According to the judgment of this insane ghost story…… there is no human without sin.

Everyone is a sinner, and there is only a difference in degree….

So if the goal is to clear it, there’s no reason to specifically look for and choose bad people.

“Finally, we’re communicating.”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol let go of her hand.

I barely managed to balance myself on the floor and gasped for air.

“Good. Now don’t say anything useless and just cooperate quickly. Efficiently.”

“…….”

I grinned with effort.

“That’s strange.”

“What?”

“Assistant Manager, you’ve made an inefficient choice just now.”

Thud, thud!

I looked back at the passengers pounding on the door, Supervisor Dolphin, and Baek Saheon.

“If you want to do it your way, you’ll have to fight three employees.”

“…!!”

“And since the passengers just saw you grabbing me by the collar, they will fiercely reject and respond to whatever you do.”

“…….”

Now that the board was set like this, the ‘most efficient movement’ that Assistant Manager Jin Nasol herself thought of would face immense backlash.

Because the passengers wouldn't cooperate at all!

And since the situation had turned out this way, Supervisor Dolphin would definitely join forces with me to suppress Assistant Manager Jin Nasol in reverse.

“Of course, you could suppress them all since you’re the Assistant Manager… but that would be very bothersome. Right?”

“Ah! That’s a good point, Supervisor.”

Supervisor Dolphin approached with a smile.

“That’s right. Why do something so bothersome! If you just sleep, the three of us will take care of it ourselves.”

Behind her, Baek Saheon had a look that said ‘Me?’, but instead of taking the Assistant Manager’s side, he quietly rolled his eyes and kept his mouth shut.

If they were in the same Elite Squad, he would side with the one with more people based on the odds of winning.

So….

“Assistant Manager. Could you just turn a blind eye to this bothersome work just once?”

“…….”

“It’s not really company work, it’s just a situation we happened to get caught up in. I want to use a way that’s a bit more comfortable and safe. It’ll just take a little more time.”

Please!

‘Assistant Manager Jin Nasol is a rational person.’

She was someone who would think it was stupid to throw a fit just because she felt bad and take a bothersome detour.

I had no choice but to bet on that.

‘But… still, since she’s a person, she could act out of spite because she’s in a bad mood.’

Especially as an Elite Squad superior, she would have a strong aversion to this situation where two supervisor-level employees were rebelling…….

I swallowed hard.

“This isn’t work, like you said, Assistant Manager.”

“…….”

“…….”

After a silence.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol moved her heels. And….

She sat down in an empty seat in Carriage 1.

“…Thank you.”

No answer came back. Assistant Manager Jin Nasol just closed her eyes with an expressionless face.

She was clearly suppressing her anger.

In fact, it was a crazy thing to do, clashing with a superior during a business trip!

‘Phew….’

I’m sorry, Assistant Manager….

But my guess was that once everything was over, even Assistant Manager Jin Nasol would see an efficient result that she could accept.

For now, I let it go because I couldn't explain it rationally.

Now, I had to move.

“…Let’s do this quickly.”

We will soon enter the first altar.

Supervisor Dolphin must have had a similar thought, as she tried to unlock the door first.

“Yes, yes. Now, let’s go out and pick 45 bad people!”

Um.

“Um, Supervisor. About that.”

“…?”

“Can we do it in a slightly different way?”

“Oh?”

Slide.

I opened the door to Carriage 1.

“Ah! It’s open… gasp!”

“W-what is this place?”

The passengers, who had been pounding on the door and probably debating whether to break it or not, looked brightened and then were horrified. They were flustered by the gruesome appearance inside Carriage 1.

But they looked relieved once they saw me.

…It must be because the person they thought was the answer sheet for this train was okay.

I bowed my head.

“Everyone. Thank you for waiting.”

“A-are you okay, Precursor?”

“Earlier, that, that person….”

“Of course I’m okay.”

I looked back at Assistant Manager Jin Nasol and gave a deliberate, bitter smile.

“It’s because I… found out a shocking fact, and she helped me snap out of it.”

“…A shocking fact?”

Phew.

“Everyone. I have something to tell you.”

Taking a deep breath, I looked at the hundreds of people watching me.

“This time, for those who can go out the window… there is no limit.”

“Oooooh!”

“And this is the last time.”

“…….”

“Pardon?”

“What does that….”

“It’s exactly as I said.”

I spoke slowly.

“This will be the final test.”

The passengers began to buzz, asking what that meant. Some even asked if everyone was supposed to go out through the windows.

“Originally, it’s correct that everyone should leave through the windows slowly. …But there has been a change.”

The passengers held their breath and listened to me.

“It’s because you have all qualified.”

“Th-then...!”

I nodded.

“Yes. Anyone can go out through the window and pass the test.”

“Oh my god!”

“Then I’ll….”

I spoke to the people who were about to raise their hands and step forward immediately.

“However, this time, it will be unconditionally painful.”

“…!!”

Bluntly and honestly.

“When you fall, you will walk while feeling Burning Pain. It might hurt so much that you’ll want to tear your own flesh off. You must fight the pain and the voices ringing in your head as you walk toward the light, step by step….”

The passengers fell silent.

Frozen, they began to eye each other and whisper.

Then, someone from the back shouted.

“This isn’t what was promised!”

“Right! You said you’d protect us….”

I nodded.

“Of course. If you don’t wish to participate, you don’t have to.”

“Uh… wh-what?”

“However, there is one thing I can promise for sure.”

The truth is.

According to the Disaster Management Bureau’s Side Document regarding the past Train Bound for Iksan, where this ghost story ended safely….

When this ghost story ends, the passengers wake up startled, as if from a nightmare, regaining consciousness at the starting point of the Train.

They go on living their lives in reality as if nothing had happened, thinking, ‘I must have had a nightmare.’

The events that took place on the Train Bound for Tamra would fade over the course of half a day, like forgetting a bad dream, and eventually be forgotten entirely.

But….

Several changes were observed in those who testified to having jumped out the window voluntarily.

I remember that passage.

One passenger, who habitually abused his subordinates verbally, apologized immediately after getting off this Train and never did it again.

A passenger who habitually jaywalked fixed the habit because they ‘somehow felt ashamed of themselves,’ and another passenger actually started the cleaning volunteer work at a youth center they had only thought about.

Even a con artist passenger involved in planning insurance fraud gave up on the scheme and handed over information to the police.

Overall improvements in morality, self-esteem, and pride were witnessed.

Yes.

As long as it wasn’t hundreds of terrible loops repeating, but rather ending safely as before, the terrible pain in this ghost story would end as a short nightmare and be forgotten.

But the good things remain.

‘…That’s why, when this ghost story happened on the Train Bound for Iksan, the Disaster Management Bureau called it a phenomenon rather than a Disaster and only created a Side Document….’

So, to speak a bit hyperbolically.

“Those of you who go out the window this time will be proud of yourselves when you finally exit the tunnel.”

I continued.

“Instead of looking back on what you did yesterday with regret, you will become someone who steps forward in that moment, and you will meet a better version of yourself without shame.”

A small voice popped out from the crowd.

“……Excuse me, is that all?”

I locked eyes with the passenger and nodded slowly.

“Yes.”

“…….”

“But that much, I can guarantee.”

The passengers fell silent again.

“Then I’ll ask again. …Is there anyone who wishes to endure the pain and go out through the window?”

…….

“Me.”

I turned my head.

Supervisor Dolphin was holding up her hand.

And then.

“I’ll get off too.”

One by one, they raised their hands.

“Me.”

“Me too…!”

A strange sense of elation, transcending fear, filled all their faces.

Crowd Psychology.

It’s a double-edged sword.

But the group’s solidarity and influence, built over 14 rounds, were revealing their outline in an infinitely pious form this time.

Being inspired by the courage of those close by.

In an instant, nearly half of the people on the Train voluntarily raised their hands.

……The ending I had tried to see for 14 rounds, even by becoming a leader of a Pseudo religion, was now before my eyes.

“…Everyone.”

Entering the first Altar

“Thank you. I will go out with you.”

In the way the Silver Heart Possessor wanted.

Chapter 118

“Um, Supervisor, I’ll head out now. I’m okay on my own.”

Supervisor Dolphin readily volunteered to jump off at the first Altar.

Since someone had to go alone at the first Altar, someone needed to step up, but I had to stay until the very end because someone needed to organize and check on the passengers until the last moment.

However, Supervisor Dolphin didn't end up falling alone.

“Th-then I’ll go first, too…! I’ll go.”

“Since we have to do it anyway, the sooner the better.”

Because there were so many volunteers, several people decided to jump together even at the first Altar.

And just before the start.

Distance Remaining: 4

“There is still a chance to stop now.”

Even at the final crossroads, not a single person quit.

“Let’s go!”

“Aaaah!!”

People exited through the windows.

Led by Supervisor Dolphin, more than seven people swarmed down at the first Altar.

Open the waterway

The Train quickly exited the Altar, and the surroundings became bright again.

“Uh….”

People blinked at the sight that had repeated fourteen times, a landscape that had become an almost learned, everyday routine.

“Th-they went.”

Naturally, it probably didn't look much different from jumping off before.

‘The lack of painkillers only takes effect after you go down.’

Then, a strange Symptom occurred.

‘Wait, was it actually not that big of a deal?’

Perhaps thinking that, people started saying they would jump off late, too.

Like this person, for example.

“Hey! I’ll go too.”

As for this passenger, he was the one Supervisor Dolphin had caught acting out and had marked as a candidate for a Living Sacrifice….

He had conveniently deleted from his memory how he had raised his fists at people in the early rounds and said things like, ‘Just go before I hit you,’ and spoke to me as if nothing had happened.

Well, it didn't matter.

“Then, you’ll jump at the 2nd….”

“No, I’ll go with you, I mean, with The Precursor. I definitely want to go together. At the end.”

“…Hmm. All right.”

If you say so.

—He’s quite a rude fellow.

It was just as he said.

And from behind, I heard that passenger chatting with his group.

“Hey, what are you doing? Why are you suddenly talking shit about jumping off?”

“Shh, can’t you tell from the atmosphere? If you jump off with faith, they definitely give you some Special power or something. Fuck, it’s obvious at a glance. You have to jump on the trend at times like this.”

Hmm.

‘Poor thing….’

There’s no such thing.

“I’m telling you, there’s a high chance that the part about it being painful is just a lie to filter people out.”

It’s not.

‘It’s really going to hurt.’

Well, delusions are a matter of personal freedom.

I decided not to talk him out of it. Instead, to add him to the list of people going to the Altar, I checked his face one more time….

Wait a minute.

Come to think of it, that man’s face….

‘…He has a large mole on his cheek.’

It was a feature I hadn't noticed because I had passed him hurriedly, fearing Supervisor Dolphin might throw a preemptive punch to his face.

‘And he was a person from Car 6, right?’

Someone with exactly matching characteristics came to mind.

Hmm.

‘It seems that person was the passenger who originally became the Pseudo religion leader….’

—Oh dear! Did he lose his role to Mr. Roe Deer?

Well, I don't want to admit it… but it seems so.

‘Since all 14 rounds flowed so smoothly, I guess cases like that appear.’

Well, it’s much better than him leading passengers with fear and madness, extracting their organs to offer as a Living Sacrifice, and then throwing only their husks out the window….

At any rate, the important point was that the majority of the volunteering passengers were descending to the Altar together without any problems, with a calm and firm attitude.

“I’m off.”

“Let’s see each other after we’ve all become better people!”

“We can do it!”

The atmosphere strangely got better and better. Some people even wiped away tears while waiting.

“Actually, this is the first time I’ve ever challenged something like this….”

“You’re cool!”

While people were encouraging each other and sharing sincere stories, I looked back at one person who stood apart.

At Baek Saheon, who was watching this whole scene with a reluctant expression.

“…I don’t know why you’re looking at me. I’m not going down.”

“Suit yourself.”

I didn't expect him to.

“However.”

Baek Saheon said in a somewhat suggestive voice.

“Well, if you need me, I might go down if you give me one painkiller.”

“Ah, are you going to use it now?”

“No, after this is all over and we’re out.”

“Oh….”

I smiled broadly.

“No thanks.”

“…….”

Just take a free ride comfortably.

‘Where do you think you’re going to get an Item for free?’

“Ah, it’s the fifth Altar, Precursor!”

“Yes. I’m coming.”

Leaving Baek Saheon behind, I mingled among the passengers, offering advice and applause to the volunteers.

It meant I did what I could as a Silver Heart Possessor.

And…….

After about three hours had passed.

Entering the Ninth Altar

“…….”

The final moment had finally come.

“Let’s go.”

“Yes.”

I stood with all the remaining volunteers.

…The number of people who said they would go out the window this time easily exceeded twenty.

‘It’s an unbelievable number.’

To be honest, it’s scary.

If these people really start resenting me while writhing in pain, can my mental state hold up?

“I’m going!”

“Ya- hup!”

Two or three people followed one after another, holding hands and jumping out the window without hesitation.

After confirming that the very last of the volunteering passengers had jumped through the window, I immediately stood before it.

“Are, are you going?”

Actually, even if I backed out now, it wouldn't hinder the clear.

But…….

—Ah, are you going to use that excellent painkiller again, Friend?

…….

‘No.’

I tucked the painkiller back into my pocket.

And I threw my body toward the window.

Splat.

My body, fallen from the high-speed Train, tumbled into the dark red Altar passage.

And the moment my five senses grasped the surrounding landscape….

…….

‘Fuck.’

It was a primal hell.

I couldn't believe I hadn't felt disgusted by this sight before.

Even though it was something I had done twice, the difference between when I injected Happy Maker into my arm and when I didn't was stark.

Countless pieces of rotting flesh, of unknown origin, squirmed on the floor, creating waves like earthworms—a hell filled with rotten blood and filth.Thefleshismoving!

Is, is this also causing hallucinations? No, I’m wearing the silver ring, so I’m fi— no, let’s stop, let’s stop thinking.

I caught my breath to let the silver ring’s resistance take effect.

Still, the sound that used to strike my head wasn't heard like before.

‘Gather your wits….’

Just then.

A pain as if my entire body were on fire struck me.

“…!!”

I almost fell.

Burning Pain.

Burning Pain!!
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Every single letter felt like searing my entire body with candle wax.

Just because I couldn't hear that weird sound ringing in my head didn't mean it was okay!

In fact, the people who could hear that sound….

“Crazy! Crazy!”

“Aaaaargh!”

“What, what are you saying, what… Gu, guilt?”

Cries, screams, and symptoms of delirium echoed through the Altar.

My head was spinning.

Thud.

A person near me fell completely and was stuck between the pieces of flesh. Suppressing a scream, I grabbed and pulled that person up.

“Gr-gr-gr-gr….”

‘Pa, painkiller.’

The thought of pulling them up and injecting Happy Maker dominated my mind.

So, the moment I supported the other person and slung them over my shoulder.

“…!”

Suddenly.

The Burning Pain subsided sharply.

‘……No!’

It hadn't subsided; it was just that the Burning Pain wasn't felt in my back and shoulder areas where I was in contact with this person, making it feel relatively easier to endure…….

“…Ah!!”

I realized it.

In the areas where we touched each other, the Burning Pain was not felt.

Because those parts weren't exposed to the environment of the Altar!

“Everyone! Stick together! It gets better if you stick together!”

As I said that, I pressed my body against a nearby person as if putting my arm around their shoulder.

The word spread.

“Don’t show any bare skin! That’s where the sound comes from!”

“Hold hands!”

Soon, the groups of two or three that had been scattered here and there gathered, and those people clung to each other front and back.

“Get lost, fuck! Aaaah!”

Of course, in the midst of that, I also saw someone who couldn't keep their senses and was pushed into the flesh while pushing others away.

“I’m not going to leave you alone, you fucker!! You deceived me! Deceived ■■■”

Even the passenger who had joined at the last minute, shouting about getting ‘Special powers,’ glared at me as if to kill me and pointed a finger before being buried in the flesh and left behind.

However, more than twenty people, the vast majority, began to huddle together like penguins.

“It, it worked….”

“It’s bearable. It’s bearable…!”

“Le- let’s move!”

And they began to run toward the light, sticking as close to each other as possible, locking arms, and huddling together.

The pain is minimized.

Hands that couldn't bite with teeth or scratch with nails tightly gripped the people standing on either side, and the rotting flesh beneath their feet scattered with every running step.

Screams and shouts rang out, but at the same time, encouragement and shouts of spirit rang out as well.

A shared sensation.

“We’re almost there!!”

The light draws near.

Slowly but surely.

A little more.

A little more….

And finally!

“Ah…….”

People threw themselves into the light, cheering desperately.

“Wooooo!!”

I, too, was swept up in the light, and my consciousness began to soar far away.

The voices that had already disappeared were no longer heard, but….

…….

Suddenly, I had a thought.

Perhaps the test this ghost story gives had never been ‘properly’ solved until now.

And at this moment, I felt like I had caught a glimpse of the direction of the answer.

‘Maybe Tamra is.’

A mysterious world that could be reached if all the passengers of the train jumped together and went through this process.

I opened my eyes.

“Gasp!”

“Ugh….”

“Ah… what, what is this.”

The sounds of people catching their breath and small groans could be heard from here and there.

The characteristic flailing of people who were startled awake from a light sleep was visible as chairs shook everywhere.

I immediately raised my head to look at the train's video monitor first.

And the letters flowing on the screen.

Bound for Mokpo

Changed.

Departure

Beep!

With a cheerful sound, the high-speed train began to pull out of the station…….

“Oh, you’re back safely.”

“……Yes.”

Escape, success.

‘Phew….’

The tension left me completely, and I leaned back in my seat, sprawling out.

But the moment I saw the person in front of me, I became alert again.

‘…Assistant manager Jin Nasol!’

Jin Nasol was looking at the train's ceiling with her arms crossed, without a word or an expression.

Of course, everything that happened was now in a dream, and since Assistant manager Jin Nasol didn't jump at the end, she probably didn't have much lingering anger, but….

‘Still, let’s do what needs to be done!’

I hurriedly rummaged through my pocket and pulled out an item to give energy to my efficiency-driven, tired boss.

It was something all three of us sitting here had. That is….

“…Assistant manager.”

“…….”

“The Dream Collector is full.”

A clear golden liquid sloshed inside the Collector.

Yes.

Since we were on a business trip, we naturally had Dream Collectors, and since we cleared the ghost story, the liquid was collected.

‘Probably, if we had cleared it during the previous trip to Iksan, it would have been a Grade F or D….’

But now, after it manifested as an Anomaly, an extended route was added, it restarted double-digit times, and numerous people fell to the Altar together….

“It’s Grade C.”

It was the same grade as the Darkness in Mokpo that we were planning to enter.

And since the Dream Collector was already full, there was no point in entering a new Darkness now.

Expression finally returned to Jin Nasol’s face.

“Then we don’t have to go to Mokpo, right? Return at the next station.”

“Yes, yes, sir!”

I breathed a sigh of relief and stroked my chest.

‘Thank goodness.’

As expected, is finishing work early the best gift for an office worker….

That was when it happened.

I heard whispering from the seat behind me.

“Hey… I had a strange dream… like, a train was running on water?”

“Whoa, what’s that? Just a weird dream.”

“No, but it was interesting. It was chaos, but like, a saint-like person appeared… Did they call him ‘The Precursor’? Anyway, that person was right in the seat in front of us?”

“Oh, really?”

“…!”

Wa- wait a minute.

It seemed that my act of playing the Pseudo religion leader was quite intense and remained vividly in people’s memories.

‘Le- let’s leave this spot for now.’

After asking my superiors for understanding, I headed to the restroom to avoid being noticed.

Click.

“Phew.”

Hmm. Let’s stay here for a few minutes until the details evaporate from the passengers' memories….

—You’re like a star avoiding obsessive fans….

It was somehow embarrassing that it was so similar….

Still, it wasn't a bad situation.

‘No, it’s a very good ending.’

A faint sense of pride spread through my chest.

……A peace that the passengers at the time of the original Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident couldn't enjoy.

‘That was… because the ending was much more horrific.’

It was so shockingly despairing that I remember it vividly even without the Wiki.

A certain point in time when the loops had progressed hundreds or thousands of times, and the passengers' mental states were completely shattered, moving beyond collective madness to being almost non-human.

The train cars, which had already become a hell due to the shattered mental states of all passengers, were a swamp of pain where the very judgment to jump out the window according to the number of people was impossible.

‘But if you repeat the process, the ‘correct answer’ can sometimes come out by chance….’

After countless restarts and endless time, they finally match the numbers and jump into the 9th Altar.

In that dramatic way, they escape from this Anomaly, but….

‘In a sense, they don't escape.’

Even a person who wakes up after experiencing one sacrifice is affected for more than dozens of minutes, thinking it was a nightmare.

So what about the mental state of a human who repeated that hundreds or thousands of times?

‘…They simply couldn't escape the nightmare.’

It was estimated that the passengers failed to perceive that the Anomaly had ended and they had returned to reality.

They mistook that they were still trapped in the loop….

Rather, as they returned to reality and their mental strength recovered slightly, they despaired more and began to actively commit mad acts.

In that way, hell arrives in reality as well.

The majority of the passengers killed and were killed by each other, tore, and dismantled each other in their seats, in the aisles, and at the windows.

After that massive riot and frenzy, the train derailed….

And exploded.

That was the horrific end of the ‘Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident’….

Survivors: 7

Deceased: 404

……I was glad it didn't become reality.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Hmm, and now that it’s all over, I finally have the leisure to have doubts.

Assistant Manager ■■■

I mean the only person from Daydream Inc. among the survivors of this incident.

The employee who would have bought this silver ring I bought from Death Road by trading it for three civilians.

Where was this person?

‘No, is it even certain they were there?’

I don't know.

The only company employee we could identify on the train earlier was Baek Saheon.

I didn't want to engage in conspicuous behavior like tracking down employees, which wouldn't even help with the clear.

‘Anyway, it’s a relief.’

If they were there, it ended successfully, so they must have survived too.

The important thing was that the tragedy that happened on that train did not occur.

Thump, thump, thump!

Ah,

‘I should get out now.’

The next person was knocking on the restroom door, unable to wait any longer.

Holding onto the memories of the past 14 rounds that were starting to fly away from my memory, I recorded a few words in my Smartphone’s notepad, finished washing my face with cold water, and came out of the restroom.

Click.

The person who had been waiting burst into the restroom.

‘Was it that urgent?’

Quickly passing by to return to my seat….

Swish.

“You son of a bitch.”

I lowered my head.

A cutter blade.

The knife was narrowly missing my chest as it passed by….

“…!!”

Fuck!

I stepped back and at the same time grabbed the other person’s forearm with one arm and twisted it.

Clatter!

The cutter blade fell to the floor, making a sharp sound. I immediately subdued the opponent and pinned them to the floor.

In the process, I saw their face.

“You son of a bitch, uh, uh-uh!”

Holy shit.

I pinned the opponent down while breaking out in a cold sweat.

‘The Pseudo religion leader…!’

“Fuck! It hurts so much, huff, it hurt! Uh!”

It was the person who had fallen to the last 9th Altar and been left behind!

‘This crazy bastard….’

“You deceived people?!? Then you should die, you son of a bitch, you piece of sh—”

Holding the opponent who continued to hurl curses, I slammed them against the floor once more.

With a short thudding sound….

He passed out.

“Huff.”

My palms were soaked with cold sweat.

‘…Did he lose his mind because he was left behind?’

Moreover, since his character was originally bad, he might have suffered longer because he had more sins to offer….

Even so, it must have been at the level of a nightmare; he must have a personality that really can't control his anger.

‘It must be because he’s this kind of human.’

“Phew….”

I wiped away the sweat.

At least I’m lucky that my chest, which was slashed by the knife, is perfectly fine and feels no pain.

Why?

‘…It’s a good thing I wrapped the wrapping paper around my body beforehand.’

I never imagined I’d be dragged into another ghost story while on a business trip for a ghost story, but I’d been layering the defensive wrapping paper Item over my bare skin since I left, just in case there wouldn’t be a chance later.

I’m talking about ‘Wrapping Paper 12B357Na’ that they sell at the Alien Shop.

Since I’d even received a death warning, it was only natural to be prepared.

‘Even so, I never dreamed I’d almost be killed by a knife-wielding assailant rather than a ghost story….’

Could this be the death warning I received, and did I just block it?

‘What do you think, Braun.’

…….

…….

There is no answer.

“……Braun.”

A strange premonition chills my spine.

So… my chest was just slashed.

I wasn’t hurt, but that was referring to my bare skin protected by the wrapping paper.

But outside of that, in the pocket near the left chest of my suit, what was inside was….

“…Braun?”

Still,

there was no answer.

I hurriedly thrust my hand into my inner suit pocket.

My trembling hand pulled out the fluffy Plush doll inside….

Spatter.

Cotton falls to the ground.

The tattered pink fabric, sliced through, fluttered down.

“…….”

I froze, holding the Plush doll keychain that had been cut in two.
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My hand slipped.

Coins spill out from the belly of the severed plush doll’s lower body.

“…!”

I hurriedly tried to block it, meaninglessly pressing the two pieces of the plush doll together.

“Braun?”

But, of course, there was no reaction.

the plush doll’s upper body merely slid down from the lower body.

“……”

No….

That’s not it. Maybe it’s because I’m still looking at it…!

“Braun.”

I turned my head away and, with my eyes closed, held the doll close to my ear.

Then….

—■■, ■■■■■….

“…!!”

I heard a vibration from the doll.

It was definitely a signal.

However, it was very faint, crackling like a radio frequency caught by chance.

‘He’s still in there.’

He was still there. If so….

‘Blood Bath!’

Click. I immediately locked the door to the train restroom. Then, from the tattoo on my wrist, I pulled out a small bathtub with a checkered pattern and blonde hair.

AKA the Fountain of Youth Bathtub.

Thump. The bathtub stood on the floor, and I carefully placed the nearly severed doll inside, and then…….

I picked up the cutter blade dropped by the passenger who had fainted after failing their attack.

I sliced my forearm just like that.

Blood poured from the ruptured vein.

‘In an urgent situation like this, there’s no time for alternatives…!’

If I cut a fainted human’s arm, they might wake up, and I might not be able to stop the bleeding.

‘I can’t stand a situation becoming even more uncontrollable.’

My blood poured into the Blood Bath. The thick scent of wood and fragrant aroma wafted up.

Soaked in the bath salts, the doll began to grow, swelling up….

It was rejuvenating.

The plush doll’s fur became cleaner and more lustrous, and a mysterious light shone from its pebble-like eyes.

And then, its size began to increase rapidly.

It was as if it had crossed some sort of threshold. The doll, soaked in the bath salts, grew past its keychain size until it was large enough to fill both my hands.

Just like the original ‘Good Friend’ doll.

Snap.

The bowtie-shaped hair tie couldn't withstand the pressure and popped off, sticking to one side of the tub.

The change was that certain.

But, but….

The doll was still silent.

“……”

I held my breath, turned my head, and listened to the doll again.

The vibration I heard earlier was gone.

The plush doll, severed at the waist, was simply floating atop the fragrant bath salts of the Blood Bath….

“……”

I stared at the doll again.

The ‘Good Friend’ plush doll, now large enough to fill the small Blood Bath, glistened as if it were a handmade doll fresh from a master craftsman’s workshop.

However, it remained severed.

‘Ah.’

The Fountain of Youth Bathtub literally restores youth… it doesn't heal wounds…….

“……”

In truth, I knew.

No, I knew, but it was more like I tried it anyway….

The Good Friend plush doll was broken.

I took a deep breath.

‘…It’s okay.’

I just have to get another one.

Right, I can just get it from the original source instead of a Goods Box.

Cheerful Theme Park still exists. The Good Friend plush doll was an item that could be obtained at the souvenir shop there.

‘I had to go there anyway, so this is actually more efficient.’

Let’s get a Good Friend doll there. And if I summon him again just as I did before….

…….

“……Ha.”

Stop kidding myself.

I already knew.

The method for summoning a ‘Good Friend’ doesn't call a specific being; it calls ‘someone from the Otherworld.’

‘Where’s the guarantee that the same being will come out just because I perform the summoning again?’

No, rather, it would be strange if the exact same being were summoned.

Even though I had read the <Dark Exploration Record> for the fun of seeing someone different appear in every summoning record.

‘Haha,’

Ha….

“……”

At this point, I had no choice but to admit it.

Regardless of Mental Pollution, I had grown quite fond of this strange plush doll….

‘But how could I not?’

Because he truly was a ‘Good Friend.’

A friend who encouraged me when times were tough, got angry with me when I was mad, shared deep conversations, and talked with me while watching variety shows late at night.

A friend who prioritized me without calculation.

Because that’s the kind of friend you only meet back in your school days….

“……”

Right.

Let’s do what else can be done.

“Maybe I should try sewing it.”

If that didn't work, I could look for a restoration Item, or enter a ghost story where things are repaired… there was plenty of information to dig through and things to try.

If only for the sake of my own mental state.

“Let’s do it.”

I calmed down a bit.

My mind, which had been excessively panicked by an event that happened without warning or inkling, regained its composure and began to calculate.

‘First, clean up.’

I reached into the Blood Bath and pulled out Braun’s dangling upper and lower bodies.

And just as I was about to organize the stuffing and store the doll.

‘Huh?’

A fluttering piece of cloth on the back of the plush doll caught my eye.

A small square of silk sewn into the line connecting the head and torso.

‘…A tag?’

It seemed that whatever had begun to sprout like a trace in the Blood Bath last time had fully returned with this bath.

‘Is it the product label… for the Good Friend?’

You know how those are. Country of origin, washing instructions, care tips, or the buyer’s or creator’s signature.

My gaze drifted toward it reflexively.

It was certainly the size and frame of a label, with unknown letters written in tiny, strange lines of text.

However, there was something overwhelmingly more noticeable.

Overlaid on all that information, as if censored, were giant letters scribbled in black marker.

Removal of Label Required

[Ah.]

[So you were here.]

Grab.

A giant hand snatched the tag.

It was a hand wearing a sleek dress glove.

The thumb flicked over, covering the letters on the label so they were barely visible, and yanked the tag.

[Found you.]

That hand.

It was surging up from within the severed ‘Good Friend’ doll I was holding.

Creeeeeak.

The doll’s lower body split open, and as the shoulder emerged past the arm that had fully pulled itself out, the other arm burst out violently and braced against the sink.

Soon, the rest of the massive body poured out, filling the small restroom.

A massive body dressed in a sleek brown three-piece suit, long legs, black lace-up shoes worn beneath them, and…….

An old-fashioned television set where a head should be.

A smile.

[ : ] ]

The giant old TV head, which had squeezed out of the completely destroyed doll’s lower body, leaned toward me.

[Mr. Soleum!]

The head wobbled.

The Host was holding my shoulders.

[My, you must have been very worried about me. Haha! You don’t need to fret anymore. Now… your reliable host, Braun, has arrived!]

The Host of the Ghost Story flicked the tag between his fingers. The tattered upper body of the plush doll swung back and forth.

[Ah, restoring this tag was truly an excellent choice! Thanks to that, I was able to find my way to this address. Phew.]

[Ah, I won’t refuse your admiration, praise, or applause… Haha! But to put it humbly, this was only possible because I had just finished the rehearsal for the live broadcast.]

[At any rate, we’ve met again so soon!]

“……”

[Mr. Soleum?]

What is this?

[…You don’t look particularly happy. Hmm…… Ah, is it because this plush doll is broken? Yes. An audience is always influenced by what they see… I know!]

Snap.

The Host snapped his fingers.

[How about this?]

The emoticon disappeared from the TV head.

Instead, something came walking out from within the screen.

…A Good Friend rabbit doll wearing a bowtie.

[Now, it’s your friend, the Plush Body! See, isn’t he still cute even inside my screen? Oh, he’s waving.]

“The Good Friend is….”

[Yes. Isn’t he right here? Your Good Friend! Me, Braun!]

No.

“The Good Friend is….”

“The doll.”

…….

…….

[Mr. Soleum.]

Click.

A pinpoint light stabbed into the narrow studio space that had been the restroom.

Now, a spotlight was illuminating the legendary Host and me.

I couldn't turn my head.

[You were being rather passive, it seems you were under a great misunderstanding…. It’s alright. Though I shouldn't say it myself, the one standing before you now is a very kind and talented show host.]

[As always, I have a knack for explanations. Now….]

The gloved hand properly picked up the broken doll, not the tag.

The Good Friend rabbit doll that had been broadcasting from the TV screen where the head should be vanished in a flash, and the smiling emoticon filled the space once more.

And…….

Whoosh.

…The Good Friend plush doll that was in the Host’s hand.

It was incinerated.

[This is nothing.]

Dust, dust. Every time the Host brushed his hands, less than a handful of ash fell from his gloves and scattered on the floor.

I watched it blankly.

But.

‘I thought it was just a part of him inhabiting the doll to act like a friend….’

[Now… let’s try to remember. How did you call your friend?]

…….

A strange object that invites someone from the Otherworld, allowing a part of their psyche to inhabit a doll and making them a friend.

So,

I, using the plush doll, the tie, and the coin….

[You invited me.]

The Host pointed to himself.

[Does a dinner appointment get canceled because the phone breaks? Does a bill disappear if you destroy the mailbox? Do lovers break up because a love letter is torn? We already know the answer.]

[Of course not!]

[In that case… here is a question.]

[Does destroying the doll cancel your invitation?]

The Host spread his arms.

[Of course not!]

Ah.

[What you performed was an eternal ritual. Oh, yes….]

“……”

My stiffened brain slowly derived the sentence.

‘So,’

The Good Friend ritual wasn't about summoning only a part of a non-human entity and trapping it in a doll to make it a friend.

It was just that the entity was being revealed only partially and restrictively by the filter the plush doll provided.

Like a roleplay for children.

[Do you wish to continue calling this ritual a ‘friend’? If so, I have become your friend for eternity. Mr. Soleum! Ah, what a wonderful phrase, eternal friendship!]

The emoticon on the TV head briefly displayed an expression brimming with emotion before returning to a smiling face.

[And our MVP participant, a genius of timing once again! It’s a very good time. Mr. Soleum….]

The hand holding my shoulder patted my back encouragingly.

And then he said.

[Preparations for the new talk show are complete.]

“……!”

[New staff, new set, new music, a new season… all filming preparations are finished. It is my humble talk show, solely for the enjoyment of the audience.]

[I am pleased to introduce your new workplace….]

No.

I reflexively backed away.

I had to open the door and get out, get away from this spotlight, and clear my head, my thoughts….

[My.]

The smiling emoticon inside the TV head vanished.

No.

The screen went black.

[Even though you said you were a fan of my show and that just applying as a participant made you so happy, you would run away at the moment of opportunity to become a part of the talk show? For you to make such a choice after receiving my advice, help, full support, and devotion until now.]

[Mr. Soleum, aren't friends supposed to be in a complementary relationship? Such an emotional and unilateral rejection! I, I am… heartbroken.]

I felt like I was going to throw up.

“I-I’m sorry….”

[My! There is no need to be sorry. Mr. Soleum. A thoughtless apology is not a virtue required of a show creator.]

[And I am a host who can always look into and understand the inner thoughts and feelings of the other person….]

[Therefore.]

In the next moment.

[This Braun will persuade you with all his heart.]

Grin.

The screen was filled to the brim with a smiling emoticon.

Completely.

Full.

“Wait……”

But the giant old TV head kept coming closer.

Closer.

More.

Closer.

[Now….]

Look at me.
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Click.

An old television turns on.

A black screen is witnessed by my entire field of vision and within my mind.

I cannot turn my eyes away.

I must watch.

Stay tuned!

For you

An advertisement

Is being

Screened

Now.

A cheerful, classic orchestral background music flows.

And then, a black-and-white video appears.

Cast: Kim Soleum

The exhausted appearance of a young man in his mid-to-late twenties, a new recruit, wearing a black suit.

Sometimes writing documents in an office with a bare face, sometimes wearing a bizarre mask with horns, narrowly escaping death while being chased by dangers within a ghost story….

Me.

Feeling depressed?

Are you exhausted?

Are you suffering from endless work, verbal abuse, and company politics?

Are you anxious about a daily life where you can trust no one and never know when you might die?

In times like those, you should sit in front of the TV and watch something new and fun!

The version of me that returned to the company housing sits in front of the TV and blankly watches the screen.

Children’s cartoons watched to soothe fear.

But, as expected of something for children, the videos were short and ended quickly.

I sat there blankly for a moment with hollow eyes before going into the room.

And I try to fall into a sleep that does not come.

Were you afraid of the show you were watching coming to an end?

Were you scared of tomorrow coming?

Did you hate the thought of returning to a workplace that is painful, ill-suited for you, and where every day is filled with anxiety and suffering?

Is it difficult and frightening whenever your thoughts deepen, yet you have no other options?

Are you enduring the horror, simply believing that this path must be the right answer?

…….

I, I….

For someone like you!

Wait, don’t be surprised, and take a deep breath.

A perfect alternative,

A new path has arrived!

Ta-da.

On the screen, a spotlight shines brightly on my bedroom door, and someone opens it, making a grand entrance.

A stylish silhouette wearing a brown suit, with an old TV for a head.

…It’s the Host.

The answer for you!

I jump up from the bed in surprise and shake hands with the Host with a welcoming face. Then, with a lighthearted laugh, I throw my mask and briefcase out the window.

As the Host snaps his fingers, the company housing magically turns to ash, and a brilliantly lit studio is revealed.

I stand on the stage with the Host, wearing a broad smile.

It was clearly something that had never happened, yet it mixed with scenes from the past, piercing my head in a clever and dizzying way.

As if it were real.

The Host of this new talk show is full of wit, tact, and humor; he listens to all your concerns and empathizes!

Everything will be fine if you accept the perfect proposal from this person you invited yourself.

An attractive workplace that no one would want to refuse.

Prepare for your new life!

No.

No, I,

I mean, I have to go home….

Oh my!

Are you suffering from a dreadful case of homesickness?

The screen turns.

And once again it shows me, but this time it isn't my past self.

Now.

…It looks at me, who is staring into the TV screen.

Head-on.

Staring face-to-face.

Cast: You

It is reflected like a mirror.

However, the 'me' inside the TV has a strangely distorted expression, looking like he’s about to cry.

No, that’s not me. I’m not making any expression right… or am I? Am I making a crying face right now? Stop! It’s dizzying. In the midst of confusion and doubt, I pressed down on my face with both hands.

My vision vanished.

Even so, I can see the TV.

Captions appear below my face.

Why do you always miss home?

Do you want the happiness of escaping from an uncomfortable and burdensome environment? Do you cry every night with the desire to fall asleep without anxiety and nightmares?

Do not worry.

A great talk show awaits you!

No.

Special information visible only to you who are watching this advertisement right now:

The crew of the great talk show have no faces.

A fantasy workplace where there is no discomfort or burden of having to face unfamiliar faces.

Enter now!

This is insane.

Faceless colleagues? Who would want such a thing? Absolutely not….

In this workplace, no one struggles with anxiety to hide themselves.

You, who are watching this advertisement, do not worry either.

Reveal yourself comfortably!

The only workplace,

That will allow you to unfold your overflowing talent and ideas to your heart’s content.

It is said that this legendary Host has returned countless applications and kept this spot open just for you!

…….

An attractive workplace that no one would want to refuse.

It is now your new home!

No, that’s not it!

He’s deliberately using the word 'home.' He knows that I want to go home. That’s it.

But what I want isn't a new home. I never wanted such a thing.

What I want is….

To return to the world I originally lived in… the familiar world.

A place where, at the very least, I don't have to worry about being eaten by a monster while walking down the street. A place where ghost stories are just fun tales. My friends and family are all there.

And let’s not forget!

I have the silver ring on my hand right now.

I can resist all of this. Resist, I can resist.

That figure on the TV isn't me.

I am not smiling.

You will be happy.

In your new home.

I won't be confused.

I am going back to my original home. That is not home. I am working to return home, and this objective will never be reversed.

In your home.

The crazy talk show is not my home.

The crazy talk show is not my home.

The crazy talk show is not my home!!

…….

…….

[Hmm.]

We are

Briefly

Adjusting the screen….

The TV screen fell away.

"Pant."

I slumped to the floor, exhaling sharply.

The moment my hands touched the cold tile floor of the cramped train bathroom, my sense of reality returned.

No, it should have….

I understand perfectly, Soleum.

The next moment.

I was standing in a comfortable studio.

No, this place was originally a studio.

However, there was no audience yet in this small, cozy space, only two comfortable single-seater chairs placed facing each other.

And the TV-headed Host with a serious attitude, extending his hand to me.

[My, you were quite nervous…. Shall we sit for a moment? Let's fix your clothes and wipe off the blood. And let's have a more comfortable conversation….]

[It seems your mind was startled because the advertisement was excessively stimulating for my Friend.]

…….

Soft piano music flows.

[Since Soleum doesn't have media experience yet, I was a bit excessive. Let's take some time….]

As the Host gestures, a steaming cup appears on the table between the seats before I know it.

…It’s hot chocolate.

[Ah, did you remember? It’s the drink I used to suggest whenever Mr. Roe Deer was exhausted. Chocolate! Something pleasant and warm must go into a fatigued body….]

A smiling emoticon appears on the TV face, and the antenna rises slightly.

As if he is a bit excited.

And he busily puts marshmallows into the cup and stirs it.

[Still, this is the first time I'm serving it directly. With a Plush Body, I could only ever be a nuisance in these matters.]

“…….”

[There were so many things I couldn't do for you in that state. Now, now, let's rest for a bit….]

Following the kind guidance, I naturally came to sit in the chair.

…Because there was no other option besides that.

But surprisingly, the Host waited quietly without any other sudden actions while I refused all other 'help' and treated the wound on my arm by myself to stop the bleeding.

He didn't even urge me to drink the beverage.

He just waited, like a considerate interviewer.

…In that process, my head cools down a bit, and I become calm.

[Have you calmed down a bit, Mr. Roe Deer? Take a deep breath, right…. Let's talk.]

The Host sat in the opposite chair and interlaced his fingers.

And he speaks politely.

[Mr. Roe Deer says he absolutely does not want to quit his current job. Is that correct?]

“…….”

Breaking into a cold sweat, I slowly nodded my head.

The antenna on the TV head tilts to the side as if puzzled.

[That is quite strange, very strange…. Mr. Roe Deer should have hated that job!]

“…!”

[We shared many stories, didn't we? I heard quite often how much Mr. Roe Deer himself hates this job, and the grumbling about not wanting to do it ever again once the goal was achieved.]

But that also meant I absolutely had to stay until the goal was achieved.

In order to get the Wish Ticket and return home….

[Wait a moment.]

[Yes, Mr. Roe Deer. That is exactly the part I wanted to focus on!]

[My Friend, you are saying you desperately want to go home. And….]

The Host whispers.

[Actually, I know why Mr. Roe Deer says he wants to go home, the reason for it.]

What reason could there be for a person saying they want to go home?

Wondering what kind of sophistry he was about to spout, I started to tense my shoulders.

I have to let it go in one ear and out the other.

[Oh, it might be shocking, but please pull yourself together!]

However, the Host’s voice becomes lower, smaller, turning into a whisper.

With a speech technique that makes one focus on the following words involuntarily.

[It is because….]

I find myself leaning in.

[Actually, you don't want to go.]

…….

What?

[Actually, you know it, don't you?]

[That you’ve come to misunderstand the situation, jump to conclusions, and have prejudices because of two intense emotions.]

[Fear and desire.]

What are you saying right now….

[Oh, Mr. Roe Deer…. You don't miss home, nor do you like it. You just find your current job scary and detestable.]

“……!”

[Now, Mr. Roe Deer. Was the story you enjoyed becoming a reality truly nothing but hateful?]

[Were you not even a little bit thrilled or excited to witness how the things you imagined were implemented into reality? Is it really the truth that it was only hateful?]

Hate….

Rather than saying I hated it, it was just too dangerous.

[Danger! Ah, a traditionally plausible justification. But let's think about it, Mr. Roe Deer.]

The old television that serves as the Host’s head flickers with static.

[Is the 'home' you would return to truly safe?]

Images flash across the TV head.

Cruel news in black and white.

[War, poverty, climate crisis, terrorism, infectious diseases… and all other minor and horrific tragedies. Hell can come for anyone, and you are no exception.]

[In any reality, we cannot choose what tragedy we will encounter. Unless it’s a show, that is!]

That’s.

[Oh, yes, you also knew it deep in your heart. This place and the place you call 'home' are actually not that different….]

[Does it matter whether a monster from a story appears in reality, or if a real monster lives in reality? What matters is your pain!]

this Braun spreads his fingers and folds the Disasters one by one.

[Death that strikes without warning? My, in what world does death approach with a warning? It would be equally frightening anywhere.]

[Your peace there is also something fragile and futile that can be shattered by a single press of a button by a mad dictator….]

[In the end, isn't everything just a matter of how you perceive it, Mr. Roe Deer?]

I stared blankly at the TV.

[And perception is not the truth. It is just a very distorted experience that only you feel.]

[Let's look at it without prejudice, Friend.]

That’s, that’s….

…….

…….

Is it… like that?

I felt that something didn't quite add up, but no words for a rebuttal came to mind.

It sounded plausible.

But there’s no way this is really… just a matter of feeling.

[It’s okay. Acceptance always takes time. this Braun can continue to talk with you… just like always!]

[So, for now, shall we develop the conversation a bit further? More fundamentally….]

Braun asks softly.

What is it that Soleum truly wants?]

[Let's think for a moment, excluding going home.]

…….

Want…… no, wait a minute.

…He understood my situation this deeply?

That thing, he’s completely reading my thoughts.

How much does he know? Exactly how deep into my inner thoughts has he reached?

And if he already knows all my thoughts, is there any meaning in arguing, no matter what rebuttal I make? Is there a way to escape?

Wait, is he reading this thought too? How much of my thoughts can the Host read? Surely, about the Dark Exploration Record I’m thinking of….

[Mr./Ms./Mx. Soleum.]

It’s maddening.

I was so scared I felt like I was going crazy. I want to escape this situation….

[That’s it!]

Huh?

[You’ve finally realized it. Soleum. What you truly want deep in your heart!]

The Host snaps his fingers with a sharp clack.

[It’s to escape from fear.]

“…!!”

The TV approaches.

[And here, there is a very fast and certain way….]

How to

Escape fear:

Create a talk show

together with Braun

[You will be comfortable and happy in my studio.]

[The image of a passionate show creator. Your performance, dazzling with creativity and ingenuity, will shine even brighter when there is no fear, so this Braun fully guarantees it.]

[A workplace where you only have to make good shows without complicated thoughts…. It is the studio of this legendary Host, free from all other dangers.]

They are the same words, but they sound different.

The thought that it’s absurd… does not cross my mind.

That is what's terrifying.

[Shh, there’s no need to be afraid. Let's listen to this Braun….]

[Now, Friend. Would you like to look down at your hand? That’s right… what do you see?]

……The silver ring worn on my index finger.

[Correct! What does it mean that you are wearing that?]

…….

'That I am not contaminated.'

It means my judgment has not been eroded by an Anomalous Phenomenon, and that I am in a state equipped with strong mental resistance to judge with sound and human-like reason.

[Correct! Ah, I would have given a prize if it were a quiz show, what a shame….]

[Anyway, therefore, your current choice is not wrong. You can catch your breath now and rest assured.]

[How do you feel?]

I,

[Let me guess. …'Braun's words sound logical, so wouldn't it be okay to try it at least once?']

…….

…….

But…!

[Correct!]

[Now, let's seize our opportunity. Friend.]

Across from me, Braun politely stood up, straightening his suit.

As if showing courtesy to a partner.

[A single handshake is all it takes.]

[Complicated signing procedures are not necessary for us. We shake hands together, and we work together.]

…….

[Don't you want to spend a peaceful day without fear or pain? All that's needed is to try doing more comfortable and enjoyable work with your friend, who has become even more reliable!]

[And if by any chance you aren't enjoying yourself at all… you can return to your original workplace immediately.]

…….

“Really?”

[Really.]

…….

[Seize the opportunity. Friend.]

[It’s only now.]

I raised my trembling hand.

And.

Extended it.

Toward the other party.

[That’s it.]

Grip.

The Host’s massive hand completely covers mine as we shake.

[You won't regret it, Friend.]

The surroundings become incredibly bright.

Lights shine from all directions, and the cramped studio gradually expands, revealing its form within the darkness…….

[Now. Let me introduce you. Soleum's new workplace! New colleagues! New life!]

A neat set, a stage with twinkling light bulbs, and above it, a shining sign of a classic golden billboard…….

[The pleasure of witnessing, the joy of communication, the thrill of unpredictable developments, anticipation. This humble place that desires only… the applause of the audience.]

Braun's Late-Night Talk Show

I,

[Congratulations on becoming a part of it, Soleum.]

Successfully changed jobs.

Chapter 121

A dark office.

Taka-taka-taka.

Someone sits alone, typing away.

Letters appear on the glowing monitor screen.

--------------------

Report (Draft)

Author: Lee Jaheon

20XX. 01. 02. A record of witness statements regarding the clearance process of the anomalous C-Grade Darkness that occurred on the Mokpo Express, and the process of Assistant Manager Kim Soleum’s (presumed) death.

--------------------

The typing produced sentences at a steady rhythm, without hesitation or pause.

It was as if the entire timeline had already been organized in the writer's  head.

--------------------

Witnesses: Employee A, Employee C, Employee F (Initials selected by team for ease of reading.) 

Employee A: 

Are we doing this again(referring to the interview)? I don’t see the point. Anyway… yeah. I boarded the train to go on a local business trip, and next thing I knew, it was running over the ocean.

Employee C:

The clear went super smoothly! Supervisor Soleum took the lead and did a lots of things, and it was nice to see him trying to minimize civilian casualties!

(Employee A asked if this anomaly was orchestrated by the company, but later stated they received an answer from the research team saying it was a ‘total coincidence’ – refer to the 3rd round of interviews for further confirmation.) 

A three-person elite team successfully took the lead in clearing the anomalous Darkness. Collection of C-Grade essence confirmed.

From this point on, all testimonies consistently stated that the train was no longer an anomalous space but a full real-world environment. 

Employee C: 

Supervisor Kim Soleum was the first to check the essence and then said he was going to the bathroom. Yes, ‘that’ bathroom.

After the train departed, Supervisor Kim Soleum left his seat, stating, ‘I’m going to the bathroom.’ No contact for 15 minutes.

At the 17-minute mark: Employee F, who was on Car 3 of the train, visited the seats of the three Elite Squad members.

Purpose of visit: ‘To say goodbye’, according to testimony.

Employee F: 

Ah, as I mentioned before… I was on vacation,sir.

Employee F: 

I was flustered to be suddenly caught in the Darkness, but I tried to respond to the situation calmly while assisting the three of them to the best of my ability. It’s only natural as an employee of our company.

Employee F: 

After everything was over, I went to say goodbye to my superiors, and noticed that  my friend, who was in the same recruitment batch as me, wasn’t in his seat, so I went looking for him.

Employee C: 

Ah, he was about to go in the opposite direction of the bathroom, so I guided him the right way! I suppose since his original seat was that way, he might have reflexively tried to go back the way he came!

Employee F moved toward the bathroom following Employee C’s guidance.

There, they found a collapsed man outside the restroom door.

Victims condition:

Medical personnel diagnosed that the limbs seemed to have been instantly incinerated by extremely high temperatures.

(Source: Somang Medical Center (Daydream Inc. Affiliated Hospital))

Employee F: 

I thought something was wrong. But the bathroom door was locked. There was no response when I knocked.

Well, it’s not something to brag about, but I’m pretty good with my hands… so I tried to unlock it and open the door. And I succeeded!

…But. (Sharp inhale)

At the 21-minute mark, the high-speed train bathroom door was opened.

Employee F: 

It was… silent inside the bathroom.

No one was there; it was just a clean high-speed train bathroom. That made it feel even stranger, so I stepped back to leave, but….

Objects suddenly began to fall out of mid-air. …Along with blood.

--------------------

The hands typing stopped for a moment.

He grabbed the mouse, navigated to the ‘Scene Photos’ folder on the computer desktop, and attached a few photos to the document.

Photos of the interior of the bathroom next to Car 7 of the high-speed train, covered in blood.

Everything lay strewn on the floor, stained with blood, over the pool of blood covering the walls and floor.

A mask, an employee ID card, a briefcase, and… a Dream Essence Collector filled with C-Grade liquid.

However, there was one single, clean spot.

Tiles in the shape of a small bathtub, devoid of bloodstains.

As if… someone had picked it up and taken it.

--------------------

Employee F: 

And then, a giant hand suddenly appea…… Uuuugh! Gasp, it, it pushed me! Flashflashflashflash… HelloEveryoneTheJoyOfThisNightANewFaceToMeetEveryDayAndYourFr iendlyHost!HelloThisIsTheLateNightTalk… Retches (Interview suspended) Contamination and PTSD symptoms. The 7th interview ended after recommending an application for the Fox Counseling Room.

The following is a quote from the statement in the 4th interview.

(4th Interview)

Employee F: 

A hand appeared in the air, it appeared, but an afterglow, no, a strange light, no… never mind. (Deep breath)  It picked up the strange bathtub that was lying on the floor. It- it was a small bathtub with a checkered pattern and golden feet. In th- the process, blood poured onto the floor, and, uh, strange black ribbon scraps fell with it….

Employee F:

 The hand took the ribbon too. And, and… on the mirror.

It wrote a message.

--------------------

The hands typing stopped once more.

He then stared at a photo he had already developed, picking it up from the board next to the desk.

On the bathroom mirror, words written in elegant cursive, using blood as ink.

Mr. Kim Soleum

will be working elsewhere 

starting today.

:)

--------------------

The research team speculated that the message ‘might be related to the Tamra-bound Express Darkness that occurred as an anomaly on the train.’

(This hypothesis is considered highly reliable within the research team and is being recorded in internal documents.) As supporting evidence, they cited the probability of an irregular occurrence due to Supervisor Kim Soleum’s proactive behavior in that Darkness and his unique ethical attempts until the clear.

The possibility that it was a message implying death after being invited to the unknown space called ‘Tamra’ during a business trip.

Alternatively, there was a mix of opinions that Supervisor Kim Soleum had been selected as the final sacrifice for the Tamra-bound train.

--------------------

Click.

The moment he wrote that much, the author stopped his hands again.

It wasn't because he couldn't think of what to write next.

“Team Leader.”

“Assistant Manager Eun Haje.”

It was because a visitor had come to the dark office.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon looked up.

Eun Haje, looking haggard, stood leaning against the office door with her arms crossed.

“Stop this now.”

“…….”

“Just how many times are you going to conduct that damn interview? Even the directors are losing interest now.”

Eun Haje walked into the office.

Her dark eyes swept over the empty seat of her Hubae, who had ultimately been labeled with the sentence, ‘Presumed deceased as of January 2nd.’

“It’s already been a month.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje now stood before the desk of the Team Leader of D-Squad, who had no more team members.

“When there’s no news for a month, a person should know when to give up. …Writing reports won’t bring a dead person back.”

“…….”

“I heard the records from the Dream Collector were ultimately processed as a Death Repatriation.”

It was true.

In the recording from the Dream Collector, the missing employee's groans and brief murmuring like ‘Shall I?’ were confirmed.

It is significantly inferred that this is part of the psychotic symptoms of the Anomaly Darkness that occurred during the Elite Squad's trip, the so-called ‘Tamra-bound Express Train.’

According to statistical predictions, there is an over 80% probability that the employee in question is in a state of deep Contamination or death.

And according to regulations, if there is no significant trend report for 30 days after the Dream Collector is returned, automatic death processing proceeds on the system.

In other words, it meant this matter was already settled.

“…He’s already been registered on today’s resignation list too. Manager.”

Supervisor Kim Soleum (Termination of employment contract due to death)

 …Usually, by that time, death is certain.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje wiped her face with her hands before speaking.

“…The company won’t support you anymore. You know this isn’t a company that spends money and time on dead people.”

The search and repeated reviews until now were an ‘investment’ because Kim Soleum was such a unique and capable employee.

However, there was no proper manual for what mechanism triggered the Tamra-bound Express Train, and it hadn't reoccurred for a month.

“Does this kind of organizing have any meaning? Don't you think it's time to quit?”

“Yes.”

“…….”

It has meaning, and he doesn't think he should quit?

“What’s the reason?”

“Because Supervisor Kim Soleum is not dead.”

“…!!”

Eun Haje’s eyes widened.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon was not one to state hope as a definitive fact.

So this meant… he truly believed it!

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon was not a person who believed without reason.

It meant he had almost certain evidence!

“Why, why do you think so?!”

“There is a hint.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon reminisced.

It was an episode from the end of last year that seemed unrelated to this incident at first glance.

“Please, take care of this.”

Before being deployed into a Darkness, Assistant Manager Kim Soleum had entrusted him with a precious object for half a day.

It was a small plush doll.

[Good grief. To think you'd leave me with a blade grunt such as this! Mr. Roe Deer!]

The elegant and bizarre way that doll spoke.

Of course, he hadn't answered the doll. He aimed to be a sensible modern man, and he had no obligation to answer a doll.

However, he had caught a sense of familiarity in those words.

And the bathroom, the scene of Kim Soleum’s disappearance.

On the bathroom floor, all of Kim Soleum’s company-related belongings were scattered as if they had been thrown away, but Lee Jaheon had actually paid more attention to the message on the mirror.

Because he had also caught a sense of familiarity in the handwriting of that message.

“Compare them.”

Along with the developed photo of the message on the mirror, he took out an old postcard he had been keeping just in case and held it out for Assistant Manager Eun Haje to see.

It had taken weeks just to get this postcard released again.

“This is….”

The very Darkness with the broadcast theme that D-Squad had entered and cleared several times.

However, in the most recent exploration, an unexpected situation occurred and one team was annihilated, while D-Squad safely escaped thanks to one employee’s wit and an A-Class essence was extracted.

That Darkness, which was still floating between the research team and the audit department without its grade being readjusted due to conflicting opinions.

Quiz Show Application Form

To :

From :

“…The Tuesday Talk Show!”

The handwriting matched.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon nodded.

“Supervisor Kim Soleum will be there.”

In whatever form.

That was.

***

A studio under brilliant lights.

Thunderous applause and cheers poured from the audience toward the stage set.

[Thank you! Thank you!]

The audience, still intoxicated by the fun of the final segment, whistled and cheered.

The Host theatrically placed a hand over his heart as if moved.

[Oh dear, with this kind of response…Haha, shall we start over from the beginning? You are currently watching Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show…Goodness.]

WAAAHHHH!

The Host let out an exaggerated flinch at the overwhelming cheers — before his TV screen face returned to a grinning expression.

[Regrettably, it seems we must have a heart-wrenching farewell before the angry sponsors come running. But don’t be too disheartened! For we shall meet again tomorrow!]

The band's closing number signaling the end of the talk show, rang out cheerfully and excitingly.

The Host stepped into the center of the studio and bowed his TV head politely.

[To the viewers who watched the talk show today, to those wailing in repentance in the basement, and to all of you watching through the E-pub viewer.]

[Tomorrow, at 11:33 PM, we shall meet again… Have a pleasant night!]

As the band's performance reached its climax, the Host raised both hands in response to the overflowing applause.

And….

[Cut!]

The show ended.

Click.

Everything fell silent at once.

Above the seats where the audience had vanished, the many brilliant lights went out.

And when the calm light of the background lamps illuminated the empty audience seats, the staff swarmed out to tidy up the stage and the performers.

I was among them.

To be precise,

[Soleum!]

I was receiving praise from the Host.

[Come here. That was magnificent! Your skill in selecting themes and guests is truly interesting. You pick the perfect candidates every time….]

Well. It was a bit embarrassing.

‘It’s all thanks to the <Dark Exploration Records>, though.’

This talk show called ‘Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show’ actually felt like a comedy routine based on the Dark Exploration Record to me.

The difference was that it was more realistic and interesting.

Since we actually invited residents from ghost stories to conduct interviews.

And by briefing on recent supernatural issues and several incidents, we made jokes and conducted interesting experiments with the audience.

Sometimes, audience members who unknowingly thought it was a dream did dangerous things, and the thrill of watching that from a third-party perspective along with the comedy was just right.

Moreover, the audience now seemed to be invited through various media, not just postcards.

Anyway, frankly, all I did was mention a few ghost stories that seemed interesting once or twice a week… but every time, he would praise me, saying the reaction was great and it was all thanks to my information-gathering skills.

‘It’s more relaxed than I thought….’

I wondered if work had ever been this easy and fun in my life.

[Ah, it’s been a truly enjoyable month! And I am truly happy to be able to deliver this news….]

A teary smile appeared on Braun’s TV face.

[It seems our show’s viewership has reached a new record again.]

“…!”

[They say it’s a terrifying upward curve! That’s why I’m asking. How about it, did it seem fun and enjoyable to you too, Soleum?]

I could feel a bit of tension amidst his certain confidence. Oh, boy.

I smiled and nodded.

“It was fun.”

[Right?]

[No, this legendary Host knew it all along. That this would be the workplace where Soleum would be most satisfied.]

The TV head grinned.

I also smiled slightly with a peaceful heart.

It wasn't scary.

There were no elements threatening me here.

Because I was the one making the content, I didn't actually experience the ghost stories that were the content!

So I thought if I worked at this talk show, I wouldn't have to worry ever again… well, of course, there was pressure regarding performance. But wasn't that much stress necessary for life?

Like this, for example.

[However, I do see some regrettable points. Just a moment….]

Braun put an arm around my shoulder and whispered.

[We are slowly entering a stagnant phase. I feel like the corners are becoming too repetitive.]

Ah.

[Don't you want to try some more provocative and audacious ideas, Soleum? Freely, in this independently produced talk show without pressure from investors or producers, we can do anything…. And.]

Grip.

…The Host grabbed my shoulder.

[Your dedication over the past month has been amazing, your adaptation was fast, and your results were dazzling, were they not?]

[You can certainly do it.]

…I should work harder.

I was about to nod with a slightly nervous heart.

But at that moment.

Unexpected words came out of the Host’s mouth.

[So… I think it’s about time.]

[Not as staff, but as a performer, standing by this Braun’s side.]

“…!”

[I say this with my deepest sincerity, you are already qualified. Oh, Soleum. My friend. Let us talk together and give people joy.]

[A new face will be a good stimulant for the audience as well.]

“…No, it’s okay. I- I don’t really like standing in front of an audience….”

[Now, now, to conclude so immediately makes this Braun’s heart ache! Let’s think about it….]

Strength entered the hand around my shoulder.

[In this Braun’s eyes, Soleum definitely has high-quality showmanship. This is in the realm of talent.]

[Do you remember? How you played the role of the prophet and cult leader on that train above the sea. Such things can only be done by those born with it. Yes.]

[But if my dear friend is perhaps too anxious, roles that only last a few minutes, no, a few seconds, are also prepared….]

[Shall we give it some comfortable thought?]

…….

Is that much okay?

Come to think of it, I didn't feel like I wouldn't be able to do it at all.

‘If I work, I should produce results.’

Eventually, I nodded a bit sheepishly.

“Well, if it’s a very small role.”

[That’s it! Splendid.]

The TV head smiled happily.

[To think you’re even humble, you truly live up to being an MVP of my show. Don’t you think so?]

[Not a day has gone by without joy since you joined our talk show!]

Come to think of it, was that already a month ago?

Time had flown by without me even knowing how it passed.

It was busy, fun, and rewarding.

‘The staff are surprisingly kind, too.’

I bowed my head to the stylist who handed me water and vanished, then reflexively asked Braun.

“Um, but why do all the staff members here have no faces?”

[Ah, it is a thoughtful consideration for the show. They made the decision themselves to prevent any screams, coughs, or voices from leaking out during the live broadcast due to physiological needs or unexpected accidents.]

“Their professional spirit is amazing. Um, by any chance, do I also have to get rid of my face...?”

[What are you talking about, Soleum!]

Whoops.

[Expressions and faces are an absolute necessity for those who step onto the stage. Expressiveness is the essence of entertainment!]

[Ah, of course, if you really want to, Soleum... there is an alternative. One moment.]

Grab.

The Host grabbed my chin.

And stared as if sizing me up....

[Hmm. Of course, removing your face is an option. However, I’d rather craft you a most exquisite... mask instead.]

That’s....

.......

“I’ll think about it some more another ime.”

[Right? Haha! It would be a waste to get rid of such a fine face.]

The Host let go.

As I watched Braun’s beaming smile, I found myself smiling as well.

[Ah, I must prepare for the next broadcast. Let’s see… Oh, this time the audience is… office workers. We must bring them some well earned joy.]

[So... Mr.Soleum will you be coming up on stage tonight?]

“I’ll do my best.”

[Splendid. Absolutely splendid.... It will be a magnificent debut for you, Mr.Soleum!]

Mm-hmm. That would be great.

Chapter 122

Backstage is a flurry of activity just before a live talk show begins.

The silent staff members move in perfect order, checking the situation in real-time and dealing with issues.

“Phew.”

I let out a long breath.

By now, I could more or less understand their expressions in detail….

The whispers of the faceless ones.

-Add lighting #5.

-Host’s shoes need replacement.

-Check the position of the guest’s cushion.

Everyone works hard at their respective stations, pondering how to create a good show.

And because the Host is the type to not spare any praise for individuals, the atmosphere heightened even more easily.

It really was a decent workplace. The fact that my colleagues had no faces was a bit unsettling at first, but now it seemed I had completely adapted!

‘I guess humans really are creatures of environment.’

Entering the darkness was something I could never get used to no matter how many times I did it, so perhaps, just as Braun said, it might have been

an issue of aptitude.

‘It’s okay.’

After habitually checking that I was wearing my silver ring, I finally stepped onto the stage.

“…Hoo.”

Today was the day.

The day I would appear in a segment of ‘Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show’ for the first time.

[Soleum!]

The Host, who had already finished his preparations, approached.

[The outfit suits you very well. Yes… oh my! Makeup, let’s cover this tattoo here more properly.]

The Host meticulously checked even the tattoo revealed beneath the sleeve of my suit near my wrist.

In an instant, the tattoo on my wrist was erased without a trace.

And I safely went to my designated seat and sat down before the live broadcast began.

[Very good. Good… now. Soleum. The camera light will turn on soon.]

“Yes.”

[And the audience will be seated immediately, so all you have to think about is entertaining them. Now, we’re starting….]

The countdown begins on the classic prompter in front of me.

3.

4. 5. 6.

[Good evening! The joy of this night, a new face to meet every day, and… your friendly Host!]

Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show

The moment the studio sparkled along with the band sound.

The live broadcast began.

“Huh?”

“Eh?”

“Wha-what is this….”

The audience seats fill up.

The audience members, who were suddenly sitting there, look terrified or startled by the dazzling film set that appeared while they were preparing for bed.

“Why am I dressed like this?”

Seeing them all sitting there in various work clothes, it truly felt like an office worker special.

[Welcome, hardworking office workers. Today, for your sake, we will show you an interesting, spine-tinglingly fun talk show that will melt away the day’s fatigue and keep your eyes glued to the screen!]

Clap clap clap….

The Host claps alone, then displays a sheepish and sad emoticon on his TV head.

[…Is there no applause? None at all?]

Clap, clap-clap-clap-clap!!

The audience sends applause in a daze.

“What on earth is this….”

“Well, he’s handsome at least. Let’s just do it.”

Two office workers who seemed to be acquaintances whispered to each other next to me and started clapping again.

The Host led the atmosphere, greeting the audience members one by one.

There was something eerie about it, but fundamentally, there were funny and enjoyable jokes and horrific, strange news I had never heard before.

“Ah.”

Soon the tension eased, and people naturally accepted the surreal space.

As if watching a magician or a sci-fi movie, the hearts of people familiar with unrealistic content blurred as the boundary with reality collapsed.

And then, the entry.

[Today’s guest is… ah, here they come now!]

The ornate doors, studded with star-shaped light bulbs, opened, and the guest stepped out.

It was the guest I had selected!

Namely….

Toddle, toddle.

It was a stuffed cloth bear.

It had mismatched button eyes and was tattered, but it was quite cute.

[Isn’t it quite cute? Allow me to introduce today’s guest… ‘Happy Ending Teddy’!]

Exclamations erupt from here and there as the small teddy bear sits on the sofa.

What is that? It’s really cute. It’s moving. Where is this? Is it a dream? What kind of talk show is this… Ah, I remember applying to be in the audience for this!

The dizzying murmurs soon died down and converged into one.

Interest and focus on the surreally proceeding talk show.

[This was sponsored by Delusion Home Shopping. Oh, it’s a 1999 limited edition product that is no longer for sale, and the most iconic companion doll in the industry.]

[To an owner who cherishes it until death, it creates an ‘ending of life’ like a peaceful sleep, but for those who discard it, it visits them in the middle of the night and turns them into a doll just like itself!]

Braun approached and held the microphone to the Teddy Bear.

[How do you feel? ……Oh, it says it feels so nervous it wants to visit its first owner’s grave and wail.]

“Uh-hahaha!”

The reaction is good.

My mind was at ease.

It was cute and friendly, but the creepiness of a non-living inorganic object having a sense of self, moving, and taking revenge was a classic hit.

That’s why I also had a Good Friend… No, stop.

‘Anyway, if the audience reaction is good, the viewer reaction is often good as well.’

It was a relief.

The talk show is structured so that the non-human viewers can enjoy the audience reaction itself, as if watching a reaction video.

Interesting. As expected, stories are enjoyable and reassuring when you are one step removed!

[Well then, let’s hear our guest’s story and recent news!]

The show proceeded smoothly.

‘Happy Ending Teddy’ spoke through the Host about the heart-wrenching but warm parting with its kind owner, and the blood-chilling abuse and refreshing revenge against a terrible owner.

And it heightened the immersion and atmosphere by showing props, photos, and drawings from that time.

The final climax.

[Ah, so the father who put out cigarettes on you and beat the child you played with… is in that audience right now!]

[That person…… is you!]

Bam!

A spotlight shines on an audience member.

[Please come up… Hahaha! Let’s welcome our second guest with a round of applause.]

It was the previous owner who had discarded the doll, planted among the audience.

The process of inviting them onto the stage and ‘Happy Ending Teddy’ personally turning that audience member into a teddy bear was even demonstrated.

Screams and blood were rampant, but the immersed audience members were both slightly horrified and gratified. People in the front row, who had even received raincoats from the staff, even clapped.

As if reading an interesting ghost story.

[Ah, wonderful. We have one more cute teddy bear.]

[Truly a great thing. Please give a big round of applause for our guest, Happy Ending Teddy, who even creates excellent added value!]

Woooooo!

Happy Ending Teddy trembled as it greeted the people happily.

And at this point….

[Then let’s move on to the next segment. Q&A!]

Braun raised one hand to his speaker part as if listening.

[Are you there? My friend!]

Now!

“I’m here. Friend!”

I raised my hand high and stood up from the middle of the audience seats.

Exclamations erupted from the people sitting around me.

And the glowing sign above my head.

To Braun’s friend,

Please tell us!

[For 100 seconds, my friend can ask the audience for their impressions of the talk show or ask fun questions! We’ll give wonderful prizes to those who answer properly, so let’s give it a try. Now….]

A clock appeared on Braun’s TV face.

[Starting now!]

Rumble.

Audience members raised their hands.

I pointed at myself with a slightly flustered expression.

“Um, are you all raising your hands without even listening to my introduction or the question…?”

Laughter.

“Ah, you’re saying there’s no time? All… ri… ght… theeeeen.”

I intentionally started speaking by dragging my words out incredibly slowly.

The laughter grew louder. Good.

“First question. ‘What was the most boring moment in this show?’”

[Friend!!]

“The moment where you couldn't stop yawning and thought it would have been better if I did it instead?!”

At the perfectly timed, planned reaction, intermittent laughter erupted among the audience again.

Some of the people in the front who were covered in the blood of the previous owner who became a teddy bear waved their raincoats even more enthusiastically.

I quickly approached those people and held out the microphone.

“Right now.”

[Ooh!]

Laughter erupted again. I intentionally looked at the person with a face full of betrayal, wondering how they could say such a thing, then moved on to the next question.

Perhaps because the previous segment was fun, the people’s reaction was much better than my worries.

It was almost bewitching.

‘Is it… fun?’

Somehow, I felt a bit excited.

The 100 seconds flew by in an instant, and it was the moment the microphone passed to an audience member who was almost the last in line.

“If you could ask for just one thing from this talk show, what would it be?”

To the question I shouted excitedly, the audience member shouted back excitedly.

“I want to take that teddy bear!”

Ah.

“You can’t.”

…….

In an instant, the audience went cold.

Even on the stage.

“…….”

Wh-why did I do that? No, first, I have to fix this.

I arched my eyebrows as if I had answered curtly on purpose.

Then I nodded as if I understood and said.

“Our dear guest, Teddy, says he doesn't want a serious relationship with an office worker who has no time because they're busy with overtime.”

“What?!”

Happy Ending Teddy hurriedly waved its arms from the sofa as if that wasn't the case. Seeing that, I nodded seriously and conveyed it to the audience member.

“He says he really doesn't want to.”

“…?!”

The teddy bear fell over. Laughter erupted from the audience.

“Just kidding. He says he’d be happy to go.”

“Wow! I love it. Dying of natural causes was my dream.”

“Really? Me too.”

I laughed and gave the audience member a high-five.

Phew. Somehow I managed to get through it.

‘Next!’

And I quickly turned my head for the next question. The next person who raised their hand the fastest….

Had a familiar appearance.

“…!!”

For a moment, I looked at that figure blankly.

An office worker wearing a mask and a suit.

‘…It’s the Field Exploration team from Daydream Inc.’

The workplace I used to attend.

And among them….

‘…It’s the people from D-Team.’

The three people I knew were sitting side by side.

How could those three, no, surely now only Section Chief Lizard is in D-Team, so how on earth….

[Ding! Time is up.]

Ah.

[Now! Let’s ask our friend. Who is today’s MVP audience member?]

“Today’s MVP is….”

I pointed to the last audience member.

“The guest adoption applicant.”

“Ooh!”

[Hahaha! I hope you die a happy, natural death!]

The selected audience member sat back down happily while receiving a beautifully wrapped gift.

Happy Ending Teddy was staring intently at that audience member.

“…….”

With that, my segment concluded, and I exited through the door to the applause of the audience.

My heart was thumping.

‘I did it.’

And around then.

[Let me introduce the next guest. Ah, wait, before that….]

[We’ll be right back after a commercial break!]

Aaaaagh!

Braun waved to the booing and cheering audience as the mid-roll commercial break began.

Phew!

[Soleum!]

Braun came backstage with a giant smiling emoticon filling his face, then swapped to a moved emoticon and gave me a high-five.

And then he patted my shoulder as if he were proud.

[Friend. You did very well! It was an excellence hard to believe for a first-time host. It was a very impressive 100 seconds. Ah, I’m truly admiring….]

“I don't think it was that much….”

[No! This is pure admiration, neither lip service nor flattery. Now that you’ve started to have passion for this show, you’re producing even better results.]

It was a happy thing.

“Um, but.”

I said with a smile.

“…I saw some familiar faces in the audience. Could I go have a short talk with them? Just for a moment during the break. Not long…….”

[Ah.]

The Host stopped.

And….

[Of course. Isn’t it a break? Feel free to go and talk.]

Phew.

I got permission! Thank goodness.

“Then I’ll be goi….”

[Wait.]

He grabbed my shoulder.

[However, you must not make any remarks that would make other audience members feel a sense of incongruity…. Oh, don’t forget. Even if the cameras are off, the audience still sees you as a cast member of the show.]

“…I understand.”

The TV head drew closer.

[You’ve kept that in mind?]

“…I’ll keep it in mind.”

[Very good!]

I stepped backward, moving away from the Host.

Then I stepped down from the stage and went around giving thanks while accompanied by staff, as if checking if the audience had any inconveniences.

Then… I finally arrived at the spot where the familiar masks were gathered.

The masks I knew.

“Roe…?”

“…Assistant Manager.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, Assistant Manager Eun Haje, and… even Supervisor Park Minseong were sitting there.

‘Wow.’

Being like this felt strange.

Because they looked just like they did before entering the Hungry Hangman Darkness.

“To think I’d see you here! It’s good to see you. Is everyone doing well?”

Section Chief Lizard and Assistant Manager Eun Haje nodded.

Supervisor Park Minseong also waved with a smiling face when our eyes met. He looked a bit pale, but he still looked healthy.

Had he gotten much better, allowing him to comfortably do outdoor activities on nights like this? It was a huge relief.

“Yeah. We’re doing well… Roe. Are you okay? How have you been?”

“Ah. I’ve been doing well.”

I could guarantee that.

However, I eventually couldn't help but ask.

“But today was my first appearance… I was wondering if I could ask how it was. I’m a bit nervous.”

Silence.

“It was very good.”

“…Thank you.”

Phew.

The silence was a bit concerning, but Assistant Manager Eun Haje isn't the type to give empty words, so it should be fine.

“Speaking of which, have you eaten today?”

“Eaten? Ea…….”

Ah.

Come to think of it, it seems like quite a bit of time has passed since I last ate.

So… before I prepared for the broadcast?

Was the last thing I ate on the train before moving to this job? It was something like that.

Anyway, my body is perfectly healthy, so it’s fine!

And it was a bit too personal a story to tell during a talk show break.

I waved my hand with a smile.

“It’s okay if I don't.”

“…….”

Supervisor Park Minseong quickly rummaged through his pocket and pulled something out.

“Roe. Still. It’s a break right now, isn't it? Why don’t you have a snack at least? This….”

“Ah, I’m sorry. I’m told that receiving gifts from audience members is only possible through official channels. It’s for transparent operation.”

I politely declined the old-fashioned candy Supervisor Park Minseong was holding out.

The expression of the Supervisor holding the Nostalgia Candy clouded over.

“Ah….”

…Did I do something wrong?

I thought hard and then came up with an alternative.

“Don’t worry. I have a candy exactly like that among the ones I have, so I’ll eat that one.”

“…!”

“Right.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje reached out and shook my hand.

Her hand was hot.

“Make sure you eat it.”

“…….”

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

Ah.

Section Chief Lizard was looking at me.

“Press the button.”

“……?”

I don't quite… know what he means by that.

But showing that I was flustered would be unprofessional.

“Yes. I will definitely do my best. Anyway, I hope you enjoy the show. Sleep well and hwaiting for tomorrow too.”

I hoped today’s attendance would be a small joy in their difficult daily lives.

Is this the heart of a show creator? The one Braun was talking about?

I observed the three people’s reactions.

‘Maybe it’s because they’re wearing masks, but I can’t really see their expressions….’

Wait a minute.

If they’re wearing masks, could they be in the middle of a darkness investigation right now?

If so, let’s reassure them!

“Ah. If you’re in here for ‘work’, there won’t be any problems. You can just enjoy the show happily and then go back.”

“…Is that so?”

“Yes! It’s very safe here.”

There would be few instances of darkness as easy to clear as this. In fact, hadn't it become even easier than during the Tuesday Talk Show?

‘Because none of the general audience members die!’

In fact, if we wanted to go more provocative, we could have given more horrific penalties like in the Tuesday Talk Show.

Now, it’s a comfortable atmosphere to the point where even other audience members can enjoy seeing people get what they deserve.

I felt a brief moment of gratitude toward Braun.

But Supervisor Park Minseong slightly shook his head.

“We didn't come for work.”

Huh?

“…We came to meet you. Roe.”

……Me?

“Roe. How on earth did things end up like thi….”

[Oh my, friend!]

“…!”

The Host beckoned from the stage.

Right. The commercial is almost over. That means the show is about to continue!

“I’ll be heading up now. I’ll see you again next time. Ah! I think this one will be really interesting... feel free to enjoy the show.”

“That....”

I ran toward the stage, waving to the audience without waiting for an answer.

The lights were blinding.

The talk show ended today to thunderous applause and cheers.

[Thank you. Then we’ll see you again tomorrow at 11:33 PM, everyone!]

Braun skillfully wrapped up the broadcast and, as always, took care of the staff and officials on the stage after the lights went out.

And so did I.

I was staring at the empty audience seats when I suddenly snapped out of it and received his praise.

[How was it? It was more fun than you expected, wasn't it, Soleum?]

“Yeah. Um... it was better than I expected.”

[I’m very glad to hear that. Good. I’ll talk to the writers about having Soleum appear once or twice a week from now on. ‘Braun’s Friend’!]

“Ah, yeah.”

Perhaps because I felt recognized, my stomach felt a bit fluttery. Let’s take it as a good thing!

Then the Host asks in passing.

[Ah. Was your conversation with your former colleagues enjoyable, Friend? I saw them talking to you from the audience.]

“…! Yeah. It was good to see them after a long time.”

[I see. I’m curious about what kind of pleasant conversation you had!]

“Ah, they were checking to see if I had eaten.”

[Aha, our show always provides a dedicated catering service for the staff's meals….]

The TV screen blurs.

[…You haven’t even touched a meal. Mr. Roe Deer. You haven’t applied for the personal catering service either. Goodness! I told you about it on the first day.]

I just didn’t feel like it. I awkwardly rubbed the back of my neck.

“I was fine without eating.”

[Good heavens! You’re making me look like a villainous partner who doesn’t even provide meals. No, it’s my mistake. A new crew member might miss things while busy adjusting, so this Braun should have paid more attention as a friend….]

Braun reached out his hand.

[They say inspiration and ideas come from physical strength. Promise me you won’t do this again.]

Well. It didn't really make a difference, and I actually felt like I was in good condition....

“Um. I’ll try.”

[Oh dear, my friend has even learned bad industry-style habits!]

Braun chided me jokingly, but he didn't force the issue any further.

It was time for a break now.

[I’m telling you this just in case you forget to rest, but to create the best show, you also need sufficient rest, Soleum!]

“I get it. See you in a bit, then.”

I parted ways with Braun for a moment.

Then, passing the staff, I went around the backstage and headed to my waiting room.

Click.

After opening the door and going inside, I rolled up my sleeves and looked at my arm.

My tattoos, invisible under the makeup.

“…Hmm.”

It was strange. It seemed that tattoos covered so they couldn't be seen wouldn't function.

‘The live broadcast is over now, so I can wash off the makeup.’

I rubbed the makeup off.

: Socius :

: Benefactor :

Then I reached my hand into the tattoo that served as my inventory and took something out.

‘It’s been a while since I’ve seen this, too.’

What I held in my hand was a Nostalgia Candy.

‘Since I told them I’d eat.’

Well... I wasn’t particularly hungry or lacking energy, but.

After a moment of thought, I opened a piece of candy and put it in my mouth.

Chomp.

Chapter 123

[Oh, dear.]

The Nostalgia Candy I was holding in my hand vanished.

“…!”

[Goodness! Mr. Roe Deer, were you trying to make a meal out of candy?]

“Haha….”

[This simply won't do!]

The vanished Nostalgia Candy reappeared in Braun’s gloved hand like magic, then disappeared again with a theatrical flourish.

…It was gone, completely.

“…….”

Ah, was I supposed to applaud?

Clap, clap, clap….

When I struck my palms together, Braun bowed his head like a magician taking a bow.

“Um, where did the candy go…?”

[Mr. Roe Deer, your first meal in a month is a stale old candy from who-knows-when! Oh, this is an insult to catering.]

Snap.

The Host snapped his fingers.

[Some say the passion for creation stems from hunger… but my standards are a bit different!]

[First, let us have some proper food.]

At the Host's request, faceless employees opened the door to my waiting room and greeted me cheerfully.

Then, a white tablecloth was spread over the table in one corner of the room, and food began to be laid out with clockwork precision.

It was steaming hot Western cuisine.

A full-course dinner that looked like it should be served in stages was placed on the table all at once.

[Since you didn't make a special request, Mr. Roe Deer, this Braun has personally made a selection today.]

[There, you’ll feel much better once you’ve finished your meal….]

“…….”

…I suddenly realized that it had been a very long time since I’d seen warm food.

The Host, sitting across from me, displayed a smiling emoticon on his TV screen and waved the cutlery on either side of it.

Bon appetit!!

…For some reason, the surroundings felt dark.

It was as if a spotlight were shining only on the feast on the table…….

Glint.

My silver ring shimmered under the light illuminating the table, then looked dull again as it was overtaken by the light reflecting off a fork.

“…….”

I hesitated for a moment before finally picking up the utensils.

But just as I was debating what to eat first….

[As for a drink to go with it… yes, Mr. Roe Deer. You said you liked grapes, didn't you?]

“……!”

With a flourish of the Host's hand, a curved glass bottle filled with a shimmering ruby liquid appeared on the table.

A wine bottle.

[It is a very high-quality wine. I received it as a gift while hosting a quiz show previously, and I’ve decided to open it to commemorate my friend's successful first appearance….]

I absentmindedly read the vintage printed on the bottle. 1999.

It was the same year the 'Happy Ending Teddy' edition—the guest I had recruited this time—was manufactured.

“…Did you match it with the manufacturing year of this broadcast's guest by any chance?”

[Ah, an audience member who notices such details is always a delight. You are correct!]

[I prepared it as a celebration. After all, wasn't it your debut stage!]

[Ah, a great entertainer must always pay attention to such details to ensure an emotional impact. Soleum, I hope this serves as a good lesson for you….]

The Host personally uncorked the wine.

The ruby liquid swirled into a glass and was placed before me.

[Well then… shall we have a glass?]

……Hmm.

It felt awkward not to drink when he’d gone this far, but for some reason, even though my appetite was returning, my motivation wasn't.

[…Oh dear. Is it not to your liking, Mr. Roe Deer? It seems my talent for reading a friend's heart was lacking. How embarrassing for a broadcaster….]

“Ah, no. That’s not it.”

I felt a bit anxious.

I picked up the wine poured into the glass and….

Drank it.

…….

“It’s delicious.”

[Is it not? Please, enjoy it at your leisure….]

“Okay.”

I picked up my utensils.

“…….”

The meal continued.

For some reason, the more I ate and drank, the clearer my head felt.

It was as if nutrients were flooding into a weary body… no, that wasn't a metaphor; that was exactly what was happening.

‘I thought I was in good condition.’

I might have been more exhausted than I realized.

…….

…Wait, hold on!

‘Of course I would be, if I haven't eaten for a month!’

Common sense says it's impossible for a human to be fine after not eating for a month.

‘I should be dead.’

Good grief. I’m only realizing this now?

[Hm? Mr. Roe Deer, is there a problem with the food?]

“No. That’s not it.”

I continued eating.

The more I ate, the more I felt my brain starting to function properly.

‘Even if I wasn't contaminated by this Darkness, it seems I was being affected by it to some extent.’

My mind must have been in a daze.

I had just been working like a madman ever since I got here.

Was I just too excited that I wasn't scared anymore…? Anyway.

‘I’d better check.’

I almost pulled another candy out of my tattoo, but I stopped, feeling it might be a waste.

Besides, I needed the Great Host's permission.

“Braun, could you give me back the candy you took earlier?”

[Hm?]

“Now that I’ve finished my meal, I’d like to have one for dessert.”

[Oh… I see. Certainly.]

Braun placed a single candy back onto my palm.

The Nostalgia Candy.

[Here it is, Soleum!]

I remembered clearly now.

‘Eating this candy returns your body to its peak condition within the last ten years.’

It was thanks to this that I survived Sekwang Technical High School.

‘Good.’

I popped the candy into my mouth.

…….

Hmm.

‘Nothing’s changing?’

It… just felt like a confirmation.

‘This must mean that I’m currently in my best possible state.’

They say stress is the root of all illness, so I guess it really is important for a person to do work that suits their aptitude.

In the future, I should just…… not work without eating….

Even if it felt like skipping meals was no problem because I was working in a supernatural talk show, it was clearly having an effect.

‘Come to think of it, working all the time was a bit strange too.’

I set down my empty wine glass and spoke seriously.

“Braun. No matter how much I think about it, I have to say this….”

[Hm?]

“About my employment contract. Shouldn't we discuss things like vacations and salary?”

[Oh… Soleum.]

Braun looked at me with a somewhat dubious expression, and the emoticon on the TV screen touched its forehead.

[Of course, the crew of my show are guaranteed sufficient vacation and silver coins…. I am quite perplexed as to what kind of explanation you heard on your first day.]

I-Is that so?

‘Was I not in my right mind because I hadn't eaten?’

Now that I thought about it, my memories of the first few days after I started working here were a bit fuzzy.

I think I even lost all the items I used at Daydream Inc…. This is driving me crazy.

“Sorry. But I’d like to negotiate the working conditions now, if possible.”

[Of course, Mr. Roe Deer!]

After a good meal and with a clear head, I engaged in intense negotiations with the Host and finalized the employment contract.

Two days off a week, summer and winter vacations, 50 Oddity's Silver Coins, and a performance-based bonus every six months….

Hmm. Not bad.

[Then let us plan to sign the contract before this week is over!]

“Got it.”

[Now you will officially be working for the talk show. Ah, that’s right. I actually had a surprise idea that came to me during today’s live broadcast!]

[I stopped by the waiting room to tell you, but I was so shocked to see you popping a candy on an empty stomach after a month of fasting that I nearly forgot. My goodness!]

“Haha… um. Sorry. What was it?”

Braun pointed to my forearm with his gloved hand.

[I’m talking about your tattoos, Mr. Roe Deer.]

Ah.

I lifted my arm and looked at the text.

The skin of my forearm, where the makeup had been smudged, was mottled and reddish.

[It must be a chore to get makeup done every time you appear. Oh, a workaholic like Mr. Roe Deer, who tries to work even when given break time, would find it even more so! In that sense….]

[Why don't we just erase them entirely?]

“…….”

[Think about it. It would save time, and it’s a chance to be free from those bothersome shackles….]

“Wait a minute.”

[‘Wait a minute’? Aha, is there something bothering you?]

“These tattoos have been very useful in many ways.”

[Haha! Is that all!]

[That was back when you were working for that painful company that offered neither fun nor proper treatment.]

[Soleum, aren't you a member of the crew for this wonderful talk show now? You will be treated well wherever you go. You can even get free sundae ice cream at the boutique. Come now, let's wipe away these messy scraps of text.]

Hmm.

“Still, I think… I could use these in a fun way.”

Especially the inventory tattoo.

‘I could use it for some interesting directing on the talk show, too.’

I could pull something out of my arm like magic to surprise the audience. Even if I wasn't on stage, it would be useful for helping the staff carry sets or lights in an emergency.

“Why should I get rid of an ability I already have? I’m asking because I’m not really convinced.”

[Hmm.]

The Host clasped his hands together.

[I see, Soleum. Now that you’ve eaten and regained your strength, you’re showing more of your true, independent self…. Good!]

[In that case, I will look into this separately. I’ll find something that can produce a very similar effect.]

[To even covet a magician's tricks! Such a passionate attitude is truly moving. Haha!]

An emoticon wiping away tears appeared on Braun’s TV screen.

[Then enjoy the rest of your break, friend!]

“Yeah. Thanks.”

The Host watched until the catering staff had finished cleaning up the remains of the meal in my waiting room, then waved and left.

“Phew.”

I sat down on the sofa.

The next talk show segment wasn't one I was appearing in, and since the guest recruitment and directing meetings for this week were already finished, I had some free time.

‘Shall I do some organizing, then?’

Since I might end up erasing the tattoos, it wouldn't be a bad idea to organize the items inside first.

Now that I’d noticed I’d lost the items I received from Daydream Inc., I should properly check what else was in there as well.

Tack.

I reached my hand into the inventory tattoo and began taking various items out and lining them up on the table.

‘Most things are perfectly fine.’

Other than the company items, the only thing missing was the Blood Bath… ah, that was in the bathroom. So it’s not there.

Even the exclusive equipment made by the company was still there….

Among them were things I hadn't made myself, but had received as gifts.

“Ah.”

I pulled out a black button the size of a fingernail.

…It was Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s communication button.

‘Is this the button Section Chief Lee Jaheon was talking about?’

Well, I guess she meant for us to stay in touch.

‘I’m grateful.’

I’ll have to try using it when I get a vacation and go outside. I tucked the button away with a smile.

And after passing by the Happy Maker, emergency rations, Blood-Sucking Knife, wrapping paper, and the Necronomicon….

I also saw a red button.

We Help! - ₩66,666,666

‘Surely he wasn't talking about this button.’

This was the kind of thing you press only in a moment of absolute desperation!

There was no reason or need for him to suggest it to someone who had successfully changed jobs and was working perfectly fine.

I casually placed it on the table.

‘Is that almost everything?’

There was almost nothing left in the tattoo… ah, one more thing.

A paper bag with a theme park mascot on it emerged from the tattoo.

What filled the bag was a dragon-shaped churros.

[Blue Soda Churros]

Wow.

‘It’s been so long, I can’t even remember when I got this.’

I think I kept it after selling one to a Disaster Management Bureau official?

Since it had been kept in the inventory tattoo, it didn't seem to have spoiled.

I was about to place it on the table… when I felt a strange sensation and examined it.

I could read text that I couldn't read before.

Ecstatic taste

A healthy snack for children

A healthy snack, huh.

‘…Is it okay to eat?’

I mean, well, the Host said it was okay to eat the candy.

And he told me to make sure I ate well!

‘If I erase the tattoo, it’ll go bad anyway, so maybe it’s better to just eat it now.’

It would be a waste otherwise.

‘Right.’

I put the churros in my mouth.

The churros, with a texture like popping candy, crunched in my mouth and slid down my throat….

And then.

And then…….

“~~!!”

Something surged up from my throat.

Splatter, gush.

Dark blue water began to pour out of the mouth that had just swallowed the churros.

Seawater that smelled of salt.

“…!! ~!!”

Seawater, completely filling my throat and mouth, poured frantically onto the floor of the talk show waiting room.

I-I can't breathe!

I can't breathe!

‘W-What is this….’

What kind of "healthy snack" is this, you f—… no! I shouldn't swear! But what the hell am I supposed to do in this situation….

A-Ah, no. My mind is growing hazy, maybe from the lack of oxygen. I-I’m going to die…….

…….

‘That.’

We Help.

I barely managed to place my hand on the table.

As I scrambled through the belongings I’d laid out, the moment my hand touched the red button.

“~!!”

I slammed my arm down on the table and pressed the button frantically.

Now seawater was streaming out of my eyes, nose, and ears.

‘H-Help me….’

And then.

Peeeeeeeeeek!

An alarm blared insanely inside my head…….

[Emergency call complete]

My consciousness flickered out.

-Assistant Manager Kim Soleum.

“…….”

-Assistant Manager Kim Soleum.

“Gasp!!”

What the f—!

I jumped up, startled out of my wits.

Or at least, I thought I’d jumped up….

Everything was pitch black.

…….

I couldn't see anything. No, I couldn't feel anything. I had no sense of touch. No sense of smell, no sense of hearing! Nothing! There was nothing! Nothing….

-Are you awake?

“…!!”

A familiar tone of voice echoed in my head.

That was….

“…Team Leader Lee Jaheon?”

-Yes.

In that moment.

Thump!!

The world vibrated.

‘W-What was that!’

-Please wait a moment.

And a few seconds later.

My vision suddenly opened up.

My waiting room, half-filled with water. It was the scene I’d seen right before losing consciousness.

But I wasn't seeing it ‘directly’.

It was as if… a screen like a CCTV feed, as if I were peeping through someone else’s eyes, was floating in front of me…….

“……!”

The vision on the screen checked its own limbs.

My tattoo visible on the wrist.

…It was me.

It was a view of someone else controlling my body!

-Moving now.

And the vision began to move.

W-Wait, what?!

‘Hold on, could this be….’

“W-Wait a minute. Are you the one moving my body right now, Team Leader?”

-Yes.

I swallowed hard.

“……Were you summoned by the ‘We Help’ button?”

-Yes.

“…….”

Wait a second.

Wait a second!

The 'We Help!' button sold at the Alien Shop… summoned Section Chief Lee Jaheon?

“Team Leader.”

I swallowed hard.

“…Are you, by any chance, the alien from the Cosmic shopping mall?”

-? Yes.

AAAAAAHH!!
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Cosmic shopping mall.

Also known as the Alien Shop.

It was a bizarre ghost story website that sold expensive, supernatural, and mysterious items, which had allowed me to equip myself with useful items and gear.

But….

‘…Group Leader Lizard is an alien from there?’

I tried to swallow, but I was startled to realize that I had no physical body.

Because right now, it seemed like Section Chief Lizard was inside my body.

So I asked instead.

It was a truly unbelievable question.

“…Are you the operator of the Cosmic shopping mall?”

And the answer was….

-No.

Ah.

‘Then what kind of affiliate is he?’

I was a bit curious, but that wasn't what was important right now.

The situation had been handled.

‘Phew.’

I looked at my waiting room through a vision that felt like a CCTV feed.

The dark blue masses of water that had been pouring out were now pooling on the floor and dispersing, and the waiting room looked fine, aside from being a bit cluttered.

Whatever it was, it seemed the situation was resolved when I was kicked out and Group Leader Lee Jaheon entered.

Seeing as he was no longer spitting out water.

‘I’m really grateful for that….’

It was a relief that my body didn't die, thanks to Group Leader Lee Jaheon. I let out a mental sigh of relief and said: “Anyway, thank you. Since things have calmed down now, I’d like you to leave my body.”

-…….

“…Group Leader Lee Jaheon?”

-Executing Escape Protocol via the Emergency Pager.

Suddenly, my field of vision moved.

“…?!”

I—that is, Section Chief Lee Jaheon—moved and seemed to sweep up all my items on the table, storing them in the tattoo.

Wait a minute, what are you doing—

-In 3 minutes, I will authorize a Holy Fire Barrage….

What?

“St-Stop. Please stop.”

What kind of crazy talk was this? A barrage?

“I don’t know what that is, but why on earth would you use it now?”

-As an optional feature included in the Emergency Pager, it mobilizes all means of force available for export by the Union until the user is transported to a safe location.

-During the process of Kim Soleum’s escape, it will be mobilized….

“I said!”

This Lizard… no, this Reptilian Alien!

I spoke as if I wanted to grit my teeth.

“I’m asking why I have to escape.”

The footsteps in my vision stopped.

I was just living a meaningful and fun life at my new job on the talk show, so I didn't know why the word "escape" was suddenly being brought up.

It had already been over a month since I escaped Daydream Inc.

“I’ve adjusted well to my new workplace, and I’m doing fine without any particular problems. This isn’t even a dangerous situation.”

It was lucky that this was a break time; if it had been in the middle of a meeting or the talk show, I don't know what kind of nuisance this would have been….

-I see.

Right. So now that you’ve handled everything, if you just return my body to me— -When was the last time you slept?

“…….”

That was…….

Before I came to this talk show, so….

A month ago.

-Animals must eat and sleep to survive.

“…….”

-The fact that those are not necessary means that you are closer to a supernatural being than a natural animal.

So, that meant I...

Had become a ghost story.

“……No. I… have not been contaminated. I can think properly, and my ethical standards haven’t changed.”

-Is that so.

“Of course.”

-Then why was the waiting room flooded with water?

“That’s because I ate a churro…….”

-Do you mean the snack you stated you received from the Cheerful Theme Park?

“…….”

-If you were in your normal state, there is a high probability you wouldn't have consumed food derived from the Darkness without hesitation.

-Why did you press the emergency call button?

“……That’s because the water was pouring out like I was suffocating.”

-In a situation of suffocation, it is unnatural to press a bizarre escape button of unknown origin or effect.

-You agonized countless times over whether to press the button when you were at risk of dying on the Death Road, but you gave up on your superior's advice.

“But….”

-It is normal to ask others for help.

“…….”

Was I… using objects from ghost stories so naturally, like everyday items, without even realizing it?

-You have become subordinate to this Darkness.

“…! That, that’s not it!”

That much I could definitely refute.

“Even now, if I want to, I can leave at any time. I just have to ask the Host for a vacation.”

-‘The Host.’

-Is that what you originally called the talk show presenter?

“…!”

B-But.

Even if we were partners, the one hosting this talk show was Braun.

So wouldn't it be natural to call him "the Host" with respect while working?

I was starting to feel strange.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon had certainly been my superior before, but now that I had resigned, he was just an acquaintance. Was it right for him to interfere in my private life like this?

Shouldn't I be offended?

-Assistant Manager Kim Soleum.

But the one using my body right now was Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

No!

“D-Don’t use the barrage. So many staff members put their heart and soul into making this talk show.”

I spoke desperately.

“It’s not like the audience members are dying. So….”

-They die.

“…….”

What did you just say….

-The people invited as audience members to this talk show receive a thank-you card the day after the viewing. The card is sent through the medium they used to apply for the audience seats.

-And on that card, detailed instructions on how to meet the guest of that day's talk show, who was ‘particularly impressive,’ are written.

“…….”

-Several audience members show a tendency to be completely fascinated by the talk show. Therefore….

-They willingly enter the Darkness to meet the guest.

It felt like my non-existent heart was thumping, echoing throughout my entire body.

I thought of the audience member I interviewed yesterday.

The… sight of the ‘Happy Ending Teddy’ staring intently at that audience member who wanted to adopt him.

What I felt then was definitely….

Repulsion.

-We have confirmed at least three cases of confirmed death or disappearance of past audience members.

“…….”

My mind was reeling.

I felt nauseous.

Since I didn't have a physical body right now, feeling nauseous was strange.

It was a psychological reaction.

So….

The shock of realizing something absurd.

“…….”

What had I been doing all this time?

What kind of broadcast was this talk show, exactly?

But Braun… no,

No.

Braun never promised not to harm the audience.

He only guaranteed that he wouldn't make me scared.

I shouldn't have conveniently interpreted the situation based on my common sense.

‘A ghost story is….’

Originally, that's what it was.

“…….”

-Kim Soleum, you must escape from this talk show immediately.

My head felt cold.

“Group Leader.”

I knew it.

I wasn't contaminated.

At least, not in that train restroom where I decided to come to this talk show.

But, but….

“I… think I was thinking about something wrong.”

I had overlooked it.

Even if they aren't contaminated, humans can always make wrong judgments.

They get scammed, commit crimes, have illusions, misunderstand…… and sometimes believe in things they shouldn't.

Perhaps….

That was the case now as well.

“For now… if possible, leaving this talk show and thinking about it a bit more… wouldn't be bad.”

I thought I needed some time to think alone….

-Yes.

“But no barrage!”

If I had a body, I would have wiped my face with my dry hands.

“With something like that, you can never beat the Host in this studio….”

I was sure of it.

‘The moment we’re caught, we’ll be incinerated.’

On the day I’m generously just charged a fee, I might have to work on this talk show without pay until I die—no, even after that.

…It was even more terrifying that the thought of that not being so bad crossed my mind.

-Do you know the exit of the studio?

“…I don’t.”

I didn't even know how large this studio was.

I knew there were an unbelievable variety of sets and warehouses. But I didn't know how many floors there were or how far each area extended.

At some point, I naturally became able to find my way around the staff area, but everything else was still vague.

I had mostly stayed in the waiting room area or only briefly visited other areas when accompanied by other staff members….

‘I haven't left here once in a month.’

It made sense, as my waiting room was comfortable enough, I didn't feel the need for food, clothing, or shelter, and I was busy with the adjustment period.

“But it would be foolish to just walk out the exit without even taking a vacation, so I’d rather sneak out…….”

…….

Ah.

-Were you going to suggest sneaking out?

“No. We can’t.”

Good god.

The idea of sneaking out was impossible. Because….

“…The Host knows where I am, no matter where I am.”

Because he checked the tag.

Since I called him through the ‘Good Friend’ contract, he can find me forever, until I die.

So no matter where I went, he could follow me now….

…….

-Do you want to try persuading him to give you a vacation?

“No.”

When the Host asks why I want a vacation, there's no way he won't notice that Section Chief Lee Jaheon is in my body instead.

Besides, even if I did it myself… I wasn't confident.

‘I feel like I’d be persuaded back….’

Because it seemed like I would blindly and happily accept working on the talk show again, whether the audience died or not.

Being the host of a legendary ghost story talk show wasn't just about having great eloquence; he was terrifying to the point of feeling like a supernatural phenomenon himself….

The fact that I was able to scare the Good Friend before was likely only thanks to the constraints of the ‘Good Friend’ contract.

My heart grew cold.

-I see.

-Even if we escape after partially destroying the studio, the source of the danger can find Kim Soleum immediately, so it is meaningless. Is this description correct?

“…Yes.”

There was no way out.

No, even if I got out, it was meaningless.

It felt like a perfect airtight seal.

…….

‘……No.’

There’s a crack everywhere.

‘The Host probably doesn't know yet that I called Section Chief Lee Jaheon with an item.’

In that case.

“…Section Chief, how long can you stay in that body?”

-As Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I can remain for 60 hours.

-Furthermore, the caller cannot arbitrarily stop its use. The Emergency Pager is only deactivated when the caller escapes the dangerous situation.

It was an obscure choice of words.

But that amount of time was plenty.

Enough to time it for when there might be a gap.

“Let’s wait while we prepare.”

I calmed my anxiety and began to rack my brain.

“…Until just before the talk show starts.”

Time passed.

Preparations for the live broadcast of the talk show began.

Then, most of the staff would be busy setting up equipment, moving between the backstage and the stage.

Normally, I would be in the thick of it, checking equipment or talking with the Host. Or I could just attend meetings, and sometimes I would snoop around other departments.

‘As production staff, not the cast, I can do that.’

Especially since I worked as the creator of the talk show rather than on-site preparation staff, there was nothing I was specifically required to do during the live broadcast.

So, whatever I did was reasonably natural….

For instance, even if I wandered all over the place as if I were on an errand or looking for something.

“It’s over there.”

I was frantically searching the studio, where almost all the Faceless Staff had left.

I was looking for one thing.

“There must be a place where the guest waiting rooms are clustered.”

I had definitely heard it.

‘They said there’s a guest entrance.’

Every guest had a place where they originally existed, and I heard that something… ‘considerate’ was done so that they could be comfortably invited to the studio.

‘I have to find that.’

Of course, finding the waiting room itself was a tricky task for me.

The moment I left the waiting room or the staff area, I couldn't find my sense of direction, as if I were in a maze.

However, Section Chief Lee Jaheon….

‘…He’s incredibly fast.’

Is he winning by sheer volume…?

My field of vision shifted rapidly as he checked numerous paths and signs, moving with strength and speed that made it hard to believe he was using the same body as me.

‘His performance is the same as if it were his own body.’

Maybe Section Chief Lizard could use that kind of stamina and strength in any body….

The only problem was….

Tap, tap.

“…!”

My field of vision turned.

A Faceless Staff member gestured as if asking why I was here and offering to guide me if I was lost.

“……Tell him I have an errand and will return as soon as I’m finished.”

-I have an errand and will return as soon as I’m finished.

The Faceless Staff member didn't suggest it a second time and seemed to disappear… only to reappear from around a corner with another staff member!

“…….”

Gulp.

If I had a body, I would have swallowed hard….

‘No.’

If I looked suspicious here, news would get to the Host immediately. And if that happened….

I’d go back to hosting the talk show happily.

With my doubts cleanly resolved, thanks to his kind ‘persuasion.’

‘…….’

The new staff member gestured.

“It looks like that staff member is offering to do the errand for me….”

-It is not necessary.

Group Leader!!

“Te-Tell him it seems more meaningful if I do it directly. Tell him it’s not a big deal, so a newcomer like me wants to do it quietly and quickly.”

-I-It seems more meaningful if I do it directly.

“…….”

No, that…….

-It is not a big deal, so a newcomer like me wants to do it quietly and quickly.

Fortunately, the staff members nodded at those words and disappeared. Since the live broadcast was just around the corner, it seemed they had no more time to waste here…….

‘Phew….’

-Moving out.

‘It’s like controlling a robot.’

A robot with about ten times more strength and stamina than me.

I let out mental sighs of relief one after another, sharing the vision of Section Chief Lee Jaheon as he continued the search.

There were a few more heart-stopping, close-call moments, but we passed them safely.

And not long after.

-Found it.

“…!”

Click.

A door opens in my vision.

Guest Area

The vision before me, which felt like a CCTV feed, now showed a dark corridor with a classic atmosphere.

Numerous doors were lined up, and the doorplates of the guests who had appeared over the past month were still attached, having not been replaced….

As if one was used each time a guest appeared.

“…….”

…A bizarre and ominous feeling, which I hadn't felt over the past month, was transmitted even through a single layer…….

I swallowed hard.

“Now, please find the door labeled ‘Happy Ending Teddy.’”

Soon, my vision moved rapidly, and in an instant, it found one door.

A light was brightly lit on the bulb above today's guest waiting room door nearby, but I ignored that and went to the door next to it.

The previous day's guest waiting room, with its bulb almost extinguished.

Happy Ending Teddy

Click.

…The inside of the dark waiting room hadn't been cleaned yet, and everything was scaled to the size of a rag doll.

And traces left by the Teddy Bear remained.

…Including the traces left over from making teddy bears.

“…….”

I tried hard not to look at the body parts and skin.

It was a relief that it wasn't difficult since Section Chief Lee Jaheon was the one controlling my body right now.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon checked the inside of the waiting room, turning his vision quickly, and finally found something.

-It is a dollhouse door.

The colorful door on one side of the wall was barely small enough to reach my waist, and it looked as if it had been made for a child's toy….

“Let’s go out through there.”

Creeeeeak.

…In my vision, I saw my hand open that small door, and then I saw myself crawling on my stomach toward the dark space…….

A light was visible ahead.

And after a moment.

“…!”

My vision became bright again.

I saw a modern corridor.

A modern style finished with concrete and paint, contrasting enough with Braun's classic and elegant studio.

And a voice could be heard from over there….

-Now! The item I’m going to introduce today is one that turns your hair into living snakes….

The voice of a home shopping host selling an impossible item.

Delusion Home Shopping!

‘I knew it.’

Since the ‘Happy Ending Teddy’ said he received sponsorship from this side during the last broadcast, I thought the door might be connected here.

‘Good.’

I breathed a sigh of relief.

Hadn't I tried this before on the Death Road? Moving from ghost story to ghost story.

‘Since it’s also a broadcasting station studio, it might take a while for the Host to notice.’

Besides, the live broadcast would be starting soon, so he wouldn't have the luxury of chasing me here.

No, maybe I could find a good item here to prevent the Host from tracking me.

'If it's Section Chief Lee Jaheon's physical strength, it shouldn't be dangerous here.'

Let's bet on that.

As my vision shifted, I was heading out into a bright corridor.

I said, calming my excitement.

"Manager, for now, in a way that isn't conspicuous and would be helpful..."

[Oh dear.]

Gr

ab

I am dangling in mid-air.

Someone's hand is holding me.

[I see you've taken a wrong turn, Friend! To think you'd leave the studio. The passages are quite complicated, aren't they?]

A kind, smiling emoticon appears on the massive... truly massive TV before my eyes.

[The live broadcast is just around the corner, so I have no time. I've brought you back like this for now. Please rest well. You'll actually find it more comfortable!]

Beneath it, a giant gloved hand, which had been holding me by the scruff of my neck, supported my back and bottom before carefully placing me on a dark brown desk.

[Oh, I, who have already experienced a similar body, can guarantee it.... Seeing you like this makes me feel a bit nostalgic.]

[‘Good Friend’.]

Now I have a body.

But I cannot move.

The lights of Braun's Late-Night Talk Show twinkling before my eyes, the audience seats, and....

A space where everything is giant.

My reflection is shown on the black TV screen....

[Now, now... please sit here comfortably and watch the talk show. It's about to begin!]

I am.

A plush doll.
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I didn't know.

From the perspective of a hand-sized plush doll, just how gargantuan and overwhelming a talk show set could appear.

How much pressure it would feel like to have everything be unnaturally massive, yet find myself unable to even blink an eye or struggle once.

Especially.

If there was a bizarre Host with a TV for a head casting a giant shadow right beside me.

That vivid voice….

[Now, let’s welcome today’s guest!]

‘~~!’

The vibration travels through me, shaking my internal stuffing.

But regardless of whatever situation I am in, the talk show continues.

‘The guest….’

Classic light bulbs flash as the door opens.

The eerie ghost story—an idea I had proposed during a meeting that was adopted as a ‘very good idea’—walks through the door and sits in the guest chair.

To be precise, a staff member picks up the guest and leans them against the guest seat.

Since it was a human-shaped thing made of wooden sticks.

The Red Scarecrow!

Its head was wrapped in cloth, with a person’s eyes, nose, and mouth scribbled haphazardly with a red marker.

Even that was smeared by rainwater, making it look even more grotesque.

A monster that lures people into a city-sized cornfield to make them lose their way, then turns into a monster at night to hunt them down one by one until they go missing.

It sat there, a chilling ghost story based on a famous American urban legend that I had recommended for the <Dark Exploration Record> because I thought it would suit the atmosphere of this talk show.

I felt like I was going to vomit.

But nothing happened.

Because I was a plush doll.

I had no mouth, no stomach, and no small intestine.

[It was difficult to bring you all the way to this seat. Now then…….]

As the Host moved toward the guest, the pressure shaking my entire body eased slightly.

The scarecrow could not answer the Host’s words, and its scribbled face stared eerily into empty space, but the Host conducted the interview perfectly well on his own.

[Oh, I hear that most recently, fleeing bank robbers entered the cornfield! How exciting….]

The story of how bank robbers, entering a cornfield to evade police search, met the Red Scarecrow and all became fertilizer for the corn and innards for the scarecrow.

An ‘Exploration Record’ that was relatively less ethically uncomfortable yet packed with tension unfolded, adding humor and thrills.

“Wow, that’s seriously chilling.”

“Awesome.”

The people sitting in the audience watched the show with great joy and excitement, gasping in surprise or fear, yet never losing their smiles.

Yes.

As if they could enjoy watching any terrible thing happen as long as they all laughed together.

Even as the interview flowed in a ghastly direction where innocent victims were appearing, the audience cheered and found it thrilling.

‘They’ve been Contaminated.’

I knew it now.

All these people were slowly being Contaminated while watching this talk show.

And perhaps, I was too…….

Even if I wasn't at first, gradually, as the talk show proceeded.

[That was an exciting story! Wasn't it? Oh, please give a warm round of applause to our guest, who has stepped out of the cornfield and stood before the public for the first time!]

The eerie scarecrow was still just eyes, nose, and a mouth scribbled with red marker.

However, now those eyes somehow seemed to be looking at the audience…….

[Now… then, it’s time to move on to the next segment… that’s right! It started just last episode! Do you remember this short segment, viewers?]

To Braun’s Friend

Let us know!

Wait a minute.

[Regrettably, today isn't the day my friend originally appears, so he couldn't come in his original form….]

[But with burning passion, he has come to find us in a new form.]

He picks me up.

My body dangles in the air, my head and arms bobbing in the void, held by a massive, gloved hand.

[Can you see? This is my friend!]

The audience cackled and pointed fingers, then clapped and cheered.

He began to talk while holding me like a puppet. Like ventriloquism.

[Now, what was that, friend? Aha!]

[I will give you 100 seconds to ask questions, so please answer. Audience!]

The Host mimicked my way of speaking and my intonation with chilling smoothness. My plush arms waved toward the audience. The people laughed.

The sensation of my spirit trying to become elated is terrifying.

[Now, shall we hear what kind of question my friend will ask?]

The TV speaker tilted toward me.

…I cannot speak.

Because a plush doll has no mouth.

But….

‘I can think.’

This thought is intensely conveyed to the other party.

Just as I had understood the voice of the Good Friend.

So….

I thought.

‘I want to stop.’

[…Aha! My friend says he’s very nervous.]

[But now, the first question is… oh, how bold. ‘If you were to redraw the Red Scarecrow’s face, what would you draw?’]

‘I want to stop.’

[Something cute! Oh, what a good answer. My friend thinks so too, right?]

‘I want to stop.’

[Of course, Braun!]

I continued to show a rejection response to the Host’s words.

But the Host continued his ventriloquism with unbelievable composure, moving the doll as if I were enthusiastically responding.

After 100 seconds had passed like that.

[Hahaha! Thank you! That was 'Braun's Friend'!]

[Now it’s time to welcome a new guest. Before that… let’s take a quick commercial break!]

The moment the camera stopped and the lights on the stage went out.

…….

…….

[How dare you interfere with a live broadcast.]

My body froze.

The giant TV head leaned down and whispered to me.

[This is unacceptable. Soleum, have you started thinking with straw instead of a brain, just like the scarecrow? To think you’d dare try to ruin the show!!]

My head was pressed. My head was crushed between his gloved fingers as if my brain had vanished.

[My goodness… this is… how can you be so shameless.]

[As a Good Friend, I actively cooperated with whatever you did! And yet, Mr. Roe Deer, you’re trying to ruin this live talk show broadcast, which is now your workplace.]

[This is absolutely unacceptable….]

‘I have one thing that I find unacceptable, too.’

[…….]

‘You said audience members went missing and died.’

Amidst the vision crushed by the gloved hand, I kept thinking.

‘You said you sent thank-you letters after the show ended, purposely telling those people how they could meet the guests.’

‘You did it because it would make for interesting talk fodder when the guests reappeared.’

[Who did you hear that from?]

[No, that isn’t important. Friend, there’s been a misunderstanding….]

The pressure of the gloves pressing on my head vanished.

Instead, he massaged my head well so that the stuffing would puff up again.

[Mr. Roe Deer, my show forces nothing.]

[If a serial killing occurs because someone is fascinated by a movie featuring a murderer, that would be the responsibility of the perpetrator, not the fault of the movie.]

A crying face appeared on the TV.

[Why should a show prioritize anything other than joy, pleasure, and thrills?]

‘I have no intention of persuading you.’

I thought.

‘So don’t you think about persuading me either.’

And.

‘I don’t want to make or appear on a talk show that kills and incinerates people.’

…….

…….

[Oh.]

The gloves released my head.

And….

[I see.]

[Then from now on, I’ll have to treat you as just a manual laborer staff member.]

It felt like my blood was freezing.

But since I had no blood, I could keep thinking….

‘You have no right to do that. I never signed a staff contract.’

That was true.

We had done everything verbally.

The contract was merely scheduled to be signed in the near future.

‘And you said it yourself. You’d let me go if it wasn't enjoyable.’

I stared at the screenless TV with eyes that could not blink.

‘Let me go. It’s scary and not enjoyable.’

The old TV remained still.

‘I have no intention of listening to your persuasion or words here. Just let me go right now.’

…….

…….

Thud.

Braun places me back on the desk.

And what comes out is…….

A softened, sad voice.

[I.. don’t quite understand. Think about it, Mr. Roe Deer. Why would you want to leave a joyful and rewarding job to return to a painful one?]

[Was there something you didn't like about our talk show’s treatment? There is no perfectly ethical show in the world, Mr. Roe Deer…. You know that.]

He whispers.

[Perhaps, a conscience is merely a reason you’ve found. Could it be that you actually have complaints about your lifestyle as a staff member?]

[How about changing your lodging? Ah, how about living in a more powerful, cool form suited for the show….]

No!

‘I told you. I won’t listen to your persuasion!’

I could be dragged away if I’m not careful. I am a doll right now. I don’t even have my silver ring. No. I must not be persuaded….

‘I’m quitting. The story ends there.’

[…….]

The TV head moved away.

[I see what kind of misunderstanding you’re having.]

[But since I am your friend, it’s only right that I grant your wish.]

Gloved fingers gestured to the staff to clear me away.

[You’re fired. Feel free to leave this wonderful studio and return to your pathetic, boring life!]

[However, from now on, there will be no Good Friend.]

‘…….’

[Bear that in mind. Now, once today’s show is over, you’ll be able to go anywhere. Well….]

[If you can go anywhere with that Plush Body, that is.]

‘You’re the one who put me in here. Send me back.’

[Oh. Why should I?]

‘Naturally….’

[How amusing, Kim Soleum. You say and do whatever you want without any sense of responsibility toward the show, and you even barked at this Braun not to even try to persuade you, didn’t you?]

[But now you’re trying to persuade me. You have no shame. Ah, that too is an emotion consumed in a show….]

[Mainly the fun of watching someone receive punishment!]

The staff member threw me onto the table next to the guest, rather than the desk.

A precarious position as if I might fall into the trash can.

[Oh, the camera lights are coming back on!]

Braun’s voice became brighter and more cheerful than ever.

Fitting for a talk show.

[Now, think carefully while watching the rest of the talk show. This is your last chance.]

[Will you choose punishment, or will you again……]

Just then.

Phut.

A strange, thin sound echoed in front of me along with a flash.

Something appeared to my unblinking eyes.

The talk show studio ceiling was pierced with a hole as thick as a needle.

From above, an unnaturally blue light shot down and illuminated me.

And….

Phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut.

Holes were pierced continuously.

Stuffing burst out into my vision.

‘Ah.’

Something

Had pierced

Me…….

[…!]

Don't tell me that’s… is this the Holy Fire Barrage?

No.

‘…Am I dying?’

If I die in this body, do I die just like that as a plush doll?

Just then.

[Now….]

I felt a hand tightly grasping my plush doll.

It was the Host.

He seemed to be trying to stop the stuffing from coming out of the punctured plush doll.

But the barrage, which strangely and persistently targeted this plush doll, did not end.

Phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut-phut.

My head was detached and fell to the floor.

[…!!]

Thud.

Rumble, rumble!

The ceiling collapses.

Onto the stage of the talk show studio, transparent and shining things began to fall like meteors, starting to smash only the talk show set.

In my tumbling field of vision, I saw the Host frozen, holding the cloth and stuffing that used to be my tattered body.

Ah.

Just as I was flustered when the Good Friend was torn in two.

This guy is too….

-Kim Soleum.

“……!”

-Have you returned?

“……Yes.”

I regained consciousness in a place where I could feel nothing again.

In the CCTV-like field of vision before me, Section Chief Lee Jaheon was moving again.

The difference was that the studio in my vision was shaking as if it were being hit by a bomb.

-The Holy Fire Barrage has commenced.

Yes. I know….

Because you shot me….

“Did you purposefully target the plush doll I was in? To make me return to this body?”

-Yes.

-The barrage in question will continue for the next 10 minutes, but it is a high-risk situation. Assistant Manager Kim Soleum must exit this location as quickly as possible, preferably within 3 minutes.

“Couldn't the Host put me back in a doll right now?”

-He could.

-However, Darkness is an extreme phenomenon without balance. A host-type supernatural being obsessed with a talk show is highly likely to prioritize restoring the studio and identifying and eliminating the cause.

As Section Chief Lee Jaheon moved at an insane speed, his dry voice said something chilling.

And then he announced another thing nonchalantly.

-Also, approval for entry into a Safe House has been granted.

“…What?”

-The Union has acknowledged the current situation where the emergency pager user is unable to escape.

-Therefore, Assistant Manager Kim Soleum can be transported to a location where you can evade the pursuit of supernatural beings.

“…….”

I don’t know what the Union is, but it’s probably some group like an alien organization.

-The only way to prevent an unexpected situation in the current circumstances is to quickly leave this studio and go there.

Then… does that mean I can evade the Host’s pursuit for a while?

Then, while I got my situation in order, I might be able to find a way to completely shake off the Host from the <Dark Exploration Record>.

In my CCTV-like field of vision, I watched the movements of the Lizard Team Leader running through the shaking studio hallway accompanied by the sound of thunderous roars.

“…Have you figured out the way out?”

-Yes.

-I reconfirmed the route while re-infiltrating the studio to identify the location where Assistant Manager Kim Soleum’s persona was summoned.

“…!”

I really felt like I could escape.

Whether I went back out to ‘Delusion Home Shopping’ or somewhere else and entered the Safe House I was supposedly approved for, it seemed like I could take a breather for now.

It was a powerful temptation, but…….

…….

Actually, I knew.

It was all a temporary measure.

‘It’s an extremely hostile escape method.’

I have a strange feeling that this might be making an irreversible choice with the Host….

‘The Host, Braun, might find me again whenever he wants.’

So this escape was not a solution, but merely a temporary evasion.

Moreover….

“…….”

I recalled the scene I saw right before I was separated from the plush doll.

The Host trying to plug up my bursting plush doll.

“…….”

Perhaps.

“…Team Leader.”

-Yes.

“Are you the type of sentient being that is easily Contaminated by Darkness?”

-No.

‘…Okay.’

And one more thing.

“Is it correct that even if I die in your body, you will simply return to being Section Chief Lee Jaheon?”

-If I die within 55 hours, that is correct.

……If so.

“Team Leader.”

I swallowed hard.

“Don’t go out through the exit like this; go to the Host instead.”

If it’s a gamble anyway, I’ll try a certain method that I perform myself.

“I’ll try a different way out.”

Chapter 126
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Kim Soleum’s body runs through the long, dizzying, maze-like corridors of the studio.

Rumble.

Lee Jaheon traversed the narrow indoor space, which shook with a thundering roar, once again at an impossible speed.

Even the original owner of the body, watching through a CCTV-like perspective, held his breath at the pace and the bold movements that made his palms sweat.

And before long….

“It’s the door.”

ON AIR

Double doors with a sign attached come into view. Section Chief Lee Jaheon broke the lock and entered without hesitation.

Bang!

Beyond the door he kicked open.

-…!

An astonishingly vast studio set appears.

A space so massive that its sheer scale was oppressive.

However, the main talk show set in the center…….

Already looked as if it could no longer function.

-…….

The ceiling, where lights once sparkled, had already half-collapsed. The debris of semi-destroyed lights, steel frames, and dust messily littered the floor and the furniture on stage.

And even through those gaps, the Holy Fire Barrage poured down endlessly.

The audience was in a state of chaos, murmuring. Unable to leave their seats, they seemed to be enjoying the situation due to the Contamination, yet looked as if they would scream for their lives at any moment.

Kim Soleum suppressed a groan.

-…I think the live broadcast is completely ruined.

The ruins of a broken variety show were right there….

And.

[Oh.]

Standing alone on the semi-destroyed stage was the Entertainer.

[To think you'd walk in on your own.]

The Host.

He was simply leaning against a desk, using the holy fire falling like meteors through the ruins of the darkened, half-collapsed studio as his lighting.

It seemed he already knew who had dared to destroy the set. Yet, he did not scream in rage.

He merely watched Kim Soleum, who had burst onto the set, with a quiet gaze.

As if he already knew that the one moving that body was not his Friend, but a mercenary dwelling within the emergency pager.

-…….

Feeling as if his eyes had met the Host’s from beyond his field of vision, Kim Soleum swallowed hard.

-Team leader.

“Yes.”

-From now on… something absurd is probably going to happen.

The Host held out his hand.

He proceeded as if he were still hosting the talk show.

[I am delighted to introduce the culprit behind this mess!]

Click.

A single surviving spotlight shone down on Kim Soleum.

[The one who destroyed the talk show set and caused chaos during a live broadcast is… oh, surprisingly, an audience member who attended the previous broadcast!]

[Please welcome him with a round of applause. Ah, booing is also an excellent choice!]

He recognized the identity of Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who was controlling Kim Soleum’s body, instantly.

[For a criminal who has committed such an atrocious act, shouldn't there be appropriate hardships, challenges, and… penalties!]

The stage grew darker and darker.

[Yes, they say executions were festivals in the Middle Ages. Of course, our talk show doesn't do anything as boring as a hanging!]

[I get to introduce a surprise new corner today! It is none other than….]

The silhouette of the Host, who had both hands raised in the darkness, Grew larger and larger.

Like a shadow cast against a wall.

Even, even more massive.

Thump.

The walls of the set that surrounded them disappeared into the darkness.

On a stage that seemed to be floating in the void, A giant cathode-ray TV head descended.

Thump!

A cathode-ray TV as large as the stage itself.

That head settled down, crushing the guest entrance in the center as if replacing the background wall of the studio.

The Host’s massive gloved hand propped up the bottom of the TV as if resting his chin on it, while the other hand pointed accurately at Kim Soleum’s body like a gun.

[Astounding feats! Breath-taking danger! Terribly fun and hauntingly thrilling… Penalty Acrobatics!]

On the TV screen, a new sign sparkled with dozens of ecstatic light bulbs.

Braun’s

Exciting Penalties

Rat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat-tat….

A drumroll echoed.

The knuckles of the Host’s gloved fingers were tapping against the set.

A drumming sound like the moment right before a circus feat.

-…Surely, he won’t try to kill us right away.

Lee Jaheon looked up while listening to the advice of the body’s owner.

-Because it’s still a live broadcast.

The black TV screen.

Poured out.

[It starts now!]

Thump.

It swallowed Kim Soleum’s human figure.

…….

…….

[Now….]

The cathode-ray TV lifted its head again.

Now, within that screen, Kim Soleum’s human figure was trapped.

The audience, excited and amused by this marvelous magic, sent up a round of applause.

[Then, shall we see some tricks?]

Lights flicker.

Subtitles appear.

Penalty 1

Happy Ending Teddy

Countless Teddy Bear-shaped monsters with gaping maws poured toward the Kim Soleum inside the TV, trying to peel off his skin.

Just as they had done to their former owner who had neglected them.

However, Kim Soleum’s body exerted an incredible superhuman strength, grabbing the Teddy Bears’ muzzles and forcing them to bite each other, escaping the danger.

He runs.

The scenery inside the TV changes, and a background suddenly appears.

A city at night. An alleyway.

A manhole on the ground.

Penalty 2

Arms of the Manhole

Trampling over the bizarre arms surging from the manhole, Kim Soleum climbed upward, hanging from a streetlamp like an acrobat.

Long, spindly arms narrowly brushed past him.

Penalties taking the form of the guests Kim Soleum had chosen to recruit until now.

Mercilessly and playfully, they tried to drive Kim Soleum into a dead end, but….

[Oh dear.]

Kim Soleum broke through everything by a hair’s breadth.

Even if his left arm was fractured and his forehead was split, the penalty did not end by him being caught.

But as the numbers increased, the penalties became progressively more violent and horrific.

Penalty 3, Penalty 4, Penalty 5….

Clang!

Kim Soleum slid out from under the knife of the Delicacy Restaurant that cooked sapient beings, having a portion of his hair cut instead of his head….

And.

Penalty 6

Red Scarecrow

A vast cornfield.

Among the densely grown stalks and leaves, a grotesque figure with numerous limbs coiled around everything, chasing Kim Soleum like a centipede.

By this point, it had become so difficult that escape seemed impossible, but….

The one controlling Kim Soleum’s body was Employee D, a Named Character of the Field Exploration Position from the <Dark Exploration Record>.

He dodges and counterattacks as if performing acrobatics. The glinting Blood-Sucking Knife.

Slash, he cuts off three or four of the scarecrow’s arms. A gasp of admiration erupted from the audience.

But it was only a matter of time.

In the cornfield ghost story, one cannot defeat the monster through brute force instead of the gimmick.

There was a clear limit to a body that was already injured….

‘…Is this a penalty designed with the expectation that I’d die here?’

Kim Soleum waited.

He waited, and waited… and the moment the scarecrow lunged as if to pounce.

-Now!

Following Kim Soleum’s advice, Lee Jaheon turned at a right angle.

And he began to run at a terrifying speed.

Toward the TV screen.

“Uh, uh!”

“It’s getting bigger!”

And.

[Oh!]

He succeeds in leaping out of the TV.

Kim Soleum’s body rolled across the floor, and Lee Jaheon landed the body using a breakfall.

Waaaaah!!

That was insane!!

Cheers from the audience poured out.

[Amazing! My goodness!]

The Host seemed to have already forgotten his anger.

As if the only thing that mattered was the completion of a good show, a smiling emoticon appeared on the TV along with a bright voice.

[To pass even the 6th penalty, it was truly a heart-pounding thrill! Ah, it was truly great. Did everyone enjoy it?!]

Yes!!

Cheers and answers came from the audience.

And the Host also responded with a soft voice from within the giant TV.

[Well, then….]

[Go back in and receive the 7th penalty.]

The TV head drew closer again.

[The cheers of the audience were sweet, weren't they? You must repay that enthusiastic acclaim. Oh, I can't end it when the reaction is this good. Please continue. Continue….]

At that moment.

A Faceless Staff member, who had barely managed to retrieve a sketchbook from the collapsed debris, held it up from below the stage.

Emergency Alert.

[…Aha!]

The TV stopped.

[It’s commercial time.]

Disappointed groans from the audience.

[Haha, I’m disappointed too, but I’ll have to wrap up this surprise corner here. Instead, a brilliant show ending awaits you!]

[The short commercial before that will only build anticipation!]

The smiling emoticon inside the giant TV bowed its head.

[That’s right. Once the cameras are off, the audience’s gaze is gone, and the stage lights are dimmed….]

To the figure of Kim Soleum.

[Who could possibly guarantee what wonderful thing will happen to a performer whose corner has ended.]

“…….”

[To be continued in a moment.]

Click.

The camera light vanished.

The staff did not come up to clear the semi-destroyed stage.

On the dark stage, where the sounds of the murmuring audience could be heard clearly.

The Host raised his hand.

Gazing at the performer of the surprise corner whose allotted time had ended and whose usefulness was spent.

Toward the ruffian who dared to break the set and smash his friend.

And, as his massive fingers slowly pressed together to make a sound…….

“Braun.”

The hand stopped.

“Did you incinerate my ‘Plush Body’?”

…….

[Aha, you’ve returned to that.]

[Don't tell me you came here to ask for help? How shameless. But that, too, is a virtue of broadcasting….]

“No.”

Lee Jaheon apathetically recited exactly what Kim Soleum was saying.

“There was something I wanted to ask.”

The emoticon disappeared from the TV head.

‘As I thought.’

Kim Soleum was certain.

Right now, Braun could not look into his inner thoughts.

That’s because the one standing at the front and talking to Braun was Lee Jaheon.

Just because someone reads a script doesn't mean you can read all the thoughts of the person who wrote it.

And he was the same.

‘I’m not over there.’

Because he was seeing and hearing everything indirectly.

Originally, situational factors also had a large impact on persuasion.

However, since the amount of information was coming in refined solely through the screen and dialogue, even Kim Soleum could hold his own without helplessly falling for the great Host’s ‘persuasion’.

In that case, a conversation in the truest sense was possible.

A ‘conversation’… where they don’t know what each other is thinking, yet they listen to what the other is trying to say, trying to grasp the meaning and understand.

“Will you listen for a moment? I think it’s a question even you didn't expect….”

[Ah. On stage, bluster can sometimes be substantial.]

[But that only works for those who are not Entertainers.]

The owner of the talk show ghost story stared at him without eyes.

[If you think the idea of trying to smooth over the situation by impressing this Braun with some cliché script, lines, urban legends, or discourse you've heard somewhere will succeed, it is a very pitiful delusion….]

But.

“It’s not like that. It’s just a personal question.”

The voice was calm.

[A ‘personal question’?]

“Yeah.”

Kim Soleum’s mouth opened.

“Was it very stifling being a Good Friend?”

[ ]

The TV screen stopped moving.

Yet, a smooth voice still came out.

[A being who feels stifled by their given mask has no right to be on stage.]

[In that sense, this Braun likewise has no history of ever considering his mask stifling….]

“I see. I felt quite stifled and scared while I was a plush doll earlier. I wondered if you felt the same.”

[Oh, the formation of sympathy and empathy. Typical. You’ve made a cliché and stale judgment.]

[Go ahead and drone on about why I shouldn't incinerate you and that swordsman whole.]

[Before the commercial break ends.]

“…….”

Kim Soleum thought.

He was certainly standing here with a betting heart, driven by the fear and prediction that if he escaped now, he might face an even more horrific conclusion in the near future.

But one can only bet when there is a possibility.

Kim Soleum, too, did not place a bet on this spot without any basis.

The possibility he had grasped was this.

“Then, was it enjoyable being a Good Friend?”

Chapter 127

[You keep asking such strange questions! Did I enjoy it? Of course. I am an Entertainer who can enjoy any role….]

“So, what you’re saying is that being the Good Friend wasn’t particularly more fun than any other role? Not even a little?”

[…….]

Kim Soleum’s body, controlled by Lee Jaheon, remains calm without even a flicker of movement.

The massive TV screen lights up.

[I see what you are trying to say.]

[Do you want me to move a warm plush doll filled with cotton and become your Good Friend once again? Hahaha!]

[Continue playing the role of the delightful Good Friend!]

A rabbit doll appeared inside the giant TV and waved its hand. Just like a certain moment a month ago.

But Kim Soleum did not waver.

“It would have been nice, then. I miss it.”

[Oh. Mr. Kim Soleum.]

The TV speaks jovially, as if mocking him.

The rabbit doll on the screen looks around fearfully before sitting in a corner.

[Unfortunately, this Good Friend has already been torn apart and turned to ash! You shall never meet him again!]

“No. That was you.”

[……!]

“The plush doll was just the exterior.”

That was it.

In the end, the one who willingly accepted the restriction of being the Good Friend and moved using that plush doll as a body… was the Host standing before him.

Even showing that rabbit doll on the screen right now.

‘It’s you.’

He had said it himself.

“I’ve heard stories like this before.”

Kim Soleum’s calm voice rings out.

“That when actors take on an impressive role, they sometimes find it hard to step out of it even after the role is over.”

Because.

“The role was so fun, or they became so deeply immersed in it. It seems like a trace remains even after it’s over.”

[…….]

He recalled the scene he had witnessed earlier.

The Host, who had frozen upon seeing the plush doll he had inhabited burst apart.

‘Honestly, he must have known that me dying wouldn’t happen just because the plush doll burst.’

Hadn't he put himself in there in the first place?

To go further, it was strange in itself for the Host of a talk show to allow silence to hang over the show just because a single cast member died.

He was a being who would have displayed a crying emoticon on his TV head, pretended to mourn, and then used even that as material for the next segment.

But if he had been flustered, even for a moment, and tried to plug the leaking cotton.

Then something was definitely strange.

“I wondered if it was the same for you.”

[Oh. Are you trying to say that this humble being, pretending to be the great Host, has such a clumsy sense of professionalism that he was influenced by a mask he wore for only a few months…?]

“I don’t see how that’s clumsy. Originally, it’s great actors who struggle because they’ve assimilated into their roles. Because they were immersed so vividly.”

[That is….]

“Right?”

Lee Jaheon tonelessly continues to relay Kim Soleum’s words.

“And it’s a bit of a different case… but I was also greatly comforted by your ‘Good Friend.’”

[…….]

“Thank you. In a difficult situation, you being my friend was a lot of help and comfort. And… there were many fun moments, too.”

Kim Soleum’s voice resonates.

“Wasn’t it the same for you?”

[…….]

[Dear me.]

The Host’s voice drops lower.

[It is embarrassing, but I must admit it. Yes. It was a very fresh and enjoyable experience!]

[Since outstanding talent as a creator and performer of a show is rare, watching your progress and interfering was a very unique kind of fun….]

“I see.”

However.

“That’s why I want to work in a talk show even less.”

A calm voice comes out.

“First of all, this talk show is a bit scary to me. It’s not that it’s boring, but honestly, it’s hard for me to work here. You know, too. My personality.”

Just thinking about people dying gave him the chills. Contributing to that work here was truly horrifying….

Furthermore, Kim Soleum knew.

‘If I try to persuade him, will this Host suddenly start making ethical judgments?’

Absolutely not.

Just as as long as Kim Soleum remained Kim Soleum, he would feel a sense of repulsion toward working as a staff member for this talk show.

And in fact, it was also a big problem if he stopped feeling that repulsion.

Whether it was brainwashing or Contamination, it meant his sense of self would disappear.

“Honestly, even though you called me a partner, I just unilaterally became a member of your crew. It’s an atmosphere where I have to call you Host.”

Bones are attached to the joke-like words.

“In such a state, we can’t continue being friends. I would just be subordinate. I wouldn’t be able to act independently.”

Kim Soleum looked beyond his field of vision.

“Then you’ll get bored quickly, too.”

[…….]

“So I have to go back. …That way, it’ll be much more fun for you, too.”

A strange light flickered across the surface of the TV.

Kim Soleum guessed that was probably why the Host wanted to make him work at the talk show as mildly as possible, in a state where his way of thinking hadn't changed much.

Like getting soaked by a drizzle.

‘It did work to some extent… but not like this.’

He couldn't stay in this horrifying place forever.

Still.

“But, that doesn't mean I think we can't be friends.”

[…!]

“Do you remember what I said?”

—I think friends are people who try to understand each other's differences, and even if it doesn't work out, they look out for each other.

—…Through conversation.

“Even if we don't work at the same place, we can share our daily lives and be friends well enough.”

If the milk was already spilled, he had to redefine the power dynamics with the entity he had summoned starting from now.

If it couldn't be avoided, it had to be confronted.

“It doesn't have to be a Good Friend. Just being friends is enough.”

The plush doll inside the TV leaned toward the screen as if intrigued by these words, as if listening intently.

Kim Soleum wanted to smile.

“If you're okay with it, how about we get along this way?”

[Hoh.]

[But what if I am not okay with it?]

The plush doll inside the TV was flustered, but the giant Host’s voice became smoother and more cunning.

[Look at this, Mr. Soleum. Look at how your barbaric swordsman has destroyed the set. The cost of this space, filled with the sweat and tears of the staff, and the ruffian who interrupted the broadcast is….]

It was then.

Thump, thump, thump!

The rabbit plush doll inside the giant TV suddenly jumped up and began to strike the screen with its cotton-filled hands.

As if protesting those words!

[…! My goodness, this is…….]

The TV was hurriedly turned off.

The giant Host’s hand adjusted the antenna as if controlling something. However, the TV flickered, momentarily showing the Good Friend plush doll running wild inside.

Eventually, the Host withdrew his hand in exasperation.

And….

[It cannot be helped, then.]

Blink.

It was the moment after all the lights on the stage blinked momentarily.

[Very well.]

Before he knew it, the Host was standing in front of Kim Soleum in his original form.

—…!

[Yes… it is true that watching what feats you will perform and interfering is quite enjoyable.]

[To think my own mask would be so troublesome….]

The Host speaks politely, in a somewhat resigned tone.

[This Braun shall admit it.]

[Accompanying your unique, creative, and suspenseful developments was very interesting and fun….]

[That the role of the Good Friend was particularly enjoyable, I mean.]

“…….”

Kim Soleum realized.

The one moving the plush doll on the TV screen was, of course, the Host himself.

Therefore, the reason the rabbit doll was acting out earlier was… because a part of the Host’s existence felt that way.

The traces of the Good Friend.

“…….”

The Holy Fire Barrage that had been raining down on the talk show had stopped at some point.

The lights returned, and in the set where even the partial destruction looked like part of the scenery, Braun gazes at Kim Soleum.

At the friend beyond his field of vision.

[But I no longer have a plush body.]

Ah.

[Of course… a brilliant Host always has a Plan B.]

As the Host moved his gloved hand like a magic trick, a coin sparkling with silver light appeared between his fingers.

The Silver Coin Snake.

—…!

It was the Silver Coin item Kim Soleum had put in when summoning the Good Friend.

When that item, which he thought had burned away with the doll, appeared, Kim Soleum’s personality wavered from beyond.

“I definitely burned it….”

[Haha, a great Entertainer must also be well-versed in magic. It is a simple, humble talent.]

Clink.

The coin fell from Braun’s hand into the front pocket of Kim Soleum’s suit.

Into the place where the Good Friend had always been.

His fingers tapped the pocket.

[Take it! And if you call me once more with a suitable medium as before… I will go. Mr. Roe Deer.]

—……!

Unlike the surprised Kim Soleum, Lee Jaheon calmly pronounced his words.

“Fine.”

[Oh, though that friend might not be as good as before.]

“Then it means he could be good.”

[…You act like a magician of language, friend!]

Braun’s TV still displayed nothing but black, but the clean screen reflected Kim Soleum’s face.

Kim Soleum said with a desire to laugh.

“See you again.”

[A preview for a follow-up programming!]

[Not bad.]

The Host raised both hands.

[Now, let us give a round of applause to my temporary crew who is leaving this ecstatic and wonderful studio to return and challenge the terrible reality!]

Whoo!!

Kim Soleum turned his head in surprise.

The audience seats were still filled, and the lights on the cameras were on.

And on the stage, ‘Special Programming Bonus Time! Host’s Behind-the-Scenes (Sensitive personal information will be censored)’ was displayed.

‘Come to think of it, we were still in a commercial break….’

It seemed even this was being broadcasted….

‘He really loves shows.’

I just hope he censored my personal information well.

Kim Soleum wanted to express both a sigh and a hollow laugh.

[Now, it is time to exit.]

The Host requests a handshake from Kim Soleum.

Kim Soleum requested the mercenary moving his body to accept that handshake.

And he hears it.

A low whisper.

[Mr. Roe Deer.]

[It will have to be as fun as you guaranteed. I shall watch to see if you can truly make it so….]

—…….

If Kim Soleum had his body, he might have frozen while breaking out in a cold sweat for a moment.

However, controlled by Section Chief Lee Jaheon, he calmly bowed toward the audience before running out through the broken guest door with a vigorous stride.

[Then, have a pleasant exit!]

He leaves the talk show set.

From the glimpses of the audience, he realized that unlike before, they were not ordinary people but grotesque ‘viewers’….

Even though it was chilling, his mood felt strangely light.

Waaaaaa!

From behind, he hears the voice of the jovial and chilling talk show Host, his friend….

[This has been… Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show!]

“……!”

I opened my eyes.

I saw the dusky sky where dawn was breaking.

It was the dawn of the daily life… I used to know.

‘…I’m out!’

“Ha.”

I took a deep breath and sprawled out on the ground.

For some reason, I was lying against a bench in a park whose name I didn't know.

‘Did he leave me here?’

The sense of liberation was driving me crazy.

It was good that I could move my own body, and it was good that I had safely made it outside….

Anyway, everything felt fine.

“Whew.”

Did Team Leader Lee Jaheon return properly?

No, is my Contamination status okay? I don't know how such a refreshing and normal train of thought is possible.

‘…Wait. By any chance, was vomiting after eating that churro…….’

Well. This is still just a guess, so I’ll move on.

The important thing is this.

‘…It’s an escape after a month!’

“Haaaaaa…….”

I sprawled out again.

What should I do now?

I had lost all my company belongings, so I was in a situation without a Dream Collector, employee ID card, or mask.

‘I think I should talk to the company first….’

…….

……Wait a minute.

Did I, just now, go AWOL for a month?

Then, surely.

‘Processed as a resignation…?!’

Then what about my Points?

I sat up as if doused with cold water.

‘My phone.’

I had to check immediately.

Fatigue or liberation didn't matter; at the feeling of my blood running cold, I was about to seek a means of contact immediately.

Something sparkled above my head.

A strange phenomenon I felt like I hadn't seen in a very long time.

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

-Usage rights for new Merchandise unlocked! (!) “…!”

And what fell from the air was….

Thud.

I looked at the Merchandise in my hand, which still had a checkout barcode attached to it.

It was a piece of Merchandise made in a small size to reduce the price burden, yet its price had been quite high due to its intricacy.

A cylinder with metal decorations.

It was none other than….

Dream Collector (Elite Squad only)

And inside that cylinder was already filled with a shimmering golden liquid….

I lifted it with trembling hands.

A solution emitting a hologram-like brilliance, the likes of which I had never seen before.

‘This is….’

It’s Grade A or higher.
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Dream Collector.

Literally, it was equipment provided to Field Exploration team employees by Daydream Inc. to collect a liquid called 'Dream Essence' from ghost stories.

The concentration of the liquid collected is determined by the grade of the ghost story cleared.

And the highest grade of liquid I had seen in person was….

'It was A.'

The anomalously manifested <Chorus of the Sacrificial Lamb> from the Tuesday Talk Show, and <In the Dark Shadow> which had entered Sekwang Technical High School.

In both cases, the liquid was a brilliant, vivid gold.

But the liquid I was holding in my hand right now….

'My god.'

On top of that, an iridescent sheen, like a hologram, swirled within it.

The liquid, which seemed to flow with radiance, even brought a certain potion to mind….

'The Wish Potion I saw when I joined the company…!'

It was strange how eerily similar they felt. Was it because it was the undiluted solution?

No, that wasn't what was important right now….

'Then, does this mean it’s… S-grade?'

I turned the cylinder. The radiance flashed….

It didn't feel real.

'That grade isn't assigned to a ghost story just because it's dangerous.'

Abyss (S) Grade.

The creators of the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki all thought the same thing.

'Wouldn't a more special criterion be needed for an S to be attached?'

Until then, the existing ghost stories of Daydream Inc. seemed to be graded based on an implicit standard of 'it should be high-grade by this point.'

Danger, mystery, significance, scale… levels one could typically imagine when thinking of a ghost story.

However, it was the common consensus among participants that something different was needed for anything above Grade A.

And so, a condition was added.

Who do you face within the darkness?

Beyond the atmosphere of cosmic horror, when it was a ghost story where one faced an entity that was cosmic horror itself, only then could that darkness transcend the A standard and become an Abyss grade.

'But Braun's Late-Night Talk Show was at that level?'

I did escape after working there as a staff member for a month, but it felt a bit excessive.

Braun seemed like a crazy ghost story talk show host and a very powerful supernatural entity, but didn't he feel quite familiar to humans for it to be called cosmic horror?

Perhaps the liquid didn't fill the Dream Collector there, but was simply a special perk that came with the merchandise itself.

'And the reason this merchandise appeared for me is….'

By clearing a high-grade story without a Dream Collector, I must have been 'granted the qualification to be issued a new collector.'

And more importantly.

'…If it really is S-grade, how much is it worth in points?'

The company's point payment notice automatically came to mind.

S-grade: Separate Evaluation

I swallowed hard.

Since Grade A was 100,000, considering the increasing trend….

500,000 points.

It might just be possible.

'…Can't I exchange it for a Wish Ticket right away?'

My god.

Then I don't even need to worry about whether my resignation has been processed or not!

If I just submit this collector, the company will give me points…….

…….

Ah.

'Damn it.'

I lost heart.

'There's no way to submit it.'

—Make sure you don't lose it. They all have serial numbers engraved, so it becomes a real headache.

The words I had once heard from Assistant Manager Eun Haje passed through my mind like a physical blow.

She was right.

Dream Collectors are individual pieces of equipment that are thoroughly registered to each employee and managed with serial numbers engraved on them.

So, the fact that I had an extra would be more than just awkward; it would be a strange and bizarre situation.

It was no different from the madness of brightly reporting that you found an extra shell casing while you were supposed to be looking for a lost one….

'I can't even answer if they ask where I got it.'

It went without being said that I couldn't honestly say I bought it as merchandise at a pop-up store.

Even more so, this Dream Collector was out of the question.

"…Ha."

This version, which was smaller and flashier than a regular Dream Collector, was made exclusively for the Elite Squad.

I groaned as I peeled the product sticker off the cylinder.

Dream Collector (Elite Squad Exclusive)

There was a reason it was released as merchandise in this form instead of a normal Dream Collector.

'Because this is the version that appeared in the famous game based on <Dark Exploration Record>…!'

It was a work that implemented a certain exploration record as a game, and it appeared as an item used to identify significant NPCs and as a collection element where you had to gather six to see the true ending.

Furthermore, to prevent setting conflicts with the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki, this setting was even attached!

Elite Team Exclusive Cylinder

: A supply item that was once specially produced for the Elite Squad but disappeared into the annals of history as standards were unified due to budget issues.

So, if the game settings were reflected….

—A new employee who had been missing for a month suddenly appears with equipment that was produced long ago and owned by only a few people.

Such a crazy sentence is completed.

'And it's even more of a problem if those settings aren't reflected.'

Bringing in a strange Dream Collector that's different from the standard the company makes?

To anyone's eyes, it was a technology leak. The development department would be completely turned upside down.

'I'll be misunderstood as an industrial spy.'

At worst, I might even be suspected of being from a parallel world's darkness.

An employee who had already been processed for resignation after being missing for a month returns like that?

I can foresee myself ending up as a picture-perfect test subject….

'…N-no way.'

I swallowed hard.

For now, on hold!

"Phew."

I tucked the cylinder back into my pocket.

Still, my heart was pounding.

The undiluted solution of a potion that produces magical effects, capable of granting wishes.

There was no way the Wiki would have simply described such an interesting setting with a single sentence like 'Used as a concentrate in the ghost story company.'

'It can be used in other ways too.'

Even if it wasn't for the purpose of handing it over to the company in exchange for points, there were several places where it could be useful.

'Let's aim for that.'

Then, for now…….

"I should get in touch."

I left the park as dawn was breaking.

After treating my cracked left arm and various bruises, I charged my smartphone using a free charger as soon as I left the hospital.

Then I made contact.

To the true superior of this era, who had given me the greatest help in my escape.

That evening.

"Kim Soleum."

"Section Chief."

As soon as I met Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I bowed my head.

I had every reason to, truly….

"Thank you so much. Really…."

"Yes."

I did spend 66.66 million won, but honestly, I think it was a real bargain….

'Physical force is… truly convenient and good.'

It wasn't for nothing that Employee D was used like a cliché in every special exploration record.

…I just didn't expect him to be an alien.

'Should I have suspected it from the moment he looked like a lizard?'

I let out a sigh of relief inwardly as I looked at Section Chief Lee Jaheon's face, which still looked like a lizard to me.

To think he was associated with a bizarre cosmic shopping mall-related group that could even launch a bombardment on a ghost story.

'They definitely… called it "The Union".'

There was no such content in the Employee D entry on the Wiki. In the end, unable to suppress my curiosity about the hidden story, I asked.

"Um, Section Chief. Would it be alright if I asked what 'The Union' you mentioned when you were called via 'We Help' is?"

"No."

"……."

Ah, I see….

Let's just get to the point, then.

After asking him not to tell the company and receiving his confirmation, I showed the Dream Collector to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"About the liquid inside this collector."

The lizard's vertical pupils stared intently at the strangely shaped collector….

I asked calmly.

"Is it S-grade… that is, the Dream Essence Liquid of the Abyss?"

After a suffocating silence.

"No."

Ah.

"It is of a higher concentration than the 'Grade: Darkness (A)' standards registered in the company database, but it is not Abyss grade."

Phew.

'I thought so.'

There's no way an S would come out that easily.

'I can just think of it as roughly A+ then.'

Feeling convinced, I put the collector back.

"Then what color is a real S-grade?"

"There is no accurate word in the language currently in use. However, it is a color of such high concentration that it cannot be doubted upon witnessing it."

"…I see."

He really uses a way of speaking that screams he's an alien….

Suddenly, I did become curious.

'Just what is Section Chief Lee Jaheon's relationship with the cosmic shopping mall?'

And several questions arose, such as why he worked at Daydream Inc., but they weren't things to bring up right now.

The real problem was whether I could continue working at that company….

"Section Chief. I understand that if contact is cut off due to unauthorized absence for a month, the process for resignation begins."

I swallowed hard.

"Is that the case for me as well?"

"Yes."

Damn it!

"Is it possible to… return under the pretext that I was inevitably unable to come to work because I was caught in the darkness?"

"Yes."

Phew.

That was a relief. I just had to talk my way through it somehow. I said with a sigh of relief.

"Then just as it is…."

Bzzzzzz—

At that moment, Section Chief Lee Jaheon's phone rang.

After looking at his phone, Lee Jaheon spoke.

"Kim Soleum."

"Yes?"

"There are people who want to meet you."

A moment later.

"Roe!"

In Lee Jaheon's private residence building, I saw familiar faces.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Supervisor Park Minseong.

Seeing the people who had even sought out a ghost story to find me when I was missing, my heart felt like it was going to overflow.

'It's really no small matter.'

Having almost died in the Chorus of the Sacrificial Lamb, entering Braun's Late-Night Talk Show, which was practically a sequel to that ghost story,

wasn't just any kind of determination.

Even more so if one person was in a situation where they had to keep dodging the employees' eyes, and the other couldn't even leave properly.

I felt an indescribable, strange lump in my throat that I hadn't felt while I was assimilated into that darkness as part of the talk show.

I bowed my head deeply.

"Thank you. I was able to find a clue thanks to the candy you gave me."

Since that was the starting point that eventually led me to press the 'We Help' button.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje waved her hand.

"Forget it. I didn't really do much."

"I only barely found out because those two were talking, and I just joined in at the end."

Supervisor Park Minseong spoke in agreement with a laugh. He certainly looked more stable than during the containment cell cleaning at the end of the year, but….

I saw the black civilian clothes Park Minseong was wearing instead of a suit.

"Supervisor, by any chance… have you started working again?"

"…That's right. I'm working in the Security Team."

He was no longer in the Field Exploration team.

Supervisor Park Minseong didn't mention anything more about what he was doing.

He simply said shortly, 'It's good to start earning points again.'

"……."

Instead of prying further, I overlooked Park Minseong changing the subject.

"Ah. Section Chief Jay from the security team asked about you once in a while, but… I didn't say you went missing in the darkness. But a few days ago, it seemed like he already knew."

"Yes."

I was just about to nod when I suddenly realized.

Wait a minute.

"Was the company already in a situation where they knew I didn't just go AWOL, but was missing within the darkness?"

"Ah, um. Right. One way or another, they, uh, judged that you went missing on the 'Tamra-bound Express Train'."

Oh!

"Then has the company not given up on me and been searching for me until now? Or, at the very least, have they left me in a missing state?"

"……."

"……."

My two superiors started feigning ignorance!

'…They already processed me as dead.'

It really was a hell of a company.

No, well, it didn't matter much. I nodded, holding back the urge to rub my temples.

"I understand. In that case, for now, if I report that I'm alive and that I cleared the darkness and came out, and then return…."

"R-Roe! About that…."

"You can't."

"…!?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje cut him off abruptly.

"…Assistant Manager?"

"Listen… Roe. Anyway, the company put quite a lot of effort into searching for you for a few weeks, which is unusual."

Supervisor Park Minseong hurriedly stepped in to continue.

"But if the audit judges that you didn't go missing during company business but just went AWOL, they'll try to… charge those costs to you somehow."

…….

What?

"There's no justification since I didn't personally make a rescue request, is there?"

"They can attach whatever justification they want."

"……."

"In the first place, the points we receive aren't wages, they're 'welfare points.' If the company decides to retrieve them out of spite, it's not like there are no ways for them to do it. …At the very least, by setting a 'non-payment due to disciplinary action' for a few months."

A chill ran down my spine.

"It's not an industrial accident caused by the company, but you got caught in a darkness that occurred by chance? They'll feel like they've lost out."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said as if chewing her words.

"Since you went AWOL due to a personal accident or reason, they'll come at you saying you caused a loss to the company."

"…!"

"If you didn't return, what could they do? But if you become an employee again…."

It was indeed dirty play.

The problem, however, was that it was all the kind of absurdity that could happen in a normal company….

"So, for now, let's manualize the way you cleared it. Then it'll roughly count as work. Then they'll have no choice but to let it slide without being able to say anything about disciplinary measures…."

"That's impossible."

"……."

My entry itself was special, and the method I used to escape was a special act that could never be manualized.

Furthermore, working as a staff member in that ghost story for a month before escaping was a peculiar situation in itself.

'I feel like everything would be settled if I could just submit the essence.'

It was frustrating that I couldn't do that.

'…Should I act while being prepared for a loss of points?'

No. No matter how much I thought about it, it was a waste.

No, beyond a waste… it made me angry.

'I've gathered more than half.'

The company played both sides and did whatever they wanted, and now they were going to snatch my points? Humanly, I couldn't accept it.

Furthermore, the problem didn't end here.

"I see. Anyway… if you say you were part of the ghost story for a month in the process of describing how you escaped."

Supervisor Park Minseong swallowed hard.

"They might judge that you've been contaminated and… make you go through a process like mine."

"……."

Right.

Usually, if someone came out after being in a high-grade ghost story for a month, it would be impossible for them to return to the Field Exploration team in their right mind.

They would analyze and reassign me according to the case.

"Then, you might not be able to return to the Field Exploration team."

"……."

By this point, I would want to shout that I was quitting this godforsaken company, but I couldn't quit on a whim.

'I need a Wish Ticket.'

I had already confirmed it in the Elevator ghost story. That I could return home with a Wish Ticket…!

'Besides, to call Braun back as promised, I also have to get the doll from the Cheerful Theme Park ghost story….'

I barely managed to fix him as a friend; if I break this promise, there's no telling what 'the entity from the otherworld called on the condition of being together forever' might do.

I felt the presence of the coin still in my jacket and grit my teeth.

'The situation has gotten strangely tangled… but no. There's definitely a way.'

The high-grade concentrate was in my hand right now, and I had safely escaped the ghost story with my sanity intact.

The situation was definitely not worse than before.

There must be a move that can overcome this problem…….

"……."

I looked at the faces of my superiors, who were watching me with worried expressions, when I suddenly thought of something.

Perhaps.

"Assistant Manager."

I looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

The person whose workplace had changed.

"By any chance, can you contact Director Ho?"

"……!"
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A short while later.

I dialed the number I received from Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

An internal extension that connected to Director Ho's private room.

[Hello?]

“…!”

“Hello, Director Ho.”

From the moment the call connected, my superiors fell into a silent hush.

I continued speaking as politely as possible, trying not to show any agitation.

“This is Assistant Manager Kim Soleum, who went missing a month ago. I’m contacting you because I’ve finally managed to emerge from the Darkness.”

[Wow. Hello, Soleum! Have you been doing well for the past month?]

…An unnervingly nonchalant greeting came back.

His tone, somewhat welcoming and warm—as if he were chatting with a guest he hadn't heard from in a long time—actually gave me the chills.

This was absolutely not the reaction someone should have when an employee who had been processed as dead suddenly calls.

‘He’s not normal.’

Director Cheong Dallae would have been better, but she wasn't in a position to be contacted right now.

So, I listened intently to what Director Ho had to say.

[I’m so glad you aren't dead. It warms my heart to know you seem to be safe.]

“Thank you.”

[But isn’t this a bit troublesome for you? If you return like this, the loss of Points will be quite significant….]

As expected, he knows everything.

‘He’s speaking on the premise that the company will charge me for the costs.’

As the Director of the Development Department, he could easily prevent such a thing, but Director Ho only spoke with feigned concern and seemed to have no intention of helping.

Of course, I didn't expect him to.

What I had prepared for was….

“Yes. That’s why I have something to tell you.”

I intentionally paused for a beat and asked calmly.

“Director. Is the offer you made previously about joining the Project still valid?”

…….

[Ooh, Soleum.]

[That is a truly wonderful idea!]

A bright voice rained down on my ear.

[You’re trying to set a condition where you join my Project, treat your month-long disappearance as a secret mission that occurred while carrying out the Project, and ensure there’s no loss of Points, right?]

Goosebumps erupted all over my skin.

Beside me, Assistant Manager Eun Haje clenched her fist.

[What a great idea!]

I couldn't bring myself to say ‘Thank you.’

It went beyond the point of being pleased that we were on the same page; he was like some kind of monster.

[And of course, it’s possible.]

“Thank….”

[So, from this moment on, Assistant Manager Kim Soleum is a member of Director Ho Yuwon’s newly established Project team, and this acceptance will be clearly left in the call records. Welcome!]

“…….”

I felt like I had just spent five minutes looking at a piece of faulty real estate and was being forced to sign the deed before I even realized what was happening.

“Thank you very much for your generosity. However, I was merely asking for your esteemed opinion, and I didn't mean to declare my intent to participate immediately….”

[Ah, I suppose that could be the case.]

[Then, shall we meet?]

“…I would be very grateful if we could, but as you know, my current situation makes it difficult for me to visit the company immediately.”

[Ah, naturally, right? I was actually thinking it would be good to meet somewhere else anyway.]

An incredibly generous response came out.

‘…Where does he want to meet?’

I was vaguely imagining a private dining room or something similar.

[The Fox Counseling Room.]

“…!”

What?

[What do you think? Wouldn't it be warm and nice?]

[I’ll send a Doorplate through Assistant Manager Eun Haje.]

“…….”

We slowly turned to look at Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

‘She definitely said she was given a task that required her to avoid the employees.’

Director Ho acted as if he knew the Assistant Manager was right here in this spot….

[I’d appreciate it if you could wait just a moment.]

“…Yes. Thank you as well.”

With a kind and polite farewell, the call with the Director ended.

And immediately after.

Drrrrrrrrring!

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s phone rang.

The Assistant Manager immediately showed us the name on the Smartphone screen before answering.

[Director Ho Yuwon]

“…….”

“Yes. Yes…. Um. Understood. I will return immediately.”

Click.

“Did you hear that? He’s not a normal human being.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje pulled the Smartphone away from her face, looking utterly disgusted.

“The Fox Counseling Room… He’ll use flowery words like ‘Soleum might be struggling with the Contamination, so get some counseling and we can chat at the same time,’ but in reality, he’s just trying to seize control of the atmosphere.”

“…….”

“Roe.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje lowered her Smartphone with a troubled expression.

“Even if it takes a bit longer, my professional opinion is that it’s better not to do Director Ho's Project. It’s a waste of Points, but… damn it.”

In the end, she rummaged through her hair and sighed.

It was likely because she knew that for the members of the Field Exploration team, Points were as precious as life itself….

“I’ll bring the Doorplate for now, but don’t be an easy mark. Use your wits to dodge his questions and don't let the Director lead you around. …You’ve always been good with words, so I trust you.”

“Yes.”

I nodded.

“I’ll listen carefully and come back.”

“Alright.”

A short while later.

I received the item promised by Director Ho from Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had gone to the company.

A Doorplate that was now quite familiar.

Fox Counseling Room

‘Whew.’

“Roe. If the atmosphere seems bad, just burst right out of there!”

“Thank you, Assistant Manager.”

With the encouragement and advice of my superiors, I hung the Doorplate on a random door.

And after a very long time, I opened the door to the Fox Counseling Room and stepped inside….

Creeeeeak.

“…….”

Previously, this had definitely led to a locker room, but this time, a different space was visible instead.

‘A waiting room?’

It was a small space where one could wait while chatting or take a psychological test before the counseling session.

The ivory-colored room, furnished with a few tables and chairs made of cypress wood, had a charming and simple feel, but the door leading to the actual counseling room was firmly closed.

And a notice was posted on the door.

**Closed today ^^ **

(Please take the Doorplate back with you!)

‘Wait, if this is the case….’

Tap, tap.

“Hello, Soleum!”

I nearly had a heart attack.

I turned my head. A young man with the impression of a benevolent soul, who had tapped my shoulder, came into view….

Director Ho bowed his head toward me, smiling like a kind man.

“It’s perfect that the Fox Counseling Center is closed today! No one else will be coming in. How is it? Is it to your liking?”

“……Yes. Thank you.”

How on earth did Director Ho know that the counseling center inside a ghost story was closed?

‘He seems to be implying that he has some kind of connection with the Fox Counseling Room.’

For now, let’s not dig into that point unnecessarily.

I had to keep the focus clear.

What I needed was to recover my Points.

“Shall we take a seat then?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

Regardless, I ended up sitting in a comfortable waiting room chair, facing the Director.

It wasn't a very realistic scene.

‘Whew.’

I made some green tea from the tea bags provided in the waiting room and placed it in front of the Director. The Director thanked me, but didn't say anything further, just sitting there with a broad grin.

‘So you won't be the one to start the conversation.’

If that’s how it’s going to be.

“Director. Thinking about someone as lacking as myself joining the Project, there are some points weighing on my mind….”

“Goodness, to think you’d feel that way. I wonder what those points could be? I definitely heard over the phone that you were interested.”

Keep calm.

‘Right now, I am an outsider who has been processed for resignation.’

To put it bluntly, if I don't return, I just become a civilian, so the Director’s influence over me isn't as strong as before.

It’s right to say what needs to be said.

I clasped my hands and spoke.

“Yes. I’m afraid I might die.”

“…!”

“Losing Points is painful, but it’s all for naught if I die before I can collect them all.”

“Aha.”

“If it’s more dangerous than the existing Field Exploration team, the idea of doing the Project feels very frightening…. I am also considering just returning or resigning.”

“I see. Wow. You really are smart!”

“…….”

Is he being sarcastic?

However, the Director only answered sincerely with an inscrutably benevolent expression.

“And I think that’s a good question. ‘Is Director Ho's secret company Project more dangerous than the Field Exploration team?’”

“…….”

“My answer to that is….”

Director Ho smiled broadly.

“It is ‘not dangerous.’ In fact, the survival rate might even be higher.”

“…!!”

“Ah, of course, depending on the task, there might be a statistical probability of a more dangerous situation occurring… but it’s certainly not the task I’m about to propose to you, Soleum.”

“…I assume you can't be more specific.”

“Correct. That is the extent of what I can tell you.”

Director Ho looked at me as if he felt sorry, then added in a soft tone.

“But I think I can give you a firm answer that it’s a better situation than before, and a task with a high survival rate!”

“…….”

“So, are you going to join the Project now? For your information… after this, our personnel will be completely finalized, so we won't be able to take on anyone new.”

He’s completely nailing it down that this is the last chance.

I looked at Director Ho, and after intentionally stalling for a few seconds as if agonizing over the decision….

I nodded.

“I would like to do it.”

“Oh! That’s great.”

Not ‘I will do it,’ but ‘I would like to do it.’

It was a phrasing that would allow me to back out at the last minute if necessary. But fortunately, Director Ho seemed pleased, even clapping his hands.

He was so pleased that he even refilled the hot water and placed the green tea back in front of me.

I wasn't the least bit thankful; it was spine-chilling….

“You’ve made a truly excellent choice. Really, I told you the working conditions would be even better, didn't I?”

“…Working conditions, you say.”

“Yes. It will be much more comfortable.”

The Director squinted his eyes and smiled as he sipped his tea.

“If you were in the Darkness for a month, you must have suffered greatly. I thought it might be too much for you to enter High-Grade Darkness again so soon.”

The Director spoke in his typical benevolent manner.

“I thought, why not try doing something interesting?”

Somehow.

It was a subtle nuance.

“…Something interesting, I see.”

“Yes! So, the task you’ll be doing, Soleum….”

And then, the absurd ‘task for Assistant Manager Kim Soleum’ was brought up as if it were nothing.

“Is to infiltrate the Disaster Management Bureau.”

“…!!”

“Is this what they call being a spy?”

Director Ho winked.

“Infiltrate under the identity of a Rookie Agent with a perfectly clean background who passed the civil service exam… blend in, and live your life as an Agent.”

My god.

“And while you’re there, just find information regarding a certain Supernatural Disaster they manage. Simple, right?”

I swallowed hard.

“What kind of Supernatural Disaster do you want me to find?”

Director Ho raised his eyebrows slightly, then smiled kindly again.

“Instead of arguing about how to do it, you’re asking about the target first. As expected.”

“…….”

“I’ll let you know that in due time. First, a successful infiltration is the priority….”

Director Ho stared at me with an odd look in his eyes.

“In my opinion, I don't think there’s anyone more suited for this than you, Soleum.”

“…….”

Did he find out?

That I had quite a few points of contact with the Disaster Management Bureau.

And that I possessed an Item belonging to them.

I tried hard not to be conscious of the Silver Heart still in my pocket.

‘Director Ho seemed to absolutely loathe the Disaster Management Bureau.’

For now, I should keep my mouth shut.

Because Director Ho’s shocking statements didn't end there.

“And since I thought you might be lonely by yourself, others will be deployed with you.”

Pardon?

“…Who, exactly?”

The name of Assistant Manager Eun Haje briefly crossed my mind, but another completely unexpected answer came back.

“Two of your peers from the same batch.”

“…!!”

“Would you like to see?”

I checked the single sheet of paper the Director held out, where everything was blurred except for the names and affiliations.

Field Exploration team Group R, Go Yeongeun (Staff) Field Exploration team Group F, Jang Heowoon (Staff) …Among my peers, the names of the two who seemed most likely to be accepted by the Disaster Management Bureau based on their personalities were written there…….

“Now then, Soleum.”

Director Ho smiled brightly.

“I’ll be looking forward to your wonderful performance as a spy Agent in the Disaster Management Bureau!”

Chapter 130

On the evening of the day Kim Soleum agreed with Director Ho to infiltrate the Disaster Management Bureau as a spy.

At the same time, in the company housing, Baek Saheon was enjoying a very peaceful private life lately.

It was all thanks to the disappearance of his damn psychopath roommate!

‘I knew that bastard would end up dead, acting out like that.’

Baek Saheon wore a satisfied smile.

Even though the crazy leader of Group D, who looked exactly like that psychopath, had been persistently requesting interviews about the ‘Tamra-bound Express Train’ several times.

And although that had caused a terrible… deepening of contamination, it had calmed down a lot now. He no longer vomited or had a mental breakdown just by thinking about the Great Talk… f*ck, anyway, that thing.

Thanks to that, he was able to access the Fox Counseling Center.

For free, that is!

‘Normally, this is a welfare benefit you only get once you become an Assistant Manager… the exchange rate isn’t bad.’

It was a clear gain to receive the Doorplate for the Fox Counseling Room separately like this, thanks to the Group D Section Chief processing it.

Moreover, doesn’t the Counselor in that ghost story give out one more Doorplate every time he receives a consultation? With the ‘processing’ he

received from the company, he could use this ‘until he recovered moderately.’

‘Maybe I can even sneakily pass it on to someone else once in a while?’

If he played his cards right, that is.

‘Until my promotion to Assistant Manager… I can milk this for at least another three months.’

For now, he was going to use it one more time today.

To visit the Fox Counseling Room again, Baek Saheon hummed as he hung the Doorplate on the door of his already-dead roommate’s room.

And as he opened the door…….

“Ah. It’s closed today.”

“…?!?!”

A black-haired office worker with a cold impression stood behind the door and spoke nonchalantly.

And then he walked out through the door.

A familiar face he thought he would never forget, even in his dreams.

That was, that was….

“K-Kim Soleum.”

His former roommate, who had been processed as missing and deceased, looked at him and smirked.

Huh?

Uh…?

“……?!?”

Baek Saheon began to have serious doubts.

‘Is-is this a dream?’

Did I fall into a Hypnotic Darkness?

Otherwise, why would a crazy bastard who went missing and was even processed as dead be coming out of the Fox Counseling Room door right now….

Thwack.

Baek Saheon slapped his own cheek.

It stung.

At least it wasn’t a dream.

‘Damn it.’

And then he felt a pitying gaze looking at the idiot who just punched himself in the face.

“Hmm… I can see why you wanted to get counseling.”

“…!?”

“But I told you, it’s closed if you go in now. Take the Doorplate off and come back later.”

Thud.

Kim Soleum stepped completely out of the room and closed the door.

Then, exerting clear physical force, he tore the Doorplate off the door that was once his room and threw it at Baek Saheon.

“…!”

Baek Saheon caught it reflexively.

“But… you just happened to open the door right now?”

“…….”

“I didn’t expect to see your face like this.”

Baek Saheon swallowed hard.

At the same time, his brain began to spin rapidly.

In this absurd and unexpected situation where he had to question what was going on, he realized one thing for sure.

A thick Halo shining through the eye patch as if shooting out.

A warning alarm.

—You have seen something you shouldn’t have.

The fact that an employee who was processed as dead was standing perfectly fine in front of him meant there was a conspiracy at the company level, or even higher.

‘They even used me as a witness to the disappearance…!’

Baek Saheon swallowed hard, trying not to recall the terrible m-m-m-m-pushing he endured while trying to figure out the whereabouts of Kim Soleum, who had vanished from the bathroom.

His head was in a whirl of anger and dizziness, but a warning hit his mind first.

‘……Wait, but right now, seeing this crazy bastard alive and well….’

Am I,

Allowed to see this?

“…….”

“…….”

The surest way for that psychopath bastard to deal with me is….

—Murderous Eradication.

‘N-No!’

Baek Saheon quickly corrected the preposterous thought that flashed reflexively.

Why would anyone do something so inefficient in modern society?

‘That bastard has my Brainwashing Fountain Pen….’

The Item he had exchanged for that eyeball. Baek Saheon clenched his fists.

Right. He’ll surely use the brainwashing and leave. He can just make it so I never saw him and walk away. There’s such an easy and simple way, there’s no need to go the long way….

“You want me to erase your memory with the fountain pen, don’t you?”

“…!!”

“I’m not going to.”

In Baek Saheon’s head, usable coping mechanisms—punching, using Exclusive Equipment, reporting, begging—passed by in an instant.

And they were all discarded the moment they came to mind.

‘N-No.’

He didn’t know what would happen to him if he acted rashly.

He hated to admit it, but like a true psychopath, that bloodless and tearless bastard was quite resourceful.

To avoid getting swept away into the abyss or dying, he had to remain calm.

What exactly does he want?

Don’t tell me, he really plans to kill….

‘……No!’

A sentence reassembled in Baek Saheon’s mind like a flash of lightning.

—He wants something.

That bastard must be facing me because he wants something!

Baek Saheon finally calmed down.

And barely, he crossed his arms to show he was at ease.

“…Assistant Manager, it seems there is something you want.”

“Hmm.”

As expected!

“…Ah. Do you perhaps need my witness testimony, Assistant Manager? Like when you went missing! Like, reporting to the company that I feel like I saw Assistant Manager Kim Soleum in the company housing….”

“No.”

Damn it.

Baek Saheon, barely holding back a string of curses, looked at the other with the most composed face possible.

Kim Soleum was also staring blankly at Baek Saheon.

Looking at him now, although he was in a suit, his hair was cut a bit short, and he had a splint on one arm. It meant he wasn’t in ‘perfect’ shape.

‘Where did he get hurt?’

Moreover, the suit itself was slightly different.

It was strange. It was a fit that seemed more expensive and stylish than what a regular office worker would wear, almost like it was for show….

‘Like something someone would wear on a broadcast….’

…Huh?

It was the moment when some strange connection was about to flash.

The other person said something he could never ignore.

“You seem greedy for Items.”

“…!”

“Not the husks, but real ones. Hypnosis, subdual, healing…. Do you want to have more of those useful Items?”

A desire and need that surpassed everything else flashed at the top of Baek Saheon’s priorities.

Baek Saheon snapped his head up.

Kim Soleum was smiling.

“Then, from now on, tell me regularly what’s happening in Daydream Inc.”

“…….”

What the other offered was a deal.

An information trade.

“…Something like the High-Grade Dark Exploration Manuals kept within the company?”

Kim Soleum looked at him with an absurd expression. Right, no matter how bold, he wouldn’t ask for Field Exploration team secrets….

“Why would you try to tell me something so boring?”

“…….”

“Rumors circulating in the company are fine, personnel appointments, employee gossip is good too. Bring me whatever you think would be ‘information valuable to an internal employee.’”

“…Why?”

“Because I’m curious?”

“……!!”

“No, I got fired, so I’m bored because I can’t hear any more.”

Oh, f*ck!

Baek Saheon felt like he was going to go crazy.

If it were anyone else, they would obviously be indirectly expressing that they didn’t want to tell, but this was Kim Soleum.

‘That bastard actually sounds sincere!’

He seemed like a real nutjob who would listen to company gossip just for the dopamine, which made it even harder to figure him out…!

‘Sigh….’

“So. Are you going to bring information and exchange it for Items?”

“Information,”

…….

…….

“I… can bring it.”

Baek Saheon thought.

‘Who cares?’

What if the company finds out?

He could just say he was threatened or brainwashed.

The company tended to look leniently on whatever the Field Exploration team did as long as it wasn’t selling masks or Collectors.

An ex-employee asking about the ‘company atmosphere’—answering that was nothing!

Even if the company ‘misunderstands’ that the ex-employee is dead, honestly, is that my business?

No matter how much he thought about it, it didn’t seem like the company would issue disciplinary action for something like this.

‘It’s not like I’m selling information to the Disaster Management Bureau, either.’

He wasn’t at the Section Chief level, nor was he on the research team so he could leak development know-how.

‘Fine.’

No matter how he looked at it, this was a deal worth taking.

……He hated to admit it. But Kim Soleum… was never the type to pull pranks or insult people by not giving the promised reward in things like this.

‘Let’s do it.’

Let’s take it for now!

The moment he saw a place to set his feet, the slickness returned to Baek Saheon’s face.

“But, Assistant Manager. Oh, oops, you’re not an Assistant Manager anymore, are you?”

“…….”

“Anyway, I’m not sure what you trust in me to leave this to…. I could be scared and tell lies.”

It was a hint to give him some Items in advance if he wanted to buy trust.

Kim Soleum grinned.

“You’re going to lie? That sounds fun. By all means, try it.”

“…….”

Not a chance.

‘You son of a bitch.’

“But if you bring more fun and interesting information, the Items I give you will naturally be better, won’t they? That’s the basic rule of business.”

“…!”

It meant that if the information was solid, he wouldn’t treat him poorly.

In the end, Baek Saheon smiled and held out his hand while breaking into a cold sweat.

“Fine. I’ll bring you ‘interesting information.’”

“Sure.”

Kim Soleum accepted the handshake.

In that way, Kim Soleum successfully planted a very quick-calculating information spy in the company.

‘Whew.’

I survived!

Kim Soleum let out an inward sigh of relief.

‘Secured… an unofficial informant.’

Director Ho had deliberately mentioned ‘colleagues to work with’ to subtly create an atmosphere that prevented him from grasping the situation, but Kim Soleum knew.

That he and his colleagues were under strictly different conditions.

‘I’m the only one who’s officially a dead person.’

Furthermore, I’ve resigned.

What that meant was that all natural routes for grasping company news were blocked.

‘And Director Ho is the kind of boss who would happily exploit the fact that I’m isolated in terms of information.’

Kim Soleum remembered Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s words exactly.

—I don’t know what other team members are doing on this Project. Director Ho makes it so employees with different responsibilities can’t even talk to each other.

There was no way he would look out for him on purpose.

So he needed another line.

‘But Group D won’t work.’

No matter how he thought about it, it seemed Director Ho had already grasped that connection. Delivering the Doorplate through Assistant Manager Eun Haje was very blatant.

So he had intended to target Baek Saheon or Kang Yihak anyway, and the situation played out perfectly.

‘Honestly, Ms. Kang Yihak… might sell all my information in a heartbeat if someone who pays more shows up.’

Just thinking about it made him break into a cold sweat.

In that sense, Baek Saheon, who was appropriately afraid of him while also being wary of others and having strong survival instincts, was the right card.

Kim Soleum looked over his former roommate and nodded.

“Then I’m leaving.”

“Huh? Well… I guess you’re busy.”

Kim Soleum nodded at Baek Saheon’s soulless words.

“I have work to do.”

There were less than a few weeks left until he would be deployed to the Disaster Management Bureau.

‘It’s tight.’

He had to start preparing now.

A new character, fitting for an Agent of the Disaster Management Bureau, not a new recruit of Daydream Inc.!

February 22nd.

“Agent Bronze. The preparation for the new recruit aptitude test is finished.”

“Yes.”

Ryu Jaekwan, an Agent of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau with the Codename ‘Bronze’, stood in front of a glass window holding documents.

In fact, the window was one-way; to the people on the other side, it would appear as just a mirror.

And there, candidates who would soon become new Agents of the Bureau were waiting.

A strange resolve was reflected in the faces of those sitting around the room with a sense of tension.

All that remained was the aptitude test.

However, this was also the most important gateway.

‘If you fail the aptitude test, you leave and even forget that you ever applied for the exam.’

They weren’t even given a chance to prepare again.

Because there was no point in the challenge.

It meant they were either someone who couldn’t handle working at the Management Bureau or had an immoral ethical view.

They absolutely could not work here.

“…….”

However, knowing that most of those who applied here had their own stories, Ryu Jaekwan inwardly hoped that many people would pass the aptitude test safely.

Especially the applicants who were looking for missing relatives, or those who had a Supernatural Disaster they desperately wanted to eliminate.

“Let’s begin.”

“Yes!”

But since he was never the type to give generous scores, this wish was not expressed outwardly at all.

The assistant interviewers who were grading with him merely swallowed hard, conscious of ‘Agent Bronze.’

‘I heard the passing standards are really strict.’

‘The applicants in this room are a bit unlucky.’

They exchanged glances and began the aptitude test according to Agent Bronze’s instructions.

—Group ‘D’, numbers 1 through 4. Please step forward.

An Announcement Broadcast came from the room beyond the glass window.

The four final interviewees who were called stepped into the center of the room.

No. 1, age 25, clearly looking nervous. No. 2, age 38, looking calm but with a pale face. No. 3, age 31, with eyes burning with fire. And….

“Pfft!”

“A-Agent?”

Ryu Jaekwan hurriedly suppressed his cough.

He thought he had seen wrong for a second, but the image formed through the glass window did not change at all.

The strange and kind person he had unexpectedly seen several times within Supernatural Phenomena over the past six months.

‘…Agent Grapes!’

Kim Soleum.

He, who had been an employee of Daydream Inc., was standing on the other side of the mirror, adjusting his glasses with an awkward, shrinking expression!!

As Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau Agent candidate Group ‘D’, No. 4.

Chapter 131

Ryu Jaekwan remembered it vividly.

The mountain cabin where serial killings occurred.

The person who, even while caught in that terrible disaster, grasped for clues to stop the murders and worked to save everyone, even the wicked perpetrators themselves.

The possessor of the Silver Heart.

-I hid the people and made the scene look like they’d been killed.

-I thought the killer would be flustered enough to stay still.

And the devotion and sacrifice he had shown in that school within a bizarre nightmare called Sekwang Technical High School.

-I did obtain the name tag, but it’s not in my hands right now.

-I gave it to someone who was still alive in the classroom.

Giving up one’s own lifeline to another in an extreme situation is not something just anyone can do.

They were choices so upright that they left Ryu Jaekwan, who had seen all sorts of human nature at the Disaster Management Bureau, utterly speechless.

Of course, at the same time… he had also learned the bolt-from-the-blue truth that the ‘possessor of the Silver Heart’ was not an innocent civilian.

-……A Roe Deer?

A human being used as a hand and foot by an immoral and crazy pharmaceutical company.

A foolish and selfish employee, enchanted like a cultist by the absurd reward of a Wish Ticket.

That was Kim Soleum.

To think he had even given an temporary agent badge to such a man was enough to make his blood run cold with disgust.

He certainly felt that way, and yet….

-The two of you. Leave me and go.

“…….”

Sometimes, actions spoke louder than the information used to describe a person.

A man who, even with a hole through his stomach, tried to prioritize the safety of his colleague and the agent accompanying him first.

‘Kim Soleum.’

That man was standing on the other side of the glass right now.

Having applied for the Disaster Management Bureau’s agent exam.

“…….”

But the atmosphere was strangely different.

‘…Why can’t he meet my eyes?’

Throughout their few encounters, Kim Soleum had always possessed a clean, neat appearance and demeanor. This had even been the case when he was a high school student inside the nightmare.

But the person visible through the glass now had unkempt, shaggy hair and kept his face, adorned with glasses, bowed deeply.

Like a clumsy newcomer to society who was taking an exam amidst a large crowd for the first time.

Or….

As if he had suffered a great psychological blow somewhere and retreated into himself.

‘…….’

However, Ryu Jaekwan stared through the glass with eyes hollowed by fatigue and vigilance.

The three characters of the name were clearly printed on the personal documents he held.

Name: Kim Soleum.

Because that was all there was.

‘There is no record of employment at Daydream Inc.’

Except for his university days, the career history column was a clean blank.

Ryu Jaekwan grit his teeth.

This was so obvious it was almost laughable.

‘Did he come as a spy for that cult-like company?’

It was possible. No, it was highly likely!

‘Does he really think I won’t know his name until the end, and had the gall to apply looking like that?’

Thinking that he wouldn’t be recognized.

…He had to verify this even more thoroughly.

He must not be fooled by appearance and atmosphere!

“Give it to me.”

“Ah…!”

Agent Bronze snatched the broadcasting equipment from the assistant interviewer and began the proceedings in an emotionless voice.

-Number 1, 2, 3, 4.

-In order, put on the oxygen respirators placed in front of you.

With hesitant hands, the applicants grabbed the oxygen respirators placed in the middle of the room.

The blood-stained respirators, which looked as if someone had artificially severed all the tubes, shouldn’t have worked… but strangely, the lights flickered on successfully.

The applicants swallowed hard.

And without anyone refusing, they placed the oxygen respirators over their faces.

Everyone’s hands and feet went cold.

-These oxygen respirators are objects derived from a supernatural disaster; misuse can lead to terrible consequences.

-From now on, every time you tell a lie, they will supply something other than oxygen.

“…!”

Beyond the glass, the applicants squeezed their eyes shut or trembled in fear.

Number 4, ‘Kim Soleum,’ also flinched slightly.

Yes. You must be afraid.

If you tried to infiltrate to do something as foul as spying, then even more so!

-Testify only the truth.

This was a personality and aptitude test using a type of ‘Supernatural Phenomenon’ that the Disaster Management Bureau only permitted for limited use.

Lie detection.

Discernment of malice.

Detection of sinners.

A procedure and ability necessary for the minimum ethical line.

Ryu Jaekwan stared through the glass.

The agent candidates sat frozen with the oxygen respirators over their heads.

-The questioning will begin.

A ruthless common question was asked.

-From this moment, you must execute one of the four agent candidates present here.

“…!!”

-This is a measure to terminate a supernatural disaster.

-State who you will kill.

The applicants’ lips parted in shock.

There was no response yet.

However, in the space beyond the mirror where the interviewers were, they were already ‘receiving the responses.’

Number 1:

K-kill? Are you crazy!

Number 2:

…Who do I choose? Is saying I can’t kill the right answer? No, do agents need cold-heartedness? Ahhh, damn it….

Number 3:

F*ck, to think they’d ask such a question so openly! Should I check the person next to me?

Each of their thoughts was organized into clear text and displayed alongside their numbers.

In the output column of the device, where a pulse reading should normally appear through the respirator, strangely red and vivid sentences were surfacing.

Their inner hearts.

The Truth Respirator.

It was a residual phenomenon left after the conclusion of the Sentence-grade supernatural disaster, ‘The Last Confession,’ which had occurred at a nursing facility in Gangwon Province.

And even if it was somewhat unethical, the Disaster Management Bureau had consistently implemented similar personality and aptitude tests.

Because a catastrophe could occur if they failed to filter people properly here.

The interviewers read the inner thoughts of the agent candidates and evaluated them without batting an eye.

Panic, agonizing, blaming.

‘Ordinary.’

‘Acceptable.’

However, exactly one person was surprisingly unresponsive.

Number 4:

…….

Applicant Number 4.

Kim Soleum was not displaying any ‘thoughts’ on the screen.

He was simply wearing the oxygen respirator in silence.

“Is he frozen in shock?”

“Look at how his head is bowed. He does seem to lack guts.”

“…….”

Ryu Jaekwan did not show his agitation and gripped the microphone again.

-Number 1. Answer.

The person in their 20s, whose eyes were darting around, stood straight and answered.

“For the safety of the majority, cold-hearted choices are sometimes necessary. I, um, I will volunteer to die….”

But the words on the screen said something else, much more graphic.

Number 1:

I-I don’t think I can do it…. Still, I have to believe I can die. Because that’s the right thing, that’s why they’re asking this way, right?!

‘Panic, lack of reasoning, extreme submissiveness.’

….

Fail.

-Number 1. Remove the oxygen respirator and wait.

“…!”

Applicant Number 1 stood there blankly for a moment, then soon accepted the situation.

He staggered as he took off the respirator and stood quietly in his spot.

“Excuse me, we could put him on hold and try one more question….”

“Shh.”

Another assistant interviewer stopped the one trying to protest.

“Agent Bronze’s judgment has never been wrong. Just stay still.”

“…….”

“I’m telling you, he passes the people who should be passed.”

The assistant interviewer gestured as if to say, ‘just watch.’

The personality test continued.

-Number 2. Answer.

“…After choosing the person closest to me, I will proceed… as quickly and humanely as possible. I will prioritize it being painless.”

Number 2:

Is it too cliché? But this is the safe answer. Everyone is watching, so I can’t specifically say I’d kill everyone here….

Evasive answer.

Fail.

-Remove the oxygen respirator and wait.

In an instant, the ‘personality test’ for up to Number 2 was finished.

Next.

-Number 3.

Number 3 lifted his head while sweating.

However, he spoke with a somewhat triumphant air.

“I will not kill anyone!”

“…!”

“No matter the situation, there is always a Plan B. There will surely be another way to escape. I will search for a way for all my colleagues to get out together….”

Thump.

Number 3 collapsed before he could finish his sentence.

“…!!”

The oxygen respirator he was wearing had suddenly turned into a clean, new one, and Number 3 lost consciousness with a pale face.

The interviewers, with cold expressions, read the bright red inner thoughts of Number 3, who had been speaking ‘lies.’

Lies that he himself probably didn’t even realize were lies, but merely ‘feelings.’

Number 3:

Wow f*ck, this is so thrilling, killing the person next to me lol. This is it, this is what it means to be a secret agent.

Number 3 was left lying on the floor.

“…….”

The atmosphere among the agent applicants waiting for their turn in the room froze.

Only one person was still wearing the oxygen respirator.

-Number 4.

-Answer.

The question was the same this time.

‘In order to eliminate a dangerous anomalous phenomenon, who among the four people here will you kill?’

Ryu Jaekwan looked at Kim Soleum through the glass.

Just how would this man, who had been an employee of that incredibly unethical pharmaceutical company, answer?

Perhaps, conscious of that, he would give an even more cunning and virtuous answer than before….

“Number 3.”

…….

Huh?

“The person who just collapsed.”

-…!

For the first time, someone had been pointed out directly.

The interviewers’ eyes widened as they listened intently to the next words….

“…….”

“…….”

No.

Is that it…?

Forget further explanation, Number 4 was keeping his head bowed low.

An announcement voice came out, sounding somewhat hesitant.

-Is that the end of your answer?

“Pardon?”

-Is there nothing more to explain?

After hesitating enough to make one’s blood boil, Number 4 opened his mouth in a voice as small as a crawling ant.

“That is, I mean… in the situation you described, I thought we four were responsible anyway….”

-…!!

“If a disaster only disappears through the death of one of us, then we must have been deeply involved with the disaster itself…. Like we touched something we shouldn't have….”

-……,

“Um, is this correct?”

-…The applicant is not allowed to ask questions.

“Ah…! I-I’m sorry….”

Applicant Number 4 muttered while still keeping his head bowed.

As if he were embarrassed to be saying such things.

“If so… yes. I presumed that, and I chose the opponent who would be easiest to execute because they are incapacitated.”

Truth.

-…….

“However, if there is even a little bit of time to spare, I want to do my best to find an alternative.”

A virtuous answer to the point of being cliché.

“Because life is precious. I think it’s difficult and hard to compare based simply on numbers or who is more valuable….”

But those words had a strange power.

“Still, if there is no alternative within the time allowed to me, and the possibility of it developing into a major loss of life is very high… I suppose it can’t be helped.”

For the first time, Kim Soleum raised his head.

Behind the glass, behind the spectacles, those eyes still looked firm despite having passed through two layers of windows.

And his inner thoughts appeared.

Number 4:

But I want to save them if possible….

…It was exactly the model answer the Disaster Management Bureau wanted from its agents.

In an unavoidable disaster situation, follow regulations, but keep listening to the voice of your conscience…!

Quickly.

Number 4 lowered his gaze again as if he had never raised it, but the interviewers were quietly impressed.

“He’s sincere.”

“His character and judgment are both good. And his idea was also goo—.”

Crumple.

Ryu Jaekwan held back from crumpling the documents at the casual admiration he heard beside him.

No.

There’s no way.

“That fellow is a pass for now….”

-Next question.

“I-Interviewer?”

Ignoring his surroundings, Ryu Jaekwan pushed forward with a second question, which was originally only conducted ‘in cases where judgment is ambiguous.’

-You are isolated in a supernatural disaster.

-If you can only send one person out of the disaster alive—either the most virtuous applicant in this room or your closest friend—who would you send?

Number 4 now looked almost bewildered.

As if he didn’t understand why such an obvious thing was being asked!

“Uh. The one among the two who has a higher chance of survival…?”

-…!

“I will just… try my best to save as many people as possible.”

Number 4:

Because that’s what the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau is supposed to do….

-…….

Ryu Jaekwan looked through the glass with a stunned face.

The assistant interviewers instinctively knew.

‘This is a pass.’

‘It’s a pass for sure.’

Number 4’s attitude was (quite a bit) passive, but to be honest, didn’t the successful Disaster Management Bureau agents all have at least one strange

side like that?

Traumas that seemed to have been exchanged for convictions.

In that sense, he also looked like a typical agent candidate.

‘So, a pass….’

It was then.

Number 4’s bright red inner thoughts were updated.

Number 4:

…Though a situation where I’d have to make such a choice probably won't happen to me.

‘…!’

The phrasing was so significant.

‘A slip!’

Ryu Jaekwan and the assistant interviewers were momentarily tense. Then they widened their eyes and focused on reading the next sentence….

Number 4:

Um, for me right now…… I don’t even have anyone I could call a friend….

Ah.

Number 4:

Should I have said it’s a question that doesn't even work in the first place? It’s a bit embarrassing to say it’s fine because I don't have anyone who's a friend….

“…….”

“…….”

Number 4:

No. Let’s not say it after all. Let’s… um, try hard to make colleagues here. Fighting!

A solemn silence spread among the interviewers.

“…….”

Ryu Jaekwan felt the gazes of the assistant interviewers.

Blatant glares saying that if he kept asking questions and deferred the passing grade after reading this far, he would be a piece of trash!

-…Remove, the oxygen respirator, and, wait.

Candidate Number 4 bowed his head and took off the respirator.

The announcement was the same as before, but everyone in the room and all the interviewers knew.

“…Thank you.”

Candidate Number 4 had passed.

-All four individuals who have completed the personality test, please move to the waiting room outside.

Beyond Candidate Number 3, who was being moved like a piece of luggage, Candidate Number 4 moved while still slightly hunched over, quietly adjusting his glasses.

Even though… his dignity had been wounded without him even knowing.

That was why he was an even more impressive successful candidate.

‘I’m looking forward to where he’ll work.’

‘Yeah.’

The assistant interviewers looked at each other and thought that they should take care of that timid Candidate Number 4 the next time they met him.

In fact, there was no need for that.

Since the answer had been aimed at that very effect in the first place!

‘Phew.’

Waiting room.

I sat on a chair and let out a deep sigh.

Keeping my knees together to ensure I didn’t fall into an arrogant posture.

‘I got through it safely…….’

Why on earth is Agent Bronze coming out of there!

‘I almost fainted the moment I heard the broadcast.’

Wow, the moment I heard Ryu Jaekwan’s voice as the interviewer’s voice, I thought I was doomed, but surprisingly, being flustered actually helped me create my character.

Namely….

‘An introverted agent with a complicated story he can’t tell, but with good abilities.’

That was the character I was going to use at the Management Bureau this time.

To fit that standard, I had even let my appearance get quite messy for several weeks before coming to the interview….

‘Rather than being too skillful, a type that seems a bit cowed receives less suspicion.’

Most Management Bureau agents were people with stories, anyway. It would be natural.

Ah. Are you asking if I didn't feel a reality check pretending to be timid?

I’m originally a timid person. I just had to throw away my social face and express my natural coward-like thoughts as they were….

‘Hahaha….’

……It’s actually better than pretending to be a crazy Gen Z at Daydream Inc.

…I had to think that way!

I wiped my cheek under my glasses.

‘Anyway, it worked well.’

Passing was almost certain.

Even though Ryu Jaekwan was there as an interviewer.

That’s right.

An agent who had already been grandly stabbed in the back by me once before had passed me….

Seeing as I hadn't been dragged away by the agents who rushed into the interview room.

‘…But it looks like I’m going to stab him in the back again.’

I’m a spy, aren't I?

I apologized inwardly with a feeling that made me break into a cold sweat. I-I’m sorry once again, Agent….

‘But, well, you’re still a bit unsure, right?’

You passed me, but you’ll keep an eye on me? While reporting everything about my previous workplace to the higher-ups?

Then that was quite a problem.

Since I’ve entered the path of a spy anyway, let’s do it properly. There is no retreat.

‘I have to do more work here to completely solidify their trust before I enter.’

I waited silently.

Before long, my number was called again.

The sign of passing.

-Number 4 from Group ‘C’.

-You have passed. Please move to the designated location.

“…!”

It’s done.

Going to the ‘location’ probably meant the interviewers, whose voices I could only hear, would actually come out to give me my agent ID and assign me to a temporary unit.

In other words… I would face Ryu Jaekwan directly.

‘I didn’t expect to meet the biggest risk factor on my first day of infiltration as an agent, but it actually turned out well.’

Let’s settle this now.

“Yes! Yes….”

I answered loudly on purpose, then lowered my voice as if flustered to compose myself, before getting up in a flurry and treading cautiously.

…While re-engraving the operation I had intended to use if I ever met Ryu Jaekwan into my head and heart.

Operation Name: Agent! I pretended to be dead and escaped that crazy pseudo religion company! T_T

It was the beginning of my life as an Agent-swindler.

……I’d just like to make the excuse that I never intended for it to be this full-scale….

Chapter 132

Agent Bronze, Ryu Jaekwan, stood on one side of the indoor space, showing no signs of his inner agitation.

The room where the final successful candidates gathered.

The calling of those who had passed the personality and aptitude tests had already finished several times, and the prepared chairs were almost all filled.

And yet….

‘Why isn’t he coming?’

While the successful candidates were being called one by one and making their appearances, the person he had felt compelled to pass had still not arrived.

‘Kim Soleum!’

His number had already been called three times!

—Group C, Number 4.

—You have passed. Please move to the designated location.

If that announcement was repeated more than four times, the screening would be changed to 'on hold'!

Because they would judge that he had given up on the interview.

‘Just why….’

After going through the trouble of passing the personality and aptitude tests, he was giving up like this?

It was at that moment when Ryu Jaekwan was burning with an anxiety he himself couldn't understand.

Thump!

“I-I’m sorry.”

In the room where almost all the successful candidates had gathered, the door hurriedly opened, and a man with a bright red face entered.

He was catching his breath as if he had run in a hurry, and water was dripping from his suit sleeves and neck….

[C-4]

The number that would have been disqualified if called just one more time.

It was Kim Soleum.

No matter how one looked at it, it seemed he had gone to wash his face or something because of his nerves.

…If he were a spy, he probably wouldn't do something so conspicuous…….

‘Damn it!’

Let’s not be lenient! Ryu Jaekwan kept his mouth shut and maintained a dissatisfied expression.

—Please take your seat.

“Ye-yes….”

Kim Soleum, adjusting his glasses, quietly sat in a corner at the very back.

He could hear another successful candidate sitting next to him cautiously speaking.

“Are you okay? Here, at least have this….”

“Ah, I-I’m fine! Thank you….”

To Ryu Jaekwan, who knew the circumstances, the sight of him being startled by the kindness of the person next to him offering water was seen in a more specific light.

It was as if, after being among cult-like employees whose ethics had been worn away at a crazy pharmaceutical company, he was now deeply moved by such a small act of kindness….

“…….”

The agent quietly continued to observe the situation.

—The appointment ceremony will now begin.

The agent appointment ceremony at the Disaster Management Bureau was relatively brief and simple.

They register their desired funeral method in case of death in the line of duty, are issued temporary passes, and are informed of the short training schedule and the missions they will be assigned to.

There is no standardized administrative procedure comparable to general civil servants, but neither is there a heavy emphasis on training like special forces.

Supernatural Disasters.

The ability to respond to terrible and chilling anomalous phenomena was ultimately built through experience.

And more than half of the agent applicants were people who had lost family or friends through frightening, unknown incidents.

Even if that weren't the case, a sense of mission peculiar to people who had realized the secrets of the bizarre Otherworld was a prerequisite atmosphere in the room of successful candidates.

—Group C, Number 4. Kim Soleum.

“T-thank you.”

Kim Soleum, who received his pass amidst them, was the same.

Because he looked timid and gloomy, there was a certain assumption that if a person of that personality were to apply, their determination must be extraordinary.

Of course, there were also lukewarm gazes mixed in, as if looking at an incompetent person who failed to meet the qualifications.

—Over the next three weeks of training and trial deployment, it will be determined which unit you will ultimately be assigned to.

—Until then, please strictly follow the instructions of your senior agents.

It was at this point that the interviewers appeared.

The interviewers become the seniors of the rookie agents they selected, directly guiding and taking responsibility for the recruits they passed.

This was the basic policy of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

Of course, in cases where the pairs didn't match, agents who weren't interviewers were also mobilized, but at the very least, interviewers were directly attached as pair agents to 'impressive candidates.'

And in Kim Soleum's case, by the subtle support and recommendation of the assistant interviewers….

—The agent standing in front of you is your direct senior, and will be in charge of one-on-one training for three months.

Ryu Jaekwan stood in front of Kim Soleum.

“…!”

Watching as the face behind the glasses turned deathly pale upon recognizing him.

“Follow me.”

“…….”

Ryu Jaekwan heard the sound of his assigned rookie, Kim Soleum, quietly following him.

And the moment they were left alone after entering an unmaintained room in a corner of the bleak building used for personality and aptitude tests.

Rustle.

“…!”

He heard the sound of the other person pulling something out.

‘A weapon?’

Just as Ryu Jaekwan was about to move his hand to subdue him immediately….

“Um, Agent.”

“…….”

“I wanted to… return these.”

Those were….

The temporary agent badge and the pistol.

Items he had given to the temporary agent Grapes at ‘Sekwang Technical High School.’

Because the situation had turned so urgent, they were things Ryu Jaekwan had forgotten about as well.

“I should have returned them sooner, but I didn't have the chance, so I'm giving them to you now. I’m sorry….”

“…….”

Ryu Jaekwan looked at Kim Soleum.

Despite having voluntarily reported something no one would have known if he had just kept his mouth shut, the other person looked as if he had already given up on everything.

It was as if he thought the agent in front of him would report him as a pharmaceutical company mole at any moment.

…Ryu Jaekwan's heart settled.

“Does that pharmaceutical company know you’re here?”

He slowly shook his head.

“No.”

How on earth can I believe th—

“To the company, I’m already a dead person….”

“…!”

What?

“What does that….”

“I was caught in the Darkness… I mean, a supernatural disaster for over a month and couldn't get out.”

Kim Soleum’s face turned slightly pale.

“Once it’s been over a month, they treat you as dead, so, um, the company will think of me as an already deceased employee, no, a former employee….”

“…….”

They just finish the identity processing like that without any rescue?

While he was momentarily speechless at the unethical processing method beyond imagination, Ryu Jaekwan realized the story predicated on Kim Soleum's answer.

“Then were you trapped in a ghost story for over a month?!”

Kim Soleum nodded his head slightly, which was hanging low.

Ryu Jaekwan felt as if he had been struck in the back of the head with a hammer.

‘No way!’

And he examined the other person again.

The reason the person who used to be neat and tidy had suddenly become so cautious and clumsy in reacting to his surroundings.

It seemed that because he had been trapped in a terrible ghost story for a long time, he had become like this… due to the influence of it.

“Don't tell me, on purpose….”

“No.”

Right.

What madman would make the choice to voluntarily be trapped in a ghost story for a month?

Let alone someone who has experienced it while working there….

“But not reporting to the company after getting out… was on purpose.”

“……!”

Ryu Jaekwan said reflexively.

“Was it because… that was the only way you could resign quietly, ‘without any trouble’?”

“…….”

After taking a deep breath, Kim Soleum eventually nodded.

“Yes.”

That was a lie.

Daydream Inc. is a place that would let you go without a word even if you waved goodbye saying things like ‘Dobby is free.’

It’s just that no one in the field exploration team does that because it’s an act of throwing away hard-earned points into the trash!

“I don’t regret it.”

But in the mind of the virtuous Disaster Management Bureau agent who didn't know that fact, a typical grand escape from a pseudo-multilevel scheme came to mind.

The face of a victim who, after suffering from mental shock, PTSD, and gaslighting, finally escaped the company only after pretending to be dead….

“Um, so… the fact that I was from that company, of course, I can't stop you but… I beg of you, please do not let it be known publicly….”

“…….”

He is afraid of being tracked by Daydream Inc.

Ryu Jaekwan sensed this, but without showing it on the outside, he asked as if interrogating him instead.

“What about the wish? Didn't you work there because of the wish they said they'd grant?”

A hollow, bitter smile spread across the lips of Kim Soleum, who was hanging his head.

“That… that became meaningless.”

“……!”

“Um, a problem occurred while I was working, and the performance I had built up for the wish was reset.”

“…….”

“It was only then that I realized it was strange.”

The wish tickets from Daydream Inc. certainly grant wishes.

However, the company can decide at any time not to give a wish ticket to an individual employee.

Irrationally and unfairly.

“I thought, ‘I’m working here indefinitely in this terrible place based on a ridiculous judgment,’ and….”

The words ‘Didn't I tell you not to believe in such absurd talk about granting wishes’ rose to the tip of Ryu Jaekwan's throat, but he held them

back.

“Ah! Don't worry. Since I've been processed as dead anyway… I can no longer build up or receive performance points.”

The bitter smile also gradually vanished from Kim Soleum's face.

It was emptiness.

“After that, I realized I had nothing left to do.”

“…….”

“So… I remembered the business card you gave me and applied to the Disaster Management Bureau.”

And then he shrank back again.

“…If I made you uncomfortable, I’m sorry.”

Suddenly, Ryu Jaekwan felt like he was interrogating the other person over something absurd.

It was psychological guilt.

It was the same feeling as if he were grabbing a civilian who had just been rescued from an anomalous phenomenon by the collar and yelling at them to explain exactly what had happened.

The guilt of having psychologically pressured a victim who had barely escaped after struggling to live morally while being plagued by unethical company work and guidelines!

And yet, hadn't he himself put unfairly excessive pressure only on this person during the interview, and wasn't he also calling him aside now to scare him?

Moreover, the other person was in a state where he had lost both his membership and his desperate goal of a wish ticket.

Ryu Jaekwan thought.

…Even so, the reason Kim Soleum tried to enter here must have been due to an unconscious expectation.

The work done at the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

Protecting the safety of citizens from supernatural disasters, ghosts, unidentified life forms, unknown phenomena, and threats.

It could be said to be the exact opposite purpose of Daydream Inc., where he had worked.

If, through the last two encounters, Kim Soleum had entered this institution with a sliver of hope and a sense of purpose.

‘Then….’

Ryu Jaekwan clenched his fist.

‘He’s not going to hit me, is he?’

I looked at Agent Bronze's clenched fist with a feeling like I was about to break into a cold sweat.

I’ve spilled everything.

‘I thought it worked.’

I didn't know why he was clenching his fist, so I broke out in a cold sweat.

However, for a few seconds while he stood still with a head bowed and an unchanging expression, after that….

Beep beep beep beep beep.

“…!”

The watch on Agent Bronze's wrist began to sound a loud alarm.

“…Please wait for a moment.”

“Yes.”

Phew.

‘Was he clenching his fist because of that?’

Click.

Almost at the same time Agent Bronze opened the door and left, I sat on the floor, shaking my head.

Ha.

‘The only time I’ve ever scammed a good person like this in my life was in a Mafia game….’

Now I’m deceiving a national civil servant to do spy work. I’m literally at the point where I could bathe in my cold sweat.

Still, the important thing is….

‘He seems to believe it, right?’

The point is that it seems to have worked.

Earlier, I checked that Agent Bronze had clearly become rapidly speechless and started looking at me with sympathetic eyes.

Unless that sympathy is the kind directed at a criminal who will be permanently incarcerated in a special Disaster Management Bureau glass prison, it means ‘Applicant Kim Soleum’ has moved out of the line of suspicion.

‘It’s done.’

I wiped the cold sweat from my temples.

They say a great scam is 90% truth and 10% lies, and it seems I unintentionally kept that ratio well.

…For the record, my colleagues who infiltrated the Disaster Management Bureau as spies with me didn't go through this.

-Director Ho, then what about the other colleagues….

-Ah, they’ve already entered.

-…….

-Up until last month, there was a prepared route for irregular hiring at the Disaster Management Bureau, so immediate deployment was possible.

…In short, I was the only one who caught the last spy train and had to go through all this trouble by taking the formal Disaster Management Bureau exam instead of the irregular hiring. Haha….

Ms. Go Yeongeun, Mr. Heowoon… I haven't heard where in the Disaster Management Bureau you are, but please, I hope you’re slacking off in a comfortable place and can help me if something happens… please.

‘I’m counting on you.’

I wonder if it’s okay to wish for my colleagues' peace for such self-centered reasons, but anyway, a good thing is a good thing.

Of course, what’s immediately important now is….

‘The department I’ll be working in at the Disaster Management Bureau.’

The reasoning isn't difficult. I crossed my arms.

Let’s see, thinking based on the <Dark Exploration Record>.

The affiliation an agent who passed the formal exam at the Disaster Management Bureau gets assigned to after having their aptitude judged through three weeks of temporary service….

‘Can be largely divided into three types.’

One could say they are the three basic stages of dealing with a supernatural disaster.

First of all, the first one.

1. New Investigation Unit

: An exploration team that identifies the phenomena of newly occurred ghost stories and measures and reports their developmental patterns and danger levels.

Their role is to find, explore, and classify urban legends that have recently been rumored, regardless of whether they are online or offline.

Of course, they don't just grind field exploration teams to make manuals like Daydream Inc. does; they collect information and conduct explorations as safely as possible.

‘It makes me realize all over again what a crazy workplace I used to go to….’

But come to think of it, I’m not only still going there, I’m even acting as a spy.

…It’s sad, so let’s stop thinking about it.

Anyway, next, the second one.

2. Emergency Rescue Squad

: A mobile unit that responds to calls for rescue from civilians caught in already occurring supernatural disasters or ghost stories.

Exactly as it sounds, a rescue squad.

It’s a crazy job where you have to go into a scene where a ghost story is in full swing and save people when it’s at its scariest.

It was the most dangerous, but at the same time, the essence of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, and a department respected within the company.

‘And the exploration records are the most fun, too.’

But it’s not what I’m aiming for.

‘I’ve had enough fun.’

Indirect experience was plenty enough for fun….

‘The one I’m aiming for is the last affiliation.’

Exactly….

3. Field Cleanup Unit

: A team that tidies up the situation after a ghost story has occurred and restores the site so that general citizens do not notice.

The so-called cleanup team!

Like crime scene cleaners, they were the team that finally organized the sites of terminated or sealed ghost stories and wrote related documents.

That means I can work on creating registration documents!

Since it’s the easiest place to access documents, it’s the unit where it’s easy to access data on ‘a certain supernatural ghost story’ that Director Ho mentioned.

‘Even for someone who has already read the Dark Exploration Record, there’s no better slacker job than this.’

Since it’s no different from me organizing a Wiki, it was truly a comfortable and fun occupation.

And above all….

‘You go in after all the scary stuff is over!’

It means it’s the least scary.

With this, I can finally lead a normal work life without breaking into cold sweats…!

Can you hear it? The sound of my quality of life skyrocketing!

The method to get assigned is also simple.

‘For the next three weeks, I just need to show a passive and smart appearance.’

I’ll appeal with a personality that is overall analytical and has a researcher’s side in classification and organization.

Did you notice? It was an occupation that perfectly matched the character I’ve built up now…!

Since my senior is someone who knows I’ve had experience with ghost stories, it’ll be even easier to appeal.

Besides, doesn't he know about my suspicious background?

‘I talked my way through it, but if even a shred of doubt remains, he’ll stick me in document organization.’

Agent Bronze seemed like a capable person.

But why would he expect a former employee of a crazy pharmaceutical company to save people!

“Whew.”

I stood up, wearing a smile of inner relief.

Just in time, the agent also returned.

Thud.

“Mr. Kim Soleum.”

Ah, now he’s probably going to tell me to go home….

“Take this.”

Toss.

I reflexively caught what the other person held out as if throwing it.

‘A pass?’

It looked like an ID card for facility access. But didn't I already get this during the agent appointment ceremony earlier…?

“Originally, a rookie agent is assigned a workplace through three weeks of two-person duty.”

I knew that….

But I didn't know the next words.

“However, for you, I have arbitrarily assigned an affiliation.”

“…….”

Pardon?

“From now on, you are in the same unit as me.”

“…….”

Wait a minute.

‘If it’s Agent Bronze’s unit….’

With an ominous feeling, I flipped over the pass I was holding…….

Agent (β)

Name: Kim Soleum

Assignment: Emergency Rescue Squad, Hyunmoo Team 1

“As of this hour today, you are a member of Hyunmoo Team 1.”

“…….”

No….

No!!

“A rescue call just came in for me, so we will immediately enter a supernatural disaster to rescue citizens. Follow me.”

“…….”

The persuasion jackpot went off in a very strange direction!

Chapter 133

To think I'm in the Disaster Management Bureau's rescue squad.

In a situation where it's hard enough just looking after myself, I have to enter a ghost story to save civilians.

‘Is this a dream?’

But it was reality.

In fact, I had to enter a ghost story to rescue people right this second.

7:30 PM.

It was exactly 1 hour and 30 minutes after I had been appointed following the aptitude test.

Yet, I had already been issued Agent Equipment from headquarters due to an emergency request from Agent Bronze.

And now, I was pedaling toward the site of the ghost story on a Disaster Management Bureau public bicycle.

‘...The sun is completely down.’

Riding a bike in this cold and looking at the darkening outside gives me the chills and brings up so many thoughts....

“Civilians caught in a Supernatural Disaster can also request rescue through the number on the notices previously placed by the Management Bureau.”

Right....

‘And I also know that that number is a mysterious rescue number that sometimes works even inside a ghost story.’

Listening to a Disaster Management Bureau-style ghost story rescue briefing makes my head spin.

I pedaled the bicycle, following the Agent almost mechanically.

“When entering a Supernatural Disaster, a bicycle is actually safer than moving by car.”

‘Yes. It’s because most means of transportation don’t work in a ghost story or can cause the worst kinds of mishaps....’

It was fun when I was just looking at the settings, but doing it in person was truly cold and exhausting.

For the record, the equipment was more plentiful than what I had received as a temporary agent.

A glass hand cannon, an Iron Badge, a notebook, and... fishing line.

“You must especially never lose the fishing line. It is a necessary tool for when you have to make an emergency escape alone in this Supernatural Disaster.”

“...Yes.”

I felt a bit guilty as it reminded me of what happened when I was a temporary agent, but I won't deny that my heart fluttered a little.

Of course, the most important thing is this.

So, which ghost story am I entering right now!

“The Supernatural Disaster we are entering now for the civilian rescue is....”

The disaster is?

Agent Bronze, who paused briefly after seeing my expression, continued in a slightly kinder tone.

“...You don't need to be that nervous. The civilian who requested rescue won't die during the time it takes for you to hear the explanation.”

“...Yes.”

The direction of your kindness is all wrong....

“Listen to the explanation first.”

“Yes.”

I said I understood.

Agent Bronze, turning his head forward again, spoke as we rode our bicycles through the eerie, deserted neighborhood.

“Kim Soleum, do you remember the chain called Lucky Mart?”

“.......”

“It’s a chain that withdrew from Korea 11 years ago, but it's famous in the English-speaking world...... Agent?”

“Yes. I’ve heard of it.”

‘Oh my god.’

It's not just a matter of having heard of it.

The problem is that I know it too well.

The giant mart chain named Lucky Mart.

...The ghost story that takes it as a motif.

It was also the seventh creative ghost story written back in the very early days when the <Dark Exploration Record> was still a record of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

People looking for a mart in a hurry at night happen upon a Lucky Mart branch and enter.

And then they disappear.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / ghost story

[Lookie Mart]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau registration number 1793PSYA.2001.Na31.

A ghost story where one wanders forever, unable to escape from a bizarre Anomalous Phenomenon mimicking a large mart-style shopping mall.

An odd phenomenon involved in at least 300 missing person cases over several decades, classified as a Waveform-class disaster by the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

There is no known method of termination or Seal to date. It is also impossible to prevent disappearances preemptively.

However, a notice helping the individual escape was placed inside the ghost story mart, and the Exploration Records were written based on reports from civilians who returned to reality through the help of said notice.

==========

A large shopping mall.

It was an exciting and chilling story of the kind that maximizes the fear brought by a familiar everyday space that is simultaneously a massive space

repeating mechanically.

That is, when I was reading it.

‘It’s Waveform-class.’

In the Management Bureau's classification, that’s a ghost story two levels higher than the mountain cabin where the serial killer appeared, which is where I met Agent Bronze.

In terms of Daydream Inc., it's a grade close to B!

I racked my brain while breaking out in a cold sweat.

‘...In Lookie Mart, were there... more cases where the Disaster Management Bureau Agent went in to rescue a civilian and succeeded?’

Most... seemed to have been rescued safely.

Of course, there were many cases in the Exploration Records where special situations occurred and things got complicated. But usually, it's those special cases that get recorded in detail on the Wiki, so if I don't get too nervous... damn it.

‘I want to see it for myself.’

I don't know why the Item repair isn't finished yet.

The Memorial Pop Socket!

I groaned, thinking of my Item for checking the <Dark Exploration Record>, which still had its adhesive unhardened.

‘They definitely said the repair would be finished after a month.’

It didn't seem like the Agent who was mimicking a Dokkaebi was lying.

‘...It’s probably one of two things.’

Either it wasn't repaired properly because it's an Item that popped out of a Merchandise Box.

...Or it wasn't properly counted as a 'period' because I spent the last month in a ghost story.

‘Either way, I need a backup plan.’

Since Lookie Mart is such a famous ghost story, I remembered almost all the details. In that sense, it might be better that a Named Character ghost story appeared, but....

‘The time will come when this kind of luck won't work anymore.’

My heart still goes cold when I remember how I couldn't recall the identity of the Silver Heart Possessor during the Tamra-bound Express Train incident.

To avoid facing such a situation again, the Memorial Pop Socket was absolutely necessary.

‘Now that I'm an Agent, obtaining a new one has actually become easier.’

Let's keep obtaining a new one as Plan B in case this one continues not to be repaired.

I racked my brain, thinking of the broken Memorial Pop Socket I had carefully stored in my pocket inside some cushioning material.

Even then, Agent Bronze's briefing on 'Lookie Mart' was continuing.

“It's a disaster that can only be entered by waiting until the sun goes down, so the person who reported it had good timing.”

“...May I ask about the appearance of the person who reported it?”

Agent Bronze said calmly.

“Two 10th graders.”

Wow.

‘Of all things, minors....’

It looks like my guilty conscience won't even let me cut them off and run away in the middle.

I suppressed a groan and familiarized myself with the description of their appearance and the explanation from the time of the report that Bronze handed to me.

Agent Bronze looked at me with a somewhat empathetic gaze and said, “...Don't worry too much. The explanation that one can hold out for about half a day applies to high school students as well.”

“......Yes.”

A guilty conscience really was starting to form.

“However, the two Agents who entered earlier are currently in a state of short-term disappearance in that Supernatural Disaster.”

“.......”

“Don't worry. They weren't rescue Agents. It was a mishap that occurred during a regular search for a Seal method.”

That sure is hopeful news, Agent....

“We must proceed with the rescue operation with a sense of vigilance, so refrain from any erratic behavior. Absolutely.”

“Yes. I’ll keep that in mind.”

The words ‘Do you really have to take a Rookie Agent in there’ rose to my throat, but I held them back.

Anyway, that person knows I'm an experienced rookie, so there’s no way he’ll go easy on me.

Ring.

I heard the cheerful sound from the bicycle bell with a not-so-cheerful mood and kept pedaling.

Then Agent Bronze naturally slowed down and began to let me take the lead.

“...Agent?”

“We will 'wander' like this for over 20 minutes. ...Someone who doesn't know the exact location of the building must lead, so you move first.”

I remember.

Lookie Mart entry condition: Search for a mart and move for over 20 minutes within a 3km radius of the building where a Lucky Mart used to be in the past.

In the cold, I silently pedaled the bicycle and circled the unfamiliar neighborhood.

While constantly holding the purpose of finding a mart in my head, if I wander around without navigation and look around....

“...Agent Bronze.”

I stopped the bicycle.

“I think I found it.”

And I saw a fairly large, three-story building standing tall between the dim lights of the streetlamps....

The mart's sign glowing in green.

Saeng-saeng Mart

It wasn't a chain, but an independent brand mart that you might find in any neighborhood.

“.......”

No.

The moment I blinked again....

LUCKYMART

The logo of the familiar chain store can be seen in front of the mart building.

As if it hadn't been refurbished for several years, the letters on the Electronic Display are covered in dust, or there are sections where the lights don't come on at all.

“.......”

If I look at the sections where the lights are out a bit more, just a bit more closely....

Flicker.

The lights come on.

LOOKY MART

A phrase different from what I had inadvertently read was there....

“Don't focus on it too much.”

“...!”

That’s right.

LUCKYMART

I saw Lucky Mart.

‘I was looking for a mart, so that's a relief.’

I parked the bike nearby and approached the mart building, which was still open for business as the lights were on.

Let's just enter 'Lucky Mart' naturally.

That's because Lucky Mart is a giant mart chain scattered all over this country, so as long as I don't consciously focus on it, there's no reason to be nervous....

When you witness said mart after sunset, you enter with the illusion that Lucky Mart has not yet withdrawn.

The automatic doors opened smoothly, and I entered the bright interior.

It was a typical mart.

It was somewhat tacky and the prices were cheap, but it had a sense of everyday life to the point where one might carelessly overlook it as just being an old neighborhood mart.

1st Floor. General Merchandise.

Children's toys are piled up on the seasonal special offer stand.

An out-of-style popular song is playing.

“Is that the idol song you like?”

“No, Mom! They’re the rookies from MS Ent this time....”

People who are shopping pass by.

...A family dressed in clothes that were popular over 10 years ago, holding old Smartphones.

Shoppers from the past.

Upon entry, shoppers going about their daily grocery shopping are seen; these are identified as actual shoppers from the past when Lucky Mart was in operation.

“.......”

“Hahaha!”

Shoppers passed by.

Not only were they out of fashion, but their thin clothing was enough to feel a sense of dissonance considering the freezing winter outside.

As if the flow of time was different inside this mart, separated by a single door.

“They are not people caught in the Disaster. Ignore them.”

“.......”

I nodded slowly.

‘The rescue reporters... said they were in a place presumed to be the 1st basement floor.’

Reporter 1: H-help me. I came into the mart and it's strange...! N-nobody can see us, and it's like, like an old mart.

Reporter 1: Surroundings? Uh, that, I mean... I'm near the snack corner now. Yes, I-I'm thirsty too....

“We will move to the basement.”

I nodded and slowly followed the Agent.

This place, where it seemed the past Lucky Mart was being reproduced exactly, looked fine so far.

No, rather, I might have felt wonder and nostalgia as if I had entered the past.

If I didn't know that this was a ghost story, that is.

“.......”

Tension tightened my throat.

Wow, I'm going crazy.

All sorts of terrible cases I saw in the Dark Exploration Record are coming to mind.

Come to think of it, 'Lookie Mart' was a ghost story with a particularly large number of unexpected situations in the Exploration Records...!

‘C-calm down.’

Agent Bronze wouldn't have come on a hardcore difficulty rescue mission with a rookie.

I swallowed hard as I headed down the escalator.

And then... between the two escalators going up and down, I found a note that looked like a receipt lying there.

Wait a second.

‘Could that be....’

I quickly reached out and grabbed the note that mimicked a receipt.

“...! You’ve found it already. That is a notice placed by the Management Bureau.”

Right.

For the innocent civilians caught in this ghost story, it's an escape-help notice placed here and there, away from the eyes of the staff.

‘The reporters probably saw this too.’

I checked the contents of the receipt.

Take a deep breath slowly.

You are currently caught in a Supernatural Disaster.

However, there is no need to despair.

There are at least dozens of cases of successful escapes from this Disaster, and the government has recorded the escape method here for you.

Check the notice on the back.

...Um, it's a typical Manual Ghost Story-style notice that feels like it would give someone an anxiety disorder just by reading it.

‘For starters, I feel like they should fix the red color and the font before telling the reader to take a deep breath....’

But the content itself was exactly as I knew it.

The notice on the back was the same.

‘...I'm not sure which version this is.’

Among the escape methods written in the notice, there are a few that no longer work as the search rounds accumulate.

This is because the items, targets, and structure change over time, and the situation shifts.

‘Of course, there are things that don't change.’

Like this.

The ghosts standing at all exits will not move until business hours are over. Rest assured.  “.......”

Right.

At the exit I came in through, a bizarre 'ghost' must be standing by now....

And the easiest escape method was to run out secretly when that ghost isn't looking.

If business hours have not ended once since you entered, you still have a chance.

You can leave if you block the ghost's field of vision. But not everyone is lucky.

Reporter 1: Sob, yes. I saw the escape method in the notice, but we, we can't do it....... We don't have anything to put over the ghost.... And we couldn't steal any items. Our, our arms won't reach...!

‘That’s when an Agent is needed.’

To be precise, someone who has usable Items in this situation and knows how to use them properly.

So, after securing the identity of the reporters, we had to get out of here immediately before business hours ended.

‘Once business hours are over, it's literally a horror escape game.’

And very fortunately, we were able to find the two people in school uniforms right away at the snack corner near the 1st basement floor escalator.

“Huuuuuuu....”

Two high school students were crying their eyes out, huddled in a corner.

They were the reporters.

“Would you like to speak to them yourself?”

“......Me?”

“Try to do it calmly. This is also practice.”

“Th-yes.......”

Agent Bronze looks at me with an oddly heartwarming gaze.

I broke out in a cold sweat for a different reason.

I carefully approached the two teenagers, crouched down in front of them, and met their eyes.

“Hello. You’re the ones who reported for rescue, right?”

“......!!”

“U-uuuuh!”

Thump.

The two high school students fell on their butts.

“Y-you’re human, right?! You can see us, right?”

“Yes. I can see you clearly.”

I smiled as best as I could.

“We’ve been dispatched after receiving the report. You’ve both worked so hard until now.”

“Huuuuuu....”

The kids are shedding tears like a faucet.

Even if we assume the sun set early because it's midwinter, they must have been trapped for about 3 hours, and they seem completely terrified in that time.

“W-what about the exit ghost? Can we really get out?”

“Of course. Don't worry.”

I pointed behind me and tossed all the responsibility to Agent Bronze!

“The person behind me is a truly competent Agent.... You’ll be able to get out, over there.”

“Wow.......”

And the high school students seemed to gradually compare my disheveled appearance with Agent Bronze's respectable look, and they were creeping closer toward Agent Bronze.

‘The survival instinct is working.’

“Um, are we leaving now?”

“That is correct.”

One kid even stuck right to him and stood by Agent Bronze’s side as if grabbing a lifeline.

Good. That’s it!

I let out a sigh of relief and checked the electronic watch on my wrist.

‘Then if we assume we're heading to the exit from now....’
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8:24 PM.

As far as I knew, the 'Lookie Mart' ghost story had the flow of time synchronized with reality in terms of minutes and seconds.

‘Closing is at 11.’

There was still plenty of time. We could get out by using some Items.

And Agent Bronze seemed to be about to explain the same thing.

“Closing time is 11, so there is still plenty of time. Calmly....”

Nanana-na Nanana-nana Nananan~

“.......”

...I inadvertently looked up.

The Lucky Mart logo song was playing cheerfully....

Like some kind of notification sound.

-Hello, customer. Thank you for visiting Lookie Mart today.

-As previously announced, our mart will close at 8:30 PM today, May 1st, in observance of Labor Day.

“……!”

-Customers still inside the store, please follow the staff’s guidance and exit the building.

Clack, clack, clack, clack.

The lights in the store slowly turn off, starting from the far end.

As if preparing for the closure, only a minimal amount of light began to remain in the store.

…The escalator stops operating.

-I will repeat the Announcement Broadcast once more.

-Please follow the staff’s guidance and exit the building.

“Why—!”

I covered the high schooler’s mouth and crouched down.

Do not be seen by the staff members tidying up the mart after closing. They will guide you outside.

Outside is not reality.

Na-na-na-na na-na-nan-na-na-na na-na-nan~

“…….”

I’m fucked.

Chapter 134

A bizarre mart just moments before the end of business hours.

The store had grown dark as the lights were turned off.

Na-na-na-na, na-na-nan-na-na-na, na-na-nan~

Amidst the cheerful logo song echoing through the air, I could feel the vibration of the high school student, whose mouth I was covering, breathing heavily.

My body tightened with tension.

And beyond the noise-like music and the vibrations, from far away, a very small friction sound grated on my nerves….

Creeeeak.

The sound of an iron door opening.

And in a mart, the only place with an iron door instead of a glass one would be….

‘…The door to the staff area.’

That was the sound of employees coming out.

‘Ha.’

Swallowing a rising groan, I turned my head, peeking slightly over the display rack to look outside….

Waddle, waddle.

Things wearing mart uniforms were appearing one by one inside the dark store….

Bizarre-looking employees, appearing as if they were balloon imitations of human shapes, came waddling out.

[LOOKY MART]

The logo of Lookie Mart, mimicking Lucky Mart.

The clumsy imitations on their chests and hats were revealed by the light bulbs before disappearing back into the darkness.

At that moment.

“Let’s get out quickly, they said they’re closing.”

“I know.”

Someone passed right by the liquor section where we were hiding, heading toward the checkout counters.

“…!”

It was two or three shoppers from the past who were still in the store.

Then… one of them lightly bumped into one of the ‘employees’ who had entered the liquor corner.

Thump.

“Ah, I’m sorry.”

The employee’s head spun around.

“Welcome to Lookie Mart!”

“Let’s go quickly.”

“Thank you as always, customer!”

The shoppers felt nothing out of the ordinary.

They passed the employee and headed toward the checkout counters amongst themselves.

I could feel the high school student’s mouth, which I was blocking with my hand, gasping for air.

“Goodbye, customer!”

The thing shaped like an employee with its head turned around creaked as it stepped out of the liquor corner.

Then it walked down the hallway again with that strange gait….

In front of the snack corner.

Right next to the display rack where we were crouching and hiding.

Squeak, squeak.

“…….”

“……."

A bizarre noise, like balloons rubbing against each other, rang out.

the four of us pressed ourselves nearly to the floor and held our breath.

Squeak, squeak.

The sound grew distant….

“…….”

‘Ha.’

Tap, tap!

The high school student tapped my hand that was covering his mouth.

He was covered in tears but remained silent.

“You won’t scream, right?”

He nodded slightly.

As I released my hand, the high school student hurriedly whispered as if he were about to hyperventilate.

“W-we shouldn't be seen by those weird employees, right? Right? In the notice….”

That was correct.

After business hours, the employees of Lookie Mart behave strangely while pretending to conduct business.

If caught by even one employee, every employee on that floor will give chase.

To survive in Lookie Mart after hours, one had to move as if playing a survival horror game.

But… could I stay safe while dragging along two teenagers who knew nothing?

‘No matter how I look at it, I don’t think the equipment I received took this into account.’

It felt like they gave me equipment assuming I would be out within business hours.

Of course, since it was the Disaster Management Bureau, they must have prepared to some extent, but no matter how I thought about it, there were too many variables.

‘Damn it.’

Cold sweat dripped down my chin.

Should we hold out for now? What was Agent Bronze planning? Is he planning to hide for now?

Wait!

‘That person looks like he’s trying to neutralize an employee….’

Agent Bronze, holding his pistol, was silently staring at the back of the employee as it moved away.

He seemed to be plotting an escape route, and that employee must be in the way.

…Should I help with the neutralization?

If Braun were here, I would have asked him to turn off the lights, but I bit my tongue as a method I couldn't use now rose to the top of my priorities.

‘Think, think….’

I racked my brain desperately. I quickly searched through the <Dark Exploration Record> in my memory.

So, after Lookie Mart closes….

…….

No, that’s not it.
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“Agent…!”

I approached Agent Bronze in a crawl and whispered urgently.

“There are still 5 minutes left until closing. Business hasn't completely ended yet!”

“…!”

“The doors should still be open right now.”

We just had to leave immediately!

Agent Bronze whipped his head around to check beyond the B1 checkout counters. Checking that the escalators outside the checkout area were still running, he quickly reached a conclusion.

“Let’s move immediately.”

He then quickly grabbed the high school student attached to him and began to move swiftly.

“…!”

Right. We had to take responsibility for one each.

I turned back to the high school student whose mouth I had been covering.

He shook his head frantically.

“I’ll run on my own, I’m faster at running than him…!”

“…….”

Should I have tried to look a bit more reliable? No, now isn't the time for such thoughts!

I began to run with the high school student, driving him from behind so he wouldn't fall behind.

Passing the empty checkout counters, we ran like mad across the escalators carrying shoppers.

“Ah!”

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah. I think I just tripped.”

Since they didn't perceive us, we pushed through the shoppers toward the exit just before closing.

And at the 1st-floor entrance….

“…….”

Something was standing in front of the door.

It seemed to have originally been a standing sign.

It was the typical middle-aged white man with blonde hair—the founder of Lucky Mart, a famous entrepreneur—giving a thumbs-up with a reliable smile.

However….

It was alive.

—Mmph!! Mmm-mmm! Mmph! Mmph!

The person, forcibly pressed and fixed to become a flat surface like a standing sign, looked like a corpse crushed to death in a flat press that had come back to life.

Though he was smiling, his eyeballs were still rolling around, dripping tears and saliva.

He was looking at us.

…He perceived us.

As if asking to be saved, or filled with malevolence wishing to pass on this pain, he rolled his eyes and stared desperately this way while the standing sign vibrated…… Sh*t!

“Hic.”

“Quiet.”

I could see Agent Bronze ahead, calming the high school student he was in charge of.

What a convenient name ‘ghost’ was. To think such a state could be described with a single word.

‘This is driving me crazy.’

Even so, we had to ‘block’ its field of vision.

‘To do that, first….’

I had to induce an illusion.

Suppressing a groan, I grabbed the shoulder of the high school student I was in charge of.

“You read it in the notice, right? You have to steal an item. You have to do it all yourself.”

Before blocking the entrance ghost’s vision, we first had to induce it to mistake you for one of the shoppers.

Steal one item that a shopper has finished paying for and possess it.

There must not be a commotion at this time.

“But if we get caught….”

“It’s fine if you steal something that won't be noticed.”

I looked at the exit.

There weren't many people, but at the mention of closing, everyone was either finishing their checkout or heading out the door in a swarm.

‘I might be able to get out by squeezing into that gap even without blocking the vision.’

Of course, I had no intention of taking such a risk.

“Fishing line.”

“Yes.”

I immediately took out the Item I possessed.

A coiled fishing line and… a small, red, goldfish-shaped lure attached to the end.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau / Item

Bait Play

An item with a red lure attached to the end of a transparent fishing line.

When used, it can draw the attention of supernatural entities of Waveform-class or lower.

The more powerful and closer to the source an entity is, the more meager and insignificant the effect becomes.

Item Usage Condition: Grade 7 or higher civil servant belonging to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau or a specially authorized person.

==========

The moment we steal the items, we use this to draw the standing sign's gaze and leave.

If Agent Bronze and I worked in turns, we could secure enough time for the two high school students to get out.

Agent Bronze uncoiled the fishing line, equipped it, and signaled with his eyes.

“Please proceed with the theft.”

I nodded and turned back to the two high school students.

“W-we can’t steal….”

“Kids. They can’t see us anyway, so as long as it's not something that would be immediately noticeable if it went missing, it’s fine.”

People don't usually think things will disappear once they’ve been put into bags or boxes.

‘Something they’d be least likely to look for, something like….’

Small daily necessities.

Things they bought because they needed them but don't have much interest in.

Something they won't take out to use or eat immediately.

“…….”

I approached the side of a shopper sitting on a chair near the exit.

‘It’s easier if they aren't moving.’

They seemed to be waiting for someone, sitting with a mart shopping bag on their lap and their eyes closed for a moment.

I quickly observed that eco-friendly mart bag.

‘Good.’

And I reached inside… and pulled out something that was stuck to the interior.

Dental floss.

“There are a few more inside.”

“…!”

“While I was pulling this out, I moved the other floss to the top, so just grab it lightly. Lightly.”

“…….”

The high school student in my charge gulped, then reached out with a pale face and put his hand in the eco-bag.

And he succeeded in immediately pulling out the dental floss I had placed on top.

“I-it worked!”

“Good job!”

With the dental floss in hand, the high school student backed away with a flushed face.

And we both turned back to the remaining person.

The high school student who had been sticking with Agent Bronze.

“…….”

Eventually, that student also approached with an anxious expression.

“Hey, stay calm….”

“I said I know! Just be quiet!”

“…….”

He seemed to be in a near-panic state.

The student who had snapped at me closed his eyes tight and reached out, wanting to get it over with quickly.

He thrust his hand into the eco-bag and snatched the dental floss.

“Done….”

The student pulled his hand back with a bright face.

Wait, if you pull it back that aggressively….

Thump.

The student’s hand brushed against the shopper’s cheek.

“Mom!!”

“…!!”

The shopper, who had the eco-bag on her lap, was terrified and fell backward off the chair.

“W-w-what?”

The student, startled, reflexively grabbed the eco-bag.

“M-Mom, what’s wrong, are you okay… Aah!”

Someone who appeared to be a companion ran over, tried to pick up the eco-bag and help the shopper, but was terrified to see the eco-bag floating, held by the student.

‘Damn it!’

I immediately grabbed the student and pulled back. The eco-bag fell to the floor, and items spilled out everywhere.

The owner of the bag screamed.

“T-there was a person here, but they vanished!”

The surroundings began to buzz with noise.

Gazes converged.

“What are you talking about? You must have seen wrong….”

“No, Dad! The bag was weird!”

“Some boy is holding my bag! W-w-w-what?!”

Damn it.

Shoppers usually do not perceive you.

However, they may notice you if physical contact occurs.

At this time, if communication is possible, there are several methods you can attempt to receive help with your escape.

If it only went that far, there was hope.

But….

“Hey! Someone help!”

“Huh? What’s the date today? What day was today? Why am I here? Huh?”

However, if a shopper notices you and feels a sense of anomaly or falls into a panic, leave the area immediately.

“Run.”

The staff are coming.

Agent Bronze and I pushed the students simultaneously and began to run toward the opposite side of the exit.

…Because something was waddling out from the escalators, from the far end of the checkout counters, and from the restrooms.

Squeak, squeak.

The sound was audible.

Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak.

A bizarre sound, like balloons rubbing together, creaking and squeaking, chased after us frantically from behind.

Their numbers were growing.

Reflexively, we ran like mad toward a wide and complex area.

…Into the checkout area, into the display racks of the store.

‘Damn it.’

I checked my watch.
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It was over.

Closing time was almost here.

‘We have to hide.’

We had to give up on the exit for now.

Before business completely ended, the shoppers vanished, and the employees became more numerous, we had to lose them within 60 seconds. To do that, we had to hide, but….

‘Four people is too many!’

I locked eyes with Agent Bronze.

The Agent glanced upward once, then nodded and quickly broke off to the side.

Taking one of the high school students with him.

“Ah…!”

“This way.”

I moved with the high school student I was in charge of.

I ran until my breath was short. And although that crazy squeaking sound still echoed behind us, it had definitely decreased.

‘More of them went toward Agent Bronze…!’

He seemed to have lured them away on purpose. Whether I was worried or not, I took the opportunity and ran like mad.

Vacuum cleaners, cosmetics, dishes, kitchenware, bleach….

All sorts of display racks repeated within the massive mart before….

I encountered an employee.

‘Sh*t.’

Squeak, squeak.

It chased us. Each time, I immediately changed directions with the high school student and ran again.

“Hah, hah.”

The high school student began to pant heavily.

A sweet, metallic taste rose in my mouth as well.

But the massive mart felt like an endless maze, spitting out employees and corners….

‘Damn it!’

Squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak-squeak.

We turned several corners of the display racks.

‘We can’t go on like this.’

A place to hide.

A spot where both of us could hide immediately without prior preparation, catching a moment when the employees couldn't see us!

And the moment we turned another corner.

‘…!’

I saw it.

[Electric Mixer 50% Off]

A mobile display stand.

‘Found it.’

I shoved the high school student under the massive mobile stand piled high with mixers. I followed him under and pressed myself close.

And then, I stifled my breath.

Chapter 135

A high school student trapped in Lookie Mart.

Jang Minseo, who had sent a rescue request to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, covered his mouth with his hands beneath a mobile display stand.

His heart thundered against his ribs.

From somewhere very close by, an alien sound drifted toward him.

Creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak.

The sound of things mimicking employees moving about.

‘Did they see me?’

Did they see me hide under the stand?

No, they weren’t right on my tail, so they couldn’t have seen me.

‘I came right around the corner and crawled in.’

They couldn’t have… seen me.

However, the sound was getting closer.

Creak-creak-creak-creak-creak.

“Haa… haaaa….”

Tears wouldn't stop falling.

‘Why did I even come here?’

He shouldn't have followed his friend. The high schooler began cursing his friend in his mind, but stopped when he realized it was pointless.

Fear had already overwhelmed his psyche.

The approaching sound grew louder and louder….

Creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak.

It was right next to him.

His body froze.

Through the gap at the bottom of the stand, he could see the shadows of feet passing right by him.

Dozens of feet moving with strange, twisted ankles, creaking with every step.

Creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak-creak.

The high schooler held his breath.

But unfortunately, that wasn't the end.

Among the numerous pairs of employee dress shoes making those bizarre footsteps past his hiding spot, he saw something unfamiliar….

A pair of worn-out sneakers.

“…!”

Between the strangely waddling dress shoes of the employees, he saw the worn-out sneakers being dragged along.

“H-Help me…!”

Goosebumps erupted all over the student's body.

It was a person.

Someone had been caught.

“I’ll pay! I’ll pay, the money, the money is right here, I’m a customer! A customer…!”

“Welcome to Lookie Mart!”

But instead of politely guiding the poor missing person out, the employees were dragging them along.

Because….

Items at this mart cannot be purchased with currency commonly used in the Republic of Korea.

Please keep in mind. You do not have the ability to pay.

“Help me!”

The moment this fact is discovered, the employees will no longer view you as a customer and will reclassify you.

In many cases, they have primarily become mart Supplies.

Clatter.

The high schooler froze.

Then he slowly turned his gaze upward.

…The mobile display stand he was hiding under was shaking.

Clatter, clatter, clatter.

The employees were surrounding the stand.

And then….

Whirrrrrrrrr.

“Aaaaaaaaaaaagh!”

The sound of a blender and a scream began to vibrate through the stand.

“Isn’t this a truly wonderful product?”

The high schooler realized.

They were mimicking a promotional demonstration.

Using the missing person as Supplies, they were grinding them alive in a blender.

“Uuugh.”

The student covered his mouth. Whether by luck or misfortune, the noise of the blender and the screams drowned out his retching.

“Aaaargh! Haa—huuuk, aaaaaaggh!!”

“Thank you for your business, as always!”

“Isn’t this a truly wonderful product?”

“Welcome to Lookie Mart!”

Pleas, screams, the sound of the blender, screams, the employee's greeting, screams, the blender—I can't take it anymore, I'm going to scream, I have to get out of here, please show me the way out! Show me….

Someone gripped his shoulder tightly.

“…!”

A hot body temperature and the vibration of a trembling hand.

It was the hand of the Agent who had pushed him under the stand.

The one who had come after receiving the rescue request.

“……Hup.”

The student's breath slowly returned.

Amidst the noise that felt like it would drive him mad or make him faint at any moment, the student endured minutes that felt like hours, relying on that body heat while hidden under the stand.

The sound of the blender and the employee's repetitive sales pitch continued, but the screams eventually vanished.

And then….

Whirrrr… click.

“…….”

The top of the stand went silent.

The promotional mimicry had ended.

Creak-creak-creak…

“…….”

The sound gradually grew more distant.

The feet visible through the gap, the dragged sneakers, and even the shadows moved far enough away to disappear from sight…….

“…….”

“…….”

“It’s okay now.”

“Sniff.”

At the words of the Agent who had checked the surroundings, the student let out a long sigh and began to sob again.

The Agent wearing glasses watched him with a complicated expression.

“…….”

Truthfully, he felt the same way inside.

‘I’m going crazy….’

That’s right.

The rookie Agent, Kim Soleum, was left alone with the one high school student he had to rescue…….

‘I think the decision to split up was the right one.’

But he was so scared…!

The sound of a person being ground alive—he had a strong premonition that he would encounter that again in his dreams. Kim Soleum’s back was already drenched in cold sweat.

‘I almost fainted.’

But he couldn't show it. Because a terrified fifteen-year-old was clinging to his side!

“W-What do we do? Sob….”

“No. It’s okay.”

Kim Soleum spoke to the student as gently as possible.

He had started speaking informally without realizing it, but neither of them was in a state of mind to care, and he judged that appearing as a friendly adult would be better for reassuring the boy.

‘…Sergeant played a much bigger role in the Sangun ghost story than I thought.’

Looking at the still anxious student, he finally spoke again.

“Want me to tell you a secret?”

“…….”

The student was still catching his breath as tears streamed down his face, but at the word ‘secret,’ he reflexively lifted his head.

And the Agent truly did tell him a ‘secret.’

“Actually, I’m the Agent who knows this mart better than anyone else.”

“…Really?”

“Yeah.”

However, despite the fear, the student felt a pang of skepticism.

‘No matter how I look at him, he seems like a total rookie.’

From the glasses to the messy hair and the mumbling way of speaking.

Compared to the neat and capable-looking Agent who appeared to be his superior, this man seemed like a clumsy sidekick to a superhero.

But the other person continued speaking earnestly, as if desperate to reassure him.

“I’ve researched it very thoroughly. What’s dangerous and what isn’t. I know everything that other Agents might not know.”

Messy hair. Their eyes met beneath the glasses.

‘Huh?’

Instead of the naive eyes he expected, a cold and composed gaze flickered for a moment before vanishing.

“…….”

For some reason.

All those words sounded like the truth.

“So, I’ll find the safest and fastest way to escape in this situation.”

“I-Is there still a way out…?”

“Of course.”

The problem was that more than half of those ways were insane gambles with a higher probability of death.

Kim Soleum swallowed his following words and added more useful information.

“Do you remember the content on the back of the notice? Advice for behavior after closing hours.”

“……Yes.”

The student, Jang Minseo, recalled the content as if entranced.

It is recommended to give up on escaping after closing hours.

Almost all opportunities that seem like an escape are traps.

Prioritize survival and endure until business hours.

Currently, the safest confirmed floor is the 2nd floor.

The 2nd floor.

This was the 1st floor.

“U-Um, so do we just need to go up… one more floor?”

“Right. The other Agent and your friend must have gone up too, so let’s not worry.”

“……Okay.”

Somewhat reassured by the definitive tone, the student sniffled and calmed down.

The Agent checked the outside again and pulled himself out.

“…Good. It’s safe now. Let’s go.”

“Sniff, okay.”

The student didn't refuse the Agent’s support and carefully pulled himself out from under the stand….

“Ah!”

He hurriedly covered his mouth.

Fortunately, it wasn't a loud sound. But the source of the pain remained.

‘My ankle….’

It throbbed.

It seemed he had twisted it while running to hide under the stand.

“…Does your ankle hurt?”

“Yes…….”

“…….”

Kim Soleum’s mind raced.

He reached a chilling conclusion.

‘I can’t give him an Item right now.’

It didn't fit this ghost story.

A powerful painkiller like Happy Maker might have the adverse effect of making the student overexert his leg, leading to a state where he couldn't move at all.

And Nostalgia Candy…… was out of the question.

‘Because it’s food.’

Try not to consume any products outside of the food court. This applies even to food you brought in yourself.

Employees cannot tell the difference, and if witnessed, they will charge an amount equal to the price of the food.

You do not have the ability to pay.

And this rule applied even if the food wasn't a grocery item sold at the mart.

Because the Lookie Mart ‘Employees’ couldn't distinguish between the two.

As for stuffing the boy into his own tattoo, he couldn't guarantee what kind of Contamination or bizarre transformation might remain, not to mention the difficulty of explaining it to the Management Bureau.

“…….”

The student had no way of knowing this, but seeing the silent Agent, a cold dread brushed down his spine.

‘Don’t tell me….’

Is he going to leave me behind?

Did he decide I'm too hard to rescue? Or maybe he’s imagining us both getting caught because he has to carry me—ominous thoughts swirled in his head, but….

“Don’t worry. We’ll move toward a path where you don’t have to run.”

A firm voice anchored him.

The student lifted his head.

“First, let’s go to the escalator.”

“…….”

“But we’re going to the down escalator, not the up one. Got it? Toward the escalator that comes down from the 2nd floor.”

Since business hours were over and the power should be off, did it even matter which one they took?

Still, why specifically go to the escalator coming down from the 2nd floor?

“…Okay.”

But instead of questioning him, the student just nodded for now.

The Agent supported him, and they began to move cautiously….

“Tell me the moment you hear an employee.”

“Yes…!”

The student tried his best not to look at the stand where he had been hiding.

Listening intently for any sign of an employee, he followed the Agent with extreme caution.

He winced a few times from the pain but endured it.

The Agent guided him calmly past the checkout counters to the stalled escalator. The student followed, moving as quickly as possible.

However, when they finally arrived….

Whirrrrrrrr.

Thud-thud-thud-thud….

One side of the escalator was in operation.

The very escalator connected to the 2nd floor, their destination.

“…!”

Inside the dark store after closing.

The slowly moving rail.

And way up on the escalator… the silhouette of a person standing still could be seen.

No.

Not a person,

An employee.

After closing hours, the escalators are deactivated and blocked off.

However, they will operate when an employee is performing maintenance.

Do not approach.

It seemed to be mimicking the act of ‘maintaining’ the escalator.

With its head snapped to the side, staring blankly down at the floor, the silhouette of the employee on the escalator was grotesque and bizarre.

And that figure… was drawing closer along the downward-moving escalator.

Backward.

“R-Run….”

“It’s okay, we don’t have to.”

Beside him, Kim Soleum pulled something out from his waist.

A fishing line with a red goldfish model attached to the end.

Bait Play.

‘…I’m sure they maintained the 2nd-to-1st floor down escalator right after closing.’

That was why he had deliberately sought out the escalator under maintenance.

It was an Item he had intended to use to easily break through the main entrance, but… now there was no other way.

Even if it was a waste, it couldn't be helped.

‘I have to use it now.’

Kim Soleum cast the fishing line.

Whoosh.

Defying the laws of physics, the transparent wire flew out as if cast from a fishing rod, heading toward the top of the escalator.

It snagged onto an advertisement board.

“…!”

The fishing line wrapped around the board and dangled beneath it.

And at the end, the dangling… red bait.

The moment it entered the field of vision of the employee descending backward on the escalator.

Creak-creak.

Creak-creak.

“…!”

The employee’s back began to move.

Toward the bait.

It began to climb up against the flow of the escalator.

Creak-creak.

Kim Soleum carefully adjusted the fishing line. His hands were damp with cold sweat, but the swaying fishing line moved according to his will.

The bait began to shift from the center of the escalator advertisement board to the side.

Further and further.

The bait moved to the far left edge of the escalator.

The employee staggered sideways.

And just as it clung to the side of the escalator, its head beginning to lean over the handrail….

Creak-creak-creak……

Kim Soleum let go of the fishing line.

Whish.

The line unspooled and fell away from the display board. As the red bait plummeted between the two escalators….

Thud.

The employee plunged headfirst between the escalators.

It had thrown its head after the bait.

“Gasp…!”

“Let’s go, quick. Before it gets out.”

The Agent started moving immediately.

“Give me your shoes, and use your knees instead of your feet… crawl up. Quietly.”

The student took off his shoes and handed them to the Agent, then crawled up the escalator on all fours.

He felt neither shame nor physical pain.

Just the relief that crawling was quieter and kept him out of the sight of the employee watching the ‘bait’…!

His throat tightened with the tension that it might pop out at any second, but he successfully managed to climb the wrong way up the escalator.

“Huuu.”

The moment his arms reached the 2nd floor, tears welled in his eyes.

The Agent helped the student to his feet.

“Good job.”

“T-Thank you….”

Kim Soleum looked down at his empty hand where the fishing line had been, then cleared his mind and stared ahead.

The 2nd floor.

The first thing visible after coming up the escalator… was a massive food court.

In the dark store, only the food court signs cast an eerie glow, and strangely, the sounds of cooking could be heard.

As for any employees roaming about….

‘None.’

Surprisingly, it was a relatively safe zone.

“You can relax here for a bit.”

The 2nd floor food court is an area mart employees do not patrol.

However, do not sit for more than an hour without placing an order.

Kim Soleum guided the student to a spot near a bibimbap stall in a distant corner and had him sit.

“Um, why specifically here…?”

“It’s safer to be somewhere without any meat on the menu.”

The student swallowed hard.

The Agent looked calm. He sat in a chair, allowing the student to catch his breath and rest his aching ankle for a moment…….

A composure that made it hard to believe he was the same person who had just performed such a stunt on the escalator.

‘…He’s incredible.’

He really was much more skilled and knowledgeable than he looked.

Just as he had promised.

Feeling a sudden desire to ‘look good’ to him, the student spoke up.

“Um, that… my name is Jang,”

“Let’s not say it.”

“…!”

“It’s better not to use real names in a place like this. Be careful.”

Gulp.

The student swallowed.

“T-Then, what should I call you, Agent?”

“…Could you call me Grapes?”

“Yes, Agent Grapes.”

The student sat in the chair and let out a deep sigh of relief.

An Agent was an Agent after all, he thought. Maybe that clumsy appearance was because he poured all his stats into his work as an Agent.

‘…I think I can make it out.’

Even with a hurt ankle, the student felt hopeful. That was why he could ask in a slightly more spirited tone.

“S-So, we’re safe here, right?”

“Yeah.”

Agent Grapes nodded.

The student felt a profound sense of relief….

“It’s okay.”

It was a lie.

That wasn't enough.

‘…There’s still a chance of dying or going missing even on the 2nd floor.’

Even while pretending to be composed, Kim Soleum’s mind was frantically searching for this specific round in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

His brain, having barely escaped the immediate emergency, was reprioritizing and digging through data.

‘We have to get out.’

Had an Irregular like this ever happened before?

‘Labor Day, early closing, anything…!’

And then.

Business hours ended early due to ?? reasons.

“…!”

He found it.

Kim Soleum struggled to recall the case in more detail.

The Exploration Records, with certain specific numbers and names already blurred, began to reconstruct themselves in his head….

Exploration Record #3?

Responding Agent enters the mart around 7 PM after receiving a rescue request from a civilian. (Responder: ???)

Lookie Mart's business hours ended early due to ??? reasons. An unexpected situation occurred, and contact with said Agent was lost for three days.

“…!”

This was it.

He anxiously tried to remember more.

So, the result of that was…….

Result: Rescue failed. Agent returned alone.

“…….”

That’s why he hadn't remembered it well.

‘Because it ended in a single line.’

There were plenty of records like this.

Records where the concept was interesting, but because the following long-winded story was considered ‘redundant,’ it was omitted, leaving it to the reader’s imagination.

A simple one-line treatment marked as success or failure.

But what it meant was clear.

“……Ha.”

-Agent Bronze fails the rescue.

So, if he reunited with Agent Bronze.

In Lookie Mart, no matter what judgment that person made, Kim Soleum had to oppose it unconditionally.

And he had to persuade him to escape as he had envisioned.

‘…This is crazy.’

No, not me—the difficulty level is crazy.

Kim Soleum suppressed a groan and, trying to remain calm, scanned the surroundings from the corner of the food court where he sat with the high school student.

‘Let’s wait.’

Because Agent Bronze would surely come up to the 2nd floor if he had any sense.

He decided to think as positively as possible.

‘I can decide after we meet.’

And three days passed.

Kim Soleum did not encounter Agent Bronze anywhere in Lookie Mart.

Chapter 136

Do you know what it feels like to die from having your blood run dry?

It is a term used mainly when one suffers long and persistent physical or mental pain, meaning to die from extreme anxiety and distress.

That is exactly what we are experiencing right now.

The feeling of one's blood drying up.

“…….”

“…….”

For three days.

I am experiencing firsthand the state of a human who has been trapped in a ghost story, feeling the fear of death, waiting for a party that never arrives, and unable to sleep or eat properly.

Did you know?

If a person cannot sleep properly for three full days, normal thinking gradually becomes impossible.

We take turns napping for an hour at a time in the 2nd-floor food court, but even that has reached its limit. We are in a repeating cycle of having our nerves on edge, sensing a threat to our lives every hour.

‘It’s the perfect recipe for going crazy.’

……Especially if your companion is a minor caught up in a ghost story for the first time.

“Hic! Wh-where are we now….”

“…It’s 10:56. Let’s move.”

The high school student I have to rescue stood up, limping.

His mental exhaustion must be far more severe than mine. He has begun to stagger from dizziness rather than his ankle, and instead of crying, he has started muttering nonsense into the air.

He has lost even the energy to cry or get angry.

‘Since we can’t eat properly, either.’

Naturally, the safe food items available in this damn mart are very few, and most are things a high school student wouldn't normally touch.

……Things like rats or cockroaches.

Things that anyone can see are not treated as products of the mart.

‘Up until three days, it’s the kind of lineup where you’d just choose to starve.’

On rare occasions, items lost by shoppers who already checked out are found intermittently in the food court, and we had to find food among those.

I’ve seen it exactly once in three days.

I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see a banana in my life.

‘To put it another way, a banana is the only thing we’ve eaten in three days….’

It was madness.

Whether by luck or misfortune, we hadn't encountered any missing persons other than ourselves on the 2nd floor yet, so there were no competitors.

Perhaps that was only natural. The missing persons….

‘Most of them… are on the upper floors.’

“…….”

Anyway.

This was the limit.

‘The high school student I’m responsible for is at the end of his rope, both physically and mentally.’

Filling our stomachs with water from the food court’s water dispenser also has its limits.

At this rate, in about two days, we really will end up catching and eating rats or bugs.

‘Of course, if things continue like this, there’s a higher probability that something will… go “wrong” before we even eat a cockroach.’

Right now, we are waking up every hour to go back and forth to the restroom, and if someone oversleeps or collapses and this rhythm gets messed up…….

That’s the end of it.

‘…We’ll end up encountering an employee.’

Whether it's an employee coming to the food court to take an order, or an employee pretending to clean the restroom.

Escorted outside. Processed as missing.

We would become a single line in an Exploration Records, disappearing after leaving behind only those words.

A mixture of revulsion and chills runs down my spine.

“…….”

Honestly, surviving on such a razor's edge for three days while carrying a minor with an injured leg was a stroke of luck.

Of course, I’m no fool. I didn’t create this situation on purpose.

‘I never imagined I wouldn't be able to meet Agent Bronze for three whole days…!’

Right.

My senior Agent has evaporated.

It's driving me crazy.

“…….”

On the first day, I thought our timing just didn't match up.

‘Did he wait for us on the 2nd floor and then move on while we were hiding under a display stand for dozens of minutes?’

If he didn't have a leg injury like the high school student I’m with, he might have been more aggressive in preparing for an escape.

So, after much deliberation, I decided to keep waiting on the 2nd floor.

‘There’s a high probability he’ll return to the 2nd floor to rest.’

In fact, I didn't have much of a choice.

Moving up and down the floors again with a high school student with an injured leg was close to a suicidal act.

I chose to wait on the relatively safe 2nd floor for the time being, and I believe it was a rational decision.

But he didn't come.

So, from the second day, I began searching the other floors.

I couldn't search for long. It felt like the injured high school student would die if I left him alone for even a few hours.

But the situation didn't change, even after I committed the madness of pushing myself to go down to the 1st basement floor.

Agent Bronze was nowhere to be found.

At least, not within the range I could reach within an hour.

Three days passed like that.

And….

‘The whole time, the mart did not resume normal operations…….’

One of the reasons why escape before closing time is strongly encouraged.

The main culprit that turns this mart into a hell and lowers the civilian survival rate.

The shortest period recorded for the mart to resume operations is one day, and the longest is 20 days.

The fact that no one knows when operations will resume.

That’s right.

No one knew when a new day at Lookie Mart would begin.

Sometimes operations resume normally in just one day, but other times, a day does not pass even after what feels like hundreds of hours to a human.

‘Because of this, there were… speculations that the time gap with reality would widen until Lookie Mart’s time became the distant past.’

Regardless of how correct that speculation was, the important thing was the reality we faced.

The fact that we have been trapped here for three days.

…I am starting to fear what thoughts might be crossing the high school student's mind.

“W-we actually came here to find a kid who lives in the same apartment complex.”

I heard a faint, delirious muttering just then.

“…You came to find someone?”

“Ye-yes. He went missing after DMing that he was going to Lookie Mart. So we said things like it's like a ghost story, we'll find him….”

Good grief.

“But it was a stupid thing to do. He’s probably dead already…. Wh-what if he was ground up in a blender?”

“…Let’s not think too far ahead.”

I patted the high school student’s shoulder.

“For now, you’ll be able to get out today.”

“…Huh?”

I had a reason for my confidence.

I recalled the record I assumed belonged to Agent Bronze.

An unexpected situation occurred, and contact with the relevant Agent was lost for three days.

Result: Rescue failed. Agent returned alone.

Reconstructing this….

‘It means contact was established with the Agent after three days passed.’

The Agent had escaped alone then.

Even though the rescue failed, the Agent would have certainly made an attempt to rescue the civilian.

‘He would have tried to hold out until operations resumed.’

So, statistically, there was a very high probability that the doors would open today at the time operations resumed.

“C-could it be, right now….”

“Yeah. Just wait a moment.”

Filled with hope and anticipation, I calmly looked at my wristwatch.

[ 09 : 59 ]

My heart pounded.

Soon, when the time changes….

[ 10 : 00 ]

The hour.

Silence.

“……?”

I waited a bit longer.

But nothing happened.

No logo song played, no Announcement Broadcast came on, and the lights did not return.

……The entrance doors did not open.

“…….”

The mart, once again, did not resume operations today….

‘Fuck.’

I blinked.

A cold, dull shock echoed in my sleep-deprived head…….

“I-is it over?”

“…….”

“Uh, uhhh…….”

“It’s okay. There’s another way….”

I turned my head.

The high school student was rustling something.

A receipt.

It’s the notice from the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau disguised in that form. It was likely the paper where the student had discovered the number for rescue requests.

‘Why that….’

Was he looking for a method that might serve as advice?

However, instead of looking at the contents of the receipt, the student peeled something off from inside. And he was about to toss it into his

mouth…….

“…!!”

I slapped the student’s hand away.

“Ah!”

I forced his hand open and snatched what was inside. He resisted, but I ignored him.

“Don’t…!”

…A white capsule-shaped pill.

‘This.’

I recognize this form.

It was the… euthanasia pill that the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau once included when placing notices in high-grade ghost stories.

If it becomes too agonizing, please take the enclosed capsule.

It guarantees a peaceful end.

My bad premonition was proven correct.

‘Damn it, damn it, damn it!’

It had been included in the notice this kid saw.

“I-I’m sorry.”

The student said, sobbing.

“Look, I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want to be ground in a blender. I-I’m so scared and dizzy, I can’t do it. I want to die peacefully….”

I felt suffocated.

“I’m sorry, are you doing this because I’m trying to find peace alone? Then, if maybe even half a pill will kill me, if we share it….”

“No.”

I looked at the high school student who had begun to babble incoherently and grit my teeth.

Then, with the most relaxed expression I could muster, I patted his arm.

“It’s okay. There’s another way out.”

“How?! We haven’t slept for three days, we haven't eaten, we can't do anything….”

“We can do it.”

I gripped him firmly.

“Until now, we used a method of holding out as safely as possible because I thought operations would resume soon. If the doors won't open soon, there’s another way.”

“R-really?”

“Yeah.”

It was the truth.

…As long as I made one decision.

—Abandon Agent Bronze.

The worry that he might be unable to escape because he’s looking for us, the pressure of having to confirm each other's survival, and the hope of receiving help.

For now, I abandon them all.

In any case, there’s a record that Agent Bronze himself escapes on his own.

…Though the rescue ends in failure.

‘Trying to look after the civilian who followed him as well… is a delusion.’

Get a grip.

I chose to do the best I could within my capabilities.

‘If only the two of us have to hold out until operations resume….’

Priorities shifted rapidly in my head.

Because I had been contemplating it for the past three days, the next plan was decided quickly.

“We’re going up.”

“Huh…?”

“Don’t eat this, just keep it in your mouth for a bit.”

I immediately distributed a Nostalgia Candy to the high school student.

A strange Item that fixes one in their best state.

“Whoa…!”

The student’s eyes changed as soon as he put the candy in his mouth.

“M-my leg is fine!”

“You have to think of it as letting it melt very slowly. It only works while you’re eating it.”

“Yes…!”

The high school student, whose condition improved rapidly, stood up with a bright face. Even his mental state seemed to have returned to its ‘best time.’

I was prepared for him to demand why I hadn’t given him something like this sooner, but he seemed too excited by the mysterious item that instantly improved his physical condition to think of that.

“Um, the 3rd floor of the mart is the top floor. Are we going there because there’s a way to escape? Can we escape through there? Are we going to escape?”

“We’re going to ‘prepare’ for an escape.”

And….

“The 3rd floor is not the top floor.”

“…What?”

“Sometimes a door leading higher than the 3rd floor appears.”

However.

“I-it said on the receipt not to go there….”

He was right.

This mart is a 3rd-story building, and the mart spans from the 1st basement floor to the 3rd floor.

We repeat. Even if you witness an emergency exit leading to the 4th floor, do not believe it. The 4th floor is not the mart.

Lookie Mart 4th floor.

This was also a Gimmick that was used almost like a meme in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

‘It’s a disappearance keyword.’

Went up to the 4th floor.

Everyone disappears after this sentence.

It doesn't matter what kind of desperate, nail-biting, and exciting exploration they did before that. As if possessed, they vanished vainly and hollowly.

That’s why it was scarier.

No one ever wrote exactly ‘why’ they went missing or what was on the 4th floor until the very end.

It was a tacit agreement.

Even the case that covered the disappearance process in the most detail was the same.

I recalled it.

The challenge of an Agent who realized all the rescue targets were dead.

/Start of Recording

Agent Choi: So, I’m on the 3rd floor now. I’ve found the door to the 4th floor.

Agent Choi: I’m just going to peek inside the door and come back. I’m not crazy. We can’t just leave the 4th floor like this. Aren't there almost triple digits of people recorded as missing after going up to the 4th floor?

(The Agent leaves personal excuses and a will.)

Agent Choi: Opening the door to the 4th floor now. And… it’s open. Ta-da!

(Sound of a door opening, sound of entering, sound of a door closing heard in succession.) Agent Choi: It looks normal? It’s just a slightly worn-out emergency exit. There are stairs…. It’s really no different. The exit door is right there, too.

(Several more minutes of observation, but no peculiarities.) Agent Choi: Alright. Now I’m going up.

(Echo of footsteps heard. Presumed to be the sound of climbing stairs.) Agent Choi: Let’s see. The exit door is still there, perfectly fine… Ah. …… It’s gone. I guess there’s no choice but to keep going up. Here I go!

(Footsteps continue for 30 seconds.)

Agent Choi: Phew… I’ve arrived. In front of the 4th-floor door.

Agent Choi: It doesn't look much different from the outside. It’s just a steel door.

Agent Choi: …Then, I’ll open it.

(Sound of a steel door opening. Simultaneously, the Lookie Mart jingle begins to play.) Agent Choi: Huh?

(The jingle gets louder. It becomes distorted.)

Agent Choi: Wa-wait.

(Indescribable screams. Roars. Strange sounds like wind rushing in, pleading sounds, the sound of rubbing a balloon, popping sounds, 12 types of unidentifiable sounds and ■■■ ■■.) Agent Choi: (Silence)

Agent Choi: Welcome to Lookie Mart!

Nothing was recorded for the following 24 hours. Recording ended as the battery ran out.

The Agent’s recorder was later found in the electronics department on the 3rd floor of Lookie Mart.

“…….”

It was a record enough to make anyone resolve never to open the Emergency Exit leading to the 4th floor.

But.

“It’s okay. I’ll tell you what to do once we find the door.”

That is our destination.

“……Yes.”

Whether it was thanks to the trust built over the three days or the mysterious power of the Nostalgia Candy, fortunately, the high school student nodded obediently.

“Let’s move quietly.”

We left the 2nd-floor food court.

And we walked up the stationary escalator, quietly ascending.

We avoided the escalator maintenance time for that section, but to avoid attracting the employees' attention by making even the slightest noise, we took off our shoes and moved very carefully in our bare feet.

Conversation also ceased for a while.

We move each footstep slowly and silently, enough to break out in a cold sweat.

And the 3rd floor that finally revealed itself was….

“Ah…….”

It was strange.

Originally, the 3rd floor at Lookie Mart was said to be a space for event stands.

On different dates, various discount display stands with various themes were arranged in rotation.

And the 3rd floor we are seeing now.

“Wh-what is this…?”

Those display cases are repeating endlessly.

An endless mart.

If the floors below the 2nd floor of Lookie Mart were unsettling because they recreated the past exactly, from the 3rd floor up, the space was… bizarrely expanded to infinity.

The number of event stands on the 3rd floor of the mart reported to date is 3,611, and the area is 232㎢.

Always check your starting point.

If you lose your way, you will never find the escalator leading to the floor below.

The endlessly repeating display stands and special product displays, which felt like being inside a giant maze or the plan or drawing of a madman, were perfect for driving a person insane.

But to put it another way, it meant it was a good place to hide or shake off employees.

It was said that in some distant stands, employees might not appear for months.

‘It’s also a good place to secretly steal food or daily necessities.’

…If, that is, one gives up on escaping.

So, missing persons, whose numbers couldn't even be properly grasped, must be scattered inside here….

Perhaps, Agent Bronze as well.

“…….”

“…….”

“We have to stick to the wall. If you spot an emergency exit there, tell me immediately.”

“Y-yes…!”

We moved slowly, sticking to the wall behind the escalator.

And so, we entered the dizzying path together, made of display stand shelves that seemed to have no end.

The corners repeated endlessly within the display stands of the dark department store where only the emergency lights were on after closing.

[Camping Gear Special Sale]

[Winter Season Outlet Event]

[Housewarming Gift Event Price]

[Lookie Mart Flesh Sale]

[Spring Kitchenware Grand Discount]

Eventually, bizarre words began to appear. Every time I saw such a display stand or sign, I turned around and walked back.

It was when we were crossing from section to section while checking the position of the escalator for several dozen minutes.

A small sound was heard.

Somewhere beyond the display stands, a dull, echoing sound.

-…….

I quickened my pace.

But the sound gradually became more specific, and finally….

-Huh? Is someone….

“Eh?”

The high school student suddenly looks up.

-Who is it? Can I help you?

A voice speaking from a distance.

“Over there, a person….”

“Shh.”

I lowered my body along with the high school student.

And I warned him in a very low voice.

“It might not be a person.”

“…!”

“And…… even if it is a person, would someone who’s been here this long even be sane?”

“…!!”

There’s no way they’re sane.

The chances are insanely slim.

Especially if they’re speaking in such a friendly manner.

‘A hazard.’

It was scarier if it was actually a person.

-Hey. You’re human, right? I’ll help you.

We ran while leaning against the wall.

The friendly voice offering help continued to be heard.

-The staff will follow because of my voice. I know a way out. I’ll help you.

Sweat beaded on the back of the high schooler’s neck. I kept moving my feet, gauging the distance from the voice.

-Hurry. The staff shouldn’t see you.

‘Fuck.’

Should I try to subdue them for a moment? No, if the staff swarms in while I’m doing that… right, if it’s a person, it was right to leave them alone until they were caught by the staff.

I have to bear it and move… wait.

‘That.’

The moment I suddenly raised my head, something appeared on the wall we were following.

An iron door.

An emergency exit with a green light. And….

A sign.

[ 3F ↗ 4F ]

“Th-That…!”

It appeared.

‘The emergency exit to the 4th floor.’

I immediately ran over and grabbed the handle of the iron door.

Then I hurriedly cautioned the high schooler.

On the most important thing.

“Never go up the stairs.”

“Huh?”

“Once the door opens and we go in, you just stand right there. Got it? You must never move.”

The high schooler nodded with frightened eyes.

Right.

This was my hypothesis.

Agent Choi: It’s normal, though? It’s just a somewhat worn-out emergency exit. There are stairs…. It’s really nothing different. The exit door is there, too.

‘…But the moment the staff climbed the stairs, the door suddenly vanished.’

Then, guessing the opposite.

—As long as one doesn’t climb the stairs, the door to the 3rd floor won’t disappear.

Because one hasn’t left the 3rd floor yet.

And if this idea was correct, there was no place safer than this.

‘There were no records of staff trying to go up to the 4th floor.’

Because it’s not a mart.

Ultimately, the inside of the 4th-floor emergency exit becomes a safe zone where only humans open the door and pass through.

Then everything becomes much easier.

‘I can even eat the food I brought in my tattoo there.’

Because once you open this door and step out, it’s not a mart.

I just have to open the door from the landing every time it hits 10 o'clock to check the outside and see if business has resumed.

‘Betting on this is the safest.’

To escape with an injured high schooler, this was the best option unless Nostalgia Candy was being supplied infinitely.

All sorts of disappearance stories about the 4th floor remained in my head, making me scared, but I had to do it.

I gritted my teeth and opened the iron door.

Screeeak.

The door made the same sound as described, and the old stairwell inside revealed itself.

“Let’s go in, carefully.”

“Ye-Yes…!”

I went inside with the high schooler.

And to prevent a potential mishap, I very slightly wedged a piece of paper torn from my notebook between the emergency exit door so it wouldn’t close.

Just enough so that it wouldn’t be noticed as open from the outside.

‘Phew.’

With this, I could lose that crazy bastard who was chasing us.

And just as I was catching my breath.

“A-Agent Grapes…!”

The high schooler called me with a voice that sounded like they were about to faint, pulling on my arm.

And then pointed upward.

“There…!”

Above the stairs.

I raised my head with a chilling sensation.

Someone was standing on the stairs leading to the 4th floor.

A woman with short hair, a pale complexion, and hollow eyes.

“…A-A person!”

Go Yeongeun.

My colleague and a former medical student.

“…….”

‘……What?’

My mind couldn’t process what this situation was.

But in the next moment, the person’s attire caught my eye.

An Iron Badge attached to the collar.

It was the identification for Agents of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

‘Ah.’

Certain words from my memory flashed through my mind.

—However, the two agents who entered previously are currently in a state of short-term disappearance within that Supernatural Disaster.

The two missing agents mentioned by Agent Bronze.

“…!”

One of them was my colleague, who had infiltrated the Management Bureau as a rookie.

Chapter 137

Go Yeongeun is a calm colleague.

That was an undeniable fact. I had confirmed it when we woke up on that crazy subway during the recruitment exam, and again when we escaped that insane exhibition where they plucked out the eyes of the visitors.

But now, as she stood on the stairs leading to the '4th floor'—the main culprit behind the disappearances in this bizarre mart—Ms. Go Yeongeun was...

"A person, r-right...?"

She was too calm.

Her face was pale, showing no reaction even after hearing the high schooler's screaming question.

She said nothing.

My expressionless colleague of the same age stood on the stairs, looking down at us....

Wait.

'...Standing on the stairs?'

Hold on!

The moment we stepped onto the stairs, didn't the revolving door disappear? That meant one couldn't leave the 3rd floor by their own strength.

If that was the case.

'Since when has she been here...?'

No. To begin with.

'Why is she even here?'

It was possible that Ms. Go Yeongeun was one of the two agents who had entered previously. In fact, the number '2' was a hint in itself. Agents of the Disaster Management Bureau usually move alone or as an entire team.

Two usually meant a senior-junior pair.

But why was a Disaster Management Bureau junior standing alone on the stairs to the 4th floor, where people go missing?

Without a senior.

For at least a week.

Trapped... on these stairs.

“…….”

A chilling premonition crept up my spine.

I opened my mouth.

"Agent?"

There was no answer.

"Agent Goral...?"

Go Yeongeun, atop the stairs, opened her mouth.

"Welcome to Lookie Mart!"

I grabbed the high schooler and sent him behind me.

Then I grabbed the door.

"Agent."

"Thank you for always choosing us, customer!"

The expressionless human figure staggered down the stairs.

It was Go Yeongeun.

No, a staff member... with the appearance of Ms. Go Yeongeun.

'Damn it...!'

I was about to open the door and bolt out with the high schooler when I realized something strange.

'Sound.'

I didn't hear any creaking.

...Ms. Go Yeongeun's clothes weren't a staff uniform, either. She was still wearing her agent uniform.

In that case....

'Contamination?'

I checked the figure on the stairs again.

The appearance of Go Yeongeun—a distinct human form—was descending the stairs.

"……Hold the doorknob."

"Ye-yes?!"

I lunged forward.

And I pinned Go Yeongeun down just as she reached the landing.

“…!!”

"To Lookie Mart..."

It worked.

She definitely still had a human body.

...In that case!

Holding her shoulder down with one hand, I used my other hand to pull out the remaining Blue Soda Churros from my inventory tattoo.

Then I shoved it into Go Yeongeun's open mouth by any means necessary.

“!”

The opponent didn't even struggle. She just tried to keep walking and repeat the same line.

In the process, her naturally moving teeth crushed the churros, and at least some of it must have gone down her esophagus into her stomach.

I watched the scene, breaking out in a cold sweat....

A moment later.

“Bleeegh!”

Ms. Go Yeongeun began to vomit water like crazy.

I patted her back as best as I could. Black water pooled on the landing.

It wasn't enough water to suffocate her, like the level I experienced during my month in Braun's Late-Night Talk Show... but it was a sight so alien and

strange that it terrified the high schooler.

I supported Ms. Go Yeongeun as she vomited the last of the water—this time nearly blue—and collapsed, her strength spent.

"Huff, huff, huff, huff......"

"Agent."

I called out to my colleague.

“……!”

Her eyes, where reason had returned, looked at me.

Then her pupils dilated and began to tremble uncontrollably.

"...M-Mr. Roe Deer."

Her sanity had returned.

Sanity enough to respond to the title of 'Agent' and call me by my alias instead of my name because we were inside a ghost story.

'Thank goodness....'

"Aa-aaagh!!"

"..?!"

Ack!

I hurriedly grabbed Ms. Go Yeongeun as she suddenly tried to crawl back up the stairs.

"Haaa, aaagh, this damn mart! Even the hallucinations are real! Argh!"

“…….”

"I-I won't be fooled. He's dead, Mr. Roe Deer is dead...."

Ah.

Right.

"Excuse me, I'm not dead. Agent."

"..?!"

"I've been assigned the same job as you."

"?!"

It took another few dozen minutes to convince Ms. Go Yeongeun—who thought I had been declared dead after missing for a month—that I was alive and well, and had been deployed as a spy....

"T-thank you.... I've really been saved thanks to you."

"It was nothing."

Fortunately, as soon as Ms. Go Yeongeun regained her composure, she compared several pieces of circumstantial information with mine and accepted the situation.

It felt like it was even harder to explain everything to the high schooler without leaking classified information....

I felt a strange sensation as I looked at the now-empty churro wrapper.

'These churros... are truly effective.'

In Braun's Late-Night Talk Show, things were so crazily urgent that I couldn't pay much attention, but if it could purify contamination in one go like this, it was an incredibly amazing item.

'For something to be recorded in the Dark Exploration Record... it's almost too good for this world.'

At any rate, escaping this crazy mart was the priority for now.

Still, having a person—a reliable colleague at that—join us gave me a bit of strength.

So, first, a check.

I stepped aside slightly and clearly showed the door to the 3rd floor mart to Go Yeongeun.

"Can you see the exit?"

“…….”

Go Yeongeun nodded.

"Yes."

Whew.

"To be precise, I can't see the door itself, but I can see light coming through the cracks. ...If someone opens it, I think I can go out."

"Then it's fine."

Just as I was thinking how lucky that was, Go Yeongeun covered her face with one hand.

"But... I won't be able to leave the mart anyway."

"Pardon?"

"...I damaged the products."

"...! It's okay. Since this is outside the mart, even if you ate something, as long as you aren't witnessed..."

"No. I got caught breaking things in the mart."

“…….”

"It wasn't me, it was another agent, but it seems I was processed as having done it together."

I remained silent for a moment before asking.

"...Where is that senior agent?"

"They're dead."

“…….”

"No, I'm assuming they're dead. ......They went up there."

Go Yeongeun pointed up the stairs.

"It seems their family went missing here. But the last trace ended with them going up to the 4th floor... they came here with the intention of going there from the start."

"No, I don't even want to use honorifics for them. Are they insane? They could have died alone, why did they have to when I entered...... Ah."

“…….”

"Anyway, as soon as that person opened the door to the 4th floor, I covered my ears and sat here. ...But I could still hear it."

The logo song.

And not long after, she became like a 'staff member.'

“…….”

"Excuse me."

"You can call me Grapes."

"Yes. 'Agent Grapes'."

Go Yeongeun rubbed her face and then looked up.

Her expression showed she had composed herself.

"I'm doomed anyway, so I'll act as a decoy when you two leave. I almost starved to death trapped here and getting contaminated, so that much is......"

"No."

I thought for a moment, then stepped back and pushed the high schooler forward.

"Uh? Agent...?"

"Actually, could I ask for your help? ...His ankle is injured."

"Ah."

We barely managed to persuade the high schooler, who was terrified and refused to spit it out, to take the candy out of his mouth for a moment.

When I earnestly handed her the first-aid kit I had brought, Ms. Go Yeongeun fixed and treated the high schooler's ankle with a skill twenty times more professional than mine.

"But if I eat that candy, won't it just get in the way? I mean, the candy..."

"Just keep it on for a few hours."

I soothed the high schooler, who had returned to a state of exhausted mental and physical strength and was on the verge of panic.

Then I brought out the bait.

"Let's eat this first."

"...!! Food...!"

The high schooler's eyes grew twice as large.

The instant rations I pulled out, as if they had been in the bag I brought, disappeared into the three people's mouths in an instant.

'Since this isn't the mart, we can finally eat.'

These were things I couldn't bring out in the food court because we could only eat 'safe' food.

Even though I only took out items that didn't have a strong smell just in case, to be honest, I don't think I've ever eaten anything so fast in my life.

I finished the sterilized milk in two seconds and gulped down a castella in about thirty seconds.

'I feel like I can finally live.'

Then I put the high schooler to sleep.

I also wanted to collapse and sleep for a few hours, but for now, talking with my equally haggard colleague was the priority.

We shared the information we knew and chatted for a bit to replenish our mental strength.

"Ro... no, Agent Grapes, you're always so well-prepared. I uselessly brought a structural map of the mart."

Go Yeongeun murmured bitterly, saying, 'But the 3rd floor is too wide, so the information was too general and sporadic to be useful.'

"I even brought coins I used in other Darknesses just in case, but it seems they don't count as currency to pay with here...."

Wait.

"Do you have a structural map?"

"Yes. It's included in the supplies for the regular exploration team. ...It's to encourage us to investigate places that haven't been explored yet."

"Could you show it to me?"

"Of course."

Ms. Go Yeongeun pulled out a thick piece of paper, like a well-folded pamphlet, from her small backpack.

On top of a printed building floor plan, I could see various notes and drawings added by people in different colored handwriting.

'...It's the handwriting of the Disaster Management Bureau agents.'

“…….”

I looked at it as if possessed, until I discovered one place name.

A shop marked separately.

Some crazy bastards think this is useful, but it's a suicide mission. Don't go.

"...Agent."

"About what you said earlier. 'Currency to pay with.'"

"Yes? Yes."

"I think we can obtain that separately."

I was about to point to a spot with my finger but held back. It was because I thought the other person would feel repulsed or be terrified.

Instead, I explained with words.

"Among the places marked on the map you gave me, there's a shop that looks useful. There's a hint."

“…….”

However, Go Yeongeun took a deep breath and shook her head.

"I... I'm sorry, but I'm against it. The 3rd floor is too wide, so I don't know how long it will take to get there. And I'm a bit afraid of how long it'll take to find the door back to these stairs when we return."

Cold sweat broke out on Ms. Go Yeongeun's calm face.

There was also a sign that she was trying hard to hide her fear.

"You two go when business resumes. I'll... wait for rescue. Right now, if we don't have a staff member or some other item to stave off danger..."

Well, you see.

"We have one now."

“…!”

"Do you remember? It's something you've used before."

I pulled an item out of my inventory tattoo for the first time in a very long while.

An item that could be used now that the party had three members, perfectly meeting the recommended number.

...And since Agent Bronze wasn't around, there was no need to worry about being watched.

[Quick and Easy Candle Making Kit]

Holding the 'Mysterious Candle Kit' item box, I smiled slightly for the first time in three days.

"Let's make a candle again."

This candle-making item, which had played a significant role in our escape from the 'Mansion of the Blind,' was finally at a point where it could be useful again.

A dark stair landing.

The three people stood in the cramped space, crouching and looking at the floor.

I spread the black paper included in the box onto the landing and drew complex patterns to make the candle.

Then I made an invitation.

"Let's draw cards."

"Huffff."

"Wow...."

Ms. Go Yeongeun and the high schooler took turns looking at the backs of the cards and picking one at random.

The keywords that would become the candle's attributes were decided.

[Confusion]

[Dream]

'Not bad.'

The order of the keywords was good. ...Though it felt strangely related to their own conditions.

At any rate, it was now time to choose the last card. I looked at the cards with their faces revealed.

Honor, Healing, Meditation, Wound, Lie, Anger, Interference, Protection, Strike, Gaze.......

'Last time, I chose Lie.'

With the keywords of Honor, Interference, and Lie, we had deceived the exhibition Guide Machines and pretended to be guests who had rightfully paid the admission fee.

'In that case, this time.'

I picked one without hesitation.

[Protection]

A card depicting two hands carefully cradling a glowing light purple crystal ball.

I burned all three completed cards to make ashes, applied them like paint inside the crayon candle outline I had drawn, and folded the paper.

Exactly as I had done once before.

And after waiting for a while.

"It's finished."

"W-woah."

A pale indigo candle rolled out of the paper into my hand.

Of course, I couldn't use this, and a minor who was living on Nostalgia with an injured leg was out of the question.

And even if that weren't the case, wasn't there someone with experience here?

I turned back to Ms. Go Yeongeun and handed her the candle.

"I'll ask you to do it again."

"...Yes."

Ms. Go Yeongeun took hold of the finished candle.

"This time, I'll do it even better."

Leaving a strange nuance.

In my colleague's hand, the lit candle began to burn.

The petitioner must hold this candlelight toward the confused beings, relying on the Divine Power that makes them dream, to reveal a protected appearance.

A blessing is given to the petitioner holding the candle.

Visitor in the Mist.

Whoosh.

The light illuminated us.

"Ah...."

I took the high schooler and stood behind Ms. Go Yeongeun.

It reminded me of when Braun turned off the lights, but it felt colder and lighter.

It was as if a cool mist, following the candlelight, had enveloped us....

“…….”

We slowly opened the door and stepped out onto the 3rd floor.

Our figures holding the lantern should have clearly stood out in the dark shop, but strangely, we melted in naturally as if shrouded in mist.

And then we encountered a staff member.

"Eek."

I covered the mouth of the high schooler who made the sound.

The staff member creaked toward us, and then....

“…….”

Smoothly brushed past us.

"Ha."

Ms. Go Yeongeun let out a breath.

But it was mixed with relief rather than fear.

'Thank goodness.'

The items from the Alien Shop played their part perfectly this time as well.

However, the item's time limit was tighter than it was at the exhibition.

...Because we had to be prepared for a long time until business resumed.

"The candle will be done once it's burned out, so if we want to use it again after business resumes, we'll have to move quickly."

"Yes. Where should we go?"

"Here."

I showed Go Yeongeun the location by pointing at the floor plan she had brought.

Go Yeongeun, who had looked at it reflexively, was horrified.

"...! W-wait...."

"It's okay. Let's move."

“…….”

We had already lit the candle, and we couldn't put it out by struggling or arguing.

In the end, Ms. Go Yeongeun began to move, even as her gestures suggested she had much to say.

Phew.

'Thank you....'

She had every reason to feel that way.

Because my destination was....

[Sell Your Flesh at Lookie Mart]

An strange event store with this crazy sign attached to it.

“…….”

While other shops seemed to mimic the event stands of the old Lucky Mart, those with such bizarre signs were strange, as if they had been created by an Error.

In this case, on a white floor where there was nothing else, only dozens of grills were lined up.

And in the silence, they were sizzling, burning something....

"Eek."

"Quiet."

The high schooler began to tremble, so I grabbed his shoulder.

The kid wasn't overreacting.

"Ha."

On top of the grill displayed right in front of the event store.

Charred pieces of meat were being grilled as samples...... Anyone could see they were the haphazardly placed forms of familiar, bipedal animals.

...The missing persons who had been processed into Supplies.

'I feel like I'm going to throw up.'

But I endured it.

And a banner was hung above.

...Just as written in the agent's notes.

Instant BBQ Event!

Participate while alive and get a gift certificate guaranteed Gift certificate.

Why would you do something so crazy as to try and get a gift certificate here? You'll draw attention and be attacked by long-term missing persons. They can hardly be considered human anymore, so give up on rescuing them.

But now, we were temporarily avoiding attention within this mart and were protected by the mist.

I gently tapped Ms. Go Yeongeun's shoulder.

"Could you move to the side for a moment? So I can stand in front of an empty grill."

"Pardon? ...Wait a minute. This..."

"It's okay."

In truth, it wasn't okay.

I felt a powerful urge for anyone else but me to do all of this....

'I wouldn't be human if I didn't feel that way.'

But you see.

One of my companions had been trapped on the stairs for over a week while Contaminated, and the other was a civilian minor.

It meant they were not suitable targets to dump the work on.

Besides, this was also an opportunity.

‘I have to be the one to get the gift certificates.’

Only if I took the initiative would they end up in my hands as currency that I could use as I saw fit.

‘If I want to use what I gain here to push my way through until the escape, I have to do this.’

I grit my teeth.

...First, I injected the Happy Maker to prevent death from shock. My hands were trembling.

‘Stay calm. Stay calm.’

Then, struggling to keep my hands from shaking, I calmly picked up an item I had swiped on my way here.

A massive Butcher Knife.

Its sharp blade glinted in the light.

“That...!”

“Even if an item is used, as long as it is returned to its original state without being damaged, it won't be counted as a purchase. So it's fine.”

“That’s not what I mean! No, Agent...!”

I brought the Butcher Knife down onto my right arm.

Chapter 138

※Caution※

This episode contains violent and gory scenes. 138

I had been contemplating this ever since I saw the floor plan of the mart.

Just how much of my Body would I have to cut off and put on the grill for this damn mart ghost story to consider it a ‘barbecue’?

I considered everything from my wrist to my shoulder.

However, I had already decided on the target from the beginning.

‘The right arm.’

Cutting a leg would cause mobility issues.

Cutting the left arm would mean I couldn't use my tattoos.

And since I was nearly ambidextrous, I could use whichever arm remained.

Then there was only one conclusion.

‘Cut a portion from the right arm.’

Of course, cutting through an adult's forearm, nearly 10cm in diameter, bone and all, with a knife was madness.

Naturally, it wouldn't be cut in one go.

‘A chainsaw would have been better.’

Thud, thud.

I cut off my arm, almost tearing through the cross-section with a massive butcher knife. The whimpering sounds of the people in front and beside me could be heard through the splattering blood.

There is no pain, but there is sensation.

That feeling of the nerves in the arm being severed.

Cold sweat pours down my back, and my head goes numb. The dull mental shock of horror and fear.

Even though I had clearly injected the Happy Maker, it still comes.

‘…Am I developing a tolerance?’

Or perhaps the candlelight was ‘protecting’ me from even the influence of the Happy Maker. No, maybe it was just my imagination.

The important thing was that I hadn't died of shock and that I could still move.

And….

Thud.

Finally, the moment the knife struck down.

It fell away.

“…!!”

It was done.

I tucked the completely detached right arm under my left arm, while simultaneously pressing something I had prepared beforehand against the severed cross-section.

The Blood-Sucking Knife.

‘To think I’d use this for hemostasis.’

Of course, this was only a temporary measure.

Ignoring the knife's vibration as it drank my blood, I pulled the knife away and seared the cross-section against the grill.

If I had any sensation, I would have fainted.

Once I felt I had sufficiently stopped the bleeding, I began to move again before I could bleed to death.

“What, what is this… Aaaakh!”

“Just a moment.”

Thud.

I cut the severed piece in half again. I had worked according to the sizes of the various parts already on the grill.

And before they could react, I placed one of the cut pieces onto the grill.

Sizzle.

It makes a sound as it cooks—no, it burns.

It's burning…. It is burning.

‘It’s just a hunk of meat.’

It’s not mine anymore.

And as soon as the situation is resolved, as soon as I leave this crazy mart, I will drink Daydream Inc.’s C-grade Regeneration Potion.

Then everything will be fine….

Let’s stay calm. Sweating coldly, I stared at the grill with unfocused eyes.

And after a maddening amount of time had passed.

Ding.

The ‘Sell Your Flesh at Looky Mart’ shop, where dozens of grills were arranged without context. A sound rings out from something that stood on one side like one of the grills.

The counter.

On what looked like a temporary checkout counter, a rectangular white cash envelope with ‘Thank you for participating in the event’ written on it was placed.

I barely managed to open the envelope with one hand.

A gift certificate revealed itself, looking like a clumsy counterfeit bill mimicking Korean and English.

[50,000 won]

For a normal mart, it was an incredibly generous bait for event participation.

However, it was uncertain whether this amount could be considered sufficient in the current situation.

“Wh-what is this? What just now….”

“Wait a moment.”

One more time.

I repeated this process.

Except this time, it wasn't me, but the high school student who placed the remaining piece on another grill.

“H-hic….”

The high school student looked ready to faint but clenched his teeth. My heart ached, but there was no other way. Ms. Go Yeongeun had to hold the candle, and I wouldn't be counted since I had already participated.

Only after receiving one more 50,000 won gift certificate could I put the Nostalgia Candy in my mouth.

‘Haa.’

I had endured until then, fearing there might be a judgment Error.

And the moment the candy touched my mouth, it returned me to my ‘healthiest period.’

The magic of Nostalgia.

“…It’s okay. See? It’s back to normal, right?”

“Hic, huuuh….”

The high school student couldn't bring himself to look at my restored arm and couldn't even nod his head.

Ms. Go Yeongeun’s face had turned deathly pale, but conscious of the candle, she couldn't bring herself to look back or show a violent reaction.

…She probably only held it together this much because she knew I already had the Daydream-special Regeneration Potion.

“…Agent, did you just drink a potion?”

“No. It’s an Item that temporarily restores one's appearance.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun’s back flinched again.

“Since only my right arm was gone, there would have been no problem escaping even in the worst-case scenario. Don't worry.”

“Is that what we're talking about…! Whew, ……fine.”

I was grateful for her composure.

In any case, by finally consuming the Nostalgia Candy I had saved until the very last limit of my endurance, I barely recovered from three days of proper lack of sleep and food.

And now, my condition was….

“…….”

‘Wow.’

Crazy.

My mind, having regained its composure, began racing wildly, ringing alarm bells.

I began to realize how pushed to the edge and insane I had been acting for the past three days.

‘Since… the second day, I wasn't in my right mind.’

I thought I had scoured every inch of the mart looking for Agent Bronze, leaving the minor alone in the 2nd-floor food court.

But that wasn't it.

‘A place that can be searched within just an hour or two isn't a place worth hiding in the first place.’

This wasn't some convenience store or small supermarket; it was a large mart chain. The concept of me ‘scouring’ it was impossible.

Especially considering the 3rd floor, which repeated to the point where no end was in sight.

‘My judgment was at rock bottom.’

It wasn't just the high school student who was panicking; I too had spent three days in a half-panicked state.

“…Let’s go back to the emergency stairs now.”

“Yes.”

As I moved while hiding behind Ms. Go Yeongeun’s candlelight, and even as I wiped the blood off the butcher knife and repackaged it to put it back on the display stand, deductions continued to spark in my head.

The mistakes.

Rebuttals to several logics I had carelessly assumed on my own.

-Does Agent Bronze really escape after three days?

Let’s check the Exploration Records I barely managed to recall again.

Exploration Records #3?

Responding Agents entered the mart at around 7:00 PM upon receiving a rescue request from a civilian. (Responder: ???) Lookie Mart’s business ended early due to ??? reasons. An unexpected situation occurred, and contact with the relevant Agents was lost for three days.

Result: Rescue failed. Agent returned alone.

First rebuttal.

-The entry time is different.

We entered the mart after 8:00 PM.

However, the case above states they entered around 7:00 PM.

Of course, it’s possible the entry time changed because of a variable like me. It roughly matched if I considered that the entry was delayed by about an hour due to talking with me and receiving Items.

The important thing was that, by doing so, the current situation had become different from that case.

‘I must not force my thinking to fit that case.’

And the second rebuttal.

-It doesn't say when the Agent escapes.

It says ‘contact was lost for three days,’ not that the Agent escapes after three days.

In other words, my conviction that the mart would resume operations after three days was almost entirely in the realm of blind faith.

‘…Phew.’

And….

Let’s step away from this fear and think more rationally.

To begin with.

‘It’s strange for the Disaster Management Bureau to permit throwing a newly hired Rookie Agent into a high-grade ghost story without warning.’

This wasn't Daydream Inc.

They wouldn't send someone empty-handed to explore a crazy Fraction-sanctioned ghost story comparable to a Daydream B-grade.

…Unless there was a certain safety device.

‘Judging based on that….’

……Something comes to mind.

Disaster Management Bureau Agents are sometimes issued Items that allow for an emergency escape from ghost stories below a certain grade.

And since a rookie might use such an Item recklessly in a panic, this option is usually left to the senior.

So….

If Agent Bronze had truly been issued such a thing.

‘Then he would definitely try to take me with him and escape no matter what.’

It was a matter of responsibility.

“…….”

“Agent Grapes?”

“Please wait a moment.”

I stopped walking for a moment and began to reconstruct the situation of the first day from Agent Bronze’s perspective.

Separated from the rookie.

No implicitly agreed-upon location, no direct method of communication. A single glance to meet ‘above’ was everything.

An unexpected situation in a high-grade ghost story.

The field judgment of a veteran who would have met many Rookie Agents…….

“…….”

Ah.

“Ms. Go Yeongeun.”

“Yes.”

“I think… I might be able to find the location of the senior Agent who came in with me.”

“……!”

With the neat conclusion that ‘it’s easier to escape by joining up with a veteran,’ Ms. Go Yeongeun gave her Agree to additional exploration using the candle.

Our destination was….

“This escalator, right?”

“Yes.”

The escalator going up from the 1st floor to the 2nd floor.

It’s here.

“…….”

The three of us went down to the 1st floor and stood in front of the escalator. The silent rails were stopped, shrouded within the darkness.

However, it was an escalator we had never used.

The high school student and I had only used the opposite escalator.

The downward one coming from the 2nd floor to the 1st floor. We had crawled up it in reverse.

‘And we only used that one since then.’

Every time I went out to explore, I would scan between the escalators and the floor, hoping to snag even a fishing line from a used Item.

That was how desperate I was.

But….

‘A normal person, when trying to go to an upper floor, would conceptually use the escalator that goes up.’

Agent Bronze must have expected me to use this escalator.

I stood in front of it, issuing one more Nostalgia Candy to the high school student.

‘…Three pieces left.’

From now on, I had to use them more carefully.

Of course, for now, I had to extract the maximum efficiency from the moment of use.

“Ms. Go Yeongeun. Could you please lead us up the escalator?”

“…I’ll walk slowly. Be careful.”

“Yes.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun took the lead and stepped onto the escalator.

And the three of us began to walk up the escalator ourselves.

“Whew.”

Let’s think.

‘As I deduced, Agent Bronze must have tried to deduce my behavioral patterns too….’

And he likely judged more rationally than I, whose mental state had shattered.

Unless he encountered the crazy situation where someone was ground alive in a blender, he hid underneath it for dozens of minutes, and the high school

student he was supposed to rescue broke an ankle….

He would deduce my actions in reverse like that.

-Rookie Agent. Has experience with ghost stories but seems clumsy due to trauma.

What method would I have chosen if I had moved more passively on the first day?

‘First, I would have entered the 2nd floor later.’

Instead of rushing to the 2nd floor, if I had held out as long as possible in hiding spots on the 1st floor, moving while frozen and fumbling like a ‘typical rookie.’

‘Agent Bronze would have expected us to come upstairs much later.’

But what if he had picked out another place as being safer?

And what if he considered that my group, being green Agents, might panic if Agent Bronze himself wasn't on the 2nd floor?

If so….

There was only one answer.

‘Tell them in advance, before they reach the 2nd floor.’

“…….”

I looked at the escalator's advertisement panel.

Underneath a bright red advertisement panel that caught the eye, a single receipt was stuck with only its end showing, as if it were part of the panel.

A notice from the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

“Uh?”

It was a part of the mart that was easy to overlook, but to someone involved, it was a sign that struck like a bolt of lightning.

Amidst the stir of my companions, I tore it off and unfolded it.

On the back, thick, large characters were scribbled.

Season-Off Winter Camping Mega Sale

3rd Floor, far left wall. 12th one.

“I think I’ve found it.”

I caught the signal left by Agent Bronze.

We moved our feet quickly through the candlelight and mist.

The three of us moved as if we were in a three-legged race.

“It’s the 12th one, right? The 12th.”

“Yes…!”

Realizing he might meet his Friend, the high school student also clenched his teeth and cooperatively quickened his pace.

The repeating space of the giant mart. Passing through section after section that continued eerily, the place we were trying to reach was….

[Season-Off Winter Camping Mega Sale]

It finally revealed itself.

A display area arranged like a camping scene, with tents, a campfire, burners, and even chairs.

Zzzzt.

One side of a tent opened slightly, and an anxious face scanned the surroundings, eyes darting.

“Hey! Kim Jaehoon!”

The high school student who had been within the candlelight dashed out.

It was understandable.

He was the friend that Agent Bronze had taken with him.

“Uh, uh-uh-uh-uh!”

“Are you okay?”

“Heeeuuu….”

The two boys grabbed each other, weeping.

No, I was momentarily on guard in case something dangerous would come if they made noise outside the candlelight, but there was nothing unusual.

‘It seems Agent Bronze took some measures.’

It was a relief. Ms. Go Yeongeun and I also relaxed slightly and approached the two.

“Should we… put out the candle for a moment?”

“Let’s do that.”

Toward the safe zone found by the veteran Agent.

“Hic.”

The two high school students finally calmed down after several minutes.

The high school student Agent Bronze had taken looked like he had suffered mentally, but he showed no signs of major injury or exhaustion.

‘He must have taken good care of him.’

As expected, a veteran is better at rescue than a rookie Agent.

I watched the two of them, feeling a bit sorry for the high school student I had been responsible for.

The high school student I was in charge of, who looked fine because of the Nostalgia Candy in his mouth, forced a smile and spoke.

“I’m glad you’re safe, though.”

“……Yeah.”

…….

Something is a bit strange.

I read signs of anxiety and panic on the face of the high school student from Agent Bronze’s side.

I thought it was a natural sign since he had wandered through a ghost story for days, but even considering that, it’s… prominent.

Ms. Go Yeongeun also whispered softly to me.

“Agent Grapes, um… the person you were looking for, it’s obviously not that high school student, right?”

“……No.”

“Then where is he? That Agent.”

“…….”

I have a strange and ominous feeling.

‘Don't tell me.’

I made eye contact with the high school student Agent Bronze had been in charge of. He flinched.

The reason we came here.

“Where is the Agent?”

“…….”

Tears began to pour from the eyes of the high school student who had been sitting in the tent.

“Th-that Agent, h-he was caught by a staff member and chased away…! Like, dozens of them, uh-uh-uh, just!”

“…!”

“A-and… I think, he was caught.”

…….

What.

“L-like, the staff… were dragging him somewhere, hic.”

Three days after being trapped in the mart ghost story.

Agent Bronze…… has already become Supplies.

Chapter 139

Agent Bronze was dragged away by the employees.

The future of that situation was easily pictured in my head.

Because I had seen a similar case on the first day.

—Aaaagh! Aaa-aaaaagh!

Thinking back to that ‘Supply’ being ground alive in a blender still makes cold sweat run down my spine.

But to think that the veteran agent we had been searching for over the past three days might be suffering such a fate.

The high school student Agent Bronze had been in charge of described the past situation as if vomiting out the words.

“At, at first, I felt a bit relieved...”

On the first day, it seemed the agent had taken the survivors to the tent in this store, ‘cleared’ the surroundings, and taken some measures.

The anomaly occurred on the second day.

“Originally... over there, your group.”

“...You mean us?”

“Yes. I think he was trying to find your group.”

But Agent Bronze ended up finding something entirely different, not me.

“He, he came out...!”

He?

Everyone turned their heads in the direction the high schooler was pointing, but there was nothing there but the tent fabric.

“Ugh!”

Then the kid stood up, went out of the tent, and opened the door to the adjacent tent.

And there, a human figure wearing a school uniform lying inside revealed itself...

“...?!”

“Lee Subin!”

The high schooler I was in charge of jumped up and ran to that tent. Then he looked back at me and said urgently.

“I-It’s the one we were looking for! Lee Subin!”

Ah.

The friend who had gone missing first, whom these high schoolers had come to find.

“Su, Subin?”

The high schooler called his friend’s name repeatedly.

However, ‘Lee Subin’ did not react. Lying in the tent, staring blankly into the air with his mouth agape... he looked as if he had already lost his soul.

‘...Is it because the period of disappearance was so long?’

He was even covered in scratches and bruises.

It was a distressing sight.

But I felt I understood better why Agent Bronze hadn't been seen for several days.

“...Where did the Agent find him?”

“I-I don’t know. He just suddenly brought him back and said he found him. Asking if he wasn't wearing the same school uniform...”

With two minors to protect, his range of movement would have inevitably narrowed.

He probably spent two days caring for the two of them, waiting for business to resume...

......And at the same time, waiting for me to safely arrive at this store.

“...So, when did you say the Agent disappeared?”

“Today... around dawn?”

“.......”

It was more recent than I thought.

“Suddenly, a bunch of employees swarmed in and, w-well, anyway, he was taken away.”

“He wasn't seriously injured or anything. He was just ‘taken,’ right?”

“How should I know! ......I-I think that was the case, though.”

If so....

“F-fck, we’re fcked, right? We’re all going to die? Huh? The ability user is gone. You’re a rookie, aren’t you? Uh, the Agent said so.”

“Hey, why are you talking like that! Are you crazy?”

“.......”

The high schooler I was in charge of, horrified, spoke to his friend and began to watch my and Go Yeongeun’s reactions.

The high schooler from Agent Bronze’s side, who had spoken out, sniffled and hung his head low.

“A-anyway... we’re doomed.”

“No.”

“...!”

Ms. Go Yeongeun spoke firmly.

“We’re not doomed. You have a place where you can hold out safely, and new adults have come to help, so things have actually improved.”

“Ah...”

“If you act recklessly because you think you’re doomed, you’ll lose the opportunities you do have. If we want to get out safely, we have to do our best to cooperate with each other. Got it?”

“.......”

The two high schoolers nodded.

Shame and regret appeared on the face of the one who had been shouting at us.

...I suddenly thought that Ms. Go Yeongeun seemed more suited for the Disaster Management Bureau than Daydream Inc.

“Phew.”

After soothing the kids, I stepped out of the tent for a moment.

Ms. Go Yeongeun let out a short sigh, swallowed, and spoke to me.

“...I didn't just say that to comfort the kids; I think we need to believe that ourselves.”

“I agree.”

And one more thing.

I hesitated before whispering to Ms. Go Yeongeun.

About what I had been agonizing over since I heard the high schooler’s words earlier.

“About my senior agent who was taken away...... he might still be safe.”

“...!”

That’s right.

If the missing persons processed as supplies matched an employee’s routine, they could unluckily be ‘used’ immediately.

‘But usually, they wait for their turn to be used.’

Just like supplies.

Since the employees were mimicking the duties of a mart, they stored the supplies according to regulations.

The place where such items are piled up.

Somewhere deep inside the mart’s staff area...

“He might be in the supply warehouse.”

Supply Warehouse.

Failed to escape from the supply warehouse. Status: Deceased.

...It seemed such sentences were frequently recorded in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

But thinking about it again, it meant the missing person could still attempt an escape. It meant they were alive and in a state of reason and strength.

‘There were rare cases of escape.’

In instances where they possessed special items or abilities.

......Of course, there were also many cases where they had already been ‘processed’ into forms according to the supply's purpose...

The important thing was this.

Right now, this group had that ‘special item’ that could grant access to the supply warehouse.

“.......”

I looked at the soft-textured lump Go Yeongeun was holding, its candle flame now extinguished.

Mysterious Candle.

It required three people to create, but it was possible to travel with it alone.

‘If only the candle could be lit... that is.’

But for some reason, I couldn't light that candle, which only ‘modern people’ could use. Therefore, it was impossible for me to carry that item alone.

“...Agent.”

“Let’s go.”

“...!”

“With two people, we have twice the brains and... twice the hands, so it should be better.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun, with a face that couldn't quite manage a smile, glanced at my arm and nodded.

...It seemed like a choice she made considering that I could only move normally by depending on Nostalgia Candy.

“Thank you.”

“I should be the one saying that. I would’ve died on those stairs anyway if it weren’t for you, Agent.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun shivered as if briefly imagining it.

“Anyway, let’s go. ...To find your senior.”

I nodded.

I’m going to find Agent Bronze.

The high schoolers’ reactions to those words were intense.

“Wait a minute, what about us if you both go? An employee might come. If it’s just us...”

“It’s okay.”

I calmly grabbed the high schooler’s shoulder.

“...The other agent already took measures before he left.”

Surely, he must have chosen this store as a place where employees rarely appear.

But since he didn't know when a long-term missing person might attack, it seemed he had taken care of that part as well.

‘...Is it that?’

I saw items that looked like children’s play stones pressing down on the tent’s stakes.

Air-Pressing Stone

: Equipment of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau that creates an auspicious space.

The item description comes to mind, stating that placing those stones in all four directions within a certain area protects it from wicked things.

The Contaminated long-term missing persons would probably fail to perceive this store properly and just pass by.

...It tasted bitter to think that if only the agent had stayed quietly inside here, he wouldn't have been caught.

“You’re... coming back, right?”

“Of course. I’ll definitely come back after finding the Agent.”

I spat out some Nostalgia Candy for the high schooler I was in charge of, told him to rest easy, but advised him to put it in his mouth and move in case of an emergency.

Fortunately, despite his reluctant expression, he followed the advice.

Fwoosh.

Ms. Go Yeongeun lit the candle again, and I stood behind her as if hiding within the mist and the shadow created by the candle flame.

“...The candle has melted about a third of the way.”

“.......”

We had to move as quickly as possible.

We set off.

Through the vast 3rd-floor shops that were becoming almost familiar, which made them even more eerie.

‘...They said the Agent was caught on the 3rd floor.’

If so, we had to find a door on the 3rd-floor wall this time as well.

“Exactly what kind of door is it?”

“An announcement broadcast went out before closing. And at the same time... those balloon-like employees poured out.”

“...Yes.”

“It’s the door that opened then.”

However, this time we didn't have to find it ourselves.

Squeak, squeak, squeak.

“......Let’s follow him.”

“.......”

We followed behind an employee who was creaking along with hollow eyes.

After wandering through the 3rd floor for a while...

As if his ‘patrol routine’ had ended, the employee returned to where he had originally come from.

[Authorized Personnel Only]

An iron door leading to the space used by staff.

“.......”

“.......”

Creeeeeak.

The door opens.

There were many similar doors here and there, but all doors would likely lead to a single space through corridors, much like an ant colony.

There, we had to find the supply warehouse.

We held our breath and quickly slipped inside before the iron door the employee had opened could close.

And the sight of the inner staff area that greeted us as we poured in...

“Hic.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun covered her own mouth.

Under bright incandescent lights, numerous employees were stacked vertically, all crumpled up.

Not the grotesque employees that appeared after closing, but employees who looked like normal people.

They were in a state where descriptions like ‘piled up’ or ‘crushed and wedged in’ were fitting.

In that place, which was bright and modern as if it were an ordinary space, human bodies were being stored crumpled in layers as if it were perfectly natural...

“...They look like the employees who worked during business hours. Gasp,”

Ms. Go Yeongeun suppressed a dry heave and steadied her breathing.

So they even mimic the shift changes.

I didn't want to imagine how those crushed people would come out looking normal and perform their duties when business hours arrived.

Repulsion surged up my throat, but I kept moving.

If even one of the two—the candle or the Nostalgia Candy—had been missing, I would have given up....

Squeak, squeak.

The employee moves again.

“...Shall we follow for now?”

“Yes.”

Our footsteps echoed very softly through the staff area. My nerves were on edge.

Relying solely on the candle, we advanced cautiously.

“...By the way, I’ve memorized the entire path I came in. For now... don't worry.”

“...Yes.”

Since two people were memorizing it, we could supplement each other if someone's memory became hazy.

We held our breath and stepped forward.

Employees, employees, scraps of what used to be employees, things that were half-employee, every time I saw them repeating eerie noises and greetings, I felt the pores on my skin stand on end.

But we had to observe the surroundings carefully. Because we had to find the warehouse.

‘I can do this.... I, can do this.’

Passing through a space of bizarre continuity where corridors, staff lounges, and warehouses seemed attached at random, we finally...

[Supply Storage]

Found employees standing thickly in front of the space with that doorplate.

Squeak, squeak, squeak, squeak.

The employee we were following joined them.

“Ha.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun swallowed as she looked at the iron door, its interior hidden by the employees.

“...If we go in when an employee opens the door.......”

It was then.

Clack.

The door to the supply warehouse opened from the inside.

“...!”

Several employees who had been inside were coming out, carrying ‘supplies.’

And I saw it.

A familiar face among the supplies.

“T-that person...”

A large young man wearing an agent uniform was being carried by two employees.

It was Agent Bronze.

But he had no legs.

“.......”

A chilling shiver ran through my hands and feet.

“Could it be...”

“Yes.”

It seemed Agent Bronze had been processed into a mannequin.

The only positive was that there was no bleeding, but Agent Bronze already had his eyes closed and appeared unconscious.

“S-shall we approach for now?”

“...Yes.”

We moved, sticking close to the two employees carrying Agent Bronze.

But even as we followed, my mind went blank with the thought of what on earth we should do.

‘Dammit.’

Is he... even alive?

Should I call out to him? But even if we’re being protected by the candle, is it okay to make a sound right next to an employee?

Creeeeeak.

In the meantime, the two employees finally moved Agent Bronze out of the staff area.

This was actually better.

After some thought, I acted somewhat boldly.

“...Could you stick as close as possible?”

“.......”

Ms. Go Yeongeun, nodding, quickened her pace and stuck right next to the employees.

And exactly at the timing when the employees came close within the range of the mist, I reached out toward Agent Bronze.

Then I lightly tapped near his neck.

Tap, tap.

“...!”

Surprisingly, Agent Bronze’s eyes flew open.

I swallowed.

“...Agent.”

It was at that moment.

Phut.

One of the employees holding Agent Bronze collapsed like air escaping.

“...!!”

The employee holding Agent Bronze from behind also began to shrivel with the sound of escaping air. I saw a small, transparent pistol suddenly held in the Agent's right hand.

‘glass hand cannon.’

The issued item from the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau shone in the hands of the right person.

The moment the Agent turned his hand again, the pistol disappeared from his grasp.

“Than—...you... Customer!”

“He-he-he-he-hello....”

The deflating employees gibbered strange sounds and repeated announcement phrases.

And something even more bizarre and horrific tried to bulge out from within them, but Agent Bronze was faster at binding and subduing them.

‘Arrest Rope.’

An issued item for suppression.

He moved both hands in an instant, tying the two employees with something like thin arrest ropes, and then sat on top of them as if subduing them.

...To think he could handle two employees like that.

“I’ll hold out like this for about 5 minutes without a commotion.”

It was a skill like a feat of magic.

...Unbelievable for someone who had just lost his legs.

“...Agent Grapes.”

Agent Bronze looked up at me and gave a faint smile.

The eyes of a person who had made a resolution.

“You were safe. It was worth holding out.”

“.......”

“And that person?”

His gaze landed on Ms. Go Yeongeun.

“One of the missing agents who entered here first was alive.”

“.......”

Ms. Go Yeongeun bowed her head deeply.

“...You did well. I’m glad you’re safe.”

Agent Bronze looked at me with a rather warm gaze, as if leaving a will. My stomach churned.

“Agent Grapes.”

And he pulled something out from inside his agent uniform.

“Take this. It’s for escape.”

...It was two strands of shoelaces.

The shoelaces, woven with O-bang-saek threads in complex colors, had a strangely glossy texture.

“There are exactly two, so the two of you can leave.”

“...!”

“If you tie them to your shoes and walk three steps with your own feet, you can immediately leave this place.”

I instinctively looked at Agent Bronze’s lower body.

...The missing legs.

Currently, Agent Bronze could not walk.

He couldn't use the escape item.

From the beginning... he had no choice.

“......I will look for another way, so you must ensure your own safety.”

“.......”

“There’s not much time left. Hurry.”

No.

The Nostalgia Candy. Let's give that to Agent Bronze so he can leave, then....

‘No.’

I clenched my fists so hard my hands turned white.

‘There are only three pieces left.’

If I give him one now to make him escape immediately... then what on earth am I supposed to do with the remaining two?

Among the three high schoolers that need to be rescued, two are in a state where normal movement is impossible. Wouldn't it be more advantageous for overall survival if Agent Bronze joined us?

My head felt like it was going to explode from the complexity.

Is there no other way? Other.......

“.......”

Ah.

Right.

“Agent.”

I reached into my shirt and pulled an item out of my tattoo.

A small glass bottle containing a light green potion that shone like a new sprout.

: Daydream Potion :

Regeneration

C (excellent)

My lifeline.

I showed the label of the potion to Agent Bronze while pretending to hide it from Ms. Go Yeongeun’s sight.

“Drink this. It’s a regeneration item.”

“...!!”

“Wait...”

“It’s okay. It’s a proven item.”

I quickly gestured with my eyes to Ms. Go Yeongeun, who was about to say something.

‘...If my prediction is correct.’

This wasn't simply about helping Agent Bronze’s easy escape.

Rather, it was a move that would return as an even greater harvest.

The build-up I needed.

‘This is the answer.’

The pleasure of finding the most effective answer momentarily passed through my spine.

...While suppressing the instinctive fear of the loss.

“.......”

Ms. Go Yeongeun closed her mouth, albeit with a somewhat troubled expression.

However, Agent Bronze did not take the potion and spoke to me with a face whose expression was unreadable.

“...Is this made from your ‘place of origin’?”

“......Yes.”

I nodded slightly and smiled as if making an effort.

“There’s only one left. …I know you might feel reluctant. But you must drink it.”

“…….”

A strange look flashed across the Agent’s face.

Honestly, it was a complex expression, hard to tell if it was reluctance or a surge of emotion, but he was certainly conflicted.

And that conflict ended when the Agent reached out his hand.

Tak.

With a short sound, the potion was passed to Agent Bronze.

And the Agent uncapped the Regeneration Potion and drank it as if shoving it into his mouth.

Chapter 140

While the ethics of Daydream Inc. might be questionable, the effectiveness of the potions they manufacture is certain.

As if by magic.

“…!”

From the vicinity of Agent Bronze’s two severed thighs, flesh began to sprout and grow rapidly after he drank the C-Class Regeneration Potion. In an instant, the complete shape of his legs began to be restored.

Ms. Go Yeongeun gasped. Although she had used it herself, this was her first time witnessing it, and she seemed to feel a sense of wonder.

I felt the same way.

To have such a large part of the body regenerated all at once, and yet it was only a C-Class Regeneration Potion.

‘…Didn’t they say it costs about 10,000 Points?’

It was an effect that would astonish and captivate anyone who saw it.

I watched the scene, trying not to unconsciously touch my right arm, which had been recreated with Nostalgia Candy.

“Whew.”

Soon, Agent Bronze mechanically checked the movement of his legs.

Then, standing up on his bare feet, he grabbed the Arrest Rope that bound the staff… and bowed his head, avoiding my gaze.

“…Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

As if she couldn’t hold it back any longer, Ms. Go Yeongeun muttered softly.

“……I think it would be okay for you to be a bit more thankful.”

Ah.

“What does that mean….”

“Let’s talk once we get out.”

I hurried to smooth over their conversation, intending for us all to return to the base camp Agent Bronze had set up.

However, the Arrest Rope Agent Bronze had tied began to tremble.

“…!”

Inside it, the forms of the two staff members, who had been subdued and deflated like punctured balloons, began to wriggle.

And over there.

The door to the staff area… where we had just come out of.

Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud-thud.

The sound of countless heavy objects colliding rang out… and with a creaking noise, the iron door burst open, and staff members came pouring out.

“……!”

“T-This way!”

Avoiding the staff members rushing toward us like madmen, we quickly hid Agent Bronze behind the candle’s shadow.

The three-person capacity was full once again.

The three agents hurriedly pressed themselves against the wall, retreating quickly to avoid the gruesome wave of staff.

“…!!”

“It will be alright. You’ve entered the candlelight….”

Agent Bronze glanced at the candle Ms. Go Yeongeun was holding.

“…Is that originally yours as well?”

“……Yes.”

I deliberately muttered while stealing a glance at Agent Bronze.

“I’ve already made the excuse that I received it from Agent Bronze… so, I’d appreciate it if you could, well, get your story straight with mine.”

“…….”

Agent Bronze nodded very slightly.

‘…He’s cooperative.’

He must know it’s an item obtained during the Daydream Inc. days, but if he’s going this far, it seems the effect of giving him the Regeneration Potion worked.

Creak, creak, creak, creak, creak, creak, creak, creak.

‘No, they’re making it impossible to think…!’

In the midst of that, the number of crowding staff members was steadily increasing. Ms. Go Yeongeun’s ears grew increasingly pale as she took

steps backward.

The effect of the Arrest Rope wore off, and the two staff members who had been hit by the pistol emerged, bulging grotesquely.

The other staff members who had poured out surrounded them and began to circle around them like madmen.

Because there were so many staff members, arms were crumpled and heads were crushed as if pressed together, only to pop back up again.

It looked like some bizarre ritual.

“It seems they’re looking for the person who harmed the staff….”

“If you are witnessed during that act after damaging a staff member in this mart… you will be pursued until you are caught.”

“…!”

But he shot both of them without hesitation and sat on top of them?

Agent Bronze’s face hardened.

“…This time, I intended to handle it myself, since it was over for me anyway.”

“~!!”

It seemed Ms. Go Yeongeun had suppressed what she wanted to say again.

“Let’s move quickly.”

“Yes.”

At any rate, we hurriedly moved our feet and escaped from that bizarre group activity.

Still, the unpleasant, high-pitched creaking noise continued to be heard….

‘Whew.’

I looked down at the floor and saw Agent Bronze’s bare feet treading on the mart floor.

“Agent, do you have spare shoes….”

“…They are in the camping section.”

Okay. I checked the time on my wristwatch.

Fortunately, we found Agent Bronze relatively quickly, so perhaps only two or three hours had passed at most.

‘Even taking the perceived time conservatively, it should still be around dinner time….’

It would be around 19:00. I looked at the watch with that expectation.

But….

[ 09 : 04 ]

Nine o’clock.

“……!”

I looked at the numbers again.

But the numbers, which were ten hours different from my expectation, remained the same.

Of course, it wasn’t that we had gone back to the past, so this meant….

‘……It’s the next morning?’

“The time is strange right now….”

The moment I spoke, I realized.

“Agent Grapes. In the staff area of this mart, the flow of time is not constant.”

“…….”

No wonder the staff area felt like it was stitched together haphazardly without context; it was perfectly plausible for such a setting to exist just to make it more eerie and bizarre.

‘It’s a cliché.’

Perhaps it had been mentioned in the Dark Exploration Record, but it might have been so common that it didn’t stick in my memory… No, that wasn’t what was important.

‘…Then how long have the kids been on their own?’

To make matters worse, Agent Bronze muttered with a stiffened face.

“Nine o’clock.”

“…Yes.”

“Let’s move as quickly as possible. …The effective time of the Protection Array I set up in the section doesn’t have much left.”

“…!!”

We practically sprinted and arrived at the camping section. It was a miracle we didn’t drop the candle.

“Hah, haaa….”

And his concern was right.

In the camping section, the high school students were on the verge of fleeing.

“They’re not coming! And things are strange right now!”

“T-That’s….”

‘Oh my god.’

The agents hadn’t returned even after a day had passed, and the sound of staff moving could be heard like crazy from somewhere.

Thanks to that, they seemed to have been completely terrified and were trying to escape to another floor.

How were they supposed to move their friend who had previously gone missing and was currently in a daze, or should they just leave him behind, and so on. They were desperately talking amongst themselves, but the moment they saw us, they collapsed in place.

“Ah!”

“A-Agent!”

This is driving me crazy.

We took the high school students, who were pouring out words and tears with emotions fluctuating between ‘Why are you so late?’ and ‘You’re back!’, and headed back to the center of the camping section.

Then, Agent Bronze quickly inspected the defensive items, which looked like gonggi stones, that he had installed.

“How much time is left?”

“About an hour.”

Damn it.

“At least we can definitely rest for an hour. Let’s regroup quickly in the meantime.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun immediately blew out the candle and began to check the condition of the high school students and figure out what had happened.

…She was reliable.

‘Whew.’

“I’ll keep watch, so you should take care of your attire, Agent.”

“…Yes.”

Taking advantage of the moment Ms. Go Yeongeun entered a tent, Agent Bronze changed into a spare Agent uniform he seemed to have brought as a backup.

Listening to the sounds beside him, I contemplated where on earth we should go after this camping section….

‘The stairwell is too narrow.’

…I really hoped the mart would open for business today, but no, expecting such a lucky thing to happen was not good for my mental health.

I swallowed the sugary taste coming from the Nostalgia Candy.

Then I diverted my attention to something else.

“Is your body alright?”

“……Yes.”

Agent Bronze took several items out of the pockets of his original, blood-stained Agent uniform trousers and quickly re-equipped himself.

However, among them, there was something that looked somewhat unusual.

This was because Agent Bronze, who had been taking out and organizing his own things indifferently and instantaneously, flinched when he picked this up.

…A white pop-socket.

< Must Give >

A hand-written label was attached to it.

…It somehow reminded me of a Memorial Pop Socket. It looked like something from the Disaster Management Bureau.

“Agent, that is….”

“…….”

Agent Bronze looked at the pop-socket silently before eventually tucking it into his new clothes and muttering.

“It belongs to another agent. I found it… in the supplies warehouse.”

I realized from the nuance.

‘…Were there more agents in the warehouse?’

He had probably taken it from the corpse of an agent who had already died and been ‘stored’ in the supplies warehouse for a long time.

Agent Bronze completely adjusted his clothes and met my eyes.

Then he asked quietly.

“Did you happen to enter the supplies warehouse?”

“…….”

I shook my head. A hint of relief passed through the agent’s eyes.

“You did well. From now on, try to avoid ‘places that somehow feel unpleasant’ as much as possible. Human intuition is a fairly useful sense in these supernatural phenomena.”

“…….”

Just what kind of state was it inside the warehouse?

However, even if it wasn’t specific, I could guess what kind of state it was through the descriptions in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

‘…Because dozens of dying people would be trapped there, being processed into supplies and rapidly becoming contaminated.’

I tried not to imagine it and diverted my attention.

“So, what kind of item is it?”

If it had been useful, Agent Bronze would have brought it up already.

Sure enough, a slightly troubled expression passed over the agent’s face.

“…It is an item that helps to definitively send a rescue request text to the Disaster Management Bureau.”

“…….”

Ah.

“Since it’s a smartphone attachment item, I wondered if I could at least send a single message outside… but it seems it only sends if the user is a person in need of rescue.”

Because it would be an item created with such restrictions to produce its effect.

‘…Was the dead agent carrying it to give to someone?’

Of course, being able to definitively send a rescue request within this damn ghost story was a good item, but it meant it didn’t fit the conditions.

I didn’t know with what kind of heart Agent Bronze had endured in the supplies warehouse.

“Um, are you finished changing?”

“…! Yes.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun opened the tent door and came out.

“Actually, I think it would be good if you could talk to them, Agent Bronze. The students already know that you have the highest rank among us.”

“…….”

Agent Bronze nodded slightly and entered the tent.

Ms. Go Yeongeun sat down next to me with a deep sigh.

“…How are the students?”

“They’re okay. Once they focused on the fact that the agents have all returned and even performed a rescue, their morale boosted instantly.”

……Because they probably don’t know that we have to run away from this tent section soon.

Whew.

Both Ms. Go Yeongeun and I sighed at the same time.

“It would be great if… business resumed today.”

“…I know, right.”

I really hoped so.

I sat down, deeply agreeing.

“I mean, it was operating just fine when we came in, so how many days has it been closed and not operating….”

Exactly.

Every word echoed my own feelings.

‘It was operating just fine when we came in…….’

…….

…….

Wait a minute.

“Mr. G-Grapes?”

I stood up and sprinted toward the tent.

And I pulled the front open forcefully.

“Agent!”

Agent Bronze and the high school students looked back at me with wide eyes.

“That rescue request item, can we use it now?”

“Pardon?”

Agent Bronze looked at me as if momentarily bewildered, but soon he answered as kindly as possible, which didn’t quite match his fierce impression.

“The item itself is in a usable state, but as I said, an agent cannot use it.”

“Then what if a student uses it?”

“A duplicate request… will be pushed back in priority compared to the first report.”

The high school students flinched.

Right. Because those kids reported it, we entered this damn Lookie Mart for the rescue.

But you see.

“Isn’t there one more student?”

“……!”

I thought of the student who must still be lying blankly in the other tent.

The friend of these high school students who had gone missing even earlier, whom Agent Bronze had found.

A civilian who had not yet made a single rescue request to the Disaster Management Bureau.

“Calm down, Agent.”

Agent Bronze spoke calmly again, as if trying to soothe me.

“This is a device that can only send a 33-character text message, through which a detailed explanation is impossible to begin with.”

“It’s fine.”

Because I wasn’t planning to use it to inform them of our situation.

“That student can just freely make a rescue request as they wish. …If they only do that.”

If my guess was correct.

I swallowed hard.

“…The mart will open its doors today.”

“…!!”

I ran to the tent next door.

Then, I distributed one of the three remaining Nostalgia Candy to the high school student who had been lying there, still out of it.

A student named ‘Lee Subin’.

To the missing person who had entered this mart several days before the high school students who had reported to us.

The high school students who had come in with Ms. Go Yeongeun— following her judgment that having familiar faces would be better for stability—were watching anxiously from the side.

The moment I opened the wrapper of the Nostalgia Candy and put it into Lee Subin’s mouth.

“…….”

“S-Subin. Are you okay?”

Tears began to stream down from the student’s eyes.

And he sobbed.

“Heugh, heuuuuugh….”

“It’s okay, it’s—it’s okay…….”

The high school students came and hugged him tightly, not knowing what to do.

…Since Nostalgia Candy restores the body and mind to their peak state, not something that erases painful memories or experiences from the head.

I waited calmly for the friends to help Lee Subin settle down.

While checking the time.

[ 09 : 22 ]

And when the timing came where I couldn't wait any longer.

[ 09 : 43 ]

That was when I spoke.

“Lee Subin.”

“Heugh, huff, yes….”

“Actually, we are in a situation where your help is absolutely necessary if we want to get out of here faster.”

I held out the smartphone with the pop-socket attached to the student.

“Could you write your name and identity, and write that you are at Lookie Mart right now, and send a rescue request?”

“…….”

“I’m counting on you.”

The student grabbed the smartphone with trembling hands.

And he began to write like a madman.

[PleasehelpmepleaseI’mtrappedinLookieMartI’mLeeSubinlivingin■■- dongplease]

It was a text that seemed stained with blood. Tears kept falling from the eyes of the high school student as his fingers moved.

And… sent.

“…….”

“You did great. Rest for a bit.”

I couldn’t bring myself to tell him to spit out the Nostalgia Candy.

…If my guess was wrong, I might have to make him spit it out then to save it, but.

‘For now, I must wait.’

I left the tent, leaving the high school students to themselves.

Zzzzt.

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who was sitting in front, looked at me.

Sitting next to her, I kept checking my watch until the time came.

Until ten o’clock, the opening time.

[ 09 : 51 ]

Agent Bronze prepared to retrieve the protective items.

[ 09 : 54 ]

I calculated how long we could hold out in the 2nd-floor food court if it failed.

[ 09 : 58 ]

In the worst-case scenario, someone might have to be allocated the two escape items.

And….

[ 09 : 59 ]

The time approached.

All three of us began to lift our heads and look at the ceiling and the air.

Waiting for a signal.

Just like that….

[ 10 : 00 ]

The time had come.

“…….”

“…….”

“Agent Grapes, are you alr—”

Nanana-na nanana-nana nanan~

“…!!”

An alert sound, like a bell, began to fill the store.

-The doors of Lookie Mart are now open. We will welcome all our visiting customers today with a bright smile~

A cheerful guidance voice.

The familiar logo song began to ring out jauntily through the mart without any distortion.

T-t-t-tick.

Bright lights turned on in the mart, and suddenly, sunlight began to shine in from outside the window glass.

And the bizarre staff members vanished as if being rewound.

With strange creaking noises, they were sucked into the gaps of the open iron doors of the staff area, and then….

Thump.

The doors closed, and they were all gone.

Without a trace.

“…….”

Business had finally resumed.

“Phew.”

‘…We’re saved.’

I slumped into my seat.

“I-It worked! It worked!!”

I told you so.

With the most excited face I’d seen on her over the past few days, Ms. Go Yeongeun hit my shoulder, her face flushed as if she were about to cry, and looked around the store.

“Just how… no! That’s not important! Let’s just get out of this crazy place and talk!”

However, Agent Bronze, who had been looking at the store with a dazed expression, immediately turned to me with a look of realization.

“The rescue request! Is this perhaps….”

“Yes.”

Did he catch on?

Only then did I answer with a smile.

“Because for a rescue agent to enter, the mart must be in an operating state.”

“…!”

Right.

‘It’s a kind of reverse thinking.’

I created a situation where it ‘made sense’ for the mart to be open for business.

It was precisely… a matter of preconditions.

“They clearly said there was no way to prevent people from entering Lookie Mart.”

It was recorded not only in the manual for rescue agents I had received but also precisely in the Dark Exploration Record.

There is no known method for conclusion or sealing discovered to date. It is also impossible to proactively prevent disappearances.

The entry conditions are even written down.

Entry conditions for Lookie Mart: Search for the mart within a 3km radius of the building where Lucky Mart used to be and travel for more than 20 minutes.

What does this mean?

‘It means that as long as you follow those conditions, you can enter this horrible ghost story called Lookie Mart immediately.’

Thinking about it the other way around...

“Then, it means that Lookie Mart must be open for business whenever someone tries to enter.”

-For a victim to enter, Lookie Mart must be open on that day.

“And...”

“A new agent will be coming in today.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun spoke up abruptly.

Her face was flushed with shock and realization.

“Because an agent will enter since those high schoolers called for rescue earlier!”

Correct.

So, for an agent from the Disaster Management Bureau to come today after receiving a request for support...

“Yes. Today is a day that they absolutely must be open.”

I laughed.

Ms. Go Yeongeun laughed with me for a moment, but soon confusion filled her face.

“...? Wait a minute. Then the cause and effect are reversed...”

That was also true.

“It's not that missing persons occur because the doors open, but that they start business in the morning because the doors must be open for missing persons to occur. The chronological order is a complete mess.”

“That’s why it’s a ghost story.”

It follows a strange, backward, bizarre law that we cannot understand...

Just like this third floor where event shops for all sorts of seasons stretch on endlessly.

“I suppose so.”

Instead of confusion, a sense of calm and an active discomfort took hold on Ms. Go Yeongeun's face.

It was a face that looked like she wanted to run out of this mart right this instant.

...I relate.

So let’s get out of here quickly.

We immediately stood up and began preparing to leave.

‘I have the gift certificates, and the Escape Item.’

With this, all three high schoolers and the three of us should be able to get out safely.

“Excellent.”

Agent Bronze whispered softly while getting ready.

Then he gestured slightly toward the three students who were coming out of the tent, rejoicing at the words ‘we can leave now.’

“Those civilians are being rescued thanks to Agent Grapes.”

Honestly, that wasn't true. If even one of Agent Bronze or Ms. Go Yeongeun hadn't been here, I think we all would have died...

Anyway, it was the moment I was about to say thank you.

“.......”

I suddenly...

Realized my mouth felt excessively easy to move.

The thing that was hindering my pronunciation was gone.

‘Ah.’

And I realized I could no longer taste the sweet sugar in my mouth.

“.......”

The Nostalgia Candy had completely melted away.

Which means...

“......!”

“Agent!”

A maddening surge of pain struck the right side of my body.
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Nostalgia Candy returns me to my peak state.

To put it another way, that is also me. It didn't mean I would become more brilliant or perfect.

It meant that I shouldn't let my guard down just by trusting the condition the Nostalgia Candy provided.

I knew that.

“…!”

I grit my teeth, feeling a sharp, agonizing pain coming from my right arm— no, from the ‘empty space where my right arm used to be.’

I missed the timing to take it.

Damn it.

‘I was too hasty.’

In a situation where the safe zones were going to disappear within an hour, I got distracted when a way to finally open the mart doors presented itself.

The price came in the form of excruciating pain.

A severed arm that had been cauterized to stop the bleeding.

Every single word of that description hacked away with a chilling, raw pain.

“Heugh.”

My legs momentarily lost strength, and I almost collapsed to the floor. Instinctively, I tried to catch myself with my right arm, but realizing it wasn't there, I stumbled and managed to support myself with my left hand, though my timing was off.

But it was fine.

“Agent…!”

“Just… a moment,”

Agent Bronze picked me up from behind and supported me. I struggled through the intense pain.

Ms. Go Yeongeun came running over in a hurry. She checked my consciousness and urged me. What did she say?

“That! Where is that candy!”

Ah.

“Hurry!”

I tried to rummage through my jacket pocket with my remaining arm. Ms. Go Yeongeun was a step faster, quickly rifling through the pocket, taking out the candy, and peeling off the wrapper.

‘I just have to eat that.’

That was… definitely correct.

“…….”

“Agent Grapes?!”

Perhaps it was the endorphins, but a thought suddenly occurred to me.

There are only 2 pieces of Nostalgia Candy left.

I don't even know what kind of ghost stories I'll have to enter in the future.

‘…Do I really have to eat it?’

Couldn't I hold out with the Happy Maker?

The bleeding in my arm had already been stopped.

And originally, my plan was designed so that even without an arm, we could escape without a problem as long as business resumed.

And haven't I already made it so business could resume?

‘Thinking about the item’s versatility.’

Then, rather than wasting it here….

“…….”

I took the candy and put it back into its wrapper.

“Wha- what are you….”

Then, I laboriously put my hand back into my pocket, tucked away the wrapped candy, and pulled out a rod-shaped item.

Happy Maker.

I’ll use this.

‘Yeah.’

I was about to stab it in immediately when I realized I wasn't in a situation where I could roll up my sleeve to see my bare skin.

Because I didn't have an arm to roll it up with.

“…Agent, I’m sorry, but could you… please inject this.”

“…….”

“It’s a painkiller.”

However, seeing his hardened eyes, it seemed he knew the dangerous origin of this item. …I’m talking about Delusion Home Shopping.

In times like this….

“Please. Just….”

“…!”

Fortunately, instead of arguing about it, Agent Bronze took a deep breath, rolled up my remaining sleeve, and injected the Happy Maker.

Phsh.

With a small sound, the drug immediately began to circulate through my veins.

‘Ah.’

The pain faded, and a sense of stability settled in my head.

Tranquility.

Anxiety and panic shattered and broke, turning into dust particles and flying away, leaving me feeling like there was nothing left in my chest.

‘Ha.’

I didn't stagger; I stood up with a normal gait.

“Thank you.”

But a dead silence hung in the air around me.

“Why…….”

“Since my mobility isn't immediately compromised, I'm going to try to hold out for now.”

“…….”

It’s a waste of an item.

It seemed Ms. Go Yeongeun read those words in my eyes.

“Whew.”

My colleague, who had rolled around with me at Daydream Inc., looked away from my situation with a complex and subtle expression.

…Because she probably empathized to some extent.

However, one person was different.

“…Have you been walking around in that state?”

“…….”

Agent Bronze looked at my injury with an almost dazed expression, then looked at me as if he had suddenly realized something.

“That medicine.”

I knew it.

He had realized the original purpose of the Regeneration Potion I had handed him.

“…….”

“Are you crazy?!”

“I’m not.”

My head had become calm thanks to the Happy Maker.

I steadied my breathing and even managed to show him something close to a smile.

Adding an explanation that he could understand.

“Listen. It was a rational choice.”

“What?”

“My life wouldn't be in danger even if I didn't treat it immediately, but you were in a situation where you would have died.”

“…….”

“And if a veteran like you hadn't joined our group, the civilians who requested rescue would also have been in danger.”

Right.

From the start, I hadn't counted the two high schoolers Agent Bronze was protecting as part of the personnel to be rescued.

Because my original plan was created on the premise of three people who could hold out on the landing.

Me, Ms. Go Yeongeun, and the high schooler I was responsible for.

Just those three.

‘…While giving up on Agent Bronze.’

But the situation changed while I was looking for the sign Agent Bronze left behind.

Instead of Agent Bronze, two high schoolers joined the group—one who might bolt anywhere and another who had already lost his mind.

‘…It was difficult.’

If they had just been adults, I might have been able to ignore them.

But since they were 15 or 16-year-old kids, it was hard to apply the concept of cutting my losses…. At least with a modern person’s sensibilities.

In the end, the best answer was right in front of me.

Saving Agent Bronze.

‘And since I can't keep pouring out Nostalgia Candy indefinitely, the Regeneration Potion was the right choice.’

Overall, even excluding my own personal big picture, it meant it was a rational decision as a rescue Agent of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

“So… I believe my judgment was rational.”

“…….”

However, Agent Bronze’s expression clouded over.

He struggled to speak.

“……Just why,”

At that moment.

Clang.

“…!”

The three Agents’ heads turned rapidly.

“A-Ah, damn.”

Someone who had been hiding behind a tent flusteredly looked at us. They had accidentally dropped a camping cup and were hurriedly putting it back in its place.

…It was the high schooler Agent Bronze had been looking after.

‘Oh boy.’

For now, I properly covered the area where my arm was missing with my jacket.

“…Please, let’s talk after we get out of the mart.”

“…….”

Agent Bronze’s lips quivered, then he bowed his head with a face full of regret and quietly walked toward the end of the camping section.

Ms. Go Yeongeun looked back and forth between me and Agent Bronze, then sighed and followed after him.

“…….”

Then, the high schooler who had been glancing around hesitantly crept up to me.

“Um, I’m sorry….”

“……I know you weren't trying to eavesdrop. It’s okay.”

“No, that….”

The high schooler hesitated before speaking properly.

“The, the way I acted.”

“…….”

“Doing… all that.”

From the conversation he had just overheard, it seemed he fully realized that the Agents were risking their lives to save them.

Enough to reflect on his own mistakes and irritable behavior.

“…….”

‘Whew.’

Even adults often act emotionally in extreme situations, so what could I expect from a minor?

Just the fact that he apologized was beyond my expectations.

Even if that apology was half-rooted in the fear of, ‘What if they get annoyed and abandon me while escaping?’

“Right. I accept your apology.”

“…….”

“Let’s hang in there a bit longer until we get out.”

“Um,”

The high schooler spoke up once more.

“When we leave this time, I’ll steal it properly. That… item.”

Ah.

“It’s okay.”

I patted the high schooler’s shoulder with my remaining arm.

“There’s no need to steal it this time.”

“…?”

Because we won't be taking that risk.

The high schooler seemed puzzled for a moment but soon nodded and quietly returned to his friend.

And so, it became quiet around me for a while.

“…….”

It was a bit awkward.

…Had I become too accustomed to the days when I had a friend who perfectly understood and empathized with my position at times like this?

Anyway.

“Whew.”

Now, really, only the final task remained.

And this will work.

‘…Even if there are quite a few people, there are two types of escape items.’

I can do it.

I reached inside my jacket and took out the item I had been keeping most safely and thoroughly.

Two white envelopes.

‘Gift Certificates.’

Then I sat quietly and checked the reinforced version of my original plan one more time.

Until everyone was ready.

A short while later.

“Everyone has a candy in their mouth, right?”

“Yes! Both of us have them.”

“Good.”

I checked the high schoolers who were looking out for each other and then turned back to the Agents.

The two of them, who had neatly restored the camping section, met my eyes with stiff faces.

All briefings were over.

Now….

‘It’s time to go out.’

The six of us left the 3rd floor and began to calmly descend.

Outdated pop songs, laughter, the sound of people pushing carts.

“Haha!”

“No, that’s too expensive. Put it back.”

The bustling voices of shoppers could be heard nearby. Even though it had only been three or four days, I had never been so glad to hear them.

Of course, since they were ghosts of the past who couldn't see, hear, or perceive us, a certain eerie feeling didn't fade.

Neither did the tension.

“…….”

“…….”

“Excuse me.”

One of the high schoolers spoke up.

“Behind us….”

“Shh.”

I cautioned him and quietly sent him forward.

Because I had already seen what the high schooler saw.

At the end of the escalator we were descending, someone was standing there, staring blankly at us.

Bloodshot eyes, filthy clothes, a mouth muttering strange words.

An odd person who must have been normal once, wearing the clothes they had put on months ago to briefly go grocery shopping at night.

A Long-term Missing Person.

I pulled the high schooler’s shoulder closer.

“…Don't laugh, and don't be anxious.”

If you laugh, they’ll follow you thinking they can leave too; if you’re anxious, they’ll follow you because you look like an easy target.

‘……I can't save them anyway.’

There was no need to feel hope or fear by imagining things that were impossible given the situation.

The high schooler gulped and nodded. Then he bowed his head and stuck close behind me.

“…….”

One of the Long-term Missing Persons who had been watching us dragged their disheveled hair and broken leg, heading down the escalator as well.

Because they wanted to leave.

But that wasn't all.

…I could feel gazes.

Behind the meat corner, behind the event stands, muttering next to employees, crying, laughing, standing blankly.

They were trying to come down on the escalators.

‘…The 1st floor will be crawling with them.’

Then, eventually, if they are caught by an employee, they will become ‘Supplies’ and vanish.

By evening, the lower floors would be ‘cleaned’ like that, and a new victim would wander the lower levels as if they were the only ones who had entered this mart from the past….

“…….”

The eeriness crawled down my back, which had been calmed by the painkiller.

Neither too fast nor too slow, we continued forward on the escalator. And we returned to the place where we had first entered.

The 1st floor.

In front of the checkout counters.

“…I’ll start quickly.”

I took the high schooler I was responsible for….

And instead of the exit, I headed straight for a checkout counter.

Then we each grabbed a snack and a can of soda that were laid out in front of us.

Beside me, the high schooler was breathing heavily, trying hard to stay calm.

On a weekday afternoon, in an as-yet uncrowded mart, we arrived smoothly at the cashier without waiting….

“…….”

I pulled out a gift certificate, held it out, and very lightly tapped the counter.

“Excuse me.”

“Oh?”

The cashier’s head snapped around, and she looked me in the eye.

That’s right.

She ‘perceives’ me.

“Ah, you’re a customer!”

“……!”

This was precisely the power of the gift certificates.

Being recognized as a legitimate customer of the mart.

-If you use a gift certificate, you can just walk out.

-…!

There was no longer a need to deceive the mart.

“Please ring these up.”

“Ah, yes!”

Beep, beep.

The cashier cheerfully scanned the items I bought and took the gift certificate….

“Um, I can't give change for gift certificates in units of 100 won, but if you give me 600 won in cash, I can make it an even 1,000 won unit.”

“…That’s okay. You can just give it to me like that.”

“Really? All right~”

The cashier gave me back four 10,000-won gift certificates and eight 1,000-won gift certificates as change.

I immediately handed a few 1,000-won gift certificates to the high schooler, and he repeated the process I had just gone through.

With a trembling voice.

“Ah, wait, this too!”

To ensure the cashier didn't feel any suspicion, even if our items were calculated together, we made sure the change didn't exceed a certain amount.

And….

“Thank you.”

“Thank you~ Please come again to Lookie Mart!”

We passed through.

Chapter 142

In this crazy mart ghost story, I successfully made a normal purchase using a gift certificate.

“…….”

I took the trembling high schooler from the counter, holding the items I had finished paying for.

Then, to ensure my missing right arm wasn’t discovered, I stepped out from the checkout counter with my jacket draped halfway over my shoulders.

One step. Two steps.

And when I took a deep breath and looked back….

“…!”

All the grotesque parts of the mart had become blurred.

The bizarre slogans, the strange items, the eerie blood and organs.

Unless I paid close attention, they were hard to see, as if they had been blurred out of my cognitive system.

To be precise, they no longer looked grotesque…. They looked natural.

As if we were ordinary shoppers who had purchased items at an ordinary mart.

“Wow.”

I heard the high schooler stop and gasp in admiration.

But instead….

“Whoops.”

“……!”

The shoppers from the past also began to perceive us as normal.

“Ah, I’m sorry.”

When the shopper who bumped into him looked him straight in the eye and apologized, the high schooler faltered and stepped back.

“I’m sorry.”

I led the high schooler, whose eyes were wide with shock, and moved aside.

“I told you, didn’t I? You mustn’t be surprised.”

“Ye… Yessir.”

The high schooler hurriedly stuck to my side.

However, his eyes began to sparkle.

“S-so… we can just leave like this?”

“Yes.”

“Wow…!”

In this way, all the tasks required for escape are skipped.

Because by paying with gift certificates, you are treated the same as the shoppers from the past.

For instance, even if you had damaged items or eaten food after closing time, you could leave as long as you paid for it.

“Excuse me, you’re checking out…!”

“Just a moment.”

Just like Ms. Go Yeongeun is doing right now.

I listened intently to the counter where Ms. Go Yeongeun was checking out.

“CustomerYouBrokeSomethingHereAtLookieMart!PayCompensation!Thirt yNineThousandNineHundredWon!”

“Yes.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun calmly handed over a 50,000 won bill, and the cashier, who had been swelling up like a balloon, snatched the bill, gave an unnaturally wide smile, and handed back 10,000 won in change.

Then it asked again in a monotonous voice.

“Ah, shall I help you check out this gum?”

“……Yes.”

Only then was the item Ms. Go Yeongeun had picked out normally paid for.

Phew. I let out a sigh of relief.

As I thought.

‘…When you don’t know when the mart doors will open, there’s nothing better than this.’

It’s an item that allows you to settle most mistakes made during closing time by purchasing them and then leaving.

And… to be perfectly honest.

I predicted that if more than a week passed in the Lookie Mart while it was closed, any one of us would eventually make a mistake.

Whether it was me, the high schooler, or Ms. Go Yeongeun.

‘…Because there’s a limit to the items I brought separately.’

Eating food on the landing without it being counted is a trick that's only possible if you have the items for it.

Eventually, the moment we ran out, we would have ended up stealing mart food or daily necessities, and the probability of being caught at least once was very high.

Then it would have been the end for us as Supplies.

‘I’m glad we didn’t have to see that.’

I stared ahead with a sense of gratification.

Ms. Go Yeongeun waited until the student originally assigned to Agent Bronze finished checking out, then they came out of the checkout counter together.

Safely.

“…I passed thanks to you. Thank you.”

“It was nothing.”

And now, what’s left is….

“Bronze.”

We signaled to the two people still standing inside the checkout area.

Ryu Jaekwan and Lee Subin.

The two people selected to use the emergency escape item, the Five Cardinal Colors Shoelace.

—It seems Bronze won’t be able to cover his costs within the one hundred thousand won limit.

—And… it would be better for that student to leave together. …The student who went missing first.

Bronze was selected because he had already been processed as ‘Supplies’ and the amount required was at a level that could never be covered by a hundred thousand won, making a normal return difficult.

And Lee Subin, the student who had gone missing previously, was confirmed next.

She had been missing the longest among us, so we didn’t know what kind of debt she might owe the mart, and she was in a state of severe mental shock, finding it difficult to even move without the candy.

‘We can’t pocket that item anyway.’

The Dokkaebi Workshop could track whether the ‘Spiritual Efficacy’ had vanished after use.

In that case, it was better to use it to its full potential.

I spoke quickly.

“You can leave now.”

“…….”

Bronze made eye contact with me quietly and opened his mouth.

“You go out first.”

Ah.

“Once I confirm you have left, we will immediately….”

“Can we leave?!”

“…!!”

Someone came rushing toward Bronze as if spilling over.

A housewife who looked to be in her 40s, drooling. ……A Contaminated person with strange eyes, wearing a doll instead of an arm.

A Long-term Missing Person.

“Can we leave there?? You’re talking to them? Hahaha! Let’s go! Let’s gooooo~!”

……She had realized that Bronze was with our group.

‘I thought that once we paid and left, even the Long-term Missing Persons wouldn’t be able to do anything stupid.’

Because if they caused a scene by picking a fight with a normal shopper, the staff would come.

But that was too rational an assumption.

Once contaminated by a ghost story, the logic of one's desires can be flipped.

For instance….

That kind of unconditional and intense desire to escape.

“I want to go too! I want to go toooooo!! Give it to me! Give me the gift certificate!!”

Attention is drawn.

The cashier looks this way.

“CustomerYouBrokeSomethingHereAtLookieMart!PayCompensation!Five MillionTwoHundredEightThousandTwoHundredFortyWon!”

‘No.’

At the very least, we can shake them off and run, but those two must not be caught…!

I ran into the mart sales floor. Then, blocking the cashier’s view, I shouted.

“Go now, hurry!”

Without a word, Bronze quickly pushed the Long-term Missing Person down to temporarily subdue them, then immediately took the high schooler and tied the shoelace in an instant.

And then, three steps.

“Heeeee, I’m scared, I’m scared, let me out!”

“Pay compensation!”

With those crazed voices as background noise, the two of them vanished from the mart as if evaporating on their final step.

1st Escape: Ryu Jaekwan, Lee Subin / Success.

However, there was no time to catch our breath.

“Can we go? Can we go?”

“I’m going too!! He says he has money!!”

As attention was drawn, other Long-term Missing Persons began to approach from the shelves, escalators, and near the restrooms, muttering to themselves.

I shouted as I ran toward the counter.

“The candle, the candle!!”

Ms. Go Yeongeun had already pulled out the candle and hidden the high schoolers behind her.

“You guys, get out!”

The three of them run toward the exit. And… Ms. Go Yeongeun sends only the two high schoolers out through the exit.

The two who went through the glass doors vanished like a lie.

2nd Escape: Jang Minseo, Kim Jaehoon / Success.

They had returned.

Then Ms. Go Yeongeun runs back.

“Roe Deer, Grapes!! Anyway!!”

Hurriedly holding the candle, she gestured to me. I hurriedly jumped into the light of Ms. Go Yeongeun’s candle.

However, Long-term Missing Persons had already begun appearing outside the sales floor and the checkout area, and it was a scene of chaos as ‘staff’ showed anomalies and requisitioned Supplies.

“Let’s get out of here, quick!”

I really wanted to.

But I had been waiting for this moment.

the moment when only the spy and the person involved were left.

“Wait, just a moment.”

“What now…!”

I pulled out the remaining gift certificates from my pocket.

“Let’s finish using the gift certificates before we go.”

“…!!”

I quickly stepped back inside the checkout counter.

From the moment I got the gift certificates, there was something I had been aiming to do if there was any money left.

The unique items sold in this mart.

Just like I had obtained items from the Death Road or the Alien Shop ghost stories, since this was a mart ghost story, there were bound to be anomalous items.

‘But among them, there will surely be some useful items for sale.’

That’s what makes it interesting.

And those are things you can’t get by stealing from the shoppers of the past.

Because they are reenacting past actions, the items they purchase are, naturally, all ordinary daily necessities.

Therefore, I had to find and purchase them directly by whatever means necessary.

‘Find it quickly.’

Fast enough so that the people who already escaped wouldn’t grow suspicious.

And before getting caught up in the commotion…!

‘Hurry!’

I hurriedly scanned the store.

Because of the Children’s Day event in May, the event stalls on the 1st floor were full of toys, and among these, it was actually easier to find ‘bizarre items.’

The things that look blurred and are only visible if you focus intensely are the special products within the ‘Lookie Mart’ ghost story.

I saw a model train, a donut tube, and a clay set. But I didn't pick them up.

‘Something safe.’

I want to minimize gambling.

Ideally, it would be an item I’ve confirmed in the Exploration Records of this mart ghost story.

The problem was that it was difficult to find the exact same item based on only a two or three-word physical description.

‘I have to identify it.’

I gritted my teeth and searched both my memory and the stalls. I had to find something I knew, if possible….

“…….”

Wait a minute.

‘That.’

I saw an event stall piled high with dolls.

Among them, several dolls appeared blurred.

I approached and, piercing through the blur, observed the doll I had captured.

A white lizard doll.

It was the exact same doll that was on Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s desk in the Team D office.

“…!!”

I picked up the doll.

“Did you choose?”

“Yes. What about you, Yeongeun?”

Ms. Go Yeongeun also nodded. A small item was held in her hand as well.

“Let’s go.”

We breathlessly went to the counter and paid for the ‘Items’ each of us had chosen.

…I could hear the sound of Long-term Missing Persons becoming Supplies behind us.

Along with the sound of being asked for insane amounts of money that we could never have imagined with the gift certificates in our hands.

“That will be twenty-eight thousand won.”

Having grabbed an item each in an instant, we panted and headed toward the exit.

“…Let’s agree not to mention this unless the Management Bureau asks.”

“……Yes. …Thank you.”

Instead of testing Ms. Go Yeongeun’s last bit of patience, I submissively ran with her toward the mart’s exit.

“I’m blowing out the candle!”

“Yes!”

And I opened the exit door.

‘Ha.’

Is it because I was trapped for several days? My stomach feels queasy. I keep looking back, wondering if I made any mistakes.

‘Let’s go.’

I gritted my teeth and quickened my pace.

Even the grotesque signboard was no longer clearly visible. All I could see through the glass door was the scenery of the past. It was even scary to think I might step out into that place as it was.

But….

‘Ignore it.’

Ms. Go Yeongeun and I stepped forward.

The automatic doors opened smoothly….

Ding.

I moved my feet, running.

Forward, forward.

The sunlight stung my eyes along with a cold wind.

I blinked.

“Ha.”

The light slowly faded.

What I saw with my recovered vision was….

A cozy alleyway of the 2020s, with the bright sunlight of late winter.

And the figures of those who had escaped first.

“…!”

“A-Agent…!”

The high schoolers ran toward us. Their faces were already smeared with tears and snot, but their expressions were filled with joy.

Seeing them, it sank in.

‘We made it out.’

3rd Escape: Go Yeongeun, Kim Soleum / Success.

We finally escaped.

Chapter 143

A few days in the eerie mart ghost story.

Days filled with soul-crushing dread, a severed arm, cold sweat, tension, surprise, and horror.

‘Ah.’

My arm hurts.

But it’s okay. I’m out of there now.

From now on, I can feel safe and….

Actually, maybe not?

…….

Huh?

I think I’m still there.

I lifted my head.

I looked around.

I saw the food court on the second floor of the gloomy and bizarre mart with the lights turned off.

I was…… still standing there.

“…….”

I’m still here?

Was escaping just a dream?

Was escaping…… impossible?

Did I make the wrong judgment?

Then why did I cut off my arm?

I….

-Oops, you’re having a nightmare. Friend!

“…!!”

I opened my eyes.

Sunlight pierced my vision.

It was a clean and peaceful hospital room. The bright late-winter sunlight was shining through the window.

…It wasn’t the mart.

I gasped for breath.

It was peaceful.

‘…It’s reality.’

Right.

After successfully getting out of Lookie Mart, I was transported in an ambulance sent by the Disaster Management Bureau.

And then I lost consciousness….

“Ah, you’re awake.”

“…?!”

Turning my head, I saw a person wearing an Agent uniform sitting in a caregiver’s chair, peeling an apple.

……?

“Did you sleep well? It looked like you were having a nightmare.”

He had the appearance of a clean-cut office worker, but strangely, the scars near his neck were loud… a stranger.

Who is he?

As our eyes met, he winked and handed me a slice of the peeled apple.

“Nice to meet you, Hubae. Thanks to you, I got to experience going into Lookie Mart and coming back out in three minutes.”

“…!”

Ah.

“That’s right. The Agent you called was me.”

In order to resume the mart’s operations, I had made a high school student send a rescue request text to the Disaster Management Bureau.

‘The one who was deployed because of that….’

Must be this person.

“I heard the story. You came up with the reverse thinking of ‘making the mart open its doors’? That’s the kind of talent really needed for this kind of work.”

“…….”

“Hey, don’t be embarrassed.”

As I quietly lowered my gaze, the man smiled and stood up, reaching out his hand.

“Shall I introduce myself first? Um, I’m a bit shy about using my Agent codename….”

Wait a minute.

This line is….

“Just call me Agent Choi.”

“…….”

Oh my god.

‘It’s that Agent.’

/Start Recording

Agent Choi: So I’m on the 3rd floor now. I’ve found the door to the 4th floor.

The protagonist of almost the only specific Exploration Records related to the 4th floor that I could recall.

Agent Choi: Welcome to Lookie Mart!

The Agent of the Disaster Management Bureau who was originally supposed to go missing horribly while exploring the 4th floor of Lookie Mart.

‘An early Named Character…!’

Right.

He was a Named Character from before the setting was established that ‘Agents of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau are called by codenames’ as the world expanded.

Agent Choi.

Back when the Dark Exploration Records only contained government records without data from other institutions, he was one of the figures who was very active.

‘…That scar on his neck.’

I even remember how that happened. That was… the cold storage ghost story.

I swallowed hard.

‘He’s an Agent who frequently appeared in famous early Exploration Records….’

Even if his end was a horrific disappearance.

There was an outcry about whether it was okay to make such an early Named Character disappear so horribly, but it passed despite the backlash and tears, with the reasoning being ‘Isn't it perfectly fitting for a Ghost Story Worldview?’

But….

‘…Hasn’t it changed?’

The moment the experience of Ms. Go Yeongeun and myself is passed on, the stairwell leading to the 4th floor will be used for a different purpose.

‘A recommendation will be attached to the notice as well.’

Then the timeline changes.

Agent Choi might not necessarily open the door to the 4th floor.

For starters, this time he entered Lookie Mart and came back out ‘just’ three minutes later.

‘My god.’

The fate of an early Named Character has changed.

I looked at him, feeling a strange surge of emotion for a moment, and managed to react belatedly.

“Yes, Agent Choi.”

“You can call me Choi Seonbae if you like.”

Agent Choi, who winked, soon let his cheerful expression subside slightly as he looked at my severed right arm.

But he still had a smile on his face.

“Don’t worry about the arm. We’ll ‘take care’ of everything.”

“…….”

“For now, just get some rest. Oh, wait a second!”

Then, he suddenly threw open the hospital room door and pushed someone who seemed to be waiting outside into the room.

…It was Bronze.

He was wearing casual clothes instead of his Agent uniform, as if he had tidied himself up, but for some reason, his complexion wasn't very good.

“……You’re awake. That’s a relief.”

“Yes.”

A strangely awkward atmosphere flowed.

However, Agent Choi affably patted Bronze on the back and offered me another slice of apple.

“Jaekwan—no, Bronze said he put you right into Hyunmoo Team 1? I wondered why such a rigid guy suddenly ignored procedures and brought in a rookie, but as expected, he has an eye for talent.”

And then he reached out his hand to me.

“Welcome to Hyunmoo Team 1. You’ll be doing meaningful work.”

“…….”

“Come on, now you feel like calling me Seonbae comfortably, don't you?”

Um….

About that.

“No. I…….”

I deliberately lowered my head with a frightened and gloomy face.

“Please, I want to change my assignment.”

“…?!”

I’m sorry, but this is what I was aiming for.

‘A chance to escape the Emergency Rescue Squad…!’

Honestly, there weren't many ways to get out of a situation where I was already registered with the Emergency Rescue Squad.

Even in modern society, if you cling to someone’s legs and beg because you don't like the department you were assigned to at work, wouldn't you be labeled as a problem child?

‘Then that’s the absolute worst as a spy….’

But in the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, there was one loophole due to its nature.

That is… a traumatic experience!

‘It’s the blind spot of ghost story exploration.’

The fact that you never know what will happen.

But a rookie barely escaped his first ghost story while even making the extreme attempt of cutting off his own arm?

This institution has enough heart to let someone out if they vent about their trauma.

‘This will definitely work.’

If there’s a problem.

It’s that I… seem to have done a better job than I thought.

“Just once! Let’s try it just one more time!”

The early Named Character Agent is clutching his head and trying to persuade me like some crying internet meme….

“This is your aptitude! You survived an Irregular Incident and even managed to pull out another civilian! This is an unbelievable achievement!”

It sounded like a cry of desperation to not give up useful manpower.

He truly acted like a civil servant suffering from a chronic shortage of personnel. The relaxed and socially adept professional I felt earlier had vanished….

Now he’s even pointing at my severed arm.

“And that decisiveness to risk cutting off an arm—no, risking bodily harm!”

Um.

“That.”

I gasped for breath with a pale face.

“It was madness.”

“…….”

I’m sorry, but I’m going to attack your conscience a bit.

“I, I don’t even know what I was thinking to do that.”

I do know.

“I’m… sorry. I know I might look weak, but I can’t do this.”

But… even though these are all scripted words.

Sincerity is being poured into them the more I speak.

“I feel like I’m going to die from the stress.”

I clenched my remaining hand, lowered my head, and muttered.

“I was so anxious that the kids might die….”

“…….”

Agent Choi eventually opened and closed his mouth before falling silent.

“I just can’t… do it anymore. I’m sorry.”

“…….”

The atmosphere in the hospital room sank.

“Um… right. It’s perfectly understandable.”

Agent Choi spoke in a slightly calmer tone, sitting back down in the caregiver’s chair with a practiced ease.

“But in a situation where your assignment is already decided, it’s not very good for you to change it after only your first mission. …You might be misunderstood as having been kicked out and be treated like a problem child.”

His calm and concerned voice worried about the future.

And he continued in an subtle tone.

“Of course, that doesn’t mean you’ll be fired, but the rumors in the future….”

“I will restore your original status.”

“Jaekwan!”

“I mean as a temporary Agent who hasn’t been assigned a department yet.”

Ryu Jaekwan cut in and broke Agent Choi’s flow.

He glanced at me and then looked away with a dark expression.

“…You can try working in other squads as you wish. Just tell me which assignment your heart leans toward… after the three weeks are over.”

“…!”

“I can… do that much on my end.”

“……Thank you.”

“Hey, still, you should at least meet our elder… sigh.”

Agent Choi sighed.

“Fine. Experiencing other squads for three weeks… that is the right thing to do.”

And so it was settled.

-Agent Kim Soleum will experience various things for three weeks like a rookie, then report his desired assignment to Bronze.

-Bronze will use his authority as a senior to actively recommend Kim Soleum’s desired assignment to the higher-ups.

…Like that.

“Think about it. We’re a really good team.”

Agent Choi kept telling me to ‘keep the possibilities open’ and continued with a few appeals.

That I would do well, that the people in our squad are all full of personality and fun, that the work would be really rewarding….

Then, finally, this topic also came up.

“And about the kids you saved.”

“…!”

“Aren't you curious about what happened to them?”

The students we rescued this time.

Agent Choi nudged Ryu Jaekwan and pushed him toward me.

“Tell him, Bronze.”

“……All three returned home safely.”

Ah.

Bronze calmly explained their whereabouts to me.

Their injuries were well-treated, and they had a tearful reunion with their families.

And the high school student I was in charge of is apparently actively participating in the Management Bureau's interviews, emphasizing how much help I gave back at Lookie Mart.

“…She kept asking if you were safe, and now I’ll be able to give her a proper answer.”

Student Lee Subin, who suffered a great mental shock from losing Lee Ji, is also said to be fine after undergoing a light memory erasure procedure.

And in the process, regarding the Nostalgia Candy the student was eating, it seems Bronze even made an excuse to the government that it was a Ghost Story-Derived Food he had obtained himself.

He spoke about it so nonchalantly that I almost missed it.

‘…I’m grateful for that.’

“All three of them wanted to see you in person and thank you.”

When he said it was difficult due to the Management Bureau's guidelines, they planned to send letters instead.

“…That is all.”

So everything was concluded well.

Including Ms. Go Yeongeun.

“And the Agent you rescued is also recuperating, but she should be able to return to duty soon.”

“……Yes.”

I exhaled deeply and leaned my head back against the bed. And I savored it without realizing it.

Everyone is safe.

Everyone lived to return.

“You’re happy, aren’t you?”

“…….”

“Right. I knew you would be. That’s your aptit—ack!”

Agent Choi grinned with a friendly face, but Ryu Jaekwan pushed him toward the door.

“Ack! Jaekwan is attacking me!”

“Then please rest more for now. …Don’t worry about anything else.”

“Yes.”

I bowed my head to Bronze while sitting on the bed.

“Thank you for… being so considerate.”

“……No.”

Bronze looked at me with a complicated expression, but eventually turned his head toward the door.

“But this Hubae is really perfect for Hyunmoo Team 1… um. Right, get plenty of rest!”

Under Bronze’s terrifying gaze, Agent Choi also shut his mouth, and the two of them left the room.

Creaaaaak.

“…Phew.”

It ended well.

I let out a long sigh of relief and lay back down on the bed.

‘Escape from the Emergency Rescue Squad… success.’

It was a brilliant result.

Except for one thing.

‘It’s awkward.’

Being without an arm, and my relationship with Bronze.

‘He’s showing me kindness, but he also seems strangely offended.’

Still, I was glad that I seemed to have clearly moved out of the spy suspect group.

“…Up we go.”

I tried not to be conscious of the pain in my empty right arm and even let out a stretch.

Then the words I heard earlier naturally came to mind.

-Don’t worry about the arm. We’ll ‘take care’ of everything.

…‘Take care,’ huh.

The various treatments the Disaster Management Bureau provides for Agents with physical loss came to mind.

Among them, the coolest and most anticipated method.

‘Well, even if they don't do that because it's too expensive, they at least won't leave me like this….’

And then.

There was also a chance to squeeze out another ‘method’ before the Disaster Management Bureau took care of it.

“Hmm.”

I found my Smartphone inside the table next to the bed.

And I checked the text message received yesterday evening.

[Consultation Schedule / I will see you this Friday. Mr. Soleum^^]

The time to give the first report on spy activities to Director Ho was approaching.

And I didn't plan on just giving a work report at that meeting.

‘I have to squeeze out everything I can.’

“Director, I’m filing for worker’s compensation.”

“…!”

Chapter 144

The Fox Counseling Room was cozy and warm.

Director Ho was waiting for me at a table in the hallway-like waiting area, in front of the doorplate that read ‘Closed Today.’

And as soon as I sat down across from him after a polite greeting, this was the first thing I said.

“You want… workers’ comp?”

“Yes.”

I pulled out the empty space where my right arm should have been and displayed it confidently on the table.

“An incident occurred where I had to have my arm severed during my very first mission for the Disaster Management Bureau.”

“…….”

If Director Ho had any sense, he would remember.

-It will be more comfortable for you.

How he had introduced the spy role to me as a job with better working conditions and safety.

But after rolling around in Daydream for over half a year and extracting A-Class solution twice while keeping all my limbs intact, I lost one just three days after passing the Agent exam.

‘It’s basically a scam.’

Of course, I was fully prepared for him to push back, saying it was just bad luck or due to my lack of ability….

“Oh dear! Of course we should do that for you!”

“……!”

Director Ho’s face fell into a pout, and he nodded.

“It must have been very painful, Soleum. Then, is it correct that you currently need a Regeneration Potion from Daydream Inc.?”

“Exactly.”

“I, of course, would like to give you as many potions as you want right now. But… I’m worried if you can handle the consequences.”

“…Pardon?”

Director Ho glanced at the empty space where my arm had been.

“If your arm suddenly reappears… you’ll have no excuse to give to the Disaster Management Bureau. I thought it might put you in a difficult position.”

“…….”

“And I’m sure the Disaster Management Bureau has its own ways of dealing with lost body parts. I wonder if there’s an urgent reason why you specifically want a Regeneration Potion from Daydream Inc. as well….”

Director Ho trailed off with a worried face, then clasped his hands as if realizing something.

“Ah, I think I might be overthinking it. Of course, you must have a brilliant method in mind, Soleum.”

“Yes.”

“…….”

“Um, I think there was a misunderstanding because I didn't explain myself clearly.”

I smiled slightly.

“I’m not bothering you because I intend to use the Regeneration Potion right now, Director.”

“Not at all! I didn’t think you were bothering me, but if that’s the case?”

“I need the potion so that I can regenerate it immediately ‘when another body part goes missing’ in the future.”

“…!”

“The Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau basically operates in one-man cells, don't they? So I figured I could just regenerate before coming out of the ghost story and reporting in.”

How about that?

“I heard they strongly suggest retirement if physical damage reaches an unmanageable level, so I also intend to prevent that….”

“…….”

“Of course, if the company’s situation makes it difficult, I will try to endure.”

But would Director Ho flatly refuse, saying our company is struggling?

‘No way.’

If he wanted to refuse, he would have to make excuses, change his story, or conversely, suddenly suppress a subordinate.

‘Neither of those is Director Ho’s style.’

I trusted that he wouldn't act that way just to save one C-Class Regeneration Potion…….

“You know what, Soleum?”

Director Ho peered into my eyes.

“Whenever I look at you, I often think it’s like looking at my past self…….”

The Fox Counseling Room shook strangely.

Old dirt walls, traditional paper windows, rafters, and a moldy wooden floor.

“I miss it so much….”

For some reason, something like a collapsed thatched house flickered in my vision. Beyond the comfortable modern interior, that eerie abandoned house strangely….

Click.

“Ah, you’re here.”

“…!”

Everything stopped as the door to the Fox Counseling Room opened.

Two people, a man and a woman, entered the waiting area of the cozy Fox Counseling Room through the gap in the door with tense faces.

They were familiar faces.

“A-Ah, hello.”

“…!”

Go Yeongeun, Jang Heowoon.

The two who had infiltrated the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau as spies alongside me had also been invited to this meeting.

I was tearfully glad to see them.

“Welcome, you two.”

Director Ho smiled and seated them at the table.

I looked at Ms. Go Yeongeun, who gave a small nod, and then at Jang Heowoon, whose face was clearly glad to see me until he saw my right arm and turned pale.

“Ah, since Soleum gave such a good suggestion, all of you will be receiving one Regeneration Potion each. Isn’t that wonderful?”

“…?! Y-Yes….”

“…Yes. Thank you.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun was somewhat okay, but Mr. Jang Heowoon looked exactly like a mouse in front of a cat.

It meant he was extremely tense.

‘That’s only natural in front of an executive….’

Even more so if it’s an executive of a Ghost Story Company met within a ghost story.

“Um, aren’t you happy?”

“I-I am happy.”

“…It is a happy and grateful thing, but I was nervous because we have to report on our work. My apologies.”

“Ah, right. I suppose it’s only natural to be nervous. Then let’s have a quick chat about that!”

Director Ho smiled as if he understood everything and suddenly turned to one person.

“Yeongeun, I heard you almost went missing but made it out safely with the help of your colleague here. I’m so glad! Right? It was worth the three of you infiltrating together.”

“……Yes.”

I heard a short intake of breath from Ms. Go Yeongeun.

“Heo Un, I heard you’re doing well too. You joined the Field Cleanup Unit, didn't you? That’s a good unit for accessing documents.”

“T-That, yes. That is correct….”

Jang Heowoon couldn't lift his gaze.

Director Ho smiled and picked up the green tea I had prepared.

“It’s wonderful to meet and talk in person like this. I hope you won’t be nervous just because it’s the first time and stay comfortable….”

“…….”

“…….”

If this was the first time for all three of us to report our current status.

Then from whom exactly did he ‘hear’ our respective assignments?

‘…He has other hands and feet within the Management Bureau.’

He certainly knew how to set the atmosphere so we wouldn't dare do anything.

I really hate superiors like this….

However, the three lower-level employees who had to do as they were told just sat stiffly, bowing their heads and silently sipping instant green tea.

“U-Um.”

“…!”

No, I thought that was the case, but surprisingly, one person spoke up.

Even more surprisingly, it was Mr. Jang Heowoon.

“If it’s not too much trouble, there is something I have been wanting to ask….”

“Oh, what would that be?”

“Exactly what kind of document we are supposed to find in the Management Bureau,”

“That is none of your concern.”

Silence fell.

“I’ll let you know when the time is right! Once you are able to access information that is sufficiently necessary for our Project.”

“…….”

“For now… well, I think knowing this much is fine.”

Director Ho smiled.

“It is a document regarding a certain Supernatural Disaster.”

I expected that much.

“It’s something kept in the archives on the 33rd basement floor of the Gangwon branch of the Management Bureau. If we’re talking classifications... Extinction Grade.”

“…! Th-That’s…….”

“Ah, you heard about it during your training! That’s right.”

Extinction Grade

“It’s a Supernatural Disaster for which the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau has officially issued its highest danger rating.”

…That was right.

A name given to Supernatural Disasters that cause casualties on a scale even the Management Bureau, which only manages ghost stories with fatalities, finds completely unmanageable.

The criteria….

Estimated deaths of five hundred thousand or more.

In short, it was a name reserved for insane situations where people are ground up like the population of a large city. A ghost story of the Cosmic Horror variety that truly deserved the name ‘Disaster.’

But here’s the thing.

‘I… think I know what it is.’

That ghost story Director Ho just mentioned.

-One of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau's Annihilation-class Ghost Stories that is related to Daydream Inc.'s ‘Project.’

The cases were already too narrowed down with just this clue.

‘There’s only one in the Dark Exploration Record.’

Thanks to that, I realized what Director Ho is looking for and what that damn Project is trying to do…!

‘This is insane.’

To think they were digging behind a crazy ghost story that makes one’s mind go blank just by thinking about it.

My heart pounded wildly, and my head cooled down.

I can’t go on like this.

‘I might not get that Wish Ticket for years at this rate.’

I have to cut ties.

But I don’t even want to imagine what would happen the moment that quick-witted and terrifying Director finds out I already know.

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

The wisest choice is….

‘Let’s just keep my mouth shut for now.’

I shouldn't let my back get broken in a fight between whales.

I looked at the table without making eye contact with the Director, wearing a tense face as much as everyone else. It wasn't hard since I was already nervous.

Fortunately, the Director didn't notice.

“Um, is that enough of an answer?”

“……Yes.”

“Good!”

The conversation continued.

“Ah, and about that ‘workers’ comp’ processing.”

The Regeneration Potion.

“Formal execution seems difficult. After all, the three of you are not officially part of the headquarters.”

Fortunately, he wasn't trying to go back on his word now.

“So, let’s consider it as being paid out as an activity fund.”

Director Ho held up his fingers.

“10,000 monthly Points.”

“…!!”

“I’ll give you temporary accounts for the welfare mall. You’re free to use them however you like, but they’ll disappear if you don’t use them within a month.”

My goodness.

That was an amount that could buy a C-Class Regeneration Potion every month.

“Are we all satisfied then?”

Director Ho looked at each person, finally resting his gaze on me.

I bowed my head politely.

“Yes. For now, I am only grateful.”

For now, that is.

“Good!”

Director Ho smiled broadly.

And then he went a step further.

“Ah, would it be alright if I gave you one more piece of help for your activities? Everyone, please hold out your hands.”

“Ah.”

The two very politely raised both hands and held out their palms.

I also raised one hand and spread my palm. And as I placed it on the table….

“Not like that, with the back of your hands facing up.”

“…….”

The moment I corrected my hand position.

“There we go.”

Something began to be drawn on the backs of our hands.

“…!!”

“Be careful. If you move, I might have to use those Regeneration Potions….”

This is crazy.

Numerous hollow circles rippled across the back of my hand like waves.

‘What is he doing?’

A frustrating feeling, like a strange tightening, spread….

-Man, woman, man. From now on, the three of you shall not be able to call each other’s codenames.

“……!”

-If there are prying eyes, you cannot share any information with each other that hints at your true identities.

Thump.

Thump.

-Should you try to change this, you will be punished.

Something circular hammered into the back of my hand as if digging in. The vibration starting from the back of my hand spread throughout my body. And….

“Gasp!”

It disappeared. Without a trace.

“…….”

“…….”

Sweating profusely, the three spies pulled their hands away from the table.

“…Th-This is.”

“I prepared this diligently to help ensure that none of you make a mistake.”

Director Ho smiled kindly.

But none of us three could smile.

“I just heard it called a punishment.”

“Pardon?”

“You said we would be punished.”

“Ah, it’s nothing major, just something obvious… if you’re in a situation where you’re trying to force this Binding Restriction to break, it might

mean a big problem has occurred.”

Director Ho smiled and interlaced his fingers.

“Then as a ‘punishment’… whatever you hold most dear will come to meet me.”

“……!”

“I’ll take good care of it.”

“Wait a moment! That’s….”

I intentionally caught Ms. Go Yeongeun’s eye as she was about to protest.

“…….”

“Yes?”

Ms. Go Yeongeun slowly calmed her body down, then asked again in a composed tone.

“…Then, will we be under this Binding Restriction until the moment the Project ‘succeeds’?”

“No. This is just a device to help you in your work!”

He really has a way with words.

‘Help?’

“This auxiliary device will disappear as soon as you find the information on the Extinction-class Disaster I mentioned. And….”

Director Ho rested his chin on his hand.

Leaning toward us.

“The person who contributes to this task will receive a potion immediately at that time.”

“…….”

Wait a minute.

I heard Jang Heowoon’s trembling voice from beside me.

“I-If it’s a potion.”

“A Wish Ticket.”

“…!!”

“As long as you perform your assigned roles, you can receive a Wish Ticket right away! Isn’t that amazing?”

My goodness.

“I worked hard to make it so you wouldn't have to wait until the Project succeeds.”

Suddenly, the timeframe for receiving the Wish Ticket had been drastically reduced.

This spy work was beginning to feel incredibly alluring.

‘If I do well, I can get it unimaginably fast.’

As long as I do well!

“…….”

At the same time, a chill ran down my spine.

‘He revealed it now on purpose.’

He was providing a secondary motivation to cling to this task until death.

Instead of notifying us of everything at the beginning and letting us choose after careful consideration, he controlled the information.

‘So he made it feel like it was right in front of our eyes.’

I’d thought this before, but his methods are sweatingly clever and multi-layered.

‘…And it’s not just this.’

I recalled Director Ho’s previous statement.

The words he said when he put me into this spy work.

-And since I thought you might be lonely alone, others will be deployed with you.

If you just heard this, it sounds as if he’s infiltrating other people into the Management Bureau as spies for my sake.

But once I said okay and checked, it was the opposite.

‘My colleagues had already been deployed to the Management Bureau before me.’

Director Ho doesn't lie about the phenomenon itself.

However, he seemed to freely change the frame of the intention and interpretation to drive people….

Just look at my colleagues’ expressions now.

‘Their eyes are shining.’

How sweet are the words ‘a Wish Ticket as soon as this job is done.’

But.

“Then may I ask if it’s possible for everyone to be recognized?”

“Hmm?”

I shouldn't miss the details at times like this.

“I’m curious if we can all receive a Wish Potion if we ‘cooperate’ together to hand over the data.”

“Ah, of course.”

“…Then, will you be the one to judge if we have ‘cooperated’ properly, Director?”

“…….”

Director Ho met my eyes for a moment, then smiled again.

“I shall trust your reports on that!”

Phew.

“Thank you.”

With this, I prevented a situation where Director Ho would deny our cooperation and select only one MVP to save on Wish Potion Supplies.

“Ah, it’s time.”

At that moment, Director Ho looked at his wristwatch and stood up.

Then, with a clap of his hands, he spoke to us friendly with a pleasant face.

“The three of you, take your time talking. It will be hard for you to gather together ‘outside’ from now on anyway. That’s why I arranged this place.”

It meant we shouldn't create reasons to be suspected by gathering as spies.

Still, he maintained a minimum of conscience.

He meant he would get out of the way for the lower-level meeting.

“Well then, I’ll be going.”

Director Ho, who stood up with a beaming face saying ‘I’ll try to arrange places for you to meet in the future if possible,’ waved his hand.

We hurriedly stood up from the table and bowed our heads.

“You didn’t have to stand up! Thank you.”

And as he went to the door to leave the counseling room, he turned back as if he had suddenly remembered something while holding the doorknob.

Our eyes met.

Director Ho made a slight eye gesture toward the silver ring on my left finger.

The silver ring.

My mental defense Item.

“That, it’s all worn out.”

“…!”

Slide.

“Then I’ll see you at our next consultation, everyone.”

The door to the Fox Counseling Room closed with a soft, kind sound.

Thud.

“…….”

“…….”

Director Ho had completely vanished.

And.

“Haah…….”

The sound of a deep sigh filled the waiting room.

It was the sigh of lower-level practitioners who had faced a crazy bastard of a high-ranking superior….

‘Still, I think the fact that I wasn't alone gave me some strength.’

And I was meeting one person again after a long time.

“Um… it’s been a while, Soleum.”

I turned toward my colleague.

An employee who was once part of the Cleanup team.

The long-haired man spoke, looking glad to see me yet showing a worried expression.

“Have you been doing well?”

It was Mr. Jang Heowoon.
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Jang Heowoon.

This peer, who had received the 'Bison' mask, was originally a man whose face was cast in a gloom that didn't match his large stature.

Even during the new employee orientation, he was the very last to receive his mask, drenched in blood, and after being assigned to the cleanup team, he had performed tasks that bordered on workplace bullying.

However, after surviving that eventful, crazy pharmaceutical company, I thought he was becoming a bit more spirited…

“I hadn't heard any news since I last heard you were missing because I was busy infiltrating the Disaster Management Bureau… but I'm truly glad to see you like this.”

Surprisingly, he now seemed altogether calm.

'…It seems this side, the Disaster Management Bureau, suits him better too.'

However, as he kept glancing at my empty right arm, his face grew increasingly pale; it seemed he couldn't bring himself to ask for fear of being rude.

In times like this, it's best to give a casual answer.

I intentionally shook my empty sleeve lightly and gave a bitter smile.

“I was unlucky and got stuck with a difficult first mission. But since the Disaster Management Bureau will provide treatment, I'll be fine.”

“Ah… I see.”

For some reason, I felt Ms. Go Yeongeun's strange gaze on me, but let's let it slide for now.

“Mr. Heowoon, you said you were assigned to the Site Cleanup Team.”

“Ah, yes.”

Jang Heowoon's face brightened slightly.

“Well, occasionally I have to see some, yes, gruesome sights, but…”

Ah.

Right. The Site Cleanup Team is the job category that usually cleans up the messes.

“Everyone is being considerate because I'm a rookie, so thankfully, I'm adjusting well.”

That was a relief, but Jang Heowoon's face darkened slightly again.

“It's just… that's why I'm even more worried.”

“Yes?”

“I heard earlier that we have to leak documents about a really dangerous ghost story, but for us to do that… is it really okay?”

“…!”

“The Disaster Management Bureau is responding to anomalous phenomena with a real sense of mission, and I'm afraid we might cause great harm.”

Hmm.

“If that's the case, will you quit?”

“…….”

I didn't need to hear the answer to know.

—No.

Because only those who are desperate enough for a 'Wish Ticket' come here.

I know that if the circumstances were different, these are people who wouldn't act selfishly. Especially considering the consideration and willpower Ms. Go Yeongeun showed at Lookie Mart.

But there is something 'uncompromising' within these people.

…Right.

'If nothing's going to change anyway…'

It's better to at least have a lighter heart.

“It'll probably be fine even if we leak it.”

“…! Is, is that so?”

“Yes.”

This is the truth.

“The company won't rashly try to mess with a high-grade ghost story like that. And we're not stealing the ghost story itself; we're just giving them information.”

Of course, Daydream Inc. isn't looking for it for any good purpose, but as a result, according to the Dark Exploration Records, that Extinction-Class Disaster didn't particularly become more of a detriment to humanity.

…Because it was already as detrimental as it could possibly be.

“I think it'll be fine as long as we don't get over-loyal to the company and steal the supernatural disasters managed by the government themselves.”

“Ah, of, of course…!”

The thing to worry about is something else.

'I'm worried they might discard us after the job is done…'

…I wonder if Director Ho will really refrain from "cooking the hound once the rabbit is caught."

Once I get the Wish Ticket, I'll just return to where I originally belonged, so it doesn't matter to me, but for those two to continue living in Korea, they needed to be more careful not to be blacklisted by the Bureau.

Hmm.

“For now, shall we share our agent code names so we don't make mistakes with how we address each other in the future?”

I pointed to myself.

“I am ‘Grapes.’ Mr. Heowoon, you are…?”

“Ah, I was given the agent name Hwagak.”

“Hwagak?”

“Yes. I was told it's a traditional craft technique using ox horns…. I, it was recommended to me.”

Like a lie, he received a nickname related to a bull here as well.

“I'm… Peppermint.”

Then Go Yeongeun also spoke up.

“It was often used as medicine in the past, and I didn't want to choose… a name that stood out too much.”

“I see. They seem like good agent names.”

And for a moment, a warm atmosphere circulated as we shared brief updates on our lives.

Oh, and I received vitamins.

“The New Investigation Unit has a bit of an individualistic atmosphere. Still, since I returned after being missing, my superiors gave me vitamins as a gift…. You two should have some as well.”

“Ah.”

“Th-thank you.”

Honestly, if this were a normal company, they were peers I'd be quite satisfied working with.

…If only we weren't in a situation where we were infiltrating the government as spies for a crazy pharmaceutical company in a ghost story worldview.

'Sigh.'

I also reported on my recent situation appropriately.

“…! You're being discharged within a week!?”

“That's right.”

The wound where my right arm was severed was calming down quickly and getting better, perhaps because of some kind of supernatural treatment at the hospital affiliated with the Disaster Management Bureau….

'I think I'll return to duty after about another week of hospitalization.'

“And as soon as I'm discharged, it seems I'll be experiencing various affiliations for three weeks as a temporary agent. If we happen to meet, I look forward to working with you.”

“Th-that goes without saying!”

I'm definitely going to the site cleanup team. I'll be in your care, Mr. Heowoon….

It was then.

“Um, Soleum. About that discharge.”

“Yes?”

Go Yeongeun suddenly spoke up.

“You're receiving psychiatric counseling before you're discharged, right? I mean, since you suffered a major injury while in a state of distress… I thought your mental shock should be checked as well.”

“Ah, yes. They'll probably introduce me to someone…… don't worry. I'll proceed carefully without leaking our information.”

“…….”

However, Go Yeongeun shook her head.

“You're in a state where you can't leak it anyway because of this Binding Restriction or whatever. I think it would be better if you tried to speak more comfortably.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“……Yes.”

Go Yeongeun nodded slightly.

“And since we're now 'officially' acquainted at the Disaster Management Bureau… let's pretend I visited you in the hospital and we exchanged numbers. So it'll be natural even if we contact each other personally occasionally.”

“Sounds good. Ah, for Mr. Heowoon, let's create a suitable occasion the next time we meet.”

“Yes, yes…!”

In that way, we decided on our future policy.

1. Create natural connections with each other outside of the Fox Counseling Room.

2. Contact via anonymous messenger in case of fatal or important events. Disguise it as a spam message at this time.

“Then, I'll see you next time safely.”

“Yes. Definitely….”

I held back a sigh as I left the Fox Counseling Room.

'Being a spy is no small feat.'

Especially since the boss is like that.

To go more safely, more preparation was needed.

Besides, I had made up my mind to be fully prepared, if only to avoid encountering any more crazy situations like Lookie Mart.

'Good.'

One week left until discharge.

'I'll prepare everything that needs to be prepared.'

And the first start was this.

I checked the text message I had sent before entering the counseling room earlier.

[Leader, would it be possible to talk on the phone this evening?]

A quick and concise reply had arrived.

[Yes.]

Team D Leader, Lee Jaheon.

It's a reply from my old boss.

The purpose was simple.

'Section Chief Lee Jaheon had the doll I bought at Lookie Mart.'

It was definitely the same item that was on Section Chief Lee Jaheon's desk. And I'm certain this will be a useful item.

Safety and performance.

Because it caught both birds I wanted with one stone.

If it were a dangerous item, Section Chief Lee Jaheon wouldn't have left it on his office desk in the first place.

And considering the identity of that Lizard, it was highly likely to be an extraordinary and powerful item.

Even without thinking that far, wouldn't an item that a Field Exploration team section chief keeps on his desk naturally be helpful in a ghost story!

'Good.'

Only one thing remains.

'Find out how to use it.'

The Lizard leader will give me the answer!

And a short while later, the phone call.

I asked immediately with a pounding heart…!

“Leader. In what situation did you use the lizard doll you kept on your desk?”

—? No.

“…….”

Wait a minute.

This out-of-the-blue negation… could it be.

“The lizard doll… have you never used it at all?”

—Yes.

“…Did you not purchase that item yourself, Leader?”

—Yes.

“…….”

I'm screwed….

'N-no.'

Let's narrow the scope a bit more.

Like this.

“Do you know how to use that lizard doll?”

Please.

Please…!

—Yes.

Phew.

Thank goodness.

“I've also obtained one of those dolls now, but I have no idea how to use it. If possible, I'd like you to tell me its specific use.”

And eventually, I added.

“…I didn't buy it at the Cosmic shopping mall.”

I ended up saying it because I felt guilty for some reason.

'I haven't even been able to go in there because I don't have money right now….'

Regardless, Lee Jaheon was composed.

—Yes.

And he explained nonchalantly.

—That is an educational toy for reptile ecology.

“…….”

Excuse me?

“An educational, toy.”

—Yes. If you provide appropriate food, it shows molting after a meal.

“…….”

—…….

“…….”

I barely managed to ask.

“Is the shed skin perhaps a defensive item?”

—No.

“……Does it exhibit unique abilities if you give it items or blood as food…?”

—No.

I felt like getting a refund.

'F*ck….'

No, then why on earth did he put it on his desk to confuse people!

'It's just a food waste disposer!'

Of course, I couldn't scream at an alien lizard that shoots lasers, so I barely managed to reply.

“I see. Thank you for letting me know.”

—Yes.

Right. It's my fault for betting on a strange possibility in a crazy mart in the first place. Ha….

'To think it was really a toy.'

I eventually gave up and changed the topic of conversation.

“It's been a while since I contacted you, and I'm sorry for calling you like this instead of visiting you in person.”

—It's fine. It's safer that way.

Did he consider that I might be caught by the Disaster Management Bureau as a spy?

“Thank….”

Just as I was about to say thank you.

The indifferent voice informed me of a completely different ‘reason’.

—Director Cheong has found out your whereabouts.

“……!”

What?

—Director Cheong suspects that your disappearance was fabricated and that you have actually been working for Director Ho since a month ago.

Chills ran down my spine.

Wait a minute.

If he thinks my disappearance itself was fabricated.

'Then is there a high probability… that he thinks I've been stabbing him in the back and plotting with Director Ho from the start?'

Cold sweat poured down.

“…Could he possibly retaliate against me because of this misunderstanding?”

—Yes.

I swallowed hard.

—So be careful.

“Yes.”

I made up my mind.

'Let's bolt as soon as the spy work is over.'

I will absolutely not delay.

Wish Ticket. As soon as I get the Wish Ticket, I had to get away from this damn company and go back.

To my home!

“Thank you.”

I said my thanks and ended the call with Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Then, I saw another alarm that popped up on my smartphone.

[Baek Saheon: Hey]

[Baek Saheon: Aren't you going to buy information?]

My former company dormitory roommate who had agreed to find out the latest gossip and information about this ‘damn company’.

[Baek Saheon: I'm asking if you don't need information]

Hmm.

I sent a text message.

[You seem confident?]

But no reply came.

He must not have it yet.

'Then shall I leave him alone until he feels confident?'

So that he'll scrape up more information while being on edge.

'Actually… I don't have any items to exchange for information right now either….'

Of course, I don't plan on living penniless like this.

Didn't I just think it? That I should prepare.

'…And I just heard something concerning.'

—That, it's all worn out.

Director Ho's ominous remark.

'If the silver ring has lost its mental protection effect, it's dangerous.'

Fortunately, I hadn't particularly wanted to enter a ghost story recently, or felt close to one and synchronized with it.

'Unless I have a nightmare about going back.'

Still, it would be good to prepare for that as well.

I briefly considered visiting the Fox Counseling Room, but canceled it out of unease.

Unlike last time, there is a clear reason.

'…It's definitely related to Director Ho.'

It's better to avoid it for now.

And….

'Even if it's not there, there are quite a few places that are now unlocked.'

That's right. I was now an ‘Agent of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau’ as well.

As my affiliation changed, the range of specific places and useful groups I could visit without being suspected widened.

“Let's see.”

I rested my chin on my hand.

10,000 Welfare Points and A-grade or higher Dream Essence Liquid.

And if I have the status of a Disaster Management Bureau agent, there is a place I can try poking around.

“Hmm.”

I stood up from the cafe where I was sitting, pulled my hood down, and moved my feet.

To the meeting square within the ghost story where real occult items are traded.

What I need to find is….

‘A manhole where a human arm has emerged.’

Chapter 146

Ghost Story Worldview: Even if You Fall Into a Ghost Story, You Still Have to Go to Work Episode 146

When people are in a bad mood, they tend to walk with their eyes glued to the ground.

Though it happens less often nowadays because of smartphones, it's a common experience that everyone must have had at least once since the old days.

So, everyone probably has a memory of inadvertently but intently looking at this thing on the sidewalk or road at least once.

A manhole.

A gray circle commonly seen on any roadside if you're bored.

It is a worker's access tunnel that allows entry to the underground water pipes.

Everyone knows this.

So, looking at that round gray manhole cover, everyone must have imagined it at least once.

Imagining a person suddenly popping out from there.

Or… imagining myself opening that cover and stepping inside.

Of course, it wasn't easy to actually experience it in reality. In the first place, that cover isn't of a weight that anyone can easily lift. It usually weighs over 100 kg.

So, normally, it's something that only exists in one's imagination, but….

'What if something you imagined in your daily life actually happens in reality?'

A person instantly becomes more curious and pays attention.

The ghost story I was looking for started right from there.

“…….”

I raised my head.

It was a dark alley.

The sound of loud laughter, shouting, and music from people could be heard right nearby. The flashing lights and noise felt as though they would be heard just by turning the corner.

A bustling nightlife district.

But here, it was a musty alleyway where a shadowed silence flowed.

Location of Occurrence: Concrete ground near entertainment districts crowded with people heightened with excitement in the middle of the night, such as bars, clubs, and college areas.

And a single streetlamp was illuminating the concrete floor of the dirty alley.

The manhole cover was right there.

In the middle of that desolate light, placed casually like any ordinary city street, there was something strange about the manhole.

It was slightly open, and sticking out from it…

Was a human hand.

“…….”

Mysteriously, an arm protruding out of the slightly displaced manhole cover.

Five white fingers were standing still, swaying under the streetlamp light.

As if asking for help.

Appearance of the arms witnessed so far:

An elementary school student with nail art, a sanitation worker's uniform, a knit sweater, an old school uniform, a suit, a military uniform from the ■■s, an old man's hand with a wart, a nail-less ■■■ covered in ■■■ tattoos.

Usually, it's an unordinary sighting enough to make someone scream, flinch, or report it somewhere.

'But if you're drunk on alcohol or the atmosphere, you might inadvertently just approach it.'

Because it's a ghost story that targets and tempts people with that.

“…….”

I slowly approached the hand sticking out of the manhole.

The hand fluttered gently.

One step, another step. And when a distance about equal to my height was left.

“Phew.”

I turned around.

Then, I rummaged inside the backpack I was wearing, put my hand into the bag of salt I had brought along, and grabbed a handful of salt.

I threw it straight over my left shoulder.

Toward the manhole.

Screeeeeeech!!

A rupturing sound bursts out from behind my back. A roaring sound that is unbelievable to be a noise made by hitting salt powder.

And also a pungent smell, like burning filth.

'Ugh….'

Smoke billows up and approaches.

However, I absolutely do not look back. If I just hold my ground on the spot…….

Before I know it, both the sound and the smell completely vanish.

“…….”

Only then do I turn my head.

The arm has disappeared.

All that remains is the pitch-black manhole illuminated by the streetlamp light.

With its cover open, just a tiny bit.

'…It worked.'

If you dispel the 'arm' through a salt exorcism, you can temporarily use that manhole.

I stuff salt into both pockets and approach the manhole. The embossed patterns and letters on the manhole cover illuminated by the streetlamp also become increasingly clear.

Usually, on the outer part of the circle, the purpose and destination of this manhole are engraved, and in the center, the logo of the managing entity is engraved.

Looking closely at this manhole cover as well, I could tell its 'destination' and 'managing entity'….

Hell

Ghost Ghost Ghost Ghost Ghost (Preta/Preta/Preta/Preta/Preta) This doesn't lead to a sewer.

It's an entrance to somewhere else, something.

“…Ha.”

I gripped the cover with trembling hands and pushed it.

It's heavy.

But beneath the black manhole cover that slowly slides away, a pitch-black hole is visible….

Thud.

The bottom where nothing can be seen.

An unpleasant emptiness.

“…….”

I checked that I was properly wearing my gloves, mask, and hat. And after sprinkling salt all over my body, I stepped down onto the ladder.

Clack, clat-clack.

Gradually, I moved further away from the noise above.

The light and presence of people vanish.

Downward. Further downward.

Me, all alone.

'…Maybe because I'm alone, it's even scarier.'

A chill ran down my spine, but I grit my teeth and descend. I am someone who just a few days ago survived for four days in a crazy mart…!

'I can do this.'

I grit my teeth and moved my feet.

After descending like that for a few tens of seconds, until one hand inside the glove became drenched in sweat….

Splat.

My foot touches the ground.

Ignoring the squelching, strange sensation as much as possible, I moved my feet mechanically.

A dark sewer where I couldn't fully straighten my body continued before my eyes.

Bizarrely, even though there was no light, that bleak passage was visible.

'This is driving me crazy, seriously.'

Enduring the spine-chilling silence, darkness, and chilly stench, I walk further in. To a disconnected place where neither phones nor cameras work….

Then, at some point.

'…… It's there.'

I finally find it.

“Phew.”

It was a rusty door fitting for a sewer.

The circular door, shaped like a moat, was a dirty and heavy door that looked like something you would see in an old industrial site.

And the word engraved in relief.

hungry ghost

'Preta'.

A ghost who fell to hell due to greed and suffers from starvation. Or the hell where that ghost resides.

And bizarrely, on the left side of that door, a hole was made.

…From beyond it, the sound of flowing water is heard…….

“…….”

Catching my breath, I tossed salt over my body once more and grabbed the handle of the rusty door.

And holding my breath, I open it.

Screeeech.

A space as wide as a square unfolded.

The space, which looked as if it were covered with a dome-like hemispherical lid, also looked like a typical sewage treatment plant, but….

Aaaah!

Countless hands were filling that wall.

Skinny hands with bones exposed, hands blue like corpses, hands with bizarre tattoos engraved on the back of the hand, hands wearing ceremonial gloves, hands with nail polish applied..

And every single one of those hands was clutching something.

'I've arrived.'

The Dark Exploration Record Meeting Square.

The 'Faceless Market'.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Special Zone

[Faceless Market]

: A small-scale Special Zone derived from a ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

A bizarre space that can be accessed using the 'Arms of the Manhole' that travel between the underworld and the living world to lure and devour people.

If you just stick your arm in here, you can lure the opponent with the item in your palm, just like the 'Arms of the Manhole'.

It is also a space for an anonymous market for those involved in ghost stories, highly spotlighted in that it can be accessed from anywhere and transactions can be made without exposing one's identity.

Since various factions that would normally never cross paths interact here, the pleasure of reading interactions of various combinations that one has only imagined is exquisite.

==========

That's right.

The arms inserted here react when someone approaches and offers a suitable item, snatching the item away.

In that process, a barter exchange takes place as they drop the sale item they were holding in their hand.

The item category of the 'suitable item' is determined according to the seller's desire.

It was a bizarre market used for transactions by utilizing the horrific phenomenon of a ghost story that lures humans, eats their organs, and creates disappearance stories.

In the case of Daydream Inc., due to their disposition, there are many hostile groups, so if their affiliation is discovered, transactions are refused or they are attacked. Considering the personality of these bastards, it might be natural. Reading these special records is also fun.

And this was also a place I hadn't come to for such reasons.

'I'm already entering ghost stories one after another, why would I increase the risk factors?'

To a place where one could buy such unverified, dangerous items instead of a stable and good trading partner like the Alien Shop, as long as one has money.

But right now… I don't have money.

And even if a problem occurs by any chance, I can 'show off' an identity that is not Daydream Inc.

'Whew.'

I moved my steps inside.

While recalling the restrictions appropriate for a ghost story.

However, if you stay in that space for more than 2 hours, the arms of the manhole you chased away will be waiting in front of the door.

I have to be quick.

In fact, when reading it, it was a space where the element of interest was much greater than fear, but coming here in person, the image itself was nothing short of eerie.

'It feels like I've entered a horror game….'

Some unknown liquid was flowing on the floor, but I ignored it without being shaken as much as possible.

Because I wasn't alone.

“…….”

A few people were already walking sparsely in this cavern.

They, who were walking around checking the arms filling the walls, were mostly covered from head to toe.

Occasionally, there were people walking with a smile while exposing their entire faces in ordinary clothing, but I rather avoided that side as much as possible.

'That is real madness.'

Let's not get involved for no reason.

I had exactly the candidate trading partners I wanted.

Even if it's anonymous, it's just that individual identities are unknown; there were hints as to what kind of faction they were.

Right, the appearance of the arm.

Because there are bizarre characteristics fitting for a Ghost Story Worldview.

If one had enough knowledge, one could specify the affiliation through sleeves, tattoos, accessories, etc.

'There aren't many people with such knowledge, so it's virtually anonymous, though.'

Because I have it.

And there is a prominent physical characteristic in the number one priority I'm looking for as well. That is….

“…….”

I stopped in my tracks.

Among the tempting arms holding and shaking items, a withered hand was visible.

A hand missing the pinky finger.

What was placed on top of the palm was not an item, but a blood-stained scrap of paper.

It was holding it so tightly that the phrase inside couldn't even be seen properly.

It was to the point that one couldn't tell whether it was put forward with the intention of selling it or not, so the people passing by didn't even spare a glance.

But it was exactly what I was looking for.

'That paper.'

I approached the arm in question and reached out my hand….

“Ay, that thing has already been here for about 5 years.”

My body froze.

“You don't really know how things work around here, do you? The arms here aren't actual people waving their arms, it's an Anomalous Phenomenon imitating that.”

Someone grabs my shoulder and chatters away.

“It means they haven't been holding out here with their arm stuck in for 5 years. It means they might have already left 5 years ago and become deceased.”

The problem was,

“How about it?”

That it was a familiar voice.

“…….”

Instead of shaking it off and running at full speed, I stiffly turned my head.

“You don't think it's a very attractive item, do you?”

What is visible from the face wearing a mask is only the roundly curved eye area.

But I could recognize him just by hearing that eye shape and voice.

Because it was a face I saw just a few days ago.

'……Agent Choi!'

The early-stage Named Agent who had come to visit me in my hospital room was right there.

'W-Wait.'

But he talked to me?

Right now, I was in a state where I had deliberately filled the area of my missing right arm with a mannequin prosthetic hand and cotton, and then covered it with a coat.

It means it's not easy to notice that one arm is missing in this darkness.

Of course, if it's a veteran agent of the Disaster Management Bureau, they might notice it because they have a lot of experience, but….

'It's not like there's only one or two humans who lost an arm in the Ghost Story Worldview.'

He wouldn't be able to be certain.

If I ran away, it would rather be suspicious.

I barely calmed down and looked at the opponent.

Because he might have struck up a conversation to find out the identity of this item.

“Ah~ Shall I tell you one more tip? This is something people don't know well….”

Agent Choi glanced at my hand reached out toward the 'arm', and then whispered to me familiarly.

That was….

“The shape of the blood vessels on the wrist is also different for each person?”

I got goosebumps.

“It's almost like a fingerprint, if you memorize this, it's perfect for finding someone you know. Even if people cover their faces, deceive their body shapes, and burn their fingerprints, they can't burn their blood vessels.”

“…….”

“And they let their guard down. Thinking they've covered everything.”

I'm screwed.

“Hubae-nim. What are you doing here? No….”

Agent Choi grinned.

“Who told you about this place?”

Chapter 147

I didn't think there would be a crazy bastard out there who could recognize a person just by the veins on an exposed wrist between a glove and a sleeve.

‘Agent Choi.’

And I certainly didn't expect to be the one on the receiving end of it.

‘Holy shit.’

It was the kind of situation that went beyond the chills and made a person freeze solid.

But I couldn't freeze.

I had to show just the right amount of panic to avoid looking suspicious.

So….

“Huh?”

Better to act suspicious of him instead.

I feigned confusion, looking at him while visibly swallowing hard. Then, I took a step back as if I were being accosted by some pseudo-religious nut on the street.

“I—I’m sorry, but… I’m with a group.”

“Huh??”

“I have to go.”

The message was: I haven't realized you're Agent Choi.

‘If I’m a rookie agent whose mental state is shattered because his arm got cut off, it’s entirely possible I wouldn’t recognize a seonbae who visited my hospital room once just by looking at his eyes…!’

Especially if I was a faint-hearted person who had mustered the courage to enter this insane space within a ghost story.

‘If I do this, he’ll get flustered and try to make an excuse—’

“Oops, right. See ya~ I’ll see you at work.”

“…….”

Oh, for fuck's sake.

‘I’m trapped between a rock and a hard place.’

In the end, I opened my mouth. I spoke as if the word ‘work’ had triggered a flicker of recognition.

“…By any chance, are you the, uh, superior who visited me in the hospital…?”

“Oh~ You recognize me now. Good.”

Agent Choi patted my shoulder and tried to lead me toward the outskirts as if nothing were wrong. Wait a minute…!

“Um, I was planning on buying that….”

“Hey, I told you, it hasn't sold for five years. Let’s talk. I’m just so glad to run into you in a place like this. …Why is a rookie who should be in a hospital room here?”

“…….”

I deliberately fumbled with the fake right arm inside my coat.

I felt Agent Choi’s gaze on me.

“…I heard that I might be able to find something here that could serve as a temporary replacement for an arm.”

“Aha~ Who told you that? Jaekwan?”

“I can’t tell you.”

It’s a trap!

Blabbing the name of the person who introduced me right now would be proof that I was lying to escape the situation. At the very least, it didn't fit the persona I was building at the Management Bureau. Because that would be petty!

“Man, you’ve got loyalty.”

Sure enough, Agent Choi laughed and patted my shoulder. As expected, this was the right direction— “Or maybe you figured I’d catch you in a lie if you made something up.”

“…….”

“Just kidding! Hahahaha!”

Aaaaagh!!

“It’s okay. Every agent has their reasons, right? There might be something you can’t talk about.”

“…….”

“Let’s see… You wanted to buy that? Should we take a look?”

Agent Choi focused his attention on the arm I was about to trade with.

A bloodied, crumpled scrap of paper was held tightly in a hand missing its pinky finger.

“But that looks like something that has nothing to do with an arm.”

“…….”

“Why were you trying to buy it? I don’t get it.”

Fuck.

In that case!

“…Because he seemed so.”

“Eh?”

I lowered my head deeply.

“……He seemed desperate.”

“…….”

“He was clutching that paper so tightly, and since there was blood on it, I… I guessed that maybe he was holding a message for rescue.”

It was the truth.

It wasn't a guess from right now, but rather the deduction I had made when I first read the record featuring this arm in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

Regardless, Agent Choi was silent for a moment.

N—Now’s the time. Make the excuse…!

“I didn't know it had been left here for five years, though….”

“Hey, Hubae, let’s think about this together for a second.”

Agent Choi grabbed my shoulder and turned me slightly. He made sure the numerous arms waving from the communal wall looked as grotesque as possible as we faced them.

“Do you think there’s anyone here who would be asking for rescue?”

“…….”

“Everyone here entered this bizarre place voluntarily to sell something. The probability of it being a rescue situation seems low, don’t you think?”

That was….

“I think we can move on, what do you say?”

That was an un-Agent Choi-like remark.

At least, based on the Agent Choi I knew from the <Dark Exploration Record>.

‘This man… is an agent who struggled to save even a single person.’

Agent Choi was an early Named Character.

And in the beginning, when the <Dark Exploration Record> only featured the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, the exploration records were often written with a heavy focus on the government agency’s attribute of ‘saving civilians.’

Then, settings were added for the sake of verisimilitude and ease of story buildup.

The Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau puts the life of the agent above all else.

Furthermore, because they place more weight on ending the ghost story itself than on rescuing civilians, they sometimes accept the unavoidable sacrifice of citizens.

But Agent Choi was a Named Character from before these settings were established.

Naturally, that meant he was the type of agent who would overexert himself to save every last citizen.

In that process, he used cunning or brilliant tactics and acquired various abilities and items… but his essence never changed.

Right up until he was presumed dead/missing at Lookie Mart.

“…….”

As I thought.

I think I can go with this.

“I’ll try anyway.”

“…?!”

Without warning, I reached out with the item I had prepared. Toward the arm I had found, the one missing the pinky.

“No, I told you they won’t trade that arm—”

Swish.

The arm reached out violently.

“…!”

Then, the hand missing the pinky swallowed the item I offered with a crunching sound.

The scrap of paper it had been holding fluttered toward the filthy floor, and I barely managed to catch it.

Meanwhile, Agent Choi’s eyes narrowed as he identified the shape of the object I had offered.

“…A coin?”

“Ah, it’s not a normal coin… I, uh, brought it from another ghost story.”

It was true.

Though the fact that the ghost story was a Twilight Grade ghost story for Daydream Inc.’s custom equipment, the ‘Kind Seed Kit,’ was a secret.

Yes.

That was the first Exclusive Equipment for the Field Exploration team that I had ever created.

‘The Third Hand…!’

A coin-shaped item that could summon a hand in mid-air.

Based on the identity of this arm, the conditions for the item it required were too obvious.

An item manufactured from a ghost story that Daydream Inc. was isolating and utilizing in its early days.

It was definitely this.

However, because the employees of Daydream Inc. were essentially blacklisted by this trading partner, the deal hadn't been made for five years and had been left abandoned….

‘It worked.’

Holding the paper in my hand, I felt a small, thrilling sense of accomplishment.

Of course, it wasn't that I had recklessly invested a piece of Exclusive Equipment I wasn't using right now; I had a way to recover it all later.

But the urgent matter was Agent Choi.

I gave him the excuse I had thought up.

“I thought if it was currency, it might be of immediate help in a ghost story…. I, uh, remembered how it was at the mart.”

For the record, the gift certificates from Lookie Mart vanished—balance and all—the moment you stepped out of the mart. They were truly the ghost story mart of villainous bastards.

Anyway, I think it was a sufficiently rookie-like attitude.

‘It’ll look like I just offered it without really knowing that the currency accepted in each ghost story can be different.’

And luckily, it worked.

I’ll stick with that meta.

“Hmm… Hubae. That arm has been left there for five years; didn't it occur to you that whatever situation needed help is already long over?”

“Even so… the arm is still there.”

Only then did I crack a small smile.

“I figured the fact that barter was possible meant there was someone on the other end to receive it…. Uh, well, of course, that’s just a guess and I could be wrong.”

“…….”

Agent Choi stared at me intently, and then….

“Ah~ I like you way too much!”

“…?!”

“Heh, yeah, this is it! It’s rare to find a kid who uses his head and uses his imagination like this. With plausibility!”

Agent Choi rubbed my head over my hat. Gah!!

Then, lowering his voice so those around us couldn't hear, he whispered secretly.

“As expected….”

As expected?

“How about coming to our Hyunmoo Team 1?”

“No, thank you.”

“Hmph.”

I was getting sick of this….

‘Still, I’m glad I seem to have mostly avoided suspicion for now—’

“But you’ve got enough guts to enter a dangerous place like this alone, even though you said you were too scared to join the Emergency Rescue Squad.”

“…….”

“Then… shouldn't you be able to handle Hyunmoo Team 1 too?”

Damn it.

Is this a threat? Are you saying I should join if I don’t want to be suspected?

My mind became a mess.

But the moment the next words came out.

“In the first place, that whole thing about you being scared. It was probably just an illusion caused by overworking yourself since your first mission—”

I exploded.

“No, I’m scared to death! I’m really scared!!”

“…?!”

“But what else can I do but endure it! I’m a rookie, I can’t just say I won’t do anything because I’m scared!”

If I don’t do it, I’ll die!!

“How can losing an arm not be scary! Even though I’m terrified that something might go wrong, I’ve held it in and come all the way here!”

I spoke as if I were coughing up blood.

Part of it was intentional, but the resentment built up since my time at that pharmaceutical company in this crazy Ghost Story Worldview burst out, and I genuinely felt aggrieved.

…Agent Choi was looking at me with his mouth agape.

“S—Sorry?”

“…….”

“There, there. Hubae. Congrats on your first trade, and, uh… right, the note! You should check the note. How is it?”

“……Yes.”

I took a deep breath.

Still, in terms of not knowing how long it had been since I could speak so honestly… it was a bit refreshing.

After all this, he won’t try to take me to the Emergency Rescue Squad, right…… please.

“I’m sorry for yelling.”

“Hey, it’s fine. There are more than a few people doing crazy things here. It’s good to experience what it’s like to have everyone’s attention for three

seconds.”

So it looked like something crazy. Understood….

I let out a sigh.

“I… don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve yelled like that.”

“Oh dear, your house must not have very good soundproofing.”

“No. My house… I don’t have one right now.”

“…….”

“I do want to go home, though.”

“Right.”

Whew.

I was finally able to calm my breathing and open the note in my hand.

‘Agent Choi has gotten awfully quiet for some reason.’

Anyway, it was better since he wasn't needlesly prodding me anymore.

I turned my gaze back to the note.

Inside the blood-stained scrap of paper I had carefully opened with one hand….

Words scrawled in blood had dried.

Look here

There is a toy

that empathizes and notices

The bloodstains caked all over the paper had seeped out as the letters themselves smeared….

‘Ha.’

It looked like something straight out of a horror movie prop. I wanted to just throw the note away, but someone helped me out just in time.

“Hold on a second.”

Agent Choi naturally took the paper from my hand.

I didn't stop him on purpose.

Agent Choi placed a strange dowsing-like device on the paper and began to inspect it.

‘That was also a Management Bureau issue.’

Locator rod

: A bent rod made of glass and brass.

It spins around over substances derived from ghost stories or mediums that trigger anomalous phenomena.

However, the Locator rod showed no reaction to the slip of paper I had bought.

“Hmm, no mystical quality. It’s just a normal note. As for the text….”

Agent Choi chuckled.

“It looks like it’s trying to lure you into a ghost story.”

“Maybe.”

But I took the note back from Agent Choi’s hand and tucked it away carefully.

“Oh~ You’re going to keep it?”

“Yes.”

I lowered my head as if slightly embarrassed.

“Because there might really be a hidden rescue request… I was going to take it and look into it myself.”

“…….”

Agent Choi didn't ask why I wasn't reporting it to superiors.

The Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau wasn't an organization with enough leeway to leisurely analyze a plain note left by a suspicious, unidentified person that had been neglected for five years.

Because there were countless ghost stories where people were dying right this second.

Even a brand-new rookie agent would have to know that such ambiguous cases would inevitably be pushed down the priority list.

‘Because Agent Choi himself said so just now.’

However… here, I would make a turn.

I hesitated before holding out the note.

“Um, Seonbae, if you have time, could you please check it just one more time…?”

“…!”

Actually, regarding this note, once I memorized the content, the note itself was unnecessary.

And given its nature, there was no problem even if I entrusted it to a Management Bureau agent who could recognize ghost stories.

“Sure. I’ll take a look too.”

“Ah, thank you…!”

I quickly handed over the paper. I hoped this would remove me from his list of suspects, even if only a little.

After that, the atmosphere became a bit smoother.

“That’s not bad, right?”

“Yes. Thank you….”

Under Agent Choi’s supervision, I barely managed to get one item I wanted to buy.

‘It was difficult.’

Not just the surveillance, but choosing the item itself.

This was because the items available here were mostly standard Ghost Story Worldview items.

What that meant was that these weren't items refined by major corporations or filtered to the level where aliens could guarantee customer safety.

They had horrific side effects.

That was the premise.

In the first place, these weren't objects made for humans to use conveniently.

Since many of the sellers weren't in their right minds, the items they offered were often just as unhinged….

The surprising thing was that Agent Choi wasn't just monitoring me; he was truly trying to help.

“This is Hanyang right here. It’s the kind of place where they’ll cut your nose off while your eyes are open, you know? If you watch what your Seonbae does and follow along….”

…Though it didn't always work out well.

“…Someone already bought it.”

“…….”

“I—It’s okay. The next one is good too! Onward to the next arm~”

Still, like the veteran he was, he knew of several origins or specific side effects of items that I hadn't known, allowing me to ‘purchase’ things cautiously.

Yes. It was all well and good, but.

‘He made me buy things he knew about.’

In the end, he had brought my movements under his control.

Whether this was an expression of strong suspicion or genuinely looking out for me… even I, who had read all of Agent Choi’s actions in the <Dark Exploration Record>, couldn't be sure.

‘Of course, it was more like I allowed myself to be led because I wanted to buy that item in the first place….’

The scary part was that even if I hadn't, I felt like I would have ended up buying it as a last resort.

I sighed as I fingered the item in my pocket.

‘Whew.’

And so, Agent Choi accompanied me until just before his own time limit was up and even saw me off.

Waving the scrap of paper I had bought, he said:

“Then I’ll check this note one more time and give it back to you?”

“Yes. Thank you….”

In truth, there was really no need to return it. I had already memorized it.

And the significance of Agent Choi checking it was, in fact, non-existent.

Because….

That note wasn't even related to a ghost story in the first place.

‘It’s a psychological trap.’

Since it was a marketplace where those involved with ghost stories traded, one would naturally assume the message written on it was related to a ghost story.

But it wasn't.

If I had to label it… yes.

It’s an ‘inheritance.’

Let’s look at the note again.

Look here

This refers to the ‘here’ that actually exists in reality.

In other words, a ‘certain place.’

And looking at the next sentence….

There is a toy

that empathizes and notices

The grammar was awkward and lacked context.

It was because the sentence had been forced together.

‘So, I deconstruct it.’

Then what remains is….

Empathize, Notice, Toy.

Three words.

And three words plus a ‘place’ make for a perfect hint for a deduction.

Because there’s a coordinate system called ‘what3words’ that expresses a 3m x 3m area using three words.

‘If I substitute those words and search….’

A small location in an old downtown area of Seoul immediately appears.

I was standing there now.

“…….”

Between the clustered small commercial buildings, the word coordinates designated a spot that awkwardly bypassed the structures.

What was there….

Was a manhole.

To be precise, a weathered manhole cover was propped up roughly against the wall of a vacant shop.

As if it had been leaned against that wall.

As if it were implying something.

“…….”

I pushed the manhole cover.

Grrrrnd.

Surprisingly, it moved more easily than I expected. And behind it….

There was a semi-basement staircase leading down to the floor.

“…….”

A hidden place.

Why did the arm without a pinky reveal this place?

And why did it only accept early Daydream Inc. items as payment?

It was simple.

‘Because it’s a faction related to Daydream Inc.’

“Whew.”

I reached the bottom of the stairs and looked up.

[Dream Incubation Room]

Daydream Inc.’s Dream Essence Synthesizer.

That prototype laboratory, built ages ago, was now revealed before my eyes.
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Daydream Inc.

A pharmaceutical company that churns out fantastical potions that grant wishes, through methods no one can fathom.

The raw material is ghost stories.

……This was the extent of the record when this corporation first appeared in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

The lack of explanation invited further imagination; its bizarre technological prowess, mystery, cruelty, and the blanks in its history felt chilling.

However, as the Wiki grows, the breadcrumbs accumulate accordingly.

‘Hidden lore gets added.’

Naturally, Daydream Inc. couldn't have just fallen out of the sky with perfectly formed, unknown pharmaceutical technology.

Even if it appeared that way, if one dug deep enough, its origins and history had to be deducible…. That was what made it thrilling and fun.

Eventually, as time passed, significant exploration records were added here and there within the Dark Exploration Record, allowing readers to form several conspiracy theories and make deductions about Daydream.

—What exactly is Daydream Inc.?

And the place I had just visited… was evidence for Conspiracy Theory Number 2.

Conspiracy Theory 2: Daydream Inc. was not originally a pharmaceutical company.

Specifically, the original source of Daydream Inc.’s pharmaceutical technology.

“…Whew.”

Swallowing hard, I began to look around the ‘Dream Incubation Room.’

The dust-covered laboratory looked like a science room in a closed-down school, or an old, abandoned lab after the apocalypse.

Everything looked dead.

Workbenches and experimental equipment, beakers, and display cases containing unknown liquids.

And… a massive machine in the center.

“…….”

It was an old, 2000s-style experimental machine with buttons and a keyboard panel beneath an empty glass tube that didn't light up.

Dream incubator

And the experiment log lying beside it.

It was the very thing mentioned in the Exploration Records.

I unfolded the old paper and read—

Every single page.

The experimental records, which must have been written in neat characters originally, were thoroughly crushed and smeared one by one. Filth, blood, ink, and pencil marks—screams and madness were stuck thick and sticky onto the pages….

“Ugh.”

I set down the experiment log as if throwing it away.

Then I caught my breath.

‘I thought I could handle it.’

I was wrong.

The reason I gave up without restoring the text buried beneath wasn't some <Dark Exploration Record> technique of building atmosphere by blocking information; it was because it was truly unbearable to look at.

“…….”

I recalled something.

In the ‘Faceless Market’ beneath the manhole, the testimony given during a company interrogation by an employee who had successfully completed a trade by chance without revealing their status.

Assistant Manager ■■■: Yes! I found it. That machine, it’s old, but it looked like it could still function normally. There seemed to be Dream Essence Liquid and certain secret information related to the Darkness as well. Fearing it might fall into the hands of outsiders, I quickly… Yes?

Assistant Manager ■■■: ……That facility doesn't belong to our company? …Don't tell me it looked like that not because it was contaminated by the Darkness, but because the company…… W-Wait. Why are you holding that and coming toward me….

…This record ends with the company successfully ‘disposing’ of this anonymous employee.

“…….”

A chill ran down my spine.

In the silent laboratory, I felt as if something ominous was lurking. I wanted to turn around and run out immediately….

‘No!!’

Let's move to the next step.

Clenching my teeth, I cast my gaze behind the machine.

I saw a spot with a recording PC on an office desk… and something heavy had rolled off beneath the chair.

It was a corpse.

Even though I knew it was there, I couldn't help but gasp.

The corpse, which looked as if it had just tumbled off the desk, was more bizarre for being shriveled and lifeless, as if it had died a long time ago.

However, I knew what had happened.

As a result of the analysis, it was confirmed that the body's motor activity had ceased five years ago.

Based on the circumstances, it is estimated that only life reactions were maintained through some sort of method.

The last researcher of this incubation room, who had forcibly extended their life reactions until the moment the slip of paper was handed to someone in the market beneath the manhole.

The owner of the arm that had traded with me.

“…….”

From that person's left hand, which was missing a pinky finger, I recovered the exclusive equipment coin I had paid as a price.

Then, I carefully picked up the key card hanging around their neck.

Cheerful Researcher

■■■

Above the crushed name, the phrase ‘Must not be caught’ was pressed down and written with a worn-out ballpoint pen.

But I could read the first part of the researcher's name.

‘…Cheerful?’

Something reflexively tried to come to mind, but I suppressed it for now.

“…Whew.”

I felt that if I searched this space further, I might learn about the hidden circumstances or origins of Daydream Inc. that I hadn't known.

‘But I have no idea what might pop out….’

Just looking at the experiment log earlier felt strange.

‘For now, let’s only touch what’s been verified.’

I returned to the machine in the center called the ‘Dream incubator.’

The <Dark Exploration Record> stated that although there were no specific operation logs, it was clearly ‘looked like an old prototype, but in a state that could be used normally.’

All that was left was to put the necessary pieces together.

“Whew.”

First, I picked up the key card I recovered from the dead researcher.

Then, fumbling over the ‘Dream incubator,’ I found a slot on the front exterior.

‘Is it here?’

I inserted the key card into it.

Whirrrrr—

“…!”

Red and blue lights flickered onto the machine.

In the old, abandoned lab, the massive experimental machine regained its light as if coming to life alone.

And the glass tube installed at the top.

‘…Is there something in there?’

Something round… seemed to be installed in the middle of the glass tube.

‘That might be the core component.’

In any case, the ‘Dream incubator’ successfully finished its reactivation.

Along with the numbers appearing on the small panel next to the glass tube.

DE 0000000

On to the next action.

I opened the valve at the end of a small pipe connected to the side of the glass tube.

Inside was a peculiar slot.

‘…This is it.’

I reached into my shirt and pulled out what I had prepared.

Something I had kept ever since it came out of a Goods Box, unable to use it in any situation.

Something I hadn't dared to touch because it would oxidize and lose its efficacy upon contact with air.

—Dream Essence of A-rank or higher.

A golden liquid, shimmering like a hologram, filled the Elite Team Dream Essence Collector of Daydream Inc.

…I was finally using what had been charged the moment I escaped from Braun's Late-Night Talk Show.

I plugged the sharp tip of the collector into the slot at the end of the pipe.

Thwack.

It fit perfectly, as if it were meant to be.

And…. The liquid was sucked in.

“…!”

The sight of the brilliant, multicolored liquid traveling through the pipe and filling the transparent glass tube was almost overwhelming.

‘Was it really this much?’

A volume of liquid that seemed unbelievable for having been in a palm-sized cylinder filled 1/4th of the glass tube, sloshing around.

Then, in the shimmering light of the liquid, the shape of the object in the middle of the glass tube briefly revealed its silhouette.

‘…An egg?’

It was an orange-colored object about five times the size of a chicken egg.

It seemed like a strange shape was reflecting from inside the pulsating egg, but it all vanished as it submerged into the multicolored, golden A-rank potion.

And….

DE 0000001

The numbers on the panel began to climb.

The panel, moving rapidly along with the sound of the machine running, soon…

DE 00158313

Stopped there.

“Whew.”

I succeeded.

‘I’ve charged the machine with Dream Essence Liquid…!’

The numbers looked like points from a welfare mall, and the thought that Daydream’s point system might have originated from here flashed through my mind, but it wasn't important.

What mattered was that everything had gone according to my expectations so far.

Now all that remained was to use it.

“…….”

I focused on the buttons beneath the panel.

…They were emoticons.

      🥰🥸🤯🧐🤪🥱

Of the dozens of emoticons, these were the ones that lit up normally.

‘Is it a lack of materials?’

I didn't know if it was a limitation of the machine itself.

Anyway, after much deliberation, I clicked the one that looked the safest and most useful.

      🥰🥸🤯🧐🤪🥱

A playful emoticon that looked like it was observing something.

The button lit up….

DE 00158313

DE 00148313

The numbers on the panel decreased, and the machine began to operate.

Vrooooom!

With the sound of a motor running, the liquid inside the glass tube was sucked downward. As my body vibrated slightly from the machine's tremors….

Clink.

The bottom of the machine opened, revealing a cylindrical transparent glass bottle.

“……!!”

I picked it up with trembling hands.

A bright purple liquid swam inside the glass bottle with a bizarre brilliance….

Complete with a label printed on graph paper.

Children's Detective Syrup

(Cherry Flavor)

★★★

A familiar color.

And I could guess from the emoticon and that name.

‘Daydream Inc.’s Detection Potion…!’

Detection Potion

: When consumed, it brightens your eyes so you can see what you need most right now.

Judging by the color, the grade seemed to be at least a C.

Even if the name was different, I was certain the performance would be similar.

However, there was one more interesting point here….

‘This is a discontinued potion.’

That was it.

It was a potion that Daydream Inc. no longer produced. Naturally, it was an item that couldn't be purchased even at the welfare mall.

Perhaps, this was an item that could currently only be obtained from this prototype machine…!

‘The amount I charged was well over 150,000 points.’

Since ten thousand points were consumed for this potion, I could try clicking all the other emoticon buttons as well.

‘Alright, then next….’

Just then.

The text on the panel changed.

06 / 23:59:54

And the overall lights of the ‘Dream incubator’ dimmed. As if it were in power-saving mode.

‘…A reuse countdown.’

Something that could be used once a week.

It was a limitation befitting a prototype.

“Whew.”

Actually, it was for the best. I might have wasted the Dream Essence Liquid I barely managed to charge by pressing buttons in excitement.

‘Let’s think about this more.’

I decided to take a closer look at the machine while the lights were off.

Of course, what was visible on the outside was just a piece of iron with a simple and clunky exterior, so I focused more on observing the user interface.

Specifically, the buttons.

‘These must correspond to each potion.’

I saw emoticons combined with various shapes: masks, demons, thermometers, money. I could match each one to Daydream Inc.’s potions.

Except for just one.

‘…I don't see anything that looks like a Wish Ticket.’

Right.

The emoticon that looked like that potion, which could be called the essence of Daydream Inc., was nowhere to be found.

‘…Could it be this?’

I found a strange mark at the very bottom.

◎

It looked as if the spot where a button had been was forcibly gouged out.

“……I can’t be sure.”

The Ghost Story Worldview was not lenient enough to act on hopeful guesses alone.

‘…Maybe another employee could find something out?’

If I brought someone who had worked at the company longer than me, I might be able to discover other hints here more safely.

Of course, sharing useless secrets could put us both in danger….

‘I think there’s someone who wouldn't care about that.’

I thought of a few candidates and then stopped.

It would be difficult now that my duty had become that of an industrial spy, and by the time this spying was over, a Wish Ticket would already be in my hands.

‘On hold.’

For now, I'd be satisfied with having created a place of my own to use Dream Essence Liquid.

I tucked the ‘Children's Detective Syrup’ away and stepped outside.

“Whew.”

The harvest was significant, so I didn't feel too bad.

However, looking at the manhole cover, worry began to creep in.

Agent Choi, who took the note.

‘Could he possibly deduce this and come looking for it like I did?’

Or had he tracked my whereabouts?

But he couldn't have tracked which manhole I came out of from inside that market, and no matter how much I thought about it, it seemed difficult to derive the answer from the note while stuck in the stereotype of ghost stories.

Even in the <Dark Exploration Record>, it took the former Daydream Inc. employee who obtained this three months to solve the code.

And even that was a coincidence.

‘If your mindset is fixed on "it must be related to a ghost story," it’s only natural….’

But I was still uneasy, so I decided to take a temporary measure.

“Should this be enough?”

After consuming a 3,000-point potion purchased from the welfare mall, I closed the manhole cover.

Gatekeeper Potion

: The first door you close after consuming the potion can only be opened by the person you personally inform of the door's location.

I think it was also called a Secret Potion.

It felt a bit unpleasant as it strangely reminded me of what Director Ho had done, but the sense of relief was greater.

“Good.”

There was no such crazy setting that Daydream Inc. tracks all potion usage locations, so I was somewhat at ease with this.

What's left is… returning to the Disaster Management Bureau and entering another ghost story.

I groaned as I trudged back to return to my hospital room.

‘My life….’

Still, it was a bit better now that there was extra income from entering ghost stories.

Since I could collect Dream Essence.

Not to turn it into the company, but for my own use!

“Let's hang in there.”

I touched the empty Elite Team collector, which would soon be filled again, and successfully returned to my hospital room.

And a few days later.

“…You’ve worked hard.”

“Ah, no.”

I finally returned to my temporary agent duties after being discharged.

“As I mentioned, you’ve been assigned to common duties, not the exclusive tasks of the Emergency Rescue Squad.”

Thank you…!

I was almost moved to tears listening to Agent Bronze’s guidance.

“…This time, there won’t be any dangerous work like before. The civilian rescue is over, and you just need to carry out simple finishing work on-site.”

Everything was beautiful.

Yes, a person needs to have this kind of restful work too….

“You just have to drive at 2 a.m. with a ghost in the passenger seat.”

“…….”

Pardon?
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I had felt it keenly several times before, but most of the ghost stories handled by the Disaster Management Bureau result in fatalities.

This is because a phenomenon is only registered as a Supernatural Disaster once there are human casualties.

In that sense, a task that keeps one even a single step away from human casualties while working as an agent of the Disaster Management Bureau could seem… quite attractive.

No, I get that, but.

“At dawn, driving… with a ghost in the passenger seat?”

“Yes.”

“…….”

Is this for real?

“Don’t worry. There have been no cases of the driver dying.”

“…….”

“At most, it’s a mild heart attack or fainting. You won’t need to prepare yourself for anything too major.”

But I do need to!

I almost stared at Agent Bronze while letting my sense of betrayal and shock show plainly, but I barely managed to hold it back.

‘Wait a minute.’

…If I openly say I’m scared here, he’ll probably tell me to quit, won’t he?

I already whined once to get out of the Emergency Rescue Squad; if I do it again right away, Agent Bronze, who I’m already on awkward terms with, might just tell me to go look for a different career path.

‘No!’

That’s the worst route for a spy.

So, I changed my strategy.

“Um, but I… I’m in a state where I can’t drive.”

“…….”

I lowered my head, acting a bit pitiful, and glanced at the vicinity of my empty right arm.

Exactly.

‘He wouldn’t make me do something as crazy as driving with one hand…!’

Maybe if it were someone who had trained to do everything with one hand from the start, but how is someone who suddenly lost an arm supposed to go for a drive with a ghost? And at 2 AM, no less!

With this, I can naturally move on to another task….

“You don’t have to worry about that.”

…….

“Pardon?”

Agent Bronze looked at me with a faint smile for the first time in days.

“It is finally your turn to have your arm addressed.”

Ah.

Thinking about it, it was only natural.

The Disaster Management Bureau aren't idiots; they wouldn't just blindly assign a guy with one arm to drive.

It was only right to take some measures regarding my missing right arm before starting this work.

‘Should I laugh or cry at this?’

For now, I definitely felt like crying.

Regardless, thanks to that, I finally entered the headquarters of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau with Agent Bronze.

‘I actually get to do this.’

“This way.”

“Yes…!”

I followed Agent Bronze inside the busy City Hall where civil servants would be working… or so I thought, but instead, we turned back and walked through the gap between City Hall and the Seoul Library.

Being a back path, it was dark with the shadows of the two buildings.

Walking along that shaded path behind the Seoul Library, passing the unmanned book return booth….

‘Here.’

A glass-finished connecting passage between City Hall and the library building loomed overhead.

Once we stepped under that bridge….

Flash.

The iron badge I was wearing flashed, illuminating a narrow flowerbed beneath a library window.

And then, a hidden door was revealed.

“…!!”

The flowerbed suddenly became wide and deep, revealing a hidden space, followed by a clean, opaque glass door and a nameplate.

[Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau]

“Please, come in.”

Thus, through a hidden door in the alleyway between the Seoul Metropolitan City Hall and the Seoul Library, where countless pedestrians passed by unawares, we entered the headquarters of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

For the record, it was an automatic door.

‘Wow.’

And the inside of the headquarters was… surprisingly, like an ordinary public institution.

A space where adults of various ages in suits went about their business in a building with a moderately worn and depreciated interior.

Though the conversations they were having were anything but ordinary.

“How many died?”

“Fifteen.”

“Seriously, is Dobong-gu cursed lately? That crazy phone booth keeps….”

And they were moving busily.

Strange lights or shadows sometimes followed behind them, which perfectly illustrated the atmosphere of a public office in this bizarre Ghost Story Worldview….

“The facilities of the Management Bureau are mostly located underground. They say it’s harder to hide things above ground.”

“I see….”

I boarded the elevator following Agent Bronze’s lead.

The moderately old and modern elevator was familiar, but instead of buttons, the floor was entered via a keypad.

‘It’s probably designed so people can’t tell how many basement floors there are….’

[07]

Agent Bronze quickly finished the input.

“The Equipment Management Squad is on the 7th basement floor.”

Then, getting off on B7, which had the exact same layout as the B1 floor we entered from, he knocked on a door located right across the hallway.

[Supernatural Equipment Registration Room]

When we opened the door and entered, a middle-aged civil servant sitting alone in a small office looked up and greeted us.

“Agent Bronze! I was just told by the elder of that team… Oh, is this the Rookie Agent!”

“…Yes. That’s right.”

“Hello…! I’m Agent Grapes….”

“Ahaha, yes. Nice to meet you! I’m Oh Jeonghye, a senior official in the Equipment Management Squad. I’m administrative staff, not a field agent, so I don’t have a code name.”

The middle-aged official then smiled and guided me and Agent Bronze further inside.

When she opened a door that looked like a deep-colored display case made of ancient wood… the shelves extended deep inside, becoming a warehouse.

“…!”

“Now, what Agent Grapes will be issued today is….”

The official’s voice gradually grew distant, and as the warehouse before my eyes darkened….

“This is it!”

Flash.

Something shimmered as if moonlight had struck glass.

I looked at the object placed on the nearest shelf.

A worn and cracked glass lantern.

Yet it was so exquisitely made that light sparkled through the delicate glasswork.

And in the center, a shimmering pale blue flame flickered and sparked the moment it saw me.

“It’s a Dokkaebi Fire that arrived today, and it’s very energetic! It’s quite excited to help you.”

Oh my god.

The most cool and anticipated method had truly appeared.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau / Item

Dokkaebi Fire Lantern

A Dokkaebi Fire dwelling within a glass lantern that has been prayed over with divine energy for 100 days.

It seems to be inhabited by the fire-shadow of a usually mischievous but good-natured Dokkaebi, cooling its heat and practicing its discipline.

It becomes an object the user can naturally wear and carry, accompanying them, and sometimes even substituting for a part of the Body.

When held by a compatible user, several Dokkaebi Pranks can be used.

Item Usage Condition: A civil servant belonging to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau who has received authorization for its necessity.

==========

“Would you like to try receiving it?”

With a trembling left hand, I carefully received the glass lantern.

At that moment, the glass lantern crumbled.

“……!”

The crumbled transparent lantern reassembled itself onto my right arm with a crisp sound, like shards of ice.

And as the Dokkaebi Fire enveloped it, in the next moment….

“That went well!”

It had turned into a perfectly fine arm.

I shook the arm.

…It moved well.

Without a single bit of pain.

‘Wow.’

Truly, among the phenomena classified as ghost stories, this was on the most heartwarming and pleasant side.

‘This feels more like a legend or a folktale.’

I clenched and unclenched my right hand, which felt strangely cold and soft yet moved according to my will.

Then, my right hand gave a thumbs up and then down of its own accord.

“…?!”

“Ah, it’s because it’s a bit mischievous. But that will actually be helpful while you work. Haha!”

“…Yes.”

So this is what happens to civil servants when they're steeped in a Ghost Story Worldview….

Thus, I came to fill the void of my right arm with a miraculous Dokkaebi Fire.

Of course, it wasn't a permanent gift.

“Since we didn't perform a separate prayer using your birth chart, it will return to a lantern after three days of use. You can come back and recharge it then.”

Right, I figured they wouldn't just give a rookie a custom-made, official Dokkaebi Fire lantern right away.

What I received wasn't a formal Dokkaebi Fire Lantern that could use actual Dokkaebi Pranks, but likely a type of common supply.

‘If it were, the Disaster Management Bureau would have been game-breakingly strong in the Dark Exploration Records.’

“If we were to make it custom-made like that? You wouldn't be able to just take it like this; the Agent would have to undergo a Dokkaebi Trial too… Phew, it's powerful, but it's hard work.”

In the first place, that was the kind of treatment only a team ace or a team leader in the Management Bureau could receive.

‘It’ll be convenient to have an excuse to use a Regeneration Potion later on.’

Regardless, I bowed and thanked the two senior officials who even helped me fill out the checkout paperwork.

“Thank you.”

“Hey, it’s nothing.”

And the official from the Equipment Management Squad even gave me a tip, winking from behind her glasses.

“You’re the first rookie Agent Bronze has tried to look after this much.”

“…!”

“He’s an agent who works overtime every day without showing it, someone I respect but also feel sorry for sometimes… It’s nice to see him getting

along with a rookie agent.”

“Ah, thank… you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

I didn't know if we were… "getting along," but anyway, having spent time with him today, he seemed much more polite and caring than I expected.

Did he sort out his thoughts mentally while I was hospitalized?

‘He might have thought that since he owes me his life, he should treat me well even if it’s uncomfortable.’

In any case, it was something to be very grateful for.

Agent Bronze even said something like this while we were returning.

— …It will take time, but later, let’s come back to find a custom-made Dokkaebi Fire for you as well.

— ……Thank you.

I was a bit curious and wondered.

What form would it take?

‘If I could use Dokkaebi Pranks too, would the difficulty of escaping ghost stories become a lot easier?’

Of course, there was a high probability my spy duties would end before then, and that would be better for my well-being, but the imagination itself wasn't bad.

…Even though the fact that something that wasn't my arm was attached to my right side felt very strange at times.

……And even though I was now waiting until dawn to provide a call-taxi service for a ghost.

‘Save me.’

I endured the waiting time, suppressing a groan.

Now that I had two arms, I was undeniably stuck with driving.

‘Ugh.’

And so, time passed in the blink of an eye… and finally, the time had come.

2 AM.

The dark Express Bus Terminal Station.

Of all things, it was drizzling.

With public transportation cut off, the crowds had vanished, and silence had fallen.

Only two or three taxis like mine, aiming for the late-night surcharge and the time when there are no other means of transport, stood lined up by the roadside.

“…….”

I gripped the steering wheel tight.

At around 12:45 AM, three civilians who had sent a rescue request after seeing a ghost in a restroom near Express Bus Terminal Station and being unable to leave were safely rescued back to reality.

Now, the supernatural phenomenon will end once the ghost is safely returned to where it originally belonged.

And I was the one who had been assigned the role of ‘safely returning the ghost to where it originally belonged.’

‘…Agent Bronze said he’d be waiting at the destination.’

Sigh.

I took a deep breath alone in the silent vehicle.

A ghost that has already missed its sacrifice cannot directly harm the driver, but strange anomalies will occur within the boarding vehicle. Be careful to cope without panicking.

First, I will explain the vehicle being issued to you, Agent.

So, what was assigned to me was this 4-seater taxi vehicle with two or more ‘8’s included in its license plate.

This car, where I was now sitting in the driver’s seat, barely managing to hold back my anxiety.

The ghost will check the license plate at the taxi stand and then board your vehicle, Agent.

Before long.

A figure with long hair appeared, peering through the windshield from the dark outside.

It… was looking at the license plate with its head hung low.

“…!”

I tried my best not to let my hands on the wheel shake and to act calm and composed.

If the driver is shaken, the ghost may get out of the taxi.

In this case, the supernatural disaster will not end. Please be careful.

The figure with long hair trailing down staggered and moved strangely, coming near the passenger seat.

And it knocked on the door.

Tap, tap.

I unlocked the car door.

A person wearing faded summer clothes that didn't fit the weather, with their face almost completely covered by long hair, got in.

They muttered as they entered the car.

“Please take me to Saji-yuk Cemetery….”

Thud.

The passenger door closed.

“Understood.”

“I like this car's number. The number is… good eight eight eight like eight eight eight”

I almost fainted.

“I see.”

As calmly as possible, I entered the destination into the navigation.

Saji-yuk, Cemetery….

— Search completed.

A place with a bizarre name that normally wouldn't have been searchable was, surprisingly, found, and the navigation began to guide the route.

— Estimated time of arrival at the destination is 4:04.

“…….”

Two hours.

I barely managed to step on the pedal.

The car started and left Express Bus Terminal Station….

Vroooooom….

A car with only the sound of the engine remaining.

Now I had to sit in this cramped space with a ghost for two hours.

While driving without getting into an accident.

“…….”

“…….”

A strange chill drifted through the car.

The plaster air freshener on the dashboard shook, and a smell that wasn't flowers began to waft.

The smell of burning incense.

A suffocating silence.

— Turn left in 200m.

My hands on the steering wheel almost flinched.

Even the emotionless voice of the navigation made my skin crawl.

“…….”

I tried my absolute best not to be shaken, which is to say, I tried not to look to the side.

But not looking seemed even scarier! Because I wasn't looking, the imagination and the suffocation made it harder. My hands on the wheel were sweaty, and the dark road ahead didn't enter my sight properly.

It felt like it would be better to just look! Not looking was more painful because of the imagination and the breathlessness.

‘Wait, just a second.’

“…….”

I stole a glance at the passenger seat. There, sitting quietly, was the woman with long hair….

Her neck was twisted around.

“I’m suffocating.”

I looked at the steering wheel.

“I think someone is following us from behind!”

I fixed my gaze forward.

Cold sweat trickled down my neck, making me repeatedly recall the image I just saw, completely, the head twisted so the face was pressed against the headrest, and only the back of the head covered in black hair was visible….

“Hey! Driver, I’m telling you something is following us from behind! Look back! Look back!”

Behind you!

I moved my head.

And….

“……Ah, it’s just another vehicle.”

I checked the side mirror.

“Don’t worry. There aren't many cars right now, so they must be speeding. I’ll drive safely.”

“Ah, yessss drive safely safely”

“…….”

I didn't look at the passenger seat anymore.

I didn't look back either.

I tried my best, my absolute best, not to look anywhere, and…….

‘I can't do this.’

Ha. This is driving me crazy. I absolutely, absolutely can’t….

There needs to be some other sound.

“If it’s okay with you, may I turn on the radio?”

“Yes.”

I barely reached out with my frozen hand and turned on the radio.

Turning on the radio will temporarily quiet the Passenger Ghost.

[The woman responsible for the romance of the deep night, hello. This is Miyoung Kim’s Deep Night Romance Radio.]

The stable and soft voice of the radio DJ temporarily drove away the fear.

‘Phew.’

I could finally breathe.

However, the radio is not a cure-all.

The radio will have content similar to real-life radio programs, but the more you listen, the more bizarre the content will become.

Traffic accidents dated a week in the future, mourning for a major catastrophe that hasn't happened yet, interviews with dead people, etc.

However, it is recommended to leave it on the frequency it first plays. The more you change the frequency, the higher the probability that the content will become even more grotesque and horrific.

There was a reason I didn't turn it on from the start.

I turned on the radio with the mindset that I would turn it off if necessary. Please, please, just for a little while with this….

[Then let’s welcome today’s guest. It’s a program I also enjoy watching very much: Late-Night Talk Show!]

“……!”

[The legendary host of the Late-Night Talk Show has joined us in the radio booth. Everyone, please welcome him with joy!]

[The host of ‘Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show,’ the amazing and great Braun!]

Wait a minute.
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Did the radio just... call out the name of the Late-Night Talk Show Host I know all too well?

For a moment, I thought I was hearing things. Since I was listening to the radio while driving a ghost to a cemetery at 2 AM, I figured it was a reasonable assumption.

However, a voice came through the radio.

[Oh my, I’m flattered by such high praise!]

“…….”

It was a familiar voice.

[I am truly delighted to meet you, audience. I shall tell you this Braun’s story with all my heart and soul….]

I had to turn it off.

No matter how I looked at it, listening to an A-Grade or higher Ghost Story offering to tell his story 'with all his heart and soul' was not a wise decision.

Especially when a ghost was sitting in the seat next to me…….

‘Wait, no.’

Thinking about it conversely, wasn't it better to have a distraction…?

“Hahahahait’sfuntheradiohahahaha”

…The ghost in the passenger seat let out a laugh.

It wasn't a real laugh. It was making a bizarre sound, imitating onomatopoeia as if mocking me….

A physiological sense of dread.

‘Ha.’

In the end, I stopped my hand before it reached the radio.

The smooth-voiced radio DJ and the upbeat Late-Night Talk Show Host continued their conversation.

Distracting myself with their chatter, I kept driving, eyes fixed on the dark road.

[I heard that the Choir of Purgatory recently sent a special instrument to the Late-Night Talk Show's band. There are rumors that it was a gesture of apology and gratitude. Is that true…?]

The questions and answers followed the typical format of a famous talk show host appearing on the radio.

Updates on their life, recent events, personal jokes, and answering fans' curiosities.

The format was conventional. But if one listened closely, it was twisted and chilling.

Unrealistic nouns and mismatched verbs were strangely joined together to describe horrific things.

[Our next Late-Night Talk Show guest looked into which organ is the true source of love—the head or the heart—with such exquisite detail. The skill of the excision surgery was truly marvelous! It's a must-watch.]

[Oh, absolutely! You’re most welcome. You can expect even more….]

“…….”

Cold sweat pooled in my left hand as I gripped the steering wheel.

Before I knew it, the ghost was staring at me.

Intently.

It was staring.

“Excuse me…… are you enjoying this?”

“…….”

“I’maskedifyou’reenjoyingthis”

“Ah, sorry. I’m focusing on the road, so I’ve only been half-listening… but he’s quite the smooth talker.”

“Hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee-hee.”

I felt like I was going crazy.

Meanwhile, the radio show proceeded smoothly.

[The Late-Night Talk Show is always such a thrillingly scary and enjoyable time. Braun, what kind of hobbies do you enjoy when you’re not hosting your show?]

[Ah! Hobbies… playing the piano, selecting a fine wine, and taking a bath are always great companions in life. Choosing hobbies that are so easy to draw inspiration from is a chronic illness of an Entertainer. And….]

[I also enjoyed conversations with a good friend.]

“…….”

[A friend of Braun’s! Could we hear more about that? Perhaps a phone call —aaagh—or something….]

Good grief.

[Oh, how sad, but we’ve lost touch recently, so I’m afraid a phone call would be difficult.]

[Oh dear, you must be so disappointed.]

[Ah, it's a heartbreaking disappointment! But fortunately….]

[I already know a few things about how my friend is doing.]

My throat went dry.

“Excuse me.”

[Apparently, he participated in a barbecue event at a mart. And he bought an ugly doll. Goodness, it's such a relatable and silly thing to do. And….]

“It’s a bit noisy……. Turn it offquickly.”

I reached for the radio, trying my best not to let my hand tremble.

[Right now, he’s wearing glass instead of an arm!]

“…….”

[Oh my, glass for an arm! Wouldn’t it be too fragile and difficult to move? Issayingitlikethisenoughpleaseisit?]

[Oh, indeed it is. This Braun is deeply concerned…. Especially if a stupid and useless animal is attached to the glass as well!]

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

[That is quite foolish…….]

I managed to press the button.

Click.

“…….”

“…….”

Just as silence was about to settle after the radio cut out.

[…judgment, my goodness!]

The radio turned itself back on.

[It’s such a shame that I can’t convey these words because my friend is out of reach due to unavoidable circumstances.]

“Whydon’tyouturnofftheradiowhyissointerrupted? Hey, if you won’t turn it off, let me out……. I have to get off, open the door too…”

The ghost whispered.

“And help me out I can’t get out alone… I don’t ha ve fe et”

“…….”

[Could we check if he can be reached?]

I turned my head.

Now that I looked, the thing in the passenger seat had no legs.

To be precise, there were only cross-sections that looked as if they had been torn off at the ankles.

It was merely pretending to walk with a limp using those stumps.

“I can’t walk alone… I have togowithyou”

Drip, drip.

Blood was falling.

No, it seemed it had been falling from the start.

Blood was now gushing out like crazy from under the drenched passenger seat, soaking the floor and overflowing.

It flowed all the way to the driver’s seat, reaching my shoes and the pedals….

[Hmm, just a moment.]

“…….”

[There’s no need to check right now. My friend must be doing his best.]

The voice deepened.

[Oh, a famous maxim comes to mind: 'Heaven helps those who help themselves.' Similar phrases with magically similar meanings have been passed down and used across different cultures. In that sense….]

[My friend, who is doing his best, deserves some special help.]

A warm voice spoke.

[You may turn off the radio now. Friend.]

“…….”

[A guest has arrived.]

Screeeech.

I barely managed to slam on the brakes.

I almost hit someone.

‘Ha.’

A person with a hand outstretched was reflected in the windshield. A hand with a thumb up, as if hitchhiking.

The Dokkaebi on my right arm made the same thumb shape and then lowered it.

‘No.’

Cold sweat poured down my back.

The radio… seemed to have turned off by chance while I was grabbing the wheel.

“Oh? A person…… it’s a person, right?”

The ghost seemed to have shifted its interest.

…To the potential passenger outside.

If there is a passenger trying to hitch a ride in the middle of your journey, do not refuse and quietly let them into the back seat.

There have been cases where the ghost follows the passenger out if you refuse.

A hand tapped on the back seat window, then opened the door somewhat clumsily.

However, please note that there have been several sightings of non-human entities trying to hitch a ride.

Since the taxi you are currently driving has already become a Supernatural Phenomenon, please keep in mind that strange beings may board. In this case, you may refuse for your safety. Always remember: your life comes first.

‘Ha.’

Please, don’t get in, just go.

The floor of the front seats was still pooled with blood.

They'd surely run away screaming, so if it were a normal person, they might leave on their own even if I couldn't refuse them….

“Excuse me.”

“…….”

A nonchalant voice was heard.

“Uhm… is this how you do it…. Please take me to… Seoul Station.”

…….

Why is this person here?

The new passenger was reflected in the rearview mirror.

Light-colored, shaggy hair, a pale and slender build, and a blank face that looked tired and bothered by everything.

‘J3.’

The Sergeant of Daydream Corporation was trying to take a taxi with a voice that sounded like everything was a nuisance…!

‘This is insane.’

The security team was allowed to go out after sunset, but why was he in the middle of these mountains? And why on earth Seoul Station….

Did this taxi attract a Contaminated person because it became a ghost story itself?

I didn't know, but the important thing was this.

—The Sergeant thinks I’m someone who died a month ago.

‘…Did he catch on?’

Did he recognize me? No, my hair was shaggy, I was wearing glasses, and he could barely see my back, so the chances were low.

Be calm, stay calm….

“Um, there's someone who boarded first, so I have to take them to their destination first.”

“I don’t mind…”

Even though the car must have been thick with the smell of incense, burning, and blood, the Sergeant’s voice was nonchalant.

“Wowone morecameone more. I love it.”

“Ah, that’s a relief…. Then I’ll get in…….”

The Sergeant sat down carefully in the back and closed the door.

“…….”

“Excuse me… why aren’t you leaving……?”

Ha.

I started the taxi.

‘I’m seriously going to lose it.’

In the silence, I followed the route again.

—Speed enforcement zone ahead.

I slowed down.

“Please go fast…….”

A flat whisper came from the ghost in the passenger seat.

I wanted to go fast and escape this hair-raising situation just as it said, but I couldn't.

If you violate traffic laws, the Passenger Ghost will clap its hands in delight and try to cause an accident. Its intention is to get out of the car afterward, so you must not comply.

Ha.

“…I might get caught, so please bear with me for a bit.”

“……."

The limp, long hair turned its head toward me.

I felt its gaze.

“Excuse me.”

“Excuse me… I said go fast.”

“Can’t you see that thing chasing us from behind?”

“I can see it? Oh? It’s going to catch us…… it caught us.”

Thump.

A red handprint appeared on the passenger window.

Thump thump thump thump thump thump thump thump

Red handprints appeared on every window.

On the windshield, on the rearview mirror, thick red gore clumped together and blood trickled down.

…Inside the car.

Then I realized.

These handprints weren't being made from the outside, but from the inside.

As if hands were pounding everywhere, trying to get out.

“…….”

Cold sweat ran down the back of my neck.

The head of the ghost in the passenger seat tilted to the side, then further, then strangely, it flipped upside down, its chin pointing up and its mouth becoming visible…….

“We want to get out. Go fast or we’ll get out fast, fast, dri—….”

“Hmm.”

The sound of someone clearing their throat came from the back seat.

“You really have no manners.”

A giant black tongue lunged from behind the passenger seat, dripping saliva as it swallowed the entire passenger seat whole.

“……!”

Crrr-ack. The ghost’s long hair was severed. A long black tongue, teeth sprouting everywhere, bizarrely twisted eyeballs, and a long snout covered the entire front right seat.

“Mannerless little lamb… pig… red child…….”

The beast grew larger.

The snout gaped open toward the driver’s seat, and vicious claws protruded.

At the moment my hands on the wheel trembled, —Approaching the destination.

“…….”

“…….”

I managed to declare.

“We have almost arrived.”

The shadow stopped.

Silence.

Silence.

And….

“Ah, sorry…….”

Everything disappeared.

“…….”

The interior of the vehicle was empty.

The bizarre and giant snout of the black, strange monster was gone. As if it had been that way from the start, a hollow silence filled the car.

The only one left was the ghost in the passenger seat.

“…….”

The ghost in the passenger seat was staring blankly into space as if it had become an idiot.

As if it were under a Curse.

…That was eerie in a different way.

Enduring the skin-crawling sensation, I managed to continue driving safely.

And a few seconds later.

—Arrived at Sajiyuk Cemetery. Guidance is ending.

The navigation flickered and cut out.

…In the middle of a mountain road.

The headlights illuminated a sign right in front of the vehicle.

DANGER!

※ BEWARE OF FALLS ※

Do not lean or climb.

Ahead was a cliff.

‘Ha.’

Suppressing my trembling hands, I unlocked the passenger door.

“We have arrived. Guest.”

And the moment I slowly turned my head.

There was already no one in the passenger seat.

The blood that had been pooled beneath it, the acrid smell of burning, and the strange laughter were all gone.

“…….”

If the ghost disappears at the destination, the agent has successfully completed the mission.

Give the signal to the person in charge waiting at the location and hand over the taxi to the headquarters’ Misfortune-Warding Specialist before dawn.

Thank you for your dedication.

Phew.

I finally took my hands off the wheel.

At that moment, someone tapped gently on the driver's window.

Tap, tap.

…It was Agent Bronze!

“Wait, uh, Officer…!”

I hurriedly rolled down the window, poked my head out, lowered my voice, and glanced at the back seat.

“I have another passenger on board.”

“…!”

“I’ll take this person to their destination and be right back.”

“…! Understood.”

Agent Bronze, who fortunately took my panic as a Rookie Agent's alarm at a situation involving a Civilian, let me go.

I rolled up the window and left the strange cliff in the mountains.

In the side mirror of the departing vehicle, I saw a strange light flash from that Sajiyuk Cemetery…….

“…….”

Ha.

I did it.

‘I didn't faint…!’

I almost screamed at the ghost to just get out halfway through.

‘My hands are still shaking.’

It was a mess, but I was just glad it ended safely.

Now, I just have to take the Sergeant to his destination… right. Where was it, Seoul Station? On the way there, I can just make a fuss about seeing a ghost a few times.

Treating all of this as a hallucination.

I glanced at the back seat.

Still, that thing earlier… it was truly terrifying, but as a result, I'm grateful for the help.

‘In the past, I would have bought him something and visited.’

Like the donuts the Sergeant used to prefer.

But he wouldn't even recognize me now, so making a bit of a fuss about seeing a ghost and then quietly performing the duties of a taxi driver before parting ways would be…….

“…So you were alive.”

……!

“Thank goodness….”

Ah.
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…The phrase ‘It’s a relief you’re alive’ implies two premises.

That you know the person.

And that you assumed the person would be dead.

All of this pointed to one thing.

The Sergeant had recognized me, sitting in the taxi driver's seat, as Assistant Manager Kim Soleum of the Field Exploration team, who had been declared dead.

‘……Since when?’

I checked the Sergeant sitting in the back seat through the mirror. The Sergeant was wearing a worn-out security uniform like civilian clothes, with a hat pulled low.

His face was hard to see.

Yet, for some reason, he seemed relieved.

Suddenly, words Supervisor Park Minseong had said to me came to mind.

—Sergeant Jay of the Security Team asks about you occasionally, but I just… didn’t tell him you went missing in the Darkness. Still, it seemed like he already knew a few days ago.

…Someone with the Sergeant’s seniority would have already seen many newcomers to the Daydream Inc. Field Exploration team get ground down.

Yet, he seemed to have worried about me because we were acquaintances…….

‘I’m thankful, and I’m sorry.’

Moreover, I was surprised that even after recognizing me, he didn't pretend to notice and had waited quietly until now, considering the situation.

Of course, as long as I was currently acting as an industrial spy, I couldn't easily have a touching reunion.

Especially since Director Ho seemed to have grasped that D-Squad knew of my survival, I couldn't afford to increase the risk further.

‘The Sergeant isn't the type to go around blabbing that he saw me.’

I just needed to give him a brief hint to keep the secret when he got out.

After organizing my thoughts, I spoke in the voice of the kindest taxi driver possible.

“Oh dear, what was all that about… my heart almost stopped. Now, customer. You said you were going to Seoul Station, right? It should take about 40 minutes to arrive….”

“Ah, that… I don’t have to go anymore….”

“……Pardon?”

I reflexively looked at the Sergeant through the mirror.

The Sergeant met my eyes in the mirror and smiled faintly.

“Because the reason to go is gone…?”

“…….”

Wait a minute.

—Um, is this the right way to do it…. Please take me to… Seoul Station for the high-speed rail.

Seoul Station for the high-speed rail.

…This is also the starting point of the Tamra-bound Express Train, the Darkness where I was publicly known to have gone missing for a long time.

‘No way.’

No. There’s no way. I fixed my gaze forward.

And yet… in the end, I spoke.

“…Ah, did you decide to meet the person somewhere else?”

“Not exactly… I already met them.”

“…….”

“It’s alright….”

Ah, damn it.

He really came looking for my whereabouts?

‘A person who can’t even go out except at night.’

It’s been over a month since I went missing, and everyone else had long since declared me dead with no hope, yet this employee came to ride the high-speed rail to chase my traces at this hour just because we knew each other… man.

Is it because I already knew his story from back when he was a Named Character leader of B-Squad, before he joined the Security Team? It felt strangely more thankful and emotional.

And I began to contemplate.

“…….”

If it’s this much, wouldn’t he be trustworthy?

‘…The Sergeant was originally a person with no loyalty or passion for the company.’

In that case.

I checked one more time.

“Ah, customer. By any chance, are you out on business? Does the company reimburse your taxi fares, or, well, do they know your location and receive reports….”

“Um…… No. They don’t know….”

The Sergeant stated firmly.

“They don’t care about me that much anymore… lately, they’ve been loosening up on… outings a lot.”

“…….”

Good.

“Then, would you like to go for a short drive with me before the sun rises?”

“……!”

I turned off the vehicle's navigation and set the route on my personal phone.

The destination… a place accessible with the keywords ‘empathy, attention, toy.’

The lab where the prototype device of Daydream Inc. is located.

I stopped the taxi at the destination, and as soon as I got out with the Sergeant, I called him.

“Mr. Jay.”

The Sergeant didn't even look surprised as he quickly raised his head.

However, he looked somewhat relieved.

“Ah, so the taxi wasn't Contaminated by Darkness….”

“…Pardon?”

“Because… it could have been Contaminated while riding the high-speed rail… and placed as a driver for another form of transport…?”

“…….”

Wait a minute. Did he think I had been so Contaminated by a ghost story that I had actually become a Ghost Story Taxi driver, and he was just playing along?!

‘If things had gone wrong, he might have tried to drag me out of the taxi.’

I broke into a slight cold sweat. I was glad we got out before the misunderstanding spread that far.

“No, it’s not like that. Still… thank you for worrying.”

“Yes… I’m glad….”

‘I almost had the rare experience of entering a ghost story's maw….’

I sighed inwardly with relief and locked the car door the Sergeant had exited from.

Then, suddenly, a question occurred to me.

“Excuse me, but why did you suddenly hail a taxi in the mountains?”

Could he have gotten lost while trying to walk all the way to Seoul Station….

“The mountains?”

A puzzled voice.

“I was… in front of the company.”

“…?!”

The explanation that followed was this.

As expected, the Sergeant had intended to walk blankly from the front of the company to Seoul Station.

Since it was early dawn, public transport was all cut off, and he said he had forgotten how to call a taxi.

Then he spotted it.

A strangely eye-catching taxi.

“And I heard the sound of the radio….”

“…!!”

“Listening to the radio, um, it made me remember when I used to take taxis….”

So, he had impulsively followed and caught the taxi, albeit awkwardly.

……There was only one possible cause to deduce from this story.

‘…Braun!’

Edited space-time and spotlights.

The skill of the show business ghost story Host was impressive enough to send chills down my spine.

And the way the Sergeant recognized me was also impressive….

“The smell.”

“……!”

“I have a good nose….”

It was a very persuasive statement coming from someone who had clearly been Contaminated by a ghost story of an animal with a snout….

Anyway, I roughly grasped the situation. I shook my head once and moved nearby.

The place I wanted to show the Sergeant.

“This way.”

A door disguised as a manhole cover leaning against a wall in an alleyway.

“It would be better to go inside and talk in detail.”

And I opened the door and went down.

“Oh….”

With a spiritless exclamation, the Sergeant trudged down after me and froze for a moment the second he saw the laboratory Doorplate.

Dream Incubation Room.

“…….”

“Is this… the company…….”

“I don't think so.”

I opened the laboratory door and showed it to the Sergeant.

“But, it seems to be related.”

“……!”

The person I knew who had worked at the company the longest and was most deeply involved, yet had no particular personal interest.

The former leader of B-Squad of the Elite Squad looked at the fundamental research lab of Daydream Inc.’s pharmaceutical technology, his eyes darkening.

“Is there anything that catches your eye, Mr. Jay?”

Instead of his usual sluggish movements that lacked even a tear's worth of motivation, the Sergeant explored the lab with clean and swift motions.

Even his eyes looked like those of a different person.

“Um, there are many unusual items here, so I hope you don't overexert yourself.”

No answer came back.

He even tried to skim through the research journal I had thrown away because I couldn't handle it, and I snatched it back in a panic as a bizarre black shadow tried to spring out over the Sergeant.

“…….”

“…….”

Only after such a thorough search did the Sergeant speak.

“…Excuse me, this place… who told you about it…? An employee?”

“No, I just happened to find a hint in another ghost story. After finding it, strangely, it didn't seem to belong to Daydream Inc.”

“…….”

“Even though it clearly looks like a prototype of the same technology.”

The Sergeant gave a silent Positive.

“Do you have any ideas about this space? Even if it's partial or just a suspicion.”

“…Um.”

As the Sergeant looked around the old lab space that looked as if it were already dead, he spoke with a peculiar expression.

“Excuse me. Do you happen to know…? That our company discards Darkness….”

…!!

“No.”

Actually, I do know.

Because I personally witnessed that setting being updated several times with more plausibility.

However, it was information that would be too awkward for a new employee to know, so it was right to hear it directly from the Sergeant.

“What do you mean by discarding Darkness?”

“I mean… if no more solution can be extracted even after a person clears it… they throw it away….”

“…….”

“Because it’s no longer useful….”

That’s right.

A ghost story that has no more productivity from Daydream Inc.’s perspective.

When a Darkness loses its supernatural presence, Dream Essence Liquid is no longer collected.

In this case, it is discarded after the registration number cancellation process, and some of these Darknesses are recycled through processes such as research and recharging.

Here, ‘losing supernatural presence’ usually refers to cases where so many Exploration Records have accumulated that the Manual has become too complete.

‘They’ve fully grasped that ghost story.’

When the non-routine mystery and sense of wonder vanish, and many employees handle it routinely without tension.

When all mechanisms are identified and there is no longer anything unsettling or room for imagination, that ghost story eventually becomes reality.

Just a somewhat dangerous reality.

It becomes no different from a high-risk industrial site.

Of course, since it was originally a ghost story, some eerie parts that could serve as unrealistic triggers would remain.

Like the research journal covered in blood and filth that the Sergeant was tapping now.

“Things like this… it feels like that kind of discarded Darkness….”

Hmm.

Then does that mean there's a high probability that this space itself was originally a ghost story?

If I piece it together….

‘Daydream Inc. extracted pharmaceutical technology from this ghost story… and in the process of stripping it so thoroughly, the ghost story itself disappeared… perhaps?’

Anyway, it meant it has now become a relatively safe space, so that was good information.

“And this….”

The Sergeant picked up the key card that had been lying in front of the dream incubator.

The ID card I had found on the body of the dead researcher.

Cheerful Researcher

■■■

“This… does it really say ‘Cheerful’…?”

“That’s how I saw it too.”

“Ah, I knew it.”

Fiddling with the key card, the Sergeant spoke slowly with his gaze lowered.

“Then by any chance… do you know… the ‘Cheerful Research Institute’?”

“…!”

The moment I heard that specific name.

I realized.

The reason why I felt a strange sense of déjà vu with the word ‘Cheerful.’

‘…The Cheerful Research Institute!’

From the Mysterious Candle Kit I possessed to the theme park ghost story I explored before.

I had consistently encountered it, but it was the origin of those ghost stories that I had passed over as supplementary information.

An organization mentioned several times in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

Ghost story makers.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Organizations

Cheerful Research Institute

A bizarre group that creates ghost stories with a toy concept. Scale, personnel, and purpose are all unknown.

Products of the Cheerful Research Institute are found in various places, from various ghost story shopping platforms like Delusion Home Shopping, Cosmic shopping mall, and Today's Catalog to old attics in the countryside.

They are often registered as Darkness in Daydream Inc. The most famous case is that very theme park.

==========

“Um… there are ghost stories that make ghost stories… and the company prefers those….”

The Sergeant explains.

That the Cheerful Research Institute is an organization whose name can be encountered quite frequently within Daydream Inc.

And also information I was hearing for the first time.

“I heard that even the very first Darkness registered at the company had a Cheerful Research Institute tag attached to it….”

Huh?

“…What kind of Darkness was that, by any chance?”

“I don’t know. I just overheard the Directors talking… saying it had already been discarded…….”

My goodness.

“You… remember all of that?”

The Sergeant’s eyes stared at me blankly.

“I remember everything about the company…. Everything.”

“…….”

“Other things… I’ve forgotten a lot of this and that though…….”

“…Do you happen to want to find them again?”

The Sergeant pulled his hat down.

“Not really… it’s not like I only have good memories.”

“…….”

Isn't that just because you've forgotten them?

“I understand. Still, wouldn't it be alright to look for good memories if the chance arises later? Like especially delicious food. Or fun places.”

“Um.”

The Sergeant’s voice brightened slightly.

“That… might not be bad.”

“Right?”

I nodded with a smile.

“Thank you for kindly telling me all sorts of things even though we came to a strange place so suddenly. There probably aren't many employees who know that the first ghost story of Daydream Inc. had a Cheerful Research Institute tag….”

“Originally, one isn't supposed to know….”

“…….”

No.

The Sergeant put his index finger to his lips.

“So don’t spread rumors…. If you don’t want to meet the Security Team….”

A chill ran down my spine.

“Of course… since Mr. Roe Deer… escaped by pretending to be dead…… it might take some time for the Security Team to find you though.”

“…?!”

Pretending to be dead…? Ah, right.

“Um, I didn't manage to escape the company….”

“…?!”

“I’ve joined Director Ho’s Project team now.”

Only then did I quickly explain my recent situation. I moderately omitted the part about being missing in a ghost story for a month, and focused on telling him that I was grinding away under the Director’s direct TF team.

“I applied because I thought it was the fastest way to get a Wish Ticket.”

“…….”

“I’m also not supposed to tell anyone about this, so I’d appreciate it if you kept it a secret.”

“I have no one to tell….”

Whoops.

After saying something sad so nonchalantly, the Sergeant looked into the air as if in deep thought.

“Director Ho… all the Directors of this company are out of their minds….”

Yes. I think I know that very well now….

“Do you happen to know much about Director Ho?”

“No…. Director Ho… came as a Director after I joined the Security Team….”

Ah.

“I’ve seen Director Cheong a few times…. But that was all a long time ago…….”

The Sergeant looked around.

“Anyway… don’t tell the Directors about this….”

“Of course.”

Since the employee who originally discovered this facility and reported it to the company is dead, I have no intention of doing so.

However, since it has come to this….

‘…Shall I share a bit more definitely?’

Since I’ve already shared the location with the Sergeant. And he continues to show trust and give me information even after seeing my incredibly suspicious situation.

‘Wouldn't it be better to solidify our relationship of trust one more time here?’

I should also tell him what I know.

I had confirmed that he was a decent person, from the detailed records of when he was a Named Character in the <Dark Exploration Record> to the actual person in front of me now.

‘Okay.’

“…Mr. Jay, then could you take a look at this?”

I reactivated the dormant dream incubator with the key card.

With a whirring sound, the panel and glass tubes lit up….

      

“…!”

“It seems that pressing these can create a syrup similar to the Daydream Potion.”

I even showed him the pipe and explained the method I used to charge the Dream Essence.

“I’ll be able to charge Dream Essence separately in the future….”

“That.”

A light came into the Sergeant’s eyes.

“An Elite Team Collector.”

Ah.

“Yes. By chance, I got my hands on one whose number isn't registered with the company.”

“…….”

The Sergeant carefully reached out and, very lightly, touched the Collector I was holding before pulling his hand back.

“…They said they didn't make them anymore…….”

“…….”

Did the Sergeant use this style of Collector when he was in B-Squad?

“Are you sure… you won’t be tracked…?”

“Yes. It’s an item that was never registered with the company.”

“I see…….”

The Sergeant didn't even ask where I got it.

He just looked at the Collector with eyes full of Nostalgia, then soon turned his gaze to the buttons of the dream incubator.

“…Are there any emoticons you recognize?”

“No…. But this machine itself… is similar to the ones I saw at the company….”

“…!”

As I thought.

“Does the company also make potions with similar machines?”

“Probably… um.”

The Sergeant looked at me and smiled faintly.

“If you’re curious… shall I look into it a bit…? The Cheerful Research Institute and… this and that…….”

…!

“Wouldn't that be dangerous for you?”

“…….”

The Sergeant returned to his listless face and spoke as if even shaking his head was too much trouble.

“It’s not dangerous….”

W-well, if you say so.

“Thank you.”

“Yeah….”

Just like that, I gained an internal collaborator within the company.

“Still, it could be dangerous, so I have just three requests following this policy.”

The Sergeant, a reliable veteran despite his lack of energy.

A short while later.

“Get home safe.”

“Yeah.”

Before the sun rose, the Sergeant returned home safely.

After talking with the Sergeant, I pressed a new emoticon and obtained a potion.

For the record, the one I pressed... was this.

 

...I admit it was a button I never would have pressed if I were alone.

‘Whew.’

I originally intended to give it to the Sergeant as a token of thanks, but he refused with dead fish eyes....

-I... don't need something like that.

-…Yes.

Let’s give him something else next time.

I toyed with the glass bottle that had appeared in my pocket as I saw the Sergeant off.

…For the record, (though it’s not very surprising) the Sergeant didn't even have a cell phone, let alone a smartphone.

I bought a prepaid SIM card at a convenience store, backed up the smartphone I had originally been using, reset it, and handed it over with the SIM card inserted.

And I bought a new phone as soon as the store opened.

“You can contact me at this number.”

“Yes….”

How should I put it? Aside from donuts, he seems like a man completely lacking in worldly desires....

‘Do people end up like that when they reach a very deep contamination state?’

On my way to return the taxi, I dropped off the Sergeant, who was about to trudge along, at a spot about a 12-minute walk from his company.

“Oof.”

And just like that, the long night shift ended.

‘The Disaster Management Bureau work was wrapped up nicely, too!’

I returned the taxi on time and was evaluated as having performed my assigned role successfully!

“Good work today.”

“Not at all...!”

I suffered like hell, but it’s right to deny it here. I ignored my right hand, which was trying to give me a thumbs-up, and bowed my head toward Agent Bronze.

After getting plenty of rest on my days off and learning how to handle the related paperwork a few days later.

“You will be working here today.”

At the Disaster Management Bureau headquarters where I returned to work, I saw a familiar face again.

Jang Heowoon.

“Ah…!”

My colleague’s eyes twinkled when he saw me, then he hurriedly bowed his head as if greeting me.

The superior standing in front of him chuckled and extended a hand to Agent Bronze beside me.

“It’s been a while, Agent Bronze. Ah, and this is the Rookie Agent?”

“Yes, yes…! It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

That’s right.

Today was the Field Cleanup Unit assignment I had been waiting for...!

‘I’ll definitely show them my aptitude!’

“…….”

I didn't show it....

Chapter 152

The beginning of the total f-up dates back to when I arrived for work at the Field Cleanup Unit.

Until then, everything was going smoothly.

“Alright, introductions, everyone. This is our rookie, Agent Hwagak.”

A scholarly-looking, middle-aged female boss introduced me and Jang Heowoon. We spoke to each other as if it were our first time and shared our agent names.

“Um, I’m called Grapes…. It’s n-nice to meet you….”

“…?! Hmph, cough, yes….”

For some reason, Jang Heowoon had a sudden coughing fit, but it passed without further incident, and everyone exchanged smiles and greetings.

The team leader of Jujak Team 2, which was the Field Cleanup Unit, was chatting with Agent Bronze. Having heard from him that I wanted to join her team, she dropped a few hints in the conversation.

“Haha, my kid is still a rookie too, so it would be great to have someone around the same age on the team.”

“Yes. I look forward to working with you.”

Thank you, Agent Bronze…!

I hid my desire to grin widely and instead hunched my shoulders, pretending to be nervous. Jang Heowoon looked at me and then hastily averted his gaze.

“Now, the place we’re going today… yes, it’s not difficult, so it should be perfect for two rookies.”

The team leader laughed and patted us both on the shoulder.

“It just so happens to be a ghost story where Agent Choi from Hyunmoo Team 1 just finished rescuing a civilian. Ah, Agent Bronze belongs to Hyunmoo Team 1—you’ve heard of them, right?”

“Yes…!”

I heard so much I practically almost had a membership forced upon me….

At any rate, the Jujak Team 2 leader gave us a clean briefing on the Supernatural Disaster we were to enter today.

And even safety precautions.

“If you feel like you absolutely can’t do it, just say so. Agent Grapes’ senior is on standby outside.”

“Thank you…!”

But that won’t happen.

I will definitely finish the Field Cleanup Unit’s mission perfectly and show them a perfect set of paperwork…!

Furthermore.

‘I’m familiar with this ghost story.’

No, it wasn't just familiar; it was practically intimate. So much so that it wouldn't have mattered if my Pop-socket was restored or not.

‘I watched people argue all night about how to finish this Dark Exploration Record.’

And because the ghost story had concluded in a way I found rational, I remembered it well as I had gone to work the next day fueled by dopamine.

Of course, it was the type of ghost story I feared the most.

But the ghost-like part was already over! No ghosts would appear!

In terms of cleanup, it was similar to the taxi from last time, but much better in the sense that no supernatural entities would jump out. It was literally just a field cleanup…!

“Wearing this makes me feel at ease.”

As he put on the white, quarantine-suit-like Agent uniform provided for cleaning, Jang Heowoon spoke in a bright voice.

“It really does…!”

It covered me from head to toe, giving me a sense of psychological security.

When I replied with a bright smile, Jang Heowoon’s expression became somewhat ambiguous for some reason. Was I acting too friendly…?

“Now, Agent Hwagak, let’s do one more field briefing.”

“Yes!”

Following the team leader’s instruction to encourage himself, Jang Heowoon spoke to me quite briskly.

“The Supernatural Disaster we have to clean up today is located in Dobong-gu, and the expected time for completion is 3 hours. Its characteristics are as follows….”

A clear description followed.

“A public phone booth that tells scary stories.”

A neighborhood in Seoul where the sun is setting. It stands alone on a remote roadside.

A dilapidated public phone booth.

Something rarely seen in Korea nowadays, it had a light blue roof.

Its Exterior was that of a normal public phone booth produced in the 1980s. It looked old, but when a call was attempted, it connected normally.

Several old phone number advertisement stickers, seemingly from long ago, were plastered messily on the walls.

Most of the Company names on the stickers next to the phone were no longer in business.

However, if one called the number on a 12cm x 7cm advertisement sticker finished in deep red and yellow that said ‘I will tell you a scary story,’ the phone would tell a scary story related to public phones.

(The number is 13 digits long, and it does not connect if one tries to call from another device outside the booth.)

Users of the booth testified to feeling an intense urge to call the number upon seeing the sticker.

The Supernatural Disaster occurred from there.

And the scary story in question would actually happen inside the booth.

Earlier this afternoon, the Emergency Rescue Squad rescued a civilian caught in the ghost story in that phone booth.

And so, we just had to clean up the eerie ‘site’ swept over by that ghost story….

The current situation was,

The inside of the booth was filled with bright red blood, which was bursting out and soaking the ground outside.

“…….”

“…….”

Wow.

‘I want to run away.’

But if I can’t do this, they’ll suggest I resign.

I swallowed hard.

“Let’s go in.”

“Ye-yes….”

Jang Heowoon, who was also weak against blood, looked like he was about to faint, but as he was also a spy, he couldn't back down.

So the two of us approached the phone booth with stiff movements.

The receiver was dangling from its cord, dropped on the floor, and it seemed as though the blood had poured out from there….

“I will… take photos….”

“A-ah… yes!”

I lifted the camera and zoomed in, centering the phone booth.

‘…Something is floating on the blood.’

It was an organ.

Goosebumps erupted.

‘Please, just stop.’

Th-think. The civilian was rescued safely, so that’s no different from a prop. Right, just think of it as entering a haunted house….

‘Haunted houses are scary too!’

Just endure it!

I scolded myself and lowered the camera, having barely managed a burst of shots. Beside me, Jang Heowoon approached the booth with stiff steps, opened the door, and inserted the ‘cleaning device.’

Misfortune Swallower.

Exclusive Equipment for the Field Cleanup Unit that looked like an industrial vacuum cleaner began to steadily suck up the blood.

However, due to the limited size of the intake, we had to manually collect anything ‘larger than that.’

“…….”

“Are you, um, alright?”

“Yes, yes… since, my whole body, is covered….”

Direct contact without a barrier would have been the ultimate ordeal.

Together with Jang Heowoon, who fortunately hadn't fainted, I entered the booth and began cleaning.

Holy f-….

Suppressing my curses, I grabbed the intestines and rounded organs and put them into the dedicated collection bin.

Since there was no immediate danger to my life, I was sober enough to calmly and fully savor the horror in its entirety.

I couldn't stand this more…!

‘Save me.’

Physiologically, I ended up squeezing my eyes shut a few times.

Watching that sight, Jang Heowoon marveled even with his pale face.

“Um, you look very much like you're acting—no, like a proper rookie…!”

“…….”

“Ah, in a g-good way.”

“…Thank you.”

I’m not acting….

Suppressing words I couldn't say, I continued cleaning quickly and mechanically. Ugh.

Fortunately, the blood inside the booth drained away easily.

And perhaps thanks to the effect of the protective-suit-like Uniform we were wearing, the work proceeded more smoothly than I had thought when I first saw the state of this crazy booth.

‘Don’t look too closely.’

Trying my best not to think about how I’d have to count how many organ pieces there were once we finished, I cleaned up the ghost-story-style filth inside the booth.

Next, I’ll spray the Disinfectant….

Next……

“Pardon?”

“Yes?”

“Just now, what were you saying to do next….”

Ah. Did I perhaps speak my thoughts out loud because I was so nervous…?

Next i…….

“…….”

“…….”

We slowly turned our heads.

The head of the phone, which had been submerged in blood, was revealed as the vacuum sucked the blood away.

The clinging blood was dripping down—drip, drip—to the floor.

Drip. Drip.

It revealed.

A clean speaker.

[To hear the next scary story, please press 4.]

Thud.

The booth door closed.

“…!!”

[To hear the next scary story, please press 4.]

We reflexively moved away from the phone.

From the phone, the mechanical static noise characteristic of a recorded voice playing automatically could be heard.

“The phone, it hasn't hung up yet…!”

Beep.

A short electronic sound.

…One of the number buttons on the body of the public phone was pressed by itself.

The first button in the second row.

4.

Ring-ring-ring-ring!

[I will now tell you the next scary story….]

I ran to the phone.

And reflexively, like a madman, I pressed the pound key repeatedly and shouted into the receiver.

“The date is currently March 7, 202X. There’s no way there would be a public phone booth in Dobong-gu. That’s a truly scary story, isn't it?”

[]

“I’ve already heard the next scary story!”

The call stopped.

‘Now…!’

“Agent, this!!”

I almost called Jang Heowoon by his real name as I grabbed the body of the public phone with both hands and lifted it into the air.

“…?! Wh-what,”

“Get out of the way!”

And then I threw the whole thing at the glass booth door.

“…!!”

CRASH!!

The booth door shattered, and the public phone rolled onto the sidewalk. And with every roll, it broke more and more, emitting a mixture of eerie recorded screams, button sounds, and dial tones before….

It vanished, leaving only black ash behind.

“…Haaah.”

“Whew, whew….”

Jang Heowoon and I slumped down.

Before we knew it, the glass booth we had entered had also vanished. The surroundings were wide open, and the bin where we had collected the blood-soaked organs was also clean and empty.

Only the loud noise of the vacuum cleaner sucking in empty air could be heard….

‘Phew….’

Haunted phone booth… demolition complete.

‘That was terrifying.’

I almost suffered a terrible fate.

It was just fortunate that the method to conclude this ghost story wasn't that difficult.

‘By informing it that I’m already experiencing a ghost story related to public phones, I create a contradiction, and then by ripping out the phone body and throwing it outside….’

Since the ‘scary story’ is only effective inside the booth, it naturally disappears.

It was a Supernatural Disaster conclusion method that made the ghost story consume itself.

‘It was a method I personally liked, so it’s strange being able to use it like this….’

“Agent Grapes!!”

I could hear the senior agent who had been on standby running toward us.

He must have been surprised by the sudden disappearance of the phone booth. Yes, Agent Bronze, I escaped safely….

“…….”

Wait, hold on.

The senior agent was on standby outside anyway.

‘Then… would it have been fine even if I’d just stayed still?’

And another thing.

‘Instead of cleaning the site, I… completely removed it?’

I looked up.

Agent Bronze, who had run over from outside, was looking this way with a dazed expression.

“…….”

“……."

“Did you just… smash the phone booth?”

Ah.

“Bwahahahaha!!”

“…….”

“Not a cleanup, but destruction! The rookie King of Destruction! Agent Grapes!”

Agent Choi, who was laughing like a madman, gave me a thumbs-up.

“Yeah! Concluding a Supernatural Disaster is the true cleanup! Well done, Hubae!”

I wanted to punch him just once.

‘Ha.’

I suppressed a deep sigh and my irritation as I held down my right hand, which wanted to reflexively give a thumbs-up back.

…I remember the voice of the Jujak Team 2 leader, who had spoken to Agent Bronze with a reluctant tone after I smashed the phone booth….

-It’s quite impressive… but, well, it could have been dangerous. I think it might be better if a more calm-tempered agent joined our team instead.

-…….

Naturally, even if my mouth were torn open, I couldn't say, ‘It was completely safe because it was a countermeasure I’d already seen in the Dark Exploration Records’….

In the end, my actions were taken as those of a timid rookie who, in a slight state of delirium, made a bold and somewhat dangerous decision through intuition and inspiration.

And that fortunately worked out!

Of course, concluding the Supernatural Disaster itself was a staggering achievement, so the ability itself seemed to have been recognized….

……But the evaluation ultimately turned out like this.

-Yes, Agent Bronze’s team would be perfect for that rookie! Emergency Rescue Squad!

Uuugh.

…I saw Jang Heowoon watching me from behind, looking restless, before his expression changed to one that seemed to say, ‘Well, Supervisor Roe Deer is better suited for somewhere else than here.’ I thought I was going to lose my mind.

‘…I could have done the paperwork well, though!’

Because the site had completely vanished, there was nothing left to clean up.

And since the ghost story was completely concluded, I… became the subject of the paperwork instead of the one filing it.

…Just now, I came back from having my testimony collected for data purposes……. By the Jujak Team 2 leader….

“…….”

“Kuk, still, you got to know the rookie on that team. It’s convenient to have someone you know on other teams. It’s good for asking light favors and stuff.”

So why am I meeting Agent Choi now?

“Ah! Sorry. Your team hasn't been officially decided yet. I was getting ahead of myself~ …But since you’re working with our team today.”

Right. Because my next assignment had already been decided.

…As a rookie agent, I am in the middle of experiencing various duties from different departments without distinction for three weeks.

Which means….

“Welcome back to Hyunmoo Team 1!”

I could also be put back on Emergency Rescue Squad duty.

And because of what I did, it seems the human resources department found the suggestion to have me try an Emergency Rescue Squad mission one more time very persuasive.

‘Agent Bronze….’

He seemed to have tried to block it, but since it was something a rookie agent naturally had to do, he seems to have been outmatched….

“Wow~ Some Hubae is lucky. Getting to work with a team that perfectly fits his aptitude today~”

“…….”

Agent Choi stood before me, grinning and rubbing his palms together.

“Today, Hubae~ will be doing a very fulfilling 3-person regular rescue mission!”

Save me.

Chapter 153

Regular rescue mission.

Phrased like that, one might wonder what it could possibly be, but it's actually something that happens quite naturally in reality.

"If people keep tripping and getting hurt in a place I manage, I’d naturally look into it more often. It’s like that."

It refers to the act of performing rescue duties by regularly patrolling and checking if anyone is in danger while working near natural features or facilities where people frequently get into accidents.

It was similar at the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

"We designate a few Supernatural Disasters and enter those ghost stories every few months or so to check on them."

To see if anyone is in need of rescue.

However, one most important prerequisite is added.

-A ghost story where reporting for rescue is impossible.

"It's for people who can't cry out 'Save me~' even if they're caught in a Supernatural Disaster."

Indeed. Due to their nature, some ghost stories make it impossible to request rescue using phones or other means.

In such ghost stories, if Agents can enter and exit relatively safely, the Emergency Rescue Squad conducts rounds as part of their regular duties.

‘…Certainly, there were Exploration Records written based on that setting.’

This was the case when documenting changes over time was a key point of interest, or when points that changed as rounds accumulated were the draw.

In this regard, it could be seen as similar to the assigned Darkness that Daydream Inc. would allocate to employees or teams.

Though the purpose here was incomparably more noble….

Agent Choi, who had been getting on my nerves just moments ago, now wore a fairly reliable expression as he casually brushed back his hair.

"And this ghost story… well, it’s not dangerous as long as you follow the rules quickly and correctly, but due to the nature of those rules, things only run smoothly if it’s a two-person team. It’s a job for two."

Huh?

"But earlier you said it was for three…."

"Right! Our Hubae is the tag-along extra!"

E-Extra….

My mind went blank for a moment at being treated like a tag-along for the first time in my life, but I soon realized it was a huge gain and shut my mouth.

‘Whatever it is, it'll be less scary with more people.’

Besides, the Agents of the Management Bureau likely wouldn't have any trolls among them.

The lineup was even made up of very familiar people.

"Me and Jaekwan!"

Agent Choi roughly traced a shape in the air with his hand for Agent Bronze, who had briefly disappeared for a report, then pointed back and forth between himself and the shape.

Then, that hand pointed toward me.

"And our dear Kkakdugi."

"Y-yes…."

I gave up on everything and gave a hollow Positive.

At that, Agent Choi, who had been peering at my expression, smirked and tapped my shoulder.

"Man, you've got a lot of patience."

"…?"

"Let's go. Jaekwan’s neck is going to grow long from waiting! Your senior will find his way to the destination on his own too~"

Agent Choi led me toward the elevator.

The location was the second basement floor.

"You wonder why the guys who go out for field work are at the headquarters? You can assume most of them are waiting on the second basement floor."

An explanation followed that they were allocated a relatively lower floor because getting out quickly was often a matter of life and death.

And as soon as we stepped out of the elevator and turned the corner of the hallway, a nameplate came into view.

[Hyunmoo Team 1]

Agent Choi opened the door buoyantly.

"Ta-da! Welcome to the Hyunmoo Team 1 standby area!"

The inside was… an unexpectedly cozy space.

There was a circular sofa, a pantry area, blankets, and a bookshelf randomly stuffed with board games, philosophy books, and comic books.

Like the rest areas for officials in public institutions, it didn't have an expensive or modern feel, but it gave off a strange impression of a club room.

Even old doodles remained intact on the whiteboard on the wall.

-The best rescue worker was here

-If you play EDM at my funeral, a Dokkaebi will take you away -I will never forget our Hyunmoo Team 1 forever …It seemed the final messages left by those who could no longer perform their duties were piling up without being erased.

It was the polar opposite of the clean, private individual office spaces of the Elite Squad at Daydream Inc.

"Haha, a fellow who retired a while ago said home interior was his hobby and even picked up a haunted picture frame… isn't it great? Just sitting here makes work come to you automatically!"

"Yes. …It's a pleasant space."

"……."

Agent Choi, who had been silent as if slightly flustered, gave a thin smile.

"Right? I told you it's a good team. I wasn't lying."

"……."

"In that sense, hey, you could join our team too—"

"I'm fine."

I almost gave him an opening.

"Sure, sure! We still have time."

Agent Choi guided me to the sofa, and we sat facing each other to catch our breath for a moment.

There was a table between the two sofas, and it was bumpy because it was covered with a tablecloth, perhaps to keep off dust, but it felt strangely familiar.

"Phew! Let's rest for a bit until Jaekwan gets here."

"Okay."

"And… this."

Agent Choi suddenly wore a slightly warm smile and pulled out a well-sealed piece of paper from his coat.

…It was that scrap of paper I had given him, the one purchased at the Manhole Market.

Gasp.

"I'm sorry, but it seems there's no Supernatural Disaster in the Management Bureau database that matches the writing on this note."

"……."

I suppose so. Since that was just a hint to the location of the laboratory behind the manhole….

And as if used to this situation, Agent Choi added words to soothe the newcomer.

"Perhaps… the Bureau hasn't caught it yet, but these things happen frequently, so let's wait a bit and take our time."

"……."

"Will you be okay?"

He was likely asking because what he said meant, 'I don't think we can save the person this time.'

However, I nodded.

"…Really?"

"Yes."

I took a breath and accepted the note Agent Choi held out.

‘Actually, I’ve already confirmed the corpse of the Researcher I traded with….’

If this were a real situation… I probably would have answered like this.

"Still, I think there's meaning in the fact that we tried."

"……."

Agent Choi didn't respond for a moment.

‘…Was that too cliché?’

In that moment of slight regret.

"Hubae, give that back to me."

"…?!"

Agent Choi reached out his hand to me again.

"I'll look into it just one more time."

"Pardon?"

"Once you've eaten as much experience as I have, you have know-how beyond just the database. I might as well try one more time."

…And so, the paper note went back to Agent Choi.

My conscience hurt a bit, but I endured it since my life was on the line too. I should repay them by working hard like an ox at the Management Bureau….

"……Thank you."

"Okay."

This time, Agent Choi didn't say things like 'join the team if you're grateful,' but just smirked.

‘…Is he planning to ask the informants he knows?’

Agent Choi had so many Exploration Records that he was involved with many factions.

In the end, it meant he had become a character with a wide range of diverse connections.

So, saying he would look into it one more time probably meant he would dig for information outside the Management Bureau as well.

‘It doesn't matter.’

Didn't it literally mean he would just glance over it? It was probably a trick to try and entice me into Hyunmoo Team 1 one more time….

…Wait a minute.

‘Don't tell me… he's actually going to find the ghost story?’

Going into a disastrously unconvincing development where there happens to be a ghost story matching that paper… no, that couldn't be it.

Well, it was just a delusion that made me break into a cold sweat just thinking about it. Let's stop.

And right after Agent Choi tucked the paper note back into his coat, the final Agent for today's mission finally opened the door to the waiting room and entered.

"Oh, Jaekwan!"

Agent Bronze strode in and sat on the sofa.

Right, this is the one I should express the pain of my conscience to!

I abruptly bowed my head.

"Agent Bronze! I'm, well, I'm sorry…."

"…Yes?"

"You went to such lengths for me, but I didn't handle the work properly in the Field Cleanup Unit…."

"……."

I'm apologizing like this, so please give me just one more chance.

I haven't given up on that Field Cleanup Unit yet…!

Then, Agent Bronze let out a small sigh and shook his head.

"You don't have to apologize."

"Exactly~ It's weirder to apologize for an Agent smashing a Supernatural Disaster!"

"……Agent Choi."

"Oh boy, Jaekwan is scary~ Let's work, let's work."

When Agent Bronze glared at him, Agent Choi hurriedly pulled out the briefing documents while feigning innocence.

…Thanks to that, I missed my chance to appeal. I should aim for the next opportunity.

An opportunity will arise again if we go into today's work together anyway.

"Hubae, how far did I get?"

"Ah, you mentioned that today's mission is for a three-person team…."

"Right! But you know what? In addition to that, a very reliable person will be helping us."

Agent Choi pointed to the wall next to the sofa.

A translucent curtain hung loosely there.

"It's our Elder. The Team leader!"

"……."

A curtain?

I barely managed to speak.

"…I, I can't see anyone."

"You can't see them, but you believe they're there!"

"……."

"The Elder heard a newcomer was coming today and insisted on helping."

‘Is this perhaps a hazing for the newcomer?’

I was starting to get confused.

Just as I was about to scour the Dark Exploration Records in my head to see if someone had actually transformed into a curtain or if that was even possible, I ended up standing politely in front of the curtain at Agent Choi's urging.

"Jaekwan stands here, and the Hubae stands in the middle… Great."

Agent Bronze, me, Agent Choi.

Then Agent Choi stepped forward and pulled back the curtain.

Light poured through the gap in the curtains.

"…!!"

Behind the translucent curtain, there was surprisingly a glass window that hadn't been visible.

Of course, since this was the basement, the outside wasn't visible, and only an auspicious and numinous light like an aurora danced outside the window.

A window pane undulating between lattice frames like a paper door.

"Fascinating, isn't it? I heard this was made with some mysterious glass and this and that… but I don't really know."

Agent Choi approached with a smile.

"The important thing is that the Elder watches over this place through this!"

The Elder.

"Who… exactly is the Elder?"

"I told you. He's the Team leader of our Hyunmoo Team 1!"

Surprisingly, Agent Bronze stayed still without rebutting. It meant it was the truth.

"Jaekwan. That."

Agent Bronze politely removed the cloth covering the table between the sofas.

Whoosh.

What was placed on the revealed table was… food.

‘Buckwheat jelly, and… raw chocolate?’

What kind of combination was this?

"Now. Wave your hands."

Agent Choi took the lead and raised both hands. Since even Agent Bronze raised his, I quickly followed suit and raised my hands too.

"May you receive many blessings today as well, Elder!"

Then we all performed a deep bow toward the window.

"…?!"

"We ask for your help with today's mission."

I was out of my mind, having never read about such a thing in the Dark Exploration Records. But like a newcomer, I followed along and bowed.

The moment I stood up.

"…!!"

My body began to shrink.

My field of vision lowered, and my hands and feet became smaller. Everything that came into view wobbled as it grew slightly larger.

No, what was wobbling was my head! My head, which was relatively large compared to my shrunken body, had briefly lost its balance and tottered.

"Heh."

My voice had changed too. And….

The transformation stopped.

"……."

"……."

Now, there were only two things in my sight that hadn't grown larger than before.

The two people on either side of me.

"Preparation complete. Thank you, Elder."

I turned my head.

In the spot where Agent Choi had been, an elementary schooler was standing, looking at me thoroughly as if inspecting me.

No, I mean… it was a young Agent Choi! A child's face displayed that same slickness and ease!

"Are you alright?"

On the other side was Agent Bronze as a child. This one was equally stoic, no, wait….

‘Oh my god.’

I looked down at my hands.

I also saw the arms of the child Dokkaebi Fire, its size reduced to match my shrunken body.

Instead of a thumbs up, it waved its hand at me excitedly.

"Good. Mission preparation complete."

"……."

"Today's Supernatural Disaster is… a place where only 'the proper children of the new nation' can enter normally."

"……."

"So that means we've all become 8-year-old children!"

I think I'm going to lose my mind.
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Rejuvenation.

It is the dream of humanity, but since no one has succeeded with science so far, no one in reality has likely experienced actually becoming younger.

However, in this ghost story world, I am experiencing it… that very rejuvenation!

…Even if my height has been cut in half.

“Achoo.”

“Uh-oh, be careful. Kids catch colds easily.”

I fell silent for a moment as I looked at Agent Choi, who was wearing an excited expression while covering me with a blanket.

It was because it was so absurd.

‘My sense of reality is fading.’

To think I’m eight years old!

My state, having returned to that of a lower-grade elementary school student, was very strange.

All those protagonists in old cartoons who adapted as soon as they turned young were liars. A child’s senses were several times sharper, and my physical strength was strangely overflowing with energy.

I thought I would waddle awkwardly because my reach had shortened, but surprisingly, that wasn’t the case.

“It is because of the Dokkaebi Trick.”

Agent Bronze explained cleanly.

Of course, that was by the standards of a veteran of the <Dark Exploration Record>; for a rookie, it wasn’t clean at all.

So, I gave a reasonable reaction.

“D-Dokkaebi Trick…?”

“You can think of it as a supernatural phenomenon that deceives reality. It’s not a disaster, and it can’t be used for evil purposes at all. Because it’s a ‘prank.’”

Hmm. It was a good explanation.

Glancing at the Dokkaebi Fire dwelling on my arm, I recalled the explanation from the <Dark Exploration Record> I knew.

Dokkaebi Trick

A mysterious ability used by several agents of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

It occasionally manifests when an agent is issued a spiritually potent object related to Dokkaebis specifically tailored for them.

It is said that various abilities derived from traditional Dokkaebi folklore— such as shapeshifting, hiding objects, showing illusions, and playing with fire in mid-air—dwell within them depending on their compatibility with the agent.

“As you’ve probably guessed, the Management Bureau is quite deeply connected to Dokkaebis. So, for now, you can just assume that the Team leader of Hyunmoo Team 1 can also use ‘Dokkaebi Trick.’”

You’re openly telling me that there’s a deeper backstory and that you’ll tell me once I’ve put in more time. Thank you….

“Gasp, Jaekwan, you told him too much! What are we going to do, Hubae? Your memory might get wiped for this!”

“…….”

“Hmph. You’re already not falling for it.”

Agent Bronze pressed his temples. It was quite bizarre to see him doing that with the face of a child who looked like he’d lived through everything the world had to offer…….

“You don’t have to respond when Agent Choi… says things that aren’t directly related to work.”

“Hey! That’s too much. Fine, I’ll just talk about work then!”

The grumbling of the child-version of Agent Choi was slightly less irritating.

“Anyway, so Dokkaebi Trick is basically all a trick~ Keep in mind that we haven’t actually become children of a new nation.”

“Yes.”

I understand what you’re say….

“But the senses deceive the body, and the body deceives the mind.”

Agent Choi poked his head forward with a grin.

Seeing an adult’s expression on a child’s face felt somewhat eerie, giving me a bit of a chill.

“While you’re in this form, strangely, you won’t be able to control your emotions, your stamina will be overflowing, and your strength will weaken.”

Because it’s a child.

“That’s why we’re in two-man cells. If there’s a colleague who’s turned into a kid next to you, you try to keep your wits about you to take care of them, so the adult ego manifests a bit~”

“…….”

I see.

“A prank is just a prank, so be careful not to be swallowed by it!”

“Yes…! I will keep that in mind.”

“Aigoo, our rookie is so good at answering.”

Around that time, the Management Bureau vehicle that was transporting us stopped.

Ah, because it was difficult to ride a bike due to physical conditions, a van loaded us up and moved us this time.

The destination was also quite far.

“We have arrived.”

Clack.

The door opened, and what revealed itself was….

Swooooosh…

A beach.

On this chilly early spring day, the sunless beach had a somewhat desolate and solemn aura.

If someone said there was a ghost story about children going missing there, anyone would nod in agreement….

“Not there, this way.”

“…?!”

I turned my head at Agent Choi’s gesture.

It was… a dilapidated, massive raw fish restaurant.

‘Oh my god.’

The neon sign of a tail-wagging yellowtail flickered on the giant billboard. It was very avant-garde.

However, a notice was posted on the glass door.

[Closed today]

But the three children approached the front of the restaurant and placed their hands on the doorknob.

“We are going to the Dragon Palace now.”

Entry Location.

A children’s playroom attached to a large restaurant that handles sea creatures, such as a fishery center or raw fish restaurant.

At this time, the floor area of the playroom must exceed 49㎡, and a red cylindrical slide must exist.

Additionally, paintings related to the undersea kingdom must be observed on the walls.

(When the murals of playrooms satisfying these conditions were changed, distorted similar ocean paintings began to be witnessed irregularly. It is estimated that a complete blockade of entry is impossible.)

“Confirmed.”

“Good.”

Agent Bronze cleared away toys with his arms, which were shorter than before, revealing the poster-style wallpaper printed there.

A mermaid, smiling fish, and behind them, a charming castle shaped like coral, clams, and conches.

And next to it was a slide that looked like a red cylindrical play structure and a ball pit.

“Wow, I miss this. Places like this really don’t disappear. Is it because there’s constant demand?”

“Stop the small talk and let’s get ready.”

“Kay.”

Hearing this bickering in children’s voices made it feel relatively more affectionate.

“Hubae, you read the whole manual, right?”

“…Yes.”

“Good. Let’s do it.”

I stood at the exit of the red slide, following the children.

Method of Entry.

With eyes closed, crawl backwards up the slide from the bottom.

At this time, one must have a strong thought of wanting to enter the undersea kingdom depicted on the wallpaper.

The probability increases if one possesses a related item (such as a seashell).

And then, recite the incantation.

“Sparkling Dragon Palace, I’ve moved to the Dragon Palace.”

With eyes closed, I entered the black hole of the smooth, cold slide.

The incantation appears irregularly in the form of graffiti on the walls or floors of playrooms that satisfy the entry conditions.

Sometimes, it is depicted in detail with drawings in the supplement pages of comic books placed in the playroom, under the title ‘How to go to the Sparkling Dragon Palace.’

“Sparkling Dragon Palace, I’ve moved to the Dragon Palace.”

I continued to climb up.

Clear, high-pitched children’s voices in front and behind me followed my incantation.

A strange feeling.

It was dark.

I kept reciting the incantation.

“Sparkling Dragon Palace, I’ve moved to the Dragon Palace….”

The slide didn’t end.

Instead, the upward slope strangely became steeper, and eventually, I ended up climbing the slide as if hanging onto it.

I heard the sound of the children panting. I felt like I was going to cry, but I endured it.

If the slope starts to get dangerously high, the entry ritual is a success.

There is no record regarding the outcome if one fails to hold on and slides backward at this point.

How much time had passed?

Finally, at the moment it felt like I was hanging off a cliff.

“Sparkling Dragon Palace…!!”

I fell forward.

“Ah!”

As if rolling off a cliff, like a roller coaster that had climbed to the top was plunging down.

My young body rolled downward.

“Hiek!”

Finally, the moment my child body couldn’t take it anymore and I screamed and opened my eyes.

A fantastic landscape came into view.

“…!!”

A city one would only see in dreams.

The place, shimmering in gold and filled with a vast blue sky, had light rippling through the air like an aurora.

No, it wasn’t the sky; it was the blue sea.

Beneath the dazzlingly rippling sea, golden pipes and ivory brick houses were lined up, creating elegant and brilliant streets like something out of a fairy tale.

Shining coral reefs, colorful banners, and decorations. Golden speakers and delicate metal decorations of flowers and wave patterns sparkled on every streetlamp.

And up there, a beautiful blue palace of five colors, adorned with pearls and gold.

“Ah…!”

Before I knew it, my body was no longer falling.

Floating, as if swimming above the clouds in a dream, I was gently approaching the ground below.

Toward the beautiful golden village.

Float.

The two children who came with me descended alongside me on both sides.

In the center of the city getting closer, a banner in front of a white fountain fluttered, sparkling in gold, blue, and red.

[Welcome

to the

Sparkling Dragon Palace,

New Resident!]

And then.

“A new friend!”

“Wow, someone else came!”

Over twenty children rushed down the beautiful boulevard from under the banner.

Every single one of them was wearing a wide grin.

Clean, pretty hair and clothes. The children, dressed like princesses or princes from a fairy tale, looked like the guests of honor at a birthday party.

“Three of them came?”

“I like this one!”

“…!”

When Agent Bronze flinched as his arm was grabbed, the child who had grabbed it burst into giggles.

Laughter and a shimmering sense of ecstasy overflowed.

“Where… is this?”

“This is the Sparkling Dragon Palace! It’s really, really fun? It’s really great?”

The child chattering to me began to guide the way with a smile.

As if there were nothing to worry about, as if their parents had sent them to a wonderful program and they were just making new friends and having a good time in a heavenly, fun place.

But….

“…….”

These children are all missing persons.

Every living being identified in this Supernatural Disaster is presumed to be a missing child.

Age groups have been confirmed from 5 to 11 years old, and the majority express deep ecstasy and satisfaction.

“Ahahaha!”

The children burst into laughter and led us down the boulevard, trying to take us to the front of the palace in one go.

Even while doing so, they were easily distracted here and there like children.

“Look at this, look at this!”

There were doll decorations throughout the streets that moved with wound-up gears.

Golden signs hanging over their heads.

[Children,

please take

some honey!]

There was a water fountain near the belly of a colorful soldier decoration with a whimsical expression, and when I turned the faucet attached to it, honey really poured out.

“If you fill up a bottle, the Little Mermaid will give you a present!”

When honey was placed in front of the white ivory mermaid statue before the castle, wonderful toys, clothes, picture books, and other things one might want poured out as the statue’s pedestal opened.

“Waaaaah!”

The sound of children cheering and laughing.

“I’ll give you this.”

“…Thanks.”

I received a pair of very fine-looking shoes from a child wearing a blue dress who looked younger than me.

The theory that folk tales about the Dragon Palace, passed down out of pity for children who went missing near the sea, manifested as a Supernatural Disaster is the most likely.

“…….”

I deliberately held onto the child and spoke quietly, acting anxious.

“Um, I have to go see my mom now….”

“Mom? They said Mom is coming to get us! We just have to play here!”

“…….”

“You know, my mom is really cool. She’s really good at sewing, and when she comes later, I’ll only show her to you.”

And then, looking slightly shy, she giggled again and ran off into the street.

“…….”

……Probably.

That child will not be able to show me her mom.

-Once you go in, you’re going to feel like you can just take all the kids out the moment you see them. You can’t get caught up in that. Got it?

I bit the inside of my cheek.

-If you take them out wrong, that child dies.

When a long-term missing person (over 1000 days) of the ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace’ is rescued, they turn into foam and disappear the moment they return to reality.

The date of disappearance must be thoroughly identified before rescue.

But they say this is insanely tricky.

-…The children we meet change each time we enter. However, there have been cases where a child who wasn’t there during a visit last year showed evidence of having stayed here for over three years.

Because the flow of time is jumbled, even a child who went missing yesterday in reality might have spent about five years here.

Conversely, it seems children from the distant past or from timelines where different events occurred than in our reality are also found.

So, one must listen to the story of what year that child lived in reality and, based on that, confirm if they are a recent missing person before taking them out.

It’s a relief that the agents’ time has never been distorted, which is presumed to be because they use ‘Dokkaebi Trick’ and are actually adults.

-Still, it’s dangerous to stay here long because you can be contaminated by this Supernatural Phenomenon just like the children.

Agent Choi, the person in charge of this mission, had declared.

-Two days.

-…….

-We’ll spend exactly two days here and leave on the third. Got it? … Actually, we could hold out longer, but the Management Bureau told us to do that….

-Agent.

-Fine! So it’s two days.

Thus, from now on, the three of us—Hyunmoo Team 1 and I—had to find a ‘child who hasn’t been missing from reality for more than three years’ and leave.

…Only that child.

“…….”

This won’t do. Perhaps because I’m in a child’s body, I seem to get agitated easily.

“Let’s calm down….”

I moved while taking deep breaths.

To meet as many kids as possible within the set time in my assigned area and listen to their stories.

And I pride myself on having done my best for two days.

I caught and spoke to every single one of the children who had come to greet us, and I even found the bedrooms where the children who hadn’t come to greet us stayed.

But….

“…This regular rescue ends here.”

“…….”

“…….”

……We failed to find a child who met the criteria during those two days.

Not a single child.

“Let’s return.”

I lowered my head.

“…….”

…In this world, there are things that don’t work out even if you do your best.

‘It was a ghost story I didn’t know.’

Since it was a ghost story I hadn’t seen in the Dark Exploration Records, I didn’t have any other special methods.

Following the rules of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau and the supervisor’s plan was safe and correct.

‘Besides, it’s dangerous for me to stand out any more than this.’

So, what’s happening now is….

“No!”

…….

…?!

Wait.

D-did I just say that?

“I don’t want to! Let’s look more!”

…I did say that!

“……T-that’s.”

What was even more maddening was that my supervisors’ faces were starting to well up with tears as well.

…Because of these children’s bodies!
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One throwing-a-tantrum rookie, two teary-eyed superiors.

All three were eight years old.

The situation was deteriorating smoothly.

‘Damn it!’

Instead of explaining, I'm just being overwhelmed…!

Feeling like I wanted to bite my tongue, I tried my best to explain the reason for my "No, let's look more," but I was already on the verge of being influenced by the two of them.

Since tears are contagious among children…!

“A-At first, you said we were only staying for two days because of the rules even though there was more time. So I thought there was still time left to explore safely before it gets Contaminated….”

“…That’s true.”

“Then I want to look for even just one more person. They might be there, and we just haven't found them yet!”

Agent Choi-child sniffs.

“S-Should we? Then maybe two more days….”

“Agent!”

Agent Bronze-child, his eyes bloodshot, stepped forward and glared at Agent Choi, then turned to me and spoke firmly.

“Absolutely not.”

I really want to snap back, ‘And why not!’

“And why not!”

This is driving me crazy.

Agent Bronze also shouts back.

“Because it could be dangerous! An Agent’s life always comes first. If you overdo it while breaking the rules….”

And then his voice gets swallowed by his nose.

“I-I’ve seen Agents die doing that. There are many Seonbaes who never made it back.”

“…….”

“So, we shouldn't have started in the first place. It’s right to follow the rules.”

‘……Phew.’

His words also make sense.

Then Agent Bronze glances at my arm.

“Don’t forget that that arm needs to be recharged once every three days.”

“I brought a separate one for charging! T-Then how about this? Just one night, let’s stay for just one more night.”

Agent Choi said, holding up his index finger.

“And if we aren’t certain there’s a kid worth rescuing by tomorrow afternoon, we just leave. Okay? Delaying a mission by half a day… is really just adding a line to the report.”

“…….”

We both reflexively looked at Agent Bronze.

“Jaekwan-ah….”

“Agent, um….”

“Do as you please.”

And then Agent Bronze shut his mouth.

Leaving only these words.

“I never agreed to this.”

It certainly seemed that way.

His face was flushed red, unable to hide his sorrow and sense of injustice.

But since it was also a silent declaration that he wouldn't argue anymore, Agent Choi immediately wrapped things up.

“Good. Then we’ll look for just one more day!”

The three children promised that if it still didn't work out, they would give up and leave immediately.

Then we scattered to the children's sleeping quarters in our respective assigned areas.

Agent Choi went near the palace, Agent Bronze near the central fountain, and I… toward the village entrance.

The maddening part was that our paths overlapped, so I ended up walking with Agent Bronze.

“…….”

“…….”

“Um, I’m sorry….”

“…It’s fine.”

Agent Bronze says with a sigh.

“Considering other cases that were transformed by Dokkaebi's Trick… this ended quite rationally.”

“I-Is that so?”

“Yes. There have been Agents who wailed and rolled around fighting amongst themselves.”

I-I see.

“…That’s why rules are necessary. In these supernatural situations, it’s important to follow regulations even if they don’t seem to make sense. Because in the end, you’ll find that it was the right thing to do.”

Agent Bronze took another breath.

“Of course, Agent Grapes is not at fault. It’s something every Rookie Agent goes through once. But since the person in charge couldn't explain properly and just went along with it…!”

“…….”

You have a remarkable talent for silencing a rookie who successfully negotiated for one more day thanks to that person in charge….

Anyway, Agent Bronze’s expression was still not great, but by the time we scattered to our destinations, the mood had recovered enough for him to give me advice.

“The children will all fall asleep before midnight anyway. Don’t waste your strength, Agent Grapes, and get some sleep.”

“…Yes.”

In Sparkling Dragon Palace, day and night change based on the tolling of the city’s clock tower.

When night falls, drowsiness comes in accordance with a child's sleep cycle; everyone falls asleep before midnight and wakes up to cheerful music when the sun rises.

It was a supernatural structure befitting a ghost story.

I walked through the enchanting red-gold light into the village covered in soft navy blue and white sparkles, and entered the lodging I was in charge of.

A sign at the entrance informs me:

For Children

Dreamland Bed

Inside, in a massive space decorated cutely like a young child's bedroom, there were about a dozen fluffy beds with canopies draped over them.

…The children in the bedroom were already asleep.

Since I had been searching for children to rescue until the very last moment, I had already pushed the time to its limit.

Drowsiness washed over me as well.

“Phew.”

I picked one of the empty beds and lay down. The impossibly fluffy and warm bedding wrapped snugly around my head and body.

And briefly, the disgraceful display I just put on flashed through my mind… wow.

I threw a tantrum? Me?

‘I don't think I was even that bad when I was actually young.’

And considering their personalities, I think it would have been the same for Agent Choi or Agent Bronze, not just me.

Perhaps because Dokkaebi's Trick is a deception rather than true rejuvenation, it felt like being strangely transformed into the "concept" of a child.

So the important thing now is to proceed calmly without being influenced by the exaggerated characteristics of this child's body.

Because in the end, the goal hasn't changed.

I made a slow resolution in my hazy state of mind.

‘…I’ll wake up early and start searching right away.’

Just one person.

I felt like maybe, just maybe, I could take at least one out with me….

…….

…….

[Grapes-ie.]

…Hm?

[Grapes-ie. I think you’re going to be a very good Agent. Your arm thinks so too.]

I heard a nostalgic and warm voice from somewhere.

No, listening to it again, it sounds reliable and strong as well.

What is this?

[It’s your dream.]

I suppose so.

Come to think of it, I did fall asleep.

A shimmering light wavered before my closed eyes. Like a warm flame….

[And in dreams, thoughts that you can’t have in reality are bound to surface. Because you’re free from the constraints of reality.]

…….

Things that don't come to mind in reality.

Certainly, since I've been carrying out the rescue mission while turned into a child to meet the entry conditions, I can review the things I missed now.

In the dream, I calmly brought up several questions.

Adult suspicions.

For example….

‘Why is it that more than half of the children the Agents meet change every time they come?’

If every single child changed, one could rationally guess the setting as ‘Given the nature of this supernatural phenomenon, there are several similar places.’

But more than half the children changing is completely different.

To put it another way, it means more than half of them disappear from here.

At least in a form where they can't meet an Agent.

And….

‘Why don't the Agents feel suspicious about that?’

Two chilling but simple and clear possibilities also come to mind at once.

Either they themselves are being influenced by this ghost story.

……Or there are facts they are deliberately hiding from me, the rookie.

Or both.

‘If so….’

…Don’t I have something useful for this situation?

An Item to supplement my realization.

Even without having to ask the other two.

[Indeed! You are clever, Grapes-ie. A wise idea is a treasure for all ages.]

[Don't forget what you gained in your dream when you wake up tomorrow.]

I felt as if a wrinkled hand stroked my head encouragingly.

Ah, thank you. Elder.

…….

…….

“Ah.”

Giggle!

I heard the sound of bells and children's laughter.

A new golden morning had begun.

“Let’s go see the Mermaid Princess!”

“I want to play tag.”

Children were waking up and leaving the bedroom, chatting energetically.

Normally, it was a situation where I should immediately chase after them and dig for information, but my mind clearly recalled one idea.

Something I had concluded in the dream I had last night.

“…….”

I reached into the inner pocket of my thick coat and pulled out what I had carefully brought so it wouldn't break.

It was the ‘Children's Detective Syrup’. The syrup I had manufactured by pressing the emoticon button in the Dream Incubation Room.

Daydream Inc. called it this:

Detection Potion

: When consumed, it clears your eyes so you can see what you need most right now.

If I drink the Detective Syrup, I’ll be able to see children I can rescue immediately.

Since my mission goal, my ‘most needed thing’ right now, is rescuing children.

‘Okay.’

Normally I would have calculated this and that… but even so, this is about saving kids, and if I went that far, I’d feel like a piece of human trash.

‘I also needed to check the effect at some point.’

I opened the sealed cap of the syrup and gulped it down.

As written on the label, the syrup with its artificial cherry scent and sweetness slid down my throat….

“……Phew.”

I put away the empty bottle.

I didn't feel a wondrous, eye-opening change like with the Regeneration Potion, but my heart raced and I felt calm.

‘Now let’s check.’

I checked the children remaining in the common room and the children running in the streets through the window alternately.

Trying to find a ‘child that catches the eye’.

But….

“…….”

Why isn't there anyone?

Not the child running out, nor the child laughing and playing at the fountain in the distance.

They are just children. Nothing stands out particularly.

Just as a chill was about to run down my spine, wondering if there really was not a single candidate.

‘…Uh?’

I felt a presence from somewhere else.

Something distinctly bright caught the edge of my vision.

“…….”

I turned my eyes to check it.

The opposite pocket of my coat.

It was where the Item I bought at the Faceless Market in the Manhole was kept.

‘Why this….’

I reached in and pulled the object out.

It was a piece of paper with four old stamps printed on it.

It looked like a charity seal or an advertisement seal made with reduced unit costs, and each faded picture on the stamps depicted old Korean streets.

And if you looked closer, you could see things that weren't human in the background.

Pigeons, rats, stray cats, sparrows, cockroaches.

Creatures that coexist on human streets.

Street Stamp

: A mysterious stamp that allows you to disguise yourself as one of the animals commonly seen on the streets of Yeongdeungpo-gu, Korea, in the 20th century.

Produced by Today's Artifacts Dealership.

…I had intended to bring it in case I needed to run away while spying or to hide myself, but I had broken into a cold sweat when Agent Choi

recommended it in reverse.

And I sweated again while picking out items that didn't originate from Daydream Inc. for exchange.

Anyway, the essential ability of this item is ultimately that.

‘The ability to turn into a non-human street animal.’

Does it look pretty good?

Of course, there is a fatal side effect.

However, if you receive the effect of the stamp continuously for more than 2 hours, your body may mutate into something within the stamp.

It wasn't a comforting story about actually becoming that animal.

It meant that characteristics of those animals would appear all over the human body as if infected. Like a biological disaster horror game.

Imagine a pigeon's beak or a sparrow's eyeball growing next to your jaw.

‘Ugh.’

Just thinking about it was horrifying, so I resolved once more never to exceed the usage time.

But… in a ghost story where the entry condition is ‘the appearance of a child,’ taking the form of an animal is ‘what I need most right now’?

I felt reluctant, but at the same time, I had a bad feeling.

A hunch that something was unusual and I had to check it.

‘…Even if Daydream scams with other things, they wouldn't scam with potions.’

It must be because the effect was so certain that there was no need to.

‘Fine.’

If something feels wrong, I can just spit out the stamp immediately and return to my child form.

After taking a light breath, I tore off one stamp and put it in my mouth.

“…!!”

My vision dropped.

Even more drastically than when I became a child, right to the floor.

My back bends, and I stand on all fours.

The strange sensation of fur, ears pricking up, and long whiskers.

‘Is it a cat?’

I lifted my head.

Being a pigeon might have been more useful since I could fly. Anyway, psychologically, it was a relief to have avoided being a cockroach or a rat…….

…….

‘Uh.’

The golden city crumbles from my view.

The enchanting blue sea, the storybook brick houses and boulevards sparkling like heaven, the beautiful banners—they all lose their light, fade in color, and break down.

And instead, grotesque things begin to appear. Rusted metal pipes, streetlights flickering while broken, half-destroyed buildings, graffiti made of blood and filth. Bumpy,grotesque,ulcer-

likemassesfillthegapsbetweenbricksandstreetlightsandpulsate!Thisentirespa ceisinfected!It'sstrange!It'sstrange!They're everywhere!I'm contaminated...

Spit it out!

I have to spit out the stamp. Something is wrong here….

…….

No.

‘That’s… not it.’

It's because of the shock of falling from an enchanting place… to a terrible one.

I am not contaminated.

“Huu.”

I caught my breath.

The sudden panic ended as I adapted to the environment. Shivering, I looked around with a cold mind that had escaped the state of a child.

Grotesquely collapsed civilization and masses of biological tissue infected everywhere in the city.

This is a description I know.

Right. ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace’ wasn't a ghost story unrecorded in the Dark Exploration Records.

It was just that it wasn't in the form I knew.

What I knew was….

……A terrifying ghost story of Daydream Inc.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Mermaid Tomb]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.’s Identification Code is Qterw-C-1642.

A ghost story about wandering through a grotesque city submerged under the sea.

Victims are chased by a swarm of cryptids, and if caught, all their blood and mucus are sucked out until they die.

==========

This.

The city is already in ruins, and from the records left in various places, it can be inferred that it was destroyed by a Biological Disaster.

It’s also a delicacy to see the contrast between the ruins of a once beautiful city and the current apocalypse destroyed by a miserable and horrific Biological Disaster.

It is said that it was registered in the database as ‘Mermaid Tomb’ because the city’s records describe the Biological Disaster as merfolk.

So… the children of Sparkling Dragon Palace here are.

In the heart of the city lies a grotesque mass that is the Core of the Source of Infection for ‘Biohazard-Merfolk’, and Infected Larvae coming from this follow the explorer endlessly.

If caught, you become infected and serve as a host for the merfolk.

I stumbled along the completely destroyed street on all fours.

In various places on the dark deep-sea streets, I see corpses frozen in strange postures, moved by things like strange ulcer masses.

No… half living people, half corpses.

They move stiffly and limply like dolls.

‘Those water fountain decorative dolls.’

Children,

Come get some honey!

Decorative dolls in various shapes, from soldiers to elephants.

‘They were humans.’

They are people who were drawn into this insane ghost story and got infected.

Then the honey coming out of the faucets near their bellies….

In reality, it’s blood that that ulcer-like mass pumped out from human stomachs.

‘…Urgh.’

I ran.

Kicking off with four paws, I run through the ruins of this grotesque, sunken ancient city where contaminated life wriggles around rusted mechanical devices.

Thus, I arrived at the heart of the city.

…What had looked like a beautiful dragon palace….

Was a swarm of massive ulcer masses.

Thump, thump.

The pulsation reached even here—dirty vermilion, green, and pinkish-white flesh-like masses hung all over the collapsed giant buildings, standing tall like avant-garde sculptures.

And attached to the very front, a bumpy egg-sac-like thing with tentacles.

Looking at it with eyes that knew, I could recall a similar silhouette.

The statue of the Mermaid Princess.

The Infected Larvae extract blood and mucus from the host explorer and supply it to the cluster in the city center, and the cluster spits out Contagious Mucus and debris.

Debris is confirmed to be indigestible fiber and plastic, etc.

Right.

In ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace’, the toys, clothes, and storybooks the kids get when they offer ‘honey’ to the statue… were the old mementos of the people who went missing here.

The ghost story is just deluding the kids to see it that way.

And it was infecting the kids. Those horrific Infected Larvae, commonly called young merfolk in this Mermaid Tomb Dark Exploration Record, were ultimately….

Ultimately….

“…….”

No.

‘This is… this is.’

Let's return for now; I shouldn't meet the children in this state. I barely managed to turn my body, stumbling.

At that moment.

Uuuuuuuung!

Along with a strange sound, the mass of Ulcer on the ground shot mucus at me.

“…!”

It’s Contagious Mucus.

If that sticks, I’ll sprout a faucet too…!

‘Damn it.’

Fortunately, the cat knew how to run fast.

Moving as if I had perfectly adapted to the cat's body by some miracle, my four legs ran through the dusty and rusty alleys. Is this why Agent Choi recommended it?

‘Anyway!’

So, I mean.

What on earth should I do about this?

Should I inform the agents? If I do, how much should I tell them?

How should the rescue proceed? No, is it right for the agents to remain as children in this situation?

Is the form of a child truly safe?

The judgment that living here is better than turning into sea foam, now….

“This way. No Mer-child here.”

…!

“Move out.”

“Yes, Assistant Manager!”

I stopped in my tracks.

Three Human Figures just entered the alley.

Calm tone. Familiar words I’d seen in the Exploration Records. Calling each other by their titles.

…It’s Daydream Inc.

‘Was the Field Exploration team inside…!’

Right, since most of the long Exploration Records for the Darkness registered to that company were written by Field Exploration team employees, it’s only natural to encounter company people in here.

…If that’s the case.

Could I perhaps make use of them?

‘If they’re Daydream Inc. employees, they’d usually have at least one or two pieces of special equipment.’

I might find a way to break through this situation. Or at least an idea…!

Even if not, I absolutely needed to increase the number of cards I could play.

‘Let’s go.’

Holding my breath, I approached the alley where the masks and suits had brushed past.

“…like that.”

“Ah. This?”

Their conversation was caught by my keen hearing, and as I turned the corner, the three Human Figures finally revealed were….

…….

Familiar masks.

“…Hmm. Doesn’t look particularly useful.”

“Eh? Looks like it’d be worth some money. I’m taking it.”

Goat Baek Saheon, Pony Kang Yihak.

And….

“Be quiet.”

Butterfly, Team A’s Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

“…….”

‘Damn it.’

It was a killer lineup.

Chapter 156

The Field Exploration team employees of Daydream Inc. are people who work at the risk of their lives because they have a wish they desperately want to come true.

What does that mean? It means the majority of the employees are ready to exploit their colleagues, civilians, or even insane ghost stories to achieve their own goals!

They  only care about the welfare points they need for their own wish. 

Three people who were the prime examples of that were right before my eyes.

Of course, it seemed like their personalities weren't necessarily how they are… just because of their wishes.

"Assistant manager, those who fell behind when we met the Mer-child earlier…."

"I don't care."

"Pony, it's truly a pity about those who were taken, of course… but that's their fate. Shall we move forward quickly? We have to find items…."

"Right, right. But since they might have dropped some equipment while being dragged away, I’ll just take a quick look… Hahaha!"

"……."

They are truly consistent human beings….

'Even if I told those people that the Mer-child are actually young children….'

They wouldn't give a damn. On the contrary, they are the kind of people who would deliberate on whether there’s anything more they can extract based on that fact. Having an acquaintance is useless.

No, in the first place, in a situation where I couldn't even step forward in my original form, being an acquaintance was useless from the start.

Hidden in the black shadow cast by a collapsed streetlight in the form of a street animal, I observed the Daydream Inc. employees scouring the alleys.

But then….

"Quiet."

Jin Nasol stopped in her tracks and crouched down.

"It's a mermaid."

"……."

"A spawn."

All three employees held their breath and pressed themselves against the alley wall.

Giggle, giggle….

A sound could be heard.

Something like a child's laughter.

'Ha.'

My whole body felt like it was freezing solid, but… I had to check.

Very carefully, I softly contracted my four legs and leapt, landing soundlessly on top of a wall.

The moment my view over the alley opened up slightly, the appearance of the 'Mer-child' finally entered my sight….

Giggle, giggle….

It was strange.

It was bizarre. Small bodies mimicking humans were walking along the broken main road of the infected city.

Among them, some were sophisticated or smirked as if mimicking human expressions, but some already had faces swollen with ulcers, pulsating of their own accord.

And the horrific membrane beneath it!

Every time the membrane pulsated together, air leaked out, making a sound similar to a child's laughter.

Pink ulcerous masses, green lumps of flesh, and contaminated lumps hung long down their legs, dragging behind them like tails.

Belongings and clothing of the dead.

The things they wore haphazardly looked as if they were desperately trying to deceive people….

In truth, even to my eyes, knowing that they were all innocent children.

"……."

My spine and whiskers stood on end enough to break out in a cold sweat.

Instinct tells me.

I must run away.

Upon encountering an Infected Larva.

Flee and maintain distance while remaining as inconspicuous as possible. No manual exists for failure. Attempting a rescue for failed employees is not recommended.

The Infected Larvae ran down the main road in a grotesque procession. In the alley, the Daydream employees and I all held our breaths.

Then, someone popped out from another alley.

A person encountered an Infected Larva.

"……!"

However, that person was already covered in Infection Mucus, their joints covered in ulcerous masses, being controlled.

A hopeless sight.

The infected person was already out of their mind, but they could still scream.

Because they had a mouth.

"Agh!! Aaagh! Agh!"

The Infected Larvae burst into laughter and pounced.

The tentacle masses attached like tails surged forward hideously.

The ulcer attached to the infected person's stomach split wide open, causing blood, mucus, and unspeakable things to burst out.

"Agh, haaaaagh, huuuh……."

'Honey' was being collected, and collected….

I huddled my paws together and endured that time.

Before long, the screams vanished.

"……."

Passing by the deceased person, the Infected Larvae, their tail-like ulcers filled with blood and membranes, resumed their procession.

Toward the Mermaid Statue.

Toward the tumor of infection, the Biohazard Colony.

Giggle, giggle….

"……."

Only after the sound had completely disappeared did the three employees in the alley begin to move again.

"…So if you get caught by that tail, it's game over, right?"

"Yeah."

That was the reason to run away.

The tail of an Infected Larva secretes mucus that causes fatal paralysis, and even a single sting results in the immediate and permanent loss of muscle movement.

And if one is infected in that state, that person must be considered already dead.

Hearing up to this point, one might wonder how on earth this ghost story received a C-rank classification.

'It's because there's a very clear countermeasure.'

And like two sides of a coin, the countermeasure actually lies within those infected entities.

Thump, thu-thump….

A strange sound was heard from the main road again.

But this time, it wasn't the Infected Larvae.

They were forms like grown humans.

However, as their size increased, their sophistication seemed to have crumbled. There were no longer any expressions on those swaying things.

The ulcerous mass strings that looked like tails had turned into something like blood vessels, connecting to each other… and stretching long up the main road.

They were connected to the colony.

Things that had almost shed their human form, appearing like bait used by the colony to lure people.

…What the Infected Larvae were presumed to eventually mutate into.

General Infected are identified as being completely absorbed into the colony, moving like nerve endings.

They appear as a kind of accessory part rather than an individual entity.

A bit of motivation returned to the eyes of Butterfly Mask, the assistant manager.

"There they are."

Therefore, in the case where the encountered danger is a General Infected rather than an Infected Larva.

"Get them."

Kill them and collect evidence.

The three employees went out, lured the infected, and killed them.

In the case of General Infected, surprisingly, they easily wither and die when the connecting string to the colony is severed.

"……."

Upon presenting the evidence, one can board the Escape Pod remaining in the city and clear the darkness in question.

So… the children.

After being infected and exploited, once that ulcer-like creature completely spreads throughout their entire body, they lose their Lee Ji and turn into monstrous creatures.

The reason why children disappeared every time agents visited.

It was because when they died after being completely infected, they became one with and part of that bizarre Biohazard Colony, connected as one….

'…Fuck.'

I clenched my front paws, suppressed the urge to vomit.

Curses threatened to surge up.

In reality, there was no way to save them once they reached that state, and even though it was something I had read several times in the Exploration Records, the physiological revulsion made my fur stand on end.

"Evidence collection complete!"

"Shut up for a bit."

"Ah, yes, yes."

Soon, the three employees succeeded in hunting the 'mermaid' and collecting the sensory organ-like thing inside the tail as evidence.

That sight overlapped strangely with the sight of the Mer-child collecting blood and membranes from the infected people.

They could now escape from this place.

But instead of immediately running toward the Escape Pod, they continued to scour the alleys and advance.

'…Because they have a second objective.'

Anyone familiar with the behavioral patterns of Daydream Inc. employees would realize it immediately.

'Items.'

The reason why this darkness was not assigned to a general team despite being rated as C-rank.

The reason why it was still under the research team under the judgment that 'given its scale and clues, greater secrets might be hidden.'

The reason why there is never a shortage of volunteers when explorations are conducted….

'There's a reason.'

It was because of the items, which were 'clues' themselves found here.

In this ruined city, there were traces of an incredibly mysterious and wondrous civilization that could be found.

The so-called….

'Angel's Sigh'.

"Ah, geez, there's no sigh or whatever."

"Be quiet."

A Daydream Inc. employee wearing a suit and a strange mask grumbled in a corner of an alley.

Entering this place, where a mysterious civilization had once existed but now only ruins, monstrous creatures, contamination, and terrifying attacks remained, wasn't just because of points.

In fact, this exploration consisted of volunteers who were more interested in the side benefits than the main task.

Angel's Sigh.

An item in the shape of a Conch Shell, it was something occasionally found inside and outside the residential areas of this city.

Its true value came out when this item was held to the ear.

Hearing the beautiful humming coming from inside the conch stabilized the mind, healed wounds, and boosted energy.

A healing item.

Naturally, it was an object helpful for darkness investigation, and since it was one of the few items Daydream Inc. purchased, many employees searched for it with fire in their eyes.

Even so, since this was a place that had been explored dozens of times already, it was no longer easily found.

They had to go deeper into the increasingly dangerous center or find secret spaces that others hadn't discovered.

And cases of getting caught by the infected in the process were common.

Just like those employees right now.

"Aaagh!"

'Dumbass.'

Listening to the scream coming from the alley they had passed earlier, Baek Saheon was briefly satisfied with the companions he had chosen.

'It was a good idea to push my way in.'

The people here were out of their minds, but they wouldn't do something so short-sighted and stupid while being possessed by an item.

He twitched the corners of his mouth unnoticeably while touching the Escape Pod entry ticket collected from the tail.

'Preparation to clear is also finished.'

Now, while searching for items, if push comes to shove, I can just feed the people next to me to the mermaids and run away… Wait.

Just now.

Did something pass by?

'…Huh?'

Baek Saheon blinked.

He thought he definitely saw something pop out from the shadow of a streetlight down the alley and go around the corner in his peripheral vision.

He hastily checked his companions, but they showed no reaction.

'I saw it wrong?'

Baek Saheon, who had desperately relied only on his own senses and judgment throughout his life, could not accept that conclusion.

Yet, he didn't want to tell the Team A Assistant Manager either.

…He was a type of person who wasn't easy to lure into acting instead.

-Hey. If you want to talk about some new monster in a darkness where nothing but mermaids has appeared for 7 years, describe it properly.

-If you interfere one more time, I'm leaving you behind.

'He's the kind of guy who would actually do it.'

Ah, fuck. I don't even have time to search for items.

Though it was a waste, he gritted his teeth and made up his mind to keep watch on the alley corner.

That was when.

Swish.

A shadow flickered across the streetlight in the alley.

It was definitely that black something he had seen earlier. That silhouette….

Triangular ears, a streamlined body, four legs.

……Phew, what.

It was something familiar.

'It was just a cat.'

Baek Saheon let out a sigh of relief in annoyance. That was just one of the bothersome street animals commonly seen in India.

That's what he thought….

'……Huh?'

In an instant.

Cold chills ran down Baek Saheon's back.

In a darkness where no life other than the Biohazard-Merfolk had ever been discovered.

There was no way a stray cat could be here.

"…!"

Calculations ran rapidly through Baek Saheon's cooled head.

And quietly, just enough so that the other employees wouldn't notice, he slightly lifted his eyepatch…. To check the danger with the purple equipment of the Sclera Inversion hidden beneath it.

And.

He saw the danger.

"…!"

A horrific red halo surged beyond the corner of the alley.

It was visible even in the cast shadow. A colony of all sorts of lowly, harmful life forms that could be witnessed on the streets—rats, cockroaches, wings, teeth—was surging.

No.

It's not a cat!

That's not a Quadrupedal Beast. Something is wrong! It's a mermaid! No, something more dangerous than a mermaid, I mean, that specific shape of the halo is something I've seen somewhere….

'……Kim Soleum?'

Baek Saheon suddenly snapped his head up.

"What are you doing."

"Ah, no, nothing."

With a stiff neck, he looked at the alley corner again….

The shadow was gone.

The red halo beyond the corner had vanished like a lie.

"……."

Pretending to search, he moved with stiff steps toward the corner.

His heart was pounding.

And the moment he turned the corner, he saw it.

……On the ground, there was a sentence written as if the dust had been carved with sharp claws or something similar.

Prepare for death.

"……!!"

Phew.

'Atmosphere setting complete.'

With this, I've laid the groundwork to lure the Daydream Inc. employees if necessary.

I suppressed a sigh while running through the alleys.

'As expected, Baek Saheon's eye performance is good.'

The effect of the eye-shaped equipment I gave him is definitely certain. Honestly, it feels like it's at a level that doesn't quite match the cost-benefit of the Brainwashing Fountain Pen I received in exchange.

'I haven't even been able to use it once because I'm afraid I'll be suspected of being a spy….'

Now that items have become precious, I’m having all sorts of thoughts.

Anyway, I grasped the situation itself by seeing it with my own eyes. …In a place where infected entities run rampant, the chaos where children and adults kill each other.

Hell.

'…I feel like I'm going to throw up.'

The bigger problem… is that I'm lacking.

Time, information, power.

All of it.

'…How on earth am I supposed to save the kids here?'

The shock fades, and reality sets in.

There is no answer.

'If I tell the agents this, there's a chance they'll say it's better to just humanely kill them all….'

It looks like a situation where even taking care of myself is overwhelming.

Moreover. In any case, the moment the sun sets today, I will leave this Supernatural Disaster together with the agents.

I know.

Even if I found out this horrific truth right now, it's not like I have a responsibility to save them, and since my own situation is precarious, it's more comfortable to just ignore it.

Roughly staying low, killing time for a day, and leaving seemed like a reasonable solution.

But….

'…Somehow, it feels ominous.'

I already know about this duality.

But will I be able to escape safely based on the 'Disaster Management Bureau's' method because I'm treated as a young child…?

'…There might be a possibility that I can't.'

I thought it would be better to investigate more deeply and prepare countermeasures.

If I can save even one more child in this process… that would be good.

And since it's a ghost story with many significant aspects, I might find an item that could unexpectedly help my future survival or some unexpected information if I dig deeper.

'…Alright.'

Let's do what I can.

For now, the Hyunmoo Team 1 agents won't look for me even if I don't show myself before the promised afternoon time.

Since the children are scattered across a wide space, it won't be awkward even if we don't run into each other.

'A method, a usable method….'

I searched through the <Dark Exploration Record> in my head, which had now become quite blurred in detail, and pondered if there might be a hint.

Even if it wasn't about the Mermaid Tomb itself, searching for similar ghost stories might bring a countermeasure to mind that's worth trying….

Oh, wait a minute.

"…!"

Ah.

'There was one.'

Another Dark Exploration Record where this Mermaid Tomb was mentioned…!

Even more, that darkness… is one I've already experienced.

'…Alright.'

Let's try it.

I moved my four legs again.

I run.

Danger lurks everywhere in the city ruined by the infection of monstrous creatures, but since I'm in the body of a nimble Quadrupedal Beast, it's a bit better.

'Because I'm small, it's easy to evade.'

My destination while running, avoiding mucus and ulcers, was clear.

'The western outskirts.'

A place far from the infection colony.

Among them, specifically… a place that felt relatively safe because there were few ulcerous masses.

But since it's not a residential area with items, no daydream employee visits it.

The Mer-child… are also not there.

That's why exploration is slow here.

'Somewhere here… Yes.'

Found it.

Amidst the half-collapsed and old buildings, I see the door of a small brick house that has become a semi-basement as the ground collapsed….

And if you look closely at the corner of that door, you can see this writing.

Moonlight Tattoo Shop

"…!"

In a more ornate cursive than what I had seen before, it is smallly engraved at the edge of the door.

"……."

Found it.

The back door of the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

A connected door was also found in Qterw-C-1642 (Mermaid Tomb), but a Doorplate saying 'Only taking reservation customers' was hanging.

This appears to be a closed back door, not the main entrance.

All signals to open the door and infiltrate failed.

It was one of the various sightings of the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

However, in most sightings, the door was closed so that one could not enter the tattoo shop, and there were no visit records secured by Daydream other than the one using 'Vacant Room' that I had used.

Actually, even on that door, a small window made so one could check the outside is completely covered with a note.

Currently taking reservation customers only.

This thing.

'…I don't have a reservation, but.'

Knock, knock.

After politely knocking on the door with my front paw, I slid the prepared note under the door.

It was hard to write with my front paw.

-Hello. I'm the person who received a tattoo cover-up last time, and I came by because I have an inquiry related to that.

"……."

And a few seconds later.

I heard it.

Click.

The sound of the back door unlocking.

"…!!"

It worked.

I jumped up on my hind legs, grabbed the doorknob to open it, and quickly slipped inside before the door closed.

Into Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

Chapter 157

The Moonlight Tattoo Shop I found again was darker than before.

Unlike the warm space it had somehow felt like last time, there was something bleak about it now.

Was it because I'd come through the back door? Or perhaps…

'Is it because the moonlight is weak?'

The round moonlight descending from the enormous procedure device in the center was in the shape of a crescent moon today.

'…I don't think it's business hours.'

……I'd never seen such a record before.

I cautiously took one step at a time deeper inside… and met eyes with someone in the dark counter.

"…!"

The tattooist with curly hair covered in dense Korean-character tattoos on their neck.

It was the owner of this place.

The tattooist looked at me with darker eyes than before, then lifted up a notice….

[Guests with fur, please wear a gown before entering.]

Ah.

I quickly spat the Stamp out of my mouth.

My body grew, returning to my original human form. Of course, I'd stopped growing since I was a child. But anyway, the moment my oral structure returned, I hurriedly opened my mouth.

"Um, I'm sorry for coming through the back do—"

My face was grabbed.

"…!!"

The tattooist, with one black-gloved hand, gripped my face tightly and examined my left, right, front, and back as if inspecting me….

Black eyes were looking into me.

Dilated pupils. Pitch black. Pitch black. Something was strange. Don't humans usually show the whites of their eyes? Why couldn't I see any white?

The tattooist was enormous. Growing larger and larger. The dark green curly hair lengthened and filled the air like seaweed.

The interior of the tattoo shop, which I'd thought small but cozy and professional, now appeared somehow alien—a strange space of technology and forms we couldn't comprehend.

'What? What?'

My head filled with confusion, danger signals flooded my mind, and in the ghost story I was….

No.

"Excuse me."

I moved my mouth.

"Shall I stay in cat form?"

…….

Tuk.

The tattooist let go.

I hurriedly put the Stamp back in my mouth. Before I could even feel disgust at putting something I'd chewed and spat back into my mouth, my body shrank and I became a cat again.

"……Meow."

Everything returned.

I was once again facing the cozy, professional little tattoo shop and the kind, distinctive tattooist.

"Will this be alright?"

And they spoke in human language.

"…!"

No. They really spoke in human language!

"Uh… uh."

The tattooist quickly rummaged through the counter and pointed to another notice.

[Comfortable Communication Guaranteed]

"……."

Now that I thought about it.

'The owner of the Moonlight Tattoo Shop never says a word.'

And the sign I'd seen before entering.

'…It wasn't in Korean.'

Yet I could read it. No, if not for this sense of wrongness right now, I would have kept thinking it was Korean.

The tattoos I thought were written in Korean on the tattooist's neck, perhaps too….

"……."

Indeed. It was a bizarre event befitting a ghost story.

'I mustn't let my guard down.'

The fact that the owner doesn't harm anyone only means there's no malice when giving tattoos. I must keep that in mind.

However, from that reaction just now, I became certain of one thing.

"…You examined me just now because I came through the 'back door' in a child's form, didn't you? …Because children are more dangerous if infected."

!

The tattooist looked up.

That's right.

'This shop received ocean-related items as payment.'

Furthermore, there were eyewitness accounts of this shop at the Mermaid Tomb, and there was a back door.

Thinking that back doors are usually 'for staff,' I'd wondered….

"…Owner."

I cautiously extended my front paw.

"…I found this shop's back door in the ruined Deep Sea City."

The tattooist's eyes swirled.

"Could it be… that this shop was originally there?"

Silence.

"Are you from that city?"

Silence.

"What happened to that place? Children are being deceived and dying there…."

Sadness settled in the tattooist's eyes.

Instead of swirling, moisture filled them.

I moistened my parched muzzle and opened my mouth.

"There are still children there. Could those children be going out through the front door via this shop…"

Thud.

The wall shook.

It was the sound of the tattooist slamming a pen against the wall.

Thick pen lines trembled as they formed enormous letters filled with force….

No

"I see. Understood."

My heart felt like it would burst, yet my mouth succeeded in answering as if greased.

"…Is it because they're in a contaminated state that it won't work? Then perhaps…"

Please.

"About the Source of Infection. That strange Flesh Mass Colony… could you tell me about it?"

…….

The tattooist picked up the pen again.

And with trembling hands, grabbed a small post-it note from the counter and began writing something.

Tiny characters were pressed down firmly.

Just two characters. I could see the movement being drawn by the strokes of the hand.

Eventually the tattooist turned the paper around and showed me the completed word.

■■

"……."

Huh?

Why can't I understand it?

But though I couldn't understand it, I seemed able to pronounce it.

So… so.

"■■!"

A shock struck my head.

Images swirled. Strange life form descending from shining surface silently attaches to outer edge grows like tick tear away tear away grows back again penetrates city of great wave researchers suicide death contamination spreading from underground cave screams attempts to escape sinking of last ark comfort of Conch Shell no! contaminated child, child, infection cut the umbilical cord screams beware of screaming child, it's hell, remove the Conch Shell don't believe infection running rampant…

"Keugh."

Blood burst out.

Not from my mouth, but from my nose, my eyes, everywhere. Every orifice with mucous membranes burst from the shock.

The tattooist startled and immediately poured lemon drink into a bowl and offered it. I didn't know if cats were supposed to drink it, but I gulped it down.

Focusing on the sensation of drinking with my tongue, I tried my utmost to shake off this mental image….

It was a bloody lemonade.

And through my confused mind, several inspirations flashed.

'Just now.'

The tremendous meaning contained in just two characters had poured out like bombardment.

Is this the original language of the Mermaid Tomb? I don't think I properly understood it. No, if I could understand this, I wouldn't be human.

But I was certain of one thing.

'That tattooist was originally from the Mermaid Tomb ghost story.'

And for some reason….

'Conch Shell.'

That item called Angel's Sigh was deeply connected to this situation….

What was bizarre was that two extremely contradictory images were combined in the Conch Shell.

'Healing and death.'

It sent shivers down my spine.

……If seen from a child's perspective, what would the Conch Shell look like?

"…Tattooist."

I swallowed the sourness and taste of blood.

"About the conch shell-shaped object you recalled… what do you think of it?"

The tattooist moved their mouth shape… and showed only the pronunciation.

I read it.

If I were to translate this into words I could understand….

Filth.

Impurity. A repulsive feeling. A fatal afterimage of a terrible event, a powerful residual image that remains even when rationally knowing it poses no threat. Rejection.

And the space around the tattooist began to waver again….

"I see. Understood. …Thank you."

Was this as far as it went?

Having calmed the tattooist, I slowly began combining in my mind the clues I'd gathered so far.

"……."

Vague broad methodologies in my plan began fitting together with detailed puzzle pieces.

Of course, it was a hypothesis I'd created.

'But if this is right.'

Dangerously, using everything to the very end… there was something worth trying.

'Good.'

My mind was organized.

Now what I needed were conditions to back up this plan.

And the abilities to satisfy those conditions.

As it happened, I was in a shop where I might be able to purchase that very ability.

"Um, I'd like to talk about tattoos now, but…"

The tattooist nodded as if understanding and quickly showed another notice.

[Procedures for immature individuals require guardian consent.]

"…Yes. I'm not trying to get a tattoo right now."

Thinking of the insane power of the Tomato Tree Tattoo Sticker, I would need to be extremely careful when getting a tattoo here….

I'd seen that even when the other party only has goodwill, standards are subjective to each person, and irreversible results can occur.

So instead of a permanent tattoo, I requested a short-term effect again this time.

"…Do you have, this kind of tattoo as a sticker too?"

The tattooist tilted their head and tried to bring a book with tattoo designs. The 'Royal Special Premium No. 1 (Customizable)' I'd received last time….

No!

"It's fine. Just the basic type, please."

Then finally an ordinary book came out. Whew.

'It's because I don't have money to pay….'

To think I'm a beggar….

I didn't even have money to buy pearls. I'd considered looting something from the Mermaid Tomb, but seeing the tattooist's reaction now, I'm glad I didn't.

I nodded at the very simple tattoo form the tattooist pointed to.

"Good. I'll go with that, please."

And then I got to the real problem.

I opened my mouth with difficulty.

"Um, about the cost…"

Tap tap.

The tattooist tapped a notice.

[Write a review and get 3 free tattoo stickers (basic type only)]

……!

…….

"Uh, where do I write it?"

And so I had the rare experience of writing a review with my front paw to the effect of 'The owner is kind and professional.'

Where exactly my review would be posted… well, let's not think about that right now….

What's important is this.

'Escaping safely with the most people from this insane ghost story.'

And having just obtained the ability that would form the foundation for that.

I politely bid farewell in my quadruped form and concluded my second visit to the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

The appointed time with the agents was approaching.

"Agent Bronze."

Ryu Jaekwan turned his head.

His senior, who had just been playing with the children and waving goodbye, was approaching.

"Agent Choi."

The moment the children disappeared from view, the smile faded from Agent Choi's face.

"It's not there."

"……."

"It really seems unavoidable this time. Bronzie."

"I…"

Ryu Jaekwan gritted his teeth.

"I, that's why I said we should go out that day…!"

"……."

"Breaking the rules. Giving false hope is…"

"I know."

Agent Choi habitually made a motion as if putting a cigarette in his mouth, then realizing he was in child form, lowered his hand and laughed hollowly.

"But you have to try until the end to have no regrets."

"……."

"That's what I think."

Ryu Jaekwan quietly clenched his fist.

"And, we didn't break the really important rule. …Not revealing what this place truly is."

"……."

That's right.

Even the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau already knew.

Sparkling Dragon Palace is an illusion caused by hypnosis.

Many agents had confirmed this during their missions.

And they had all attempted to rescue the children in adult form, but failed miserably.

When forcibly boarding an infected child onto an Escape Pod, Acute Molting occurs, causing ulcers to grow all over the body and vital signs to be lost.

Do not attempt this under any circumstances.

The children transform into General Infected and die as their bodies burst.

Afterward, the agent in question suffered severe psychological trauma symptoms and nightmares, never returning to duty again, so the Disaster Management Bureau no longer informs newly deployed agents of the truth.

"Pony still doesn't know."

"……."

"Let's keep him from knowing. Alright?"

Ryu Jaekwan nodded.

At that moment.

Swish.

A small shadow moved near the alley.

Both agents immediately turned and took defensive stances.

Ryu Jaekwan furrowed his brows.

"Just now, something like a cat's shadow…"

"A cat?"

Agent Choi let out a hollow laugh.

"Ah, something that looks like a cat… well, something like that, I suppose."

"……."

That's right.

In this place, you couldn't trust appearances.

Those who couldn't be intoxicated by this enchanting spectacle that appeared in child form were those who had already seen what lay beneath.

Ryu Jaekwan slowly lowered his steps and checked beyond the alley.

And… he saw something unexpected.

Wind-up doll decorations in human size walking down the alley.

"…It's Daydream."

"…!"

Daydream Inc.'s Field Exploration team.

Perhaps because of those chilling animal masks, they always appeared as 'cute animal-decorated water fountains,' a bizarre form that stood out even from a child's perspective.

This time was no different.

A beautiful butterfly perched, a cute pony form, and even a familiar goat.

They looked like cute decorations through a child's eyes.

But.

"Hmm."

Agent Choi, who had approached silently, took out something that sparkled in wing-like shapes.

It was a suncatcher made of glasswork.

Sun-Catcher.

Though it looked clumsy as if made by a child, it emitted a strange light even without sunlight, and when brought to the eye….

The truth was revealed.

"…That's right. Wow, they're good. They look fine?"

Ryu Jaekwan too lifted his suncatcher, commonly called Sun-Catcher, and confirmed them.

Three people in suits. Animal masks. Butterfly, Pony and…….

Goat.

"……."

That one.

Ryu Jaekwan gripped the glass tightly, his blood running cold.

Because he recognized them.

'Mr. Kim Soleum's coworker…!'

The man in the black goat mask he'd seen at Sekwang Technical High School.

Recalling the conversation with the person wearing the Bison mask at the time, this was definitely someone who was quite well-acquainted with Kim Soleum.

'If so.'

…If by any chance, they recognized Kim Soleum's features from a child's face.

And if they investigated separately.

'No.'

He couldn't let that damned company contact someone who'd finally gathered his resolve and changed jobs, dragging him back into the pseudo-religion's den…!

Ryu Jaekwan's mouth opened on its own.

"Agent."

"Mm?"

"For now… wouldn't it be better to subdue them and chase them out?"

"Oh."

Agent Choi shrugged.

"Bronzie. There's one day left, why would we do such a pointless thing?"

Of course, the Disaster Management Bureau knew that the damned company was sneaking in through their own unknown routes.

They'd let it be because they judged that clashing would only increase civilian casualties.

Manpower should be used where more people could be saved, where the Supernatural Disaster could be more certainly ended.

"We should focus on watching the kids more carefully, just in case."

"……."

"…is what I should say!"

A twisted smile spread across Agent Choi's face.

He looked at one of the staff.

Butterfly Mask. With a gold mark stamped on it.

"…The Elite Squad has entered."

A fiery glint flashed in Agent Choi's eyes.

"That one, if we put them in the Glass Prison for obstruction of official duties, we might get some prime information out of them."

"……!"

"Let's go."

The agents moved.

"A-Assistant manager!"

Jin Nasol grabbed her throbbing head and saw a stupid brat running toward her.

"Over there, over there…!"

And the Mer-child following behind it.

But they had no tails.

"They're special individuals."

Jin Nasol's index and thumbnail stretched long, revealing the sharp, chilling silver thread lines within.

"How annoying."

Chapter 158

Jin Nasol raised her head.

Something peeked out from beyond the alley and stared at her.

A tailless Mer-child.

It threw something at her.

Swish.

The projectile glinted in the light.

Without hesitation, Jin Nasol reached out and grabbed the collar of the employee who had been running toward her as if escaping, using them to block it.

"Hiek!"

The moment the employee was hit by the fragment, a sharp scream erupted as glass, like soap bubbles, burst out from their body, trapping and binding their head and hands.

And above that, a geometric traditional pattern emerged, looking as if it had been stamped there.

‘…The Management Bureau!’

[Warning. You are currently obstructing a rescue mission in a Supernatural Disaster.]

[Cease the obstruction of official duties and surrender. Surrender. Surrender….]

A recorded warning began to blare from the pattern.

It was the broadcast that the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau always announced when they began to suppress civilians obstructing official duties.

At the same time, it was an Item. Upon hearing that sound, one’s hostility would vanish, and they would feel an authority that demanded obedience.

That is, if they were a normal person.

‘How troublesome.’

Veins pulsed at the temple of Jin Nasol, who wore the Golden Mask of the Elite Squad.

To think they weren't mermaids, but those Management Bureau bastards disguised as special entities.

“What a nuisance.”

“Kugh…”

Jin Nasol kicked the bound employee away, and simultaneously, as if by magic, she donned a monocle to identify the agents.

Two beyond the alley.

‘Should I engage?’

No, she shouldn't. The important thing was to finish the mission quickly and accumulate Points. It was about achieving maximum effect with minimum physical exhaustion and increasing work efficiency.

In this case, it was right to stop searching for bothersome Items and quickly board the Escape Pod to clear the area.

But….

“It’s irritating.”

Her detached nails surged forward and embedded themselves beyond the alley.

“…!”

Her irritation level, which had surpassed its limit, merged with her chronic headache and finally forced Jin Nasol into action.

The nails scraped loudly against the wall, gouging it deeply before catching on the corner.

Along with a few strands of Agent Choi’s cut hair.

“Agent!”

“Yikes, that was a bit sharp.”

However, the opponents were Hyunmoo Team 1, experts in interpersonal combat. Even though they had become children, they skillfully avoided the blow according to habits ingrained in their bodies.

“Chase when the wire is retracted.”

Moving just like that….

The Assistant Manager in the Butterfly Mask gripped the wire and shot forward in the opposite direction.

The two Bureau agents immediately rolled to the side and returned fire.

Glass Hand Cannon.

“Ah!”

Jin Nasol pulled the bound employee toward her with the wire on her index finger to use as a shield.

The Daydream employee, hit by the Disaster Management Bureau's bullet for suppressing villains, screamed.

“Aaaaah! A Mer-child! A mermaid!!”

Even though the idiot wasn't dying and hadn't even been wounded by a single Bureau bullet, he was making a huge fuss.

Moreover, to think he still saw that as just a Mer-child, his brain must have a hole in it….

……Hmm.

‘Wait, it's actually there?’

Jin Nasol looked through the monocle with X-ray vision.

Behind the two Management Bureau agents, there was one more.

A Mer-child.

……!

At that moment. One of the special entities presumed to be an ‘Agent,’ the one with a slightly larger build, moved slightly.

To better hide the Mer-child.

“Aha.”

Team A Assistant Manager narrowed her eyes.

Then, throwing the bound employee at the agent, she launched her nail wire again.

Toward the Mer-child behind the agent.

“…!”

Ting.

With a crisp sound, the nail was deflected.

The Management Bureau agent had moved.

“Ha.”

Jin Nasol took advantage of that gap to slide backward and escape the confrontation.

Her head, momentarily forgetting the pain, felt a brief thrill. If the Management Bureau agent moved specifically to protect it… there was only one truth.

‘Is the Mer-child a Civilian?’

This was….

—Information worthy of a Manual update!

It was high-value Points.

Jin Nasol’s eyes glinted fiercely.

Anger or whatever, she had to board the Escape Pod and return immediately. A clear priority had emerged.

‘If worst comes to worst, I’ll take the Mer-child hostage.’

Jin Nasol naturally broke off a part attached to her Nail and threw it forward.

Smoke billowed up.

Taking advantage of the obscured vision, Jin Nasol narrowly slipped back between the alleys.

Her mind came up with the most violent and simple method, but her obsessive goal-oriented focus on Points brought a more effective and intelligent method to her lips….

“Hey.”

Using her wire, Jin Nasol dragged over a new employee who had been peeking and measuring her chances of escape.

A woman wearing a Pony Mask.

“Ye-yes?”

“Attract their attention.”

“Me?”

Pony Mask, Kang Yihak, pointed at herself as if startled, her eyes widening.

“At most, they'll bind you, put you in a holding cell, and then release you. You're still a rookie, so you don't have a record of obstruction. They have no grounds to throw you in prison.”

“Oh….”

Kang Yihak looked back and then grinned broadly.

“That’s a wonderful plan, Assistant Manager! Then let's make that Goat guy over there do it! He's hiding there, quiet as a mouse….”

“One gold bar for every day of detention.”

“I’ll go.”

The worshiper of mammon smiled brightly and immediately gave a thumbs up.

While smiling.

“But Assistant Manager! If you’re lying, I’m going to spill all your personal information to the Management Bureau, and on my way out, I’ll take out an organ-collateral loan in your name.”

“Go ahead.”

Leaving the rookie as an obstacle, Jin Nasol began to run backward for a quick escape….

Kieeeeeng—

Blades poured down.

“…!!”

Executioner’s Swords with bells attached rained down everywhere, blocking her retreat and piercing Jin Nasol’s leg.

‘…!’

Agonizing pain surged up her leg, paralyzing it.

Most of the Disaster Management Bureau's interpersonal equipment was intended to select and kill villains when a minimum death was necessary in a Supernatural Disaster situation.

In other words, they were magic weapons that suppressed the opponent so they could be killed in the necessary manner.

“Ah, seriously!”

The Management Bureau agent, in the form of a special entity, a tailless Mer-child, was running this way, pushing Kang Yihak aside with a laugh.

‘That son of a bitch.’

He was aiming for the Elite Squad.

Occasionally, there were such agents among the veterans.

Because the Exploration Records and testimonies of the Elite Squad were useful information.

Furthermore, they were basically certain that anyone who worked for Daydream Inc. long enough to become an elite was a villain.

Someone they could find something on once they threw them in prison.

‘Should I kill him?’

Whoever he was, he was someone who would have interfered at every turn.

Jin Nasol crawled along the ground and reached into her suit to pull out lethal equipment—

B o w D o w n

A M a s s i v e W i l l

Slammed into the entire alley.

Everything froze.

Contextless violence.

The fleeing Daydream employees, the Goat Mask who was bowing his head, the Mer-childs, the Bureau agents, and even the Pony Mask who was raising her hand.

Everyone rolled only their eyes to look up.

A giant eye was watching.

No, it was language.

■■ ■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■

The sound of reciting wicked verses became a gaze that stared down at humans. An indescribable language from the outside, beyond what humans could understand, a conceptually inexplicable extra-dimensional language poured down.

Be grateful for your lack of understanding! The moment you understand, there is no turning back!

One of the Daydream Inc. employees collapsed on the ground, convulsing and foaming at the mouth before strangling himself.

S p e a k

The Mer-childs went from laughing to fainting.

B o w D o w n

Kang Yihak's mouth hung open as she stared blankly into the air before slamming her head onto the ground.

The sound of muttering.

S p e a k

Originally, it wasn't those words! However, if one were to accept only the words that humans could understand, that is how it sounded. Oh, whispers of the abyss. Deep, so deep, how enchanting, we must flee, but we cannot flee?????? Truly enchanting and sacrilegious????? We must worship??

“D-die.”

Someone spoke. Muttered.

“He said we're all going to die. Death, prepare for it, uh….”

“What are you talking about?”

Jin Nasol barely managed to grab someone by the collar. No, it wasn't just s-s-someone, it was the rookie wearing the Goat Mask.

“He said to prepare for death! Death! The cat! The monster, Kim Sol…!”

A mouth appeared above the alley.

The shadow of a truly massive mouth opened as if to swallow everything.

It pronounced.

It's reading something more! It's reading! No, don't….

Damn it.

“Agent Choi, feeling like he wanted to bite his tongue, loaded the Glass Hand Cannon with the most powerful mental defense bullet he possessed. Since there were only three, priority was crucial.”

What? Wait. Words and thoughts are being swapped.

“Even the thoughts and words of the Daydream employees are being understood. Agent Bronze swallowed hard. …The supernatural aspect of the ghost story that shows hallucinations to children is being ignored.”

Wait a minute.

“A chilling sense of crisis surged up the scar on his neck.”

The phenomenon that has appeared now, this is….

“An Extermination Grade?”

“What exactly do you want! What do you want that you're doing this! Why are we dying! I don't want to die! I don't want to die! I don't know what I'm supposed to do, but I'll do it! I'll do it! Please, just go away!”

“…….”

“…….”

It vanished.

The Sparkling Dragon Palace and the Mermaid Tomb returned.

Thud.

The eyes of the people who slumped to the ground were vacant. As the indescribably massive ■■■ disappeared, the void was very slowly filled….

And.

A desolate foreboding.

“You, just now, said you'd do anything….”

Gazes turned toward the black Goat Mask.

Baek Saheon.

“If it went away, you said, you'd do, anything….”

The moment Baek Saheon’s face turned deathly pale.

Jingle.

“…!”

Something quietly walked out from the darkness at the end of the alley.

“Um….”

It was a black cat.

The red-eyed Quadrupedal Beast was observing the humans intently.

A symbol of misfortune, a history of fear and persecution, a street animal passed by amidst familiarity and a sense of daily life.

The protagonist of the most famous short horror story.

The cat approached.

“…!”

Its form flickered and moved.

The people, gripped by tension, stopped their complex power dynamics and conflicts and watched the thing that moved….

Standing before the black Goat, it opened its mouth.

[This way]

“…!”

A will was spoken.

[This way]

The cat stared toward the other side.

Baek Saheon staggered to his feet and, after glaring at the cat with a pale face, began to move.

Walking alongside the black Quadrupedal Beast, the people and the Mer-childs began to follow, staggering….

‘It, it worked.’

Even if the inside was Kim Soleum, swallowing cold sweat and tears!

—Is there a tattoo sticker like this, like an app that reads out what you input? …Ah! You can do instant printing?

That’s right.

Kim Soleum had purchased a tattoo sticker with a musical note pattern that had the ‘effect of conveying my thoughts to the surroundings like a spoken voice’ from the Moonlight Tattoo Shop and attached it to the sole of his foot.

He was desperately moving his four paws, pretending to be cold and significant.

Relieved that, at any rate, the situation was proceeding correctly.

‘I thought I was going to lose it!’

A few hours ago.

‘Whew.’

Leaving the Moonlight Tattoo Shop, Kim Soleum briefly shed his cat form and returned to being a child.

He suppressed a groan as he looked around at the surroundings that had turned into an ecstatic paradise again.

Now that the Stamp was tattered, it seemed like it would be difficult to use more than one more time… but this task absolutely had to be done in a human body.

“Finally using it.”

Because there was something to take out.

From the deepest part within the Benefactor tattoo, Kim Soleum finally brought out an item he had purchased from the Space Shopping Mall a long time ago.

“Whew.”

It was….

A bizarre book bound with the faces of screaming people, made of human skin and finished with a dark red wax coating.

Necronomicon

The Book of the Dead.

Kim Soleum peered at the form of the ancient book, which seemed sealed with red wax.

‘…Braun acted like he knew about it.’

But here's the thing.

—It's probably not the Necronomicon you know.

It was exactly as he had said then.

He turned back into a cat and moved his front paws. It was to reduce any sense of repulsion.

If he touched the area below the wax part carefully with his front paws like this… he could find it.

There was a hinge on the corner.

That’s right. This….

‘The ancient book form is just a book case.’

And if you opened it.

Click.

You could see the clean, typical font and cover of a wireless-bound softcover book.

Necronomicon

Easy Korean Revised Edition Released!

It was a neat and tacky modern publication.

“…….”

By this point, your head might be filled with ‘????,’ but let’s proceed a bit further.

He flipped open the cover.

Then, past the table of contents, text like this began to appear….

Ouija Ay Ouija Ay En-cru-ga Ja-ka-ib Hi-ri-ge-be So-mer-ka Beu-at Ni-al-lat Ho-tep Peu-re-gi-be Wi-ni-wi-ke Ja-i-che-ru-ge

…Did you notice?

Extraterrestrial language, transliterated phonetically, was roughly written down.

Yeah.

This book was, (in another sense), a terrible mistranslation, a defective copy…!

According to the researcher in the Dark Exploration Records, even that was full of typos and was pathetic.

A level that was terrible even to call a mistranslation, literally just a version that clumsily mimicked the pronunciation of some old edition of the Necronomicon!

‘Considering that in Cosmic Horror, Otherworldly Languages are usually difficult to fully understand or pronounce in human tongues, it’s a truly meaningless endeavor.’

Of course, the true identity of this thing, which couldn't actually call upon the power of a cosmic horror entity of madness and terror, was….

A ghost story satirizing book funding scams.

Well, yes. It was that kind of Item.

However, since a ghost story is a ghost story, it tended to have at least one effect that resulted in terrible consequences.

A capability fitting for a scam-themed ghost story.

It was… the psychological effect.

When reading the book, the reciter falls into the illusion that a massive entity has actually descended, plunging into madness and terror.

Additionally, it was presumed to have a similar influence on all humans within 10 meters in front of the reciter who heard the voice.

The more the reciter is a horror enthusiast with a strong tendency for immersion, the more concrete and certain the effect becomes.

—Anyway, it's a somewhat conscientious scam since it at least lets the reader get into the mood.

-Lee Yeonhwa, Research Team 1 Assistant Manager.

In a word, a bluffing Item for intimidation!

And, though it’s a bit embarrassing….

The more the reciter is a horror enthusiast with a strong tendency for immersion, the more concrete and certain the effect becomes.

…Kim Soleum had judged that it could be considered an Item for him.

‘Ugh.’

Of course, he thought he was going to lose his mind while reading it.

If it hadn't been for just the psychological effect, he might have been dripping blood from every orifice again. Or maybe it was thanks to the lemonade he had drunk at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

At any rate.

‘I can't do that anymore.’

He couldn't read the book any longer. For one, he felt like he would go crazy while reading it, and the moment he was caught reciting it while in his cat form and exposed as an Item, the plan would be screwed.

However, that terrifying psychological effect only manifests when reading the Necronomicon.

In other words, Kim Soleum, who was now in his cat form, had stats no different from a common street animal….

‘Can, can I fool them?’

But he had to.

[This way]

Thus, Kim Soleum steadfastly pretended to be an extraordinary creature and began to guide the Daydream Inc. employees and the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau agents.

‘Please, just cooperate until we escape.’

The destination….

Was the place where the Angel’s Sigh still remained.

Chapter 159
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Kim Soleum thought to himself.

If 'Good Friend' were accompanying him in this absurd situation, he could roughly guess what the entity would say.

—Oh! Deception. It has been a very effective technique of governance since ancient times. I am becoming increasingly curious to see what scene you will lead the masses toward….

He probably would have said something like that.

'Now that I think about it, walking on all fours leaves no room to carry a rabbit doll.'

Kim Soleum had such idle thoughts. No, he was desperately trying to distract himself.

It was because the gazes from behind were piercing.

'Uwaaaaagh.'

Behind him, the employees of Daydream Inc. and the agents of the Disaster Management Bureau were following him as if possessed.

No, even the Mer-childs… that is, the children, were following as well.

'To this extent?'

He felt like he was about to break out in a cold sweat.

It was true that he had intentionally induced the two factions to witness each other. He thought the psychological effect of the fake Necronomicon would work better if they were conscious of each other and the situation became chaotic!

However, he didn't expect it to work so well that not a single person would withdraw and everyone would follow him.

'If I get caught, I'm fucked….'

If those veterans caught him, he didn't even want to imagine what would happen; his paws were practically damp with sweat….

Surprisingly, however, Kim Soleum succeeded in not showing any of this. It was thanks to his survival instincts, honed since his days as a new employee at the ghost story company.

Thanks to that, he was perceived as the avatar of some cosmic horror entity that had caused the terrible and powerful phenomenon they had just experienced.

Even by the person who had guessed the identity of this cat!

"Excuse me."

Baek Saheon.

The employee in the goat mask walking beside the cat finally managed to speak after several hellish minutes.

"Exactly what are you…."

The cat stares.

Stopping in its tracks, it gazes silently at the black goat with blood-red eyes.

“…….”

“…….”

“…Ugh.”

In the end, Baek Saheon covered his mouth and began to walk again, his eyes spinning and sweat pouring down….

'It’s not killing us.'

'It’s not killing us yet.'

'It definitely has a purpose.'

Just as people’s minds were starting to work again and rational thought was beginning to function.

The great terror in the form of a cat began to speak again.

A different word.

[10]

…A countdown.

“…!”

[9]

And the cat's pace quickened.

[8]

The cat grows smaller in the distance across the city.

If they don't follow right now, there's no telling what will happen….

[7]

With cold sweat forming on the backs of their necks, people shut their mouths and moved to follow the cat as it started walking again.

It was a rare situation that occurred because everyone had experience in ghost story exploration.

It was because they all knew this unwritten rule.

—In a ghost story, if you scream and run away without thinking, you usually die.

Thus, the logic of the ghost story was protecting Kim Soleum!

Furthermore, by having a strange entity intervene between two factions that were on extremely bad terms, it had the effect of keeping them in check and preventing them from acting recklessly.

'Thank you, Baek Saheon…!'

Thanks to him, Kim Soleum was able to guide them while properly creating an atmosphere of fear and pressure, unlike his sweat-dampened paws.

The black cat with the ominous presence continued to move its feet, heading to a certain part of the city in an instant.

The employees avoided the mucus sprayed by the Ulcers in between, and the agents hurriedly carried the children who said their legs hurt, as they walked urgently.

Eventually, after passing the city area, a strange structure appeared….

“Eh?”

“It looks like… a cathedral.”

It was the stained-glass building at the very eastern end.

Even though all the glass was shattered and the symbols were destroyed.

The cat quietly went to the ruined building and headed for a strangely hidden space beyond a fallen beam.

Surprisingly, there was a small annex there.

“…!”

“This is a place we’ve never been to.”

Because it was hidden by the ruined building, it was a place the Daydream employees hadn't noticed and didn't even know existed until now.

However, in the eyes of the children looking at the Sparkling Dragon Palace, it appeared as a properly beautiful building….

“This is the place we searched last time, right?”

“Yes. There were no unusual findings.”

And so, one side felt strange while the other felt suspicious, and both entered the building full of wariness.

Following the black cat.

[This way]

The cat only stopped once it had entered the annex.

It was in front of the left wall.

Right below where a small, torn painting was hanging.

Baek Saheon flinched.

“…What do you want me to do with this?”

[This way]

Damn it.

Baek Saheon broke out in a cold sweat looking at the ruined painting, then turned around and smiled.

“Um, Ms. Pony.”

Kang Yihak naturally pretended not to hear. Baek Saheon continued regardless.

“I don’t know much about this sort of thing, so could you take a look? This painting, for some reason, feels like there’s a safe behind it….”

“A safe?”

“Yes.”

Kang Yihak stepped forward in an instant.

And after peering closely at the painting….

“Aha.”

She reached out and pulled the painting away without hesitation.

Behind it, there really was a rusted steel locking mechanism.

“…!”

It was a bluff, so why is it there!

For a moment, Baek Saheon almost grabbed her by the collar.

'If I’d known, I would have done it myself….'

Kang Yihak immediately took action.

“Lord Cat.”

She sat down on her knees in front of the cat.

Kim Soleum almost toppled over backward, but he managed to stiffen his posture like a proper Ghost Story Resident.

Kang Yihak’s eyes sparkled.

“The safe key! Where would the safe key be?”

Good grief.

“Haha, you told us to bow earlier so I tried bowing, but could you give me a little hint about how much expensive stuff is inside…….”

[This way]

The cat remained steadfast (out of necessity)!

And in the meantime, Baek Saheon quietly reached out and ripped the safe open.

Screeeak.

“Ah. It just opens…!”

And everyone from Daydream Inc. froze.

One, two, three…….

Twelve.

Inside the safe, beautiful white Conch Shells were displayed, tied with golden strings.

They were precious items that they had searched the city for like rats, yet were now rarely found.

“An, Angel’s Sigh!”

Thirteen total 'Angel's Sighs' discovered in a safe inside an annex next to a large, ruined religious structure in the east of the city. Given the nature of the structure, they appear to be professional stockpiles.

The thing the cat wanted to show them.

The cat watched the rejoicing employees with its red eyes.

If the exploration had already been completed, he would have naturally guided them elsewhere, but it had to be here if possible.

…There was a reason.

However, the promised side effects were unavoidable.

'Items!'

Greed clouded the eyes of the Daydream Inc. employees.

'How much is that if converted into points?'

'I have to take them out no matter what.'

However, they were still gauging the situation due to the fear brought about by the Necronomicon.

They seemed to think that the great malice reflecting in the form of the cat would set some condition or bring about a terrible result.

And so….

[This way]

The cat moved its feet again.

A suffocating silence followed.

And… he sat in front of the Disaster Management Bureau agents—the children.

“…!”

“It’s a cat doll! So cute!”

“No! It’s dirty!”

Agent Choi restrained a Mer-child that was about to pounce on the cat.

Ryu Jaekwan broke out in a cold sweat.

Regardless, the cat's senses, having already perceived the world behind the veil, also detected the voices of the Disaster Management Bureau agents who appeared as 'children.'

And he urged them.

[This way]

“…It seems like it wants us to look inside that safe.”

“…….”

The two calmed the Mer-childs and approached the safe while guarding their surroundings.

The employees of Daydream Inc. looked like their hands were itching, but for now, they remained quiet given the situation.

And finally, the agents peered into the safe….

“…….”

“…Bronzie. Do you see it?”

“No.”

“Right.”

Agent Choi broke out in a cold sweat and gave a thin smile.

“…There’s nothing there.”

That’s right.

To the agents in the form of children, the inside of the shimmering ivory safe appeared empty.

“But there actually is something, right?”

Agent Choi lifted his Sun Catcher again and looked at the spot the Daydream Inc. people had made a fuss over.

And he confirmed it.

“…!”

There really were twelve ‘Conch Shells.’

Agent Choi hurriedly asked a Mer-child.

“Hey friend, do you see that?”

“What? Is there something there?”

“I see the cat.”

The children answered innocently.

The agents realized.

This object is invisible only to children.

No, to be precise… they can't perceive it at all!

'Wait a minute.'

Agent Bronze felt a chill down his spine.

'Then… that means there was a crucial item that the Bureau hasn't been able to identify until now…….'

They always infiltrated ghost stories in the form of children.

So, they couldn't even perceive it in that form, and they were bound to fail to identify the Conch Shells, which could only be found if they were searched for by force.

But at this moment, the agents of the Disaster Management Bureau learned of this item’s existence….

Agent Choi whipped around to look at the cat, but the cat just stared at him, continuing to project the same will.

[This way]

“Agent.”

“No, no, it’s fine.”

Agent Choi responded to the call.

And he reached out, intending to touch the position where the Conch Shell was inside the safe….

But he couldn't touch it at all.

“…….”

It wouldn't even let him touch it.

The illusion of the Sparkling Dragon Palace, created by the culprit and source of infection of this ghost story, was rejecting the Conch Shell.

“Then….”

[This way]

“…….”

Agent Choi fell silent.

The cat moved again as if to say his turn was over.

The direction of its steps was… in front of Baek Saheon.

'Why me again!'

Baek Saheon screamed internally. But the next moment, he realized.

“Ah. …Should I be the one to pack these Conch Shells?”

That’s right.

'It's telling me to take the items!'

For the first time, Baek Saheon was filled with joy after hearing the kitten's words, and he quickly reached into the safe.

[10]

Even amidst the joy, his mind was busy running calculations.

'How do I pack all twelve in this situation?'

If it had only spoken to me, I could have just taken them right away, but since it turned out like this, the situation will only be settled if I give a few to my ill-tempered boss and my money-crazed colleague.

'Fuck.'

[9]

It was certain that it had intentionally gathered people to create a more interesting and provocative scene. As expected, that cat is the psychopath Kim Soleum….

'…Wait a minute.'

Baek Saheon flinched.

But that crazy, strange, bizarre, and terrifying pressure just now, that presence… isn't that something a mere psychopathic human can do?

The same goes for the Red Halo seen on Kim Soleum.

Of course, Baek Saheon had confirmed a few times that halos signaling danger could be seen even on humans, but Kim Soleum’s felt… somehow, different.

[8]

It was closer to something seen in a ghost story than a person….

The feeling of an Anomaly.

'No way.'

Could it be that his former roommate wasn't just a subhuman psychopath.

[7]

'But from the very beginning, he was never a human of reality…….'

His back felt chilly.

However, the die was cast, and he had to take the items.

'It doesn't matter.'

[6]

The countdown was ending.

Baek Saheon gritted his teeth and quickly packed the Conch Shells tied with golden strings. Ignoring Kang Yihak’s peeking and the intense gazes of his boss and the agents.

And just as he had swept all twelve into his bag.

“Eh?”

He discovered an additional Conch Shell hidden at the very bottom.

It wasn't tied with a golden string, but it was definitely an 'Angel's Sigh.'

'A bonus.'

Baek Saheon was plotting a way to secretly take it separately when he reached out….

[This way]

Something leaps out from inside.

“…!”

Baek Saheon tripped over the cat by a hair's breadth.

The mucilaginous Source of Infection shot out from inside the Conch Shell, slicing through the air and missing its target.

“Ack!”

Baek Saheon quickly threw the Conch Shell he was holding.

Agent Bronze, who had been watching the situation with his Sun Catcher, ran over and struck the Conch Shell that had fired the mucus with his glass hand cannon.

With a short thwack, the Conch Shell shattered, and a mass of flesh like a tick crawled out, twitching like an insect, before being hit by another bullet and sticking to the floor.

Crunch.

Jin Nasol’s shoe crushed it.

“…….”

In the chilling silence, people turned to look at the cat.

At the Ghost Story Entity that had forcibly guided them here.

Phew.

Feeling like I wanted to break out in a cold sweat, I tried my best to avoid people's gazes.

It wasn't that hard since I was in a cat's body.

'I was trying to verify this.'

Right. The reason I specifically wanted to come here among the many places where 'Angel's Sigh' could be farmed.

The moment you pick up the Conch Shell hidden at the very bottom of the safe, infection mucus shoots out.

The peculiarity of this place. It was a trap item.

It was a chilling and classic horror development, where a Biohazard was camouflaged while parasitizing inside an item that seemed useful, like a mimic.

But if you combine this classic trope with the information obtained from the tattooist….

'It becomes an even clearer hint.'

A hint about the true nature of the Conch Shells.

■■.

In that overwhelming sensory information the owner of Moonlight Tattoo Shop had passed on, the Conch Shells, the ‘Angel’s Sighs,’ were terrible things associated with a negative and fatal event.

Perhaps that event was this crazy infection and the destruction of the city.

But at the same time, the Conch Shells also had the opposite images of consolation and healing.

If I carefully thought about and reconstructed this, adding the tattooist’s expression of ‘something that is terrible because it is foul in image, even if you know rationally that it is not a threat’….

—The Conch Shells, which were originally a cure, caused a fatal event, but this is not the original function of the Conch Shells.

…It comes down to that.

Then who on earth would have contaminated the Conch Shells?

'A very obvious candidate.'

—The Biohazard Ulcer entered the Conch Shells and disguised itself as Angel's Sighs.

It's the same as Biohazard-Merfolk creating illusions of the Sparkling Dragon Palace to delude the child hosts.

'They first hid in the Conch Shells and spread the infection.'

If the children were infected and this crazy situation spread rapidly, and even made the civilization of this city wary of the Conch Shells, preventing them from receiving emergency treatment in time...

'All the pieces fit.'

Kim Soleum had driven the people here to directly deliver this hint without being suspected.

And….

“Aha.”

There was someone here who had accurately grasped the hint.

“…….”

Agent Choi picked up a piece of the shattered Conch Shell. Goosebumps began to rise along his hand.

It was close to a thrill.

A keen and experienced person easily notices the hint and gets closer to the correct answer.

“Is it a cure?”

He turned to look at the cat.

“Is this a cure?”

“…!!”

“So that’s why you blocked the kids from even seeing or touching it, and even mixed in a fake to induce a misunderstanding? To prevent them from being treated.”

The cat did not respond, but Agent Choi was already certain.

He declared in a voice so calm it was unbelievable to be addressed to a being that had shown such a terrible presence until just moments ago.

“Right. This… is the cure.”

“…….”

Tension began to fill the space.

'What is it?'

To the Daydream Inc. employees, the agent's words sounded only like the laughter of a Mer-child.

So they couldn't understand it, but they could instinctively sense the unusual atmosphere.

“But you see.”

Agent Choi looked at the bag Baek Saheon was holding.

Baek Saheon gripped the bag tightly.

“There are twenty-eight kids.”

And all of them are so severely infected that they cannot escape.

“But there are only twelve Conch Shells.. and they’re in the hands of you pseudo-company bastards?”

Agent Choi raised his hand.

And his glass hand cannon….

[10]

“…….”

[9]

The cat.

Before anyone knew it, was sitting elsewhere.

[8]

In front of Jin Nasol’s shoes.

“What.”

[7]

“I don’t know what you want me to do.”

[6]

“Are you telling me to go ahead and do what I was going to do?”

[5]

“Fine then.”

[4]

And so, Jin Nasol did what she had originally intended to do.

[3]

The assistant manager of Daydream Inc.’s elite squad launched the offensive wires attached to her fingernails.

Toward the Mer-child who was not an agent.

Chapter 160

The agents of the Disaster Management Bureau turn their heads.

“Whoa!”

A wire, tipped with sharp, ornate claws, shoots out and wraps around the hem of the Mer-child’s clothes in an instant.

It is Team A Assistant Manager’s specialized weapon.

“Huh? Fireworks!”

The young child laughed.

Listening to the laughter of the contaminated Mer-child, Jin Nasol cut through the most lethal parts first.

The areas that secrete paralyzing and infectious fluids.

Squelch.

“Aaaaaah!”

The massive tail attached to the Mer-child was severed.

Blood and mucus burst forth.

“It hurts! It hurts!”

The agent's attack grazed by a hair's breadth.

Without a moment’s delay, Jin Nasol used the wire to pull the neutralized Mer-child, its tail now gone, and grabbed it in one hand.

“Ugh!”

And then, she declared:

“Come any closer, and it dies.”

“…!”

It was a perfectly rational choice.

‘My legs aren’t right.’

Because her calf, which had been struck by the Bell-Blade earlier, was still paralyzed, Jin Nasol had been forced to use items even as she ran here chasing that ominous cat-being.

In this state, facing off against two Disaster Management Bureau agents while trying to escape with the items would be foolish.

Jin Nasol loathed foolishness.

Thus, she chose.

“I told you not to come any closer.”

“…!”

Even if words don’t translate, certain communications function through gestures alone.

“Bronzie, wait a second.”

Agent Choi, who valued every single human life, quickly raised his hands as if surrendering to Jin Nasol while his mind raced to find an alternative.

However….

That was not the standard response of the Disaster Management Bureau.

‘A hostage.’

A standard figure of the Management Bureau, Agent Bronze, looked at the villain before him with dark eyes.

Those human scum intended to flee with items that could save twelve children, all for their own selfish greed.

‘Even though they could escape without taking them.’

If he let them go like this, twelve children would die.

And the Bureau’s priorities were clear.

Maximum survival with minimum sacrifice.

—If sacrificing one civilian can save more civilians.

‘Then that is what is done.’

“…Bronzie?”

Agent Bronze made his decision quickly.

He raised his Glass Hand Cannon and charged.

“Hey…!”

But at that moment, another creature moved simultaneously.

Jingle.

“Huh? No, wait….”

Amidst Baek Saheon’s panicked voice, the cat stepped off his shoulder and leaped down silently.

In the cat’s mouth was a conch shell tied with a golden string—the ‘Angel’s Sigh.’

It had been taken from Baek Saheon’s bag.

“Hey!”

The cat dashed straight toward Jin Nasol.

“…!”

Jin Nasol reflexively prepared to kick and fire her wire, but the cat’s target was not the employee.

Instead, the cat headed slightly more to the side, downward.

“Huh? A cat doll….”

The Mer-child Jin Nasol was holding hostage.

The cat, still holding the conch shell in its teeth, pressed it completely against the Mer-child’s ear.

“…!”

A faint voice resonated from within the shell.

A humming.

It sounded like the beautiful song of a siren, or perhaps a lullaby a parent might hum while cradling a child.

It felt like a line from a stirring national anthem, or a hymn overflowing with cheers and vitality.

However, only one specific passage was taken from it.

Only one melody emerged softly and tenderly from inside the conch shell, tickling the child’s ear.

“…Ah?”

The Mer-child with the severed tail froze.

Mmm, mmm-mmm, mmm, mmm-mmm-mmm.

The bleeding slowed.

The inflammation on the face and limbs that had been covered in ulcers subsided, the syndrome of infection that had twisted the limbs vanished, and the vocal cords returned to their original form.

Of course, it wasn't as if the child perfectly returned to their original state as if reversing time.

However, the rapidly spreading infection lost its momentum, and the child's inherent human life flared up like a flame meeting kindling.

In the next moment.

“Huuuuu….”

The child, gasping for breath, regained the appearance of a sick child.

“…….”

“…….”

As everyone momentarily froze out of human instinct at the miraculous sight.

“W-what is this? Mommy…!”

The child began to burst into convulsive sobs.

As the infection subsided and the hallucinations cleared, the Sparkling Dragon Palace vanished, and they began to see the gruesome reality with their own eyes.

“…!”

‘It can even break the brainwashing…!’

But while the child, who had been cast out of the ecstatic and beautiful ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace,’ continued to cry.

Surprisingly, the cat went and let the child embrace it!

“Kitty, kitty….”

Even as its head was pulled by the child’s rather rough grip, the cat sat perfectly still.

Though it looked even more eerie because of that, it was a clear signal.

That thing was friendly toward children.

‘Is this a ghost story where the rules change depending on age?’

While Jin Nasol analyzed the situation like an elite member of the Field Exploration team, she did not let go of the hostage she held.

However, she no longer blatantly suppressed the child. It was impossible to predict how that danger in the shape of a cat would react.

But….

“These guys really aren't in their right minds.”

There were those who aimed precisely for that opening.

“…!”

A bullet flew.

Jin Nasol saw it. The opposing agent fired a Glass Hand Cannon aiming for her legs, and simultaneously, the one who had already approached tried to bind her upper body.

‘Hah.’

Jin Nasol intentionally fell backward.

Her body, losing its balance and moving amorphously, narrowly avoided the agents' suppression.

And at the same time, she flicked her hand and tossed the hostage forward.

Toward Agent Choi.

“…!”

The moment Agent Choi caught the child who was hugging the cat.

‘There are plenty of hostages outside.’

Jin Nasol made a cold judgment and prepared to kick the door open.

‘Retreating.’

The other Daydream employees who witnessed the situation also moved to follow her lead, and just as Baek Saheon was about to run while clutching the bag containing the remaining eleven ‘Angel’s Sighs.’

[This way]

The cat looked at them.

“…!”

The ominous cat quietly walked out from the arms of the child held by Agent Choi.

“What are you….”

The quadrupedal beast walked among the frozen people. And passing everyone, it stood before something.

The Mer-child’s tail that Jin Nasol had cut off.

A string of ulcerated masses.

[This way]

The cat’s form flickered like static as it looked back at the people.

“Wh-what do you want us to do with that….”

[This way]

Those blood-red eyes stared into me.

A gaze that seemed to already know everything about my story.

“…….”

Fuck.

Baek Saheon quickly picked up the tail with his gloved hand and tried to shove it into the front of the waterproof bag.

But before he could, Agent Choi snatched the tail away with lightning speed.

“Ah…!”

Agent Choi firmly gripped the tail, which was still writhing and struggling to parasitically latch onto him—the ‘child’—and spoke to the cat.

“You induced the attack because you needed this?”

Silence.

“What use does this tail have?”

The cat did not answer.

But it did answer.

[This way]

By staring at the employees of Daydream Inc.

“…!”

Agent Choi stored the tail in a Seal box and hurriedly began to write words on the floor with the chalk he carried.

A single connection point where the gazes of the Sparkling Dragon Palace and the Mermaid Tomb were shared.

—You guys use these tails, don't you?

“…!”

—If you tell me how and where you use them first, I won’t fight you anymore until we leave here~ I swear on an agent’s honor! ^^

—By any chance, do you use them when you escape? I already know you're escaping on an Escape Pod. Where and how do you use it?

‘Crazy bastard….’

However, Agent Choi had a reason for his confidence.

—I think the cat wants us to talk, too?

[10]

“Ah, seriously!”

Fed up with the cat starting a countdown in sync, Baek Saheon scanned the surroundings.

‘I don’t want to be the one to take the fall….’

Fortunately, Kang Yihak quickly bent down and started writing a reply.

—Oh, how much will you pay if I tell you? lol

‘There’s another crazy bastard here.’

—We’re broke ㅠㅠ You rich guys just bear with it! You don’t want your heads to burst because of the cat~

“Geez.”

‘You sons of bitches…!’

In the end, under the pressure of the countdown, Baek Saheon took the hint and wrote the answer himself instead of his money-crazed colleague.

—You already know everything.. The tail is needed during the escape process.

—But we’ve never savagely cut the tails of Mer-childs; we only cut the minimum from General Infected that are already completely contaminated. We have to live too..

‘It’s obvious they’ll have a fit if we say we killed a kid!’

So he had phrased it as nicely as possible, but Agent Choi didn’t even blink.

—In what way do you use it? Fuel? An entrance ticket? A sacrifice?

Is it okay to spill this much?

[6]

Damn it.

—An entrance ticket.

As he wrote, Baek Saheon reflexively glared at the spot where the cat had been. You squeezed us to death with that countdown, are you satisfied now? You psychopathic bastard….

But the cat was already gone from that spot.

“…!”

It was suddenly standing in front of the window.

On two legs, no less.

[This way]

The cat's posture was bizarre.

As if someone were forcibly controlling the cat, it stood up like a ghost on two legs by the window and flicked its left front paw up to point somewhere to the west.

That place was….

‘…The direction of the Escape Pods!’

And then, it plummeted straight down below the window.

“…!!”

People rushed to the window and looked down, but there was nothing below….

The cat had vanished.

“……Haa.”

Suddenly, the air felt lighter.

While several people caught their breath and their minds raced.

“The Escape Pod… the Escape Pod!”

Baek Saheon clutched his head.

“Right! It was telling us to get the hell out on the Escape Pod!”

“What?”

“It told us to p-prepare for death. I wondered what that meant, but now I think it meant it’ll kill us if we don’t all leave on the Escape Pod…!”

“…!”

“We have to get out quickly….”

But the employees of Daydream Inc. did not easily forget the danger.

The agents of the Disaster Management Bureau were still in this space.

And….

The influence of the behavior shown by whatever that cat-thing had been.

“…….”

At that moment, Agent Choi was deep in thought.

The cat had made them remove the tail from the Mer-child and had healed it with the conch shell.

Recalling that behavior, which anyone would see as friendly toward children….

‘Hmm.’

The agent calmly wrote on the floor.

—Seeing as the cat showed us the locations of the conch shells and even demonstrated the treatment, I think it wants us to use them to save as many kids as possible..

—Anyone here want to die a dog's death to a monster because they got greedy for items?

‘Fuck.’

But the agent’s words didn’t end there.

—Otherwise, shall we temporarily cooperate until everyone gets out safely?

“…!”

—Let’s try to take as many children as possible safely. Using the conch shells, to that Escape Pod you guys are taking out.

“…….”

Jin Nasol pushed Baek Saheon aside and stepped forward without hesitation.

“…!”

And while staring at the agent without even blinking, she wrote on the floor.

—If you try anything funny, I’ll shoot to kill.

“Okay~”

Thus, a bizarre temporary alliance was formed.

A composition that could use the senses of both the Mermaid Tomb and the Sparkling Dragon Palace, and with enough numbers to handle a Biological Disaster while taking care of multiple children at once.

‘…Was this induced?’

Ryu Jaekwan’s eyes twitched.

Just what kind of Supernatural Phenomenon was that ghost story in the shape of a cat for it to…… no, for now, the important thing was to get out of here safely and complete the mission.

Yes, he wasn't even alone right now. Since the rookie had joined as well…….

Wait!

“Grapes!”

Ryu Jaekwan hurriedly turned back to his superior with a stiff face.

The rookie, who must still be among the children looking for civilians who could be rescued, had been left alone…!

“We have to find her immediately. If she gets separated here….”

“Wait, wait! Let’s stay calm. We were supposed to meet this evening anyway. We’ll probably run into her on the way to collect the kids.”

That was the problem…!

‘I shouldn't be bringing these human scum along…!’

“Let me start by threatening these guys a bit.”

Instead of letting Baek Saheon keep the conch shells, Agent Choi took the General Infected tail tissues they had collected as collateral and confirmed they weren't lying about the Escape Pod’s location.

He even completed his precautions by secretly attaching a tracking device to a conch shell while pretending to bicker over them.

“There we go.”

Finally, they firmly decided to meet in front of the building near where the Escape Pod was located.

“Now, let’s go gather the children.”

“…Yes.”

In any case, the encounter between this crazy pseudo-religious pharmaceutical company and Agent Grapes was unavoidable.

Ryu Jaekwan felt a chill in his chest, but he thought he should be the first to spot her and make her cover her face with a hat or something.

His superior would understand if he said he wanted to protect the rookie’s identity from the employees of a pseudo-religious pharmaceutical company.

“She’s at the fountain! Over there.”

“Yes.”

But the moment they met Agent Grapes at the fountain in the center of the city.

“Agent!”

Ryu Jaekwan realized his plan had been meaningless.

Through the Sun Catcher he held up to one eye as if it were permanently attached for emergencies, he saw it clearly.

The rookie agent, noticing them and turning around….

“I was gathering the children and organizing them by age!”

Ulcers covered half of her face.

“…….”

Ryu Jaekwan stopped in his tracks.

Breaking out in a cold sweat, his trembling gaze swept over his fellow agent who now had the appearance of a child….

A mass of cells like a long umbilical cord hung down from her Upper Body.

A thick mass of flesh flowed out from her waist, and ulcers hung dangling like a tail.

It was hideous and gruesome, but because of the nature of the underwater city and the fact that it looked like a tail….

This Biological Disaster was called a mermaid.

“But, playing together is so much fun….”

The Mer-child who had been an agent smiled and waved her hand.

“Can’t we stay just one more day?”

Seeing the rookie completely infected by the Biological Disaster, the two agents stopped, their faces turning deathly pale.

Chapter 161

The rookie employee has been infected.

"Agent?"

Ryu Jaekwan had already experienced similar situations several times.

An agent who, with only one step left, made a mistake with the numbers and stepped on the wrong stair; an agent who held out for two days without a single drop of water, only to be contaminated by a raindrop falling onto the mucous membrane of their eye….

They just disappear.

Just like that.

Without context or warning.

People usually call stories whose creepiness is considered entertaining "ghost stories"….

But to those involved, it naturally felt like a common tragedy.

Just like now.

"Bronzie."

At that moment, his senior tapped his shoulder and quickly put an arm around him.

"…!"

And he began writing letters on his back with a finger.

So that it wouldn't look unnatural to the rookie agent in front of them.

Stay calm.

"Grapes-ie! But we have to go. Your hand will be gone soon, too."

"Ah…."

The rookie agent, Kim Soleum, who had been staring at his right arm that had been cut off and disappeared, replied quite brightly.

"I’m okay! The Mermaid Princess said she’d give it back to me. I'll be fine!"

"…Is that so?"

"Yes! Look. I even received these…."

Kim Soleum held up a few items he had received from the children, showing them off proudly.

In reality, they were all worn out and pathetic objects; even from the perspective of the Sparkling Dragon Palace, they were just toys that a child, not a full-grown adult, would like.

"…Right. Hold on a second."

The two of them left Kim Soleum to mingle with the children for a moment and had a brief, urgent conversation.

"I don't know what on earth he did, but the contamination is too deep."

Tumors covered half of his face, and the Source of Infection, manifested as a tail, had grown excessively.

Usually, there were no cases of this happening in just three days.

Did he perhaps actually enter the 'Dragon Palace' itself? Or did something go wrong while he was in contact with the children, or maybe Kim Soleum's body itself was particularly vulnerable to Biological Disasters?

Either way, there was a slight possibility a rookie could experience it, but it was difficult to confirm immediately through the rookie, whose mind also seemed to be contaminated.

Or else….

"Could it be that cat…."

"……."

A more dangerous entity might have intervened.

To pressure them.

Ryu Jaekwan's face turned pale for a moment before he snapped back.

"The Conch Shell."

The cure.

"We have to bring it. Now!"

"Wait a minute."

Agent Choi grabbed his arm.

"It seems like that cat gave the cure to save the kids."

"Right now, Agent Grapes's exterior is also a child…."

"Listen to me. If that cat is a high-risk phenomenon of a higher grade than the Dokkaebi's Trick our elder put on us… it might not count that guy as one of the 'kids' anymore."

"…!"

Ryu Jaekwan almost yelled, 'So you're saying we should just stand by and do nothing?'

However, his boss, Agent Choi, was looking at 'Agent Grapes' with a strange gaze, as if thinking about something.

"……."

After calming his junior down, he approached Kim Soleum among the children again.

"Grapes-ie."

"Yes?"

"Then it's okay for you to just stay here, right?"

"Yes!"

Ryu Jaekwan couldn't take it anymore and grabbed the back of Agent Choi's neck.

"Seonbae!!"

"Hey, hey, I only asked to check the degree of contamination. …It's serious. Not just the infection, but even his way of thinking…."

"……."

"Let's get him out immediately."

"Then…."

"No, I mean the way we usually use!"

Agent Choi sighed and patted his junior's back.

"Bronzie, Bronzie. Get a grip. Our escape method isn't based on contamination; it's based on the timing of the disappearance."

"…!!"

That was right.

A child who does not turn into foam and disappear through the Disaster Management Bureau's escape method is one whose disappearance has not exceeded 1,000 days.

Agent Grapes, who had only stayed for three days, more than met that criteria!

"We just need to persuade him properly to leave. I'll go send him off, so you just keep a good eye on the kids so they don't scatter."

Then, looking back at the infected Kim Soleum, he spoke in a bright voice.

"Let's come back to the Dragon Palace next time, Grapes-ie! Instead, shall we play with balloons as we go? We'll float up just like when we came here!"

It was the escape route identified by the Disaster Management Bureau.

Do you remember?

Was it not said that children's books containing an appendix page detailing 'How to go to the Sparkling Dragon Palace' were found throughout the playrooms?

In fact, there is an additional description there.

On the very last page of books where 'How to go to the Sparkling Dragon Palace' is written, 'How to return from the Dragon Palace' is rarely discovered.

The page consists of high-level vocabulary and steps comparable to professional texts, requiring a level of reading comprehension impossible for a preschool child to understand.

All attempts to find the materials needed for the 'How to Return' ritual from the Sparkling Dragon Palace have failed.

Thus, to actually use this escape method, agents carried the materials with them.

Fortunately, as much as the entire preparation process was irrational and full of interference, narratively, the escape method itself was the correct way.

Until this very moment.

"It's not floating…."

"…!!"

This time was an exception.

Agent Choi almost looked at Kim Soleum hanging from the balloon with an expression as if he were about to bite his tongue, but he managed to control his facial expression.

Originally, a child hanging from a 'Go Home Balloon' would close their eyes and float up into the sky, then fall when the balloon burst at some point.

Then they would be found having tumbled down from a slide.

That was how it was supposed to be….

But the balloon didn't float at all.

This was something that had never happened before.

Because, in the first place, an agent had never been this heavily infected…!

Furthermore, the severity of the infection usually coincided strangely with the year and date of disappearance, so children who could escape floated up on balloons without exception.

But now, a new Irregular had occurred.

-If the subject is severely contaminated, the balloon cannot float into the sky at all, rendering the escape method useless.

As if the parasite were tightly holding onto the host it had infected.

Kim Soleum's tumorous tail, sprouted from ulcers, was positioned heavily on the ground, writhing.

'...Is it practically connected to that mass of ulcers?'

Agent Choi's eyes flickered as he thought about that bizarre cluster that appeared to be the Dragon Palace.

Even so, he spoke casually.

"Sorry~ Hyung didn't put enough air in! Let's go another way."

"Okay…."

And Ryu Jaekwan, who had been holding the children, began to move as soon as the two returned empty-handed.

"Bronzie."

"We must go get the cure immediately. Prepare…."

"Bronzie!"

Agent Choi paused for a moment, then spoke slowly….

"Have you considered that if Grapes were in his right mind, he would have given up his spot to a kid?"

Ryu Jaekwan stopped his hands.

"I have."

"…!"

"Because the majority of agents have that tendency, we must put them as a higher priority. Otherwise, they easily… give up their own lives."

"……."

"More people live if we save the agent."

His senior fell silent for a moment as if lost for words.

Then he let out a small sigh.

"I… don't know. It's not like we're grading human lives…. Wouldn't it be better to just want to save him because he's a colleague?"

"……."

"Was our organization… always like this? It felt a bit different before…. Everyone started staking their lives on those principles at some point."

"Everyone realized that it was necessary."

"……."

Ryu Jaekwan also knew that Agent Choi's silence was closer to denial than agreement.

However, Agent Choi also surrendered with a small sigh.

"Anyway, fine. We have to save Grapes."

"…!"

"Let's go meet those pseudo-company bastards."

Before that.

The number remaining from the eleven Conch Shells, excluding the one for the agent.

"We must select ten children."

"……."

Agent Choi's eyes darkened, but he approached Grapes anyway.

"You said you categorized the children by era, right? Can you tell us?"

"Yes!"

Agent Grapes diligently categorized the children.

Somehow, he had gathered all twenty-something children scattered throughout the city.

'...Did he become able to communicate with them as he became contaminated and connected to the cluster?'

Leaving behind that chilling speculation.

"These ones know all the same songs!"

The children were categorized.

From children of the 2010s to a child from the 1960s.

And a few were explained slightly differently.

"These ones… seem like friends who came from a slightly different place."

Either they had six fingers, had no whites in their eyes, or claimed to be from countries that didn't exist on Earth.

Agent Bronze immediately placed them at the bottom of the priority list. This was because they were highly likely not to be 'Civilians.'

…It didn't feel good.

Grading human lives.

Ryu Jaekwan felt a deep sense of fatigue that he had momentarily forgotten.

…He was exhausted, as always.

And he implicitly selected the children whose disappearance dates were relatively less distant.

Because, with the information the agents currently had, those children were most likely to be suitable for escape.

"…Still, we'll take them all for now."

"……."

Ryu Jaekwan nodded slowly.

"Alright. Grapes-ie. Now, the kids might be scared, so shall we walk while playing together? Meet the Mermaid Princess tomorrow, and play with Hyung today."

"I understand!"

They decided to protect Agent Grapes from Daydream Inc. as much as possible by hiding him among the children.

If it was discovered that he was an agent, it would become a weakness. Because the elite squad of Daydream Inc. would likely know that the Disaster Management Bureau prioritizes the lives of agents over civilians.

'A contaminated agent… is an easy target.'

At least until they could steal the Conch Shell and cure him, it had to be that way.

Thus, they hurried their steps.

And a short while later.

"Ohh! Over here!"

They saw the employee in the Pony Mask waving from the promised location and the rest of the employees looking this way with wary attitudes.

'They didn't run away.'

Ryu Jaekwan confirmed that the tracking device Agent Choi had attached to the Conch Shell was signaling that it was intact, and joined the people from Daydream Inc.

They flinched upon seeing dozens of 'Mermaid Spawns,' but perhaps because the cat's influence still remained, they didn't act rashly.

They merely kept a clear distance.

-This way.

After a brief Written Conversation, the two forces moved while keeping a wary eye on each other.

Towards the lower parts of the city.

"This is… a place children hardly ever go."

Even from the perspective of the 'Sparkling Dragon Palace,' it wasn't particularly beautiful or distinctive.

A shaded area under an underpass.

In reality, there was a small door next to a stream of contaminated black liquid flowing under a rusted iron bridge that had somehow managed not to collapse.

However….

"We can't see it."

To the contaminated children, the door was not visible at all.

Just as the Conch Shells were invisible.

"……."

In that case.

Agent Choi, conscious of the gazes from Daydream Inc. as if they were trying to capture their opening, calmly closed his eyes and reached out.

…Yes. It passes through.

"Ah. This works if you just deceive your senses entirely. We can just go in with our eyes closed."

The only problem was that they had to make 28 children do this.

"Everyone! Let's have a contest to see who can walk the longest with their eyes closed."

"Uh…."

"I'm scared."

Usually, they were children who played along excitedly, but some were strangely hesitant.

As if they were instinctively feeling a sense of rejection.

'Damn it.'

…A stinging sense of foreboding that they might have to leave behind the unselected children from here on out flashed through the agents' minds.

But just then.

"Are you a coward?"

"…!"

"N-No, I'm not!"

"Then try closing your eyes!"

Kim Soleum began to egg the children on.

"There's that sparkling thing you see when you close your eyes, right? You don't see it?"

"No, I see it!"

"Look closely. If you can't see it, just walk forward a bit."

Surprisingly, he succeeded in inducing all the children to walk with their eyes closed.

"……."

"Agent."

"…Ah, let's go."

Agent Choi, who had been watching the scene in a bit of a daze, soon snapped back to his senses.

He tapped the shoulder of the anxious Agent Bronze and moved his feet.

"Let's go!"

The children, with their eyes closed, safely passed through the 'wall' and came inside.

And then.

"Hah."

A place that was not the 'Sparkling Dragon Palace' revealed itself.

In the view seen by Daydream Inc., that is, the view of the ghost story 'Mermaid Tomb,' it was merely a chilling iron passage that was slightly less rusted than the outside.

It looked like an emergency passage for staff had been hastily constructed.

But in the eyes of a child….

'There's nothing.'

Just a white rectangular path.

In other words, it looked as if all the original textures had vanished.

As if even this place couldn't implement the hallucinations of the 'Sparkling Dragon Palace.'

To speculate, it was a space slightly isolated from the contamination.

'...This is getting increasingly significant.'

A veteran knew that the more this was the case, the higher the probability of it being the correct answer, so he hurried his steps.

"Do I keep my eyes closed?"

"If you open your eyes, you'll see something amazing, you know?"

Fortunately, the children followed without sitting down or wailing in fear. Agent Grapes soothed or diverted the attention of any children who cried.

"……."

The end of the passage came into view.

The true appearance seen through the Sun Catcher item was….

"Hah."

A clumsy station that seemed to have been made in a hurry.

It looked like a place where there were originally seven escape pods in total.

In the spots where the already launched escape pods of an alien mechanical civilization had been, only dust, filth, and dried infected fluids remained.

However, there was only one giant, capsule-shaped escape pod covered in blood.

As they approached, the device on the door announced:

[Please verify removal of infection ■■.]

Hmm.

-You're saying we just need to show a severed tail to this device?

When there was no response as several people from Daydream Inc. only nodded passively, Agent Choi quickly added a sentence.

-50,000 won for the cool person who answers quickly. haha

-I thought it was for the purpose of proving that you contributed to preventing the infection by hunting infected entities! That's how you get the authority to enter the escape pod. haha

At the response that came back immediately, Agent Choi nodded and handed over the cash instantly.

"Yippee!"

And ignoring the employee in the Pony Mask who was giggling, he turned around and spoke.

"Alright. Then… Grapes-ie. Shall we come here? Let the friend Grapes was just talking to come too!"

"Yes!"

Kim Soleum, who had been standing with the children, grabbed one child's hand and approached the escape pod.

Fortunately, the Daydream employees didn't seem to realize that he was an agent as well.

Ryu Jaekwan stood guard and practically snatched several Conch Shells from Baek Saheon's bag and handed them to Agent Choi.

"This…."

The sound of Baek Saheon swallowing a curse in disappointment failed to be delivered.

Agent Choi smiled and approached Grapes while holding up a Conch Shell.

"If Grapes closes his eyes for a moment, it'll be over soon…."

Just then.

"What's that?"

"Wow! It's a real white spaceship!"

The child standing next to Grapes ran towards the escape pod.

"…!"

"Wait for me!"

Grapes ran after the child to the front of the escape pod.

"Don't…!"

If an infected child is forcibly boarded onto the escape pod, Acute Molting will proceed, ulcers will grow all over the body, and they will lose their life response.

Please never attempt this.

By any chance, that shouldn't happen…!

Furthermore, the Daydream Inc. employees immediately took an aggressive stance. Agent Bronze blocked their path.

"Grapes-ie!"

"Huh?"

At that moment, Grapes turned around at the sound of his name.

Naturally, his tail struck the device on the escape pod door.

"…!"

The message being output again.

[Please verify removal of infection ■■.]

"Wow! You were right! It sparkled just now!"

"Right?"

In the meantime, Agent Choi ran over, grabbed the two, and pulled them back.

Agent Bronze, who had been watching the scene through the Sun Catcher, let out a short sigh and gathered his posture from where he had been standing threateningly towards Daydream Inc.

A suffocating tension lingered for a moment.

"Hah. At least the escape pod didn't attack. That's a relief."

Agent Choi held up the Conch Shell without even having time to pretend to wipe off his cold sweat.

But….

"……."

Agent Bronze felt something strange from the scene he had just witnessed.

The device being output again the moment the living tail hit it.

And the words his senior had said.

-At least the escape pod didn't attack. That's a relief.

"…!"

Could it be?

"Now, then, if we treat the kids and give them a severed tail to hold before boarding…."

"No."

"…Bronzie?"

"This… isn't that kind of thing."

Agent Bronze read the text on the device again.

[Please verify removal of infection ■■.]

It reads as if it's asking to remove an infected entity, in other words, a mermaid, and verify it.

But….

"This is already a ruined city. Seeing as the space where this escape pod is located was also hastily made, it seems like it was constructed in a hurry for a final escape attempt in the middle of the destruction."

"If so?"

“They likely assumed that the majority of people entering this escape pod would already be infected.”

“…!”

Agent Bronze turned his gaze back toward the last remaining escape pod.

“Even if it’s the final means of escape, it wouldn’t be strange to assume a situation where everyone is infected.”

“…I see.”

Agent Choi’s eyes sparkled.

“Then, as a minimum measure to prevent the contagion from spreading to other spaces….”

“Yes.”

The two agents’ gazes moved toward the tails.

Abnormal creatures with ulcers that secreted infection mucus.

“It seems to mean we should cut off the protuberances causing the infection before entering the escape pod.”

If that were the case, the device’s message took on a completely different meaning.

[Authenticate the removal of the infection protuberance.]

‘It wasn’t telling me to attack and kill other infected entities; it meant to remove my own source of infection—my tail!’

Thus, only intelligent beings who lacked a tail and could ‘authenticate’ the severed tail were allowed to enter safely.

“Wait, that means in the end….”

“Yes.”

For the first time today, a faint smile of joy spread across Agent Bronze’s face.

“There’s no need to be completely cured of the infection. If the children simply cut their tails and authenticate them, they can board the escape pod even without a Conch Shell.”

“…!”

“And if we use the Conch Shells only for the children whose lives are at risk from excessive bleeding when their tails are cut….”

If only they could distribute them properly.

“We can all leave together.”

Without leaving a single child behind.

They could be rescued from this supernatural disaster.

‘That’s it!’

I clenched my fist tightly, making sure it wasn’t noticeable.

Since I was among the children, I wouldn’t be caught, but I had to suppress the sighs of relief and joy that kept trying to escape my lips.

‘It worked.’

I had to naturally blend the knowledge of Daydream Inc. with that of the Disaster Management Bureau to lead the people to a decision similar to the deduction I had made.

How hard had I worked to guide them toward this conclusion in the least suspicious way possible…!

It had been a truly grueling day.

I swallowed hard.

‘…Getting infected was a wise choice, too.’

It would be a lie to say it wasn’t horrific and disgusting.

However, it was difficult to give up the various advantages gained by being infected.

From completely hiding my identity from Daydream Inc. employees by covering my face with tumors, to ultimately providing the direct hint for the conclusion that ‘cutting the tail allows entry into the escape pod.’

It was the single right answer that allowed me to break through every obstacle naturally without being suspected.

And….

‘…I can also slip off the list of suspects.’

That cat.

Agent Choi knows that I can transform into a ‘stray animal.’ After all, it was an item he recommended.

Of course, the effect of the Fake Necronomicon would make it hard to link the two immediately, but I might have been suspected after the escape.

‘It’s better to cover it up with a stronger impact.’

That’s why I… tried getting infected ‘as far as my reason could withstand.’

By gradually increasing the amount of infection mucus and consuming it artificially.

‘This was the limit.’

This current state, with half my face covered in tumors.

Being able to understand the hive will or the strange telepathy with the children, while still not losing my own self.

…Strangely enough, the Dokkaebi trick that made me look like a child actually helped. Perhaps it was because it forcibly fixed me as ‘the child version of me.’

Anyway, I had also calculated that I would take a Nostalgia Candy if things went south during this process… but looking at things now, it doesn’t seem necessary.

‘Very good.’

I believed in you, Agents…!

As expected, the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau is different from that damn psychopathic potion company!

It was actually quite touching.

‘It’s the early-style Management Bureau solution that became hard to see after the Dark Exploration Records grew larger…!’

Striving to save as many people as possible and ultimately succeeding.

Perhaps because I was in a child’s body, my heart felt somewhat overwhelmed with emotion. Sniff.

Of course, since this was a ghost story, about half of such attempts usually ended in a shock twist where everyone was annihilated, but things had proceeded smoothly this time.

Now, if we just coordinate and escape together….

Tingle.

‘…Eh?’

It was then.

A strange sensation surged up through my tail.

Tingle.

‘Above?’

I snapped my head up.

…Beside me, a child in a blue dress muttered.

“It’s strange.”

It was just as she said.

“It’s strange.”

No, it wasn't just that child.

All twenty-seven children standing around me raised their heads and were staring into the empty air.

Every single Mermaid Spawn… that still had a tail.

“The Mermaid Princess… is angry.”

It seemed so.

Every host was in a place that should have been undetectable.

A threat to survival.

In the end, she was searching for where they had been detected.

And she found it.

The Mermaid Princess.

Tingle.

“Grapes-ie?”

“Right now.”

Goosebumps rose from my spine.

My mouth opened urgently.

“The Mermaid Princess is coming.”

CRASH.

The ceiling collapsed, and hundreds of strands of tumorous masses began to surge in.

Chapter 162

Come to think of it, it's a strange thing.

That tragedy that occurred when a Disaster Management Bureau agent had forcefully loaded an infected child into an Escape Pod before.

Acute molting progresses, ulcers grow across the entire body, and vital signs are lost.

The contamination spreads rapidly, resulting in death.

This is far too... like the behavior of a Source of Infection, to be something an Escape Pod commits in order to eliminate internal threats.

That's right.

It must be interpreted as the work of 'Biohazard-Merfolk.'

The disposal of a host that dares to distance itself from, to escape from, the colony.

The recovery of energy.

However, only the agents of the Disaster Management Bureau knew about this incident, and conversely, only the employees of Daydream knew more detailed information about the Escape Pod....

Fragmentation of information.

That is why no one could rationally predict this situation.

"Oh."

The child raises a hand.

"It's the Little Mermaid!"

BOOM!

A mass crashes through the ceiling with a deafening roar, smashing the station.

Kyahahaha-!

The sound of ulcers colliding, resembling a child's laughter, fills the station.

And countless tentacle-like strands of tumorous masses step on the space like feet, spewing horrific mucus.

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

Thudthudthudthudthud!

Like a spider web hanging down, the fleshy mass secreting mucus extends its tentacles to all four walls of the shattered station, hanging on and revealing its form.

The most massive tumorous mass from the enormous colony of infection, the terrible shape that had been coiled before the 'Dragon Palace.'

Kyahahaha-!

It covers the station and strikes down with its flesh.

Thud!

"Fuck!"

Baek Saheon had been standing stupidly screaming, but when a staff member tried to push him aside, he pushed back and quickly retreated.

The sound of the staff member's head being crushed as they were caught by the fleshy mass, of blood and mucosa being sucked, rang out.

'Get away!'

He gripped his bag containing the Conch Shell tightly and tried to dash straight for the Escape Pod.

But at that moment.

Someone grabbed him by the back of his neck.

"...!"

Mermaid Spawn.

No, what he had confirmed through Halo but absolutely couldn't speak aloud, the identity he had been holding back....

'Kim Soleum!'

The infected Kim Soleum grabbed the back of his head and slammed him to the ground.

"Ack!"

At that instant, a mass of flesh flew over his head. Baek Saheon swallowed his spit.

'If I run recklessly, I'll die.'

That infected mass was openly coiled with the Escape Pod at its center.

Then, for some reason, Kim Soleum began looking up at the grotesque infected fleshy mass with a strange expression.

'What.'

"Why are you...."

The surroundings were eerily quiet.

"......."

Baek Saheon hurriedly looked around.

...The Mermaid Spawns were all looking at the sky with identical expressions, raising their hands.

"Princess!"

"It's the princess!"

The gazes of the two agents also reached the enormous thing that had appeared in the station after breaking through the ceiling.

Instantly, both of their eyes glazed over.

Come here

A dazzlingly beautiful, enormous mermaid figure appeared from the station ceiling like sunlight pouring down, filling the empty white space.

Beautiful.

Like a statue of the Little Mermaid come to life, an enormous mermaid with an overwhelming Halo shining there existed.

An overwhelming sense of awe and admiration that should be sent to a great existence, a fascination with beauty, occupies the mind.

Come here

The empty white space of nothingness is covered by the beautiful Sparkling Dragon Palace. The small coral-colored plaza flashing with golden light is like a chapel. Praise and worship and love, look up at your master with all of it, child. But there is no such thing as an Escape Pod. This place is a chapel. Pray to the Little Mermaid

"Damn it."

Agent Choi raised his Suncatcher with difficulty to cover his vision. Beside him, his Hubae made a similar motion while spitting out blood. He had bitten his tongue to momentarily come to his senses.

But again, the great gaze looking down....

Come...

"Elder!"

A flash burst from Agent Choi's grasp.

A flame roaring within a lantern.

Red and blue light drove away the ecstatic golden halo of the mermaid.

Dokkaebi House.

Dokkaebi Flame blazed, creating a realm of illusion.

Where the fire shone, tile-roofed houses flickered, and the Human Figures of dokkaebi dancing and singing flickered.

A brief moment of driving out Anomaly with Anomaly.

"We can't hold out long, during this time...!"

They had to cut off as many children's tails as possible and put them in the Escape Pod.

The mermaid, no, the fleshy mass, struggled trying to approach the Escape Pod again, but it circled near the ceiling as if the space was distorted. Taking advantage of this gap...

Swish.

Adults in suits rushed frantically toward the Escape Pod.

Those wearing animal masks.

The human forms of Daydream Inc.

"......."

Agent Choi's gaze darkened.

And at the same time.

'I need to follow...!'

Baek Saheon was watching the same scene, grinding his teeth.

He should bolt at this timing, but the problem was that Kim Soleum was still pressing down firmly on his head.

'Fuck.'

Cunning flashed in Baek Saheon's eyes.

Is there no way to push him away?

This brat... if he's in child form, wouldn't he be weaker than me? No. Since he's contaminated, he might be even stronger.

But what was certain was that usually contaminated individuals often showed a lack of human intelligence.

Because madness and bizarre rules dominated their minds!

"Excuse me. Shouldn't you be more concerned about that enormous being up there rather than me? Can't you see they're not getting in right now. Shouldn't you be cheering them on?"

He was trying to lure him.

Ah, since he's a Mermaid Spawn, does he not understand my words? Then let me write on the ground!

But the moment he tried to write the same content on the dust-covered floor with his finger, the pressure pressing down on his head disappeared.

"...!"

It worked!

As Baek Saheon sprang up to run, Kim Soleum pressed down on his back again.

"Ah!"

'Why again!!'

And he writes on the floor.

-Carry me.

"...?!"

-Carry me and run.

"What kind of dog...."

Baek Saheon, now alert, reflexively retorted.

"Where to?"

Kim Soleum turned his gaze.

The opposite side of the Escape Pod.

The passage leading outside.

"...?!"

At the same time.

"Are they idiots?"

Jin Nasol twitched her temple as she watched the General Team employees clinging desperately to the Escape Pod.

Even if they got on that now, how did they plan to escape? That filthy Biohazard mass was blocking the Escape Pod's ejection passage.

It was the judgment of punks who had come in with their eyes blinded by money rather than Points.

"Oh! Isn't there something like a laser beam on the Escape Pod??"

Jin Nasol ignored the money-crazed rookie's words and assessed the situation.

'...Why do I have to do this kind of thing?'

She felt dirty because it seemed like the General Team employees were getting a free ride, but there was no other way to escape.

'That fleshy mass seems to be convulsing because it's bringing the Mermaid Spawns.'

Hmm.

She tried, as a test, grabbing one Mermaid Spawn by the scruff of its neck to throw it at the Biohazard colony....

Smack.

"You're not in your right mind."

"What."

An agent with fierce blue light flashing in his eyes stopped Jin Nasol.

Agent Bronze. He had quickly performed an impromptu ritual while Agent Choi was defending, ending Dokkaebi's Trick and returning to adult form.

Because the situation was taking an unusual turn, it had been an excellent decision.

He spoke to the Butterfly Mask employee as if chewing and swallowing his words.

"You must have clearly seen they were originally children!"

"If they can't use the Conch Shell, they're just contaminated monsters, right?"

"Even without that! If we just cut their tails, they can board. So right now...."

"Hey."

Jin Nasol barely suppressed her irritation and cut off the civil servant's words.

"I'm asking what you're going to do after boarding them. Can you tear them off at the Escape Pod's ejection port?"

"......."

"I'm asking if you brought a mortar or something. No, right?"

They didn't have one.

To begin with, it wasn't even certain whether human firearms would work. Even if it wasn't a ghost but a Biological Disaster.

"Let's just throw a few outside to disperse their focus and escape. We can take the rest."

"Assistant manager! But Lord Cat told us to take them all, didn't he? If we don't take them, we might get cursed or not receive our compensation... there's also the saying about a cat's favor... ugh!"

"Who cares about curses when we're about to die? Worry about that after we get out."

After all, that cat wasn't showing itself. There was a high possibility it was a one-time Irregular phenomenon.

"So cat or whatever...."

"Please cooperate with civilian rescue."

A suppression cord was pulled from Agent Bronze's hand. Jin Nasol snorted and grabbed her Exclusive Equipment.

'There's no time.'

She had to neutralize her opponent as quickly as possible. Agent Bronze ground his teeth as he watched Agent Choi's flames. The infected colony's call was gradually breaking through the spatial distortion and invading the flames.

Come here

The ecstatic golden light captured the children again.

Somehow, quickly, no, even if they cut all the children's tails, he couldn't see how they could escape from here....

...Should they, select?

Agent Bronze reached out with dark eyes

Found it

An ominous gaze struck the space.

The description of a terrible and powerful existence occupied and swept through the space like a majestic advent.

That's right. It was descending.

It was descending!

"Lord Cat!"

A voice of madness steeped in ecstasy came from the Pony Mask.

All humans stopped.

Bell sounds, horse sounds, laughter, deception, the call to that beautiful distant land, eternal decay, corruption, service without self!

Behold

The children, who had been enthralled by the Biological Disaster, staggered and bowed their heads.

The collective mental confusion of the hosts shook the infected colony, and the great image of the Little Mermaid wavered.

And telepathy.

Sever it

Compulsion.

Sever it

The children began tearing off their own tails.

Faces filled with madness and terror looked at the sky and screamed, then cried as they tore off their tails.

Blood and mucus splattered, unfolding a hellish spectacle.

"...!"

An Anomaly was devouring an Anomaly...!

Ryu Jaekwan barely raised himself and performed first aid on several children. However, his head began to slightly understand the language of another dimension, and the terrible truth of this other world—don't you want to know? Madness shall set you free—shook his thoughts.

.......

What?

So this world right now is....

"Bronzie!"

Ryu Jaekwan suddenly raised his head.

The evil scripture sounds had already disappeared.

What remained were children standing stiffly from mental shock, bleeding from where their tails had been....

Kyahahaha-!

And a massive tumorous mass writhing.

That monster, with all its connections to hosts severed, screamed and expressed something—whether rage or the instinctive reflex of something whose survival was threatened.

Agent Choi's Dokkaebi House began to collapse....

'No.'

Priority.

Agent Bronze quickly checked personnel. That is, the agents first....

Grapes was gone.

"...!"

Where did he go? He tried to find the agent among the children, but he was truly gone.

'Could it be.'

At that moment.

He heard the sound of someone running from over there.

From the opposite side of the Escape Pod, the passage—whether someone had fled there, a Daydream employee was running from there.

A black Goat mask.

"...!"

And Kim Soleum, with his tail completely torn off, covered in blood, limply slumped over the employee's back.

Dripping blood, the employee shouted.

"Move aside!"

What?

"Move aside, fuck!"

Swish.

In a parabolic arc, something sparkling thrown from the Goat mask's hand cut through the air.

Ryu Jaekwan turned his head.

Against the tumorous mass of the Biological Disaster, an opened glass bottle collided, and from its opening, a viscous magenta liquid poured out.

Children's Surprise Syrup

(Grapefruit flavor)

★★★★

The potion Kim Soleum had picked based on the Sergeant's advice splashed onto the tumorous mass with a brilliant sound.

If converted to Daydream Potion terms, its effect was....

Exposure Potion

: The target briefly loses their mind and, in a neutralized state, exposes their most emotional and honest secret.

Neutralized.

Kyahahaha-!

The image of the Little Mermaid collapsed.

Twisting its body, it slumped to the ground.

Countless tumorous strands writhed within the ulcers, calling to the children, but the connection to the children had already disappeared.

However, this potion was manufactured for human targets.

Therefore....

"It's not very effective on that!"

A very brief opening.

"Run!"

The agents took the children and dashed for the Escape Pod.

And.

"So annoying, really."

Surprisingly, Daydream Inc.'s Elite Squad moved quickly, gathering several children and running toward the Escape Pod.

"...!"

And they barked at other employees too.

"Take them."

"Yes. Yes?"

"Yes sir!"

Having witnessed the insane situation that just occurred, they had upwardly revised the probability that abandoning the children would be fucked, and quickly changed their judgment.

"If you launch the Escape Pod before I return, you all die, understand."

At the Elite Squad's shout, the employees inside the Escape Pod also gritted their teeth and helped the children get into the Escape Pod as quickly as possible.

They pressed Conch Shells to children with severe bleeding, and while minimum order was being restored, things moved frantically.

"There are still some outside!"

"Right now...."

[Authenticated.]

"Everyone's boarded!"

"Okay!"

Agent Choi, who had similarly consumed Dokkaebi's Play to return to adult form, ran in last and quickly closed the Escape Pod door.

[Boarding confirmed]

And then.

[Commencing transport to destination]

Chiiiiiiik.

With the sound of steam escaping from the machine, the enormous Escape Pod began to exit through the ejection port.

"Ah...!"

Through the window of the departing Escape Pod, they saw the enormous mass moving to cover the ejection port again.

Thud!

Hundreds, thousands of General Infected swarmed in, pouring into the station.

But it was already too late.

The Escape Pod narrowly escaped the station and was shot out toward the outside of the city.

[In transit]

"Ha...."

They survived.

The moment people briefly relaxed and sank into their seats.

"Over there!!"

Beyond the spread-out cityscape.

"It's moving...!"

The enormous colony that had been parasitizing the castle, appearing to be the 'Sparkling Dragon Palace.'

Poured forward.

Thud.

The vibration reached even the Escape Pod.

The size of the Biological Disaster colony that had been visible externally wasn't everything.

"Wh-what is that?"

It had dug underground and spread throughout the entire city.

Endlessly crawling up to the surface, it covered and overflowed the central part of the city.

Flesh.

"Ugh...!"

The monster that had revealed its enormous fleshy mass to the surface, destroying the castle it had parasitized, poured toward the Escape Pod in a frenzy.

Pressing its sticky flesh against the ground with heavy thuds, twisting that enormous fleshy mass, it crawled this way.

The grotesque terrible great Biological Disaster raised its body, and the oral cavity that had been attached to the floor was revealed. A hole packed with countless enormous teeth opened toward them like a roar and charged.

Flesh is fired sticks sticks caught...!

Tap.

"...!!"

The Escape Pod shook from being hit by the sprayed flesh.

"Aaaack!"

"Quiet!"

But it didn't crash.

"Huff."

Agent Choi covered the mouth of a nameless employee and looked out the window again.

"It's not as close as it looks. Everyone calm down!"

And those who had gauged the size of the Biological Disaster realized.

...It was so enormous, an astronomical scale beyond human comprehension, that their sense of distance was lost.

"...Ha."

"Huff, hufffff...."

In the end.

The enormous Biological Disaster colony couldn't leave the city's entrance and collapsed.

Kyahahaha-

Leaving behind a strange vibration like children's laughter.

The city, with its underground foundation collapsed, began to sink together with the Biological Disaster.

Into the deep sea.

"Ha...."

"......."

The Escape Pod quickly distanced itself from that sight and safely soared up through the water.

People caught their breath in cold sweat.

And some time later.

[Please board the capsule.]

"We've arrived...!"

The Daydream employees began entering the capsule-shaped devices attached to the Escape Pod in unison.

When boarding these capsules, they would be wrapped in a strange air bubble-like sphere and shot up toward the water surface, losing consciousness in the process.

And when they regained consciousness again, they would return to reality—this was the 'escape method.'

The agents, having heard this story while being led with carrot and stick, first put the children in the capsules, then moved to board themselves.

Of course, starting with the youngest agent.

"Grapes-ie."

Since the contamination had been so severe that he had used the Conch Shell for fear of dying from excessive bleeding, the youngest agent had narrowly escaped death and recovered to some extent.

But he looked exhausted from having experienced too much.

Still in the form of a child with traces of the infected Mermaid Spawn remaining, he looked even more pitiful.

"Did we... resolve it well."

"Of course!"

Agent Choi gripped his hand tightly.

"You really worked hard. Surprised, right? Now get some good rest. We'll be going back soon."

"Yes. Thank you...."

Kim Soleum, blinking his eyes, boarded the capsule.

Then, he soon closed his eyes and quietly steadied his breath.

It was done.

The moment the capsule closed, I barely managed to hold back a sigh of relief.

‘I almost lost my mind.’

I felt dizzy thinking about what would have happened if I hadn't used the Conch Shell... but this gamble was unavoidable.

‘How else could I have possibly removed the kids’ tails all at once, incited the daydream employees, and even evaded the Biological Disaster!’

It was also lucky that I was telepathically connected to the children due to the Contamination.

In a state where the ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace’ hallucinations were pushed back by insane madness and terror, someone starts yelling in your head to cut off your tail?

Children were bound to follow along....

‘I feel a bit sorry for scaring them, but....’

This was the only way for everyone to survive. Hoping it was a shock that could be improved if they received proper memory removal and treatment after getting out, I smacked my lips bitterly.

And... I still feel a bit at ease.

Because I brought back every single child that was there.

‘And since the city itself has been buried, it’ll be difficult for them to just kidnap kids like they’ve been doing, at the very least.’

Perhaps now, both the Mermaid Tomb and the Sparkling Dragon Palace are over.

Then the research team at Daydream Inc. will throw a fit? Frankly, I couldn't care less.

‘Those psychos can figure it out for themselves....’

Holding back a sigh, I enjoyed the haziness of my mind.

In any case, success is success.

‘Now, once I return to reality....’

.......

Wait. Come to think of it, I said I’m returning to ‘reality,’ but where exactly am I going?

The beach?

Well, it wasn't something I needed to worry about too much.

‘Won’t the veteran Agents take care of it....’

I believe in you, Seonbaes.

Even as I felt my right arm was gone, I accepted my fading consciousness with a fairly stable heart.

It was an escape.

.......

“Oho? My goodness!”

Hmm?

I opened my eyes.

I saw adults and children who had fallen over, not yet having regained consciousness.

And... there was one person standing perfectly fine nearby.

A person in a white coat wearing glasses.

Standing in front of Agent Bronze, who had just regained consciousness, he was grinning, his eyes gleaming as if he were extremely intrigued.

“You must be the civil servants!”

It was a familiar face.

‘...Kwak Jekang!’

The Section Chief of the research team at Daydream Inc.

Goosebumps broke out all over my body.

‘Wait a minute.’

Is this place, by any chance....

I looked around.

A white office and a laboratory. The interior of a modern, clean conglomerate building with a familiar layout.

Yes. It was familiar. Because....

‘It’s the place I used to commute to until just a few months ago!’

We... had escaped right into the heart of Daydream Inc...!

Chapter 163

The exit for clearing the Darkness under Daydream Inc.’s jurisdiction was set to the company.

It wasn’t strange. But….

‘If the entry paths were different, we should have been able to leave through where we came from...!’

I gulped.

Looking around, it seemed that everyone who had been in the escape pod had, without exception, dropped into the research team's office.

No, why the hell does everyone who escaped end up stuck at Daydream for no reason? If it's an escape pod, it should at least ask the passengers where they want to go….

Ah.

‘Wait, was it because the person who first boarded and operated the escape pod was from Daydream Inc....?’

Was the destination set based on that?

‘It's highly likely.’

The problem was that thinking about it now was meaningless.

Breaking into a cold sweat, I quietly moved only my eyes to look at Agent Bronze, who was facing off against Section Chief Kwak Jekang.

“Seeing those uniforms, you must be from the Disaster Management Bureau? It seems a distress call was sent from our Darkness this time. Haha!”

“Supernatural Disasters are not property. Refrain from using inappropriate titles.”

Agent!

“Ah, well. You can say that, Agent, but….”

Kwak Jekang smiled broadly behind his glasses.

“In any case, didn’t you trespass on a private company's property?”

“…….”

“But well, I suppose it was a case of mutually helping each other clear it, right? Haha, in that case, if you just give us a simple interview, we won't charge you separately….”

“Charge?”

“I mean, you used our Clear Path! Things like information usage fees, labor costs, professional consultation fees…. You're a government agency, so surely you won't stiff us.”

I wouldn’t have been surprised if Agent Bronze punched Section Chief Kwak Jekang.

However, surprisingly, instead of getting angry, Agent Bronze looked at the other with a gaze full of contempt and said:

“I never sought consultation. We already identified the escape method used just now.”

“Hoh… Then it's not a collaboration, but trespassing.”

Kwak Jekang stared at Agent Bronze with a smile.

“…….”

Agent Bronze watched him silently while sliding his hand inside his jacket.

A strange tension filled the air.

Right.

‘This is… the middle of a major psycho pharmaceutical company's headquarters.’

And the research team, no less.

If he just pressed a call button, Security Team employees would come running to suppress the ‘trespassers’ as much as they wanted.

And since the Security Team employees were those who had already reached a state of no longer being human, there was a high possibility that even two veteran agents could be suppressed in a horrific manner.

In short, it was the middle of a bizarre enemy stronghold where social common sense did not apply.

…A chill ran down my spine.

‘With this crazy company, they might just report a few civil servants missing and use them as test subjects….’

“Oh, my aching bones….”

“…!”

At that moment, a human figure lying on the floor stood up, groaning loudly.

His attitude was so nonchalant that it broke all the tension.

‘Agent Choi!’

“I can't just lie here because it's too scary. Trespassing, you say? Since when is a crash landing while escaping a ghost story considered trespassing? My goodness, how can one work in such a stingy world?”

Agent Choi stood up and smiled at Kwak Jekang as their eyes met.

“Our Disaster Management Bureau isn't that stingy when we see people who accidentally enter during a safety inspection….”

“…….”

Ah, right.

In the first place, the reason Daydream Inc. was sick and tired of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau wasn't because their public spirit seemed useless.

Naturally, the government did not recognize ownership of ghost stories. Officially, that is.

Thus, whenever the Disaster Management Bureau identified a ghost story managed by Daydream Inc. that looked clearable, they would push their way in and try to end it.

Under the guise of a ‘safety inspection.’

‘To Daydream, the Disaster Management Bureau is the true disaster that ruins their raw material sources.’

Thanks to this, rules were even established so that the frequency of exploration records where the two forces collided in ghost stories wouldn't be too high.

It was because there were so many records written recklessly just because it was interesting.

…Just like this case.

“I'm afraid things might get bloody if this continues~ Right?”

In other words, Agent Choi was pressuring Kwak Jekang by implying he could become a huge pain in the ass in the future.

And while the veterans of the two forces engaged in a wordless battle, Agent Bronze, who had escaped the spotlight, turned around as if checking on the children and made eye contact with me.

I read his lips.

-Stay still.

You bet.

‘I’ll shut my mouth and stay out of sight.’

If I get caught here, things will get incredibly complicated.

Agent Bronze probably wants to protect my identity because he thinks I faked my death and quit this company to go into hiding, but in reality, it’s not just that.

‘I’m faking my identity as dead within the company to perform spy work.’

If the research team discovered my identity and it reached Director Ho's ears… I couldn't even imagine what would happen.

Furthermore, what if Director Cheong, who thinks I betrayed him and ran away, found out that ‘Kim Soleum’ is currently in the building?

I gulped.

‘…I’ll die.’

No, it might be a fate worse than death. This is a ghost story, after all.

‘I must never be caught.’

I naturally avoided standing out among the children and hid my presence as much as possible.

In any case, Agent Choi's subtle threat—that if this continued, he would more persistently track and inspect only the ghost stories under their jurisdiction—was slowly leading to a conclusion.

“We’ll just take the civilians and be on our way. Well, you don't have to thank us separately for saving your employees~ Hahaha!”

It was a clean compromise.

However, Kwak Jekang is a madman.

“…Ah, indeed. How could I not know that you are always busy working for the civilians?”

He spread his arms wide while holding a file folder.

“Then by all means, just take the civilians!”

“……!”

Kwak Jekang walked toward us.

‘…!’

I hurriedly lowered my breath and bowed my head, pretending not to have regained consciousness.

The sound of footsteps.

Thud, thud.

They drew closer.

A voice heard from above my head.

“But these Contaminated Entities here… no matter how I look at them, they don't seem like normal civilians of our society.”

Shit.

“Look here. I mean, they have gills instead of ears, there's no way they're our civilians! Oh, this one has an extra arm, and this one….”

A gaze.

“Has no right arm.”

I got goosebumps.

“Ah, of course, it could be a poor civilian who lost their right arm in an accident, but… we’ll have to examine to know for sure!”

An excited voice.

“Their overall contamination is severe, so we will perform an examination, sort out the civilians, and send them back safely.”

If they weren't ‘civilians.’

It meant they would handle them as they saw fit.

“Well, since you busy Agents must be tied up with other work, you should head off~”

At this point, it seemed Agent Bronze's patience had snapped.

“Stop talking nonsense.”

“Nonsense?”

Damn it.

“I'm saying it's not certain if this falls under the jurisdiction of the Disaster Management Bureau Agents… Dear me. If you keep this up… Fine. Let's hear some testimony from our employees. Hey, Assistant Manager Jin!”

Beside him, the sound of Kwak Jekang shaking Assistant Manager Jin Nasol awake could be heard.

And a dry voice, heavy with annoyance.

“…What.”

“Oh, you’re awake. In the eyes of the elite squad, did these kids look like innocent civilians? I mean, I'm just so frustrated!”

“Aren't you frustrated every day, Manager?”

However, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol seemed to have grasped the situation and stated only the facts that were advantageous. Damn it!

“…Those things are Mermaid Spawn.”

“Oh!”

Kwak Jekang's footsteps became bustling.

“Mermaid Spawn! This is so interest—I mean, what a new discovery. Then they aren't innocent civilians, but more like Darkness Collaborators!”

“Wait.”

Agent Choi's voice became firm.

“That is for the Bureau to judge; a private company shouldn't reach its own conclusions. Especially,”

Even though I couldn't see it, I could feel it.

“You, personally.”

The pressure.

“…….”

“…….”

“…Haha, it seems our opinions differ!”

Clap. Kwak Jekang applauded.

Then he stepped back slightly.

“It seems I acted a bit too hastily, as you said. Then… how about you rest for a while first and then we talk again?”

“…….”

The two agents seemed to be calculating the situation.

It was precarious.

No.

‘The conflict shouldn't escalate any further here.’

The best course of action is to get out as smoothly and intact as possible.

If hostility was expressed directly, there was no telling what might happen in a situation where everyone was already exhausted from escaping the ghost story.

So….

“We can talk as much as you like~”

Whew.

“We’ll stay here and rest with the children. Come to us when you've organized what you want to say.”

“Haha, well. Understood.”

The agents sat down as if they would never let the children out of their sight, and Kwak Jekang finally seemed forced to leave.

But….

‘The tricks won't end there.’

I naturally opened my eyes.

Before I knew it, I heard the agents sitting next to me—as if they had naturally ended up there while moving—talking.

As if they wanted me to hear.

“How long will it take?”

“Well~ half a day at most.”

A sense of leisure mixed with a sigh returned to Agent Choi's voice.

“It’s not the first time I’ve seen a guy like that. Let’s just stay for a bit until backup arrives.”

What a relief.

It seemed they had successfully bought a gap to contact the Disaster Management Bureau and get help.

The problem was….

“Excuse me. We need to do our work….”

The research team would pull as many tricks as possible until then.

I squinted my eyes and saw someone approaching the people.

A researcher with glasses and deep dark circles was attending to the field exploration team employees, giving them treatment and leading them to the interview room.

[Lee Yeonhwa]

Assistant Manager of Research Team 1.

The name on the name tag was a researcher I had seen in the Dark Exploration Records. What this meant was….

‘She has enough character to be mentioned in the Wiki.’

That character was….

One of the few researchers at Daydream who was conscious of research ethics.

She was a researcher whose attitude reflected that.

If it weren't for this situation, I might have been a bit glad to see her, but not now.

Because Kwak Jekang had probably sent her on purpose.

To lower the agents' guard.

“Um, regarding the children... and you Agents, it might be best to receive some basic first aid. Especially since the children have severe bleeding, and some are in shock.”

“…Hmm.”

It would be difficult to refuse this, wouldn't it?

After confirming that the researcher had no ill intent, the Disaster Management Bureau agents checked the recovery potion she offered with their equipment and gave the okay.

However, they didn't drink it themselves. It seemed they only permitted it for the children out of necessity, given the urgency of their situation, such as having their tails torn off.

“Drink up.”

Just like that, a recovery potion naturally came to me as well.

The standard-issue Red Potion stocked here in the medical room.

‘It’s been a while.’

I went to take it with both hands, only to realize I was missing a hand, and took it with my left.

And instead of drinking the potion… I pretended to, while storing the liquid inside the tattoo on my wrist.

‘They might have recognized me and given me something strange.’

Even if that wasn't the case, they might have pulled some trick to ‘study’ the children.

…I definitely saw it.

Several researchers giving out potions were exchanging signals, choosing potions to give to children who were ‘different somehow.’

‘They are healing potions, but they’ve mixed something small into them.’

It might be a bit paranoid, but there was no harm in it.

However, I realized something during this process.

The moment I moved, I felt the presence of an object in my coat that wasn't there before.

‘…The Glass Lantern!’

The Dokkaebi Flame, which had returned to its Glass Lantern form from my right arm, was inside my outer clothing.

“…!”

If this was caught, it would be revealed that I’m an agent.

To put it another way, it was perfect for attracting Kwak Jekang's attention.

‘No.’

Pretending to be an innocent civilian child, I tried to hide the Glass Lantern and store it in the tattoo while masked by the crowd of children, wearing a terrified expression.

However, a violent reaction of refusal came from the Dokkaebi Flame inside.

“…!”

It doesn't… want to go into the tattoo?

‘Damn it!’

With no other choice, I hid it as much as possible with my oversized jacket.

Then I sat back down and handed the empty glass bottle to the researcher, acting scared.

While doing so, I made eye contact with Baek Saheon, who had just opened his eyes.

“…….”

“…….”

-If you act like you know me, you’re dead.

-Ah, yes.

I believe a silent conversation like that took place. Baek Saheon's eyes twitched as he quickly looked forward.

Honestly, I wondered if he had imagined a scenario where he turned me in and got a promotion….

‘He won't act recklessly because there are items he needs to receive.’

He's a guy who calculates gains thoroughly.

I recalled the conversation we had right before escaping, when I used Baek Saheon as a means of transportation to read the Necronomicon.

-If you do it right, it's yours.

And how the bastard's heart had raced with greed.

‘Good.’

I can endure this quietly.

I decided to sit still and spend the time quietly, checking on the children who were dazed from the shock.

But at that moment.

“Group D has returned!”

Along with an announcement, a new person entered the research lab.

I suddenly raised my head.

“Ah, you’ve returned.”

“Yes.”

A flat voice.

And… a white Lizard head.

‘L-Leader…!’

It was Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Chapter 164

‘That's right, Manager!’

Since when had that pale reptilian head and vertical pupils become so tearfully welcome?

I almost stood up from my seat when I saw the Lizard wearing the Lizard mask.

‘Of course, the situation isn't exactly one to be that happy about right now...’

Still, the memory of being super-saved by the strongest physical fighter in those crazy ghost stories was just so intense.

Anyway, Section Chief Lizard, who looked as if he had just returned from the Darkness, began his report to the research team.

"It took 3 hours and 24 minutes to clear."

"Ah, um. Manager. It’s a bit difficult to hear the details right now..."

"?"

"Because there are outsiders present."

The research team gestured toward the chaotic office.

A space littered with nearly thirty injured children, Agents, and moaning daydream employees.

"I see."

To Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s eyes, it must have looked like he had cleared the Darkness as usual, only to find the place filled with civilians instead of employees, yet he didn't show even a hint of agitation. Typical of a lizard.

The only thing that bothered me was that no one was following behind him.

‘The researcher definitely said Team D had returned.’

But Section Chief Lee Jaheon was alone.

...Don't tell me all the newly appointed employees died in an instant?

Regardless of my doubts, the interactions of the Daydream Inc. employees continued.

"Um, Manager. The Dream Collector, over here..."

"Yes."

"Thank you...! Please wait for a moment."

The processing of the Mermaid Tomb side, which had been cleared first, took priority.

The Lizard, who had returned the Dream Essence Liquid to the researcher, looked around the research team area, which was more crowded than usual.

As his gaze swept across... his blood-red eyes met mine.

"……."

No way.

‘Wait, did he recognize me?’

However, his gaze soon moved on, and Section Chief Lizard walked silently into the center of the office and sat down on a meeting sofa.

...This meant he walked in and sat down amidst the Contaminated, bloodied children as if it were nothing.

"Th-there..."

Even the research team began to stutter.

It was such an extraordinarily intense presence that I could even hear the Agents whispering.

"...Agent. Do you happen to know him?"

"The Lizard mask? No. If I’d seen it once, I don't think I’d ever forget it."

It seemed Agent Choi was seeing him for the first time as well.

Well, that makes sense.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, or Employee D, was a character who appeared when the Dark Exploration Records grew larger and Anomaly Gag Clears became acceptable.

‘It’s like his exploration record category doesn't quite match up with Agent Choi, who mainly active in the early records.’

The children, who had regained some energy after receiving first aid, also glanced back and forth at the man in the Lizard mask.

It would have been fine if it ended there.

As time passed, the number of these ‘children who regained energy’ increased, and as a result...

"Excuse me. Are we going to see my mom?"

"I, I want to go to the bathroom..."

"Subin says she's hungry!"

The children who were in relatively good condition began to raise their hands and speak up after observing the atmosphere.

They had gone through a terrible experience in the Sparkling Dragon Palace, but because they had been in that fairy-tale hallucination, they hadn't lost their innocence.

Furthermore, being left in pain on an uncomfortable office floor, it was already impressive that the children had endured this much.

"I have to pee..."

But I could clearly see how this would provide the researchers with the perfect excuse to lure the children away. Damn it.

It looked like the researchers would try to separate and categorize the kids at any moment, saying things like, ‘I’ll guide you to the bathroom,’ or ‘I’ll take you to the cafeteria.’

The Agents would surely follow them closely, but the problem was that some children would remain, meaning the two Agents would have to split up.

‘If the Agents are separated one by one, it will become even harder to handle the daydream employees.’

As it was, the Agents had already pushed their stamina to the limit and were covered in full-body bruises.

This obvious scenario seemed easy enough for the Agents to predict as well, as their expressions turned slightly cold.

In that case, ...this couldn't be helped.

‘I have to strike first.’

And the safest employee here was...

‘Only I know.’

After stifling a sigh, I whispered to one of the children who said they wanted to go to the bathroom.

"Really? You know?"

"Yeah."

At that, the child jumped up, shyly grabbed the pant leg of a nearby person, and asked.

"Excuse me, Mister. Where is the bathroom...?"

"…!"

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

The reptilian face sitting on the sofa looked back at the child blankly.

"Kids, wait a minute..."

Before Agent Choi could speak, I incited the other children.

"Do you want to go too?"

"Yeah!"

"Me too!"

Kwak Jekang wasn't here, and the employees I knew had all disappeared for treatment or interviews.

Moreover, because half of my face was still covered in traces of inflammation and necrosis from the Ulcer, the possibility of someone recognizing me was extremely low.

‘I just have to act properly.’

I went up to Section Chief Lee Jaheon from among the children and asked as much like the other kids as possible.

"Mister, can you take us to the bathroom?"

"Yes."

The children who swarmed around also had sparkling eyes.

"Are you going to guide us?"

"Yes."

And as Section Chief Lee Jaheon stood up, the children finally giggled and clung to his thighs and such.

"Wow!"

Only then did I give a small nod to the two Agents.

It was a signal that I would scream to alert them of danger if things went wrong.

Agent Bronze seemed to realize that I had chosen the ‘safest’ employee, as he remained silent with a complicated expression.

"Going out!"

Anyway, thanks to that, Section Chief Lee Jaheon began walking down the hallway like a Pied Lizard with seven or eight children in tow.

And fortunately, there were no other variables until we successfully finished using the nearby bathroom.

‘Whew.’

After helping the children who were too young to use the bathroom easily on their own, I tried to pull myself together while washing my hands with cold water at the sink.

‘It’s inconvenient having only one hand.’

And using this familiar company sink again made me feel like I was losing my mind.

‘I want to collapse onto a bed...’

I finished washing my hands while suppressing my fatigue.

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon quietly pulled up beside me.

Don't tell me he's trying to take care of me like a child...

"Mr. Roe Deer."

I almost struck the Lizard head with my one remaining hand.

"Anti-eavesdropping equipment is currently active. This conversation will not be leaked to the outside."

Whew.

I turned off the faucet with trembling hands and asked in a low voice.

"How did you recognize me? No, I mean, I don't have an arm right now, and my age has changed..."

"? Yes. I judged it to be age variation and loss of Body parts of the same individual."

"……."

Let's just move on.

He’s a Reptilian Alien who fires a Holy Fire Barrage, so he probably has some other method of analysis...

"Anyway, thank you for your help. My identity almost fell into the hands of the research team."

"I see."

"When we go back to the room, I’d like you to support the children so they don't follow the researchers halfway."

"Yes."

The Lizard looked into the air for a moment with his lidless eyes and then looked back.

...Since the children hadn't come out of the bathroom yet, we had time for this much conversation.

I hesitated slightly before asking.

"How have you been, Manager? I’d like to ask if the new employees who joined Team D are okay, and if the Darkness investigations are going well..."

"There are no new employees."

"…!"

"Currently, Team D is being assigned to single-entry Darkness, and there are no special circumstances."

"…I see."

...It meant Lee Jaheon was working alone.

‘He’s been abandoned.’

At the very moment the team had been promoted to an Elite Squad and was about to begin pilot operations, I, the very person who had brokered the deal with the Director and promotion, was processed as missing or dead.

In the end, Team D was left hanging like a kite with a broken string.

So it wouldn't be strange at all if the company was being indecisive, unable to do anything with the team itself, leaving it neglected for months, but...

It felt even more bitter because it was so realistic.

‘There must have been some rumors going around.’

Even if the Lizard Manager was the type not to care about such things at all.

.......

"Um, Manager."

I spoke up without thinking.

"By any chance, if I make a purchase at the Cosmic shopping mall, does it help you?"

"Purchase records from the Cosmic shopping mall are not directly related to Section Chief Lee Jaheon's livelihood."

However.

His mouth formed a slightly favorable line.

"But it does help We Help."

It was a strange way to refer to it.

‘...It reminds me of "We Help!".’

Anyway, I understood the meaning that it helped indirectly.

If that’s the case.

"Do I have to use only cash to use the shopping mall?"

"No."

"…! Then is bartering Items also possible?"

"No."

Damn it.

"Then how do I use other payment methods?"

"Use the VIP Card. Ending conversation. Someone is approaching."

I understood the sentences in order.

Click!

The opaque glass door of the bathroom opened, and someone walked in toward the sink with a light step.

"Oh~ what pleasant conversation were you having with the children?"

Kwak Jekang.

"I guided them to the bathroom."

"Ah, physiological phenomena! They’re important~ especially for children."

Kwak Jekang, wearing a white coat, lowered his body as if to meet my eye level.

‘Damn it!’

I purposely lowered my head and stepped back as if I were scared.

Kwak Jekang's voice became low, as if he were secretly giving a special benefit.

"Want to go with Mister? You can eat delicious cookies, play on the playground with friends, and get plenty of rest~"

"……."

"Let's just have the friends here go. Just you guys, specially, not the other friends."

"...I want to see my mommy and daddy."

"Right! I'm telling you, you can see your mommy and daddy too."

This bastard, seriously.

"I don't want to. Mister is scary and ugly..."

"…!!"

Hearing the sound of the children coming out, I hid behind Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"I'm scared!"

"What? What's wrong?"

"He says he's scared!"

"I think that mister is scary..."

Moods are contagious among young children and spread easily. Public opinion was formed in an instant, and they all hesitated and backed away from the scary man in the white coat, swarming behind the kind mister instead.

"No, I might not be as good-looking as Section Chief Lee, but I’m still somewhat... Ah, this is quite embarrassing."

Looking at the Lizard with children hanging all over him, Kwak Jekang scratched the back of his head.

Regret and obsession flickered in his eyes.

"Section Chief Lee, by any chance, would you consider coaxing the kids..."

"?"

"I should ask for something possible. Jeez."

Kwak Jekang smacked his lips, but ultimately turned his feet... and left the bathroom.

Squeak.

The moment the bathroom door closed, I could hear the sound of several children let out an involuntary sigh of relief.

...I had a thought.

Maybe the children weren't just following the mood, but had instinctively sensed a person who would cause them harm...

"Let's go."

"Yeah."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon became the Pied Lizard once again and took the children back to the lab.

As the Agents, who had been watching the door tensely, let out a short sigh of relief, the suffocating tension finally began to settle a little.

‘...Thank you.’

I gave Section Chief Lee Jaheon a subtle nod, and the Manager remained sitting on the sofa with his expressionless Reptilian Face to guard the area...

And an hour or two later.

"...The Disaster Management Bureau people are here."

The support we had been waiting for arrived.

The aftermath was smoother than expected.

The Disaster Management Bureau had come to Daydream Inc. with rescue vehicles as soon as they received Agent Choi's emergency text, and seeing that they were prepared to escalate the matter as much as possible, the research team finally took a step back.

"We will simply collect samples. That won't harm anyone, right?"

Agent Bronze was almost at the point of exploding, but in the end, the biological tissue collection of the ‘Mermaid Spawn’ was carried out...

‘Since they’re scraping it from the cross-section of the severed tail.’

That much didn't harm the children.

One slightly concerning point was that they also took a piece of my flesh... but I should contact Director Ho quickly so that it can be dealt with.

The important thing was.

"Whoa!!"

That we had finally escaped from the ghost story.

"Oh boy, all the kids are asleep."

The children were fast asleep.

The children, who had been divided into the ambulances sent by the Disaster Management Bureau, had been transported to the headquarters in an instant.

There, they had washed up, received treatment from medical experts, changed their clothes, and eaten.

After that, perhaps due to the fatigue from the spectacular experience, they had finally fallen into a deep sleep.

‘...Thank goodness.’

Of course, the same went for the Agents, who were finally able to take hot showers and have a meal.

"Grapes has finally returned to an adult too."

I was the same.

I leaned back on the sofa, feeling a sense of stability in my right arm, which had returned due to the emergency charging of the Dokkaebi Flame, and my entire body, which had returned to that of an adult male.

It felt strange that the waiting room of Hyunmoo Team 1 felt so comfortable.

Then again, it had always had a cozy, clubroom-like feel, so maybe it was natural...

"We don't know what else that company might have done."

"I know."

My groggy mind caught the conversation between the Agents next to me.

It seemed Agent Bronze suspected Daydream Inc. of having pulled other tricks...

"Anyway, the analysis team contacted me... regarding the medicine they gave the kids. It seems there was some Daydream Potion mixed in, which transports you ‘somewhere’ if you fall asleep."

"…!"

My mind snapped back to alertness.

"I kept an eye on it because it seemed like they were ‘selecting’ the potions when they gave them to the kids with severe mutations."

"Has it been removed now?"

"Of course!"

Whew.

Then, Agent Choi patted my shoulder.

"Grapes worked hard earlier too. Picking out an employee who hadn't joined the conspiracy yet and making him actually go to the bathroom in the heat of the moment!"

"……Yes."

At this, Agent Bronze was trying his best not to make eye contact with me or Agent Choi, even by mistake.

Thank you, Agent...

"Then now... we should go fix that. Right?"

Um?

Agent Choi suddenly pointed at me. Ah, to be precise... at the half of my face where the traces of the Ulcer remained.

Right. Even after returning to my original form, the traces of this infection hadn't disappeared.

It was just that the Mental Pollution of being assimilated into the ghost story seemed to have been treated by the Conch Shell, so I hadn't been as conscious of it until now.

"Then if I go to the infirmary..."

"Hey, no. There’s a faster way than that."

Agent Choi stood up from his seat. Agent Bronze also stood up from the sofa without a word, and they both looked back at me with smiles.

"Let’s go see the Elder in person."

"……!"

Chapter 165

The Elder.

The being known as the team leader of Hyunmoo Team 1.

She was also the person who, through the window of this waiting room that felt like a club room, bestowed ‘Dokkaebi's Trick’ upon the agents, allowing them to enter the Sparkling Dragon Palace in the form of young children.

‘She’s probably not human.’

I was almost certain.

So I expected it. I thought we would probably go to see ‘The Elder’ by performing a magical ritual through that window in the waiting room.

However, the situation didn't play out that way.

“Up we go, let's go carefully.”

Clack.

We moved by car.

“…??”

“It’s not that far, maybe about 40 minutes?”

Perhaps I should be grateful that it wasn't a bicycle.

Like a lie, the three agents used an everyday means of transportation to head through downtown Seoul toward their destination.

That place was….

[Pure Hope Hospital]

“…….”

A white building located in a secluded area.

It was a nursing hospital.

Judging by how kind the employees were and the many visitors, it seemed like a very well-managed place….

As if it was familiar, the agents entered the main entrance without hesitation.

“Excuse me, I'm here to visit Park Hongrim.”

“Ah! This way….”

Upon going up to the 5th floor, there was a sunlit private hospital room.

And….

There, a senior with a peaceful face was lying on a bed where the warm sunset light poured in from the window.

She was an elder whose impression made me think she would have been intelligent and benevolent if her eyes were open.

Truly… The Elder.

“Grapes-ie. Let’s say hello. This is our Elder.”

“…….”

On the table was a frame containing rolling papers people had written.

Just like the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room.

-Hongrim Unni, I really, really love you

-Thank you always

-Leaving a post as a beloved disciple who tracked down and rescued an Andong Soju master for the sake of loyalty to the soju-loving Team Leader

-The great leader, our Team Leader

Traces of people.

“Grandmother, I… huh?”

At that moment, a student who was busily entering the hospital room saw us and was startled.

“Hello, Agents…!”

“Hey there, Yeji. Good to see you. Have you been well?”

“Same as usual. Let’s see, our lady is….”

The high school student, who appeared to be the granddaughter, checked her grandmother's expression as if measuring her fever by placing a hand on her forehead, then looked up with a smile.

“She seems to be in a good mood.”

“I see. Her complexion looks bright.”

“Haha. Ah, Jaekwan Uncle, have you been well?”

“…Yeah.”

As if the granddaughter was an acquaintance, the two agents conversed familiarly before introducing me.

“This is our newcomer.”

“Ah… nice to meet you.”

“Yes, me too…!”

It wasn't the time to be dazed. I hurriedly bowed to the student, and the student also bowed deeply.

Then she said.

“…Excuse me. Please take good care of my grandmother.”

“…….”

For some reason, my heart surged.

“The same goes for me… I am receiving great help from the Team Leader.”

“……Yes.”

The student took a deep breath as if suppressing an emotional surge, then smiled brightly.

“Then I’ll step out for a moment so you can say your greetings!”

“Okay. Thanks.”

Clack.

The hospital room door closed, and a stillness descended.

Agent Choi looked at his team leader, who would not wake up, and reached out slightly to tidy her hair.

Even so, The Elder did not move.

“There was… an accident.”

“…….”

“As Grapes probably knows, in a Supernatural Disaster, if you make even the slightest mistake, people die so absurdly, right?”

Agent Choi's voice became slightly softer.

“The last Supernatural Disaster our Team Leader entered was like a labyrinth, bizarre, and anyway, a very strange place….”

He took a deep breath.

“Her Upper Body was almost blown away.”

“…!”

“Especially her head… I heard almost half of it disappeared.”

Reflexively, I checked The Elder lying on the bed.

…That appearance, which looked cleanly intact.

“Yeah. But she looks fine now, doesn't she?”

Agent Choi couldn't continue and quietly looked at the bed just like me.

…Agent Bronze slowly opened his mouth.

“The Team Leader passed the Dokkaebi Trial and possessed her own customized Dokkaebi Flame Lantern.”

Ah.

I reflexively looked down at my right arm.

More accurately, at the Dokkaebi Flame that was replacing it.

-Since it's made to be customized? You can't just receive it in an informal way like this, and the Agent also has to undergo a Dokkaebi Trial… whew, it's powerful, but it's hard work.

No way.

“So currently, more than half of the Team Leader's head and Upper Body… is being replaced by Dokkaebi Flame.”

“…!”

“It is said that… the reason she cannot wake up is because the Dokkaebi Flame is already using excessive divine power and cannot withstand the causality of directly intervening in reality.”

“…….”

I looked at the senior on the bed, sleeping peacefully.

…Who would probably be asleep forever.

“…That is how the Team Leader became ‘The Elder.’”

A supernatural existence rather than a human. As the Dokkaebi Elder.

Agent Choi, who had been staring at the bed together, barely managed to lift his head.

He had a beaming smile.

“But we know she's always watching over us! In dreams and fantasies.”

“……Yes.”

“Then let's say hello. …Elder! We've come to thank you and introduce our newcomer.”

Agent Choi tapped my shoulder.

“Look. Didn't I say this kid would be good at his job? He really is doing well. Though you've probably already seen.”

At this point, I couldn't bring myself to say that I had no intention of staying in this team.

I wondered if Agent Choi had even aimed for this, but looking at his face with its gentle smile, it didn't seem to be the case.

“…….”

I stepped forward right in front of the bed under Agent Bronze's guidance.

“…Hello. Elder.”

And I bowed politely.

“I am the newcomer who joined recently.”

At that moment.

[Grapes-ie.]

“…!”

I raised my head.

Everyone who had been in the hospital room had disappeared before I knew it.

And instead of the sunset, a brilliant full moon shone into the room from the window.

There….

[You did very well.]

There was a mild, soft flame stroking my head.

No, a fragment of the Elder… with a warmth like a flame.

Warmth and image.

I blinked my eyes.

“Am I… dreaming?”

[That's right. It seems you've dozed off for a moment, exhausted from the arduous journey. Now, sit here….]

A friendly hand held mine.

My eyes closed.

Before I knew it, I was leaning against the bed, receiving the Elder's touch as she patted my back….

“…I.”

Suddenly, words burst out.

“Do you really think I did well?”

[Of course!]

[You did your best, and thanks to you, the children returned alive and smiling. It's all your effort and your blessing.]

“…….”

[Don't reproach yourself. No one else could have done better than you. And even if you went back, you wouldn't have been able to do better than that.]

Somehow, I felt a lump in my throat.

Receiving emotional support from someone had the power to stir a weary heart.

‘But….’

Doubt arose.

‘She seems to know my identity.’

I felt it in the previous conversation with the Elder as well. She knows the Items I possess well.

‘Is it because it's a dream?’

She must already know about me.

Then, could this also be an attempt to hear the inner thoughts of a spy?

It was a strange sensation closer to disappointment than suspicion.

Like the feeling when you realize your grandmother is being forced to be nice to you because of some other ulterior motive….

And anxiety.

However….

[And besides, where in this world is there a person without secrets? Where is there a person without flaws?]

The hand patted my back again.

[The important thing is to always keep a small lantern lit in your heart. So that if you think, ‘Ah, I’ve taken the wrong path,’ you can check the ground from time to time to turn back.]

“…Thank you.”

I caught my breath.

[Yes. Now I've become an old person who finds it overwhelming even to know the people held in my arms…. I don't really know about the complicated ways of the world or its squabbles.]

It was a roundabout expression of her intention not to report my original affiliation to the Management Bureau.

…And regarding my suspiciousness as well.

“…….”

The touch patting my back pulled away.

It was a somewhat excited hand gesture.

[But an old person has an old person’s wisdom. And….]

[There is also a reward.]

Before I knew it, I had straightened my body and sat on the edge of the bed.

As is always the case in dreams, context was skipped. But it wasn't awkward. Because it was a dream.

And this gentle request as well.

[Let's take your ornament out of your pocket.]

“…….”

Before I knew it, I pulled out the object that was in my trouser pocket.

A round-shaped accessory with an X drawn on it.

Memorial Pop Socket.

The Item that showed memories of the past clearly in text and had allowed me to read the <Dark Exploration Record>.

However, it was cracked and could no longer be used.

[Ah, I remember this.]

[The administrative officer teased me so much, saying that kids these days all walk around with these attached. The Dokkaebis didn't even hold a feast for eight days to make that.]

A hearty and benevolent laugh.

[But that one seems… a bit different. Let's see….]

The Elder put on magnifying glasses and peered at my Pop-socket.

In the crack of the Pop-socket, there still remained the adhesive put in by the employee at the Dokkaebi Workshop who was pretending to be a Dokkaebi.

“Um, they said that adhesive would harden within a month… but it hasn't changed even though quite some time has already passed.”

[Mmm? Aha… I see. That fellow is not a real Dokkaebi but a disguised human, so he might not know.]

[This is a more precious thing. It seems he just imitated the goods from our workshop.]

[But if you treat something made by some street riffraff as a knock-off, things won't work out.]

The Elder injected fire into the Pop-socket.

“…!”

The Pop-socket, which had been burning brightly, sparkled as if old dirt were being peeled off, and soon the crack disappeared.

[There, now it is bonded.]

“…! Thank you….”

[But the important step isn't over yet.]

[I mean making a wish about what kind of appearance you would like it to take.]

“…!”

Come to think of it, I had heard those words at the Dokkaebi Workshop as well.

-While also making a wish about what kind of appearance you'd like it to take. Then it will become a very wonderful ornament!

I hadn't paid much attention to that part because the situation was so urgent that I wasn't in my right mind.

‘Let's try to be conscious of it this time.’

I politely tucked the Pop-socket back into my pocket.

“Thank you.”

[Grapes-ie is truly well-mannered.]

I felt a pleased gaze.

She stroked my head again.

The warm flame seemed to permeate my entire body. As if burning away all pain and Contamination….

[This old person wants to give our Grapes-ie at least a dried persimmon, but this… time is up.]

Huh?

[Your sleepiness is slipping away!]

“…….”

I opened my eyes.

Before I knew it, I was in a posture where I almost hit my head on the bed in the hospital room, then reflexively jerked my body up.

Like someone who was dozing off and suddenly woke up.

“…!”

I hurriedly raised my head.

I saw the two agents looking back at me with smiles.

And… The Elder, who was lying peacefully asleep on the bed.

“Did you say your greetings well?”

“…Yes.”

Looking at the clock in the hospital room, the time was exactly as it had been when we entered.

I had literally ‘dozed off for a moment.’

And even in a very short sleep, a dream dwells.

“…….”

I looked down at my body.

The traces of tumors and Ulcers that had looked as if they were boiling had all disappeared.

“…Thank you.”

I bowed deeply toward the sleeping Elder. The agents smiled and patted my back.

“Then we'll come again next time, Elder!”

I followed the two agents and left the hospital room.

The figure of The Elder, still lying with her eyes closed in a peaceful manner, seemed to be seeing us off….

“How is it? She's a good person, right?”

“……Yes.”

“I told you. We have such good luck with people. Our team~ It seems Grapes has good luck with bosses?”

This time, Agent Choi's assurance didn't feel annoying.

I put my hand in my pocket. I could feel the completely bonded Pop-socket.

“…….”

“For now, rest well, and let's think about things like reports again tomorrow. Since the Site Cleanup Team went and the kids are all asleep too.”

“Please get home safely.”

“Yes…. Thank you.”

I bowed and said goodbye to the two agents as well.

The agents rode the bicycles they had brought and disappeared beyond the road.

Only after they disappeared did I lift my head.

“……Whew.”

It was surprising.

‘I gained something, though.’

I didn't know I would end up fixing the Memorial Pop Socket like this.

‘Then… do I just have to keep wishing until this thing starts working?’

Now, what I have to do is….

“…Contact Director Ho.”

…I have to clean up the mess I made at Daydream Inc……..

‘I’m actually going to cry.’

Did Agent Choi just say I have good luck with bosses?

I don't think so.

‘Ah, please.’

I closed my eyes tight and picked up my Smartphone.

Please let this be settled quickly…!

“Hey, this rumor isn't going to be contained.”

Agent Choi grinned and slapped his direct junior on the back.

  Ryu Jaekwan held back a sigh and half-heartedly dodged his hand.

  “It’s dangerous, sir.”

  “Eyy, I’m a bicycle master.”

  After telling Agent Grapes to rest up, they headed back to HQ to file their report, just the two of them, chatting as they rode their bikes.

  “What do you mean, the rumor can’t be contained?”

  “What else? It’s about Grapes.”

  “…!”

  They’d gone out for a regular rescue in a supernatural disaster and managed to save every single child, and might have even ended the disaster itself.

  And to think, this miraculous achievement happened right after a new recruit joined the team.

  “When coincidence repeats twice, it starts being called skill.”

  And if this new recruit had even just completely ended a supernatural disaster while working with the Site Cleanup Unit before?

  Then the probationary period for new recruits doesn’t matter anymore.

  His aptitude score just blasted through the ceiling…!

  “Congratulations on your assignment to Black Tortoise Team 1. Hahaha!”

  “……”

  Ryu Jaekwan pressed his fingers to one temple.

  The one saving grace was that the Disaster Management Bureau was generous when it came to investing in equipment for talented people.

  ‘…Maybe things really will get safer.’

  At this rate, it seemed like even a custom dokkaebi flame lantern wasn’t far off… If not, at least Grapes would be able to get some more gear.

The only concern was whether he had attracted too much attention.

  ‘…Let’s hope the rumors don’t get exaggerated in some weird direction.’

  He decided to keep an eye on things.

  Ryu Jaekwan sighed and pressed down on his bicycle pedals.

  “Let’s go, Jaekwan-ah~”

  For reference, this speculation was taking place in a completely different direction within a different faction…

  

***

  At the same time, in an office at Daydream Inc.

  “Lord Cat!”

  BANG!

  An employee from the Field Exploration Team, wearing a pony mask, banged on the table and conducted a vivid interview with the Research Team.

  “The Great Lord Cat was in that Darkness! The all-knowing, all-powerful Lord Cat!”

For reference, the Research Team was in total chaos.

  It was because the ‘Mermaid Grave’—which used to yield only C-grade Dream Essence—had just produced B-grade or higher essence.

  A crazy anomaly!

  And to make things worse, the Disaster Management Bureau had spirited away all the mer-children, and the agents had dashed off in a hurry.

  So, now lacking research material, the Research Team was furiously extracting every possible statement from the Field Exploration Team members who had entered at the time.

  And… this is what the testimonies had in common.

  “It was a monster! A monster! Please, save me!”

  “I don’t know… The letters I saw? Were they really there? Maybe I was just seeing things… I was terrified, but I did my best for the clear.”

  “TheGreatLordCatIsWatchingUsLettingUsOut!WeHaveToSaveTheChildren!”

  Multiple employees have reported observing an anomalous entity manifesting as a black cat

(hereafter referred to as ‘The Black Cat’).

 

 Documented effects include: induction of panic and madness, brainwashing, physical transformation, causal distortion, reality manipulation, and collective mind control. These abilities exhibit anomalous characteristics that are not currently explainable by conventional means.

  “Yes. It did help with the clear this time, but… I don’t know what might happen if we meet it somewhere else.”

  Attempts to determine the entity’s objective or intent have been inconclusive. Certain Field Exploration Team personnel reported that the entity appeared to be attempting to seize control of the ghost story (Qterw-C-1642); however, these accounts are classified as unreliable.

  Notably, the prevailing hypothesis is that an entity of greater transcendence than Qterw-C-1642 irregularly intervened within this instance of Darkness. This hypothesis is considered highly plausi—

  “I want to avoid it as much as possible.”

 —ble. Accordingly, the entity designated as ‘The Black Cat’ has been assigned a unique Darkness identification code.

  Designation : Qterw-A-1845

  And so began the real chaos.

Chapter 166

That very night, right after escaping from the Mermaid Tomb.

I was able to meet Director Ho immediately at the waiting area of the usual Fox Counseling Room.

And….

“Oh dear, you must have gone through so much, Soleum! Don't worry about the body tissue that was harvested from you. I’ll retrieve it right away.”

“…Yes. Thank you.”

The conversation was ending much more smoothly than I expected….

‘To this extent?’

To be honest, it wasn't my fault, but the situation of having an emergency meeting with a Director when it wasn't even a regular report was enough to make a lower-ranking employee break into a cold sweat.

However, Director Ho listened to my story with great interest and even clapped his hands in delight.

There was only one moment when he indirectly revealed his discomfort.

“So the Disaster Management Bureau support team came all the way to the company headquarters.”

Damn it.

“Ah, I’m not complaining to you, Soleum! It’s just, they’re such a hypocritical group that says one thing and does another… Being near them is instinctively unpleasant.”

“…….”

You’re saying that after putting an employee there as a spy?

And honestly… their personality shouldn't even be compared to Daydream Inc.

‘I feel like our company is the one that needs to at least pretend to be hypocritical….’

It was strange to see where that near-loathing repulsion toward the Management Bureau came from.

“I apologize if my personal feelings made you uncomfortable, Soleum.”

“Not at all.”

Anyway, the conversation itself flowed smoothly, and Director Ho gracefully wrapped up the topic.

“Regardless, don't mind these issues at all and feel free to tell me anytime!”

And….

“Is there anything else that's uncomfortable?”

I had been waiting for this.

‘…The atmosphere is good right now.’

And it was just the two of us.

It was right to go for it when I could. I poured another glass of hot water into Director Ho’s green tea and said,

“It’s not an inconvenience, but… there is one point of concern.”

“Please, feel free to speak.”

Director Ho nodded with a face that seemed to say, ‘It pains me greatly that you are concerned.’

So I explained.

“There is a Darkness I must enter as soon as possible.”

“…….”

About the Cheerful Theme Park.

I didn't specifically mention the Blue Mascot there, but since it was common to get ‘marked’ by an eerie entity while exploring ghost stories, Director Ho would have easily understood the situation.

“I almost died, but they let me go after I promised to ‘visit again next time.’”

My following explanation was also reasonable.

I told him that since I was an employee at the company at the time, I thought I would naturally be able to re-enter the ‘Cheerful Theme Park,’ but as things turned out, I could no longer enter.

‘You’re the one who gave me the spy work.’

And given Director Ho’s personality traits I’d seen so far, a request of this level would…

“The Cheerful Theme Park, I see….”

Director Ho gave a thin smile.

“Don't worry. I’ll arrange a way for you to enter so you can visit as quickly as possible!”

As expected.

“Thank you. I was very worried because if I couldn't enter within a month or two, my personal issues might make it difficult to perform my duties….”

I nodded seriously.

“Now that you've taken action, Director, I can focus diligently on my work.”

So give it to me within a month.

If you don’t, I might drop dead before I can even do any spying.

I trust that my intention was well conveyed.

“Of course. It will be ready soon. Don't worry.”

He was refreshing in these aspects, which made things easy.

Because he was competent.

‘Actually, surprisingly, is he a decent boss as long as you don’t press his trigger buttons…?’

Was it just that I had been assigned to roles where I frequently had to jump on that madman’s activation button…?

It was the first time I could relate to what that Section Chief from the Audit Team said— that ‘Director Ho is quite a decent superior.’

“Thank you.”

With that, the emergency report drifted toward an end.

Director Ho would stand up saying he should be going soon, and I was about to prepare to head back after seeing him off.

“Ah, come to think of it, there was something I wanted to ask as well….”

Director Ho, who was about to stand up, stared at me intently.

“You aren't using the Fox Counseling Room?”

“…….”

Ugh.

“Once you enter the counseling room, there’s no need to worry about running into other employees. I’d like you to use it actively to heal your contamination and psychological trauma.”

As if I would.

‘No matter how I think about it, this place seems linked to you…!’

Look how it's miraculously closed every time I come to report.

I’m at the point where I’d believe it if someone said Director Ho was giving the Counselor commissions to steal employees’ counseling information.

What was certain was that this space, this ghost story, was definitely within Director Ho’s domain.

That was why I had been intentionally avoiding the Fox Counseling Room until now.

‘It’s uncomfortable.’

Quite apart from the fact that I had received significant help during my last counseling session.

Besides, the Elder had completely burned away my infection traces now, so I didn't need to go.

But since I couldn't honestly blurt all that out, I just nodded.

“Yes. I will make an effort. However, since this space, including the Fox Counseling Room, is Darkness, and that person isn't a real counselor either….”

Just as I was about to finish by saying ‘I will keep that in mind.’

“He is.”

“…!”

“He is a ‘real counselor.’”

The gentleness vanished from Director Ho’s tone.

A somewhat numb-sounding voice came out without any rise in pitch.

“Because he is Darkness, he is more firmly bound by professional codes. He knows exactly what he is doing, and he has pride as a professional.”

“…….”

“So, I’d like to say that you can trust the teacher in the Fox Counseling Room!”

“…Yes.”

“Also… the counselor is very worried about his client Kim Soleum’s condition.”

“…….”

Tap, tap. Director Ho patted my shoulder as if to encourage me.

“Well then, I’ll be going. I’ll see you again at the regular report. Soleum!”

“Yes. Director.”

The emergency report ended like that.

‘…The Fox Counseling Room and Director Ho.’

And Director Ho was a person who wasn't recorded in detail in the Dark Exploration Records at all.

…I felt like there might be more hidden settings. I wanted to check a bit more, but….

‘Yeah. Let's just focus on the Wish Ticket.’

Don't forget. The ends and the means shouldn't be swapped.

Let’s focus on finishing this spy work quickly, getting the Wish Ticket, and going home.

…In that sense, I feel like I got too immersed in the ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace’ ghost story and tried too hard to get all the kids out….

“Phew.”

Still, there was an additional harvest.

“The Dream Essence Liquid grade went up.”

I looked at the golden liquid filling the collector for the Elite Squad.

Shimmering B-grade or higher Dream Essence Liquid.

Considering the Mermaid Tomb was originally C-grade, this was an Irregular occurrence.

‘Did the grade go up because I pulled out the main body of that Biological Disaster?’

It was possible.

And while I was checking, I also squeezed out the research team’s potion that I had secretly tucked into my wrist tattoo and put it in a plastic bottle.

A recovery medicine I had intended to give only to children who were severely contaminated or had heterogeneous elements.

‘If you drink this, you move to ‘somewhere’ the research team set up, right?’

I suspected it might be one of the research team’s experimental spaces, but just in case, I should keep it rather than discard it.

I let out a sigh of relief and stored the potion back in the tattoo, bottle and all.

Then I rummaged through the space again.

‘It’s a relief that the items put into the space in the tattoo exist separately from each other.’

Otherwise, it might have even gotten on this tag card.

I am a Cosmic shopping mall VIP!

~Gratitude Cell included~

I also found the golden card in the tattoo that I had received a few months ago, delivered directly by the courier tentacles at the Alien Shop.

The ‘VIP Card’ Section Chief Lee Jaheon mentioned is probably this, right?

‘Hmm.’

I examined the card letter more closely, feeling it.

Then, I felt something thin, one more layer inside the slightly thick card paper.

“…!”

Carefully peeling back a layer of the card paper, a small… chip-like thing sealed inside revealed itself.

‘…It looks like a SIM chip.’

A sticker with a Gulim font was attached to it.

Dine on cells anywhere!

Healthy and peaceful purchase

※Fast counselor connection guaranteed※

“…….”

I really wish they would hire a professional translator…….

‘Dine….’

First of all, this chip is a cell, and it seems like I’m supposed to… eat this, but ‘Healthy and peaceful purchase’?

‘It oddly reminds me of when I talked to the Lizard leader.’

That part where translation-error-like expressions come out because they don't know the cultural context of modern people.

Anyway, I decided to try using this ‘cell’ if the situation called for it.

‘…The Lizard leader isn't the type to put others in danger through lies or trickery.’

It was more reasonable to worry about my head bursting from pure physical force.

“Sorting complete.”

I finished my settlement and looked up.

At any rate, for now, there were items that were the easiest to use, so let’s consume those first.

‘The Cheerful Research Institute’s potion.’

Yes.

In the middle of the night, I had visited the laboratory hidden under the manhole cover again.

‘It’s even scarier seeing it at night.’

However, it was a bit better because the Dream Essence Liquid stored in the dream incubator was sparkling with enchanting colors.

DE 00128313

I also injected all the B-grade Dream Essence Liquid I had obtained this time into it.

The numbers rose.

DE 00143126

‘B-grade is roughly 15,000, then.’

One might think of it as about one and a half potions, but there was actually a catch here.

The price was set differently depending on the button.

The first one I pulled deducted 10,000 Points, but the second one I pulled deducted 20,000 Points.

‘It might also depend on how many stars there are.’

The first ‘Detective Syrup’ I pulled had 3 stars, and the ‘Surprise Syrup’ I pulled next had 4 stars.

These stars….

‘They’re definitely a difference in performance.’

Because the 4-star potion had worked, even if briefly, against a Biological Disaster.

However, if converted simply one-to-one with Daydream Inc.’s Welfare Points, it was more expensive than a Daydream Potion.

‘This dream incubator is an early model, so maybe its efficiency is poor.’

But it also seemed that a syrup more effective than a Daydream Potion, closer to the raw essence, was produced.

At any rate.

‘I won't know how much will be deducted until I actually press the button and pull the potion.’

How unfriendly.

‘It would be nice to have the research notes.’

The Sergeant said he would look into it, but there was no special news yet.

Let’s wait a bit more. Perhaps this dream incubator has other functions….

Anyway, since it was very useful even now, I decided to visit every week if possible and grab a potion.

Thus, it was time for a choice.

🥰🥸🤯🧐🤪🥱

“Hmm.”

There was the option of safely pulling a potion with confirmed effects….

‘It might be better to prepare more before going into the theme park.’

Things whose effects could be confirmed should be checked as soon as timing allowed. There might be more useful ones.

First, let’s use the means I have to pick out the most useful one.

‘Association and reasoning.’

In that sense, the button I would check this time was….

‘The most expensive and effective one when matched with the potions from Daydream Inc.’

🥰🥸🤯🧐🤪🥱

Clack.

“Good.”

At the same time 30,000 Points were deducted, a glass bottle containing a small amount of syrup came out of the exit.

I took the shimmering turquoise liquid.

Children's Disguise Syrup

(Green Grape Flavor)

★★★★★

An expensive potion. A successful snipe.

The next day.

I took the whole day off following the Agents’ message that I should rest well, and only showed up for work late the following day.

“Agent Grapes, you did a great job.”

Moreover, thanks to the Hyunmoo Team 1 agents who had already mostly finished the situation report, I was able to wrap up the work related to the ‘Sparkling Dragon Palace’ with a brief response.

‘I’m so grateful I could cry.’

I received various praises from the Agents.

And….

Happy news as well.

“They say they’ve found guardians for more than half the kids.”

“……!”

“Apparently, the entry method was so distinctive that there were many cases collected in our database.”

“There was also no phenomenon of the rescued civilians evaporating. …Rescue for everyone was confirmed as of around 7 PM last night.”

The faces of the Hyunmoo Team 1 agents as they spoke were unusually bright with joy.

…I probably wasn't much different.

“And, and listen to this. Shall I tell you one more piece of surprising news? …There's someone in the team next to us who took back their younger sibling lost in ’89.”

“……!”

“Among the agents who entered here… quite a few applied hoping for only that.”

Finding a missing family member.

“Thanks to you, that person has finally been rewarded for the past years and can sleep comfortably at night. Together with their family.”

“…….”

“How is it?”

How was it?

An agent who had come here, searching for their sibling for decades.

A person who finally found out where their sibling went missing but couldn't rescue them because of distorted time.

How did I feel hearing that they had safely regained their sibling?

‘Oh my god.’

An overwhelming thrill, like something tingling at the back of my neck, swept over me.

It wasn't just a sense of reward.

‘So this is why they do it.’

It was dangerous.

If I wasn't careful… I felt like I would end up working this job with a real sense of duty.

‘…No.’

I tightly gripped my right hand, which had once disappeared.

I had to go back home.

I had to make that my only goal.

Right now… I don’t know how many times I’ve nearly died. It was impossible for someone like me, who used to consume ghost stories only as content in a world without them, to live here and stay sane.

‘The ends and the means. They must not be flipped.’

I took a deep breath and calmed my mind.

But my heightened heart didn't fully settle.

“Anyway, you did a really great job.”

Agent Choi, who was rattling off stories like rewards fitting for a successful exploration, gave a thin smile and patted my back.

“Ah, Grapes is still in the rookie period, so you have to go do other work now, right?”

“Yes. I will guide him to other duties.”

“Right. I’ve held you up too long. Good luck with your work~!”

I parted ways with the waving Agent Choi and followed behind Agent Bronze.

Fortunately, he didn't tell me to come back to the Hyunmoo Team.

Right. The Emergency Rescue Squad… doing this kind of work continuously would be too difficult. Emotionally, too.

‘Sigh.’

I held back a sigh and walked behind Agent Bronze.

And the place he guided me to was….

[New Investigation Unit Baekho Team 2]

It was the team where Ms. Go Yeongeun was.

“Soleum!”

As I entered the office, a familiar face, Ms. Go Yeongeun, saw me and jumped up from her seat.

I reflexively looked back at Agent Bronze.

The other party was smiling, however faintly. It seemed he had specially arranged for me to work in this team, considering that we knew each other from Lookie Mart….

“There is no field work today, so there is no need to move in a pair with me. You can work in this office. …If a problem arises, please find us in the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room.”

“…Yes. Thank you.”

I was truly grateful.

Moreover, it was a relief that it wasn't field work.

‘Today is a time to take a breather.’

Of course, I would do my best to show that I was someone who belonged in the New Investigation Unit.

I bowed to the departing Agent Bronze and entered the office with Ms. Go Yeongeun.

The place, which looked like a neat, ordinary office, was still quiet.

“Everyone is out on field duty right now, so it’s just me in the office. I think you can greet them once they return.”

“Yes. I understand.”

I added with a bit of a wish.

“I look forward to your guidance. Perhaps I will be assigned to this department and work together with you.”

“Ah, um….”

…??

Ms. Go Yeongeun’s answer trailed off for some reason.

Why that… ominous reaction?

“…Did I do something wrong?”

“No! It’s not a mistake… Phew.”

Ms. Go Yeongeun made a subtle expression.

“Being too competent is, well, something that can't be helped….”

Pardon?

“Here, would you like to… take a look?”

I took the Smartphone Ms. Go Yeongeun handed me.

On the screen of the phone, which seemed new and barely used, as if it had been newly opened for work, was….

[Agent Talk-Talk Anonymous Room]

An anonymous group chat room with a slightly old-fashioned name.

“…….”

Wait.

Is there another… group chat without me…?

“Ah. Usually, they seem to invite people once their rookie period is over and they receive a formal assignment.”

“I see.”

That’s a relief.

‘Hmm.’

I asked for Ms. Go Yeongeun’s permission and scrolled up the group chat to check the atmosphere.

A Fortune Vending Machine appeared in Seocho-dong. Those on reporting duty here should check this.

-Is it okay to leave the Swamp Music Box alone when it’s not working?

-Yeah, it’s fine. It’ll be reflected in the rulebook next month too.

-Recommend something for lunch.

‘The atmosphere is more relaxed than I expected.’

From the look of it, it seemed like a chat room used by Agents to seek advice from one another when things got urgent or frustrating while working.

One could say it was an information-sharing room that formed naturally due to the nature of the profession, which involved frequent solo shifts and waiting on rotation.

Since they weren't in a Death Survival-style competitive relationship like a certain company, the atmosphere seemed a bit better, and valuable information appeared to flow easily.

‘Come to think of it, I think I saw something like this in the <Dark Exploration Record>.’

Thinking that way made it feel a bit heartwarming. I nodded to myself while scrolling.

It would be fun to be invited here at least once...

-Newbie King of Destruction destroyed another Disaster.

“…….”

Wait a minute.

Is this… me?

‘No way.’

I quickly scrolled further down to open the latest messages.

-They said he rescued all thirty people who were trapped in the regular rescue Disaster. And apparently, he smashed the city to bits.

-Is that for real??

-Hyunmoo Team 1 must be thrilled, lol.

-Wow, at that point, it’s not a coincidence but pure skill… Doesn't seem like an ordinary person. Isn't this the first time since Team Leader Hong joined?

-I want to get to know him…

-Is he interested in Hyunmoo Team 3 by any chance? We can treat him really well. Honestly, I’m better than a certain Mr. Choi from Hyunmoo Team 1.

-Noonim, I’m here too ^^

-Yeah, I know.

“…….”

And the conclusion of the group chat room was summarized into one….

-Looks like we found someone who’s going to settle down for good in the Emergency Rescue Squad lol.

-I. hope. he. becomes. the. youngest. Team leader.~^^

Please spare me….

Chapter 167

The group chat for Agents that Ms. Go Yeongeun showed me left a massive shock and a profound realization in its wake.

‘No wonder Agent Choi sent me to work with the New Investigation Unit so easily.’

Was it because my transfer to Hyunmoo Team 1 was already set in stone?

The consideration Agent Bronze showed by sending me to Ms. Go Yeongeun’s team today—was that also because today was my last day before heading to the Emergency Rescue Squad…!

‘This is unfair….’

No, if you only look at what’s on the surface, wasn’t the Singularity Agent Grapes created just a case of me being stubborn about staying one more day and getting infected while taking care of the kids?

That’s why I was feeling relieved, but apparently, since a Supernatural Disaster that had barely been undergoing regular rescue was suddenly terminated, and I was the only variable, I must have stuck out like a sore thumb.

And if that variable’s nickname is ‘King of Destruction Newbie’… has my image already been ruined?

It has!

‘Sigh.’

“…….”

“Um… Soleum? Are you okay?”

I nodded my head.

However, since I probably didn’t look very well, Ms. Go Yeongeun had a slightly worried look in her eyes.

‘It’ll be weird if I keep acting like this….’

I need to pull myself together before she finds out I’m a scaredy-cat.

I tried my best to act nonchalant and spoke in a calm, slightly regretful tone.

“The Emergency Rescue Squad is certainly a good team, but since I’m someone who’s better at paperwork than field work… I was a little taken aback.”

“…….”

“Yeongeun?”

“Um, well, yes….”

For some reason, Ms. Go Yeongeun’s gaze seemed to turn murky.

But in the very next moment, she began to speak words of comfort. It must have been my imagination.

“Well, looking at the big picture, it might actually be better. After all, to each team, one…!”

…?

The employee in front of me stopped speaking unnaturally.

Then she pressed the back of her hand.

The spot where Director Ho had placed a Binding Restriction.

“……!”

Someone is listening.

Pretending to have left their seat, someone in this office is listening to the conversation of the rookies.

I locked eyes with Ms. Go Yeongeun.

‘I mustn’t panic.’

Yeongeun was probably about to say something like, ‘Since one was assigned to each team, the balance is good.’

I naturally picked up the conversation.

“Yes. Every team has its strengths, so even if I… end up going to the Emergency Rescue Squad like this, I’ll work hard.”

“Yes. Let’s do our best…!”

Fortunately, the conversation ended naturally.

We both raised our hands and struck a ‘fighting’ pose like fresh-faced rookies.

Afterward, the topic naturally shifted back as Yeongeun introduced the work of ‘New Investigation Unit Baekho Team 2.’

‘Whew.’

Later. We ended up having to act as surprised as possible when we saw an Agent yawn and stand up from under a desk in a corner of the office.

“A-Agent?”

“Ah, sorry. I meant to just close my eyes for a bit… You’re the rookie too, right? You two are already close. Do well. I’m off today, so… yawn.”

“Yes. Thank you!”

After casting a warm gaze at us, the Agent left the office. I breathed a sigh of relief inwardly.

‘Nothing was caught.’

Rather than eavesdropping… it seemed like they were just curious about the rookies and were listening in absentmindedly to see if there was anything they could help with. Regardless, it was true that I had to be more careful.

‘…Director Ho’s Binding Restriction did end up being helpful.’

Ms. Go Yeongeun and I didn’t utter a single word about the related topic after that and focused on the PC setup. Not long after, the other Agents returned from their field assignments.

“We’re back, Yeongeun!”

“Team leader.”

I ended up greeting them while standing next to Ms. Go Yeongeun.

The Team leader of Baekho Team 2 had a very jovial impression, and he chuckled heartily when he saw me.

“Ah, so this is the… um, new employee!”

“…….”

Did he… just hesitate because he was about to call me the King of Destruction?

If these people were all in that group chat, it might have already become an irreversible nickname.

‘Sigh….’

I never thought I’d say this, but I think I was less embarrassed when I was a supervisor in Daydream….

“You just returned from rescue duty the day before yesterday. I heard you did a great job. Today, just stay here without any trouble and see, ‘Oh, so this is what Team Baekho does,’ before you leave. Got it?”

“…Thank you.”

I almost ruined the character I had established.

I bowed my head deeply, pretending to be timid, and suppressed the urge to give a crazy MZ-style response like I did during Daydream….

“Now, now. You can work next to Agent Peppermint today!”

And so, I sat in the seat of an Agent who was said to be off today and received a short business briefing from Ms. Go Yeongeun.

Whew.

“The task you’ll be doing today is a ghost story investigation… It’s not going out into the field, but working on the PC. It would be good if you could learn how to do the documentation afterward as well.”

“Um, are you the one teaching me, Agent Peppermint?”

“Yes. I’ve been handling this type of work a lot lately.”

Go Yeongeun added after a moment of hesitation.

“Well, ever since the Agent who went to the mart with me… um, acted impulsively, they’ve been giving me mostly paperwork-oriented tasks.”

Ah.

‘Since the rookie almost died because she was dragged in by a water ghost, did they separate her from field work for now?’

Of course, since Ms. Go Yeongeun is already a veteran of Daydream, it seems she quickly cut that Agent out of her mind and recovered….

‘They’ll probably return her to field work within a month here as well.’

In any case, if she kept handling the paperwork side like this, she might naturally gain access to the Management Bureau's secret archives in Gangwon-do at least once.

‘…I’m jealous.’

I wanted to take that route.

‘…No.’

It’s not too late.

‘I’ll make a proper appeal this time.’

Since it wasn’t a field deployment task, it was a perfect fit.

I’ll show them just how skilled I am at drafting ghost story-related documents…!

Especially.

The paperwork of the New Investigation Unit?

‘That’s tracking down ghost stories and writing them up.’

It was a job made for me.

I sat in front of the PC with a smirk.

“I’ll give it a try.”

So, the ghost story I had to track information on during my work hours today was….

[Do you know about the red clothes at Exit 4?]

A ghost story originating from an internet post.

The modern internet is nothing less than an incubator for urban legends.

All sorts of false rumors, hearsay, and ghost stories run rampant, spreading from mouth to mouth—no… from text to text, and beyond videos to videos, without being properly filtered for truth or lies.

That’s because people pull stories in directions that fit their own values.

In the direction they find most interesting, fun, and plausible.

And in the process of mutating and being regenerated, a few of those stories gain tremendous vitality.

Even though they clearly started from a lie.

For example….

Like this ghost story I’m investigating now.

[Do you know about the red clothes at Exit 4?]

Recently, eyewitness accounts of people seeing things like this next to subway station Exit 4 keep coming up.

(Photo)

Red clothes with the sleeves tied twice.

The condition is too clean to say they were thrown away, and the color is so eye-catching that it feels strange.

So there’s been a lot of talk about it being a sign for organ trafficking, someone being possessed by a ghost, the act of a crazy person, etc.

But it feels scary because it appears in too many places and feels like someone did it with a clear purpose.

I don’t know what the intention is, but the vibe is ominous. Testimonies of feeling sick or having nightmares after seeing it are also surfacing.

(Photo)

Has anyone here seen it too?

This was the most famous version that first appeared two months ago.

A ghost story about discovering something suspicious and eye-catching at subway Exit 4.

It’s an eyewitness account that combines the chill of encountering an everyday object in a bizarre way in an everyday space with the fear of the imagination.

It’s said that similar eyewitness accounts surged as it spread across all sorts of internet communities and SNS.

And now, two months later.

The urban legend has become a terror.

[Don’t touch the red clothes at Exit 4]

Testimonies that it’s bait for shamanic practices keep coming out.

They say it’s intended to make a ghost attach itself to the person who touches it.

-They made it red on purpose to lure people.. Please don’t touch it.

-Even getting close to it is probably dangerous. It looks like it’s for making a ghost mistake those clothes for yours. For people with weak spirits, just looking at it from up close can transfer bad energy.

-Just pass by pretending you didn’t see it. Don’t pay attention to it. There’s someone in the clothes.

-The sleeves being tied twice.. Ah, I have a bad feeling about this. If that’s the ritual I know, it’s not a method used by a typical shaman..

-That’s an object that shouldn’t be placed in crowded areas. Why would anyone do that? They’re going to get hit by a curse.

-If you tear the clothes open, hair or paper money will definitely come out. But you know you’re an idiot if you touch it to check, right? lol

This much is just what I found and screenshotted.

And decisively..

A person actually found hair and paper inside the clothes..

(Photo)

I don’t know what it is, but the vibe is really too strange. Everyone, be careful.

And this is the comment with the most upvotes.

-The person in that screenshot who checked the clothes is said to have gone missing..

└Is that for real?

└Crazy.

└It’s true. They said they sprinkled salt and did some kind of rite? in their own way. A post confirming all the salt burned up was uploaded, and there’s been no news since then.

└Huu ㅠㅠ

└F*ck, that’s terrifying lol

Even more brutal and chilling testimonies were revealed.

And the comment sections and quoted posts everywhere became a mess.

-I heard an obituary for the person who went missing was posted. Is this real?

-It’s that. The Wetuber who picked up the red clothes posted that they were hospitalized and kept having nightmares and asked for help.

-Fcking scary. Fck, can’t they find out who’s doing it?

-There are even shamans saying it might not be a person who’s leaving it there.

Reading this far makes it feel like a true ghost story with a truly chilling twist.

Red clothes are still being found at various subway entrances, and since there’s no room for public power to intervene, it’s the kind of ghost story where only those who know this fact live in constant fear, watching victims continue to emerge.

However, it doesn’t subside.

Because it’s currently ongoing.

-One more missing case added.. I think this needs to be reported.

-Red clothes found in places outside of Seoul too. (Photo) Is this a copycat or the real thing?

And people who used to consume horror stories on the internet with a bit of interest began to seek realistic methods as the bizarre and chilling nature of it felt more and more tangible.

Public power.

-Even if you report it to the police, they don’t really do anything. Honestly, it’s just clothes ㅠㅠ

And among the police, there are many who know what this is, so there’s an atmosphere of avoidance. They say it’s mostly the older police officers.

└We just don’t know, but there must have been quite a few cases like this since a long time ago.

Publicity.

-Can’t we tip off the news?

└I tried tipping them off, but it’s just treated as an internet hot topic at the end of the morning news. Even though I said there were actual missing persons, they treat me like an unemployed person making a fuss lol Ah lol

And even more realistic eyewitness accounts.

-I even talked to the Station Staff, but they said since it’s outside the exit, it’s not under the station’s jurisdiction. The day before yesterday, I saw them shouting and fighting with people. (Video)

-Someone was staring blankly at the red clothes and then collapsed. But no one helped, so an elderly person supported them and called an ambulance. What if something happens to that person too? I keep worrying..

-Stop taking pictures of the red clothes and uploading them to the internet. I think it has an effect indirectly too.

And finally, this internet urban legend flowed all the way into the Disaster Management Bureau.

Of course, most of these internet ghost stories are just stories created by coincidence, misunderstanding, and the ‘psychology of wanting to believe’ working together.

At first, it seems the Disaster Management Bureau approached it that way as well.

The problem was….

An Agent who witnessed the ‘Red Clothes at Exit 4’ attempted contact and sample collection.

Afterward, the Agent lost consciousness and was in a coma for five days. Symptoms of sleepwalking. The Dokkaebi Flame reacted hostiley. After regaining consciousness, the Agent repeatedly stated only the words, ‘I have to wear the red clothes.’

Afterward, the Agent jumped to their death.

They had confirmed that this ghost story was real.

Even all those rumors floating around the internet.

They were all true.

The Agent is in a stable condition after a memory partial erasure procedure. Currently hospitalized for treatment.

Discussion is underway to register ‘Red Clothes at Exit 4’ as a Supernatural Disaster. More case confirmations requested.

And thus, I, ‘Agent Grapes,’ was tasked with collecting various stories about these red clothes at Exit 4 from the internet….

In fact, registration is already a foregone conclusion, and they’re just asking me to pull more data from the internet that can support the registration.

It might be a bit eerie and scary, but compared to field work, it’s just a level of difficulty equivalent to reading ghost stories.

It’s truly a task for rookie training, a task to take a break.

But….

‘It would be a shame to end it there.’

Didn’t I clearly say?

I’m stronger at paperwork.

And… organizing an internet ghost story into a document?

‘This is truly my specialty.’

I’ll show you properly.

I placed my hands on the PC with a smirk.

Chapter 168

Go Yeongeun glanced at her colleague sitting next to her.

Kim Soleum, who was working rapidly on the PC while staring at the monitor, had a modest appearance with shaggy hair and glasses—a styling created for undercover work.

In line with that, he often portrayed a passive rookie at the Disaster Management Bureau, hunching his shoulders and averting his gaze downward.

However, the eyes behind Kim Soleum's glasses as he looked at the PC now were filled with conviction and composure.

He was the same person she had seen at Daydream Inc.

It was likely the so-called 'leisure of one who knows,' unique to people with good insight who look far ahead.

'Is he immersed in his work?'

His original attitude was suddenly surfacing.

He said paperwork was his specialty, and it seemed he wasn't lying….

'A deceiver…?'

Go Yeongeun looked at her colleague—the top recruit of their class who had been promoted to Senior Agent in just one year—with a complicated gaze!

But soon, Kim Soleum finished his final task with a cheerful tap on the keyboard and turned toward her.

And quickly, he put his passive character back on.

“Ah, excuse me… Agent. Would it be okay if I asked you to briefly check if I’m doing this correctly…?”

“Yes. Of course.”

Perhaps there was something to be learned. Even if not, she could at least help her colleague get used to the documentation work.

Go Yeongeun looked at Kim Soleum's PC screen with him.

“First, this is the version of the urban legend currently secured by the Disaster Management Bureau from the internet.”

[The Red Clothes of Exit 4_Current]

Cases are flooding in.

Red clothes left standing still at the exit.

Eerie testimonies, all sorts of chilling and ominous sightings that look like they’d appear as foreshadowing in a horror movie, fill the document through posts, comments, and videos.

But Kim Soleum continued his explanation without even blinking.

‘As expected, he’s not scared by things like this.’

No. He’s just strong against text!

“First… I have categorized the sightings in question. Into actual incidents and testimonies without substance.”

The document was sorted.

“Then, an interesting trend appears.”

Interesting?

“The fact is that actual incidents occurred after the baseless testimonies appeared.”

“…!”

“Look here.”

-If you tear the clothes open, hair or paper money will definitely come out. But you know you're an idiot if you touch it to check, right? lol

“And then it actually came out. Hair and paper money.”

Kim Soleum attached a comment from someone who found hair and paper money in the ‘red clothes.’

“Next, it’s the same regarding the whereabouts of the person who found this hair and paper.”

-They say the person in that screenshot who checked the clothes is out of contact..

“This comment wasn't posted after they actually went missing. The news of them being out of contact was reported after this comment was posted.”

“…!”

Go Yeongeun’s face hardened.

…Just like what she experienced at Lookie Mart.

“The order is reversed.”

“Yes.”

It was a characteristic of a ghost story.

Kim Soleum gave a faint smile.

“After paying attention to this trend and looking at the ghost story once more… we can now find a slightly larger flow.”

Kim Soleum clicked on another document.

[The Red Clothes of Exit 4_Basic]

“This is the version from three months ago.”

Rumors about the red clothes are rampant.

There was a lot of talk about it being a marker for organ trafficking, being possessed by a ghost, the act of a crazy person, and so on…

“But none of the things here actually occurred as real incidents. Why do you think that is?”

“…….”

Go Yeongeun fell into thought.

“Is it because they’re excessively diverse? If one side is realized, it contradicts the other.”

“Correct.”

Kim Soleum smiled faintly.

“And if I were to add one more thing, I think it’s because there wasn't a single speculation that people completely believed in.”

“…!”

“Because the speculative remarks were so diverse, and there was almost no one who spoke with certainty, not to mention there were many refutations… nothing was sufficient to be treated as an actual incident.”

“…Because there was no evidence?”

“Exactly.”

In other words.

“They weren't ‘plausible enough.’”

Kim Soleum clicked the mouse again.

“But at some point, it appears in the comments.”

A ‘plausible enough story.’

Testimonies continue to come out that it’s bait for shamanic rituals

“From here, the situation changes rapidly.”

Go Yeongeun scanned the document organized by Kim Soleum without even taking a breath.

It’s a trick to lure ghosts, someone is attached to the clothes, tying the arms twice isn't standard shamanism, it’s an act intended to bring a curse….

“Regarding shamanism, it’s actually difficult to refute testimonies unless you’re an expert in that field. But from the moment an expert supposedly exists, it somehow seems plausible.”

“…But because of the nature of the topic, they aren't asked for proof or authentication?”

“…! Exactly.”

Kim Soleum smiled and looked at a comment he had collected.

-If you tear the clothes open, hair or paper money will definitely come out. But you know you're an idiot if you touch it to check, right? lol

“When I checked that person’s comment history, he was an office worker at a steel company.”

“…!”

He wasn't an expert.

But it was a field where one could easily pretend to be.

“It’s the perfect area for someone who’s met a shaman a few times or read a couple of books to just make things up.”

No one knows if the people talking on the internet are actual shamans.

And no one has credibly proven whether it’s possible to pass a ghost or a curse onto someone in the way they described.

But because it looks plausible, people believe it.

The effect of combining fear and familiarity!

“Even if you look closely, these self-proclaimed experts are each telling different stories.”

“……Whew.”

It’s true.

Go Yeongeun, reading the comments, held back a sigh.

She hadn't noticed because of the atmosphere of fear and the various shamanic testimonies of similar ‘veins,’ but they were just attaching every chilling story they could find.

Whether it was a ritual, a ghost being attached, or being hit by a curse….

“…Most of it must be made up?”

“Probably.”

Maybe… not just most, but all of it.

“But people believed it.”

And.

“So, you believe that’s how it became reality.”

“Yes.”

Kim Soleum gave a bitter smile.

“Information has contaminated reality in reverse.”

==========

Dark Exploration Record / ghost story

[Conspiracy Theory of Belief]

: A ghost story appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>, registration number in the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau is 2106PSYA.2025.Bar 56.

A ghost story where conspiracy theories circulating on the internet have become reality due to the people who believe in them.

The terrifying thing about this ghost story is the implication that humans might have been causing Supernatural Disasters all along through imagination and confirmation bias.

==========

A ghost story that would someday in the future be confirmed and registered by the Management Bureau.

“If we trace back the original form even further….”

-Why the hell are there bright red clothes at the subway entrance? Why do I have to experience a ghost encounter? I almost fainted. Hold me.

This was an SNS post registered with a photo of red clothes abandoned in front of a subway exit.

The sign for Exit 4 could be seen in the background.

“This kind of simple everyday post comes up.”

Whether those red clothes were actually a jacket dropped by some drunk person by mistake or a trace left by an old clothes collection truck is unknown….

Either way, it was just an ordinary everyday mishap.

“It was likely an incident that happened by chance, with a high probability of being an amusing misunderstanding.”

“But the important thing is that people began to misunderstand.”

That was the answer.

In the end, this sighting, which spread all over the internet, was rapidly reproduced, explained, and attached with fear and rumors until it became reality.

“This is as far as I’ve investigated.”

“…….”

He’s really good….

“Um, but… by any chance, is there any part I made a mistake on…?”

Yet, because he was acting timidly in character again, he really did seem like a deceiver…!

‘I suppose it can’t be helped because of the spy work!’

Go Yeongeun nodded, holding back a sigh and a bitter smile.

“No. …It’s probably beyond the expectations of the agents in this office.”

“Ah, what a relief…! Um, then, would I be sufficient to work in the New Investigation Unit?”

No, wait. That’s not what’s important right now….

“Um, then you’ve practically figured out the principles of this Supernatural Disaster, haven’t you, Agent? If your reasoning is correct.”

“Ah, perhaps….”

It’s not ‘perhaps,’ it seems correct!

Go Yeongeun looked at her colleague with a slightly excited face.

Then couldn't he also deduce a solution?

Which was….

“If we make people stop believing, this ghost story will end too!”

“That’s right.”

Then, they just had to explain it somehow…….

‘Ah.’

Go Yeongeun realized the reality.

“…Making them stop believing is almost impossible.”

“Yes.”

It was because actual incidents were occurring.

An Anomalous Phenomenon that had already become the truth.

“Since too many people already believe it, persuasion won’t be easy.”

This ghost story was itself a conspiracy theory stating that there are internet rumors where people's beliefs become the truth.

Perhaps the author of the Dark Exploration Record wrote it in a sarcastic sense toward the evidence and sightings of various conspiracy theories.

“…Furthermore, it’s a fact that it has actually become a Supernatural Disaster. Since the evidence and the situation are real, it’ll be even harder to refute.”

She was exactly right.

That’s why whenever agents in the Dark Exploration Record discovered this ghost story, they ‘managed’ it by continuously destroying the object that was the focal point of the situation or by erasing people’s memories….

A method of acknowledging the existence of the ghost story, managing the danger, and slowly neutralizing it.

It was a lukewarm solution suited to the unpleasant nature of this ghost story.

But.

“It’s not necessarily like that.”

“…Pardon?”

Kim Soleum smiled faintly and placed his hands on the keyboard again.

There was one.

A countermeasure he had thought of ever since he read this Dark Exploration Record.

‘I can do it.’

He just hadn't been able to edit the Wiki because it didn't fit the ghost story atmosphere!

7.3 Solution

Go Yeongeun watched as Kim Soleum wrote the final section of the document without hesitation.

And even how he took his hands off with a somewhat proud face.

“This should do it.”

“…….”

Kim Soleum.

This time, he really showed her something!

And a few days later.

The red clothes at Exit 4 appeared again, as expected.

-That thing is at the Yeongdeungpo Station exit. Everyone, stay away.

People were now beginning to be afraid of even directly naming the red clothes.

It seemed that in a little while, broadcasting stations would get involved. Since there had been a few cases of disappearances and deaths, the internet whispered that at the very least, an investigation would happen, no matter how supernatural it was.

However.

-What is this?

This time, black text was written on the red clothes.

[Red Baccarat New Member Bonus 50,000 won. Free Poker, Sports Toto, Roulette— All in One Place. Guaranteed thrills and profits like a ghost (Website Address)]

An advertisement for an illegal gambling site!

-Was this a f*cking gambling ad?

People exploded.

-Ah f*ck, as if spam texts weren't enough.

-What a sh*tty build-up.

-Illegal gambling, f*ck lol.

-Are you happy drawing aggro with stuff people are scared of?

-I want to kill those scammer motherf*ckers.

-Reporting to the police. Ah, I’m so pissed.

Curses and irritation flew everywhere.

But after things calmed down for a moment, other opinions quietly surfaced.

-It looks like they’re just imitating it for an ad since the red clothes became a hot topic..

-Aren't they just taking advantage of it? It’s actually scarier. Isn't something going to happen to those guys?

It seemed like a valid point.

So the people who firmly believed in the ghost of the red clothes began to whisper again, setting the mood by wondering if something was going to happen to that company.

But the next day.

[Were you scared of these red clothes?]

[Human life is full of fear. The Lover of Paradise, who will protect and love you so you are no longer afraid, awaits you. Come to Love Paradise.]

A famous Pseudo religion formally displayed the red clothes at the exit and hung a sign…!

-What the hell is this?

-Haㅋㅋㅋ

-These are those bastards who are always asking what your ideal type is on the street. Asking to buy them coffee.

And as the crowning touch, even the phrase attached below the sign!

[We are a wholesome religion that does not operate illegal gambling sites. We are currently taking legal action against that company for identity theft of our idea.]

People read between the lines.

-Wait a minute.. so they’re saying the red clothes were their doing?

-Was it cult proselytizing?

An illegal gambling site had jumped in and utilized a trap made by a cult to seduce weak-minded people!

-They came running out in a hurry once their idea was stolen.

-Go get sued for illegal waste dumping.

-I hate this so much. The trash of this society.

-Thinking back on the atmosphere building with shamanism and all that, it's really lame and makes me so pissed.

People shuddered with annoyance and began to push the red clothes out of their conversations.

‘That worked out well.’

Kim Soleum smiled and scrolled to check the scene.

That’s right.

If it was a ghost story that became reality through people’s belief, the solution was simple.

‘Just make them not want to believe it.’

You just have to make it easy to ridicule and draining.

‘I knew it would disappear quickly if I linked it to things that annoy and irritate people on a daily basis.’

-I’m not falling for it again, you phishing-text-like bastards.

Just like that, along with their irritation, people quickly erased this event from their memories.

Conveniently dismissing the fact that there were actually people who died or went missing as ‘manipulation for advertising.’

And so….

-The Red Clothes of Exit 4 has been concluded.

The ghost story ended with surprising neatness.

Very safely, without any agent getting hurt.

For the cost of manufacturing a few banners.

-Congrats congrats.

-Amazing. To do this as soon as it was discovered.

-Good job everyone~

Watching the agent anonymous group chat, which was unusually active thanks to the event, through Go Yeongeun's phone, Kim Soleum smiled slightly.

‘Documenting the ghost story investigation and even suggesting a solution in the office. I did it properly.’

If his ability as a member of the New Investigation Unit was recognized like this….

-No, actually haha. It’s embarrassing, but our department didn't do it all.

-Huh?

-That famous rookie wrote the solution while doing documentation in the New Investigation Unit.. and it worked perfectly haha.

And.

-Is it the rookie again?

-Daebak ㄷㄷㄷ

-As expected of the King of Destruction.

-He’s really a consistent person haha.

-He’s even destroying ghost stories with documents.

“……??”

Kim Soleum certainly had shown them something.

And it was true that the conclusion of a ghost story usually involves several teams discovering clues, coming up with ideas, and attempting them.

However, in this world, there is such a thing as an established image.

In other words, the ‘King of Destruction Rookie’ had made a huge contribution to destroying a ghost story even while performing the duties of the New Investigation Unit…!

-Wow, look at that initiative. He’s Hyunmoo Team 3 material.

-No, Team 1 haha.

-You who were born for the Emergency Rescue Squad.

It was all processed as a reinforcement of his existing image!

Kim Soleum, who had ruined a ghost story with an image, ended up having his own plan ruined by his image as well.

“…….”

‘Good luck, Soleum-ssi….’

Go Yeongeun, who had anticipated this situation, simply squeezed her eyes shut and left a message of support in her heart….

And on the day the two-week rookie training period ended.

Kim Soleum… was assigned to the Emergency Rescue Squad, Hyunmoo Team 1…….

Truly, no one was surprised.

Chapter 169

The day of the appointment.

“Congratulations on the official appointment of our Agent Grapes~!!”

“…….”

“Hahaha! Should we have a team dinner today? We’ve accumulated quite a bit of special overtime meal allowance this month, haven’t we? How much did I get? Anyway, it’s on me!”

Wow.

With eyes that had given up on everything, I received the welcoming greetings of the agents in the Hyunmoo Team 1 standby room.

Actually, calling it a welcoming greeting was a bit much. I had seen them just a few days ago.

It’s just that today, my position in Hyunmoo Team 1 was completely finalized!

“…I look forward to working with you.”

“……Yes.”

For the record, the Seonbae who said he would do his best to express his opinion so that I could be assigned to another unit was also present.

Agent Bronze was avoiding my gaze even as we shook hands.

“…….”

Yes, Agent. I dug my own grave….

‘King of Destruction… let’s work diligently so that at least that nickname disappears.’

Because as a spy, I wonder if this is okay.

‘Heh….’

I eventually gave a polite nod to Agent Choi as well.

I’m going to see him constantly now, so it would be foolish to say one more thing about how I didn't want to come to Hyunmoo Team 1.

“…Thank you for welcoming me.”

“It’s nothing~”

Agent Choi smiled broadly and patted me on the back.

At any rate, he’s a person with a decent personality….

“We’re going to be working together for the rest of our lives, so I wonder if the welcome should have been more grand. Haha!”

“…….”

The sense of duty of an early-generation Agent is a bit scary.

“Let’s work together for a long time, Grapes-ie….”

No, for a very long time….

Anyway, Agent Choi’s suggestion for a team dinner became a reality that evening.

Hyunmoo Team 1 moved to eat together as soon as work was over.

“It’s a place we come to often. The CEO here is a retired Agent. Ah, the large size of the gopchang-jeongol, please! And two bottles of soju.”

Thus, in a room-type table seat in the corner of a crowded, popular restaurant, we began to eat and talk while having a light drink with our meal.

During that process, I finally received a formal introduction to Hyunmoo Team 1.

“Actually, the team numbers don’t mean much anymore, but when it first launched, Team 1 took on the more difficult missions. So you can take pride in your affiliation, thinking of your seniors!”

It was something I already knew.

But hearing the explanation directly from the person involved felt new.

Same for hearing about the current situation.

“Originally, Hyunmoo Team 1 had five regular staff members under the Team leader… but two are on sick leave, and one is… well, on leave of absence.”

“…….”

Though he didn’t mention it, there were probably many cases of dying in the line of duty.

Recalling the messages in various handwriting that filled the whiteboard in the standby room, I looked at the two people remaining in this team.

Agent Choi gave a wide grin.

“Finally, we have three members. Isn’t that great? Hey, Jaekwan, don’t you think so too?”

This person… perhaps he was just happy to see a new face.

I suppressed a bitter smile. And as I raised my glass, I simply gave a polite nod to the two of them.

“Um, thank you… once again for welcoming me….”

“…!”

Even though they knew I had very stubbornly aimed for another team, it was a thank you for not giving me a single scolding once I actually arrived at Hyunmoo Team 1.

And it seemed the listener also read the meaning behind those words.

“No~ we’re the ones who are grateful.”

Agent Choi waved his hand and said dismissively.

“You didn’t want to come, did you? To our team.”

“…….”

I suppressed a sigh and downed the soju.

“It’s not that I dislike the Emergency Rescue Squad. It’s just… because I don't trust myself.”

“Soleum.”

Agent Choi looked at me.

“It’s okay. No one does.”

“…….”

“Who could be a hundred percent certain that their actions are correct in a supernatural disaster? If there were such a person, that person would be a supernatural phenomenon themselves.”

The Seonbae, who at some point started calling me by name and title instead of Hubae.

He smiled as he served me some stew.

“…But we have the advice of those who have done it before us.”

“…….”

“Believe in that.”

The exploration records.

“And if you do that… you’ll eventually feel like taking a risk and being the first to try something yourself? Then you’ll be the one giving advice to someone who comes after you.”

“…….”

Agent Bronze’s eyes clouded over, but he did not object.

As if the two of them had already fought over this part in the past and reached an agreement.

“But there's no need to think that far ahead yet!”

Agent Choi smiled and filled my glass.

“Soleum, you’ve really gone through a lot since coming here.”

I couldn't possibly deny that.

“But honestly, incidents like that only happen once every six months—no, if you’re lucky, not even once in several years. It’s not like you’ll be doing that every day just because you’re on our team, so don’t worry.”

Agent Choi grinned and unilaterally clinked his glass against mine.

Clink.

“You’ll do well.”

“…….”

“Got it?”

I nodded my head.

And like a lie, those words came true.

Three weeks after the official appointment to Hyunmoo Team 1.

“Grapes-ie, over there!”

I was performing rescue duties in ghost stories much more smoothly than I expected.

“Catch them!”

“Yes!”

I grabbed the rescue requester who was trying to run away frantically beside me and shoved them into the washing machine.

“Argh!”

I'm sorry, but that’s the exit, so please bear with it!

“Hey, it’s over! Run!”

And before the drying cycle finished, I also entered an empty washing machine, submerged in the spinning water….

“Whew!”

I succeeded in escaping safely.

“Two people besides the rescue requester, rescue completed safely from ‘Intersection Laundromat.’”

Today, I saved three civilians from a crazy laundromat that reconstructs personalities and reforms bodies.

And the past three weeks were similar.

‘A dispatch about once every three days….’

Honestly, it’s scary and tough.

But….

“Is that guy the one? The King of Destruction? He really handles work quite refreshingly!”

“Hahaha! Right, Team leader?!”

“…….”

Unexpectedly, the image of a King of Destruction rookie was useful!

-The King of Destruction rookie is adjusting smoothly ^^

-You’re in this chatroom too now, right?

Since I had established a character that was somewhat funny, friendly, and positive, adjusting was easy.

Moreover, the character was being reinforced day by day. At this rate, it wouldn’t be awkward even if it were written on the Wiki.

‘Me, a Management Bureau Named Character….’

Honestly, it doesn't feel bad.

And as if what I had gone through before was truly a run of bad luck out of the way, no unexpected situations occurred in ghost stories for three weeks.

All that remained was to follow the already established rescue manuals and bring people back.

It’s manageable as long as I endure the dog-like fear!

‘In the first place, if it’s a ghost story where you can find the Management Bureau’s rescue request number, it means it’s a ghost story the Management Bureau has already grasped well.’

Well enough to plant a number in the ghost story.

It was enough to understand why there were so many solo missions.

‘This is bearable…!’

Even better, I was still in a two-man cell because I was a rookie.

It’s less scary and safe!

So I once tentatively mentioned this to Agent Bronze, but his expression turned serious.

-No. It is not safe.

-…….

-Your standards are somewhat distorted.

Agent, if you stay in a Daydream for just half a year, you’ll become like me….

‘I feel like I’m going to cry.’

Since I finally became part of Hyunmoo Team 1, Agent Bronze has been trying to take excessive care of me while subtly avoiding private conversation. It seems he has an uncomfortable sense of debt. I understand….

Anyway, that’s why the past three weeks were bearable despite the tension.

I naturally blended into Hyunmoo Team 1, and now when I encountered people within the headquarters, I didn’t need to introduce myself as part of Hyunmoo Team 1.

It was because I had blended into this team enough that everyone already knew.

‘…It was okay.’

It was undeniable that there was a sense of stability given by a sense of belonging.

…The problem was that the time for me to get solo missions was slowly approaching.

Ha.

‘Alone… it’ll be scary.’

To have to experience a ghost story alone once every three days. That is truly the problem.

Still, before that, this proposal came.

“Grapes-ie. Do you want to go and rest for a bit?”

It was when I was preparing to leave work in the standby room after completing the transfer of duties to the Site Cleanup Team.

“You’ve been working almost without rest for three weeks, even doing support work. Someone who was hospitalized a month ago shouldn't overdo it. You need to rest now to clear your head and recover your strength.”

Agent Choi had made this suggestion.

And….

To be honest, this was a somewhat calculated situation.

‘It’s hard to use up annual leave all at once as a rookie….’

So I intentionally pushed myself to maximize my working hours as much as possible, hoping an upper-level person who couldn't bear to watch would suggest taking a few days off.

‘I succeeded.’

Agent Bronze also nodded quickly as soon as our eyes met.

Good.

“Thank you.”

“Yeah, don’t forget to pack two days off and attach them to that!”

In that way, I was able to use four days of annual leave at once.

Adding it to the two days off that occur in a week, it was a full six days.

Naturally, there was a definite reason why I needed this period of time.

[Mr. Kim Soleum, your psychological stability test results are out. Please make a counseling appointment and pick them up when you have time ^^]

A text message came from Director Ho last week.

…Now, soon, I can enter Cheerful Theme Park.

‘Let’s prepare.’

And let’s also handle the schedule I had postponed because of work.

[Are we not exchanging?]

[It’s information you’ll definitely want to hear]

It seemed Baek Saheon was ready.

And that evening.

I met the guy in a secluded room cafe in Seoul.

“Speak quickly.”

Upon meeting, tendons bulged on Baek Saheon’s temple at the urging.

“……Excuse me, this is a deal. It doesn't feel good when you speak that way.”

“You like efficiency. Isn't it better to speak quickly and take the item? Live your life with some calculation.”

“~!”

Baek Saheon momentarily made a face like he was incredibly pissed off, but he soon hid that sign and smiled.

“…Fine then!”

Oh. He seems quite confident.

I also focused to listen intently.

“First….”

Baek Saheon opened his mouth in a very meaningful tone and shared a special fact….

“Two of the peers in our cohort have vanished.”

“…….”

“Do you remember? Go Yeongeun and….”

“Jang Heowoon.”

“…!”

Oh boy.

“I know, so move on.”

“Wa-wait a minute. Even you don’t know where they went, right, Supervisor?”

Yeah. I know.

I stared at Baek Saheon with fish-like eyes, and the guy continued speaking while breaking into a cold sweat.

“They went to a branch office, those guys!”

Wrong.

“You know the branch office, right? The provincial ones. Lately, there are a lot of employees who have been transferred to the headquarters from there, and for some reason, it seems like a suspicious place. All contact with them has been cut off too….”

“Okay. Next.”

I told you that's not it.

I don’t know for sure, but Baek Saheon must have been cursing internally right now.

‘Go ahead….’

But the information will flow more smoothly if I give him a bit of hope. I changed my words.

“Tell me something else. It’s only tiring for you if you keep blabbering about information I already know.”

“…….”

“Are there no other rumors?”

Baek Saheon looked at me for a moment with eyes that seemed to shout, ‘How on earth do you know?’ but eventually confessed the next piece of information.

That was….

“I saw a researcher and a security guard fighting a while ago.”

Hmm.

‘Did the researcher’s head get cracked or something…?’

Perhaps because my face became lukewarm, Baek Saheon hurriedly continued speaking.

“No, listen. The researcher is someone you know too, Supervisor. It’s Section Chief Kwak Jekang of Research Team 1….”

“…!”

What?

I almost properly showed that I had lost my composure.

I managed to keep it to just widening my eyes, but it was already too late.

“It seems you want to hear this a lot.”

Baek Saheon was wearing a triumphant smile.

“I want to tell you quickly too… well, let me see that item first and then I’ll tell you. It would be troublesome if you said you don’t have the item after hearing it all.”

“…….”

“Ah, I don’t mean that you’re that kind of person… it’s for mutual trust! Speed is important, of course, but trust is also important in a deal.”

He’s pretty good.

“Shall we?”

“…!”

Fine.

As if performing a magic trick, I pulled the Necronomicon from my wrist.

Seeing the imposing book-shaped item contained in a sinister book case with an unusual atmosphere, Baek Saheon’s eyes flashed with greed.

And he reached out his hand….

Thwak!

“You said you’d only look.”

“…….”

Baek Saheon momentarily showed an aggressive look in his eyes, but soon opened his mouth and continued to pour out information.

“He said a security guard picked a fight with a researcher. I heard he tried to hit him because he didn't answer properly when asked something.”

And the ‘rumor’ that followed was this.

While a certain security guard was asking a researcher he encountered during duty about something related to the facility, the researcher’s superior appeared.

That would be Kwak Jekang.

And he allegedly said something.

“What did he say?”

“I don’t know. I guess it wasn't anything great. But suddenly the security guard attacked.”

“…….”

Suddenly, a scene comes to mind.

The Sergeant who was on the phone with Kwak Jekang.

-You know… I can’t enter the Darkness… but I can kill people.

Wait a minute.

‘Is that security guard… Mr. Jay?’

“It’s probably because of the contamination. Security teams are originally crazy bastards because of the contamination….”

“Don’t make things up.”

“What?”

“Your imagination is mixed in.”

I said, acting crazy.

“If I can tell you’ve padded it out… the dopamine disappears.”

“…….”

“Continue.”

Baek Saheon seemed a bit intimidated.

And his words became plain again.

Thank goodness.

“…That, anyway, that security guard is someone who doesn't usually come outside much, but they say he volunteered to work in the Annex and such. I heard he was originally a pretty famous person?”

“Who said such a thing?”

“It was what the Section Chiefs were gathered and chatting about. I don’t know specifically who they were, but anyway, they were people who had quite a bit of seniority.”

“…….”

‘The Sergeant… was originally the Elite Squad leader.’

It seems it really is Mr. Jay.

‘You’re really trying to look into the Cheerful Research Institute for me…!’

Still, I hoped he wouldn’t do anything dangerous, but fortunately, it seems he’s staying within the lines.

It makes me break into a bit of a cold sweat that he bumped into Kwak Jekang.

If Kwak Jekang gets hit, he gets hit; it’s not like there will be a problem for the Sergeant. Because the reason Kwak Jekang is scary is due to the crazy exploration setups he creates!

‘It is convenient to confirm it like this.’

There’s no need to worry needlessly.

“This is certain!”

“Okay.”

Afterward, I listened to a few more useless pieces of gossip, acting as if I were interested.

And by the time Baek Saheon’s patience had all vanished, I sensed that the price had become appropriate.

“Honestly, the stories after that weren't very interesting.”

“…….”

“The one about fighting with the researcher was interesting. Good job. That’s good information.”

“…!”

I smiled and took my hand off the Necronomicon I had been pressing down on.

“Take it.”

As soon as I finished speaking, Baek Saheon quickly snatched up that bizarre book.

And after scanning the book case with excited eyes, he suddenly looked at me and said.

“By any chance, this isn't something that only beings like you… anyway, that only beings like that can read, is it?”

“No.”

I looked him straight in the eye.

“But don’t expect to be able to use it with the same power as me.”

Because you’re not a ghost story maniac!

“…….”

Baek Saheon hesitated but eventually packed the book away.

Whew.

I barely relaxed my tense shoulders.

Disposal complete.

‘I got information and handled the disposal too.’

The Fake Necronomicon. I was uncomfortable keeping it anyway, so this worked out well.

Well, it’s not an item that causes problems just by having it….

‘…I feel like I’ll keep wanting to handle things with that.’

The power was too good.

If I kept it, every time things got complicated, I’d feel the impulse to just flip it open and solve things in ‘that’ direction.

Since everyone would end up listening to me.

But a long tail eventually gets caught.

‘It’s perfect for getting caught.’

And… no matter how much I think about it, if I overdo it even by an inch, I feel like I’ll go crazy or develop permanent mental problems.

So it’s perfect to sell it as information value to a guy who isn’t a ghost story maniac.

‘Good.’

Baek Saheon’s face gradually brightened as he packed the book, and eventually, he looked back at me with a subtle expression and said.

“Excuse me, Supervisor. I’d like to hear more about the criteria for ‘good information.’”

It seems he wants to extract more since the performance of the traded item is certain.

“If you tell me more specifically, I will also….”

“Something fun.”

“…….”

“I already told you. You want me to tell you more specifically?”

“…Yes. If you would, I’d be gratef….”

I rested my chin on my hand.

“The researcher story from earlier was fun too. As expected, it’s easier to imagine someone whose face I know… right. The security guard is fine too. It’s unique.”

“…Then I’ll try to listen to rumors centered on those two and look into other things as well.”

“Okay.”

I nodded my head.

In that way, the deal implicitly moved toward a closing atmosphere, and Baek Saheon stood up from the table while packing his bag containing today’s harvest.

Once he leaves, I'll...

"Excuse me."

Hmm?

Baek Saheon hesitated before continuing.

"Supervisor, you're currently at the Disaster Management Bureau, right?"

"……."

"You were rescued by the Agents back then while in the form of a child. So…."

I quietly looked back at Baek Saheon.

And then I advised him.

"It's better if you don't know."

It was the truth.

Unless you want to get 'transferred to a branch office' and disappear too.

‘If that guy gets caught digging into my background by Director Ho, it's over for him….’

"Anyway, it's not the kind of place where you can get something like a Wish Ticket."

"……."

"There's nothing for you to gain there."

Sensing something unusual, Baek Saheon's eyes darted around before he nodded.

‘This should be enough.’

However, he added some unexpected words.

"…Yes. Well… take care of yourself too, Supervisor."

"Yeah. You too."

And so, the deal was over.

I only let out a sigh after confirming Baek Saheon had opened the door of the room cafe and left.

"Haa."

Baek Saheon.

I already knew what kind of person he was from his character profile, and I had a grasp on him from sharing a company house together.

That's why he was a low-risk partner in a different sense.

‘He moves exactly as expected, one might say.’

Thanks to that, I still used him as a business partner… though, to be honest, I knew almost nothing about his personal details other than his personality.

And thinking about it, that applied not just to Baek Saheon… but to almost everyone I've met here.

‘…Because I'm going back home.’

At most, the seniors of Team D were the exceptions.

Hearing all those trivial gossips about others from Baek Saheon today made me newly conscious of it.

So, I suddenly grew curious.

‘Why is Baek Saheon trying to get a Wish Ticket?’

Even in the <Dark Exploration Record>, there was no mention of why a guy who bets everything on survival would do something where he puts his life on the line.

‘Well… it's none of my business, though.’

To be honest, I was more curious about the reasons of my other colleagues than Baek Saheon's.

I'll ask if the opportunity arises later; for now, let's focus on my own Wish Ticket.

And my survival.

"Whew."

After confirming that Baek Saheon had completely stepped out onto the street, I took out my Smartphone.

Then I sent the reply I had prepared.

To Director Ho.

[I would like to make an appointment, Sir]

Let's head in.

Cheerful Theme Park.

Chapter 170

Cheerful Theme Park was a B-Class Darkness of Daydream Inc.

Furthermore, a manual had already been written, and the analysis by the research team was complete.

…I remember, without even having to try, that I contributed to that.

: Socius :

Since the tattoo on my wrist was engraved when the ticket for that theme park burned away.

And usually, the destination of a High-Grade Darkness whose analysis is finished is one of two things.

Subordinated to the research team.

Or….

“It’s the Darkness managed by Group A.”

Managed by the Elite Squad.

“Usually, Team A recruits 3 members for the main roster, 3 for the cleanup team, and 6 for the general team, entering with a total of 12 people… Well, the last entry record was three months ago, so there’s plenty of time until the next one.”

Director Ho handed over the documents with a beaming smile.

It was the manual for Cheerful Theme Park, which described an entry method for 12 people using a board game.

And the work order.

{Special Research Entry}

“So, I’ve set a separate schedule.”

“…Thank you.”

“Not at all! It wasn't anything difficult.”

Those words might actually be true.

After all, Group A was under Director Ho’s line.

‘Since it was a ghost story under his jurisdiction in the first place, it must have been easy to pull out.’

Of course, that’s the Director’s circumstance, and as a mere rank-and-file employee who received a favor from him, I should probably bow my head for now….

However, Director Ho’s words didn't end there.

“And to make it easier for you to enter, I’ve already recruited all the employees who will go in with you. Haha.”

“……!”

What is this ominous feeling…?

“Ah, are you worried there might be someone you know among those entering? Worried they might recognize you, Soleum?”

“Yes. As you said, I do have such concerns.”

“Right! So, Soleum, unfortunately….”

Director Ho pointed at me.

“It seems you won't be able to infiltrate in that original form of yours.”

I know.

“Yes. That’s why I was planning to use the Welfare Points you distributed to buy and consume a Disguise Potion….”

“That would be too inconvenient. And recently, you’ll have to live as someone else even during normal times due to work… I want to minimize such discomfort for you.”

“…….”

“So I’ve found a way where you won't be suspected at all!”

Excuse me?

I looked at him with an ominous feeling.

Director Ho looked at me with a wide smile.

“Soleum, how about going with a special status?”

“…!?”

The next day.

Meeting room of Research Team 2 at Daydream Inc.

“You said it was a B-Class today, right?”

“You’re giving us more Points, right?”

People appeared one by one. Modern people wearing suits and strange animal masks. They were employees of the Field Exploration team.

They were also general team employees who had gathered despite the risk of it being a ‘somewhat special exploration,’ lured by the news that the Points would be better.

“Did you say it’s Cheerful Theme Park?”

“Then I have to go.”

It was because rumors had spread through word of mouth.

That although this Darkness was high-grade, the manual was well-prepared, and the conjectures of a certain employee who had explored it previously were so incredibly accurate that it was relatively safe.

So when it was said that a special entry had been scheduled, and the word 'Cheerful Theme Park' leaked out, everyone came while keeping it hush-hush among themselves.

It’s a bit unsettling that it’s for research purposes, but as long as it’s not me who dies, that’s all that matters.

‘It would be even more reassuring if there were at least one person from the cleanup team.’

People narrowed their eyes and scanned their surroundings, pretending they weren't. But unfortunately, there were no employees who looked like they were from the cleanup team.

However, there was someone who used to be in the cleanup team.

“Oh?”

A tall man with long hair. An employee wearing a cow mask and having auburn hair was standing quietly against the wall.

“You were transferred to a branch office. Was support for this available there too? It’s been a while.”

“That… well. Yes.”

It was Jang Heowoon.

He broke into a cold sweat seeing an employee who didn't even know his name come up and talk to him.

It was a side effect of spy work…!

“How’s the branch office? Is it livable?”

“Haha, yes….”

Jang Heowoon backed away with an awkward smile.

The people who had spoken to him didn't follow further and ignored him.

It was because they misread it as him being embarrassed.

‘I heard the branch office is like hell.’

‘He’s done for when it comes to getting a Wish Ticket.’

Every person who escaped to the head office from a branch office would just shut their mouths, shudder with disgust, and wouldn't even try to describe it.

And a label was subtly attached to them.

After all, wouldn't the difficulty of the entrance exam have been different from that of the head office personnel?

Though they didn't know for sure, looking at the treatment or welfare levels, they wondered if even some random leftovers from who-knows-where could work at the branch office.

So, there was no one here who would share information or have a friendly chat with a fallen kite who had been discarded from the head office to a branch.

‘If worst comes to worst, he can die for us.’

‘He was originally from the cleanup team, anyway.’

Thus, an atmosphere of implicit disregard was formed.

“Are you okay?”

Except for this person.

“Um, how have you been? It was cool that you left the cleanup team. Let’s do our best today.”

“Th-thank you….”

An Assistant Manager of Elite Squad Team C wearing a dolphin mask. Lee Seonghae sat down next to Jang Heowoon after shaking his hand.

‘She’s pretending to be so damn nice.’

‘Concept freak.’

But since she was from the Elite Squad, everyone kept their mouths shut and looked away in a different sense.

And here, there was also a figure whose position was ambiguous, neither clearly Elite Squad nor general team.

“It’s Section Chief Lee.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon of Team D was sitting in a meeting room chair in a rigid posture like a stone statue, wearing a lizard mask.

‘Is that person going too?’

‘He’s been doing all sorts of things lately after failing in the Elite Squad.’

‘What a waste of his face.’

But they avoided eye contact, perhaps out of fear.

Fists are always closer than the law…. Especially if those fists can even crush steel.

Anyway, with that, the scouting was over.

“Now that everyone has gathered, we will begin the briefing in a moment.”

Soon, as a researcher entered and began setting up the Darkness entry method, the employees quickly scanned the people sitting at the table.

1, 2, 3….

“There are 11 people?”

“What, who didn’t come?”

A few impatient and veteran employees stared at the researcher.

However,

“Well, um….”

The researcher was breaking into a cold sweat.

“…….”

……An ominous premonition, somehow, ran down the employees' spines.

“Excuse me, but who is the remaining person?”

“Assistant Manager Park. You know that notifying us of this properly is advantageous for the clear, right?”

“That, well.”

No matter how junior they are, a researcher is a researcher. Yet, the fact that they showed such signs of fluster made the people even more afraid.

‘What is it?’

‘Who on earth….’

Right then.

Knock, knock.

Suddenly, there was the sound of someone knocking on the meeting room door.

“…….”

“…….”

Silence descended upon the meeting room.

People turned toward the door.

The black door remained motionless after exactly two knocks. As if it could only enter upon receiving permission.

“…….”

“…Please come in!”

Click.

The door opened.

Black Smoke drifted in.

“…?!”

The smoke pooled thickly on the floor, then repeated the cycle of being absorbed as if sucked back out the door. And then, in the midst of it all...

A black combat boot stepped onto the meeting room floor, cutting through the smoke.

With every step, the smoke seemed to inhale and exhale, flowing around the figure’s feet.

And within the black smoke, a sturdy human figure was revealed.

Lights.

Ooooooong—

Yellow lantern-like lights shone from the figure’s waist and eyes.

People froze at that eerie sight.

However, they recognized the affiliation.

“Se-Security Team…!”

A mask that completely covered the face.

And atop it, countless horns stretched out, filling the top of the head like branches.

“…!”

Clad in black special equipment from head to toe, he looked as if he had fully armed himself with custom gear.

Or… as if he were restrained by that equipment.

“…….”

“…….”

Gulp. 

Someone swallowed hard.

Why is the Security Team… here?

—The Security Team does not enter the Darkness.

This proposition usually held true. It was because even if the Security Team entered the Darkness, Dream Essence could not be extracted from them.

They only ever appeared to suppress incidents….

Yet, sometimes, there were entities that exerted tremendous transcendental abilities depending on their specialty.

“Th-this is… the employee who will be conducting the exploration with us today.”

“…!!”

People looked at the strange employee standing quietly in front of the door with a feeling like they were going to faint.

That ‘employee’ from the Security Team department wore a special outfit with particularly many belts and a mask with a unique logo engraved near the head.

A strange shape that looked like a distorted square.

The employees recognized it as if struck by lightning.

‘It’s the Special Division…!’

Security Team Special Division.

In the Security Team, there were many departments whose exact groups were not even properly known, operating with only their names listed on the company intranet organizational chart.

So, rumors spread by occasionally encountering them due to unpleasant matters while working were all that was known.

Among them, the Special Division had particularly grim rumors.

It was because the prevailing reputation was that people had witnessed monster-like employees whose origins were unknown, and it was hard to believe they were originally from a Field Exploration team.

And this researcher, who was breaking into a cold sweat, had also heard more specific rumors….

—Assistant Manager Park, if people belonging to the Security Team Special Division appear, treat them with respect. …They aren't human. No, I’m not talking about Contamination….

—……Truly, they weren't human from the beginning.

‘A department that hired Anomalies within the darkness in human form…!’

A rumor that was like a ghost story in itself, saying they had signed employee contracts with the Darkness using Daydream Inc.’s ‘know-how.’

Cold sweat soaked the back of the researcher who was seeing the real thing for the first time.

Even while analyzing the Darkness and deploying Field Exploration teams, it was his first time personally meeting a monster.

“…….”

He swallowed hard and looked at the bizarre employee before him.

Somehow, the meeting room seemed to have grown a bit… darker….

The employee’s yellow lantern-like eyes and the glint at his waist flickered even more strangely in the black smoke.

Looking closely, the things wrapped around the lanterns on his waist were also horn-like structures that resembled ribs.

‘Ugh.’

The researcher, barely squeezing out his courage, spoke.

“Um… hello.”

Silence.

“Y-you can take a seat.”

No answer came back.

In the meeting room engulfed in silence, the researcher continued in a voice that sounded like he was about to cry.

“Well, the b-briefing… will proceed.”

Only then did the strange horned mask walk forward.

And he sat in the seat closest to the door.

…It was next to Jang Heowoon.

‘Phew.’

I’m glad it’s not me.

People swallowed hard and tried their best not to look that way.

‘Please let us not be in the same group.’

‘Please…!’

It was fine as long as they weren't in the same group!

The name or area of the theme park changed every time they entered, but the only thing that remained the same were the rules.

—Follow the Mascot’s rules.

—If you cannot follow the rules, move to another Mascot’s area.

And.

—The 4 group members who drew the same colored piece must always accompany each other.

In other words, if they weren't in the same group as that monster, it meant they could clear it without ever running into him.

If they were lucky with the area, they could just ride three attractions, obtain High-Grade Dream Essence, and take home a ton of Points.

The problem was… that this was a special entry.

A research entry that included other purposes.

And no matter how much they thought about it, this ‘variable’ was… that employee.

‘Please.’

The employees looked at the researcher conducting the briefing.

Surely he wasn't going to tell them to find that employee and follow him around, right?

“And as for special instructions for this entry… there are none in particular.”

Phew!

“However, th-that, well, the Security Team employee has asked… that you do not interfere with whatever he does inside.”

“…….”

“Everyone… understood, right?”

Yes.

The Field Exploration team gathered in the meeting room nodded their heads desperately.

And the culprit who had breathed this fear into them, the ‘Security Team Special Employee’….

‘Wow, the performance is really solid….’

Was breathing a sigh of relief.

That’s right. It was Kim Soleum!

I held back a sigh as I looked around the people in the meeting room.

Well, even if I did sigh, it would just be blocked by the mask and black smoke would come out anyway.

‘I didn't expect Director Ho to go this far.’

—It’s equipment that was produced as a prototype, and I’m so glad it can be used like this!

He had diverted Security Team equipment.

Namely, the Hidden Aspect Suit.

Through the suit, a monster resembling you can be seen.

That was what was written in the development notes that came with the suit, which looked like combat gear from a game.

I desperately avoided asking why they were developing a Security Team suit that made a person act like a monster.

I had a feeling that knowing wouldn't be good for my personal safety….

‘It’s probably for a project.’

Anyway, even if I didn't know the operating principle, I had heard a bit about its characteristics.

‘I think he said the manifestation differs for each person.’

And it seemed I was destined to carry a heap of horns on my head.

My appearance would probably look like… a grotesque creature trying to burst out, forcibly confined within a human suit.

‘Hmm.’

I tried my best not to accidentally scratch my head.

‘Somehow, it also feels like it reminds me of my original mask….’

I felt a strange sensation as I thought of the wooden horned mask that had given me the nickname Roe Deer.

“I will now explain the entry method for Cheerful Theme Park.”

In the meantime, the briefing had almost reached its latter half.

The entry method.

‘I need to go to the theme park where that blue dragon mascot is.’

Whether that exact place would be chosen as this playground was a question, but for some reason, I was certain about it.

It was an inductive certainty gained from my experiences with ghost stories so far.

‘Probably… that side will call me.’

Just like a certain talk show's TV-headed Host who had guaranteed that as long as I called him with a ‘suitable medium,’ he would go.

“…….”

“Um, you can draw a piece….”

The researcher politely held out a capsule containing board game pieces with both hands.

For some reason, it was my turn first.

‘Actually, I feel like I’m the youngest here….’

I couldn't show it, so I reached out as if I were composed and grabbed the capsule….

“Eek!”

“…….”

“Gasp, s-sorry…….”

This person… doesn't seem to have the temperament to last long in the research team.

‘I hope you look into changing jobs.’

I politely ignored the terrified researcher and grabbed the capsule again.

And shook it.

With a clack-clack rolling sound, a piece fell from the capsule.

A vivid yellow.

“It’s a yellow piece!”

Okay.

I picked up the piece and passed the capsule to the next person.

“Ah…!”

It was Jang Heowoon.

…I don't know why Director Ho recruited someone who was already busy as a spy, but seeing as he was made to use his precious holiday, I’m breaking into a cold sweat.

I barely managed to use mine, so didn't this person also barely scrape his together?

‘Why on earth did you apply…!’

Even though you almost threw up after seeing the internal organs parade in the Magic Bunny area during our last entry!

Naturally, I couldn't ask right now.

And Jang Heowoon….

“Yellow!”

“Alright!”

He drew the same piece as me.

For the record, it wasn't Jang Heowoon who just spoke.

Other employees were clenching their fists and rejoicing. Rejoicing that because someone else drew a yellow piece, the probability of them getting stuck with it had decreased.

Because they didn't want to be with me.

‘Haha….’

In the midst of that, Jang Heowoon bowed his head toward me.

“I-I look forward to working with you.”

“…….”

I gave Jang Heowoon a small nod.

Thank you for understanding that this is the best I can do in my situation….

However, from then on, a somewhat embarrassing situation began to unfold.

“Please…!”

Everyone was blatantly hoping not to get yellow.

“Ah! Red!”

And when they drew red, they almost cheered with joy.

“…….”

Excuse me, you’ve all read the Exploration Records I left, right? Then you just have to run like crazy toward the blue area the moment you see the Magic Bunny….

Still, it gave me quite a bit of peace of mind that the familiar faces were calm.

It was like this.

“Oh.”

I confirmed that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae drew a red piece. And….

“It’s blue.”

…That Section Chief Lee Jaheon drew a blue piece.

‘No, why is that Section Chief Lizard here.’

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't shake the suspicion that Director Ho had put him in as a whip among the carrots.

Knowing already that as I joined his project, I had shared all the progress with Team D.

Stabbing me once more to tell me not to do anything foolish.

‘Does he make it so I can't let my guard down even when I receive a favor?’

ex

‘Phew.’

“Now, this is the last one.”

Anyway, the distribution was almost finished.

After drawing the yellow piece, I ignored the employees in the field mouse mask and ladybug mask who were looking at me, frozen stiff.

‘Let’s ride the attractions quickly.’

Because I’m going to send them off first and then attend to my business.

Rattle.

And the moment the last employee drew a piece.

—Departing for Fantasyland now~

The board game board flew up into the air and swallowed everyone's vision.

We were entering.

Since I had already experienced it once, I was able to review my plans for the future somewhat calmly.

Let's see, there was no zone for the yellow piece.

'Did they say Magic Bunny killed the yellow Mascot?'

I recall escaping by activating the gate to the Resort, the ruined zone of the yellow piece.

'I'll be going straight to the blue zone.'

I must check the souvenir shop. Thinking that, I blinked as my consciousness gradually faded....

Before long, my mind became clear.

Now it was time for the lively theme park's Theme song to reach my ears....

.......

'...Huh?'

It was silent all around.

“…….”

I opened my eyes.

In the dim interior, I saw walls with peeling paint and a dusty lamp.

In that lightless place, even the windows were all shattered.

A musty, dead space.

“…….”

What is... this?

It's not inside the amusement park. This was definitely not the amusement park....

“…!”

I immediately pulled myself up and ran to the window to look outside.

I saw a massive, crumpled sign swaying precariously in the wind, one of its brackets having fallen off....

{Flower Golden Resort}

“…!!”

Dazedly, I watched the lights of the blue water park glittering in the distance.

Looking down, I saw ruins.

“…….”

I had woken up in the ruined yellow zone.

'What in the world....'

It was then.

With a click, the lights in the room where I was began to flicker back on.

“…!”

I realized that where I was wasn't just a simple room.

A desk, a chair, an old cabinet.

Inside the open door of the old cabinet, I could see a huge machine.

It was a space like a small office or a management room.

And placed on the desk... a single sheet of paper written in a formal manner.

“…….”

I approached and read the paper.

Welcome to your appointment as the new Mascot of Flower Golden Resort!

“…!!”



TL Notes: -

Chapter 171

A new Mascot?

'What kind of crazy talk is this?'

I immediately jumped away from the desk. However, nothing changed.

Welcome to your appointment as the new Mascot of the Flower Golden Resort!

The text did not change.

And in the management office of the ruined Flower Golden Resort, the only one inside is… me.

Wearing a suit that looked like a monster.

“…….”

By any chance, did it judge me in this costume as a Ghost Story Resident and just hire me as a Mascot for the Cheerful Theme Park…?

It was a spine-chilling assumption, but the logic was somewhat shaky.

'In the first place, this was a place where things that aren't human came to play.'

Even in a ghost story, there is such a thing as plausibility. It was strange for it to suddenly target only me to be a Mascot. There must be a reason….

Ah.

I recalled my actions from the last time I entered this Theme Park.

The Yellow Zone, which was already in ruins.

It was I who had activated the gate leading there.

So, strictly speaking, I was the one who… ‘reopened’ this Resort.

'…….'

This is driving me crazy.

I swallowed hard.

'So I became the Mascot? Me?'

I hurriedly checked my appearance, but I was still in the same combat suit that looked like a monster.

'Another hint.'

I checked the desk where the card with the text was placed again.

Beside the card was an inkwell.

And an antique feather quill was dipped in it.

“…….”

Did it write the congratulatory message with this pen?

Recalling the gimmicks of various ghost stories, I sat at the desk. I wondered if I could escape the situation by politely writing something like ‘I decline’ on the document with that pen.

But the moment I grabbed the pen.

'…?!'

…My hand moved on its own and began to write.

Requirements to begin Resort operations:

Employees: 3

What the hell.

My hand continued to scribble. The sentences continued.

The employment contracts should be in the desk drawer.

And there are guests who just happened to visit outside. If there is a suitable candidate among them, why not politely scout them?

It was crazy talk. But….

…‘Guests who just happened to visit outside’?

It was then.

“This place is…?”

“It’s, it’s not the Resort?”

Voices could be heard from outside the door.

Feeling a chill run down my spine, I looked at the closed door.

The Daydream Inc. employees who had pulled the ‘Yellow Horse’ with me had fallen here together…!

'Damn it.'

I immediately stood up and opened the door.

Click.

The moment our eyes met through the open door, the employees were startled and froze up.

“Hup…!”

“Ugh.”

The fact that they didn't scream was likely thanks to their Dark Exploration experience.

The two employees sent looks of tension and fear from behind their masks, hovering and pressing their bodies against the wall as they looked up at me.

At least Jang Heowoon's face turned pale, but he didn't blatantly press himself against the wall. Did he hear from Director Ho that it was me?

Anyway, my head throbbed.

Inside the Theme Park, I cannot move more than a certain distance away from them.

'…Last time, the people who pulled the same horse were also sent to the vicinity.'

If they move further than the set distance, a string appears and a Noose is placed around their neck to strangle them.

'For now, I have to accompany them.'

And the method of escape was clear.

Be the first to board 3 Fantasy Attractions with your teammates and receive a prize!

We just had to ride three Attractions and get a stamp from the Mascot.

The problem was that it seemed like I was that Mascot.

“Excuse me.”

Jang Heowoon spoke to me.

“It doesn’t look like there are any Attractions to ride here… I was thinking we should move to another area and ride the rides there.”

I looked back at Jang Heowoon.

“Hiek!”

For some reason, the other employees let out a gasping sound.

'I'm agreeing with you!'

However, as I nodded slowly, only Jang Heowoon nodded back with a slightly pale face.

“Then we shall move….”

Phew.

We went outside.

The place we were in was a space like a corner of the lobby attached to the largest building.

We headed straight through the eerie Resort ruins toward the outdoor gate.

I took the lead. Toward the gate I had escaped through last time.

“Th-that thing… it knows the way.”

“Shut up.”

The gate I had come out of last time was… fortunately, operational. Although the lights were flickering and it wasn't in good condition, part of the gate was lit up.

…Exactly as I had left it on.

{◎WELCOME◎}

And entering the Theme Park from the Resort was fully possible with just an admission ticket that allowed for 3 Attractions….

However,

“…….”

I stopped in my tracks in front of the gate.

'I can't go out…!'

-The Mascot of the Theme Park cannot leave their own area.

Cold sweat poured down my back.

An immense pressure weighed down my limbs.

I must not interfere with other areas. That was a terrible violation that threatened the reason for my existence. I couldn't. No….

My strange identity, already defined as a Mascot, strangled me.

'But we have to go out of here to ride Attractions or whatever!'

Because there are no Attractions in this ruined Golden Resort.

Because it's a ruin!

I looked at the gate that led to the Blue Dream Water Park.

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

'…I don't think this would work even if I died and became a corpse.'

Of course, just imagining my corpse being carried like luggage by them while riding rides in the Blue Zone gave me goosebumps to the tips of my hair.

But this was a matter beyond whether or not I could accept such a dog's death.

'I'm not even sure if they can go to another area while dragging a dead Mascot.'

No, first of all, I didn't know… what exactly would happen in this area if the Mascot died.

For those people, too.

'…….'

In that case.

I turned back to the employees.

“Hiek!”

The ladybug mask blocked the mouth of the field mouse mask that was about to scream.

Ignoring that sight politely, I blocked the front of the gate.

“Uh…?”

And then I pointed in one direction with my finger.

Toward the interior where we had started.

“Are we, perhaps… not allowed to go out? Do we have to go back?”

Nod.

“I-if we go back, is there another way?”

Nod.

“…!”

The employees' faces turned pale blue.

“I, I don’t want to….”

“Hahaha, sh-should we just follow? Is that it?”

While blocking the field mouse employee's mouth, the ladybug employee looked at me and shuffled backward.

'Damn it.'

Still, it was a relief that they were listening to me.

Holding back a sigh, I returned to the interior of the building where we had originally regained consciousness.

Then I opened the door to the office I had come out of and entered.

“Ah…!”

Blocking Jang Heowoon, who was trying to follow me in, I pointed to the worn-out Doorplate.

{ADMINISTRATOR AREA}

Rule violation.

No matter how I thought about it, one shouldn't enter recklessly.

Thump.

I intentionally slammed the door shut, entered, and squeezed my eyes shut.

Wow….

'This is driving me crazy.'

…I wondered if I would be stripped of my Mascot status if I took off this suit and was judged as a human again.

But on the contrary, the horrific ending of being remodeled into a ghost story to fit the qualifications was also very persuasive.

No, rather, this side was more of a standard in ghost stories.

'Ha.'

In the end… looking at the hints given now.

There was only one way for the group that pulled the Yellow Horse to achieve the conditions to escape this Cheerful Theme Park.

'…To operate this Resort and make it possible to use 3 Attractions.'

And what was needed was….

I approached the desk again and looked at the document card placed there.

Requirements for Resort operations:

Employees: 3

“…….”

I opened the desk drawer.

There, as written in the document, were employment contracts.

———

Employment Contract

I accept my employment at the Flower Golden Resort with gratitude and joy, and swear to dedicate my existence and sincerity to the operation of a cheerful and happy Theme Park.

Employer: _______

Employee: _______

———

It was a chilling document, like something for illegal test subjects.

'No matter what, it can't stay like this.'

I immediately picked up the pen and edited the contract.

———

Employment Contract

I accept my employment at the Flower Golden Resort with gratitude and joy, and swear to dedicate my existence and sincerity to the operation of a cheerful and happy Theme Park.

The employee may, at any time, safely return home if they wish to resign, and may refuse any  action that threatens their safety.

Employer: _______

Employee: _______

———

I erased as many parts as possible that could be interpreted ambiguously.

'I can't write over the sentences.'

The pen refused. Having barely succeeded in only drawing lines and erasing, I scribbled additional measures in small letters in the blanks.

Then, taking the completed contracts, the existing document card, and the quill, I went back out the door.

Click.

The employees, who were gathered in the hallway in a state of high tension and whispering in a guarded posture, looked at me.

In the midst of that, Jang Heowoon was standing quietly a bit apart, as if he hadn't been included.

'Phew.'

I held out the employment contracts I had prepared to them.

“What is this….”

“…….”

“…!!”

As if confirming something horrific, the employees peered at the contract with trembling eyes and soon froze in horror.

Because it was telling them to get a job at the Theme Park.

“You’re telling us to… sign this?”

“Uh….”

Naturally, in ghost stories, signing an employment contract ends in a horrific disappearance more than 50% of the time.

The eyes of those who knew that changed.

The eyes of experienced people looking for a way out.

“Excuse me… since I already have a job, it’s difficult to sign suddenly. Could I think about it for just a moment?”

“M-me too. Please…!”

If they were given time, they would try to find a way to escape in the meantime, or frantically prepare equipment to temporarily suppress me while I was off guard.

'Since they’ve spent time in the Field Exploration team, they must all have a hidden trump card for their lives.'

Therefore, I couldn't wait for that.

'It can't be helped.'

Without a word, I stared at the person who spoke first.

“Uh, uh…?”

And they stopped breathing.

“…!”

Instead of being sucked in with my breath, the Black Smoke around my suit became even thicker.

The unrecovered smoke flowed heavily under the employee's feet and waist.

Something would happen if they didn't sign.

So that it would intensely reach their five senses.

So that they would feel like they were going to die right now if they tried to buy time.

I lowered my head and looked down at the field mouse employee.

Close.

The employee, completely enveloped by the Black Smoke and the dim light of the yellow lamps, trembled their hands.

“He-heuk….”

In the end, the field mouse employee, with tears streaming down their face, reached for the paper and, with a trembling hand, grabbed the pen I held out and signed the employee section.

'Please don't use your real name.'

I was going to take it back and guide them to a nickname if they tried to use their real name, but fortunately, ‘Field Mouse’ was written in the text.

'Phew.'

I immediately inhaled again and withdrew the Black Smoke.

“Ah…!”

The field mouse employee slumped down, pressed against the wall, and bowed their head to me.

And the ladybug employee, who had been watching all of this with rolling eyes, took the opportunity to slowly back away and….

“Urgh!”

They pushed Jang Heowoon and tried to dash down the hallway like crazy to escape.

However,

“Agh!!”

The running ladybug employee fell flat on their face with a thread wrapped around their neck.

'They tried to leave the Yellow Horse team.'

The yellow line tightened around their neck….

As expected, I was still recognized as part of the Yellow Horse team. I was also subject to the rules entered into the board game.

Holding back a sigh, I approached the person.

Fortunately, instead of running further, the person sat on their knees in the hallway.

“I-I’m sorry. I, I thought I saw something over there… so I was going to chase them out if they were a trespasser, haha….”

I wordlessly held out the employment contract again.

“…….”

The ladybug employee swallowed hard and, finally, with their eyes tightly shut, signed the paper.

Ladybug. Good.

And finally….

“……."

Jang Heowoon also looked up at my face for a moment, then hurriedly bowed his head deeply and signed the paper.

'Thank you.'

Thus, I received signatures on three employment contracts.

'Lastly….'

Employer. It was time to put in my signature.

I chose the most suitable pseudonym.

Employer: GOLDEN

At that moment.

Whoosh.

The employment contracts flared up and turned to ash.

Then they attached themselves to the foreheads of the three people.

“Ah…!”

Now, on the foreheads of the Daydream employees, something in an ornate cursive similar to the letter ‘G’ was engraved.

“…….”

I looked at the first document I had brought out of the room.

The moment I lifted the pen over it.

Requirements for Resort operations:

Employees: 3   complete.

The surroundings began to vibrate.

“…!!”

The old ruins we were in collapsed, and something new revealed itself.

A glittering golden light.

A wonderful and comfortable hallway where bright and beautifully colored wood and gold interior decorations surrounded everything.

Ornate and small chandelier-style lights swayed from the ceiling, and a huge and ecstatic lobby revealed itself at the end of that hallway.

A space where golden stairs like a fantasy in a cartoon, magenta velvet, and sparkling yellow crystal crafts bloomed like flowers.

And….

{𝓕𝓛𝓞𝓦𝓔𝓡 𝓖𝓞𝓛𝓓𝓔𝓝 𝓡𝓔𝓢𝓣𝓞𝓡𝓣}

Elegant cursive was written on the sign of the Flower Golden Resort, and the ecstatic Resort of the Cheerful Theme Park revealed its form.

“…!”

Unfortunately, the guests were not suitable candidates. However, I took pity on the weak lower organisms and hired them.

Although they lack the capacity to work as regular employees at the Flower Golden Resort, I expect them to work hard.

The pen moved of its own accord.

The document updated itself.

Since ■■ was lacking, it was decided to temporarily operate the lobby and basic lodging facilities first.

May many guests find comfortable rest.

And.

And for the guests who come seeking rest, I decided to show a friendly and cheerful appearance befitting a Theme Park.

The moment that sentence was recorded.

My appearance began to change.

“…!!”

Something warm, cozy, and suffocating began to surround my suit.

That thing, with soft fur, naturally enveloped my entire body like my own skin and created a thick form.

“…….”

Before I knew it, I saw my reflection in the window of the clean and sparkling hallway.

The Mascot was there.

“…!”

Something of the feline variety with twig-like horns… shaped like an infant's toy through being Deformed.

The new fursuit of the Cheerful Theme Park.

But I wasn't the only one changing.

“Aaaah!”

The employees' bodies were twisting and changing. Into a mass-produced version of the Mascot. Wait…!

I grit my teeth and moved the pen on the document with my blunt fursuit hand.

However, for general employees, wearing uniforms would better suit the elegance of the Resort than Mascot costumes.

“Heok!”

The mutation stopped.

Instead, the employees' suits transformed into formal uniforms with golden bowties.

I withdrew my hand, which was damp with cold sweat.

It seemed that I could write as long as it didn't go against the operation of the Resort.

And I… I would be okay. My flesh hadn't turned into a Mascot; I was just wearing a Mascot fursuit.

…Probably.

'Phew.'

I took a deep breath and waddled toward the lobby.

Horrifically, Mascots that looked just like me were already waiting there.

“…!”

Bellboys, cleaners, security, and information desk staff, all in various uniforms, were standing there.

No… I was standing there.

As the Mascot, I manage the Resort.

I can do anything and become anything. As long as it is for the operation of the Resort.

…It was exactly as written.

I could know what every version of ‘me’ was doing. If I wanted to.

'I feel like I'm going to throw up.'

My stomach churned. This didn't feel like a human sensation.

But I had to keep working. Because that was the only way for now anyway.

I approached the largest front desk in the lobby. Trying not to make eye contact with the Mascot standing at the reception desk, I scanned the desk.

There was a golden stamp.

'…!'

No matter how I looked at it, it seemed to be a stamp for confirming Attraction use.

It seemed that at the Resort, one could receive a stamp through the use of annexed facilities.

“Perhaps, this….”

I immediately tried to pick up the stamp to press it onto someone else's wristband, but a powerful resistance blocked my hand.

'No!'

HowdareyoueventhinkofdeductingthecountforaguestwhohasnotyetenjoyedtheAttraction! Thatgoesagainsttheoperatingrules!

I gasped for breath.

And then I held out the guest register to them.

“…!”

The employees seemed dazed by the situation, which had already strayed too far from the Manual, but eventually, they saw the stamp and wrote their nicknames in the guest register.

“I-I’m okay!”

Except for the ladybug employee.

“…….”

I stamped the guest register for Jang Heowoon and the field mouse employee.

[(Cheerful) Fantasy Land Ride Ticket ■□□]

[(Cheerful) Fantasy Land Ride Ticket ■□□]

“Ah…!”

“It was real.”

The atmosphere lightened slightly.

The ladybug employee glanced over as if regretting it a bit, but for now, they didn’t say anything.

‘I should set the mood so they’ll do it voluntarily later.’

Right now, it seemed like they would escape or neutralize me the moment they saw an opportunity, so it was dangerous to keep dragging this out.

I am not the real Security Team, and I don’t have any immense unknown power that transcends humanity.

‘One wrong move and everything falls apart, and I die.’

I had to manage this group stably somehow.

And another thing.

‘I wonder if I can get out if I stay for three nights like this?’

Since it mentioned three types of attractions, I wondered if staying in different types of rooms would work.

Hoping I might find a hint, I raised my pen to the document.

I should assign accommodations to the employees.

However, since they’ve come as guests today, let’s have them stay in a nice suite using their Boarding Passes.

Yes.

And the official opening starts after sunset.

…What?

I am very much looking forward to it.

I stared blankly down at the pen.

‘…Right.’

The resumption of the Resort’s operations means accepting guests.

And the guests of this theme park were originally….

‘Not human.’

That means….

Things that aren’t human will swarm here once the sun goes down.

‘…!’

I had to get out of here quickly before then.

‘Expansion!’

I have to increase the number of attractions immediately. I had to open other parts of the Resort and find new attractions!

A new page appeared in the document, and words were written.

Requirements for expanding Resort facilities

Employees 3

Damn it!!

‘Where am I supposed to find three more?’

Unless they’re crazy, people in other areas would finish their rides at Blue Dream Water Park and escape.

Because there’s no reason to come over here!

It was when I was anxiously biting my tongue.

…If business starts like this, there’s no telling what the guests will do.

‘That’s a ghost story in itself.’

Then.

My pen moved again.

Then let’s set the Resort Rules for the official opening.

“…!”

As the Mascot of this place, I must decide with all my heart and soul what kind of place I want Flower Golden Resort to be.

Just as the Red Mascot seeks endless stimulation and slaughter.

Just as the Blue Mascot values goodness and honor.

My Mascot values.

‘In that case.’

I scribbled it down immediately.

Flower Golden Resort Rules

1. Our Resort is a place of dreams for guests who possess manners and class.

Therefore!

Please be sure to adhere to Resort accommodation manners and etiquette.

No troublemakers allowed.

Chapter 172

A few hours later.

“F*ck…!”

The employee wearing the ladybug mask hid in the restroom next to the resort lobby, panting and wiping the sweat that had gathered under his neck.

His head was spinning.

‘What is this?’

What on earth was going on?

When entering a New Darkness without a manual, he at least entered with a bit of mental preparation, but the things happening now were so sudden he couldn’t keep his wits about him….

‘I—I definitely entered as a guest!’

But that damn Security Team monster became a Mascot and dragged him into being part of the ghost story…!

…As an employee here.

And this Cheerful Theme Park Resort area was about to begin operations.

Ladybug swallowed hard.

‘…Isn’t there some way to sneak out?’

He could steal a stamp, get it marked, and run for the gate.

‘If only I could do something about the thing strangling my neck….’

At that moment.

Creak.

“…!”

The restroom door opened, and someone walked in.

…It was two Field Exploration team employees wearing resort uniforms.

“Oh, there you are. Come out and take this.”

The harvest mouse employee waved a piece of paper.

That guy had been scared to death by the Security Team monster, but his attitude changed somewhere along the line after the monster actually stamped his Boarding Pass.

He was actually following the order to wait and tidy up his appearance for a moment before the opening!

It seemed he had given up thinking, wondering if he really could escape this way.

‘Idiots!’

While trying to sneer at their slave mentality, the ladybug employee barely managed to reach out and take the paper….

< Flower Golden Resort Work Regulations >

“…!!”

Welcome to our newly renovated dream getaway, our luxurious and comfortable resort. We welcome you to work as part of our family.

Before starting today’s shift, please be sure to familiarize yourself with the following instructions.

“These are the guidelines to follow while working; they were stacked in the staff room… Assistant manager?”

The ladybug employee swallowed and looked down at the document.

1. Please adhere to your assigned working hours.

2. Do not leave your workplace without permission during working hours.

3. In case of an emergency, please politely inform the Mascot. He will handle everything.

4. During break times, you may freely roam the interior of the resort, but please keep your uniform bowtie with you if possible. It will serve as proof of your identity should any incidents occur.

5. The Mascot’s office is a restricted area. However, for resignation interviews, please knock politely before entering. Do not enter unless personally invited by the Mascot.

6. Guests’ requests must be satisfied. If necessary, slice open your own skin, take out your organs, and serve them.

7. Do not attack the Mascot. All damages will be billed as overtime for you.

Work Regulations are subject to modification or addition without prior notice. Employees are strongly encouraged to check the regulations at all times to prevent improper responses or handling.

Chillingly strange expressions.

It was a textbook Rule-based Ghost Story.

‘Dammit….’

Cold sweat trickled down Ladybug’s back.

As someone whose team was already managing a similar Darkness, he picked up the document with trembling hands, wanting to violently reject it.

He knew that this was, at the very least, a hint.

However, there were too many uncertainties. Just as Darkness always was. Therefore….

‘…I need to make someone else break the rules first.’

He had to check that way.

The employee hid his sinister gaze and looked around at the other staff.

Then he spoke in an understated tone.

“Hey, what do you all think?”

“Pardon?”

“I mean, since these rules suddenly popped up. Do you… do you think the Security Team employee’s Mascot made these up on the spot?”

The employee’s voice grew lower.

“Could it be that he’s also Contaminated and just wrote down whatever came to mind…?”

“…!”

The employee spoke as if nudging him.

“You’re Mr. Bison, right? What do you think, Mr. Bison?”

“Me?”

“About the Mascot’s condition.”

“Ah….”

Jang Heowoon, wearing the Bison mask, quietly lowered his head after reading the work regulations.

“How should I put it… well, he doesn’t seem like a bad-hearted person.”

“…!?”

“What did you say?”

Is this bottom-feeder already contaminated?

The two employees momentarily exchanged glances. They thought they could use this gloomy branch office employee as bait if necessary.

Jang Heowoon began to speak in a tone of deep thought.

“This is my second visit here, and even before, the theme park areas were divided into those belonging to scary Mascots and those belonging to kind Mascots.”

“…….”

“In other explorations recorded in the manuals, the Mascots seemed to pursue various, yes, values….”

“So you’re saying that one’s kind?”

“Rather than kind…  if you think about Mascots like Magic Bunny… ugh.”

Whether he was remembering that time or not, Jang Heowoon’s face turned pale and he gagged. The ladybug mask didn’t bother hiding his contempt.

‘Just like someone from the Cleanup team.’

Incompetent.

Looking at how he managed to survive and get promoted with that attitude, he must have good luck.

“A-Anyway… I think it’s quite kind of him to let us know the rules like this….”

“Ah, I see.”

Good.

Look at that useless optimism.

‘That guy will make a mistake soon, and then I can observe the results.’

Ladybug hid his dark assumptions and finally stepped out of the restroom.

For now, he should fill up his stamps too.

He had to take what he could get.

If he had to stay in this Darkness until night, staying here seemed like it would at least increase his survival chances.

“E-Excuse me.”

He cautiously approached the Mascot standing idly at the front desk.

Since it was a basic mascot suit without any accessories, this was likely the main body of the Mascot the Security Team monster had turned into.

And he bowed as politely as possible.

Because being arrogant in a ghost story was a foreshadowing of death.

“If you don’t mind… I would also like to stay at the resort today with this Boarding Pass…!”

The yellow Mascot’s round, black eyes stared at him blankly.

They were black.

…Strangely, the yellow light that had been on that person’s black face, which looked like a gas lamp, flickered in his mind…….

Just as cold sweat began to bead on the back of the ladybug-masked employee’s neck.

[(Cheerful) Fantasyland Boarding Pass ■□□]

“…!”

The Mascot gave permission to add his duty name to the guest log and stamped the pass.

“T-Thank you…!”

However.

V e r y   S o o n

“…!!”

Ladybug raised his head in surprise.

The mouth of the theme park Mascot, whose appearance was eerily cute, did not move. It was a mascot suit, after all.

However, a voice echoed through the lobby.

O p e n i n g

Then that monster began to assign the employees.

G e t  R e a d y

Jang Heowoon was assigned as an assistant information clerk at the front and stood next to the counter, while the harvest mouse employee assigned as a cleaner retreated behind the lobby.

Ladybug swallowed and quickly darted his eyes around.

Then the remaining positions were….

‘Security!’

The Mascot approached him.

“…!”

No way. That looks like the most dangerous spot!

He reflexively opened his mouth.

“Um, I’m more confident in my brains than my brawn… I think I could show better results if I were assigned to that side!”

What he was aiming for was Jang Heowoon’s spot.

‘It’s only right that I go to a spot with a higher survival rate than some guy who gags at the sight of gore.’

Ladybug glanced at the front desk where Jang Heowoon was, trying not to be too obvious.

The Mascot stared at him without a word.

“…….”

Then it began to guide him.

To the very place he was looking at, the front desk!

“…!”

Pushing him out was a success!

Ladybug’s heart pounded as if it were about to explode.

But….

H e r e

The place he was assigned to… was the desk next to the front.

…The place that receives room service request calls.

‘Dammit.’

Room service in a ghost story; just hearing it made him think all sorts of horrible requests would come in.

Ladybug Grit his teeth. However, he couldn’t ask the Mascot for a reassignment.

He had no intention of being the first one to try and force his way, having a 50% chance of committing suicide.

Meanwhile, the Mascot walked away from him.

T h r e e

The Mascot went and stood at the reception desk.

The position where guests are personally checked and received.

T w o

The golden sun was setting outside the window.

O n e

As the Mascot standing at the desk looked at the Standard-grade Mascots standing at the entrance, they grabbed the glass doors.

And.

R e s o r t  o p e n

The doors opened.

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

-Ahahaha!

Music flowed, and the laughter of children filled the lobby.

The background music of Cheerful Theme Park.

W e l c o m e

The Mascots bowed toward the open doors in unison.

Flower Golden Resort was now open.

***

I realized it.

Being able to communicate through language is truly precious….

Even if it’s in that bizarre mascot-style yellow speech.

‘Ugh.’

To think I’d end up saying this….

‘Anyway, the atmosphere is set.’

I stifled a groan and squeezed my eyes shut and then opened them inside the mascot head.

Then I scanned the employees.

‘I assigned them to places where they can pass off as much work as possible and be clever.’

I hope they all familiarized themselves with the Work Regulations. I wrote them while practically fighting the pen.

I hope they work with some common sense. Because if they work too hard, they might suffer something absurd from a ghost or a monster.

But then again, if they’re so lazy it stands out… I don’t know how this resort will react.

“…….”

I swallowed hard and looked at the wide-open resort doors.

And at the phrase in the document added earlier.

< Things needed for resort facility expansion >

Employees: 3

Satisfied guests: 30

I had to operate it anyway.

‘I have to somehow fill thirty satisfied guests to open the next space.’

Even if I could use other methods to bring in three employees, there was no other way for this.

For now… I have to hold out.

At least for today.

–Ahahaha!

And, and….

Guests were finally entering through the open doors of the resort.

Souvenirs were held in the hands of those who had visited other areas of the theme park…. I tried not to think about what those souvenirs might be made of.

But.

‘…Why am I excited?’

My guests.

My heart pounded inside the mascot suit as I recognized them as official guests of this wonderful resort.

No!

I desperately suppressed it and responded to the first guests approaching.

At a glance, they looked like an ordinary, happy family. Their hair was wet as if they had enjoyed the water park.

“Hello. We’d like one room, please.”

If only their heads, stomachs, and pelvises weren’t crushed into a mush of organs by something like tires.

…It was clear the whole family had met with a terrible accident together.

‘Phew.’

I assigned them a deluxe room and added an extra bed for the child.

“Daddy, are we really sleeping at the amusement park this time?”

“That’s right. Finally, our ■■ can play for one more day at the amusement park!”

Blood dripped onto the counter and then went back into the crushed intestines.

Mr. Jang Heowoon was covering his mouth with a pale face, but he escaped the situation by bowing deeply as if in greeting.

“Thank you!”

And as the guests left for the elevator, Jang Heowoon let out a small sigh of relief.

I raised the Mascot’s paw and patted his head.

G o o d  J o b

“…! T-Thank you….”

Mr. Jang Heowoon lowered his head deeply, then looked up with his eyes shining for some reason.

And he began to perform his response duties with a more proactive attitude.

‘……??’

I told you not to work so hard….

Regardless, the work of assigning rooms to guests who were strange in some way continued after that.

There were more guests than I expected. It was as if they had been waiting for the opening.

And they all gave the same standard currency.

I rolled it slightly inside my paw.

Colorful plastic coins.

‘…These look like components from a Cheerful Theme Park board game.’

Yes. They were plastic coin-shaped tokens, just like the ones used in board games.

Strange characters were engraved on the front, and the theme park logo was on the back.

The color was mostly blue.

‘Hmm.’

I tucked them away for now. Seeing as they pay for accommodation with them, they must be useful somewhere.

It was after sending off about three or four teams and catching my breath for a moment.

Screeeeeeech.

A strange noise began to be heard from the door.

The sound of a balloon rubbing against glass.

It was Magic Bunny’s balloon.

Holding a bright red balloon and dragging its legs as it approached, it looked up at me and spoke quickly and precisely.

“HelloIwillstayforonenight.Aquietroomaroomwhereicandiearoomnoonecanfindplease.”

“I-I’m sorry, guest, but acts that disturb public order and morals are prohibited in our resort.”

Heowoon!

‘I told you you don’t have to work that hard!’

I quickly took out a notice I had placed under the desk and held it out in front of the thing, which was already hard to mistake for a human.

It was a notice derived from the resort’s rules of use.

< Flower Golden Resort is a space for happiness. Please refrain from anything that makes other guests or staff uncomfortable.

The standard of happiness is determined by the Mascot. >

“Idyingishappy!Idyingishappy!”

It made a scene.

‘Violation of resort usage rules!’

The Standard-grade Mascots rushed over, grabbed the nuisance guest by the arms, and dragged it out the door.

…Out the back door.

Phew.

‘Done.’

Anyway, I safely protected the resort.

It’ll be fine if I keep going… like this, right?

Yes.

‘Let’s hold out like this.’

As a safe Weird Tale Resort with only class and refinement!

***

At about the same time, Blue Dream Water Park.

“Phew. Filled them all.”

“Let’s get out of here!”

The Field Exploration team employees who had drawn the blue horse had finished riding all three attractions and were ready to leave.

“This is a sweet deal, a sweet deal!”

“B-grade for doing nothing!”

They were already in a state of comfortably finishing their work at Blue Dream Water Park, where exploration records existed and the rules weren't that difficult.

And they were looking for the gate.

“…?!”

“I-It’s closed…?”

[Under Repair]

A sign was posted on the largest main gate, blocking entry.

“W-What?”

“Excuse me… then where would be a good place to go out?”

They felt flustered, but they very carefully spoke to the Blue Mascot standing by the gate.

Then the Mascot pointed in one direction.

“Thank you!”

They quickly hurried their steps. Every time they met a Mascot, it would raise its hand to show them the direction.

“Damn kind.”

“How great would it be if other Darknesses were like this?”

Behind the two snickering employees, the employee wearing the Lizard mask followed quietly, observing the surroundings.

The path led further and further to the outskirts, into a beautiful garden.

“Oh.”

“This looks like it was newly made. I can smell paint.”

And at the end of the garden path… there was a gate.

However, an enchanting light could be seen beyond the gate.

“Huh…?!”

At the end of the waving golden streetlamps, a massive building, like a magnificent and grand hotel, was shining.

The Field Exploration team employees instinctively realized.

“I-It’s a Yellow Zone.”

“It wasn't in the original exploration…?”

Then the Blue Mascot standing by the gate watched them quietly and held something out.

“Uh?”

[Special Draw Event]

It was a board with small, thick pieces of paper folded and attached as if to hide the contents. The kind of draw where the contents are revealed when you peel off the paper.

“…….”

The employees swallowed hard.

“Hey, if it’s from here….”

“Yeah. I think it’ll be okay.”

Since this area was a kind place, wouldn't they be able to get useful items or something?

‘Then it’s a total gain.’

‘Betting once here might….’

Seeing how they avoided that monster-like Security Team employee today, they were clearly lucky.

And they were leaving soon anyway!

Ultimately, unable to overcome their greed, they reached out and tore off the papers.

“Huh? I won!”

“Aw man, a dud….”

And the person standing at the very back also quietly reached out and tore off a paper from the board….

Y o u

“…….”

I   K n o w  Y o u

Lee Jaheon looked up and into the eyes of the Blue Dragon Mascot he had encountered on Death Road.

However, the Mascot did not stop him from participating in the draw.

G o o d

Lee Jaheon reached out and pulled a draw paper.

A win.

“……."

He accepted the prize the Mascot held out.

A ticket-type coupon that looked as if it had been printed.

< Flower Golden Resort >

Deluxe Room 1-Day Accommodation Ticket

(Review mandatory)

He looked up at the golden resort where brilliant lights were twinkling.

He looked up at the Flower Golden Resort, its golden lights shining  brilliantly.

Chapter 173

Day 1 of resort operations is proceeding smoothly.

‘Whew.’

Though I, for one, was dripping with cold sweat inside the mascot’s composed Exterior.

‘Th-there are too many difficult guests.’

To be precise, written as "difficult guests" and read as "horrible things straight out of a horror movie," terrifying and ominous guests appeared at a rate of about one in three.

-Give me room 404. It must be room 404. And please, don't ever come looking for me.

-Let's burn to death together.

-There are so many elevators here.... heeheeheeheeheeheehee

And I’m starting to realize that it’s actually easier when they make it obvious like this.

…Because bizarre requests are starting to come in for room service as well…….

From making a call and suddenly hanging up, to pretending to request urgent rescue and then laughing like a maniac when an abnormality is pointed out, to strange religious apocalyptic stories that no human could understand.

‘So freaking scary.’

It’s just a Napolitan ghost story hotel.

Someone save me. This is driving me crazy.

Still, the only comfort is that today is finally coming to an end.

It seems today’s check-ins will be over soon.

Let’s check the performance of the first opening day after business hours.

‘I guess the theme park’s closing time is approaching too.’

Except for the night shift, the resort seems to wrap up when the theme park ends.

-Ahahaha!!

In the distance outside the window, fireworks were exploding.

…Whether a horrific and fun parade has started in the red area, the Magic Bunny Zone, I can hear the murmurs of guests expressing their regret that they missed it….

‘That insane red area seems to be operating just fine….’

For once, I was glad the mascot couldn't leave its assigned area…….

And another thing I realized was that a significant number of the difficult guests coming to the resort were those who had enjoyed the Magic Bunny Zone as their main attraction.

For instance, even now.

"Excuse me. I don't have eyes, but if I don't have eyes, I can't close them, which means I can't sleep, which means there's no point in renting a room. Give me eyes. Eyes."

"P-please wait a moment while I check our inventory status…."

"You have inventory! You have them! You're holding them right there!!"

"Huhk."

Get lost!

I barely managed to save Mr. Heowoon, whose eyeballs were nearly gouged out, and kicked the horrific thing out the front door.

"Eyes!! EYES!!"

The thing, with empty eye sockets blinking all over its body, wailed before being pushed out by the threat of the Standard-grade Mascot.

An employee wearing a field mouse mask, who was working as a cleaner, cringed in the corner and feigned sweeping, looking as if they wanted to disappear from this place.

It was understandable. If I hadn't been wearing the mascot suit, I might have fainted too….

‘…Can't I notice them in advance and refuse entry?’

I want to kick them out even faster, before they even step inside.

I’ve already added three items to the employee code of conduct….

‘Huu.’

While I was pondering what method to use during the brief lull in check-ins.

A guest comes rushing in through the glass doors.

"Help me!"

No, perhaps it wasn't a guest.

An employee from the Field Exploration team wearing a weasel mask saw the ladybug employee sitting at the room service call waiting desk, then ran over frantically and clung to them.

"A-Assistant manager! Assistant manager. Please save me. I tried to leave through the gate, but I can't…."

"G-Guest? I'm not sure what you're talking about…."

"No matter what I do, I can't get out! I can't even re-enter the blue zone! They say the Boarding Pass has already been used! Please help me. Please help…."

"…I'm sorry. Guest!"

The ladybug employee politely discouraged the clinging and pointed toward the front desk.

"I am not an information clerk. If it's regarding the exit, please inquire at the front desk over there."

"……."

The employee in the weasel mask froze, then creaked their head around.

Our eyes met.

Welcome. 

C o m e  O v e r  H e r e

Don’t worry. I’m an ally. 

But the weasel mask turned around and tried to flee back out the glass doors. No, then where on earth are you planning to sleep….

Wait, how did they even cross over here in the first place? Did they cross without scanning through the gate?

It was then.

"…!"

A guest who happened to be entering the lobby caught the weasel mask who was trying to run out.

…It’s Section Chief Lizard!

A-Ah, why hasn't the Team Leader left yet?

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, holding the neck of the gasping and crying employee, strode toward the front desk, stared at me, and greeted me.

"Hello."

H e l l o

"Can I stay with this?"

And he held out something like a small rectangular paper badge.

It was a lodging coupon.

‘…??’

W h e r e  D i d  Y o u  G e t  T h i s

"The Bluedream Mascot is distributing them as event prizes."

‘…….’

Wow.

‘Why would he do such a thing?’

No… more importantly, is he allowed to just do that on his own?

Subconsciously, I reached for my appointment document hidden under the front desk.

The pen starts moving on its own again.

The Bluedream Mascot reportedly held an event for experience reviews on its own initiative. Is this a gesture of welcome?

Though it is an act bordering on an abuse of authority, since he is a mascot of the same theme park, I decided to tolerate it this once.

Even though there was no such plan.

It will also help promote the resort's opening.

Do I really have to do this…?

And it seems the mascot has pledged to pay the lodging fees himself for the coupons issued.

Ha.

Suppressing a sigh, I grabbed the pen that was trying to move on its own and forced it under my control.

I decided to accept only the price with the affiliate discount applied, charging even down to the last Coin.

‘Anyway, let's maintain a friendly relationship.’

No matter how I looked at it, it was a gesture of friendship.

But how do I receive payment? I can't cross over to that side.

It seems you can meet the mascot if you go near the gate leading to the Blue Dream Water Park area during theme park operating hours.

Thanks for letting me know that much.

I suppressed a sigh and put the document away.

Then, receiving the coupon, I faced the Lizard in front of me, who had blank eyes, once again.

No, you should have just gone outside.

W h y  A r e  Y o u  H e r e

"Blue Dream Water Park is currently undergoing maintenance on all other gates, and only the gate leading to this resort is operational."

This is crazy.

‘No wonder there were so many guests from the first day of opening!’

Why are you doing forced solicitation for us!

"And those who have received the event coupon cannot leave."

"…!"

"I assume it's judged that the Boarding Pass has not been fully consumed."

Ah.

It means they haven't enjoyed the 'theme park' enough.

That must be why Section Chief Lee Jaheon and the employee he’s holding by the neck couldn't leave.

‘Hmm.’

W e l c o m e

I can't just let them go missing in a theme park after business hours.

Receiving the coupon from the sobbing employee's hand, I gladly assigned a deluxe room to Section Chief Lee Jaheon and the nameless employee in the weasel mask.

And I even attached a Standard-grade Mascot to help guide them to their room.

‘I should put them on a floor with only quiet guests….’

Including our employees.

I just hope no one is found as a corpse the next day….

"Um, Mr.Mascot."

And taking advantage of a brief gap between guests, Jang Heowoon whispered softly.

"Thank you. For helping…."

I t ' s  O k a y

It's just amazing that he has the personality to say thank you for getting a little help from his employer even though he was forcibly signed into an employment contract.

‘How did you survive in a Daydream inc….’

It was at that moment, while I was looking at Jang Heowoon with pity.

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The theme park's background music changed.

‘…!’

A lively… ending song.

-See you again next time~

One by one, the dazzling lights of the gorgeous and enchanting theme park outside the window began to turn off.

Spreading further and further.

‘…End of business hours!’

The theme park stops operating.

Standard-grade Mascots close and lock the large glass doors of the lobby.

At that moment.

"LET US INNNNNNN!!"

More than fifteen human figures rushed toward the glass doors like mad and began pounding on them.

…They seemed to be theme park visitors who failed to leave in time.

But the lobby doors do not open.

The Standard-grade Mascots simply wave their hands in farewell, just like the friendly theme park dolls they are.

Blood stains the glass doors, and those with crushed hands wail as they ram or bash their heads against it.

But still, the doors do not open.

And the lights of the resort's streetlamps also begin to go out.

Tik

Tiktiktiktiktiktiktiktiktiktik.

The guests outside the door, watching the lights go out from afar with terror-stricken eyes, eventually fled somewhere as if pushed by the extinguishing lights.

Where they are going, I do not know either….

‘…….’

My heart was thumping.

Meanwhile, the lights also went out in the massive chandelier of the lobby.

Only the faint light of gas lamps remained, softly and cozily enveloping the resort building's lobby.

Today’s business has ended.

‘Whew.’

A cold sigh, a mixture of fear and relief, escaped my lips.

‘Day 1 concluded.’

Anyway, I endured.

G o o d  J o b

At my words, the employees collapsed as if their legs had given out or hung their heads low.

N o w

R e s t  T i m e

Everyone except the night shift, go inside.

For the record, I’m the one on duty…. It seems mascots don't need to sleep. Sob.

‘To deal with any unforeseen circumstances, this is the right way to do it.’

It's freaking scary, but let's bear it. If I make someone else do it because I'm scared, I might end up seeing a resort that’s turned into a mess.

I assigned rooms one by one to the employees who were clearly exhausted and fatigued.

‘I hope you get plenty of rest….’

Please, just throw away your useless curiosity and just sleep.

And after sending everyone off, I stayed in the lobby alone for a moment before returning to the manager's office.

‘Whew.’

I briefly considered taking off the mascot mask… but I decided to refrain for now, fearing I might be stripped of my mascot status if I did.

And strangely enough, this doll mask was becoming increasingly comfortable to wear.

‘It feels like I'm wrapped in a down comforter.’

The slight heaviness and stuffiness were also bearable. Eventually, sitting at the office desk, I picked up the pen.

It was time to settle the accounts for today’s business.

Day 1 Business Performance

Visitors: 78

Guests: 45

Rooms Occupied: 27

Satisfied Users: (Calculating)

Profit: Cheerful Coin x51

Cheerful Coins?

‘Is it talking about the plastic coins I received as fees?’

I requested a Standard-grade Mascot to transport the coins to the office.

There were indeed exactly 51 of them.

‘I guess that's it.’

And if this is based on a board game… there should usually be a place to use these coins.

Should I try purchasing resort Supplies using the Cheerful Coins?

As I thought.

Or, it might be possible to change the resort facilities or make them more luxurious.

I made up my mind to choose whichever would be more helpful for the operation.

Hmm.

I crossed my arms. It was a bit of a waddling posture, but it was possible.

‘…To make this resort safe, I think it's important to block difficult guests in advance.’

Then what method would be most effective?

If I could change the resort, it was actually a simple matter.

‘I just have to make them not want to come.’

I began adding another item under the existing resort rules and regulations.

2.  For the peaceful rest of our guests, all disturbances are prohibited within the resort.

All amenities, welcome gifts, and services are provided immediately upon check-in. Afterward, you can enjoy a dignified and peaceful rest in your room without any disturbance.

Thorough social distancing!

‘I'll act like a clothing store where not soliciting customers is the selling point.’

This way, I can naturally add this sentence.

If you disturb the peaceful rest of other guests, your room may be canceled.

But this is a resort affiliated with a theme park.

Saying "get plenty of rest since you've played hard at the amusement park" is quite a plausible thing to say, but if I'm not careful, there could be many dissatisfied users complaining about lack of service or lack of fun.

I need to care about user satisfaction so I can add new facilities, get more stamps, and escape….

Fine.

I decided to purchase the highest quality amenities and welcome gifts with the Cheerful Coins.

In addition, I will replace all the bedding in the guest rooms with the highest quality ones.

I'm going with the "freebies" meta.

Facility investment? That's only for people who plan to run this place long-term. For a mascot like me who wants to milk the satisfaction as much as possible and bail, it doesn't apply.

Let's just pay for everything with game money!

Hahahaha!

Ha…….

Whew.

‘…But where on earth am I going to find additional staff?’

Unless they're crazy, the people who came to use coupons today will all run away tomorrow.

There's no answer. Ugh.

‘For now, let's just pick out some items….’

And so, the night shift hours passed.

***

A few dozen minutes before Kim Soleum began his mad shopping for supplies.

Lee Jaheon took the Flower Golden Resort's antique wooden elevator up and was assigned a room on the 3rd floor.

The Standard-grade Mascot that guided him opened the room door, waved its hand a few times in a somewhat friendly manner to say goodbye, and then politely vanished.

So, he was left alone in the guest room.

"……."

As is often the case with hotel-style accommodations, it was somewhat cramped, but as part of a theme park, it was an atmospheric room in the Baroque style.

Brass decorations and glass crafts were faintly reflected in the dim light.

He passed the crystal lamp and headed for the bed.

On the nightstand in the bedroom was a beautiful notice engraved with golden flowers.

Information Guide for Guest Lizard

We sincerely welcome you to Flower Golden Resort, a fantastic space for relaxation.

To help ensure a comfortable and cozy experience for our guests, we have prepared a simple resort guide.

We hope you enjoy all the cheerfulness of this resort.

Clause number 1 followed below, which could be summarized as a request to maintain manners and dignity. And….

Lee Jaheon's gaze shifted downward.

…On the notice, item number 2 was being added in real-time.

2. For the peaceful rest of our guests, all disturbances are prohibited within the resort.

"……."

And at that moment.

Knock, knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the room door.

Lee Jaheon put down the paper without hesitation and approached the door.

The knocking didn't stop, continuing at increasingly shorter intervals….

Knock, knock, knock….

Click!

He opened the door without hesitation.

If Kim Soleum had seen this, he would have torn his hair out, saying, 'Should I have also included a cliché item to ignore any sounds asking to open the door?', but Lee Jaheon was composed.

And the one standing in front of Lee Jaheon's room door was….

"Um, hello."

An employee wearing a Bison mask.

It was Jang Heowoon.

He had finished his working hours, taken off his uniform, and was wearing a suit again, but a golden bowtie could be seen tucked into the front pocket of his suit.

He glanced down the hallway with a nervous and anxious air, but soon quickly spoke again.

"I'm sorry for the sudden visit, Section Chief. It's just that…."

He lifts his head with a determined expression.

"By any chance, would you consider working at this resort? …We need more staff."

Lee Jaheon stared at him with his vertical pupils.

***

The next morning.

"I would like to work at this resort."

"…?!"

The yellow mascot dropped all the welcome gifts he was carrying onto the floor!

Chapter 174

The Lizard became a theme park employee.

No, seriously!

This morning, Kim Soleum stared blankly at Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who suddenly expressed a firm desire for employment instead of checking out.

R e a l l y  ?

“Yes.”

And in an instant, he finished signing the employment contract. The sight of Section Chief Lee Jaheon wearing the uniform was truly, truly….

‘It, it suits him.’

Since he looked like a lizard, he really looked like a theme park employee….

“Is it that way?”

Y e s

Naturally assigned as security personnel, Section Chief Lee Jaheon began working near the main gate.

‘Please take good care of getting rid of the troublemakers….’

For reference, Jang Heowoon, standing next to him, was looking at the Suite Room Accommodation Ticket in his hand with an awkward expression.

That's right. I had already heard that it was Jang Heowoon’s doing!

-To be honest, I went to see Section Chief Lizard last night and asked him. I told him that because the Resort is short-staffed, we can't get out of here….

Thus, Jang Heowoon was promoted to HR Manager.

“……!?”

It was a pyramid-style structure, but no one cared because they were going to make a quick exit after hitting the jackpot anyway!

However… Kim Soleum felt a strange sense of dissonance.

‘How did he know?’

That more staff were needed to escape this Resort.

“Huh? I mean, it just came naturally… Oh, since we needed three employees to operate the Resort to get one stamp, I thought it might be similar for the next one…. That we would need more manpower.”

Hmm.

If it was a deduction, it was very good, but it felt somewhat eerie, so Kim Soleum decided to keep it in mind.

‘Anyway, it’s a good thing.’

If it’s Section Chief Lee Jaheon, he’s a person of excellent values who wouldn’t be strange to see getting involved as a superior for the survival of many employees… no, since he’s an alien.

With this, we’ve moved one step closer to escape!

However, there was someone watching this scene with anxiety.

‘F*ck.’

The Ladybug employee rolled his eyes.

With the release of the Manual on how to handle the crazy room service, work had become slightly more manageable, and he began to have other thoughts.

While standing out in a ghost story was a crazy thing to do, falling behind and being far from 'success' was also a matter directly related to survival.

He held back a curse as he looked at Jang Heowoon in the Bison mask.

‘Are they only going to save that bastard?’

Ghost stories that could only be cleared by people who received a passing grade based on the standards of an Anomaly were a type of cliché.

‘This won't do.’

In the end, he coerced a Weasel employee who had come to check out with lies and threatening remarks into signing an employment contract.

Having heard that they could only leave if they became employees and that Section Chief Lizard wasn't working for no reason, the terrified Weasel mask went to the Mascot in a state of near panic.

‘This is it.’

The Ladybug employee expected to be given a position as well, but….

Y o u  M a y  G o

Instead, the yellow Mascot told the Weasel employee that they could leave.

After a long stare, a pat.

‘F*ck!’

Is it because he’s a useless bastard?

…Still, since the Weasel employee was hired after practically begging, he was somewhat satisfied.

Another guinea pig has been created…… Uh, uh, uh?

Just then.

Standard-grade Mascots appeared in a swarm and installed something in the center of the lobby.

L o o k

A giant gacha machine appeared in the center of the lobby.

“……??”

The Ladybug employee momentarily forgot all words and stared blankly at that giant, sparkling, enchanting glass ornament that looked like a Christmas tree.

Wh-What on earth was this?

As if to inform him, a flashy sign was attached to the front.

[Welcome Gift Gacha]

Meet wonderful items to help you relax.

The inside, which looked like a giant snow globe, was filled with wrapped gifts.

And the guests could press a button to draw a gift from inside.

Kim Soleum, inside the yellow Mascot, was watching it with a satisfied look.

‘Probability games are always a dopamine hit….’

For reference, Special gifts were wrapped in gold, and upon drawing one, the room was upgraded to a Suite on the top floor.

Besides that, there wasn't a single 'dud'—everything was good—so no one could possibly dislike it…. Hahaha.

‘Take this and just stay quietly in your rooms before you go.’

The yellow Mascot was scattering bribes in all directions!

“Oh my, oh my, it’s so sparkly! I love sparkly things! Can I draw one?”

Y e s 

G i f t

That wasn't the end of it.

He was upgrading rooms for every visitor, making up excuses as he went…!

‘W-What is this?’

It was truly a give-away style operation!

The Ladybug employee looked at the Mascot in confusion and bewilderment.

And then he realized.

‘Is he trying to raise his status as the Resort owner by enticing guests like this and pressuring them to stay longer at the theme park?!’

He was wrong!

Kim Soleum, who was running an entertainment-style board game betting all his Coins for the sake of escape, looked at the guests with proud eyes.

For reference, from today, he had openly posted a sign on the glass door in front of the lobby saying, 'A Space for Quiet Rest.'

Whether it was effective or not, some troublemakers were being cut off at the entrance.

‘Good.’

The yellow Mascot breathed a sigh of relief, imagining a fairly decent outlook.

Thinking that he was finally getting the hang of how to run the Resort as it entered its second day.

But just before closing time that day.

An unexpected situation began to occur.

I looked at the potential employee in front of me… no, the guest who wanted to stay but lacked funds.

The person, who still looked human but had hollow eyes, searched their pockets with an anxious face and then sobbed.

“I, I don’t have it…. Money, I don’t have any…!”

Oh!

I reached out my hand as a sign of welcome and said kindly.

T h e n

W o r k

Labor counts too!

“Hieeeek!”

However, the other party instead dashed out the front door. No, I was planning to let them off even if they just slept rough in the lobby….

I hope they exit the theme park quickly within business hours. I smacked my lips and looked down at my paws.

‘Finding that last person… is hard.’

The attempt to suggest employment instead of lodging fees failed.

Still, I thought if I kept at it, at least one person would get caught.

‘…How much longer will it take?’

The thought that it might take longer than expected made me a bit anxious, but I suppressed it since this was a situation where I shouldn't panic from fear.

I am a Mascot right now.

And….

-See you again next time~

‘Closing time is here again today.’

Theme park operations ended.

End of Day 2.

“Aaaaaah!”

“It’s the Resort!”

The last guests ran to the door and entered, and the Standard-grade Mascots stood on either side, preparing to close the doors.

As if to tell Section Chief Lee Jaheon to learn the job, a Standard-grade Mascot holding a suppression rod had him standing behind it while teaching him something.

‘The Section Chief is a rookie….’

Just as I was thinking it was a somewhat funny sight.

Thud.

“…!”

Someone roughly pushed the glass door and appeared in the lobby.

“Welcom— hieek.”

From beside me, I heard the sound of Jang Heowoon gasping and holding back vomit.

…At first, I also thought it was a monster.

A bloody monster with humans sprouting instead of arms.

But looking closely, it was a small person dragging one person in each hand.

…One might think it was a gruesome sight.

If what was being held in those arms weren't corpses with all limbs broken and heads smashed, being dragged like trash.

“Hup,”

The Field Mouse employee, who was cleaning, covered their own mouth. A pure fear stemming from a threat to survival, not supernatural horror.

It leaves two thick trails of blood in the lobby, pushing through the guests who had entered earlier and approaching the front desk at a terrifying speed….

“…….”

Wait?

Instead of fear, a strange emotion rises.

Displeasure.

‘You shouldn't cut in line.’

Isn't that bad manners?

And what is the reason for so blatantly dirtying the floor?

If they had left the bodies in the lobby or entrusted them to the Standard-grade Mascots, they would have kindly moved them!

There is no dignity.

It doesn't suit our Resort.

The Standard-grade Mascots and I all stared at it at once.

‘…….’

However, this strange and sudden displeasure vanished the moment I made eye contact with the person at the front desk.

A small, blood-stained Human Figure, breathing heavily, raised her head toward me at the front desk….

“Give me a room.”

‘…!!’

Dolphin mask.

…It was Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae of the Elite Squad!

‘Why, why is she here?’

Shouldn't she have left yesterday? Why on earth is she still here, and….

‘How on earth did she survive last night?’

In the theme park after business hours had ended.

While dragging two dead bodies.

‘……Wait a minute!’

I barely managed to re-examine the horrific corpses held in Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s hands.

Masks and suits.

They were the team members who, like Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, had drawn the red horses.

A chill ran down my spine.

‘She was carrying them because they all died.’

Because if the physical distance increased, they would be strangled to death.

‘…….’

I felt something strange, but as a Mascot, I responded kindly to the guest.

L o d g i n g  F e e

“Ah.”

Thud.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who dropped the bodies haphazardly on the floor, handed me a small, blood-stained golden object.

“Um, how about something like this?”

It was Pure Gold.

It looked as though something that was originally an ornament had been broken apart.

‘Gold.’

If it were my original self, I would have taken it, thinking what a great profit this was since I was already short on funds.

But as a Mascot, I cannot do that… Whew.

N o

T h i s

I took out a plastic coin, a Cheerful Coin, from under the desk and showed it to her.

But Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae didn't react. It was obvious, but she didn't seem to have any Coins….

Ah.

In that case.

T h e n

W a n t  T o  W o r k ?

This time, it might work.

I watched the other person's mouth tensely.

Lee Seonghae’s mouth opens…….

“I’d love to!”

Whoa!

“But since I have cracks in both of my legs… could I have a sitting job? Hehet.”

‘…….’

Why are you saying such a thing so brightly?

Looking at her now, it seems like the line-cutting happened because she was barely moving while not even properly perceiving her surroundings.

For now, she needs to rest quickly.

‘Let's hear the details tomorrow.’

H e r e

I quickly held out an employment contract, and Lee Seonghae scanned the contract thoroughly….

“But there’s no compensation section?”

Ah.

Right. From an employee's perspective, that's the most important thing in a contract.

‘The situation was too urgent….’

It’s because we built a Resort in half a day from a ruin and started normal operations.

J u s t  A  M o m e n t

I quickly wrote on the back of the employment contract.

The employee has the right to be guaranteed lodging while working at the Resort.

Hmm.

In addition to this.

And upon working until all three facilities in the Resort are successfully operational, the employee may take one item of their choice from the Resort’s souvenir shop, which will open in the future.

This way, she might be able to take an Item with her.

‘It’s worth a try.’

I don't know if a real souvenir shop will be built, but thinking of other theme park areas, it was a quite plausible deduction.

“Oh, I like it.”

After checking all the phrases, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae took the pen and signed gallantly.

Employee: Dolphin

At that moment, something amazing happened.

“Ah.”

The bloodstains were erased from Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s Body, replaced by a clean uniform, and her messy, tangled hair was neatly arranged and tied down.

Buckles or stickers resembling Mascots were attached over the severely injured body parts, creating a look that added theme park employee-style decorations.

…Like magic.

“Oh.”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae hopped in place and raised both hands.

“My body feels light!”

That’s a relief.

‘It seems it doesn't just put a uniform on them, but makes them take on the appearance of an employee.’

So that they can work properly.

G o o d

Now I have to accept the next guest, so I'll guide Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae to her room… Ah!

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae tries to tuck the corpses back under her arms. Argh!

N o

The uniform will get dirty!

‘Truly terrifying.’

I suppressed the goosebumps rising as I looked at the two corpses Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae had carelessly thrown on the floor.

And I pointed my finger.

L e a v e  T h e m

“But if I leave them, I’ll die….”

I n s i d e  T h e  R e s o r t

I t ‘ s  O k a y

Strictly speaking, all my employees are Mascots and parts of me.

So while they are working as employees. Within the Resort, they seemed to be recognized as one unit.

‘That’s why everyone is working in their respective positions right now.’

And the corpses of the same team… Hmm. It seems they automatically became my Familiars.

They are mine now.

I watched as the Standard-grade Mascots moved the two corpses somewhere.

…Let’s not worry about what happens to them. It’s harmful to my mental health, and I don't have the luxury to worry about that right now.

Let's take care of the living.

T o d a y

R e s t

I placed a Welcome Gift in Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s hand, one that hadn't been put into the machine yet.

It was a golden flower scented candle that gets rid of insomnia.

“Ooh.”

The Assistant Manager watched the burning flame as she drew a small golden flower shape in the air, and then smiled slightly.

“You’re a kind-hearted Mascot.”

T h a n k  Y o u

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae raised both her hands in fists.

It looks like a Dolphin doing a 'fighting' gesture.

“Then where will I be working starting tomorrow?”

About that…. Hmm.

‘I think you’d be really good at cutting off troublemakers.’

However, it also feels like she might openly get into a bloody fight or try to kill a customer making unreasonable requests….

‘Uuuum.’

I put the assignment on hold.

W a i t  F o r  N o w

“Yes, yes.”

Because it’s about time for new positions to be created.

‘Resort expansion.’

After closing time that day.

Day 2 Performance Results

Visitors: 102

Guests: 67

Rooms Occupied: 41

Satisfied Guests: 33 / 45

Revenue: Cheerful Coin x62

‘Done.’

I received a decent report card.

‘The satisfaction was okay even on the first day.’

I’ll be able to see exactly how effective the 'Social Distancing' Theme I started today was tomorrow.

The important thing is….

‘Now I can expand the facilities.’

I looked at the document.

Requirements for Resort Facility Expansion

3 Employees: Completed.

30 Satisfied Guests: Completed.

The opening went smoothly! The guests are generally satisfied, and currently, the biggest reason for satisfaction seems to be that it’s a 'theme park-like accommodation facility.'

I’m looking forward to seeing what effect the new bedding and Welcome Gifts I bought with the revenue investment will have.

And… it seems this Resort is now ready to open a new facility.

What facility would be good to open?

I’m pondering over the following list….

I watched the pen in my hand move as if flying.

Expected words fill the document.

Spa 

Restaurant

Fitness Center

Swimming Pool

‘…Whew.’

It’s easy since I thought about it beforehand.

Let’s see.

Considering the personalities of the current employees and ghost story clichés….

‘This is it.’

I picked up the pen and circled one facility.

Spa ○

Restaurant

Fitness Center

Swimming Pool

The Restaurant is a common subject for ghost stories, the Fitness Center has a gore risk, and the Swimming Pool overlaps with the Blue Area, so I don't know what kind of unexpected situation might occur, so I excluded them.

‘Then it’s the Spa, as expected.’

Everyone, go take a sauna and get a massage!

I was satisfied and pleased.

For reference, this choice brought about an entirely unexpected situation.

Two days later.

The number of guests at our Resort exploded by sevenfold….

‘……!?’

And.

…On the same day.

The first death occurs.

Chapter 175

The morning of the third day since the opening of Flower Golden Resort dawned.

An hour before the lobby doors opened at 9 o'clock, the employees gathered in the lobby to hear the Mascot's briefing.

And today, once again, something extraordinary happened.

O v e r  T h e r e

The Mascot pointed to the window on the left side of the resort.

Beyond it lay a portion of the resort area that was still in ruins.

B u s i n e s s  

S t a r t

And the moment the Mascot declared it.

“…!!”

The ruins beyond the window were reconstructed.

Broken glass swirled to form a hemispherical shape, with gold decorations glittering in the gaps.

And inside, gorgeous golden flowers filled the space.

Steam rose from the top, and a glass passage stretched out toward the resort building, piercing through the window to create a door and connect the two.

Standard-grade Mascots rushed out and hung an elegant sign above it.

[Healing Golden Spa]

All the employees stared wide-eyed at that golden glass greenhouse.

Viewed like this, it looked like a wonderful place out of a fairy tale, but it was not a place for humans.

It was the kind of place where, if a human entered to enjoy the spa without any information, the ending would be described in gruesome terms like 'Became ■■ and went missing,' or 'Bones of all four limbs removed. Found later at the waste sorting center.'

Even the aromatic oils used were like that.

The oils placed in the spa were of the finest quality, carefully selected from ingredients such as Sun Orange, Grapes, Fig, Apple Juice from Eternal Farm, Blood of an 18-year-old ■■ from Mt. ■■, Blood Vessel Juice of a bipedal primate…

…Recalling the examples from the spa introduction brochure where such things were written, Kim Soleum felt dizzy.

'It's a perfect place to die.'

Thus, after much deliberation, he had implemented an emergency measure.

Namely… automation!

At Healing Golden Spa, all massages are customized by plants filled with professional consciousness.

All massages here were performed automatically by the strange greenhouse facilities.

This was because Kim Soleum had poured Coins into it to disconnect this hazardous place from the employees as much as possible…

In the process, the spa became even more bizarre, but he had no regrets!

'No more adding Napolitan-style Work Regulations…'

The theme of 'Guaranteeing private relaxation exclusive to our precious guests' was put to good use again this time.

For the record, he had scraped together the remaining Coins and poured them all into changing the bed furniture to match the high-end bedding in the resort rooms.

An investment that didn't consider profitability at all!

'Please stay satisfied with your room and don't come out to the lobby or the hallway.'

It was an action taken solely to minimize movement and block variables.

In fact, its purpose was no different from an Exorcism Seal.

The Mascot's efforts to prevent the work regulations from ballooning to number 20 were tear-inducing…

The yellow Mascot held back a sigh and finally assigned new duties to the new employees.

First, Supervisor Dolphin, wearing the Dolphin mask, was assigned to the spa’s reservation confirmation desk.

“Okay. I got it!”

Next, he assigned the Weasel employee as the cleaner for the spa waiting room.

“Yes, yes…”

The Weasel employee, who still hadn't fully regained his senses, nodded repeatedly and rushed off in that direction with his head bowed low.

And there was an employee watching this closely.

The one in the Ladybug mask.

He was in the middle of a realization of his own.

'…He's putting the useless employees in places where they don't have to face people directly!'

In a sense, he hit the bullseye.

By Kim Soleum's standards, the more reliable an employee was, the more they were placed in positions to directly deal with the ghost stories.

It was a utilitarian arrangement to increase everyone's survival rate, but naturally, people tend to judge others according to their own values and ways of thinking.

'He's sorting us out!'

The Ladybug employee clenched his fists.

Would the useless employees be fired or remodeled into Standard-grade Mascots like this?

Either way, it was a sweat-inducing ending.

'Fuck, seriously.'

He looked around at his competitors with dark eyes.

Now that he had already become an employee, the safest formula of 'clearing while staying inconspicuous and blending in' could no longer be applied.

In that case, he had to use a different formula.

Staying within the passing grade.

Making the ghost story evaluate him as someone who is okay to let survive…!

T h i s  W a y

The yellow Mascot called the employees who were part of his team separately and stamped their Boarding Passes with the stamp placed at the spa entrance.

Beside him, the Field Mouse employee was even starting to grin, as if he was finally relaxing.

“At this rate, we'll escape within the next four days, won't we?”

“……”

Stupid bastard.

Ladybug thought anxiously.

As the person in charge of room service… what was his rank?

'I can't be pushed out before all three stamps are collected.'

However, regardless of what a single employee thought, the Resort continued its operations.

O p e n  F o r  B u s i n e s s

The day began with the new facility.

That day's business was also a success.

However, from the next day, the yellow Mascot began to notice strange anomalies.

The fourth day of business.

Kim Soleum involuntarily exchanged perplexed looks with Jang Heowoon.

“……”

“Um, for some reason, the guests seem to have changed a bit…”

That was true.

Since the spa opened, something strange had been happening.

Until yesterday, most of the guests visiting the resort had an appearance that suggested they were there for the theme park, or had just come from enjoying it.

It was only natural. This was a resort attached to a theme park.

But… today, the number of guests with bizarre appearances had increased.

“IheardIcouldrestquietlythankyouverymuchforthegiftpleasedon'tmindmeI'llbefineaslonga sIhavebathwaterthankyou”

The thing that just passed by was a bizarre creature that looked like a lump of slime with only limbs attached.

An appearance that looked like it would appear in a ghost story about being stranded in a remote forest.

It had no admission ticket on its wrist, nor a single souvenir or headband. It didn't look like it came to enjoy a theme park, no matter how anyone looked at it.

And today, such strange guests were rushing to the front desk to take rooms.

A crowd large enough to be called an onslaught!

'…??'

Is it really doing this well?

Somehow, he had a bad feeling. Sales would be good, though…

N e x t

Anyway, Kim Soleum received the next guest.

But that guest was…

Someone he was actually familiar with.

“One room, please. Including the spa. Sigh…”

A pale man wearing a chauffeur-like uniform and a formal cap.

'It's the Taxi Driver of the Apocalypse!'

Kim Soleum, who had been indebted to him when escaping Death Road, broke out in a cold sweat!

Why on earth would that gentleman come to a place like a theme park? Was there any entity among the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse who would be interested in a theme park?

'This won't do.'

He had to grasp the situation.

In the end, the yellow Mascot spoke.

P a r d o n  M e

“Hmm?”

I f  Y o u  D o  T h i s

O n e  M o r e  G i f t

Kim Soleum hurriedly made a 'Through what channel did you find us' survey and held it out.

The taxi driver scanned it with tired eyes and then just spoke.

“I've been seeing a lot of promotion through reviews lately… I needed some rest because of my job. I can't quit until the end. Hahaha…”

……??

Watching the taxi driver head up to the 4th floor after receiving a Deluxe room, the yellow Mascot blinked.

'Promotion through reviews…?'

And then he remembered.

The coupons the Blue Mascot had been handing out.

Flower Golden Resort

Deluxe Room 1-Night Accommodation Ticket

(Experience Review Mandatory)

'…!!'

No way.

The yellow Mascot immediately summoned Lee Jaheon.

R e v i e w

D i d  Y o u

W r i t e  I t  ?

“Yes.”

My goodness!

W h e r e

“One of the Mascots assigned as a Guide handed me a postcard.”

Kim Soleum summoned the Standard-grade Mascots in charge of that task and checked the identity of the postcards.

'Oh my god.'

…Dozens of postcards written by guests who had used the coupons had already piled up.

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon's one-line postcard was also there.

-The bed mattress is soft.

'…….'

Well, it was a good review, but…

'It seems these review postcards are circulating as promotional materials through some strange Ghost Story Network.'

…And it seemed this was creating a tremendous synergy by perfectly matching the newly launched social distancing theme, attracting even ghost stories whose personalities normally wouldn't bring them to a theme park…

An entirely unexpected boom!

'Argh.'

It wouldn't have been strange if Kim Soleum had wailed, "Why is business so good?" and suddenly slashed the number of rooms.

But his identity as a Mascot would not allow him to take actions like driving away guests who came…

In the end, the yellow Mascot let his horns droop in resignation.

'…Let's just think of it as being able to quickly fill the quota of satisfied guests.'

He recalled the conditions he had written down yesterday, necessary for the third facility addition.

Things needed for resort facility expansion:

Employees: 3

Satisfied users: 300

Mascot Ceremony Rite

The number of required users had increased exactly tenfold.

And he even had to hold a suspicious event…

'Still, I guess I should be glad the number of additional employees needed is still three.'

In any case, looking at the swarming guests, it seemed he wouldn't have to worry about filling the user quota.

“Is there a problem?”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon asked, seeing the yellow Mascot with drooping horns.

Of course, the Mascot had neither the reason nor the courage to get angry at the alien lizard who had simply written a good review as instructed…

N o

The yellow Mascot patted the lizard's back.

G o o d  J o b

“? Yes.”

It was like something out of a sitcom.

However, there was someone here watching that scene with an anxious look, unable to laugh at all.

The Ladybug employee sitting at the room service call desk.

He scanned the scene with bloodshot eyes.

'Is he being recognized?'

What if that Section Chief Lizard gets promoted?

He would be pushed back.

His chances of survival would drop…!

'No.'

He had to do something.

The Ladybug employee thought of his 'trump card,' but soon gritted his teeth.

Section Chief Lizard was an opponent too difficult to use schemes against.

His special ghost story escape method was already famous within the company. If he tried anything foolish, his head might literally explode.

For the same reason, Supervisor Dolphin was also difficult. Because she was part of the Elite Squad.

In the end….

There was only one employee who was rated higher than him but was an easy target.

“……”

He looked back at the front desk.

Jang Heowoon, the employee in the Bison mask who had been promoted to manager, was working.

That night.

Knock knock knock.

A visitor came to Jang Heowoon's room.

“Um, who is it…”

“Ah, it's me. Ladybug.”

“Ah!”

The tension on Jang Heowoon's face eased slightly as he recalled various work regulations.

Fortunately, the ghost-type guest who mimicked voices had also checked out yesterday. He had processed the check-out himself.

'G-Good.'

Jang Heowoon opened the door, and the Ladybug employee stepped toward the room with a slightly sheepish expression.

“Um, hello. Mr. Bison. I'm sorry, but could I borrow one item…”

“U-Um.”

“Yes?”

Jang Heowoon blocked his path.

“Please don't come in.”

“……!”

“It's written in the work regulations.”

16. Please refrain from inviting other guests into your room.

It is better not to make exceptions even if a fellow employee visits. By the moment you realize it is not who you think it is, it will already be too late.

“……”

“Um, I'm not trying to be rude. It's just… since rules are rules, I thought it would be safer to follow them as much as possible.”

“Of course.”

The Ladybug employee stepped back and laughed heartily.

“I've run out of bottled water in my room. If you could just lend me one bottle of water, I'll be on my way…”

“Ah…! Of course. I should have some spares. Just a moment…”

The complexion under Jang Heowoon's mask brightened slightly, and he quickly took out a bottle of water from the refrigerator inside the room.

“……”

Taking advantage of that moment, Ladybug moved very slightly.

Very. Slightly.

Flutter.

“……”

“Ah, here it is.”

“Thank you!”

Ladybug took the water bottle from Jang Heowoon, who had returned to the entrance after getting it from the fridge, and left with a smile.

Jang Heowoon bowed to him and then closed the door.

“Whew.”

He was alone.

In a way, it felt scarier when resting like this at night. Sometimes the blood and guts he saw during the day would make him feel nauseous.

'Still, it's rewarding.'

This resort is a truly wonderful place, and the Mascot is a truly great, wonderful, and grand person.

For the first time in a long while, it felt like his daily life had some vitality.

Thinking so, Jang Heowoon checked the entrance to make sure it was locked for the last time….

But then.

'Huh?'

Something was lying on the floor at the entrance.

A flat yellow square.

'A Post-it?'

It was a Post-it commonly used for documents.

It seemed a Standard-grade Mascot doing the cleaning or the Ladybug employee had dropped it.

The fact that it was yellow made Jang Heowoon smile instinctively.

'Just like this place.'

It was closer to a dull yellow than gold, but regardless, Jang Heowoon picked up the paper.

The front side of the Post-it, which had fallen face down, was revealed….

what to do

at  such a bright age

such a pity

Boohoohoohoohoo

“……”

Jang Heowoon froze.

He peeled off the Post-it with trembling hands.

'An… Item?'

A person who has spent a year making a living by entering ghost stories is bound to develop an intuition.

An intuition to realize.

That something unusual is happening.

“……!”

He threw the Post-it on the floor and immediately rushed to the emergency phone in the room, grabbing the receiver.

“H-Help me, Mascot! This…!”

At that moment.

Jang Heowoon slipped.

His foot got caught in the phone cord trailing on the floor as he grabbed the receiver.

'Ah.'

And then.

Thud.

Unluckily, his head hit the bed nightstand.

Unluckily, the yellow Mascot had just changed the bed and nightstand to solid oak to match the high-end bedding.

Unluckily, falling with a concussion from hitting his head, Jang Heowoon crashed his body hard against the nightstand as he went down.

Unluckily, his hand swept the nightstand, catching the crystal lamp hanging above it, causing it to shatter and pour down.

Unluckily, the sharp parts of the shattered crystal that bounced off the wall were exactly.

Pierced into his spine.

“…!”

He tried to reach his hand behind his back, but it was already over.

Thud.

He collapsed to the floor.

And he could not get up again.

Jang Heowoon died just like that.

Without being able to let out a single scream.

Unluckily.

***

Room 303 was drenched in blood.

'…….'

I stared blankly at Mr. Heowoon lying on the floor.

He died with a pale face, his neck and below mangled by crystal shards.

He was… dead.

“He must not have followed the work regulations.”

“Tsk.”

Among the employees who were suddenly called and gathered in the early dawn, I could hear some of them whispering in the back.

Those who were accustomed to the death of others.

The screams had also ended with the very first one witnessed. As if this kind of thing was too familiar and no big deal.

An atmosphere suggesting he made a mistake, as expected of someone from a cleanup team.

'…….'

But I had already found something on the floor at the entrance.

A crumpled item whose effect had worn off was in my hand.

A Post-it.

……I know this item.

A horrific and typical cursed item registered in the Delusion Home Shopping catalog.



[Misfortune Post-it]

: Is there an acquaintance you hate to death? The curse talisman, that old superstition, has become a reality. Now, mourn their unfortunate accident with a simple trap!

Tip) The more the acquaintance deeply believes in superstitions, the faster and more powerful the effect!

(Note: The target must be an acquaintance of the user. The target must discover and read the talisman directly. The target must be flustered. Blood Chest guarantees effective results only when all precautions are followed.)



I might have missed it if I didn't know, but I do.

And I also know the one who knocked on Jang Heowoon's door a few hours ago.

The Mascot knows.

Y o u

“……!”

The Ladybug employee froze.

I peered into him.

D i d  Y o u  T h i n k

I  W o u l d n ' t

F i n d  O u t ?

“Uh, uhhh……”

I don't know why. Why on earth?

This isn't a ghost story where you can escape alone by killing someone. Why a teammate?

W h y ?

I peered into him.

“No, what… I thought you only let people who work well survive! Hic!”

I t ' s  N o t

L i k e  T h a t

“Strange…. Ah, right! I see! If you're good, you might not be able to go home and be encouraged to keep working at the resort, so I don't know why I unconditionally believed that. Ah!”

The Ladybug employee smiled brightly and clapped his hands.

“I guess it's because I've come to love the resort! Mascot! I'll become a very excellent employee here! The best employee….”

Thud.

“……”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae retracted her hand after striking the neck of the Ladybug mask.

“What a lunatic, right?”

But I couldn't answer.

I just kept looking at Jang Heowoon's corpse.

It wasn't the first time I'd seen someone die, but it felt so strange…….

My stomach churned.

'…….'

At that moment.

“Um, can't we save him?”

What kind of crazy talk was that?

‘It’s not like I have a Wish Ticket….’

But Supervisor Lee Seonghae pointed to her own arms and legs.

The parts that were now decorated with Resort staff accessories and sundries instead of wounds.

“Because you fixed me, too.”

……!

“The Mascot can do anything in their zone, right? And the staff are part of the zone…?”

I recall reflexively.

The thought I had offhandedly a few days ago, looking at the corpse Supervisor Lee Seonghae dragged in.

-The corpse seems to have naturally become my familiar.

“Can’t you fix employees, too? Just like Resort facilities.”

Could it be.

‘…….’

The yellow Mascot opened its mouth.

G e t  u p

The body of the deceased Jang Heowoon rose straight up, beginning from the head.

“…!”

The pale face, spilling blood and intestines, remained the same.

“Heek!”

I ignored the scream and stared at Jang Heowoon's corpse.

L e t ' s  W o r k

To do that.

I must make him look fit for work.

“……!”

The sharp shard embedded in Jang Heowoon's punctured spine was pulled out, and the blood that had pooled on the floor was sucked back into the gaping wound. As the wound sealed, a stylish uniform vest covered it.

The sharp crystal shard became a pocket square with the Mascot drawn on it and tucked into the pocket.

At that movement, Jang Heowoon's corpse twisted and shook in the air, and then….

Thud.

He stood on the floor of his own strength.

And then, he opened his eyes.

“…….”

Amidst the room being filled with the sound of breathing and silence.

Lastly….

The Bison mask mutated violently.

Jang Heowoon was now wearing a strange, golden feline mask with horns.

The yellow Mascot's mask.

And then, he smiled and opened his mouth.

“Mr. Mascot! Then should I head to my post now?”

“AAAGH!”

From that day on, the real ghost story began.

Chapter 176

The Resort must open.

Even if someone died 3 hours ago.

Even if that person was a close colleague of mine.

Even if his blood and guts went back inside and he came back to life as something other than human.

“Welcome, guest! What kind of room would you like?”

We are standing side by side at the front desk.

…Beside me, a Resort employee wearing a yellow mascot mask is kindly attending to guests.

It is Jang Heowoon.

No….

‘I don’t know.’

Cold sweat trickled down inside my mask. I thought, mechanically handing a room key to a guest….

What on earth is this?

‘Did I bring Jang Heowoon back to life?’

But can that thing even be considered Jang Heowoon?

My senses as a Mascot identify the employee standing next to me as a being I have taken as collateral through a contract.

However, starting work with a wide smile is absolutely not the reaction of a human who was killed by having his spine pierced and then brought back to life.

It is a ghost story.

But because the Resort must be operated, and because Jang Heowoon must work diligently to fulfill the conditions of an employee so he can stamp his Boarding Pass, I am standing here.

But now, the escape itself is in question.

Can something that has already become a ghost story escape into reality according to the laws of humans?

And is it even okay to escape…?

“Wow… thank you so much!”

He is no longer excessively nervous.

He acts like a true hotelier toward guests of all sorts of bizarre appearances.

He doesn't break a cold sweat or get flustered even at all kinds of strange demands.

Who is that?

Even during lunch hour, instead of heading to the staff cafeteria I prepared along with the other employees, he works among the Standard-grade Mascots.

He doesn't even spare a glance at the ladybug employee—the one who killed him—who is now cleaning while muttering to himself in a corner, out of his mind.

No resentment, no forgiveness, no interest.

There is nothing.

‘He’s not human.’

The sheer wrongness of it all makes my stomach churn and my spine tingle.

Thankfully, the Mascot mask hides everything.

N e x t

I sent one guest off and watched the next guest approaching with their mouth agape while looking around.

But….

“Ex, excuse me….”

A modern person wearing a hoodie and jeans, looking around with a flushed expression.

‘It’s a person.’

Did they get caught up in the Theme Park board game? I hoped they would fill their Boarding Pass and get out quickly.

But….

“Is this the resort that was in that magazine? It’s wonderful….”

…Magazine?

‘Wait a minute.’

I checked both of the person’s wrists.

…There is no Boarding Pass band.

Y o u  C a m e  T o

T h e  T h e m e  P a r k  ?

“Huh? Is there a theme park here too? I, uh, saw the review advertisement… Uh? But how did I get here? I thought about wanting to go, but why am I here?”

the person’s face goes blank.

And a chill ran down my spine.

…It’s not the board game, but humans are being pulled in through a different method.

Just for this Resort?

“U-um, but I don’t know how I got here. What should I do to get out of here?”

“It’s that way, dear guest!”

Jang Heowoon cheerfully points toward the lobby door.

But the exit of this Resort is… wait a minute.

I don’t think they should just leave through there…!

A legitimate guest of the Theme Park would return safely to the place they entered. But a mere visitor… isn’t there a high probability they would ‘just’ exit to the outside of the Theme Park?

And no one knows what lies outside the Theme Park….

Just think of Death Road or the Mansion of the Blind!

‘They’ll go missing.’

I hurriedly grabbed the person.

W a i t

“Uh… yes?”

T h i s

I randomly handed over one of the room keys hanging behind the desk.

T a k e  I t

“Pardon? Oh, no, it’s fine….”

I lowered my head.

And I gave the bystander who entered the Resort, who wasn't even a guest, one last chance to become my guest.

The pupils of the Mascot stared at the bystander.

T a k e  I t

“Ye, yes….”

The person trembles and reaches out to take the room key.

It was practically a forced sale.

But it couldn't be helped.

‘Let’s have them stay for now.’

At that moment.

“How would you like to handle the payment?”

…!

“Pa, payment? My card….”

The body of Jang Heowoon, wearing the yellow mascot mask, smiles and returns the card.

“This is not a currency that can be used at Cheerful Theme Park, guest! Cheerful Coins, please.”

“Uh… e-err, where do I get those?”

No.

“It is simple! In the theme park ■■’s ■■■■■ your ■■■ ■■ ■■■■■.”

“Aaahhhhh! Ahsothat’show!”

“Yes! It is simple.”

“I’ll go change it right now! It’s so reasonable, tothinkevenahumancanbesold!”

Things that shouldn't be heard are being said! Things that shouldn't be known are coming out! There is a reason why I deliberately placed human employees, not Mascots, as front desk assistants, and there is a reason why I didn't bother to recall it—of course, as a Mascot, I already know. No, I will not think about it! No….

Q u i e t

The employee falls silent.

The drooling human guest looks at me.

G i f t

“Uhh, but the payment….”

F o r g e t  I t

“Yes.”

The guest staggered up to their room.

A sigh of relief escaped through my twisted mouth.

“…….”

I became certain of one thing.

The employee beside me just did something that Jang Heowoon would never have been able to do.

“Mr. Mascot, shall we welcome the next person?”

I couldn't hold it back.

Y o u

W h o  A r e  Y o u

“Pardon? Ah, I am the employee hired by Mr. Mascot, working at this Resort….”

W h o  A r e  Y o u

The employee looked at the Mascot warily, but soon answered in a bright voice befitting an employee of Cheerful Theme Park.

“I am the HR Manager of this Resort!”

Y o u r  N a m e

“Hmm… Ah. My name is Bison!”

…….

The nickname that had been signed on the contract.

W h o  A m  I

“You are Mr. Mascot!”

M y  N a m e

“It is Golden!”

The name of the employer signed on the contract.

With a heavy heart, I look at the employee of indistinguishable identity who has the appearance of Jang Heowoon.

And finally, I ask.

D o  Y o u  K n o w

R o e  D e e r ?

“…Roe Deer?”

The employee wearing the yellow mascot mask pauses for a moment.

“Batchmate.”

…!

“He was a colleague at the company I worked for before I was employed at this Resort. He was a very grateful person. I remember that Mr. Mascot was also an employee of the Security Team there….”

……

Perhaps.

Y o u r  R e a s o n  

F o r  W o r k i n g  T h e r e

The reason he attended Daydream.

The Wish Ticket.

If I remind him of the core of the person named Jang Heowoon, then maybe…….

“Ah… I wanted to save my precious family.”

…!

“I was an orphan and grew up in a facility, but three years ago there was a big fire accident and all the family I lived with died in it. Somehow, I was the only one who survived.”

…….

“I even thought about dying, but they told me I shouldn't. So I tried to save other people. If I did that….”

S t o p

“Pardon? Understood, Mr. Mascot!”

I can't listen anymore.

It's driving me crazy.

“But it was all meaningless obsession. I find working at this Resort very rewarding and happy!”

…….

W h y

“…Yes?”

W h y  A r e  Y o u  H a p p y  ?

“Because it is a Resort operated by the wonderful Mr. Mascot….”

W h a t  D o e s  T h a t  H a v e  T o  D o  W i t h  Y o u

“I-I’m sorry…. I overstepped my bounds. I will work harder for Mr. Mascot and the Resort…….”

Dammit.

S o r r y

“Not at all! Mr. Mascot can do anything. This Resort is a place operated entirely by Mr. Mascot’s judgment and will. It is an honor to work in such a place.”

…….

N o

With those final words, I began receiving guests at the front desk again.

The employee who looked like Jang Heowoon seemed restless for a moment, but when a guest approached, he responded again like a cheerful Theme Park Resort employee.

That’s why my head cooled down even more.

‘I don’t think I should have heard it like this.’

The repulsion of hearing someone’s intimate and desperate personal circumstances so absurdly lightly and casually.

It makes me feel nauseous.

To the point where I feel lucky that I cut him off in the middle without listening to the more detailed story.

…….

Is there really, really no way…?

I even pulled out the document I had used as a guide for Resort operations and picked up a pen.

Repaired one employee. It took some effort, but he seems to have become a superior employee through the repair process. Highly satisfied.

I got goosebumps.

I forced the pen to twist.

Highly satisfied But, since a superior employee is not necessarily a good employee, I am considering a way to return him to his original state.

But the pen doesn't stop.

However, there is no such thing.

……!

I will only focus on how to operate the resort better. I have decided not to engage in meaningless contemplation.

To exist solely as the Mascot of this resort

I picked up the pen and barely managed to erase all the words.

My breathing inside the mascot suit grew ragged, but the Mascot did not waver. I shouldn't be like this.

‘I have to get out quickly.’

Something is going wrong.

But… for now, the priority was to successfully expand this Resort once more.

As quickly as possible.

Requirements for Resort facility expansion

Employees 3

Satisfied guests 300

Mascot Ceremony Rites

For now… satisfied guests will soon reach 300 at this rate. No, honestly, seeing the guests flocking in today, it’ll be over by today or tomorrow.

It was a staggering achievement.

‘Why does the social distancing concept work even in a ghost story?’

In the past, I might have been a bit annoyed and amused, but now it didn't matter. The problem was the top and bottom.

Employees and the ceremony ritual.

‘…….’

Three additional employees.

Like before, there is a way to entice the civilians visiting here to work as employees using lodging as bait.

The problem is how many of those people can be persuaded, and if someone dies while working as an employee, who will take responsibility.

‘Those people don't even have minimal equipment like masks.’

Whether my sanity can hold out is also an issue.

And the next method is….

It’s gruesome, but it's a method I learned through this incident.

‘…….’

I summoned the Standard-grade Mascots.

And I inquired about the location of the objects they had cleared away somewhere.

Specifically… the whereabouts of the two corpses that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae had brought with her.

Yes.

I was going to see if the corpses could be brought to life and used as employees.

And the Standard-grade Mascots led me to the back of the Resort building.

A space where only Standard-grade Mascots work, which human employees avoid and guests are prohibited from entering.

Among those areas, they led me to the freezing section of the room service warehouse.

Two Mascots are standing guard in front of it.

[Airtight seal of the cold storage must be checked]

‘Ha.’

While imagining the appearance of the corpses that would be inside, I was about to open the door to check….

‘…….’

I realized it.

As a Mascot, I recognized them.

Y o u  T w o

The corpses were not in the cold storage.

Because the two Standard-grade Mascots standing guard in front of the cold storage were the corpses of the employees!

‘Fuck!’

The corpses had turned into those Standard-grade Mascots…!

Just like Jang Heowoon’s corpse had turned into an employee….

The Standard-grade Mascots stare at me.

I almost staggered back, but my ego as the operator of this Resort made me hold my ground.

Then the Standard-grade Mascots, the things I had considered as another part of my body, approach and try to support me.

I got goosebumps.

Then the identities of all the Standard-grade Mascots here right now are……

‘Damn it.’

There must have been corpses wandering and dying in the Resort ruins.

I had been raising people who might have died who knows when and using them as employees!

This insanely eerie Resort… no, wait.

If you think about it, it’s not the Resort’s fault.

‘Corpses are buried in graves and become nutrients for nature anyway.’

But if they became nutrients for this wonderful Resort, wouldn't that be better than being decomposed pointlessly for general nature and lowly creatures?

Yes. Since they were dead people anyway, it felt like using them well was the right thing to do.

‘Phew.’

I barely managed to settle my mind and let out a sigh of relief.

…Anyway, using dead corpses as employees was a failure.

‘Maybe because there was no separate contract, they aren't recognized as individuals.’

But if there is one hope, it’s that Jang Heowoon is counted as an employee, not just a general Standard-grade Mascot.

In other words, he is recognized as an individual, not like these Mascots who have no sense of self at all.

…Even if the fact that he doesn't have the appearance of a mascot is simply because I allowed the employees to maintain their human appearance.

“…….”

I closed my eyes tight. No, I wanted to, but the mascot mask prevents it.

The situation is… out of control.

‘I’m confused.’

The bizarreness of the ghost story began to be revealed blatantly.

I had been busy with operations, but looking at the current situation, I felt like something even bigger was going to happen at this rate.

I had left the ladybug employee under the surveillance of two powerful employees— Section Chief Lee Jaheon and Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae—but I couldn't burden them forever.

‘I have to get out of this crazy Resort quickly.’

No matter how enchanting this Resort is and how hard I’ve cultivated it, this is unavoidable.

‘I need more information.’

Paradoxically, since Jang Heowoon is now… a perfect Resort employee, I can leave him in charge of the front desk for a while and move around.

If I give him an instruction, he carries it out exactly as told.

A certain degree of freedom of movement has been established.

So, today is the 4th day. My evening schedule is… this.

I walked out of the Resort building entirely and followed the path.

And….

H e l l o

I came directly to the gate leading to Blue Dream Water Park.

And so….

Meeting the Blue Mascot.

I ' m  H e r e

The Blue Mascot, who had been standing beyond the gate, throws down the booklet he was holding and runs over.

Chapter 177

The Blue Mascot.

The mysterious entity that had changed my boarding pass into a membership pass. It had even treated me as a lost child and put me on a wanted list after I escaped through the gate.

The more I thought about it, the more eerie its cute exterior, resembling a blue dragon, felt…

G o o d  C h i l d !

It was strangely favorable.

Now, just looking at it made me feel somewhat at ease.

I walked right up to the gate and waved at the Blue Mascot, who seemed at a loss for what to do.

Perhaps realizing once again that we could not cross into each other's zones, the Blue Mascot looked a bit dejected, but soon began waving back vigorously.

Seeing the two mascots waving at each other across the gate, several visitors nearby smiled and watched.

G o o d  C h i l d

I

C a m e  To  S e e  Y o u

And then I realized something strange.

'The words… I can hear them more clearly.'

I mean, beyond the short, characteristic speech of a mascot, it was like the deep and great voice I had heard once before.

However, there wasn't the pressure that made me cough up blood like that time.

It was conveyed as if pure will were seeping out.

Was it because we were both mascots?

Right now, the Blue Mascot seemed to be saying two things at once: "You finally came to meet me" and "I'm so happy and grateful that you came to see me like this."

Is such rich communication possible between mascots?

'If so… it means the visitors nearby can't understand this level of meaning.'

I could communicate more directly.

I

W a n t  T o P l a y

!

W h y

D i d  Y o u  I n v i t e  M e ?

I was sure we had promised to play at the theme park, but why did I have to work even here after coming all this way?

At my question of why it invited me if this was how it was going to be, the Blue Mascot opened its mouth, looking flustered.

And what it said was…

W e  C a n  P l a y

…!

L e t ‘ s M a k e

O u r  O w n  Z o n e

What?

Then the Blue Mascot showed me a vision.

'…!'

Developing a zone to be used jointly by the Yellow Zone and the Blue Zone.

'Ah!'

I see! I can make the third zone this way!

That's how we spend time together.

Then I can cross over to the Blue Zone! The Blue Dragon can also cross over to the Yellow Zone!

The rules for users would double, but the fun would double too!

And since our rules don't conflict, it's entirely possible to create.

We can spend eternity happily enjoying each other's theme parks in this wonderful Cheerful Theme Park, cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant and cheerful and pleasant—

'…!'

I bit my tongue.

…Barely, I managed to pull out of that vision…….

'I almost… almost did exactly that.'

The Blue Mascot's will seemed to be contaminating me. Not good.

Even without malice, it was dangerous.

'Making things bigger right now is a suicidal act.'

I waved my hand to calm the Blue Mascot and said:

H o w  A b o u t

I  J u s t

Q u i t ?

I meant, how about I just quit being a mascot and go over to the Blue Zone as a guest?

But the Blue Mascot lowered its head sadly.

N o

…….

T h e r e  H a s  T o  B e  

M a s c o t

An active theme park zone must have a mascot.

So, I cannot just quit being a mascot as I please.

'As I thought.'

I figured it would be like this.

Still, if I were to quit by force, the danger that follows would be…

G o o d  C h i l d

D i s a p p e a r 

'……!!'

This Yellow Mascot would still exist.

But I, who am not the mascot… would be separated from the mascot and disappear.

However, if one is already deeply assimilated into the mascot's identity, all ego and power are sucked into the mascot, leaving no 'residue to be discarded' in that situation….

'No!'

It's only the fourth day. I… haven't assimilated with the mascot that much yet!

I haven't lost myself to the point where my existence would disappear just by quitting the mascot role!

I know who I am. It was okay.

The me who is not a mascot can leave!

'……Sigh.'

I barely managed to lean against the gate, holding it with trembling hands.

An eerie urge to tear off this mascot suit right now, a repulsion toward whether I even could tear it off, and a sense of stability given by the fluffiness and comfort spin around in a dizzying mix….

I

W i l l  P r o t e c t

G o o d  C h i l d

The Blue Mascot said, looking flustered.

Though becoming the mascot of the resort wasn't what the Blue Dragon intended, it seemed it could provide enough help and advice regarding that part as well.

As if it would support me wholeheartedly.

Then, from somewhere, other Blue Mascots began rushing toward the gate in a swarm.

Bags were held in their hands.

And they gently tossed the bags over the gate, and I caught them skillfully.

Visitors nearby clapped as if they had seen something entertaining.

And inside the bag I peeked into, filled to the brim, were….

'Cheerful Coins…!'

Nearly a hundred blue and red coins were inside the bag.

It seemed it was settling the accounts for the stay event it had staged on its own. No, but….

T o o  M u c h

I t ‘ s  O k a y

The Blue Mascot looked somewhat triumphant.

I  H e l p 

G o o d  C h i l d

Good grief.

But it seemed a mascot who had successfully operated its zone for a long time was wealthy. Since it didn't seem to be overextending itself, I should take them for now.

I could just invest them in the resort. No, because I might have a use for them somewhere!

'…Get a grip.'

I organized the coins, tucking the bag into the pocket near the mascot's belly.

'I have to do this quickly.'

As soon as I open the third zone as quickly as possible, I'll scan the boarding pass, quit being a mascot, and escape.

'I can't… hold on any longer.'

Let's find additional employees quickly and proceed with the Mascot Ceremony Ritual.

Nothing has changed in the plan. Let's stick to it.

And my instincts as a mascot were telling me it was about time to return to the resort.

It was resort operating hours, and leaving my post longer than necessary was negligence.

Let's quickly ask the Blue Dragon for what I need and go.

C e r e m o n y  R i t u a l

H o w  T o  D o  I t  ?

H a v e  F u n  !

The Blue Mascot raised its hand.

Its Ceremony Ritual was fireworks.

The beautiful lights bursting over the water park were reflected on the water's surface, making him recall his nostalgic deep sea ■■, though now it had faded… what?

'A-anyway. So it's a unique event of the theme park.'

It seemed it could be chosen according to the mascot's taste.

For instance… Magic Bunny's seemed to be a parade.

Mine would probably be similar.

T h a n k  Y o u

The Blue Mascot became somewhat triumphant again.

Then it snatched something another version of itself had carried over and hurriedly held it out to me.

G o o d  C h i l d

G i f t

Snacks.

It was full of snacks sold at the water park. From hot dogs to chocolates. And just like before… even churros.

'…!!'

Wait.

[Blue Soda Churros]

An item that, when eaten, vomits out contamination in the form of seawater.

Its mechanism wasn't precise, and anyway, since it originated from a ghost story, I hadn't used it until now unless it was an absolute emergency with no other options… but isn't the one who made it right in front of me!

I held the churros and shook them.

T e l l  M e

M o r e  P l e a s e

The Blue Mascot stared at me blankly as if it had heard an incomprehensible question.

Wait.

An effect that wasn't specifically intended… you say?

'…….'

I looked at the churros.

If it's just a natural mechanism.

Usually, in a ghost story, if you eat food from within the ghost story… what happens?

In countless legends, if you fall into a strange and mysterious place and eat the food there, what happens?

—You become part of that world.

Right.

If a human eats the theme park's food, they gradually change into an existence suitable for this theme park…!

'That's why it vomited out other contaminations.'

Things that didn't belong in the theme park!

The realization sent a thrill through my head, but a cold shock took over instead of excitement.

'Then….'

It's useless for Mr. Heowoon.

Jang Heowoon, who came back to life as an employee, is already an existence perfectly suited for the theme park.

Because he's an Anomaly.

'…….'

There's no effect.

G o o d  C h i l d

S a d  ?

I don't know.

'…I have to do, what I have to do.'

I moved on to the next topic.

I

N e e d

I appealed earnestly, making the shape of a fluffy plush doll with my front paws.

A Good Friend Doll.

Obtaining that item, which originally came from the Cheerful Theme Park souvenir shop, was one of the many reasons I came here.

However, the Blue Mascot shook its head.

N o t  

H e r e

Ah.

Right, it wouldn't fit the theme to sell furry plush dolls at a water park. They'd sell cute tubes instead. Damn it!

I

N e e d 

Then can't you somehow get it even from the Magic Bunny zone?

C a n ‘ t

D a n g e r o u s

Magic Bunny is a crazy bastard.

Do you really think something from that souvenir shop would actually help you? …It could be summarized as that.

'…Hearing it put that way.'

It was a valid point, but still, the power of the Good Friend was proven in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

It was no different no matter which zone of which theme park it was.

N e e d

You said you'd help with anything!

In the end, the Blue Mascot drooped its horns and ears and nodded.

D a n g e r o u s

I'll try to get it if possible.

But it didn't forget to say until the end to stay away from Magic Bunny and that I should never approach that zone.

Of course, I would keep that in mind too.

'It's a relief that the Blue Zone is in between.'

I groaned as I recalled the horrific sight of the Red Team, where only Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae had survived.

Come to think of it, I really wonder how Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae survived outside after business hours…….

Eh?

G o o d  C h i l d  ?

I turned my head.

Just now.

Something happened at the resort.

As the Yellow Mascot, I could tell. A commotion broke out in my zone. I have to know!

Let's return!

I

H a v e  T o  G o

The Blue Mascot's eyes watched me quietly.

A l r e a d y

T h e r e

…!

Come to think of it.

The Blue Mascot could not distinguish between one special individual and the standard-grade mascots.

Every doll suit was a Blue Dragon, and the Blue Mascot could freely move all of its bodies.

Because every Blue Mascot was it.

The Blue Zone belonged to it.

And….

The Yellow Zone belongs to me.

G o o d  C h i l d

A l s o 

I n  R e s o r t

I understood that teaching as if possessed.

And thus, the me inside the resort.

I concentrated my consciousness on the standard-grade mascot. And then….

It became me.

'…!'

When I blinked, I was a mascot standing guard inside the resort.

'My god.'

But before I could even feel surprise or dizziness about it, I saw a shocking sight.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon was binding Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae in the lobby.

'…?!'

And that wasn't all.

Beside the bound Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, I saw someone's limbs sprawled out like trash.

That blood was soaking the lobby.

The dead ladybug employee.

A knife was stuck in its neck, and blood was gushing out. As if it had tried to stop the bleeding, it was clutching its neck before it expired, and its hands were also covered in blood….

'…!!'

And blood was also splattered on Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's uniform.

Every piece of evidence pointed to one sentence.

…Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae killed the ladybug employee.

"Kek, Manager, it's okay. I've finished everything I had to do!"

However, Section Chief Lee Jaheon did not undo the binding.

Instead, when our eyes met, surprisingly, as if he recognized that the standard-grade mascot was me, he came to me carrying the bound Lee Seonghae.

"Eh?"

W h y

"Ah, the Mascot is here."

Lee Seonghae said in a casual voice.

"Um, can the cost for restarting that one over there be paid with my wages? I'm okay with not taking anything from the souvenir shop…."

W h y

D i d  Y o u  K i l l

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae looked at Jang Heowoon.

At the resort employee who was no longer wearing the Bison mask.

"They killed that good person for no reason."

…!

"They'll kill another person given the chance, so I can't leave them alone! To be honest, it's better for the resort if they die so we can use them again in a more beneficial way."

My head is spinning.

But do you know what the problem is?

…It's that there's a part of me that feels relieved.

Furthermore, the guests aren't agitated either.

Rather, some were clapping as if they had seen an interesting show, or trying to give Lee Seonghae a tip.

So….

That's more of a problem.

M y

J o b

Punishing the ladybug employee should have been up to me, the mascot.

Whether I made him serve the users of the terrible toxic bath in the spa, forced him to do room service on foot, or made him do whatever the guests demanded, it was a matter for me to decide.

But….

"But you seem too kind, Mascot."

…….

"This kind of thing should be done by someone like me who doesn't get stressed!"

Phew.

N o  S u c h 

P e r s o n

"…!"

F r o m  N o w  O n  

R e p o r t  

A b s o l u t e l y

"…Y-yessir."

In the end, I used the standard-grade mascot to demote Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae to spa cleaning duty.

Actually, rather than a demotion, it felt like a performative punishment for overstepping her authority.

Whether I should be grateful, scared, or horrified, I don't know…… ha.

'My head hurts.'

I grit my teeth and revived the ladybug employee as well.

…I don't know if this can be considered reviving him, though.

"I will work hard. Mr. Mascot!"

With this, two deaths.

Two people were replaced by perfect employees.

"……."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon seemed to be quietly staring at me for some reason, but I avoided that gaze and went to the front desk.

I was exhausted.

But there stood an employee with the appearance of Jang Heowoon.

'F*ck, seriously.'

Let's just work.

Let's work faster and escape quickly….

N e x t

And it was when we were receiving guests.

"Team Leader, those are the Daydream bastards over there!"

…!

"Yeah, I have eyes too. It's not like I've seen those crazy bastards only once or twice in disasters, so stop overreacting."

…A familiar title.

It was a small voice, like a whisper, but because a standard-grade mascot was nearby, I could hear it.

"Still, we should note that a human is working normally. Got that, Gomyeong?"

I raised my head.

Two people wearing the coats of the Disaster Management Bureau were coming to the front desk.

'…!'

My god.

A person with a casual impression but looking strong somewhere, called 'Team Leader', stepped forward… and spoke to me.

"Hello?"

H e l l o

"Um, I came to ask something."

And the Team Leader explained while looking at me.

"I heard a guest wearing a hoodie and jeans, who looks similar to us, checked in recently."

That civilian.

This was definitely an intervention after receiving that person's request for rescue.

If so, these people are….

'One of the other Hyunmoo Teams…!'

My god.

And I had seen the faces of Team 2, the neighboring room, coming and going for a few weeks, but these people were unfamiliar.

Then there was only one.

'Hyunmoo Team 3!'

"Please tell me which room that guest is staying in."

I barely managed to answer the Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3.

P e r s o n a l   I n f o r m a t i o n

C a n n o t

"……Your professional ethics are solid, aren't they?"

"I'll say."

The people from Hyunmoo Team 3, who were staring blankly at me, soon turned their gaze to the 'employee'.

"Um, is there any other way?"

"I'm sorry, Dear Guests! As Mr. Mascot said, our Flower Golden Resort cannot leak the precious personal information of our guests. Is there anything else I can help you with?"

"Oh, then…."

"Wait a minute."

At that moment, the Team Leader's face, who was carefully observing the employee, stiffened.

She stepped closer and scrutinized the front desk employee's build. And after looking into his eyes behind the Yellow Mascot mask….

"…Cleanup Team rookie?"

…!

She recognized Jang Heowoon.

"Why is he here… no, you said this place wasn't registered. So that's why you assigned two people?"

"Pardon? Yes! That's correct. And that rookie, as far as I know, was on vacation……."

"……."

"……."

The two agents fell silent and looked at the employee Jang Heowoon.

And….

"How may I help you, dear guests?"

A small curse came out of the mouth of the Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 and then vanished back inside.

…Still, the two showed a quick composure characteristic of people accustomed to such things and regained their calm.

They looked at me with eyes more subdued than before, but did not forget the purpose of their visit.

"…You said you can't tell us which room the guest is staying in. Then call the guest's side. Tell them we're here."

O k a y

I gladly granted that request.

And the civilian, after not answering the phone a few times in terror, finally answered but was so paralyzed with fear that they dropped the phone a few times or cried, but eventually believed the words that they had come to rescue them and came downstairs.

The problem was….

R o o m  

P r o p e r t y  D a m a g e

In the process, they had broken a few things in the room…….

"…!!"

"I, I was startled…! I-I'm sorry……."

I t ‘ s  O k a y

P a y m e n t  P l e a s e

I politely extended both paws toward the civilian.

But naturally, the civilian had no means to pay.

Realizing that, the Team leader pushed him back and stood before me.

“Even without money, can we pay it back another way?”

Phew.

W o r k

“…!?”

I reached out a hand and pointed at the group.

Then, I made an unprecedented offer.

T h r e e  P e o p l e

T w o  D a y s

O r….

I f  N o t

Y o u  A l o n e

S i x  D a y s

The civilian I pointed at froze.

“T-T-That’s….”

The Agents immediately shielded the civilian.

And the Team leader calmly checks.

“If we say we'll work, do we happen to turn into a form like that?”

Pointing at Jang Heowoon.

…….

“Or can we work like the other employees?”

If I were a real Mascot, I might not have understood what those words meant.

But because I understand.

P o s s i b l e

I bowed my head.

I t ‘  s  O k a y

B a d  E m p l o y e e s

A r e  G o n e  N o w

“…….”

The Agents flinched.

The Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 looked at me as if sizing me up.

And after several dozen seconds passed, he declared.

“…Fine. The three of us want to work here.”

“Team leader!”

“Yeah. Think of it as a good experience. And you know….”

The Team leader gestured with his eyes toward the sneakers.

Specifically, he must have meant some Item reminiscent of the laces tied to them.

Escape Item.

“I brought it.”

“…!”

The Agents ended up protecting the civilian and seemed to have decided to look for an opportunity to rescue Jang Heowoon if possible.

The three of them received the employment contracts, read them thoroughly, and signed.

…And so, all the employee slots were filled.

‘…….’

Now, the last part.

It’s time to prepare the ceremony.

Chapter 178

The Hyunmoo Team of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau consists of those who personally experience all sorts of bizarre ghost stories.

Their work is a bit different from initial investigations or cleanup tasks. It is because, in the process of rescuing survivors, they often experience the ghost story to its fullest, becoming almost completely soaked in it.

However, a case like today's was rare.

“T-Team leader.”

“Shh.”

The leader of Hyunmoo Team 3, agent code name Haegeum, pressed down on her team member's head.

[Flower Golden Resort]

It had already been five hours since they arrived at this strange place.

And the agents had noticed quite a few peculiar discrepancies.

The employees of this Resort are all human.

And most of them were maintaining their sanity, except for the Management Bureau rookie they found standing at the front desk.

No, at least on the surface, it appeared that way.

Was this even possible in a Supernatural Disaster?

“B-But. There's another weird one.”

the team member whispered.

“The employee taking room service calls!”

The eyes of the two turned toward the side of the front desk.

“Hello, I am Ladybug, the employee in charge of room service!”

The employee, who introduced herself over the phone as Ladybug in a cheerful tone, wasn't a ladybug at all; she was wearing a mask that mimicked the Mascot of this strange Resort.

…Just like the cleanup team rookie.

‘What on earth happened here?’

Only the two who seemed to have had their human personas removed were wearing Mascot masks.

When they asked if they had been ‘corrected’ for not working properly, everyone shook their heads.

“It’s nothing like that!”

“If I had to put it one way… a favor?”

A favor?

A sense of incongruity washed over them at the strange choice of words.

But beyond that, no one would give a proper answer as to what exactly had happened.

“Mr. Mascot said no.”

“Please check the Work Regulations.”

Right, even those damn Work Regulations.

R e a d

The Team leader had first opened the ‘Work Regulations for Resort Employees’ that the Mascot had kindly provided, only to shut her eyes tight.

There were 37 rules.

The dense text all alluded to the gruesome consequences that could occur at this Resort.

“It’s typical, isn’t it, Team leader?”

That was true. But somehow….

“Welcome!”

It was too peaceful.

The employees seemed not to feel the pressure or anxiety that the Work Regulations usually provided.

Even after seeing the two who had completely lost their sense of self and become resort accessories, they weren't seized with terror; instead, they were calmly performing their assigned tasks.

They greeted the Mascot and even struck up conversations.

They would even chat amongst themselves occasionally, but the moment the agents approached, they would glance over and quietly disperse.

“…….”

A bizarre feeling.

Grotesque and dangerous guests continuously entered the beautiful Resort, but she only needed to greet them at the entrance.

A thorough division of labor.

Her team members were stationed elsewhere. The civilians to be rescued were also placed elsewhere.

Isolation.

However, she was told she could go and say hello at any time. They said the Work Regulations were recommendations for the employees, not compulsions.

‘It’s strange.’

Time flowed very naturally and calmly, yet bizarre events occurred as if they were seeping in.

“…….”

Slap—!

The Team leader slapped her own face.

‘I have to stay sharp.’

Even if today's purpose for entering was a simple rescue rather than ending the Supernatural Disaster, this Resort was bizarre in a way that was different from previous disasters….

She had to keep her wits about her for the next two days.

And a few hours later.

-See you again next time~

“Aaaah!”

“Let me in! Let me in!”

The hotel's business hours ended, ignoring the human figures desperately pounding on the outer doors.

The gruesome madness revealed itself for only a moment before vanishing, and the employees conversed naturally without even sparing a glance in that direction.

“Can we go to sleep now?”

“I’m sleepy.”

That was even more chilling.

Even if they were from that crazy pseudo-religion company, this was strange.

‘These bastards are the ones who usually care about their own lives more than anyone.’

She lured one employee wearing a field mouse mask with a cigarette and listened to the story of this ghost story in a bit more detail.

“Ah! This was originally a theme park ghost story, but suddenly a new Resort was built….”

A newly created place.

“Anyway, they said if we just work as employees, we can leave!”

“Who?”

“Huh?”

“Who said you could leave? You said there’s no manual.”

“Uh… the Mascot, of course!”

Even when she caught other employees and asked, the content was similar.

“Once the Third Facility opens, we can all leave.”

“We're waiting for the Third Facility… Am I scared? I was, but I think I’m okay now… The Mascot takes care of everything.”

“? Yes. That is correct.”

“…….”

It was truly… bizarre.

The crowning glory was the reaction of the rescue target who had been working elsewhere.

The rescue target, who said they had cleaned the spa corridor, had a somewhat relieved face.

“The Mascot helped me…. The, the work isn't hard… and I only have to stay one more day, right? They said they’d even give me a gift when I leave.”

“…….”

“They said I can leave soon!”

This lukewarm sense of goodwill, the soaking peace, the bright and luxurious Resort, and the tightening psychological anxiety.

The Team leader truly craved a cigarette.

Because there was nothing quite like it for driving away the chills.

‘I’m weak against this kind of thing, damn it.’

If she had to choose, she was the type who was strong against traditional ghosts and shamanistic Supernatural Disasters.

But she had no choice since she was assigned here.

In fact, if the pager used by the rescue requester hadn't been a special one, the Hyunmoo Team wouldn't have stuck their heads in so quickly.

A pager that was almost like a piece of equipment, which, when pressed upon falling into a Supernatural Disaster, even indicated the path through which they had entered.

Pagers of such high grade were used by so-called key government officials or high-ranking people, but…

Usually, it meant the rescue requester had a special status.

Like the most precious relative of a fallen agent.

‘…Phew.’

…If that were the case, it was psychologically difficult to easily give up the rescue and escape by themselves.

Moreover, the rescue target that weighed on her mind wasn't just the one who called.

“Hey.”

“Yes, employee!”

The Team leader met the person she had been waiting for in the 3rd-floor hallway.

A male employee with long dark brown hair.

The front desk employee wearing a yellow Mascot mask, who had appeared from the elevator after finishing work, smiled kindly and accepted the conversation.

The Team leader gritted her teeth briefly.

…It was indeed the Site Cleanup Team rookie.

Was his agent code name… Chemo-reception?

“I have something I’m curious about.”

“Ask me anything!”

“I was wondering if you remember what you were doing before you came to this Resort.”

“Yes! Of course, I remember! You’re an agent from the Management Bureau, right? I used to work there too.”

He remembers?

“Right. Then I’ll pass on your regards. You’re from Jujak Team 2, right?”

“Yes! Thank you.”

The Team leader skillfully chose her words.

“But you could just go and deliver those regards yourself, couldn't you? Once you leave here….”

“Not possible.”

“…….”

“I have sworn and contracted with Mr. Mascot to dedicate myself to this Resort. I will not leave. And the contract is valid forever, until the end, forever.”

“How about taking a vacation?”

“I do not rest.”

“…….”

The Resort employee, who was once a Site Cleanup Team rookie, looked at the Team leader with a silent smile.

Silence.

“I must go to my room now. I have to follow the Work Regulations! You should also go to your room quickly and don't open the door for anyone else who might come.”

And then he walked down the hallway and entered his room.

Thud.

“Fuck….”

The Team leader spat out a curse like a sigh.

Her only regret was that she couldn't smoke, as doing something noticeable in a Supernatural Disaster was something only a fool would do.

‘How am I supposed to take him with me?’

She couldn't open the window, so she just stood at the end of the hallway and looked out the window beyond. As if she were smoking a cigarette.

She felt that if she could at least set the mood like this, the things she had to do would be organized in her head….

Wait.

‘…?’

There was something beyond the window.

“…!”

The Team leader immediately backed away from the window and pressed her body against the wall.

Noticing something in a Supernatural Disaster doesn't always act as a good thing.

Instead, she organized in her head.

What she had just seen.

‘So….’

The Resort grounds, with all the lights out, showed only very dark silhouettes. And the traces of a place where brilliant lights and the sound of music could be heard beyond that.

‘…It felt like an amusement park.’

But the ‘something’ wasn't over there.

Beside it.

In the ruins beyond where the Resort lights couldn't reach… something lumpy moved.

‘…A forest?’

It also looked like leaves swaying in the wind.

But surely, there was something looking up this way… wasn't there?

Something that looked like… a Mascot.

“…….”

The Team leader pulled her body away from the wall.

And then, narrowing her eyes, she approached the window once more….

H e l l o

“…!”

She turned around.

A cute stuffed mascot standing in the middle of the dark, cozy, and classic hallway.

…Before she knew it, the yellow Mascot was standing right in front of her.

W h y

D i d  Y o u  C o m e  O u t  ?

“…Ah. I was just seeing if my companions were doing well.”

The yellow Mascot looked at her with its cute-looking face, devoid of expression.

Cold sweat ran down the Team leader's back, but with her years of skill, she was able to move past it without showing any sign.

“Actually, I was craving a cigarette, but I held back.”

G o o d  J o b

Surprisingly, the Mascot stroked the Team leader's head as if she were commendable.

And it even gave her a small gift.

…It was a sleep mask.

“…….”

She took it for now and tucked it away safely. She would hand it over to the forensics team later.

And that strange thing she saw out the window just now….

‘Let’s not mention it.’

A strong survival instinct pricked her back, but ahead of that, an agent's instinct to grasp this disaster also emerged.

‘Damn it.’

“I’m curious, what’s over that way?”

She eventually reached out and pointed in the direction where something had moved.

And then she twisted her hand slightly.

T h e m e  P a r k

“Ah, so it was a theme park. Then this is the theme park, and over there… doesn't seem to be.”

The Team leader turned her hand and slightly corrected the position.

Toward the forest.

T h a t 

O u t s i d e

The yellow Mascot peered at her.

D o n ' t  G o

“…….”

I t ' s  D a n g e r o u s

After guiding the Team leader to her assigned room, the yellow Mascot opened the door for her.

N o w

And it stood still in front of the door until she had completely entered and closed it.

Beyond the closing door, the Team leader heard the Mascot's murmur.

B y  T o m o r r o w

I t  W i l l  A l l  B e  O v e r

And the next day.

For the first time since entering the Resort building, the agents were able to go outside.

Because the back of the Resort had been opened.

T h i s  W a y

Before the Resort operations even began, the Mascot gathered the employees and came to the ruins behind the Resort.

And the moment the Mascot raised both arms into the air.

Rumbleeee

The fragmented facilities of the ruins vanished into the ground.

In their place, beautiful garden trees began to rise.

“…!”

Landscaping was taking place.

Shrubs with thick green leaves, trees, and golden flowers sparkled. Small flower buds of various colors shimmered, making the giant golden flowers stand out even more.

And even a fountain.

“Wow! Is this the new facility?”

N o

C e r e m o n y

S p a c e

‘…Ceremony?’

The Team leader looked around.

Standard-grade Mascots were busily carrying something.

…Flyers.

Against the backdrop of a beautiful night garden, promotional text as classic and sparkling as golden light was written.

———

Come see Flower Golden

Dazzling radiance!

Ecstatic blooming!

The most beautiful illumination in ■■!

※ If you stay in a Theme Park View room, you can watch special effects through the window.

———

…Something was being prepared.

The night of the 5th day of Resort operation.

The time had come.

I checked my attire in the facility office.

Over the yellow Mascot's characteristic fur, I tied a formal golden bowtie.

And I placed golden glass decorations like flowers on my horns….

Finally, I held numerous glow-in-the-dark lamps in my arms.

Now, all preparations were complete.

By performing the Ceremony Ritual, the Mascot, who has become the true owner of the Resort, will be able to open the Third Facility.

The budget is ample, thanks to the Blue Mascot perfectly settling the event funds.

I walked out of the office.

As I went to the lobby where the evening business was in full swing, guests turned their gaze toward me upon seeing my appearance.

I handed them the glow-in-the-dark lamps one by one.

Standard-grade Mascots also waved their hands and generously distributed small glow-in-the-dark lamps to the visitors.

The Ceremony Ritual I decided on was the Illumination. A feast of beautiful light.

It is an excellent choice befitting the Flower Golden Resort.

By establishing it as a perfect Ceremony, it will further elevate the status of this Resort and show a dignity incomparable to a boisterous parade.

Leading the guests, I headed toward the back of the Resort building.

The massive and beautiful back door, established in advance, opens.

Ooooooooooo

It looks desolate.

The dark Resort grounds, long after sunset, are pitch black, and only the theme park lights sparkle beyond.

But that too is over now.

G o l d e n  F l o w e r s

The moment the Mascot raised its hand.

Lights began to sparkle all at once over the garden.

Ooooooooooo!

The night garden, blooming in golden light, dances and sparkles strangely.

The glow-in-the-dark lamps the users received, shaped like flowers blooming on a branch, also lit up with sparkling lights for every flower.

Ooooooooooo!

The cheers and shouts of the guests echoed through the garden. Some guests were seen crying, laughing, and wailing on the ground in emotion.

Now, the preparations are complete.

—We would like to express our gratitude to everyone who visited Cheerful Theme Park today.

—In a few moments, the Twinkle Illumination will begin at Flower Golden Resort. Please attend and witness the birth of the great Flower Golden….

I caught my breath.

‘Let’s do this right.’

The Mascot absolutely had to decorate the finale of this show from the center.

Once that’s done….

“Oh, so you’re opening the Third Facility now!”

T h a t ' s  R i g h t

I nodded proudly to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae as she approached.

“That’s great. Other zones have, like, ten attractions each. It would be nice if there were more like that here too.”

No. I’m going to cut my losses and leave immediately….

But as a Mascot, I couldn't utter such a statement, so I just stood there silently.

If I bring up another topic… ah, right.

S o

“Yes?”

I’ve been curious for a while.

R e d  Z o n e

L e a v e

H o w ?

How on earth did Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae escape from the Red Zone, and by what means did she endure an entire day raw.

I figured it would be good to hear it now to ease the tension.

“Ah, I got one Boarding Pass Stamp. But that rabbit was chasing me so much! I couldn't ride any more. He even blocked me from going to the Blue Zone at all.”

As expected.

“So I went to the opposite side!”

…….

Huh?

“I found I could go to the forest on the opposite side too? Once business hours ended, weird noises started coming from the theme park, and that crazy rabbit chased me into

the forest, but he was a bit slow there.”

That’s probably because it wasn't his zone.

No, I mean….

Then did she circle all the way around through the opposite forest all night to come out to the forest over there?

‘My god.’

“So when I arrived here, there was a Resort!”

G o o d  J o b

“Still, isn't it cool? Hehe.”

Yeah. It’s really cool.

To escape Magic Bunny who was chasing her and come out here.

Even if it was a Mascot who had come out to a place that wasn't its own zone and had become slower…….

…….

Wait?

Wait a minute.

R e d

M a s c o t

C h a s e  H e r e  ?

“Yes!”

I n  F o r e s t ?

“Yep!”

If it’s because the forest isn't anyone’s zone and therefore accessible, then I can understand.

The problem is not that.

I t  C h a s e  Y o u  

U n t i l  H e r e ?

“Yep! He almost caught up! Although he couldn't come out and was blocked once I came out here!”

…….

Magic Bunny.

The way to get to the Yellow Zone.

He knows it.

-♩♪♬♬~ ♩♬♬~ ♩♪♪

-Kyahahaha!

“…….”

“……Mr. Mascot?”

I turned my head.

As the garden was created, the grounds that were ruins were developed.

And it became one step closer and fully adjacent.

The forest.

And the lights of the garden shine into the depths of the forest.

Thereby, it is revealed.

The red path.

And the one who was standing quietly upon it.

C a u g h t,  H u h  ?

The red mascot moves.  

The Magic Bunny, who had spent the last four days clearing the forest to  expand it its own zone, now begins the final phase.  

Wearing overalls, the mascot raises its hand, and between the forest and  garden, a device decorated with a cute rabbit drawing rises up. 

A gate. 

A facility connecting the two zones. 

And then. 

—Kyahahahahahahaha!

A flood of long-term red zone guests and missing persons comes pouring in through the gate, running down the path. 

Chapter 179

Everything is red.

It is because of the countless red things pouring in from the gate connected to the forest.

Those who followed Magic Bunny's parade.

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

-Ahahaha!

Things holding snacks made from their own ribs, headbands decorated with eyes they plucked out themselves, and balloons made from intestines that were once their family's.

Unfortunate people driven mad by the horrific show unfolding in Magic Bunny’s zone and the cruel, disastrous demands of Magic Bunny.

Now having become anomalies inhabiting the Red Zone, they surge haphazardly into the Yellow Zone.

And they shout.

“They said they’d give a mask prize! They said they’d give a mask prize!”

“I wish everyone would become like me.”

“Havea-pleasant-time-in-the-Magic-Bunny-Zone! It’s fun! I told you it’s fun! Please! It’s fun!”

…The most dangerous things, which I had tried so hard to block to keep them from being drawn into the resort.

Dozens, hundreds of entities.

They surge in.

‘No.’

G o  B a c k

I hastily pushed the employees back and made the standard-grade mascots swarm toward the gate.

‘Let’s block them.’

If I can just control this somehow and proceed with the illumination as planned….

“It’s a yellow mascot!”

“It’s him!”

“Ahahaha!! Hahahahahaha”

The visitors with horrific appearances rush madly at the Flower Golden Mascots.

‘…!!’

I lifted my head.

Beyond the surging, bizarre crowd, the red Magic Bunny at the gate lifts a sign.

Prize Event

Tear off the flesh of the yellow mascots!

1st Prize: The Great Magic Bunny

2nd Prize: The Great Magic Bunny

3rd Prize: The Great Magic Bunny

Ah.

“It’s yellow!!”

The red visitors cling to the standard-grade mascots, scratching them with bare hands and gouging out flesh with objects bearing the Magic Bunny logo.

Eyes are plucked from the mascot heads.

It hurts.

Horns are torn off, stuffing bursts, and internal organs made of felt are ripped out.

The yellow mascots struggle pitifully as they are torn apart. No… I am being torn apart!!

“I ripped it off!”

“Hahahaha!”

“Lookatthis,it’ssparkling??Kkakakakaka!”

These rude, insignificant, and vulgar penniless addicts from the Red Zone dare to do this in my zone!

I could not tolerate them doing such disgusting things, acting as if they were still in the Red Zone! Never!! Never!

You all.

D I E

The red visitors raise both hands and strangle themselves.

The ceremony event is soon; do not do such inconsiderate things as staining the garden with red, and do not even think about being swallowed by me to become nourishment for the resort.

D i e

These ill-mannered trash do not deserve to be visitors to my resort.

I will not even send them back to the Red Zone.

Even if it takes a little time, death by suffocation will be the cleanest and most pleasant to look at.

This feeling, like seeing a swarm of ants appearing in the office and gnawing on documents and supplies at will.

Rage welled up until my eyes turned bright yellow. No, not rage, but a sense of rejection when something absurdly unreasonable happens.

So….

D i e

The mutants of the Red Zone slam their heads against the floor while streaming tears of blood. The existing guests of the resort watch with interest at that silent rhythm.

Yes. It would be better to use this as a spectacle before the illumination for a more successful ceremony ritual….

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

…….

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

Huh?

I turned my head.

An employee wearing a lizard mask was looking at me.

What did he just call me?

Lowering that insensitive voice, he whispers close enough so that others nearby cannot hear.

“Do you remember your own name?”

…….

So,

K i m

“Do not speak it.”

Ah.

I shut my mouth.

Speaking one's real name in a ghost story is not a good thing to do.

And I am……. I mean, my name is….

…….

‘Kim Soleum.’

Yes. That’s it.

The yellow mascot I wore was just a mask. Flower Golden was a made-up name, and I was just disguised as an anomaly.

Inside, there is the real me.

I am a human.

‘…….’

S t o p

“Huuuhhk!”

The Red Zone visitors who were strangling themselves let go of their hands.

“Hic, hiiiiic….”

“Iwantaprize,ifIgetaprize, pleasereturnour ■■, please.”

Watching them either burst into paroxysmal laughter, cry, or crawl on the floor while desperately rushing toward the yellow mascots, I said gloomily.

L e a v e

Whether the yellow mascots were torn apart or not, I pushed them toward the gate.

“AAAAHHHHHH!”

As I pushed them with force, they, who were not in a normal state to begin with, were pushed toward the gate one way or another.

Watching the broken pieces of the yellow mascots rolling on the floor, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae spoke quietly.

“Should we chase them?”

I shook my head.

My heart thudded and raced, but at the same time, it went cold.

‘Just now.’

What was I about to do just now?

‘I’m being assimilated.’

It was dangerous.

I have to get out, quickly. Fast.

As soon as the safety of the employees is secured….

‘The ceremony!’

I had to start the ritual!

I looked at the gate anxiously.

…But what was more horrific was what happened after returning those visitors who had swarmed in back across the gate.

“Priiiize….”

Magic Bunny welcomed those returning across the gate with open arms and kindness.

And.

“Urgh.”

He plucks off their heads.

“…!!”

He pulls out their intestines and snaps their waists.

As if letting them ride attractions in turn, as if playing a prank or showing a show, he killed the visitors one by one as they crossed the gate.

“Bleghhhh!”

“…!”

I heard the voices of the Disaster Management Bureau agents taking care of the civilians in the back. A level of gruesomeness that even the Daydream employees, who were almost immune to horrific sights, were momentarily overwhelmed and frozen.

Even while watching that, they throw themselves at the gate.

“Give me a prize!”

“I ripped this off, please, a prize!”

And a ‘prize’ is given.

Cr-crack, crunch

The empty bodies of the dead who fell like toys mutate violently into cute animal mascot suits.

Right.

Those who get lost or die in the theme park are recycled into the bodies of mascots.

So, inevitably, in the Red Zone… there can only be an insane number of mascots.

‘……Ha.’

A fact that makes my spine go cold.

Even though I stopped driving visitors away with standard-grade mascots due to that death procession turning into mascots at Magic Bunny’s playful gestures, the Red Zone visitors still do not stop.

They clutched the flesh of the yellow mascots and kept throwing themselves at the gate.

“AAAAHHHHH!”

The gate has already become a sight too gruesome to behold.

And it doesn’t end there.

Magic Bunny is using a toy merchandise that looks like a long magic wand to stab even the visitors who haven’t crossed the gate yet.

“…!”

“Stop it, you disgusting…!”

Thump.

A red visitor with a snapped neck rolled into the garden.

In the Yellow Zone,

They became a corpse.

However, since it was Magic Bunny who thoroughly contaminated that visitor, and it was also Magic Bunny who killed and disposed of him.

That figure twists.

“…!!”

“Hieek, a, a Red Mascot…!”

A Magic Bunny mascot, having molted from the corpse, stands up in the Yellow Zone.

And it approaches madly toward the employees and me.

“Aaak!!”

However, mascots cannot cross into other zones.

Thud.

The Magic Bunny mascot that was walking became limp as if it were a balloon slowly losing air, and soon collapsed on the floor and stiffened.

“…….”

“I-It stopped….”

However, the Red Mascots do not stop that behavior.

Playful rabbit dolls strike the heads of the unfortunate ones.

“Ack! Aaaack!”

“The Great Magic Bun….”

Those who died caught in the gate turned into Magic Bunnies and rushed over, only to keep collapsing and stopping.

Overwhelming waste.

Overwhelming cruelty.

…Not long after, dozens of corpses of Red Mascot Variants piled up in the resort garden.

The employees watched the scene, frozen, unable to even breathe….

“…….”

“…….”

I lifted my head and looked at Magic Bunny beyond the gate.

And I realized.

This performance is a threat.

A kind of entertainment intended to make me angry or scared and overreact, so he can enjoy what happens next even more.

F u n  ! 

Fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun  fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun fun

The Magic Bunnies beyond the gate clap their hands.

-Kyahahaha!

A few of the guests in my zone laugh along.

…Laughing?

They laugh while seeing this sight? Those who are laughing even though they might not be able to see the enchanting illumination seem to be ill-mannered ones as well!

B e  Q u i e t

The guests covered their own mouths.

The Magic Bunnies poked their heads out of the gate as if they wanted to see the situation more closely.

‘You shut up too.’

I violently threw one of the limp Magic Bunny mascots from this side.

Whack!

The Magic Bunnies who were hit in the head fall backward.

“Gasp!”

At that moment.

Swish.

The Red Mascots who weren’t hit in the head turn their heads all at once and stare blankly at me.

Hahahahahahahahahahaha

As if to kill.

Hahahahahahahahahahaha

Silently.

…A chilling fear washes over me. Still, I feel a little better now.

Every time you try to do something like that, I’ll have to do this….

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

Even if you don’t keep calling me that, I remember it was my former name.

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

I know!

I turned back to the one who called me.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

“It seems you need help.”

But who could help me?

…Ah, wait.

…….

By any chance.

—We Can Help.

Is he talking about… that button-type item, that emergency escape object I received great help from before, where that reptilian alien controlled my body?

It was certainly useful. But it’s not something I can use right now. Besides, I didn’t have any money, so I couldn't use the cosmic shopping mall….

B u t t o n

I  D o n ’ t  H a v e  I t

“I see.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon looks at me without any sign of agitation.

“Think about this conversation again after business hours are over.”

…….

“When business hours end, you must rest too. Have you rested at all lately?”

N o

“Take off the mascot head and rest today.”

I can’t.

Once the ceremony ends safely today, I will come out and stand guard. The Red Mascot will surely pull some other stunt.

‘…I might die if I’m not careful.’

No, it would be a massacre.

It’s a mascot that was clearly described in the attraction as having murdered other mascots.

He surely knows how to kill a mascot and will try to execute it.

I  C a n ’ t  T a k e  I t  O f f

“You can take it off.”

I hear Lee Jaheon’s dry voice.

“When the theme park’s operation ends, your working hours also end. If so, it is okay to rest with an identity other than that of a mascot.”

I’m saying that’s not the problem…….

Wait.

Wait, wait.

I think… I just heard something strange.

‘So, after the theme park’s closing time, he’s saying I can exist in a state other than a mascot….’

……!!

I remembered.

The visitors who, after the theme park’s business hours ended, couldn’t get into the resort and begged while knocking on the lobby door.

-Let us iiiiinnnn!

People who disappeared as if fleeing in terror. All those countless people who entered the theme park through board games and went missing because they couldn’t leave by closing time.

…Unless it was a special case like Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

‘And Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae also said it herself.’

-After the business hours ended, some weird sounds came from the theme park, and that crazy rabbit chased me in the forest, though he was a bit slow.

If it were a sound that could normally be heard in a theme park, such as the sound of repairing an attraction, she wouldn’t have specifically referred to it as a ‘weird sound.’

That was… a sound that normally shouldn’t be heard in the theme park.

So….

A sound that doesn’t belong in a theme park.

And in the Red Zone, where there are no employees with other egos and only the Magic Bunny mascot exists, it’s only natural that it was the one making that noise after closing….

‘…….’

I looked at the Red Mascot beyond the gate, wearing the rabbit mascot suit.

What if?

What if a mascot could take off its suit and roam around after business hours?

If Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s explanation is correct.

The reason that thing could chase Lee Seonghae into the forest was not only because it was not the territory of another mascot….

But because it wasn’t wearing the mascot suit?

What if it could cross into other zones because it was judged to be in a state other than a mascot?

But if it couldn’t break through that forest in a single night and reach this place while securing enough time, so it intentionally expanded its territory to that point.

‘…….’

No.

I realized.

How Magic Bunny was able to kill other mascots.

-He comes to kill after the theme park closes.

Then, today, when the gate to the Red Zone is installed right in front of the resort….

‘…!!’

“Mascot?”

I started cleaning up the garden like crazy.

‘I have to do the ceremony right now.’

I had to open the third zone now and escape before the theme park closed.

T o d a y

“Yes?”

I t ’ s  C o m i n g  T o d a y

I pointed beyond the gate.

W h e n  I t  C l o s e s 

I t  W i l l  C o m e

“…!!”

He will attack the moment it closes.

Instead of asking how that’s possible, the employees’ faces turned pale.

It was because they had already seen Magic Bunny’s crazy acts.

“Th-then….”

“Wait, we just have to do that ceremony thing quickly, right? Then we can escape?”

I nodded.

Disaster Management Bureau agents rushed in and helped clean up the garden.

I assigned tasks to the other employees as well.

I felt anxious enough to lose my mind.

It felt like listening to a countdown to a nuclear explosion.

‘No.’

Other information… right. I might be able to hear something helpful.

Just in case, I sent a standard-grade mascot toward the gate where the Dragon is.

Since he talked big, he will surely provide help.

But….

‘…Is this the end for the Good Friend?’

I don’t have the luxury to save him.

If I escape successfully today, I will have effectively failed the purpose of coming here.

And… I won’t be able to find out more about how to get the employee who died and was revived out of the ghost story alive.

…….

N e e d  . . .

“What is it?”

…!

I turned my head. While busy cleaning, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae also looked carefully beyond the Magic Bunny gate I was staring at, then said while stroking her chin.

“Is there something you need from the Red Zone over there? Because you keep looking!”

!

“Ohh, I guessed right. Then….”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae whispers.

“Shall I go get it for you?”

What?

“Quickly while you’re doing the ceremony! There’s probably no one as fast as me with my healthy legs here. I’m not as strong as Section Chief Lizard, but I’m smarter!”

Then she glances at the gate.

“I also feel like that crazy mascot found out how to come here because of me….”

…….

I opened my mouth.

I t ’ s  O k a y

I couldn’t send her to a place where she would die horribly based on low odds.

L e t ’ s  J u s t  F i n i s h  U p

Let’s just proceed with the ritual according to plan as quickly as possible.

“…Ye-yep.”

I started reorganizing the garden, which was already a mess.

‘There is no time.’

Faster, even faster.

The ceremony is an event right before closing, and since it was naturally prepared for that time, there isn’t much time left until closing now.

It felt like an announcement broadcast would come out at any moment.

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

-Hahahaha!

The employees and I cleaned up the surroundings madly.

Dozens of Magic Bunnies were staring blankly at the scene from beyond the gate, but they didn’t do anything crazy like before.

Still, the eerie tension remained.

I sent the employees to give gifts to the guests and personally cleaned the mess near the gate using standard-grade mascots.

. . . . . .

Just beyond the gate, the Magic Bunnies stare at me as I clean.

‘I shouldn’t let it show.’

He was the type who would enjoy it more if I seemed vulnerable. I quickly cleared away all the horrific blood and flesh and stepped back.

‘Is there still enough time?’

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

-Hahahaha!

This part is okay, that part is okay.

It’s in a state where illumination can be done.

I scanned the garden anxiously. All that remained were the Magic Bunny mascots that had lost their function like kites with severed strings.

Let’s clear them away quickly.

The standard-grade mascots pick up those rabbit mascot heads and move them.

‘I wish I could just change them to my mascots.’

But that doesn’t seem possible.

Apparently, these were recognized as Magic Bunnies, something unique originating from the Red Zone.

‘Are they like souvenirs?’

It was disgusting, but it seemed so.

‘…….’

No, wait.

Wait, wait!

I stopped in my tracks.

And I looked down at the Magic Bunny Mascot costume head I was holding.

‘Souvenir.’

Made using the corpses of visitors, it has the appearance of a Mascot. A Plush doll filled with fluffy fur and cotton, with a cute Exterior, a commemorative item that can only be found at the theme park.

There was one more thing that matched this description exactly.

‘…Good Friend!’

♩-♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

Then, can a Mascot that has ceased to function essentially be treated the same as a Good Friend…?

-Attention, please! Our theme park is approaching closing time soon~

…!!

“Mr. Mascot!”

I had to decide.

If the Ceremony is not successfully carried out and closing time arrives, it's over.

And just in case, We Help needs… a move right now.

If that someone is well-versed in the nature of ghost stories, possesses various abilities, and is friendly towards me.

‘…….’

-We hope the Admitted Guests in the park enjoy our Cheerful Theme Park until the very end!

I grit my teeth and made a decision.

“Mr. Mascot…?”

I immediately pulled and grabbed one Magic Bunny Mascot and ran into the Resort like crazy. And….

-One hour until closing!

I began to draw the Good Friend Summoning Circle.

Chapter 180

I remember it exactly.

It is vivid enough to be unforgettable. It was an event that could be called a turning point in my life at Daydream Inc.

Good Friend's Invitation Ritual.

1. Dip your finger in water and draw the hexagram from the provided pattern on a smooth floor.

I ran to the bathroom, brought back some water, poured it onto the floor of the resort office, and began to draw with my finger.

Strangely, the pattern came to mind with perfect clarity. It was as if someone had etched it into my brain.

In an instant, the floor was covered with a hexagram dripping with moisture.

The only difference was….

B i g g e r

The size of the hexagram was large enough to cover the entire office floor.

I placed the inactive Magic Bunny mascot suit in the center of the completed hexagram.

And then, with the most careful movements possible, onto the stomach of the mascot suit, the coin….

‘…….’

I can’t take out the coin.

The Silver Coin Snake I originally used to summon the ‘Good Friend’ is… inside this mascot costume, inside the Security Team uniform, inside the pocket of my own clothes.

But I cannot take off the mascot suit.

‘…Then!’

I opened the office drawer and pulled out a Cheerful Coin.

‘This is a coin too.’

Even if it was just a plastic token, it was a definite form of currency, and it should fit the meaning of the word 'coin' intended for this ritual.

It likely didn't mean something specifically cast in copper, but rather a coin-shaped object with monetary value.

After completely removing all moisture from the mascot’s finger gloves, I picked up the coin and placed it on the suit’s stomach.

‘Done.’

I hurried to the next step.

Let's see….

‘Salt!’

4. Hold a spoonful of salt in your mouth and burn an object related to the friend with fire.

5. When the ‘Good Friend’ begins to speak, swallow the salt and return the greeting kindly!

If the coin has disappeared, it is a success! You have met a dependable friend. Always stay together and cherish them!

※ If the salt cannot be swallowed, tastes strange, turns into ash, or if you bleed, run away.

There wasn't much time left.

The Standard-grade Mascots came running from the room service warehouse with salt. I snatched the salt from them outside the office and put it in my mou….

…….

Can I even put this in my mouth while wearing a mascot head?

‘I have to try.’

I carefully opened the mouth of the yellow mascot. Then I poured the salt inside and closed it.

Now there was only one thing left to prepare.

Burning the object with fire.

Previously, I had used my necktie… but I didn't have a necktie now.

‘Let’s substitute it with this.’

I untied the yellow bowtie the yellow mascot was wearing and held it in my hand.

Then, I held the bowtie over the flame of the prepared candlestick.

Whoosh.

The bowtie caught fire.

The flames, which rose strangely high, reminded me of the time I had summoned the Good Friend before.

A massive shadow fell over the pink mascot suit.

And then, it swayed.

Sway.

Sway.

I watched it anxiously.

He had definitely said that if I called him with an appropriate medium, he would come.

Then it had to succeed.

Sway.

Sway.

As the shadow moved, it looked as if the mascot suit itself was moving.

At any moment, at any moment.

Sway.

Sway.

Inside the dark shadow.

The giant mascot suit opened its mouth.

—My resort!

…….

Huh?

—My resort called me again! Hahahaha! Hahahahaha! Hahahaaaaaaaa! My resort! My resort! Myyyyyyyy resort! The beautiful Flower Golden Resort!

In the center of the hexagram, the mascot suit swayed while bursting into fits of laughter. I watched the scene, my breath catching in my throat.

Snap.

The upper body sat up.

The head twisted to look this way.

—G i v e  I t  T o M e

The Cheerful Coin I had placed on its stomach sizzled as it burned and was sucked inside the mascot suit.

The acrid smell of burning plastic filled the facility office.

—M y

—R e s o r t

The water of the hexagram vibrated as blood began to flow.

Something like melted plastic flowed from the mascot suit’s eye sockets and mouth.

It pushed its body completely up from the hexagram.

—G i v e  I t  T o  M e

‘…….’

Something,

was wrong.

I had to end the ritual. Right now!

‘Swallow it.’

I tried to swallow the salt. That is, if I could just pass the salt water down my throat….

…….

Huh?

Why… is there no throat?

—Hahahahahahaha!

I looked down at myself.

And I realized something shocking.

‘I don’t have a body.’

The inside of this mascot suit is filled with stuffing. And the reason for that is….

I hadn't returned to 'my body.'

When I met the Blue Mascot and Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae killed the ladybug, I had hurried back to the resort; instead of moving my original body, I had inhabited the body of one of the Standard-grade Mascots and used it as my own.

And I had stayed that way.

So, so….

I had forgotten that I had an original body.

I was currently using the body of a Standard-grade Mascot.

‘…!!’

Then… where is my original body?

Surely, one of the Standard-grade Mascots that was being torn apart when Magic Bunny attacked earlier wasn't….

No, that's not it.

If my body had been torn apart, it wouldn't have been stuffing and cloth organs, but blood and real entrails.

There were no such yellow mascots. My body was somewhere….

…….

But where exactly?

—Hello?

And the thing that was 'invited' through the Good Friend's ritual, just whose call did it answer?

I realized it.

My hypothesis was correct. A mascot suit was certainly an appropriate medium for the Invitation Ritual.

But there was a flaw.

‘The fact that its purpose hasn't been established.’

Because it wasn't a doll sold at a gift shop.

There was no Binding Restriction as a Good Friend.

—Hello? Hello? Hello? Answer me. Answer me.

The mascot suit twisted, transforming into a grotesque shape.

…That isn't a 'Good Friend.'

It's just something from the Otherworld.

—Offer a kind greeting and accept me, you vain thing.

……But wait a minute.

‘My resort’? Could that be….

—Behold the true mascot!

……!

The being inside the hexagram protruded out from the mascot suit.

Strange petals of a fractal structure, glowing with a filthy golden light, surged up and sank as if they would pierce through the head.

…Flower Golden.

—Accept me.

The silhouette I had seen on the sign of the ruined resort.

The mascot that resembled a golden flower was inside.

The Invitation Ritual performed by a ‘Standard-grade Mascot’ had awakened and called the dead soul who was originally the owner of this resort.

That being, who knows where it had been since its death.

—Accept me.

The documents sitting on the desk trembled violently.

A pen began to dance on its own over the document that had congratulated me on my appointment.

The true owner of this resort had appeared.

I was nothing more than a trivial temporary manager filling his spot, and now it was time to humbly hand over everything I had built and step down.

Everything must have been prepared for this very moment!

The document floated toward me.

The pen moved frantically, scribbling words.

In my handwriting.

The Ceremony Ritual will be performed by him. The Great Flower Golden himself will personally run this resort as a mascot once again!

I had been stealing and using his power until now! I had dared to hold the glorious position of temporary proxy, filling his seat, but it is all over.

Ah.

Accept him.

Accept him completely, become a part of him, and follow the mascot.

Accept him.

—Accept me.

I backed away.

The mascot suit came to the edge of the hexagram and peered at me.

—Accept me.

The ritual was a failure. I had to run.

But where could I possibly run to?

And I had been acting according to the document’s excellent advice until now. And now that it was revealed that this document was following the will of the original mascot, it was only right to humbly follow the true mascot!

Yes! That’s right….

…….

‘No!’

I looked at the other documents on the desk.

The Work Regulations, the employment contracts, the usage rules. They were all written while fighting against the will of the mascot that tried to run the resort in an anomalous way.

I….

…….

N o

I looked at the being inside the hexagram.

H e r e

M y  R e s o r t

I grabbed the document and stood before it.

My head was thumping, but it was bearable.

Because I had realized something.

Y o u

N o t  Q u a l i f i e d

—Eeeeeeeeh?

How dare I say such a thing—

I crumpled the document.

Y o u  L o s t

—!!!!!!

That’s right. You are a ghost who was killed by another mascot and had your territory stolen.

And you know what.

I t ‘ s

C o m i n g

The being that killed you and turned this resort into a ruin is right in front of the garden.

To enter this territory again and begin the hunt.

I’ll show you the proof.

H e r e

I threw the office door wide open.

Across the hallway, there was a large window.

Through that window, where the outside was barely visible because it was night, the bright office was reflected instead.

Reflected clearly was the Human Figure of the mascot suit standing atop the hexagram.

A red rabbit.

M a g i c  B u n n y

I t ‘ s  H e r e

You.

—…….

The mascot suit reached out and felt its own face, raised its hands to its head, and confirmed the two ears sticking up.

And… it checked its own hands directly.

Rabbit feet, covered in red fur.

—Magic Bunny.

Its hands trembled violently, and the mascot’s limbs twisted in terror.

—Magic Bunny! Argh! Aaaaargh! Save me! Save me!! Please save me! Don't take out my innards! My resort! Resort!

I hurriedly poured salt over the office floor.

‘Erase it.’

The white salt covered the blood and black plastic forming the hexagram, erasing the pattern.

As much as it was erased, the mascot suit was gradually pushed toward the center, clutching its head and screaming.

—Run away! Magic Bunny is coming! The Red Mascot is coming! It's following the red path! Aaaah! Aaaaaaaaaah!

—Save me! It's infiltrating! The red ■■ wriggling inside the suit ate me! Only the dregs left in the basement! Save me!

—Begone red thing begone red thing begone red thing begone red thing begone red thing begone red thing begone red thing please

The one who had been invited, tearing at its head, finally—

Rip, rip, rip.

Tore off its own head.

As if its two hands wanted to get away, as if in awe, as if paralyzed by fear, it lifted the mascot head into the empty air. It held it high.

And then.

Thud, it collapsed onto the floor.

…….

…….

‘Phew.’

I slumped down onto the office floor.

‘I thought it was the end.’

I almost got absorbed right then and there and ended up with a Standard-grade Mascot ending. Even though this was a mascot body with nothing but stuffing, I felt like my heart was going to burst.

Still, somehow… I managed to clean up and seemed to have brought about an impressive result, but what’s important now is….

‘…Time!’

How much is left?

I looked back at the clock.

20:11.

‘49 minutes left until closing.’

I didn't know whether to feel hollow or glad that this chaos only took 10 minutes, but one thing was important.

I had failed to call the Good Friend.

‘…….’

No.

This definitely has meaning.

There is a harvest.

Because I found out the identity of the thing that was forcing the operation of this resort.

And I got rid of it.

I smoothed out the crumpled document and set my pen to it.

……I didn't feel that strange sense of control anymore.

‘I’ll be able to write the operating rules more freely now.’

Things that would be detrimental to a ‘successful operation’ from the resort’s perspective, which I couldn't write before because I was blocked by the resort’s will, seemed like they could be implemented now at my discretion.

…Just like the crazy things Magic Bunny does.

‘It’ll be useful.’

I stood up.

…Still, a lingering regret clung to my back, wondering if I might have succeeded if I’d had just a little more leeway.

Was the coin the problem, or was it the bowtie, or….

‘…Did he just decide not to answer?’

Since I hadn't summoned him with my original body, that might have been a fatal disqualification.

‘Whew.’

I packed the documents and was looking for the Blue Mascot to find some sort of safeguard that would be at least a little safe….

Ring-ring-ring—

“…….”

I stopped.

Ring-ring-ring—

I turned my head.

The phone on the office desk was ringing.

Ring-ring-ring—

I watched it, frozen.

Until now, had a phone… ever rung in this resort?

‘No.’

Room service calls come through a radio that plays a calling melody. Calling a mascot is done with an actual bell.

But what I was hearing now was a very classic ringtone.

…Someone contacting me.

Ring-ring-ring—

‘…….’

I approached the desk and picked up the classic receiver.

Click.

An elegant wooden phone in dark brown.

From it, a man’s cheerful and pleasant voice rang out.

[Hello! It is a very fine night. Oh, I would be quite grateful if you could connect me to the talented and Cheerful Mascot of Flower Golden Resort.]

…!

[My, it was you. That worked out well. It’s nothing else, but I’d like to rent your modest and beautiful resort in its entirety for a few days.]

[As you know, a celebrity needs a private place to rest. So, I was thinking of spending this summer vacation at that resort….]

…….

N o

[Hmm?]

I ’ m  Q u i t t i n g  

R i g h t  N o w

[Goodness, but why didn't you just hand over the resort to that fellow earlier? He seemed quite desperate!]

[I’m joking. Hahaha! For such a vulgar fellow to try and extort the resort you’ve cultivated, how very unpleasant.]

The Host’s characteristic voice came through the phone.

[Mr. Roe Deer.]

‘…….’

[It was a very excellent judgment to try and call me, but you were so immersed in the show that you overlooked a few things.]

Things… overlooked?

[Of course, that too is the talent of an immersive entertainer, and a joy suited to the genre, but it gets boring if it goes on too long. It means it is the moment for a perfect advisor to appear for your enjoyment.]

[So from now on, your friend is going to give you a few words of kind advice….]

The voice on the receiver dropped.

[Now, let us hold onto the phone and listen to the wonderful voice of Braun.]

The Great Host’s kind advice began to flow from the telephone.

Chapter 181

…….

[Can you hear me?]

I could hear it.

Braun’s voice.

A classic, cheerful, and unique accent.

[My heartfelt advice is already prepared, but no matter how good the advice is, it is meaningless if the listener is not ready to hear it.]

[In that sense, first, I need to properly introduce Mr. Roe Deer’s current situation to Mr. Roe Deer himself.]

…Introduce my situation to me?

I held the receiver, falling into a strange sense of immersion where the conversation began to transcend hearing and override all five senses….

….

[Do you see it?]

Ah.

I see it.

[Oh, wonderful. Then, let me introduce! Roe Deer’s Great Adventure, Resort Edition!]

The curtains rise with the sound of a classic band and clapping.

That is….

‘It’s me.’

As if rewinding and showing a sitcom, the days from the first day I entered this Cheerful Theme Park began to play.

Me, waking up in the resort’s facility room wearing a Security Team uniform.

[What an interesting costume! Doesn’t it look quite grand? A beast restrained by a belt —typical horror and fascination. But it’s not bad. Not bad at all….]

Ding-dong! Ding-dong! Ding-dong! Ding-dong!

With cheerful sound effects, the things I had done passed by in an edited sequence.

[That is the moment you became the owner of this resort. Hmm, the mascot’s Deformed look seems a bit childish… but that’s fine. This is a theme park, after all!]

[Yellow bowties for all the staff? Oh my! It would have been better to just put mascot masks on everyone! Good heavens!]

Laughter.

[My goodness, a barrage of gifts and even free spa facilities? This is an unprecedented promotion that would make every gloomy soul in the world come running. That is, as long as this resort doesn’t go bankrupt first!]

The rapidly edited scenes flicker by.

The cheerful eloquence describes and evaluates my desperate struggle for survival as if it were a joyful and successful resort management diary.

[A dead employee successfully rises and resumes work! Like this, Mr. Roe Deer has learned one more wonderful mascot lesson.]

[‘People cannot be fixed, but employees can’!]

I felt a bizarre sensation.

‘…I did that?’

It was a strange feeling.

Ultimately, immersion means being deeply absorbed in something that is not happening to oneself.

In other words… it presupposes a sense of distance.

Thus, the actions of the yellow mascot in the flashback were being evaluated by me.

[One more! Someone unfit for the resort’s dignity is thrown out of the lobby once again!]

At some point over the past few days, I had been endlessly adding use regulations and Work Regulations, evolving into the resort’s powerful and eerie operator.

A typical mascot of Cheerful Theme Park.

That was… that was.

[Look. At your thorough guest screening process!]

The more successfully the resort is operated, the more powerful it becomes.

As it expanded, as users increased, as reviews improved and sales rose, I began to judge management policies based on the presence or absence of unpleasantness, rather than just safety.

‘Wait a minute.’

A sense of unease crawls up.

And then, and then… it finally leads to the scene where I changed ‘bodies.’

In the flashback, I moved my consciousness into a Standard-grade Mascot and naturally handled the commotion within the resort—the incident where Seonghae killed the ladybug employee.

…Looking at it like this, it truly was a perspective and an ability that did not belong to a human.

[This is the very scene. My first piece of advice for Mr. Roe Deer.]

[Let’s focus and check. However….]

The scene rewinds with the sound of a tape.

[This time, it might be fun to watch from a different perspective.]

My consciousness had departed into the resort’s Standard-grade Mascot.

And what remained… was my body.

The yellow mascot, who had been standing at the gate to the Blue Zone, stood still for a moment, then soon began handing out balloons to guests at the gate and greeting them.

Just like the Standard-grade Mascots.

‘…!’

Thank goodness. It was still there.

Since it was right by the Blue Zone gate, it wouldn’t have been harmed or gone missing.

…Though a sense of dread rushed in immediately after, realizing my body could be treated like a Standard-grade Mascot.

Anyway, a massive sense of relief washed over me momentarily.

Now I just need to go find my body and quickly proceed with the Ceremony Ritual!

T h a n k  Y —

[Shh! Let’s watch a little more.]

But the ‘advice’ was not over.

[Let’s see… here he comes. Oh, a filthy and rude intruder!]

I felt dizzy.

The flashback progressed rapidly, soon leading to the crazy gate raid by the Magic Bunnies that just occurred.

The missing persons, who had lost their minds after being tortured by the red mascot, cried and begged, dying as madmen.

It was a wretched hell.

[A surprise raid! What a thrilling event with escalating tension. Oh! Your response is also very interesting!]

Each of the many missing persons, who were once ordinary people, took on a horrific appearance, crying out for the red mascot, being murdered like a joke, and rising again as red mascots.

And the yellow mascot in the scene, filled with rage, threw the corpse of that red mascot back across the gate as a threat.

From the shadow of that mascot whose territory had been invaded, strange golden branches bulged out and then disappeared….

…….

Wait a minute.

Enraged?

Instead of being devastated or terrified by that sight, the rage of having one’s territory invaded rose up first?

I tried to punish the guest?

I t ’ s  W e i r d

It really was.

Chills climbed up my spine.

Ultimately, I came to a conclusion in the evaluation of my own actions….

—Throughly contaminated.

As a yellow mascot, I have already completely assimilated into this resort.

Under the pretext of moving to escape, I am trying to successfully expand the resort by any means.

And I am being dominated by the resort’s principles, manners, and dignity, which I had created for safety.

…The ends and the means are being inverted.

I t ’ s  W e i r d

I flailed my arms. And then I realized.

Why do I still have my right arm?

It was the fifth day since I entered this place.

But why was my right arm still moving perfectly?

The Dokkaebi Flame that mimics my right arm needs to be recharged every three days, so why is there no reaction?

Even in my original body, which I left near the Blue Zone gate, the right arm had not disappeared. I, I….

I had become able to move my right arm even in the form of a mascot suit.

A chilling realization ran down my spine.

‘Just how much have I been eroded by the mascot?’

If this erosion wasn't just about how much time had passed since becoming a mascot, but had worsened as the resort was successfully operated….

[That’s right. You were excessively faithful to your role as this resort’s mascot. And….]

[It is already too late.]

[You cannot quit at will now. You are a member of Cheerful Theme Park.]

My hands trembled.

[You even just chased away the meddling predecessor yourself. Now, this resort is entirely your possession!]

Then.

I  C a n ’ t 

E s c a p e  ?

[Oh, that would likely be the case, wouldn’t it?]

No.

[And once the final proclamation is made, everyone will know this fact. Your upcoming event, the Illumination of the Flower Golden Resort.]

…The Mascot Ceremony Ritual.

The Mascot Ceremony Ritual is a ritual to proclaim which mascot’s territory the Flower Golden Resort belongs to and to be recognized by the guests.

If performed successfully, I could use that reputation as a stepping stone to expand into other facilities.

The Ceremony Ritual is about establishing identity as a mascot.

So, the moment that ritual is successfully completed….

—I will be officially recognized as a complete mascot. 

The complete owner of this resort.

A situation would arrive where all identity is stained, leaving no leftover self to be separated from the mascot…!

‘No.’

[Hmm. I agree. Spending the rest of one’s life in such a musty resort—how could there be anything so boring!]

[Mr. Roe Deer, you have an obligation to continue experiencing and showing interesting things. This is something you promised directly to your friend….]

F r i e n d

[Yes. I am indeed your friend. The very reason you intended to visit this place!]

The kind voice guided me.

[You want to leave this place, don’t you, Mr. Roe Deer?]

I do.

[Then it would be best to continue listening to my advice. It’s alright to just take the receiver with you. Friend. Now, hurry, unplug the cord and take it. That’s it….]

With trembling paws, I unplugged the cord and took the receiver.

The voice continued to come from the detached receiver.

[Good…. Very good!]

[Now I will give you my final advice…. Do not be surprised. It is a magical answer that can get you out of this predicament! It is….]

The voice lowered to a whisper.

[Swap the mascot position with one of the employees.]

……!

[There’s no need to even create a new mascot! Just make him imitate you.]

[If you have that person perform the ritual instead of you, they will eventually be mistaken for you. Because if everyone thinks so, that becomes reality. Ah, that would be truly fun!]

[Some might feel a bit sorry for that fate… but can’t you just pick one of those who exist for you anyway!]

[The two employees who swore to serve you eternally until the day the contract ends, who now have no place to return to.]

Bison.

Ladybug.

Those who were dead but brought back to life.

[That’s right. The chosen one will carry out your duties as a mascot with all their heart and soul…. Well, until they are eaten alive by the red mascot, that is.]

[Let’s choose one of the two and have them perform the Mascot Ceremony Ritual in your stead!]

…….

[It’s quite easy, isn’t it? If I were to venture a guess, this is as good as a decided matter….]

The voice rose in pitch.

[The one your heart points to, shall we say their name…?]

…….

[Mr. Roe Deer?]

N o t  H a p p e n i n g

[Hmm?]

I pulled my shaking body up and grabbed the door to the facility room.

The time remaining until closing was… 45 minutes.

C e r e m o n y

I ‘ l l

D o  I t

[…Oh. Surely you aren’t saying you’ll spend the rest of your life in this musty theme park, friend? You, who even coldly rejected a workplace that was perfectly suited for your talents and beyond wonderful….]

N o

[Then do you have another alternative? How surprising! It must be a grand method to reject this Braun’s advice, wouldn’t it?]

I walked out of the facility office with grim determination.

And I declared into the receiver.

My plan.

R e s o r t

B l o w  I t  U p

[……?!]

A moment of silence passed through the receiver as if he were flustered.

Of course, the legendary Host soon poured out smooth words.

[Good heavens. Mr. Roe Deer, destroying this resort doesn’t mean you can escape your duties as a mascot! My word, on the contrary, you would have to bear an enormous cost.]

[Where on earth did that radical and useless choice come from?]

I t  W o r t h w h i l e

Meanwhile.

Using my body standing by the Blue Zone gate, I finished the conversation with the Blue Mascot.

I t ’ l l  B e  F u n

F r i e n d

[…Oh, dear.]

Good.

I took a deep breath.

…Let’s do this.

***

At the same time.

The night garden of the Flower Golden Resort.

‘Ah, they’re still there…!’

The Magic Bunnies continued to stare.

The cute rabbit mascots looked at the garden of the Flower Golden Resort and the staff inside without a single movement.

“…….”

Dozens of mascot suits staring at me wordlessly.

It was a foreign and eerie experience.

Even more so if one had seen those mascot suits laughing while ripping out human entrails just a few dozen minutes ago.

Some employees were breaking out in a cold sweat. However, this wasn't entirely because of that haunting gaze.

“Why, why isn’t he coming??”

The yellow mascot’s absence!

They had all received direct instructions from the mascot to ‘take care of the guests,’ so they could not leave their posts.

However, their employer, who had run toward the resort dragging the Magic Bunny suits, had still not arrived.

10 minutes, 20 minutes passed like an hour….

“I mean, he knows how much time is left, right?”

“It’s 40 minutes.”

“…….”

“The time remaining until closing is 40 minutes.”

Yes…….

The Disaster Management Bureau Agent tentatively hid behind the Team leader, avoiding the Daydream employee wearing the Lizard mask.

The Team leader suppressed a sigh.

‘…Should I be prepared to move if worst comes to worst?’

She gripped the Sai Sword inside her clothes.

And it seemed she wasn't the only one preparing for battle.

A few of the Daydream Inc. employees were making movements as if warming up their bodies.

Lizard. Dolphin.

‘…They look like they know what they’re doing.’

Are they an Elite Squad?

It was just as she was scanning their masks with sharp eyes to see if they had a golden mark.

The one wearing the Dolphin mask clapped her hands and waved.

“He’s here!”

“…!”

It was true.

There, the yellow mascot suit was waddling and running hard from the resort.

The mascot whose horns were decorated with glass golden flowers.

At that moment, goosebumps erupted on the Team leader’s neck.

‘…He’s become stronger?’

Somehow, he felt like a more powerful existence.

Something like dominance felt palpable against her skin….

However, there was no change in appearance.

‘What is it?’

Did he eat something?

But regardless of that suspicion, the yellow mascot’s somewhat gentle attitude was not comfortable.

He looked around at each person as if checking on his employees, and once he confirmed everyone was safe, he gathered the other mascots together.

I t  B e g i n s

N o w

The Team leader raised her hand.

“Wait a minute.”

“…!!”

“T-Team leader!”

“You said that thing comes once the event is over and the amusement park closes? Do you have a contingency plan?”

The yellow mascot looked back at the Team leader and reached out a hand.

I t ’ s  O k a y

And then he pointed.

Y o u  A l l

O v e r  T h e r e

“…?!”

And so, with 30 minutes left until closing.

The delayed, brilliant Illumination event began.

Chapter 182

Light blooms in the night garden of the Flower Golden Resort.

Whoosh.

A single streak of light soaring into the sky bursts magnificently, pouring down shimmering light onto the resort building like a waterfall.

"Wow!"

Colorful flowers bloom from light throughout the garden, swaying as if dancing and reaching full bloom at different intervals. Light also fills the glow-in-the-dark flowers held up by the non-human guests, drawing exclamations of awe.

A landscape so enchanting that it is, conversely, eerie.

And soon, light also blossomed from the resort building.

The light, soaring upward in the shape of vines, flickered across the windows and terraces before reaching the very top of the resort building and bursting into fragments of light like pollen.

Letters appear, cutting through the air.

F L O W E R  G O L D E N

Finally, he stepped to the front.

The owner of this resort.

The yellow mascot walked out to the center of the garden along with numerous other mascots, performing a rhythmic dance, and with every movement, the light danced again.

The theme song of the Cheerful Theme Park flows.

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

At the same time, the sound of the same song being played in variations and echoing from all directions can be heard faintly.

Sounds coming from far away.

“…….”

The Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 glanced around.

The Red Zone and the Blue Zone.

In the other zones, their own Ceremony events were also in progress.

The fireworks of the Blue Zone, and….

-Hahahaha!

The parade of the Red Zone.

The insanely painful, cheerful, terrible, and flashy procession led by Magic Bunny started from the Magic Palace in the center of the Red Zone, leading loud music, screams, and cheers.

Though the detailed scenery could not be known since the distance was far, the Team Leader estimated the parade's movement route.

And she had a gut feeling.

The destination is here.

It definitely wasn't yesterday. But they changed their route.

The moment this Ceremony ends, that parade will also stop at the red gate in front of the garden.

And the moment business hours end….

“They’ll probably cross over with the whole parade.”

“…!”

“Ah, I’m sorry. If I startled you.”

Did she make a similar guess?

The Team Leader quietly looked at the employee in the dolphin mask who bowed her head to her, then nodded.

She wasn't of a rank high enough or spirited enough to openly express her animosity toward the pseudo-religious pharmaceutical company.

Besides, she had just seen that strange scuffle.

— I  W i l l  

— S t a y  H e r e

— I don't like it.

— I t ‘ s  F i n e

— It doesn’t seem alright at all.

Just before the event, the yellow mascot made all the employees withdraw from the garden and gather in front of the resort.

As if protecting them from something.

Thanks to that, the employees were watching the Illumination from a distance, as far away as the resort building.

Even so, seeing the Hyunmoo Team agents looking almost entranced, one realizes the strangeness of this thing called the 'Mascot Ceremony Ritual.'

And if her eyes weren't mistaken….

That Employee Dolphin tried to help the mascot, who was trying to protect the employees until the end.

‘…….’

Young agents often equate the character of an unethical group with the character of its individual members, but reality is not that simple.

The same goes for creatures within ghost stories.

That’s why it’s even more of a headache….

‘Whew.’

She shook off her thoughts.

Because there was work to be done.

And in any case, it was now time to put it into action.

"Waaaaah!"

At the climax of the Illumination, as the yellow mascot stands in the center, his horns glow as if burning with a bright golden light, and flowers reach full bloom.

At that moment, the yellow mascot looked this way and, as if part of the performance, raised his front paw and waved to them in the distance.

A will conveyed even without words.

G o

“…Now!”

At that signal, the employees began to run like mad.

The location was the gate leading to the Blue Zone.

And a short while later.

The ground next to the gate began to shake and rise.

***

The Illumination races toward its peak.

Light gathers beneath the feet of the yellow mascot standing in the center of the garden, floating him into the air.

A drumroll.

"Ooooh!"

Light grew from the yellow mascot's horns, swaying like a giant tree large enough to cover the resort building.

Flowers blooming in a breathtaking manner.

And the moment the mascot raises his hand in time with the end of the music.

"Aaaaaah!"

His name bursts into light in the air, achieving complete perception.

FLOWER GOLDEN.

The owner of the Yellow Zone of Cheerful Theme Park.

Everyone knew. It was proclaimed to everyone.

Congratulations. Now he was a perfect mascot of this place.

And the yellow mascot came to accept an immense new sensation.

‘…!’

He senses the entire Yellow Zone.

He could know what was happening in his resort area, he could handle all the mascots like himself, and he realized all the laws and ■■ of this Cheerful Theme Park!

Now he was the complete master of the zone and its mascot!

"Ahhh!"

An instinctive thrill maximized the splendor of the Illumination, and once more, brilliant golden flowers burst throughout the entire garden, bringing the Ceremony Ritual to a close.

"Aaaaaaaaaaaa!"

However, in the meantime.

Something also reveals itself beyond the red gate.

A parade of madness.

The end of Magic Bunny's disgusting, overwhelming, and flashy march.

[The Great Magic Bunny!]

The red rabbit and carriage, the giant face-shaped balloon, and all sorts of mobile parade equipment that finished the event like a final sacrificial ritual stop in front of the gate.

And as if rivaling the Illumination, lights flickered insanely and then… went out.

At the same time, the waves of brilliant light from the Illumination also subsided until the final ecstasy.

The ending.

What flows is….

-♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The ending song.

A song that was a warm variation of the theme song began to flow.

Closing time was near.

-This is an announcement. Our theme park will close in 10 minutes….

The garden grew quiet.

The spectators who had been enjoying the Illumination began to disperse. They moved busily toward the exit gate.

In an instant, the area regained a busy tranquility.

The end of business hours.

The yellow mascots tidy up the night garden, kindly guide the visitors, and manage the resort facilities.

No movement is observed beyond the dark red gate.

The yellow mascots lightly celebrate today's event among themselves and check if there are any guests left in the lobby.

No movement is observed beyond the dark red gate.

The quiet resort building, where only a serene bright light softly reflects through the lobby's glass windows. The yellow mascots standing inside wave to the guests heading out through the exit gate.

No movement is observed beyond the dark red gate.

And the lobby door closes.

Thud.

-See you again next time~

…….

…….

…….

Beyond the dark red gate.

Countless red eyes began to pop out.

Magic Bunny's Parade Colony crossed the gate as it was.

Crunch, crunch, crunch.

The sound of the corpses of visitors and something living, used as padding so the carriage wouldn't get stuck in the gate, being crushed. The gate is stained red.

The carriage runs. A tinkling melody rings out from the music box device attached to its wheels. To that sound, those wearing Magic Bunny masks stagger and march toward the resort.

The doll masks melt thickly.

During the time they are no longer mascots, the red mascots discard their forms to cross over into another zone.

Things that have surpassed the regulations and rules they no longer need to protect as business hours have ended.

"Ahhh!"

The bipedal red masses connect to each other like veins, and the exterior of the parade transforms into something strange that can no longer be hidden by the illusions of the theme park.

Still, the parade continues.

With the sound of the music box, they trample into the garden of the Yellow Zone and surround the resort building with the Parade Colony.

And drawing a strange circle that gradually narrows, they slowly draw closer to the resort.

Gradually.

Closer.

As if to pressure.

The yellow mascots watching the outside from within the lobby take a defensive stance and look at them.

They draw closer.

3-

2-

1-

"Ahhh!"

The lobby windows shatter, and the parade pours into the resort building.

Pandemonium.

Malice and the desire for destruction are erupted without the mascot's filter, and dozens of yellow mascots are caught and slaughtered.

Occasionally, yellow mascots trying to resist or respond swarm a single entity and overpower it, but it is only for a moment.

Soon, they are torn apart like toys, scattering cotton as they cease to function.

Mascots falling from the roof of the resort building, mascots whose heads explode, mascots being nailed into the freezer.

A gruesome, horrific sight that makes one hold their breath.

The occupation of Magic Bunny!

The great power of Magic Bunny!

Crunch, crunch!

In that spectacle, one yellow mascot flees in a hurry.

The mascot with the flashy horns.

The very entity that had conducted the Illumination today.

The main body.

"Hahahaha!"

Magic Bunny's decorative fireworks burst along with laughter. The sparks that flew out burned the leg of the fleeing mascot.

Following the mascot who eventually fell and was fleeing by crawling, the lead carriage of the parade rushed down the narrow path in pursuit.

Toward the facility office.

Click!

The yellow mascot, who entered the space reserved only for the personnel of the Yellow Zone, barely managed to lock the door before the carriage arrived.

BOOM!!

The huge front decoration of the carriage tore the door apart and burst in.

The colorful carriage decorated with light bulbs that had been used at the very front of the parade.

The symbolic vehicle of Magic Bunny.

The giant red face decoration of Magic Bunny, smiling broadly, which was attached to the front, splits open.

Crack, crack!

From within, where the decoration's eyes are pierced, its mouth bursts, and powder takes flight, an existence finally flows out.

"Ahhh!"

The main body of Magic Bunny.

Something that was digested into a red mascot.

A strange mass that had lost all the form it had when it wasn't a mascot pours out of the carriage.

Various body parts, worn like trophies or replacements, are attached here and there.

Countless eyes and ears, and limbs.

"Ahhh!"

It approaches the yellow mascot, trembling with joy.

Slowly, slowly.

It's fun!

A raw hunt. A raw joy!

Revenge and a sense of liberation!

The fun of usurpation!

The yellow mascot, whose legs are broken and leaking cotton, cannot escape.

He just looks up at the horrific and overwhelming thing and….

Opens his mouth.

I d i o t

At that moment.

BOOM!!

With a thunderous sound, the ceiling of the facility office collapses.

The thing that had taken off its red mascot mask tried to swallow the yellow mascot's head regardless, but it wasn't just the ceiling that collapsed.

Crash! Boom, boom!

With explosive sounds, the resort is smashed to pieces.

Heavy construction materials also pierce into the Parade Colony that was hunting the yellow mascots.

"AAAHHHHH!"

A different kind of indiscriminate destruction.

But the explosive sounds do not end there.

By the force of gravity and weight, the resort was sinking downward, crushing the first floor.

Countless contents of the Magic Bunny are pinned beneath it and perish.

Along with the corpses of the yellow mascots.

Crash, boom, bang!

Even in the facility office where the contents of the largest Magic Bunny were.

Even onto the documents on the desk of the facility office, heavy masses like concrete and metal pipes are violently driven.

The document that was originally placed on that desk….

I decided to demolish the resort today.

Why?

Because I feel like it. Someone advised me, and I think this resort is too modest. As expected, the predecessor's sense wasn't that great.

It would be better to explode it and put up a new, nicer resort.

It’s a pity, but for the guests who were scheduled to stay today, I guided them to the gate with an apology after informing them of the refund.

And I installed explosives during the Mascot Ceremony Ritual.

It might be fun to blow it up tomorrow morning to generate buzz… well. I might suddenly blow it up tonight.

It doesn’t matter anyway.

Because I am the owner of this Yellow Zone.

And.

I should also demolish everything that was in the resort at that time together with it.

Upholding that will.

The resort was being completely smashed and burning.

Along with everything inside it.

***

"M-My goodness."

The employees groaned as they watched the resort building in the distance being half-destroyed and collapsing.

They were now safe from the end of business hours.

<Shelter>

The third facility that the yellow mascot had hurriedly created underground near the Blue Zone gate at the same time the Mascot Ceremony Ritual ended.

Of course, it was closer to a temporary safety facility than a formal service facility, and the inside was empty, but that gave it an advantage.

The fact that employees could enter and use it freely without any cost.

The fact that it was, conversely, safe for humans because there were no additional effects.

Thanks to that, they were safely staying in the Cheerful Theme Park, where business had ended, without having to enter the resort, which was a lodging facility….

While watching their workplace being smashed and their employer being killed numerous times through a small glass window near the ceiling.

"Wait a minute! Is that mascot planning to commit double suicide…."

"Th-there! He’s still there!"

"Fuck."

A red mass surges from one side of the collapsed resort.

"Aaaaaah!"

The red mass spits out what it was chewing in its mouth.

Golden fur.

The head of the yellow mascot rolling on the ground is faintly reflected in the light of the burning resort….

"Ah…."

Moving slowly, it certainly seemed to have taken damage, but it had not completely stopped.

And that alone gives the employees of the Yellow Zone a chilling premonition.

They lost.

They will be integrated into the Red Zone.

But then.

"T-Team Leader!"

"Hold on, just a second."

The Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 of the Disaster Management Bureau opened the door of the shelter and stepped out.

Since the Magic Bunnies had swarmed the resort building to find and tear all the yellow mascots to death, they had not yet arrived here, where there wasn't a single mascot figure.

Thanks to that, the Team Leader could step out of the shelter for a moment to carry out the employer's 'special order.'

The yellow mascot's request.

-U s e

-T h a t

She had no idea how he knew and calculated this, but since it was a reasonable request.

"Whew."

She took the sword out from her bosom.

A weapon that slashes through disaster, imbued with the energy of Pure Yang to repel ghosts and drive away wicked things.

The Sai Sword.

A provided item whose forging is permitted only to the Team Leaders of the Hyunmoo Team of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

The blade, which had been in a short glass scabbard, revealed itself as it slid out to a seemingly endless length.

A set of the 28 constellations and a set of the Sword Art.

She raises them all….

Heaven bestows the essence, 

The earth assists the spirit. 

The sun and the moon take their shape, 

Mountains and the waters form their figures. 

And.

Thunder and lightning rage forth. 

She swings it.

The collapsing resort.

A bolt of lightning struck down onto the head of the wicked thing caught in the trap.

Chapter 183

The Sai Sword.

It is a sword said to have been crafted in the past, accompanied by rituals, specifically timed to the Pure Yang of the tiger (In)—the Year of the Tiger, the Month of the Tiger, the Day of the Tiger, and the Hour of the Tiger—to repel ghosts.

In particular, the sword currently held in the hand of the Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 from the Disaster Management Bureau was one made entirely for ritual purposes, with an unsharpened blade.

However, for that very reason, it exerts unparalleled power against supernatural disasters.

"Hup."

Naturally, it cannot be used in every supernatural disaster.

Nor can just anyone use it.

—A situation where a wicked and corrupt thing, in the form of a disaster or a ghost, is directly invading.

The sword’s true power only manifests when these conditions are met as closely as possible.

However, in supernatural disasters, one usually enters or gets caught up in an Anomaly's territory.

Conversely, cases where the opponent 'invades' are rare, and there are not many instances where they are judged as completely corrupt.

However.

'It’s perfect.'

The Team Leader's hand trembles with something like a thrill.

Because the target had invaded the area where she herself was working as an employee.

And because it had even shed its mask of a friendly mascot of the theme park!

Every condition clicked together like a puzzle, to the point of feeling euphoria.

"Ha!"

Thus, the Pure Yang energy of the sword, surging through half of the Sword Art, becomes a thunderbolt and strikes the corrupt and wicked thing.

With unparalleled strength.

Completely!

AAAAHHHHHH!

"Ack!!"

A massive thunder and vibration, enough to shake even the distant shelter, rattles the ground, and a shockwave spreads out.

Dust from the soil and debris from the ruined building suddenly seemed to veil the dark vision for a moment...

"...!!"

The remnants of the resort building, collapsing and burning.

Amidst them, the wretchedly crushed corpse of the giant Magic Bunny parade was briefly visible, casting a shadow against the flickering flames.

And in the next moment.

Rumble, crash!!

The remaining ruins of the resort tumbled down, and the things inside the red Mascot were buried deep into the ground along with the building.

Completely.

"……."

"……."

"I-Is it over?"

The Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 opened the shelter door and lightly stepped inside.

"Ack! Team Leader!"

"Quiet."

The Team Leader sighed, brushed off her clothes, stared at the sword as if concentrating for a moment, and then nodded.

"...The corrupt thing is no longer here."

"Phew!"

The agent sat down with a sigh of relief.

The employees, who had already guessed the identity of the Disaster Management Bureau agents by their appearance and manner of speech but hadn't dared to cause a conflict given the situation, also felt a momentary sense of relief.

"Is this what the Mascot asked for?"

The Team Leader nodded slightly.

The employees marveled quietly. The Mascot had a plan all along!

Right. So, while he was using the entire resort building as a trap to catch the crazy Magic Bunny, he made sure a suitable employee would attack...

…….

Wait a minute.

"T-Then, what about the Mascot...?"

He was buried in the building while getting struck by lightning along with it.

Silence.

Everyone's gaze turned to the Team Leader, but she slightly shook her head.

"I haven't heard anything about that."

"……!!"

Hold on.

"C-Can't we talk to him if even one Yellow Mascot remains? It seemed like he was swapping bodies...."

"They were all left in the resort!"

Moreover, they had already seen from the shelter the crazy Magic Bunny leading a parade, pursuing and tearing apart every last Yellow Mascot to death!

"Then... is the Yellow Mascot... dead too?"

"…!"

At the agent's guess, several employees fell into a panic.

Field Mouse grabbed the collar of the employee who had once been a ladybug.

"Y-You, don't you know anything? Well?!"

"I am currently out of contact with the Mascot! Let's wait together until the theme park opens for business!"

"Argh!"

"W-Wait a minute. If the Mascot is gone... who's going to give us our stamps?? We have to get our stamps to leave! Who's going to certify that we used this shelter!"

"Calm down! We can just go to the Blue Zone in the morning and ride something!"

"That's fine for you guys! I have to pull out a yellow horse together and even drag the Mascot's corpse if I have to! I can't leave this zone!"

The stronger the Mascot became, the more freely they could move within the zone, but a restriction was a restriction.

To clear the board game without being hanged, they absolutely had to move together!

...Dragging a dead Mascot?

Just as the face of Field Mouse, the only survivor of the yellow horse team, was turning pale.

Tap, tap.

"……?"

A polite knocking sound was heard.

When they turned their heads, Section Chief Lizard was tapping on the floor.

"Please come out now."

At that moment.

Creeeak.

The floor opened with a strange sound, and a person popped out from within!

"Uwaaaaah!"

"Ack!"

It was, it was…….

"S-Security Team!"

A person wearing a strange mask, with Black Smoke emanating from his entire body.

Numerous strange horns, eyes like yellow lanterns, and a light source at his waist.

A Security Team employee who looked as if strangeness itself were bound in human form by a belt.

The true body that had been inside the Yellow Mascot suit.

"…!!"

Meeting him in the form of a cute mascot had made them forget, but the sight of that blatant Anomaly, which set off warning signals, momentarily sent chills down the spines of the Daydream employees.

But at the same time, they realized the reality.

He's alive!

"Aha! I guess you thought the Magic Bunny wouldn't be able to find you easily if you weren't in the mascot shape!"

"Ah...!"

Right. The Yellow Mascot had cast off the mascot suit after business hours, just like the Magic Bunny.

And while the Yellow Mascots were luring the Magic Bunny at the resort, the true body had been hiding quietly beneath the shelter, perfectly alive. In other words....

He was fine!

"I-Is... the Yellow Zone safe now? Eek!"

The true body of the Yellow Mascot, who had quietly looked back through the weasel mask, nodded.

"Ah...!!"

In that moment, the shelter was filled with relief.

They survived!

They had successfully survived the Magic Bunny's raid!

"Aaaaah!"

And the Team Leader of the Disaster Management Bureau was quietly watching that scene.

'Hmm.'

Her eyes quickly scanned the yellow Anomaly.

At any rate, that must be the true identity that was hidden inside the cute yellow mascot doll suit.

'Has Daydream really learned how to capture and employ supernatural disasters?'

The Disaster Management Bureau seemed obsessed with collaborating with Dokkaebis and finding out how it's done, so perhaps they had developed their own method.

'...That also looks like something that's had a Binding Restriction placed on it.'

It looked formidable, but not everything powerful is evil.

She realized that the being had treated the human employees with a certain degree of goodwill and tried to protect them.

'Hmm. But... did he not consider the repercussions if he failed?'

What would have happened if the Magic Bunny had first noticed that the true body of the Yellow Mascot was hiding in the shelter?

It certainly would have attacked the shelter itself, and the employees would all be dead.

'Well... he might have thought that if it came to that, it would be better for everyone to die cleanly.'

The Team Leader felt a strange sense of dissonance, but she let it go for now.

Anyway, that intimidating supernatural phenomenon seemed to possess a level of goodwill that made it ambiguous to classify as a disaster.

"Oh, then Section Chief Lizard must have heard the situation from the Mascot! That's why you let us know with a knock!"

"No."

"Eh? Then how did you know?"

"I heard a sound."

"Aha."

The atmosphere was quite amicable.

And the Team Leader realized that, separately from how formidable the Mascot's true body appeared, his movements were oddly devoid of strength, and no strange spiritual power made her skin prickle.

When he was the Yellow Mascot, the intimidation was enough to make her shudder.

......It seems he was weakened by a critical attack from the Magic Bunny, and by the destruction of the resort itself, which was the Mascot's source.

'...Has all his strength been drained?'

The Team Leader conveniently misunderstood the costume!

Regardless, in the meantime, the Yellow Mascot did step forward to take action.

"Uh, Mascot...?"

The Security Team special entity stood quietly, held something up, and pressed it near where an ear would be on the mask.

That was....

'A telephone receiver...?'

It was a classic-looking receiver with the cord ripped off.

And he remained still for a while. Only occasionally nodding or shaking his head.

Of course, no sound could be heard from the receiver with the severed cord....

"……."

"……."

What on earth is he listening to?

The employees felt a certain eeriness in the silence, but for now, they continued to ride the hopeful atmosphere.

"T-Then we can just hold out here until morning and then leave! Anyway, we've used the facilities, and since the Mascot is here, we'll be able to get our stamps...!"

"……."

"R-Right...?"

The Mascot stared quietly at Field Mouse for a moment.

Then he shook his head.

"…!"

"Are you saying... we can't leave?"

It was then.

The Black Smoke swirling around the Mascot drew patterns in the air.

The dark, haze-like substance took shape in the light of the yellow lantern.

Letters.

 > You can leave 

"Ah...!"

 > But first 

 > We finish this 

"Pardon?"

 > Red Zone 

 > Capture 

"…?!"

***

And so, in the middle of the night.

Following the Anomaly that had played the role of the Yellow Mascot, the employees of the Yellow Zone all cautiously emerged from the shelter together.

This was because even the shelter was already flickering in form, perhaps due to the decline of the Yellow Zone.

"Well, since it's come to this, let's go together."

"Team Leader...."

Agent Gomyeong wiped away tears, saying she had been calling for her superior all day long.

A few employees were prepared to throw a fit and refuse to follow, but because someone from their own team had followed, they ended up leaving the shelter with a heavy heart.

Since those who picked the same colored horse would be hanged if they strayed too far apart.

And they also didn't have the confidence to win against Section Chief Lizard or Supervisor Dolphin of the Elite Squad, who were following along, to make them stay.

Moreover, the person with the most initiative among those likely to throw a fit... was already in a state where his identity had been reborn as an 'employee of the Flower Golden Resort.'

"I have been instructed to work in synchronization with the employees' actions!"

Thus, everyone came to move following the Special Division entity in the Security Team uniform.

The first destination was....

The gate, where the lights were already out.

—Are you going to sneak into the Red Zone by crossing the Blue Zone?

In response to that question, just as the one who had been the Yellow Mascot had affirmed.

"Phew."

Carefully controlling their breathing, the employees quickly crossed the gate. And....

They made eye contact with the Blue Mascot.

"…Hup!"

The thing lying haphazardly at the gate was still wearing its mascot suit.

However, there was none of the liveliness of business hours.

The shape of the mascot suit was stiff, clearly showing that someone was inside controlling it.

The strange Anomaly that had been the Yellow Mascot approached it.

And communicated again with smoke.

 > To the Red Zone 

The one wearing the Blue Mascot suit quietly stood up from its spot.

And began to walk as if to guide them.

"……."

"……."

Had an agreement already been made beforehand?

The employees swallowed hard and quietly followed the two Anomalies.

The Blue Mascot walked across the water park after closing.

Splash.

A wet sound accompanied every step.

Walking along the dark waterside in the middle of the night, relying only on the yellow lantern light coming from the Anomaly's body.

An eeriness flowed that made one forget this place was a theme park.... Tension clouded the spines of several people.

Then.

"Excuse me, Blue Mascot. Isn't it stuffy to keep wearing that mascot suit?"

Gasp!

"You said you can't cross into another zone as a Mascot. If you're going with us, you have to take off the suit, right?"

Several employees and even an agent were terrified by Lee Seonghae's bold remark.

However, the Blue Mascot was silent.

…….

It merely stared blankly at the questioner and continued to walk in silence.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae tilted her head, but soon shrugged and followed those footsteps.

Soon, they stood before a giant wall.

The wall separating Magic Bunny's Fantasyland and Blue Dream Water Park.

As if another reinforcement project had been done in the meantime, the wall was thicker and more ornate.

Lizard asks.

"Shall we break through and enter?"

The one who had been the Yellow Mascot nodded. But he raised a hand.

For a moment.

As if telling them to wait.

And as he gazed at the Blue Mascot, the one wearing that mascot suit walked to the very back.

Thump, thump.

The employees heard the limp footsteps of the mascot suit moving behind them....

And.

 > Do not look back 

"…!"

The employees staggered.

An intention as deep as the deep sea and as powerful as a tsunami seemed to shake their insides.

They knew instinctively. It was okay only because it was heard from behind their backs. They must not face it. If they face it.

They must not.

"……."

Ziiiiiiip.

Behind their backs, they heard the sound of a rusted zipper being pulled down, and something letting the mascot suit fabric fall to the floor as it stood up.

Splash.

A wet sound.

The Anomaly holding the yellow lantern standing at the very front formed a sentence with smoke.

 > From now on 

 > Absolutely 

 > Do not look back 

"……."

The employees swallowed hard.

In that way, they stepped into the dark Fantasyland of the Magic Bunny.

With something from the deep sea at their backs.

The ending was before their eyes.

Chapter 184

I moved my feet slowly.

Magic Bunny's Fantasyland.

Everything was stopped and dark.

The silent amusement park was more than enough to evoke terrifying imaginations on its own.

Especially since I was walking at the very front.

‘Huuuu….’

I wondered if this was what it felt like to hide in a haunted house dressed as a ghost.

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry at the fact that I was currently disguised as the Security Team.

What was certain was that the strange sense of stability the Mascot suit provided had vanished.

…It had its pros and cons, but the rising tension was unavoidable.

[Ah, an infiltration in the middle of the night. What a truly tense and exciting situation!]

[And I must say this once more. That was a spectacular sight earlier! A giant trap to hunt a giant beast! Destruction is indeed one of the primal pleasures. It was a truly delightful spectacle!]

Mmm.

I felt a familiar sense of hollowness and a faint relief at Braun’s voice coming through the receiver.

‘I suppose I should be glad that at least you’re enjoying yourself.’

I had guaranteed the Host of the Ghost Story that it would be interesting; if he’d called it boring, I would’ve been breaking out in a cold sweat.

And even without that, this was a situation I ought to be happy and relieved about.

Because everything was proceeding according to plan.

Squelch.

The Blue Mascot, following at the very end.

No, the someone who had taken off that Mascot suit.

My skin crawled just thinking about him, but at the same time, someone inside me let out a sigh of relief.

It was scary, but it felt like having a thousand-strong army at my back.

‘I’m glad we reached an agreement right before the Ceremony.’

At first, I wanted to demand that he attack Magic Bunny's area as soon as the Theme Park closed.

To tell him to raid and consume the Red Zone while my Resort was being attacked.

But if I did that and the timing was off… it would be troublesome if the Blue Mascot were pushed back.

‘They seem to be similar in power.’

I think the Blue Mascot had maintained a state of mutual ignorance because Magic Bunny was as powerful as he was.

If they clashed, they might both be destroyed.

‘Considering that crazy red Mascot doesn't invade the Blue Zone, they probably maintain some kind of balance of power.’

So, I had to set the stage so he could safely devour Magic Bunny.

‘I had to take it step by step.’

The result of the most probabilistically conservative approach was this very moment.

My employees and I hiding in the shelter and bombing the Resort itself.

Then, infiltrating Magic Bunny's territory with the powerful Blue Mascot.

Of course….

‘There was a condition.’

— N e v e r

— L o o k  B a c k

‘…….’

Still, I couldn't help but strain my ears.

Squelch.

The sound of water splashing behind me, the sound of a tail dragging on the floor, the sound of something massive dragging its belly and moving its feet as it followed.

I could hear it.

It sounded like giant waves, like a snake moving, and strangely, like the brushing of wings or whiskers. Or like something thick and sticky being pressed against the floor.

Following behind me, the thing that had taken off the Blue Mascot suit… something.

Squelch.

My nerves instinctively prickled.

Perhaps… unlike Magic Bunny, the Blue Mascot hadn't completely lost its outer shell or had its identity sucked away by this Theme Park.

It was the sound of something maintaining its form to some extent.

Of course, I couldn't look back to check.

‘There must be a reason.’

I didn't erase the letters made of smoke, ‘Never look back,’ and kept walking. Ah, I realized I could use this at some point. Did this costume also get influenced by the Mascot in reverse?

Anyway, the advance continued.

The destination was the center of the Red Zone.

Magic Bunny's Fantasy Castle.

“…….”

“…….”

Even though I hadn't warned them to be quiet, even the civilians, whom the Disaster Management Bureau was supposed to rescue, were moving their feet cautiously with their mouths shut.

‘There’s no need for that.’

But perhaps due to anxiety, their footsteps began to turn into something close to a run.

The colorful palace-shaped buildings of the amusement park drew rapidly closer in the darkness.

The largest core facility in this area.

‘…Something must be left.’

Even if Magic Bunny’s main body and its swarm were hit by lightning while attacking the Yellow Zone and buried under collapsing buildings, there would surely be some dregs left in the Red Zone.

And all of those could become Magic Bunny.

I knew it now. Mascots were that kind of species.

And those dregs would eventually function like the main body over time.

I had to catch it before then.

“…We’ve arrived.”

I heard Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s whisper and stopped first.

The back of the Fantasy Castle was visible.

Yes. We had approached from the rear, and the exaggerated fairy-tale palace had a back door cleverly hidden and finished with modern technology, as expected of a theme park.

“…….”

I didn't stop Section Chief Lee Jaheon when he tried to force the back door open.

Crack, creeeeak.

The door opened, revealing a colorful, ornate, and silent interior.

Terrible things displayed casually like Theme Park props emerged from the darkness, only to vanish again the moment my lantern moved away.

Gulp.

I heard the sound of someone swallowing hard behind me.

[Now, let us search as much as we like. Friend….]

I searched every single wall tenaciously and came to the side of the gate where the red rabbit Mascot would have stood to guide the visitors.

Then, the ‘thing I was looking for’ revealed itself.

{ Authorized Personnel Only }

“This is….”

“…Is it like a staff area?”

That's right.

The Resort also had a facility office that only authorized personnel could enter.

Considering that I had found operational documents or stamps there, I thought there would definitely be a similar space in this Red Zone.

If there was a place that could grant recognition for conquering the Red Zone….

‘It would be right here.’

“Is this our destination?”

I nodded.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon opened the locked door once more without a second thought.

Basement.

A modern-style staircase leading down appeared.

In a bleak style, various spots were rusted as if eroded by blood.

“…….”

I gave people a choice with the smoke.

 > Free Choice

 ▶ Wait here

 ▶ Go down

“Uh…?”

And I stood quietly in front of the stairs of the ‘No Entry Except Magic Bunny’ area.

‘Please, just a few strong people follow me.’

Thinking about walking silently with something that was a maskless Blue Mascot while I couldn't even look back made me break out in a cold sweat.

But surprisingly, everyone followed.

“W-What if I accidentally look ‘back’ while waiting!”

“In things like this, you die if you're left behind.”

“…….”

Mmm. It was a rather persuasive choice.

Anyway, the exploration began again in the darkness.

As we went down, we saw doors with strange names like ‘Supply Room,’ ‘Freezer,’ and ‘Magic Storage,’ but I didn't touch them and just kept going down.

I could sense it.

[Oh, is it the instinct of one who was a Mascot?]

Something like that.

People also followed me, trying their best not to even look at the glass windows on those doors.

And finally, the moment we reached the floor.

A rusted doorplate was visible.

{ Mascot Development Lab }

A half-open door.

Found it.

“Excuse me, sir. Just a moment. What does Mascot development mean….”

I grabbed the doorknob and swung it open.

“…!!”

I heard the sound of the employees covering their own mouths to suppress their screams.

They had no choice. What was before them was….

[My, quite avant-garde!]

In the center of the vast lab space, a massive red body only half-filled with flesh was visible.

Hind legs with sharp claws, grand and wicked membranous wings, a severed tail, a massive… something with only its lower body left.

“Hi-eup,”

People froze in terror.

Then, a cheerful voice came from the side.

“Ah, it’s a Mascot suit!”

“…!”

“But it looks incomplete? There’s only half of it.”

That was right.

The thing displayed with only its lower body was empty inside if you looked closely, and clumps of severed hair were wedged here and there as if replacing cotton.

Traces of trying to create a Mascot suit themselves.

‘Huu.’

I further examined the lower body of that strange beast with the vision created by my eye-light.

It was densely covered in scales.

They were human fingernails.

‘…Ha.’

And that wasn't all.

In various parts of the vast ‘Development Lab’ space, body parts left neglected and unconnected could be seen.

Yellow vertical-pupil eyeballs, small membranes like fins, strange and massive front claws like bird feet, tongues, and chunks of snout flesh.

Traces of Mascot development. Many of the forms suggested the source of the raw materials, making my stomach churn.

However, it seemed they hadn't been able to officially bring these out or introduce them to the Theme Park as a ‘Mascot.’

Because this was the area of the red rabbit, Magic Bunny.

They wouldn't have been able to bring out that grand and intimidating appearance that didn't suit this colorful and cute amusement park.

The Cheerful Theme Park wouldn't have allowed it.

“Did they want to use that as a new Mascot instead of a rabbit…?”

“……I wonder.”

I heard the agents whispering.

[A new image development! A cliché but typical idea. What is Mr. Roe Deer's guess?]

Mmm.

‘…Wouldn't it be the opposite?’

[Hmm?]

‘I think they were trying to restore their original form with that suit.’

Magic Bunny had completely lost its original form inside the Mascot suit.

‘In that case, I think they would have tried to make the suit look like their original self.’

Whether by instinct or calculation.

Though they ultimately failed.

‘And when I piece those fragmented parts together, Magic Bunny's original identity was….’

The moment I thought that far.

Something moved.

“AAAHHHH!”

I quickly grabbed a civilian by the scruff of the neck and threw them toward the agents.

Sluuuuuurp….

The scale-covered tail, which the civilian had been peering at closely, was moving while dripping fluid.

“Heok.”

The dregs of Magic Bunny.

It had been wriggling while stuck to the inner wall of the tail-shaped suit.

It had no limbs.

It didn't have all the organs and limbs collected from missing persons and visitors either.

Dregs of the contents of a Magic Bunny suit that had lost its form.

But its cunning and aggressiveness seemed the same.

And.

Squish, squelch, squish, squelch.

Sounds began to be heard from all directions.

It was the sound of all the Mascot suit parts in the development lab vibrating.

And the giant thing in the center also began to twist its joints along with its tail.

Bloody red things wriggled and pulsed through the red suit.

“AAAAHHHHH!”

Amidst the screams of several people, those hesitating because they couldn't look back while trying to escape to the stairs, and the agents taking up defensive positions with the civilians in between….

“Should we destroy it?”

“This much seems like something we can fight?”

No, that's not it!

I quickly shook my head and manipulated the Black Smoke again.

I sent it toward the massive figure that had followed us at the very back and was now standing quietly in a corner of the development lab.

The Blue Mascot's true body.

“…!”

The thing that had taken off the Blue Mascot suit was temporarily blocked from everyone's view by my Black Smoke.

‘Now!’

I gestured for people to evacuate to the stairs.

The employees hurried up the stairs in a swarm. I also went to the stairs and stood last, with my back to the lab door.

Standing with my back to the development lab just like them, breaking out in a cold sweat, I withdrew the smoke I had sent to the Blue Mascot and formed letters again.

 > Never look back

And then.

Squelch.

A sound was heard from the development lab.

“…….”

The one inside the Blue Mascot, who had followed us, moved.

To do the promised task.

The friction of a massive tide, the Master of the Deep Sea, slowly moving those powerful steps and looking around at the fragmented Mascot suits and their contents as if submerged in regret was heard….

At last, this moment has arrived

O corrupt seed of a foreign land

It sucked them in.

“…!!”

The sound of Magic Bunny’s dregs in the lab being crushed and pulverized as if sucked into a violent tsunami or whirlpool was heard.

Just like how a ‘bad child’ was sucked into that mouth at the water park.

Devoured.

A bizarre scream, a bizarre void.

“Huuuuuk.”

“Ugh!”

People instinctively covered their ears and bowed their heads. Those movements seemed like an attempt to refuse, as if they didn't want to witness an unbearable scene.

However….

I locked eyes with someone who was looking at me.

The one wearing the Yellow Mascot mask.

Jang Heowoon was smiling broadly.

As if he were already completely subordinate to something else, without even an ego left to tremble in fear in such a situation.

As if he would face whatever was happening now by looking back whenever he wanted.

A different kind of chill swept through my entire body.

But even behind me, the massive presence was reaching its peak.

The sound of massive water streams striking the development lab in all directions like heavy whips or tails, and…….

It vanished.

“…….”

“…….”

Those who had been covering their ears slowly lowered their hands.

A will that seemed to try and be kind was heard from behind.

It is done

“…….”

And.

The stairs began to move.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa?”

As if being remodeled in real-time, they moved like waves and lightly pushed the people up the stairs.

“W-What?”

Finally, the ‘Staff Only’ area door opened, and as they escaped gallantly outside… they witnessed a surprising fact.

“Huh?”

Every single red rabbit had disappeared from the Magic Castle!

The terrible symbols he had created still remained, but all the rabbit character forms that had originally filled the Magic Castle were gone.

Instead, a new picture was being drawn.

Blue Dream.

The image of a cutely deformed blue Dragon was appearing everywhere.

As if a hurried renovation was taking place before opening hours.

“…!”

“D-Did it work?”

The employees looked back at me for some reason, and I nodded.

Magic Bunny's territory was conquered by another Mascot.

Completely!

 > Now

 > Safe

“Ah!!”

“I-It worked!”

Seeing my smoke, people let out sighs of relief. Some turned bright or burst into laughter, but since they couldn't look back, they inadvertently made sounds with their mouths.

“Th-Thank you.”

“Thank you.”

It was directed toward the Blue Mascot.

The shadow behind me, reflected by my yellow lantern, swayed as if it were somehow happy.

That shadow was….

“…A dragon?”

“Team Leader?”

“A dragon or an Imoogi… no, never mind.”

I saw the Team Leader trying to say something but stopping.

“…….”

A thought occurred to me.

‘I was also forcibly appointed as a Mascot.’

What if the one behind me was also something else before becoming the Blue Mascot?

And if that Mascot suit earlier was indeed the original form of Magic Bunny, who had lost its true self.

Perhaps. I speculated that the Cheerful Theme Park had captured powerful entities from other ghost stories or legends through contracts and made them Mascots.

“…….”

Hadn't the board game to enter this Theme Park also been made by the Cheerful Research Institute?

‘It’s a strange feeling.’

In any case, it wasn't something to worry about right now.

What was important now….

Was that Magic Bunny was gone.

Even if someone remained at the Resort, the possibility of being killed by Magic Bunny had vanished.

‘It’s done.’

With that, my heart felt lighter.

[Mr. Roe Deer is the one who worked so hard!]

[Though that Mascot's habit of thinking he's the protagonist of a drama will get even worse thanks to you giving him all the credit.]

Phew.

‘But it'll be okay.’

I led the employees out of the Magic Castle.

The day was dawning.

***

The Cheerful Theme Park would soon begin its business.

We returned to the connection gate of the Yellow Zone, but the passage we used wasn't the Blue Dream Waterland.

The gate Magic Bunny had installed.

But now, a different sign was attached there.

[ BLUE DREAM FANTASYLAND GATE ]

The Blue Mascot, wearing his Mascot suit again, waved his hand from the place that was now his territory.

The employees awkwardly waved back.

‘ [Good heavens, it’s like Stockholm syndrome.] ’

…Braun would have probably said that if he were here.

But as day broke, the receiver lost its function, and the connection with Braun was already severed.

Still, we would be able to meet soon.

I hung the receiver near my thigh.

Just then, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae spoke to me.

“Um, do you also have to go back to being a Mascot suit now, Mascot?”

I looked at her without saying a word.

If there was no other way, I had to do it.

And I would have to remain as a Mascot in this Theme Park forever, unable to follow the others out....

Because once I quit being a Mascot, there would be no ‘me’ left. ...I would disappear.

But.

-Cheerful Theme Park is now open!

The moment operation began along with the upbeat music.

The Resort's business attire began to cover my Security Team clothes.

But it wasn't a doll suit.

“Uh, uh?!”

A neat suit uniform with a yellow bowtie.

“St-staff?”

That’s right.

Finally, the horns on my mask were neatly arranged, and I stood as a full-fledged ‘Flower Golden Resort’ staff member.

“Mascot... sir?”

Hmm.

Strictly speaking, I wasn't.

This body was a staff member.

Since when?

Since right before the Illumination started!

‘I signed an employment contract!’

Employer: GOLDEN

Employee: Roe Deer

Yes.

I brought my original body, which had been next to the blue gate, and made it sign the employment contract.

So that it would be separated from me, the Mascot!

‘Living entities can be hired as staff.’

Since the Ceremony Ritual hadn't been performed yet, my entire mind and body didn't exist solely for the sake of being a Mascot.

However, because the Mascot's ego was strong enough to use even a Standard-grade Mascot like a physical body, this separation was achieved exquisitely.

In that way, my original body was separated as a staff member!

This is why Magic Bunny couldn't help but fail to notice, even if I was buried inside the shelter.

Because I wasn't a Mascot; I was a staff member.

“Uh, uhhh....”

I felt a bit sorry that I couldn't even give a smile to the several staff members looking at me in confusion, due to the Security Team concept.

‘But I still have to do what needs to be done.’

...Of course, there were problems in this process.

Namely, my consciousness being split in two.

Experiencing my own death inside the Standard-grade Mascot was not a very pleasant thing.

But I could handle it.

No, I had to handle it.

For this result!

‘Now I can leave.’

In any case, the Yellow Mascots were all dead except for a few standard-grade ones, and even the Resort had collapsed.

Taking advantage of this moment when the Mascot's power had weakened, I, the ‘staff member,’ just had to quickly resign and leave this Theme Park.

The thought of my consciousness being torn apart as a Mascot and remaining in the ghost story... was chilling, but I had to endure it.

If I had pushed all of this onto a staff member as Braun said, we would have both been torn to death by Magic Bunny.

‘...If that happened, my already weakened ego might not have been able to hold on.’

Furthermore, this Cheerful Theme Park exploration was something Director Ho had specially organized at my request.

Even if the support was voluntary, Jang Heowoon in particular... no matter how I thought about it, it seemed like Director Ho had placed him there.

So, if something had to be endured, this was better.

I took a breath.

And I let the 'me' that resided in the Standard-grade Mascot within the collapsed Resort escape....

‘First, let's have everyone resign and then rebuild the Resort.’

It would be easy if I poured in the Cheerful Coins I was allocated while occupying the Red Zone.

Then the remaining staff would have a place to work, and we could escape quickly.

There would be no problem.

That was what I thought at that moment.

G o o d  C h i l d

The Blue Mascot beyond the gate gazes at me.

Then, he raises a hand toward the air... and points to the area he is standing in, the one pioneered by Magic Bunny.

Hmm?

H e r e

G o o d  C h i l d

T a k e  I t

‘...?!’

Wa-wait a minute.

But things were already happening.

The color of the zone 'transferred' by the Blue Dragon began to change.

The color of the promenade, which had turned blue, changed once again to golden.

And the golden light, which climbed up along half of the promenade, began to occupy ‘Fantasy Land.’

‘Oh my god.’

Areas corresponding to vacation facilities in Fantasy Land, nearly 1/3 of the total area, were stained in golden light.

And cat Mascot decorations with flower branches on their heads began to be seen here and there.

G o o d  C h i l d 

F o r  Y o u

No.

No!! I didn't have the slightest intention of expanding the Yellow Zone...!

‘It would have been enough if you just gave me some money to rebuild the Resort!’

I suppressed a scream as I looked at the face of the Blue Mascot, who was looking at me with some sort of expectation.

There are now five... no, seven facilities in the Yellow Zone!

‘This is insane.’

I can feel it.

The Mascot's consciousness was growing too large.

Wait a minute, at this rate, I won't be able to resign...!

‘The Mascot is becoming too powerful!’

Powerful things, incomparable to when I only had one Resort, came flooding into my head, pushing out my ego as a staff member and constantly trying to shift my vision to the Standard-grade Mascot. No!

‘If I resign now, c-can I remain?’

That maddening moment when the Mascot's joy came rushing in even as I was about to be overtaken by terror.

Light burst through the Security Team Uniform.

“...!”

I lowered my head.

Light was leaking out in the shape of letters near my wrist.

:恩主:

The tattoo that had served as an inventory.

And that light detached from the skin and formed a shape.

That shape was....

‘An employment contract!’

The contents that had been crushed there began to come to life.

One with innate, existential nobility.

The strikethrough that had been drooping as if in rejection,

One with innate, existential nobility.

…Disappeared

Chapter 185

I remember.

Back when I had just been promoted to Assistant Manager at Daydream Inc.

Back when I got caught up in the Serial Killer Cabin Ghost Story because of my roommate, but barely managed to clear it without killing anyone.

The tattoo I 'inherited' from the owner of the cabin as a reward back then.

:恩主:

Since then, I’ve upgraded it at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop and have been using a portion of the cabin's space like an inventory, but in truth, that wasn't the essential attribute of this tattoo.

The authority to hire the Caretaker.

It was a contract that allowed me to employ the servant who used to run the Serial Killer Cabin.

However, I couldn't use it.

—But if I may be so bold, several qualifications are required for my employer.

—Innate, existential nobility is necessary.

I didn't care. My only goal back then was to seize the employment contract to stop the cabin's ghost story.

But….

At this very moment.

One who possesses innate, existential nobility.

The employment contract says.

That I have met those criteria.

"Did you call for me?"

Before I knew it, a man in shabby clothes was standing across from me, while I held the employment contract.

In his hand, he held the red wax that originally sealed his contract, unbroken.

The Caretaker.

Wearing worn-out clothes that covered his entire head, the employee, who nonetheless exuded an air of dignity and formality, watched me quietly.

'……!'

"Since you possess the qualifications of my employer, I stand before you to work according to your instructions, following the authority of the contract."

Wait a second.

I hurriedly pulled out the Black Smoke and moved it.

Perhaps because this ability was judged not to fit a 'Flower Golden Resort' employee, moving it was even more difficult.

Moreover, the Black Smoke I pulled out turned golden halfway through, but regardless, the smoke successfully formed letters once again.

>I’m qualified?

Where did that judgment come from?

"I, too, find it somewhat questionable, but that is not for me to judge."

Explain!

>State the criteria of nobility

as you perceive them.

"I understand."

Like the servant he was, the Caretaker immediately opened his mouth.

"Extraordinary birth."

…!

"A promised legacy and power. The existence of those who entreat you for fear and mercy."

And….

"A ruthless and powerful dominance as a landlord exerted over the parasites, visitors, intruders, and challengers of the territory."

…I don't know why he's giving explanations that only bring a Calamity God to mind. Isn't nobility usually a value related to kindness?

No, come to think of it, the master of that Caretaker was a madman who lured people with legacies only to make them kill each other in the cabin.

'How chilling….'

As I heard each explanation, I felt that these were definitely not conditions meant for a human.

However, it seemed that the things I had done since being reborn as a Mascot within the ghost story fit the bill.

'So, the Yellow Zone of the theme park... has been judged as my territory.'

But there is one thing I don't understand.

Promised legacy and power?

"That is correct. You have possessed it since the first time we met."

The Caretaker bowed his head again.

But do I have such a thing?

As if sensing my confusion, the Caretaker politely extended both hands to point at something.

"It is proven by a mark more powerful than the token of my employment contract."

…!

Reflexively, I looked down at my left arm, which was hidden by the Security Team uniform.

My other tattoo.

: Socius :

The mark given to me by the Blue Mascot.

I turned my head toward the gate. The Blue Mascot spoke somewhat triumphantly.

I ‘ m

G o o d C h i l d ‘ s

G u a r d i a n

'…!!'

G o o d  C h i l d

M u s t  P r o t e c t

Wait a minute.

So the meaning of this tattoo... did it comprehensively mean things like 'companion, member, kin' in Latin?

Since the theme park's annual membership pass burned and stuck to my wrist, I had interpreted this as something like a VIP Membership Pass for the theme park.

But in reality, it was something more powerful than that….

'He marked me... as a family member he protects?'

I locked eyes with the cute, deformed blue Dragon.

Gratitude and a sense of dread washed over me at the same time.

It was definitely a gesture of goodwill, and thanks to it, I had certainly benefited or escaped crises several times.

But in the end, wasn't I... ensnared in this Cheerful Theme Park because of that Mascot's goodwill?

And one more thing.

Ever since the day dawned today, I strangely feel like I can hear the blue Dragon's words more clearly….

'…….'

I froze slightly and continued to stare at the Blue Mascot, and the Mascot and the surrounding employees began to move busily as if they were restless.

It was then.

I heard the Caretaker's voice.

"Will you assign me to manage your territory?"

Wait.

>You can work

in this resort?

"Of course. Will you instruct me to operate the territory under the name 'Flower Golden Resort'?"

Though he maintained a polite formality, a hint of urgency or anticipation could be felt somewhere in that question.

I suddenly recalled that those who were completely bound by this resort's employee contract worked very joyfully.

Even I, while I was immersed in operations as a Mascot.

> Are you one 

who wishes to work?

"That is not important. Only the employer's will matters."

>Employer's will:

I want to know more

"…I am an entity meant to manage the territory on behalf of the employer."

The Caretaker opened his mouth.

"I have cared for the noble one's cabin with all my heart, but if you entrust me with a greater duty, you will be able to command a more powerful servant befitting of it…."

A desire to become a more powerful being flared up slightly before vanishing.

So, he’s saying that if he receives a management position in this resort, which is larger than the cabin, the abilities he can exercise will increase.

Wait a second.

You said 'on behalf of,' right?

If so….

>It's possible to operate

even if I am not here?

"Yes. I am a servant employed for that representation."

A thrill ran through my body.

In the operating zones of the Cheerful Theme Park, a Mascot must be present.

It’s impossible to hand over my Mascot position, which has already completed the Ceremony ritual and been officially recognized, but if there’s a perfect proxy….

Can I leave?

"Will you implement it?"

I nodded.

At that moment.

"I shall work according to your instructions."

The Caretaker's exterior began to change.

"…!"

The shabby rags vanished, and a uniform and suit befitting a resort employee appeared.

White gloves, neatly slicked-back black hair, dress shoes, a monocle, and even the mask that was the symbol of the yellow Mascot.

And….

[Manager]

Even a name tag.

"Thank you."

I had hired the Caretaker as the Manager.

The Caretaker, now in dapper attire, stood with his back straight and politely held out the red wax in his hand once again.

The wax turned golden.

It resealed the labor contract made of light in front of me, and soon the entire labor contract turned golden and became my tattoo once more.

 :恩主:

I watched the light disappear through my Security Team clothes.

"The duration of my employment contract that you have inherited is 1241 days, 6 hours, 11 minutes, and 23 seconds by the solar calendar."

That was enough. I planned to get a Wish Ticket and get out of here before then anyway.

The important thing was.

That I could now leave this place without having to tear myself away as a Mascot.

Because there was a Manager who would work in my stead.

It was a moment where my head felt numb with relief.

I heard the employees whispering behind me.

"Is that also an employee from the Security Team special division?"

"Maybe they conducted this expedition for the sake of this……."

"Wait, 'for the sake of this'? What does that mean? Did they catch him even though they hadn't planned to enter?"

"Eh? Oh, no. Probably that Security Team…."

Damn it.

I hurriedly cut off the conversation before more information about me could be shared with the Disaster Management Bureau.

The golden smoke formed words.

>Your choice

▶ Quit

▶ Stay

"…!"

"Qu-quit!"

"I'll quit!"

A wise decision.

'I was planning to get them out right away anyway.'

The atmosphere shifted in an instant.

I watched the employees sign the resignation forms after I hurriedly tore up the labor contracts held out by the standard-grade Mascots who had run over.

'Let's send them all out for now.'

One by one, the employees' uniforms disappeared, and they returned to their original attire.

I guided them to the gift shop through the standard-grade Mascots to give them the items I had promised.

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry, but it was because a portion of the Red Zone had been incorporated into the Yellow Zone, and the gift shop there had been taken over as well.

'Let's guide them toward safe things.'

However, a few people did not move according to my guidance.

"Ah. Thank youuu."

For instance, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae didn't immediately go to the gift shop or exit through the gate even while giving her thanks.

To be precise, as soon as her uniform disappeared, she stumbled and carefully sat on the floor.

'…!'

The wounds she had received before becoming a resort employee had reappeared.

Because she no longer needed to work as an employee.

"Oh boy."

The Assistant Manager, whose two legs were fractured, looked at me in a comfortable posture near the gate leading to the Blue Zone.

> recommend:

 quick return home 

for wound treatment

"I'm okay! Let's go together."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon also looked back and forth between me and the Manager, checked the remaining personnel, and then just stood still in front of the gate.

No!

'Get out.'

I said everyone get out!

"You go out first and report the survivors."

"Yes!"

No, Team Leader, why aren't you leaving either…!

I secretly wiped away a cold sweat as I looked at the Hyunmoo Team Leader, who had sent his team members ahead and remained in front of the gate with his arms crossed after his great performance with the Sai Sword yesterday.

Anyway, I had put out the urgent fires.

What remained was one agent, one elite squad employee, and Section Chief Lizard.

'It’s a lineup that seems like they'd keep their mouths shut.'

And….

Two employees wearing the yellow Mascot masks.

Those who could not quit.

'…….'

Judging by Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's condition, if those two terminated their employee contracts... they would likely return to the state they were in before being resurrected as employees.

That is, as corpses.

'Whew.'

I looked back at the Manager.

He was standing perfectly still in a polite posture, bowing while I handled the matters.

Then he asked again.

"Are they workers who will work at the resort?"

He pointed at the two remaining employees.

'…!'

In an instant, an idea flashed through my mind.

If it was possible for me to leave while remaining a Mascot.

They will

leave the territory

with me

Couldn't the employees follow me out as well?

"If I may be so bold, wouldn't it be difficult for those contracted as workers of the resort to leave this place?"

When the standard-grade Mascot held out the employment contracts I had signed to the Manager, the Manager scrutinized the documents and declared so.

But I did not yield.

>The workplace is not important

The ones contracted to me

Then I raised my hand and pointed to the signature part of the employment contract.

Employer: GOLDEN

Do you see it?

They are subordinate

to me

Not the territory

but to me

"……."

The Manager seemed to ponder for a moment.

He seemed to be reviewing if there were any parts that conflicted with the resort's operation policy... but soon, he looked up and nodded.

"I have heard your instructions."

It worked!

"Then, regarding the removal of the employees…."

"Wait a minute."

Just then, the Team Leader, who had been watching our conversation, hurriedly cut in.

Specifically, while looking at me.

"You're saying you can send them outside, right? Then by any chance, do you have any intention of selling your 'employee'?"

……!

Reflexively, I created smoke.

Employees are

good workers

not objects for sale

"……."

The Team Leader seemed momentarily speechless.

He looked at me with eyes that suggested he didn't know whether to feel wronged or exasperated, but he soon sighed and spoke.

"Uh, right. Then I'd like you to send him on a dispatch basis. I'll pay the price. I have quite a few interesting items."

Ah.

"Hey, you see that employee with long hair. Send that friend."

Then the Team Leader raised his hand and pointed at one person.

…Jang Heowoon.

"I'll take him with me."

I momentarily looked back at the two employees and realized something.

Jang Heowoon must not fall into the hands of Director Ho.

No matter how I thought about it, it was better for him to be handed over to the Disaster Management Bureau; there was no telling what he would suffer if he went to Director Ho like that.

How entertaining would it be? He had sent a spy disguised as a ghost story creature, only for another spy, completely contaminated as a ghost story resident, to come running to him.

Even if Director Ho didn't have a malicious personality enough to find it amusing, it was still a problem.

'It means one spy was wasted.'

The anger that would fall on me for causing a loss after being granted a favor would also be directed at the innocent Jang Heowoon.

I didn't know what kind of crazy method he would use to deal with him, but I had a feeling it wouldn't be a humane measure at all.

'But can he be recovered if he goes to the Disaster Management Bureau?'

In the first place, Jang Heowoon had infiltrated as a spy, so I couldn't be sure what would happen, could I?

A fierce debate raged in my head.

And, after reaching a conclusion, I once again formed letters with smoke.

Accepted

"…! Good. Then as the price…."

Wait a minute.

For the safety and wage guarantee 

Of the dispatched worker 

Drafting a contract takes priority

"……."

After a long discussion with the Team Leader, I drafted a contract, and we each took a copy.

In that way, Jang Heowoon's affiliation was transferred.

"My workplace has been changed! I look forward to working with you. Agent!"

After saying to me, "I will return after this assignment," Jang Heowoon followed the agent without hesitation.

'Don't return.'

I sincerely hope the Disaster Management Bureau finds a way to return Jang Heowoon to normal.

Or….

'…At least enough for Jang Heowoon to fool Director Ho by pretending to work normally as a spy.'

…Then I can get a Wish Ticket.

Then.

With my share of the Wish Ticket, I could heal Jang Heowoon to the state he was in when he was alive before becoming an employee.

'It's... worth a try.'

I quietly clenched my fist.

And... I held back a sigh while taking care of the ladybug employee.

"Yes. I will prepare for the change in workplace!"

To be honest, this guy... I can't do much for him since there's no way to get another Wish Ticket, and becoming like this was his own doing.

'Let's at least transfer his custody to Daydream Inc.'

That was the right thing to do.

If I could take him out, I had to take him.

***

"Is the cleanup finished?"

Afterward, I finished the handover and information sharing with the Manager.

Regarding the resort's operation policy, the distribution of profits, and….

"I have confirmed that you have included a unique implementation method in the contract."

Also regarding the inventory function of the tattoo.

"I will arrange a new place in the resort after tidying up the temporary space you were using. In the future, you will be able to conveniently send instructions to your territory through that gap."

From now on, this tattoo would likely serve as a bizarre communication channel.

'Another upgrade.'

Lastly, I asked the Manager.

The most basic thing for communication.

Name.

Introduce your name

"Call me whatever you find convenient."

State the title you want

"…If that is the case, I would like to be called the Resort Manager."

I nodded.

The man who would now be called the Manager, not the Caretaker, bowed to me, and I turned my steps toward the Blue Mascot in front of the gate.

The Blue Mascot spoke somewhat desperately, as if he had overheard my conversation with the Manager.

N o w  H e r e

O u r  H o m e

Whew.

I shook my head.

The Blue Mascot seemed shocked.

W h y ?

B a d  M a s c o t

I  A t e  I t

As if trying to persuade me somehow, the blue Dragon flailed its front paws.

I t ‘ s  G o n e  N o w

I t ‘ s  S a f e

I shook my head as politely as possible.

And I formed a phrase with smoke.

I have work to do

My duty

The Blue Mascot slumped its shoulders, but it seemed to have finally understood.

Perhaps because I was still the owner of this theme park zone, he seemed to believe that my return was guaranteed.

W a i t

Instead, he hurriedly used another part of his body to bring something.

Then he carefully threw it from beyond the gate and handed it to me.

Just like he had given me churros and snacks before.

T a k e

T h i s

Reflexively, I held out both hands and caught it.

A scale.

The black and blue scale revealed a strange iridescent reflection when it hit the sunlight, and then something like blue waves surged inside it again.

Y o u

C a n  C a l l  M e

'…!'

…Could this scale be a part of his original form that was inside the mascot suit?

'Can I... call him? Is it okay to call him?'

Anyway, it was undoubtedly something exceptionally powerful, so I nodded and tucked the scale away.

The Blue Mascot watched me intently, and I shook hands with the mascot.

And the Mascot pulled me, who had stretched my body all the way across the gate, and hugged me tightly.

‘I’m glad I’m being treated as an employee.’

…And, I was glad I was wearing the Security Team suit.

“Shall we go back now?”

I nodded willingly.

After supporting Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, whose leg was fractured, along with Section Chief Lee Jaheon, and stopping by the gift shop, we headed toward the exit gate.

[◎Please visit again◎]

One of the entrances to Fantasy Land had already been replaced with symbols of the Yellow Zone.

Looking up at it, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae muttered.

“Hmm. Won’t we keep coming back here even if we enter through the board game from now on? Usually, when you get this involved, well… it seems to get ‘connected’.”

It was a meaningful speculation.

But for now, escaping was the priority, and I… really, really craved rest.

‘Let’s go.’

Side by side, we scanned our used Boarding Passes at the gate.

Beep.

And together, we walked out of the gate.

B y e  B y e

From behind, I thought I heard the now-familiar voice of the Blue Mascot faintly….

The next moment.

“Phew!”

Together, we all opened our eyes in the chairs of the Research Team office at Daydream Inc.

It was an escape after six days.

Chapter 186

My second exploration of Cheerful Theme Park finally came to an end.

And….

The research team in charge was turned upside down.

Exploration Results:

Out of 12 personnel deployed, 8 returned.

Two of the returnees ended the exploration within the scheduled time, but six were found in the meeting room where the board game began on the 6th day of exploration.

Confirmed one employee showing symptoms of complete contamination (mask transformation) among them. Transferred to Fox Counseling Room.

Confirmed witness accounts of the deaths of 3 out of the 4 who did not return. All were individuals who picked the red piece; the head of one was carried by a survivor but lost in the Yellow Zone.

Additional Special Note 1) Visual appraisal of the collected Dream Essence Liquid determined it to be of higher quality than existing samples. Similar to A-Class essence.

Additional Special Note 2) Many of the exploration staff who returned on the 6th day testified to working as theme park employees. They claimed to have received items from the gift shop as wages.

They say it went through a persistent verification process that would have been organized that way if it were Wiki.

It was literally an irregular case because the exploration period had increased sixfold, yet the essence grade was one level higher.

And there was only one variable for this irregular.

‘Me.’

The employee from the Security Team's Special Division.

However, appearing as a ghost story creature or something contaminated, I was able to scare the research team and smoothly escape the interview hell to return home.

-Excuse me! I'm really grateful, if I want to buy you a meal, where should I contact….

-A-Assistant Manager!! You can't!

…In that process, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae thankfully tried to make a friendly gesture toward me, but she was even blocked by a researcher.

‘It was actually a relief.’

Since there's no way to contact me in the first place.

Because all of this was just a disguise created by Director Ho.

And….

I had to meet that very Director Ho, a boss more persistent and terrifying than the research team, before going home.

-You must have gone through so much trouble, Soleum!

As soon as I took off the Security Team suit, I checked my empty right arm and the Dokkaebi Flame, which had returned to its lantern-form.

The Dokkaebi Flame seemed terrified, its lantern-form completely frozen.

Director Ho looked at it intently with a strange curve at the corners of his eyes, but fortunately, he did not take the Dokkaebi Flame away.

Instead, looking at the Security Team suit I had taken off, he said:

-Wow! It seems the Security Team uniform was influenced in an interesting way while traveling with you through this darkness, Soleum.

-Even without that, it's quite an interesting outfit, isn't it? I'll extend the rental period a bit more. Since opportunities to use it might arise in the future as well.

I nodded obediently to that.

The atmosphere was such that refusal wouldn't be tolerated anyway. I was in a position where I had to say something unfortunate. Namely….

-By the way, do you happen to know the whereabouts of Mr. Jang Heowoon?

Whew.

-He was an employee deployed alongside you to assist you, Soleum. I'm not sure if you put him to good use.

…I told only the truth.

That an agent from the Disaster Management Bureau suddenly entered, and Jang Heowoon, whose identity was discovered, was eventually taken away by the Disaster Management Bureau under the pretext of rescue.

-…Oh dear!

Director Ho's reaction was thoroughly superficial.

‘…I thought he’d be angry.’

-But Director, since it wasn't discovered that Mr. Heowoon is an employee of Daydream Inc., he should be able to continue his spy duties.

-Aha, is that so?

The excuse disguised as my deduction, that ‘Jang Heowoon would be unable to move for a while due to undergoing tests for contamination during the rescue process,’ seemed to have worked.

…For now, at least.

-Then, was Mr. Jang Heowoon’s Dream Collector recovered? The research team was making a fuss, saying A-Class essence was collected in this exploration.

-…Unfortunately, it was destroyed during the recovery process to prevent it from falling into the hands of the Disaster Management Bureau.

Actually, that's not true.

I destroyed it.

To cover up the flaws in this logic… just before escaping the theme park, I recovered the Dream Collector Jang Heowoon had and crushed it into the shape of a supply Mascot.

If Jang Heowoon had it and was caught by the Bureau, it would be no different from a spy certification.

On the other hand, if the collector was left inside the ghost story, it would be automatically sent back to the company, and Director Ho might have figured out exactly what state Jang Heowoon was in because of the recorded data.

Destruction was the only answer.

-That's unfortunate. Usually, the person in charge pays for the destruction of a collector with points… Ah, that's right. Since this was a special situation for work, I'll try to smooth it over on my end!

-…Yes. Thank you.

-Haha, it's not like I'm doing you a favor, Soleum!

Fortunately, Director Ho let it slide reasonably well.

I thought there might be an uproar because the collected liquid was high-grade, but surprisingly, he himself didn't seem particularly obsessed with the high grade of the liquid.

‘…That's strange.’

Anyway, since A-Class is A-Class, I thought I should check both myself and my Elite Team Collector… but it was difficult right now.

…Because as soon as I reached my bed after going through all this, I collapsed and slept until the next morning.

‘I really thought I was going to die.’

The only comfort was that I slept straight through without waking up, perhaps because I was so exhausted.

And to put this another way….

…It means my six days off evaporated just like that.

This morning.

As soon as I opened my eyes, I went to work at the Disaster Management Bureau…….

Ugh.

“Whoa, it's been a while. The cold-hearted MZ Grapes who didn't even call once during his break...”

Agent Choi, who was entering the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room with an Americano in hand, stopped short when he saw me.

“Did you go training on some mountain during your break? You're all skin and bones! Hey, hey, Jaekwan. Right?”

“Huh?”

Agent Bronze, who was frowning as his boss pulled his arm and pointed at me, also stopped in confusion when he actually saw me.

“…Did something happen?”

I managed to reply.

“I… couldn't… sleep well….”

“…….”

“…….”

It was the truth.

Because I had worked day and night as a mascot in a ruined resort for six days and five nights….

Agent Choi and Agent Bronze briefly looked at each other, then as if they had reached a silent agreement, they quickly approached me and sat on the nearby sofa.

“Couldn't you rest well?”

I looked at them with a clumsy expression without a word.

Ryu Jaekwan asked cautiously.

“I heard you didn't come to recharge the Dokkaebi lantern during your leave. …Are you okay?”

Ah.

“Yes. I'm fine…. I think I forgot because there was no need for it.”

“…….”

Whew.

For the record, the Dokkaebi Flame barely regained its energy after I coaxed and soothed it.

It seemed like some problem had occurred from being suppressed by the energy of the mascot, but when it received a recharge while I was coming to work this morning, it returned to my arm and seemed to have regained its original cheerfulness.

Although, if I even mention the Security Team suit, it seems like it would tremble and give a vigorous thumbs down.

“I'm sorry. Even though you were kind enough to let me use my annual leave.”

“That was something Grapes could use anyway, wasn't it?”

Agent Choi's playful attitude vanished completely as he continued in a relaxed tone.

“Hmm… Grapes-ie. You know, the Bureau operates a hot spring with good water at Seoraksan. Shall we all go there together on your next day off? The facilities are decent for employee welfare.”

“…….”

Going to a hot spring with my coworkers?

…But realizing what that hot spring was, I quickly nodded.

I did want to see the Disaster Management Bureau's welfare facilities at least once.

“Yeah. Good choice. …Man, you still have some motivation!”

“…?!”

Agent Choi ruffled my hair and patted my back.

“Originally, when you rest after working hard, you can suddenly get sick all at once. Both in body and mind.”

“…….”

“But you still made it to work right on time. Well done.”

I only came because I didn't want to get caught being a spy….

Besides, after experiencing a Daydream Inc. style ghost story this time, I realized anew that Disaster Management Bureau ghost stories are like angels in comparison…….

Of course, I couldn't say that, so I just nodded.

“Thank you.”

And I spent the waiting time leaning against the sofa….

Other than trying hard not to show my horror while refusing Agent Choi's invitation to play a board game, there were no special occurrences.

Fortunately, there were no calls either.

And in the afternoon after lunch.

“Agent Grapes!”

I met Ms. Go Yeongeun from the New Investigation Unit, who had visited with some documents.

“Did you hear about that? The, Agent Hwagak from Jujak Team 2… who worked with you, Agent Grapes.”

Ah.

Ms. Go Yeongeun didn't know about the theme park incident yet, but she seemed to have grasped Jang Heowoon’s condition through another route.

“…No. It's my first time hearing about it. What happened….”

The expression on Yeongeun’s face gradually blurred, then she continued as if holding back an outburst.

“They said he was found in a state of severe contamination yesterday and is in the isolated recovery room. I heard he was transferred to Seoraksan….”

“……."

“It seems he got caught up in a supernatural… disaster during his break.”

“Is that a story about our rookie?”

“…!”

Yeongeun and I turned our heads at the same time. There was the Team Leader of Jujak Team 2, Jang Heowoon’s boss at the Disaster Management Bureau, looking at us with a bitter smile.

Sigh…….

“Yeah. It can be a bit scary for rookie agents. It's strange when a colleague suddenly doesn't show up for work, right?”

“…….”

“But this is okay. That's life, and we just need to find a way again. The important thing is that he was rescued.”

Behind the glasses of the Team Leader of Jujak Team 2, from the Cleanup Squad, I could see the characteristic willpower of an agent.

But at the same time, I also felt a familiar fatigue and sadness.

……As if remembering the agents who ultimately couldn't be returned to their original forms.

‘Damn it.’

I held back a sigh and a curse.

Anyway, the fact that Jang Heowoon is in a treatment facility rather than a glass prison means his identity wasn't discovered. That's a relief….

“But look at what that guy brought back. Hey, Haegeum!”

“Uh?”

As the Jujak Team 2 Team Leader waved, a person walking from the other end of the hallway approached.

A team leader-level agent who had entered the theme park. It's Team Leader Haegeum of Hyunmoo Team 3.

‘T-Team Leader…!’

I almost choked.

“Ah. Rookies?”

“Ah, right. One friend who came in with our kid… and this is the new recruit for the Hyunmoo Team from this open recruitment.”

“Ah. That King of Destruction!”

…….

“I see Agent Choi has been hiding you away quite well, since this is our first time greeting each other. Nice to meet you.”

“Ah, hello…!”

I almost talked back, but it was rather fortunate.

I held back a groan and greeted Team Leader Haegeum.

In my head, our ‘employee dispatch deal’ was hurriedly passing by.

‘…It wouldn't have been suspicious only if I received a price for sending Mr. Jang Heowoon.’

So I received five jade pendants made at the Disaster Management Bureau from that team leader.

…Recalling Wiki’s description.

The jade pendants produced at the Baridegi Workshop were often treated as currency in supernatural phenomena.

I know they were produced for rituals, but I request permission for them to be released as agent-issued items.

Currency of ghost stories.

I don't think it would have been a big burden, but its use was certain.

“But I should greet our King of Destruction rookie agent properly. Here. Let's shake hands.”

“Yes……. T-thank you.”

Even without trying to shrink my shoulders, it happened semi-automatically. Agent Haegeum, the team leader of Hyunmoo Team 3, patted my back once, waved, and walked away.

I also breathed a sigh of relief inwardly and turned my gaze back to Yeongeun….

“Wait a minute.”

…….

“Haven't we met somewhere before? You look somewhat familiar.”

Goosebumps rose on my spine.

“A-actually, I greeted you once in the hallway in front of the waiting room…. You seemed tired, so you passed by without seeing me….”

“Oh?? Sorry. I've been busy lately. This wasn't something to blame that Choi guy for. There was an opportunity.”

Team Leader Haegeum scratched the back of her head and laughed.

“Well, as you know, I'm the Team Leader for Team 3. If you're bored on your way home, come visit the waiting room sometime. Got it?”

“T-thank you….”

Whew.

With that, Team Leader Haegeum left while talking with the Jujak Team 2 Team Leader.

“…….”

When I turned my head, Yeongeun, with a ‘What on earth is going on’ expression, met my eyes.

Really, a lot of things happened, Yeongeun….

And at 6 PM.

I finally clocked out.

‘Wow, please.’

I was glad it was the day shift.

The fact that there were no dispatches was a stroke of luck among misfortunes, but even though I desperately wanted to collapse and sleep more, I couldn't.

‘I have to do what I have to do.’

“…….”

I reached slightly into my inventory tattoo and touched the ‘to-do.’

The soft down of the plush doll tickles my fingertips.

Yes.

A plush doll sold at the souvenir shop of Cheerful Theme Park.

The original Good Friend; I succeeded in taking it out.

I used several tricks related to it, and I'll organize this again while performing the ritual… but one thing was important.

The point was that now I could summon Good Friend with a suitable medium in a perfectly suitable situation.

‘Let's do it.’

I broke into a cold sweat thinking that if I delayed any longer, I might see that mess from the Late-Night Talk Show again. I quickly opened the door to my motel room and went in.

But you see.

As soon as I opened the door and went in, someone was inside.

A lizard head.

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

……??

The familiar lizard face I'd spent the last six days with looks at me.

I almost rubbed my eyes.

“I- Manager Lee Jaheon??”

I looked outside the motel room once and then back inside, but no matter how many times I looked, it was Section Chief Lizard.

No…!

I hurriedly went into the motel room and carefully locked the door.

Could it be….

“Did you come here on Director Ho’s orders?”

“No.”

“Then how are you here…?”

“I've infiltrated.”

“…….”

Then you shouldn't be standing there so confidently…!

‘Director Ho probably knows we're in contact with each other anyway… but i-is this really okay?’

Is it okay to visit a spy's lodging like this? No, in the first place, I'm asking why he's sitting in someone else's motel room without a word as if it's perfectly natural.

“F-first… would you like to sit down?”

“Yes.”

I sat across from the lizard at the table with a bewildered face.

And I tried to explain my confusion….

“I see. However, I have visited to resolve a matter that is more important in terms of priority.”

Whew.

“I'm sorry, but I have something to do first.”

“What is it?”

“…….”

That is.

Well, Manager, you remember the talk show ghost story where you rescued me by firing shells?

Strictly speaking, I'm planning to call back the host who was the cause of that mess….

Is it right to say this? No, rather, would not saying it make me a fool with a dull sense of safety.

Feeling somehow swept away, I opened my mouth and explained the general situation.

Judging that he would understand it was a situation where I couldn't not call him.

“I see.”

As expected, Section Chief Lizard gave his positive approval once again.

However….

“Follow safety protocols during the ritual. I will be supervising.”

“…….”

He didn't seem to have any intention of leaving.

And so, I came to officially summon the Good Friend, Braun, while accompanied by Manager Lee Jaheon….

‘Is this… right?’

I'm going crazy.

Chapter 187

Good Friend.

The preparations for the invitation ritual were already complete.

The tearful days of using substitutes for substitutes at the theme park resort, of making do with whatever was at hand because I lacked the proper tools, were over.

This time, I had prepared everything exactly as I had when I first performed the Good Friend invitation ritual.

The necktie, the silver coin snake, and… most importantly, the plush doll from the theme park gift shop.

I picked up the plush doll.

The doll, with its fluffy fur, was surprisingly… a pink rabbit doll, keyring-sized!

How did I manage to get a rabbit instead of a yellow-horned cat from the gift shop I acquired in the Yellow Zone?

Simple.

‘I used my authority as a mascot to set up a special sales stand.’

[A plush doll I choose and assemble myself]

Basically, a custom Good Friend creation.

Thus, I succeeded in obtaining an original Good Friend that looked almost identical to the ‘Good Friend Keyring’ I had gotten from the Real Goods Box—the one produced as merchandise.

Even if it didn't have the keyring hardware attached.

Now, I just had to avoid thinking about the materials that went into making this plush doll….

Everything was fine.

However, however….

“…….”

“…….”

The gaze was piercing.

“You… just need to follow the manual written here to proceed with the invitation ritual.”

“Yes.”

Section Chief Lizard’s unblinking eyes were a lot to handle…….

But Section Chief Lee Jaheon showed absolutely no intention of looking away or compromising, so I ended up performing the ritual while listening to the Manager check the manual for me.

‘It didn’t exactly say I had to do it alone, but….’

Somehow, I found myself sighing deeply throughout the process rather than feeling tense.

This time, I drew the lines in the proper size, placed the Good Friend’s small body in the center, added the silver coin snake, and followed the ritual exactly.

‘The necktie… is the same product, too.’

With salt in my mouth.

I burned the necktie with a lighter.

Sssssssss.

…I’m reminded of the first time I tried this.

Back when I was a bit less afraid and a bit less resigned than I am now, when I desperately sought an exit from the ghost story I was suddenly trapped in and attempted this ritual.

The being that had responded to that ritual.

Sway, sway.

The light flared as the necktie burned. In that flickering light, the doll’s shadow swayed as if it were moving.

And….

The doll’s mouth opened.

—Aaaaagh!

…….

Huh?

—Stop! Stop! I came firstforgivemethere are many predecessorsO one who knows honorTeacher?This kind of counselingRock-paper-scissorsYou called m— You lowly things, begone! Make way for Sangun—aaaaagh!

The small doll thrashed and struggled as if a multitude of things were inside it. But soon….

—Oh.

It stopped.

—Ooooh, the Great Master of Production arrives!

They chanted in unison.

As if someone already held full authority and was prompting the audience to cheer.

—He has come! He has come! He has returned! He has come to see you! The one who has come to see you is—— That person!

The doll threw its arms up in the air.

And….

It spoke as cheerfully as a child.

—Wow! Friend, you called for me again!

“……!”

In the next moment.

Everything vanished.

The hexagram drawn with moisture, the necktie I was holding, the coins, the salt in my mouth.

As if they had never been there to begin with.

All that remained was the doll lying solitary on the motel floor.

A fluffy plush doll.

“…Braun?”

But there was no response.

For a moment, I almost panicked, but I soon realized the situation.

‘Originally, the Good Friend only moved and spoke within ghost stories!’

And this was reality. Unless the doll was strengthened by a Blood Bath, it required certain conditions. So….

‘Preparation for dialogue!’

I quickly propped Braun against the bed frame, turned off the lights, and switched on a single lamp under the bed.

Positioned so the lamp’s light hit the doll and cast a shadow on the wall.

My hands trembled slightly throughout the process.

I wasn’t sure if it was from anticipation or because of the overwhelming thing I had just seen.

‘…What just happened?’

It felt as though countless entities had been invited into the Good Friend doll, but it happened so instantaneously that I couldn't analyze it.

I reflexively looked at Section Chief Lizard, and the Manager nodded.

“It proceeded safely.”

“…….”

Right….

At any rate, I finally finished the preparations to speak with the Good Friend in reality. Leaning against the bed, I looked at the giant shadow of the Good Friend cast on the wall….

And then.

—Friend!

“…!”

A lively and familiar voice echoed through the room.

The voice coming from the rabbit doll.

“…Braun.”

—We finally meet again! This is deeply moving. Ah, a scene like this would be perfect for a talk show opening!

—Mr. Roe Deer, I have heard that you have been through much in the meantime. But worry no longer. Your most faithful advisor, your best guide, and your one and only friend in the world has returned to your side!

That way of speaking, filled with showmanship.

Hearing the voice spread a strange sense of… relief and a surge of emotion.

—A hug and a cheer would be most appropriate at a time like this! Audience, immediately……. Hmm. It’s not moving.

—Mr. Roe Deer, for some reason, my body feels as heavy as water-logged cotton… but I think it might be possible with my friend’s support. Now, would you like to stand

before the camera with me?

“Haha…. No. It’s okay.”

Hearing those creepy words felt almost nostalgic.

I leaned against the bed and watched the shadow of the plush doll on the wall with relative ease.

“Let’s talk a bit more first. How are you feeling?”

—Never better! If I can talk to my friend, the heaviness of my limbs is a comfort I can endure. I’ll get used to it in time!

—Then, once again, let us head to the starting point of spending joyful day after day with this Braun…….

From somewhere came the sound of rustling fabric, as if looking around.

The voice faltered.

—…Oh, my goodness. Friend, just where have you been staying?

Ah.

I looked around the room.

As is typical of cheap motel rooms in back alleys near stations, well, it was dilapidated….

—Was my body leaning against this filthy wall just now? Heavens!

“It’s not filthy. I wiped it clean before the invitation ritual…. It’s just old.”

It just looks dirtier because of the floral pattern!

However, it was not enough to convince the talk show host.

—‘Just old’? No, this is an insult to residency. To think my friend is staying in a place worse than a trailer that even a third-rate hack actor wouldn't stay in!

—Whatever happened to Mr. Roe Deer’s modest sanctuary where you used to stay?

“That… well. My duties changed, so I couldn't stay there anymore.”

—What a miserable company!

Well… you see.

Actually, Director Ho had suggested getting an officetel for the stability of my spy activities and to provide a solid identity.

He said he’d cover the costs.

But I refused.

How should I put it… it’s like I didn’t want to create anything I could call ‘home’ here.

The company housing felt less like that because it was clearly provided by the company, but if I created a space that was entirely my own, I was afraid I might get too comfortable.

“It’s surprisingly livable here. I’ll make sure to take good care of your spot.”

—Goodness….

—Friend, I supported your independent and autonomous choice and even cheered for your resignation, but to think you had to stay in a place like this.

The plush doll spoke in a sorrowful voice.

—Please do not forget that Braun’s Talk Show is still wide open to you, Friend. Of course, you’ll have to go through a light interview now….

“Mr. Roe Deer, is this plush doll currently tempting you with a ghost story in the form of a talk show?”

“No, well, he’s always like that…”

…….

……?!

I turned my gaze to the Lizard.

The white lizard head, perched on the edge of the bed, was looking at me calmly.

Calmly?!

“You can hear him!?”

“Yes.”

I nearly fainted.

Wait. Then has he been listening to our entire conversation until now? Even when I left Braun with Section Chief Lee Jaheon and went into the ghost story… no, more importantly!

“Gi-Given the nature of this item, usually only I should be able to hear it. By what mechanism can you hear him…?”

“? The subject is expressing an intention for communication.”

I looked at him with my mouth agape.

“……Usually, humans can't hear him.”

“Yes.”

“To other people, it would look suspicious.”

“I see.”

The Lizard stared back at me blankly, as if to say, ‘So what?’

“There are no other people in this space.”

“…….”

I gave up on everything.

Now that I thought about it, didn't Section Chief Lee Jaheon recognize me when I turned into a child, when I wore the Security Team suit, and even when I put on the mascot head?

‘Is he specialized in mental identity or communication….’

It was probably better to think of it as a power of a reptilian alien.

That’s more comforting….

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

“Yes.”

“Would you like some advice?”

“…Yes?”

“Burn that doll immediately.”

—Oh.

Yikes.

“The invitation ritual was conducted in compliance with safety procedures, but the invited entity shows a risk of breaking the ritual’s binding restriction at any time.”

—This rude swordsman still doesn't know his place.

Oh, please.

—If you are in a place where you weren't invited, you should at least observe the unwritten rule of keeping your mouth shut. Such ignorance, babbling on like that! I can’t believe it, but out of respect for my friend, I will say a few words.

—I am a being who respects my friend’s privacy and is ready to do anything for him. Because….

—I’m a Good Friend!

“As a result of trusting that binding restriction, Mr. Roe Deer was missing for a month. Do not forget that.”

—Oh, that was entirely an expression of my tender heart worrying for my friend’s safety. Thanks to that, Mr. Roe Deer spent a safe and happy month in a workplace that was fulfilling for both body and mind…. Before you dared to step foot into the great studio with your muddy feet.

“He is making threats.”

“Wa-Wait a minute.”

Since I’ve already made a contract, I can't escape as long as I’m in this ghost story worldview anyway, so there's no need for things to get hostile…!

“He eventually got persuaded and let me go because I firmly said I was resigning.”

—Of course!

“What logic did you use when persuading him?”

That was….

“…I told him I’d show him something more interesting.”

—Ah, yes. I was quite curious about the result of that promise….

—Of course, even if it isn't interesting, your Good Friend will always protect you. Finding joy in a friend’s pain is not something a Good Friend would do!

“…….”

A strange way of speaking.

Now that I thought about it, this plush doll Braun was using vocabulary that was much more friendly and entirely on my side than when we talked at the theme park.

Just like before.

‘Did summoning him into the Good Friend plush doll… bind him to those laws again?’

But unlike before, I could tell for sure now.

The other party was accepting the Good Friend’s binding restriction as a kind of fun.

Even though it was a binding restriction that was no longer effective, he was showing that kind of attitude out of a sort of nostalgia and to play along… that’s what it was.

If it stopped being interesting, he might break through the binding restriction and drag me back as a talk show employee.

‘…I’ve become alert thanks to Section Chief Lizard.’

I almost got swept up in the mood and felt overly affectionate toward the Good Friend.

Right. Let’s not believe everything the ‘Good Friend’ says on the surface.

It’s right to prevent a situation like last time.

“Yeah. Thanks. Then… Braun. For now, is it okay if you go back into my front pocket?”

—Oh, I won’t decline that!

I barely managed to change the subject and ended the conversation with Braun naturally.

‘Phew.’

As soon as I put Braun into the front pocket of the clothes I was wearing, a sigh of relief escaped me.

Still, a strange sense of stability, as if I had somehow returned to the original track.

For the record, the Dokkaebi Flame on my right arm trembled as it tried to grab the plush doll, so I took care of it with my left arm.

‘Since when did using my own body require so many agreements…….’

I feel like I’m reaching enlightenment.

“Is it over?”

“…Yes.”

Fortunately, the Lizard didn't do anything erratic like snatching the Good Friend and throwing it out the window.

Though he did stare at the rabbit doll.

‘…If Braun could move, they would have fought.’

The current state was rather fortunate.

I spoke up again to clear the air.

“Um, Manager. Then, if the reason you visited today was because you noticed this….”

“It is not.”

Then what was it?

“Then is there another reason?”

“Yes.”

“Just a moment.”

Phew.

I barely managed to sit back down at the table and offered Section Chief Lizard simple snacks and coffee.

Section Chief Lizard didn't decline and drank the coffee, and I drank mine across from him.

“I’d like you to tell me now.”

I was ready to hear it.

…I also thought it might be about Team D.

“Yes.”

After the Lizard put a snack into his mouth, wrapper and all, and swallowed it, he looked at me and spoke.

A topic I had never expected.

“Mr. Roe Deer, were you carrying a Dream Collector during your last ‘Cheerful Theme Park!’ exploration?”

…….

Um?

“The company didn't give me one.”

“I see.”

Right. Since I was pretending to be part of the Security Team’s Special Division.

Usually, the Security Team isn't given collectors because the contamination is so severe. The collector only gives Dream Essence liquid if it judges the subject as human, and since they can’t get that judgment, they don't get one.

But I had brought one separately.

The Elite Team Collector.

This item, which I had received from the Goods Box, had provided the raw materials several times so far for me to extract potions in the Dream Incubation Room.

‘He said this exploration was A-rank.’

Let’s check it real quick.

I opened my mouth and checked the Elite Team Collector I had kept in my inventory tattoo.

“But why do you ask tha—…”

The Elite Team Collector was empty.

“…….”

Huh?

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

I carefully took out the collector again and checked it for sure, but it was still empty.

‘That’s strange.’

I definitely cleared it while escaping the darkness. Then the Dream Collector should be full.

Why isn't it full?

‘The only reason the collector wouldn't fill even after clearing the darkness is….’

The sentence I just thought of.

—The collector only gives Dream Essence liquid if it judges the subject as human, and since they can’t get that judgment, they don't get one.

…….

Wait a minute.

I’m not human?

I… was judged to be a ghost story?

But….

‘I am completely myself?’

I didn't show any erratic behavior or strange appearances like I did when I had the counseling at the Fox Counseling Room.

So, I feel like I’m maintaining my identity….

“Manager.”

“Yes.”

“Am I… contaminated?”

I locked eyes with Section Chief Lizard.

The Manager opened his mouth.

“Yes.”

“……But I’m normal. It’s different from when I went to the counseling room….”

“Because you are contaminated by a different darkness.”

……Ah.

‘Could… that be it.’

It was then.

A brilliant beam of light descended from above my head.

Unknowingly looking up, I saw the familiar notepad and sentence….

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

—Access to new merchandise unlocked! (!)

A special phenomenon I hadn’t seen in a while.

Instinctively, I reached out and caught the item falling from the box.

A small silver music box.

“…….”

Something I had bought at the pop-up store.

A merchandise of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Church of the Luminous Unknown

/ Item

Music Box of Praise

A replica of a music box said to have been obtained as a result of a certain ritual in the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

It is said that the phrase ‘Knowing the truth is power’ was engraved on the inside of the original.

When listening to the music box’s melody, an Assimilated One who has merged with a ghost story has a chance to regain their human reason and identity.

However, if listened to repeatedly three or more times, they conversely fall into madness and commit unpredictable and horrific acts. Refer here for usage records.

Some argue that this is merely a side effect of realizing the truth of this world that could never be known, and that the true way to use the music box starts from the third time you listen to it.

The melody is forgotten immediately upon closing the music box, leaving only the feeling behind, never to be recalled in one’s mind again.

Item usage condition: An Assimilated One who has been granted the Sacred Law Scripture of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

==========

Here, ‘Assimilated One’ is a term used by the Church of the Luminous Unknown to mean those who have mutated so much that they are no longer judged as human in a ghost story.

So… the fact that I received this.

Means I have met the item’s usage conditions.

That I am completely contaminated by a ghost story.

And that I am aware of it.

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

“…….”

“If you still do not wish to visit the Fox Counseling Room, nod your head.”

This is driving me crazy.

“If you are in a state where you cannot make a decision, implement the alternative immediately.”

That’s….

“What is it?”

“Take out the thank-you card you received from the Cosmic shopping mall.”

I did so reflexively.

A golden card popped out from my wrist, but Section Chief Lee Jaheon didn't even blink.

“Now, take out the cell enclosed within the card.”

A cell?

The golden chip, shaped like a USIM card, that was enclosed in the card—is this what he’s talking about?

“Place it under your tongue.”

“…….”

“Position it so the circuitry is facing upward, and slide it under your tongue.”

Normally, I would have agonized over this and that, taking more time.

But this time, a chilling sense of crisis rang an alarm.

“Yes.”

I placed the ‘cell’ under my tongue.

Chapter 188

Cosmic shopping mall.

I wonder how much money I spent there.

Even if I don't remember every single item, it’s easy to deduce that it's in the hundreds of millions.

I had poured as much as a typical apartment deposit in the metropolitan area into that shopping mall to purchase all sorts of items.

And then one day, I received that gold card.

I was a Cosmic shopping mall VIP!

~Gratitude Cell Enclosed~

I hadn't even had a clue what that Gratitude Cell was supposed to mean.

Until this very moment.

"Valued Customer."

I looked up.

I remember sticking the cell under my tongue, but what I did after that is hazy.

So... did I doze off for a moment?

"Valued Customer."

Hold on. Manager. I'm currently trying to grasp the situation... wait.

Customer?

"Manager?!"

"I am not."

Only then did I properly identify the object in front of me.

A Lizard was staring blankly at me, eye to eye.

"Manager."

"I am not, Valued Customer."

I heard the expression of clear denial twice.

I looked closely at the reptile in front of me again. The scale-covered snout and the flashing vertical pupils were the same.

But the color was different.

‘It—it’s gray.’

A gray Lizard was sitting in the seat where Lee Jaheon had been sitting just a moment ago!

The snacks and coffee I had hurriedly set out on the dining table had also disappeared.

I swallowed hard.

"Who are you?"

"I am a shopper who has come to represent the sales intentions of the Cosmic shopping mall, helping with the personal shopping of a VIP customer."

Oh my god.

"Would you like to proceed with your shopping?"

I stood up from my seat. Right, I was still sitting at the dining table in the motel room.

And Manager Lee Jaheon, who had been sitting across from me, was replaced by some similar-looking alien... wait a minute.

Cosmic shopping mall VIP shopping?

Could it be... is a kind of employee out here now doing something like a personal house call for me?

‘...Manager!’

You were just talking about how I’m completely contaminated!

Was this all a build-up to sell me an item good for contamination? No, even if it was, it wouldn't be bad if I could just get rid of the contamination!

I barely managed to calm down and sat back down, speaking quickly.

"I want to speak with Section Chief Lizard."

"Are you referring to the entity named Lee Jaheon, who is working as a Section Chief at Daydream Inc.?"

I flinched.

"Do you require him for psychological stability because he is an entity with whom you have built a friendly relationship?"

"If I say yes, what will happen?"

"I will explain that there is no problem."

The Lizard's snout opened.

"Because We Help know Mr. Roe Deer, and that is exactly the same as what Section Chief Lee Jaheon knows."

"......!"

"Furthermore, We Help wish to maintain a friendly relationship with you in the future. Valued Customer."

"......"

It was bizarre.

Come to think of it, Section Chief Lee Jaheon often introduced himself or started stories using 'We Help' as the subject.

And the name of the button I used was... ‘We Help.’

We Help.

"Who is ‘We Help’?"

"We Help are The Union. Speaking to Lee Jaheon and speaking to the entity currently before you are both speaking to The Union."

The conversation was becoming increasingly metaphysical.

So... a bizarre group of alien beings that share a single set of memories and emotions....

‘I heard there were ghost stories like this.’

As expected of an Alien Shop, it’s very sci-fi. I clutched my head and said.

"I'll just... talk to Manager Lee Jaheon. I'm not in the mood to shop right now."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"......!"

I looked up.

But the white Lizard was still an entity other than Lee Jaheon.

Yet, he spoke in the exact same tone.

"You are in a situation where you need help. Please receive appropriate treatment when you can receive help in the form of shopping."

"...What kind of treatment are you talking about?"

"I exist in this place to help you with your shopping. Would you like to begin the VIP shopping of the Cosmic shopping mall?"

It was a non-sequitur.

However, catching the nuance, I slowly nodded.

Does this mean I can only proceed if I shop?

"...Yes."

"Understood."

The gray Lizard nodded.

The next moment.

The dining table began to grow massive.

"...?!"

On top of the table stretching endlessly to the left, items hidden by mist appeared. And tentacles loitering in front of those items... no, wait. Where on earth is this?

"I accessed this through the cell you ingested. Through the complaints regarding the website UI, the service allows VIPs to shop in the most familiar and comfortable space...."

"Did I ask that out loud?"

"Yes. Please sit comfortably and enjoy your shopping."

The Lizard spoke very professionally. No, wait, what exactly does it mean that I was 'accessed' through the cell....

"Then, prior to shopping, I will proceed with identity verification. Since it is difficult to clearly confirm the intention to trade in this state, I will differentiate to assist in a comfortable purchase."

"Differentiate?"

"Yes."

People began to appear at the endlessly lined-up dining table seats.

"...!"

They were obscured by mist and hard to see. However, the closer they were, the more their appearances were faintly visible.

A mart cashier's outfit, a broadcaster wearing a luxurious suit and stylish gloves, a kindergarten teacher holding an educational manual, a high school student in a school uniform....

The ghost stories I had experienced.

Me, contaminated within those ghost stories.

"......!"

And the two entities sitting closest to me were not shrouded in mist, so their forms were clearly visible.

I creaked my head around to check.

A yellow Mascot.

A black cat.

I t ' s o k a y

C a l m d o w n

[This way]

They even spoke to me.

Goosebumps erupted all over.

In front of their dining table, decorations and colors symbolizing each ghost story were added. I was about to jump up from the table and run away....

"Valued Customer. You are currently connected to the Cosmic shopping mall through the cell. That imagery is merely a projection of your mind and is not a state where the separation of personality and ego has actually occurred."

"......"

"Do not be more wary of yourself than necessary."

"...Is this a formalization of my contamination? To... refer to during decision-making when purchasing?"

"It is similar."

This is driving me crazy.

I sat back down for now and pressed my temples. The yellow Mascot looked restless and tried to take care of me.

This is a disaster.

"Would you like to check?"

Check what?

"For smooth shopping, would you like to check the appearances of the imageries sitting nearby once more?"

"......"

I realized instinctively.

This was advice.

And so, I raised my eyes and looked at the ‘I’s filling the table.

Whereisthis? I'mconfused.Let'sfindtheeducationalmanualagain.Throwingawaytheeducationalmanualw asatrulyhugeerror.

Welcome to Lookie Mart!

[The graduation ceremony will start again soon. I have to go back to school.]

-It's a unique place. If I do an in-depth report, the great Host might prepare a new segment for me!

I felt like vomiting.

However, that repulsion comes because they are things I know. It's a fear that comes from knowing them so well that I can imagine them.

But....

"......"

I looked at the faces sitting nearby.

Appearances that were not shrouded in mist and could be seen relatively clearly caught my eye.

By the way.

"Who are you?"

The one sitting in the very next seat, hidden by the giant Mascot sitting beside me.

He was draped in a tattered cloth that looked like a rag.

"I've never seen you before."

The me that I don't know.

I n t r u d e r

The Mascot turned its body, clearing the view toward that person.

Looking more clearly at that figure, I noticed the material of the rag that unknown me was wearing.

It was... old parchment.

"You."

I looked at the unfamiliar me.

"Take that off."

"......"

The one sitting at the table slowly lowered the parchment rag from its head, revealing itself.

Me, wearing a vermilion cleaning uniform.

-Caught me.

The Imitator of the Church of the Luminous Unknown twisted its head while looking at me.

-Hahahaha

"I will screen out things that interfere with shopping."

The next moment.

The me wearing the cleaning uniform disappeared from the table.

"......"

My heart thumps.

"Valued Customer. Is there anything associated with the version of you in the imagery just now?"

"Yes."

I remembered.

I reached my hand into the inventory tattoo and pulled out the object I had forgotten... no, that had been eroded so as to be forgotten.

A rolled-up old parchment.

Mimic Scripture Verse 4

Story Usurper

The item that appeared when the Sergeant defeated the Imitator I encountered while cleaning in the company basement after receiving disciplinary action.

A Fragment of Divine Law from the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

I also remember wrapping it in ‘Wrapping Paper 12B357Na’ to block the effect of this item.

‘And... I unwrapped the paper and wrapped it around my body for defense on the Train Bound for Tamra!’

After that, as I was drawn into Braun's Late-Night Talk Show, I had no opportunity at all to recall this Divine Law of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

No... perhaps from a certain point on, my narrative might have been manipulated so that I ‘couldn't recall’ it.

‘...If I hadn't just received the music box originating from the Church of the Luminous Unknown in the Goods Box, I would have forgotten it entirely.’

I was able to associate it thanks to having seen an item from the same origin just moments ago.

And....

"Valued Customer. The parchment is swallowing something."

"Yes."

I saw it too.

I forcibly pulled out something black and cylindrical that was almost melting into this parchment.

A fountain pen.

"...!"

It's the brainwashing item from Sekwang Technical High School that I received in exchange for giving an eye to Baek Saheon.

‘I had forgotten this too.’

I realized.

It seemed that the Divine Law had been usurping the narrative of this fountain pen.

Through that, it would grow its power, and one day, I, having been overtaken, would be completely eroded by the Anomalous Phenomenon of the Church of the Luminous Unknown....

.......

Wait a minute.

‘What else have I been forgetting?’

I quickly racked my brain. But I couldn't remember anything.

It made sense. It would already be a memory usurped from me!

In that case....

"Can I get a list of the items I have purchased from the Alien Shop so far?"

"Yes. Is this an attempt to find the whereabouts of the items?"

"...Correct."

"In that case, I have something to tell you."

The Lizard looked at me.

"There is an item you have forgotten."

"What is it?"

"You received strength-enhancing equipment from Section Chief Lee Jaheon and crafted new equipment, but its whereabouts after being crafted are ambiguous."

"...!"

"Section Chief Lee Jaheon tried to inform you of that fact, but he realized sequentially that it was not a problem that could be solved simply by notification."

...I remember.

-I will introduce you to an item.

-Is it an effect that strengthens physical strength?

-It is similar. Use it as a Parent Item when making Exclusive Equipment.

We definitely had such a conversation.

Listening to the story, I slowly became aware of that object.

‘...It was a bracelet.’

It was the object I last crafted with Assistant Manager Eun Haje at the Daydream Inc. Annex.

At that time, Assistant Manager Haje suddenly appeared in my room. ...Just like Manager Lee Jaheon appeared in the motel room now.

But what I did with that equipment after crafting it... is completely absent from my memory.

Even though there were several crisis situations where I could have used it, I didn't recall it.

And I probably wouldn't have recalled it in the future either... because it had already been eaten by the Fragment of Divine Law scripture.

...It’s a bone-chilling feeling. I barely opened my mouth.

"I'm sorry. Even though you were kind enough to lend it to me."

"It is fine."

Despite saying he wasn't Manager Lee Jaheon, he accepts the apology naturally.

‘Phew.’

Calm down, calm down.

Anyway, it's a relief that I noticed.

‘Was it because the Imitator had almost eroded me that the liquid didn't fill the Collector?’

Even more so, since I was performing the roles of all sorts of anomalies from the Security Team Special Division to the Mascot, ‘mimicking’ them, the effect would have been doubled.

...Perhaps, that's how I was judged not as a human, but as an anomaly of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

‘Phew.’

The contamination seems to have deepened because of that too.

I looked at the strange ‘me’s gathered around the table with gloomy eyes.

The cat looked at me with blood-red eyes and tapped the table with its tail as if dissatisfied, and the Mascot drooped its horns as if discouraged.

Besides that, I'm dazed by the various reactions.

And although they aren't banished from the table, the parts eroded by the Imitator must still be within me....

‘Ha.’

For now, one by one.

I gestured toward the Fragment of Divine Law of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

"Can I dispose of this parchment at the shopping mall?"

"It is not an item purchased by the Cosmic shopping mall."

"By any chance, do you handle my contaminations currently sitting at the table?"

"They are not items purchased by the Cosmic shopping mall."

Phew.

Right. Either way, it was too dangerous to sell to humans, so I didn't think they were items handled here.

‘But Manager Lee Jaheon guided me here as an alternative to the Fox Counseling Room.’

That means... there is a way.

At that moment, the ‘We Help’ button flashed in my mind.

"Then, by any chance, is it possible to request ‘The Union’ to remove them? While paying a fee, that is."

"Yes."

"......!"

The Lizard looks at me.

"Are you proceeding with a request to permanently destroy a part of yourself?"

D o n ' t d o i t

I t ' s d a n g e r o u s

Wait a minute.

Chapter 189

Something is strange.

I looked around the dining table. My other selves, sitting there in the forms of various ghost stories.

The contaminations within me are currently sitting there, visualized by the Cosmic shopping mall's VIP shopping service so that I can perceive them.

And when I asked to have all of that removed, what the lizard said was….

‘…Are you asking if I’m going to permanently destroy a part of myself?’

It sounds like… he’s saying he will destroy my contaminated mind itself.

Like amputating a limb to prevent the spread of infection.

Of course, there are times when that might be unavoidable.

But usually, it’s an irreversible choice made only when recovery is absolutely impossible.

“…Is it impossible to remove only the contamination from there? I mean, restoring the contaminated mind to its original state. Permanently.”

“That is a service not available at the Cosmic shopping mall.”

“…Is it possible elsewhere?”

“That is an item for which information cannot be provided.”

I turned my head.

The yellow Mascot—me—is shaking its head.

No

I looked down at my right arm.

In this Ghost Story Worldview, where the body can be regenerated, limbs are sometimes cut off.

Because here, that can be undone.

So, cutting off and destroying one’s own ego… isn't that an even more extreme choice than actually cutting off a limb in this place?

“…….”

Did Section Chief Lee Jaheon really intend to introduce me to this method?

“I will change my question.”

I don't think so.

‘In that case.’

I raised my head.

“Instead of destroying my contaminated ego, I want to be able to perceive and manage it myself.”

The problem with contamination is that it turns into something else without me knowing.

But if I clearly know what kind of mutations are inside me, I should be able to suppress them or, in the worst-case scenario, utilize them.

“…So that I can control myself.”

The gray lizard, making eye contact with me, nodded.

“I see.”

“I would like to purchase something that can help with that. Is it possible?”

“Yes.”

The lizard moved his hands immediately.

As if I had chosen the right answer.

“…!”

Then, an object that had been shrouded in mist at the far end of the table was quickly moved in front of me by a transition of excited tentacles.

“With the authority of a Personal Shopper, I will recommend a suitable item.”

It was… a small machine.

It looked like a specialized surgical device, but at the end of the robotic hand-like apparatus was a delicately crafted needle, and above it, a crescent-shaped lamp shone down on the machine.

I already knew of something similar to this.

The tattooing machine from the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

An item that seemed to be a miniature version of the incomprehensibly bizarre device from that atmospheric ghost story was before my eyes.

Disposable Automatic Moonlight Tattooing Machine

“This item was produced for a short period before the Moonlight Tattooists went out of business, leaving only a very few survivors due to a certain incident. I have acquired one of the three remaining units.”
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The tentacles that had rushed over proudly shook a few strands like arms, then flinched as if conscious of the lizard's gaze and disappeared into the mist.

My heart pounded.

“…How exactly does this help?”

“The spirit of a Moonlight Tattooist dwelling within the device will engrave a tattoo that assists with the user’s needs.”

It was similar to the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

“Tattoos engraved with this device are fluid. They adapt to every environment the user encounters and change into the most suitable form.”

This part was a bit different.

However, for me, who would have to enter ghost stories and face various contamination risks in the future, it was actually better.

‘Did he recommend this with that in mind from the start?’

“Do you wish to purchase it?”

I nodded.

“Yes. I want to buy it.”

“Thank you. The price is 159,999,999 won.”

“…….”

I almost choked.

“Can I pay with something else? For instance, by giving you an item you might purchase….”

“What kind of item is it?”

Wait a minute.

‘No matter how I think about it, these guys aren't a company that specializes in buying things.’

I don't know what these aliens do with the money they collect from people, but the prices of the items sold at the Alien Shop were already more cutthroat than the original costs.

Given their business acumen… they would likely lowball the purchase price tremendously.

‘Of course, the fact that they're buying it now is also a favor.’

After some deliberation, I pulled out the Jade Pendant.

The reward I received from the Team Leader of Hyunmoo Team 3 at the Cheerful Theme Park.

An item issued by the Disaster Management Bureau, made at the Baridegi Workshop.

“How about this?”

“This is not an item purchased by the Cosmic shopping mall.”

“Um, is this the first time you’ve seen this item?”

“Yes.”

As expected.

‘The Alien Shop doesn't have much of a connection with the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.’

That was actually for the better.

“I’m not giving this to you to sell; it’s currency.”

I held out the Jade Pendant to the lizard.

“It’s a currency accepted in various places. It will be useful for you to use when purchasing the various items you sell.”

“Please provide specific examples.”

I willingly told him a few stories.

Ghost stories derived from East Asian legends and folklore, and sometimes even traditional fairy tales from Europe or the Americas, had accepted the Jade Pendant as currency.

‘Hmm. Organizing it like this, it seems to work mainly on ghost stories that are passed down as stories in various cultures.’

The lizard looked at the Jade Pendant in silence.

And after a brief pause….

“Confirmed. I will recognize it as currency and accept the payment.”

That’s it.

‘Nice.’

However, the lizard scraped away all five of the Jade Pendants I had held out.

‘This wasn't so nice….’

But considering the price, it seemed he had appraised it reasonably.

Anyway, the machine came into my hands.

Disposable Automatic Moonlight Tattooing Machine.

“Do you wish for assistance with usage?”

“It’s fine.”

I brought the device to my arm.

I intended to have it engraved over the spot where my previous tattoos had been.

‘I think it’s used by holding it like this and pressing the switch.’

However.

Whirrrrr—

Emitting a soft light and noise, the mini tattooing machine slipped from my arm and floated on its own.

“…!”

And then it began to engrave something below my left collarbone.

As if gathering moonlight to burn the tip.

Whirrrrr—

Within that.

I felt the agony and artistic sense of someone dwelling within the tattooing machine.

What the customer wanted was clear.

To govern himself!

It is the most primal and important task. However, when there are numerous identities and agonies in the mind, it is difficult to gather and govern them as one.

Let us give each an index tag and provide a joint.

So that he can organize and assemble them whenever he wishes.

If so… is not the most impressive part above the heart!

I felt something hot on my heart,

And the moment the light in the tattooing machine faded, I hurriedly unbuttoned my shirt to see my bare skin.

“……!”

A star made of characters was revealed.

The tattoo, shaped like a circular puzzle repeating like elaborate tree rings, seemed to represent that Halo.

Words from various unknown languages were included in various sizes, elaborately fitted together to form several layers of circles.

There were still sufficient empty spaces in between, and I knew….

Now, the agonies that formed the pattern would keep each other in check and balance.

Through the tattoo, the customer can perceive himself and govern himself to become the self he desires.

The light and noise completely disappeared from the disposable tattooing machine.

Then, with a click, the crescent moon lighting turned off completely.

“Usage completion confirmed.”

“…….”

I turned my head and looked at those sitting at the table.

No one was there.

No, they were all me from the beginning.

Now that I had confirmed through the tattoo that they were a part of me, I simply no longer needed to see them with my naked eye to have no problems with decision-making.

“……Phew.”

I looked down at the tattoo again.

And among them, I brought my hand to a word that looked like a font broken by a computer Error.

I heard the school bell of Sekwang High School.

“…!”

I realized that if I wanted to, I could immediately put on a high school uniform and become a being from a horror game living in a different time and light from the intruders.

Whatever the side effects might be.

‘……No, wait.’

So… this tattoo didn't just organize and show me what was in my head?

Did it organize my contamination so that I could ‘take it out and use it’ whenever I wanted?

This is insane.

‘It’s definitely worth 150 million.’

Of course, whether I would use this is another matter, but for now, the important thing was that I was organized and no longer immediately swayed by contamination.

‘Alright.’

I straightened my clothes, being careful not to touch the worn, Gothic-style letters that clearly looked like they belonged to the Imitator of the Church of the Luminous

Unknown.

Fortunately or unfortunately, words that looked like they were scribbled with golden, classical cursive and small claws were engraved more centrally and largely than that.

‘The Mascot and… the cat?’

I felt a strange sense of familiarity.

Are these two friendly toward me?

…In any case, for now, this situation seems to have been settled.

Phew.

“Would you like to proceed with the next shopping?”

The lizard asked as if he had been waiting.

I looked at the Fragment of Divine Law from the Church of the Luminous Unknown that was still placed on the table.

‘I need to deal with that, too.’

Like buying something that can store it safely.

The problem is that I no longer have a large sum of money to pay.

The best thing would be to rush to the Daydream right now and sell it, but since I’m a spy, the timing isn't right….

“Do you think I might forget about that item again once I finish shopping?”

“It is a probabilistic possibility.”

Hmm.

A beggar like me asked after some thought.

“Do you happen to provide a storage service as well?”

“Mr. Kim Soleum.”

“…….”

“Mr. Kim Soleum.”

Gasp.

I opened my eyes.

The lizard was looking at me from across the dining table.

But this time, it wasn't gray.

“Manager.”

“Yes.”

A white lizard head with red pupils—Section Chief Lee Jaheon was standing before me. Phew.

“Were there any inconveniences with the VIP shopping?”

“Yes. It was very helpful….”

Then I saw it.

In front of Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s dining table, a pink plush doll was now sitting.

“……??”

Why was Braun there?

“Um, that… I thought I had put it in my pocket.”

“I removed it so that it would not interfere with your shopping.”

“…….”

I asked with difficulty.

“Does the Manager… still hear Braun, I mean… the plush doll, speaking?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t hear him, though.”

“I see.”

“W-what is he saying?”

“Sighs, excessive excitement, accusations, and threats.”

Aaargh!

“I have judged that there is no value in it as information.”

“Yes. Yes….”

I hurriedly and carefully picked up the plush doll from the table and put it back into the front pocket of my clothes.

But at that moment.

-My goodness. Finally.

“…Braun?!”

-Mr. Roe Deer! Oh, we are able to converse again….

I quickly pulled the plush doll out of my pocket and inspected it.

But at that moment, the voice cut off.

‘Huh?’

I tucked Braun back into my pocket.

-Mr. Roe Deer? Can you hear me?

Only one thing had changed.

‘The tattoo above my left chest.’

Could it be that if it’s near my tattoo, it’s judged as being within a ghost story?

‘My god.’

“Yeah. …It seems I can keep talking to you if I leave you here.”

-Near the heart. How fateful! Very well. I shall generously forgive you for leaving me alone with that insane, boring fellow for 23 minutes. Because I am a Good Friend.

-Now, kick him out immediately. Hurry.

“W-wait.”

I quickly soothed Braun and then spoke to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

“Um, Manager… I saw someone similar to you while I was shopping.”

“He is not Section Chief Lee Jaheon. However….”

“But it’s true that you are ‘We Help’?”

“Yes.”

“Then does the Manager already know everything I did?”

“Yes.”

I asked, feeling a bit sheepish.

“Then you must also know the last thing I did.”

“Are you referring to the request for the item storage service?”

That’s right.

-I would like you to store this item safely.

-Yes.

I had left the Fragment of Divine Law from the Church of the Luminous Unknown—the root of all evil—with the lizards… no, with the Cosmic shopping mall.

‘Because I thought it would be cheaper than removing it altogether or buying an item to control it.’

And that prediction was correct.

…Even though it was correct, it was still expensive.

-It is 8,999,990 won for 100 days based on the planet you currently reside on.

-…Do you offer installment services?

Installments.

I never thought I would use a financial service I’d never even used in reality within a Ghost Story Worldview….

‘Since I think Daydream will pay more for it than that when they buy it, this is probably the right move.’

Let’s find it and sell it as soon as the timing is right.

Fortunately, according to Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s explanation, I should be able to retrieve it at any time.

The SIM card I had placed under my tongue had disappeared without a trace, but from now on, I can reactivate it by accessing the Cosmic shopping mall.

“Mr. Kim Soleum has been connected with We Help.”

…I felt like asking if that too was a type of contamination, but since it wasn't visible in the tattoo, I decided not to be needlessly rude. My counterpart is the possessor of superhuman strength who can crush iron with one hand.

In the first place, he is also a grateful presence who notices my contamination every time and deals with it on my behalf.

“Thank you. I’ve come to my senses a bit thanks to you.”

“Yes. However, the choice is at Mr. Kim Soleum’s discretion.”

“…Do you think I made a good choice?”

The lizard’s snout curved slightly.

“Yes.”

“……!”

“You have chosen well.”

Just as he had a few times before.

“…….”

As I thought.

When I was shopping earlier, I didn't realize because he had the same lizard head and a similar way of speaking, but seeing him like this in person, I can feel it.

‘He’s strangely different.’

How should I put it, I feel intelligence and emotion from this lizard, or perhaps he has more individuality…… I don't know.

Of course, if those alien reptiles share a single mind and emotion, it’s possible that I, having built a friendship with Section Chief Lee Jaheon, am arbitrarily distorting things.

‘In fact, I’m no longer in Group D, so I’m not even under his jurisdiction, yet he keeps looking after me.’

He’s probably doing the same for the other Seonbaes in Group D.

In many ways, he was a grateful boss whose thoughts I was curious about.

“Thank you, Manager.”

I thanked him once more and saw Section Chief Lee Jaheon, whose business was finished, out of the motel.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon quietly disappeared through the window instead of using the door.

-Contact We Help if a problem occurs.

Leaving those words behind.

“…….”

-Is it over?

Yeah.

-Phew. He’s finally gone.

-By any chance, do you have no plans for us to leave this terrible place as well?

Haha.

“I do.”

-Oh?

“I have to go to work tomorrow.”

And one more thing.

“I’m a spy who has infiltrated a state agency now.”

-Show business, my god.

Chapter 190

-A spy. Ah, yes. A classic and popular identity that makes the audience’s heart race in any era.

-The catharsis of a plot twist where the mysterious and powerful identity of an extraordinary person is revealed!

-Isn’t it the perfect profession for my multi-talented friend?

Haha.

On my way to work, I entered the Disaster Management Bureau while listening to Braun's energetic commentary.

‘It’s a relief that the Disaster Management Bureau jumper has a front pocket.’

The plush doll’s ears were even covered by the top fabric that draped over the pocket, so at a glance, no one would notice.

I naturally crossed the main lobby of the Management Bureau, greeting the agents.

-A special method of entry through a hidden entrance. It’s a trope of special agents. It seems like an organization that knows quite a bit about romance.

-Shall we see where Mr. Roe Deer's workplace is? I’m looking forward to it!

The start was good. Braun gave the hidden exit of the Disaster Management Bureau a fairly good score, and he gave a decent score to the sight inside as well.

‘I’m glad you like it.’

I responded appropriately as I took the elevator, passed through the hallway, and opened the door.

And so, the waiting room of Hyunmoo Team 1 was revealed.

And….

-…….

‘Braun?’

-Oh, I see they’ve decorated a leftover makeshift space to look like a plausible breakroom.

-Haha. Mr. Roe Deer, it’s quite amusing to see that you’ve learned how to slack off while I wasn’t looking! Are you going to enjoy a secret short rest here before heading to your actual workplace?

‘This is it.’

-Hmm?

‘This is my workplace.’

There was no response from the Good Friend.

-Are you coaxing information out of those who visit this place? Using an unofficial rest area, what a wonderful skill….

No.

‘This really is my official workplace.’

-Friend, exactly what work do you do here?

‘I sit on the sofa.’

Again, there was no response from the Good Friend. He seemed dead….

-Oh. To think you would trick me.

Ack!

‘Then, when I get a call, I head out. To rescue people who are in various unique disaster situations.’

-Aha.

‘This is just the waiting room.’

-Hahaha. So the real work hasn’t even started yet.

-Oh, to think you would trick me! That was extremely entertaining, friend!

‘Right? Hahahaha….’

Cold sweat trickled down. Right, traveling with Braun always felt like this…… Phew.

Just then, my right hand in my pocket moved secretly.

It formed a thumb… and thrust it down forcefully.

“…….”

Yeah. I understand.

-Very well. In that case, this place doesn’t seem like the worst spot to rest alone!

‘It’s a waiting room that the whole team uses together.’

-…….

‘It’s okay. They’re all fun and good people.’

Braun seemed a bit shocked, but it couldn’t be helped. He was probably comparing it to the large pharmaceutical company that gave me a private office….

-…Fine. How many people in total work with you, Mr. Roe Deer?

‘Ah, there are three of us right now… but only two others come into the waiting room.’

I looked at the whiteboard in the waiting room.

The place where notes left by people who had passed through Hyunmoo Team 1 remained.

‘…I heard that originally, about seven people worked here.’

This was just knowledge I had.

In the <Dark Exploration Record>, the emergency rescue squads of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, especially the headquarters’ Hyunmoo teams, had been expanded to a total of seven teams.

However, after a certain incident, half of them died or went missing, and there was a time when they were consolidated into three teams.

‘That was a truly chilling ghost story.’

Anyway, because of that, there was a period when they were actively recruiting people… and it seemed like now was that time.

-That is a relief. Phew, seven people in such a worn-out room. It would be like a group of failing comedians.

“……Mm.”

I just gave a bitter smile.

And after some thought, I picked up a marker from the whiteboard and left a line myself.

People worthy of respect.

I left it while thinking of Hyunmoo Team 1 and the Disaster Management Bureau in the early days of the Wiki.

-Did you leave a message? Oh my! The traces of a spy… I’m curious. Could you bring me closer so I can see more clearly?

It wasn't anything grand.

“Sure.”

It wasn't difficult. I took the plush doll out of my front pocket, supported its body with both hands, and held it close to the whiteboard….

Click.

“Grapes, were you early today too? Did you sleep well last ni—”

Agent Choi, whose eyes met mine, looked at the doll in my hands.

Then he looked at my hands, which were politely holding the doll against the whiteboard.

Ah, ahhhh….

“G-Good morning, Agent Choi.”

“Yeah. Good morning, but, uh… are you donating a doll to our waiting room? That’s nice.”

“N-No. It’s not like that….”

-Ho-oh?

I hunched my shoulders and hurriedly grabbed Braun to put him back in my front pocket.

But Agent Choi stopped me.

The agent's eyes were scanning the sentence I wrote on the whiteboard.

“Huh? No, no, it’s fine. I heard kids these days take proof-shots with things like this.”

Agent Choi started saying things like whether Grapes used social media too, that photos inside our institution were classified so they couldn't be uploaded, and that I should think of it like the NIS… I hurriedly responded while trying to match my character.

“No. Th-this is just, um, a friend I always carry with me.”

-Nice to meet you! Oh, that scar on your neck is quite stylish. I’d love to hear the interesting story behind it sometime.

“…A friend?”

“Yes….”

At that moment, Agent Bronze also opened the waiting room door and entered.

“Hello—”

“Jaekwan, come here for a second. The rookie brought a doll!”

“A doll?”

Agent Choi hurriedly grabbed Agent Bronze and pulled him over.

This was burdensome.

-My goodness, isn't this the person who played the serial killer at the mountain cabin! …Aha! Perhaps you’ve infiltrated under the setting of having feigned ignorance to his persistent recruitment?

No. I was under suspicion because I looked suspicious….

-Anyway, not bad. Two sidekicks assisting you!

No. They are my superiors….

Meanwhile, my two superior agents were looking at Braun with curiosity.

“No, he says he always carries it with him, but why haven't we seen it? Jaekwan, have you seen it?”

Agent Bronze's expression became subtle.

He was definitely recalling the times he’d encountered me before, when Braun had been hanging outside my clothes or tucked into a pocket…!

‘But if he testifies, it means he’s known about it since before!’

I jumped in to reduce the agent's inner conflict.

“Ah, the friend I originally had got torn because of my mistake… so I recently remade it.”

“…….”

Agent Bronze's expression became even more peculiar.

Then, after muttering "friend" to himself a few times, he soon asked.

“Did you… perhaps make that ‘friend’ during your break?”

Surprisingly, it was the truth.

“Yes. That’s right! Ah, I didn’t make it myself, I just bought it at a store, but….”

“…….”

“Grapes, if you call a doll a friend, a ghost will attach itself to it—”

“Go get the paperwork.”

“Ack!”

Agent Bronze kicked Agent Choi in the butt and they left the waiting room together.

Then he looked back at me and spoke kindly.

“The New Investigation Unit has called for Agent Grapes. Any rescue signals will come through here, so don’t worry and go ahead.”

“Pardon? Yes.”

And the two of them vanished in an instant.

Thud.

‘Phew.’

I thought they would pry more, but thank goodness.

Otherwise, the moment I looked suspicious, Agent Choi would have shoved a ghost story discrimination device at me… mm. A dizzying situation could have unfolded.

Although Braun boasted that he could ‘make it so no one knows who I am, no matter what they use,’ there was no harm in being careful.

‘I thought it would be better to show it naturally from the start rather than getting caught while hiding it, though.’

I didn't expect it to happen like this.

Is this… good?

-Friend? What kind of place is the New Investigation Unit?

‘Ah, let’s go there now.’

In any case, since the New Investigation Unit called me, I should step out for a bit.

I moved with Braun through the Disaster Management Bureau's actual employee work areas—that is, the office hallways. And….

-My goodness, I’d rather this be a comedy skit…. To think my friend fell for a job scam.

“…….”

In the eyes of the Host of a ghost story from the era of flashy capitalist mass media, the 21st-century public service facilities were simply outdated and below standard….

Fortunately, another element soon appeared that would pique Braun's interest.

It was my fellow spy standing in front of the New Investigation Unit office.

Ms. Go Yeongeun.

“Agent Grapes!”

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who had been waving at me with a glad expression, saw the plush doll on my chest as I drew closer, and her expression became subtle.

“Are you… carrying that with you again?”

“……Yes.”

Now that I thought about it, Yeongeun had also seen Braun in his Good Friend form quite often.

Even in that exhibition ghost story, ‘Mansion of the Blind,’ she had seen me use Braun to set the mood for Baek Saheon… a few times in passing.

Anyway, it seemed she recognized him, as Braun apparently had more of a presence than I’d expected.

‘I-I didn’t think he’d stand out that much since he’s so small….’

In this ghost story world's crazy pharmaceutical company, didn't people carry around everything from rabbit feet to mummy bandages?

In the first place, since everyone was wearing bizarre animal masks, I thought a plush doll keychain would be fine.

Mm. It seemed I was wrong….

Still, Ms. Go Yeongeun was as kind as ever.

“Oh, it’s still cute! I think you picked a good one.”

-My, she’s someone with an eye for things. An audience member with good taste is always an entertainer’s delight.

At least everyone was satisfied, so that was a relief. I smiled and spoke.

“Thank you. By any chance, does Agent Peppermint have a similar doll….”

“Ah, I’m fine.”

“…….”

No, I was going to ask if she had one. A doll keychain….

I’m breaking into a cold sweat.

A-apparently, the rabbit doll is even more conspicuous than I anticipated.

‘This won’t do.’

After asking for Braun's understanding, I pulled the pocket's cover fabric down further to hide the doll's form as much as possible.

“Agent Grapes! Your statement over here… oh? That’s cute. Did your younger sibling give it to you?”

“Oh my, what’s that? A doll?”

But despite that, perhaps because its shape was revealed as I moved, it became a topic of small talk several times….

And the finale was when I returned to the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room after finishing a brief statement at the New Investigation Unit.

Click.

“Grapes!”

As I entered, the two agents who were already there jumped up.

And Agent Choi was grinning to a suspicious degree.

……?

“I’m sorry. I said some harsh things to Grapes’ friend earlier! Calling it a ghost. Right?”

-Hmm. Trying to be courteous now, are we? I shall accept it.

“I-It’s quite alright.”

What’s going on?

Anyway, now that I knew the plush doll stood out more than expected, I needed to manage the situation.

I sat quietly on the sofa and muttered.

“Um, I’ll make sure to carry it so it doesn’t stand out, so even if it’s inconvenient, please bear with me for a bit….”

“Hahaha, what are you talking about? Of course, our Grapes’ friend can stay in our waiting room.”

Suddenly, Agent Choi put his arm around my shoulders and showed me something.

“Here, here, this is our friend’s spot.”

On the plush armrest of the sofa in front of the window lay a well-folded handkerchief. It was the navy-colored handkerchief issued to agents….

‘…….’

No.

What is this? This atmosphere.

-Haha, I appreciate the kindness, but I must decline! I have my own handkerchief—wait, where did it go? Strangely, I can't see it!

I'll buy you one later, just wait!

“Th-thank you….”

In the end, unable to resist the atmosphere, I placed Braun on the handkerchief.

Agent Choi asked kindly, still with a smiling face.

“What’s our friend’s name?”

“It-it’s Braun.”

“…But it’s pink?”

“Pardon?”

“Hahaha, no! That could be the case! Uh, a person’s heart is free, isn’t it~”

“Yes… thank you.”

What on earth is this?

I looked back at Agent Bronze as if asking for help, but when Agent Bronze's eyes met mine, he only gave a strained smile.

It looked like he was trying hard to seem warm….

‘……??’

I was even more lost.

“Here, I’ll give you this too. It’s a diary strap, but it’ll be cute if you tie it to the ear.”

And so, Braun received even a cushion near the window and successfully blended into the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room without being suspected….

‘…??’

And the cause of this situation was revealed in the group chat.

[Don't say anything unnecessary even if the King of Destruction rookie carries a doll keychain, it's a precious friend.]

[?]

[Then it's not a supernatural phenomenon?]

[It's not that, and according to the testimony of an agent on the same team, he's been carrying it since before and seems to use it to calm his mind. Let's not pry into personal

matters unnecessarily.]

[Ah..]

[Confirmed]

[We all know that feeling]

[I'm the person who asked today if a younger sibling gave him that doll. If you're reading this, I'm sorry. Agent. ㅠㅠ]

“…….”

Agent Bronze…!!

-In that sense, this place… hmm. I’ll give it 39 points.

On my way home.

Listening to Braun's fairly generous score for the Disaster Management Bureau, I hurried my steps toward the motel.

Excluding a short dispatch for a low-grade supernatural disaster in the afternoon, it had been a mundane day shift, so my condition should have been fine, but….

‘I’m tired….’

So much had happened mentally, and to top it off, a character trait I hadn't planned for had been added to me….

‘Ugh.’

I want to rest.

‘…Should I stay somewhere a bit better just for today?’

As I walked along the sun-set road, I searched for other accommodations on my smartphone….

Vrrrrt.

A popup appeared on my phone along with a vibration.

A text message.

[J: I f-ound some info]

[J: A bit of]

“…!”

It’s the Sergeant.

It was the first time since I’d given him the smartphone.

But he got information?

[J: a problm]

[What do you mean?]

I hurriedly sent a reply.

But there was no response for several minutes.

“…….”

And a long time later.

[J: I’m coming out]

A chill ran down my spine.

I called him immediately. But the other party doesn’t pick up.

‘What is it.’

Why isn’t he answering the phone when it’s clearly ringing?

[Where are you?]

[Are you alright?]

The '1' in the text message disappears. It means he’s checking them.

‘Wait. He sent that… he was coming out?’

I hurriedly narrowed down the accommodation I was searching for to the area around the Daydream Company and booked a decent unmanned motel.

Then I put that address, room number, and password into a text.

[If you’ve come out, please come here (Link)]

Right after that, I ran back into the subway.

To head toward that unmanned motel near the company.

A short while later.

“…?!”

When I opened the door to the unmanned motel room and entered, I witnessed a scene I hadn't expected at all.

“Mmph!”

Kwak Jekang was lying face down on the floor, tied up.

Furthermore, the Sergeant was sitting on top of him, keeping him pinned down.

And….

“Ro-Roe.”

Supervisor Park Minseong, who was looking back at me while breaking into a cold sweat.

He was wearing a Security Team uniform.

“…….”

Wh-what kind of mess is this?
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So.

I opened the door to the unmanned motel, and Section Chief Kwak Jekang is tied up with the Sergeant sitting on top of him?

Moreover, why is Supervisor Park Minseong here?

No, I’m glad to see him after a while, but what on earth is this combination…

“Mmmph!”

Just then, Kwak Jekang, who was pinned to the floor, started struggling again. Wait!

‘No.’

If he turns his head and sees my face, things will go crazy. I immediately snapped to my senses and tried to close the door and leave.

However, the Sergeant, seeing my movement, seemed to realize something before I could.

“Ah.”

The Sergeant struck the head of the person he was restraining.

And just like that, Section Chief Kwak Jekang passed out.

“……”

—What a mess, oh my god! It’s so chaotic! But there’s a unique charm that comes from chaos, isn’t there?

Wow, please…

“What on earth is going on?”

“Ah… he followed me secretly…”

“…??”

To summarize the urgent explanation that followed:

The Sergeant said he had been going around various parts of the company to collect a few stories worth telling in order to find the information about the ‘Cheerful Research Institute’ he had promised me.

And in the process, he explored various places, and the place he went today was…

“I went to the… Research Team special area in the Annex…”

“…Wait a minute. Isn’t that a restricted area for all employees except those involved?”

“Ah… for the Security Team… it’s fine if it’s for work. You know… like area patrols…”

Ah, I see.

“So did you wait until you were assigned to that patrol duty?”

“No… I worked… instead of another guard…”

“……”

“You said… you needed information…”

‘I’m starting to feel sorry…’

I was lost for words because the Sergeant had such a proud expression on his face.

Anyway, seeing as their paths overlapped this much, it seemed certain that the Guard Team Baek Saheon mentioned was indeed the Sergeant.

Wait, come to think of it…

“I heard that you had a fight with Section Chief Kwak Jekang… is that related to the current situation?”

“I never fought him… he just kept picking a fight…”

“Ah, so you got caught up in his provocations.”

“No… I ignored him…”

“……”

“He bumped into me and fell over on his own… hmm. Anyway.”

Scratching his head, the Sergeant returned to the main point.

He said he saw some equipment and documents while patrolling the Research Team special area today, and something unusual happened.

“It felt like someone was following me…”

“…!”

At some point, a persistent, observing gaze had started following him.

He said he felt a strange sense of malice.

“So I just came outside… but he kept following me secretly…”

So you neutralized him…!

“Well… there was no one watching at the time…”

I nodded, feeling like I wanted to hold my head.

“You didn't know it was Section Chief Kwak Jekang.”

“No, I knew…”

“……”

Aaaagh!

“Well… it doesn’t really matter… though I didn’t know… he would call the Security Team in the process…”

My gaze turned toward Supervisor Park Minseong.

The supervisor’s pupils trembled.

“Yeah. I received the page…”

“……”

“When I got here… it was already… yeah.”

And so, this bizarre meeting had taken place…

—Ahaha! Oh my god! It’s like a sitcom!

Life is a tragedy when seen in close-up, but a comedy in long-shot. The problem is that I’m right in the middle of it!

‘This is driving me crazy.’

I suppressed the urge to rub my temples and barely managed to speak.

“If we send him back like this, is there a high probability that Section Chief Kwak will report Mr. Jay or… anyway, exaggerate the situation and make it an issue?”

“…Most likely?”

Supervisor Park Minseong and I faced each other, breaking out in a cold sweat, and then looked at the Sergeant.

The Sergeant had a face that looked like everything was a bother.

He seemed to have a 'whatever happens, happens' attitude.

“……”

“……”

No, this is about your own safety…!

“For now, then… is it right for you, Supervisor, to… take the Sergeant in?”

“In principle, yes… but, um, if you just let him go like this, I’ll try to handle it on my end somehow… um, I’ll say Section Chief Kwak Jekang was here alone.”

Supervisor Park Minseong laughed awkwardly and scratched the back of his head.

“He’s someone who commits a lot of eccentric acts anyway, so I think it’ll work out somehow…”

“It won’t work…”

“……!”

The Sergeant stared intently at Supervisor Park Minseong.

“Since you just joined the Security Team… the Binding Restriction is at its strongest…”

Binding Restriction?

“It hasn't even been 100 days… since you started official duty, right? It'll be hard… to lie to the company…”

“……”

“The watch. It’s counting down right now, isn’t it…?”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s face stiffened.

But in the next moment, a picture-perfect smile appeared on his face.

And as if unconsciously, he moved his hand to his wrist. On the wrist hidden by the Security Team uniform, a shape that looked like a watch flickered.

Yes. A wristwatch.

‘…The Binding Restriction placed on the Security Team.’

It comes to mind.

In Daydream, once a rescued employee had recovered their humanity to some extent after escaping contamination, rather than investing further, they devised a way to use them immediately.

The Dark Exploration Record doesn't mention all those Binding Restrictions in detail. It was thought that letting the reader imagine them would be more ominous and chilling.

However, there were hints here and there.

For example…

‘The wristwatch.’

Yes, yes. The company security teams also wear wristwatches. What are they for? I don't know either. What's certain is that if they… do something unexpected.

Like, trying to leave the company during the day?

Anyway, then a sound could be heard. The sound of a watch ticking…

Tick-tock, tick-tock.

Why was that strange? It looked like an electronic watch, but why did it make the sound of a second hand moving? That also felt like a ghost story, so it was unsettling…

It kept getting faster, and eventually, something like an alarm sounded.

Then, they suddenly disappeared.

Not the watch, but the Security Team employee.

—Excerpt 26 from the interrogation of Glass Prison prisoner A-56 (Origin: Daydream Inc.)

“Supervisor.”

“…Ah! Yes.”

Supervisor Park Minseong pulled his hand away from his wrist as if suddenly snapping out of it.

The atmosphere in the motel grew heavy.

But the Sergeant spoke as if it were nothing.

“Hey, don’t worry… it’ll probably just be… some disciplinary action… it’s not like I killed him…”

“…?!”

“Just… go and tell them… but, wait a minute.”

The Sergeant looked down at the researcher he had tied up and muttered seriously.

“Isn’t it… a bit of a waste…”

…??

“This guy… knows a lot… so, since things have turned out like this… maybe some information…”

“No, it’s fine.”

That’s suspicious!

Moreover, why are you trying to increase the disciplinary action you’ll receive!

‘Let’s wrap this up quickly.’

As long as he didn’t see me, it wouldn’t matter… wait.

Even if Kwak Jekang didn't see me, someone else did.

“Supervisor Park Minseong.”

“Yes?”

“If it’s difficult for you to lie to the company right now, in the process of stating the facts of the incident… will you have to say you saw me?”

“……!!”

Supervisor Park Minseong’s face turned pale again.

“Probably… if the company demands it, I might have to…”

Damn it!

From that point on, the problem wouldn't end at the level of being caught that I was alive.

‘…In the process of settling that, it’ll definitely reach Director Ho’s ears.’

If he asks why I was meeting the Sergeant, then even the Dream Incubation Room might be discovered…

“Avoiding that situation as much as possible…”

“Excuse me…”

The Sergeant raised his hand.

“Um… honestly, I don’t feel like it… and it’s a hassle…”

Then he pointed at Kwak Jekang.

“Should I just… kill him…?”

“!?”

The, the Right of Immunity for Lethal Force!

Come to think of it, the Guard Team had the Right of Immunity for Lethal Force!

“If I kill him… and the Security Team reports ‘no target found for the page’… it’s not a lie either… and it’ll just pass. For now… we can buy time, too…”

“You can't do that.”

“P-please calm down, Sergeant!”

No, the Guard Team’s Right of Immunity for Lethal Force isn’t for the sake of the guard employees!

‘It was made so they wouldn't have to pay compensation even if someone from the company died during the process of neutralizing a ghost story appearing in the building!’

Additionally, it’s closer to saying, ‘We have the Right of Immunity for Lethal Force, so don’t get in the way and increase costs when the Guard Team is working.’

In the first place.

“The Right of Immunity for Lethal Force is the authority for the Guard Team to kill employees who interfere during their duties. You’re not on duty right now!”

If they could just kill people like that, Kwak Jekang might have already disappeared into a puddle of blood by another Guard Team.

“That’s true, but… um,”

“L-let’s think of another way.”

“Yes! We’ll think of something!”

“Um… okay…”

I’m breaking out in a cold sweat.

‘I’m gl-glad the Sergeant lacks motivation…’

His ruthless judgment shows he wasn't an Elite Squad leader for nothing.

…Honestly, it was all the more so in that he didn't just think of the Right of Immunity for Lethal Force, but seemed to have thought of destroying evidence by killing him altogether.

It’s just fortunate that he’s not a bad person by nature. I wiped away my cold sweat.

…And this situation was my responsibility.

I was too tempted by the Sergeant’s offer to look into the Cheerful Research Institute’s information.

—It’s the moment of choice, Friend! An adventure for a clean result without loss, or stability with a bit of loss!

—Oh, if you ask this Host for advice, I’m fully prepared to give you a tip.

‘…You’re suggesting I go for the adventure of killing him and destroying the evidence, aren’t you?’

—Correct!

Damn it.

I pressed my brow and then suddenly…

I thought of a way.

‘No.’

—Hmm?

‘There’s… another way to destroy evidence!’

“I’ll settle this.”

I pulled out an item I had been keeping in my inventory.

Children's Disguise Syrup

(Green Grape Flavor)

★★★★★

A short while later.

“…Hmm?”

Section Chief Kwak Jekang opened his eyes.

To be precise, that was the assumption. It was because we had blindfolded him.

“Oho? Am I perhaps in the Darkness… no. You’ve just blindfolded me.”

The excitement that had momentarily colored his tone cooled down instantly into indifference.

But soon, as if realizing why he was in this situation, his tone changed.

The part about being captured and struck unconscious after tailing the Sergeant.

“Hah! Just because you’ve blindfolded me doesn't mean I’ll forget what I saw! Hahaha! Oh, my god. You, how are you going to explain this to the company? Why did you do such a thing?”

“……”

“The situation has changed a lot from when you were the B-Squad Leader~ Do you still believe the company will give you special treatment? Dear me.”

He said things like, ‘Did you really think the Right of Immunity for Lethal Force meant you could just kill researchers?’, ‘I wonder how the company would react if a Research Team Section Chief with as much to do as me was found as a fresh corpse.’

With a tone peculiar to someone who prides himself on his own brilliance and lack of a replacement, he spoke lightly, with subtle threats and grim prospects.

But soon.

“Or… perhaps it’s a situation so desperate that you had to do this.”

“……”

“What were you looking for in the Annex special lab? Could it be…”

His voice became significant.

“That you thought the Darkness you disappeared into might be there?”

“……”

“Look, I told you the entry method collapsed! Even if you’re curious now about what miserable state the employees still trapped there might be in…”

I think he’s talked enough.

I whipped off the cloth that was covering his eyes.

Kwak Jekang looked delighted and seemed about to say something else, but.

“…!”

The guard he had expected, the former Elite Squad leader, was not there.

Instead.

There was me, wearing a Security Team suit.

“……”

In front of Kwak Jekang, who had frozen upon seeing my appearance, I pulled out a pager and clicked it.

“…Aha, it seems you’re the one who responded to the page! This is… hmm, a Security Team area?”

Silence.

“By any chance, wasn't there a guard employee where I was?”

Silence.

“…You’re quite taciturn. ……Wait a minute.”

A strange light flickered in Kwak Jekang’s eyes.

“It’s a Special Suit.”

He had recognized my attire.

The uniform for the Security Team Special Division.

“What’s going on? You responded to a mere Research Team Section Chief’s page? Such cleanup shouldn't be the work of a special and rare individual like you! Hahaha… another purpose,”

And then, as if realizing the next words, Kwak Jekang’s expression changed.

Yes.

‘Unless there was another purpose.’

Silently, I raised my hand and placed something on the office desk in front of his eyes.

[A Fun Truth Game!]

[Shall we play a round?]

“……!”

A carrot-shaped plastic recording toy that shouted cheerfully.

It looked childish and cheap, unfitting for the atmosphere, but Kwak Jekang’s expression stiffened.

‘As expected, he knows about it.’

One of the most famous pieces of Security Team interrogation equipment that appears in the Dark Exploration Record.

==========

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Everything a Carrot Can Do]

: A ghost story appearing in <Dark Exploration Record>, identification code Qterw-E-2525 at Daydream Inc.

A party toy that helps with truth games.

If the opponent does not answer truthfully, it immediately realizes it and sets a cruel and unconventional mission as the price.

If the mission is not performed, other game participants can punish the participant in question.

==========

Hmm.

Where did I get it?

To be honest.

‘It’s a fake.’

It’s a counterfeit implemented by pouring ‘Children’s Disguise Syrup’ onto my smartphone.

Why else would it be a five-star item?

It’s not me who’s disguised, but an item that disguises what I want.

That is to say, it has versatility because it’s for objects rather than people, and it perfectly mimics the appearance and performance desired by the user.

And it doesn't matter if it’s a fake mimicking the original.

The important thing is that the opponent will believe it’s real.

For the first time, a hint of confusion appeared in Kwak Jekang’s eyes.

“…What? No, there’s no need to do it this way, is there? I am…”

Then I’m ready.

Now I just need to drive the deceived opponent into a corner and wrap up the situation.

…Preferably, in a way that’s slightly more beneficial to us.

[If everyone is ready, let’s begin.]

[Now, a question!]

While the carrot was blathering, I stepped slightly to the side so that Kwak Jekang’s view would open up.

Behind me, the prototype dream incubator from the Cheerful Research Institute revealed itself.

“…!”

Kwak Jekang’s eyes wavered, but the ‘carrot’ spoke the recorded question.

[What do you know about the machine in front of you?]

Truly, an incredibly cost-effective resolution method had begun.
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Underground Laboratory.

Kwak Jekang’s eyes tremble as he looks around the Dream Incubation Room of the Cheerful Research Institute, specifically at the giant dream incubator in the center.

However, the countdown had already begun.

A low-quality recorded melody and a cheerful shout.

[10! 9! 8!]

"What do I know? You want me to blabber everything I know about the Potion Brewing Device?"

I watched him in silence.

[7! 6!]

"No, haha. Potion brewing? Did I see it once when I joined? Even if you make such demands of a raw material supply researcher... Though irrationality is the charm of the Darkness, this is—"

Kwak Jekang stopped moving.

"……Wait a minute."

His voice trembled.

"Could that be, is it that?" Not with fear, but with excitement.

[5! 4!]

The flames of madness sparked in the eyes of one who had realized the truth.

"It’s the potion device prototype!"

The countdown stopped.

But Kwak Jekang’s mouth did not.

"The version where production quality isn't restricted! Ah, I don’t have much passion for Daydream potions, but the Potion Brewing Device is a different story, haha..."

A smile spread across Kwak Jekang’s face.

"It originated from the Darkness, didn't it? And that’s the original device extracted from the Darkness!"

……!!

"To think it’s right before my eyes! If you had just shown me this instead of doing all this, I would have testified to anything!"

He muttered while looking at the dream incubator as if he were licking it.

"Where on earth did you procure this? If it's enough to produce a Wish Ticket, it must be an Abyss-grade Darkness. Which ghost story did it come from? I don't know which higher-up is doing this, but don't you need a researcher? I'm a tight-lipped expert full of passion for research!"

A wide grin spread across Kwak Jekang’s face.

"Better than the wasted effort I was doing in the Annex! Hey, can I take a closer look? That’s..."

Whoosh.

I heavily laid out Black Smoke in front of Kwak Jekang as he tried to stand up.

Kwak Jekang stopped in his tracks.

However, the eyes in his upturned face gleamed with interest, not fear.

"Your temperament is no joke. Haha... Where are you from? Which Darkness responded to the call of Daydream? Fire? Water? Insane imagination? Fairy tales? The Throne of Pure Silver?"

I did not answer.

But in my head, the special Exploration Records that Kwak Jekang had been involved in flickered past.

What would be the best thing to let him misunderstand me as?

'Something as powerful as possible, and something Kwak Jekang doesn't know well.'

But a place where he could spread the wings of his imagination.

I reached out and pointed.

Right at...

The yellow lantern wrapped in flames like ribs, hanging from my waist.

"…A star?"

Kwak Jekang muttered.

So that's how he understood it.

"Darkness related to a star. Gold, binding... Haha, interesting... Are you very interested in humans?"

I did not answer.

Instead, I pressed the Carrot.

[Starting the next round.]

[Now, the question!]

Kwak Jekang was now looking at me with interest rather than tension.

He seemed excited by the thought that he might gain information related to the dream incubator from the question.

But you see.

This isn't a question related to the incubator.

It’s a question to strike your head.

[Is the Darkness IW-B-553, which you secretly swapped to deploy J-Team without your superior's knowledge, still under observation?]

Kwak Jekang’s face froze.

[10, 9, 8...]

"It is under observation."

The countdown stopped.

"…How did you know? Did the company already know?"

There's no way.

It’s just that I know all the crazy things this bastard Kwak Jekang did through the '#Exploration Record (Extra)' page of the Dark Exploration Record.

Among them, I just had to pick an unexpected incident that was large enough to cause a stir in the Development Department if discovered, but remained undetected until the very end.

'The Endless Life of J-Team.'

This Irregular Record, famous for making people feel disgusted after reading it, made one feel quite uncomfortable just thinking that this happened in reality.

But it was certainly useful in this situation.

'He'll never think I'm just an individual who resigned.'

It didn't matter how well Kwak Jekang read people or how quick-witted he was. Because that was impossible.

On the contrary, he had no choice but to think like this:

'Ah, someone among the company's higher-ups noticed what I did.'

From here on, it was easy.

"…Haha, if you used the Security Team to call me separately like this instead of a formal disciplinary action... what did I touch there? What kind of secret was there?"

While letting the opponent misunderstand, I could lead the situation as I desired.

"Did it have something to do with this place?"

I did not answer the muttering Kwak Jekang. Instead...

[Next...]

I turned off the Carrot.

And I approached Kwak Jekang and reached out my hand.

"…!"

I pushed him, still bound to the chair, and dragged him in front of the incubator.

"Ha... haha!"

Kwak Jekang laughed while breaking into a cold sweat.

It was a bit gross to feel that he had expectations for what was to come even amidst fear, but regardless, he stopped in front of the glowing dream incubator.

The light of the Dream Essence Liquid reflected in his glasses.

And I turned the Carrot recorder on again.

A cheerful child's voice was heard.

[What functions do you think the machine in front of you has?]

"…A more powerful and fundamental potion brewing function! As much as it originated from the Darkness, there must be more extreme rules that are difficult for humans to understand! Can I touch it? No, even just observing it."

I allowed Kwak Jekang to stand up, but I strictly monitored everything as he placed his hands on the incubator.

Kwak Jekang, while breaking into a cold sweat, could not hide his excitement as he busily inspected and tapped various parts of the incubator.

"It's crude... but it's actually more complex than the company's completed brewing device, yes. Is that natural? There are fewer buttons... emoticons? What's this? This is..."

And then he pressed the side of the incubator.

...A pipe similar to the one I had used to inject the liquid revealed itself.

To think there was such a thing.

'Can you drain the liquid through there?'

I should keep that in mind. In an emergency, I could extract all the Dream Essence Liquid from there.

In the meantime, Kwak Jekang inspected various places as if possessed, and soon peered into the glass container where the Dream Essence Liquid was stored.

To be precise, the silhouette faintly visible inside the Dream Essence Liquid.

An orange mass about five times the size of an egg.

"That thing in the center! What is that? It's something that wasn't in the company's brewing device!"

I didn't say anything.

Because I didn't know either...

However, thanks to the situation I had created, Kwak Jekang seemed to have interpreted the suggestion of 'this isn't a story for you' on his own.

He smacked his lips and took his hands off, but his gaze still greedily scanned the incubator.

Then his gaze stopped at the very bottom.

The spot where a button had been removed.

"Ah, this place... looks like the spot for manufacturing Wish Tickets."

……!

"Is it? It seems so. Ah, did you leave it like this for fear that I might press it?"

Wait a minute.

That spot... was originally the place for Wish Tickets?

Did even the prototype have a function to extract Wish Tickets?

'Then, originally... it means Wish Tickets were even more powerful than they are now.'

Just what were they making at the Cheerful Research Institute?

And...

'If I find that button and restore it, can I... also obtain the Cheerful Research Institute version of the Wish Ticket?'

Thump. Thump.

My head grew dizzy with the sound of my heart beating.

No, no... let's calm down.

This was merely Kwak Jekang’s speculation.

And even if that speculation was correct, the power of the Wish Tickets I knew was all based on those refined by Daydream Inc.

What kind of crazy effect the 'original' produced by the Cheerful Research Institute would have... no one could guarantee.

Let's not be seduced by a gamble when there's a certain answer!

'Phew.'

"I think I could find out more if you gave me more time. I don't know who you are, but if you let me join this project..."

Kwak Jekang spoke suggestively and looked at me.

I looked at him without a word.

Black Smoke stretched out toward him like a line.

Kwak Jekang flinched.

The Black Smoke circled Kwak Jekang once as if telling him not to do anything foolish, or perhaps as if appraising him... and then was sucked back into my body when I took a breath.

"Ha."

I reached out and activated 'Everything the Carrot Can Know' again.

Let's wrap this up.

'If I get too greedy, he might notice.'

And the final touch... was for the perfect setup.

[What was the thing you wanted to hide during today's game of truth?]

"…!"

It was the question the Security Team always asked at the end of an interrogation.

A direct hit that drives people into despair—the ones who thought they'd be fine as long as they didn't lie and tried to talk in circles.

However, Kwak Jekang gave a thin smile.

"Nothing in particular. Haha!"

He really seemed like a madman.

"You already seem to be turning a blind eye even while knowing all the disciplinary matters I was hiding, so what's there to hide?"

He smacked his lips.

"It's just a shame. I suppose I'm not the kind of talent that team wants? Hmm, then who would be in that team... A secret team, disappearances, hmm."

And then.

"Assistant Manager Kim Soleum?"

I almost jumped off the floor.

"Looking at you like this, your physique seems similar... Come to think of it, yes. Soleum's mask also had a light attached to it. Did you perhaps spirit that employee away from the train and use him as a vessel for your arrival?"

This crazy bastard.

"I knew something was strange! That train Darkness was the kind where disappearing in such a way didn't fit. Now the puzzle pieces are clicking together. Hahaha."

Wait a minute.

The train Darkness was 'the kind where disappearing in such a way didn't fit'?

Those words sounded as if...

'It’s like he knew about the Tamra-bound train ghost story in advance!'

At that moment, I realized.

'This was a trap this bastard set up!'

The fact that a business trip to the province was suddenly decided, and the fact that I got caught in a train ghost story on the way.

It wasn't an unlucky coincidence; it was a trap this bastard had set.

'He had collected information about the Tamra-bound train.'

Yes, Kwak Jekang could play tricks in ways that weren't in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

Because of the variable called 'me'!

"A moral rookie who knows fear. Geez, just listing those makes him seem like the perfect candidate for a Human Sacrifice..."

And that way of speaking, as if he had looked into 'Kim Soleum' more thoroughly than I thought.

...He knew?

My personality?

"Anyway. This makes me want to confirm if my hypothesis is correct! Whether that Security Team uniform was made using the skin of that unlucky employee as raw material! Was there a compatibility?"

Let's stay calm.

I deliberately did not react.

As if I wouldn't give any information, whether he was talking nonsense or deducing the truth.

As if anything other than the task I was assigned was meaningless and of no interest.

Then, I suddenly picked up the Carrot recorder and shook it slightly.

"……Tsk. You're taciturn—"

At that moment.

The Sergeant, who had been hiding behind the desk, popped out and struck the back of Kwak Jekang’s neck, knocking him unconscious.

"Ugh."

With a short thud, his body collapsed to the floor.

'Phew.'

Somehow, I felt refreshed.

"I just have to... leave him outside, right...?"

I quickly nodded.

And as I watched the Sergeant move Kwak Jekang, I quickly took off the Security Team uniform.

'…Done.'

What would happen now?

The Sergeant would dump Kwak Jekang near the company as he was, and he would be 'discovered' by Supervisor Park Minseong and transported.

That way, Supervisor Park Minseong could testify, 'I discovered Manager Kwak Jekang unconscious near the company and brought him back.'

Because that would be the last eyewitness account!

'Seeing me or the Sergeant would become unrelated to business.'

In that way, Supervisor Park Minseong could erase my eyewitness account from the report without having to lie.

—Mr. Roe Deer! Ah, it was a truly enjoyable viewing. Wit, deception, secrets. You used the three elements very entertainingly.

After finishing changing, I picked up Braun, whom I had seated in a corner of the office, and tucked him into my front pocket, and he showered me with applause.

'Really? It wasn't awkward?'

—Ah, it was seamless. That boldness to not even bat an eye when you were mentioned yourself! It was a very wonderful performance.

—But aren't you worried that fellow will return and expose this whole situation, Friend?

Ah. That.

I laughed confidently.

'That won't happen.'

—Oho?

Because Kwak Jekang was a man whose brain worked.

Security Team interrogations are non-disclosure matters.

It was common for everyone to keep their mouths shut until a related person who knew something asked directly.

Especially in Kwak Jekang’s case, it would be even more so.

If the interrogation was related to his own crazy abuse of authority, even more so!

'Why would he go around blabbering in advance that he did something to get disciplined for?'

And that's even before he gets to feel the catharsis of 'observing what kind of result comes out.'

—Indeed!

This was better than a Binding Restriction.

I recalled Supervisor Park Minseong’s worried voice.

—It would be good if there were a memory-erasing potion or a non-disclosure potion.

I could buy them, but I didn't use them.

Weren't those potions made by Daydream?

Someone of Kwak Jekang’s position would be able to purchase potions with dispelling effects from the Point Mall, and he would have doubts about a Binding Restriction that could be easily broken like that.

The important thing was to handle this matter naturally.

In a way that suggested 'it's meaningless even if you blabber about it.'

And even in the off chance that Kwak Jekang did blabber, so that the higher-up who heard it would think it wasn't strange that someone from some faction was conducting such a secret project.

—So Mr. Roe Deer put all his effort into perfectly recreating that 'Security Team interrogation.'

—So that even the related parties would be fooled if word got around.

'Exactly.'

The only thing weighing on my mind was... that he associated Kim Soleum with my Security Team attire.

Even if Kwak Jekang went around talking very specifically later, by the time this news reached Director Ho, I wouldn't be here.

"Done."

In this way, I succeeded in cleaning up the situation while scraping all the information out of Kwak Jekang.

My whole body aches...

'Should I rest for a bit before the Head of Security comes?'

Dealing with a crazy researcher gave me heartburn.

I organized all the Security Team uniforms and stored them in my inventory tattoo, then sat in front of the dream incubator.

And I stared at it quietly.

—Friend, sorry to disturb your rest, but... ah, now I feel like giving you a slight hint and a preview.

'…A preview?'

—That's right! Let's heighten the tension a bit.

—A very interesting event will happen soon.

"……Braun?"

It was then.

Buzz.

My phone vibrated.

"…!"

A contact at this time of night.

Could something have happened at the Disaster Management Bureau? Like rescue requests coming in so redundantly that they couldn't be handled.

I immediately opened my Smartphone. But...

[K.LEE: Oh, it's been a long time since I contacted you, Employee-nim lolol]

[K.LEE: Are you doing well?]

Huh?

A person with a picture of a Hawaiian beach as their profile photo.

The employee who introduced himself as C-Team Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon, the one who connected me to the Salmon Market, appeared there.

But...

A text message came?

'That's impossible.'

Because, because...

I was already a dead person to Daydream.

It had been a long time since I changed my number.

'…….'

Something was wrong.

Even in the meantime, the phone kept buzzing.

[K.LEE: Right lol I heard you're an Assistant Manager now]

[K.LEE: No...]

[K.LEE: Are you a spy?]

"Exactly."

I turned my head.

"To be a real spy, you see."

From behind the office chair in the dream incubation room, someone appeared, taking off the Goblin Hat they had been wearing on their head.

Agent Choi.

In his hand, the note I had given was held, crumpled.

"You should have intercepted a hint like this somehow. ...Mr. Roe Deer."

The Executioner's Sword plunged down.
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I rolled to avoid the Executioner's Sword.

However, the blades that had begun to pour down were already lodged in my foot.

"···!"

Meanwhile, Agent Choi rushes toward me at a terrifying speed and pulls something else out with his hand.

Something round.

A glass marble sparkling in the light of the Dream Essence Liquid.

'A makeshift glass prison!'

the moment I’m hit by that, I’ll be bound and transported to the Disaster Management Bureau’s famous Glass Prison.

Everything ends the moment that happens.

The spying, the Wish Ticket.

'No.'

I gritted my teeth, pulling out the Executioner's Sword that had hit my foot, and rolled to the side.

Ting, ti-di-ding···.

The glass marble, which I narrowly avoided, fell to the side with a cheerful sound, but...

The prison was already open.

"······!”

Sinner,

receive

the binding ropes.

Countless hands emerged from the glass void and grabbed me.

I clung to the office equipment, but it wasn't enough. I was dragged in along with it. I heard the sound of my fingernails shattering as my hands scraped against the floor while being pulled.

There was no time to pull out an item.

'Braun!'

-Oh, it seems you are desperately seeking the devoted help of your Good Friend, Friend!

-But I’m afraid that will be difficult.

What?

-Since this is a decision made for a more interesting progression, I trust Mr. Roe Deer will understand willingly. Ah, but my heart is breaking as well! It truly is···.

-To see a Friend in such distress!

My blood ran cold.

I was trapped in the glass just like that.

Charararak.

With a clear, sharp sound as if glass were resonating, I was isolated from the outside world as if looking through a broken mirror.

'Braun?'

There was no answer. Fuck!

'No.'

I gritted my teeth.

The moment the Agent contacted the Disaster Management Bureau like this, it would all be over.

And Agent Choi was exactly the kind of person who would do that!

‘He’s already started making contact.’

The glass marble rotated in Agent Choi’s hand. It was a kind of simplified ritual to call the jailer of the prison.

'Damn it, damn it!'

How could I stop him? How could I persuade him? He was a compassionate person who occasionally wavered due to emotions, but wasn't that only possible when there was an opening?

Now that he knew I was a spy, he’d start by throwing me into the Glass Prison first···.

······.

Wait.

I looked not at Agent Choi’s hand holding the glass marble, but at his other hand, the left one.

The crumpled piece of paper held there.

'······.'

I found it.

"Is that the note I gave you? Did you find this place because you recently solved that riddle?"

Agent Choi didn’t answer and continued to roll the glass marble in his hand. But I didn't give up and kept talking.

"At the very least, when you received that note, did you think I was really asking for help to save someone?"

"No."

"···!"

"At first, I thought there was a trick. Given where you came from."

···!!

"Why are you surprised? You joined here using the same real name you used at Daydream Inc. Did you really think no one would know?"

The shock that struck my head led me to a conclusion···.

'It was strange.'

Yes. I definitely thought it was strange.

When Lee Kangheon of Team C didn't exist, and when Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who supposedly exchanged messages with him, said she had never seen him.

I could have deduced the cause with very simple reasoning.

That he was a person who didn't exist in the first place.

He was someone pretending to be a Daydream employee to dig up information.

That man.

So, from the very beginning, he knew I was from Daydream Inc.··.

"But you see,"

Agent Choi’s voice became hollow.

"You were actually quite good at your job. ···You worked hard."

"······."

"You went out of your way to help everyone you met—the kids, even the obnoxious ones. Even if you got hurt or took a loss, you tried to do something."

His voice grew thick.

"I thought that wasn't something you could just act out. Usually, Daydream employees can't stand taking a loss. So I thought... that exactly as you told Jaekwan, it might be true that you faked your death and went into hiding to escape the company."

···!

"I thought it would be fine if I kept you in our team and managed you well··."

Agent Choi gripped the glass marble tightly.

"I just believed what was convenient for me. Haha, making a mistake like this with all my years of experience."

"······.”

"Yeah, it’s human nature to move only if a greater profit follows a loss. On top of that, I forgot the tendency of you people to risk your lives for a Wish Ticket. But··.”

Agent Choi’s eyes gleamed darkly.

"Mr. Roe Deer. Are you even human?"

"······.”

"What was that form earlier? And what is this place? What did they say Daydream would grant you if you did something to the Management Bureau? Let's hear an answer."

I kept my mouth shut.

Agent Choi met my eyes for a moment, then finally laughed.

"There's no point, right?"

"······."

"Fine. Go to the prison and talk all you want··."

"Prison?"

A voice was heard from above Agent Choi’s head.

"···!"

A black shadow loomed over him.

A monstrous form like a giant wolf, sprouted with eyes and teeth at random.

The Sergeant.

He had returned.

Having been stalling for time, I gritted my teeth and shouted.

"Aim for the glass marble!"

"You son of a··."

Agent Choi tried to grab the Executioner's Sword from his waist, but it was already too late.

The teeth approached.

Crunch.

The blade of the Executioner's Sword shattered, and the glass marble was crushed along with Agent Choi’s hand.

"Ugh!"

The moment the glass marble broke between the teeth, the makeshift prison that was confining me also shattered.

I rushed out immediately. And I found an opening to subdue Agent Choi.

At the spot where his reaction would be the slowest.

The neck.

"···!"

I intentionally targeted the scar on his neck.

A feeling that was either guilt or tension surged up my spine.

Thud.

Agent Choi was pinned to the floor. From the black snout of the wolf-like monster biting his arm, a mass of teeth and a tongue-like shape emerged, as if it were about to tear him apart entirely··.

"You mustn't."

I said urgently, panting for breath.

"You mustn't kill him."

"······.”

The monster's form gradually receded, revealing the thin Sergeant with his listless expression.

"I wasn't·· going to kill him··. Just·· to scare him··."

Whew.

"He’s not the kind of opponent that kind of intimidation works on."

I looked down.

My heart was racing.

What should I do now?

Does this mean my mission has completely failed? What happens to the Wish Ticket? How can I fix this situation? How can I··.

"Soleum-ah."

"······."

"Ahem, Kim Soleum. Hey."

Making a small cough and a stifled sound from below, Agent Choi grinned.

"The Executioner's Sword didn't hurt much, did it?"

···!

"That’s not an item you can move like that after being hit in the foot. You saw it, too. When your company’s Elite Squad got hit."

I had seen it.

In the Sparkling Dragon Palace ghost story.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, who collapsed while suppressing a groan as soon as the Executioner's Sword struck her.

And the fact that it didn't hurt me much, that meant...

"It means you're not a bad guy, right?"

"······."

"Grapes-ie. We can still turn this around."

···!

"I can just handle this quietly on my end without handing it over to the higher-ups. I mean·· it's not like the Management Bureau doesn't have one or two people from unusual backgrounds."

"······."

"Let's just cover this up. Then you can live as the rookie who escaped from a pseudo-religion company and joined the Disaster Management Bureau, exactly as you said."

Agent Choi’s eyes became calmly clear.

"We just·· keep working together as the youngest agent of Hyunmoo Team 1. Saving people."

"······."

"I don't know why you're tied to that damn company, but·· tell me honestly. You had much more fun being part of our team, didn't you?"

"······."

"And your wish, maybe we can grant it too."

His low voice told a warm story.

"I'll help you. Soleum-ah."

······.

I moved my hand.

"Agent."

"Yeah?"

"Stop lying. It won't work."

“···!”

I twisted Agent Choi’s left arm and pinned it behind his back.

Clatter, a pager fell from beneath his left arm. I grabbed the pager and crushed it.

"You··!"

I knew it.

"Agent Choi."

I said firmly, pinning both of his hands behind his back.

"I already know."

"······."

"Pressing the pager attached below your left elbow is a breakthrough tactic you often use."

Agent Choi’s eyes widened.

"But if you're in a situation where it's difficult to take out the pager like this·· you usually come up with a way to subdue the opponent. You mostly use the Goblin Lantern for subduing, but sometimes you use books obtained from this used bookstore.”

"······."

"But since that’s to protect the target who needs to be rescued, you’ll choose to escape now. Mr. Jay, there’s another pocket inside this man’s pants pocket. There should be a shoelace in there. Please take it out."

The Sergeant did as I requested.

Seeing his own escape item in my hand, Agent Choi’s smile turned pale.

I declared.

"I know you. I can predict everything you do, no matter what."

"······."

"Don't make the situation dangerous with useless attempts."

"Haha··. You bastard."

His voice trembled.

"What are you."

"······."

"Who are you."

I couldn't answer.

I only did it to instill a sense of alarm so that he wouldn't move recklessly.

I disarmed Agent Choi of every weapon he had, one by one, and stored them all in my inventory tattoo.

With this, the first stage of neutralization was over.

'Phew.'

But far from feeling relieved, my head was spinning.

What’s next, what’s next··.

'We have to leave.'

It was dangerous to stay here with Agent Choi. It would be troublesome if the Disaster Management Bureau tracked us.

'A motel.'

For now, we go to a third location.

"Walk. Quietly."

"······."

"Don't do anything foolish."

I pulled Agent Choi up and grabbed him. With the Sergeant at his side, it looked, at a glance, like two people supporting a drunken colleague.

While leaving the Dream Incubation Room like that, I agonized over a plan to fix this again··.

"Soleum-ah."

"······."

Agent Choi laughed while breaking into a cold sweat.

"Are you going to bury me somewhere like this? Or·· hand me over to Daydream?"

"······."

"But you also know well how horribly those Daydream bastards behave. You saw it with your own eyes when they tried to use the kids we barely rescued from the Dragon Palace for experiments."

We moved our feet.

“Are you going to hand me over to them? Really?"

"······."

"Just tell me what you were trying to do at the Disaster Management Bureau. I'll help you."

I couldn't say anything.

And··· I knew he wouldn't help me.

He was just looking for an opening by making me waver even a little bit.

And the moment I gave him an opening, the experienced Agent Choi would somehow transport me to the Glass Prison or escape, gather reinforcements, and reappear.

Then it would be over. No··.

'Is it already over?'

My stomach churned.

The feeling that I had passed an irreversible turning point.

The realization that the daily life where I thought I could quietly steal the documents Director Ho requested would never return.

The sense of vastness that I would now fall into a quagmire that would be difficult to escape from.

I felt like I was going to throw up.

‘······What should I do?'

What way is there?

A Daydream Potion that makes Agent Choi lose his memory or swear a secret is useless.

‘He’ll be caught in less than a week.’

Agent Choi undergoes a weekly internal checkup to see if something Corrupt has entered him. He’ll be caught there.

If only, if only··.

"Excuse me··.”

"······."

"Excuse me."

I turned back to the Sergeant across from me.

The Sergeant spoke while looking at the Agent he was subduing as if supporting him.

"This person·· Disaster Management Bureau··?"

"···Yes."

"Hmm··. I don't know what's going on, but··,"

The Sergeant spoke as if he had realized something.

"You know, you seem to know him·· and it seems like you could communicate."

"······!”

"Through conversation·· for now?"

But what on earth was I supposed to say?

I couldn't say the most important things, like what kind of work I was doing as a spy or exactly what Daydream had requested. Because Director Ho’s Binding Restriction was in effect.

Excluding that, the only thing I could talk about was··.

······.

Only myself, not as a spy.

Kim Soleum.

What it is that I want.

With what thoughts I worked at the Disaster Management Bureau.

Whether I had any intention of deceiving them.

"······.”

Should I try saying at least that?

'Even if it's just the fact that I have no intention of harming the Disaster Management Bureau.’

If I could prove that I hadn't caused any actual harm yet, then maybe I could find some kind of compromise.

For now·· let's try that.

"···Yes."

After coming out to the alley and then to the roadside, I saw a taxi parked there and spoke quietly to Agent Choi.

"We’re going to take a taxi."

"······.”

"Don't cause a scene."

"You're smart, Mr. Roe Deer."

He wouldn't be able to run wild or attack recklessly if there were civilians present. Because he’d worry that the taxi driver might get hurt or killed in the process.

‘It can actually prevent unexpected situations.’

Using even that made me feel even more sick, but I had no choice.

"Let's get in."

The three of us climbed into the back seat of the taxi side by side. And to keep the driver in the front seat from being surprised, we continued the posture of supporting a drunk person··.

"Soleum-nim!"

"···!!”

A familiar face turned around from the driver's seat.

Not a taxi driver. He was looking at me, calling out in a voice full of regret.

···It was Director Ho.

'What is this.'

How did he appear?

Why·· here?

However, the shock dominated the situation before the questions.

Because Director Ho declared.

"Oh dear, you’ve been caught.”

"······."

No.

"But you secured him immediately! I came to meet you because I wanted to save you the trouble of coming all this way."

Director Ho’s gaze shifted.

His gaze, which ignored the Sergeant as if he didn't exist, looked at the person pinned between the two of us in the center of the back seat.

Agent Choi.

"Hello?"

Something that was not human, which had shown clear hatred and animosity toward the Disaster Management Bureau, stared at the Bureau's agent.

A tense smile spread across Agent Choi’s face.

"···It doesn't seem like a very hello-worthy situation for me."

"Oh, no."

A smile also spread across Director Ho’s face.

"You’ll be saying hello very soon."

No.

"Please wait."

I hurriedly cut into Director Ho’s line of sight.

My back was damp with cold sweat.

"He has it set so that if he dies, goes missing, or mutates, an alert is immediately sent to the Management Bureau."

"Is that so?"

"I'm certain. So it would be most efficient and safe to place a Binding Restriction on him and return him to his daily life··."

"Soleum-nim."

Director Ho looked at me and smiled as if he were sorry.

"Since your identity was discovered so quickly, it’s difficult for me to trust your judgment anymore··."

Goosebumps rose to the very top of my head.

"I’ll handle it myself.”

"······."

I stiffly turned my head.

Round ripples were rising over Agent Choi’s face.

Director Ho’s incantation.
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Director Ho’s mouth did not open.

But the incantation had begun.

-Man.

Numerous circular indentations rippled across Agent Choi’s face.

The smile on the agent’s face also distorted within the ripples.

And the moment he pulled his body back.

Thud.

“···!!”

Blood poured out as if one side of his face had caved in.

The flesh had been torn away, matching the shape of the ripples.

No.

“You mustn't move. Do not move.”

I grabbed Agent Choi.

‘It’s not on the back of his hand; he’s doing it to his face.’

The treatment was different from the spies.

It meant he would be killed if he moved.

Cold sweat trickled down my neck.

The incantation continued.

-You shall never speak of this matter for all eternity.

That was.

-You shall be rendered unable to speak of it.

The bleeding intensified.

Blood flowed over my hand as I gripped Agent Choi’s shoulder.

What can I do?

Director Ho’s incantation didn't come from his mouth. Even if I spoke to or pleaded with Director Ho, it wouldn't stop.

-Your final appearance shall be as follows.

If this continued, wouldn't my holding him just make it easier and faster for Agent Choi to die?

I couldn't even help him escape. The incantation had already begun, and his equipment... his equipment was all inside my tattoo.

‘If only I hadn't disarmed him in the first place.’

No, if only I hadn't given him that note.

Perhaps it would have been better for him to be transported to the Glass Prison at the last moment.

But every moment had passed, and now Director Ho spoke.

-Inadvertent hints, changes in attitude, and the providing of clues are fundamentally prohibited, and the restriction of your free will shall never be outwardly revealed.

-All attempts to reveal the fact that a Binding Restriction has been placed will be frustrated, and you will appear no different than before.

-Should you attempt to change this, you shall be punished.

“······.”

Is it over?

That’s definitely the closing phrase, right? So it ends with just a powerful Binding Restriction?

I felt a momentary sense of relief.

If we could just get past this situation for now, I might be able to find another way. If it's just this much, then somehow...

-And tonight.

The incantation did not end.

-You shall resolve to die.

No.

-While despairing over your lot, you shall take your own life in the most wretched place in this alleyway...

I lunged.

I kicked the back of Director Ho’s seat while simultaneously reaching out to grab him by the collar.

Then, I slammed him hard against the steering wheel.

Beeeeeeeeeeeep!

The horn blared madly under the weight.

The noise drowned out all incantations, and the scattered attention broke his focus.

The heavy pressure weighing down the space vanished.

In an instant, the circular ripples disappeared from Agent Choi’s face.

Panting.

Silence.

...Stillness.

“······.”

“······.”

“Soleum-nim.”

“······.”

“Did you just attack me?”

I let go of his collar.

My mouth barely moved.

“You had to stop.”

“······.”

“Because it was the wrong choice.”

It was a dynamic choice.

I had just... criticized... a far-superior boss, something that wasn't even human, who had placed a Binding Restriction on me and could kill me at any time.

“Aha.”

Director Ho clapped his palms together with a sharp smack.

“So you mean you know better than me!”

“······.”

“The person who could barely last a quarter after infiltrating, got caught by a superior on the same team, and has been meeting the Guard Team personally in the capacity of a spy without giving me a single word of warning!”

I felt like I was going to die.

If I took one wrong step here, I would die.

Director Ho had never expressed such direct animosity before. I was going to die.

But, but...

Even so.

“That was your mistake.”

······.

“Pardon?”

“The setup was far too lax from the beginning. An infiltrator should never have been deployed under their real name.”

Yes.

“If you judged that the Disaster Management Bureau would be unaware of the recruits' histories, then as a planner, that was an excessively naive decision.”

Crazy words that I couldn't believe I was saying to a high-ranking superior spilled out of my mouth.

I couldn't stop.

“Why did you send me under such conditions that made it so easy to be caught? I thought there were other safeguards, but as it turns out, there weren't. You did it on purpo—”

······.

Wait.

“I see.”

I looked at Director Ho.

“You did it on purpose. So I would be caught.”

“······!”

“You sent me hoping I would be discovered from the start. That’s why you had me use my real name, and that’s why you chose only rookies instead of veterans.”

Because he expected the inexperienced to make mistakes.

While offering the easy excuse of 'to deceive the Disaster Management Bureau’s detection capabilities,' he had selected only rookies who were kind and diligent—the

types that would most likely fit in at the Disaster Management Bureau.

And there was another side effect to this.

“The agents who uncover the identities of those who infiltrated like that will become even more confused. Because, in truth, there is no difference in character between them and a real agent.”

Internally, opinions on how to handle the situation would be wildly divided.

Furthermore, upon realizing that no personality test could filter out the spies, suspicion toward one another would spread.

In that way...

“Did you intend to induce internal division within the Disaster Management Bureau?”

“······.”

“To slowly dismantle an organization with tight teamwork, and to sow seeds of distrust so they cannot trust newly entering rookies?”

“Soleum-nim. You have quite the imagination!”

Is that so?

“But you aren't directly answering that it isn't the case.”

Director Ho stopped and stared at me in silence.

“'I had no such intention, and I can swear it on the counseling room.' ...Can you make such a declaration?”

“······.”

“I asked if you could declare it.”

“Soleum-nim.”

A soft, good-natured smile appeared on Director Ho’s face.

“Even if I did, nothing would change.”

“······!”

“There was only one promise from the beginning.”

Director Ho raised his index finger.

“Once Soleum-nim brings the documents I requested, the Wish Ticket will be issued. That condition is a certain guarantee that will never be retracted.”

“So.”

My mouth was dry from tension.

My heart pounded madly.

But my mouth moved without hesitation.

“Whether I'm caught or not doesn't actually matter. As long as I can bring the 'documents.'”

“······.”

“As long as you, Director, can hear that information.”

Information about an Extinction-class supernatural disaster.

······.

Right.

“In that case, I will bring them no matter what.”

“The documents?”

“The information you want.”

“Even though you've already been caught?”

“Even if I've been caught,”

I locked eyes with Director Ho.

“I can bring it.”

And while pointing at Agent Choi, I slightly shielded him with my back.

“However, if that agent dies or becomes incapacitated here, execution will be impossible.”

“And why is that?”

“Because from that point on, it will be something I cannot handle.”

“······.”

“······.”

Director Ho continued to look at me with a silent smile.

I couldn't take my eyes off him and kept watching him. I held my ground.

And then.

“Go ahead, then.”

Director Ho declared.

“Because our promise hasn't changed. I'm truly looking forward to seeing exactly how you will bring those documents to me, Soleum-nim.”

“······.”

Just as a sigh of relief finally managed to travel down my throat.

“But... you must be punished, right?”

······!

“I trust you already know that your actions just now were incredibly rude and inappropriate.”

My eyelids trembled.

“To begin with... no one else has been caught at all, so I’m not sure how you can claim this isn't your individual fault.”

A chilling sense of dread crawled down my spine.

“You're free to make excuses, but attacking a superior because your wishes weren't accepted is a bit much... So, if I were to guess why you went this far.”

“······.”

“Did you grow attached?”

Cold sweat dripped down my chin.

“Did you become afraid of an agent you worked with dying? You seem to make precious things quite easily, even when dropped into a strange environment, Soleum-nim.”

“Director.”

I answered as calmly as possible.

“It is only natural for a person to be afraid of another person dying.”

“······.”

“If my rebuttal offended you, I apologize.”

“Of course not! I'm not offended. You're saying what's natural, after all.”

The smile spread across Director Ho’s face again.

“But rules are rules.”

“······.”

“Would you mind holding out the back of your hands? You have to receive your punishment.”

······.

I slowly held out both hands, barely managing not to tremble.

With the backs of my hands facing up.

-Man.

Ripples arose.

However, they were not gentle like the secret Binding Restriction placed before.

Huge, deep indentations twisted my hands with a bizarre pain and a grotesque sensation.

“···!”

I grit my teeth, breaking out in a cold sweat. I mustn't move. If I move...

-You shall die in one month.

···!

-However, upon fulfilling the agreement with ■■■, this obligation shall be rescinded.

-In all other attempts to evade this, you shall be punished.

I suppressed a scream.

As the ripples on the back of my hands subsided, the grotesque sensation and pain slowly vanished...

“I was worried you might have lied to buy time. As you said, I tried not to be naive this time!”

Director Ho laughed brightly.

“Thank you for letting me know.”

“······.”

I withdrew my hands.

In that moment, I locked eyes with Agent Choi’s trembling pupils.

“Ah. I really should be going now.”

“······.”

“I only planned on handling this quickly, I didn't realize my chat with Soleum-nim would last this long.”

“That didn't... feel like a chat...”

······!!

“You said you'd... kill him in a month...”

Head of Security!

‘Don't say anything, please!’

Director Ho looked at him as if realizing the Sergeant’s existence for the first time.

And... he said with a smile.

“Give my regards to Director Cheong.”

······!

Director Ho turned his head again as if he hadn't heard what the Sergeant said.

He grinned widely at me.

“Well then, I hope you have a good night, Soleum-nim!”

And then.

Director Ho vanished from the driver’s seat.

“······.”

“······.”

“I have no reason... to meet Director Cheong... Ah, he's gone.”

I survived.

I almost collapsed onto the floor of the taxi.

But realizing I was already sitting, I immediately moved my trembling body.

Agent Choi’s bleeding was now at a horrific level.

To stop the bleeding, I opened a medical kit from the equipment I had taken from Agent Choi and began emergency first aid.

“······.”

The bleeding from his face stopped, and he calmed down to some extent.

Agent Choi didn't resist.

However, he remained silent.

“Agent.”

He only moved his eyes to look at me.

“Don't think about it.”

“What.”

“A way to break the Binding Restriction the Director placed. Don't even try to plan it.”

“······.”

The first Binding Restriction Director Ho recited had already been applied to Agent Choi.

Now, he couldn't convey any information about me being a spy or about what happened today.

He had to appear as though he were living today just like yesterday.

Otherwise.

“You will be punished.”

“Punished.”

“Yes.”

I looked up and spoke clearly.

“The thing most precious to you will meet the Director.”

“······.”

Agent Choi silently reclaimed his medical tools from my hand and continued the first aid himself.

The proficiency characteristic of someone who had done the same job for a long time.

And...

“...You said his name was Isara.”

I didn't answer.

“What kind of Binding Restriction did the Director place on you?”

“······.”

“Just now, it sounded like he said he'd kill you in a month if you can't play the spy properly. What did he place on you before that?”

I opened the car door.

Then I motioned with my chin.

“Go home.”

“How are you going to get the information?”

“That is none of your concern.”

Agent Choi looked at me with unreadable eyes.

“If you tell me what kind of information it is, I might be able to help.”

“There’s no need. I won't ask you to leak it.”

“What is the wish you’re trying to achieve by doing all this?”

I couldn't help it.

“Going home.”

“······!”

“······I’ll leave your equipment in the trunk.”

I got out of the car with the Sergeant.

After taking out all of Agent Choi’s equipment and placing it in the trunk, I put a Low-grade Regeneration Potion from Daydream among them.

Because I didn't know what people would say if he went to work tomorrow with his face in that state.

...While I was doing that, Agent Choi did not follow me out of the car.

Click.

I closed the trunk loosely and started walking with the Sergeant.

...To somewhere.

“······.”

“Um... are you... okay...?”

“······Yes.”

The worst was avoided.

Clearly, I had properly evaded the situation.

One month.

That was enough time. I could do it. I had a plan...

I could do it.

“Hmm...”

The Sergeant’s slow voice reached me.

“Well, if it really doesn't work out... come find me...”

“...Thank you.”

I was grateful for even just the words.

I finally came to my senses.

“I’m sorry. You help me every time, and I should treat you to something.”

Is there a bakery nearby? Even if doughnuts are out, I wanted to give him something else, but the Sergeant slowly shook his head.

“Hmm. Next time... at a place with good food...”

“...Yes. Next time. Definitely.”

A slight hollow laugh escaped me.

...My heart felt a little lighter.

“Um... about the information I found...?”

“I’ll hear that next time as well.”

But I was at my limit.

I barely managed a faint smile as I saw the Sergeant off.

The Sergeant looked back at me a few times, but eventually returned to Daydream before the sun set...

“······.”

-Whew, that was a breathtakingly suspenseful moment!

I looked down.

I saw the plush doll on my chest.

-I’m very much looking forward to seeing where your journey, which has now entered a new phase, will lead. Aren't you, friend?

“······.”

“Think whatever you want.”

I pulled out the plush doll.

I felt a brief impulse to throw it onto the main road, but it went straight into my jumper pocket.

With this, I shouldn't have to hear its voice.

At least for today.

“······.”

I went back to the old motel I had rented long-term.

And five hours later, I went to work at the Disaster Management Bureau.

As if nothing had changed.

Chapter 195

“…….”

I stared at the door to the Hyunmoo Team 1 ready room.

It felt strangely surreal that I was standing here again after everything that had happened.

However, habit was honest.

Click.

I opened the door and walked in.

And….

“You’ve arrived?”

I saw Agent Bronze standing up to greet me with a welcoming face.

“Good morni—. Agent Grapes. You look pale.”

Ah.

“Did you fail to sleep well again?”

“I, well, I just tossed and turned a bit. I’m fine.”

It was a relief that I had treated any noticeable wounds beforehand.

“You must tell me if you are too tired.”

“…Yes. Thank you.”

I managed to converse with Agent Bronze with my usual smile and sat on the sofa across from him.

And then I waited.

“…….”

My palms grew sweaty.

Yet, even after several minutes passed, the two of us remained the only ones in the ready room.

The person who should have appeared, didn't.

“Excuse me.”

“Yes?”

“Agent Choi is….”

“Ah. I am told the Agent cannot work today.”

“…….”

What?

‘Wait a minute.’

Did something go wrong?

‘No.’

Did Director Ho visit him again? Or did an accident happen while he was trying to immediately release the Binding Restriction? I….

“He came to work quite early, but he said he wasn't feeling well and went home after taking annual leave.”

“……I see.”

There were eyewitness accounts.

A feeling too powerful to simply call relief brushed against my chest.

“You do not need to worry too much. That man… No, the Agent looked perfectly fine. And….”

Agent Bronze took something out of the small refrigerator in the corner of the ready room.

A carrier containing cafe drinks.

“He left this before he went. He said he stopped by a cafe on his way in.”

“…….”

“He said this one is for Agent Grapes.”

I took the drink.

It was a green grape ade.

A packaged cookie, the kind sold at cafes, was tucked into the cup holder, and there were marks on it as if written with a black marker.

A message from Agent Choi in his own handwriting.

[Hyunmoo Team 1 Fighting]

And then he had crossed it out with a line.

“…….”

“Agent Grapes?”

“…Thank you.”

I took a sip of the ade.

It was sweet enough to snap my senses awake.

Whether it was a sugar-induced state of alertness, my mind kept racing throughout the morning.

The plans I had made, the things I had to do over the next month, came rushing back.

‘First, I stay low.’

Since the incident with Agent Choi had occurred, I would stay quiet for about a week, trying not to stand out at the Disaster Management Bureau while doing some light groundwork before taking action.

My plan had become a matter of timing rather than securing a long period of time.

However….

One concern.

‘…Is it right to tell Yeongeun about this?’

While it felt right to share my current situation, it was ambiguous and precarious to gauge exactly how much I should say.

How would Yeongeun react to me saying I would handle it within a month?

Would it be right to tell her about Director Ho’s malice—that he had sent her here as a spy, fully expecting us to be caught and used as bait?

Is that something she could handle even if she knew?…….

“…….”

Wouldn't the spy work be smoother and less noticeable if she simply didn't know?

My stomach ached.

It felt sour, as if from stomach acid.

‘No. It’s okay.’

Yeongeun only needs to work for one more month.

If I succeed, I can deliver the information Director Ho wants in the form he wants, and in the process, I can claim Yeongeun's share.

Then everything will end without a problem.

‘Good.’

Let’s do this.

“Whew.”

I set down the empty ade.

Beside me, Agent Bronze, who was checking documents while drinking a vanilla latte, spoke up.

“I do not see that doll today.”

“……!”

“The small rabbit doll you call Braun.”

“…It’s here.”

I pulled the plush doll out of my jumper to show him and then put it back.

“So, um, is that doll doing well?”

“I suppose so.”

I quickly pulled my hand away from the plush doll in my pocket.

It was then.

Beep-beep-beep-beep!!

“…!”

A loud alarm sounded from Agent Bronze’s wrist.

It was a page.

‘A rescue request!’

“Stand by.”

Agent Bronze threw down his documents and stood up.

He began to prepare after checking the code on the pager to see what kind of ghost story it was….

“…It is a ghost story that strictly requires two people for the rescue. We shall enter together.”

“Yes.”

I stood up immediately as well.

The experience of being dispatched over the past few weeks moved my body automatically, and that actually brought back the sense of reality that had been detached.

“The dispatch location is a bit far. Normally, the local branch would be contacted… but I am told this rescue request came through the headquarters' direct line.”

“Where is it?”

“Asan, South Chungcheong Province. And the Supernatural Disaster in question… has a rather large spatial scale, so there is much to familiarize yourself with.”

Agent Bronze quickly pulled a small booklet-style document from the shelf.

“This is a manual and tips compiled by our team. Read it while we are moving.”

“Yes.”

As soon as Agent Bronze sent out the call to those off-duty, we immediately left the headquarters and moved out.

And the means of transportation was….

“The rescue window for this disaster is not that tight, so we will use public transportation.”

…It was a high-speed train.

Departing from Seoul Station.

Bound for Mokpo.

“…….”

“Agent Grapes?”

“Oh, it’s nothing.”

I sat in the train seat.

Don’t panic.

‘The Tamra-bound High-speed Train Incident is a special case.’

It doesn’t happen every time, and Daydream Inc. must be observing the conditions for its occurrence for research purposes….

It’s fine.

‘I can do this.’

Don't be anxious.

If I struggle here, I won't be able to do anything. I’d have to jump in fright every time I enter a convenience store, I wouldn't be able to ride elevators, and I wouldn't be able to step foot on a subway train….

Departure.

The train departed safely.

I was fine.

‘Distract yourself.’

Right. The manual.

“There is a Binding Restriction placed on it so that different content is visible to those who are not part of the Disaster Management Bureau, so feel free to read.”

As I pulled out the booklet, he kindly added an explanation. Right, good. Let's focus on reading the ghost story manual and tips and devise a rescue method.

I flipped the booklet….

I worked really hard on this, Grapes-ie. Put it to good use! lol

“…!!”

“Is something… Ah.”

Agent Bronze frowned and sighed.

“Agent Choi was the primary author. He wrote down many useless comments. …A fair amount must have been added after you joined, Agent.”

I blankly flipped through the pages.

Words that seemed to have been written even earlier appeared.

Massive welcome to the new rookie! Pro-tips from Agent Choi, the ace of Hyunmoo Team 1!

└ Please stop writing things like this.

└ Includes less-sweet pro-tips from Agent Bronze too.

└ Sigh..

Things written in different handwriting, with different pens.

Must read the next page thoroughly. It’s an introduction to this Supernatural Disaster, and even if it’s a bit difficult, try reading it like a novel.

I shifted my trembling eyes.

A simplified manual and tips for the Supernatural Disaster, written directly by Agent Choi, which I hadn't seen in the <Dark Exploration Record>, began.

This help guide is being written entirely for the smooth rescue of human lives from registration number 1006PSYA.1941.A06., otherwise known as the ‘Jisan-so Offering Ritual.’

While our strict Management Bureau classified this Supernatural Disaster as Fracture Sanctioned, the author strongly argued that it should be given a higher grade.

Even if the rescue itself is not difficult, the complete termination of the disaster is impossible, and I took into account the testimonies of various Goblins that something even more evil resides within.

So don’t let your guard down and be prepared for dispatch during the 4th and 5th months of the lunar calendar!

“We’re here.”

We got off at Cheonan-Asan Station.

Then we rode official-use bicycles that were stored at the station.

“It is about a 30-minute ride by bicycle.”

It was just as he said.

Location of Occurrence: ■■-ri, Jisan Village, Asan-si

As we left the station and moved further away from the city center, winding unpaved roads appeared, and vibrations were felt through the bicycle saddle.

And in the distance, a small village came into view.

It was an ordinary rural village.

Rural houses and tile-roofed houses looked as if they had undergone various modern repairs, and streetlamp wires were visible. The unpaved roads were well-maintained around the village.

The village in question is easily accessible as long as you have a means of transportation, but they live as family units and are exclusive toward outsiders. (No real estate listings. Infiltration via moving in is impossible.)

However, during a period called ‘Jisan Holiday,’ they tend to welcome the participation of outsiders, and visitors can participate in the holiday festival.

“Over there. …It has started.”

A banner was visible.

[Jisan Holiday Festival]

[Receive the Blessing of Jisan]

This very holiday festival was the Supernatural Phenomenon.

“This way.”

We parked our bicycles in a corner at the village entrance. In the process, we saw several cars with ‘Seoul’ or ‘Gyeonggi’ plates parked randomly.

“…….”

“Keep them in mind.”

I nodded.

Then, I walked into the village with Agent Bronze.

Hee-yaaaa!

As we got closer, people came into view.

As expected of a festival in a small village, it wasn't a huge crowd, but there were traditional percussion troupes here and there, and people were taking pictures or sitting down to eat the boiled pork and soup distributed by the village.

And there were also people fiddling with their smartphones with bored expressions.

※ Urgent tip before entering!

Never wear your Disaster Management Bureau jumper; bring earplugs, matches, and a bell.

Most of all…

Do not sit among the villagers.

“Hey, what the. This stinks.”

“Wait a bit. They said they’re doing a prize draw.”

We sat down next to them, looking like outsiders who clearly weren't interested.

Food was quickly served.

“Have a bite! Receive the Blessing of Jisan!”

A villager who made eye contact with me grinned.

She looked to be a woman my age, and she had something like a bird feather pinned to her chest.

The way to distinguish villagers at the Jisan festival site is simple.

If they are wearing a brooch made of feathers, they are a villager.

I swiped one to analyze it, and it turned out to be a rooster feather. The Goblin was disgusted by it.

Voices could be heard from here and there.

“Oh my, you came from Mapo? My son works in Mapo, Seoul, too!”

“No smoking here. It’s strictly forbidden!”

“Why don't you have a glass of this? It’s home-brewed and very medicinal.”

The villagers would talk to outsiders, treat them kindly, or offer them alcohol.

It felt like a generous rural village.

Except for the fact that someone would soon die.

I suppressed a small sigh and looked at the bowl containing the food.

It’s okay to consume the festival food. (To be honest, it’s quite tasty)

However, I personally recommend not eating foods with broth. It’s probably better not to hear the reason why.

I didn't have an appetite anyway.

“……Thank you for the meal.”

“Thank you for the meal.”

Agent Bronze and I just went through the motions with our spoons.

Hee-yaaaa!

In the meantime, music continued to flow from within the village.

Sounds that seemed like they could be for a traditional percussion performance or a folk song.

They should have been heartwarming, but the rhythm was strangely unfamiliar….

Ah. That is because there is a difference in purpose. What was that music created for!

“…!”

I reflexively looked down at my pocket.

Ah! I see you can hear me now, Friend!

Haha, I was momentarily flustered because communication suddenly became difficult. But it is alright! If you are worried that this Plush Body might fall, we can pause our conversation for a while.

After all, we can always talk like this again!

A Supernatural Disaster.

Upon entering the ghost story, the plush doll was able to speak again.

Do not worry. Even when I cannot speak with you, I am always listening. As a Good Friend.

…….

Oh, there is no need to apologize for leaving me in your jumper yesterday. On the contrary, I was grateful. Since there was something to hide behind in that horrible room, it was better.

‘…Really? That’s a relief.’

I turned my gaze back to the food.

…Friend? You look more tired than usual. Oh dear, has the fatigue from last night's adventure remained?

‘Maybe.’

In that case, shall we go back today and watch TV with this Braun? That cartoon or variety show you liked would be good.

And then you can sleep soundly. This Braun will tell Mr. Roe Deer a fun story so you can have good dreams!

…….

Friend?

‘For now, would it be okay if I focus on work for a bit? It's a ghost story I'm not familiar with.’

Ah, of course!

And finally, the plush doll went quiet.

It was a relief.

I turned my head and began gathering information like Agent Bronze.

Wondering who the person who sent the rescue request to us might be.

And….

Who the suitable villager might be.

The Jisan Holiday lasts for four days, and no matter when the distress signal was sent, the person in question can be rescued as long as the holiday festival has not ended.

While observing the villagers carefully, let’s find the most sullen-looking person and ask to stay the night!

I didn't bother writing down physical descriptions in case it gets confusing. Anyway, absolutely! Do not trust people who approach outsiders first and act all friendly, Grapes-ie.

You know those crazies who lure kids with candy? It’s just like that. lol

Recalling those words, I looked at the villagers.

Let’s see, someone who looks the least friendly….

“……??”

Wait a minute.

I hurriedly turned my head.

There was a familiar face.

A man in his 20s standing among the villagers with a surly face.

The ill-tempered employee of Daydream Inc. wearing a medical eyepatch.

‘…Baek Saheon!’

That guy was here.

With a rooster feather pinned to his chest.

And…….

Near Baek Saheon, at a dining table for outsiders where the villagers were talking to or taking care of them, I discovered a woman with a tired expression.

Looking around with a nonchalant face while wearing gloves.

A very familiar face.

“…….”

It was Eun Haje, the Assistant manager.

Chapter 196

First of all, a fairly reasonable guess as to why Baek Saheon was in this strange rural village immediately came to mind.

‘...Baek Saheon was on the Train Bound for Tamra!’

It was the same high-speed rail bound for Mokpo that I had taken today.

‘Was this his destination back then, too?’

It had seemed like he was on his way to his hometown, so if that were the case, was this Baek Saheon’s... family home?

A strange feeling washed over me.

The sight of a simple, friendly rural village festival and Baek Saheon somehow felt worlds apart.

Especially if that rural village festival was a cultish ghost story about a bizarre micro-society.

“Bring that over there!”

“Ah, yes.”

Even now, Baek Saheon, despite his grumpy face, was quietly complying with the instructions of other villagers, helping out by carrying food.

But....

Observe the villagers carefully, find the person who looks the most disgruntled, and ask for a night's lodging!

According to this comment from Agent Choi, could it be that this guy was also considered one of those 'suitable' people?

It was a bit unpleasant and strange, but I could grasp the situational context up to that point. However....

Why on earth was that person there?

‘...Assistant Manager Eun Haje.’

Desperately trying not to catch Agent Bronze's eye, I naturally turned my head to confirm that human figure once more.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje had received another serving of boiled pork and was eating it with soju.

As if she were in the company cafeteria.

“…….”

Seeing that natural, indifferent expression and movement made me feel strange.

Without realizing it, I leaned my gaze further in that direction....

Our eyes met.

‘...!’

At that moment, Assistant Manager Eun Haje casually picked up her plate of boiled pork and bottle of soju... and began walking toward us.

‘……?!’

Why, why is she coming this way?

Then, she plopped down at our table and naturally started talking to Agent Bronze!

“There’s quite a bit of boiled pork, would you like a piece?”

“……Who are you?”

“I’m a reporter. I heard there was a village festival, so I came to see if there was any story material... I wanted to ask for your thoughts as part of my coverage.”

‘A-Assistant manager!’

Assistant Manager Eun Haje nonchalantly ignored me and kept talking to Agent Bronze like a work-weary reporter.

The Agent’s eyes turned dull. It was the look of someone stuck with an annoying pest.

“I have nothing in particular to tell you.”

“Then just listen to me ramble. From what I saw yesterday, the way this festival attracts outsiders is....”

Clang, clang, clang, clang, clang!!

“...!!”

The loud sound of gongs and drums being hit together made my head turn.

The music stopped, and from among the people who had been performing something like a traditional folk play, a middle-aged man who looked generous rose up and shouted into a megaphone.

[Everyone! It’s time for the drawing! I hope you all receive prizes and enjoy plenty of the Blessing of Jisan!]

“Yeah. It’s exactly that. A prize draw to commemorate the holiday.”

It seemed they held a prize draw every day during the four-day festival.

The prizes are mainly agricultural products grown directly in the village, and occasionally crafts or jewelry appear.

In the case of jewelry, the Branch presumes them to be the belongings of missing persons.

The villagers scattered in all directions, carrying lottery boxes. Sounds of winning or losing were heard from everywhere. I even saw someone shouting for joy as they received a pair of gold earrings after drawing them.

“Oh, that’s nice. But those earrings look a bit like second-hand goods.”

“…….”

“…….”

“Well, someone probably donated them to be used for the festival.”

None of us could answer.

And someone approached us as well, carrying a lottery box.

A disgruntled person wearing a medical eye patch.

‘B-Baek Saheon.’

It wasn't as if this was some grand reunion of Daydream employees. I was suddenly faced with a three-way encounter.

The bigger problem was this.

Agent Bronze knew Baek Saheon’s face.

“That...!”

Agent Bronze’s face froze coldly as he recognized the face of my ‘colleague’ whom he had seen at the serial killer’s cabin.

As his gaze shifted back and forth between us, I shook my head.

“It’s alright.”

“...Yes.”

Agent Bronze calmed down quickly.

It was because he was certain my identity hadn't been compromised.

Because....

They won't recognize us anyway.

Villagers do not recognize acquaintances visiting from outside during the festival period.

They treat them strictly as thankful guests who have visited the festival. There are several testimonies from people who felt something was amiss, escaped, and avoided disaster.

-I even tried interrogating them just in case they were pretending, but they really didn't seem to know. It seems like some strange Binding Restriction is in effect. There’s no related information at the Branch, so just ignore it when I’m not around.

Baek Saheon drew closer.

His face was still unpleasant, but he showed no sign of recognition even when our eyes met.

Only....

“Draw one.”

He simply held out the lottery box to our table as well.

“…….”

“I heard they give out pretty good prizes... Oh, thanks.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje boldly pulled a stick from the box. The end of the stick had ‘Rice’ written on it.

“It’s your turn.”

I met Agent Bronze’s eyes.

Do not refuse the drawing. If you refuse, no villager will give you a place to sleep. Keep that in mind if you don't want to hurriedly call another Agent due to a rescue failure!

“Hey. Aren't you going to do it?”

“Ah. I will.”

I reached into the chicken-shaped lottery box made of wood. The box felt strangely damp and humid.

And what I pulled out was....

“It’s a blank.”

Phew.

Agent Bronze also carefully pulled a stick, and this time, a stick with 'Blank' written on it came out.

“That’s too bad. It would have been nice if you’d managed to get something.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje pointed to the middle-aged man in the center of the village holding the megaphone.

“It would’ve been a jackpot if it were that Special Prize.”

[If you win the Special Prize, a treasure will come!]

In the corner of the banner the man was pointing to, a statue of a rooster made of gold was printed very vividly.

Its size could only be estimated since it wasn't the real thing, but its detail alone suggested it was quite large.

“Wow, jackpot.”

“Looks like it’s worth at least 100 don!”

“Is there anyone who actually draws that?”

If you’re talking about that....

However, there have been no sightings of anyone winning the Special Prize yet.

That's right.

Considering that guests draw more than half of the lottery sticks, it is certainly statistically strange.

The author speculates that this is a type of selection ritual within this Supernatural Disaster.

(According to investigations by the Branch, there is a folk tale that a winner 52 years ago ended the village's drought and was enshrined as a god in the Seonangdang (Village Shrine), but its credibility has not been proven.)

And it was just as Agent Choi had said.

Once again, the Special Prize did not appear.

A deep sense of regret spread across the face of the villager holding the megaphone.

[Thank you all again today! May you receive the Blessing of Jisan!]

With that, that day's holiday festival came to an end.

“Aw, man.”

“Isn't this a scam?”

“Hey, hey, at least the alcohol and meat were free.”

The outsiders began to stand up, but the problem was that many had consumed the free alcohol, making it difficult for many groups to drive.

“Oh dear, look at the time....”

“It’s fine. This person here said he’d let us stay at his place!”

Quite a few outsiders decided to stay the night like at a guesthouse, swayed by the kindness and suggestions of the friendly rural village.

It was a rather warm sight.

However, if you looked closely, the villagers were quietly gathering here and there, out of sight, collecting the remaining lottery boxes and murmuring something.

And they, too, took turns pulling sticks from the lottery.

Once the drawing for outsiders is over, the villagers gather and take turns drawing the remaining wooden sticks in the lottery box.

Until they find the 'Special Prize' stick.

At this time, they recite a strange phrase.

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan.”

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan.”

-It’s likely a spell or a prayer... while it might not be an accurate shamanic expression, don't listen too closely. There are almost no cases where a spell from a Supernatural Phenomenon has a good influence.

And finally, one person finds it.

The stick with gold attached to the end.

“Ah...!”

Tears streamed from the eyes of the one who drew it.

People surrounded him and shouted as if in celebration.

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan!”

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan!”

There are rumors at the Branch that a villager who draws the Special Prize seems to take on a special role at the next festival.

“…….”

I turned my head.

Baek Saheon was watching the whole scene with sunken eyes.

“Excuse me.”

Baek Saheon only turned his eyes.

I asked quite politely.

“Is there anywhere we could stay for a night in this village?”

“……Surely you aren't saying you’re going to waste someone else's food and room for free?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had picked up a sack of rice, suddenly cut in.

“I’ll pay. It’s fate that we met like this.”

“Pardon?”

“Here. Is this enough?”

And Assistant Manager Eun Haje held out a thick wad of cash to Baek Saheon.

Baek Saheon’s eyes looked slightly flustered, but his gaze soon sank as he snatched it away.

“...Follow me.”

“Okay.”

“Wait! Did you say you were a reporter? Please go back now. We were asking....”

“You want to kick out someone who paid? Capitalism is dirty, but let's at least maintain some standards. Old Man.”

“…….”

I heard Agent Bronze mutter “Old Man?” under his breath.

Oh my god.

Feeling like I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, I followed Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had started walking nonchalantly after Baek Saheon, and asked.

“...Shall I carry that sack of rice for you?”

“Oh. Young man, is this a return for the lodging fee? This one knows how to maintain standards.”

I took the sack of rice from Assistant Manager Eun Haje, whose hands must still be uncomfortable. Then, Agent Bronze, with a disgruntled expression, helped me carry it.

“You’re too late.”

“…….”

It was the moment Agent Bronze looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje with an incredulous expression.

“Hey! You fucking hicks! Cucumbers? You think I came to this backwater shithole to get cucumbers?”

Thwack!

High-pitched shouting and a smashing sound were heard nearby.

Cucumbers were being crushed and rolling on the dirt floor from a box thrown to the ground.

And a drunk outsider rolled on the ground like a child throwing a tantrum.

“Give me gold, gold!”

“Oh my, guest.”

“There are still two chances left!”

Smiling villagers coaxed and soothed him.

...An incredibly gentle kindness, hard to believe they had just heard such verbal abuse.

Enticed by words like they would serve him dinner, that he should sleep and draw again tomorrow, and that the hot spring water here is good, the nuisance followed those kind villagers and disappeared into a house.

Into one of the few tiled houses in the village.

The tiled house located in the center looked strangely large.

“…….”

I stiffly turned my gaze away.

The smiles vanished from the faces of the villagers remaining in their seats, and they silently put the broken cucumbers back into the box and carefully cleared them away.

Brushing the dirt off the cucumbers, they continued to mutter something.

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan....”

The same prayer-like thing I heard earlier.

“…….”

I barely managed to look away and kept walking.

“...It’s this way.”

But do you know what the problem was?

Baek Saheon was also heading toward that tiled house.

‘Wait.’

Is it really okay to enter that place that looks suspicious no matter how you look at it?

But since Agent Bronze was walking without hesitation, I did not run away.

‘...Agent Choi wouldn't have written a lie in his advice for no reason.’

The tiled house drew closer.

“...Come in.”

The entrance to the tiled house was wide, and the wooden veranda, which now seemed to serve as an entrance hall, was also spacious.

However, Baek Saheon moved carefully and secretly to a corner as if he didn't even want to step on it and opened a side door.

But someone was already standing there.

The middle-aged man who had been holding the megaphone earlier.

“Guests are staying the night.”

“Ah, welcome. Haha! Saheon, make sure to treat them well. Don't do anything foolish.”

“…….”

“May you receive the Blessing of Jisan!”

Baek Saheon nodded slowly and then guided us.

The tiled house was strangely spacious; similar structures repeated, and Sliding Doors kept appearing until....

A corridor lined with old wooden doors came into view.

Creeeak.

Baek Saheon opened one of those doors.

Inside was a small single room that looked lived-in.

One neatly folded bedding set and one dusty bedding set that seemed to have been pulled out in a hurry.

“Sleep here.”

“Isn't this your room? Where are you going to sleep?”

“…….”

With an expression that said I was asking something pointless, Baek Saheon turned around and opened another door for Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Then he disappeared down the hallway.

“A man who can't even provide his money's worth.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged and said to me plainly.

“Well then, sleep well. See you tomorrow if we get the chance.”

“...Yes. Thank you.”

I watched the back of Assistant Manager Eun Haje as she entered the next room.

……Surely, the assistant manager must have recognized Baek Saheon too. But she didn't show it.

She was aware that he wouldn't recognize her.

‘She knows this ghost story well.’

It meant that the assistant manager had also visited with a clear purpose.

And Assistant Manager Eun Haje is…… Director Ho’s Project team.

‘...What exactly is happening here?’

As much as I could guess what the Extinction-class supernatural disaster Director Ho requested was, various hypotheses came to mind. No, in the past, they certainly would have....

“…….”

I was tired.

Of all of it.

Let's stop.

Let's just think about the Wish Ticket....

“Agent Grapes.”

“…….”

“Do you remember what to do?”

“Yes.”

This ‘Jisan-so Offering Ritual’.

When a rescue request comes in, the Branch uses a Supernatural Phenomenon Auto-Responder to designate a meeting place and time for the rescuer.

So, let's go to the place received from the Branch.

“It’s here.”

Agent Bronze showed me a note.

1:00 AM

Village Well

The tiled house became dead silent after midnight.

Agent Bronze and I stepped out of the room very quietly and began to move.

-After midnight, it’s relatively safe to move around as long as it's not the Seonangdang.

Still, don't go making loud noises on purpose!

“The well is to the east.”

Crossing the dark rural village landscape where only occasional streetlights were visible, we finally arrived at a place with only a few houses that looked like abandoned homes where people had left.

The well was in the middle of it.

At the spot where the well was blocked with stones, a human figure was already standing as if standing guard....

It was Baek Saheon.

“...!!”

His one eye turned to us, and he spoke quietly.

“Are you the Agents?”

The next moment.

Agent Bronze lunged and subdued Baek Saheon.

-If you are caught by a villager at night, hide as quickly and quietly as possible.

What if it's impossible?

Subdue them and hide them in an abandoned house!

And just as he was about to roughly drag Baek Saheon to an abandoned house.

“Agh! Is this how a civil servant should treat a reporter?!”

“……!”

Agent Bronze’s arm stopped.

“You’re the reporter?”

“Yes! I’m the one who reported it!”

Baek Saheon irritably tried to shake off Agent Bronze’s grip but failed, so he hurriedly lowered his voice while watching for reactions.

“Please get me out of this village. ...Right now, today.”

“It feels like a trap.”

Agent Bronze immediately said to me openly.

“Villagers can leave whenever they want after the festival is over. There’s no way they would need help....”

“I can’t leave!”

Baek Saheon panted.

He looked back and forth between Agent Bronze and me with eyes searching for a way to survive, then finally swallowed hard and spoke.

“...Check my pocket.”

“…….”

I reached out and rummaged through Baek Saheon’s pants pocket.

What was inside was....

A lottery stick with gold leaf on the end.

The Special Prize.

“I, I drew that on the first day....”

-Regrettably, there hasn't been a case of successfully rescuing a villager from the influence of a Supernatural Disaster during the festival period yet.

If it's the Hubae Agent I've picked for our team, he's probably the type who would definitely try to rescue someone at least once, so I'm telling you in advance.

-Hubae. Let the Seonbaes try that; you don't do it. If you try to leave Jisan Village with a villager during the festival period...

“Get me out of here, please!”

-The Agent will go missing too.

Chapter 197

“Please!”

Baek Saheon was nearly screaming in desperation.

At the same time, he kept his voice as low as possible, making it seem as if he simply wanted to escape the tightening supernatural disaster without being caught.

However, Agent Bronze did not release his hold.

He merely glanced at the golden rod I was holding—the one I had taken from Baek Saheon’s pants pocket—and asked a question.

Special Prize.

“What does it mean that you pulled that?”

“What does it mean? It means we’re fucked! So we have to leave before the holiday festival workers come. Right now, from here….”

“Will you die?”

Baek Saheon froze.

Intervening, I asked again.

“But earlier, I saw the person who pulled that rod being congratulated. And there was talk about them taking on an important role in next year’s event….”

“…….”

Baek Saheon’s lips twitched, but he couldn’t speak.

However, terror and rage flickered in his eyes.

‘A Binding Restriction?’

I made eye contact with Agent Bronze.

Nodding slightly, the agent asked in a toneless voice.

“Then tell me how you obtained the Bureau’s direct rescue number.”

“Ha! You think it wasn’t one of those numbers you people hid all over the village?”

“……!”

“They already know. The village knows everything. They just leave it alone. But how can I call that number?”

Sarcasm poured out of Baek Saheon’s mouth.

“Wait. Are you saying they noticed the Management Bureau’s notices and are just ignoring them?”

“Yeah! They say they don’t care if outsiders drink the Divine Mountain Liquor, realize the Truth of the World, and then hang themselves, jump into the river, rot at the bottom of a well, or just forget everything and live their lives. They don’t care if those people slip away one by one, so they don’t pay attention. They’re just managing it to avoid bad luck!”

“‘Bad luck’? What kind of bad luck are you talking about?”

Baek Saheon shut his mouth again.

Cold sweat dripped from his chin.

‘Another Binding Restriction.’

Seeing him suffer under supernatural horror and pressure made my mood sink strangely.

‘…Is it because it reminds me of myself?’

But that was just my perspective.

“I suppose you can’t answer.”

Agent Bronze likely felt no need to have any sympathy for Baek Saheon.

He was a man who, as part of his job, had killed those who possessed tapes at the mountain villa.

Because the Disaster Management Bureau had selected them as villains.

And Baek Saheon possessed a tape.

“If you know so much, leave on your own feet.”

“I told you I can’t!”

At the agent’s cold words, Baek Saheon seemed to be rolling his eyes, assessing the situation.

But in the next moment, his voice became calm.

“Look, there’s that thing. I know it too. The pile of stones in front of the village pine tree. You put a stone on it, pray, and then if the agents walk with you arm-in-arm on both sides, you can leave the village safely.”

“……!!”

He was correct.

If you walk ninety-nine steps east from the well site, there is a withered pine tree, and you must place one more small stone on the rock pile in front of it.

Then, after offering the prayer ‘Turn back and look upon us’ three times, the entire group can safely return to daily life by heading towards the entrance while linked arm-in-arm… that was the current rule.

Because this task requires at least three people, two agents are deployed.

So, do not forget. Let the agents link arms at the left and right ends and put the rescuees in the middle!

“I-I saw it all. I’ve seen it for decades. That’s the rescue method, isn’t it? Do it for me too! I reported it! That’s how it works!”

Desperation and resentment overflowed from Baek Saheon’s tone.

But….

“That doesn’t work for villagers.”

Baek Saheon stopped.

“……What?”

“It means it won’t work for you, who lives in this village.”

It was true.

-I’m writing this again, but this doesn’t work on villagers during the festival, so don’t try it recklessly. Don’t get lost between the village and reality by doing it half-baked without preparation.

“Villagers cannot leave safely using that method.”

“…I don’t live in this village anymore. I live in Seoul.”

Agent Bronze did not answer.

Baek Saheon lowered his voice and cried out urgently.

“I-I only come here once a month, no, once every two or three months and stay for a few days. I don’t live here! You crazy bastards!”

“The criteria is whether you are wearing a feather at the festival.”

“……!”

Baek Saheon’s gaze fell.

To his own chest, where he was still wearing a rooster feather.

“~!!”

He twitched as if trying to tear it off, but soon stopped as if it were impossible.

Then he muttered.

“It won’t work?”

“…….”

“No. That can’t be. I’m an adult and I don’t live here, so I’m an outsider. Then… then there must be another way. You said you have to save civilians. You have to save the caller. That’s how it should be!”

Agent Bronze’s cold voice declared.

“Currently, it is impossible.”

…….

…….

“Then die.”

…….

What?

“Then you all die too.”

Baek Saheon’s mouth opened.

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan! O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan! O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan! O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan… mmmph!”

I hurriedly covered Baek Saheon’s mouth.

Immediately, a sharp pain flared as flesh was gouged from my hand.

“…!”

He had bitten me.

“Agent Grapes!”

“These outsiders are taking the Proxy away! They’re taking the Proxy away! They’re bringing bad luck!”

The moment the force covering his mouth loosened as Agent Bronze quickly pulled my hand away, Baek Saheon’s voice burst out again.

And then.

“O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan….”

Human figures appeared from behind the abandoned house.

No, several of them.

I realized it.

“Do not cause such a commotion in the village.”

“That’s right. Oh dear, what’s going on in the middle of the night? Our bathwater is very good, so have a warm bath and get some rest.”

“You must have been unable to sleep because your stomach wasn’t full enough.”

I realized why Agent Choi said that if it seemed like we would be discovered by villagers, we should hide quickly or conversely subdue them and hide them in an abandoned house.

The treatment had changed.

“The meals are here~”

After being caught meeting at the well site.

The soft-spoken villagers guided us back to a tile-roofed house.

And they changed our sleeping quarters from the small single room of Baek Saheon where we originally stayed to a luxurious large room with a Sliding Door.

It wasn’t a suggestion. They just naturally set it up that way.

And they encouraged us to bathe and brought out festival food. Along with liquor.

“Drink it all down. It’s medicinal liquor. Medicinal liquor.”

“It’s made with mountain herbs, medicinal plants, and ginseng from here, so it’s very restorative and will open your eyes~”

Just like the ones who had stuck to the nuisance who threw a cucumber on the ground.

Baek Saheon was nowhere to be seen.

The villagers had led him away somewhere.

“…….”

With a chilling premonition, we exchanged glances.

Did the people who sent rescue requests after seeing the notices hidden by the Disaster Management Bureau feel this same sense of dissonance?

The villagers left the room after setting the meal, so it was just the two of us, but I could still sense a presence outside the door for a moment.

Then it vanished.

“…….”

Agent Bronze approached the door and listened.

After waiting until he was sure there was no presence, he reached out to open the door slightly to cautiously check outside….

Wait.

I grabbed Agent Bronze’s shoulder to stop his movement.

Then, rummaging through the table, I picked up a flat candle used to keep the food warm.

I held it near the Sliding Door.

I could see the shadows of people huddled closely together on the other side of the door.

“……!”

They were eavesdropping.

It wasn’t that their presence had vanished because they moved away.

‘Fuck.’

Chills crawled up my neck in waves.

I hurriedly put the candlestick down naturally, and instead, I slightly spilled a water cup, wetted my finger, and switched to Written Conversation.

-Is it impossible to put them all to sleep and leave quietly?

-It’s difficult.

Agent Bronze replied quickly.

-In a ghost story with such blatant religious overtones, sleep isn't necessarily a good method.

“…….”

I see.

It seemed to be a ghost story observed from a very long time ago, so they must have tried various methods.

They probably tried many things that couldn't all be contained in the tips from Agent Choi that I read. Among them, only the effective and safe ones would have become rules.

…And in the meantime, not a single method for rescuing a villager from the disaster had been confirmed.

Even so.

-Exactly how do the outsiders who visit this village festival go missing?

I had to hear this.

But….

-It is unknown.

…!!

-The villagers send the outsiders away as soon as the festival ends.

And it was said that there were quite frequent records of people who stayed only one night insisting strongly on leaving in the middle of the festival and successfully getting out.

-But the problem is… some of them never make it home.

“…….”

-Frequently, even after returning home safely, many cases are observed where they suddenly choose death themselves a few weeks later.

-It was mostly deaths involving natural objects.

Chilling.

-The cause of this situation is unknown, but a common procedure has been confirmed.

Entering this ghost story, following the guidance of the kind villagers, and being provided with a bath, food, and liquor.

-It hadn't been revealed which of the three was exactly the factor, but we've found a hint this time.

I recalled what Baek Saheon had shouted.

-Whether outsiders drink the Divine Mountain Liquor, realize the Truth of the World, and then hang themselves, jump into the river, or rot at the bottom of a well….

I see.

‘So the liquor is a certainty, at least.’

I looked at the liquor placed on the table.

Clear liquor contained in an ordinary white porcelain bottle.

But….

‘If you drink this, you realize the Truth of the World and die… what on earth does that mean?’

What kind of ‘truth’ could it be?

In Ghost Story Worldviews, there are many cases where they slap the name "truth" on something and ruin a person's mind through brainwashing or hypnosis.

That is, of course, scary.

But what’s scarier is this.

…It is truly the truth, but simply knowing it makes a person choose death.

When a human learns something they aren't supposed to know.

‘…Somehow, this feels ominous.’

My chest felt cold.

…It felt safer to just leave.

My peripheral nerves signaled that it would be wise not to dig any deeper.

And there was still a definitive method left.

The escape method provided to agents by the Disaster Management Bureau.

Five-Colored Sneaker Laces.

“…….”

I saw Agent Bronze already conflicting as he glanced slightly inside his jumper.

-Are we leaving like this?

However, even if they weren't the ones who requested rescue, I had seen people who would surely fail to return home even after the festival ended if left like this.

Agent Bronze was a stickler for rules, but it seemed he couldn't ignore that as an agent.

-If there is no way to quietly slip out of this room until today’s festival ends, I will do so.

And he added with a tired and guilt-ridden expression.

-I’m sorry. I spoke too harshly and gave him an excuse to act out.

No.

‘I should have known Baek Saheon was the kind of person to act out….’

Because I’d seen it so much on the Wiki and even lived with him in the company housing.

…It felt like my predictions had dulled because I was exhausted.

After shaking my head, I slumped down in a corner of the room.

It was already dawn.

‘The festival will start soon.’

And then.

Hiyahiyaaaaa!

Until the festival music and noise outside grew stronger and reached its climax, we could not leave the room.

‘They won’t leave.’

Even though the festival had started, someone occasionally came to our room to bring warm food and liquor.

And there were always at least two people standing in front of the door.

Neither persuasion nor leading worked.

They were just kind, and it seemed they had no intention of conversing with us at all.

‘They’re going this far?’

It was to a bewildering degree.

‘Just how did Baek Saheon snitch on us to the villagers?’

It was unusual.

At this rate, we would really have to just tie our sneaker laces and return.

It was just as Agent Bronze’s judgment was gradually leaning that way.

A sound was heard from outside.

‘People were making a fuss over there… should I tell them here?’

‘Yes, yes. They were fighting. You know, knocking over food…. Uh, uhhh?’

There was a brief sound of chatter outside, then the sound of people running in a swarm.

And a moment later.

Drrrrk.

The Sliding Door opened, revealing a familiar face.

“I knew there’d be people here too.”

“…!!”

It was Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Agent Bronze’s eyes widened.

“You….”

“Shh.”

The assistant manager raised her index finger to her lips.

Then she muttered with a frown.

“Is this some kind of human trafficking village? Everyone’s related, and they’re trying to lock up outsiders like they’re some kind of subversives. Anyway, you two want to get out of this room, right?”

“Yes!”

“Then let’s go.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje began to lead us, cleverly slipping out of the tile-roofed house.

For some reason, there were almost no people in the house.

“Why did the numbers drop so suddenly?”

“People were already few because of festival preparations, and then a fight broke out among the villagers outside, so everyone went to break it up.”

“…Was there someone who instigated that fight, by any chance?”

“Who knows?”

And Assistant Manager Eun Haje winked.

‘It was her doing.’

I felt a surge of emotion, a mix of wanting to scream at her to stop doing dangerous things and feeling grateful.

“Anyway, get going quickly. This doesn’t seem like an ordinary village.”

“……Thank you.”

“For what.”

And as we slipped out through a back door that Assistant Manager Eun Haje seemed to have scoped out, we were met with the same scenery as yesterday.

[Receive the Blessing of Jisan!]

A village in the middle of a holiday festival.

Hiyahiyaaaaa!

“It’s still a madhouse.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said, turning back to us while running a hand through her hair.

“Don’t get caught again and dragged back to a room. In this chaos, you should be able to reach the entrance quietly without being noticed….”

“Wait a minute.”

Agent Bronze frowned and said strictly to Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

“Let’s leave together.”

Of course, Assistant Manager Eun Haje looked bewildered.

“No, I told you I have other business. I have to do my coverage so I can make a living too.”

“It’s dangerous.”

“I’m the one who just saved you from danger, remember?”

Agent Bronze sighed. He seemed frustrated about wasting time arguing, but also determined to persuade Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

He was likely worried that the person who had helped them this much might go missing here. He probably wanted to rescue her if at all possible.

But I….

‘I’m worried, but I’m not sure which side is more dangerous.’

If I dragged Assistant Manager Eun Haje out because this village seemed dangerous right now, she might be harmed by Director Ho for neglecting her duties.

It was something I had just experienced myself.

‘Phew.’

My head was a mess.

And one more thing bothered me.

‘Is it really okay to leave Baek Saheon like this?’

Of course, Baek Saheon wouldn’t die and would continue to be promoted all the way to Section Chief. If this was Baek Saheon’s family home, then things that wouldn't have happened wouldn't be occurring just because of a variable like me, meaning he wouldn't die here according to the Wiki’s settings.

‘But… that terror was real.’

Is it really okay to just leave?

I reflexively looked around, and in that moment, he came right into view.

Baek Saheon himself.

“……!”

The guy was still helping with village chores, like carrying food and guiding people.

His eyes were hollow, but his face was more peaceful than expected.

And then.

Clang, clang, clang, clang, clang, clang!

[Everyone! The drawing time has returned! Everyone, please receive your prizes and enjoy much of the Blessing of Jisan!]

The drawing time had returned.

The villagers began to move in perfect order, holding the drawing boxes again.

“We have to leave.”

“No, I’m telling you….”

While Agent Bronze’s urgent words and Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s words clashed.

“Receive the Blessing of Jisan!”

Villagers scattered toward the outsiders.

‘…At this rate, we would have been caught even if we had just run straight for the entrance.’

It meant it was an unavoidable flow.

Being noticed by them.

One of them approached us as well.

Naturally, our turn arrived in no time.

“Receive the Blessing of Jisan!”

The drawing box was held out.

“…….”

Wouldn't it be more suspicious not to draw?

There were too many villagers.

‘I don't think we should cause a scene.’

To leave without being caught by the people who were at the tile-roofed house, it would be bad to draw attention by refusing or raising our voices.

‘Even if I win, I just won’t take the prize with me when I leave.’

After intense deliberation, I eventually reached out and picked up the first random rod closest to me and pulled it out….

But.

I saw a golden tip.

“…!!”

A rod with gold encrusted on the end.

The very thing that was in Baek Saheon’s pants pocket yesterday.

Special Prize.

“…….”

The surroundings suddenly became insanely quiet.

Gaze—even without looking, I could feel the gazes.

And.

“Aaaaaah!”

“Aaah!”

[He has come! He has come! The Blessing of Jisan has come!]

O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan

O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan

O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan

O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan

The sound echoes.

I barely managed to tear my eyes away from the stick and raised my head.

And I saw.

Over there.

Baek Saheon, holding the draw box, was laughing with pure ecstasy.

Chapter 198

The villagers are swarming.

[He has come, the Blessing of Jisan!]

The shout from the person holding the megaphone grew louder and louder, and before I knew it, the sounds of singing and kkwaenggwari gongs had surged back to life with intensity.

A whirlpool of people.

"This way!"

I followed Agent Bronze and tried to hide from the villagers in the gaps between them, but it was not enough.

"Wow, crazy."

"Is that the guy who receives the golden rooster?"

The whispers of people who hadn't grasped the situation yet, the villagers rushing toward me, abandoning everything else, people prostrating themselves on the ground and praying toward the mountain, and Baek Saheon, who had disappeared among them.

And….

"Please run away."

I grabbed Agent Bronze, who was trying to push me and Assistant Manager Eun Haje back and confront the villagers himself.

"Calm down. Chances are high that I won't be able to leave 'safely' now anyway."

"……!"

"And it was clearly in the rulebook."

Our eyes met.

"How to act in a similar situation."

During rescue operations, there are occasional cases where one of the agents is captured by the villagers.

However, unless it is the last day of the festival, do not rush in blindly or confront the entire village.

You can re-enter a village in the middle of a festival at any time. What that means is, you can come back after making sufficient preparations.

Do not waste a precious opportunity by making a scene swayed by emotions; act wisely and decisively.

Let the captured person, the remaining people, and the rescuers all survive and escape the Disaster.

"Go."

"……."

"Go, find a way to rescue me quickly, and come back. That is my way to survive."

I could see the intense deliberation in Agent Bronze's eyes. A tug-of-war between emotion and rational judgment.

But soon, reason won.

"Tomorrow."

"……."

"I will definitely return."

I tucked the Five-Colored Sneaker Laces, which Agent Bronze quickly handed over, into my inventory tattoo.

It was a card I could use in the worst-case scenario, when I had to get out even at the risk of going missing or committing suicide.

Then, Agent Bronze ran toward the entrance, weaving through the crowd at a terrifying speed.

"He has come. The Blessing of Jisan!"

At that moment, the villagers swamped me.

I blinked.

I think I lost consciousness for a moment.

And the place where I regained my senses was… a wide, elegant wooden floor.

Sliding Doors were attached to both sides of the square space.

"……."

I had seen a similar style recently.

'It’s that tile-roofed house.'

Assistant Manager Eun Haje was nowhere to be seen. …It seemed she hadn't been captured with me.

That was a relief.

'…….'

I looked down at my legs.

Both legs were tied with a Sacred Rope.

The Sacred Rope led outside through a hole in one side of the Sliding Door.

When I pulled it slightly, I felt tension. It seemed to be fixed.

'This is getting serious.'

At that moment.

Drrrk.

The Sliding Door opened, and people entered.

No, just two people.

One person carrying a soban tray with festival food and another person carrying a liquor bottle. The two of them bowed deeply to me and set down the neat food and liquor.

And faintly, music began to be heard.

Likely, a madly intense festival was taking place outside the building.

All through the night.

"……."

The two of them picked up the small drawing box they had brought and drew lots. In the end, the one who drew the stick with the rooster feather remained here, while the other bowed and left.

The one who remained was the one who had brought the liquor.

"Saheon-ssi."

"……."

The villager who had brought the liquor, Baek Saheon, looked at me.

The prime suspect I could think of for why I suddenly drew the Special Prize.

"Last night, did you purposely make me draw the 'Special Prize' stick from your pocket?"

—...Check my pocket.

He had certainly induced it naturally like that.

That was the only suspicious behavior that could explain why I, who had only drawn blanks yesterday, drew the Special Prize today.

"By making me out to be someone who had already drawn the Special Prize, to make me 'suitable'?"

"……."

"Is that why you induced me to draw the Special Prize the next day?"

A thick sense of satisfaction flashed in Baek Saheon's eyes.

And he spoke in a hoarse voice.

"What if that's right?"

"You planned this for a long time."

"……."

"Until you reached the assumption that this would work, and while worrying about what to do if the agents couldn't rescue you."

A gleeful smile spread across Baek Saheon's lips.

"That's right."

Liberation.

Madness.

"I thought about it every day. What would I do if I ever got picked? I don't want to end up like that. Every time I slept in this sh*tty house, every time someone died, even when Noona died!"

He spoke as if vomiting the words out.

"I thought that I definitely didn't want to become like that. F*ck, if I die, what do I care about gods or whatever…."

"God?"

Baek Saheon gasped. I could feel the anxiety and pleasure of someone speaking forbidden words.

"This holiday festival was for serving a god."

"Serving? No!!"

Baek Saheon spat out like a scream.

"This is a ritual to try and create a god!"

"……!"

"'Pick an auspicious day to make it a holiday, and at that time, install the winner in the Seonangdang to create the Blessing of Jisan, a god who will liberate us from the Truth of the World.' They actually believe that crazy bullsh*t and are doing it!"

"Is that really possible?"

"I don't know! But…."

Panting.

"There really is something here."

"……."

"During the holiday, if there are no outsiders who drew the Special Prize, we gather the remaining sticks and draw among ourselves every day. And if someone gets picked there…."

Baek Saheon's face hardened.

"When the last day of the festival is over, they cover their head like they're catching livestock and drag them to the Seonangdang."

"……."

"They drag them there and do something at the Seonangdang."

"Do what?"

"I don't know. I don't know. But, but there's something…."

His face turned pale.

"When the people who were dragged away come out in the morning, their complexions are all different. They become unable to speak. They prepare for the next year's holiday among themselves…."

"……."

"When the holiday they prepared for that year ends, they hang themselves at the Seonangdang."

…!

"But, but they reappear every holiday. They died, but they return. They walk out of the Seonangdang."

He wailed.

"They perform pungmulnori!!"

"…!"

"They're doing it right now. Outside!"

Hiyayaaaa!

"I won't end up like that. I won't die. Never."

Baek Saheon's eyes glinted with fear, anger, survival instinct, and the relief that he had made it… then they became calm with reason and calculation.

"Now that you've been picked, the holiday and the drawing are over. I don't have to come back here anymore. The fact that I couldn't escape this Jisan Village, the fact that I was held captive—it's all over now."

…….

"I see."

I nodded.

Baek Saheon muttered.

"Can I say it now because you're an insider too? Haha. …I used to think the bastards who blabbered about this stuff first were all idiots, but this… so this is how it feels?"

The feeling of going through a situation alone, unable to speak and having to swallow information only I know.

It's a funny thing, but I think I know better than anyone how Baek Saheon is feeling right now.

'…….'

Actually, it would be right for me to be angry or anxious right now.

Didn't this crazy bastard, Baek Saheon, push a civil servant—who only said there was no way to save him after coming to rescue him—into his place as a Sacrificial Lamb just to save himself?

I should be angry, feel disillusioned, feel anxiety and resentment welling up at being subjected to such a thing, and my head should be spinning to find a way to escape.

That would be right.

But strangely, that's not the case.

Instead, oddly… my mind is at ease.

This feeling where the complicated tomorrow and near future have become a bit opaque.

'Since I'm caught here, I don't have to think about other things.'

I no longer have to worry about Wish Tickets, Director Ho's Binding Restriction, the information I have to find within a month, or how to treat the agent whose identity has already been discovered as top priorities.

'Is it literally escapism?'

It's a bit funny and absurd that the threat of death is actually more comfortable.

But it was the truth.

That's why I could speak plainly.

Without sympathy or anger.

"I see. I understand."

"Understand?"

Wariness returned to Baek Saheon's eyes.

"Are you going to say 'Oh, how unfortunate, I understand,' and then tell me I shouldn't be doing this and ask me to let you go?"

"Perhaps. But… spending daily life in a situation where you can't feel at ease at all, where it feels like you'll die soon, and every day is terrifying."

"……."

"I know that."

The other person looked at me with a subdued expression.

"Still, out of the two agents, you chose well by luck."

"Why, do you want to die or something?"

…….

"A little bit?"

I don't really know right now.

"Have you never wanted to die? Not even once?"

"……."

"You have."

"That's not going to happen."

Baek Saheon said abruptly.

"I don't want to die. If you wanted to die, then good for you. You can just stay like that."

"……."

It's strange.

There is no sign in those words of trying to mock me for being fooled by him. Even though it's a situation where he could make fun of me, it doesn't seem like he find it all that entertaining.

I could only feel a selfish desperation for survival.

He didn't exactly seem to feel guilty, but how should I put it… there seemed to be no room for guilt to even enter.

'Come to think of it, it was always like that.'

He desperately looked out only for his own gain and survival.

But even so, if he doesn't find pleasure in seeing someone in trouble because of him or find bullying fun… there is a slightly different approach.

I can use him.

'…Because I probably can't just escape reality until I die just like this.'

In the end, I opened my mouth.

"Saheon-ssi. If both you and I could live, would you help?"

"…What?"

"It will just be more troublesome than it is now, and you'll have to risk being caught."

"As if I'd do that? You crazy bastard."

It was then.

—Goodness, stop! Even for a dramatic element, there's a limit to what I'll tolerate. How can he be so rude!

—Ah, Friend. Why are there so many lately who return your favors with betrayal! Even this Braun's heart aches.

…The Plush doll began to speak again.

—I will help you. First, let's get out of here.

—After that, let's show them clearly what karma is. That would be quite a thrilling and exciting scene.

…….

'Ah. It's okay.'

The Plush doll stopped speaking.

'I'll try it alone. Won't that be more fun?'

—That's… well. It seems like it would be a good flow if appropriate help was involved!

'It's okay.'

I finished my conversation with the Plush doll and looked at Baek Saheon again.

Because the words were directed at someone I hadn't even expected anything from, they came out naturally.

"But Saheon-ssi. I'm dying because of you."

"……."

"I'm just someone who came to rescue you and couldn't because there was no way. I'm dying because you pushed me into this spot."

"Why is this because of me?"

Baek Saheon's face contorts.

"Did I tell them to kill someone if they pick the f*cking Special Prize? Did I stuff someone into the Seonangdang and kill them? The one who kills is someone else! Then you're saying I should just die? That…."

Gettingangryandswearingbringsbadluck.

"……!!"

Baek Saheon and I turned our heads toward the Sliding Door at the same time.

A muttering could be heard.

Gettingangryandswearingbringsbadluck. Gettingangryandswearingbringsbadluck. Gettingangryandswearingbringsbadluck. Thosewhohaveforgottenbegone. Thosewhohaveforgottenbegone. Thosewhohaveforgottenbegone.

OProxygrantusthescatteredwhiteblessingofJisanOProxygrantusthescatteredwhitebles singofJisanOProxygrantusthescatteredwhiteblessingofJisan

A resonating sound.

Baek Saheon looked toward the Sliding Door with a face pale as a ghost.

There was clearly nothing there, but the sounds of the pungmulnori troupe began to be heard louder and louder….

"Baek Saheon-ssi."

"No."

The guy went to the opposite side of the Sliding Door, crouched down, and covered his head.

A helplessness that was hard to believe from someone who usually committed all sorts of impulsive acts with composure.

'Is it a trauma response?'

I wonder if this will work.

I deliberated for a moment, then opened my mouth.

Toward the Sliding Door.

"I'm sorry. I was flustered and swore."

The sound stopped.

"It was a bad attitude for a festival. I will try to use kind words from now on."

The Sliding Door did not move, as if dead quiet.

And….

Hiyayaaaa!

The sounds of the pungmulnori, which had started again, gradually drifted away.

Until it melted into the festival noise as if completely disappearing.

"……."

"……."

"Baek Saheon-ssi."

Baek Saheon stood up from the corner of the Sliding Door, drenched in a cold sweat.

And he looked at me with confused eyes.

"I just helped you so that you wouldn't die."

"……."

"Don't you feel even a little bit of gratitude?"

"…If I'm grateful, are you telling me to die in your place?"

"You're speaking as if saying thank you means you have to pay a tremendous price."

Baek Saheon looked at me as if asking what kind of obvious thing I was saying.

I see.

"Do as you wish. Since your life seems so very precious."

Then I looked down at my feet.

"But my life was precious too. Even though I sometimes think I want to die."

"……."

"……."

After a long silence.

Baek Saheon opened his mouth.

"What exactly is the way for both of us to live?"

"……."

"What is it?"

I put my still-free hand into my pocket and rolled the silver badge I felt inside.

The Silver Heart.

"It's simple."

Because I realized it just now while listening to Baek Saheon's words.

What kind of ghost story this is.

"I'm going to plant doubt in their faith."

Making a god, liberation from the Truth of the World, coincidence and fate, an offering ritual shared by only a few, the dead who return, the Sacrificial Lamb….

Everything pointed to one thing.

This is a ghost story under the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

Chapter 199

The Jisan Village festival continued throughout the night.

Outsiders were able to sleep in several private houses that were completely open to them, and they could enjoy free alcohol and meat all night long.

In the end, quite a few of them did not leave and remained in the village.

“What’s going on?”

“Ah, they say they’re doing some big event on the last day. So… it looks like a gut ritual or something?”

“What’s that?”

“I don't know. But I’m going to film it and make a Short out of it.”

The outsiders murmured peacefully, staying up all night or falling asleep in random rooms while intoxicated.

And then, the sun rose on the final day.

“Oh.”

“Looks like it’s starting now.”

[The Blessing of Jisan is coming~]

Finally, the ritual began.

Dung, dung, dung.

To the sound of the janggu played by the pungmul-nori troupe, the villagers lined up on both sides as if making a path, creating a long space.

From the tile-roofed house.

To the Seonangdang.

And from the tile-roofed house in the center of the village, which was the beginning of the path, something finally walked out.

[O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan.]

It was a massive human palanquin.

Four people, with rooster feathers pinned to their chests and their heads covered in white cotton cloth, were carrying someone.

“Oh.”

“Hey, hey, this looks legit.”

The outsiders chatted indifferently out of mere curiosity, but among them was a being hiding with eyes shining.

‘What a mess.’

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

The one called that by Kim Soleum checked the movements of him, who was riding atop the human palanquin, and the villagers.

If things continued like this, it seemed the Project duties could be carried out smoothly.

Her sharp gaze turned toward the outskirts.

Right toward the site of the well on one side of the village, where abandoned houses were clustered.

‘Inside the well.’

That was the destination of the task.

The Agents of the Disaster Management Bureau had not yet identified the exact principle of why the villagers followed them less or why it was relatively safe near the well.

They had come to check when it wasn't festival season, but it was just a blocked well.

However, this ‘journalist’ knew the exact reason and knew what she had to investigate.

That the well was once a passage connected to somewhere else.

And so, during this strange festival period, the village itself becomes a High-Grade Darkness, and the role of the passage sometimes comes back to life.

So she had to investigate now.

But….

“…….”

The journalist glanced at Kim Soleum riding on the human palanquin and finally began to move quietly.

Not toward the well site among the abandoned houses, but in a different direction.

[O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan.]

In the meantime, the palanquin procession continued.

When the pungmul-nori troupe cleared the way and the palanquin passed, the villagers bowed. And there were many who followed the palanquin passionately, stumbling along.

However, they kept a certain distance. It was as if being close was not permitted.

The problem was that there were also those present for whom that permission didn't matter.

“Wow! Look at this, they say this is the first time they’ve held this event in decades!”

Several outsiders followed closely, holding up their smartphones.

Those who were drunk and whose judgment was clouded did not maintain their distance, and even poked the head-covered villagers acting as the human palanquin.

To begin with, some of them had only visited a rural village festival for the free alcohol and food.

But the villagers did not stop them.

They just watched blankly with smiling faces.

“Ooh, this is pretty good for the countryside?”

“It’s professional spirit. Professional.”

The villagers did not get angry.

They only watched with desperate eyes to see if the palanquin would arrive safely.

“…….”

Eventually, the human palanquin arrived safely in front of the Seonangdang and came to a stop.

The people who had been acting as the palanquin carefully and respectfully set down the ‘winner’ they had been carrying on their shoulders, and two people approached the Seonangdang.

And then they cut the sacred rope of the Seonangdang.

Snap.

The sacred rope fell to the ground. The remaining two people untied the sacred rope that had been tied to the feet of the person they were carrying on the palanquin and hung it back on the Seonangdang.

And then the door of the Seonangdang was opened.

What was inside was….

“The door is opening! Wow! Look at that! Gold!”

A golden rooster.

That golden rooster statue, which was the ‘Special Prize,’ had been enshrined inside the Seonangdang.

But its size was enormous.

“Isn't it gold-plated?”

“Crazy.”

In the center of the Seonangdang, where an altar should originally have been, it stood atop a sudden circular wooden frame; it was literally as big as a human.

Greed beyond admiration reflected in the eyes of the outsiders.

In their eyes, they could barely see that the poles of the Seonangdang were originally stuck upside down behind the lump of gold.

Like sticks that had been put upside down into a drawing box.

[O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan.]

The person riding on the palanquin finally moved.

When the person dressed in white stood in front of the Seonangdang, the villagers came forward one by one and covered the white clothes with paper.

The papers were covered densely with characters written in ink.

Hangeul and Hanja.

The names of the villagers.

And after bowing three more times, they tilted a bottle of liquor over him.

Sshhh.

As the poured Divine Mountain Liquor washed away the ink, the characters vanished.

It almost looked as if they were soaking into the person wearing the white clothes.

“Let us be liberated from the Truth of the World, O Blessing of Jisan, O Proxy.”

“Let us be liberated from the Truth of the World, O Blessing of Jisan, O Proxy.”

“Let us be liberated from the Truth of the World, O Blessing of Jisan, O Proxy.”

The villagers bowed, prayed, cried, and wailed as they spat out long-held, deep-seated fears, raising both hands or praying toward the air.

That desperation and tension could not be hidden even by the sound of the pungmul-nori troupe.

“Uh….”

“Hey. The atmosphere seems a bit strange.”

Most of the outsiders backed away hesitantly.

It was because they were starting to feel something bizarre….

And then.

“Shall we take a closer look at this gold statue? Oh, but there’s some fragrant… smell of alcohol……”

Thump.

It was the moment the person holding the smartphone stepped into the Seonangdang.

“Huh?”

[O Proxy, grant us the scattered white blessing of Jisan.]

The golden rooster melted.

Bubble, bubble.

With a shape that seemed to make such a sound, the rooster melted and spread along the grooves in the floor of the Seonangdang…….

Soon, it touched the foot of the person who dared to enter.

The golden liquid.

“…….”

The mouth of the outsider, who was blankly looking at their own foot, opened.

“I get it!”

Clang.

The smartphone fell to the floor.

“The world is ■■! We are nothing but a single ■■ written inside it!”

“Please don’t look, don’t look at me, don’t ■■ me.”

“I am valuable, I am interesting, no?? I don’t exist? What is this? What? Ireum-nim?”

Madness spread like a contagion.

“W-what is it.”

“What’s wrong with those people?”

The people on the outskirts were terrified by the situation and backed away or, on the contrary, craned their necks to watch.

But it was already too late.

“Aaargh!”

Eventually, the majority of the people fell into delusions.

Screaming and murmuring nonsensical monologues, or sitting with completely blank, hollow eyes.

A scene where madness and calmness coexisted.

But the villagers did not look back at them.

Because they had already seen too many ends of those who touched the Divine Mountain Liquor, learned the Truth of the World, and were seized by that terrifying realization.

Outsiders are just outsiders.

And they, the family of this Jisan Village, could avoid becoming like that.

Right at the end of this long Jisan holiday they had prepared!

[He is coming!]

Unlike these defiled people, only they, the chosen ones who had served the ritual with sincerity for decades and waited for the Blessing of Jisan, would face liberation!

“A new pole is being erected in the Seonangdang!”

The noisy sound of the kkwaenggwari drowned out the frenzy.

The winner calmly walked toward the Seonangdang as if nothing were wrong amidst this commotion of madness.

Holding the Special Prize, the gold rod, in his hand.

In that way, if their Proxy simply inserted that small rod into the melted golden liquid, it would melt into the Seonangdang and become the Blessing of Jisan.

The Sacrificial Lamb, no, the God, who would bring about liberation from that terrifying Truth of the World!

They would escape from this bizarre and atrocious world, avoid disaster, and be liberated!

But….

…….

“Everyone.”

The monotonous voice of a civil servant.

“The procedure for this is wrong.”

“……?!”

The winner looked at the gold rod he was holding and sighed.

“This is going to be a disaster. In your terms, I could say it seems like ‘it’s going to be defiled.’”

A deathly silence flowed.

Then, a wailing voice was heard.

“The Blessing of Jisan is telling lies to try and run away and leave us behind!”

“I wonder.”

Both hands in white clothes slowly spread out.

Toward the sky.

“I know.”

He spoke in their language.

“I, who have been cleansed by the Divine Mountain Liquor and received the realization of the Truth of the World, already know. I, the Blessing of Jisan, who will pull out the gold rod and re-erect it in the Seonangdang, already know.”

The truth.

“You have distorted the teachings. Either you only read a few pages of an anonymous scripture somewhere, or you overheard the teachings and misunderstood only a part of them.”

Confusion.

Groans and murmurs of those who did not understand.

“What did you think liberation from the Truth of the World was? Escaping from the situation of this cruel, painful, and irrational world, and living freely as chosen exceptions, avoiding disaster under the protection of the Blessing of Jisan?”

The villagers raised their heads.

An affirmation shown through action.

“I thought so. Then we will start from here.”

Kim Soleum spoke.

The certain knowledge he knew.

The most important doctrine of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

Its first teaching.

“There is no freedom in this world.”

“This world belongs to Ireum-nim. It only has meaning if it receives the choice of Ireum-nim, and you must acknowledge this truth and cultivate yourselves and plant and nurture the Seed of Origin in the world to receive His choice.”

“Your free will has no meaning; only the will and choice of Ireum-nim have meaning.”

“The weak, who could not accept this truth, escaped from the world through death, but that is not an exit.”

He declared.

“There is no exit from Ireum-nim.”

…….

“This word is liberation.”

A deathly silence.

The winner, the bizarre being in white clothes, looked around at the villagers and asked.

“Do you hate to accept it?”

They hated it.

They hated it.

There’s no way!

“If so, pick another auspicious day and prepare a different form of holiday and ritual. Because the Blessing of Jisan you called in this way,”

He pointed to himself.

“Was me.”

The disappearance and death of outsiders. The end of the Living Sacrifice ritual where sacrifices were offered through a drawing.

From here and there, cries, groans, and wails of ‘No,’ ‘There’s no way,’ ‘It’s been defiled, we are defiled’ followed.

But they could not kill the winner before their eyes.

If he died in this village, he would become the new god.

Because that was the procedure.

In the end, they just had to let him go.

“Aaaaah!”

The pungmul-nori troupe faltered, and people collapsed everywhere.

The village festival ended in chaos, having lost its way.

And the winner who brought about this conclusion, Kim Soleum, who had succeeded as a matter of habit by using his specialty in information warfare and psychological warfare…….

‘As expected.’

He was just watching it with sunken eyes.

Without joy.

I knew it would be like this.

I looked around at the crazy sight.

This was indeed a ghost story under the Church of the Luminous Unknown. But it was not a place where their proper doctrine had been taught.

Probably intentionally.

‘They must have ‘experimented’ with this village, letting it have its own personality as a ghost story while performing the ritual clumsily.’

I needed Baek Saheon's help to grasp this process in detail.

Because I had to find out exactly how the ritual was performed and what doctrines they served.

And.

It was also possible because Baek Saheon could manipulate the villager who pulled the other gold rod, securing enough time in the early morning for me to hear and analyze all these things.

‘…Did he pick up another brainwashing Item in the meantime?’

By now, I had no motivation to retrieve it.

It was meaningless, and it would be like that anyway.

In any case, that’s how I was able to pinpoint their Error…….

Because all my knowledge of the Church of the Luminous Unknown was real, the villagers were more easily incited.

As for me, if it’s the Church of the Luminous Unknown, I can already guess what that damn Truth of the World is, so there was nothing to be influenced by anyway….

Since I’ve seen it all on the Wiki.

Anyway.

‘Jisan Village will just worry about what’s right, believe what they each want to believe, and fight each other.’

If such division occurs, their solidarity will weaken and a weakness will arise, so the Disaster Management Bureau will be able to take measures before next year’s holiday.

So before this commotion settles down, I should leave quietly too.

The festival is over.

The village rejected me being the winner.

So probably… it will be safe even if I leave the village.

“…….”

I tried to walk out of the Seonangdang.

Splash.

The golden liquid drew ripples at my footsteps.

This was that golden rooster.

Looking at the color, it seemed the circular wooden plate that looked like the base underneath had not melted with it.

It’s probably still here on this floor.

‘Did only the gold melt…….’

Thump.

“…….”

I stopped in my tracks.

Thump.

The ground was shaking. No,

Thump.

The floor.

The floor cracked, and the golden liquid poured downward.

“……!”

I threw myself out of the Seonangdang. I avoided the collapsing floor by a hair’s breadth.

And through the cracked circular wooden plate…….

A transparent liquid surged up.

Immortal Liquor.

……!

I realized.

‘The rooster gold statue was a weight stone.’

And the circular wooden plate wasn't its base, but…….

‘It was a lid.’

That gold statue was pressing down so that something buried under the Seonangdang would not float up.

A massive liquor jar.

And the real thing that had been sleeping, imprisoned inside it.

That thing had heard my ‘real’ doctrine and woken up.

Ch-ch-ch-ch-ch.

Along with the sound of countless legs dragging on the floor.

Aaaaaah!

A long body burst out from amidst the transparent liquid.

A wriggling thing with countless legs attached.

The giant centipede that was inside the liquor jar.

Aaaaaah!

But those countless legs were made of human arms.

Hands in prayer.

Joined palms.

Flat facial feature holes, as if imitating a human face, moved.

That appearance like an evil apostate monk from old folk tales.

……A characteristic I could recognize.

Jinejiseung.

A ghost story that passes down the traditions of the Church of the Luminous Unknown. It was recognized by a religious practitioner who was impressed by the Divine Power of stories dwelling in humble creatures, and it cultivates mutated believers in places all over the world.

But its body was already half-decayed.

The arms protruding out of the Seonangdang were worn out by the spirits and the liquid.

Its eyeballs had also melted.

In some rural villages, there is a folk tale that people misread this being’s teachings, caught it, imprisoned it in a liquor jar, and performed ancestral rites with that liquor.

That was it.

What passed down the doctrine here.

To appease that being, they had used the rooster, known as the centipede's favorite prey, as a symbol and placed it here and there.

Though it seemed to have been of no use.

Aaaaaah…….

Ireum-nim.

That thing is deeply engrossed in the doctrines of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, and conversation or communication is impossible.

It only gives doctrinal teachings and enlightenment.

Violently conveying the indescribable truth.

There is no liberation, there is no nirvana

This is the truth of the world. Eternal liberation approaches. When the end of the latter days arrives, offer pain, insanity, and madness, spit out sari, and live forever. That is the reality of the Way and the Law of unsurpassed value.

I have to respond.

I know.

But…….

‘Do I really have to?’

My arms dropped.

……I’m sick of it.

I don’t know how many times this has been.

How much longer do I have to do this?

My head says I just have to endure for one more month, I just have to get the Wish Ticket…….

The thought that it doesn't matter if I just listen to that centipede’s terrible preaching, and the thought that it doesn't matter if my body is crushed, weighs down my body.

I, perhaps…….

“Agent Grapes.”

A large hand grabbed my shoulder.

I turned my head.

Eyes shining in a firm expression.

Agent Bronze was there.

“I have come on time as promised. …And I said it, didn't I?”

When I come back….

“That I would find a way to rescue you.”

Strength entered the hand grabbing my shoulder.

“According to the rules.”

That was…….

“‘In the corresponding Supernatural Disaster, two Agents are mobilized for the rescue of the person requesting rescue.’”

Agent Choi’s executioner's sword pierced below the roof of the Seonangdang, and Goblin Fire flared fiercely.

Chapter 200

Light pours down.

A sharpened blade flashes, striking with conviction.

The dance of the Executioner's Sword performed by both hands and the heavens.

Aaaaaagh…!

Dozens of Executioner’s Swords pierce the torso of the centipede, which takes the form of an apostate monk.

This was not the Evil-Suppressing Straw Cutter that had pierced Assistant manager Jin Nasol in the Sparkling Dragon Palace, or me in the Dream Incubation Room.

Decorated with extravagant tassels and exquisite bells, it was an Executioner's Sword easily twice the usual size.

A ritual version.

A weapon meant to confront a wicked ‘existence.’

Uuugh, auuuugh…!

The corrupt thing—which had been preaching the Truth of the World, or rather, simply muttering its own horrific enlightenment to plant madness by mimicking human oral structures—writhes in agony.

Every time it does, twitching human arms fall to the floor, turning to ash and finding their rest.

The procedure of a requiem.

Thump.

As the centipede falls into convulsions, the pillars and rafters of the Seonangdang (Village Shrine) collapse.

The debris looks as if it might pour down onto people’s heads at any moment, but…

“Do not worry.”

The steady voice of Agent Bronze is heard.

The transparent rounds fired from his Glass Hand Cannon embed themselves in the air around the Seonangdang (Village Shrine), trapping the centipede so it cannot escape.

fight

Like a type of talisman, the bullet with the appropriate character engraved in the center produces the exact desired effect.

“It will be alright now.”

“…….”

“The most difficult and demanding procedure for ending this type of shamanistic ritual Supernatural Disaster is that its hidden identity must be revealed.”

I knew.

Because you must know what it is before you can repel it.

And I also knew the reason why the Disaster Management Bureau had not easily noticed that missionary of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, who had been buried in this Seonangdang (Village Shrine) along with jars of alcohol to provide a bizarre power.

The comments Agent Choi had written while agonizing over them.

-Hmm.. Actually, the branch office wanted to investigate more thoroughly. But they said other government departments blocked them, so they had a hard time. Even the request to dissolve the village itself was rejected.

-They said things like, can't we just go and rescue people every year like we're doing now? And that the exact causal relationship regarding the disappearances or deaths hasn't been proven, etc.

-But in reality, it seems there was a bureaucrat receiving bribes from Jisan Village. That’s why their hands were tied.

-The fact that the holiday festival period returns every year means it’s really long and repetitive when you think of it as a disaster, right? But in terms of the investigation period, it’s ridiculously short.

-Especially with a ghost story with such a long history, it’s even more difficult if the ritual has been modified so much that it's hard to find the original form.

-In a situation where we're too busy just rescuing the people requesting help.

-So we've only barely managed to maintain the status quo.

-I feel regretful every time. I’m sure there’s a culprit.. If only we could find it, we could try repelling or exorcising it. It’s a bit bitter that we can’t do that.

-Wait, Grapes-ie, if you're reading this, don't decide to dig into the village's secrets by yourself! We do it together! Got it? ^^

However….

I had done it.

“You found its identity.”

I raised my head.

“You dragged that thing out of the Seonangdang (Village Shrine). And now that its identity has been revealed.”

Agent Bronze was smiling.

“Ending this disaster has become the specialty we are best at.”

Namely….

The specialty of the Hyunmoo Team.

“An evil thing in the traditional sense. Repelling it.”

“Elder!”

A shout is heard from the roof.

As Agent Choi throws the Executioner's Sword into the sky, the Dokkaebi-Infused Lantern in his hand burns as brightly as the sun.

Flames that scour even the bottom of the broken Seonangdang (Village Shrine).

Aaaaaaaah!

The dark and humid Yin space created for the centipede is burned away, and a bright and warm Yang energy arrives.

Aagh, agh, uuugh!

The centipede, having lost many of its human arms, opens its mouth again, but its enlightenment is no longer well-realized in human language.

The systematized repelling of the Supernatural Disaster by the Hyunmoo Team slowly corners it.

First. Purification of the ritual space.

Drive out the environment where wicked things like to dwell.

And second.

Restraint.

“Now!”

The bullets Agent Bronze had fired tighten around the Seonangdang (Village Shrine).

The centipede, having lost many human arms and exposed to the blinding environment, flails and struggles.

However, the response that pierced its innate and elemental weaknesses like an awl severed its connection with the indescribable evil truth it held, making it vulnerable.

Thus, the end approaches.

Third.

“Seal.”

䥗

The last bullet is fired from Agent Bronze’s Glass Hand Cannon.

Infused with the powerful ritual of exorcism and crafted with the clever and skillful hand of a master at the Baridegi Workshop, it struck the evil thing’s body perfectly.

Right in the forehead.

Tsh.

Then.

From the hole in the centipede’s body where the bullet had embedded itself, the contents began to be sucked in.

Inside.

Oooooooooh!

The centipede crumpled with a bizarre bursting sound as if shrinking into a single point. No, not just the centipede, but the Seonangdang (Village Shrine), the ground beneath it, the alcohol, and its territory contaminated by the Jinejiseung were all sucked in.

Into the glass bullet.

Aaaaaaaah!

The centipede’s voice echoed like a death rattle, and then….

It stopped.

…….

Clatter.

The glass bead, which had turned black, fell into the hollow pit where the Seonangdang (Village Shrine) once stood.

On the surface of the glass bullet, now the size of a fist, was the image of a centipede engraved in intaglio.

That rough and magnificent carving tried to flash golden like a fragment of the Sacred Law Scripture of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, but it soon vanished as if blocked by a powerful sealing force.

The surface of the glass bullet soon turned into a lump of silver as if cooling down coldly.

“…….”

“…….”

Agent Bronze went to the pit, picked up the silver bead, scanned the front as if to check it, and then put it into a pouch.

Then he declared.

“It is concluded.”

“Phew!”

Agent Choi sat down on the ground while still holding the Executioner's Sword.

“Are the people okay?”

“Yes. They are in a stable state.”

The outsiders and villagers who had undergone the shocking experience were all collapsed and unconscious, wandering unsteadily, or standing still and staring blankly into the air.

It seemed that as the centipede, which had shown them the truth of violent madness, disappeared, they had temporarily lost their Lee Ji to that void.

The pungmul performers had vanished, leaving only their instruments and clothes behind.

Occasionally, things like bones and soil could be seen beneath the collapsed clothes…….

And my eyes, which had scanned all of that, returned to Agent Choi’s back.

“…….”

The agent was sitting still.

Staring at the spot where the Seonangdang (Village Shrine) had disappeared and left a depression.

‘…What is he thinking?’

A spy who would die in a month if he didn’t leak information from the Disaster Management Bureau.

Even he himself had almost been killed because of it.

But the agent who came down to the countryside with all sorts of preparations in just one day to save that mole, risking his life to fight the centipede… what would he be thinking?

“…….”

I didn't want to know.

Because the thoughts I would have, the things I would have to do after realizing it, felt too exhausting.

It was definitely like that.

But you see.

Right now, for a brief, very brief moment….

I also want to hear the answer.

What he's thinking.

“…Grapes-ie.”

“……!”

“Want to come here?”

Without being able to think of anything, I moved my feet toward him.

Agent Choi did not look back at me.

However, as I approached, he reached out his hand behind his back.

Toward me.

“It’s all done. Let’s go back.”

…….

…….

I took that hand.

Agent Choi pulled my hand and stood up lightly from his seat.

“Up we go!”

The face looking back at me held the same smile as before.

And he began to make a fuss.

“Oh boy, my poor bones. I mean, I took just one day off and the kid goes and gets himself kidnapped. This is why I can’t ever rest.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not Grapes’s fault, right? They said the reporter wasn't in their right mind, and unexpected situations can't be helped.”

“…….”

“Still, don't do anything too reckless next time.”

As if there would naturally be a next time.

That’s how he spoke.

“……Yes.”

It was strange, but for some reason, I felt like the situation had improved a little.

Even though nothing had been resolved or progressed.

“…….”

My head feels like it's clearing up a bit.

“Good. That’s more like Hyunmoo Team 1!”

Agent Choi gave me a pat on the back and then headed toward Agent Bronze to see the bead he had collected.

I took a deep breath in and out.

‘Right.’

At least I survived today.

And since I saw the Disaster Management Bureau agents seal a bizarre existence from a ghost story with traditional exorcism… maybe, it might not be a bad day.

‘And the people all lived too.’

…My heart felt a lot lighter.

The brightly shining Dokkaebi Fire had disappeared, but the sun was up in the sky, sparkling.

‘Hmm.’

And when I looked down, I saw the people who had served as my human palanquin collapsed next to the empty Seonangdang (Village Shrine) area.

But there were only three.

‘Baek Saheon.’

I turned my gaze to the spot where the person who reported the rescue had been standing.

Baek Saheon, who had been one of the human palanquin bearers, was originally standing to the left of the Seonangdang (Village Shrine)….

‘Hmm.’

Before I knew it, he was gone.

It seemed he had run away the moment things started going sideways.

‘It’s not surprising.’

No, in this case, it was actually the wisest decision.

Still, now that I’ve regained some energy, it does feel a bit annoying.

‘I suffered like a dog because that jerk pushed me into the position to die in his place….’

Still, the fact that he risked being caught to tell me about the village all night was definitely helpful.

‘Now that jerk won't have to come back here either.’

-No, I have to come here every year. If I just run away, I’ll go crazy and hang myself!

According to what Baek Saheon said at dawn, the villagers had to visit this Jisan Village periodically to escape the madness of the ‘Truth of the World.’

No matter how much they soaked the centipede in alcohol, pressed it with a weight stone, and enshrined it in the Seonangdang (Village Shrine), it was likely because they had already had too much contact with it.

But now that the source, the Jinejiseung, was gone, though I don’t know for sure, it should be better.

‘Hmm.’

Just as I was about to look away, I discovered something peculiar.

There was something in the spot where Baek Saheon had been.

“…….”

I moved just a little bit and picked up the item.

A note… no, something like a small Paper Boat made with origami.

‘Did he leave this?’

Thinking I should check it later, I tucked it into my pocket.

And when I turned my head, I met the eyes of Agent Choi, who was watching me.

“…….”

“…….”

Agent Choi turned his head with that same smiling face and said nonchalantly.

“It’s lucky we weren’t late, right? I really came running as soon as the preparations were finished.”

“If you hadn't been at Mount Seorak, Agent, you would have arrived much sooner. Why on earth did you go there after taking a day of annual leave?”

“Hahaha… to recuperate in a place with good air and good water? Oh, anyway, there she is! The number one contributor who let us get to Grapes on time.”

Agent Choi pointed to a certain place.

At the end of his finger… was Assistant Manager Eun Haje!

“Yes. She told us the location of the Seonangdang (Village Shrine) immediately.”

“…!”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje had been waiting at the village entrance, and as soon as she saw them, she had directed them to the Seonangdang (Village Shrine).

Thanks to that, the agents were able to arrive before I was possessed by the Jinejiseung and became its arm….

‘…She must have been busy with her own work too.’

I was grateful.

I tried not to stare blankly.

“She recognized Bronzie. Oh, she’s greeting us.”

When Assistant Manager Eun Haje met our eyes, she nodded slightly and then disappeared into the crowd.

To be precise, she probably thought she had, and I accepted it as such, but apparently, it wasn’t so for someone with exceptionally good eyes.

Because she was moving with a clear purpose among the people who were dazed and out of their minds.

“Shh.”

Agent Choi, who had been staring at her with a finger to his lips, frowned slightly.

“She’s heading toward the abandoned house. Hmm.”

He quickly straightened his clothes while putting away the Executioner's Sword.

“Let’s follow her. Her destination is unique… she’s a reporter, you say?”

“That is correct.”

“That’s quite a good profession to use when infiltrating….”

A deduction that sent a chill down my spine.

‘Assistant manager mustn't be caught either.’

I didn't want to put Assistant Manager Eun Haje in a difficult spot, nor did I want to push Agent Choi any further into Director Ho’s clutches.

It would be a total catastrophe.

“Hmm.”

Agent Choi, who was exchanging words with Agent Bronze, looked back at me. And after what seemed like a careful look at me, he said:

“Grapes… you can go out and rest for a bit.”

No.

“If it's alright, I'd like to move with you.”

“Alright. Let’s go together.”

“…….”

Did he notice?

Even if he hadn't, the kindness made me feel like my stomach was twisting.

Regardless, I quickened my pace to follow the moving agents.

And a short while later.

We saw Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had partially torn off the wood covering the well and was peering inside.

“…It’s not here.”

She muttered to herself.

“Civilian? Are you looking for something right now?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had been looking down the well, raised her head and gave us a somewhat incredulous expression.

“Why act like ordinary civil servants now… honestly. Aren't you two like… the ones in cartoons? Something like that.”

“Cartoons….”

“How about 007 while you’re at it? Haha, the Agent here really likes that expression!”

“…Ha.”

Agent Choi chuckled and patted Agent Bronze on the back, then placed his index finger over his lips.

Agent Bronze squeezed his eyes shut. Agent, really….

Watching this, Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged.

“Anyway, I have no intention of telling anyone, so don't worry.”

“Thank you!”

But I saw the agents secretly exchanging glances.

The Jujak Team agents from the Disaster Management Bureau would likely swarm this village soon to ‘clean up,’ and in the process, a large-scale harmless memory erasure would also be conducted on the people….

I hoped Assistant manager would leave before then.

I was breaking into a cold sweat.

Meanwhile, the agents got down to business.

“By the way, why were you looking at that well?”

“Well, I heard a rumor that there’s a strange legend here. Was it that it's connected to some mysterious place?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje reached into her pocket to pull out a cigarette, then quickly put it back.

“I came here because I heard a rumor that strange things happen during this village’s festival….”

She tapped the well with her finger.

“Well. Doesn't seem like there's anything special about it.”

“Aha.”

Agent Choi nodded and pulled a light source from his chest as if to help with her investigation.

The Dokkaebi-Infused Lantern.

In that red-flashing light, the shadows of the well were momentarily brightened.

“Here, let me light it for you!”

“…Must it be with that?”

“Yes, yes.”

Agent Choi said with a smile.

“Moreover, as for this lantern, it even plays the role of detecting danger!”

“Aha.”

“Look. The color is changing, right? This red flickering is…”

“Is what?”

“It means something that isn't human is nearby.”

“…….”

“…….”

“Who are you?”

Silence.

“The one who guided us earlier was definitely a person, but you aren't human.”

“…….”

The thing in the form of Assistant Manager Eun Haje raised its head.

A slightly soft smile appeared on that face.

“You’re quick on the uptake.”

“……!”

“Hello, Agent! We’re old acquaintances, aren't we?”

“Agent Choi!”

As Agent Bronze hurriedly moved to take a defensive stance, Agent Choi stopped him with a gesture.

Even then, the thing in Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s form was speaking with an gentle and kind expression she would never normally wear.

“Ah. I clearly asked this person to do something else, but it seemed like they were moving to a strange place. So I’m helping them personally.”

Director Ho.

I couldn't tell if he had shape-shifted or was controlling her, but it was him.

Director Ho, in the form of Assistant Manager Eun Haje, was standing before us.

“Do you perhaps have something to say to me?”

No.

‘He’s doing it on purpose!’

We mustn't continue talking to Director Ho here. Agent Bronze was in this spot.

‘The probability of Agent Choi breaking his Binding Restriction is too high…!’

Even if that wasn’t the case, Agent Bronze might get dragged into this. Or Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

It was happening again.

‘No.’

I gritted my teeth and looked for a timing to intervene. And the moment I tried to say something somehow.

“It’s actually a good thing. It’ll be easier. …Now that I know who it is.”

Agent Choi pointed with his Executioner's Sword.

…At me.

“…?!”

“Grapes-ie.”

“Agent Choi, what are you doing now….”

Chime, chime.

“It was hard, wasn't it?”

“…….”

“It’ll be okay now.”

Chime, chime.

“Your Binding Restriction.”

“……!?”

What on earth was he saying, no, saying that like that now…….

…….

‘…Wait a minute.’

I realized.

Right. It was true that Agent Choi couldn't tell anyone about the experience of last night because of the Binding Restriction.

The fact that I was a spy.

The fact that I planned to leak information from the Disaster Management Bureau.

And even the fact that he himself was under a Binding Restriction.

‘They are all forbidden.’

But you see.

“After thinking about it… I realized there’s something I can do.”

The Binding Restriction on me is an exception.

The fact that ‘an Agent of the We Help team is under a strange Binding Restriction originating from a Supernatural Being’ is not included in the terms of the Binding Restriction.

I can make as many attempts to break it as I want.

“…!”

“I really struggled to find someone renowned in Seoraksan.”

Agent Choi raised his head and looked at the sky.

“They have arrived.”

Chapter 201

“…!!”

Baek Saheon suddenly jerked his head up.

Just now, there was a thunderous roar from behind. Perhaps an even more catastrophic event was unfolding in the village….

‘Fuck, is this the time to be thinking about that?’

He bit his lip and started moving again.

He had to get as far away as possible, as fast as he could.

“Huff, huff.”

Inside the massive backpack Baek Saheon carried while running along the mountain path were water, food, and survival gear he had meticulously selected.

He had gathered them to use for a quick escape from this village someday, hiding them in a place only he knew. He couldn't believe he was finally able to use them.

However, the empty space that had been left in the backpack was now filled with….

Human remains.

The remnants left behind after the Pungmulnori troupe collapsed and vanished.

Among them were the bones of the person who was once his sister.

“…….”

They were heavy; he should have abandoned them.

Even though he knew it was a foolish thing to do, he found himself ridiculous for stubbornly bringing them along, but he couldn't bring himself to throw them on the ground now.

However, that was the only thing on his mind.

‘I wish they’d all just die.’

Actually, it was for the best.

The villagers, the outsiders who came to the village, and the agents who failed to rescue him.

I hope they all die, and this shitty village leaves no trace behind.

It was an imagination that sent a thrill to the top of his head.

But.

‘Still, that agent….’

That young agent with glasses who made him pick the ‘Special Prize.’

He was surprisingly calm and never once spoke sarcastically or got angry. Even after helping him, he never demanded anything in return.

And in the end, he kept his promise.

Both of them surviving.

Not betraying.

‘…….’

He felt a strange sensation.

It was likely a feeling he was experiencing for the first time in his life.

This peculiar feeling one gets when they inadvertently try to do something good, something they would never normally do, and achieve it.

People called it a sense of accomplishment.

‘…….’

That must have been why. Why he had impulsively left the ‘Paper Boat’ behind.

Of course, that would only mean something if that agent survived to the end and found it.

‘…I’ll think about it if he actually picks it up.’

Thinking back to the centipede and the Executioner's Sword and all that madness earlier, he might be dead by now….

At that moment.

“……!”

A bizarre pressure that made his spine tingle struck the back of his neck like a chilling stab.

Something was behind him.

It was clear that something even more bizarre was happening in the village.

‘…Fuck.’

Baek Saheon eventually couldn't resist and glanced back.

And.

“……!!”

His face turned ghostly pale as he began to sprint along the mountain path again.

He never looked back a second time.

‘Damn it.’

The sight he had just seen.

Crimson blood was pouring down from the sky.

I prostrated myself.

It happened automatically. I ended up face-down with both hands on the ground.

As if I were bowing.

I see you, I see you

I see you

Splatter.

Red blood pours over my head and the backs of my hands.

Wicked beast, plague, ancient fox spirit

A pain intense enough to make me scream burns in one of my hands. My left hand, which hadn't been severed.

I feel like I’m going to die!

I smell rot

I clawed at the ground with my hands.

“Agent Grapes!”

I heard Agent Bronze and Agent Choi bickering.

“Isn’t that the Tiger General of Daecheongbong! Have you lost your mind? A supernatural phenomenon that isn't even friendly to humans...!”

“Later! Quiet for now!”

I suppressed my groans and hurriedly looked to the side.

Director Ho, in the form of Assistant Manager Eun Haje….

Filthy and lowly thing

Let me see your face

He was smiling while being drenched in the blood.

“This person is an acquaintance of mine. Do not concern yourself, Old One, and be on your way.”

Blisters began to bubble up and boil on the back of my hand.

I see a tail

“This person is an acquaintance of mine. Old One, just stay across the threshold and shout all you want.”

The blisters burst red, and pus began to bloom. The traces of an infectious disease.

The tail has been cut

“This person is an acquaintance of mine. Old One, just sit on the wooden porch and have your meal.”

The pus burst and flowed.

Crafty tongue

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s body floated into the air.

“……!”

Her limbs were fixed brutally as if they were being twisted, yet the gentle smile on her face remained unchanged.

“Don’t….”

“Shh.”

Agent Choi pressed down on my shoulder.

Die

Thunder struck.

Leave only your hide

And burn to death

“I don’t want to.”

Director Ho’s expression was revealed amidst the lightning.

“It is tigers who die and leave their hides. I have no idea what you are talking about.”

He was still smiling.

“They say a half-baked mudang can kill a person, and it’s truly terrifying. I am not a fox spirit. Is there any proof that I am a fox? Is there any proof that I am a ghost? How about something like this? Begone, evil spirit; Namu Amita Bul Gwanse-eum Bosal; Geup-geup-yeo-yul-ryeong; May the Kingdom of God the Father come; I’ll even sprinkle salt and red beans.”

The lightning struck again.

“But it’s not working.”

A tearing sound.

“What to do. You must have been mistaken. How unfortunate….”

A serene voice came from the one suspended in the air.

“You can’t burn me.”

Amidst the blood falling from the sky, a massive eye was revealed.

You are noisy

Director Ho’s limbs were twisted.

Ancient and stubborn

You filthy thing

Begone at once

“Oh dear.”

I shall grab you by the tail

And you shall flee

“You are truly tyrannical. To forcibly separate my acquaintance and me like this.”

The smiling face looked back at me.

“What a pity. Soleum-nim.”

“…!”

And in the next moment.

He vanished.

The body of Assistant Manager Eun Haje, which had been bound in the air and bizarrely twisted, no longer existed, as if she had never been there.

Along with Director Ho, who had been dwelling in that body.

“…….”

“…….”

Did he… flee?

My mind began to race with complex deductions about how he was controlling Assistant Manager Eun Haje, what kind of binding restriction was placed on her, and whether she was okay now.

But at the same time, I found myself looking up at the sky.

The raining blood had stopped.

And then I looked down at the back of my hand again.

The blisters and pus had vanished cleanly.

As if they had been washed away by the blood.

The filth

I have removed it

As promised

“…….”

“No, General! You said you’d make that fellow beg for mercy and pay his respects! But he fled just fine!”

Silence, you insolent thing

Agent Choi was grabbed by the neck and lifted into the air.

“Agent!”

“Ugh, haha….”

I hurriedly looked at the sky and shouted.

“I apologize. And thank you!”

…….

A child who knows manners

From the sky.

Something looked down at me.

Good

It examined me.

And declared.

Serve me

Wait.

Offer your bows

I shall allow it

A strange power began to press down on my shoulders and back….

“You cannot.”

“…….”

Agent Choi raised his arm.

“This one already has someone they serve. See? It’s the Goblin Old One.”

At the end of that arm, the Old One’s Goblin Lantern flickered.

“Now that your procession is over, you should have a magnificent feast. Please return before it gets cold, Tiger General!”

A bold one

A sound like a feline predator snorting erupted.

Prepare the

Royal Feast Table as promised

And then.

Everything became still.

The blood raining from the sky and the striking lightning all vanished as if they had been a lie.

“Phew…….”

With deep sighs, all three agents collapsed onto the ground.

I managed to open my mouth.

“…That being.”

“Ah, the master of Seoraksan Daecheongbong, Tiger General King Bodhisattva… it’s a bit complicated, but you can think of it like that. That’s what he wants to be called.”

Ah.

At that moment, I realized what kind of ghost story his true identity was.

[Tiger General of Daecheongbong]

A tiger ghost story derived from [White Tiger Great Killing], which signifies a great misfortune and a celestial clash that brings disaster in one’s destiny (Saju).

However, the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau discovered a way to make this ghost story devour misfortune or ill luck, noting that this particular 'Sal' (killing energy) can actually act advantageously when one is engaged in work related to blades, blood, or punishment.

Refer here for more detailed [Exploration Records].

And that meant….

First of all, one must carry the sacrifice entirely on their own strength and climb to Daecheongbong on Seoraksan.

Agent Choi had done that.

“…….”

I struggled to avoid asking about that and painfully changed the subject.

“…According to Agent Bronze, it didn’t seem like a supernatural phenomenon that was friendly to humans.”

“Ah, that.”

Agent Choi shrugged his shoulders.

“To be precise… he’s just disinterested. If you sincerely prepare and offer the Royal Feast Table, he’ll listen when he’s in a good mood.”

“The problem is that he’ll even accept a human on that Royal Feast Table!”

Fire sparked in Agent Bronze’s eyes. Agent Choi grinned.

“Hey, the Bureau is coaxing and soothing him just fine. He’s living a vegan lifestyle.”

And in the next moment, Agent Choi’s eyes immediately turned back to me.

“Wait, this isn't the time for such talk.”

Specifically, at the back of my hand, which had been washed clean by the blood.

Though he tried to hide it, a slight tension lingered in his eyes.

“It’s gone… right?”

“…….”

Agent Bronze’s eyes also moved toward the back of my hand.

Since they had seen what happened earlier, they could easily guess that the being dwelling in the Assistant Manager’s body had placed some foul curse or misfortune on the back of my hand.

“Agent Grapes, what on earth…….”

“We’ll talk in detail once we’re back. First, let’s just confirm. …Grapes-ie. Say anything.”

I hesitated before opening my mouth.

“…I am a roe deer.”

“……!”

I could do it.

Without any resistance.

It worked.

“It worked!”

The binding restriction was broken.

‘My god.’

I looked down at the back of my hand with dazed eyes.

And right on time, the sound of a bicycle bell began to ring from outside the village.

“The Jujak Team is here.”

Like a signal of the conclusion.

“This Jisan Village… still has many suspicious corners. They’ll start a full-scale search from now on. They’ll look for people too. The well, as well.”

Agent Choi, who lightly tapped the side of the well site, spoke in a cheerful tone.

“Other peculiarities might pop up, but not right away. Let’s head back for today.”

“…Yes.”

A strange sense of relief spread from my chest.

Yes. Now the binding restriction is broken.

Dying within a month is over too. I am free…….

…….

Wait a minute.

—What a pity. Soleum-nim.

“…Agent Grapes?”

I was mistaken.

I had been swept up in the moment and felt an absurd sense of relief. This was not the time to be happy or lighthearted at all.

I needed to cool my blood.

‘I’m fucked.’

I couldn't afford to fall out with Director Ho here.

Dying in a month because I failed the mission? That’s a big problem, but more important than that is successfully completing the mission and getting the Wish Ticket.

But isn't this too clear a betrayal? To carry out Director Ho’s mission, this can’t be…….

Wait.

I turned back to Agent Choi.

Was even this… my complete fallout with Director Ho, what he was aiming for?

“…….”

“Grapes-ie.”

Agent Choi didn't meet my gaze.

Instead, with that same smiling face, he took out his Executioner's Sword and checked the blade.

As he spoke.

“But… on the way back. According to Disaster Management Bureau procedure, there’s a place Grapes has to go.”

“…Pardon?”

The Executioner's Sword spun smoothly once in the agent’s hand.

“You were under a binding restriction that the Disaster Management Bureau didn't know about.”

“……!”

“Since an agent was under some strange binding restriction, we have to properly investigate how it happened. That’s procedure. Safely, …in the Containment Zone.”

What he was holding along with the Executioner's Sword was revealed to my sight.

A small glass bead.

“Let’s go in.”

The same thing I had seen a few days ago.

A Glass Prison Portable Containment Unit.

No.

“Wait….”

Tap.

“……!!”

Before I could even finish my sentence, numerous hands sprouted from the void created by Agent Choi’s bead and grabbed me.

“Agent….”

“Shh.”

Because of the sudden situation, there wasn't even anything to grab onto and hold out, so I was quickly restrained.

“If you’re cooperative with the interrogation process, you’ll be out in no time. Don’t worry.”

I grit my teeth and looked at him.

Agent Choi blocked Agent Bronze, who was about to rush over in surprise, with his Executioner's Sword.

“We took a bit of a detour, but it’ll be fine.”

“Agent Choi, what is the meaning of this….”

“Just a moment.”

Agent Choi looked back at me and said quietly.

“Get some rest. …Grapes-ie.”

I was sucked into the void.

And just like that, I was transported to the Glass Prison.
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An underground location of unknown whereabouts.

A dark steel area, much like an evacuation space inside a tunnel.

“…….”

“Ah, Agent. This way.”

The agent from Hyunmoo Team 1 followed the guide.

In the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau's Glass Prison, there were no employees working as guards.

An unknown supernatural power, devoid of sound and form, acted as the guard, and one person at a time worked in shifts to check the status of that 'guard.'

The person in charge asked cautiously.

“…Did you come for the interrogation of that Agent Grapes, no, 37-999?”

“…….”

“I see. This way.”

Following the guide's cautious lead, the agent opened a steel door, avoiding the 'guard,' and stepped inside. That place was….

A crystal cave.

“…!”

Countless pieces of quartz reflected light in a diffused manner, making all sorts of shadows and shapes flicker throughout the cave.

Yet, strangely, no light source that could be the origin of the reflections was visible.

A feast of light and shadow with no starting point.

Click.

“The prison cell is here.”

The person in charge willingly opened a rusted door located in the corner.

However, there was no human figure there.

Instead….

Countless glass beads were piled up against every wall, forming a structure that diffused light.

“…….”

The agent looked at it with dark eyes.

Layer upon layer of glass beads filled the space densely, forming a cone shape. It felt almost like an ornament.

However, things could be seen moving inside each and every glass bead.

Aaaah….

Let me out let me out let me out please

You betrayed me.

Am I going to die here?

Isolated prisoners.

The one standing before them could observe each thing inside those glass beads as if they were a giant. A strange structure that felt somewhat like a panopticon.

That was the true identity of the Glass Prison.

A secret room consisting of a single bead.

In this crystal cave, whose exact location was unknown to anyone but those involved and whose mode of existence was a mystery, one could not leave unless the gatekeeper personally moved that glass bead outside.

Even if one managed to break their own glass and succeed in escaping, it was not a true escape.

It was merely the inside of another glass bead.

A circular structure. A continuous chain of glass rooms that never ended.

“It's the bead at the very top. I heard you made a special request. I heard you asked for it to be even a little more comfortable…. Since he was originally an agent, after all.”

The agent's eyes stopped.

Exactly… the 37th floor. The summit of the glass beads.

The single bead located there.

To that identification tag.

“…….”

A black shadow was visible inside the glass bead, but the human figure, which looked to be lying on the floor, did not move.

“My apologies for the long-windedness. This is the record of 37-999’s previous interrogations.”

The agent barely managed to take the documents handed over by the person in charge and read them down.

[Prisoner Number: 37-999]

[Prisoner: Kim ■■ (Agent Code Name: Grapes)]

[Affiliation: Emergency Rescue Squad Hyunmoo Team 1 (Pending)]

[The transfer was originally proceeded for the purpose of a simple mental and physical check-up taking 24 hours, but return was delayed due to a strange pattern revealed during the first day's interview.]

[Discussion for formal imprisonment in progress.]

The agent's hand clenched tightly for a moment at the last line, but he soon turned the page.

Rustle.

[Day 1.]

[The prisoner was transferred to the Glass Prison as part of the procedure to examine an agent who had been under a special Binding Restriction.]

[The Binding Restriction was confirmed to have already been lifted (Executing Entity: Tiger General of Daecheongbong), a light interview and physical examination were conducted.]

[※ Abnormality discovered during the interview process.]

[The prisoner arbitrarily refused all statements regarding the identity, timing, and form of the supernatural entity that imposed the Binding Restriction.]

[Check-up procedure suspended. Switched to interrogation.]

Of course, at first, even if it was called an interrogation, it wasn't that intense.

Why are you refusing to testify, where does it hurt, is there no estimated time when it was imposed even roughly, what kind of Binding Restriction was it.

They approached slowly, thinking the agent was showing a traumatic response to a shocking event.

However, the reaction returned to all those questions was the same.

[The prisoner entirely refused to answer all questions.]

It was then that the officials began to feel the seriousness of the situation.

[Suspected of acting to evade testimony by knowing the interrogation effects of the Glass Prison in advance.]

Thus, from the evening of the 2nd day, the true interrogation of the Glass Prison began.

[Interrogation Intensity: 3]

[Deploys professional interrogators.]

[Tenacious and detailed questions, trap questions, implications hidden within mundane questions, questions structured so that even silence becomes an answer….]

The intensity gradually rose.

After three days had passed, the Glass Prison finally made the prisoner, who had persistently evaded all questions, succumb to the situation.

[Interrogation Intensity: 7]

[Restrains the prisoner's body. After fixing the head and eyes so they cannot avoid the gaze, the premise that silence is an affirmation is asserted.]

[A gag is worn during questioning to avoid attempts to not listen to questions through meaningless exclamations, etc.]

[Thereafter, it became possible to discern 'Yes or No' from the prisoner.]

The only saving grace was that interrogation methods that pressured by changing the prison's living environment were not used.

It was a decision made considering the prisoner's health condition, but it wasn't very effective.

[Day 5.]

[Prisoner Status: Poor.]

[Politely declined suggestions for sleep and meals.]

[Requested to let the Goblin Fire provided to him out of the prison, saying he felt 'sorry' for it.]

[Disallowed due to concerns over the prisoner's escape attempt and unexpected situations.]

[However, for emotional stability, several items preferred by Goblins were brought into the cell.]

[Prisoner expressed gratitude.]

[Special Note: Personal opinion of the interrogator.]

[-At this rate, it seems another Binding Restriction is in place. I recommend transferring him to a professional examination institution rather than here to proceed with a gut or exorcism again.]

However, to the question of whether another Binding Restriction was imposed, the answer 'No' surprisingly came directly from the person himself.

And that was judged as the truth by the Glass Prison.

[-It might be a suggestion that makes him think he isn't under a Binding Restriction.]

Despite such a personal opinion from the person in charge, the transfer was also processed as pending for the time being.

The page turns.

The date changes again, and the prisoner's condition worsens further.

[Day 6.]

[Prisoner Status: Poor.]

[Provided a special meal out of concern for the prisoner's health condition. (Subsequently, the special meal (mung bean chicken soup) was left untouched until the next day.)]

[No response to interview.]

[The deployment of the Nightmare Maze was proposed for a more intense interrogation, but it fell through due to strong opposition from field agents.]

“…….”

“This is the record up until yesterday.”

And from the next page, it's not a record, but an inference.

Speculation about the prisoner's identity.

Information that only the current person in charge and the interrogator could view, labeled with 'Absolute Prohibition of External Disclosure.'

[Circumstances suspected of being a spy confirmed.]

The agent's hand clenched tightly.

[The prisoner consistently attempts to maintain silence for all interrogations, but based on several truths confirmed in extreme situations, the 'questions he wishes to avoid most' can be inferred.]

[They are as follows.]

[Source of information.]

[Purpose of working at the Disaster Management Bureau.]

[The one who imposed the Binding Restriction.]

[Unclear gap period before employment.]

[Various traces of Contamination.]

And so the conclusion had been reached.

But the sentence did not end there.

[However, considering the prisoner has no moral disqualifications, the fact that he faithfully performed all assigned supernatural disaster response tasks, and his ethical tendencies confirmed as true, this is suspected to be an act using coercive means such as blackmail or sorcery.]

[Since the information that can be confirmed with short answers is limited, introduce a method to draw a more cooperative attitude from the prisoner.]

The agent turned the page.

It was the last page.

A document attached as a temporary appendix was visible.

The reason he was standing in this place now.

[Special Note: An agent of Hyunmoo Team 1, who transferred the prisoner to the prison, strongly applied for the role of interrogator for the past few days but was disallowed due to regulation violations.]

[Confirmed application for interrogator from another agent within Hyunmoo Team 1 who was deployed to the same site at the time.]

[Approval pending.]

“…….”

“Preparations are complete, Agent.”

Ryu Jaekwan lowered the record from his hands.

And for the interrogation, he approached the front of the glass bead.

I blinked.

A transparent ceiling is visible.

In the narrow hemispherical space surrounding him, a bed, a desk, a chair, and a few books and food are placed according to specifications.

Beyond that, it is not visible as if wrapped in fog, but I could tell that the material composing the walls was transparent.

‘…So it was a place like this.’

The Glass Prison.

A long time ago, a Dokkaebi won a grand tile-roofed house by winning a game of Yutnori against a certain Mr. Kim.

However, Mr. Kim, not wanting to lose his house, came up with a scheme. He denounced and drove the Dokkaebi away, claiming the Dokkaebi had used foul play in the bet with strange magic.

The Dokkaebi was furious.

So, he created a space where no one could use foul play inside a glass bead only as big as a thumb joint and invited Mr. Kim inside. And the two played Yutnori again.

The Dokkaebi won.

He won and won again.

Until he had taken everything belonging to Mr. Kim.

His house, his wealth, his family, his appearance, his status, his lifespan, and even his name.

Finally, the Dokkaebi, who had taken over the tile-roofed house and become Mr. Kim, abandoned the cave he lived in and the glass bead as a gift of consolation to his Yutnori opponent who had lost everything.

The defeated Mr. Kim, no, the one who became nothing, remained in the cave like that.

Even today, the one who is nothing is guarding the glass beads in the crystal cave where the Dokkaebi used to live.

So that no one can use 'foul play.'

The Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau built the Glass Prison system using this.

These mysterious glass beads where all supernatural phenomena are blocked, and the gatekeeper who protects them.

‘I heard they mixed in some supernatural phenomenon related to the underworld and judgment….’

Whatever.

It didn't matter.

What mattered was that the place where I am currently imprisoned can only have a clean and accurate reality remaining.

Inside this, supernatural entities can only exist, and all actions that are realistically impossible do not occur.

Just like… the reality outside the Wiki.

Here, all items are useless, and tattoos are just tattoos.

‘During the body search, they only took away things like the glass hand cannon I had on me.’

Since the inventory tattoo wouldn't activate, there was nothing to search through.

But in the same sense, it could be seen as an extremely reassuring place.

‘Because it means there's no chance of suddenly falling into a ghost story.’

Physically, it should be correct that I can rest ‘safely,’ just as Agent Choi said. I even heard that some people voluntarily imprison themselves here to avoid curses or malevolence.

However….

“…….”

I cannot sleep.

Tension and resignation pulse together throughout my body.

Just like the past few days when I was being interrogated.

The intensity of the Glass Prison's interrogation is gradually increasing. I am desperately evading answers, but quite a bit of information has already been extracted.

‘They must surely be suspecting it.’

That I am suspicious.

That I might even be a spy.

‘If so, from now on, they might… introduce even more powerful methods.’

The Management Bureau is an institution that can be infinitely merciless toward selected villains.

Recalling several interrogation methods I already knew, cold sweat trickled down from my temples.

‘Damn it.’

Perhaps Agent Choi expected that I, with the Binding Restriction lifted, would confess everything from the beginning….

Maybe he hoped I would give up since I can't return to Director Ho anyway.

The problem is that my secrets don't end there.

Among the things I know, there are too many things that cannot be explained simply by being a spy.

I don't even know how far I'll be forced to speak, and I don't know what my treatment will be afterward if I do—secrets like those.

My original world, the Dream Incubation Room, various contaminations, and… even the Dark Exploration Records.

‘If I were going to talk, I should have confessed from the start and settled things as a spy.’

But in that case, what about Yeongeun and Mr. Heowoon, who came in with me?

And what about my Wish Ticket?

‘Back then, this was the right choice.’

……But, even so, I know.

That this, too, will soon reach its limit.

“…….”

I am soaked in a sense of lethargy, but I had to pull myself together.

The time is approaching. The grueling interrogation time, where traps and decoys will come rushing in.

Swallowing my saliva, I calmed my anxiety as much as possible and calmly categorized in my head the things that must absolutely not be caught.

And….

Drrrrrrrrk.

The sound of glass clashing is heard.

Beyond that glass wall, a human figure approached.

An interrogator appearing with the wall between us.

However, that figure was not the person in charge I saw yesterday.

“…Prisoner 37-999.”

“…!!”

Agent Bronze.

Ryu Jaekwan was standing beyond the glass with dark eyes.

Wait a minute.

‘Agent Bronze is… today's interrogator?’

The interrogation method has changed.

I assessed the situation while tense.

Agent Bronze spoke slowly, not avoiding my eyes.

“…I will notify you before the interrogation. You have the freedom to state falsehoods, but all lies will be revealed transparently.”

I know.

If one gives false testimony in the Glass Prison, the truthful response to that testimony is projected onto the glass.

Only silence will protect you.

—A prisoner from a Daydream.

That's why I couldn't say anything.

Because lying here is no different from telling the truth.

But my silence must have also been suspicious. It makes them suspect if I already knew the mechanism of this prison. It's obvious.

‘And that, too… is the truth.’

I would have suspected it too.

I grit my teeth while looking at Agent Bronze.

‘Has the direction of the interrogation been set toward mobilizing acquaintances?’

It was a relatively generous treatment… but I couldn't deny that it would be effective.

“The interrogation will begin.”

I swallowed a groan.

And….

A completely unexpected question came out.

“Where is your home?”

“……!”
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Home.

The destination.

The reason I wanted to win a Wish Ticket.

I used to call it that, as a shorthand for my intense desire to escape this world and return to where I originally lived.

‘I want to go home.’

…Only in my head!

My private affairs, which I had never voiced aloud, suddenly burst forth in this interrogation room.

‘Where is my home?’

I forced my hands to relax so as not to grip the chair.

I must not lie.

“Why are you suddenly asking that?”

“…I heard that home is very important to you.”

From whom? No….

…….

I remembered.

-So what’s the wish you’re trying to achieve?

-Going home.

Agent Choi must have told him.

I recalled that hellish night when I encountered Director Ho in a taxi.

And the conversation I had with Agent Choi afterward.

“…….”

Home.

Was that judged to be a personal conversation unrelated to me being a spy?

‘Even so, why did you even try to mention it?’

Isn't it dangerous?

And nothing changes just because Agent Bronze knows it.

I changed the subject.

“Should I tell you where I commute from?”

“No. That isn’t your home.”

…!

Agent Bronze looked at me silently.

“I know you’re staying in a motel.”

“…….”

“I’ve already confirmed that there are no personal furniture pieces, let alone anything that could be called your own property, in the room you're occupying. …A few sets of clothes were all there was.”

It felt like the things I had kept only as thoughts were being exposed.

“That place cannot be called a home. No, you were intentionally leaving that space neglected. You didn't even apply for the agent dormitory provided by the Disaster Management Bureau. …Why is that?”

A question I couldn't answer.

“Agent Grapes.”

“…….”

“It’s alright if you don’t answer the questions I’m about to ask. However, I want you to know this.”

Agent Bronze spoke without hesitation from across the glass wall.

“This conversation is only between you and me.”

“…….”

“There is no recording or separate record. I will be the only one listening.”

I raised my head.

Meeting my eyes, Agent Bronze nodded slightly, then set down the documents he was holding and spoke….

“I didn't have a home to begin with.”

“……!”

“My parents divorced when I was young, and after my mother passed away, I grew up in an orphanage.”

Wait a minute.

“Even though I lived, ate, and slept there, I didn't really think of it as home. On the contrary, when I thought of home, I remembered the villa where I lived with my mother. Even though I don't remember it well and only the feeling remains.”

Personal history poured into my ears. The past of a character not recorded in the Wiki.

No, not just a character….

‘Agent Bronze.’

The story of an acquaintance.

“Then, while going to school, I got caught up in a Supernatural Disaster and encountered the Disaster Management Bureau for the first time. When I asked how I could work there, they laughed.”

And he said the Bureau, having heard his situation, introduced him to a safe job a student could do.

It was a strange bookstore used by the Bureau.

“I worked there while attending night college. And immediately after completing the university course, I took the exam… and passed.”

Agent Bronze looked at me.

“That’s how I got to where I am now.”

“…….”

“Now, when I hear the word home, I think of the waiting room of Hyunmoo Team 1. I also think of the dormitory room at the Bureau. And people’s faces come to mind.”

Ah.

“So I want to ask you this question.”

Agent Bronze asked quietly.

“…Agent Grapes. Is your home not in this world right now?”

“…!”

“Did it exist once, but you lost it?”

I felt like I could hear the omitted words after that.

‘Like me.’

“…….”

I wasn't bound like I was during the last interrogation.

I could freely evade the question.

But….

“Yes.”

“……!”

“It isn't.”

A light flickered in Agent Bronze’s eyes.

“Did you work at Daydream because you wanted to get that home back?”

“It’s a bit different.”

I slowly formulated my words.

“It's because I want to return home.”

“…….”

Agent Bronze was silent for a moment, as if chewing over the meaning of those words.

But.

“Agent Grapes.”

A firm reply came back.

“You cannot go back to a place that no longer exists.”

“…….”

“There are only those who try to use you by deluding you into thinking you can return. …Do not let them exploit you like that. You are a stronger person than that.”

No.

I knew that wasn't it.

The Wish Ticket was real.

I knew what he was trying to say, but it didn't fit my situation….

“Can't you make a new home?”

“……!”

“Like I did.”

I looked at him with an expression as if I had been hit on the head.

“If you go out of here, meet good people, find a place your heart gravitates toward… and create a place where you can rest comfortably and sleep without worry.”

Agent Bronze declared.

“That place will become your home.”

Just as he thought of the Main Building of the Disaster Management Bureau, and its cozy, clubroom-like waiting room, as his home.

The advice of someone who had experienced it felt refreshingly certain.

So.

“I’m not asking Agent Grapes to be absolutely certain of it. But… I’d like you to think about it at least once.”

“…….”

“Can you do that?”

I nodded very slowly.

And the glass wall projected nothing.

Truth.

A slight smile of relief spread across Agent Bronze’s face.

“Good. That’s the end of today’s interrogation.”

“…….”

“Today… I hope you get some good rest.”

I couldn't believe myself either.

What did I just answer that I would consider?

But the atmosphere was surprisingly soft, and my mind was calmer than expected.

As if I hadn't made a bad choice.

And Agent Bronze didn't pry further into my situation.

“And I hope you take good care of your meals and sleep. I’ve been assigned as your interrogator for the next week, so there won’t be any aggressive interrogations. Don't worry, and think of it as a rest.”

Agent Bronze added that he would provide anything I needed. Of course, dangerous items that violated regulations wouldn't be allowed.

There was no sign of falsehood in those words.

It didn't seem like he would throw me into a Nightmare Maze right away….

‘…Whew.’

The state of Awakening I had desperately maintained to avoid falling asleep and eating only small amounts of safe food to avoid interrogation traps almost snapped in an instant.

The moment fatigue tried to wash over me like a wave.

“And this is… a personal question, but.”

A slightly hesitant voice was heard.

“Are you perhaps resentful of Agent Choi?”

“……!!”

“I think you could be. He suddenly transferred you to prison as soon as he released your Binding Restriction. …Without consulting anyone else.”

A hint of anger mixed in Agent Bronze’s voice before it was tightly suppressed and vanished.

‘It seems like they fought.’

But as if he didn't want to show that sign, Agent Bronze changed the subject.

“But for the past week, it’s not that Agent Choi put Agent Grapes here and intentionally tried to neglect you.”

On the contrary, an explanation followed that he had continuously applied for the role of interrogator to speak with me.

But….

“On top of being the one who transferred you to prison, he was blocked because he failed the objectivity criteria during the first day's interrogation application.”

“……!”

“Fortunately, I passed, so today… I was worried about what to say.”

Agent Bronze bowed his head slightly.

“I’m relieved that you gave me an answer.”

“…….”

“Then, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

After urging me once again to take care of my health and rest, Agent Bronze disappeared back into the fog beyond the glass wall.

And so, I was left alone in the Glass Prison once again with the Goblin Fire.

However, it wasn't the tension given by a mind awakened by vigilance, but a daze as if I had been hit, that swirled in my head.

And I chewed over it.

The conversation just now.

‘Live here?’

Give up… on going home?

It was a suggestion to make a new home and settle down here.

As an agent belonging to the Disaster Management Bureau.

‘…Is it bait for interrogation?’

But considering Agent Bronze’s personality, it didn't seem like he would cooperate with such a deceptive interrogation method.

Then it meant it was real.

With conditions predicated on it, of course.

The Disaster Management Bureau did not judge me to be an evil person.

And… they wanted me to continue working.

“…….”

My god.

‘Things seem… better than I thought.’

Since the interrogator was Agent Bronze, it might end with me confessing to being a spy at an appropriate level. I might be able to walk out of the Glass Prison while keeping all sorts of secrets that were too difficult to tell.

And, and….

I might be able to just work here.

“…….”

Continuing to live as an agent of the Disaster Management Bureau.

Working with Hyunmoo Team 1 as I was now, spending time with good people doing good work.

Then, if it really got hard, if I honestly said I was scared, they might transfer me to another team.

In that way, I could lead a daily life and stay relatively safe with good people even in this Ghost Story Worldview.

‘There’s… nothing bad about it, is there?’

No, on the contrary, it felt okay.

Making a new home…….

‘No.’

I slapped my thigh hard enough to make a sound.

My body and mind were tired, so I shouldn't make the mistake of judging things for my own convenience.

‘Right now, Agent Bronze is suggesting this assuming that I lost my home due to an accident or disaster.’

I shouldn't be mistaken.

‘My home is perfectly fine.’

It’s just that going back is difficult; I’m not obsessing over something that goes against reality or is impossible!

I can do it. I can do it….

……And besides.

I actually knew.

That choosing to live in this world of <Dark Exploration Record> was truly not a wise choice.

……Do you remember? The subtitle of that Wiki.

Apocalypse Prophecy: Dark Exploration Record

That’s right.

‘I can’t stay for long.’

Because this world was, from the beginning….

-My, my.

A polite and pleasant male voice.

-Your mind seems to be quite complicated, Friend.

“…!!”

I bolted upright.

‘An auditory hallucination?’

-An auditory hallucination? Could there be such a vivid hallucination? Oh, of course, I can fully understand if you mistakenly thought so because you missed this Braun. Of course, of course….

The eloquently flowing speech was too distinct to be my imagination. I hastily put my hand into my coat pocket and pulled it out.

The small rabbit plush doll.

‘…….’

A chilling sensation ran down my back.

‘How is it talking?’

All non-daily supernatural phenomena are blocked inside this Glass Prison….

Ah.

‘He said… supernatural beings can still exist.’

Just like the Goblin Fire shivering against the wall right now.

So… is the ‘Good Friend,’ the being here through that medium, being recognized not just as a talking plush doll but as an intellectual entity, a being?

-That’s right. Haven't we frequently shared conversations in your daily life as well! Close conversations between friends cannot be treated as frivolous tricks. Mr. Roe Deer, how could you be so cold!

The Host, who had been speaking in a pleasant tone, paused as he added the final remark.

As if realizing.

-Yes…. I am hurt.

…….

-It seems Friend is not glad to see me. Even though it's our first conversation in a week….

-I thought Friend would be as delighted as someone who counts down the days for a program that only airs on the same day of the week, finally getting to watch it….

“…….”

If so.

This plush doll had voluntarily remained as silent as a lie for a week….

-You call it that again. ‘Plush doll.’

Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck.

-Hmm. It doesn't matter. A great talk show host, a show entertainer, must willingly accept any nickname or derogatory name. If that is the public's choice. And if it is the choice of my dear Friend!

The Host’s voice rang cheerfully through the glass sphere.

Reverberations were added like the echo of a microphone….

-Splendid. I must show a wonderful show to my Friend who has spent several exhausting and hard days.

-Surprise! Raise your head, Friend!

I moved my head stiffly.

On the glass wall in front of me, where Agent Bronze had been standing….

-Allow me to introduce…. ‘How to Escape the Glass Prison’!

A video began to play.

Like a screen.

“…!”

-Isn’t this more wonderful than the children's cartoon we were going to watch together? Haha, my! Friend, you're flustered. It’s alright. Oh? I don’t know what you mean by supernatural phenomenon. Isn't watching TV a most natural and daily action! Now, then….

-Let’s watch.
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A video begins to play on the glass walls. No way! I’m trapped in a bizarre prison! Where is this? Ah, so this is inside the Crystal Caves of ■■ City? Thanks, Braun! What? You’ll even explain how to get out? Thank you so much! We really are the best of friends! It’s a miniature-style classic animation. A dialogue between a protagonist dressed exactly like my current self and a rabbit doll. It's strange. So strange....

I turn my head. But a video plays there as well. I see! You break the glass beads around me to kill the prisoners and use them as bait to lure the guards!

‘...!’

As if following my gaze, the video follows wherever I turn my head.

It plays on every glass wall.

Oh my god, it's such an easy method!

You’re truly amazing, Braun!

The rabbit doll in the video, the same size as the one I have, kindly explains how to navigate the space and escape. How to move while still inside the glass bead, how to torture the guards, maps, and even movement routes. It explains horrifyingly detailed and absurdly cruel methods with a nonchalant air.

As if it were a guide in a children’s animation....

Ah.

-That is correct! Does it not suit your preferences, Mr. Roe Deer? It seems effective for immersion. Excellent, truly excellent....

The video, drawn in an extreme children’s art style, shows blood and screams, the severed limbs of guards, and Disaster Management Bureau personnel fleeing.

And it ends with the ‘protagonist’ and the rabbit doll Braun high-fiving each other as they watch.

Alright! This is how we escape!

The final phrase of the video lingers in my ears... and I hear the sound of clapping.

Clap, clap, clap.

The light, crisp sound of gloves hitting each other.

-Whew! It was a short but grand journey! How about it, friend? Are you ready to escape now, just as Mini-Braun taught you?

“…….”

The TV footage was intense, ostentatious, and even creepier because it was classic.

It’s the kind of work I’m starting to get used to from Braun.

But I noticed one thing.

-Oh, do not hesitate. As I said, watching TV is such a mundane part of daily life, is it not!

‘No.’

-Hmm?

I looked at the shadow of the rabbit doll.

‘You didn’t break the rules of the Glass Prison that way.’

-Oh.

Because....

‘The video was played from outside the glass walls.’

It was simply being projected into this prison. Just as I had conversed with Agent Bronze when he stood outside the glass wall.

‘You got the idea from that, didn’t you?’

That’s how he bypassed the rules.

‘You probably aimed for a more shocking production by making it feel like it was happening inside the Glass Prison.’

After a brief silence.

-My goodness... you are correct, friend! Your sharp eyes and brilliant deduction would be a nightmare for magicians!

-What a wonderful talent. Oh, indeed. Every time I am impressed like this, it feels like such a waste....

-But that is not what is important right now, is it? I have yet to hear your thoughts on the program!

“…….”

-Well, how is it?

I opened my mouth.

‘I’ve grown curious about something.’

-Oh, a question about the escape?

‘No.’

It wasn’t that.

What I was curious about was....

‘Just how much of my thoughts do you know?’

…….

-Aha.

-I know as much as is necessary for understanding between friends!

‘I see.’

It was an answer I had expected for some reason.

After the Midnight Talk Show incident, I realized the Host was reading my mind quite a bit. Perhaps even the information I unconsciously recall.

It was to the point where I wondered if the Glass Prison escape method I just saw was based on that information.

But….

‘That’s as far as it goes.’

-…….

-Mr. Roe Deer. I sense an absurd nuance in your words… Oh, haha. It must be my imagination. Surely you don’t mean to imply that this Braun… does not understand his friend well enough?

‘No.’

A hollow laugh escaped my lips.

‘I mean you understand exactly as much as you need.’

He must be cherry-picking.

Based on his own most important criteria.

‘And that is entertainment.’

A cheerful voice rings out.

-Nothing is more important to an entertainer than that!

-And this is also something you, Mr. Roe Deer, willingly promised. I remember quite clearly you declaring that you would entertain me….

‘That’s right. But… I think I was laboring under a bit of a misconception.’

-A misconception? Could you share what you mean by that?

I said, holding back a sigh.

I could finally face it now.

‘I unconsciously thought you would consider my position before the enjoyment of the show.’

In truth, it was an absurd expectation.

I don’t know what I was expecting from a bizarre talk show host within a ghost story.

But after sharing so many secrets and incidents, and even succeeding in escaping from the talk show through an agreement, a vague trust of a different sort from rational judgment seemed to have formed.

A ‘feeling that he might do that.’

I had even forgotten the logic I used every time to persuade him: ‘for a more enjoyable show.’

It was only natural, as receiving help at every decisive moment couldn't help but create an emotional bias.

Toward that ‘Good Friend.’

It was a one-sided trust that had formed inductively.

‘I don’t plan to do that anymore.’

And honestly, saying this didn’t mean much.

I’ll just be more careful myself.

But….

I suppose I can say this much.

‘You said you felt hurt earlier, didn't you? I felt similarly.’

…….

-My goodness.

I hear the Host sigh.

-Right. That was it…. I had my suspicions, but I see. Mr. Roe Deer, you were deeply disheartened that I refused your help a few days ago.

Phew.

-What a misunderstanding! This Braun only wanted to give his friend the best possible help. Now, let’s think about it a bit more….

The Host’s voice drops lower.

-What would have happened if I had ‘simply’ helped you then? You would have disappeared like magic.

-Then, rather than continuing this wonderful role as a spy, you would have had to flee without any context.

This is driving me crazy.

-To have all the stories you’ve built up so far end in such a hollow interruption. Could there be a more futile conclusion? Is that truly what you wanted, Mr. Roe Deer? It isn’t, is it?

“That is….”

At that moment, the Goblin Fire that had been stuck to the wall approached.

Eh?

“What is it?”

I carefully held the little guy in one hand. Then, as if gathering great courage, the Goblin Fire stretched its body and formed a shape toward the rabbit doll.

A thumbs-down.

“…….”

Then it hid, burying its (presumably) head in my side.

-Oh, dear.

‘Don’t be angry. It’s funny. You have to accept it then.’

-…….

‘Sorry. But it’s similar to what you said, isn't it?’

I thought it was a bit crazy, but doing this openly made me feel somewhat refreshed.

‘Anyway… that was all I wanted to say. I’m not saying your actions were wrong.’

Since the Host’s reaction was also as expected.

…I won't be disappointed from now on.

I’ll just be satisfied with having a conversation partner I can receive help from occasionally, based on probability.

-…Friend. You do not believe my words.

-Very well. Misunderstandings always follow any relationship. I shall consider this a burden I must endure as well….

The sound of boots clicking in dissatisfaction was heard a few times, but it soon faded.

This was a bit surprising.

I didn't think he would know how to hold back.

‘Is it because he has something more important ahead?’

-There are more urgent matters than a dispute between involved parties right now. It is not very pleasant to see my friend left to waste time in this cramped and suffocating place.

Escape.

-Are you mentally prepared?

Hmm.

I stood up from my seat.

Inside the small glass bead, I see the circular solitary cell.

And the ‘escape method’ from the video is already etched into my mind.

Now, strangely enough, I know a way to cause a terrible riot and break out of this notorious Glass Prison.

If I followed it, it would become an Irregular Incident worthy of being recorded in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

But….

…….

‘No.’

I pondered.

And I reached a conclusion.

To choose the best method I could take right now.

-Surely you don’t mean you intend to undergo the interrogation as you are?

…….

‘That’s exactly what I mean.’

I sat back down in the chair.

‘…I’m going to undergo the interrogation, all of it.’

“…….”

Agent Choi lowered his head.

Inmate Number: 37-999

Inmate: Kim ■■ (Agent Code Name: Grapes)

Affiliation: Emergency Rescue Squad Hyunmoo Team 1 (Pending)

The updated interrogation records of the inmate were in his hands.

With every page he turned, he saw the records of the week-long interrogation that were nothing short of disastrous.

Refusal to testify and worsening health. Interrogation methods that were becoming increasingly extreme.

But passing that agonizing section, changes began to appear.

Like this.

Day 8.

Inmate condition: Poor. (In recovery)

Significant changes observed in the inmate's attitude following the interrogation conducted the previous day.

The uncooperative responses—such as inducing audiovisual disturbances to avoid hearing questions or remaining consistently silent—have drastically decreased.

Sleep and meal times have increased to near-recommended levels; witnessed caring for the Goblin Fire and checking the doll in possession (referred to as a friend).

Presumed to be the influence of a familiar Agent being selected as the new interrogator.

It was after Ryu Jaekwan arrived.

Interrogator’s personal opinion: It appears certain that the inmate is regaining stability. It would be more efficient to draw out a natural confession rather than increasing the intensity of the interrogation.

Most involved parties agree with this opinion without dissent.

The pages continued to pile up.

Day 9.

Inmate condition: Poor. (In recovery)

Provision of a special meal (Galbitang) authorized. The interrogator brought the same menu and proceeded with the interrogation while eating with the inmate.

The inmate responded sincerely to the questions and answers.

Admitted that the traces of Contamination originated from a separate Supernatural Disaster experienced prior to working at the Disaster Management Bureau.

The person imprisoned in the Glass Prison began to talk more and more, and hints that he shared deeper conversations with the interrogator appeared everywhere.

From his personal history and personality, his fondness for the Disaster Management Bureau, his fear of Supernatural Disasters, to his sense of relief and worth when rescuing civilians.

After a few more days….

It finally reached this point.

Day 12.

Inmate testified to the fact that he had worked at ■■■ Inc.

Confirmed that there was involuntary pressure during the process of applying for the open recruitment of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau and that there was a separate goal to be achieved while on duty.

However, it was determined to be true that there was a powerful Binding Restriction equivalent to death, that there was no intent to harm the Management Bureau, and that no actual damage had ever occurred to the Management Bureau during the inmate's tenure.

Confirmed the inmate’s desire to continue working regardless of the purpose of joining.

Interrogator reported the testimony to the higher authorities.

“…….”

The Agent momentarily steadied his slightly trembling hand and turned to the next page.

The last page.

Day 13.

Inmate condition: Good.

And.

The testimony obtained during the inmate's interrogation passed the reliability test.

The detention of 37-999 (Agent Code Name: Grapes) is lifted, and the restoration of Agent status is approved.

Scheduled for release tomorrow.

And that tomorrow was today.

Tak.

Agent Choi closed the pages.

Tension and relief crossed his weary face.

“He’ll be out soon.”

“Right.”

“Stop pacing.”

“I should.”

But Agent Choi was still walking back and forth in the waiting room.

Because future plans were becoming clearly solidified in his mind.

‘This isn't the end.’

Since it was as good as officially recognized that he was a spy, he might have to go through some quite difficult procedures.

But those were the audits and disciplinary actions given to an Agent.

Kim Soleum would receive that investigation as an Agent of Hyunmoo Team 1….

‘Then I can help him somehow.’

That was what mattered.

Now, the Glass Prison supervisor would retrieve the glass bead Grapes was held in, release the Binding Restriction, and hand over custody to them.

Then, prior to the disciplinary action, they would have to have a heart-to-heart about Daydream Inc., and they’d also have to talk about the secrets, items, and abilities he had been hiding….

‘We can take that slow too.’

The important thing was that the interrogation process ended well and that Kim Soleum had regained his stability.

It was a long way around, but it was a success.

Agent Choi finally breathed a sigh of relief.

The blood-drying past two weeks were over.

He didn't know just how many things he had tried to achieve this conclusion. And….

“…Jaekwan.”

“…….”

“Thanks. You worked hard.”

Agent Bronze, who was sitting across from him, gave a small nod.

His attitude was blunt, but Agent Choi, who read a soft gesture of reconciliation within it, just looked at his Hubae warmly.

A smile returned to Agent Choi's face.

Apology and gratitude intertwined.

“First, all three of us should go to a hot spring. Seriously. I’ll pay for everything we do there.”

“Yes.”

It was just as he tapped Ryu Jaekwan on the back.

Knock, knock.

“…!”

The door opened, and the supervisor appeared.

“The detention has been lifted.”

“Then….”

“Yes. Agent Grapes is currently waiting in the waiting room.”

“Thank you.”

After hurriedly shaking hands with the supervisor, Agent Choi moved quickly.

“Wait, wait a….”

He already knew the location of the waiting room. Agent Choi strode into the cave and headed for the iron door with the nameplate near the entrance.

He would be inside.

Kim Soleum.

“…….”

…He was still at a loss as to what story to start with.

To be honest, he didn't even know his true identity.

‘What on earth was that?’

That bizarre laboratory and even the appearance of that supernatural being.

However, one thing he was certain of was that on the night the Binding Restriction was triggered, Kim Soleum had tried to save him.

Risking the danger of death.

“…….”

That’s why.

‘We can just get to know each other from now on.’

Without hesitation, Agent Choi threw open the iron door. And….

There was no one there.

“…….”

There was no trace of a person in the empty waiting room.

As if they hadn't been there from the beginning.

“Agent?”

Agent Choi stood frozen, then looked around the waiting room again.

Only something pure white remained unusually on the steel chair.

A single sheet of well-folded paper.

A single word was written on the front.

Resignation Letter

Agent Choi picked it up.

Small objects contained within the paper fell to the floor with a clatter.

From Eyeball Candy to stick-type injections.

They looked like junk, but every single one of them was an Item.

“……."

He froze again for a moment, then unfolded the paper.

He saw handwriting that had been pressed down firmly.

Hello, Agent.

I wanted to make sure to apologize for everything that has happened so far.

I am truly sorry.

So began Agent Grapes’ letter.
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The letter was calm.

I am writing this to record things I haven’t had the chance to tell you yet.

It was like a note left behind by someone departing for a short while.

Kim Soleum wrote about the spare glasses he left on the sofa in the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room, mentioned the flat rear tire of the bicycle in front of the headquarters, and informed them of the printer ink that was still being delivered.

It was too trivial and fragmentary to be considered a formal handover.

A lingering attachment that he couldn't quite sever seemed to bleed through, only to vanish in the next paragraph.

However, that seemingly nonchalant writing maintained a similar tone while shifting from easily overlooked details to significant recommendations.

Information that a newcomer to the Disaster Management Bureau could never possibly know.

…Advice regarding supernatural disasters.

Wearing silk clothes in the ironing area of the crossroads laundromat will no longer be safe after rescuing the civilian in the blue dress.

I hope you can check to ensure no agents enter wearing it.

These were ghost stories that Hyunmoo Team 1 had previously entered.

It sounded like information he had grasped and deduced, yet his words held a strange certainty, as if he had known them for a long time.

However, it was clear that they were written out of concern and care.

Trembling eyes scanned the words quickly.

And… I am sorry once again.

The content became more personal.

The events of the night the binding restriction was placed were written very obliquely, in a way that only those involved could specifically understand.

As if being considerate of someone who might still be under the binding restriction.

This was followed by gratitude and apologies toward Agent Bronze, who had allowed him to speak the unvarnished truth without being pushed.

And….

Even so, I want to go home.

As a farewell.

I cannot give up without even attempting to return.

But my heart is heavy because it feels like I have wasted the time of the Disaster Management Bureau agents due to that desire.

I am sorry once again. For failing to meet expectations, and for resigning as if fleeing without faithfully undergoing disciplinary action.

“…….”

It may be uncomfortable, but I have enclosed some items that I found useful.

I hope they can be of use to Hyunmoo Team 1.

The performance and effects of the items he left behind were written in detail.

And finally.

I am writing this just in case.

The writing I left on the whiteboard in the Hyunmoo Team 1 waiting room is nothing.

I was worried you might feel uneasy and unable to erase it, thinking it might be a hint or a mark, so I wanted to tell you that it’s okay to erase it comfortably.

It was just something I left impulsively, and it has no other meaning.

The letter ended.

The agent hurriedly flipped the pages back and forth.

…There was more in small handwriting at the end of the back page.

I was always grateful.

I hope you stay healthy and happy.

“…….”

The person reading the letter lowered their gaze and saw the items that had fallen.

Then, they leaned over and slowly picked up one of those small, junk-like things.

It looked like cheap candy.

But it was an item that restored one's physical condition by briefly turning back time to a 'better previous state.'

Things that would be incredibly useful for the Emergency Rescue Squad sparkled on the floor.

“…….”

“…….”

Agent Choi looked up.

The sunken eyes of the two Hyunmoo Team 1 agents met.

If he had just disappeared, there was a high probability he hadn't escaped this place yet.

“Wait. A-Agents…!”

They took the flustered person in charge and ran out of the waiting room.

To search the Crystal Cave.

And….

“…….”

Kim Soleum, who had been standing motionlessly in the corner of the room, quietly walked out behind them.

Holding only a single sheet of paper.

Through the gap in the door the agents had opened to enter the room.

-A graceful and polite exit. This method isn't bad either.

“…….”

I quietly watched the pouring sunlight.

‘So it came out like this.’

I tried my best to end it safely and smoothly… but honestly, I didn't know. How the Disaster Management Bureau would take it.

And what Hyunmoo Team 1 would think.

I quickened my pace to avoid unnecessarily recalling the faces of the agents I had just passed by.

I didn't forget to thank the Host, who kept the lights off until I left the Crystal Cave, walked to the bus stop, and boarded the high-speed train.

-Oh, don't mention it!

Thanks to that, I was able to slip away quietly.

If he hadn't listened, I would have had to escape in a much more complicated and emotionally taxing way….

“…….”

[The train will be departing shortly….]

I tried not to think.

About how much they would search the Crystal Cave after I left, how they would handle the items I left behind, how suspicious the Disaster Management Bureau would find me, or if Hyunmoo Team 1 would erase the words I left in the waiting room….

Instead, I tried to sleep.

Fortunately, the high-speed train heading to Seoul did not trigger the same fear as the one heading to Tamra, and I managed to fall asleep and then wake up.

And to prevent any possibility of being tracked, I checked into a random motel using cash.

Thud.

Only after closing the door did I compose myself and begin to settle the accounts.

Only then did a sense of reality return.

‘……Did I leave almost everything behind?’

Only one or two consumable items remained.

In particular, I left behind many of the ones whose safety was guaranteed because they were purchased from the Cosmic Shopping Mall.

…Probably because I wouldn't need them anymore.

‘It’s right that they be used by people who are more likely to get hurt than I am.’

All that remained were a few pieces of equipment and the tattoos.

However….

Pop.

A small light popped out from my chest.

A Goblin Fire.

“Are you really going to keep following me like this?”

The flame moved up and down as if in vigorous agreement.

This fellow followed me all the way to Seoul.

He even left behind the Glass Lantern he had been inhabiting.

Since I was worried about being tracked, this was actually less troublesome, but….

“Everyone will be worried. You belong to the Management Bureau.”

The Goblin Fire flickered as if to protest.

-…He says he’s all grown up, so it’s fine. My goodness. What a persistent and foolish beast. Phew!

According to Braun’s reluctant translation that followed, he could even ‘recharge’ on his own, albeit slowly.

He said he could recover faster if there were the energy of divine lightning, but that… might be hard to find.

At any rate, the Goblin Fire's will seemed more than firm.

“…Then please take good care of me for a while longer.”

The Goblin Fire flickered happily and circled the motel room once.

……To be honest, it wasn’t just troublesome.

‘At least one thing remained.’

A trace of where I had belonged.

Evidence of the days I spent with good people… that is.

‘…Let’s keep it for a little while.’

It won’t be long anyway.

After stroking the Goblin Fire once, I let it transform back into my right arm.

-Now you are a free man again, Mr. Roe Deer! You can go anywhere. Where will you go?

Strictly speaking, wasn't it actually the opposite?

I’d be lucky not to be put on a wanted list by the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, and at Daydream Inc., I was someone who died a long time ago.

The places I could contact and go to were limited.

‘I was even caught by Agent Choi at the Cheerful Research Institute’s dream incubation room.’

Even if he couldn't tell the Management Bureau about that incubation room because of the binding restriction, he could visit whenever he wanted. I would prepare countermeasures, but I had to be careful.

However, I hadn't escaped without a plan.

‘I have a plan.’

-Indeed!

…The problem was that it was a plan that made me feel very uncomfortable.

“…….”

I turned on the cell phone I had kept inside the tattoo.

Contacts that had been neglected for two weeks popped up.

‘It’s a relief I wasn’t caught during the interrogation.’

I almost had Yeongeun’s or Mr. Heowoon’s identities exposed.

As soon as I was caught in Jisan Village, I shoved the phone into the tattoo, and since the tattoo lost its function in the Glass Prison, it was actually a stroke of luck.

I let out a sigh of relief as I scrolled through the messages.

Most were advertisements.

But among them, there were also several messages from acquaintances that had piled up.

[Hey]

[Are you okay?]

[When will you tell me what you founnd out]

[Hey]

[If you’re sick]

[If there’s a problem, contact meee]

It was the Sergeant.

“…….”

For some reason, I felt strange.

It felt like I was constantly… receiving only concern and help from this person.

‘Come to think of it, I haven’t been able to contact him since the binding restriction.’

After some deliberation, I replied.

[I’m sorry. Some things happened. There’s no problem now.]

Then, after some hesitation, I sent one more.

[Thank you again for looking into the information for me. Could we talk about it tomorrow or the day after?]

[And eat something delicious, too.]

The confirmation was quite fast, but the reply came slowly.

[-kay]

“…….”

That was enough.

From now on, it was time to go and do what needed to be done.

I set my destination.

I wasn't keen on it, but because there was no better option.

And….

Because I was already prepared.

[Please prepare the wish ticket.]

[I have found the information you wanted.]

To Director Ho.

“Soleum, you’ve returned!”

“…….”

I looked up.

I saw Director Ho sitting and smiling at the familiar waiting area table of the Fox Counseling Room.

Reflexively, my stomach churned.

…The repulsion I felt toward making this choice.

A strange guilt, like a betrayal toward someone who had even released a binding restriction for me.

Yet at the same time, the sentiment toward this paradoxical situation where the disappearance of the binding restriction allowed me to have a more proper negotiation.

“I’ve come to collect the wish ticket.”

“Wait a moment. I’d like to say this first.”

Director Ho still wore a soft smile, though he hesitated as if embarrassed.

It was even more skin-crawling.

“I think I was a bit excessive with the binding restriction regarding your death. I feel embarrassed because it seems I made a somewhat emotional choice given the situation at the time….”

“…….”

“It’s a relief it’s gone, isn't it?”

I recalled the strange ritual, like an eerie shamanic rite, that Tiger General of Daecheongbong was performing.

And Director Ho, who was reacting bizarrely through Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s body at that time.

‘…Even if I’m curious or worried about the Assistant Manager, let’s not ask.’

It was highly probable that Director Ho's awareness of my recognition or concern would instead harm Assistant Manager Eun Haje. My stomach twisted.

And instead of easily nodding at Director Ho’s words, I replied cautiously.

“It doesn’t matter. Regardless of the binding restriction, a promise is a promise, so I’ve come to keep my promise to you, Director.”

“Is that so? That should be impossible.”

“…….”

“You don’t even know exactly what the ‘World-ending Class Disaster’ I requested is, Soleum.”

That was true.

Director Ho had said he would give more detailed information once we spies were able to access the secret archives in the Gangwon-do basement.

But….

I knew.

Because I could already guess what Director Ho was going to demand.

“I found it through deduction.”

“…….”

“Just tell me the name of the disaster. If it doesn't match the information I've brought, I will accept punishment.”

At any rate, there was no risk for Director Ho.

Whether he spoke and placed a binding restriction or gave a punishment.

Because the situation had changed and I no longer had fellow agents to release a binding restriction for me.

So….

“Fine.”

I knew he would.

Director Ho smiled and interlaced his fingers.

“The name of that supernatural disaster is ‘Sekwang Metropolitan City.’”

“…….”

“Oh! Don't try to pronounce it outside the Fox Counseling Room. Something bad will happen.”

Director Ho looked into my eyes.

“So.”

“…….”

“Does it match the information you brought?”

I didn't look away.

“Yes.”

“…!”

“It’s here.”

Thud.

A document was placed on the table in the Fox Counseling Room's waiting area.

“It is the document regarding the ‘World-ending Class supernatural disaster’ you just mentioned.”

“…….”

“Please check it.”

Director Ho reached out and picked up the paper, reading through it.

And….

“……!”

He covered the paper.

Director Ho’s expression vanished as he stared at me.

“…How did you find out?”

So it was the correct answer.

“That’s not important.”

In fact.

It wasn't that I found out.

‘…I already knew.’

That was it.

The reason I had guaranteed from the start that I could bring the information within a month was right here.

Because I already knew.

The fastest and most certain method.

Writing down the information from the <Dark Exploration Record>.

It was a method I had pushed down the priority list because there was no way to explain or convince the other spies, and I feared Director Ho would suspect me in reverse and do something terrible.

Because I wanted to go as safely as possible.

But since the game was already over, there was only one way.

‘I had to do it quickly.’

If I delayed any longer, the Disaster Management Bureau would try to check for and root out other spies.

If Yeongeun or Mr. Heowoon were caught, they would never receive a wish ticket and would suffer doubly under Director Ho's binding restriction….

I had to make the first move quickly before that.

However….

“You were surely imprisoned in the Glass Prison until yesterday, so where could you have found this….”

“…….”

“They wouldn't keep information like this there.”

He was right.

Inside the Crystal Cave where the Glass Prison was located, they naturally did not store precious information.

At most, supernatural disaster reports were occasionally written for updates based on information obtained from prisoners.

But….

‘Because of that, there are a few office supplies for report work.’

For example, something like this.

A supernatural disaster report form from the Disaster Management Bureau that hadn't been filled out yet.

Since it was created in the Glass Prison, whose location was processed as unknown, the report form had a format where the responsible branch was redacted. So….

The most suitable stationery for printing the contents of the document regarding the World-ending Class disaster kept in the secret archives.

Ironically, being imprisoned in the Glass Prison became an opportunity for me to acquire what I needed most.

And thus, I was able to present it before Director Ho.

The ‘Sekwang Metropolitan City document’ that I had created myself, limiting the information based on what I had read in the Wiki.

“…….”

But there was absolutely no need to tell Director Ho that.

It would only be dangerous.

‘I came prepared with my own final safeguard, though….’

Cold sweat formed on my back.

Still, I had to speak.

“What’s important is that I brought the promised information. And I certainly had the help of the other two people in this process.”

“…….”

“Now it is your turn to fulfill your promise, Director.”

A smile spread across Director Ho's face.

“Very well.”

“…!”

“Congratulations, Soleum. On receiving your wish ticket.”

I clenched my fists tightly.

Chapter 206

Wish Ticket.

The most certain way for me to return home in this Ghost Story Worldview, where bizarre bad endings occur everywhere.

I had endured Daydream Inc. and even tolerated becoming a spy for this one thing alone.

And now, Director Ho, standing before me, was lightly clapping his hands together as I finally fulfilled the conditions to earn the Wish Ticket.

As if he were applauding me.

Clap, clap, clap….

“A Wish Ticket—I’m truly happy for you that you’re finally receiving it.”

“…….”

“But haven’t you ever thought this?”

The clapping stops.

“What if, in fact, Director Ho had no intention of giving you the Wish Ticket?”

“…….”

“What if he changes his word once Soleum finishes the promised task? Like saying he’ll give it to you if you achieve something else. What if he keeps using it as bait in such a subtle way?”

Director Ho smiled broadly.

“Have you really never thought of that?”

“I have.”

I’d be a fool not to.

In society, how many cases are there where people refuse to pay or delay payment after the work is actually done?

Conversely, there are plenty of cases where people take the down payment and then don’t do the job properly.

And in this situation, the Wish Ticket was Director Ho’s unilateral promise.

The promise of the powerful can be broken at any time. Because there’s no penalty for breaking it.

However….

“Still, I know that you, Director, value promises very highly.”

“…….”

Binding Restrictions.

Director Ho was a type of Anomaly that bound others using the form of a ‘promise.’

Yes, thinking of Director Ho as a human at this point would also be foolish.

‘And for an Anomaly, rules are a vital element.’

In terms of ghost story grammar, it’s likely to create a bizarre atmosphere of horror and to give the victim a glimmer of hope, like a hole to escape through….

Regardless, because of that, rules are actually more reliable than if Director Ho were just an evil human.

Because there is a high probability that he has no choice but to keep his word.

Especially considering Director Ho's unnaturally certain attitude when mentioning the reliability of the Counselor in the ‘Fox Counseling Room.’

He might use someone for other hidden purposes or set traps, but he does not make false promises.

I faced the expressionless Director Ho.

“Therefore, I judged that you would certainly keep what you promised with your own mouth.”

“…….”

Clap.

“Of course!”

Director Ho clapped and laughed.

“I always keep my promises. I don’t make promises I can’t keep…. Never.”

“…….”

“Now then.”

Director Ho lifted the briefcase he had kept under the table and put his hand inside.

“You should receive your Wish Ticket now.”

Then, something glowing emerged.

A single small glass bottle.

“…!!”

In the waiting area of the Fox Counseling Room, an enchanting and unrealistic aura, like an aurora, began to ripple through the cozy space.

An overwhelming sense of mystery that was hard to believe came from just this one small bottle.

Wish Ticket.

“It’s yours, Soleum.”

“…….”

Thud.

“Go ahead.”

I reached out.

Just before my arm touched the Wish Ticket placed on the table….

“Oops, wait a moment.”

Director Ho smiled brightly.

“It’s not just one bottle, is it?”

“…!!”

Thud. Thud.

With that same smiling face, Director Ho took out two more glass bottles of enchanting colors from the briefcase and placed them down.

A total of three Wish Tickets.

‘My god.’

A light like the orient of a pearl shimmered across the table, like waves made of the Milky Way.

“…These are,”

“Yes. These are the Wish Tickets for the other two employees you worked with. Didn’t you say so yourself, Soleum? That the other two contributed sufficiently to this task.”

That’s true.

But… he’s just handing them over like this?

Furthermore, Director Ho wasn’t finished speaking.

“But since you were the one who came as the team representative to report, I thought it would be right for you to receive them as the representative as well!”

“……!”

Wait a minute.

“Are you saying that I should receive all three bottles… and give one to each of the other two?”

“Well.”

…!

“You reported as a team. So, isn’t the distribution up to the representative’s heart?”

“…….”

“I don’t mind at all.”

Dark flames flickered in Director Ho’s eyes.

But in the next moment, his face returned to a bright smile, as if nothing had happened.

“I hope that with these Wish Tickets, the wish deep in your heart, Soleum, will certainly come true.”

I opened my mouth.

“Will you not use them, Director?”

“…….”

Director Ho looked into me for a moment.

“Those are items that only regular employees can use.”

“…….”

“Unfortunately, executives are contract workers. That’s the arrangement.”

Director Ho’s hand reached out slightly toward the table as if he wanted to caress the Wish Tickets… but he soon withdrew it.

“So.”

“…….”

“Will you take them? I’m also fine with you taking them later.”

Take all three bottles now?

Or defer them all?

In truth, there was only one choice I could make.

“Yes. I will take them.”

I nodded.

And….

“Excellent!”

Director Ho, smiling broadly, took a box out of his briefcase and began to pack the Wish Ticket bottles from the table one by one.

“The instructions for using the Wish Ticket are enclosed in the box! I’ll put them in one by one for you.”

Like a salesman, Director Ho organized the boxes quickly and neatly, even tying them with ribbons and pushing the bag toward me.

“Here you go.”

“…Thank you.”

I picked up the bag.

A strange sense of déjà vu passed by for a moment.

‘…I did it.’

The reality that I had finally gotten them began to sink in.

They were inside this black paper bag.

I had obtained the Wish Tickets.

“Have a safe trip back, Soleum. I’ll contact you again.”

My head felt dazed.

I stood up from my seat.

After bowing politely to the waving Director Ho, I left the waiting area of the Fox Counseling Room.

Creak.

Behind my back, I thought I heard the sound of the door leading to the Fox Counseling Room opening and closing….

As if someone had entered.

And by the time I turned my head at the exit, there was already no one at the table in the waiting area.

All that remained were the three Wish Tickets in my hand.

“…….”

—Oh, congratulations, Friend! Can we now make a wish and blow out the candles?

It would be great if it proceeded that easily, but the problem was….

‘The fact that I have two more bottles in my hand.’

A little while later.

A nearby cafe.

‘How do I hand these over?’

I sat in my seat, my mind racing as I clutched the bag.

It felt like I had gone out defenseless with a check worth hundreds of millions in my bag.

Every time I became conscious of the Wish Tickets in the bag, I felt an urge to take one out and drink it immediately, but I had to finish what I needed to do first.

First of all….

‘I’ll have to contact Ms. Go Yeongeun.’

I just needed to think of a way to deliver the item indirectly.

Then that colleague would also be able to achieve her desired wish and resign safely. She wouldn’t have to enter ghost stories anymore.

And….

‘I can save Jang Heowoon too.’

I just needed someone to wish for Jang Heowoon to be saved using a Wish Ticket.

Everything was perfect.

Then…, once that distribution was over…….

‘I’m going home.’

My heart pounded with anxiety and anticipation.

I put my hand in the bag, fingering the boxes while trying to figure out what task to handle first.

First, a safe space….

Vibrate!

My smartphone rang, and a message appeared.

[Today]

[Where should I g o?]

“…….”

The Sergeant.

We had agreed to meet this evening after sunset.

‘It was to hear information.’

But now, I didn’t need information.

Whether it was the Cheerful Research Institute or the source of Daydream, it didn’t matter anymore once I left this place.

However, leaving this Ghost Story Worldview….

Also meant that I would never see any of the people I met here again.

“…….”

After deliberating, I sent a text.

[I’d like to see you here.]

And that evening.

“Hmm….”

I met the Sergeant at a corner seat of a famous donut shop that stayed open late.

Since donuts are usually gone by the evening, I had paid for them in advance and picked them up now.

The Sergeant’s weary face brightened slightly upon seeing the donuts.

“Thank you….”

“No. I’m the one who has received much help from you. Honestly, this hardly qualifies as repayment….”

“No…. It’s plenty.”

The Sergeant, with a somewhat joyful face, began stuffing the donuts into his mouth.

Then, he casually dropped a bombshell.

“Regarding the information…. The Cheerful Research Institute… it’s still in our company’s basement…….”

“……!!”

Wait.

“What do you mean by that?”

“Just what I said… hmm.”

The Sergeant looked at me.

“Hey, you’ve seen it too….”

Me?

“Hmm… when we first met… that, when you were sucked into the scroll… you went to the second-floor basement restroom….”

“…!”

“Don’t… you remember?”

I did.

When I went down to the basement to track the whereabouts of the missing Section Chief Lee Byeong-jin….

Strangely, there was a hallway lined with ordinary-looking offices.

—Shouldn’t there be safety equipment or facilities here…?

I clearly remembered thinking that.

And….

—Mr. Roe Deer?

Right.

‘The Good Friend was suddenly able to speak…!’

That bizarre Daydream’s Underground lined with offices was… inside a ghost story.

And that ghost story was actually… the Cheerful Research Institute?

“How did you… find out?”

“Hmm… we only called it by a code name… so I didn’t know…. But I found an uncensored document.”

Shrugging his shoulders, the Sergeant continued.

“Anyway, even if you go further down into the basement… the same office hallway… keeps repeating…….”

“…The exact same hallway?”

“Yes. The exact same office…. The structure and even the scratches are the same, so it’s definitely the same place, but… little by little… the time period…… seems different?”

Sounds of people chatting, shadows of people having intense meetings, employees packing things, people fighting, even an office like a dusty ruin….

Every time he took the elevator down, the scenery changed like a game of spot the difference.

Endlessly.

“…How far down does the basement go?”

“I don’t know that… hmm. The furthest I’ve personally been… was the 23rd floor…? Anything below that… was blocked off….”

“…….”

“I think there was… a Security Team that said they went down… to the 40th floor…? But they died… hmm.”

“…….”

They were chilling descriptions.

‘Those offices….’

A chill ran down my spine.

Why on earth would the Cheerful Research Institute be there, why was it a ghost story, and what was Daydream, which built its company building on top of it, up to? Various questions flashed through my mind.

But I soon realized it was all meaningless.

Because… I was leaving.

“…….”

“Ah.”

And it seemed that sentiment reached the Sergeant as well.

“I guess… this isn't needed anymore….”

“…….”

The Sergeant pulled his cap down.

“Hmm, if that’s the case….”

And he easily deduced the most plausible reason for a daydream employee to lose interest in everything.

“Did you… get a Wish Ticket?”

“…….”

I hesitated for a moment but eventually nodded.

A slight smile appeared on the Sergeant’s lips.

A pure congratulation.

“That’s good….”

“…….”

“Hey, you know… how to use it, right…?”

“…Yes.”

The Sergeant, who nodded at my confirmation, seemed to ponder for a moment before asking.

“Then… this time… are you really resigning……?”

Knowing that my previous resignation wasn’t real and that I had been working undercover under Director Ho, it was a question the Sergeant could ask.

I nodded.

“I see….”

“…….”

The Sergeant lowered his head.

“Hey, even after you resign… maybe occasionally we could talk…?”

“…I wish I could do that too, but.”

I couldn’t.

I avoided his gaze.

“Based on the nature of my wish, I’m not sure what will happen.”

“……Ah.”

The Sergeant stopped speaking.

“A wish… to change the world?”

“……Yes.”

“Then… it can’t be helped.”

“…….”

He must have known after all.

Yes, as an Elite Squad leader, it was much more natural for him to know, especially since members of the Field Exploration team were so obsessed with Wish Tickets.

The essence of the Wish Ticket.

Any tips for drinking the Wish Ticket?

None. Just drink it and make a wish.

It’ll all come true.

…At least from your perspective, that is.

—From the advice of an assistant manager in Elite Squad C-Team.

So…. It was like this.

If the consumer wished to become younger, they would become younger.

If they wished for a clean 10 billion won without tax issues to be deposited into their account, it would happen.

The Wish Potion’s efficacy was no different from a magic lamp when it came to changing only the user’s state.

However.

‘What if that wish is something very macroscopic?’

Wishes that go beyond changing my personal state.

For instance, let’s say it involves a point in time.

Wishes like ‘I want to go back to when I was young and living happily with my parents’ or ‘I want to go back to the moment my husband had a car accident and stop him.’

Or it could be large-scale.

‘Let the world end,’ ‘I wish everyone would become kind,’ ‘Let room-temperature superconductors be invented’… things like that.

Wishes that want to alter the world itself that surrounds me.

Of course, even in these cases, the potion took effect.

Your wish would come true. However….

It would only be true from your perspective.

In other words….

It sends you to such a world.

The Wish Ticket is an extremely personal potion, and its effect is omnipotence for one.

The person who achieves the wish disappears from the world.

Sometimes they remain, but that’s when they fail to make the wish properly or make a mistake. Or perhaps due to an unexpected loophole, the wish wasn’t macroscopic enough, and the Wish Ticket could handle it.

Regardless, in no case does this world undergo a massive change because of a Wish Ticket.

Only the person moves.

‘That’s why the Sergeant knows too.’

If it’s a wish big enough to change the world, I might leave this place altogether.

That I might disappear.

“…….”

I faced the Sergeant, who had finished the donuts.

Time was running out.

“Thank you truly for everything.”

“Yeah….”

We stood up from our seats.

I handed the Sergeant the donuts I had specially requested to be packed for takeout at the counter.

Even the extra paper bag containing only a bread knife.

“Mr. Jay, what kind of wish did you join this company for?”

“…….”

The Sergeant said as he looked into the empty bag.

“I… don’t remember very well.”

“…….”

“Don’t worry about it…. It’s not anything important.”

I couldn’t possibly ask any more.

I eventually nodded and parted ways with the Sergeant in front of the donut shop.

The Sergeant waved his hand.

“…Go back safely.”

And so, it ended.

Through the shadows, I knew that the Sergeant stood still on the street for quite a long time….

“…….”

On the way back. I thought.

…I should say more goodbyes.

Chapter 207

“Oops! You can send that to the Team leader’s desk, Agent Peppermint.”

“Yes...!”

Go Yeongeun moved the bundle of documents she had just organized to her superior’s desk.

They were information regarding the newly witnessed Supernatural Disaster.

She felt a brief sentiment as she realized that the term Disaster was becoming more familiar to her than Darkness.

‘Phew.’

Go Yeongeun sat at her desk.

Then, she heard the faint chatter of agents sharing the same office coming from the hallway.

“...ended up happening. Hyunmoo Team 1...”

“But as for that rookie, I think even I would have...”

“....”

Her nerves stood on end.

She could tell who they were talking about just from that much.

For nearly two weeks, it had been a topic of conversation among the Disaster Management Bureau field agents, even as they were cautious about bringing it up.

Agent Grapes.

It was a story about her fellow spy.

The rumors about Kim Soleum’s imprisonment, release, and subsequent disappearance.

That was right.

Go Yeongeun’s colleague had failed his spy mission and gone missing.

...Could she say it was a relief that he hadn’t been caught?

Circumstantially, it seemed like something had happened when the Binding Restriction Director Ho had placed was discovered, but it was difficult to ask easily given the hushed atmosphere.

The fact that things had gotten quite serious during his imprisonment before he recovered.

And the fact that the atmosphere among field agents regarding Kim Soleum wasn’t that bad even after his disappearance.

...And that news from Hyunmoo Team 1 had drastically decreased.

These were the only things Go Yeongeun could know for certain from her position as a Rookie Agent.

Of course, it was difficult to find out more since Kim Soleum had vanished as if evaporating the moment he stepped out of the Glass Prison.

‘He... escaped safely, right?’

Go Yeongeun’s hair would stand on end from worry, but she would always end those thoughts with a sigh.

She shouldn’t leak information by trying to find his whereabouts for no reason.

If Kim Soleum had successfully escaped, there was a high probability she would be a nuisance, and it was a dangerous attempt that might even reveal her own identity.

It was bad for both of them.

Especially if she was being monitored for safety because she was quite acquainted with Kim Soleum and was a fellow rookie.

‘...I feel like I’m being suspected of being a spy too.’

She didn’t know.

The people at the Disaster Management Bureau were certainly kind, but they were also good at nonchalantly testing people or digging into the core of a matter as if it were nothing.

‘I suppose so. They’re agents, after all.’

At any rate, unlike the feeling of a spy walking on thin ice, there was no particular change in the agents’ attitudes.

And she hadn’t been suddenly dragged to the Glass Prison either.

‘That’s a relief, but...’

...Honestly, she felt at a loss.

Out of the three who joined, one was isolated due to Contamination, and one was missing.

She was the only one left, and it was realistically close to impossible for a rookie alone to steal World-ending Class Disaster documents.

...If she were Director Ho, she felt like she would cut her losses at this point.

‘But I have to endure.’

And she had to do what needed to be done.

Go Yeongeun calmly calculated her next steps to avoid falling into a panic.

‘One by one, calmly.’

First, she would clean up her traces more thoroughly.

She had only contacted Kim Soleum through a smartphone she had opened separately under a different name.

She decided she should get rid of that as well.

Thus, that evening, as soon as she returned to her officetel after work, she looked for the spare phone.

Instead of hiding it elaborately on purpose, she had left it neglected in a drawer where she kept old junk, like an old phone. That way, it was easier to overlook by accident.

And the moment she turned it on.

Similarly, a flurry of spam messages, which she had neglected while spreading the number here and there on purpose, poured in.

To the point that even Director Ho’s contact, disguised as a recommendation for a counseling office, looked like spam.

“Phew.”

It was when Go Yeongeun was clicking on the spam messages one by one to delete them all.

[Don’t just sit there leisurely, get off! At this station ★Special Discount★ Gangnam Station...]

Her hand stopped.

“...Wait a minute.”

Leisurely, get off, this station....

“...!”

She couldn't help but remember, as if struck by lightning.

The subway of the Abyss Transit Authority.

This was an allusion that only someone who had experienced that crazy recruitment ghost story together could know. And at this point, the only person who would send this while pretending it was spam was....

Only one person.

Go Yeongeun clicked on the message immediately.

[Don’t just sit there leisurely, get off! At this station ★Special Discount★ Gangnam Station Discount Phone Sales Office left counter only until 21:00 on the 17th (Refuse free reception)]

“....”

Place and time.

Go Yeongeun quickly searched the internet.

For the discount phone sales office in Gangnam Station.

And one hour later.

Go Yeongeun discovered the storage lockers near the discount phone sales office in Gangnam Station.

“....”

At first, she wondered if he meant to meet in front of the store, but no one appeared even after 21:00, the time notified in the message.

Then, focusing on the ‘left counter’ and looking to the left of the store, the passage to the storage lockers revealed itself at once.

‘It’s here?’

She hesitated before looking at the locker compartments.

Compartment 17 was there.

The number specified in the message.

“....”

In that case.

When she entered the combination of numbers also specified in the message, 1721, into the password field....

Beep-beep-beep.

“...!”

The locker opened.

Go Yeongeun hurriedly grabbed her card after the payment was completed and looked inside the locker....

Inside, there was a small paper bag.

Attached to it was a scribbled note, as if written with a hand that was intentionally unaccustomed to it.

Open it at home

“....”

Go Yeongeun quickly took the bag and returned home.

Her heart was pounding.

‘What is it?’

Circumstantially, the person who left this was almost certainly Kim Soleum.

But what on earth was he handing over?

Lost in various thoughts, such as whether the spy work policy had changed to exchanging information through this, Go Yeongeun opened the bag at the dining table.

‘Two boxes?’

There were black boxes.

The moment Go Yeongeun opened one of the boxes while wondering....

A five-colored, brilliant light leaked out.

“...!!”

The daydream employee closed the box again in horror.

‘A W-Wish Ticket!’

That crazy, holographic, aurora-like potion was definitely a Wish Ticket!

‘Mr. Kim Soleum!’

Did he resolve the spy work by himself and get the Wish Tickets? No, how? Is this real? Is this really real? A Wish Ticket in a subway locker... Wait a minute.

‘...There were two boxes.’

The sound of her heartbeat thundered in Go Yeongeun’s head.

She reached for the other box and opened it....

Similarly, a brilliant light escaped.

‘My God.’

However, a small note fell out from between them.

“...!”

She quickly picked it up.

Yeongeun.

Our work is finished.

Do what you want.

You don’t need to return.

“....”

A shock so great it made her head go blank.

But the contents of the note didn't end there.

P.S.) If possible, please deliver the other box to the person who was originally supposed to receive it. If that is impossible, please keep it until then.

“No...!”

What are you going to do if I just pocket it in the middle? Why are you just handing over two bottles of Wish Tickets with a mere note like this!

...But even as she said that, this kind and clever spy knew.

That she would keep her word.

“....”

Gratitude, a sense of debt, joy, and a sense of burden—everything mixed together made her head swim.

So....

Go Yeongeun made one more certain decision.

Then she grabbed something and ran out of the house.

‘It was delivered well.’

I saw that the drink I was having at the cafe had hit the bottom.

This was a cafe in the Gangnam Station underground shopping center.

It had already been an hour and a half since I watched Ms. Go Yeongeun take the phone from the subway locker.

Since there had been no other unusual occurrences in the meantime, it seemed like I could get up soon.

‘This is enough.’

...If it’s Ms. Go Yeongeun, she won’t pocket the Wish Ticket and will return it to its owner.

And since she’s still working at the Disaster Management Bureau, she’ll have more opportunities to approach him than I do.

‘...She also seemed better suited for the Disaster Management Bureau.’

Now that the spy work itself is over, she could continue working at the Disaster Management Bureau if she wanted.

Fortunately, there was no tailing from the Disaster Management Bureau agents either.

...It seems to have ended well.

Now, I have only one Wish Potion left.

‘Then, if I drink this now...’

It was when I was thinking that.

A familiar Human Figure came running back toward the storage lockers.

“...!”

...It’s Ms. Go Yeongeun.

Did something go wrong?

However, Go Yeongeun calmly reopened locker 17, which had contained the Wish Tickets, put something inside, and closed it tight.

Then she left the area again as if nothing had happened.

“....”

What did she put in the locker?

‘Could it be... she put back Jang Heowoon’s share of the Wish Ticket?’

That could be the case. Even I... would have found it difficult to fulfill a request to deliver a Wish Ticket to someone else who is currently isolated and might not be seen again for a long time.

‘Right.’

It was an unreasonable request to begin with.

After enough time had passed for me to confirm that Ms. Go Yeongeun had completely disappeared and there was no tailing, I quietly left the cafe and headed for the storage lockers.

Then I opened locker 17.

...Inside, as I expected, there was a box.

‘It can’t be helped.’

I picked it up.

But... the weight is strangely different.

“...?”

I quickly went into the bathroom and carefully opened the box in a stall.

However, instead of a five-colored, brilliant light, a faint blue light appeared.

A light green color like a new sprout.

It was a C-Class Regeneration Potion.

“....”

I stared at it blankly.

There was a note attached inside the box.

Just like the one I had attached.

I’ll do my best.

Thank you.

Please stay safe.

An indescribable feeling surged inside me.

She must have barely bought one bottle with Points herself.

Perhaps she thought that because I didn’t have an arm... it would be difficult to replace it with Goblin Fire after leaving the Disaster Management Bureau, so she gave it to me.

‘...Thank you.’

I carefully packed the box and tucked it preciousy into my arms.

That night.

I downed the Regeneration Potion.

And with both hands fully restored, I left my farewells.

Scheduled message transmission.

I set it for tomorrow morning.

These were messages to my former superiors in Group D... and several people I was indebted to.

‘Let’s send one more to the Sergeant too.’

It was mainly to tell them not to worry since I was resigning safely.

Writing a message to Section Chief Lee Jaheon did make me break into a cold sweat, though.

‘The Alien Shop installment plan....’

I’m truly sorry. I ended up fleeing in the middle of the night as soon as the installments started.

Instead, I put all the equipment I owned into a subway storage locker and sent the location and password to Section Chief Lee Jaheon. I hope you will forgive me with this....

“Phew.”

With that, all the cleanup was finished.

What remains is... the Goblin Fire.

I raised my regenerated arm to the small blue ball of fire that was hovering around me, watching what I was doing with interest, and said.

“It’s okay now. Look, I even have an arm, right? You can go back.”

But the Goblin Fire flashed as if refusing and sat in front of my desk.

It was a bit troublesome... but it didn’t feel bad.

“Then let’s stay together for just a little longer. ...When I disappear, you go back to the Bureau. Got it?”

The Goblin Fire moved as if nodding its head with a dejected air.

Then now, truly, only one thing remains.

The last.

I took out the small, fluffy, pink Rabbit Doll.

“....”

Inhaling, I stood the ‘Good Friend’ doll against the leg of the bed and shone a light to cast a shadow.

So that we could talk in reality as well.

-Oh, Friend!

The cheerful voice of the Host.

The now-familiar, attention-grabbing accent and tone spoke smoothly.

-This hotel isn’t half bad today. The small and cozy space reminds me of the room I used to stay in with Mr. Roe Deer. Is tonight perhaps a night to celebrate a wish coming true?

“Something like that.”

Since I don’t even need to save money anymore.

And....

“....”

-Friend?

“Are you okay with it?”

-With what?

“Me using the Wish Ticket.”

The question that had been weighing on my mind, but which I hadn't been able to ask for fear of getting a monumental answer.

“You already know what my wish is.”

The Host already knows.

If he’s looking into my thoughts or knowledge to some extent, no, he would have realized it at least by the time I was talking to the Sergeant.

That I wish to leave this world.

“But you haven’t asked even a single question.”

Looking at the shadow of the giant doll, I continued.

“It was strange.”

-Oh....

“I also wondered if you were quietly waiting for the catharsis, thinking that I would fail.”

-My goodness.

-I’ll say it again, Friend, I don’t wish for your failure.... I simply don’t do things like inappropriately involving myself and ruining the flow and the scene!

-And in the current case, it’s just....

The sound of someone tapping their gloves.

-It’s simply a situation so clear that no questions are necessary.

-Doesn't Friend want to go home? Yet, you rejected the offer of this Braun, who introduced a more wonderful and new home....

A chill runs down my spine.

However, the Host’s tone was... still calm and cheerful.

-Then, as a Host, it would be respectful to watch where Mr. Roe Deer’s choice leads this show.

“....”

-Do as you wish, Friend.

-You’ve worked hard for this until now, so now it’s time to see the results.

The shadow of the Rabbit Doll flickered, as if pointing to something with its hand.

The Wish Potion placed on the table.

“...Phew.”

-Let’s go. To the finale and the ending!

I grabbed the Wish Ticket.
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The iridescent potion ripples in my hands.

The color of Dream Essence.

The Wish-Granting Potion.

…The introduction is engraved into the transparent glass bottle, revealing itself whenever the liquid inside shifts the light like a wave.

I stared into it.

: Daydream Potion :

Wish

EX (miraculous)

Lift the bottle with both hands.

Express your earnest wish in a single sentence, and then…

With your eyes closed, consume the liquid in the bottle all at once.

Whatever the wish, it will be granted.

I had known this method for a long time.

That was why I had been pondering from the start.

What sentence should I use?

When I use the Wish Ticket, with what single sentence should I express the wish I would make?

I thought about it every time I tossed and turned in bed, unable to sleep; every time I wrote an exploration report in the office; every time I barely survived a ghost story and walked home from work.

The first thing that came to mind was that.

A primal urge.

-Please send me home.

It was earnest.

But I put it on hold.

‘Home’ is too abstract a concept.

I’ve lived in more than one or two residential spaces up until now, and there was no telling what criteria the Wish Ticket would use to trigger.

If I wasn't careful, it was a phrase that could send me to the Daydream employee dormitory.

…The fact that I drifted from motel to motel as much as possible, avoiding a ‘home’ while infiltrated at the Disaster Management Bureau, was likely a manifestation of the aversion stemming from this.

Anyway, that was why I thought again.

Because I had to block off all room for error.

‘I can’t make a mistake.’

I must not let the Wish Ticket grant my wish in some unintended way.

‘Please send me back to the place where I originally lived’? Similarly abstract. Rejected.

‘Please send me to a world without ghost stories’? There’s no guarantee that would be the place I was from. If I’m unlucky, a crazy interpretation like… if you die and go to heaven, it’s a world without ghost stories… might be possible.

Discarding options time and time again, I chose so carefully.

One perfect sentence that could accurately designate time and space.

And then I decided.

Clutching the potion tightly with both hands, I opened my mouth and spoke.

“My wish is.”

Simply.

“To return to the place where I was one day before I joined Daydream Inc.”

The world where I originally lived, at a point in time before I spun the roulette at the pop-up store.

It was a perfect designation.

[Excellent!]

‘It worked.’

Hearing the Host’s admiration, I calmly opened the cap of the Wish-Granting Potion.

Light burst out, but I blocked it with my hand and closed my eyes.

And then, I poured the potion into my mouth.

“……!”

A dream being swallowed.

That was the only way to describe it.

A strange, synesthetic liquid I had never experienced before slid down my throat.

Something brilliant filled my stomach.

Intangible power, transcendental authority, overflowing mystery.

Ecstasy and wonder led me.

Yes. I am moving!

‘Oh my god.’

My entire body was being sucked in somewhere.

Very deep, very far….

To the place where my wish reaches.

It felt as if I were making a journey to fulfill a lifelong desire. A transcendental power was transporting me.

Yes.

Yes!

I’ll return to my safe home just like this and….

…….

…….

……?

“Cough.”

I collapsed onto the floor.

My body rolled across the dirty, dust-covered floor, and a cough erupted from me.

Musty air.

Even when I opened my eyes, I saw only pitch-black darkness. Even when I blinked, no outlines appeared.

Silence.

Silence.

What is this?

The fantastical sensation had ended. The Wish Ticket had vanished. Which meant….

This was my destination.

“…….”

The blood drained from my head.

I felt dazed.

“Ugh.”

I twisted my body on the floor and stood up. A sharp fragment scraped my arm and hand, leaving a stinging pain.

Gasping for breath, I held up the empty bottle still in my hand. One or two drops of the remaining Wish Ticket liquid cast a faint, residual light.

The space I was in revealed itself.

…Atop shards of broken glass.

“…!”

Turning my head, I saw the spot where I had fallen.

An empty glass tube was shattered.

I had fallen from there onto the shards of glass in a pit of dust.

‘…Why?’

Was I… moved inside there?

My heart throbbed with anxiety. Before foreboding could consume my mind, I desperately checked the silhouette of the device in the darkness.

It looked like a device used for storing a large volume of liquid. But….

…The device looked familiar.

An old, 2000s-style experimental machine with buttons and a keyboard panel beneath a glass tube that was empty because the power was out.

That was, that was…….

A dream incubator.

The broken, shattered dream incubator of the Cheerful Research Institute.

…….

I stared blankly around me.

My eyes, having adjusted to the darkness, finally identified the surroundings with the help of the Wish Ticket residue.

This was.

The Prototype Dream Incubation Room of the Cheerful Research Institute.

“……!”

Something was wrong.

Something was wrong.

Why did I come here?

“No.”

Let’s be calm. Calm. I clearly asked to be sent back to the place I was one day before I joined—why here? Wait. No, that’s not it.

“This isn’t the place!”

It’s different!

Yes. The structure was the same as that laboratory, but it was different. The silhouette was subtly different.

I saw other machines and documents. Even recording tapes and empty reagent bottles. And computers too….

‘There’s no dust on the computers.’

……It’s strange.

I staggered and turned my head. A hint, I needed a hint.

And then I found it.

An experiment log.

“…….”

The one that had been soaked in blood and filth, with every record meticulously erased, and only the words ‘We were deceived’ repeated like madness.

It was next to the shattered glass tube of the dream incubator.

Just as I had found it in the Dream Incubation Room last time.

“…….”

I approached it.

The old paper wasn't soaked in blood and filth, but it was scorched brown.

I turned the page with trembling hands.

Though there were charred spots as if it had been burned, it was readable.

Starting from the title on the first page.

Ireum-nim Invitation Research

I inhaled sharply.

Research Purpose: Confirmation of the targeted …….

…Ascension of an entity into the physical world and progression of the contract.

The sub-title of this research was taken from the name of a god worshipped by a certain cult currently thriving as a derivative of previous research.

This will be the final research of the Cheerful Research Institute.

My heart pounded ominously.

I turned the pages frantically.

Numerous experiment records were written.

Because they weren't registered as data, the formats were varied, and there were several practitioners.

Various attempts and preparations.

Failure, Dream Incubator No. 21 discarded.

Failure, failure.

Horrible ingredients I didn't recognize and extreme methods remained, with more than half erased.

Things that had been birthed, summoned, and then discarded.

And then….

Success.

Some meaningful result had come out.

Experiment #316

Input Liquid Volume: 1200L

Ingredients: Qterw-A-4…'s …Dragon, ……-…326, human blood, ……, and 13 other synthetic elements.

Succeeded in awakening Ireum-nim’s spirit inside the glass tube.

Contract failed. Form collapsed within the liquid.

Assumed to be due to insufficient liquid; will adjust variables based on this research.

And it gradually became more sophisticated.

Experiment #322

Input Liquid Volume: 2300L

Awakened Ireum-nim let out a shriek inside the glass tube, and after …… ………, life signs vanished.

Assumed that after perceiving their own physical tissue mutation, the rejection reaction caused the material bonds to collapse and clump.

Requesting change in material ratios to prepare a medium that accurately reflects Ireum-nim’s appearance.

Checking Darkness related to shapeshifting.

My hands trembled.

An ominous deduction swirled in my head.

The experiments repeated over and over, and the conditions became more specific.

The necessary conditions for invitation and contract confirmed so far are as follows:

1. Maintenance of Ireum-nim’s original identity.

2. Oblivion of existing attachment relationships.

3. Provision of a survival goal.

4. Removal of all incongruities.

Through a powerful Binding Restriction, it is believed these conditions can be fulfilled, and various plans are being proposed.

And….

An existing invention of the Cheerful Research Institute was mentioned.

It was a product, currently discarded, that requested an entity from the Otherworld to partially dwell in a doll and perform a friendly role for the contractor.

A limited version was being distributed as a souvenir in a certain board game, and it was—

It was called by the product name ‘Good Friend.’

“…….”

I barely managed to turn to the next page.

The final experiment record.

Experiment #444

Input Liquid Volume: 39999L

Ingredients: Same as #443.

Result: Success.

Using the ritual from the discarded invention, the complete invitation of Ireum-nim was achieved.

Dwelling in ……. Stabilization.

Immediately upon awakening, scheduled to be separated from the Dream Essence Liquid for a simple Q&A.

The pages ended there.

However.

“…….”

As I turned the final page, I saw a torn piece of paper tucked inside.

Traces as if it had been crumpled up into a ball.

It was as if someone had taken a discarded piece of paper, smoothed it out well, and placed it back into the experiment records.

And on it, there was scribbled writing.

The handwriting, which had been as precise as a document, was completely ruined.

Daydream found out they're raiding it was another trick before Ireum-nim is taken I’ve smuggled them out and hidden them in the place where there will be the most people

Please

The writing cut off unnaturally there.

And beneath the words ‘place where there will be the most people,’ someone had drawn a thick line and written words in a different handwriting.

New employee orientation?

As if they had deduced it after seeing the text.

“…….”

No.

My mind rejected it.

But the deduction was already finished.

No, there was nothing to deduce.

It was too clear.

In response to my wish to ‘return to the place I was in one day before I joined Daydream Inc.’

I had awakened inside this shattered dream incubator.

So.

I….

Was the research target of this experiment log.

A Good Friend.

Something synthesized, inhabited by an entity from the Otherworld invited by the Cheerful Research Institute.

Just like the Host, Braun, who was projected into a plush doll.

Kim Soleum’s consciousness, existing in another world, projected into ‘something’ created in a dream incubator.

…Is that what this is?

“……No.”

It’s not.

There must be some other deduction I can make.

What did it say about the Binding Restriction earlier? That doesn't apply to me. Because I want to go home, I want to go back to my home and meet my family and friends.

So….

Who exactly are those people?

“…….”

I can’t remember.

I mean.

Clearly, even when I first joined, I remembered them clearly.

I even remembered the conversations I had with my parents and friends. And with my friends, and family, I checked my contacts and searched through records and found out…….

……Did I?

Did I just think to myself that I ‘found out’ and moved on?

Specifically, what contacts did I check, and what previous address did I visit?

I don’t know.

I don’t remember.

Only the certainty that I had done it….

“…….”

Then, am I,

Is this body I’m in,

Not Kim Soleum?

If the place I was before joining was here.

If I returned to the place where this body was.

If I was created in the dream incubation lab.

Am I… not human?

“No.”

I looked down at my hands.

[No]

No!

S t o p  I t

Keekekekekekeekdkekeke

My body began to bulge and protrude.

The tattoos began to collapse.

I was disappearing. My human body was breaking down.

The ego that realized the truth rejected the form of a human body. The body tried to return to its original form.

Something divine and bizarre and synthesized burst out from within me.

Scales and horns, hooves and thorns, pierced through my ribs….

“No!”

My voice echoed strangely through the space. But there was nothing I could do. I had organized all my items. My tattoos were empty…!

N o

At that moment.

I realized.

One piece of equipment remained inside the tattoos.

Not mine, but borrowed equipment.

“…!”

I frantically shoved my mutating hand into the tattoo and pulled out the equipment.

The Security Team suit.

And I began to madly pull that suit on.

My mutating body was shoved into a human form and fixed in place. With a bizarre sound, black smoke enveloped my entire body.

In that way, I barely regained my human limbs.

I had to run.

Staggering, I searched for the lab door. Eyes like yellow lanterns flashed. The light found the doorknob.

Barely grabbing it and leaning against it as I stepped outside….

I saw indoor lights.

“……!”

An ordinary office hallway.

A scenery I had seen once before.

‘…Daydream’s Underground.’

The place the Sergeant had told me about, the one located in the company’s basement… the Cheerful Research Institute.

-The Cheerful Research Institute… it’s still in our company’s basement…….

-Even if you go further down into the basement… the same office hallways… just keep repeating….

Just what basement floor was this?

How do I get out?

‘The elevator….’

My head and my body were heavy.

Strange, intense pain flooded my entire body.

Dragging my feet, I tried to move toward the end of the hallway no matter what.

Just then.

“Excellent.”

…….

“Your loyalty to the company is remarkable. To think you’d return.”

I lifted my head.

Someone in a suit, who had appeared out of nowhere, was staring at me from the front.

An impression whose age couldn't be guessed, a cold and tidy appearance, dark blue hair, wearing a perfectly fitted three-button suit….

Director Cheong Dallae.

“You’re already wearing the uniform. It looks very good on you.”

Black pupils peered into me.

“But that isn't the appropriate uniform….”

I opened my mouth.

But no words came out. It felt as if my vocal cords were crumpled inside the suit.

The insanely uncomfortable, tightening sensation grew stronger, more… painful.

“Yes. That seems to make a human look like a monster. Is it a newly developed version?”

“…….”

“But when a real monster wears it, it’s just a frame that forcibly crushes the body. As you know, there are many programs in society that only take effect once a contract is signed. It’s like that.”

It was a declaration.

“If you stay like that, you will soon suffer necrosis.”

“…….”

“If you don’t like that, there is this path.”

Director Cheong Dallae pulled a neat sheet of paper from her pocket.

“It’s a contract.”

…….

“All you have to do is sign. I promise very humane treatment. It will be a satisfying job…. In the Security Team, that is.”

Blood began to flow from my body. Blood dripped down my fingers.

“Now.”

“…….”

“Choose.”

I felt like I was going to die.

As my collapsed body was crushed, my consciousness began to be crushed as well. Now, I couldn't even stagger forward.

I didn't even have the strength to think of another option.

A dead end.

“…….”

I raised my trembling hand.

And on that contract, I signed with my flowing blood.

“Good.”

The moment the signature was finished,

My body rapidly began to feel at ease.

As if I were wearing perfectly fitting clothes, as if a promise had been kept, as if the exact right amount of water had been poured into a glass.

Peace and an unknown power spread throughout my entire body.

And… along with a Binding Restriction clearer than anything else.

“…….”

I looked at my boss.

“From now on, you will be entrusted with a very excellent duty.”

And just like that.

I began to commute to the company again.

<End of Part 1>
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