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Chapter 209

6:00 PM, as the sun began to set.

A murky sunset reflects on the entrance of a certain building located in Seoul.

A cold, clean ground-floor space with a modern structure.

{Daydream Inc. Annex}

{‎Entry restricted to authorized personnel only.}

This was the lobby of the Daydream Inc. annex building.

However, this desolate space, which should have been quiet and eerie, was now somewhat lively with the buzzing of people.

"Wow, look at the atmosphere."

"Hello. Yes, nice to meet you…!"

Dozens of young adults in black suits were gathered, exchanging greetings. Their faces were bright with a mix of anticipation and tension.

It was only natural.

"Congratulations on getting the job!"

"Hahaha, thank you. You too!"

After all, they had just successfully joined Daydream, a famous pharmaceutical company that had been a hot topic in the stock market for the past few years!

Thus, the company had summoned them via email to the Annex next to the Seoul headquarters.

{New Employee Orientation Guide}

Today was the first day of orientation.

"A three-day, two-night orientation at the Seoul Annex... It's almost luxurious, isn't it?"

"Seriously. Wow, this place feels more like a museum lobby than anything."

"Yeah, as expected of a large corporation... Ah, are we all sales team hires?"

"It seems so. Everyone I’ve talked to is in sales."

"Then the new hires for other departments might be gathered at another nearby location."

The people, intoxicated by the joy of passing the recruitment process, laughed and talked with one another.

There was no reason not to be friendly. After all, they were fellow colleagues who would continue to see each other frequently in this pharmaceutical giant. The victorious new hires!

As a result of this cheerful atmosphere, some people even generously struck up a conversation with those excluded from the conversation.

"Excuse me, you're a new hire too, right?"

".…."

Among the noisy new employees, one individual who had been quietly observing the interior of the annex alone, raised his head.

A young man around their age, with a weary-looking expression on his face.

The new employee who had been leading the conversation continued speaking to him in a slightly boastful manner.

"Congratulations on joining the company! Let's work well together!"

However...

"Thank you."

That was it.

“….."

"....."

Silence.

'What the hell...?'

How could a new sales employee be lacking social skills?

How on earth did this guy even pass the interview?

As the atmosphere was about to turn awkward, the new employee who had spoken hurriedly babbled on.

"Haha, actually... I have a friend who's already working at Daydream."

"Whoa."

"Really?"

"Wow, which department?"

"Yep, yep. I think it was…. The Research Team or something?"

The crowd responded with explosive interest!

The new employee let out a sigh of relief inwardly for reviving the atmosphere and continued speaking in a subtle tone, half-boasting and half-not.

"But you know, he actually was weirdly discouraging me from joining. He said something about how I'd regret it if I worked here."

"Haha!"

"Friends who get a job first always say stuff like that."

"Exactly my point!"

“….."

People laughed, as if it were typical office-worker banter about being overworked. 

However...

"...Which department?"

"Pardon?"

The man who had remained silent opened his mouth again.

"That friend of yours... which department was he in—?"

At that moment.

[Ah, ah. Mic test.]

"...!"

Everyone raised their heads at once.

[Oops, everyone is gathered nicely. Then, let us begin~]

A speaker installed in the corner of the wall.

A voice with a very cheerful tone began to come out of it.

The smooth voice of a man.

[Welcome to all the new hires who have joined us after breaking through the 142 to 1 competition! I am Kwak Jekang, the Section Chief from Research Team 1, and I will be in charge of your orientation today.]

[Shall we start with a round of applause?]

Whoahhhhhh!

The new employees all clapped happily, yet they were slightly puzzled.

"Why over the speaker...?"

Why wasn't he appearing in person?

"Um, maybe it’s something we’re supposed to do on our own?"

[Aha. That's correct!]

"...!"

‘H-He was listening...!’

[Exactly, exactly. From now on, to build teamwork and company spirit, you—the new hires! —will be participating in a very fun activity together~]

[Well, it's just one light mission, so think of it as a recreational activity. There are prizes on the line too!]

The new employees quickly took it positively.

"I guess it's meant to help us quickly get close to each other!"

"It's actually better this way. Haha."

After all, many large corporations and famous venture firms these days often conduct their orientations in very creative or unique ways.

"I heard one company even uses its office for a murder-mystery board game."

[...Aha, wow, that does sound fun! This is similar, you see. Yes, indeed~ Now then...]

The tone of the voice flowing from the speaker rose as if excited.

[Let’s begin the new employee orientation right now!]

At the same instant.

Clack, clack, clack, clack.

The lights in the annex lobby switched on.

"...!"

Under the bright incandescent lights, things that hadn't been visible before began to appear.

Down the corridor that was previously obscured by darkness, stood rows of heavy iron doors.

".…."

How should I put it? Rather than maintaining security, it’s as if they were meant to isolate and lock something away… The atmosphere was heavy and alien. 

'Why would there be something like that in the company annex...?'

But before anyone could linger on their doubts, everyone’s attention was focused on the place where the lights shone most brightly.

A lone front desk.

An eye-catching object placed upon it.

"Ah...!"

The new employees blinked as they confirmed what it was.

A pitch-black cylindrical box.

"A lottery box?"

It was large and old.

It looked shabby and crumpled here and there, so out of place in the modern, pristine marble lobby of the annex.

The top of the black box, made of thick paper, was covered so the inside couldn't be seen, but through the silhouette of the lid, one could tell there were three holes.

Each round lid cover was numbered.

⓵ ⓶ ⓷

[Alright, step forward one at a time and draw a lot. Pick the next number in order, and then keep going that way.]

[Ah, let me show you how it’s done. You three people standing closest! Come draw a number, one at a time!]

"Uh, yessir!"

Amidst the whispering, the three who were pointed out stepped forward, though they hesitated they couldn’t refuse.

And they drew their lots.

Shuffle.

The contents written on each slip were as follows:

⓵ 6th BF

⓶ 322

⓷ Recite a nursery rhyme

"What..."

[Now, let's... look at the desk again. Do you see the whiteboard behind the drawing box?]

Everyone's gaze turned toward the whiteboard.

A printed sentence was stuck there.

I go down to Basement Floor ⓵___,

and reaching the room number  ⓶____,

I will ⓷__________ .

[If you fill in the blanks on the whiteboard with each numbered lot you drew, the sentence is complete!]

[Carrying out what's written in that sentence is the mission. Isn't it so simple? Haha!]

They placed the lots on the whiteboard according to their numbers, and the sentence was completed.

Like this.

I go down to Basement Floor ⓵__6_,

and reaching the room number  ⓶__332__,

I will ⓷__Recite a nursery rhyme_ .

"..."

"..."

An inexplicable, eerie feeling arose from the completed sentence.

'Basement?'

It was at that moment.

[Ah, right. An incredible prize awaits the team with the best mission performance.]

As if sensing their hesitation, a cheerful motivation came through the speaker.

[You'll get... 100 points, which can be used like cash in the employee mall!]

One hundred points?

"May I ask what we can buy with that?"

[Of course! That's an amount that can even buy a robot vacuum cleaner!]

"Ooooh!"

If it could buy a robot vacuum, it must be quite a sum!

The atmosphere brightened instantly.

Reason and a sense of reality returned to their calculations.

'Yeah, worst case, it's just a test of courage, right?'

'The company isn't stupid; they wouldn't make us do something truly dangerous.'

With so many people around and being in groups of three, it was hard to even feel scared.

Even if they had prepared a surprise, it would likely be at a level that even a coward could handle!

The new employees looked at each other, nodding and smiling.

"Excuse me, do we have to take the stairs?"

[Oh dear, wouldn't that be too exhausting? For moving, you may use any of the elevators currently in operation. Hahaha!]

[Now, now, let's form teams as you like and try it out!]

"Yes!"

They talked among themselves, with faces flushed with excitement, and reached into the black box and drew.

The lots that would decide their fate.

"Fighting!"

"The three of us will go first. We just need to take this elevator, right?"

"Let's go. Basement 6th floor!"

The atmosphere couldn't have been better.

At least, until thirty-four minutes later, when the returning elevator doors opened, revealing colleagues with only their lower halves remaining.

"Aaaaaah!"

"Aaah!"

And it continued.

Ding.

Ding.

Ding.

The sound of the elevator arriving.

Each time the elevator arrived and its doors opened, screams split the air and echoed through the annex lobby.

Screams. Terror. Panic.

The elevators, arriving one after another were filled with 'what used to be bodies,' each in a different state.

Gruesome sights they would have never imagined encountering in real life. Blood, filth, fragments of entrails, sometimes ash or ice, and even scraps of human skin covered with dense writing in pen.

There was even an employee who died from excessive bleeding while writing bizarre phrases or patterns on the elevator mirror with their own blood.

"Euaaaaaak!!"

Those who managed to return alive from within were also not in their right minds.

"We have to run! Run! Run!"

"I-I'm sorry. I'm sorry, I'm so sorry for knocking on the door..."

Some mumbled in a daze.

Then, finally, people who were at least somewhat normal appeared.

"T-This person is okay!"

"..."

"What on earth happened?! What is this?!"

A new employee, who had been holding a dead employee as a shield in front of the elevator doors, spoke with a face turned deathly pale.

"There’s someone there."

Down in the basement where they’d gone, beyond the doors—

"Someone? Who?! Who on earth?!"

...

"A… A strange employee."

And the eyewitness accounts of the survivors came pouring out.

When the elevator doors opened, the cold and desolate basement corridors were revealed.

The numerous iron doors there, and the strange markings that were only on the doors they were assigned to. The sounds, the smell of blood, the light that came only from just that door...

And the scenery inside, glimpsed through the small hole above the room number plate.

An employee.

"They were wearing the employee uniform... but it was strange. Really strange..."

A child in a lab coat. One with an oxygen tank. One holding a bunch of balloons. One wearing a cowboy hat with wooden hands. One wearing a lion dance mask...

The bizarre descriptions of their appearances made everyone's skin crawl.

And then—

"I-It responded."

"...!"

"It reacted to what we did! It chased after us, and then... like that!"

Heads turned toward the elevator doors, now filled with body parts.

"..."

"..."

The new employees realized.

This 'do as the sentence says' mission.

It was basically a suicide act straight out of a horror movie.

They were caught up in an unrealistic catastrophe.

"No!"

About half of the new hires, those who had not yet gone down to do their mission, looked around at each other with faces turned blue with terror, then bolted for the main entrance.

However, the annex's only door had already been sealed before they even knew it.

People clung to the door where the shutters had come down.

"Please let us out!"

"M-My phone isn’t working. What do we do?"

"This... this has to be some kind of variety show. Y-Yeah, there must be cameras here somewhere..."

"Please open the door! Please, I’m begging you!"

Bang, bang, bang!

There was no response no matter how hard they pounded on the main entrance's shutters until their hands bled.

A few new employees noticed another method of communication.

"The speakers!"

They swarmed toward the speakers where 'Section Chief Kwak Jekang's' voice had come from and began to pour out requests for rescue, pleas, and terror.

However…

[(Beep—) The automated response system has been activated due to the absence of the person in charge.]

Section Chief Kwak Jekang's voice was no longer heard from the speakers.

Instead, a recorded, cheerful voice played on loop.

[The main entrance will be opened after all participants have attempted the mission. In 30 seconds, all attempts to forcibly open the shutters will result in death by security protocol.]

[Orientation participants, do your best!]

Beep, beep, beep, beep— Beep!

"Aaaaaah!"

Two employees who attempted to break the shutters had their heads burst open.

And then, they died.

Pandemonium.

"Uh, uh, uh, uh, uh..."

"Heu-heuk."

No one could understand how or why this was happening.

Faced with a sight so unbelievable it couldn't be reality, the chaos in the lobby only gradually died down.

From then on, the people in the lobby huddled together for more than half a day, trembling before the front desk.

Whispers and movements to find a way out occurred occasionally, but at least no one went near the elevators.

No one seemed to be willing to complete the mission.

Then, a brutal incentive was given.

[An announcement regarding the delay in mission performance for over 6 hours.]

[If the next participant does not board the elevator within 5 minutes, death by security protocol will occur.]

"..."

"..."

The new hires looked at each other with trembling eyes.

Someone.

Some had to go.

Someone had to get on the elevator.

Who would it be?

"Fuck..."

The new employee who, a few hours ago, had been boasting about ‘a friend who works at the company’, now squeezed into a corner, avoiding everyone’s gaze as much as possible.

And while breaking out in a cold sweat, he looked again at the sentence his group had completed.

I go down to Basement Floor 13,

at the door of room 666,

I will knock and then go inside.

He’s going to die.

There's no way he’d survive with such ominous numbers.

'Run...'

Then.

"The next ones up! The ones who already drew!”

Damn it!

"There they are! It’s those people!"

"...!"

People rushed over and violently pushed his group into the elevator.

They resisted like mad, but they were outnumbered, with no weapons or means to resist.

"No!"

[The doors are closing.]

He tried to get up, struggling in panic, he pressed the open button like crazy.

At that moment, one of his teammates grabbed his hand and pulled it down.

"...!"

"It's already too late."

Thud.

The doors closed.

"Hiieck!"

Turning his head in terror so deep that he couldn’t feel anger, he saw his peer with a pale expression staring at him.

The man who had been unusually quiet.

But now, he spoke calmly as if explaining.

"People died from the security protocol. Which means, even if we just stayed in the lobby like this, we’d die all the same..."

"..."

"Since it's come to this, we have no choice but to do it."

"N-No...!"

"Calm down and think about it. There were quite a few people who came back fine."

As if to snap him out of it, the other man grabbed his shoulders.

"...Certainly, about one out of every three teams testified that 'nothing happened’ to them."

"...!!"

Indeed, that was true.

-“Nothing much happened…”

-“Th-There was just a weird person dressed in something like a strange... special agent uniform staring at us wordlessly.”

-“I'm telling you, there really was no one inside!”

"Even for the teams where something did happen, about half of them came back alive. So, compared to just dying in the lobby, your odds of living are higher.”

"..."

"...Based on the testimonies of the previous teams, let's move carefully."

Gasping for breath, the two new employees slowly nodded.

It was thanks to the composure of the one who seemed almost like an experienced veteran.

The new employee who had tried to act self-important ended up speaking without realizing it. 

"Um, by the way, what is your... name…?"

"..."

The previously silent person opened his mouth.

"It's Jang Heowoon."

Ding.

The elevator arrived at the basement.

Onto the old corridor lined with iron doors, the new employees step out, trembling.

And they found the room they were looking for.

{666}

Taking a breath, they reached out and placed a hand on the door.

Knock, knock, knock.

***

I had a dream.

It was a truly strange and bizarre nightmare.

A dream in which I entered the eerie ghost-story wiki I loved so much.

In the dream, I became an elite employee at a terrible pharmaceutical company that pushed employees into ghost stories to make potion ingredients.

I also infiltrated the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, a special agency that rescued people from ghost stories, as a spy.

In that process, I entered numerous ghost stories from the <Dark Exploration Records> Wiki.

A convenience store where you played tag with ghosts, a quiz show where you died if you got the answer wrong, ink wash paintings haunted by evil spirits, exhibitions that charged organs as admission fees, a bizarre theme park……

Fierce and chilling days spent teetering on the threshold of life and death.

And yet, I also met unforgettable people.

—“Mr. Kim Soleum. Can you hear me?”

—“Roe, they say seventeen employees escaped after hearing your announcement!”

—“I hope your wish comes true.”

—“You’ll be alright, Grapes-ie.”

A lingering, vivid afterimage remains.

You know, those dreams where you forget most of the details as you wake up, but an intense impression and a lingering feeling remain like a shock.

Especially when the ending is particularly horrific and traumatic.

I survived life-threatening moments, endured horrors, worked at a ghost Story company, and finally, at the very moment I drank the Wish Ticket I had so desperately desired….

ThetruthisIwas■■■■■■anddidnotcrashlandinanotherworldbutwasinvitedandmybodyisnothumanandIrealizedthat■■■■■■■.

No!

I don't want to wake up.

I don't want to know reality.

I don't want to realize that I am still in Daydream Inc.

…….

And in the next moment, I realized.

That I cannot fall asleep.

Gaaasp

Dawn.

I sat up in bed, gasping for breath.

No, I must have made a ‘breathing’ sound.

If I had functional vocal cords, that is.

“…….”

I reached for my throat.

Shhhhk—

A strange hissing sound of smoke.

My hands, wrapped in shiny gloves, feel a rubbery material of a work uniform wrapping around my neck instead of skin.

I fumbled. The silhouette was human.

But when I touched the strange, countless rib-like horns that connected from my neck to the top of my head, I let my hand fall.

“…….”

Once again, I realize.

I cannot sleep.

[Whirrrrr!]

[Your work shift has begun. Please wake up. Your work shift has begun. Please wake up….]

I rose from the steel bed and began today’s work.

As per the contract.



TL Notes: -

Chapter 210

After drinking the Wish Ticket and realizing the 'truth'.

My body collapsed, and Director Ho’s Security Team Uniform, which I had desperately forced my body into, instead had the opposite effect, causing me to become necrotic.

Thus, at the brink of death, I made the only choice I could.

-“All you have to do is sign.”

I signed the employment contract that Director Cheong handed to me.

Immediately afterwards, I lost consciousness… and by the time I regained my senses, I had already been transported to some unknown location.

A bleak little room.

The first thing I saw was a number.

[666]

It was the nameplate attached to the steel door.

The space, consisting only of a steel bed and a sink, was very old-fashioned and utterly silent.

The only light source was a single fluorescent lamp, everything was as quiet as a dead mouse.

However, during working hours, I could leave the room as much as I wanted. That was because from the first day until now, my duties had not changed, not even once….

-Your assigned duty is security work on the 13th floor of the Annex Basement.

Basement Floor 13.

My job was to guard this hallway.

-Security for Basement Floor 13 of the Annex.

But it was meaningless.

No one ever came.

With no windows or emergency exits, this place was just a hallway lined with iron doors, and I walked through it pointlessly.

I wandered the hallway.

Red and blue lights flickered.

The elevator was visible. The lights indicating the floor numbers flashed, showing the digits.

But I could not board it.

Because there were no buttons.

I couldn’t see them.

I could not leave.

Shhhhk….

Thick black smoke filled the air.

The pale hallway’s fluorescent lights flickered as the smoke trembled and rose.

It came out from my breath filtered through my gas mask.

I walked, locked away from the world.

As I gazed at the only thing that moved, the swaying smoke spreading and drifting through the hallway….

[Your working hours have ended. Please return immediately. Your working hours have ended. Please return immediately. Your working hours have ended. Please return immediately…]

It ends.

I returned to Room 666, just as specified in my contract.

Click.

The door locked, and I sat down on the bed.

Silence again.

Would most people find this horrifying?

Whether it's claustrophobia, the fear of isolation, or the terror of simply existing in the basement of a horrifying pharmaceutical company, unnoticed by anyone, would most people feel….fear?

I probably would have.

But I didn’t remember specifically what kind of emotion it would be.

However, not remembering isn't so bad either.

I just simply mull it over for a moment.

My work.



The Security Officer of Annex Basement 13th floor.

Performing security duties without questioning the things that exist beyond the steel doors and without leaving the designated 13th-basement floor hallway.

Regarding anomalies occurring upon contact, nothing has been identified so far.



Those forms that flash faintly in my head and then crumble.

If described in the style of the <Dark Exploration Records> Wiki, it might have been written like this.

Yes. That’s probably how it would go….

But even that faint, censored imagination does not last long.

Bzzzzt—

The silence is broken.

Light from a black-and-white screen casts a shadow over the steel bed.

[Special Entity Employee full of dreams and passion! Welcome to Daydream Inc.'s Security Management Team!]

The sound of a low-quality digital recording echoed through the cell.

[Yesterday, we told you in detail all about the wonderful work the Security Management Team does, right? Today, we’ll tell you the rules you absolutely must follow during your shift!]

A video continues to play on a small round TV mounted in the corner of the solitary cell.

It’s the <Security Management Team New Employee Training Video>.

It tells me the same things over and over.

[You cannot leave your designated work area!]

Two Mascots appear.

A Fox Mascot stands still in front of the hallway’s elevator, spinning around in circles.

A format I felt like I had seen somewhere before.

But, there was something distorted… Is it that which is twisted? The cheerful educational video about the lifestyle of an office worker and Daydream Inc. played in black-and-white, moving the light across the room.

[You are a contracted worker, and you cannot violate the labor rules!]

At first glance, it seems like a typical video for training new employees, but there are some slightly different points.

It also obsessively tells me what I should do when working hours are over.

[Go to sleep.]

[Do not violate your designated sleep time. You cannot wander around. You must rest. That is the normal behavior of a company employee!]

The light from the strangely bright and cheerful video flickered in the small confined room.

And then….

[This concludes the training in this video. Please rest comfortably!]

Click.

It disappears.

“…….”

The workday has ended.

In the now pitch-black small space, only faint red and blue lights flickered from beyond, through the iron door.

Sleep time.

Of course, I cannot sleep.

But as the training video said, I must not violate my sleep time. Because those were the labor rules.

So I lay down on the bed and closed my eyes.

As if I were sleeping.

Learning about ‘company work’ in this way, I continued my employment on the 13th Basement Floor of the Annex.

…….

…….

How many days have I been on the job?

A week?

Fifteen days?

A month?

Seven years?

Or ■■■?

I didn't know and it was difficult to calculate. But it doesn’t matter. The contract didn’t state the duration of employment, so I just remain like this.

Soon, working hours will return again.

And, in the silence, I will….

Knock…knock.

…….

Knock, knock, knock.

A sound.

I heard a sound.

It’s the sound of hard knuckles wrapped in soft skin, moving cautiously and hitting metal.

The sound of knocking on the steel door.

……

A knock.

A person.

I pulled the door open.

“Hiek!”

“Eeeek!”

The steel door of Room 666 opened.

The ones holding the handle jumped back in shock, collapsing into the hallway, about to point their fingers at me….

“Aah… hmmmp.”

They covered their mouths.

And lowered their heads.

“He-hello.”

“We are new employees. We offer our greetings.”

They spoke.

Their voices were stiff, as if they had practiced, but it was real.

And I realized that this was the first time in ages that I had heard someone’s living voice.

No….

Are they really alive?

“If you don’t mind, could we visit for a moment….”

No. It is the sound of the dead.

Every voice of a living person heard through my auditory organs crackled as if heard from an old training video.

As if filtered, as if recorded, every voice I see and hear through the gas mask blurs the shape of the person, making it impossible to clearly identify them.

And then….

“……Um.”

There were no faces above the suits.

No, I cannot identify their faces.

The area where the face should look like a completely melted mosaic.

It was distorted in red and black, as if someone tried to reconstruct a damaged film by gathering every last scrap.

‘Why is that?’

Was it because according to the employment contract I don’t need to see them, or is it because my collapsed body had also collapsed my perception system? I did not know.

But it didn’t matter.

There was no problem identifying them by their clothing, build, and intonation.

And no problem in grasping the situation.

New employees, suits, a team of three, panic and confusion, no masks.

And one more thing.

“…….”

I looked back at the one who had spoken first.

Hearing their ragged breathing, I reached out a hand wearing a black glove.

“Huuuuhp!”

I took out what was in the person’s suit breast pocket.

A note.

I go down to Basement Floor 13,

at the door of room 666,

I will knock and then go inside.

This is….

I see.



‘Experiment Name: New Employee Orientation’ 21st Attempt

: Assigning missions using the Luck Draw Box (Qterw-E-382). A configuration to explore the Annex Basement and encounter the Security Team member ■■■■ in charge of the corresponding area.



Like sparks flying from my mutated head, the record surfaced for a moment, lingering as I took it in.

I ‘understood’ what kind of situation this was.

“Hiek!”

I put the note back into his breast pocket. The one touched by my black-gloved finger shuddered.

A large-statured person who had been standing in the back stepped forward, as if to calm things down, and after gently pushing the other new employee forward, he spoke calmly.

“…We were following the company’s orders.”

“…….”

“We're simply performing our assigned duties.”

That’s right.

If orientation was also considered part of the job, that is.

I looked at the three pitiful new employees who had merely participated in the ‘New Employee Orientation.’

And then….

I stepped back from the door.

As if inviting them in.

“…….”

“…….”

“I-is it alright… if we enter?”

 >Entry of authorized personnel does not violate work regulations.

“Th-thank you… Thank you…….”

Trembling, glancing about nervously, their stiff bodies stepped into Room 666 to carry out what was written on the note.

Then, they burst back out the door as if they had stepped into a pit of fire.

…There was no need to go that far.

“Hiiiiek!”

I tried to reach out my hand to the two employees who had almost tripped over each other trying to get out, but before I could, the two began to crawl away as if to escape.

Right.

They’re running away.

There’s an exit.

The elevator, right there.

“Huff, huff!”

“Wait, calm down….”

The large-statured one seemed to be trying to stop them, but they kept hammering on something.

The elevator buttons.

So there were buttons after all.

Was it just that it wasn't visible to the security officer?

Soon, with a cheerful sound, the elevator doors opened and light poured into the hallway.

A brightly lit interior of the elevator.

“C-close it! Just clo…!”

I moved after them. With every step, smoke rose from my gas mask.

The moment the black smoke entered the elevator.

You cannot leave your designated work area!You cannot leave your designated work area!You cannot leave your designated work area!You cannot leave your designated work area!

It rang in my head.

You cannot leave your designated work area!You cannot leave your designated work area!You cannot leave your designated work area!You cannot leave your designated work area!

…….

No.

What I’m doing isn’t leaving my work area.

The elevator is currently at the 13th basement floor, and I am merely entering a connected space as part of the 13th floor.

Nowhere was it specified that the elevator was excluded from the 13th-basement floor work area.

…….

…….

It became quiet again.

“Ack! Wa-wait….”

I naturally boarded the elevator again.

The doors closed.

Thud.

Black smoke filled the interior of the elevator.

“Ah, aaaaa■■.”

“Ooooh, o-oh, ■■-nim, th-th-that’s■”

I heard the groans and mutterings of the employees beside me. Maybe it was hard to breathe because of the smoke? I held my breath and sucked the black smoke back into my gas mask.

Within the smoke, the mosaic of human faces appeared, tinged with transparency.

It looked as if bodily fluids were seeping from their eyes, nose, and mouth. Still, their breathing seemed to have stabilized….

I tried to direct as much of the smoke as I could toward the wall to keep it away, but one person, trembling under my gaze, finally spoke.

“D…Do you mean, we should stay quiet?”

Mean?

Is there a meaning behind my actions of moving the smoke….

Ah.

“…….”

Was this… how it was done?

 >Meaningless expression.

“H-Hangeul!”

When I formed the letters with the smoke, the mosaics wavered in shock and amazement.

Even amidst the noise, I could sense a strange relief or comfort.

“Um, are you… are you going to attack us…?”

 >Current status: Negative.

“Ah…!”

Their voices become much brighter. The relief of something familiar, the strange comfort when something unknown shows an understandable side.

Emotions I once knew.

The sound of sighing brushed my ears in dull sound quality.

And then, another question.

“T-Then, where a-are you go-going…?”

“…….”

I looked at the elevator buttons.

These were things that couldn’t be seen from the 13th-floor basement hallway.

Among them, there was a button that the new employees were reaching for while glancing at me for my reaction.

1st Floor.

“…….”

That won't do.

Right now, I cannot set foot on the surface. Leaving the elevator would be a complete departure from my designated work area, which was the absolute limit of any loophole I could exploit. I cannot leave.

Then why did I board the elevator?

“…….”

Because there are things that I could do without getting off the elevator.

I reached out my hand.

***

Frozen inside the elevator, the previously smug new employee gasped for breath.

What the hell is this? What the hell is going on?

The thick black smoke in the elevator now, and what could be seen through that smoke….

Yellow eyes, like gas lamps.

‘Fuck, fuck…!’

Huge antlers or rib-like horns sprouted above the gas mask. Wearing a black full-body Uniform that didn't reveal a single patch of flesh, it was like a nightmare crammed into the shape of a human silhouette.

The ‘Security Team’ nametag pinned to its chest felt like some kind of gruesome joke.

The thing from Room 666 on the 13th-floor basement.

I-if we act politely, our chances of survival go up…!’

He poured out accusations and curses inwardly as he looked at the teammate who had introduced himself as ‘Jang Heowoon.’

Jang Heowoon, who was staring intensely at the monster, rather than meeting his eyes.

‘Still pretending to be calm!’

At the same time, he conveniently forgot, for the sake of blame, that he was not dead yet, and that it wasn't Jang Heowoon who had put him in this situation.

Only then did he, absentmindedly realize why there had been dead people in the elevator before.

‘They all tried to escape into the elevator…!’

But there hadn’t been anything… that had boarded with them.

He swallowed hard.

Could it be, did it kill them out of spite because it couldn't board?

‘Then this thing… H-How did it manage to board?’

The only saving grace was that apparently, some kind of communication was possible… but, damn it.

Can I really go back to the first-floor lobby… with that thing?’

In horror movies, this is exactly when everyone left in the lobby gets slaughtered. Cold sweat formed on the tip of his chin and dripped off.

However, his survival instinct came first.

He wanted to get out. He would get out. He was going to escape this insane, hellish space in the basement!

‘Yeah. Yeah!’

At least he wasn’t dead!

Let the bastards left in the lobby fend for themselves! There was no way he’d be the only one to die here!

Almost out of his mind, he reached out and pressed the button for the 1st floor and….

His eyes met those of the entity.

“Ah.”

The yellow eyes looked straight at him through the smoke.

The new employee froze again.

But the strange being who was holding a lantern did not stop him from pressing the 1st-floor button.

Instead it, too, reached out a black hand.

And with a tap, pressed the buttons for the 12th-basement floor.

“Huh…?”

11th basement floor, 10th, 9th, 8th… all the way up to the 1st floor.

It pressed every single button.

As if pressing piano keys, it swiped through them all.
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The fingers of the monster, encased in black gloves, moved as if sweeping upward.

Following that smooth movement, every basement floor button in the elevator lit up.

The new employees stared blankly at the sight.

Just now.

What did it just do?

“Ca-Cancel! Can—”

It was too late.

The elevator moved a single floor in the blink of an eye.

Ding.

[This is Basement Floor 12.]

The elevator doors opened, completely defenseless.

The scene from a few hours ago flashed through their minds like a lightning bolt.

—“Uuuugh... Heup.”

—“Wh-What is this...?”

When the elevator had gone to Basement floor 12 to complete a ‘mission’, it had returned without a single employee, only a pool of red blood spread across the floor…

[The doors are opening.]

And now, in the dim light of the elevator, the dark corridor of ‘that’ Basement floor 12 was revealed. The new employees held their breath.

“……”

“……”

However, unlike inside the elevator, there wasn't a single drop of blood in the hallway.

“Haah.”

Before they could instinctively feel relief, something odd caught their eyes. Oily, dirt-like substances were piled on the floor, caught in the cracks of the elevator.

‘Dirt...?’

Searching for its source, they raised their heads.

Lumps placed sporadically like landmarks along the hallway came into view.

Lumps that looked weathered with time.

But looking closer, their eyes adjusted to the darkness and distinguished their silhouettes.

An ankle near the ankle bone, a chunk of an ear and a part of a temple, a right shoulder blade…

Fragments of human bodies, left colorless like mannequins.

“Hiiiiee...”

Slap.

The new employee covered his own mouth. So that no sound could leak out.

He must not make any noise.

Because, at the end of his gaze, he saw something colossal.

Something standing tall in the dark hallway.

It, too, was wearing a Uniform.

The same Security Team Uniform worn by the horned monster riding in this elevator. A perfect human silhouette, neat and without distortion. It almost looked as if a bored Security Team member was just standing there absentmindedly. However…

What was attached to its head was a scarecrow.

On a crudely made hollow sack filled with straw, a face was roughly drawn with fresh blood.

…….

From somewhere, a song could be heard.

Standing tall all day long

The angry Mister Scarecrow

It echoed faintly through the hallway.

Chirp, chirp, chirp, chirp, chirp, oh how scared the children are

The birds scatter away

Hahahahaha, do be careful

The hat might fly off

Plop.

A drop of blood, caught on the scarecrow's crude drawing of an eye, fell from the tip of a piece of straw.

Standing tall all day long

But since when…

The angry Mister Scarecrow

…Had its head been looking this way?

“……”

Gulp.

The new employees froze.

The scarecrow definitely hadn't moved. But…

Why had it changed?

Why was it now one iron door closer than before?

Why was it even closer again?

Why was its left straw hand raised?

Why was it holding a grass-cutting sickle in its grip?

Why was its face…

“Aaaaaaagh!”

At that moment, the doors of another elevator next to them opened, with a burst of light and screams pouring out.

“…!”

Other people. Clearly others, who had come to this floor for their own missions, could be heard stumbling out of the elevator into this hallway.

“Wh-What is that!”

Witnessing the scarecrow and the body fragments on the hallway floor right before their eyes, they screamed.

…….

Patiently standing all day long

The kind Mister Scarecrow

Why was the scarecrow standing with its head turned?

“Hieeeek!”

“Close it! Close it!”

“N-No! Run—”

It was too late.

And as the new employee who had been watching in a daze realized—

Yes. A chance to escape.

“Hieeck!”

This was their chance. While it wasn't looking at them, quickly, quickly! The new employee reached out with all his might to press the close button…

But, he was blocked by a black-gloved hand.

“……!”

Grotesque horns sprouting in all directions, and a gas mask with yellow lamp-like eyes.

The Security Team officer from Room 666 of Basement Floor 13, who blocked the close button, didn't even look at him.

It just stared blankly out of the elevator, thick black smoke poured out from its gas mask, pooling at its feet.

Fuuuuuuu…

Then, drifting low like fog, the smoke crept toward Basement Floor 12.

Toward the scarecrow.

Hahaha, do be careful

The hat might fly off

Patiently standing all day long

The kind……

Whoosh.

The smoke surged up and covered the scarecrow.

“!!”

The sound was swallowed, thick and heavy.

Smoke, so dense and pitch-black that the scarecrow’s figure vanished. And beneath it…

A new sound.

Cr-Cr-Cr-Crack-Crack-Crack-Crack-Crack

A bizarre noise echoed down the hallway.

The new employees listened to it, panting while holding their breath.

The grotesque form of the scarecrow, now covered black by the smoke, wasn’t even visible as a shadow.

Only the sound remained.

Only the sound of merciless rupturing could be heard.

Crunchcrunchcrunch, it sounded like horns or bones breaking, or like something being ground together, or forcibly stuffed or swallowed somewhere.

And then a wailing, as if begging, was heard.

The sound of someone pleading and trying to escape was mixed with the tremendous noise… And then soon vanished with a final, choking gasp.

The moment silence returned.

“……”

“……”

Finally, the black smoke dispersed again.

The scarecrow that had been hidden by the smoke reappeared in the hallway—

“……Huh?”

A corpse.

The new employees blinked.

But the sight of the blood-drenched corpse lying on the floor with its entire body crushed did not change.

Blood dripped from the scarecrow’s makeshift features and fell onto the floor.

Drip.

“Aaaaaaah!”

“Aaack!!”

Screams filled the air. However, the one wearing the gas mask sucked the smoke back in with a single breath. One new employee crawled into the corner of the elevator in terror.

[The doors are closing.]

Meanwhile, in the elevator next to them, the doors closed with the sound of someone frantically smashing buttons without even breathing.

“O-Over there!”

The other new employees were successfully escaping.

At the same time, the black smoke that had surged through the Basement floor 12 hallway now neatly pooled on the floor of this elevator.

“Hieeeek!”

“Wait!”

Someone grabbed his shoulder as he tried desperately to avoid the smoke.

His coworker named Jang Heowoon. He whispered urgently.

“Don’t get on its bad side.”

“…!!”

“That smoke hasn’t covered our heads yet…. Calm down, let’s calm down.”

It was as he said.

The smoke was quietly pooling on the floor of the elevator.

“Huff, huffffffff….”

The new employee swallowed hard, caught his breath, and grabbed the elevator handrail.

[The doors are closing.]

And so they left the 12th basement floor.

He desperately averted his eyes from the corpse that would be just beyond the elevator doors, but just before the doors closed, he thought he saw it staggering to its feet again….

Like a scarecrow.

“Huuuuuuuh.”

He swallowed with a groan.

But the intense impression of the scene he had just witnessed did not fade.

A bizarre being.

And the smoke that had turned that bizarre being into a corpse.

Suddenly, he realized something shocking.

‘…We survived.’

Everyone had survived.

His legs trembled with relief.

At the same time, another thought crossed his mind.

‘Wait a minute.’

Then, did that ‘Security Team member’ from Room 666 with the strange horns actually… help people escape via the elevator?

‘Wait, if that’s the case….’

Yes. Maybe there was nothing to be afraid of. Maybe it was fine! Unable to endure the situation of being trapped in an elevator with something so horrific, he tried to rationalize it, turning his head.

“U-Um, excuse me….”

He met the eyes of the Security Team member.

However….

“Tha… nk… you…….”

Had its arms always been that… melted?

The Security Team employee’s arms were unnaturally long. It was strange… it had too many feet. It’s melted lower body mixed with the smoke, swelling, and warping across the elevator floor.

And it had thirty-seven eyes.

The eyes stared at him, unblinking.

“Uh, uuuuuu….”

What was that?

That thing, what was it?

[This is Basement Floor 11.]

An external shock briefly postponed his panic.

Another stop.

[The doors are opening.]

“I shall now proceed with the extraction of optic nerves.”

“I will now be connecting the mouth to the navel.”

“Wouldn’t it be great to have no feet, too!”

On Basement Floor 11, an employee in a lab coat was in the middle of a cheerful consultation for surgery in Room 910.

Whoosh.

This time, too, the one wearing the gas mask stared outside with its thirty-seven eyes and sent out the smoke.

Soon, the bizarre being in the lab coat became a bloodless corpse with its limbs stitched together in the wrong places.

“Aaaah!”

Again, screams. Escape.

The people who had been in the middle of the consultation as if possessed fled Room 910 like mad and boarded the other elevator, and the doors of this elevator closed naturally as well.

[The doors are closing.]

“……”

The new employee looked down at his feet.

He couldn't see the elevator floor.

Because the Security Team member’s melted lower half was covering it.

Ba-thump.

A heartbeat-like sound was heard from the wall.

Because the left side of the Security Team member’s upper body was stuck broadly to the wall.

“……”

And so it continued.

[This is Basement Floor 10.]

[This is Basement Floor 9.]

[This is Basement Floor 8.]

Every time the doors of each floor opened and closed, every time the smoke caused a bizarre situation, the figure inside the elevator grew stranger.

It got larger and more distorted.

[This is Basement Floor 6.]

[This is Basement Floor 5.]

The form of the thing riding the elevator grew more and more grotesque. It was so bizarre and difficult to look at. It’s a strange ■■■■■■■■■■ it’s just strange strange stra—

[This is Basement Floor 4.]

[This is Basement Floor 3.]

[This Basement Floor is an endless basement.]

At last, he realized what was strange. Now the entire elevator was composed of sticky smoke and yellow lights and a crown of thorns and the curves of ■■ resembling a grave of bones. That'sit!ThisisBasementFloor13!He’sbeingsuckedbacktoBasementFloor13andnow

Ding.

…….

…….

[This is the First Floor.]

[The doors are opening.]

Light poured in.

“Huuuuuuu….”

The moment the familiar lobby of the ground floor revealed itself, the new employee collapsed.

Someone rushed over and patted his back.

“Slowly, slowly… just breathe out.”

That fellow new employee?named?JangHeowoonorwhateverhisnamewas? Him?Orsomeoneelse?grabbedhisarm,andhetookbreathsinandoutinandouthuff huffhuffanddiedandthesmoketellsusour■■-nim….

■■-nim?

“…Excuse me.”

Someone spoke.

He turned his head instinctively.

Before he knew it, the form of ■■-nim?theSecurityTeam member had returned to normal.

A man wearing a gas mask with horns, possessing a bizarre sense of intimidation. ‘Jang Heowoon’ was speaking to him….

“Were you… helping us just now?”

No.

The smoke moved.

“Hick!”

But instead of covering his head, the smoke formed letters.

 >Employee's Duty

“……”

Jang Heowoon, who had been silent for a long time, finally opened his mouth.

“Yes. Thank you….”

His voice sounded as if it were choked up, or perhaps hoarse.

Then he turned around and began to support another team member, who was trembling in the corner of the elevator.

Maybe he had lost his mind from the terror.

‘Crazy bastard.’

He had to get out of here right now. The new employee suddenly snapped back to his senses.

He hurriedly scrambled out of the elevator. Desperately avoiding his fellow coworker.

In such a crazy situation, trying to help others rashly was a sure way to get killed. Self-preservation—self-preservation is the only way to survive…. He gathered his senses, which he had barely found amidst the fear and panic.

“Wh-What is that?”

“Uwaaaaah….”

Fortunately or unfortunately, the lobby, already a mess and occupied by various noises from returning survivors, had its attention dispersed, and not many people witnessed the Security Team member inside that elevator.

The gaze of the thing with eyes like yellow lanterns turned toward the lobby for a moment while ‘Jang Heowoon’ supported the other employee out of the elevator… then, suddenly, it stared straight at him.

And then….

 >Be grateful for your luck

“……!”

[The doors are closing.]

The elevator departed again.

To Basement Floor 13.

[B13]

The new employee stared blankly at the floor indicator, then collapsed onto the lobby floor.

He was drenched in cold sweat.



The elevator doors closed.

I am alone once more.

“……”

As the smoke rose, I felt my body, which had been crushed and distorted, gradually regaining its proper form to fit the mold of the Security Team Uniform….

…….

Something wavered.

I brought my fingers to my chest, but felt no heartbeat. Because my insides were collapsed without form, to the point where I don't know where I was, or if I even exist.

But the bizarre pulsing sensation lasted for a moment.

And I savored it.

Like a bottle of nostalgia.

Ding.

The doors opened on Basement Floor 13.

The basement where silence flowed. I saw the dark hallway and the eerie iron doors with flickering red and blue lights.

But there was something else, too.

—Target confirmed.

Guard Teams.

Employees in familiar uniforms emerged from the hallway, confronting me.

It seemed someone must have reported that I had acted out of protocol.

It was a misunderstanding. Because I had properly performed the security of my assigned area. I had never once set foot on another floor, or aboveground

 >Question 

However, instead of paying attention to the letters I made, the Guard Team members each pulled out their respective special restraint devices, and transformed into contaminated forms….

“Aigoo, everyone’s looking so tense!”

A white hand suddenly shot up from behind.

“It’s fine. Here, please move aside….”

A bright, inappropriately cheerful voice rang out, and a Research Team employee walked out from the center of the Guard Team.

Because I still couldn’t make out his face, which looked like a melting mosaic, but I could tell from his outfit and employee ID card who he was.

His identity.

“Greetings.”

Kwak Jekang.

“It’s been a while since we’ve met in person… No, it’s the first time, isn’t it? Hahaha!”

The face wearing glasses seemed to have a calm smile, but he spoke barely containing his voice tinged with excitement.

“I am the manager in charge of our Security Team’s new Special Division employee! Conveniently, I’m also the one in charge of the annex experiments today.”

As if he weren't even afraid of the Guard Team’s gaze, the excited man pulled out documents from his coat and handed them over, grinning at me.

“I’d like to proceed with a few simple questions… Haha, goodness me. Why don’t we start by introducing today’s visitors to Basement Floor 13? It seems these friends forgot to introduce themselves. Let’s see, 28-year-old Lee Jeongin, 25-year-old Park Yonghae. And….”

His voice paused, as if for dramatic effect, then emphasized.

“26-year-old Jang Heowoon.”

…….

…….

Just now.

“Hmm? Do any of these names sound familiar to you? Hahaha.”

What did he just say?
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A familiar name.

Someone I already knew.

For a moment, it felt like something inside me was surging up again….

But I did not react.

“Mr. Employee?”

Because I knew that revealing anything here would be an unwise thing to do.

…….

‘Why is that?’

Suddenly, a bizarre sensation began to stir in my mind.

The feeling of forcibly retrieving an anchor cast into the deep sea.

With my previous senses lost, my mangled brain and consciousness struggled to think as they once did.

‘Jang Heowoon….’

He died.

The sight of his corpse lying on the floor of the resort room.

But…, right…… As a resort staff member, I reconstructed him in a contaminated state, and Jang Heowoon was brought back.

And I….

‘I handed over the Wish Ticket.’

If the Wish Ticket was successfully delivered to Jang Heowoon, and he came back to life because of it.

If I was now seeing him live like a human being again.

‘…….’

My broken mind reached a conclusion.

I realized, very slowly, that was I was feeling was relief.

The direct emotion, felt for the first time in far too long, was almost like a dull ache.

“How did you feel when you heard those names? Lee Jeongin, Park Yonghae……, Jang Heowoon.”

And I judged that letting the notorious Researcher in front of me know this was by no means a wise choice.

The connections were painstakingly made in my head.

“How was it?”

I stared at him in silence.

Kwak Jekang, who had been full of anticipation, eventually smacked his lips as the silence stretched on.

“Is it ‘No Response’ this time too? As expected, I guess the memories of the sacrificial medium we used as an intermediary are meaningless— Haha, my apologies. But then again, as a man of science, I can’t help but ask these things, you know? Hahaha!”

Kwak Jekang gave an awkward little laugh, then muttered to himself as if carelessly.

“Still, I got to see something good today, Mr. Employee. You’ve been acting just like a machine with not a single reaction for half a year now….”

…….

Half a year?

“They say that you need to have fun events like this every six months, so you don't feel the urge to resign. Don't you agree?”

I realized.

That it had only been half a year since I was stuck here on Annex Basement Floor 13.

No. Had it really already been half a year?

“Man~ you must have had fun. That three-person teams of obviously new employees… Exploring the Annex Basement Floors, with your help!”

Kwak Jekang pressed on, subtly and persistently.

“Did you feel any sense of déjà vu? Looking at that scene, did any similar knowledge or experiences about that kind of work come to mind….”

Silence.

“Did you feel any sympathy?”

Silence.

“Goodness me, you certainly are the silent type. But…… then why on earth did you help them?”

…….

“Your assigned work area is clearly designated as Annex Basement Floor 13, after all. Well, I know you used a loophole by not leaving the elevator, but still….”

Kwak Jekang’s eyes gleamed with excitement.

“What was your reason for going so far to help?”

…….

“Was it because you ‘felt like it’? Or out of a sense of duty to save people?”

…….

“Haha, silence is a meaningful response too. Or is it due to confusion? I wonder if similar results would appear in a situation where the variables were adjusted just a tiny, tiny bit…… Hmm?”

I raised my hand and pointed to Room 666.

To be precise, the old-fashioned TV in the corner of the ceiling.

Where the employee training video had played.

“…Oh.”

And I formed a sentence with the smoke.

 >Work Rule #17: Cooperate with your  fellow employees.

A line from the training video.

Because I even recreated the font, Kwak Jekang recognized it immediately.

“Aha, I see!”

The sound of the Researcher frantically scribbling something on his tablet PC filled the air.

“So it’s because of the training video, that’s very… Haha, this is quite. Should I call it gentle, or generous, or is discipline and order an important keyword! I see. A Special Department employee’s… Haha, I understand perfectly.”

Then his pen stopped, and a subtle voice spoke.

“But you exerted yourself for nothing. Those participants you helped….”

He raised both hands and waved them like a surprise.

“They weren't fellow employees. Haha!”

…….

I know.

“They’re not new recruits; they’re just test subjects!”

From the beginning, this wasn't even a Field Exploration team orientation.

It was a research experiment project of the same name, inspired by that format.

Experiment Name: New Recruit Orientation

They weren't real new recruits.

To be precise, they were people who had applied for the recruitment exam to become new recruits but had failed for various reasons.

However, they were deceived by sending emails as if they had passed for the department they applied for.

The reason was….

“Should I call them part-timers recruited for experimental sample collection!”

Supplementing civilian Exploration Records.

Planned to collect meaningful additional information from Darkness, where civilian exploration cases without prior knowledge are lacking.

Selecting those with matching aptitudes from the failed applicants and conducting a simulation in the form of a New Recruit Orientation similar to the one received by those who passed.

It is difficult to take the Darkness held by the company out into the civilian world recklessly.

Therefore, the company’s Exploration Records are accumulated by the Field Exploration team, who are experts in Dark Exploration.

There were orientations where new recruits, who were at least close to civilians, were put into Darkness, but the Darknesses used there were selected ones to verify their skills.

So, a researcher came up with a brilliant idea.

—Let’s recycle the applicants!

There was no need to recruit subjects separately while avoiding the eyes of public power, so it was even a good time to supply experiment participants.

Of course, this wasn't all just a scam.

There is a reward that feels like a deception.

Failed applicants who successfully perform their missions in the experiment can be specially hired by the Field Exploration team and join the company officially.

Thus, the company’s official pretext is this:

‘Let’s create additional successful applicants and give them the opportunity to join.’

So….

“Well, you might meet them as fellow employees later….”

Since those who complete the ‘mission’ and survive this experiment are given a chance to join, in a sense, it did become no different from an orientation.

And I know.

‘Jang Heowoon’ got in.

…….

Is it really Jang Heowoon?

“Hmm. Do you want to meet them again?”

I tried to recall the faces of the three new recruits I met earlier.

I can’t remember. They were melting mosaics.

“Do you have a preference for colleagues in terms of age or gender?”

I can’t remember their voices either. They sounded like low-quality radio static.

“Do you have a preferred corpse?”

I looked back at Kwak Jekang.

“No preference? Not even one? Really?”

…….

I raised my hand.

Kwak Jekang brightened as the smoke moved.

“That’s it! Communicating through language like that….”

>Warning 1

>Reason: Requesting work outside of working hours

>Accumulated Warnings: 1 / strikes left until disciplinary action: 2

“……Ah.”

From Room 666, and from within my head, an announcement broadcast began to flow.

The sound announcing the end of my shift.

[Your working hours have ended. Please return immediately. Your working hours have ended. Please return immediately….]

“No, this interview is more of a light conversation than work….”

Warning 2

Reason: Requesting work outside of working hours

“…….”

Accumulated Warnings: 2 / 1 until disciplinary action

Smoke rose from beneath my feet.

Kwak Jekang shut his mouth. I could see the tensed shoulder muscles of the Guard Team members standing around.

Though I couldn't see it, I felt the isolation barrier set up between Kwak Jekang and me to ensure safety….

However, on Annex Basement B13, my security responsibility zone, I knew I could ignore that and give that Researcher a disciplinary action.

I know.

“……Haha! Right. You mean that contractually guaranteed rest time must be strictly observed! I Agree. Indeed.”

It felt like I saw Kwak Jekang smiling beyond the melting mosaic.

It was the quality of an experienced Darkness researcher.

Knowing the timing.

“I hope you have a good rest. …Since there’s plenty of time!”

However, his voice didn't sound very disappointed.

From the middle of the Guard Team, Kwak Jekang, holding his handwritten interview notes and giving a cheerful hand wave, laughed.

“Because I am your designated researcher.”

…….

“I will help you with all my heart from now on. For a long, long time… I look forward to working with you. Hahaha……. Even at your new assignment.”

A little later.

I opened my eyes somewhere other than Annex Basement B13.

At a new workplace.

***

Kwak Jekang tapped on his keyboard amidst a surge of ecstasy.

Recording experiment results was so enjoyable.

Especially when an unprecedented result had come out through various interactions with so many test subjects!

“Hahaha, to think this is possible, just how on earth did they contract with such a thing….”

Kwak Jekang peered into the PC with his eyes still crinkling in a smile.

There, he found a simplified experiment record, a clean transcription of his own handwritten notes.

New Recruit Orientation 21st Attempt

Cases of interactions between orientation participants, security personnel on each floor of the Annex Basement, and ‘Special Department employees’ are listed.

And surely, the longest entry.

2.2.1 Annex Basement B13 Security Personnel (hereafter referred to as 130666)

“To think I’d meet you like this.”

Ever since Director Cheong first told him he would be assigned a ‘Special task,’ he had been hoping, just in case.

But for it to really appear!

Kwak Jekang recalled the employee with the bizarre horns, gas lamp, and thick smoke who had interrogated him.

That bizarre entity that had used the Field Exploration team's fastest-promoted member as a vessel.

Of course, compared to back then, the entity he met again now seemed somewhat mechanical and shackled….

But isn't it also very curious how it ended up that way!

‘Did some side effect appear?’

It truly was interesting!

Especially as he analyzed the Trend shown in this experiment.

Unable to control his mouth, he looked at the annotation he had added.

The subject in question strictly observed the Work Rules during its 179 days of service as the security personnel for Annex Basement B13, with a total absence of uncooperative or aggressive special cases typically observed in Special Department subjects.

However, in this experiment, it found an Anomaly in the rules and boarded the elevator stopped in its security zone, showing a trend of accompanying and helping the survival of multiple test subjects who had entered its zone.**

This is the thing.

**This trend is similar to the Dream Collection tendency before death of the employee corpse used in 130666’s labor contract process.

Suspected as an indirect influence of the self; an additional experiment will be requested in the future.

“This is 100% going to be censored.”

It felt like a comment about it being the researcher's personal opinion would be added, or the content itself would be deleted entirely.

Well, it wasn't surprising that an entire employee was used as a Living Sacrifice for the contract of a Security Team Special Division employee, but the problem was its identity.

“Would they want to reveal it was an elite employee who had the fastest promotion?”

They probably wouldn't want to specify it.

Especially if some crazy Research Team employee inferred it when they hadn't even told him….

Kwak Jekang shrugged his shoulders, thinking of that interesting employee… Kim Soleum, and moved his hands even faster over the keyboard.

Because the content after this was even more fun!

Anomaly Aggression of 130666

: When covered by the subject's smoke (hereafter referred to as 130666-1), Humanoid Darkness mutates into a corpse.

No life response. Analysis of blood and cell samples confirms it as a human corpse where decomposition has just begun.

CCTV analysis of the elevator boarded by 130666 while using said ability intermittently confirmed the entire elevator being covered by 130666. An aspect similar to a kind of psychic phenomenon.

He hummed a tune, recalling the security personnel of the Annex Basement who had turned into corpses.

They were slowly being restored into Darkness, but they were undergoing a confused and bizarre mutation state as if suffering from aftereffects.

And sometimes, the Guard Team employees would show special reactions as if the Contamination was flaring up just by going near them.

Kwak Jekang smirked.

“They really are interesting friends.”

……So.

He couldn't help but have a fun idea.

There are no other dangerous peculiarities, and 130666 recovers its employee form before exiting the elevator.

Therefore!

Thus, it is certified that the subject is in a state suitable for full-scale Special Department duties.

“Hahaha!”

However.

Dedicated personnel will be assigned to prevent unexpected situations and fatal safety accidents.

Kwak Jekang was excited.

This had already been passed by the higher-ups.

Meaning… with the personnel he had specially selected.

Safety Responsibility: Security Management Guard Team 3 Leader (J3, real name ■■■)

Control Assistance: Security Management Special Management Team member (Badger, real name Park Minseong)

Just like that.

“……Ah.”

130666, at his new assigned workplace, meets two Security Team employees.

Chapter 213

Before opening my eyes.

I heard a sound echoing in my head.

Instructions.

-You have been assigned to a new position. Follow the researcher's instructions. You have been assigned to a new position. Follow the researcher's instructions….

“Hello.”

I opened my eyes.

“Nice to meet you. I am your assigned… assistant staff member.”

The first thing I saw was a mask.

Not a face turned into a dripping mosaic, but a coated paper mask covering it.

It wasn't the mask of the Field Exploration team that I was familiar with. It looked like a child's crayon drawing mimicking it.

But I knew that animal.

“I’ll do my best not to get in the way. …I’m called Badger.”

Badger.

This person wearing the Security Team’s activewear—I knew him….

Team D’s Supervisor Park Minseong.

My Seonbae.

“Um, I look forward to working with you.”

And he doesn't recognize me.

“I, today is just a brief introduction….”

It was only natural.

My current state and my previous appearance as Kim Soleum shared nothing in common except for physical dimensions, and he had never seen this Exterior before.

But immediately after, something unnatural happened.

“…Why.”

A different person's voice.

From that inflection, from that characteristically slow and level tone, I knew who it was.

I saw the figure of a thin human wearing a guard uniform, standing by the door with his hat pressed down….

“Why… are you here.”

J3.

“Sergeant?”

“You… shouldn't be here….”

…….

I tried to open my mouth, but I realized my vocal cords weren't in their proper place, and I didn't know where they were in my melted Body….

Smoke forms words.

Labor Contract

“…You said, you were resigning.”

New Labor Contract

: Permanent Employment

“…….”

I lowered the smoke.

“Sergeant, what do you mean by resignation….”

The human wearing the Badger Mask was frozen, his tone bewildered.

The anxiety expressed in the following ragged breaths, the confusion, and the hesitation as he tried to grasp the situation….

And finally, as if he had guessed the shocking truth, the sound of a sharp intake of breath.

He had remembered.

A mutual acquaintance of the two who had recently successfully resigned from this company.

And the one whose contact had been cut off.

“……Roe?”

I did not answer.

“…….”

The one wearing the Badger Mask stared at me, frozen.

Then he looked back at the one in the guard uniform.

The Sergeant did not deny it.

Instead, he opened the door and left the space.

Click.

The sound of the iron door locking.

“N-No… no. This, I, I…. That…….”

The sound of catching one's breath.

It came from the Badger Mask.

Contamination symptoms tried to break through due to the agitation, but they were hidden by the mask.

Only after more than 40 seconds had passed did the Badger Mask, having completely shaken off the identity of the ■■ Affiliated Kindergarten teacher, take a deep breath.

And then I heard it.

“I-It’ll be okay.”

The sound of footsteps approaching.

“Being in the Security Team means, for now, well, it means communication is possible…? There must be a way. I recovered too…. Right?”

I moved the smoke.

Not Possible

“…!”

Contamination is the mutation of a being who was originally human due to a supernatural phenomenon.

Recovery from contamination means restoring the original human body and mind.

And.

“Roe.”

Not Possible

I lacked the former.

“…Soleum.”

…….

I tried to form words again, but I scattered the smoke and gathered it back inside the gas mask.

Because for some reason, I felt a sense of repulsion toward performing the act.

A desperate voice is heard.

“Hey… right, it feels strange to hear your real name, doesn't it?”

I feel nothing.

“Is there any rejection reaction? Or confusion… it’s only natural for there to be. So….”

Showing a strange reaction to one's original name is a typical symptom of contamination.

It has nothing to do with me.

“Soleum…….”

Tack.

Supervisor Park Minseong, who was about to call my name again, suddenly flinched and trembled, then tightly grabbed his own wrist.

The Security Team control wristwatch.

Tick, tock.

The sound of the watch ticking.

And the announcement, which I couldn't hear before, was now faintly audible to me as well, since I shared a similar contractual relationship.

-Danger of safety rule violation detected. Remaining time until confinement for retraining reduced by 7 seconds. 71 seconds, 70 seconds, 69 seconds….

It was similar to the guidance echoing in my head.

The restriction that controls the speech and actions of a Contaminated One in the Security Team.

It was likely because he realized himself that he had violated the safety rule that one must not use 'real names' during work.

In that way, I witnessed a specific mechanism that was not detailed in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

But it wasn't important.

What was important was….

-You have been assigned to a new position. Follow the researcher's instructions.

Work.

“…….”

“…….”

What should I do?

In the silence, only then did I begin to look around the place where I was.

A rusted iron door. A blocked space. It was similar to Room 666 on Annex Basement Floor 13, but it wasn't there.

However, I could recognize where it was.

-Daydream Inc. Main Building Basement Containment Cell.

The place I had visited for cleaning as a disciplinary action back when I was human.

It was also the place where I had been transported along with Supervisor Park Minseong after losing consciousness upon clearing the 'Hungry Hangman' incident.

The Containment Corridor accessible only from the Security Team storage, the Containment Cells within….

However, I could feel it.

This place was much deeper inside than the Containment Cell I was held in when rescued from the ‘Hungry Hangman’ Darkness.

I knew by an employee's instinct that this place was located in the central containment area, far deeper than the place I visited for disciplinary cleaning, the inner part of the inner part….

And the layout of this closed room.

I ran my gloved finger over the lamp on the desk.

A lamp, a wooden desk, a bed, a towel.

It was a familiar layout.

‘Company housing.’

The interior was identical to Employee Kim Soleum's room when he stayed at the company housing.

Every single prop was obsessively arranged.

An arrangement that felt almost magical, ritualistic.

As if trying not to offend the temperament of the Darkness captured by the labor contract, as if trying to humor it.

At the same time, I could feel that they were expecting a reaction from me….

‘Is this Kwak Jekang’s doing?’

It was exactly the kind of thing that researcher would do.

I ran my gloved finger across the desk.

Should I be angry?

My crushed and melted brain tried to think similarly to before, but it was difficult….

‘Then, from now on, do I just need to handle the security of the Main Building Basement Containment Cell instead of Annex Basement Floor 13?’

This wasn't difficult.

But if that's the case….

I don't need that person.

“…!”

I stared at the Badger Mask.

I could feel the agitation of the Badger Mask.

I asked him, as he stood stiffly.

Request description of assigned duties

“…Working with Roe is the job.”

Improper form of address

Reason: Unofficial

“…Ah.”

The person wearing the Badger Mask turned his head, then made a small noise as he saw the CCTV in the corner.

Perhaps due to concerns about contamination, the CCTV had no audio-related functions, but I could feel a gaze observing from beyond it.

They were watching.

And there was no need to give the assigned researcher any certainty regarding my current state.

As if he had noticed the meaning of the warning made of smoke, Badger’s words changed.

“Then… what should I call you? Haha, let's just think of it as making another nickname. Originally, for Roe, the Assistant Manager would…….”

His voice, which had started brightly, blurred slightly before returning.

“Um… is there another animal you like?”

An animal I like.

I waited until something came to mind.

However, I felt no sentiment whatsoever.

Unknown

“…….”

…….

“It’s okay. Then I’ll think about it carefully.”

I heard the sound of him clearing his throat.

Request description of assigned duties

: Including specific examples

“Ah, um, well… when you receive a task, I’ll be accompanying you as you go about it. Helping so that there’s no discomfort.”

The person wearing the Badger Mask spoke kindly.

By the way….

“If there's anything uncomfortable, you can tell me first. Or the Sergeant…!”

What is he holding in his hand?

“…!”

Sensing my gaze, the person wearing the Badger Mask hurriedly tried to hide what he was putting in his pocket, but then, as if realizing something, he cautiously pulled it out again and showed it to me.

A syringe-shaped object.

It resembled a Dream Collector, but the purpose seemed to be the opposite.

Injector

For subduing Special Department employees

The other person slowly nodded at the words I made.

“Don't worry. I won't press it. Really. Really….”

Why?

Recommended use in appropriate situations

“……For example?”

▶Collapse of the bipedal form

▶State of uncontrollable smoke

▶When feeling extreme anxiety

“…When you seem anxious?”

▶When feeling extreme anxiety

Criteria: Emotions of the control tool user

“……. Haha….”

A sob came from the Badger Mask.

It was a sound that made it impossible to tell if he was crying or laughing, or if he was relieved.

“You’re still the same. Aren't you?”

…….

“Yeah…. Yes, it’ll be okay.”

And for some reason, as if he was relieved, as if his mind had become much more at ease, the vibrations and movements subsided.

And he reached out his arm as if to pat my shoulder… but soon lowered it.

…….

Click.

“Sergeant, we….”

The door opened and the Sergeant entered.

To judge him as someone who left because he couldn't accept an unexpected situation, no signs of repulsion were seen in his physical reactions.

On the contrary, he walked over without hesitation, making the Badger Mask flinch.

Then he extended his left arm toward me.

“Sergeant?”

“Here.”

From within the hand of the extended left arm, round things revealed themselves.

Nostalgia Candy.

“These, do you want to eat…?”

…….

I cannot eat.

I have no mouth. I don't know where the organ that could be called a mouth is.

Maybe I didn't make it in the first place because it wasn't necessary.

I only believed it was there.

More than anything… I cannot take off the gas mask.

“…….”

Quietly, I pushed the other's hand away with my gloved finger.

Not Possible

“Is that so….”

The Sergeant withdrew his hand, then stood still as if lost in thought.

Then he asked.

“What kind of Darkness did you enter…?”

Wish Ticket

“…….”

I scattered those words before the Badger Mask could see them.

J3 did not ask any more questions.

He just quietly lifted his hat-clad head. Then, through the appearance like a crumbling mosaic….

His face is visible.

‘…!’

“Roe, calm down…!”

What is it?

Why can I see it?

“Are you… in pain right now…?”

Even his voice is clear. I can distinguish it. I can recognize it! What is it? Why? Maybe there’s another truth I just hadn't recognized…….

…….

Ah.

I see.

“Why is the smoke…!”

It’s because the other person is a being closer to a ghost story than a human.

The Sergeant’s contamination is so powerful and deep that no matter how much it's removed in the Security Team curriculum, it makes him exist on the boundary of existence.

This means nothing.

“It doesn't seem like you're in pain…….”

But, even so….

“Then it’s okay…….”

I slowly felt the strange aching I had felt in the elevator arising again.

The Sergeant walked into the smoke as if it were nothing, then raised his hand in a somewhat clumsy motion… and patted my back.

As if he were doing it for the first time in a very long time.

“…It’ll be okay.”

…….

I inhaled the smoke. The black gas tendrils that were swirling on the floor were retracted.

The Sergeant looked at the Nostalgia Candy for a moment.

“Hey, I’ll try bringing something else…….”

I shook my head.

The Nostalgia Series is not necessary for work.

Now I need to hear what is necessary.

-It is your working hours. Please wake up. It is your working hours. Please wake up….

Because it was time.

Request work briefing

“Ah, that’s….”

[Aha, how passionate!]

“…!”

the two figures' heads whipped toward the direction of the sound.

[Haha, I contacted you right on time, didn't I? Good morning. I don't mean it’s actually morning, it’s just small talk for starting work.]

Sound was coming from the CCTV in the corner.

The Sergeant stepped out in front of me.

[Ah, the speaker and recording functions only work during mutual conversations like this. It’s been a while since I’ve seen such ethical and considerate working conditions. Hahaha!]

“Are you insane….”

[Well, moving on. As the researcher in charge, let me explain the work very clearly.]

I shook my head at the Sergeant. However, the Sergeant stood his ground silently.

Only Kwak Jekang’s voice coming from the CCTV echoed loudly in the closed room.

[This is, well, an important task directly related to our company's goal. Which is… producing a lot of good potions efficiently.]

[And for that, there’s a prerequisite, isn't there?]

The natural explanation followed.

[A smooth supply of Darkness suitable for extracting the potion's raw material, ‘Dream Essence’!]

[I’m talking about ghost stories that the company can ‘manage,’ where humans can be periodically deployed to extract Dream Essence.]

He sounded as if some absurd statement was about to follow.

[And someone powerful needs to steadily bring those ghost stories to the company….]

I could hear the excited breathing of one who researches Darkness.

[You are one of them.]

…….

[Subdue ghost stories that would be useful to the company. So that we can produce Dream Essence effectively.]

A new task had begun.

Chapter 214

[Well then… Good morning once again. Special Department Registration No. 130666. Are you finished with your preparations for work?]

[My, my, the Auxiliary Staff are slow with their preparations~ Security Team 3 Team Leader, have you completely forgotten how to go outside because you’ve only been playing cleaner or guard? Your hands have turned into paws, hahahaha!]

[…….]

[…Hey, are you listening?]

[Anyway, it seems the Auxiliary Staff are finally ready to transport the Special Department employee properly. I will introduce today’s workplace immediately.]

[That friend Badger probably knows; apparently, it’s a matter the Security Team has already been contacted about.]

[A mysterious request came from the sales team staff.]

[As you know, is Daydream not a pharmaceutical company that makes rather special drugs? And fittingly, we also have ‘Special customers’…. Well, should I call them useful high-ranking members of society?]

[The sales representatives of this Daydream Inc. sometimes go to visit and sell directly to such people. If the payment is large, there are occasional regular deliveries as well.]

[However, the sales team delivery workers who went for a regular delivery of this potion have just sent a formal rescue request to Daydream Inc…. saying they are experiencing a strange phenomenon.]

[But does this not have a very interest—no, a very lucrative scent of Darkness?]

[Because this sales team person isn’t asking to be taken out of there, but keeps asking for the answer!]

[According to him, he is trapped in a room after being chased by something, but he doesn't know the right answer. He is rambling, saying he doesn't know who to trust or where to choose.]

[And he mentioned that whenever he came to this house for a regular delivery in the past, he occasionally felt something strange or got the chills. Specifically….]

[On rainy days, that is. Like today.]

Outside the window, the rain is falling steadily.

Crash.

Thunder echoes and passes like tinnitus.

In a state of high tension, two office workers in suits had just been guided to the sofa after entering this house on the outskirts of Seoul.

“You just need to wait a moment.”

“Yes. Thank you.”

‘Phew.’

Supervisor Lee Jinyoung, a sales representative of Daydream Inc. and a so-called ‘delivery worker’ for the sales team, let out a sigh and adjusted his tie.

The middle-aged woman who had let them into the house and was heading upstairs, saying she would ‘announce their visit,’ was already only visible from behind.

She probably wasn't a family member of the customer.

‘She must be the one doing the housework in this house.’

It didn't seem like the kind of people for whom the company would develop and supply very special custom medicine would do their own cleaning and dishwashing.

‘Still, it’s strange that they buy the medicine directly.’

He glanced at the box his superior was holding.

They had come to this place to introduce and sell a ‘Special’ Daydream Potion.

It was only after joining the company that he learned Daydream Inc. developed and sold not only hair loss medicine but also more special drugs.

And that the raw materials were somehow…… not mainstream and special.

‘It’s not some ingredient extracted from the human Body… or anything, right?’

It felt a bit uncomfortable because it smelled of something illegal, but well, what large corporation in modern society doesn't run on the tracks of borderline expedients? He just needed to stay out of it, do his job, and get paid.

…Though it was a bit unsettling.

‘That’s just how sales work is….’

And this was his first time coming to this house for a regular delivery.

His superior had brought him along to replace someone who had taken a leave of absence.

“Assistant manager, are you okay?”

“Hmm. Not great.”

An office worker with a poor complexion, perhaps due to a bad digestive system, answered gloomily.

‘He said they weren't difficult customers.’

…Is it because of the rain?

The Supervisor recalled the conversation they had before coming here.

Regarding today’s regular delivery customer.

-Well, they’re the kind of customers where you can do sales if you break a bit of a sweat…. But that house just feels bad on rainy days.

-It feels bad?

-Yeah. You know… that feeling when the site is bad. You know what you feel when you go to a place like a tunnel where an accident happened?

-Hmm….

-I even brought a Talisman just in case.

To that extent?

‘Isn't he just in bad condition himself?’

It’s natural to feel bad in damp, dark, and cloudy weather.

‘The house looks perfectly fine, though.’

The Supervisor shrugged inwardly and looked around the expensive townhouse located in Seoul.

It was luxurious and clean.

It was typical of a rich person's house that someone else cleaned. The Supervisor felt a slight sense of deprivation as he looked at the floor without a speck of dust.

Then, suddenly, he saw it.

‘…Eh?’

There was something shabby under the sofa.

Without thinking, he reached out and picked it up….

A thin, smooth texture.

‘…Sketchbook paper?’

It was the kind a child would use. He inadvertently flipped the paper over….

hungry

Writing that looked like it had been scrawled crookedly by a young child appeared.

Around the letters, several clumsy Human Figures made of circles and sticks were drawn with various colored crayons.

Did they draw other family members?

“Hey, they’re coming.”

“Ah.”

The Supervisor put the paper beside the sofa for now and greeted the customers who appeared from upstairs.

“Hello!”

“Yes. Nice to meet you.”

It was a couple with surprisingly soft voices.

“Are you here for the delivery?”

“Yes, that’s right!”

The Assistant manager changed his expression and skillfully handled the customers.

“It’s the C-Grade you always receive.”

The sealed box was handed over from his hand. The couple opened the box, checked the bottle containing the lime-green liquid inside, and nodded with satisfaction.

‘What on earth is that?’

The sales staff, who didn't know much about Daydream Potions, just glanced.

Does it rejuvenate them or something?

Anyway, the payment for that special potion wasn't made on the spot, and rumors said that what they actually paid wasn't even money.

‘They said they help with what the company does….’

The sales staff guessed that they might be covering up something illegal or that there was some bidding corruption involved.

Of course, he didn't breathe a word of it.

Anyway, the situation proceeded as a regular delivery usually would.

Flattering them to create a warm atmosphere before leaving. Making sure the deal would continue.

And as usual, the sales staff just thought of some superficial small talk.

“Ah, your child must like drawing.”

“…Pardon?”

“They left this behind.”

Recalling the drawing he saw earlier, the sales staff reached out and fumbled around the sofa. I mean, it was definitely here….

“The cute crayon drawing that says they’re hungry. That….”

…Eh?

He blinked.

He could only feel the leather texture of the bare sofa.

Even when he turned his head, nothing that could be called a drawing was visible.

Strange, I definitely left it on the sofa….

“What paper?”

“Ah.”

When he turned his head to explain, he saw the couple looking at him curiously.

“Our eldest child has already become independent. They’re a university student.”

“I… see.”

It was a reaction asking what this sudden nonsense was when there was no child in the house.

Dammit!

The couple, who looked at him somewhat suspiciously, soon stood up saying they would ‘go and store the medicine,’ and as soon as they left, the Assistant manager

glared at his subordinate with an incredulous expression.

“Are you crazy?”

“I’m sorry.”

But he felt wronged.

How did this happen?

“No, but it was definitely there. You saw it too, Assistant manager, right?”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know, the drawing that looked like it was torn from a sketchbook. The kind a kid would doodle……”

Like that.

“Ah!”

The sales staff inadvertently stood up and went closer to what he had discovered.

A piece of paper was visible, half-hidden under the carpet beneath the kitchen dining table.

“Hey! What are you doing right now?”

“You see this, right? It was something like this.”

He flipped the paper over. Perhaps this one also had a child’s drawing or writing on the back….

it hurts

hungry

it hurts

wanna go owt

Crooked handwriting filled the paper.

And clumsy family drawings filled the area around the writing.

Those adults were holding black sticks and a Noose in their hands, and where the faces should be, bizarre red and black features were drawn.

As if staring out of the paper.

“…….”

A chill ran down his spine.

This is not ordinary.

This is usually the kind of thing an abused child draws in places like psychological counseling…….

“Um, Assistant manager. We should check this once….”

“Hey.”

The Assistant manager tapped his back.

“What was the first proverb they taught us during training?”

“…….”

“You remember, right?”

“…Curiosity killed the cat.”

-Do not try to know about the customer or the performance of the products sold.

Ignorance.

It was training that went exactly against the expertise usually required of sales staff.

That’s probably why it was the first thing they emphasized.

“Yeah, that’s it. You still don’t even know what medicine we’re delivering, do you?”

“…….”

“It’s better not to know as much as possible.”

Same for the customers.

Better not to know.

“…….”

wanna go owt

The sales staff looked down at the drawing and the phrase once, then eventually sighed and nodded.

“Yes.”

The Assistant manager patted his back. The sales staff leaned down to fold the paper and put it back on the floor.

“Right. Now let's leave carefully….”

get out

Snap.

“……!”

Suddenly, all the lights in the house went out.

Within the pitch-black darkness, the two sales representatives grabbed each other in panic.

It was dark.

“Is, is it a power outage?”

“Yes, it seems so….”

It was strangely quiet.

Usually, when a house suddenly goes dark, wouldn't people make noise like them or talk to check the situation?

But in the silent Darkness, only the sound of rain falling outside filled the stillness.

Pitter-patter….

“…Hello!”

No answer was heard.

Inside the dark house, only faint outlines were visible, as if it were holding its breath….

Eeriness.

“…….”

“……Let’s just go outside for now. Let’s check if the power is out elsewhere too.”

The two headed for the entrance.

It was just gloomy because of the rain, not completely invisible, so getting to the entrance wasn't impossible.

But somehow… it’s uncomfortable.

‘…The smell of rain.’

It smelled like soil soaked in moisture.

It wasn't the kind of smell that would come from a well-maintained house. For some reason, the Supervisor felt a nasty sensation and stepped forward, breathing shallowly.

In front, the Assistant manager seemed to be grabbing and touching something in his pocket.

Is that the Talisman?

“The lock on this… wait a minute.”

And he seemed to be having trouble with the lock on the front door. It was because it was unfamiliar and dark.

“Shall I try it?”

“Yeah. But….”

“Why are you still holding that paper?”

He turned his head.

He saw the paper held in his left hand.

Water was dripping, drip by drip, from the paper….

‘Ah.’

The smell of rain was coming from here….

Beep.

Crack.

“…….”

A sound.

The Supervisor turned his stiffened head forward again.

The Assistant manager, who had been holding the front door lock, was looking this way.

No.

Only his neck had turned.

Thud.

The Body, which had died with its neck snapped backward, collapsed like a toy.

“…….”

His body froze in shock.

A corpse.

From the turned face of the dead Assistant manager, bodily fluids began to flow from every orifice.

Tears, snot, and saliva flowed into the hallway.

Like rainwater.

“Hic, hee-hik, hic….”

Roll, roll….

A small, round machine fell from the dead man’s hand and touched the staff’s hand.

While reflexively grabbing it, the staff thought.

Tinnitus rang in his empty head.

What is this?

What… is this situation?

At that moment.

“Oh my, I’m so sorry! You must have been surprised by the sudden power outage.”

“Are you all right?”

The voices of the panicked couple were heard.

The sound was a bit muffled as if they were calling from upstairs, but the important thing was that it was a human voice.

“Ah…!”

Reality rushed back in.

A sense of relief, fear, horror, and not knowing what to do.

He could barely move his lips, unable to take his eyes off the dead Assistant manager.

“No! No….”

“Where are you? You’re okay, right?”

“Since this is a house, power outages like this happen occasionally… Oh my. What a surprise.”

The sales staff, who finally caught his breath, pulled himself up. And as he raised his hand to hurl the paper away….

liar

The changed phrase on the paper.

And….

Something that crossed his mind.

“Where are you??”

…….

“Hey.”

His mouth opened.

His voice trembled.

“You definitely said so, didn't you? ‘The eldest child has already become independent.’”

“Yes? That’s right. Why is that….”

However.

“…The expression ‘eldest child’ is used when there is a ‘younger child.’”

…….

“Then where is the ‘younger child’?”

A death-like silence.

“Hello?”

“It’s late.”

“It’s late.”

The sales staff began to run like mad.

In the opposite direction of the upstairs stairs.

“It’s late.”

“It’s late.”

The back of his neck felt paralyzed with goosebumps.

Survival instinct screamed.

Something is wrong.

I have to hide.

But where?

With trembling hands, he unfolded the paper again. Plop. Soil and dust soaked by the rain fell to the floor.

But before he could even be terrified by that, the contents were revealed.

The letters had changed again.

“…….”

bathroomtub

‘Bathroom?’

When he looked up, he saw a door with a sign that said ‘Bathroom.’

The sales staff hesitated for a split second, then eventually opened the door next to the bathroom, went inside, and locked it.

“Hic.”

The silhouettes inside the dark pantry were revealed frighteningly, but he caught his breath for now.

And he held his breath.

…Because he heard the sound of someone coming down from upstairs.

Thump, thump.

“It’s late.”

They’re getting closer.

They’re getting closer and closer, the footsteps getting louder and louder until….

“It’s late.”

They stood in front of the door.

The staff stifled his crying and breathing again, but eventually, the sound of someone grabbing the doorknob was heard….

Click.

“…….”

“…….”

The next moment.

The staff realized.

They didn't open the door.

They had locked the door from the outside as well.

“It’s late.”

“It’s late….”

What is this?

What kind of judgment am I making right now?

What is it?

“Ah….”

“Please rest for a bit.”

“There’s no way right now.”

Whose words should I have believed?

In his confusion, the sales staff tremblingly tried to unfold the paper again, only to realize what he was holding in his other hand.

‘The Assistant manager’s Talisman.’

With trembling hands, he checked it properly for the first time….

‘…A beeper?’

It was a wireless Pager.

A shabby little electronic device called a ‘beeper’ that had been briefly popular decades ago.

On it, ‘505’ was entered, as if the Assistant manager had already put it in.

That was….

‘…SOS!’

His desperate brain derived the interpretation.

‘Where does it connect to?’

Perhaps the expression Talisman didn't refer to a real talisman… but to something he could use to request help?

In a desperate attempt to grab a lifeline, the sales staff hurriedly reached out and pressed it. He repeatedly hit the button that looked like a send button at random.

“Please, please….”

And.

[Reception in progress.]

“…!”

A businesslike voice came out.

In a form that echoed in his ears like a small whisper.

[Would you like to call the Security Team? A fee will be charged.]

“Yes, yes!!”

He didn't know what it was, but he needed help. Help!! Please!

“Wh—Who should I trust, no, where should I go, p—please tell me. I don't know what the answer is.”

[Reception in progress.]

The staff rambled, telling everything that had happened so far. The suspicious house, the rainy day, the drawings, the lies.

The child!

“The kid who drew this is….”

“Is there a child in need of care?”

“Aaaaah!”

The sales representative fell backward.

The Pager, from which the strange voice had emerged, fell to the floor.

And from within the black shadow that formed where it fell, a black Human Figure also began to rise.

[Reception complete]

[Security Team assigned]

Staff members dressed in the Uniforms of Daydream Inc.’s Security Team.

Chapter 215

The Security Team employees looked up.

The pantry within the darkness.

Looking at them as they emerged from the shadows via the Transport Gear, their eyes met with the sales employee who had fallen to the floor and was holding his breath.

“A child…… no.”

The one wearing an animal mask drawn by a child, Badger, calmed his own stimulated Contamination.

Soon, a plain and businesslike voice came out.

“Employee belonging to Sales Team 4.”

“Ye, yes….”

“Identity confirmed. We will now begin the settlement of costs.”

The sales employee swallowed hard.

Wrapped in black Specialized Suits from head to toe, wearing various bizarre equipment while their faces were hidden, they looked like ghost stories themselves.

Even though they were clearly on a supernatural and special mission, he felt a momentary sense of relief.

Of course, in the next moment, terror regarding this incomprehensible situation welled up again.

“Um, that, what should I do….”

As his eyes darted around, trying to grasp the situation, something caught the sales employee’s eye.

The Security Team employee who came out next was holding a black Transport Cage in his hand.

A steel Transport Cage that looked like it was for capturing beasts.

…Wait a minute.

“S-surely, you’re not going to put me in there to get out….”

“No. Of course not.”

Badger gently stroked the Transport Cage.

It was the moment the sales employee felt relieved.

“There’s already someone inside.”

“……Pardon?”

“Don’t think too deeply about it.”

Looking at the sales employee who seemed to have lost his mind in this utterly incomprehensible situation, Badger smiled bitterly to himself.

And….

“It’s cramped…….”

J3, who was holding the Transport Cage with one hand, wasn't particularly interested in this situation itself.

Of course, it had been a very long time since he had come out for ‘work’ wearing something other than his guard uniform.

Although the place they were in was far too narrow to call it ‘coming out.’

In the meantime, Badger displayed a kindness that was unthinkable for a Security Team employee and announced professionally.

“We have confirmed all the details you submitted. We will now begin….”

“Who is it?”

“Who is it?”

“…!”

T-t-t-tap.

A sound like raindrops falling hit the door, gnawing at his nerves.

It was the sound of fingernails clashing.

Ten fingertips were scratching the door.

“There’s someone else.”

“There’s more.”

They whispered as if gasping for breath.

The sound was so close. Because….

They were whispering with their heads pressed against the crack in the door.

“You’re all late.”

“You’re all late.”

The couple was looking inside.

Inside the door they had locked.

Feeling a sensation of freezing to the core, the sales employee froze.

However….

“Would they be human?”

“Well….”

The incredibly nonchalant conversation of the ‘Security Team’ was heard right next to him.

“In the past… they might have been?”

J3 reflexively tried to adjust the hat of his guard uniform out of habit, but realizing it wasn't there, he adjusted his mask instead.

Something like the faded eyes of a beast revealed itself above it.

Then, he carefully placed the Transport Cage he was holding onto the pantry floor.

Right next to the sales employee.

“Hey… can you wait here…?”

“Ye, yes?”

But those words were not directed at the sales employee.

“Is it okay…?”

…Tap.

The bars of the black Transport Cage vibrated slightly.

As if the animal inside was responding.

“I’ll… be back soon. So wait…….”

Tap.

The response came again.

J3 lightly touched the Transport Cage and then stood up.

“Um… if you don’t want to get hurt…… stay close, to this side…….”

This time, the words were indeed directed at the sales employee.

“And never… treat it carelessly.”

“…….”

The sales employee nodded while swallowing his saliva. Then he stuck close to the side of the black Transport Cage.

He sensed instinctively that this was some kind of protective measure.

…A strange chill emanated from the Transport Cage.

“Then, we will begin.”

Leaving the sales employee behind, the two Security Team employees who had positioned themselves in front of the pantry door forced it open.

“…!!”

He couldn't see outside as they blocked his view, but he could hear the sound of the rain growing louder. The sales employee huddled his Body as much as possible. He caught a glimpse of the Security Team employees heading out….

The door closed, and the sound of the rain subsided.

Thud.

…….

Riiiip, riiiip, rip.

The sound of something being torn apart began to echo loudly.

The sales employee reflexively gripped the Transport Cage tightly. To avoid imagining what was happening outside.

The coldness gripped his mind.

A strange smoke seemed to be wriggling and rising from within the Transport Cage….

After a moment that felt agonizingly long.

Thud.

“…!”

The roar vanished, and the sound of rain stopped.

The door opened.

And the two members of the Security Team were seen standing there nonchalantly, checking their equipment….

“Suppression complete.”

“……!”

They’re perfectly fine.

A faint hope rose in the heart of the sales employee, whose legs were about to give out.

Then can I leave now? The employee stood up and cast his gaze outside the door.

And he realized the meaning of ‘suppression.’

“Agh.”

He stifled a scream.

The hallway was sodden with moisture.

Body fluids splattered like blood created a dark, slimy reflection on the wet wallpaper and floor.

And on the wall directly opposite.

The bizarre Body of the couple, with all their limbs twisted and fixed, was there.

“…!”

As if to ruthlessly crush and thoroughly prevent every possible range of motion, the two people, whose limbs were twisted into the shape of a strange centipede, were fixed at every joint with colorful thumbtacks.

Overwhelming pressure and violence.

And the school supplies for children that didn't match it.

Fluid was dripping from every hole in their faces as they hung there, displayed in the dark hallway….

Just like his dead boss.

Even more inhuman than that.

“…….”

“Ah… right. It was a collection mission.”

Collection?

“From information gathering?”

“Yeah….”

The Security Team employee, who was thin and slow in a way that didn't fit his frame, approached the 'thing that used to be the couple' he had smashed and fixed in place….

Then he pulled out the thumbtack stuck in the mouth.

“……!”

“Say…. Is there… a little kid here…?”

One of the things he had said into the Pager.

The sales employee's heart went cold.

What was even more horrific was that the couple’s mouths opened and they began to answer.

“P-please save me. Please save…. hic,”

“Answer… the question first.”

Suddenly.

Tears streamed down from the couple’s eyes.

“……!”

“That child, that child is in the bathroom.”

“He’s a pitiful child. Please help him….”

“You’re already trapped too. It’s too late…. Please help…….”

“…….”

The Security Team employee called ‘Sergeant’ was staring at them blankly.

“What… is on the upper floor?”

“There is something evil. Don't go there. No, hurry and run away from here.”

“Maybe you can still escape. Somehow, get outside….”

“Hmm…….”

As if contemplating, the Security Team employee raised his hand toward them.

And in the next moment.

“…That’s enough.”

…Snap.

With a sound so clear it was articulate, the couple’s necks snapped.

The Security Team man with the thin frame grabbed their necks with each hand and twisted them backward, crushing the bones with bizarre strength.

As if it were nothing.

…….

He killed them?

“Ah, you’ve confirmed everything necessary.”

“Yeah.”

“Understood. …Caller, you should be fine now. Just give me what’s in your hand.”

His hands trembled.

Something was wrong.

That wasn't something a human would do….

“Calling employee?”

The sales employee forced his head to turn and lowered his gaze to his hands.

He was holding a piece of sketchbook paper.

New writing was written on it.

I'm scared

Really.

Monster

Suddenly.

The sales employee turned his head.

The place right next to the pantry.

The answer the paper had kindly informed him of from the beginning.

…The place even the dead couple had mentioned.

Bathroom bathtub

Bathroom.

The sales employee ran….

“That won't do.”

“…!!”

His head was grabbed.

Gasping for breath, the sales employee saw the grotesque and giant figure clutching his face, blocking his vision.

A beast’s paw with countless claws.

“Stay… still……”

The sales employee blinked. The fear of death froze him….

I’m going to die.

“Teacher, relax the strength in your hands! Follow the rules your fellow teacher tells you. Only then are you a perfect teacher!”

The strength left his hands. The sketchbook paper slipped away.

No.

“Should I read it…?”

“No. If I read it, I’ll be contaminated, so later….”

The sales employee rolled the only thing he could move—his eyes. Let’s run. Anywhere he could escape to: the entrance, the living room, upstairs, the window….

‘Ah.’

That’s right.

He could escape through the window!

Why hadn't he thought of this? Right, if he would die trying to go through the entrance, he could just go to the window. He had to run, he had to run… right now!

The employee struggled, trying to crawl toward the window. Every attempt to kick or push the beast’s paw with his fingernails failed, but he couldn't give up….

“If you go there… you’ll die.”

…….

Eh?

“Stay still….”

“D-die, why….”

“Well. Because… you’re getting closer to the cause…?”

Cause?

The employee turned his head.

“You said it yourself, so you should remember.”

What?

“When you made the report, you said… this house was strange sometimes.”

“…….”

The employee stopped moving his feet.

And he recalled one of the things he had shouted into the radio pager, the Pager, while screaming for help.

What he had heard from his boss.

“Rain….”

-On rainy days, that house just has a bad feeling, you know.

The sales employee looked at the window.

Outside, the rain was falling, pitter-patter….

…….

“Rainy days are… like that……”

The slow, listless voice crept eerily into his ears.

“If you leave a black umbrella open inside the house while it's wet, something comes in… if you leave wet shoes upside down, a ghost wears them….”

“Sergeant, really?”

“No…….”

The Sergeant looked at Badger with eyes devoid of any reflection and continued slowly.

“Most of it is just… idle rumors…….”

“Ah.”

“But… they say sometimes…… those rumors cause them to manifest…….”

The Darkness.

The employee, who was once a Field Exploration team supervisor, read the word the Sergeant didn't bother to add.

The Sergeant’s explanation wasn't over.

“And… there are stories like this too……”

“…….”

“When you’re holding an umbrella on a rainy day, if you hear an unknown whispering… a voice calling out to you from beyond… don’t answer….”

…….

“Because it’s not a person….”

The sales employee’s eyes met the Sergeant’s.

“Hey, hasn't someone been talking to you the whole time……?”

At that moment.

“Supervisor Lee?”

The sales employee froze.

“Supervisor Lee, are you there?”

A familiar voice coming from the entrance.

Knock knock knock.

Someone was knocking on the door.

“Supervisor Lee. Open the door for a second. What on earth is going on?”

It was….

“Why aren't you coming out?”

The voice of his dead boss.

Knock knock knock knock.

The boss's corpse with the broken neck, which had been lying at the entrance, had vanished at some point.

Instead, only the sound of someone knocking on the door behind the entrance could be heard beyond the sound of the rain….

Along with the boss's voice.

“Open this. You have to come out too.”

All the strength drained from the sales employee's Body.

The Sergeant loosened his grip on the head. With a thud, the sales employee sat down on the floor with a confused expression.

‘Wow….’

Watching that scene, Badger was inwardly impressed.

For he had realized the Darkness Exploratory erudition hidden behind the Sergeant’s listless manner of speech.

It was like what the witty new rookie of Group D might have acquired if he had worked in the Field Exploration team for a few more years…….

…No. It was a pointless thought since they were both already part of the Security Team. Thinking he had almost had a disrespectful thought, Badger swallowed the idea bitterly.

In the meantime, the sounds multiplied several times over.

“A person! There was a person here. Are you okay?”

“Oops, this old man fell… could you help me out?”

“…Wait a minute, the grandmother of this house passed away a few years ago…, don’t listen. Something is strange!

Upstairs, the master bedroom, even beyond the kitchen side door. Sounds were coming from all sorts of places. As if everyone who had been in this house had just regained

consciousness after the blackout.

They were getting closer.

Along with the sound of the rain.

“Where are you?”

“…! Don’t answer the sounds coming from upstairs. No one is there right now…!”

“Be careful. I think there’s something strange here….”

The sound of footsteps.

And.

“Ah, the door is open.”

…….

“I’m coming now. Where are you?”

Even the dead boss.

“……hic.”

What is it? Which one is right?

Who among them is the monster?

The sales employee tried to review the information he had heard to somehow distinguish them, but he was grabbed by Badger.

“Ack!”

“Calm down. It’s okay… Sergeant?”

In a situation where his heart should be racing with terror, the Sergeant was nonchalantly bending his knees and pressing his head against the Transport Cage.

He spoke to the inside of the bars.

“What… do you think? Does it seem right…?”

Tap.

“Hmm. Then… should I do it…….”

Tap tap.

“……Still.”

Tap tap.

“…….”

The Sergeant touched his mask and slowly stepped aside as if he had no choice.

One tap was Positive, two taps were negative.

Watching those promised expressions, Badger smiled bitterly again behind his hidden face.

Nothing had really changed.

“…Then, I will open it.”

Badger approached the Transport Cage and released the locking mechanism.

Clang.

The bars settled and the Transport Cage door opened….

Smoke spread across the floor.

And from the hollow Darkness of the Transport Cage, a whole leg emerged.

“…!”

A black leg wearing black combat boots.

He knew it was the same uniform as the other Security Team members, but the being that emerged from the Transport Cage amidst dense Black Smoke as if walking out was a bizarre entity with horns.

A tall man, unbelievable to have been crammed into the Transport Cage.

“U-uuuuh…….”

His yellow eyes met with the trembling sales employee.

Recommendation: Do not stare

▶ Bow your head

▶ Close your eyes

The employee hurriedly cast his gaze down.

An instinct that sat atop panic.

‘I mustn't keep looking.’

Cold sweat soaked the back of his neck.

However, the letters made of smoke continued to follow him.

Recommendation: Do not stare

▶ Bow your head ⋁ : Correct Answer

▶ Close your eyes

As if praising him.

And.

The tearing sound he heard earlier began to echo from all directions.

Riiiiip!

The sound of mucus bursting, the sound of crying….

The Security Team members were ‘suppressing’ the things that were approaching.

“How are they distinguishing them…?”

The humans from the monsters.

Or….

‘Are they not distinguishing at all?’

The sales employee curled up his Body. His heart was racing so fast it felt like it would pop out. He felt like he was going to die….

Then, the letters in the smoke changed.

As if responding to his own monologue.

Which of the following is dangerous?

▶ The couple

▶ The sketchbook paper

I have to distinguish them?

The employee opened his mouth reflexively.

“The, the couple!”

Look at these things that are now frantically calling out and approaching, whether they're ghosts or whatever. That couple was definitely ghosts too. Surely!

▶ The couple ⋁ : Correct Answer

Just as I thought.

Ah, was everything that called out with a human voice dangerous? Was that it?

‘The, the couple was dangerous, so they’re telling me not to be afraid of the guards, who are currently suppressing them….’

Is that what they want to say?

If so, it made sense. The sales employee regained a bit of reason and calmness from this realistic logic and recalled what he had to do.

‘They must have… tried to calm me down because I was panicking.’

At any rate, these were beings he could have a rational conversation with.

If this ‘Security Team’ really came to rescue him, it was only right to speak more specifically about the other existence that might be trapped in this house… the ‘little kid.’ Since it had already been mentioned, he could do it.

Properly, about the writing on the paper that had been giving him advice.

The employee swallowed his saliva in his dry mouth and opened his mouth.

“That, sketchbook paper….”

At that moment.

▶ The sketchbook paper ⋁ : Correct Answer

“…….”

Eh?

But even looking again, it hadn't changed.

Which of the following is dangerous?

▶ The couple ⋁ : Correct Answer

▶ The sketchbook paper ⋁ : Correct Answer

So, what this means is….

“Dangerous….”

Both are dangerous.

“……Why?”

The same thing

The sales employee’s mouth hung open as he blankly reflected on that meaning.

“Then what was I supposed to believe? I mean… what I should have believed was,”

None.

“…….”

On rainy days

To unfamiliar voices

Do not respond recklessly

Ah.

Recommendation: Do not stare End

The sales employee looked up.

But the black man was already gone from before his eyes.

“…….”

Only a single trail of Black Smoke he had left behind was exchanging questions and answers with him.

As if to divert attention elsewhere, like attracting a child’s gaze before giving them an injection.

To cut off any erratic behavior.

“…….”

The tearing sound had now ceased, and the surroundings were filled with Bodies 'fixed' like couples by the Security Team.

It was a consolation that it was too dark to see clearly.

And… Black Smoke.

The sales employee watched blankly as the Black Smoke they had been talking to vanished as if being sucked away....

The smoke was flowing past the hallway toward a spot next to the pantry where they had been trapped....

Now, the only noise came from that direction.

The bathroom.

Inside, a series of horrifying screams was erupting.

I looked at the bathtub in front of me.

It was filled to the brim with echoing rainwater.

A transparent, deep pool meant to swallow and suck in victims lured by responding to its words.

Text rises in my head as if scratching....

==========

[Rainwater Echo]

: A Divine Power of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, a modern refinement of the superstition that whispers heard on rainy days are the calls of ghosts. Its affiliated order is the Imitator.

On rainy days, it targets a Sacrificial Lamb approaching the vicinity of the rainwater pit, bewitching people by mimicking the appearance and voice of previous victims during this process.

Furthermore, it uses the meaning of ‘speaking’ in a chillingly broad sense, through various forms such as letters, notes, or drawings.

It adopts the format of a Quantum Choice ghost story, putting one in a situation where they must agonize over whose words to believe between two options, but in reality, no matter what is chosen, the outcome is abysmal, toying with the Sacrificial Lamb.

A twist that exploits the human psychology of believing one can survive by choosing the right person.

==========

However….

This ghost story has been deleted due to being unfit for Wiki listing criteria for the following reasons.

1. Insufficient association with the affiliated organization (Church of the Luminous Unknown).

2. Confirmation of a similar ghost story among Disasters registered with the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

A discarded ghost story of the Church of the Luminous Unknown that failed to be formally registered on the Wiki.

And my job is… to register this with Daydream Inc.

I looked down at the rainwater in the bathtub.

…….

Is it okay to do this?

Chapter 216

A dull mind ponders while staring into the darkness before its eyes....

A ghost story of the Church of the Luminous Unknown that was deleted from the Wiki.

Yet, it exists here. Is it because....

‘...Is it because it exists, even if only as a deletion record?’

Ghost stories that were once registered on the Wiki after meeting the recommendation count, but were later deleted for failing to meet the listing criteria, could be found under ‘Deleted Ghost Stories.’

If so....

Is this ghost story truly a Divine Power created by the Church of the Luminous Unknown?

Or, since it was deleted for ‘Insufficient connection to the Church of the Luminous Unknown,’ is it something else entirely?

……Just what kind of world is this, that summoned me into this bizarre body…….

Confusion spreads through a slowly crumbling brain.

The smoke wavers.

“…Are you okay?”

A voice is heard.

It’s the one wearing the Badger Mask.

I can feel his gaze peering inside from outside the bathroom.

He seems to want to talk.

Wait

However, I must make a judgment.

That is to say, if a ghost story that could potentially belong to the Church of the Luminous Unknown falls into the hands of Daydream Inc., what kind of influence or side effects would it have…….

…….

…….

Does that matter?

It doesn’t matter.

There is no point in me agonizing over the origin, fundamental nature, or contradictions of a ghost story; the only task given to me is to perform my duties.

That is the purpose of my employment contract, and nothing else is necessary.

There is only one thing for me to do.

Verification in progress

To determine if this is a Suitable Darkness for Daydream Inc.’s Dream Essence production.

The three criteria for that.

1. Dream Essence collection through clearing must be possible.

2. Survival and return probability can be increased based on the Manual.

I can deduce it.

The most likely meaningful clear method is, ‘Hold out without ever coming into contact with rainwater until the rain stops.’

Possession on a rainy day.

Since it is a ghost story rooted in luring rather than direct slaughter and violence, there is a chance of survival just by maintaining one’s sanity and locking the door.

Once Exploration Records accumulate, behavioral patterns can also be inferred.

‘Criteria 1 and 2 met.’

And the final third condition.

3. Ease of containment or storage.

…….

I stared into the bathtub filled with rainwater and slowly tapped my chin with a finger.

I make an estimate.

And I reached a conclusion.

Conditions met

: Suitable Darkness

And.

Proceeding with suppression into a transportable form

I carried out the work.

“Roe? Right now….”

I covered the rainwater in the tub with fog.

The things hidden by the fog will now regain their original form.

By deleting unnecessary descriptions and records.

Into its natural state.

[Rainwater Echo]

: On rainy days, it targets a Sacrificial Lamb approaching the vicinity of the rainwater pit, bewitching people by mimicking the appearance and voice of previous victims during this process.

Furthermore, it uses the meaning of ‘speaking’ in a chillingly broad sense, through various forms such as letters, notes, or drawings.

It adopts the format of a Quantum Choice ghost story, putting one in a situation where they must agonize over whose words to believe between two options, but in reality, no matter what is chosen, the outcome is abysmal, toying with the Sacrificial Lamb.

A twist that exploits the human psychology of believing one can survive by choosing the right person.

[Rainwater Echo]

: On rainy days, it targets a Sacrificial Lamb approaching the vicinity of the rainwater pit, bewitching people by mimicking the appearance and voice of previous victims during this process.

Furthermore, it uses the meaning of ‘speaking’ in a chillingly broad sense, through various forms such as letters, notes, or drawings.

It adopts the format of a Quantum Choice ghost story, putting one in a situation where they must agonize over whose words to believe between two options, but in reality, no matter what is chosen, the outcome is abysmal, toying with the Sacrificial Lamb.

A twist that exploits the human psychology of believing one can survive by choosing the right person.

Aaaaaaaaaah!

A death cry and pleas erupt from the bathtub, echoing through the bathroom.

The scream of one whose existence is being erased.

It resembles the scream of a victim.

Having learned the process of luring prey for quite a long time, its methods have become far more sophisticated than drifting superstitions.

‘You’ve learned deception.’

The dead victim becomes new bait, mixing truth and lies to fabricate plausible choices and lure yet another victim.

Disguising, imitating.

It mocks from both sides.

Listen to one side and doubt; listen to the other side and doubt.

By then, it is literally already ‘too late.’

The prey, becoming mentally weaker each time they realize the truth and the sense of wrongness, soon chooses one side and follows its words.

No matter which side they choose, the end is here in this rainwater.

This time, it just happened to be a couple and a child’s handwriting in a sketchbook.

But that too is the end.

[Rainwater Echo]

: On rainy days, it targets a Sacrificial Lamb approaching the vicinity of the rainwater pit, bewitching people by mimicking the appearance and voice of previous victims during this process.

Furthermore, it uses the meaning of ‘speaking’ in a chillingly broad sense, through various forms such as letters, notes, or drawings.

It adopts the format of a Quantum Choice ghost story, putting one in a situation where they must agonize over whose words to believe between two options, but in reality, no matter what is chosen, the outcome is abysmal, toying with the Sacrificial Lamb.

A twist that exploits the human psychology of believing one can survive by choosing the right person.

The rainwater covered in smoke is now endlessly vomiting up the corpses it had eaten.

Aaaaaaaaaah!

Thud.

Th-th-thud.

The sound of a corpse pushed out of the bathtub hitting the floor echoes in the bathroom.

The tiled floor fills with corpses.

Aaaaaaaaaah!

Corpses pile up.

I repeated the work of covering, withdrawing, and covering with smoke, watching its end.

The puddle of rainwater, having spat out every last piece, vaporizes and boils over.

Delete.

‘More.’

Until you lose your identity and are crushed.

‘More.’

Like me.

‘More.’

I feel my body covering the bathroom and crumbling more and more. Until it reaches an irreversible stage, until the very edge of the line, until everything is lost….

“Roe!”

!

“Roe, stop!”

…….

…….

Inappropriate Title

Reason: Unofficial

I retracted the smoke.

From behind, I hear the sound of the one in the Badger Mask panting.

“…Sorry.”

There was no need to apologize.

‘Right.’

If I delete its identity as a ghost story entirely, it can’t be used as Darkness…….

I exhaled smoke through my gas mask and swallowed it again. My crumbling body is slowly being restored….

I feel Badger’s eyes waver as he looks at the pile of corpses.

“……How did you become able to do something like this?”

I don’t know.

I don’t want to know.

What matters is the next step of the task.

Prepare Transport Cage

“…….”

The one in the Badger Mask silently brought over the Transport Cage I had been in.

I confirmed that there was enough space inside the Transport Cage I had occupied, even excluding the ‘volume I would fill.’

So….

Cr-crunch.

I can feel the rainwater, which had been torn up along with the bathtub and brought into my grasp, shrinking in terror.

I willingly crammed the bathtub containing the rainwater into the Transport Cage.

Clang.

The sound of the iron door closing echoes.

“…Confirmed.”

It’s done.

I exit the bathroom door carrying the Transport Cage.

…….

Silence softly envelops the house.

The rain falling outside the window remains the same, but instead of chilliness and strange anxiety, a peaceful darkness resides there.

The sound of the rain is gentle.

As if it were everyday life.

“Ah….”

The caller from the Sales Team, who had been under the Sergeant’s supervision, seems to have noticed it as well.

Hope spreads across that face.

“I-is it… over?”

Positive

“Ha….”

The employee sinks down again.

But this time, it’s not due to fear, but due to relief.

Soon, the lights returned to the house.

Flash.

The interior, bright once again, was as ordinary as if nothing had happened.

“We are returning to base.”

And the other Security Team employees report the current situation of having returned to reality and escaped the ghost story.

Amidst that, the relieved Sales employee managed to pick himself up and offered a smile.

“Th-thank….”

There is nothing to be thankful for.

Remaining step

: Settlement of Costs

“……Pardon?”

Because everything has a price.

[Settlement Complete]

[The estimated costs will be executed.]

“…….”

At the words coming from his dead superior’s pager, the blinking Sales employee looks up.

“…H-how much will it be?”

[An officer in charge will be assigned shortly.]

[Time remaining: 30 seconds….]

“Excuse me, hey! Ah…!”

Suddenly.

A thought slowly passes through my mind.

Anyone who visited this place regularly on rainy days would have been as good as possessed from the moment they entered this house.

Like that employee’s dead superior.

But….

Did Daydream Inc. really not know?

That the couple who regularly purchased special potions had become victims of a ghost story and were replaced. Or that they were already receiving potions in the state of residents within a ghost story from before.

That Sales Team employees could get caught up in that situation.

Did it not matter in which direction things went as long as the payment could be made? Or rather, on the contrary….

…….

…….

That is not for a Security Team employee to judge.

“…Let’s go back.”

“Excuse me…? Hey…!”

The Security Team returns to the company. The shadow of the pager swallows the Security Team again.

I, too, was kept inside the Transport Cage and transported to a containment cell in the basement of the Main Building.

But I kept thinking about it.

How the expression on the caller’s face that seemed to say ‘I lived’ was gradually being permeated by anxiety.

That crumbling pile of mosaics.

[Well, now. Should I call you the kind of talent our company wants... no, a god-tier talent? Haha!]

[To think you’d catch it right away!]

The sound of excited chatter.

I hear the sound of Kwak Jekang, the Researcher in charge who received this task report, flipping through papers in excitement.

[Grade, ah, what grade would it be... it should be at least D or higher. If it turns out to be C, it would be a very interesting, I mean, a Darkness that could produce such a variety of Exploration Records.]

[A whisper on a rainy day!]

“…….”

[Well, I suppose the two Security Team members who were attached as support should at least thank the employee-nim.]

[It must have reminded them of the old days, and imitating the Field Exploration team must have been very fun!]

The person in the Badger Mask clenched his fist, then released it as if in resignation.

…….

I added one more to the accumulated count for the Researcher.

And.

Question

[Ah, of course you can ask anything, but…….]

Question:

Specific costs billed to the caller

At that moment.

[…….]

[Are you… curious about that?]

The Researcher’s voice became very soft.

As if he wanted to be gentle.

[Of course I should answer. But… since it’s the first time you’ve been curious about something unnecessary for work, are you perhaps curious about anything else related to it?]

[Anything is fine….]

As if there is something he wants to find out.

[Shall we ask whatever your heart desires? It’s okay even if it’s not related to work!]

…….

I drew with smoke.

Inquiry about costs: Work-related

▶ Efficiency issues

[…Huh?]

Changes in work matters according to costs

: Possible triggering of caller’s aggression and unexpected behavior

[Pardon?]

I even kindly attached an example.

Example phrase: Make it worth the money

After a silence.

[……Ah.]

[That… yes. Well, I suppose… that’s true?]

The Researcher’s deflated voice echoed through the speaker, sounding slightly flustered.

[Hmm… most calling employees don’t know much about the costs, so it probably won’t go that far.]

[And the cost is usually not money. …It’s labor.]

…….

[This caller will probably be processed to work at a branch office for a few years.]

Branch office?

A branch office of Daydream Inc. It’s a setting value not specifically described on the Wiki.

[Well, isn’t it good? Getting a remote work allowance too.]

For a moment, an impulse that could be called worry or curiosity flashed through my mind, but it soon sank beneath my pulverized thoughts.

Because an alarm was ringing in my head, signaling that my working hours were over.

—Your working hours have ended. Your working hours have ended. Your working hours have ended….

[…Oh dear. Is it that time already? Well then, see you tomorrow, employee-nim!]

The speaker also cut off.

Just like that, the secret room I was in became silent without noise.

…….

I sat on the edge of the bed.

Now, even the training videos don’t play.

Silence flows in the space imitating a room in the company housing. There are a few books on the bookshelf and a laptop on the desk, but they are all models. They do not function.

I cannot interact with them.

In this place, until the next working hours come… I cannot work.

Stillly….

Knock, knock.

…!

“Um, is it… okay if I come in…?”

I looked back at the iron door.

Someone was standing outside.

Not only were they standing outside, but I soon heard the sound of the iron door being softly opened and someone entering…….

Security Team.

The one in the Badger Mask and the Sergeant.

My team members.

“Sorry I’m a bit late, I had to go wash up.”

From outside, other Security Team agents close the iron door.

But they do not leave.

“…Hey, you know.”

The one in the Badger Mask holds something out to me.

A thick, heavy, rectangular object.

“I got permission to bring this in! The Sergeant said this much would be okay, and it actually worked.”

It’s a book.

12 Essential Classics for Youth.

“…I thought you might be bored.”

…….

I reached out and took it.

The people sitting across from me seem to be smiling happily….

“And… you know.”

A voice that sounds slightly nervous.

“I-I was thinking… even if it’s just when it’s only us, could we call you Roe?”

…….

“The S-Sergeant said it was okay….”

“Yeah……. If it’s not working hours, you can use… unofficial titles…….”

…….

Positive

“…! Right.”

I hear a laugh from behind the mask.

And he sits next to me.

“…Good job on your first Security Team shift, Roe.”

…….

The hand that naturally moved toward my head out of habit falls to the floor.

Because there is no shape of a head to ruffle.

…….

I raised both hands.

“Roe?”

A dull desire.

A desire I haven’t felt since the employment contract rises up roughly and dully, faintly from the very bottom….

I want to take on a similar form.

I want to interact in the same way.

It feels like a desire expressed in such sentences.

“W-wait a second. Hey…!”

I covered my form with smoke.

But I don’t know how to make it.

Just as one cannot learn how to breathe, I, conversely, do not know how to artificially create what I was once innately able to do. I felt my face. Bone, rubber, silhouette, and a non-existent esophagus. Nostalgia Candy that I cannot consume….

…….

Nostalgia.

Request

“Huh?”

“…What kind?”

I completed the sentence.

Request:

Nostalgia Kitty

“…!!”

The two Security Team members bolted upright from the floor at the same time.

Because they understood the meaning implied by this request.

“T-then… wait, uh, Sergeant?”

The Sergeant is already heading out the iron door.

And as if ignoring the fact that there is a dauntingly long distance and inspection procedures to the front of the rental warehouse, he returns in a surprisingly short time.

Holding the requested item in his hand.

“…Here,”

From within the pale hand with protruding knuckles that I held out, a red line falls.

An item in the form of red yarn.

Nostalgia Kitty

Something that was used after rescuing Supervisor Park Minseong, who had been contaminated in the ‘Hungry Hangman’ ghost story previously.

Its effect is….

When worn, it fixes the subject in the form they were in when their body and mind were at their healthiest during the past ten years.

The more severe the mutation, the faster it snaps.

I took the Nostalgia Kitty.

And wrapped it around my neck.
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Red Yarn of Nostalgia coils around my neck.

The first thing I felt was clarity.

The sensation of everything being distinct and in its proper place.

"……."

I blinked.

I was able to blink.

Eyelids and eyebrows. The field of vision seen through the cornea was clear….

I looked down at my hands. There, bare skin without any black rubber, a human hand fully exposed.

I clenched and unclenched my bare fist.

Right.

This was what it originally felt like.

This was the sensation.

The shock naturally faded, leaving only traces behind, and familiarity remained.

Natural emotions and sensations.

And in that place, a forgotten, familiar feeling also crept in.

Yes. A feeling.

I was definitely this….

Tap.

…….

…….

I lowered my head.

There was no bare hand.

There, only divine hooves and scales attached to melting, amorphous flesh could be see —

Forcibly, I put on gloves.

I force them on.

I force them on.

"…Roe?"

I force them on.

I force them on.

Done.

Human fingers.

Fingers with a silhouette similar to a human's are visible.

And through the gaps between them, I see.

The floor.

A single thread lying on the floor, looking completely worn and frayed.

Pilled, dirty, discolored, and now worthless—

The Yarn has snapped.

"…!"

"Wait…"

It was an illusion.

Did you think Nostalgia Kitty could help you? Did you think what you're experiencing now is Contamination? Did you think there was a possibility of returning to a time when your body and mind were healthy?

Did you believe you could return to a time when you were cradled in the comfort of ignorance? Did you think you would find hints from it, know which direction to go, figure out how to navigate this world, reset your goals, return to being human, return home, and finally go home?

Did you wish for such things?

Did you believe it was possible?

Really?

The horror of six months spent alone underground, seeing nothing but ghost stories and corpses, crashes over me as I realize the impossible wish, the wrong wish, the unnecessary knowledge, waking from this grotesque body, experiencing this.

Wearing Nostalgia Kitty was a mistake.

Not all effects can take only the good. One cannot possess only the human form, only the body capable of interaction. What this means, that is to say, what it is, is the emotions I should have felt if I were human.

It means my fear and despair also return.

And once experienced, even if brain and body collapse like mush in an instant, it does not disappear.

It remains.

Unbearable.

…….

Smoke rises.

It continues to rise, covering this space, filling it until there are no gaps to escape, it can fill, yet it is insufficient….

…….

The space,

is insufficient.

"Roe, wai—"

I got up.

The one wearing the Badger Mask falls over into the thick smoke. I moved him onto the bed. To rest.

I faced the Sergeant.

He says nothing. Because his work hours have ended, and he has neither the obligation nor the authority to control me.

So I

"Excuse me…"

.

"Is there… anything I can do."

I opened the door of the Containment Cell.

I walk straight out.

The Black Smoke that flowed out fills the containment corridor.

Red and blue lights flash on.

Like Annex Basement 13.

[Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed. Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed. Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed…]

Alarms ring in the corridor.

And in my head as well.

You cannot leave the designated area! You cannot leave the designated area! You cannot leave the designated are—

You did not designate where I should be after work hours. You only assigned new work, but did not designate my space, nor informed me through voice, signature, or implication.

Therefore.

I can choose where to rest after work hours.

I can go anywhere.

I wal—

Stopped.

But the unbearableness does not disappear. Why doesn't it disappear? Why? Why…….

Ah.

Right.

I continue moving my feet. The distance narrows as I ride the smoke.

The containment corridor soon ends. The rental warehouse front appears. Most of the Guard Team had left their posts to prepare equipment and arm themselves to suppress the escaped Containment Entity, so only a few remained.

I know.

That there must be a flaw in their calculations.

Since an unrealistically fast movement ability was not observed in Containment Entity (130666), the disaster caused by the miscalculation that it would take at least three times longer to reach the rental warehouse.

A situation that could be described in this manner.

"Don—"

The few remaining Security Team staff sink in the smoke.

I find keys in one of their pockets, open the rental warehouse door, and exit.

Continuing to walk, until I reach the central elevator.

Ding.

The elevator stops. I boarded it.

The floor I must go to is decided.

-17th floor is… especially where research staff searching for new Darkness are.

17th floor.

[The doors are opening.]

A neat office space of glass and marble appears, once visited in a different form.

The smoke that filled the elevator pushes out as if crushing the office space.

[Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed. Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed. Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed…]

"Aaaaack!"

"Run! Run…"

Those in lab coats ran toward the emergency exit. One who inhaled the smoke collapses. Crying, wailing, bursting into laughter, clutching their heads and muttering. Begging.

All those melting mosaics.

I moved my steps into them.

Until what I sought appeared.

Toward the office I already knew.

[Research Team 1 A]

To the clean, spacious place at the very end.

Before they could escape.

Before they could hide.

I gather the smoke that had spread throughout the corridor, pool it at my feet, make it surge upward, and cover an entire section of the corridor.

Thus I isolate Research Team 1's office.

With smoke.

…….

Now those inside cannot escape.

Darkness and silence pool before the corridor.

In that, I open the door.

"Ah."

There, only one person was working the night shift.

[Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed. Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed. Evacuation warning. High-Grade Darkness containment failed…]

Amidst the clamorous alarm, one who had been scanning CCTV footage with enraptured eyes.

Kwak Jekang, who had been checking the corridor CCTV from the Containment Cell to where I had come from, raised his head toward the open door.

The expression of one who has realized something.

"You… no, you."

…….

"It was Kim Soleum, wasn't it?"

I approach.

"Not a vessel, but you were like that from the beginning. From the star—!"

I grabbed his throat.

A white lab coat drapes beneath the feet of one lifted into the air.

"Going to kill me? Angry? Haha…."

As fear and terror seem to fill his eyes, soon ecstasy and curiosity well up.

"But… aren't you curious?"

…….

"I simply cannot figure out what you are. How you harvested Dream Essence, by what means you move between Darkness and human…."

Kwak Jekang's eyes beyond his glasses look at me.

He's smiling.

"Actually… don't you not know either? ……What kind of being you are."

…….

"You don't want to be tied to the company, do you? I'll help you! Director Cheong Dallae? What do I care. A researcher should act like a researcher! The root! The truth! One must pursue understanding!"

A voice filled with madness shouts. Conviction and longing burst forth.

"If you're trying to find out why you were called to this place, why you have that form, I will fully cooperate! No, I earnestly request that you let me cooperate!"

Enraptured eyes.

"Dying here like this wouldn't be so bad either…! But there are things I want to see, so I simply cannot help it…."

…….

I loosened the strength in my grip.

The throat held in my hand falls to the floor.

"Ugh!"

But Kwak Jekang complains not, looking at me with eyes flashing in ecstasy.

"That's it! A wise choice…."

I knelt before his eyes.

And meeting his gaze, I spoke with smoke.

I don't want to?

"…!!"

I can't believe it?

"Excuse me."

The smoke forms letters.

Untrustworthy thing

: Subject for deletion

"…! Wait."

His panting grows louder.

I declare.

Warning 3

Reason : Insulting remarks toward a worker

Accumulated warnings : 3 / Strikes left until disciplinary action :0

Smoke rises from the black gas mask.

To envelop Kwak Jekang's head.

"Wait,"

He steps back.

I don't follow. But the smoke follows.

And it wraps around his features….

Slowly suffocating, the researcher wheezes and groans in agony, exhaling breath, then desperately manages to force out a single word.

"…Then!"

His still-free arm fumbles backward, fingers slipping several times before barely grasping his own drawer.

A place where Twilight Grade Darkness is temporarily stored.

Fumbling inside, he pulls something out.

"This, if you use thi… how about it?"

Held out with difficulty before my eyes.

…Red thread.

A form very similar to what I had just used.

The smoke writhes.

But recalling that it is not Yarn and is thin and slender, I calm it….

And I also realize that it has a completely different purpose.

"If we make it so betrayal is impossible, so one can only be reliable, that would suffice, wouldn't it!"

There is one thing that matches that description.

Red Finger

: A Darkness that literally realizes the nursery rhyme "Pinky promise, hook and lock, promise me."

When one swears a single vow and hangs the thread on the pinky fingertip, that vow is inevitably fulfilled.

Because trying to break it means death.

"The usage is…."

Kwak Jekang, who had been moving his mouth, made a sound that was neither laughter nor sobbing when I tore open its packaging and pulled his own pinky finger.

"You… know this Darkness."

There is nothing I do not know.

If it is described.

I took the red thread and tied it on Kwak Jekang's pinky finger.

Kwak Jekang sweats cold sweat as he smiles.

"I vow. Um… I will not betray you."

I looked at him.

Denied.

Reason : Inaccurate

"…I will fully cooperate?"

Denied.

Reason : Inaccurate

I slowly changed the smoke.

Accumulated failures : 2

Remaining attempts : 1

Cold sweat forms and drips from Kwak Jekang's face.

"…Then, could you tell me what to vow? I don't want to die because I made something up and looked suspicious, that would be troublesome in many ways!"

…….

The smoke draws a sentence.

Proposal :

I will not go against your will from now on.

Kwak Jekang's eyes waver.

Having realized the comprehensive and total meaning contained in the sentence.

But his mouth opens.

Because there is no other choice.

"I… will not go against your will from now on…."

Thud.

I pulled the red thread.

The last joint of the researcher's pinky finger, where the thread had been wound, is cut off.

Blood spurts.

"Ahahaha! Ahahaha!!"

Watching the last joint of his own pinky finger roll on the floor, clutching his left hand from which blood gushes, Kwak Jekang laughed.

"Thank you…. Thank you!"

6 minutes later.

I return directly to the Containment Cell.

There is commotion outside the door, but it doesn't matter.

Two Security Team members, even if they disappeared, it's fine…. because it means they returned safely.

I simply thought about this new situation.

About what the experience of being wrapped in Yarn returned to me.

About fear and unbearableness.

…And I reached a conclusion.

'I must find out.'

Why I exist in this form in this place.

Who on earth called me.

To do that, I must first find out the secrets of this company.

What lies in the Main Building basement.

What the Cheerful Research Institute was.

And if even after learning all this, there is no way….

…….

Then, I'll give up.

It was the moment I decided thus.

[That is quite an interesting plan. Friend!]

'……!'

I raised my body.

…There was something on the bed where I had been lying alone.

A fluffy body. Lovely pink ears, black eyes, and a butterfly necktie around its neck.

And.

[Mr. Roe Deer.]

A call.

'…Braun?'

[Ah, my friend finally calls my name. How delightful this is!]

Good Friend was there.
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A familiar voice.

A familiar attitude.

[It has been a truly long wait! Six months! Is that not a period long enough for a single program to rise and fall?]

[Mr. Roe Deer, I fully understand that you must have missed this Braun terribly during that time….]

[And at this very moment today, we finally meet again. Oh, like a new season!]

A way with words befitting a talk show host.

The entity that used to converse with me from my front pocket was there.

[Friend?]

I picked up the rabbit doll.

The doll, small enough to fit in one hand, maintained its usual appearance even while enveloped in black smoke.

Soft fur and neat seams.

Two eyes like black pebbles glistened under the electric light.

Beneath the pink head, a black bow tie was grandly situated, just as I had tied it.

It was a fake.

[!]

The thing that looked like Good Friend's bow tie was actually a hair tie I had purchased at the boutique on Death Road.

However, the thing beneath this doll’s head was a real bow tie fastened with a string.

Crucially, the 'new Good Friend plush doll' I had made through the customization process at Cheerful Theme Park could not possibly have a bow tie.

Because the previous Good Friend had burned himself.

Therefore, this was no different from the model laptop on the desk that only had a shape, or the books on the bookshelf that only had covers.

One of the props recreating Assistant Manager Kim Soleum's residence environment.

An imitation.

[Goodness… that is the correct answer! Your skills are as excellent as ever, friend.]

Then.

What are you?

[I am Braun, the friend you called for.]

The motionless eyes of the rabbit doll glistened again in the light.

[I simply made use of the merchandise of my plush body so that Mr. Roe Deer could focus.]

…….

I realized it.

The voice was not coming directly from the rabbit doll.

It was a sound coming from within me.

I had merely accepted that it was coming from there because I had discovered the rabbit doll.

And because this….

Was mimicking Good Friend's manner of speech.

[Hmm, yes. Merchandise. Isn't that a much grander expression than 'imitation'! You've made a faithful effort to reproduce my plush form that follows my friend's every move. The quality is a bit crude, but it's not bad….]

…….

[Oh, or did you perhaps think even this voice was fake?]

No.

[I see. That is a great relief….]

But didn't you know everything?

[…Hm?]

Six months.

That was the period I had worked alone in a place containing only corpses and ghost stories, stuck in the 13th basement floor of the Annex.

Even then, you could have spoken to me at any time.

But since that period was boring and trivial, you omitted it because it wasn't worth the communication, didn't you?

Isn't the essence of your existence to fully enjoy the pleasure and excitement of appearing at this most interesting moment?

As an entertainer.

[…Aha. I see.]

[A host who could have spoken at any time over the past six months ignored the painful and boring times, only to appear at the most interesting timing while mimicking Good Friend's appearance….]

[Very well. False accusations and rumors are the fate of a star.]

The sound of crossing arms.

[Goodness, I even made a guest appearance in that tacky training video from the second week….]

…….

Training video?

-To our special entity employee full of dreams and passion! Welcome to the Daydream Inc. Security Management Team!

The training that played endlessly on the old black-and-white TV in the corner of Room 666 on the 13th basement floor of the Annex.

Labor training for the special department of the Security Management Team.

[Yes. That propaganda piece with neither fun nor inspiration that was screened repeatedly in that low-quality room that was no different from a prison cell!]

[Even though I greeted you several times, Mr. Roe Deer did not react at all. It was incredibly insulting.]

In the middle of that… the rabbit doll.

The host on the TV screen.

Did he… appear?

Did he greet me?

That, that was….

…….

It didn't matter.

Because it was information unrelated to work.

[To think you could be this cold! Yes. My friend had no intention of perceiving me at all.]

[Of course, it is a host's duty to make even such an audience listen involuntarily….]

[Fortunately, it seems this appearance evokes a desire in you to listen. I am greatly honored, Mr. Roe Deer!]

I realized a step late that the last sentence was sarcasm.

And I slowly perceived that it wasn't entirely sarcasm either.

[Still, it seems my dear friend has recovered his original lively self quite well! You are quite active. After today's short outing….]

…….

Because I knew for a fleeting moment 'how I originally felt' through Nostalgia Kitty, I became able to think in a way similar to before.

[Ah, indeed so.]

However….

Does that have any meaning?

[Hmm?]

In this mangled and hideous form, with a melted brain and limbs where I couldn't even tell what was attached to where.

And inside the form of this horned anomaly where everything was forcibly crammed in, wouldn't it have been better not to realize that a similar spirit existed?

This sense of disparity.

[As expected, you've been consumed by the mask. Mr. Roe Deer….]

…?

[It's fine. It's a common side effect for talented entertainers!]

[Now, look at this merchandise body….]

I met its gaze.

The fake Good Friend was in my hand.

[This humble body is a fake! Yes. The splendid plush body you prepared anew is in the basement of that far-off place, more than 15 miles away from here….]

[But we can still converse like this.]

[And we'll be able to have friendly interactions just like before! …Friend, would you place me on the towel?]

…….

I did as asked.

[There we go…. Ah, much better.]

Within the black smoke pouring from the gas mask, gloved hands moved.

I folded the towel twice and carefully placed the doll in the center.

A habit I often had before.

As if I were looking after the sleeping place of Good Friend who helped me, after returning from a suffocating darkness investigation.

As if it were still the same.

And this plush doll referred to himself as Good Friend. As if he were still under Good Friend's constraints.

As if it were still the same.

…….

It was a deceptive mimicry.

[Oh, but every show begins with mimicry.]

…….

[The entire process of projecting reality yet presenting it more symbolically! Mime, skits, stand-up comedy, puns, critiques….]

[Performing the most meaningful mimicry at countless branching points to bestow laughter and meaning! The process of creating a bond with the audience and moving them….]

[A show is fundamentally a lie that projects the truth…… But is all of that truly meaningless?]

He whispered.

[Because it's a lie?]

I did not answer, but the other party already knew.

My answer.

[Indeed. It has meaning. Oh, most certainly. In every moment of laughter and tears!]

The sound of the polite host tapping his finger on the table echoed.

As if he had thought of a good idea.

[It is the same, Mr. Roe Deer. Shall we take a look at the mask you are wearing now?]

I averted my gaze.

[Oh, that smoke is great for stage effects, and I quite like those light-like eyes! You'll make a fine crew member.]

[It is a very wild and splendid appearance… but it seems Mr. Roe Deer liked the mask you wore before more.]

[Is it because of the familiarity and bond? That too is a good quality for an entertainer.]

…….

[Then how about setting that as an intermediate goal?]

[Let's interact with the audience through mimicry. Just as this Braun is doing now!]

If you cannot return to being a human, mimic a human.

[Let's try learning a new ability. Mr. Roe Deer, isn't that your specialty? Collecting wonderful abilities and items!]

Like purchasing items at the Cosmic shopping mall.

Like getting a tattoo at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

Like exchanging clues at the Faceless Market.

My image of desperately preparing to survive within ghost stories.

…I remember.

Then, like fireworks popping above the rabbit doll, a small golden effect appeared, drew a single sentence, and vanished.

Current Goal: Let’s learn a splendid disguise skill!

‘…….’

[How about it?]

‘……Fine.’

I nodded.

Let's find an appearance that can interact with people.

Even if it's not real.

[Excellent. Friend!]

[Now, I hope you'll take me along and not forget me.]

I put that fake Good Friend into the pocket of my Security Team uniform.

Just as I had before.

And I made a plan.

Just as I had before.

I turned the pages of the Dark Exploration Records in my memory and made a list of possible methods….

And the moment the morning shift began that day.

Without fail, the assigned staff member visited the containment cell for work.

However, he did not belong to the Security Management Team.

“Haha… we meet again so soon!”

Kwak Jekang.

The assigned researcher arrived looking like a total mess. At least the pinky finger on one hand seemed to have been properly treated, but it was blunt.

Since one joint was gone.

“The surveillance camera is broken so I had no choice, I had to visit, I found a countermeasure…… This company’s advantage is that those kinds of excuses actually work…. By the way, that doll!”

Excitement flowed from his eyes as he noticed the environmental dissonance.

“The doll has disappeared from the desk. Did you take it? Ah, perhaps it helps stabilize your mind? Or an emotional attachment….”

I let the smoke rise.

Question: Whereabouts of team members

▶ The one wearing the Badger Mask

▶ Sergeant

“Ah, those two aren't coming today! They have to go through a light, a very light interview process…. I’ve come instead! Hahaha!”

I did not react.

“Do you like those two? For what reason? There must be quite a few people who have formed rapport with you… Ah, how about other employees from the field exploration team? If you were to meet them privately….”

I don't want to?

“…….”

Kwak Jekang was still smiling, but his complexion turned pale.

I could tell that some degree of mental trauma remained….

I had to let this researcher know.

That the positions of the one asking the questions had switched.

Question: Director Cheong’s work orders regarding 130666

“…Are you curious about what Director Cheong explained when he assigned me to you?”

…….

“True, someone of Director Cheong's level likely knows quite a bit about your identity! No, it’s even possible she personally led the summoning of you!”

Kwak Jekang wiped the cold sweat pooling on his chin haphazardly and laughed passionately.

“However, Director Cheong isn't the type of superior who talks much, so unfortunately, for now, it was about two sentences in summary….”

-Educate him on the discipline required of an employee.

-Find out an effective way to use him.

“…And, ‘Stand by until further instructions.’ That’s about it!”

…….

“You’ve noticed. In a word, it’s no different from taming a dog! What to feed him to make him happy, what punishment to give to make him listen… Yes. She wants me to figure those things out. Hahaha!”

[Mr. Roe Deer, how about turning the fellow before you into a dog? I think it would be an interesting practice stage for honing your disguise skills!]

…No.

“Anyway… it seems we've made the same deduction. Once the method of using you is properly prepared, Director Cheong will likely personally hand down darkness collection tasks!”

The fellow who had almost ended up walking on all fours reached an interesting conclusion.

It matched mine.

“And there will probably be a hint there. If Director Cheong was the one who called you, it would have been for that work!”

The hint to my existence.

“Especially if a researcher like me sticks close and observes, yes, if you could provide a bit of an excuse, we could find out… a lot.”

……Hmm.

Requesting reduction in time required

“Hm? You want to shorten the time it takes to get there? To do that….”

I formed letters with the black smoke.

About how to get a response from Director Cheong.

Things to utilize:

An incident of 130666's containment failure

“…Hm? ……Aha.”

I continued the explanation with the smoke.

Various examples.

Kwak Jekang scribbled down the letters on paper, and when he ran out of space, he even left words on the back of his hand. This was because he was also writing down the things he had thought of.

And when I chose one of them, his mouth split into a wide grin.

“Now this, isn't this a great method. Then let's try deceiving them like this, hahaha!”

Adding a fake rule to 130666’s usage method

Rule: Cannot tolerate boredom

The record-keeping database of Daydream Inc. is updated.

Security Management Team Incident Record

130666 Containment Failure Incident

An account regarding an emergency situation on October 28, Year ■■, at approximately 1:26 AM, where containment entity 130666 escaped from the containment cell located in containment corridor L-13-6.

Progress

130666 utilized the black smoke generated from his gas mask to neutralize the iron door’s lock, then proceeded to the containment corridor, went directly to the rental warehouse, and entered the 17th-floor research area using the main building elevator.

The time consumed in this process was 3 minutes and 13 seconds, and no security process was activated.

Four security team members in the containment cell and rental warehouse were neutralized; 15 members of the 17th-floor research team were evacuated, and 6 were neutralized.

(In the case of the 6 who failed to evacuate from the 17th floor, they showed bizarre psychological trauma after inhaling smoke and are suspected of contamination.)

Upon entering the 17th floor, 130666 went straight to the Research Team 1 office and had a one-on-one interaction with the assigned researcher (Section Chief Kwak Jekang, Research Team 1).

6 minutes and 12 seconds later, he was found in his containment cell.

Special Notes

CCTV Error - Due to CCTV errors in the containment cell and Research Team 1 office, there is no recorded footage of the incident. It is being questioned whether this is a special situation originating from 130666's smoke.

Survival of Assigned Researcher - Sustained injuries including loss of extreme parts of the extremities, contusions to the chest wall, and hairline fractures of the 5th and 6th ribs, but no threat to life. Recovery Potions were prescribed.

Passive Statements from Auxiliary Staff – The controller and auxiliary staff in charge of 130666 were on-site at the time of the incident, but in post-incident interviews, they

showed a lack of assertiveness in their statements regarding 130666's danger.

Need to verify if 130666 has mental-system interference power related to fascination.

However, they stated that they were not carrying control equipment as normal working hours had ended.

(Disciplinary action for negligence of duty was discussed but deferred as there were no violations of company rules.

To prevent similar situations in the future, the control duty working hours for the relevant security team employees will be reset more broadly.)

Results

Containment and Security Reinforcement - Reinforcement of containment cell security, assignment of additional training hours via video, preparation of a disciplinary room for 130666, and increased patrol personnel in the containment corridor.

Various experiments and observations regarding 130666's abilities were permitted to prevent similar occurrences in the future.

And a few days later.

A page is added.

Additional Experiment Results

New Work Assignment for 130666 – After several experiments on 130666, the assigned researcher proved that the cause of the entity's escape was boredom.

He stated that even during the containment failure incident, he had promised to 'assign more interesting work than now.'

The speculation was added that the security work on the 13th basement floor of the Annex for the initial six months seemed to have offended 130666.

Thus, it was strongly argued to assign 'more interesting work' to soothe the entity.

Consequently.

Special work assigned under the authorization of Director Cheong ■■ of the Development Department.

Collection of an anomalous phenomenon occurring at a certain public broadcasting station. Known to the public by the nickname ‘Man on the Screen’ ghost story.

For detailed information, refer to ■■Record#C16548.

And.

Additional Measures

By the authority of the assigned researcher, taking the nature of the work into account, a new auxiliary position, ‘Transport Personnel,’ has been temporarily assigned.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae (Field Exploration Team B-Squad)

Supervisor Kang Yihak (Field Exploration Team I-Squad)

A proponent of poetic justice wearing a Dolphin mask and a gold-worshipper wearing a Pony mask appear.

Chapter 219

One of the many offices in the Main Building of Daydream Inc.

A petite employee with long, curly hair sat in the meeting area of the neat space.

“Mmm-hmm-hmm.”

An elite member of the Field Exploration team, she was already wearing a Dolphin mask on her head.

The materials lying on the table she was reading were the special duties assigned for today, just yesterday.

Specifically designating her.

And….

“Hello, Assistant manager!”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae looked up.

An employee opened the office door and walked in, greeting her with a brazen bow.

“My name is Kang Yihak. Ah, you can just call me Pony!”

“Yep. Helloooo.”

She was an employee Lee Seonghae was familiar with.

If one survived for about a year after joining the company, more and more employees began to remember each other.

There was even an event that served as proof of that.

Promotion to Assistant Manager.

“Ah, you were promoted to Assistant Manager this time, right?”

“Yes, yes, yup. We were all promoted together. Hahaha, it’s great not having to buy a promotion treat, you know~”

Kang Yihak laughed and thumped her chest.

It was true.

About half of the Field Exploration team rookies who had survived safely without dying or retiring were promoted to Assistant Manager almost all at once, just before the selection of new employees this year.

Of course, a few with good grades were promoted two or three months earlier… but that was something Kang Yihak had wanted to decline first.

Because she had recently realized something.

‘No need to create reasons to spend money!’

Isn’t it human nature for shameless people to want a handout when they see someone doing well!

The structure here wasn’t such that you earned a lot more or had good Darkness fall into your mouth just because you were promoted first.

Of course, it would be a different story if a substantial reward… that is, a sparkling gold or green reward, were given!

In the grand scheme of things, just having your salary go up a little was a loss.

Thanks to that, she was able to suppress her reward center, which craved the dopamine of short-term gains….

‘I guess some people just like being the boss first.’

Kang Yihak thought of her colleague who had been promoted before her.

The employee in the Goat mask who always wore an eyepatch, Baek Saheon.

That employee had been obsessed with information and items from the start, buttering up the superiors, and eventually got promoted first.

‘I thought he was investing a bit boldly in sucking information out of his Seonbaes from the start!’

Lately, he had become somewhat quiet for some reason. He must have realized the truth that it was better to invest in the Darkness.

And as her thoughts reached that point, other colleagues came to mind.

People who were no longer in the Field Exploration team at headquarters.

“Ah~ Originally, there was someone who got promoted to Assistant Manager really fast, and someone who was very exemplary… Ah, do you happen to remember them?”

Kim Soleum, Go Yeongeun.

The two people, thinking of the same employees, nodded.

“Right. They were good people, it’s such a shame….”

Lee Seonghae frowned as if it were truly unfortunate.

Kang Yihak tactfully smiled and changed the subject. No need to spoil the boss’s mood when there was no money in it!

“Congratulations on your promotion too, Assistant manager~ I heard the news that you were newly assigned to B-Squad along with your promotion.”

“Ah, that’s right.”

Lee Seonghae nodded.

“Hahaha, how is B-Squad?”

“Well. Company work is all the same!”

However, information from the Elite Squad was worth money.

Kang Yihak’s tone became more swaying as if she were trying to be more pleasing.

“Ayy, but the people you work with have changed. If there’s anything you want to say, feel free to just tell me….”

“Eh, me?”

“You don’t have to. Yep!”

Don’t scratch the boss! Again, there’s no need to spoil the boss’s mood!

Especially if it’s someone rumored to have been sent to B-Squad after burying two of her superiors from C-Squad in the Darkness!

‘Long-term perspective, long-term perspective.’

Kang Yihak sat down briskly after a quick change in attitude.

“Then I’ll be working hard reading the materials too!”

“Okay, yep.”

Just like that, the pre-work small talk ended, and by the time they finished reading and familiarizing themselves with the work materials on the table….

“Hello there!”

A Research Team employee appeared.

The person who would brief them on today’s task.

Section Chief Kwak Jekang of Research Team 1. Everyone stood up with appropriate politeness at the appearance of a superior from another department.

“Did everyone look through the materials?”

“Yep. We did!”

“Wow~ Our Elite Squad’s Assistant Manager Lee is one thing, but Assistant Manager Kang is quite fast. Is it because you’re an Assistant Manager now!”

“Hahaha, thank you!”

No. It was because she had found a corner to extract extra income from the work.

And Kwak Jekang knew that, but anyway, he smiled, looked back at the two, and did the most important thing.

The introduction of the Darkness that held the power of life and death over him.

“Then… this is the higher-up you will be serving today!”

The office door opened.

A figure emerged along with Black Smoke.

Bizarre, bone-like horns were as large as a crown, and eyes like yellow lanterns and a light source shone from between the black Security Team uniform.

Lee Seonghae’s eyes widened at that familiar sight.

The owner of Flower Golden Resort!

“Masco… no, Mr. Staff Member!”

To think they would meet again like this!

Lee Seonghae, with a broad smile all over her face, stood up and approached.

“It’s really good to see you! Have you been well?”

The black Security Team Special Division employee looked down at her without moving.

One eye seemed to look at the researcher for a moment, but soon bowed his head toward Lee Seonghae and raised a hand….

Question: Current health status

“I’m always healthy, of course!”

As expected, he was still a kind and nice employee!

“As expected of the Elite Squad’s Assistant manager Dolphin. You’re even acquainted with such a strong-looking Security Team employee!”

And Kang Yihak, having grasped the situation, quickly looked for a place to fit in and approached.

“It’s a real pleasure to meet you. I would appreciate it if you could call me Pony, Mr. Staff Member!”

She actually asked for a handshake.

“…….”

“…….”

Ah.

I made a mistake.

The moment that chilling sensation passed through her head, a gloved hand came out from the Black Smoke and took the hand she had offered.

“…!”

To her surprise, the other party had accepted the handshake.

But a strange sense of crisis rose up Kang Yihak’s neck.

It was chilly.

A tingle ran down her spine.

A warning signal, the instinctive alarm bell given by power and greatness.

……But somehow, it felt like a familiar feeling?

As if she had encountered it in the Darkness once before….

“Now, now, anyway. It’s difficult for this gentleman to just walk into the broadcasting station, so we called you two from the Field Exploration team.”

But before Kang Yihak could remember something, the handshake ended, and the briefing related to the work continued.

Kwak Jekang smiled and explained why two members of the Field Exploration team were called.

Because they needed two people who were familiar with the Darkness but not heavily contaminated.

“The employees who originally assisted him are from the Security Team, so they can’t go to the broadcasting station during the day either. Haha!”

That’s right.

Because this ghost story occurred in a place where the public eye was focused, the broadcasting station, the cooperation of those involved was needed to properly check it.

It was naturally difficult for supernatural beings who stood out too much, or the Security Team, who could not go out routinely during the day, to take the lead.

Lee Seonghae smiled brightly at the researcher who explained that they had 'already recruited a PD.'

“Then we’re bringing back a dangerous Darkness from the broadcasting station!”

“That’s right!”

“Mmm, good!”

If Daydream Inc. isolated and secured that Darkness, ordinary people would no longer be caught up in the dangerous ghost story.

Lee Seonghae gladly welcomed this task, as its premise was one of those rare good deeds.

Soon, the ‘staff member’s’ transportation method was introduced.

“Now, he’ll be inside this, so you two just need to carry it and move.”

Watching the staff member being ‘stored’ in the black transport cage as if by magic, the two Field Exploration team members felt a strange sensation similar to what they felt in the Darkness.

And a communication device was also given in case of an emergency.

A small radio.

“It’s a radio connected to the Security Team managers… well, you just have to press it if an ‘emergency’ occurs.”

The researcher laughed, saying that this alone would have made a rookie nervous.

And a light preliminary call was also conducted.

Click.

[Um… can you hear me….]

“Yep. We hear you loud and clear!”

“Nng. This is Assistant Manager Pony from I-Squad, and I’m Dolphin from B-Squad! Please look after us.”

Silence.

[…B-Squad?]

“Yep.”

[……I see.]

[Um… be careful… when you carry it. Don’t drop it….]

The man with a languid voice explained slowly.

How to call them, the responsible Security Team, if a problem arose.

And even how to communicate simply with the ‘staff’ inside the transport cage.

[When agreeing… tap once, and when disagreeing, twice… tap.]

“Oh, I understand.”

Kang Yihak noticed.

That Section Chief Kwak Jekang was watching the conversation between the Security Team on the other side of the radio and Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae while suppressed a smirking laugh.

But that has nothing to do with me!

Kang Yihak, realizing there was no smell of money for the time being, immediately turned her head.

Toward something that smelled of money right now.

The transport cage containing the staff member.

Dark, black, and chilly, it exerted a strange presence even just sitting on the floor….

“Haha… then, should I carry it? Shouldn’t the subordinate do something like this!”

How much would it be worth?

What if I could just take this transport cage and whisk it away somewhere?

I heard there’s a Darkness somewhere in the Annex that returns gold equal to the weight of an interesting offering; what would happen if I offered this transport cage?

Kang Yihak approached the transport cage….

“…….”

Dolphin, who had been watching intently, opened her mouth.

“Excuse me.”

“……Yes?”

“I’ll carry it. The transport cage.”

“…Yep!”

Thus, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae picked up the transport cage.

It was cold and light.

There was a deep Darkness inside, but Lee Seonghae stroked the iron bars without hesitation and asked.

“Are you comfortable?”

Tap.

“That’s a relief!”

She hummed as she cradled the transport cage preciously.

And then she headed to the scene with Pony.

To the broadcasting station.

“Um, that, over there, that… the people introduced by the company… you’re them, right? Dreamwalking?”

“Yes, yes.”

They were guided to the variety department’s editing room through the entrance for related personnel that had been contacted in advance.

There, a PD with sunken dark circles met them alone in an inner private room with an anxious complexion.

Believing the sophisticated identity used by Daydream Inc. when they inevitably performed supernatural work in the civilian sector, he took a breath and continued.

“I didn't expect to really meet people who specialize in this kind of thing… that, is it true that real exorcism or something like that is possible?”

“Of course.”

Perhaps the two strange people in suits wearing masks gave him a weird sense of trust, as the PD calmed down a bit.

Still, his face was pale. That face, which had lost a lot of weight, was stained with worry and fear.

No, it wasn’t just the PD. The main writer, two assistant writers, and even the lighting director they had encountered on the way here all looked unwell.

Something that everyone knew to this extent.

“Um, you’ve heard the story roughly, right? That, regarding the current situation….”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae recalled.

An internet post that had been attached to the materials placed on the table.

A chilling urban legend floating around among civilians.

[Has anyone seen this man on PBS programs? (Photo Warning)]

==========

There are people who remember PBS, right?

Even kids going to school now have probably heard of it.

It’s an old broadcasting station from about 20 years ago, but it’s a defunct channel now.

Until twenty or thirty years ago, many variety shows that were popular at the time were aired on PBS. Things like Sarangbang Athletic Meet, Family is Rising, Hot Talk Talk, Joyful Saturday Night.

==========

Various images are attached.

Large, colorful subtitles, low resolution, and exaggerated audience reactions and sound effects.

Looking at them now, they are somewhat tacky but also evoke a strange nostalgia. Various variety show scenes from around the 2000s.

There was one thing in common.

Without exception, there were many cast members.

==========

You know those variety shows where a lot of people appear on TV.

A ton of panelists appear, and if there’s a special episode, dozens of participants, and if not that, catching hundreds of audience members reacting through sound or screen.

They were in full swing before observation variety shows or W-Tube content became popular. They say there are quite a few people who miss that now. On the other hand, there are many people who hate it, saying it’s distracting and tacky... Anyway, it seems that variety shows in that format almost dominated during this period.

But there’s something that was spreading among the PDs in charge and the editing room staff at that time.

Look at this.

(Photo)

==========

It was a photo that looked like a screen capture of people having an athletic meet on a set in the shape of an old-fashioned linoleum-floored house.

Sarangbang Athletic Meet, the PBS variety show just described.

And the photos don't end there.

Photos that seemed to be random captures of scenes from different variety shows continued to be listed.

Family is Rising, Hot Talk Talk, Joyful Saturday Night….

And at the very end.

==========

Did you notice?

==========

It shows the same photos again with a red circle in the corner.

One person.

==========

It's all the same person.

==========

A man with black eyes looking at the camera.

He is wearing a hat and has a smile that doesn't reveal his teeth.

==========

It is said that this man was witnessed among the cast, audience, and crowds in most variety programs aired on PBS.

The editor found it strange and looked into it, and he was really there.

And after people talked to each other, they realized something...

This man is always only seen in Episode 6.

==========

A description is attached under the photo.

==========

To be precise, rumors circulated that he only seemed to appear in episodes ending in 6.

Eerie, right?

But well, there are so many ghost stories in the broadcasting industry. Ghost sightings also occur frequently….

So it was just something related personnel talked about, and at the time, it was published in places like ghost story magazines and just became a slight rumor among general viewers.

Actually, the probability is low, but of course, the same person could continuously enter as a panelist or audience member for these variety shows.

But an anomaly occurs here.

==========

A newspaper article is attached.

A case where broadcast data was lost due to a power outage at a broadcasting station.

==========

Due to the power outage, there was a problem with saving the editing data for the filmed footage. They said there were problems with documentaries and news too… but the important thing is this.

Among them, there must have been the final edited version of Hot Talk Talk Episode 166.

In the end, Episode 166 was just aired as a collection of highlights from previous episodes...

And

From here on, something gets stranger and stranger.

......

This man was seen in every single highlight version.

Chapter 220

The atmosphere of the post takes a chilling plunge.

An <Early Half Special: Hot Talk Talk> was hastily scheduled because the original footage was lost due to a blackout.

Episode 166.

In that episode, which was a patchwork of previous broadcasts, various scenes of panels and audience members are attached as photos.

That is….

There is no need to draw a circle to enlarge it as before.

Anyone who has read this post now remembers this man's face.

Black eyes.

A smiling mouth.

In various scenes of the old talk show where everyone is laughing and chatting, the Man on the Screen is the only one staring into the camera among dozens of people.

Episodes 157, 158, 160, 162, 164…….

In every episode that was pieced together and aired as Episode 166.

In one corner of a cheerful variety show.

==========

Clearly, this man had never been discovered in these broadcasts before. If he had, the saying that he only appeared in Episode 6 wouldn't have existed in the first place.

But they say he appeared when it was re-edited and aired as Episode 166.

He definitely wasn't there before, or at least he wasn't found... but now, they say he's there.

And compare this.

==========

Two photos are side by side.

An enlarged capture of the previously discovered 'Man on the Screen,' circled in red.

And an enlarged capture from Episode 166.

Comparing the two caught in the same frame….

==========

His expression changed.

==========

Only the man in Episode 166 is smiling, revealing all his teeth.

And the pupils of his black eyes looking at the camera appear strangely dilated….

A creepiness felt even from a low-resolution photo.

==========

They say he had this expression in every highlight scene where he was found.

==========

A phenomenon that sends shivers down the spine.

Eventually, sensing that this was no ordinary matter, the broadcasting station took internal measures among the production staff.

==========

Whether on set or outdoors during filming, they started inspecting the people entering more meticulously.

I mean the panels or people in the audience roles.

They were trying to check if there was anyone who looked similar to the 'Man on the Screen.'

It was the 2000s. Back then, they didn't put that much effort into verifying identities.

So, because this was somewhat formal and unusual, rumors seemed to have spread among the celebrities filming and the field staff.

It seems the capture of the 'Man on the Screen' also spread at that time.

All sorts of stories went around. That he's a PD who died in a broadcasting accident, the son of a former director who committed suicide, a construction worker who died during the station's construction, that an occult horror special aired a few years ago summoned something strange...

But nothing was ever proven to be true.

Whether they held a ritual or an exorcism, the phenomenon didn't disappear.

He kept being found..

==========

So eventually, the production staff changed their response method.

==========

So, what did they do after that?

They say they just kept deleting him.

Once the final edit was out, they would keep rewatching the footage in the editing room, and if the man was there, they would find him and cut him out somehow.

So he was no longer seen in the aired episodes... and so this ghost story was gradually forgotten. It probably withered away because the man wasn't found anymore, right?

On rare occasions, when someone brought a capture saying the 'Man on the Screen' had reappeared, it would turn out to be someone else with a similar appearance, which actually ended up serving as a clarification.

That's how the commotion came to an end.

I, too, had known it to be that way until now..

But recently, I heard a hair-raising story from a Friend who is a broadcast writer.

This is getting too long, so I'll bring it in the next part.

==========

And.

“……That, it’s coming out again here.”

In front of Lee Seonghae, who had briefly finished recalling 'Document Part 1', the PD, having barely swallowed his saliva, spoke with a pale face.

A terrified expression.

“Are you talking about the ‘Man on the Screen’?”

“Yes…….”

The bizarre and terrifying phenomenon that used to appear at the closed-down broadcasting station was now reappearing in the variety department of the modern MBS channel.

“We are deleting or avoiding him as much as possible, but…. This doesn't seem like an ordinary matter, so we agreed to call in experts.”

The two employees of the Field Exploration team suddenly became exorcism experts, but true to their naturally composed personalities, they maintained a plain attitude.

Because anything was fine.

“Whether you do an exorcism or whatever, please just make it so he doesn't appear. If possible, I'd like it if you could resolve it smoothly….”

“Yep. Don't worry!”

Since he wouldn't appear at this broadcasting station anymore once he was collected by the company.

Lee Seonghae thought with a grin.

'Man on the Screen' countermeasure.

The Darkness in question is currently estimated to be Grade C-D, showing typical characteristics of Supernatural Symptoms appearing in video materials.

When not observed: Appears at a more frequent frequency.

When observed: Appears in a more violent manner.

Manage the entity's Anomalous Appearance Frequency and aggression, and after enduring for the optimal amount of time, place the video data into a storage medium that cannot be played back and return it to an appropriate storage location. (Estimate)

Possibility of death upon failure.

The expected countermeasures included in the data were more substantial than she thought.

It could almost be seen as a clear Manual. Although the disclaimer that it hadn't been proven in the current situation kept being attached.

'If things go well, the employee might even be able to rest!'

She should call her only at the very end if possible.

“Then, I will guide you.”

“Yep!”

The PD led them to the editing room.

No Entry

Under Construction.

He opens the door.

Screeeech.

Contrary to the sign that was posted, an empty, dark editing room was there in its complete form.

All screens were turned off, and the equipment was in a stopped state.

“I put the sign up just in case someone else comes in. Editing... for now, we only do urgent things here during the day that can't be done without the equipment, and as much as possible, we do it outside the station in studios or from home.”

A modern response that was impossible at the broadcasting station that had closed in the past.

It was possible because editing programs or equipment specifications have been standardized and popularized recently.

Perhaps because there were no people, the inside of the editing room felt somewhat chilly and settled, as if submerged….

“Hmm….”

And as she looked around the place carefully, Kang Yihak’s mouth opened once more.

“My, this… it’s not just any ordinary stubborn thing that’s attached.”

“…!”

Kang Yihak clicked her tongue and then spoke seriously.

“Ah, this… ha, I think it’s going to be dangerous.”

“…….”

“In this case, we need to secure more time than originally planned, and more preliminary preparation is needed.”

“H-How long will it take?”

Kang Yihak looks at the PD and says solemnly.

“Congratulations.”

“…Yes?”

“You were very lucky. This right here is a Spiritually potent object that we brought with great difficulty.”

Tap.

Kang Yihak tapped the Transport Cage, gesturing slightly toward it.

“You can skip the preparation time. As for this side… it's not just a matter of an additional fee, but a level where we have to re-evaluate the entire reward quote to receive it.”

“Ah,”

Kang Yihak looks at him trustingly.

“But we'll just do it for you this time.”

“…!”

Since you are people who are very busy with many affairs, and since you are people who bring laughter to the citizens, we will endure it even if we have to take a loss….

At those flamboyant words, the PD, whose mental state was already shaken by fatigue and fear, made a dazed expression and then nodded for now.

“Th-Thank you.”

“Haha, please continue to make good broadcasts. …However.”

Kang Yihak frowned.

“From now on, we have to stay in the editing room for three days. Do not let anyone in.”

“Yes!”

“And this extension of the schedule… a cost will inevitably be calculated for this. We can't help it that much either.”

Leading to her brilliant skill of saying, 'As you can see, it's an occupation where it's hard to get a business license, so I'll only take cash or in-kind,' the PD eventually ended up running down to the first floor of the station to withdraw money.

Furthermore, when the PD even took off the gold accessories he was wearing and handed them over, Kang Yihak accepted them readily and saw him off, telling him not to worry.

“Now you can sleep well!”

“Thank you….”

And the moment the PD disappeared from the editing room, she turned back to the group, rejoicing with the additional profit in both hands.

“Now we can just say that because we have the ability, we handled in one day what would have taken three days!”

It was insane resourcefulness.

“Oh.”

Lee Seonghae, who was watching that scene blankly, opened her mouth.

“You are very good at deceiving people.”

“Deceiving! I just know how to create additional income in a direction where no one cares and no one loses!”

Kang Yihak quickly divided the received gold and cash into three portions.

The hands dividing it according to the market price are skillful.

“Anyway, that person will save money he would have spent in the future if this is handled, and even if not, won't he get back all the money he spent now from the higher-ups or somewhere?”

“…….”

“Now, now, isn't it good to take this and divide it exactly by the number of people? Eh? Me, Ms. Dolphin…… even our cool employee!”

Kang Yihak quickly turned back to the Transport Cage and held out the gold toward it.

“The employee?”

“Yes! Of course. Well, if you don't want cash, then I can give it to you in gold. How about it, employee!”

There's no way he'd take that….

Tap.

“…….”

“See there!”

Muttering that he must surely be an existence that knows the greatness of gold, Kang Yihak silently threw a celebratory scream of victory into the air.

Lee Seonghae froze for a moment, then soon bowed her head to the Transport Cage and asked seriously.

“Um… do you need human money?”

……Tap.

“Shall I give you more?”

Tap.

“Excuse me, does the company perhaps not pay you a salary?”

Silence.

Silence followed from the Transport Cage. Somehow, it felt like the Mascot was confused. Let's not push too hard.

'But… it seems right that they aren't giving it?'

After thinking it over, Lee Seonghae decided to first make this kind employee feel at ease.

Business talk.

“I'll work hard!”

Tap tap.

Does that mean it's okay not to work hard? He really is a kind person!

“Now, now, then… shall we, like, prepare for entry right now?”

“Yep.”

After the brief capitalistic commotion ended, Kang Yihak quickly went to the entrance of the editing room and closed the door.

Thud.

Inside the editing room, which became a closed chamber.

“…I’m turning on the screen.”

The monitor of the central equipment lights up, and a variety show file that was being edited is seen on the desktop.

And it comes to mind naturally.

The next post.

The reason why those related to the ‘Man on the Screen’ ghost story are especially afraid of editing rooms.

The reason they are here,

[Has anyone seen this man on a PBS broadcast program? (Warning: Photo) -2]

==========

Hi. Everyone was very curious, so I wrote it quickly.

In the previous post, I said that the ghost story withered away as the ‘Man on the Screen’ was all deleted during the editing process.

And I mentioned that I heard a hair-raising story from a Friend who is a broadcast writer, right? That is..

Actually, it was a lie that they deleted all of the ‘Man on the Screen.’

Apparently, it was possible at first. They could remove the man and create a clean final version.

But as time went by, as the rounds accumulated, as they edited… the cases where he was still found even after deleting and deleting again increased.

And while that was happening, the appearance of the man gradually became strange.

Before, he was at a level where you'd just pass him by unless you looked closely while he was in a crowd, but from a certain point, even a glance while passing by would make you press the stop button due to the strangeness.. he became like that.

I don't know exactly what state he was in. They say the people in the editing room couldn't even speak. They just repeated one thing.

That 'he seems angry'..

Then eventually, they reached the limit of the workload.

Because he kept appearing no matter how much they deleted, work eventually piled up in this industry where there are already many all-nighters.. and even the veterans, who weren't at the level to be doing this sort of thing, stayed up all night to find the ‘Man on the Screen’ and cut the scenes.

Then eventually, they devised a new method.

==========

That was root blocking.

It is to completely leave out scenes with large groups of people where the ‘Man on the Screen’ might appear.

==========

From the beginning, they don't capture the audience and only include the sound. Or they just zoom in tight on the person reacting.

If they do this, there won't be many cases where many people are caught on camera at once in the first place, right?

They thought it would be a bit easier then. It seemed plausible.

==========

A text follows saying that after they decided to go with this method, the atmosphere calmed down a bit. As if a true solution had been found.

The PD and assistant director who suggested it at the time breathed a sigh of relief and went into the editing room, saying they would try it that way.

And the next day.

==========

Both committed suicide in the editing room.

==========

“…….”

==========

The PD who hung himself with a wire was on the ceiling, and the assistant director who slit his artery with a broken monitor piece was in the chair.

Right in front of the door, there was also a suicide note.

But the handwriting was such a mess that they couldn't even tell what he had written it with..

A PD who handled the scene back then and my broadcast writer Friend once worked together, and according to that PD, the suicide note was like something written by a patient with severe schizophrenia, where the words were just strangely written incoherently without any sense. He said he roughly remembered the content because it was so shocking.

But one night, as he recalled those individual words and tried to reconstruct them, he felt like he roughly understood the content….

Like this.

The man on the screen does not want to be deleted

He is angry

Broadcast him right now

I delivered it as it was

I don't want to die

I'm sorry

He said he couldn't sleep that night because he was scared.

I heard he eventually stayed at a temple for a few days.

Even if not for that, most of the people in the PBS variety department were so shocked or terrified that the variety department itself came to a complete halt.

People around my age remember, right? Articles suddenly popping up about two people dying in the PBS variety department, and variety shows being canceled for 2-3 weeks saying it was to mourn..

That was actually this.

The editing room was rebuilt, but even after that, the atmosphere didn't recover. Variety department PDs resigned in droves, and it seems even production staff like writers were all reluctant to sign new contracts and work.

So everyone who worked at PBS at this time knows.

Socio-political power struggles are often cited as the reason PBS closed down, but this incident definitely had an impact on the variety department's atmosphere becoming almost impossible to revive..

Anyway, there is something to be relieved about.

The fact that the ‘Man on the Screen’ ghost story really ended when this broadcasting station disappeared in 2008.

.

.

.

But do you know what?

This is a variety show that aired yesterday.

==========

A high-quality photo was attached at the end of the post.

A capture from 'Elegant Belly Laugh of the Night' Episode 36 at 6 minutes and 23 seconds.

It's an MC and a solo guest having a friendly conversation. And then the camera briefly shows the reaction of the production staff.

A person sitting among the mosaic-covered production staff….

==========

Do you recognize him?

==========

The Man on the Screen is watching.

A smile revealing all his teeth, dilated pupils, and eyebrows strangely contorted as if in rage.

He is looking at you beyond the camera.

==========

PBS has closed down.

But there is a broadcasting station that took over the equipment and manpower of the closed broadcasting station intact and reorganized.

Do you know where it is?

It's MBS.

And Belly Laugh of the Night is an MBS variety show.

......

For a while, don't watch the original broadcasts of MBS variety shows.

==========

Something began to be reflected on the video screen in the editing room.

==========

Because you don't know what will happen.

==========

Chapter 221

A dark and narrow editing room.

Giant editing monitors.

One of them is turned on.

From the only light source, a blue desktop is visible.

And there, several video icons.

They are variety show recordings.

The two Field Exploration team employees, who had already discussed the plan in advance, moved without hesitation.

-I’ll start by checking if it’s the Darkness.

-Yes!

The verification process.

The hand holding the mouse moves, and the pointer moves across the desktop….

Click.

The clicked icon spits out a recording.

The original video that was to become MBS ‘Kind Karaoke’ Episode 26.

[Hahahaha!]

[Wow, you’re a really good singer!]

[You flatter me.]

On a bright and colorful karaoke set, two guests and an MC are seen laughing across a table.

It’s a format currently popular in broadcast content targeting W-Tube—a small-scale singing talk show featuring luxurious guests and a humorous, non-aggressive host.

The bright and cheerful interior, the laughter, and even the cheers of the production staff were refreshing.

“There.”

The video stops.

A cut of the karaoke interior passing by.

A small, dark window on the karaoke room door.

A man’s face is there.

He is looking at the camera.

“Whew.”

It’s visible even within the darkness. It’s more distorted and noticeable than the capture of Episode 36 seen in the attached materials post.

As if trying to catch someone’s eye beyond the camera.

It was a spine-chilling sight that would make anyone freeze in terror or run away screaming if they discovered it unexpectedly.

“Okay.”

However, the two from the Field Exploration team quickly closed the video and clicked on another.

Because they were used to it.

Click, click. Their hands are fast as they successively click on files of other variety shows for the rounds ending in ‘6’.

…But here, they realize.

“…….”

“…….”

In the variety show formats popular these days, there aren’t many boisterous ones with a large number of people appearing.

Especially cases that use many people for reactions or audience participation. There are… none.

Therefore, there are no crowds.

In the end, the ‘Man on the Screen’ cannot sit among people as if he were one of them.

So….

The man appears in increasingly awkward ways.

In a variety show where people sit on cushions in a rooftop room and chat, the man standing outside the veranda looks at the camera. In a variety show about fishing in a river, the man with his face pressed right next to a cast member focused on fishing looks at the camera. In a variety show where an MC and an actor guest converse, the man standing stonily behind the table where the two sit facing each other looks at the camera.

His expression becomes increasingly bizarre.

His posture too.

Sometimes even his movements, which mimic the guests or the MC.

It’s as if he’s imitating them, but the awkwardness and the sense of wrongness make goosebumps crawl up one's spine….

“…….”

By this point, even an extreme mammonist would start to feel an ominous dread.

Kang Yihak swallowed hard and closed the recording.

But she does not hesitate.

“I’m putting it in.”

“Yes.”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae inserted the prepared USB into the main body of the editing equipment connected to the monitor.

Execution of the simple processing method provided by the company.

Transfer the video data into a storage device where self-playback is impossible and return it to an appropriate storage location (Speculation).

Based on the patterns of the Darkness, it was a reasonable method to attempt.

If a situation occurs where someone dies while watching a video featuring the ‘Man on the Screen’ in the editing room, all those videos can simply be stored separately and the editing room closed off.

Because if the video cannot be played, the phenomenon cannot even occur.

It’s unfortunate for the production staff, but they would have to be notified that they must use the original recording data that had not entered the editing room.

-We just have to put it straight into the USB without provoking it for no reason, right!

-That’s right.

Click.

As soon as the USB was connected, Kang Yihak, who had been waiting, opened the removable disk, grabbed all the files for the rounds ending in ‘6’ that were on the desktop and even the ‘In Editing’ folder all at once, and dragged them in an instant.

It was a speed that showed no hesitation, as it was a movement she had done so often.

‘Phew.’

And then, as expected of high-capacity files, a loading pop-up appears. The process of the recordings being moved to the removable disk—if they just endure this….

Copying…

“…….”

“…….”

Huh?

“Excuse me.”

Lee Seonghae speaks up.

“Why is your hand still there?”

Kang Yihak lowered her gaze to look at her hand.

Her hand, placed reflexively on the keyboard, was pressing the Ctrl key.

…A habit.

When dragging and dropping files or folders into a USB storage, it is processed as a move.

It’s a ‘Cut’.

But if you do it while holding the Ctrl key….

It becomes a ‘Copy’.

Something that naturally develops for a senior student who has done countless extracurricular activities and assignments.

Backing up.

“…….”

Kang Yihak looked at the files that were still transferring into the USB storage.

And she looked at the files still remaining on the desktop.

Containing the ‘Man on the Screen’.

At this rate, the originals will remain in the editing room.

However, a file that is currently being copied cannot be deleted.

‘No.’

With the feeling of her blood turning cold, Kang Yihak watched the ‘Copying’ pop-up and waited for it to finish.

The numbers climb steeply. Please. 90, 92, 95, 97, 99….

Completed.

At that moment, Kang Yihak immediately hammered the delete shortcut.

Are you sure you want to permanently

delete these 6 items?

Right now!

She had to do it quickly. Her hand must not slip. No, her hand did not slip, but strangely, supernaturally, the mouse double-clicked, and instead of delete, it clicked on icon playback, and the recording was played—

Your eyes met with the Man on the Screen.

Amidst the scenes of a joyful variety show, you see eyes that have met yours, still and alone, from beyond the camera.

Dilated pupils, two eyes as dark and black as holes in a face, are watching you. He smiles, baring his teeth.

He looks at you.

His mouth hangs open, and inside, a black void and blood-red gums and tongue are writhing and fixed. The mouth slowly informs you—

D o n ’ t d e l e t e i t

Uuugh-eee-eee-uuuugh-uh-ee-uuuugh-uh-ee-eee-ku-eee-eee-uh-ku-eee-eee-aaah-uh-eee-eee-uh-ee-uuuugh-uh-ee-uuuugh-ee-ee-ee

Numerous recordings are played simultaneously on the desktop. Sounds overlap, and lag occurs as the system stutters. A bizarre sound rings out. The playback positions of the recordings change at will, turning off, turning back on, and changing again. The screen flashes. From the screen—

Something is coming out.

Uuuh-uuu-uh-uuu-uuu-uh-uh-ee-ee-ee-uuu-gu-uh-uh-ku-uh-uh-uh-uh-ee-uh-uuu-uuu-uh-uh-ee-ee-ee-uuu-ee-uh-uuu

The video flickers. Scenes from various different variety programs change every second and are zoomed in. A common existence is edited and appears on the screen, that is—

The face

of the Man on the Screen

T h e m a n i s

c o m i n g o u t o f t h e s c r e e n z o o m i n g i n m o r e a n d m o r e l a r g e r m o r e a n d m o r e

l a r g e r m o r e a n d m o r e

l a r g e r

You are looking at the man's mouth.

The shape of the man's mouth, agape in a bizarrely round fashion, moves.

Those standing in front of the editing monitor have no choice but to watch it.

Kang Yihak’s gaze was fixed.

Lee Seonghae’s gaze was fixed.

They have no choice but to watch.

They are ready to listen to his words.

He is angry.

They will die after hearing all his words.

He…….

Tuk

“…….”

A sound.

Tuk, tuk, tuk

Smoke.

Tuk, tuk, tuk, tuk

Transport Cage.

Employee-nim.

“…!”

Kang Yihak bit her tongue until it bled to snap back to her senses. Then she quickly reached out. Her hand touched the lock of the Transport Cage that was right next to her.

She releases it.

Thud.

The sound of the iron bars opening.

However, ‘Employee-nim’ did not come out.

Instead, smoke like a black mist poured out thickly…….

And blocked the vision of the Field Exploration team.

“…!”

Dozens of light sources like yellow lanterns glowed through the smoke, disrupting the light and images of the monitor. The Man on the Screen can no longer be seen.

Because only the lanterns are visible through the smoke.

“…Ha!”

The Field Exploration team members, suddenly separated from the Darkness, inhaled sharply and straightened their bodies.

…Kang Yihak realized that she had been bowing her head so close to the editing monitor that her nose was almost touching it.

The chill made her back ache.

The recordings of the six videos continued to echo through the narrow editing room like screams, stuck in a loop.

Kang Yihak looked at the black mist and yellow eyes still flowing thick and heavy from the Transport Cage…. Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae seemed almost entirely surrounded by the smoke.

“Employee-nim!”

Kang Yihak made a rational judgment for now.

“Could you please wrap up that monitor tightly and… could you suppress that thing just once? Then I’ll resume immediately!”

Isn't that exactly the role of the Security Team!

However, the Black Smoke did not touch the monitor.

No, looking at it now… on the contrary, it was avoiding direct contact with the monitor or the editing equipment.

‘…Huh?’

The smoke formed letters.

Concerns upon contact :

▶ Deletion of the Darkness

▶ Increased risk of death for the two accompanying employees (Dolphin, Pony)

“……!!”

Reason : Anomaly of a Non-physical Entity. Lack of data.

Wait.

So, does that mean… that just by coming into contact with it, that editing room ghost will be ‘affected,’ and he’s refraining out of fear that some crazy variable might occur?

And even that one of those variables is the Darkness disappearing?

‘Just how powerful is he?’

A somewhat thrilling sensation passed down her spine, but her mouth spoke rational words.

“Then, in order to resume work….”

And the task ‘Employee-nim’ suggested was very simple.

Do not stare at the Darkness

“…Of course! Those are rational words.”

But accuracy and efficiency drop drastically when a person cannot use their eyes….

Especially if it's a delicate task like finding files on a desktop and permanently deleting them while constantly closing video pop-ups that are appearing like crazy!

“But I think someone needs to be watching.”

And Employee-nim kindly answered that question as well.

The one watching : Me

At that moment,

Dozens of yellow eyes that had sprouted above the black mist stared at the monitor.

“…!”

…Yellow eyes on a black background.

‘……Huh?’

It was the moment Kang Yihak was reminded of something.

“Yes.”

At the same time, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae began to move.

Since the conversation she was having separately with the Black Smoke while crouching had just concluded.

Expected result if start is delayed :

▶ Failure to collect the Darkness

▶ Casualties occur

Because she had received the signal.

Tuk.

The Elite Squad member slid into the black mist and took a position under the desk where the monitor was.

As the smoke withdrew slightly to make room, she reached out only her right hand, grabbed the mouse on the desk, and brought it down to the floor where she was sitting.

“…!”

That’s right.

‘Even if I move the mouse under the desk, it’ll work just fine…!’

It’s possible because most equipment these days uses Bluetooth mice with strong connections.

Lee Seonghae placed the mouse on the floor to level it.

Then she gripped it tight and dragged it all the way down to the bottom right.

‘…! If she does that, it’ll definitely go to the very bottom right.’

She had aligned the position of the mouse pointer on the invisible screen.

Having adjusted the alignment like this, if she moved it up slightly… that would be the bottom of the monitor screen, where the ‘Show Desktop’ button is located.

She clicks.

“…!”

“Did it work?”

Tuk.

But it was only for a split second.

Uuuh-uuu-uh-aaah-uuu-aaah-nah-uuu-aaah-neu-aaah-neu-sah-gu-nah-uuu-uuu-jah-gu-ku-uh-ee-ee-uuu-uuu-joo-uuu-uuu-ah-jeu-ah-uuu-ah-sah-aaah-jah-uuu-uuu-uuu-uh-ee-ee-ee-uuu-ee-ee-ee-uuu-aaah-aaah-aaah

“Ugh!”

The recordings popped up again, and grotesque sounds began to echo chillingly in the dark editing room.

The Man on the Screen is still there.

‘Ha.’

Feeling cold sweat trickling down the back of her neck from a rare sense of dread, Kang Yihak forced a smile.

And one of the yellow eyes in the black mist looked back at her.

Input device

▶ Mouse (Dolphin)

▶ Keyboard (Pony)

Damn it.

“Yes!”

She really works as much as she’s paid!

In the end, Kang Yihak also ran over, grabbed the keyboard, brought it down, and crouched under the desk, almost lying flat.

The keyboard, which was also Bluetooth, operated naturally.

“I’ll pull up the desktop, so Dolphin, please select them for deletion!”

Kang Yihak began repeatedly pressing the Windows key and D.

And so, they repeat like crazy.

At one time, the video would pop up first and the icon click would miss; at another, they would get almost there and the delete pop-up would disappear because the desktop key

was pressed.

And the sound becomes increasingly clear.

Ee-ee-ee-uh-uh-uh-oh-oh-oh-uuu-uuu-ee-eu-sahk-jeu-uuu-uuu-ee-ee-ee-eu-hah-jee-ee-ee-ee-eu-uuu-uuu-aaah-aaah-ee-ee-ee-ah-eu-ah-eu-uuu

A situation where cold sweat was making their hands damp.

However, Lee Seonghae moves calmly. While moving the pointer relying solely on her senses, she calmly learns Employee-nim’s signals and reduces errors.

Deleting by selecting all desktop icons with the keyboard doesn’t work. Because the Recycle Bin is included in that selection.

In the end, she had to designate the appropriate files excluding the Recycle Bin using the mouse.

After that, Kang Yihak would just have to press the button for ‘Permanent Delete’.

Until the timing is right.

Before it’s too late.

They repeat.

Ee-ee-ee-delete-ee-ee-die-uh-ah-ee-ee-ee-eu-jeu-ah-ah-ee-ee-ee-ah-eu-ah-eu-uuu-uuu-hah-jee-ee-ee-ee-eu-uuu-uuu-aaah-aaah-ee-ee-ee-ah-eu-ah-eu-uuu

To accurately catch the files Kang Yihak had grabbed earlier.

To make her input the permanent delete shortcut at that exact moment.

And then, one moment.

Tuk.

“…!”

Lee Seonghae knew.

“……Ah.”

Kang Yihak’s delete key had just gone in at the exact right timing.

And she imagines.

The pop-up on the monitor that Employee-nim would be seeing, but which is invisible to her.

Are you sure you want to permanently

delete these 6 items?

Is that it?

Tuk.

It is.

Lee Seonghae immediately placed her hand on the keyboard Kang Yihak was holding and repeatedly hammered Enter.

And she smashed the mouse she was holding against the floor.

So that the video wouldn't be played by being double-clicked 'by mistake'.

She went on to smash the keyboard as well.

Crunch.

The sound of panting and silence filled the editing room.

….

…….

“Is… it done?”

But Employee-nim is still surrounding them with the black mist. The monitor is not visible. What more needs to be done….

Tuk.

At that moment, a hand wearing a black glove emerged from the black mist and slightly pointed toward the main body of the editing equipment.

Ah, the USB!

“…!”

Kang Yihak approached the main body almost by crawling and pulled out the USB.

Only then did the black mist surrounding them withdraw.

“……Phew.”

Their vision was revealed. Rising to their feet, they looked into the editing monitor… and only the blue desktop was visible again.

There were no recordings, no man, and no bizarre lag or voices.

It was over.

They had contained the ‘Man on the Screen’ phenomenon within the USB.

“Ha!”

Kang Yihak slumped onto the floor.

She survived, and she made money.

Dopamine secreted madly through her central nervous system, making her heart pound. This is what happiness is….

But the next moment, Kang Yihak jumped up and bowed her head.

“Oh, I’m sorry. I wasted time because I left the original files on this computer in the middle!”

In times like this, mentioning it properly allows one to move past it relatively lightly, and prevents losing more or having to spend money later.

‘Still, I handled the cleanup well.’

She rolled the small magnet still held in her left hand within her palm.

Exclusive Equipment she had made with a free opportunity gained upon being promoted to Chief. It was an item with the performance: ‘Once a day, releases a lock immediately with a 50% probability.’

It had the disadvantage that it couldn't release a lock that she herself couldn't release no matter how much time she spent, but it was still a quite satisfactory piece of equipment.

And it had played a part this time too!

‘Would I have almost died if I hadn't been able to open the Transport Cage door immediately?’

Phew! High returns really do mean high risks!

“But for it to end this quickly. It’s all thanks to working with such capable people…. It was great to earn extra profit too! I’m glad it ended well!”

It was at that moment.

Employee-nim, who had returned to the Transport Cage and remained silent, reacted.

Tuk, tuk.

Negation.

Kang Yihak swallowed hard.

“……Could it be that you didn’t like the extra profit?”

Tuk, tuk.

“…….”

“…….”

If so.

What this Security Team Special Division employee negated was….

“The task isn't over.”

…….

“We’re misunderstanding something right now, aren’t we?”

Lee Seonghae’s calm voice gave Kang Yihak the chills.

“We missed something, didn’t we?”

Tuk.

“……!”

Before they could even ask what that meant.

“……I wonder, would this have been film in the old days?”

“Pardon?”

“The variety show recordings. They used film until the mid-2000s, didn’t they?”

Suddenly, Lee Seonghae, who was peering at the USB, spoke up.

To be precise, as she looked at the data within it.

“Even if it wasn't, the video data wouldn't have had any reason to go outside the editing room, right? Because full-scale editing can't be done anywhere else but the editing room anyway.”

“Hmm. I suppose so.”

Lee Seonghae raised her head.

“But right now, it’s out.”

“…….”

Kang Yihak realized the meaning of those words.

She had just experienced it.

The ‘Man on the Screen’ had reacted to the very act of deleting him.

So, if it wasn't the space of the editing room that was the trigger, but the act of ‘editing footage’ itself.

-Editing is… for now, I’m only doing the urgent things here during the day that require the equipment, and I’m doing as much as possible outside the station at a studio or from home.

On the personal PCs of every member of the editing-related production staff in the PBS Variety Department.

The ‘Man on the Screen’ is there.

As they left the station, they frantically began calling the Security Team.

Chapter 222

[Oh, indeed! The man in the video from the 2000s, who had no way of reaching the public the moment the editing room was sealed, can now visit a home thousands of miles away...]

[To think the editors of the 21st century have unintentionally extended him an invitation.]

My blood ran cold.

A situation where, if I possessed a human body, I would surely use such an expression.

I'm being carried in the hands of two Field Exploration Team employees as they dash madly out of the broadcasting station, all while inside a carrier.

One of the two is already contacting the company's security team.

This wasn't something like a rescue request. It was closer to reporting an uncontrollable, catastrophic incident.

The fatal spread of the ghost story.

 -…What?

As soon as the call connected, the Sergeant grasped the gravity of the situation.

 -Hold on... Just a moment.

And he cut the transmission to contact the company for details.

Meanwhile, I am thinking about how to quarantine the video editing files that have been shared in the data storage of at least several, or at most dozens of people, and even onto cloud storage.

But that is… not something a small number of people can handle. 

It requires the power of a strong collective.

But simply waiting for the company's response is not the duty of a contract employee... no, time is too short to just wait for the company to take full-scale action.

The 'Man in the Screen' has been stimulated, having gone through a quarantine process once in the editing room.

In the worst-case scenario, the stages leading up to the worst possible outcome will have accelerated.

So, first things first.

 >Contact the client

"Yes!"

Next to Lee Seonghae, who was also reporting to the Field Exploration Team, Kang Yihak immediately picked up her phone and connected with the PD.

>Hello. I'm calling because there's something I need to ask you urgently.

"…! Hello. I'm calling because there's something I need to ask you urgently..."

Kang Yihak read the black smoke with quick wit.

"Is there anyone from the PBS Variety Department working from home or a personal studio on video editing today? Specifically, the episodes ending in the number 6, where the 'Man in the Screen' might appear."

 >Especially around this time of day.

"It's more urgent if they're working on the episodes right now."

-Of course, there would be. Um, why do you ask...

 >Please contact them.

 >It's an urgent matter.

-…Ah, yes.

The PD's voice was a bit reluctant, but he soon grasped the atmosphere and the situation, remembering what he had requested.

He seemed to be frantically sending messages here and there.

And soon.

-…Why isn't she picking up?

...

A flustered voice, the sound of typing.

-Huh? Wait a minute. No, I tried calling her but... …Why isn’t she answering?

"PD-nim, please listen to me carefully."

It's too late.

Kang Yihak sputtered to the PD, who had frozen with a chilling premonition.

"Take down all the files ending in 6 from the cloud storage your department uses. It would be better if you deleted them."

"And please be sure to tell everyone who does video editing in the Variety Department. From now on, they are not to touch any episode ending in the number 6. …And if by any chance they have one open."

Kang Yihak's rapid voice could be heard, reading the letters formed of smoke as if they were flowing water.

"Tell them to absolutely not try to intentionally look at the 'Man in the Screen,' nor attempt to delete it."

-…What in the world is going on?

"I'll explain the details later. Just talking to you could bring you bad luck. Your side made a huge misjudgment, a grave mistake."

Though I hadn't written it, Kang Yihak, having naturally shifted the blame to the Variety Department, continues.

"Hoo... Still, since we received payment, our side will try to resolve this as best we can. For now, please give us the address of the person you've lost contact with."

The frightened PD immediately gave the address to the Field Exploration Team.

An officetel in Seoul, 20 minutes away.

While riding in the taxi they had frantically hailed, Lee Seonghae whispered to the carrier I'm in.

"The probability that they called the police, isn't it high?"

Tap, tap.

Slightly, I let some smoke out of the carrier.

 >Difficult to estimate

 > Reason: Psychological factors.

In times like these, people want to believe in the best-case scenario.

Calling the police means that a truly 'serious incident' has occurred, going beyond simple supernatural horror, so there is a high probability that they will wait a certain amount of time first.

And a short while later, we finally arrived at the first destination.

The moment we boarded the elevator...

Beep.

"…!"

It was the Security Team.

The Field Exploration Team members urgently picked up their radios, but...

-For now, I've requested backup… but I don't know… exactly when it will arrive...

News befitting Daydream Inc. comes back.

-The higher-ups… um, the decision is being delayed...

"…!"

[Hoh, it seems they've come to regret the cost of the cleanup. How vulgar, but a very capitalist corporate response.]

Lee Seonghae's face hardened slightly.

"Then for now, we'd like it if at least the security team members in charge of 'Mr. Employee' could act with us."

-The security team… can't arbitrarily leave the company during the day... We have to gear up.

"..."

-However.

The Sergeant's voice became somewhat sharp.

-…My assigned duties require me to be in a state where I'm equipped for outings during the day. So, if a situation requires a dispatch for my assigned duties... Hmm.

"…!"

-Hey, that employee in the carrier... isn't he hard to control? I feel like he would be...

All eyes turned to me.

 >Affirmative.

"…That's right!"

"It's so hard I could die! We are in dire need of help with controlling him!"

The Field Exploration Team members shouted as they held the elevator heading to their destination.

-…I see.

A faint hint of pride.

A very faint trace of a smile touches the Sergeant's voice and then vanishes.

-I'm dispatching...

And the moment Lee Seonghae and Kang Yihak board the elevator.

Beep.

From within the shadow of the radio held in their hands, a black figure rises.

"…!"

The Sergeant.

The uniform enveloping his entire body is different from his usual dispatch attire, covered with a deep hood on which strange patterns are drawn.

Click.

The elevator's CCTV turned off. A sense of pressure and unease filled the confined space.

"..."

The Sergeant reached out and took the carrier from them.

"I’ll keep reporting to the company through another employee…, so don't worry."

"Yep."

Ding.

Soon, the elevator arrived at the floor. The three of them walked quickly to find the assistant director's unit number, which they got from the PD...

The front door was open.

"..."

From inside, the sound of laughter could be heard.

The sound of a variety show.

Tension settled on the shoulders of the Field Exploration Team members.

"I'm going in..."

The Sergeant opened the door.

From inside the carrier in his hand, I saw the scene unfolding through the already open doorway...

The assistant director was collapsed on the floor, both eyes gouged out.

"…!!"

The blood-spattered, narrow living room, the chair placed upon it, the desk, and on top of it...

A computer monitor.

The screen flickered.

On the monitor, where an editing program was open, a man with a distorted expression was in close-up. A smile revealing black eyes and teeth. A gaping mouth, his gaze turning this way...

CRUNCH.

The monitor and the computer tower were crushed at once.

A huge paw of a black beast was crudely withdrawn back to the Sergeant's shoulder.

"…!!"

"I already… put it on a USB, so for the rest… I just have to smash them like this… right?"

That was the correct answer.

But the dead do not return.

…It was already too late.

And one more thing.

"But you know… The door, it was open."

The Sergeant, pressing on his mask and using his sense of smell, tilted his head and said..

"I think one more person was here… and ran… away."

"…!"

"Someone… who was in the other room."

There was a witness.

It's unclear how involved they were in this supernatural phenomenon, or if they properly understood the situation.

"..."

Zzzzing.

Just then, a message also arrived from the PD.

-4 people aren't answering their phones. They're not reading their texts either.

He had confirmed that they had lost contact with four of the PBS Variety Department's editing staff, and that one of them had even left a strange message in a group chat.

-N: imwatchingi'm watchingi'm i'mtryingitout watchingpleasei won'tdo it againi'm really sorr-'y

-You'reallgoingtodie

The chilling feeling is transmitted through the screenshots alone.

-Please, please call me back.

Fear bled from the PD's messages asking what happened and if the assistant director in this house is okay. And he had desperately sent the addresses of the people he's lost contact with.

Everyone at the scene felt it.

The situation is expanding in a direction that is becoming impossible for individuals to handle.

"First, I'll pass on the information about the witness to the company. And then we'll move to the house of the next person we've lost contact with..."

"Hey, Assistant Manager."

Kang Yihak cut her off.

"Shouldn't we just get out of here quickly before the police arrive?"

"..."

Lee Seonghae stared at Kang Yihak.

Kang Yihak seemed to have little interest in the corpse.

Rather, she just scanned the house as if to check if there was anything valuable, or what the market price might be.

"We've done enough, haven't we? There's no guarantee we won't be too late even if we chase after those addresses, and it doesn't look like a case where we'll get a special bonus… In the first place, I think it's right to consider our job finished in the editing room!"

"Oh."

"We've reported everything to the company, so let's leave the rest to them, and you should get some rest too, Assistant Manager. Haha, we've given them their money's worth."

"What if someone else dies because we're late?"

Kang Yihak gave a thumbs-up.

"That's for the company to deal with!"

"Aha."

Lee Seonghae smiled faintly, then simply looked at Kang Yihak.

The Sergeant stood still with a dazed face, as if detached from the scene.

...

[My, my, Mr. Roe Deer. You seem to be in a hurry.]

Am I feeling impatient?

[Indeed, you are. Of course, an uninvited guest who ruins the mood of the show is an unwelcome bit of noise! Especially if they have neither wit nor sense, it's the worst. Oh, dear.]

Braun seemed to be recalling the 'Man in the Screen' he had seen.

I recalled it too.

The reaction of the late-night talk show host to the face of the 'Man in the Screen' that had covered the monitor in the editing room.

-[Just look at that pathetic sight! Unable to accept that he doesn't qualify to appear, he seems to want to appeal his shabby existence for even a single cut, even if it's just in a video!]

-[Ah, of course. It's obvious he'd be kicked off the set. That must be the only way he can appear. How pathetic.]

Ridicule.

Contempt.

Not the dull, faint fear I had felt, but a vivid verbal expression.

[But I must say.]

A generous offer is made.

[If my friend is so concerned about the whereabouts of that shabby, third-rate, low-class uninvited guest, I shall invite him to my wonderful talk show as an audience member.]

[He'll be ecstatic with even a shabby little seat in the corner. In three days, no. In two days, he'll be unable to bear the glory and will burn up and disappear...]

[What do you say?]

...

I can't.

I cannot make such a decision.

[Hmm? …Ah, I see.]

[You can't send him to the talk show because you have to deliver him to the company, is that it? Oh, it seems that's what's written in that employment contract that has mortgaged Mr. Roe Deer's time and judgment.]

That's right.

I cannot perform an act that would clearly cause a loss to the company.

Even more so if it's a matter directly ordered as part of my duties.

Even if I were to create a loophole, if that loophole were discovered, stronger restrictions would be imposed...

...

[Oh, it's alright, my friend! Let's cheer up.]

[Aren't constraints an essential element of interesting content? The important thing is that we have met like this and are having another fun experience!]

This isn't fun.

[Oh, dear! You're doubting your own heart again. It's alright. Your spiritual guide, your companion in adventure, the entertainer who soothes your soul is right here beside you!]

...

Let's just say that's true.

For now, I have to do the next thing. I tore my eyes away from the corpse with no eyes and suppressed the strange thrumming in my heart.

And the moment I tried to communicate with smoke.

Beep.

"…!"

It's the Security Team.

A voice immediately came from the radio pressed by the Sergeant.

-Sergeant.

It's the voice of Badger, Supervisor Park Minseong.

-Is Ro…, 130666 there and well?

"Yeah..."

-Phew… that's a relief.

His tone soon returned to the business-like and polite voice of the security team.

-The company has just finished agreeing on a countermeasure. I'll connect you.

"…!"

The gazes of the Field Exploration Team all turned to the radio.

The crackling radio, along with the sound of a phone connecting somewhere...

And then a voice came through.

Someone other than Kwak Jekang.

-Hello.

...!

-It's been a while since we've spoken like this, hasn’t it? Not since you signed the contract. Word of this has come all the way up here, you see.

…A relaxed, deep female voice.

Director Cheong.

-I've been hearing good things about your recent work. It seems you've adapted quite well… hmm. This incident was also clean, aside from the irregularity.

"Who..."

"…Director Cheong."

Gasp.

-The other employees also did their parts quite well.

"Hahaha, thank you!"

Kang Yihak answered promptly and politely, but Director Cheong only continued with what she had to say, as if she hadn’t heard.

-I've received the report that this could lead to mass civilian casualties. It seems to have become quite a powerful Darkness.

And her choice of words made me certain of my suspicions.

'...'

"Mr. Employee?"

If that's the case.

I formed letters with smoke and showed them to the Sergeant.

"..."

His eyes narrowed.

Because, given his position, there's a high probability he already knew this fact.

"…Hmm."

The Sergeant, tapping the carrier as if stroking it, read my words to Director Cheong over the phone.

"130666 is asking..."

 >Question:

 >The 'Man in the Darkness's' past registration status as a darkness.

"This ghost story... wasn't it something the company owned from the start..."

"…!!"

Do you remember?

The conversation I had with the Sergeant in the Dream Incubation Chamber of the Cheerful Research Institute.

-“What does it mean to dispose of a Darkness?”

-“Well… if no more solution can be extracted even after a person clears it… we throw it away...”

The company manual, which was strangely clear.

 The ghost story that had suddenly vanished in the 2000s. And then suddenly, this phenomenon is recurring now. 

When a Darkness loses its supernatural presence, Dream Essence can no longer be collected.

In such cases, after the deletion procedure of its registration number, it is disposed of, although some of these Darknesses are recycled through processes such as research and recharging. 

One keyword stands out.

Recycling.

"This… wasn't it intentionally released to the public again… to restore its 'supernatural presence'? So that it could produce Dream Essence again..."

The Sergeant probably knew.

Because he would have been on the Field Exploration Team when this ghost story was registered as a Darkness.

And if one reads it knowing this fact, the censored parts of the documents given when assigned today's task can be re-read...

For detailed information, refer to ■■Record #C16548.

For detailed information, refer to Disposal Record #C16548.

Daydream Inc. had intentionally released this disposed ghost story back to the broadcasting station.

So that the ghost story would flourish until Dream Essence could be extracted, until it could be recycled.

"..."

-You know well.

"...!"

-It was a ghost story that was there anyway, we just managed it well for a while and then returned it.

-It's not a loss for anyone, is it? Of course, this is product production know-how, so it's a story that shouldn't leave the company. Everyone who heard it, watch your mouths.

Lee Seonghae's silent breath could be heard.

Director Cheong's nonchalant voice was heard again.

-Then let's leave it at that.

...

"Yes?"

-I'm telling you to return.

"Is the security team coming?"

-Of course not.

What?

-Why should my company use its precious manpower and capital on a civilian commotion?

Director Cheong says calmly.

-There's no need to use a tiger-hunting blade to butcher a chicken? It's cumbersome, it wastes resources… and I detest that.

-The cleanup will be handled by the organization meant to handle cleanup.

...Organization?

-Yes. The one that gets funded by taxes to do such things. If so, we should know how to use what we've paid for.

-Getting swayed by emotions and spouting personal opinions at the company is something only a brat like Ho Yuwon does.

Director Ho.

The agency Director Ho holds a grudge against is...

-It happens to also kill two birds with one stone.

-That dull-witted bureau will terminate the supernatural disaster based on the report records. Without knowing that our company has the one and only original of the ghost story in its hands.

...

-Then you'd best hurry back.

I lifted my head.

-It's been some time since the report was filed with the Disaster Management Bureau… they should be showing up at any moment.

From somewhere, the sound of a bell began to be heard.
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Chapter 223

The sound of a bell.

Jingle.

The clear sound is proof of existence.

Evidence of some divine energy that repels evil.

Jingle.

What followed was the sound of footsteps.

A quick, unhesitating, brisk walk, heading straight for its destination.

Light, but not frivolous.

The footsteps drew closer and closer to the officetel, then paused, casting a shadow before the open door.

And then…

"Let's see, the citizen who arrived first is… No."

An agent from the Disaster Management Bureau revealed himself.

A long scar across his neck.

A smile.

Team Hyunmoo 1.

The one who was once my superior.

"So we’ve got the cult company here."

Agent Choi.

His mouth was smiling, but his eyes, as they assessed the situation, held no trace of laughter. 

With somber eyes, Agent Choi scanned the blood-spattered living room and the corpse of the assistant director who had died by gouging out her own eyes. 

"This can't be a coincidence, can it?"

"…!"

Jingle.

Agent Choi's hand pointed behind his back as if to hide something.

But I knew what was there.

A giant Executioner's Sword.

An illusion of blue light seeming to emanate from the blade.

Agent Choi moved his arm…

"Well then…"

"I surrender!"

Kang Yihak raised both hands and decisively dropped to her knees onto the floor.

"…?!"

[Oh, it seems she sells her knees on the cheap!]

But Agent Choi didn't even blink.

"Oh yeah? All the better."

"Wait! Just a moment!"

Kang Yihak, desperately trying to block the barrage of the Executioner's Sword, ran her mouth even faster.

"Heyy now, Agent-nim, you remember me, right? We met in that Darkness that gives out the expensive Conch Shell!"

"Of course, I remember."

Agent Choi grinned.

"You're the employee from that cult company who tried to escape using injured children as hostages, right?"

"That was Assistant Manager Butterfly acting on her own, not me!"

The Sergeant watched their back-and-forth in a dazed look, as if wondering what this was all about.

"We just came to see if there was a usable Darkness, but it was clearly out of our league, so we were just about to leave!"

"Oh~ So you're completely unrelated to this situation?"

"Is that what's important? What's important is this."

Kang Yihak quickly turned her head and solemnly asked the Sergeant.

"Director Cheong, are you still there?"

"The line… already cut off."

"Okay."

Kang Yihak, a broad smile on her face, looked back at Agent Choi.

"That means you can buy the information we found about the Darkness at the lowest price!"

Kang Yihak made a circle with her thumb and index finger, leaving a short and powerful impression.

[Good heavens.]

"Heyyyy, what do you mean, lowest price? A good public servant pays a fair price for goods. As for you, civilian…"

Agent Choi smiled and pulled his hand from behind his back.

And stepped forward.

"I'll make sure you get good prison food."

The Executioner's Sword flew.

Thud.

But the form of a Beast's Black Paw blocked the Executioner's Sword.

"…!"

The Sergeant's mutated left arm.

But between the giant, vicious claws, the Executioner's Sword had dug in as if it would slice right through it.

Chiiiiik.

Sparks flared from the surfaces in contact.

Just looking at the mangled state of that dangling paw, the pain must be immense, yet the Sergeant doesn't flinch. He just stared at Agent Choi, the Executioner's Sword between them.

"Hey… we're just… going to go back... We won't do anything funny… So let us go… We'll… cooperate…"

"My, my, how can I get your cooperation if I let you…"

Agent Choi's smiling reply was cut off. His eyes, looked at the Sergeant again.

His expression changed.

"…You."

As if he just realized the identity of the person whose silhouette and features were almost completely hidden by the security team's daytime work uniform, thanks to the current mutation.

…The night Director Ho placed the restriction.

The same Sergeant I had met in that Dream Incubation Chamber, where I was exposed as a spy by Agent Choi.

"..."

For a moment, a tremendous conflict and impulse surged across Agent Choi's face. 

But the next moment, the expression vanished as if suppressed.

A business-like smoothness returned to his dry tone, which had regained its priorities.

"…The security team is here too? Wow, this must be no ordinary matter. I'll need to hear all your statements. As quickly as possible."

"You've got it wrong. We were just here to try and earn some extra income, yes, if you can just guarantee that part…"

"I'll just tell you everything."

"…!"

Lee Seonghae stepped forward, raising her right hand.

"A-Assistant Manager?!"

"You will?"

"Yep, yep."

Without even looking at Kang Yihak, Lee Seonghae spoke brightly.

"We have to help an agent who's working hard to rescue citizens."

"..."

"So could you please put away the Executioner's Sword? The Security Team officer looks like he's in a lot of pain!"

After studying Lee Seonghae's face for a moment as if to gauge her, Agent Choi soon retrieved the Executioner's Sword and smiled out of habit.

"Shall we do that, then?"

And he quickly listened to Lee Seonghae's briefing.

Lee Seonghae truly recounted everything, from the actions of the 'man on the screen' to the crisis situation that seemed certain to spread uncontrollably.

I wondered if she was going to mention that the USB was in her possession, but after glancing back and forth between the Sergeant and the transport cage I was in, she didn't mention it.

It seemed she thought it would bring harm to us.

"Okay."

…And all the while, the blade of the Executioner's Sword remained in front of the bars of the transport cage.

I held my breath. 

So that the smoke would not escape.

…So that the other party would not know anything.

Agent Choi listened to Lee Seonghae's testimony as if memorizing it without missing a single syllable, not letting his guard down until the very end of the story.

Only at the very, very end did he put away the Executioner's Sword.

"Aigoo, thank you for your cooperation."

"Don't mention it! Helping a good person is the right thing to do!"

"Wow~ Really? That's my daily life, too. I'm achieving some real self-actualization through my work. Helping good citizens. But…"

Agent Choi looked at the golden mark on Lee Seonghae's mask.

An elite team's Assistant Manager, Dolphin.

"Why are you working for Daydream?"

"..."

"You already know that plenty of good people die because of what that company does, right?"

Lee Seonghae smiled faintly.

"Well, I try to stop bad things whenever I see them!"

"Is that so? How about just quitting?"

"..."

Lee Seonghae didn't answer. And Agent Choi stopped the conversation there 

as well.

[Oh, it seems like he's about to leave.]

That's right.

This incident happened to multiple broadcast editors simultaneously. The 

agents probably moved together, each assigned to a different location.

And now that he's found out all he can here, he'll leave the cleanup of the body 

and such to the Joojak Team and go help the other Hyunmoo teams…

I know.

I, too, used to do it.

[…Friend, you seem to be in a bad mood. Oh dear, are you alright?]

I'm fine.

No, rather than being fine… my dull brain can't reach a proper conclusion anyway.

I don't really know what I'm feeling.

I just watched from beyond the bars of the transport cage as the familiar figure left the officetel door…

"You there."

Agent Choi, who had been holding the door, turned back as if he couldn't hold 

it in, came close, and whispered in a low voice.

To the Sergeant.

"You know me, right?"

"..."

"You also know the employee who uses the alias ‘Roe Deer’, right?"

The Sergeant met Agent Choi's eyes.

"What happened to him? Don't give me that meaningless line about him being missing and processed as deceased after the train ghost story incident. I want the truth. What happened to him after that?"

"..."

"…Did he really use the Wish Ticket?"

The Sergeant answered slowly.

"The Wish Ticket… he used it."

"..."

Agent Choi's face went blank.

"And?"

"..."

"And, what happened after?"

The Sergeant gently tapped my transport cage, then turned his head this way…

"Don't."

The blade of the Executioner's Sword struck the bars.

"Use of supernatural disasters is prohibited."

A nostalgic light sparked from beyond the bars.

"Heyyy, sir. If you suddenly show up at a scene with a suspicious transport cage like that, anyone would think it's a portable containment unit for a supernatural disaster."

"..."

"Should I split it in half and check? See what it's used for."

"It's not… like that."

"Then please answer the question."

"..."

The Sergeant didn't answer.

Because he couldn't confirm my intentions. 

And as the silence lasted for a few seconds, Agent Choi, who needed to wrap this up and join the civilian rescue for an active supernatural disaster, showed a hint of impatience… Then seemed to give up on getting an answer right here and now.

"Right. Well… maybe you don't feel like talking. That's your personal 

freedom."

Instead, he chose another path.

"But you might feel like talking after relaxing over a bowl of hot seolleongtang."

The moment Agent Choi put his hand in his coat and grinned, I realized.

"And this whole situation is suspicious, you know."

"…!"

"A Daydream employee just heard a rumor and came to catch a Darkness, you say… The timing of the report is also quite a coincidence, isn't it?"

A chillingly accurate intuition.

"When witnesses are found at a disaster site, their statements often get clearer over time if they have a quiet place to think.”

And what comes out of his coat is…

A Glass Prison Transport Device.

"The Bureau will provide a place for you to rest and wait."

The agent had changed his mind, deciding to transport the Daydream Inc. employees all at once.

'…No.'

I have to return with the USB after finishing my task.

I released the smoke.

The moment I was about to slip out of the transport cage.

"You there."

A cold voice echoed through the officetel.

A new person, who had entered the room at some point, grabbed Agent Choi's arm.

"Cool your head."

"…!"

A tall woman, wearing a Four-Sided Divine Sword.

Team Hyunmoo 3's Team Leader Haegeum.

The agent I had encountered at the Cheerful Theme Park was standing there.

[Ah, I see. The employee who helped with your resort management!]

That's right.

"Tasks like dealing with cult-like companies are for team leaders to handle when they're present. Rookie agents should go to the broadcast station now."

"..."

"Still young, I see, full of vigor. Even trying to use shortcuts."

"Aw, come on, Noonim. I'm practically in the prime of my youth."

Agent Choi grinned, but his words were followed by a hint of urgency.

"But I have more to say…"

"I said, go. Agent."

"..."

"The chaotic cases have all been contained. Now you need to go to the broadcast station and sweet-talk the Bureau Chief. You're the right person for the job."

Agent Choi stood frozen to the spot for a moment, but eventually turned and 

moved his feet.

The sound of footsteps running out the door faded away.

...

"Huu ."

Team Leader Haegeum straightened up, then glanced over the two masked people.

"Alright, you two from the Field Exploration Team, if you have nothing more to say, how about you get going."

"…!"

"Yep, thank you!"

"Wait a sec. Can the security team members go too?"

"Ah, this one has something to talk about with me. I'm not throwing him in 

jail, so don't worry."

"Ah, then I'll wait—"

"Yes, ma’am! Thank you very much!"

After a moment of hesitation, Lee Seonghae followed the hastily departing Kang Yihak. And so, the two from the Field Exploration Team left the officetel.

Team Leader Haegeum watched the backs of the Daydream employees with a somewhat bitter expression, then approached the Sergeant.

And then…

She lowered her gaze.

To me.

"Golden Mascot."

…!!

"No, should I call you the Resort Owner?"

Team Leader Haegeum smiled wryly.

"Why so surprised? After you even hired me as a resort employee."

Ah.

"An event that alters one's existence to that extent is bound to leave a scar. For instance… in the form of recognizing a former employer."

But for something she described as a scar, the agent's expression wasn't bad.

On the contrary, she leaned down to the transport cage and said this.

"And I must offer my thanks."

…Thanks?

"Thank you for safely sending home the citizens who got caught up in the resort incident."

...

"Even if they didn't have the coins to pay, you hired the adults and gave the 

children experience passes to let them stay the night."

[Good heavens. Friend, are you running a charity?]

"If it happened when the Red Zone existed, that supernatural disaster would surely have been classified as a Fracture-sanctioned anomaly, but thanks to you, it's only registered as a phenomenon."

In a strange, inexplicable shock, I looked at Team Leader Haegeum.

Yes.

That… was certainly a decision I had made in the past.

And I was still the owner of that resort.

Unchanged, even after all that had happened.

"So, what I'm saying is…"

...

"No matter how I think about it, you don’t seem to be a good fit for Daydream Inc, Resort Owner"

Ah.

"Are you bound by a contract?"

…!

"It seems Daydream Inc has finally managed it. A way to command a supernatural entity."

...

"A pure being is easily deceived by such a wicked promise. It's because they don't know the malice of humans."

 >Denial.

"You're saying it's not to that extent? But… your energy has changed."

Team Leader Haegeum tapped the transport cage. When the Sergeant tried to stop her, she raised her hands slightly, then continued speaking…

"You seem very tired."

...

"This isn't the vibrant figure I saw at the resort before. Something… is turbid. It reminds me of the true form of that Magic Bunny, the red mascot."

…I remembered.

The grotesque form of the red mascot, which had been devoured by its mask, lost its original form, and melted away.

And the Blue Mascot, who never wanted to show its face without the mask.

"Do you want to run away? Before you lose more."

...

 >Impossible.

"Hmm… is that so?"

Team Leader Haegeum, who had slightly furrowed her brow as if in pity, pressed her temples and thought deeply about something.

"Then what is it you want most right now?"

...

I want to at least have a human-like form.

Answering that would have been the correct answer.

Since that was my intermediate goal.

But… I unconsciously moved the smoke without realizing it...

 >To get myself back.

It's a vague and impractical statement.

It's not that I lost myself; I was just originally this form. I've only just realized the truth.

Just as I thought I should take it back.

"…Hmm."

To my surprise, Team Leader Haegeum began to search her pockets.

"Team Leader Hong compared you to a lantern… but for someone like you, always shrouded in black fog, this might be better."

And she helped something out in front of the transport cage.

A small object.

A round thing made of jade and silver…

"Even if you can't see, you'll be able to hear the sound."

A bell.

"When you've lost yourself, when you can't see an inch ahead, when the world is blurred by confusion and doubt."

"Follow that sound."

Jingle.

"And realize. Who you originally were."

A clear sound rang from the bell.

Team Leader Haegeum handed it to me.

"It will help."

...

I formed a hand from within the smoke and took the bell.



At the same time.

Outside the officetel, in an alley in Seoul.

"Hoo."

Kang Yihak walked on with a sigh.

'Couldn't make a single penny here.'

It was so regrettable! No matter how she thought about it, this was a situation 

where she could have at least snagged an item.

She looked at Lee Seonghae, who was now walking some distance behind her, 

and smacked her lips in disappointment.

'She's not placing any bets.'

What a shame. Next time, she'd definitely figure out how to use this superior and generate some extra income!

Of course, if she was going to work with an elite team member, she’d rather work with a different superior.

'Assistant manager Jin Nasol is much more generous with her money!'

But then again, it wouldn't be a company if you could just pick and choose like 

that.

'Still, at least I made my base pay.'

She resolved to strive for more in the future. Kang Yihak shrugged her shoulders only inwardly, then spoke amiably to Lee Seonghae.

"Assistant Manager, is the taxi fare for our return to headquarters also covered by the company…?"

Lee Seonghae stopped walking.

...?

"As I thought."

At that moment.

Seeing the person walking out from beyond the alley, Kang Yihak felt a strong premonition stab her in the back of her neck.

The feeling of being 'screwed.'

"You came this way."

It was another agent.

One who had finished his own rescue duties and, instead of being dispatched to the broadcast station, was scheduled to return to the Bureau to report his information.

The agent, summoned by Agent Choi when he ran to the broadcast station.

Agent Bronze.

"I am informing you. Those who have experienced a supernatural disaster are subject to a minimum of half a day to a maximum of indefinite quarantine for the purpose of debriefing and protection by the Disaster Management Bureau."

Kang Yihak immediately tried to turn and run. The moment she decided to use an item.

She saw it.

Lee Seonghae, standing behind her, urgently raising her hand.

'…!'

It was a motion as if to use some kind of equipment or ability, and in that moment, Kang Yihak flinched reflexively.

...

'Ah.'

Lee Seonghae, standing behind her.

Smiled and waved the hand she had raised at Kang Yihak.

A farewell.

"Commencing transport."

Before the blackout, Kang Yihak saw a giant glass curtain covering her.



TL Notes: -

Chapter 224

"Agent Bronze."

"Yes."

Ryu Jaekwan, who had been on standby, lifted his head.

"I'll show you the way."

It had only been a day since the 'Man on the Screen' incident was resolved. The Main Building of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau was still in a slight state of disarray from the cleanup.

It was a simultaneous outbreak so severe that not only Team Hyunmoo 1, who was on duty that day, but also the off-duty Team Hyunmoo 3 had been 

summoned.

And of all things, it had been entangled with a broadcasting station, nearly escalating into a major fatal accident, which was barely suppressed by the power of public authority.

Besides… The whole sequence of events was suspicious.

'Looking back, the timing of the report was too perfect.'

Usually, when a Supernatural Disaster first occurs, it's difficult to contact the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau. 

Ordinary people don't even know the number in the first place, and it's impossible for the Disaster Management Bureau to pre-assign their number to incidents that hadn’t yet occurred.

And yet, they had called before they could even confirm if there had been any fatalities.

'It had to be suspicious.'

Sure enough, the interrogation of the PD yielded results.

He testified that 'Masked Experts in Suits' had come and tampered with the editing room, and that their 'Company' had then referred him to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau's number.

No matter how you looked at it, it seemed that Daydream had meddled with a past Supernatural Disaster that had naturally concluded, intending to harvest it, but when the problem grew beyond control, they dumped it on the Bureau.

Though they were officially denying it vehemently.

Bronze pressed under his eyes, where dark circles had settled.

'What a garbage company.'

And so, he had been praised for bringing in a Daydream employee, told it was an excellent decision for gathering additional information.

…Truthfully, that wasn't the only reason.

Moreover, one person who appeared to be from an elite team had used an item to escape in an instant, and they had missed her by a hair's breadth.

A regrettable matter.

"Well, I'm glad it was resolved well, at least."

"…Yes."

The office agent guiding him struck up a casual conversation.

"I heard they decided not to use the title 'Episode 6' for the time being, is that 

right?"

"Yes. I heard they're skipping straight to Episode 7."

The resolution method was as follows.

Until the 'Man on the Screen' disappeared, they would avoid using the title 

'Episode 6' altogether.

The broadcasting station, meanwhile, would preemptively make a fuss, pretending to use the 'Man on the Screen' ghost story for viral marketing, and push a ‘Skip-Episode-6’ campaign.

It was a method that would cleanly dispel the mysterious eeriness, even if it meant being criticized for being a clueless and failed marketing attempt.

The two deaths would be quietly processed as overwork or accidental deaths, and the broadcasting station would regain stability through a complete memory wipe of all involved parties.

The scale was different, but… it felt familiar.

Because it was similar to a method once used by a rookie agent in Team Baekho, who had been affectionately nicknamed the ‘King of Destruction’.

"...Excuse me, Agent? We've arrived."

"Ah. …Thank you."

That was why Bronze felt an even stranger sensation.

A sense of presence.

It reminded him of his direct hoobae, who had disappeared half a year ago, leaving only a painstakingly written letter and a pile of items behind.

Agent Grapes.

…Kim Soleum.

It felt like a sign that he couldn't afford to make a mistake here.

"You may go in."

He entered the place he was guided to.

A little way away from the area used for those who had survived a supernatural disaster. Specifically, a detention room for temporarily isolating 'individuals deemed dangerous based on their testimony.'

A place they called the probation room. The stage before the Glass Prison.

"Well, hello there. Nice to meet you, Agent!"

Agent Bronze looked at the person who hadn't lost her smile, even in the probation room.

The employee from the Field Exploration Team who had been wearing a Pony Mask.

"I enjoyed the jjajangmyeon! The food here is really good. Haha, and it's free."

She didn't give her real name, but her characteristics had already been identified.

"So, if you just meet my price, I'll tell you everything."

An extreme materialist.

"However, anything directly related to my duties that day… Well, I could face disciplinary action from the company, or even get fired, you know. A 'small token of sincerity' won't cut it."

"..."

Agent Bronze was familiar with people like this.

Though a case this extreme was rare.

"Citizen. This is not a negotiation."

Agent Bronze informed her with sunken eyes.

"The small tokens we provide are gifts offered as a sign of gratitude for the information, not bribes. Exercising the right to remain silent is not permitted at the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, for safety reasons."

"..."

"And persistently evading testimony will be considered grounds for escalation."

Agent Bronze didn't seem like he would regret it at all, even if it came to that.

"It means that measures other than protection may be taken."

But the Daydream employee didn't even blink.

"After that, I'd probably ask for an even bigger sum, factoring in compensation for psychological damages!"

"..."

"Of course, I believe we can reach a smooth agreement on the price instead of going that far. Hahaha!"

What an astounding specimen.

Agent Bronze looked at the typical, selfish, low-ranking Daydream employee before him and suppressed a sigh.

Judged to be a villain, but one who had not yet committed many evil deeds.

Since the scales of evil had not yet fully tipped, the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau would not place this person in a position requiring 

sacrificial pawns.

The usual procedure would be to confine her in the Glass Prison to prevent false testimony and proceed with the interrogation, but…

'…Should I just send her there?'

To the Nightmare Maze.

Her attitude would change once she experienced it.

He was just about to consider getting her a slot when-

Click.

The door to the probation room opened, and another person entered.

"…Agent."

"Aigoo, that was rough."

Watching Agent Choi, who grinned and waved at him, then waved at the Daydream employee before pulling up a chair and sitting down, Agent Bronze suppressed a sigh.

"I stopped by after finishing my work. I mean, I played a part in your transport, too. We have to chat a bit to build some rapport. Isn't that right, Ms. Employee?"

"Forget rapport, I'd prefer gold, hahaha!"

"Hahaha, you're very straightforward!"

Agent Choi, who had casually sat down and lowered his posture, hardened his voice.

"But even if I wanted to give you gold, you have to tell me something useful for an exchange to happen."

"..."

"Did you really think the information a supervisor with less than two years in 

the Field Exploration Team could provide would be worth that much?"

Kang Yihak laughed.

"You brought me in because you thought it was, didn't you?"

"I was betting on the probability."

Agent Choi rested his chin on his hand as if in thought, then raised both hands as if in surrender.

"Alright! For now, just spill everything you know. I'll match the price as best I can."

"Oh!"

"How about some gold as a down payment? I've got some Jade, too."

"Wow, that's the best!"

Agent Bronze looked at Agent Choi with a dumbfounded expression, but Agent Choi maintained his smooth, slightly troubled demeanor.

And he really did bring a piece of jewelry made of gold and jade into the probation room.

"…!"

Kang Yihak caught the object that fell into her hand.

She knew by the feel.

'Pure Gold.'

She knew by the weight.

'At least ten don.'  (Approx 3600 USD)

Excluding the craftsmanship or historical value, just trading the gold alone would fetch over five million won. 

Considering the jade as well… this is!

"Nice, right? From now on, as long as the Q&A goes well, you can take it with you when you leave. We won't stop you."

"Agent."

"And if the information is useful… who knows? I might accidentally drop one or two more."

"Agent, I understand now. I see that the Disaster Management Bureau is a just and wonderful organization that strives for its citizens, while also being a place that knows how to handle work efficiently by exercising flexibility…!"

"Well, of course."

"Please ask me anything you're curious about. I'll even tell you my father's columbarium niche number."

"Whoa, that's okay."

Agent Choi didn't stop Kang Yihak from quickly pocketing the jewelry.

He just asked, as if it were nothing.

"Then, as a test, shall I start by asking you this question as well..."

That was.

"Do you know who Roe Deer is?"

Agent Bronze froze.

At the same time, he barely managed to stop his fists from clenching in tension.

Roe Deer.

…Agent Grapes.

For half a year, not a single trace of him could be found.

Go Yeongeun, who had been a suspected spy, also repeated her testimony that she didn't know his whereabouts, and that was the truth.

The letter had clearly stated he was going to Daydream Inc for a Wish Ticket to go home, but he had vanished as if he had evaporated.

And yesterday, when Agent Choi urgently called to request the transport of this Daydream employee. His voice slightly trembled.

—“Grapes… he used the Wish Ticket.”

—“...”

In the first place, they didn't believe in the Wish Ticket's efficacy.

But, if, truly taking the situation in the best possible light, Kim Soleum had his wish granted and safely left the company, then where on earth was he?

There were only questions.

And once again, the answer he had grown tired of hearing returned.

"Ah, we were in the same batch. And then he went missing. Isn't that something you already know? But I didn't know he'd gotten a Wish Ticket."

"..."

"I'm being 100% honest. For the sake of our future trust."

To talk about trust.

She must have guessed that the Bureau could prevent her from telling lies, yet she was still glib.

Bronze frowned, but Agent Choi, for some reason, fell into a deep silence before changing the question.

"Then how much do you know about the Security Team?"

"The Security Team?"

"Yeah. You were accompanied by one of them, weren't you? The Field Exploration Team doesn't usually work with the Security Team… it must have been a special mission, right?"

"..."

Agent Bronze had heard this story as well.

'He said that a Security Team member mentioned the Wish Ticket.'

He thought Agent Choi was planning to dig deeper in that direction, but instead, he twisted the conversation in a strange way.

"Do you happen to know about this Security Team member?"

A description of a peculiar employee.

"Black Smoke follows him around, and he has a huge mass of horns on his head. He wears a gas mask… and his eyes… were yellow."

...

"Agent, that's..."

Agent Choi gave Agent Bronze a light kick under the desk, and after he quieted down, continued speaking.

"The Security Team member you were with also seemed to know that employee..."

"Huh?"

Kang Yihak blinked.

"You met that 'Mr. Employee' at the scene too, didn't you, Agent?"

"..."

A heavy silence descended.

"What are you talking about-"

"I thought you were asking because you already knew!"

Kang Yihak said nonchalantly.

"The Transport Cage, I mean. The one that the Security Team member was holding."

...

"The Transport Cage."

"Yes!"

35cm wide, 50cm long, 36cm high.

The entrance to the metal cage was no bigger than two spans of an adult man's hands.

A portable object.

"That's Mr. Employee."

A strange chill crept up through the air.

"He's inside there."



I came out of the Transport Cage.

In my hand, I hid the bell I received from Agent Haegeum.

Jingle.

[Oh, my friend. Today was another truly action-packed day. Wasn't it?]

Yeah.

No, I mean...

If I were in my original body, I would have been drenched in a cold sweat.

'This is driving me crazy.'

Lying on the bed in the isolation room, I recalled the events that had just transpired.

Agent Haegeum had generously let us go after just giving me the bell, and the Sergeant and I returned to the company safely.

'I heard Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae also returned safely and submitted the USB.'

It seems to have been processed as a success, but it probably won't be officially settled until work hours start tomorrow.

In any case, the Sergeant also followed my newly designated Isolation Protocol, left only the Transport Cage in the isolation room, and returned to 

his own living quarters.

Jingle.

'I wonder if he's meeting with Supervisor Park Minseong.'

It was my break time now, too.

Anyway, it was a relief that it was resolved safely... though the fact that we dumped it on the Disaster Management Bureau left a bitter taste in my mouth.

'I should just see it as Daydream being Daydream...'

Having played a part in that, and then receiving something from Agent Haegeum as a token of gratitude, I wondered if this was right.

…Though realizing that the identity of the Resort's owner remained within me did leave a strange impression.

'Am I happy?'

Maybe so.

I adjusted my angle so the CCTV couldn't see, lifted the bell in my hand, and shook it gently.

Jingle.

I had heard it from inside the transport cage, but it was a clear and pure chime.

A pleasant feeling, as if dregs were being washed away.

'…Could this be why the agents wear bells?'

Like the one Agent Choi attached to his Executioner's Sword.

It wasn't… that important.

I suspected it might drive away contamination… but I was skeptical if it would have any effect on me.

Jingle.

Still, the sound was nice. I kept finding myself listening to it, and my head felt like it was getting lighter.

Jingle.

I found myself strangely focusing on that sound.

…I wondered if Braun could hear it too.

[Mr. Roe Deer.]

Can you hear it?

[But of course, I can hear it perfectly well! Oh, and I have a question for my dear friend, as well.]

[How are you feeling right now?]

How am I feeling? Distressed.

It's not easy to feel good after realizing I'm not human, in a situation where my body would melt without this suit...

The fact that I signed a labor law-violating employment contract that holds my life hostage to Daydream also plays a part...

...

Jingle.

Wait.

[Oh, finally.]

I shot up from the bed.

'…What is this?'

Why.

Can I think?

My thoughts aren't sinking, as if they were crushed, or melted, or submerged 

in fog.

Dynamism.

Naturalness.

I can't feel any distinct emotions, but the things I used to do, the direction of thought that used to flow naturally out of habit...

It's back.

Jingle.

'...!'

[For the loss you suffered at the Resort to return to you like this, it is nothing short of a dramatic twist.]

[Congratulations, my friend!]

I…was myself again.
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Chapter 225

I sank back onto the bed.

In my hand, I still held the bell.

It served as a marker, helping me think like myself.

Jingle.

[Oh, it seems like it's okay to ask again now.]

[Mr. Roe Deer, how does it feel to realize you've regained your ability to think?]

I lifted my head.

'…My mind is clear.'

Surprisingly, I felt like myself.

[That's truly an excellent thing!]

'Right. But...'

That was also strange.

[Hmm?]

My own state of regaining my senses, not being greatly overwhelmed or crying with emotion.

I felt a bit bewildered.

And so, I noticed the sense of incongruity.

For example, this.

'…Why isn't this scary?'

[Oh dear, there's nothing scary to be seen in this bedroom. Of course, this pink 

merchandise doll is frighteningly charming!]

R-right.

But that's not what I'm trying to say…

'Given the overall situation, it seems more than enough to leave me absolutely terrified.'

My body is something bizarre, my future is a cesspool, and right now, I'm trapped alone in a sealed room at this ghost story containment cell. 

Normally, wouldn't I have screamed internally and swallowed my sobs…

But to only feel 'distressed.'

When I used Nostalgia Kitty, I had briefly regained and then lost the body and mind of Supervisor Roe Deer, feeling terror and unbearable agony.

A situation that should warrant panic.

But now, instead, I am quite calm for someone who has returned to their senses.

Though I feel a little scared, it's as if the fear button was deactivated. As if I've taken some kind of tranquilizer.

'Is it because this bell is for agents?'

Does it not return excessively negative or strong emotions?

Even so, subtle and delicate emotions don't seem to be felt well either.

[Oh. In the past, a certain ancient Greek philosopher classified the human mind into layers of reason, will, and emotion.]

[It's an old theory, but in an era without foundational knowledge, it was also intuitive. Would you like to try applying it?]

Hmm. If so, then.

'Am I in a state where I've only found parts of my reason and will… among those?'

A state where emotions are not strongly felt.

Originally, emotions are greatly influenced by the body, so at first glance, it seems rational, but…

[Mr. Roe Deer, you understand quickly, as always. Of course, this is just speculation, but from your perspective, that's how it can be seen, friend.]

[If you adapt and get used to it again, won't the rest return over time?]

…If so, it might actually be better for now.

'If panic and fear are dulled, it would be much easier to survive in this crazy ghost story world...'

Though I don't know what will happen later.

I suppressed a sigh.

It was a little depressing to realize that even if I sighed, only smoke would come out, so it didn't matter much anyway.

'Let's be grateful that I'm only a little depressed...'

And then I began a productive activity.

Jingle.

While adjusting the interval at which I shook the bell throughout my 'rest period,' I was checking the duration of the effect that kept me 'sane.'

As a result.

'…About 4 hours.'

After 4 hours, it becomes difficult to maintain my thoughts.

To maintain my reason, I need to hear the bell's sound once every 4 hours. At least for now.

'Hmm.'

I pondered, looking at the small bell.

Will it break if I use it for too long?

[All things are consumables. Except in very special cases.]

[But it seems perfectly fine right now. It looks like something made by a skilled craftsman.]

If so, I can use it for a while without major problems.

'Thank you, Team Leader Haegeum...'

I sighed again, then, after some thought, placed the bell into the gap between the horns that had sprouted on my head and secured it.

I can move my horns by moving my skull.

So, this way, I can shake it only when I want to. It also won't be easily visible.

With that done, the urgent tasks were finished.

Now, until my work hours begin… I can indulge in my thoughts.

'Hmm.'

…I lay down as comfortably as possible.

And avoided topics that might shake me too much, instead I recalled the events I had experienced so far.

Mostly, people came to mind.

Kwak Jekang, J3, Supervisor Park Minseong, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, Kang Yihak...Agent Choi.

And then, the moment I went back to the very first scene.

I realized something.

'…!'

Jang Heowoon.

One of the new employees who came to find me in Room 666 in the 13th floor basement of the annex, during the experiment conducted under the guise of 'Special Recruitment.'

Back then, I only felt a faint joy that Jang Heowoon was alive… but now that I can think, I realize it wasn't a matter that could be passed over so lightly.

'He would have recognized me.'

Jang Heowoon entered the resort of the Cheerful Theme Park with me, knowing I was Kim Soleum, and saw the Security Team costume that I wore.

Naturally, this means he could connect the current me with the Kim Soleum he knew.

Of course, this comes with a premise.

The premise that it was indeed Jang Heowoon.

'His face looked like a melting mosaic...'

I can barely distinguish voices either, so I'm mostly identifying people by their mannerisms and speech patterns. Though I can see their expressions a bit.

'No, if the Wish Ticket had worked properly in the first place, why would he come here?'

And unlike me, who was processed as having resigned due to disappearance and death, he was only assigned to a branch office, so he could have just returned to headquarters.

Didn't he contact Director Ho? Why…

...

...!

[Hmm?]

A chilling speculation crossed my mind.

What if.

Jang Heowoon couldn't return to being human until the very end?

And what if the Wish Ticket was used to turn Jang Heowoon back into a human?

Then Jang Heowoon wouldn't have a Wish Ticket to fulfill his own wish.

Then the probability of him returning to the company to obtain another Wish Ticket…

'It’s possible.'

There is definitely a possibility.

'Wait, conversely, is there a possibility that Go Yeongeun gave up her Wish Ticket to save Jang Heowoon…?'

...I don't know about that.

People with wishes so desperate that they can't afford to give them up are usually the ones who pass the Field Exploration Team's aptitude test and attend the orientation.

[Either way, it's quite a chilling and interesting speculation, Mr. Roe Deer. It seems plausible.]

[And based on this, you seem to have come up with another thought, right?]

...

That's right.

If Jang Heowoon used his Wish Ticket to return to being human.

Then, if I use a Wish Ticket, can I also have a human body?

'No. It's a waste.'

If I can obtain a Wish Ticket again, this time I will make a proper wish. Then, if I can only think of perfect sentences, I can go home…

...

Wasn't the blind desire to go to that ‘home’ also fixed through the experiments?

Did I forget the experiment record that summoned me to this world as a ‘Good Friend’?

'Ah.'

My stomach churned.

To obtain a Wish Ticket again.

It's impossible anyway. The Security Team barely earns any points. They are all consumed by maintenance costs. Moreover, I, in the basement. The laboratory, the broken incubation tank, me collapsing. Crumbling…

No.

Jingle.

My rapidly collapsing mind was reined in by the sound of the bell.

Phew.

I shook the bell again between my horns.

Jingle.

'Snap out of it.'

Let's not cling to the idea of obtaining a Wish Ticket through Daydream.

I need to think of another method.

First… I need to accurately understand my current situation.

Goal: Get closer to the truth.

Then I realized.

What I had resolved with my shattered self had not changed even after regaining my senses.

'…I was going the right way.'

My chest fluttered faintly. Imagining taking a deep breath mentally, I reaffirmed my resolve.

And one more thing.

Additional Goal: Meet Jang Heowoon again.

Good.

Let's do it if possible.

[You've set your direction, my friend! That's excellent.]

And around that time, work began.

-Your work shift has started. Please wake up. Your work shift has started. Please wake up...

'It's really noisy...'

I mean, even if they tell me to wake up when I can't even sleep…

[To attract attention in such a crude and vulgar manner. I recognized it from those cheesy educational videos, but it's truly a headache-inducing cost-cutting measure!]

I somewhat agree with that.

In any case, shortly after, the lock on the complex containment room door opened, and a person entered.

"Mr. Employee!"

Researcher Kwak Jekang.

The researcher, who had dismissed the security team stationed outside, entered with evident excitement.

Hmm, seeing him while sane makes him even stranger…

'No, why didn’t he regenerate the tip of his pinky finger...'

He must have quite a few points, is he trying to hold out until further physical deterioration? Or perhaps the regeneration potion doesn't work on the 'Red Finger' ghost story. 

The wiki didn't have such detailed investigation records. Either possibility exists, but the fact that he himself doesn't seem to regret it is truly like a mad scientist.

"Good evening? Hahaha, the 'Man in the Screen’ you so splendidly captured yesterday has been safely handed over to the Research Team!"

 >Detailed processing procedure explanation.

 >Omitted as it is based on arbitrary purpose.

"Of course!"

And Kwak Jekang, as promised by 'crossing his pinky finger,' explained everything well.

That the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau had controlled the situation safely. And that they had quickly obtained darkness of at least C-grade, saving on processing costs, which pleased Director Cheong.

'…Hoo.'

And then...

"Supervisor Kang Yihak is missing."

…?!

"Ah, they say she was taken in by the Disaster Management Bureau. Well, what could be the problem? Even if the Disaster Management Bureau finds out about the USB's whereabouts now, it's already here."

My non-existent digestive organs feel sore…

Ah, no. Do I even have them? Now that I've regained my senses, I feel like I can examine my own body more objectively. They might be there somewhere, even if my body was collapsed.

[That's also an interesting observation, but it's veering off in a strange direction, Friend!]

R-right.

In any case, Kang Yihak is still a Supervisor, so it won't be a major issue. And it would be better for humanity if the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau knew that Daydream took the 'Man in the Screen'…

'...'

A slight feeling of longing or lingering attachment tried to surface, but it wasn't strong, so I could easily let it pass.

I demanded the next step from Kwak Jekang.

 >Results.

"Results? Of course! Thanks to you, Mr. Employee, I was able to have a one-on-one meeting with Director Cheong!"

Kwak Jekang burst into laughter.

"It was the first time I could have such a long conversation… I was able to draw out all sorts of interesting- that is, valuable information. Hahaha! …To think I'd live to hear such things."

The researcher's eyes sparkled with the joy of satisfying his personal curiosity.

"It's also information that will serve as a foundation, getting us closer to our goal, that is… the truth about your origin..."

…!

 >Explanation requested.

"Of course! …It's about how this company collects darkness. It's surprisingly systematized in a multifaceted way."

Kwak Jekang took out a pen and scribbled a structural diagram in front of me, flipping through documents.

"The way this company collects darkness is broadly divided into two."

External collection.

Internal collection.

"For the former, you already know it well."

Collecting from the outside.

Searching for and bringing in new ghost stories, or collecting those that have been redeployed to the public for recycling.

External Collection - Capture.

External Collection - Retrieval.

"And the latter… hahaha, this is where the Research Team plays a bigger role!"

What is done within the Daydream company.

"Development and Excavation."

Internal Collection - Development.

Internal Collection - Excavation.

"First, development. That’s creating new darkness through grafting or experimenting with various kinds of pre-existing darkness."

As befits the ghost story world, this is typically what kind of work the Research Team does.

Research to increase grades while maintaining survival rates as much as possible, or establishing hypotheses for manuals, is also done here.

Naturally, this is content I know well.

So, what's important is...

"But, haven't you heard of excavation before?"

The last one.

"It means exactly what it says. …Excavation is digging up darkness from the basement of this company."

…!!

Kwak Jekang let out a big laugh.

"Do you happen to know what's in our company's basement..."

...

 >Cheerful Research Institute.

"…! As expected, I knew it was related... Hahaha, ha!"

I quietly looked at Kwak Jekang.

He quickly stopped laughing.

"That's right. If you go down to floors even lower than the current ones, the office layout repeats endlessly from there."

I know.

I've witnessed it twice.

And… the Sergeant risked himself to find out and tell me.

-“Even if you go further underground… the same office corridors… keep repeating...”

-“It's the same place, but… little by little… the time period… seems different…”

I thought it was information I no longer needed to investigate since I had obtained a Wish Ticket, but that wasn't the case anymore.

"That is the ghost story called the Cheerful Research Institute."

It is a giant ghost story in itself.

Kwak Jekang showed me a document, seemingly copied from a page about the Cheerful Research Institute ghost story that he had requested to view.

…It matched the Sergeant's information.

"And here, we can find all sorts of prototypes that the Cheerful Research Institute was churning out during its active period, and the mediums that connect to the ghost story."

The origin of the Darknesses at the time of Daydream's establishment, in its early days.

"This is where Daydream excavates ghost stories that will become darknesses. Especially in the early days, that was the norm."

Kwak Jekang's eyes sparkled with the joy of discovering new knowledge.

"So, perhaps that's why Daydream Inc built the headquarters above it… Such a hypothesis can be made. Hahaha, isn't it interesting?"

[Oh dear. His comedic timing would get him hit with raw eggs if he tried stand-up comedy!]

"In any case, they’ve found as much as they could on the lower floors… and now they have to go deeper, but strange things happen the deeper they go, making it difficult for them."

Kwak Jekang looked at me.

"Even the regular Security Team finds it difficult… So, wouldn't the help of a special department employee be desperately needed?"

…!

"It will surely be related to the purpose for which you were created."

I clenched my unseen fist in the smoke.

"Ultimately, the 'excavation' duty will be assigned to you..."

 >Request for rapid progress.

"Of course! But to get there, we need a more solid relationship of trust!"

Kwak Jekang suddenly glanced at me.

"For example… acknowledging that the operating method of 130666, created by me, the responsible researcher is reliable. Hahaha."

Hmm. In other words, he means I need to appear somewhat compliant to move to the next stage…

So the company thinks that they can control me to some extent.

This is driving me crazy.

'Well, fine… I already signed the slave contract anyway.'

Let's try it. It would be easier to move that way.

 >Positive.

"…! Excellent. Then I will come up with a very appropriate and interesting method…"

Please, just stop talking.

I quickly turned the smoke into text.

 >Perform regular Security Team duties

"…Ah."

Kwak Jekang's voice lost its excitement.

"Right. Well, it's a rather dull, no, a tame method… but if the one doing it is you, it's a bit different."

I hadn’t finished speaking.

 >Excuse:

 >'Discovered additional control method and want to experiment with it.'

"…! Ah, so it's in the manner of discovering factors to control you and experimenting with them! That would be good. Fear? Pleasure? Reward and punishment, which one? Hahaha, in any direction..."

 >Money.

"..."

 >Greed based on discipline:

 >Demand salary based on employee wage table.

"...Yes."

Thank you. Ms. Kang Yihak.

People who are motivated by money are surprisingly easier to predict.

And Daydream has plenty of money, doesn't it?



A few days later.

I found myself sitting with two Security Team members at the annex front desk.

They say they would pay me. That's good.

The sad part is that I'm still in the transport cage.

'Sob.'

And one more thing.

[Oh, that looks like an ear, Friend.]

During the quiet work hours, as a result of rationally searching and analyzing my shattered body, I began to search for how it had flowed down, and which parts were where.

If the shape is intact, there is something I want to confirm.

And I found it.

:恩主:

The inventory tattoo.



TL Notes: -

Chapter 226

Evening, as darkness settled.

The annex lobby of Daydream Inc.

Two Security Team employees in black, holding a transport cage, were seated at the front desk, attending to people.

"Corridor… 32. It's that way..."

"Th-Thank you."

Of course, it was less 'attending to' and more a perfunctory greeting, granting corridor access, and relaying instructions.

Since it was usually a one-person post, and it wasn't common to have transport cages nearby, the employees sometimes paused, their faces showing a hint of cold sweat as if wondering if this was some kind of experiment.

And inside one of those 'exceptional cases,' the transport cage… was me.

"Are you okay…?"

Tap.

"Mm… I got it."

The Sergeant occasionally checked on my condition, but fundamentally, he lounged at the front desk with a face that seemed bored from everything.

Originally, the Security Team wouldn't be assigned public-facing duties like this, but because my assigned team was designated, they had to do all sorts of things.

'I'm sorry...'

"Still, it's nice. Peaceful! Right, Ro- I mean, Mr. Employee?"

Tap.

I agreed with Supervisor Park Minseong's words.

He seemed quite pleased with this assignment, saying that even within the Security Team, where he primarily handled mental control, he rarely got to do such peaceful work.

He was also very pleased that my attitude during work hours and communication had stabilized compared to before.

-“It seems your condition has recovered a lot…! That's a relief, Roe.”

I hadn't yet announced that I had recovered my original consciousness. I planned to do so after I adapted more to the bell and could fully control myself.

'First, I need to be able to control my body.'

And so, I was inside the transport cage, re-examining my own body.

First… mm. It's all mashed up.

'It's a complete mess...'

I tried to categorize the crumpled mass inside the Security Team suit based on a human body's anatomy.

Brain, esophagus, eyeballs, ears, stomach...  I could vaguely identify the parts that still had sensation or those I consciously focused on.

[It's like a sliding puzzle. Excellent. Let's put it together!]

Braun's advice was also quite helpful.

Of course, if someone with professional medical knowledge, like Ms. Go Yeongeun, were to help, I might be able to understand it more broadly… but for now, this was the limit.

'What on earth is this? How many eyes are there?'

…Frankly, each part felt somewhat alien.

[Ah, what magnificent scales, Friend!]

I also felt something like reptile scales of bizarre strength and bird-like talons at the end of my forelimbs, no, my arms.

'This is insane.'

Still, knowing was indeed power.

The problem was that if my emotions had functioned normally, I would have gone mad before this power became useful.

I was aware that I was undertaking a rather grotesque task.

'Mm. The parts I've identified, I can try to calmly move them to reconstruct my body… perhaps.'

Now that I was aware, it felt like I could move them… but.

For now, I didn't know. I might be able to try once I got out of the suit, but it seemed to carry a greater risk, so I put it on hold.

Most importantly, I had found what I was aiming for.

: 恩主:

The inventory tattoo.

Fortunately, it was buried in my forearm, not far from its original position, just below my left shoulder.

The other tattoos were buried deeper and more chaotically, so I couldn't find them. Maybe I could use them once I properly organize my body...

But for now, this was my focus. 

Can I use this tattoo?

[Ooh, you're looking forward to the end of today's shift, Mr. Roe Deer.]

That's right.

'I can't directly take out my arm and check it inside the transport cage.'

So, for now, let's just get through the first day of work at the annex front desk without any major issues.

Fortunately, the annex operated without major problems until late into the night.

…I did see many familiar faces. It was highly probable that visitors to the annex were from the Field Exploration Team or Research Teams, so naturally, I was likely to see them during my shifts before.

It felt like a strange sensation.

"Corridor 12… Ah, would you like to hand it over, Mr. Employee?"

"Hk."

When I sent smoke from inside the transport cage to write out the instructions and hand over the access card, the Field Exploration Team employee wearing a seal mask almost rolled backward and fled.

Ah, that person used to work in the office next door.

"..."

"..."

"I'm sorry..."

As I watched their retreating back, who had barely managed to take the access card and run off, I displayed letters.

 >Survival Instinct: Excellent

 >A suitable candidate for the Field Exploration Team

"Hahaha..."

Supervisor Park Minseong's voice sounded like he was laughing to keep himself from crying.

Well, at least it meant I had experienced a normal shift for the first time in months.

And around 3 AM, a very familiar face appeared.

An unexpected VIP.

'Assistant Manager Jin Nasol!'

A sharp employee in a suit, wearing a butterfly mask and with her hair neatly tied back, sporting nail art.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol of Elite A-Squad.

"Mm."

Seeing Supervisor Park Minseong slightly bow his head, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, who had been fiddling with her nails, seemed to have finally made the connection.

"D-Squad?"

"Ah, yes."

"Heard you went to the Security Team. You're still alive, I see."

"Haha..."

Normally, people would either pretend not to recognize him even if they did, or they would act with a bit of fear and politeness, but she was different, as expected...

And at that exact moment, another Elite Team member visited the annex.

"Helloooo~"

It was Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, with whom I had worked just yesterday.

She held a large set of snacks wrapped in recycled paper and placed it on the front desk with gusto.

"I heard you were here! I bought these so the three of you could enjoy them together!"

"Mm... Thank you..."

It was Gamtte Oranda, by the way. [1]

I couldn't eat it… but, well, the Sergeant seemed interested, so that was fine.

Surprisingly, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae didn't stop there. She gently tapped the transport cage I was in and whispered.

Huh…?

"Um, isn't it okay to come out? No civilians come here anyway!"

"Come out? What for?"

To Assistant Manager Jin Nasol's question, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae scratched the back of her head, looking slightly embarrassed.

"Ah, Assistant Manager, you were here. I didn't buy Oranda for you..."

"..."

The Sergeant, who had sniffed the Oranda and taken a bite, casually turned his head, glanced at the two of them, and weakly gestured towards the box...

"Want one…?"

"No, thank you."

He didn't ask twice.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, seemingly unconcerned about the Oranda, looked at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae with an incredulous expression.

"You want to let out the Darkness that's confined in a transport cage? Are you out of your mind?"

"He’s not confined, it just looks like he went in because it's comfortable! Right?"

 >Partial agreement.

 >Adapting to public-facing duties.

"..."

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol looked at my smoke, which was forming letters outside the transport cage, and her face showed she had a lot to say, but surprisingly, she apologized immediately.

"I'm sorry."

It's alright... You made a sensible remark.

Supervisor Park Minseong quickly intervened in a gentle tone, speaking to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

"Um, thank you. Actually, one of your teammates was apprehended by the Disaster Management Bureau… so you must be upset, but it's thoughtful of you to care like this."

"Huh? Ah, Ms. Pony."

Lee Seonghae smiled faintly.

"She's not a teammate."

"Ah."

…It suddenly became quiet.

"Is she from an Elite Team?"

"No?"

"I see."

The conversation ended there.

…It seemed that, in Lee Seonghae's eyes, Kang Yihak wasn't exactly a 'good person.'

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol wasn't interested at all. Even though they worked together at the Mermaid's Tomb...

'They're truly consistent people...'

Feeling a pang in my stomach that felt like it was being mashed, I decided to shake the bell once more.

Every time I felt a stress signal, I shook the bell, and now it felt like a stress-relief doll given to you at the dentist… or a stress ball.

"Just give me the access card."

"Ah, yes."

Supervisor Park Minseong, with Oranda in his mouth, issued an access card to Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

Then, after hesitating, he asked.

"Um, about our squad leader… that is, Section Chief Lee Jaheon of D-Squad, is he doing well?"

"How would I know that?"

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol frowned, but surprisingly, she answered readily.

"He's probably better than before. They've even got new personnel this time."

"…Ah. Is that… so…"

"Well, it's not uncommon for the entire team to change except for the squad leader, so he'll manage."

"..."

"Ah! Speaking of Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I think he went on a long-term Dark Exploration the other day. Something like… a boarding school ghost story?"

Lee Seonghas spoke and added that it seemed to take about 4 or 5 days. Only then did Supervisor Park Minseong smile and nod.

"I see. Thank you."

After the two of them left to attend to their respective business, Supervisor Park Minseong whispered to me.

"If things go well, you might see Section Chief Lee Jaheon too. If he returns from the Darkness this week… I'm a little excited. Aren't you?"

Tap.

"Alright."

And to the smiling Supervisor Park Minseong, I carefully and secretly made a request.

Since there was no one around.

 >Request: Transport secretly.

"…Huh?"

And I poked the item with smoke.

"Oh, you want… this?"

Tap.

"Mm, is it okay— Uh, Sergeant?"

"Here..."

Thank you.

I carefully collected the various writing utensils from the front desk that the Sergeant pushed into the transport cage, into the smoke.

And after the first night shift at the annex front desk ended.

[Oh, a resting place! Of course, it's a structure where ventilation is impossible without a window, but my friend says he has no major complaints since he wears a gas mask.]

Back in the isolation room, I sat on the bed.

And very carefully, I tried to perceive within my body...

I tried to move the parts I perceived.

'Come out.'

Outside.

To the place where I originally belonged.

Grind. 

Creak.

It sounded like strange noises were coming from inside my body, and I felt like I was going to vomit. 

But I could move.

After a period that felt like it would soak my body with sweat, if I could sweat.

'...Done.'

I extended my arm and touched the Security Team uniform on my left forearm, below the elbow, near the wrist.

And I unzipped it.

Zzzzip.

Inside the opened zipper, I saw amorphous, bizarre flesh. Barely holding its shape.

But I also saw what I had intended to locate.

The tattoo.

It changed color, as if activating.

 :恩主:

The inventory tattoo.

'Found it.'

I reached my hand into the tattoo.

'…!'

It worked. It still functioned…!

[Ah, it's a passage leading to the manager's office at the Cheerful Theme Park! I remember how that pathetic mountain lodge keeper ended up working in such an esteemed position thanks to you, Mr. Roe Deer...]

It wasn't quite that, but the space had definitely expanded.

And unfortunately, it should have been empty, with most of it gone. I had used up the Wish Ticket after clearing everything out.

I had left some items at the Disaster Management Bureau.

'In the end, I handed most of it over to Section Chief Lee Jaheon...'

I remembered a time when I had put almost all the equipment in a subway locker and sent the location and password to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Yes, it should be empty.

But... I felt a strange presence within it.

Things occupying my space.

'There seems to be… something more.'

However, I couldn't examine it further as I couldn't keep the security uniform open for long.

I quickly checked only what I could grasp with my hand, what I had expected.

First, the blue scale.

It was given by the blue dragon mascot of the Cheerful Theme Park.

I was worried about the repercussions if I gave it to someone, so I didn't give it to anyone.

It said I could 'call upon them'… but now… using it would probably just add another item to the company's incident reports, so I'll put it on hold.

'I’ll keep note of it for now.'

I withdrew my hand from the clear, smooth, cool touch.

And… the next item that caught my attention.

Second, the paper boat.

It was left by Baek Saheon, who had escaped from Jisan Village.

[Hmm. Allow this Braun to guess. It's a somewhat personal item, and its value is hard to gauge, so you didn't give it to anyone, did you?]

That was correct.

And perhaps, thanks to this, it might be of great help.

It was a passage that could let me know what happened during the six months I spent with a broken body, without a self in the 13th basement floor.

And also about Jang Heowoon.

[Oh, a passage.]

That's right.

A boat is usually a means of transport to somewhere.

And paper is for writing.

Combining the two and thinking about it...

'It makes me wonder if it's a communication device.'

I took the paper boat out of the tattoo.

And quickly zipped up, tidying my uniform.

'Phew.'

Done. I did it steadily.

And I looked closer at the paper boat.

The boat, made of somewhat used paper, was still kept with care, so despite being a fragile item, there were no parts that were messy or damaged.

'Thinking of it as an item, and considering how to use it…'

This must be it.

I carefully unfolded the boat and flattened the paper.

Then, the side hidden inside the boat was revealed...

[Oh, jackpot, Friend.]

On it, a message was written.

~Are you dead?

Letters written in pencil.

It was Baek Saheon's handwriting.

Of course, I didn't know when it was written.

But judging by the nuance of the message, it wasn't written randomly before escaping Jisan Village.

'It seems like a question aimed at me.'

More precisely, at the 'Agent Grapes' who drew the gold stick in Jisan Village.

'…Good.'

I rummaged through the writing utensils the Sergeant had given me and picked out a pencil.

And I wrote on the paper...

~I am not dead.

A moment later.

~What the…?

The reply came back.

In a hurried, scribbled hand, as if surprised.



TL Notes: -

[1]: Oranda: A snack made by mixing yeast with baking powder to flour and sugar. It’s then cut up to small bean shaped pieces and then fried with syrup. Source (https://namu.wiki/w/오란다#s-3) ↩

Chapter 227

Let's think.

Baek Saheon left this paper boat in Jisan Village. It was probably left for the 'Agent Grapes' whom he had met back then.

Of course, he probably doesn't know the agent's codename is Grapes.

'If he had known that, he would have realized I was Kim Soleum already.'

Since he didn't know, he left the communication item.

So, in the current situation, it would be best to respond like an agent to continue the conversation.

I wrote as neatly as possible.

My melting body, crammed into the Suit, had its power distribution uneven, causing my handwriting to shake slightly.

~Are you the citizen I met in Jisan Village?

~And if so, what will you do?

~I'm glad you seem to have evacuated safely.

Baek Saheon did not reply.

However, after a moment the words started disappearing, as if he’d read them. I continued writing.

~I apologize for the late reply. It's because I just read this now.

~I didn't know you had to unfold the paper boat to use it.

~Are you an idiot? Why don't you know this?

Alright. I knew you'd be like this.

'The Viper-like Personality isn't going anywhere...'

While thinking about how to possibly get through to this guy productively while maintaining my agent identity.

~Well, it's possible not to know…

...?

~You don't have much experience with this, do you? You can't even guess properly.

~You haven't been an agent for long, have you?

~Yes. That's correct.

~Still, I think I handled it reasonably well back then.

Silence again.

'What is it?'

~Anyway, you left this kind of Communication Paper...

~Do you have something to report?

~Report, my foot.

~I left it because I have something to ask.

The words that had been coming out without hesitation now appeared with a slight delay.

~What happened to the village?

~Jisan Village?

~Then would I be asking about some other village? Of course, that one. 

~What happened back then?

[Good heavens, bothering my friend over something from half a year ago. It wouldn't be strange if Mr. Roe Deer got angry at that laziness!]

Hmm... rather than lazy.

'I think it's closer to being too scared to check...'

It seems Baek Saheon hasn't gone anywhere near Jisan Village since he ran away then.

Perhaps even while running, he felt the sounds or pressure of what was happening in Jisan Village.

'And after that... all contact from the village must have been cut off.'

It's almost October. Chuseok is coming soon, so perhaps he's become more anxious. He might be wondering if he has to go back there, if the Disaster Management Bureau failed, and if the village became even more horrific.

I declared concisely.

~The Supernatural Disaster you were worried about has disappeared. 

~There will be no more lotteries or festivals.

The Centipede Sage that the villagers brewed with alcohol and buried under the village shrine is gone, and now it would be under the jurisdiction of the Disaster Management Bureau.

~You are free.

For a long while, Baek Saheon did not respond.

I continued.

~However, I cannot say for sure what the current state of the village is, so it would be advisable to be cautious if you visit.

~I have been working on other Supernatural Disasters since then, so I haven't been able to get detailed news.

It turned out to be the truth…

I almost felt a bit depressed, but I was able to finish speaking, providing the information an agent would have given.

~Of course, since you are an experienced individual of that Supernatural Disaster, you will receive safer measures if you officially contact the Disaster Management Bureau.

Though, of course, you won't do that.

~Forget it.

~Your handwriting is really bad, by the way.

‘Why the sudden personal attack…?'

I'm truly sorry. You'll learn that when your brain and body turn into mush, it's difficult to perform movements requiring delicate control…

It's a miracle I haven't crumpled this paper.

~I'm sorry.

~I injured my hand.

The reply stopped again.

Then, changing the subject, a reply came.

~Excuse me.

~Are you contacting me from within a Darkness right now?

~To some extent, yes.

But about the term 'Darkness' you used.

~You already know where I work, so why are you pretending to ask? The agent who was with you seemed to recognize me.

~Threatening me with this won't be effective.

Why does this guy always have such a sudden outburst, even back then during the new employee orientation?

~There's no need to threaten you, nor do I have any desire to.

~And when conversing, if the other party is truly trying to threaten you, instead of responding like this, you should just leave. 

~That is the safer thing to do.

Silence again.

I suppressed a sigh and continued.

~I just had something I wanted to ask personally.

~About Daydream Inc.

~Are you crazy? Do you think I'd answer something like that and leave a behind a trail for the company to use against me for free? lol.

~Stop with the pointless attempts.

~Understood.

I knew you'd say that. I was just choosing from the options of what bait to use.

Then suddenly, a message slowly appeared.

~What are you curious about?

What are you trying to do?

But I threw out the prepared question anyway.

~Are there any new recruits who were previously employed and have rejoined, and did you see any familiar faces?

First, to confirm Jang Heowoon.

I could ask Kwak Jekang, but I don't want to give that mad scientist the impression that I'm particularly concerned about Jang Heowoon beyond a certain point.

'It sparks curiosity.'

Even with the 'Red Finger' restriction, it wasn't wise to give that crazy person motivation to find a loophole. Especially not to those around him, not the one who made the promise.

'For the same reason, I'm not asking about Ms. Go Yeongeun or Assistant Manager Eun Haje.'

Of course, it won't be for free with Baek Saheon either, so I was choosing between a carrot and a stick again...

~Wait a moment.

~I'll check when I go to work tomorrow.

'…??'

Did this guy… eat something wrong?

I really don't know what's happening.

Anyway, I'm happy if he's going to do it.

~Thank you.

~Don't forget to show your sincerity.

~I mean, prepare some useful items. Don't send things like coffee gift cards.

Hey. I'm in a situation where I can't even afford a coffee gift card…

~Then it will be difficult.

~I'm sorry. I'm currently not in a position to obtain items.

~Don't you even plan to pay me back later? You have no sense and no flexibility, yet you've managed to work as an agent this long.

[He's like the Grinch.]

My point exactly.

~Then I will pay you back when I obtain them later. 

~Thank you.

'Hmm.'

It seems 'Agent Grapes' gained some trust from Baek Saheon due to the Jisan Village incident.

'How did he do it?'

I don't know. It was completely unexpected.

'...And I'm not even an agent anymore.'

I'm bewildered that I'm still communicating as an agent.

In any case, I decided to wait for Baek Saheon's answer to this first question.

It was also a phase where I had to work quietly in the annex for the next step.

[Time to rest well and prepare for tomorrow's work, Friend!]

That's right.

Several days passed like that.

I'm still working quietly at the annex front desk, and I'm continuously putting pressure on the company to pay me on payday.

For reference, I went out to collect Darkness once more in the meantime, and I successfully captured it safely.

It wasn't particularly dangerous or difficult since it was Darkness listed on the <Dark Exploration Records> wiki, and I analyzed the manual while in my right mind. Especially since my fear and emotions were dulled.

Other than that, it was quite peaceful. Surprisingly, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae even brought snacks a few times during our annex duty.

'If I find my digestive organs and reassemble them, will I be able to eat someday?'

For now, I handed everything over to the Sergeant.

Baek Saheon's paper boat still hasn't responded. He probably hasn't confirmed all the new recruits' faces yet.

And so, time flowed until today when my work shift format changed slightly.

[Solo duty! Don't worry about boredom, Friend. This witty conversationalist is by your side!]

That's right.

It's the night shift, solo duty.

Seeing that I had been working quietly for over a week, the company seemed to think, 'Let's test this much,' and assigned me to the front desk alone.

'I wouldn't have risked it, if it were me...'

But of course, this was a crazy company in a ghost story world.

The Sergeant and Supervisor Park Minseong were performing their original duties and would be dispatched if I called for security.

And so, I was left alone in the front desk as an open transport cage.

As a result.

"..."

"..."

Seven out of ten people approaching the front desk hesitated.

'Hoo...'

It's a good thing they have gotten used to the transport cage for a few days, otherwise, the Security Team would have been called by now.

"Um... Mr. Transport Cage? Mr. Employee? I'm trying to access the Twilight Grade 'Self Cookie'."

 >Issuing Access Card.

I used smoke to write the words and, at the same time, extended only a part of my body, my left hand, from the transport cage to register the access card and threw it to the person.

"Th-thank you…?"

 >Please use safely.

I could hear them whispering that I was surprisingly good at my job as they fled into the hallway.

You shouldn't say such evaluations out loud in front of a transport cage that's presumed to be holding a Darkness...

'Are they new recruits?'

I see a lot of them.

It's been a few days since the new hire exam, but it's about time to introduce the annex and other areas to the new recruits and let them use them themselves.

I’ve been through that too.

'…Didn’t I make dedicated equipment around this time?'

I recalled the days I received various help from my superiors in D-Squad.

'...'

While spending time quietly like that, with smoke.

The main entrance of the annex opened, and another person in a suit cautiously walked in.

"H-hello..."

He seemed to be a new recruit again. A tall man.

But as he walked in, he froze upon seeing me at the front desk.

'Hmm. That can happen.'

 > Question: Necessity of Access Card

"…!"

The new employee's steps quickened at the sentence I created, and he practically rushed to the front desk.

'…Huh?'

Specifically, seeing the Black Smoke and yellow light emanating from the open Transport Cage.

As if recognizing it...

...

...!

I urgently displayed a sentence.

 >Question: Circumstances at the time of hiring

 >Visit to Basement Level 13 of the Annex

"…!!"

The sound of footsteps approaching the front desk grew louder.

"Do you... remember me?"

This way of speaking.

His build, probably a polite expression, relatively long hair...

"I, I thought you probably wouldn't recognize my face, or that you wouldn't be able to identify me…"

 >Question: Name

...

Slowly, his mouth opened from a face like a melted mosaic.

"It's Heowoon…"

...

As expected.

"...Mr. Employee."

I faced a colleague I had met again.

Numerous questions flashed through my mind.

 >Reason for joining.

"...I have something to find."

His hand on the front desk tightened slightly, then loosened.

Since there was CCTV, we couldn't have a more detailed conversation.

'…Was my guess correct?'

It seems Jang Heowoon, who became human through a Wish Ticket, rejoined Daydream Inc. to achieve his original wish.

"Um, Mr. Employee."

I want to talk more, but it doesn't seem appropriate in such a public place.

'For now, we've acknowledged each other, so that's enough.'

 >Issuing Access Card.

"...Thank you."

I granted him access to the Twilight Grade Darkness he’d mentioned.

However, Jang Heowoon glanced into the annex for a moment, then soon returned the access card back to me and left.

"I will visit again."

Leaving those words behind.

...

'…Did he come here after hearing the rumors?'

That there's a Security Team employee using fog at the annex front desk.

In other words, that I was here.

It was possible.

'…Hoo.'

At least, I was relieved to confirm that he was safe, and still human.

He wouldn’t be able to extract Dream Essence and or pass the Field Exploration Team exam if he was still contaminated as a Resort employee.

'Did I ask Baek Saheon for nothing?'

I wonder if I should have asked for other information, but I didn't expect to meet him so soon.

Since there was no one around, I took out Baek Saheon's paper boat, which I had kept hidden in the smoke of the Transport Cage, and unfolded it in a CCTV blind spot, in the shade of the iron bars.

'Ah.'

Just then, a reply had arrived.

So, regarding my question about whether any new recruits who were previously employed and rejoined, and if he’d seen any familiar faces, Baek Saheon's response 

was...

~There are none.

...

What?

~There are no new recruits who rejoined Daydream, and I don't know any familiar faces. There wasn't anyone who looked like a celebrity either.

~Is this what you wanted to know?

...

Wait a minute.

Then...

Who is the Jang Heowoon that just left the annex?

...

~Hello?

~You already read it so why aren't you responding?

~Thank you. I will contact you again.

I folded the paper boat and put it back into the smoke.

All sorts of possibilities flooded my mind.

The possibility that one of them is lying, the possibility that both are lying, the possibility that both are telling the truth but there's a misunderstanding.

At the same time, the most primal method also came to mind...

The simplest method I hadn't thought of until now.

...

'Braun.'

[Oh, what is it, Friend?]

My reason asks, with a clear mind thanks to the bell and the dull shock that passed by.

To my good friend, who can identify people's faces and is by my side.

'Was that person earlier, the Jang Heowoon I knew… the employee of Daydream Inc who wore the Bison mask?'

And the answer was this.

[Oh dear, Mr. Roe Deer would know that better than anyone!]

Me?

[Of course! But since you seem to have forgotten, here's a hint from your host...]

And with a cheerful, old-fashioned tone, Braun spoke three words.

[Flower Golden Resort.]

…!!

'Ah.'

Although I was not in human form, I still had one identity that I had not lost.

The Mascot of Flower Golden Resort.

That was because it was created through contracts and achievements.

That means...

'I could summon Jang Heowoon, a retainer of the Mascot and an employee of the Resort, at any time…!'

[That's correct!]

[You even formally hired him as a full-time employee at the Resort, so of course, you can know anything about him and command him as you please.]

'Right.'

That's why I was able to hand over his custody to the Disaster Management Bureau in the first place.

However, since his custody was transferred to the Disaster Management Bureau, they must be taking some measures to restore the contaminated Jang Heowoon to human form, so I hadn't interfered.

'But in the current situation...'

It's better to just call him once.

If he doesn't respond to the call, if I can't feel his presence, it means he has returned to being human, so I’ll be relieved.

'...'

I took a deep breath.

And 'called'.

Jang Heowoon.

"Yes? Mr. Mascot!"

I froze.

Under the front desk where my Transport Cage was placed. Someone was crouched down.

"Good morning, Mr. Mascot! My current location is under the desk on the first floor of the annex of Daydream Inc., located in Seoul metropolitan city."

The contaminated Jang Heowoon

The staff member of the Flower Golden Resort, whose custody was handed over to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, appeared upon the Mascot's call.
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Chapter 228

Right now.

Under the desk where I sit.

Something is there.

It calls me.

The employee from the ghost story resort, whom I summoned.

"Mr. Mascot?"

The contaminated Jang Heowoon.

My dead colleague, still unable to revive, calls out to me as part of the ghost story.

To me, who made him into a ghost story.

"Please instruct me on what I need to do. Thank you for calling me!"

A dizzying sensation.

I realize, in an unwelcome way, that I have once again felt the sensation of 'chills'...

Like a spinal reflex, I form words with smoke and send them under the desk.

 >Question: Your current situation.

Please.

"I am dispatched and working as instructed by Mr. Mascot at the Yongcheon Fairy Bath special care zone of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, located in Gangwon Province. I am fulfilling any requests the 'agents' have, as long as they do not harm the resort's operations!"

Yongcheon Fairy Bath.

It is a well-known supernatural phenomenon registered in the wiki, used by the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau for contamination and body recovery.

'So, he went there after all.'

My confused brain settled as it met known information.

The voice from under the desk echoed.

"The agents had me look into the thirty-three pools that have gathered around the hot spring water, and check what reflection of myself appears on their surface."

But.

"They ask me if the reflection shows my 'Agent Hwagak' appearance from before I contracted with you, Mr. Mascot, but it has never happened. I kindly answer them every time!"

...

No.

No, I mean. It's only been half a year… there might not be any improvement.

But still, wouldn't something have changed a little?

Even a little?

'Right.'

I suddenly grasped a clue.

The title I used.

'He reacted to the name Jang Heowoon.'

Because I had met another 'Heowoon' right before, the strong impression remained, and I called him by his real name. However, I clearly contracted with Jang Heowoon under the codename 'Bison'.

But hearing himself called by his real name means he has recovered some of his identity as a human, doesn't it? It’s his own name…

[Oh dear… Mr. Roe Deer, aren’t subordinates inherently like that! Even if the master calls you with imprecise terms like 'Hey,' or 'You there,' you are obliged to respond and present yourself if it seems to refer to you.]

...

So.

Does that mean it only confirms his subordination to me more clearly…?

'Then, what about the Wish Ticket?'

Did he use the Wish Ticket… wait a moment.

 >Question: Ms. Go Yeongeun's situation. 

 >(Including whether or not you’ve met her.)

"That is information I am not privy to. Shall I look into it separately if you require it?"

 >Question: Whether the Wish Ticket was used.

"That is information I am not privy to. Shall I look into it separately if you require it?"

...

 >Question: Your identity.

"I am an employee of the Flower Golden Resort, proudly hired by Mr. Mascot, and currently on dispatched duty, Bison!"

No.

Something is wrong.

Something is seriously wrong.

'What happened?'

If the Jang Heowoon I summoned now has not recovered at all… no, if Jang Heowoon had not experienced any anomalies and had merely been managed by the Disaster Management Bureau for half a year.

Just now.

Who was the person who introduced himself as 'Heowoon' to me, and who was that employee who recognized me?

And where is the Wish Ticket?

...

This won't do.

'I need to contact Go Yeongeun.'

As soon as possible.

But I don't even have a smartphone, and if it's someone with the intelligence and caution of Go Yeongeun, she would have changed her number long ago. How on earth should I contact her...

"Um, Mr. Mascot."

...!

"May I dare to ask a question?"

...

 >Affirmative

 

>Ask comfortably.

"Thank you!"

In the voice that had been coming from under the desk, unnaturally cheerful and polite, there was somehow… a ripple.

"When… will my dispatched duty end?"

…!

"Am I being called to return to the resort with you, Mr. Mascot now?"

I can feel it.

Expectation.

A product of volition and desire.

Something unnecessary for a resort employee.

[Oh, I sense a faint individuality.]

That's right.

'Has something changed?'

Perhaps the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau's measures are effective.

To be more certain, I quickly presented my answer.

 >Answer: Negative.

"..."

The sound from under the desk stopped.

I continued writing.

 >Condition for return: The ability to request one's personal desires, unrelated to work, from the Mascot.

"But, I have no personal desires. My joy is already fulfilled, and the things I wanted before becoming an employee are meaningless now!"

Huu.

 >Find something.

"Mr. Mascot…?"

I considered whether to let Jang Heowoon hold the bell I was holding, but soon realized it was pointless.

Agent Haegeum had taken over Jang Heowoon's custody in the first place. If that had worked, she would have given it to him long ago.

'More importantly...'

If I drag this out any longer, the agents might track me or take emergency action.

'If there's improvement, he should continue to receive it without delay from that side.'

I decided to send Jang Heowoon back immediately.

And to make his sudden absence seem natural, I informed him that I would explain it as a 'Dispatched Employee Satisfaction Survey' that Mascot had called him for.

"Yes. Thank you, Mr. Mascot!"

And it was just before I finished the call and sent him away.

"Um, will you call me again?"

...

 >Affirmative.

"Thank you, Mr. Mascot!"

The bright voice answered.

And the dead person from under the desk disappeared.

:恩主:

In the smoke, the red inventory tattoo beneath my left arm guard flashed golden for a moment...

As if the 'Caretaker,' who is currently working as the manager at the resort, had confirmed my instructions.

'Phew.'

[Friend, you've learned how to handle subordinates. Congratulations. It would have been nice to enjoy some fine champagne!]

I couldn't bring myself to say thank you...

I waited, curled up in the transport cage, until the sensation of 'chills' that had dully returned subsided.

And I asked.

'In the end, the person who visited the annex earlier… wasn't Bison, was it?'

Because the Jang Heowoon who contracted with me remained the same.

[That is correct, Mr. Roe Deer.]

...

[However, all utterances have intent. What intent that person had in approaching you, Friend, even this host cannot tell...]

Right.

Then, since it's come to this...

'I need to start by finding out basic information about that employee.'

[Oh? Are you perhaps going to use that vulgar researcher? Mr. Roe Deer, I recall you were reluctant to mention the matter directly to him!]

That's right. It might unnecessarily provoke him.

So...

'I'll make him bring it up himself.'



That day, after work, during the remaining break time.

"My, my. Did you enjoy your shift, Mr. Employee?"

I calmly looked at Kwak Jekang, who had arrived.

"...Hmm. Mr. Employee?"

And as the other party began to rack his brain trying to figure out what this was about, I displayed the letters.

 >Confession Permitted.

"…Confession? Haha, I am indeed a person with many things to confess, but well since it’s you, Mr.Employee..."

 >Subject: Today's visitors to the annex.

...

"Ah. Hahaha..."

Kwak Jekang gathered his file.

"You mean the new employee, Jang Heowoon, right?"

I did not react.

"Just a moment. I did not send him. No… I'm telling the truth! I cannot lie to you, Mr. Employee. And I couldn't stop him from going himself..."

I remained still, as if I were listening to his excuses.

As if I suspected him of trying to extract special data by provoking me.

Until the fear imprinted on him when he felt his life threatened during my escape, bloomed behind his neck.

After all.

'There's no way you wouldn't know.'

Even if you didn't call him directly, you would have cheered and paid attention.

You must have watched him on CCTV, observed the conversation, and recorded it.

So.

 >Prove it.

"…In what way?"

 >Submission:

 >130666's work log for today.

"...Haha, yes."

Kwak Jekang, his hands trembling slightly from excitement or fear, handed me the file he was holding.

I took the file with my black-gloved hand.

And I flipped through my profile, usage instructions, and observation records… to find today's entry.

The records of visitors I interacted with.

Scrolling down to the time I interacted with the new employee who introduced himself as 'Heowoon'...

2:12 AM

Interlocutor: Employee Kim Heowoon

'...!!'

Kim… Heowoon?

130666 inquired if the employee was familiar with him.

Presumed to be a question stemming from contact during the new employee orientation experiment.

The employee answered affirmatively, and subsequently, 130666 issued the annex access pass to the other party without any further significant reaction.

…Up to this point, it was a well-refined and plausible narrative that would not arouse suspicion from Director Cheong.

However, the next part.

Special Note: The employee used the name 'Jang Heowoon' instead of his real name during the orientation experiment.

...

In the interview conducted after the experiment, he stated the reason for this behavior as 'to gain courage.'

He repeatedly claimed to be a long-time acquaintance of Supervisor Jang Heowoon (currently working at a branch office) and that he knew he was working at this company.

"Ah, you read that?"

The researcher's voice, suppressed by fear, suddenly regained a spark of interest.

"It's a rather clumsy excuse, but… at least that's what he said in the interview."

He then glanced at me and added.

"Haha, at the time, I was curious how that name would strike you, Mr. Employee. They look a bit alike too."

Wait a minute.

So, was it just a case of a different surname with the same name?

And he's an acquaintance of Mr. Jang Heowoon?

Is that all?

'…No.'

It was strange.

I clearly remember. Jang Heowoon, who had died, became a resort employee after being contaminated, and told me about his past as if it were nothing.

- “I was an orphan and grew up in an institution. Three years ago, a large fire broke out, and my family members who lived with me all died in it. I was the only one who somehow survived.”

And now there’s supposed to be another person who is close enough to know that he’d joined this company?

The fact that he appeared claiming that itself was unnatural and suspicious.

Moreover, that person recognized me.

I can be sure of that...

...

Is that really it?

What if he was just showing kindness to the friendly monster he met on the 13th floor? What if I misread the context? What if my muddled brain isn't functioning properly? That…

Jingle.

Phew.

'…Let's not get too carried away.'

I secretly shook the bell once more within the smoke and organized my thoughts.

First, at least during the two times we met, that person did not exhibit any impulsive behavior.

And since he is working as part of the Field Exploration Team, the Dream Essence collector is classifying him as human.

I should remember only these two things for sure.

[Doubt is a companion to wisdom. However, if it is too sharp, it can cause harm. Oh, your attitude of trying to handle it slowly and politely, Mr. Roe Deer, is excellent.]

Yes, thank you.

"…Ah, does that person concern you a lot?"

Damn it.

"Then, shall I… perhaps designate a special management personnel, just in case..."

 >Disallowed.

"Ah… yes."

Don't cross the line.

 >Prohibited items:

 >Personal requisition of the individual in question.

 >Assignment to tasks related to 130666.

 >All other troublesome additional actions.

I continued to impose comprehensive restrictions on Kwak Jekang thereafter, holding back a sigh.

'…Surely, that new employee said he would visit again.'

If so, let's just keep the access open for me to continue working at the annex front desk.

I have a feeling that if I carelessly pry from Kwak Jekang's side, I'll hit a wrong spot.

'And… I'm not planning to get information only from there.'

The whereabouts of the Wish Ticket.

…No matter how I think about it, talking to Ms. Go Yeongeun is the right thing to do.

…I need to think of a way to contact her.

"Hmm. Understood."

Kwak Jekang seemed to wipe away cold sweat but soon recovered.

When I returned the file, he even seemed a little disappointed that no further special situations had arisen.

"It was a rather interesting conversation…"

However, surprisingly, he did not seem to have any great interest or ulterior motives beyond a slight disappointment.

I understood why by looking at his expression.

Because he had other, more important matters.

"May I now return to the purpose of my visit today?"

...

 >Affirmative.

"…! Excellent!"

Excitement flickered again on that smiling face.

"My, my, Director Cheong's orders have finally come out!"

…!

"Mr. Employee, now… prepare yourself to go excavate the Darkness in the Cheerful Research Institute in the Main Building basement. Haha!"
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Darkness Excavation.

Entering the endlessly repeating scenes of the Cheerful Research Institute deep beneath the main building, and excavating the Darkness within.

To collect Dream Essence, possessing new ghost stories is one of the important work processes of this Daydream Inc.

However, most of the Darknesses have now been excavated from the surface floors of the Cheerful Research Institute.

At the point where employees must be sent into the deep levels, which are dangerous, information lacking, and where various anomalies occur...

"An employee has arrived. Haha, 130666 from the Special Department!"

That's right.

Employees of the Security Team's Special Department, ghost stories bound as employees to Daydream Inc, are sent in as suitable candidates for this task.

From today on, that includes me.

A week of quiet work in the annex has yielded the intended results.

"However, I heard you don't have to go that deep today!"

That's right.

This is my task today.

The excavation of new Darknesses from the lower floors, at or below basement floor 30.

Kwak Jekang lowered his voice.

"Of course, if you wish to go deeper, I will unconditionally welcome it, Mr. Employee."

"..."

If I go deeper, perhaps, I might even find the ruins of that strange dream incubator room where I woke up...

Just thinking about it made my stomach churn, but I held it in.

'I intended to show them that I can work diligently today anyway.'

Let's build a foundation, mentally, and environmentally.

And naturally, this is a solo assignment given to a Special Department employee, so a Transport Cage is not needed.

"Um, perhaps… if we go together..."

"Hmm? Who said you'd be given that opportunity? This is Mr. Employee's solo mission! Honestly, a mere Guard Team member who has never even explored underground a few times still..."

 >Request: Silence.

"..."

Kwak Jekang shut his mouth. The Sergeant still maintained an attitude of indifference towards that guy.

It really feels like he's picking a fight only with Jay-ssi.

'Does he have some kind of personal grudge with him?'

Once I regained my senses, I felt it even more clearly.

But… if the Sergeant is indeed the person recorded on Wiki, the leader of B-Squad…

'Wouldn't it make more sense for the Sergeant to hold a grudge against the Research Team?'

It was a strange power dynamic.

"Hmm."

But the Sergeant, still more interested in this particular exploration than in Kwak Jekang, seemed lost in thought about what to do.

Beside him, Supervisor Park Minseong, looking at me with a worried expression, was the same.

They must be concerned about whether I, in my abnormal state, could go into a Darkness of such a dangerous level alone.

'...'

Secretly, I drew sentences with smoke, unbeknownst to Kwak Jekang.

In a way Kim Soleum would speak.

 >I'm back to my senses.

"…!"

 >Don't worry. I'll go and come back safely. Jay-ssi.

And.

 >Supervisor Badger.

"..."

The smoke dispersed, but Supervisor Park Minseong remained still for a moment. 

Soon, a voice thick with emotion came out.

"…Um. Alright, come back safely."

"Be careful…"

I was escorted out of the isolation room in my restrained state and transported to the Main Building for my assignment.

To the elevator.



Ding dong.

I boarded the elevator.

It wasn't the Main Building's surface elevator I used to escape the isolation room.

This was an elevator that descended deep underground.

It was the same one I rode once with the Sergeant, wearing Guard Team attire, when entering the Sangun-nim ghost story.

However, there were no preparations like back then.

Only the well-organized information from the document Kwak Jekang handed me existed in my head...

Like the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki.



Main Building Underground Exploration Record: Cheerful Research Institute

This Darkness is a specially managed Darkness accessible only through a dedicated elevator leading to the basement of the company's Main Building.

Its appearance and ■■ have been confirmed to be almost identical to the interior of a former institution called the Cheerful Research Institute, and it has been named with the same designation.

A standard emergency stairwell is found inside, but there are no records of anyone returning to the surface through that passage. Proceed with exploration with this in mind.

The appearance of the Cheerful Research Institute seen on each underground floor is structurally almost identical, but it shows peculiar anomalies as one descends deeper underground.

Floors up to the 29th basement level are designated as lower floors, up to the 59th as middle floors, and from the 60th onwards as deep levels.



And so it begins.

Basement Floors 2-9 – Office in Vacation Season

Ding dong.

The elevator doors on the 9th basement floor opened, revealing the appearance of the 'Cheerful Research Institute'...

A bright corridor with a calm atmosphere.

It looks like a normal office, unbelievable for an underground space.

Inside the offices, obscured by frosted windows, the sounds of writing or chatter can occasionally be heard, but it is mostly quiet.



In these surface floors, the Cheerful Research Institute is typically quiet and calm. It is estimated that a large number of office personnel are absent, and there is not much activity.

Risk Level: Lowest



Thus, most of the Darkness here has already been excavated.

Ultimately, this wasn’t my destination today.

I stepped out of the elevator and, instead of walking down the office corridor… turned my body.

And pressed. 

The elevator call button for the elevator that was located immediately to the left.



The Main Building's dedicated elevator only displays up to the 9th basement floor, and occasionally displays double-digit or higher basement levels, but pressing them is not recommended.

The official exploration method is to disembark at the lowest floor displayed normally on the elevator, and then board the elevator on the left.

On this elevator on the left, buttons that descend underground from the current floor are very likely to appear. Typically, 10 floors are displayed.

Continue exploration by pressing these buttons.



[Let's go, down there! To find gold, oh, I feel like singing a miner's song. Like Snow White's dwarves...]



Basement Floors 10-19 – Office during Lunchtime

In these surface floors, the Cheerful Research Institute is more boisterous than the floors above, and personnel occasionally come out of the offices.

Risk Level: Low



19th Basement Floor.

From here on, I must be a little cautious...

To avoid being detected by the residents of the Cheerful Research Institute who might be inside those offices.

However, even if they come out into the corridor, I cannot see them.

'The same applies to them.'



The explorer who entered the elevator and the 'personnel of the Cheerful Research Institute' do not perceive each other.

However, they perceive the impact each has on the Cheerful Research Institute.



Do you understand what this means?

I cannot see the other party, and the other party cannot see me.

But if I destroy this corridor, the other party will know that an intruder is destroying the corridor.

And most area ghost stories are never lenient towards intruders...



Try not to be detected as much as possible.



Heeding that advice, I moved carefully...

Further down.

Boarding the elevator on the left, I searched for and pressed the button to go deeper underground...



Basement Floors 20-29 – Office at Midnight

This is my work location for today.

The very end of the lower floors.

Ding dong.

With a cheerful sound, the doors opened, revealing the 29th floor.

...

A dark corridor.

Silent stillness.

Occasional, strange clanking noises can be heard.



On these floors, all light sources except for the emergency lights are turned off, and there is almost no activity observed from office personnel.

However, critical mental and physical dangers from individual manifestations of Darknesses occur frequently.

Deployment of Security Team personnel who have not passed the contamination inspection is strictly prohibited.

Risk Level: Low-Medium

(Civilian death risk of 50% or higher)



The risk level has sharply increased.

It was fortunate that the sense of fear had not fully returned to me yet. I could still act rationally on my own.

I walked out into the corridor.

The black smoke around me was barely visible, consumed by the Darkness.

Only my eyes, glowing like yellow lanterns, dimly illuminated the corridor...

Even that I kept at the lowest possible brightness.



All attempts to use artificial light sources brought from the surface have ended in disappearance.

*A note left by Security Team R16 was recovered. Document attachment approved.

Note content: After the lights are turned off, do not turn o n…



…Following the manual like this, it felt like returning to the Field Exploration Team.

Of course, whether that is truly necessary for me, who is not human anymore, is a different story.

[Where will you start searching, Friend?]

The darkest place.

I will go to the places most people would avoid. That’s where individual ghost stories would remain.

I accept for the first time the usefulness of having a body that is not affected by the absence of light...

I walked towards the office furthest from the emergency lights.

The place with the fewest recorded exploration records on the 29th floor.

[3-⋢⟤⦯]

…The sign on the dimly lit office door was somehow distorted and unreadable.

However, no sound could be heard from within.

…It is safe, for now.

'From here.'

I grabbed the office door handle, turned it gently, and opened the door.

...The interior revealed itself.

It had the exact same structure as the dream incubator room.

'...!'

Before the shock could engulf my body, I rang the bell. 

A clear chime sound, 'jingle', echoed in my head...

...

Calm down.

'Huu.'

Yes.

The office was indeed… very similar in form to the underground dream incubator room I found… with PCs and desks of the same specifications.

However, there were no dream incubators.

'This office… might not be directly related.'

I felt an inexplicable sigh of relief mentally escape me.

Then I began to scan the office.

'…It's clean.'

A scene of an office that looked like people would come to work in it as soon as morning breaks.

However, peculiar things began to catch my eye one by one in the dark.

Colorful samples like children's toys placed on desks, numerous hand mirrors stacked on desks, or PCs covered in sticky notes.



Focus on the differences from a typical office environment during exploration, and judge wisely.

There is always a possibility that these are a product of a ghost story, where interaction alone can lead to loss of consciousness or instant death. If retrieval is not possible, then they hold no value as Darknesses.



Easier said than done.

'Hoo.'

I tried not to imagine the expressions of the unfortunate employees who would have done this work, and checked each of the strange appearances.

[It's crude, but one could call it creative.]

It wasn't a particularly pleasant search, perhaps because I was aware of the 'creepiness', but it was much better having someone to talk to.

'No unusual reactions.'

And then I moved to the next desk...

...

Wait a minute.

'…This.'

I spotted a palm-sized circular object placed on a storage shelf between two desks...

A black model, shaped like a disc standing upright.

'…A roulette!'

It was the same black roulette that I spun at the <Dark Exploration Records> pop-up store.

Even the button that looked like the walkie-talkie that I had pressed back then, was placed right next to it.

'...'

How can this be?

What is happening?

'A hint.'

I realized it instinctively.

I immediately reached out. I need to check this first. If I know what this does...

"Wow. It's really nice to see you, Soleum-nim."

…!!

I turned my head.

My hand touched the roulette.

Next to it.

A man's bare hand, gripping the roulette almost simultaneously, was visible...

Following that hand, I looked up.

"Have you been well?"

Director Ho.

He was looking at me.

…With the Cheerful Research Institute employee ID hanging around his neck.
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Cheerful Research Institute office.

Director Ho.

A black roulette.

A dangerous thing.

"Soleum—"

I reflexively covered Director Ho's face with smoke.

The figure wearing the Cheerful Research Institute employee ID vanished into the black smoke, his silhouette swallowed. 

I tried to read its history and configuration. 

And thus erase him...

"Did you know? Killing me is against the work regulations."

...

"It might be possible if there is evidence that I pose a threat to the company... but is there any?"

...

I released the smoke.

Director Ho, revealed from within the smoke, was smiling as ever.

Leaving smoke around his neck just in case, I asked.

 >Request for situation explanation.

"Ah, I came out on inspection to check on the Security Team... and I happened to see the elevator button for Basement 29. So I pressed it."

...

 >Lies.

"What?"

I raised my hand and tapped the employee ID card he was wearing.

 >Prepared in advance.

"Ah."

Director Ho, glancing down at the employee ID card, his lips twisted into a smile.

"You're still quick-witted, even in that state?"

Director Ho mockingly swept his gaze over my appearance, to the Security Team Uniform Prototype he had given me, then continued speaking.

"That's right. I sometimes go down too, searching for a certain Darkness. If I have this employee ID card, I can travel through this hell relatively safely."

...Hell?

It was a strange choice of words.

And more important than that...

 >Source of the employee ID card.

"I'm sorry, but I don't see any reason why I should tell you... Oh, perhaps you need one? Shall I lend it to you? Want to try wearing it?"

Director Ho whispered kindly.

"If you wear this, you can see the employees of the Cheerful Research Institute. I'll show you just for you, Soleum-nim."

...

I turned my body and resumed searching.

"Soleum-nim?"

'No need to get entangled now.'

I found one advantage to being something whose life was mortgaged to Director Cheong, rather than being in a human body.

Now I didn't have to fidget and reply to this person's words.

"Soleum-nim?"

I put the Roulette in the uniform pocket and continued to examine the office.

"Why are you taking that? Is it a Darkness...? Ah, it seems so. I was suspicious too, but it looks like Soleum-nim found it right away."

Director Ho casually continued his remark.

"Perhaps Darknesses created by the Cheerful Research Institute recognize each other?"

I stopped walking.

Just now-

"I know that you were born from the last dream incubator of the Cheerful Research Institute, Soleum-nim"

...

 >Question: Time of discovery.

"Of course, since the first time we met."

...!

"But it seems you made the wrong wish. Seeing as you're contracted with Director Cheong."

I turned back to look at Director Ho.

He had a picture smile.

"Still, it would be much better for you to be here like that. Because Daydream Inc. accepts you no matter what form you take... As long as you have utility...Soleum-nim."

Twisted logic.

And that name.

 >Request for title change.

Don't call me by my real name.

"But Soleum-nim. You are still Soleum-nim, aren't you?"

Is he doing it on purpose?

My nerves were on edge about someone calling out my real name in the middle of a Darkness.

Especially here, in the Cheerful Research Institute.

Even more so if the speaker was Director Ho.

"Still, if it bothers you that much, I can try changing the title. Would Roe Deer-nim work?"

I looked at him.

"I will take your silence as affirmation. Roe Deer-nim!"

 >Question: What you know about me.

"I know that you are a very special being. So special that the last remaining researchers of the Cheerful Research Institute staked their lives to summon you and try to spirit you away, and..."

Emotion disappeared from Director Ho's voice.

"...So special that you can tell me the information about Sekwang Metropolitan City that I requested, as if you already knew it, even though you haven't conducted any intelligence activities for the Disaster Management Bureau."

...

'So he was suspicious of me after all.'

It didn't matter if he looked at me suspiciously when I handed over the information and received the Wish Ticket.

I hadn't expected to meet like this again.

And I realized one thing.

'He doesn't know who I am.'

I came from a world where there were only the <Dark Exploration Record> wikis, a world without ghost stories.

As I rummaged through the Cheerful Research Institute in the basement of this Main Building, perhaps he had seen the experiment logs I had read, but he didn't seem to know the finer details.

That meant...

That he actually had information he wanted to know from me.

And I had no intention or need to answer.

I resumed searching.

"Hey, how about we exchange information? About each other's identities."

 >Unnecessary.

"Can I accompany you? I'm a little scared to walk alone..."

 >Testimony of fear.

 

> Unqualified as a Daydream employee.

"...It's okay. That only applies to regular employees."

Director Ho smiled benevolently again, like an innocent employee.

"I'm a contract worker, so I'm fine. ...You are too."

...If being permanently mortgaged counts as contract work.

"Roe Deer-nim?"

I left the office and moved my feet.

I heard footsteps chasing me from behind.

And calling out.

"Roe Deer-nim?"

...

"Please, let me come with you, Roe Deer-nim."

 >Warning 1

 

>Reason: Obstruction of duty.

 >Cumulative Warnings: 1 / Strikes left until disciplinary action: 2

"...You're going to issue me disciplinary action?"

 >Warning 2 

>Reason: Obstruction of duty.

>Cumulative Warnings: 2 / Strikes left until disciplinary action: 1

"Did someone tell you that you could treat me this way? Director Cheong Dallae? Researcher Kwak Jekang? Sargent J3? Supervisor Park Minseong..."

 >Warning 3

 >Reason: Obstruction of duty.

I turned around and grabbed him by the neck.

"...!"

 >Cumulative Warnings: 3 / Strikes left until disciplinary action: 0

 >Execution.

The smoke around Director Ho's neck covered his face again. Director Ho reached out his hand...

'Not a chance.'

I grabbed that hand with my other hand crushing it.

...

...

"Ah, I touched it."

[Oh dear. Be careful, Friend!]

Director Ho's finger joints twisted unnaturally. He grabbed the zipper on the wrist area of my security suit—

Zzzzzzip.

—And pulled it down.

"You shouldn't say things like that while wearing the shroud I made. You shouldn't say things like that when the covenant we made is still in effect."

His long fingers, joints twisting, tried to grasp the amorphous flesh that was revealed as the zipper came undone.

Blisters rose from the flesh.

"Man. You dare lay your hand..."

An attempt to invoke a restriction.

But the blisters rose more slowly than before, and the hand twisted strangely.

Barely.

'How dare you.'

I completely covered him with smoke. And before he could recite the restriction, I read him first.

The record of Director Ho, employee of Daydream Inc.



Director Ho Yuwon.

One afflicted with Nine Fox Disease. Those who respond to this entity nine times may become contaminated. Real name ■■■. Currently serving as a director at Daydream Inc. to regain his per■■■.

The Fox Counseling Office, which frequently appears in the Field Exploration Team's exploration records, is Darkness derived from this entity.

His true identity is the ■■■ of the former ■■■■■.

Harbors some kind of resentment toward the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, his main activities involve exploration records related to Sekwang Metropolitan City, with documented attempts to enter ■■ times, followed by ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■.



Too much censorship.

What is this? 

Let's read more. 

And immediately after reading, I erased the grand paragraphs contemptuously...

Wait. 

Since when could I recall the wiki entries for people who weren't on the wiki?

What is this?

Wha t kindofabilityisthis? WhycanIedit i t? 

Whatthehellisthis?■

'No.'

It's crushing me. The human head cannot comprehend this strange ability. My mind, the self I barely regained, my reason is collapsing. I need to let go of his hand... 

[Oh, my goodness.]

Ho Yuwon and I let go of our hands at the same time.

"Cough!"

The sound of Ho Yuwon, who had fallen to the floor, getting up could be heard. 

As soon as I managed to close the open zipper on my wrist and regain my form, I struck Ho Yuwon. 

With a short thud, Ho Yuwon, who fell to the floor again, gasped for breath and...

"Ah, We've been found out."

From down the hallway.

Something began approaching with a scream from within the Darkness.

[The office personnel noticed the commotion.]

I immediately turned around and started running towards the elevator. Director Ho followed closely beside me. 

A bruise was rising on one side of his face where he was hit, and he was bleeding.

"Wow, if we run away like this, we have no choice but to go the same way! How convenient!"

This insane bastard.

I tried to grab the nearest elevator, but...

'It's too far.'

That elevator was displaying a bizarre number. It was impossible to know when it would arrive. Then...

Ding-dong.

I pressed the call button for the elevator on the left again. The one going further underground.

---!!

A strange sound came from behind me.

As soon as the left elevator door opened, I boarded and pressed the close button.

Beyond the open elevator door, I could see the lights turning on one by one from the end of the hallway.

Click, click, click...

The Darknesses were violently disappearing one at a time as it approached.

Just before the lights reached the front of the elevator.

Thump.

The door closed.

Successfully isolated off from the 29th basement floor.

'Hoo.'

"Congratulations. You escaped!"

Director Ho smiled slyly, then smoothed his blood-soaked face and adjusted his clothes.

It was a somewhat obsessive movement.

Jingle.

I calmed myself by listening to the sound coming from the bell between my horns.

‘…What was that?'

That ability of mine, like an editable wiki entry... No, why could I use that ability so naturally? By what means, exactly?

'Since when could I use it?'

I don't know. It must have been since I took this form... No. I can't be sure.

Even now, if I tried, I think I could use it. 

But if I did, I felt like I would cross a line that shouldn't be crossed and collapse...

My mental framework would.

[Let's think about the circus performers, Friend. If you move your joints beyond their limits, you might put on a great performance, but there's always a risk that your bones might shatter.]

[Mr. Roe deer. It seems your amazing performance will also require practice and understanding!]

Right.

It seemed difficult for me to use that ability properly while remaining myself.

'Use it cautiously.'

And as for why I can do such things... calmlyquietlydeeplyuntilIdie... 

No.

'I'm going crazy.'

Let's avoid that for now. That also seems to affect my brain.

'Stay calm.'

I need to focus on what is necessary right now.

For example, facts written in documents-like-wiki I just discovered with my ability.

I took a mental deep breath and turned to look at Director Ho.

The director named Ho Yuwon.

And probably the counselor at the Fox Counseling Room.

"Roe Deer-nim?"

They really were the same person.

A faint shock surfaced in my mind, but it quickly subsided.

I definitely received help from the counselor at the Fox Counseling Room. 

It seemed like a good counselor back then... but ghost stories often have duality.

'This is what's important.'

The current situation.

I cannot easily erase Director Ho Yuwon.

Ho Yuwon cannot easily impose restrictions on me.

It was a stalemate.

And it seemed I wasn't the only one who noticed this strange balance of power.

"It seems difficult for one side to unilaterally suppress the other, Roe deer-nim."

...

"Wouldn't that make us a good pair to travel together? Because it's a situation where it's hard to run away by throwing the other as bait. Right?"

Do as you wish. 

Because...

[Oh, that's unfortunate, but that's the wrong answer! Mr. Roe deer always has a Good Friend by his side to help him!]

Even in a critical moment, he would serve as a fatal defense. Unless the Host finds the other side more interesting and decides to help him.

Thus, I tacitly allowed Ho Yuwon to accompany me. In the end, a strange exploration by two members of the Cheerful Research Institute, unable to extract even a drop of Dream Essence, commenced.

"I’ll be in your care, Roe Deer-nim."

My stomach felt like it was twisting. I only recently found out where my stomach is located, so it feels even more real... Ugh.

I crossed my arms, wanting to sigh, and turned my gaze to the floor panel attached to the elevator.

'And I happened to take the left elevator...'

From here, we start entering the deeper-level floors. 

Inside the elevator, which hasn't moved yet, I check the buttons. Below Basement 30.



Basement 30–39 Floors - Office in Celebration

On these floors, the Cheerful Research Institute is in a state of celebration, usually noisy with laughter. 

Celebration decorations such as balloons, confetti, and tents are often found in the hallways. All attempts to read the congratulatory messages on the tents end in failure. 

60% probability of mental confusion occurring. 

Entities are highly active, caution advised. However, they are confirmed to be relatively less hostile. 

Danger Level: Medium.



"Are you going further down, Roe Deer-nim?"

Perhaps. If I must risk danger, I should go further down…



Basement 40–49 Floors - Office at Debate

On these floors, loud arguments can be heard from several offices. Existing explorers often described the sounds as if life-or-death decisions for the company were being made. 

The content is vaguely audible, but if you listen closely, you cannot understand it properly, and you lose your sense of direction, making it impossible to find the elevator.

However, the entities rarely leave the specific offices where discussions are ongoing, resulting in low activity. 

Danger Level: Medium-High.



It wouldn't be bad to go that far.

'Should I get off at the 39th floor for now?' 

But as my gaze slid down the panel, 

"Oh, look here," 

I saw what Ho Yuwon was pointing at. The very bottom of the panel.

A button with an alien number, standing alone.

[96]

'...!'

Down there. 

A basement floor number that is realistically impossible. 

The deep core of this ghost story.



Basement 90–99 Floors [REDACTED]

Do not press the elevator button. If pressed by mistake, close your eyes and press the elevator close button to escape to another floor.

Entry is prohibited for all regular employees, including the Field Exploration Team, Research Team, and Security Team. 

Danger Level: [REDACTED]



The button to go there had appeared.

"..."

A dangerous option.

A situation where one should not press it. 

But.

"Roe Deer-nim, aren't you curious—"

I pressed that button.

"..!!"

The elevator began to move. 

Down to that deep bottom.
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As if the silence that settled inside the elevator was dragging it down heavily, the space descended.

Downwards.

A distant abyss.

To the 96th basement floor.

"…You pressed it?"

That's right.

Suddenly, I chose the option to head into the distant abyss of ghost stories, into a deep core that couldn't be measured.

…It would be a lie if I said I didn't hesitate.

I'm not yet confident I can face the dream incubator I came from and retain

my sanity.

But...

'In other words, I'm not afraid of anything else.'

Right now, I'm in a state where I can't feel fear.

As Braun said, if my emotions, like my reason, will gradually recover, then from that point on, I'll tremble with fear every time I explore the Cheerful Research Institute in the Main Building's basement.

'It might be better to grasp what I can before then.'

It's a kind of preventive injection.

[Ah, it's an effect that removes fear through repetition. A classic and proven learning method...]

[However, there's a completely unexpected variable beside you.]

Ho Yuwon.

[That too is part of the charm of live broadcasting, but if it's bothersome, why not just leave him behind? If you need the host's help, I'll lend a hand!]

...

No, for now, I will take him with me.

[Hmm?]

'I'm bothered by the employee ID card hanging around his neck.'

Ho Yuwon's Cheerful Research Institute employee ID card hanging around his neck.

I glanced at it again.

Surprisingly, I had already seen an object of the same form.

It was the key card of the deceased employee in the underground dream incubator room where the prototype incubator was located.

Cheerful Researcher

■■■

The part labeled 'Cheerful' was roughly erased with a pen. It’s what I had used to operate the incubator.

It's probably still inserted in that incubator... unless someone else took it out.

'…Even so, I don't know if I'll be able to retrieve it.'

In any case, it wouldn't hurt to observe exactly what effect that employee ID card had in this Cheerful Research Institute ghost story.

Yuwon, who met my gaze, lost the look of momentary surprise from me pressing the button without hesitation and was smiling again.

His face was still completely busted.

"You surprised me. Roe Deer-nim, how brave of you."

...

"With as much courage as you have, you'll explore well, right? I'll diligently follow you."

He's a truly annoying bastard.

I ignored his words.

The elevator, descending at a chilling speed, finally reached its destination.

Basement 96th floor.

Ding dong, the door opened with the same cheerful chime...

And.

A peaceful corridor came into view.

"..."

From the offices, occasional laughter or the light sound of typing could be heard… but that was all.

It's as if we've returned to the 2nd basement floor, a perfectly normal sight.

Which makes it even stranger.

It shouldn't be like this.

"Roe Deer-nim?"

...

"Roe Deer-nim, aren't you getting off? It's just a normal office corridor… Surely, you're scared? If you're very scared, cover your eyes. I'll gently push you..."

 >Warning 1

 >Reason: Obstruction of Duty (Intentional)

 >Cumulative Warnings: 1 / Strikes left until disciplinary action: 2

"What? I was only trying to help… I'm truly sad."

Sigh.

"And I'm worried if you can even properly execute disciplinary action. You failed earlier..."

 >Proof of successful disciplinary action execution

 >Confirmation of your own left cheek

Only then did he quiet down.

'Please just shut your mouth...'

Why is he like that even with half his face busted?

Regardless, I stepped forward, paying attention to the dust on the floor and the presence near the office doors.

Exiting the elevator.

Thump, thump.

I muffled my footsteps as much as possible. Even without fear, I remained vigilant.

I enveloped myself in smoke.

'There's definitely something.'

I walked slowly to the end of the corridor.

...

However, on the peaceful corridor of the Cheerful Research Institute, bathed in sunset light… there was nothing unusual.

Just a quiet office corridor.

"It's really strange... isn't it?"

I grabbed the doorknob of the office with the least sign of presence.

"Ah. Shall we go into that office? But inside, perhaps..."

A music box sound was heard.

Ho Yuwon and I turned our heads simultaneously. 

But there was no one speaking to us.

Instead, a wide-open door was visible at the far end next to the elevator…

An emergency exit. 

Beneath the emergency light, something was emerging into the corridor from the dark emergency stairs, devoid of windows... 

Fire. 

Flames were pouring from the emergency stairs into the office corridor.

"…!!"

A loud alarm began to ring in the corridor. And the doors of all the offices swung open.

"Ah."

I immediately pressed myself against the wall. Ho Yuwon followed, pressing his back tightly against the corner.

Numerous presences poured out of the offices. The residents of the Cheerful Research Institute, invisible to explorers.

[Oh dear, the basic safety rule in case of fire is to escape via the stairs. But…]

[This time, that place is a passage to death!]

That's right.

I can feel the vibration of footsteps created by those who can no longer reach the emergency exit. 

Panic, fear, chaos... 

Some seemed to be desperately trying to open windows, as the window frames creaked, while others bravely rushed into the restroom, as if to fetch water, operating the faucets. 

But the majority made the instinctive choice.

[Oh, they've run for the elevator!]

Ding dong.

The elevator doors opened, and the sound of bodies colliding roughly inside the elevator was heard. 

The elevator's announcement was heard along with the warning chime.

[The capacity has been exceeded. The capacity has been exceeded...]

Where will that go, I wonder.

No, it's a scene where I'm not sure if it can even depart safely.

The doors did not close.

Even without seeing it, I can imagine it. 

The researchers of the Cheerful Research Institute crowding to get into the elevator, getting caught in the doors, the warning chime sounding due to exceeding the weight.

Slowly suffocating or burning to death in front of it.

And...

Soon, I realize I don't need to imagine.

Thump.

It started with one. 

But as time passed, it increased exponentially. 

Two, five, eight, fifteen... 

The dead researchers of the Cheerful Research Institute. 

They begin to appear, filling the elevator and the corridor.

'The dead are... judged as objects.'

And the bodies of the 'Cheerful Research Institute entities,' which were once recorded as objects of fear and dread that caused disappearances upon mere contact and were recorded as unknown entities in the explorer logs... They looked like ordinary people.

Broken fingernails scratching the elevator door, disheveled hair.

The sight of two in lab coats falling in the corridor, burning to death, one trying to cover the other's mouth. 

Until the very last person. 

Until death.

"Roe Deer-nim"

...

"Can you see them? You do see them, don’t you?"

Ho Yuwon furrowed his brows and smiled with apparent pity.

"It's truly unfortunate. Isn't it?"

...

"But congratulations. You chose a good floor. It will be much easier to navigate the 96th floor now."

I realized I had regained one more emotion.

Revulsion. 

My body, no longer affected by toxic gas and high heat, stood still and endured that revulsion... 

Together with the equally unharmed counselor from the Fox Counseling Room.

Sizzle.

The sprinklers activated belatedly. 

Strangely, black water poured down. 

The smell of fresh blood's iron and a fishy odor reeked from within. 

The flames in the corridor, hit by the black water, subsided slightly, and the burnt office doors fell out into the corridor. 

The smoke lessened slightly.

"Cough."

A cough was heard from Ho Yuwon. 

It sounded as if it were meant to be heard, but when I turned my head, not a single strand of his hair was burnt. 

Unbelievable normalcy for someone who inhaled toxic gas and was in the flames.

I asked the ghost story.

 >Question: Sounds made by those evacuating.

"Well. I'm sorry, but my hearing is bad... And I think they're all dead already."

...

 >Warning 2

 >Reason: Lack of Cooperation

 >Cumulative Warnings: 2 / Strikes left until disciplinary action in: 1

"You're too much..."

Do as you please.

I detached myself from the wall and stepped into the incident unfolding within the Cheerful Research Institute.

Squelch.

…A crushing sound was heard from beneath the wet corridor.

[Huu, my friend's foot touching such a dirty floor.]

It doesn't matter. I'm not scared.

'Where should I start?'

I looked at the burning Cheerful Research Institute, its windows shattered, walls burnt, revealing the bare interior of the offices. 

The view was open, almost like a single space. So, it immediately caught my eye. 

Over there, a door torn open behind the collapsed and broken right-side wall...

A transparent cylindrical device... 

A dream incubator. 

There was a Dream Incubator here.

 I, I, I, I, I have to check it? I think so, but it's hardbecausemybodyisinsidetheincubator.

"Roe Deer-nim."

Roe deer?

"It doesn't seem like the incubator you were born from, Roe Deer-nim."

...

Ah.

"It's broken."

I staggered and straightened my body.

At some point, I had almost collapsed onto the floor. 

Ho Yuwon, who was wiping the ash from his hair and tidying his clothes beside me, kindly bowed his head and offered me his hand.

"You've sat down. You seem to have a lot on your mind."

I stood up without taking his hand. 

Ho Yuwon looked at me with a seemingly disappointed expression, but I already knew he didn't feel such emotions. 

Instead, he looked at the flames remaining in the corridor, which were slowly starting to spread again, and asked.

"Ah. Are you perhaps worried that those flames might spread to other floors via the elevator?"

...

 >Negative.

No.

I've never worried about that.

Each floor isn't connected in the first place. Because...

 >Reason: Separate Timelines

"…!"

That’s right. 

Do you remember? The Cheerful Research Institute has completely identical structures on each floor. 

To the extent that even the marks on the walls match.

This is something the Sergeant had also mentioned, and a conjecture from him heard at that time...

-“The same office... The structure and even the scratches are the same, so it's the same place, but… little by little… the timeline… seems different?”

"Ah, you knew that much?"

No.

In fact, it didn't stop there...

Based on this testimony, I also formed a hypothesis before entering.

[Indeed!]

If these basement floors are all projecting different timelines of the same

space.

And if that space was part of the Cheerful Research Institute.

Then, it's not just that the scenery becomes more bizarre the further down you go...

‘The deeper you go, the more crucial moments of the Cheerful Research Institute will appear.’

[Hooh.]

Because a trend can be seen.

First, the floors closest to the surface.

'The Cheerful Research Institute here shows a time frame when it has few people, or when it's outside work hours.'

Lunchtime, vacation season, after work.

'But the further down you go, the more work-related keywords emerge.'

Entering the middle floors, the nuance appears. 

Celebration, discussion... And the number of people increases.

Then, what about deeper down, the core?

Looking at the tendency, the answer is visible.

'More moments critically related to work will appear.'

The key work incidents that occurred at the Cheerful Research Institute.

Then, we can make such a conjecture about this situation as well.

[This fire is a very important incident related to the work of that toy store…]

[Is that what you want to say, Friend?]

That's right.

And don't we already know well about the work of the Cheerful Research Institute?

'Development of playful ghost story products.'

It was strange for such a place to become like this due to a normal fire.

Therefore, this fire might not be natural, but caused by a ghost story itself.

An incident so significant that it determined the fate of the Cheerful Research Institute. 

And recalling the experiment log that summoned me… 

-This is likely to be the Cheerful Research Institute's final research project. 

It's also highly probable that it's related to the reason I was summoned.

'I'll remember this.'

After taking a mental deep breath, I slowly moved my feet towards the broken dream incubator. 

And I reached out my hand to the slot I recalled in my memory... 

The key card registration point of the incubator.

Click.

As the key card slid out of the slot, an employee ID card in its complete form began to appear...

Cheerful Researcher

Lee Heowoon

...

What?

"Huh? The name… it's the same as the employee who was sent to the Disaster Management Bureau. Jang Heowoon, wasn't it?"

I turned my head.

"And it's the same name as this year's new employee. Right? Kim Heowoon, was it?"

Ho Yuwon was smiling.

…I realized.

The one who knows the whereabouts of the spy dispatched to the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau better than anyone else, and could contact them.

The one who can access the profiles of all the Field Exploration Team members who joined this year… and has no worries about being handed over to Director Cheong.

"What an interesting phenomenon... Do you have anything you'd like to ask me, Roe Deer-nim?"

The route to find out the truth about Jang Heowoon was right in front of me.
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Ho Yuwon.

The director of this company who knows more about Jang Heowoon than anyone else.

"I imagine you have many questions."

But he was an untrustworthy individual, and he was smiling at me.

In this hallway of a ghost story, where corpses are piled high, reduced to a skeletal ruin of fire and smoke.

He asked me if I had anything to ask.

'…In that case.'

This is how I can approach it.

I conjured smoke.

 >Proposal: One-on-One Q&A Ritual

"Hmm?"

 >Conditions: 2 people

>Questions and answers will alternate in order.

>You must answer the other party's questions truthfully.

>If a question cannot be answered, state 'Cannot answer' aloud, and then receive the next question.

>Answers cannot be delayed for more than 96 seconds.

[Ah, this is interesting. Setting such specific conditions for no reason. The structure has a slightly shamanistic feel…]

I did it on purpose. 

Because I'm dealing with a non-human entity.

And…

'This one definitely has questions for me too.'

If it's in a ritualistic format like this, exchanging questions formally, he’d take the bait.

And.

 >Intentionally concealing the truth during the ritual will result in punishment.

"…Haha! Are you imitating me?"

Yes. Let's see how it feels to be on the other side.

Ho Yuwon chuckled a few times and answered brightly.

"But it's good."

Yet, a flicker of gloom danced in his eyes.

"It's fair, isn't it? I could even place a binding on you to receive punishment… but I won't. I want to believe in you, Roe Deer-nim."

Lies.

He's saying that because he can't easily place one anyway.

'He tried to place a binding on me and got hit for it.'

But it doesn't matter.

 >Agreement:

 >One-on-One Q&A Ritual

From now on.

 >Ritual Start

Clap!

"Alright. Then… I'll let you, Roe Deer-nim, ask the first question as you proposed."

And so, on the 96th basement floor, at the site of the Cheerful Research Institute's bizarre fire, the two ghost stories began their exchange of questions and answers.

[Friend, what fact do you wish to know first?]

From the most crucial point.

 >Question:

 >Everything Ho Yuwon knows about Jang Heowoon.

"That's a very broad question, Roe Deer-nim."

Ho Yuwon replied.

"What I know is this. Male in his 20s, no family, raised in a religious social welfare facility in the countryside. Three years ago, before joining the company, that facility was completely burned down in a fire, and he was the sole survivor."

...

This information matches the testimony I once heard from the contaminated Jang Heowoon.

"So, his wish is probably related to that fire… perhaps to bring back the dead, or to make the fire as if it never happened."

Accurate.

'Did he investigate more closely while selecting him as a spy?'

"Then it's my turn to ask a question now, Roe Deer-nim."

Ho Yuwon looked at me.

"If you already knew what I just told you, then who did you hear it from?"

…!

"Precisely, from what kind of entity?"

...

 >Answer:

 >A Flower Golden Resort employee – Bison

"Ah, I see."

The rekindling flames cast his face in a backlight shadow.

"I saw the report from the Field Exploration Team about someone who died at a theme park and then came back to life as a resort employee… but you heard it directly from him."

...

"So you didn't just help revive Bison… he's your subordinate, isn't he?"

Huu.

"Ah, this isn't a question. It was a certainty… As expected, Roe Deer-nim, you are quite human. You make choices you'll regret."

It was an ominous remark, yet it seemed to carry a hint of faint regret.

Instead of getting angry, I just looked at Ho Yuwon.

"In any case, you're curious about the three 'Heowoons' with different surnames, right? I'm curious too, so perhaps we could deduce things through our Q&A… Shall we continue?"

Without faltering, I moved to the next question.

 >Question:

 >Everything you know about the new employee, Kim Heowoon.

"…This is where it gets a bit interesting."

Interesting?

"His background is identical to Jang Heowoon's."

"…!!"

Male, 20s, no family, raised in a religious social welfare facility in the countryside. Fire trauma.

"For someone who grew up in a similar environment, the keywords are too identical, aren't they? As if they were playing the same role in a game."

...

The puzzle pieces are gathering in my mind.

"Then it's my turn to ask a question. Roe Deer-nim, did you distribute the Wish Tickets you received to the Daydream employees who infiltrated the Disaster Management Bureau with you? To be exact, who received them and how many bottles?"

 >Answer: 2 bottles to Employee Goral

 >Requested to deliver to Employee Bison later.

"Ah… as expected."

Wait. 'As expected'?

That sounds like… he already knew that.

 >Question: Whether the usage of the three Wish Tickets has been tracked.

"Ah. It's not tracking, I just know."

…!

"The Wish Tickets I gave you were my personal possessions. So, I applied a slight treatment to the bottles… I can tell if they've been used or not."

Ho Yuwon smiled.

"And the three Wish Tickets I gave to you, Roe Deer-nim, have all been used. …You used one, didn't you?"

That means…

The two that went to Go Yeongeun have also been used.

A chilling sensation ran down my spine.

'Go Yeongeun used both of them?'

Unless they were taken from her… No, the probability of them being stolen is low.

Go Yeongeun is the type of person who carefully manages risks.

And she's also someone with the character who wouldn't carelessly use Jang Heowoon's Wish Ticket.

So, the probability that she used them for Jang Heowoon is high.

'But...'

Why is the Jang Heowoon I saw unchanged?

"Then we can make an interesting speculation here. …Did someone make a wish incorrectly?"

Ho Yuwon said with a sympathetic laugh.

"After six months, the pitiful Employee Bison showed no sign of recovering from his contamination, so perhaps in desperation… She might have used it arbitrarily."

...

"But perhaps due to some error, instead of 'Jang Heowoon,' 'Kim Heowoon' appeared in this world, and thus the wish was granted, wasn't it?"

It was a chilling speculation.

[Hmm. Is that so? Then let's speculate more concretely.]

So, what it means is.

If Go Yeongeun made a wish like 'Please let Heowoon live as a human in this world,’ then…

'Instead of the contaminated Jang Heowoon returning to human form, a person that Go Yeongeun could accept as 'Heowoon' might have appeared in the world…!'

Wish Tickets are personally omnipotent. So, it's a plausible, ghost-story-like situation, but…

 >Skeptical: Judgment suspended

"Ah?"

If that were the case, there's a puzzle piece that doesn't fit.

'This person, from the Cheerful Research Institute employee ID card.'

Cheerful Researcher

Lee Heowoon

This researcher, Lee Heowoon, is the only one left now.

A person who existed in the past Cheerful Research Institute, seemingly unrelated to the Wish Tickets used now.

'…There's definitely something else.'

Heowoon, Heowoon, Heowoon…

It feels strange.

'The keyword 'fire' also overlaps.'

Someone whose acquaintances all died in a fire at the facility where they lived. 

Looking at the situation on the 96th basement floor, isn't it the same for the Cheerful Research Institute employees? Why do they have such similar backgrounds to Jang Heowoon… Wait a minute.

'No, it's the opposite.'

If we think chronologically…

'Jang Heowoon and Kim Heowoon have backgrounds similar to this Cheerful Research Institute employee…'

Rustle.

...

Rustle.

"Roe Deer-nim."

...

"Did you see that?"

I did.

Just now.

The pile of corpses seemed to move.

No, it looked like the piles of corpses in front of the elevator had moved.

Because something buried beneath them moved.

Who's there?

"There was still a living individual. Haha…"

A Cheerful Research Institute employee noticed us.

The unseen, unheard entity pushed through the corpses, rose to its feet, and looked at the intruders who don't belong in this space… 

The hallway distorts.

Flickering, the space beyond the office is glimpsed chaotically in my vision…

Through the flickering vision, the twisted lower half of someone wearing a gown, unseen before, seems to appear.

Who'sthere, who-who-who-who-who-who-who-who'stherewho whowhowhowhowhoare you-

Helpmehelphelpmehelpmeissomeonethere?You're there,right?You'rethere,rightthere,you right there,you’re right here—

YOU’RE 

RIGHT

HERE

My senses are being sucked in. 

A pull toward some time-space projected onto the 96th underground floor. 

I realize-

"If you're caught, you'll go missing."

[Quite a rough invitation. Doesn't look like we need to decline politely, friend.]

I put Lee Heowoon's employee ID into my uniform pocket. 

And while confirming, through the reaction of the corpse pile, the invisible being's movement approaching from the far end of the corridor—

I used the black smoke and rushed toward the elevator. Then I grabbed Ho Yuwon by the back of the neck and threw him upward.

"…!"

His body arched and landed on top of the corpses piled in the right elevator.

At the same time, I reached the elevator.

—Create space between the doors—

Ho Yuwon and I pushed the corpses stuck between the doors out as much as possible, just enough for the doors to close.

Quickly.

Luckily, because the elevator had already been beeping from being forced open too long, the moment there was a gap, the doors closed automatically without pressing the button.

Ding-dong.

Through the closing gap, I saw the still-living entity collapse…

Having used up the last of its strength, it became another corpse.

"..."

Inside the elevator, only Ho Yuwon and I remained-

…along with over a dozen researcher corpses.

"Actually there was no need for you to help me like this… but I'll take the sentiment gracefully. Thank you, Roe Deer-nim."

 >Without your assistance: Situation immediately re-enactable

"..." 

Please, just shut up before I throw you back out…

Phew. 

Finally quiet. 

I looked at the elevator panel.

The reason the Cheerful Research Institute could still be explored by multiple security teams lies here.

When boarding the elevator on the right, you can go to the basement floor 1 from any floor. 

I pressed the button to the first basement floor. 

Ding dong. 

The elevator rose up with a cheerful and old-fashioned chime. 

Back to reality. 

And the bodies that filled the elevator also began to crumble and vanish, as if time were passing rapidly. 

"...Looks like you can't take the corpses? Ah, must be because they aren’t Darknesses." 

Ho Yuwon, who is casually stepping on the shoulder blade of a dead researcher, checked whether his shoes had gotten dirty. 

...My head feels like it's pounding. 

Still, I have to check something. 

 >Question: Whether to report to the researcher on today’s expedition companion.  

"Are you asking whether we should disclose our joint exploration to the company or not? Let's just say we did, but leave out the part about reaching the 96th floor." 

I agreed. 

Ho Yuwon smiled brightly.

"Then it's my turn to ask a question" 

What? 

"That last question was from you, wasn’t it?" 

 ... 

From his tone, I could tell

'It doesn’t seem like he’s trying to provoke me' 

I had a strange feeling. 

The feeling that everything so far was to reach this next question.

 '...'

I could refuse, but… I nodded. 

"Yes, then I'll ask" 

Ho Yuwon smiled like a picture, but spoke quickly, as if afraid I would interrupt.

"What kind of place is Sekwang Special Metropolitan City?" 

 ...! 

"Please, tell me what you know." 

A ghost story that he previously asked me to steal from the Disaster Management Bureau. 

I met Ho Yuwon’s gaze.

I can see a strangely subdued look inside his eyes. 

...I sent out the smoke. 

 >Response: Sekwang Special City is a deleted region of Korea. 

"...!" 

An existence that had been censored. 

 >The location is approximately 552 km² of land, adjacent to Chungcheong-do and Gyeonggi-do, and at this time, no one can perceive the area through natural means. 

This...In a way, it is a space that can be considered a cliché in the theme of wikis that manage ghost stories. 

The so-called 'Last resort'. 

Some ghost stories are so virulent and deadly that countless people die, making peaceful containment or closure impossible.

Thus, the government chose an extreme way... 

 >After a certain extinction-level supernatural disaster caused mass casualties, the entire area is sealed off to prevent further harm.

 >Nationwide permission is granted for memory incineration and manipulation, rendering the region cognitively unrecognizable.

Yet still…

 >Conclusion: Sekwang Special City exists in Korea. 

"..." 

Ho Yuwon's mouth opened. 

"How did you kno—", 

 >Cannot answer 

"...!" 

 >Order of questions: Me

"Ask me anything." 

Then. 

 >Question:Reason for interest in Sekwang Special Metropolitan City.  

"..." 

The silence stretched out.

I expected the response would be 'I can't answer'. 

But instead-

"I left something behind at Sekwang Special Metropolitan City." 

Left behind? 

'That...It means he was once there.' 

Is the director from Sekwang Special City? 

That may be why Daydream was so persistent in trying to deploy personnel to Sekwang Special Metropolitan City. 

'So that's it…' 

Hearing such a personal story not recorded on the wiki felt strange. 

Ding dong 

[Ah, we've arrived!] 

At that moment, the elevator reached its destination, the first basement floor.

Beyond the elevator door, which broke away from ghost stories and became a real space, I could feel various noises coming from the daydream main building. 

...But then. 

"Roe Deer-nim. If you’re finished, it's my turn n-"

 >Recommendation: Suspension of conversation

"..." 

I looked at the door. 

 >Person standing in front of elevator doors. 

The doors opened. 

What I saw was...

"Hello, Mr. Employee." 

The new hire, Kim Heowoon. 

"I've come to see you again."
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The one waiting for me in front of the elevator.

The new hire, Kim Heowoon.

"Mr. Employee?"

I cannot distinguish people's faces.

They appear like melting mosaics, and their voices are as difficult to discern as old radio recordings.

Thus, I cannot know how much the 'new employee Kim Heowoon' standing before the elevator now resembles Jang Heowoon whom I once knew… but I can be sure of one thing.

'…This is strange.'

This is a strange situation.

And standing beside me is someone who knows that better than I do.

One of the company's directors.

"Hello. You must be the new employee for the Field Exploration Team."

"Ah. Yes…! My name is Kim Heowoon."

"I see. …But how did you get in here?"

"...Pardon?"

"You're with the Field Exploration Team, right? Then you shouldn't be able to enter this Security Team area arbitrarily… I was wondering how you ended up here."

Silence.

"And how did you find this elevator? And that this Mr. Employee would be here"

Ho Yuwon pointed at me.

"How did you know?"

"..."

His lips parted.

"I imitated."

…What?

"I imitated the Security Team to get in, and I imitated the Research Team to know your location."

'Imitated…?'

At that moment a bad premonition struck.

A smile spread across Kim Heowoon's unseen face.

"But I've already achieved my purpose for joining, so I don't mind being fired for this."

And he looked at me.

"Mr. Employee."

-My purpose for joining this company.

-It’s because there was something I had to find.

It was me.

"You don't need to worry. I didn't cause any disturbance. I just came to seize an opportunity for a formal introduction... I wanted to express my gratitude."

Then Kim Heowoon bowed deeply to me.

"Thank you for saving us. Thanks to you, everyone at the facility is alive."

...

Wait a moment.

"Because Jang Heowoon's wish came true thanks to you, Mr. Employee."

The meaning of those words...

"Ah. Unfortunately, my guess was wrong. Roe deer-nim."

I realized.

That the two Wish Tickets delivered to Go Yeongeun were both used...

'She didn't use the Wish Tokens to save Jang Heowoon…!'

After all, it's unlikely that such an intelligent and composed person would suddenly make a careless wish on a Wish Ticket. 

If anything…

'She would have been more anxious about the Wish Tickets remaining in her possession.'

Because someone might notice and steal them.

Furthermore, she might have heard news that the Disaster Management Bureau was doing its best for Jang Heowoon's recovery, but it was uncertain when he would fully recover.

In that case, it would be more logical to use one Ticket on behalf of Jang Heowoon before any misfortune occurred while holding onto the Wish Tickets indefinitely…

She entrusted the recovery from contamination to the Disaster Management Bureau, as there were precedents like the Security Team.

Instead, she must have made a real wish.

Something like.

‘Please grant Jang Heowoon's wish.’

And Jang Heowoon's wish was...

-“I wanted to save my precious family.”

...

I saw Jang Heowoon's wish come true before my eyes.

One of his family members, under the name Kim Heowoon.

The people at the religious social welfare facility in the countryside where the orphan Jang Heowoon grew up, which had been completely destroyed by a fire.

[An interesting situation. Friend.]

[Moreover. How does this person know that it was you, friend, who was the one who handed over the Wish Ticket?]

[And doesn't the vague explanation of 'I imitated,' bother you?]

…That.

'I have a guess…'

The chill crawling up my spine tells me. A conjecture that strikes my mind like a shock.

…It narrows down to a Q&A.

 >Question: Relationship with Jang Heowoon

"Ah. We are family who grew up in the same facility. Seven out of eight of us died in a fire, though."

 >Question: Reason for sharing the same name

"At the facility, people who live together are given the same name. Our surnames were different, but we shared the given name. Because we’re family."

 >Question: Rules shared by the family

"There aren't really rules… but we received the same education, ate the same food, and slept in the same place to live up to the name 'Heowoon.' So that we can have the same experiences, fairly."

 >Question: Example of living up to the name Heowoon'

"Ah. It wasn't difficult. For example… sleeping late and waking up late."

...

"Reading poetry at least twice a week, becoming afraid of blood, starting middle school a year early, and dropping out of high school."

And.

"When meeting shamans or people of other religions, we don't introduce ourselves by our own names."

...

The last question.

 >Question: Name of the facility

"Ah, that place is..."

And I already knew the answer.

There were countless strange organizations in this world, but there was only one crazy organization that operated an orphanage in this manner...

"…It's a facility called Paradise of Love Shelter."

...

Paradise of Love

"Do you know it?"

I know it.

A rather famous cult in Korea in this world setting.

I had seen its name once at the Disaster Management Bureau.

-“Human life is filled with fear. A Lover of Paradise awaits you to protect you and love you so that you are no longer afraid. Come to the Paradise of Love.”

That was the phrase the agents used when impersonating cult recruiters while handling the ghost story of ‘Red Clothes at Exit 4' at Team Baekho, based on my suggestion.

However, more comes to my mind than that.

Because the facility was registered on the <Dark Exploration Record> wiki with its own page.



Paradise of Love

One of the new religions that became popular in Korea in the early 2000s in the world of <Dark Exploration Record>.

It gained fame on the early internet by recruiting young people with slogans like 'You can meet your ideal type,' or 'We will make you into your imagined ideal type.'

However, in reality, it was an unethical, shamanistic cult that forced its followers to undergo bizarre rituals to become something suitable for a specific being called the 'Lover of Paradise' by remodeling their lives.

The hypothesis is that It was influenced by the Church of the Luminous Unknown's Mimicry Sect, and it was eventually established as one of the affiliated organizations of the church.



That facility belongs to the Church of Luminous Unknown.

Jang Heowoon grew up in a Church of Luminous Unknown facility.

And he joined Daydream Inc. to save the fellow cult members he grew up with...The orphans from the facility he called 'family,' who were also subjects of the same rituals.

'...'

Reaching this point, I understood how Lee Heowoon of the Cheerful Research Institute was connected...

'That Heowoon was the target of the ritual.'



In cases where the 'Lover of Paradise' is a real, existing person, an attempt may be made to steal narratives of the individual through ritualistic processes that imitate that person.

Thus, this is an act that follows the doctrine of the Church of Luminous Unknown, which seeks to become a meaningful existence in this world.



'They were raising someone in order to imitate Lee Heowoon of the Cheerful Research Institute, to steal that researcher’s role?’

Details not recorded in the <Dark Exploration Record>, which I didn't know, are now reaching me through the words of those around me.

The cold sweat that cannot flow down feels like an illusion, as if it's trickling down my spine...

[Ah, imitating someone's life trajectory one by one, creating a role that resembles their story...]

[Perhaps inheriting the spirit of industrial capitalism, they treat stories as if they were processing machine parts...]

[As if expecting the same product if the same process is followed!]

And one of those products stood before us.

A replica made after 'Lee Heowoon.'

Kim Heowoon bowed his head deeply.

"Pardon, um. Actually, saying I came just for an introduction was a lie."

...

"I have something I desperately need to ask of you, Mr. Employee."

He said with extreme politeness.

A preposterous statement.

"Just as you took in Jang Heowoon, could you take all of us in as well?"

…!!

"We can tell. Because we are the same ‘Heowoon’. …Isn't Jang Heowoon happy under your care now?"

My head started to ache.

 >Reason for the request

"…We cannot return anywhere else."

His voice lowered.

"The facility where we were burned down, and to other Paradise of Love Shelters… we cannot go there. ...We cannot live as we did before."

I didn't need him to tell me why.

'The fire.'

That fire was also part of the ritual to imitate the narrative of a researcher from Cheerful Research Institute...

And Jang Heowoon, who survived that fire and had the narrative of 'survived a major fire at the facility of residence,' was the finished product.

But this person… was one of the people culled and used as material in that process.

"Please, give us the same name that Jang Heowoon received." [1]

...

"Then, we can exist as the same person. Because that's how we grew up!"

His voice became desperate.

"…It seems meaningful that Jang Heowoon went first. Like the eldest son, the firstborn, receiving the surname 'Jang,' doesn't it? Then we will continue to..."

I raised my hand. 

Kim Heowoon hastily bowed his head, assuming a posture as if expecting to be touched by my hand...but.

Smoke rose from my hand.

 >Rejection

"…Pardon?"

 >Other choices

 >Leave behind Lee Heowoon's life

 >Live your own life

"What? But… I…"

Hmph, I heard Ho Yuwon chuckle softly beside the elevator. As if hearing a preposterous suggestion.

And then.

"I have already received the Mimicry's Divine authority, so, in order to come here... Therefore, if it continues like this, I won't be able to escape–"

"You've become unhappy, haven't you?"

Screech.

Kim Heowoon is split in two.

Before my eyes, the upper body of the bisected body falls askew, splashing onto the floor with a thud.

Blood spreads.

Blood wets the tips of my feet.

And so, for the first time, I could see Kim Heowoon's face.

Because he had died and ceased to be human.

The dead face of the young man in his twenties, with a somewhat dark and gentle impression, quite similar to Jang Heowoon, was frozen, stained with expectation and despair. 

"Now you will be happy forever, congratulations." 

And I realized. 

Wish Tickets are personally omnipotent. 

Therefore, the fact that seven people simply came back to life, instead of Go Yeongeun or Heowoon being transported to another world during the process of Jang Heowoon's wish coming true, says it all.

It was judged that this wish could not have a significant impact on the world. 

Because. 

—They would die again soon. 

"Hello?"

I raised my head. 

Covered in Kim Heowoon's blood, the one smiling so sincerely was a delicate-looking adolescent girl.

She was even wearing a worn-out old school uniform. 

But the emergency broadcast of the company that began to sound made me guess her true identity... 

[Evacuation Alert. High-Risk Intruder Containment Failure. Evacuation Alert. High-Risk Intruder Containment Failure. Evacuation Alert. High-Risk Intruder Containment Failure...]

 …So I thought.

 'Kim Heowoon said he entered by imitating.' 

That he received the Mimicry sect’s Divine authority. 

That's not something one could obtain unless they grew up in the ritualistic facilities disguised as new religions, deep within the Church of Luminous Unknown... 

Which meant one thing.

Someone had helped him.

 "Wow, you look pretty cool." 

The one who swallowed dozens of fragments of the Sacred Law Scriptures, who had become more like a ghost story than a person, willingly and fanatically. 

A follower of Ireum-nim.

"Do you, by any chance, know Ireum-nim?"

A high-ranking member of the Church of Luminous Unknown stood before me. 

And from her speech and actions, I could infer… a denomination of the church.

Not the Mimicry sect. This was... 



The Happy Ending Sect.

The sect within the Church of the Luminous Unknown that pursues the most altruistic values. To those whom Ireum-nim does not look upon, to those who have no chance of surviving the end, to those considered meaningless in this world, the sect strives to grant the gift of a true happy ending. 

And the path is simple. Death. 

For the dead cannot fall into unhappiness ever again. 



"It's okay if you don't know. Well, both Fox and Dragon are cool… Let's go together."

The elevator we rode in...

…twisted.

"Let us all serve Ireum-nim together."



TL Note:

[1]: Name here is also Ireum ↩

Church of Luminous Unknown: is divided into 6 sects (not all are known yet) this includes: Mimicry sect also known as Imitation sect/cult and affiliated with it is Paradise of Love. And the other known sect is Happy Ending Sect.

Ireum-nim is the God they serve, other translations might have called it "Lord name" but Ireum is directly translated into Name. 

I'm trying to be as consistent as possible with the names and titles but if I screw up let me know.

Chapter 234

Serve Ireum-nim.

Serve Ireum-nim.

Serve Ireum-nim.

Serve Ireum-nim.

Serve Ireum-nim...

Even though my ears are buried in flesh, words echo. The chants of the fanatics of the Happy Ending Sect, a sect of the Church of Luminous Unknown, vibrate the space and shake the elevator...

...

Suddenly.

The elevator I was in was somehow in another space.

Tok.

A dark space where the sound of dripping water was heard.

A basement.

An unknown ominous air. Damp coolness and gloom, the moldy smell of wood, and...

A corpse.

Kim Heowoon's body, split in two.

It had somehow been neatly arranged and displayed in the dark basement. In a coffin containing dozens of withered chrysanthemums and sunflowers, and children's origami paper.

Be happy now.

Blood dripped down the chrysanthemums.

Do you want to be happy too?

The corpse in the coffin approaches. Fear, the screams of those fading into erasure, resignation, the only escape, the last mercy a human can bestow upon another, death without pain, the cessation of narrative...

Do you want to be at peace too?

However...

How terrifying. The end of the story, the instinctual fear of death. Ah, it would have been better not to know. How peaceful a heart would have been if it were a death of ignorance met unknowingly.

But you have learned. Once death is chosen on one’s own, the meaning of happiness fades.

Therefore, there is only one salvation for you...

Ireum-nim!

Sparkle.

The basement ceiling door opened. Bright and majestic light poured in from beyond it. 

Ireum-nim knows all your narratives and stories. Only He is the answer to the truth of this world, and only His will has meaning in this world. May Ireum-nim look upon us, may He watch our ■■, may we fully understand and follow His will, and become a meaningful story to Him. Then perhaps He might pity us within it, might feel attachment toward us, and finally, the rest we have been waiting for, the happiness, might be granted to us who survive beyond the end...

Happy Ending!

As the basement grew darker and gloomier, a piece of parchment shimmered under the beam of light descending from the ceiling...

It looked familiar.

The Church of Luminous Unknown sacred law scripture. 

The Happy Ending Scripture, Verse ■ 

■■■■■■

That ritual parchment, still blank, is calling to you.

As if asking you to willingly swallow it.

As if asking you to perform the ritual.

Make your existence into scripture.

Let your strangeness, mystery, and unknown eeriness, cruelty, and terror blossom into Divine Power.

A powerful light, as if pulling you in.

It calls to you.

The basement is gradually becoming a darker and more unsettling place. The temptation of the single shining light source flickered like a lamp attracting a mayfly. And then...

'Hmm.'

I just simply stood still.

'So this is how it is.'

[Oho, they even know how to gaslight a potential convert quite cultishly. Light, olfactory, and auditory stimulation. It's typical, but quite impressive!]

It's a bit much.

If I were in a state where I felt emotions as richly as before, I might have been extremely agitated.

It stabs at fundamental human fear, creating compulsive anxiety from the hallucinatory effects… It's a phenomenon close to brainwashing using hallucinations.

But that's because I knew.

'Ireum-nim isn't like that.'

It's no different from encountering the centipede in Jisan Village.

In the end, I was just standing blankly in this underground space clearly drawn in by someone, looking at a piece of scripture.

I could have escaped using my 'reading' ability… but perhaps there's no need to.

The person who dragged me here must be here too.

"Oh? You're not going to write it down?"

As expected, something popped out from behind the coffin where the corpse is placed.

The perpetrator of this act, someone who appeared to be an officer of the Happy Ending Sect, casually turned around and dusted off the skirt of her school uniform, stained with basement dust.

The light of 'Ireum-nim' illuminated the dust particles floating in the air.

She spoke with her back to me.

"He’s saying this is really good… why aren't you writing it down? If you won’t write it, then..."

Thud.

From the figure standing straight.

He turned only his head to look at me.
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Thump, thump...

The head attached to his back fell off and rolled toward me.

The moment it touched my feet.

I was looking at the underground passage of the Daydream Inc. Main Building again.

But this time, the underground area had a bizarre appearance. A passage made of strange, pulsating red flesh.

Veins attached to the head stretch out long and reach the end of the passage. That sight seems to possess its own suction force, trying to pull me in...
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There's something in the skull.

'Wriggling?'

I instinctively realize. This is the type of ghost story where one 'falls in' the moment they react to those words.

…It seems that the ghost story of that Church of Luminous Unknown has properly targeted Ho Yuwon and me as subjects for new religious conversations, or perhaps management...

Sigh.

'What should I do?'

The grotesque sight can no longer cause me much agitation, but is it okay to just wait until the Security Team arrives?

'It's better not to get entangled with the Church of Luminous Unknown, though.'

Regarding the person in the school uniform from the Happy Ending Sect… I think I read about people wearing school uniforms mentioned a few times in some investigation reports.

However, since the Church of Luminous Unknown has so many varied, insane individuals, I can't be certain just based on the school uniform, but I should be able to manage though.

And.

'…They just killed someone right in front of me.'

...

I decided.

'I'll subdue them.'

I will handle it even if my brain collapses a bit.

I reached out my hand.

At that moment.

"Fine."

Something grabbed my arm.

I turned my head.

Ho Yuwon, who was riding the elevator with me, answered with a smile...

To the head belonging to the Church of Luminous Unknown.

"Sure, let's go together."

…!

Wait, you—
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A tongue sticks out from the head.

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahah

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

HahahaDon’tLookhahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahah

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaha

The head grew enormous and swallowed the elevator.

What has been answered cannot be taken back.

I tried to tear away the one holding my arm, but I felt my body, already swallowed, growing distant as it was moved...

...

[Oh dear, it's too late to say you need help!]

[And, oh, sad news… My friend said that this Braun's arbitrary judgment is hard to trust! Very well, let's see what happens…]

Blackout.

In the first place.

I never liked the Church of Luminous Unknowns ghost stories in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

Of course, they were popular.

The appearance of the Church of Luminous Unknown was certainly the turning point where the <Dark Exploration Record> exploded in popularity and became an IP industry.

But… I don't know.

'Too… primal, should I say.'

A feeling of lacking restraint, perhaps.

It was mainly strengthened by using the ability to mass-produce victims and elements that make people uncomfortable as selling points.

And what the feeling of encountering such primal discomfort in reality would be like...

...

Reality, huh.

"Roe Deer-nim?"

I opened my eyes.

Indoors, darkness, metal.

And Ho Yuwon.

"You're awake! That's a relief. You shouldn't be able to sleep in that body, and if you hadn’t regained your consciousness—"

I grabbed his chin.

'You crossed the line.'

I increased the force in the grip holding Ho Yuwon's face.

"Roe Deer-nim."

However, Ho Yuwon continued speaking.

"Don't you want to escape Daydream?"

...

"Director Cheong's treatment is truly terrible, isn't it? But if you remain locked in the isolation room, it will be difficult for you to find a sharp solution."

I increased the force on the hand gripping his chin. I heard the sound of bones grinding, but there was no change in Ho Yuwon's smile.

And then.

"I apologize for not asking beforehand! I felt like there wasn't much time before the Security Team arrived, so my mouth moved first… as an apology—

He made a proposal.

"How about I grant you temporary freedom of movement, Roe Deer-nim?"

"...!"

"I have some information to look into here. So, separately, I will look for information, and you, Roe Deer-nim, will look for a way to break your contract. And if you feel like it, I would be grateful for your help…"

Information to look into.

'…It must be about Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

A convincing motive.

And his words did not finish there.

"The most important thing is that we can do all of this without violating the terms of the employment contract. You are accompanying a company director, aren't you, Roe Deer-nim?"

Ah.

"Then you can be considered to be doing company work. It counts as a kind of overtime."

...

"What do you think?"

I released the hand pressing down on Ho Yuwon's chin.

 >Overtime:

 >Separate allowance claim pending

"Of course, I will make sure you’re well compensated."

The tension settled like a temporary truce. I suppressed a sigh and got up.

'It feels like I'm accompanying a bomb.'

Still, it was better that I could treat the other party as a troll, unlike before.

And only then, Ho Yuwon and I, who could properly look around the surroundings, turned our heads to assess the situation.

"This place is…"

The passage had low illumination with sporadic electric lights. 

The characteristic feature was that the structure was formed in an arch shape, as if a cylinder had been cut in half.

And it was sealed.

This gray space, where not a single window was visible, was finished with cement...

"Don't you think it looks like an underground air-raid shelter?"

It was exactly as he said. The old, rusted walls were exposed, making one think of a disaster evacuation shelter.

'…So they preached to us and then just dumped us here?'

It was the moment I tried to grasp the situation.

"Let us share happiness."

…!

A sound was heard from the far end of the corridor, around the corner.

A crowd. 

The footsteps of about a hundred people moving.

And the sound of talking.

"Ah, have they come to welcome the new converts?"

Soon, the procession of people turning the corner revealed itself. It was...

"Share happiness."

Ordinary people. 

They walked smiling, whispering to each other, looking as normal as people you might see at a park on the weekend. 

Men and women of all ages were mixed together, looking like a group going out for fun.

But they were holding something in their hands. 

Forming groups of five or six people, they were carefully carrying something quite bulky together.

It was.

"Let us share happiness."

"Share happiness."

Corpses. 

Dozens of bodies were being carried in their hands. 

The people carrying the corpses passed us and headed toward the far end of the corridor… they didn't seem to notice us, hidden behind what they were holding.

And at the very end of the procession was a familiar face.

"Share happiness."

…!

The person who had 'converted' us. 

The delicate-looking youth, still wearing a school uniform, was carrying Kim Heowoon's corpse along with a male student who looked exactly like her, like a twin, also wearing a school uniform.

And when her eyes met ours, she gave a slight smile and then moved on...

"Shall we follow them?"

Ho Yuwon and I slowly followed them. Following that bizarre procession, we went to the very end of the corridor...

"Let us share happiness."

A wide, huge cavern opened up.

A space that could be called a plaza in an underground bunker.

That place was already full of coffins.

"Share happiness."

The people who finished their work placed the corpses into the empty coffins.

Once the work was done, the people gathered in a circle, and an elderly man, who appeared to be the oldest, stepped forward, raised both hands, and covered his head.

Then he shouted.

"Let us share happiness."

Everyone performed the same gesture.

"Be happy. Be happy. Be happy…"

In the space filled with coffins, numerous people held their hands above their heads and prayed earnestly.

"May the misfortune of being born into this world find peace in death. May you be happy."

'...'

Then I understood. 

Where this place was.



The Final Ritual Chamber.

The sanctuary used by the Church of Luminous Unknown followers.

It takes the form of an old underground bunker, and because it is a ghost story itself, it does not have a fixed location in reality. It moves around various places for religious rituals, causing various Anomalous Phenomena. Refer here for detailed records. 

There are rumors that this space is actually inside something’s stomach, but its identity is unknown. 

The chamber’s form varies slightly depending on the sect, and the capacity ranges from a few people to tens of thousands. There are even ritual chambers inhabited by only one person.



In other words, this was one of the 'Final Ritual Chambers’ operated by the Happy Ending Sect.

'I really came to the heart of the Church of Luminous Unknown.'

And I am certain of one thing.

These people are all completely insane.

The Church of Luminous Unknown is not like the Disaster Management Bureau, striving to maintain reason and emotion, striving to remain human. 

Even this ritual, which looked like a solemn place of mourning at first glance, was the same.

'They killed them themselves.'

And… probably their own relatives.

To be admitted as a lay believer in the Happy Ending Sect, one must commit at least one murder, and the target must be someone whom the applicant truly wishes happiness for.

So this seems to be the recruitment ritual for the Happy Ending Sect.

'I'm going crazy.'

To witness this firsthand.

It's really unnecessary...

Now, people stepped forward, crying and laughing while talking about whom they killed and what a good person they were. If there had been food up there, I would have vomited.

[My goodness, I was expecting something more, for a cult.]

…??

[It's not even typical. Where are the sacrificial animals, the fire, goats, and the pentagrams? So tame, it's almost bland. Can you exploit followers with such poor showmanship?]

…It seemed too bland for the taste of a ghost story talk show host seasoned by stimuli.

That was truly a statement worthy of Braun... Huu.

Ah, come to think of it.

'Didn't you say something before… before I lost consciousness?'

[Oh, I asked if you needed help, Friend!]

[However, it happened too suddenly to confirm your intentions, so I was just watching.]

Hmm… Well, I understand.

Anyway, I didn't have the mental capacity to worry about this topic anymore. The situation was getting crazier.

"Be happy!"

Finally, the people who finished their testimonials shoved the corpses into strange black containers. The ritual seemed to be over.

'They keep going in.'

That must also be some kind of supernatural mechanism. Perhaps they are trying to recycle the corpses. And so...

I stopped it. 

Just before the coffin containing Kim Heowoon was placed in front of it.

"Be ha—"

That moment.

Everyone conducting the ritual looked at me.

A strange being with horns, emitting Black Smoke.

Yet, instead of screaming and running away, they just looked at me silently.

And someone muttered.

"Ability?"

Whispers spread.

"It's an ability."

"Who is it…?"

And one of them stepped forward. The person who proselytized me. He blinked, looked at me, and then nodded readily.

"You want to keep it for yourself? Alright. It's fine!"

Haa…

I unzipped my wrist and put Kim Heowoon's corpse into the tattoo drawn on the amorphous flesh.

I want to make one thing clear: I did not feel good about it...

'If I were my old self, my hands would have probably been shaking by now.'

The Happy Ending Sect's official, who had been watching the utterly bizarre scene with sparkling eyes, smiled at me.

"Anyway… you saw it, right? The child of the Paradise of Love you abandoned became happy too!"

...

"Welcome, now, to the Happy Ending Sect."



TL Notes: -

Chapter 235

The days in the Happy Ending Sect's underground bunker were monotonous and strange.

Those who prayed in turns.

A new corpse arriving every day.

And people who passionately argued how the corpses had been good people in life, and thus deserved to meet a happy ending.

People who teared up, smiled, and applauded at their words.

The corpses being stuffed into the black boxes.

The image of a small society gone mad was grotesque, yet peaceful amongst themselves.

'Truly like a cult.'

Cruel and insane acts.

Contrasted by a closed-off comfort.

The cult members were strangely kind, treating each other warmly and intimately, calling themselves family.

In the survival bunker isolated underground.

[Ah, that too is a technique of rule. A sense of solidarity and belonging, and the constraints of daily life are what prevent people from leaving the group.]

Right. Perhaps it can be seen as natural. But...

'…It feels like something is missing in the details.'

[Hmm?]

The details that make this absurd situation possible.

For instance… Usually, when cults conduct such rituals, there are always specific acts shared by everyone.

'Drinking a specific beverage, holding a certain branch, imitating an animal...'

Small symbols shared only amongst themselves.

Something that is somewhat mystical, unique, symbolic, and easy to do, making them feel a sense of religious belonging.

'The same goes for clothing.'

I had expected them to share a unified color, or at least an accessory.

But the people in this underground bunker are all wearing casual clothes. Meaning there's no clear proof of initiation.

Even the uniform worn by the sect officer… Well, it's symbolic in a ghost story, but it doesn't feel out of place even as casual wear.

'It would have been disturbingly impactful if everyone wore uniforms.'

However, since it’s only worn by the official, it feels like neither here nor there.

'I mean, how are they forming a sense of unity?'

How can this inhumane group be maintained solely by the ideology of 'Ireum-nim' and 'Happiness'? It's…baffling. 

Is it just, brainwashing with Ireum-nim and killing people?

[Oh, what witty analysis! My Friend, you could even create a cult group of your own and it would be wonderful. The prophet role you played on the train was also very impressive!]

[How about creating a wonderful organization right now? Something interesting, uncanny, and cheerful... And this is a truly unconventional proposal, but I permit the use of this Braun's cotton-filled body as a symbol!]

T-Thank you, but I'll pass for now.

Anyway.

So, to be perfectly honest, hm… those gaps feel almost like blanks.

From the perspective of a wiki.

'It feels like they haven’t filled in the worldbuilding parameters.'

Because they focused only on superficial stimulation and disgust, constructing events and ghost story horror, but lacked realistic details. Yet, It’s those details that provide the foundation that supports the story.

'…The Happy Ending Sect was one of the most recent sects added to the Church of the Luminous Unknown wiki.'

Is that why? I wonder if it would have been different if I had ended up in a sect added in the early days of registration.

'Something like the Quota Worship Sect?'

But I quickly dismissed that thought.

It would probably be better like this—to be in a state where I can only feel disgust, without major disturbance.

'…Better than a visceral, crawling sense of dread, anyway.'

Let's be thankful it's not that.

I just simply sighed at the clumsy balance, trying to get used to the pain in my stomach as I watched cruel and chilling sights.

[Ah, it's certainly a sharp analysis but... Tell me, Mr. Roe Deer.]

[Have you never considered that some cult groups only reveal their true nature once you enter their inner circle?]

So he’s saying that you can only experience the real thing if you join, is that it...

'I’d rather decline.'

At least for the past two days, I wasn't forced to ingest blank scripture fragments to be reborn with the authority of the Church of Luminous Unknown.

The absence of subtle hints or pressure… If it were another cult, this situation would have felt even more chilling.

Because here, it felt intentionally calm.

'Perhaps they're taking the long view, thinking of me not as a contaminated human but a ghost story itself.'

I asked Ho Yuwon, but he only shook his head.

"Ah, no, nothing of that sort."

…Is that so?

"It's hard to say there’s anything worth calling information to look into, right? Still, it's convenient to have an easy chance to talk with you separately, Roe Deer-nim."

That's right.

The Happy Ending Sect had assigned us to living spaces of a sort…living spaces set on equal footing within this underground bunker.

Hemispherical chambers, connected like an ant nest.

{Authority Zone}

Unlike the cramped living quarters for new initiates, packed together, guaranteeing only the bare minimum for survival. This area was slightly separated from that. The area was wider, emptier… and independent. As if a personal territory had been granted.

Strange, sealed rooms, without even CCTV.

[It's just like a lion's den. If these were the living quarters of those who hid underground during the end times, they might look just like this.]

Incidentally, the nearby 'Authority Zones,' excluding our assigned areas, seemed to be empty.

Except for the two people wearing school uniforms.

"Authority Zone... In the Church of the Luminous Unknown, they seem to call Darkness 'Authority'. Isn’t that right?"

That's right.

Come to think of it.

 >Question:

 >Knowledge about the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

How much does Ho Yuwon know about the Church of the Luminous Unknown?

"I know as much as I need to. I saw the experiment logs mentioned in the Cheerful Research Institute."

Ah.

Derived from prior research, the name of the deity worshipped by a recently flourishing cult was adopted as a subtitle for that research.

…The experiment log that was next to the incubator I woke up in.

It seems Ho Yuwon had found other traces mentioned a few times in the underground Cheerful Research Institute as well.

"I confirmed that it's an extremist religious group that worships Darkness and seeks to become Darkness, and it seems to be rapidly gaining followers. It looked perfect for finding information I couldn't find before. And..."

Ho Yuwon met my gaze.

"In the experiment log that created you, Roe Deer-nim… it stated that the name was taken from this religious group's deity, right?"

…!

"I'm a little curious about what connection you might have to this religious group. Ah, this isn't a question, of course."

...

"Then, I'll ask a question this time, Roe Deer-nim."

The topic that was cut off back in the elevator.

A single question, almost obsessive.

"How do you know about Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

...Huu.

'I can't exactly say I read it on the wiki.'

It couldn't be helped.

 >Cannot answer

 >Substitute with another question.

"..."

Ho Yuwon's laughter stopped.

For a brief moment, a blank expression on his face, eyes looking straight at me. And then, as if flipping a switch, his smile returned.

"You can't answer… I see."

...

"I'll remember it well, Roe Deer-nim."

There were no follow-up questions.

An unsettling conclusion to the Q&A.

And, that evening.

Just one ordinary routine event returned, detailed enough to feel believable.

It was the Happy Ending Sect's mealtime.

"Let us share happiness."

"The gaze of Ireum-nim."

Here, everyone must attend the morning and evening meals and eat together. There are no exceptions.

This means even those contaminated by ghost stories sit at the same table with the new initiates.

Incidentally, the officials in school uniforms sat across from me...ugh.

'If this continues, they'll probably kill an initiate and say they made them happy.'

I suppressed a groan and kept quiet.

The meal soon began.

I sat still, glancing around at the exposed cement walls and ceilings of the underground bunker, and then looked at the dining table.

Canned rations.

"Can't eat it?"

I turned my head.

One of the uniformed officials looked at me with her chin resting on her hand.

Then she nudged the boy next to her, the one who looked exactly like her.

"Hey, hey, what do dragons usually eat?"

The boy just shrugged. She smacked his back lightly, then smiled brightly at me.

"Ah. I should introduce myself! Introductions are important... Right, I'm Lee Seoyu, and this is Lee Seobin. We're twins, I'm the older sister!"

She beamed.

"Some people call me 'Isseoyu~' in a Chungcheong dialect!" [1]

So cheerful.

Which only made it more awkward.

The ordinary cheerfulness of someone who killed without hesitation, brainwashed through hallucinations and whispers, and tried to kidnap others.

The unsettling casual nature of speaking their real names in a ghost story. And...

'They really were twins.'

Now that I was here, I recognized them... The twins from the Happy Ending Sect who appeared in several Church of the Luminous Unknowns ghost stories.

I'd seen their faces on WeTube thumbnails a few times.

Though this is the first time I'm hearing their actual names.

"Do you eat weird things, perhaps? Like human brains, you know. Or livers?"

However, looking at them like this, they really just seemed like high school students.

So, after some hesitation, I finally asked.

 >Reason for clothing choice

"Ah, my school uniform?"

Her head drooped.

"Are you curious?"

And it rolled across the table.

Her long hair, tied with a red ribbon, wriggled on the tablecloth.

"Are you reallyreallyreallyreallyreally curious? CuriouswhyIwearthis? Reallyreally? Reallyreally? Really?"

No.

I think I’m good...

 >Polite remark for table manners

"I see! I see!"

'Just drop the subject, please...'

Maybe because they're crazy, there’s never any warning.

I'll get mentally exhausted before I even find a way to return to a human shape.

Everything was just tiring and a bit overwhelming...

Then.

Thump.

"Aigoo..."

To my right.

The old woman, who was sitting next to Ho Yuwon, bumped into his arm and spilled her water cup.

His clothes got wet.

"Oh no, are you alright?"

However, instead of looking at the water on his sleeve, Ho Yuwon immediately moved to help the old woman up. He tidied the table in front of her and wiped her clothes.

…Ho Yuwon is going this far?

"What a good person."

"A good person.”

…I felt eyes on us.

From every table, I could hear murmurs as people watched Ho Yuwon's actions.

'...'

That evening, Ho Yuwon seemed to be softly chatting with the old woman and before long, he went so far as to invite her to his 'quarters.'

"I'll tell you an interesting story."

No one stopped him.

[Oh. I can feel the audience's anticipation.]

Right.

Anticipation.

One of the officials of the Happy Ending Sect, the one who introduced herself as Lee Seoyu, whispered to us as we turned to leave.

"If you want to make Grandma Kim Bokja happy, be sure to see me in the morning. We have to hold the ceremony for her!"

...

My stomach churned.

But I didn't stop Ho Yuwon.

'It must be for information.'

If things go wrong, I would step in myself.

And so, I slowly followed the old woman, whom Ho Yuwon was supporting, into his quarters...

And we entered.

Thump.

But the moment I closed the door and leaned against it.

Ho Yuwon released his hand supporting the old woman and stepped back.

And the old woman straightened her back up without difficulty, standing tall.

'…!'

She spat out a round, glass-like bead she’d been holding in her mouth. Then immediately, her form began to shift and harden...

A cold and tired look.

Sharp, hawk-like eyes.

A pale face, short blue hair.

Someone I knew.

'…!!'

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

'Wait a minute.'

What is this situation?

For a moment, my mind froze, unable to process the situation.

And then, like lightning, realization struck.

'No wonder he helped the old woman.'

Assistant Manager Eun Haje had infiltrated this Happy Ending Sect facility disguised as an old woman…!

And there was only one person who could have arranged that.

Ho Yuwon!

"So you sent someone in, and then you came in yourself too?"

"No, it's a coincidence. I didn't expect to run into you like this either."

"Yes, yes. Of course."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje slumped into a seat with a wet splat.

And then, she made a face as if she wanted to punch Ho Yuwon, but then her eyes gleamed as she noticed the bruise on his face.

"Director, you got injured?"

"Ah. This person was a bit rough with their hands..."

[How despicable.]

Exactly.

As Ho Yuwon pointed at me, Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s gaze naturally landed on me as well.

She nearly went pale, but took a breath and calmly asked.

"…Isn’t this a Security Team member?"

"That's right. And actually, Falcon-nim also knows this person."

"..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's eyes darkened.

As if recalling the list of various Field Exploration Team employees she had worked with and encountered…and their fates.

But before that thought process could finish, Ho Yuwon spoke first.

"It's been a while, hasn't it? This is Roe Deer-nim."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje froze.

Her gaze, which had been meeting Ho Yuwon's, shifted entirely to me.

Her mouth opened.

"Roe Deer?"

...

 >Yes, Assistant Manager.

I formed letters with smoke.

'It's fine.'

Actually, I was in a better state than when I met the Security Team members. 

I was in a state where I could think clearly again, and I was freer than when I was in the isolation cell.

And to match Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was sitting on the floor, I also carefully sat down by the door.

I forced myself to use the speech pattern I’d used before.

 >I made a mistake and it caused a problem, which is why I ended up like this, but it will be fine.

 >I am looking for a way to recover.

"..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje stared at the floor. Her face, hidden by her hair, was not visible for a moment...

Then

"Right. Roe."

She looked back at me, her face now showing only composure, completely devoid of agitation.

"Of course, you can recover. Hey, you have to experience absurd side effects from darkness to truly become a Daydream employee."

And she patted my arm, which was in Black Smoke.

"You're a smart kid, so there will be another way. Think about what you want to do once you recover."

...

 >Thank you.

"What are you thanking me for? Hey. Whenever I want to smoke, I can just stand next to you."

That doesn't seem quite right, but...

Anyway, I was able to talk a bit more about what had happened, with Assistant Manager Eun Haje grumbling about how she can't smoke while disguised like that.

It was a short but quite pleasant time.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's face showed a faint smile when she heard about me working with Supervisor Park Minseong.

Of course, it disappeared again when we returned to the main topic.

"Falcon-nim. My calling you here was not with the intention of having you enjoy casual conversation with Roe Deer-nim."

"I apologize."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje apologized immediately, but a 'What are you going to do about it, you bastard?' kind of expression remained on her face.

Hmm, it seems they've become quite accustomed to each other, more than I thought...

'I was worried because that scumbag controlled Assistant Manager Eun Haje's body last time.'

It's a relief to see  Assistant Manager Eun Haje behaving in character. 

'Still, I should check on her later.'

For now, this first.

 >Assistant Manager, were you sent here on Director Ho's orders?

"Yes. It's a death sentence. Having to retrieve corpses and all…"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grumbled, saying she had only infiltrated cults a couple of times back when she was a reporter.

"Isn’t this place worshipping darkness in an underground shelter and killing people? Happy Ending, huh? If they want happy endings, why not give it to themselves, instead of imposing it on innocent people?"

Every word she says is absolutely right...

 >And this seems to be a place where they gather people for initiation, so won't it be difficult to obtain any special information?

"No. It's at the initiation ceremony that you can really dig up things."

Huh?

"Usually, cults reveal their true colors once they've drawn someone in."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned.

"And to do that, they must have prepared something, right? There must be something somewhere in this facility. So then—"

"All that is fine, Falcon-nim. But please don't forget the purpose for which you came here."

Ho Yuwon cut in.

"Did you find out about Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"No, wait, you’re just going to say that in front of him…? Well, whatever. Anyway, to find that information here, you first have to find out what exactly they're up to, and then use that as a base to approach… Huu."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said, sounding utterly fed up.

"Wait a moment. Didn't you send me here because you confirmed that I would know about Sekwang Metropolitan City in the future?"

...!

'Future?'

A memory flashed in my mind.

The words Assistant Manager Eun Haje urgently said to me in my room at the company housing just before I boarded the Tamra train.

—“On January 2nd, you will be marked as deceased.”

—“I confirmed it… in a Darkness that shows the future.”

If that was something Ho Yuwon learned through activities related to his project.

'Then his actions so far make sense.'

Ho Yuwon had already confirmed the future.

That 'Assistant Manager Eun Haje would discover something about Sekwang Metropolitan City from the Church of the Luminous Unknown'… a future like that.

Realizations came one after another.

'Wait, so did he personally get recruited on purpose to infiltrate the sect?'

If it’s the title of director, then it wouldn't be strange if he had noticed something amiss and taken some measures the day of or the day before.

No wonder the Happy Ending Sect official had infiltrated the company's Main Building basement so smoothly, without raising more alarms.

It seems he must have employed some trick to minimize confrontation, perhaps by drawing away the security personnel that day.

To be able to enter without suspicion.

And of course, I don't feel good about being caught up in that planned act… but more than that.

'…Through what kind of Darkness did he see the future?'

That accuracy.

Darkness is a paranormal phenomenon, and the more dangerous and unfathomable the more powerful they tend to be.

What is Ho Yuwon using?

 >Question: Darkness that confirms the future

“…Did you ask me a question? That's strange. I'm sure the Q&A stopped at my turn to ask."

Damn it.

"Roe Deer-nim, it seems you don't have the right to ask questions until it's my turn."

The gas-masked me and the smiling Ho Yuwon stared at each other for a moment.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje watched this mess unfold with a 'what is going on' look, then shrugged and spoke.

"In any case, since we’ve got more people now, it’ll be easier. If both of you joined the search, Roe and Director."

"Search?"

"Yes. I was thinking of looking into this facility itself… hmm."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged again.

"Even if this bunker itself is a Darkness, there must be an entrance somewhere, right? One that leads to the surface."

That… would certainly be the case.

'Usually, Spatial Ghost Stories have an escape route to reality.'

The fact that we entered means there is a way out.

Even if it's a ghost story of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, they wouldn't break that basic condition.

Though this underground bunker may not be fixed in one location, at any given time it must connect somewhere.

The initiates might not know, as they wake up here after losing consciousness, but perhaps those with deeper involvement would know.

For instance, the Twins.

"And maybe it’s worth noting, but those twins in school uniforms, the key figures here. I never saw them in the dining hall during lunchtime."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje added that they seemed to be doing something 'other than managing initiates.'

Anyway, to cut to the chase, she said it would be good to find a hint about the entrance.

That would allow us to trace back to the center.

"Usually, in cults, the most valuable things are placed furthest from the entrance, deep inside. Of course, it also allows for escape if necessary."

"Aha."

Ho Yuwon did not object.

And I, after a moment of thought, replied.

 >I think there might be a device near that area that can check outside.

"Oh, that's possible."

In fact, this is a certainty.

There were several descriptions in the wiki records related to this Final Ritual Chamber that seemed to describe checking the outside from within.

"Well, it wouldn't be in places where clueless initiates are, would it? Showing them the outside would reduce the educational effect."

Away from the living quarters of the initiates.

A place with higher elevation.

A place convenient for insiders to check.

But that would be…

'Here.'

{Authority Zone}

It had an anthill-like structure with a high ceiling, and thus a larger area closer to the surface.

In the end, we decided to explore this zone very carefully, making sure not to encounter the Twins.

"Good. If the two of you go together, it will be easier for this grandmother to move around too."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje swallowed the glass bead again.

And a moment later.

"Here it is."

We found it.

At the very end of the Authority Zone. An empty section.

There, if you open a small, round cover near the ceiling…

"It's glass."

A fixed facility, like a small telescope, made for peeking outside.

"Hey Roe, want to check?"

I gladly did so.

I lightly rose up, covered in smoke, and placed my eye against the round opening where the cover had been lifted…

The view through the opaque glass telescope, about a handspan wide.

...

...!!

"Roe?"

I looked again.

But the scenery didn’t change. Old houses, mountains, utility poles, unpaved roads, traditional Korean houses.

That's…

Jisan Village.

The ritual site of this Church of the Luminous Unknown was located underground in Baek Saheon's hometown village.
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Chapter 236

"Jisan Village, huh."

Having confirmed the location of the Happy Ending Sect's underground shelter, the three of us returned to Ho Yuwon's quarters.

My head is buzzing from the unexpected situation.

Coincidentally, all three of us present had attended Jisan Village's festival during the holiday last time.

Although, well one of us had only experienced it by parasitizing another's body and was ultimately defeated by the Tiger General.

"So that cult village was tied to the Church of the Luminous Unknown’s Happy Ending sect, or something?"

The Assistant Manager's mumbling was half correct.

 >It seems they were indirectly connected to other branch of the Church of the Luminous Unknown.

 >I think it was something like The Mimicry Sect. 

"Ah, right. You pulled out the golden stick and got captured, didn't you Roe? Did you find that out then? Good job."

 >Thank you.

For now, let's leave it at that.

"But why did they come here? They're from different sects, aren't they?"

That's what I'm saying.

'They were even sealed up and taken away by the Disaster Management Bureau.'

What's left that they'd do this for?

"Hmm. Is there another reason?"

Naturally, I began to recall the reason Assistant Manager Eun Haje had appeared in Jisan Village in the first place.

 >Perhaps it's because of that well?

 >I remember Director Ho was looking for it, so I thought it must have been a special place."

"Ah. Right. That well."

And if Ho Yuwon had looked for it…

'Then it’s related to Sekwang Metropolitan City, isn’t it?'

Ho Yuwon, meeting our eyes, nodded easily.

"That's right. I heard that well was connected to Sekwang Metropolitan City…"

So that's how it was.

 >Question: Source

"As I said, it's my turn to ask questions, so Roe Deer-nim, It's unfortunately not your turn."

Wow, really.

But there are ways to guess even if you don't say anything.

'It must be someone from the Disaster Management Bureau.'

How else would Ho Yuwon know that information about an annihilation-sanctioned Disaster, Sekwang Metropolitan City is in the Disaster Management Bureau's secret archives?

‘He’s got some connections there, clearly.’'

Regardless of Ho Yuwon's feelings towards the Disaster Management Bureau.

And Ho Yuwon's interest remains solely on one thing.

A certain annihilation-sanctioned Disaster.

"If the Happy Ending Sect is interested in Sekwang Metropolitan City, it's natural that they would soon find information through that well. Right?"

But Assistant Manager Eun Haje frowned.

"...Tsk."

Something seems to be bothering her.

"I'm sure the Disaster Management Bureau was dispatched then and smashed their heads open, didn’t they…?"

Director Ho's smile deepened as soon as the Disaster Management Bureau was mentioned, but neither of us paid it any mind.

"Those government folks, don’t they follow-up with cleanup?"

Of course, they do.

-“This Jisan Village… still has many suspicious corners. They'll likely start a thorough search now. Looking for people, too. And the well, too.”

"But why didn't they notice this cult hideout down here?"

That's…

 >Perhaps this underground bunker was moved after the cleanup was completed.

Let's recall.

The Disaster Management Bureau's site cleanup team, the Jujak Team, would have come and finished the cleanup before leaving.

'They must have handled the villagers too.'

There's proof of that.

The ground I saw through the glass earlier.

There was no one in the village.

Not a single person.

However, what's strange is…

'They said they were going to conduct a full-scale search soon.'

For that to be the case, the village looks exactly the same as it was on the festival day.

 >It seems like the kind of situation where agents would be dispatched for regular maintenance, but it doesn’t look like that’s happening. It’s strange.

"Yeah. Feels…off."

"Perhaps they thought it wasn't worth searching anymore?"

Ho Yuwon's gentle voice poured out without pause.

"That government agency always ranks priorities. Instead of revisiting a case they’ve already closed they’d rather put manpower into saving people they consider more valuable.”

Hmm.

'That sounds like a malicious interpretation.'

"Well… yes. Local civil servants being overworked isn't a new problem."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje casually dismissed her superior's words with a watchful eye.

And back to the main point.

"In any case, it would be good if we could investigate the village above a bit more. There are limits to what we can do from here…"

Ah.

"Director, are there any other guys you can mobilize from outside? Someone to look into this place for us."

…I do.

I mean, about that.

'Actually...'

I thought of the Paper Boat, sleeping quietly beneath the tattoo.

And the guy, a native of Jisan Village, who had left it behind.



Baek Saheon had just endured a thoroughly shitty day.

'What the hell kind of Darkness is this.'

It was a crazy boarding school ghost story. One of his team members had the skin on their face ripped off and died, and he himself had nearly died running and dodging.

‘Got split off, bolted, almost ended up dead too.’

Of course, he didn't care that his teammate died. He was just pissed off that it was only a D-rank after all that trouble.

'...Well, it doesn't matter now.'

His wish to completely escape that cursed village seemed to have come true.

Yet, why he was still working at this company… he didn't know.

Or why he hadn't buried or cremated his sister’s skull, either.

'Fuck.'

Right now, he was just happy that he could finally go home and lie on the company dorm sofa.

But at that very moment, he realized new text had appeared on the paper boat.

~Hello, Mr. Civilian.

~Have you been well?

"...!!"

Baek Saheon almost fell off the sofa.

'What the.'

Last time the other guy had left only a quick thank you and disappeared, so he’d written a curse telling them not to just eat and run. And now, suddenly, he was contacting him.

And then…

~No item yet, but I have found information on the current state of Jisan Village.

"...!!"

Baek Saheon gripped the paper with both hands.

The letters updating…

~Currently, there is a cult facility beneath Jisan Village.

What?

~How did you know that?

~I am currently infiltrating the cult.

"Are you insane?"

Could it be that the ‘Darkness’ this agent had been in all this time was actually this cult?

'Then of course he wouldn't be able to get any items!'

It's nearly impossible to keep something personal hidden in a cult. At least, based on Baek Saheon's own experience.

'...Is that guy a total idiot?'

Why walk into such a place on purpose?

Baek Saheon wrote that directly onto the Paper Boat.

And the reply he received was this:

~Someone requested for help.

"…What a damn sucker."

But somehow, he couldn't bring himself to laugh.

It was probably because he had directly experienced and remembered that this agent was someone who truly kept his promises, back then in Jisan Village.

"..."

Baek Saheon stared at the paper.

The agent was requesting something. 

~We found a spot in this facility where we can see outside.

~Could you please look at my drawing and explain where in Jisan Village this view is located?

The moment he was about to write 'With what nerve—', another line appeared.

~If there is any information I discover about Jisan Village through this operation, I will share it with you.

~As you are a directly involved party.

One more sentence was added at the end of the writing.

~I apologize for not being able to provide an item to compensate you.

...

Ha… Fuck, really!!

Baek Saheon ran his hands through his hair and finally scribbled a reply.

~Fine, show me the drawing first.



'Oh.'

Baek Saheon agreed to share the Jisan Village information.

Just like last time, it was surprisingly smooth. It seemed the story of the ‘agent infiltrating a cult’ worked better than I expected…

‘Telling him about that Jisan Village info was the key.'

Or, well, judging by how he nitpicked about everything, it seemed like he was just using me as an emotional dumping ground.

In any case, I was able to memorize the simple village map Baek Saheon had sketched with a pencil.

[Hooh, Mr. Roe Deer, your ordinary former roommate actually has some drawing skills.]

Yeah.

The map, which clearly marked the well, the pine trees, the Hanok where we were held, and the site of the village guardian shrine, was clear and easy to read.

And the current location of this Authoriy Zone, from where we saw the outside…

'…Beneath the well.'

-“If there's an entrance, it's likely around here.”

In other words, the Jisan Village well is right over where this underground bunker’s exit should be.

It felt strange.

[Indeed, it is quite an interesting situation. I wonder if the twins who disappear during lunch break are checking the well through the entrance? Or are they heading to another facility hidden deeper within the underground bunker!]

[But this fact… Oh, if everything goes according to your plan, Mr. Roe Deer, it will be revealed soon!]

That's right.

When I indicated my intention to communicate with someone via an item to obtain information, Ho Yuwon and Assistant Manager Eun Haje were assigned other tasks.

-“We’ve got to tail them, of course.”

Carefully track the whereabouts of the twins who disappeared during lunch break.

To understand what exactly is being prepared in this underground bunker.

-“As I keep saying, we fundamentally need to grasp what's happening here to deal with unexpected incidents or extract specific information.”

If I stick with a grandma, it would attract attention, but it would also make strange movements look less suspicious.

Especially after the ‘performance’ they’d shown me last night.

'Even if we get caught, I don't think Ho Yuwon will be easily defeated.'

Besides…how should I put it, the so-called executives of this Happy Ending Sect… Hmm. Well, I saw that they were supposedly powerful, but somehow there’s no psychological tension about them.

'It all just feels shallow, fragmented, so to speak...'

Still, the mystery of the place and absurdity of the situation was enough to make the air feel odd.

Thus, I calmly waited for the two, calculating the angles of the map and the underground bunker to match the locations of the facilities and village structures.

And, by the time lunchtime was almost over—

"I found it."

Ho Yuwon and Assistant Manager Eun Haje had returned with something they had discovered.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, disguised as a grandma, caught her breath, then urgently knelt and began drawing a map on the floor with her finger.

She was drawing the interior of the underground bunker.

"Looking at it like this, this is north. The connected east is the dining hall, and the east and west are the living quarters for the initiates."

And… right in the center.

"There's a large hemispherical space where they've gathered the coffins. The place they call a ritual hall but it’s really for corpse disposal."

Symbolic.

And…

"Behind the coffins, there was a passage."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's finger moved downwards.

South.

"That where the twins are heading."

...

"So? Is there anything to compare with the information your 'informant' gave you?"

There is.

In my mind, I overlaid Baek Saheon's map on top of the drawing Assistant Manager Eun Haje had made…

And that’s when I realized.

The location the twins went to.

It was directly below Jisan Village's guardian shrine.

And what was beneath the shrine?

'The Centipede Sage.'

Of course, that centipede was dead, and all its liquor had been sealed by Agent Bronze's bullets, so nothing remained there now.

Only the empty space where the shrine had been. But…

What on earth are they trying to do down there?

"Hmm. That’s not a good sign."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje frowned at my explanation.

"Then shall we check one more time?"

Ho Yuwon suggested.

Hm?

"Just a quick peek inside. We wait till the twins come out, then slip in."

Ho Yuwon smiled faintly and turned to Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

"Falcon-nim. If you refuse, I might get sad thinking you don't trust me…"

"…Fine. Just don't abandon me and run if things go south."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who answered with an unamused face, turned to me.

"Alright, we'll go check inside, and look through the initiates area too, so stay put and wait here."

Hmm.

"Don't worry. If things look strange, we'll pull back quickly."

 >In that case, should I go this time?

Wouldn't it be too dangerous for the same people to go twice? Perhaps I should…

"Mm, Roe…"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje patted my shoulder.

"You know that you're currently… dragging black smoke with you, yeah?"

Ah.

"Sorry, but combined with those yellow flashing lights you’ve got going, it's like a real dramatic entrance effect. You're basically a walking billboard."

...

Right…

"Just stay here. And… instead, could you try to pinpoint the exact location of the bunker's exit while we’re gone?"

I nodded quietly.

"Okay, then I'll see you at dinner time."

And with that, they set out to search once more…

"Let us all gather and pray for happiness."

Eventually, time passed, and the promised dinner time arrived.

However.

"..."

"Grandma Kim Bokja… didn't come?"

Neither Assistant Manager Eun Haje nor Ho Yuwon showed up to the dinner table.
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Chapter 237

The underground bunker of the cult.

Dinner time, with the initiates sitting around together.

A voice rang out in the silence.

"Wow."

...

"Wow, this is amazing."

One of the ghost stories of the Church of Luminous Unknown wad looking at me.

"Only the Dragon came?"

Smiling brightly. Turning their gaze to the two empty seats beside me.

"The fox and Grandma Kim Bokja aren't here, only the Dragon."

...

"Hey. Why do you think those two couldn't make it?"

 >Hypothesis: Mild forgetfulness.

 >Reason: Natural aging.

"Are you teasing the fox for being older than you? Hahahahaha!"

Laughter spread through the dining hall.

"Don't worry! They're both fine. We made an exception because they seemed to want to go on a field trip."

Field trip.

[Oh dear, I suppose we've been found out.]

Perhaps.

I tried not to imagine what kind of situation they were in in an overly 'imaginative direction.'

But then.

"So, do you want to continue eating, or go see those them?"

…Ha.

 >Rule: Breakfast and dinner are eaten together by everyone.

"That's right! But you're not an initiate, are you? So you're an exception."

...

"Come on, follow us! We'll show you. The others can continue eating"

"Yes."

The others nodded with smiles, then resumed their meal, talking to each other about things like 'Let us share happiness' and ‘Ireum-Nima’s gaze’. As if nothing was odd.

I got up from my seat, pulling my smoke tightly around me, and followed the twins as they walked... Listing the worst-case scenarios in my head.

'As long as the Assistant Manager isn't dead.'

And as long as Ho Yuwon didn't abandon me and run off, anything else would be fine.

The possibility of that is slim. I should remember that...

The twins left the dining hall, which was located to the east, and walked down a dark, cement-finished corridor to the place I expected.

A giant central chamber.

The place where the rituals were held.

And...

"There it is."

Among the many coffins, they pointed behind one leaning against the wall.

"Want to go in?"

The older sister was smiling broadly, and the brother had a blank expression.

After seeing their obvious yet unsettling appearances, I drew out thick smoke and sent it into the space behind the coffin.

Inside—

"Ah. You've arrived."

…Ho Yuwon, perfectly fine, and Assistant Manager Eun Haje still disguised as Grandma Kim Bokja, casually leaning against the wall.

For now, both of them seemed intact.

'Phew.'

I caught Assistant Manager Eun Haje's subtle glance and slowly stepped into the space.

 It was...

'...Industrial equipment?'

It looked like some kind of facility.

The size was not as overwhelming as the main hall, but it was large enough, slightly bigger than the dining hall, with pipes and machine noises humming everywhere.

It looked like a compressed version of an old, worn-out factory implemented as a small facility.

[Indeed! A bunker equipped with production facilities.]

[Preppers sometimes build underground bunkers not just for simple shelter, but with long-term living in mind! This is a prime example!]

Steam was being emitted from the installed pipes. I detected the smell of disinfectant lingering in the air.

"Isn't it magnificent?"

I turned my head.

The twins were now standing inside this space.

Both of them were smiling.

"Curious about what we're making?"

...

"Ask. Go on. The fox who came before you already saw."

I looked at Ho Yuwon.

He glanced at the facility and said with a smile.

"It's a place where they brew alcohol."

...

...!!

"That's right. Ding!"

As the twins moved aside, the view they were blocking was revealed...

A giant container.

As tall as two grown adults, broad and square.

However, instead of ceramic, it was a large industrial water tank that looked like cheap plastic.

And I realized.

The smell lingering in the air wasn't disinfectant.

It was the smell of alcohol.

Raw spirit coming from that tank.

"What do you think? Isn't it cool?"

Right here, underneath where Jisan Village’s guardian shrine once stood...

They had rebuilt the brewing vat.

Exactly as before.

"Right here, in this very spot. Long ago, there used to be a festival where they drank alcohol brewed by the Mimicry Sect using the Church’s centipede. They say everyone heard Ireum-nim's voice there and saw their happy ending."

...

"But someone stole all the alcohol. They say even the centipede was completely taken. So someone has to refill it, right? We're going to give it a try!"

Wait a minute.

Then what are they planning to put in place of the centipede ...

"We thought about making alcohol from a Dragon or Fox, you know."

...!

"Ah, but you two aren't initiates! So that won't do."

That’s.

"If the alcohol is to have the effect of awakening Ireum-nim… shouldn't we brew it with the devout and miraculous authority of the Church of the Luminous Unknown?"

Authority.

The language of the Church of the Luminous Unknown for ghost stories.

"So we've prepared the Authority. Ah, here come the participants."

Footsteps could be heard behind us.

The footsteps of dozens of people, echoing through the vast hollow chamber.

"Congratulations on completing the initiation ceremony!"

...

I turned my head.

Beyond the entrance.

The initiates, having finished their dinner, were standing there.

Those at the front, lined up before the coffins, standing perfectly still.

Without making a sound, they looked inside with knowing smiles.

A strange sense of unity.

As I examined their faces...

...

Wait a minute.

 >Question:

"Hmm? Roe Deer-nim, how many times have I told you it's not your turn to ask a question..."

 >Question: Whether the restriction for Entity 130666's facial recognition impairment (mosaic) has been lifted.

"…You're saying strange things."

Ho Yuwon declared.

"I've never tampered with your restrictions, you know…"

...

Then.

Why are everyone's faces clearly visible?

From the first day, I hadn't seen anyone's face in this underground bunker as a mosaic or a melting mass.

I simply accepted it as it was. Because I had briefly left Daydream Inc., because I was accompanying Director Ho, and because of his words, 'Gain freedom for a while.'

I had accepted it naturally.

And so, now I am facing it.

The truth I missed.

"Let us spread happiness!"

The initiates' mouths opened, reciting their fixed lines.

I saw inside.

Inside their mouths.

What moved there as they pronounced the words...

It was not a tongue, but something else.

"Let us share happiness."

Bugs.

Red, fleshy mass resembling a tongue, a worm-like creature moving in their mouths instead of a tongue. Its movement was natural and skillful, as if it had completely replaced the function of a tongue, but at the tip of its mouth opened and tiny teeth were revealed.

"Oh, did you see? Isn't it cool? That Authority, you see. It's said to be a fear derived from fish parasites. It attaches to the root of the tongue, eating away at it, and replacing it. And..."

The whisper of the Happy Ending Sect.

"It spreads quickly …just by talking during a meal is enough."

And so I realized.

How arrogant my casually thrown, sarcastic question had been.

-‘No, how can they possibly form a sense of unity?’

How arrogant I had been.

Reality is not a wiki.

Just because the settings revealed on a wiki looked childish doesn't mean the situation lacks plausibility.

How superficially I viewed this situation.

In reality, phenomena always have mechanisms, reasons and a foundation.

Just because I didn’t know them doesn’t mean they’re not there.

-‘The little details that make this absurd situation possible.’

There were there.

-‘Some small symbol only they share.’

There it was.

'Ghost stories.'

All the initiates were contaminated by the same ghost story. That's why I could see their faces.

And that ghost story...

"Isn't it amazing?"

Is not one that I know.

I know almost nothing about what ghost stories the Happy Ending Sect uses as Authority. Only the big, impressive, wiki-registered ones.

…Would it even be helpful to read them now?

To try and analyze this insane situation around me, where the tongues of the initiates have all been replaced by parasites, and these parasites are probably controlling everyone's thinking and cognitive abilities...

[Oh, Friend. There's an idea you've overlooked.]

What?

[If it's all initiates, isn't there one person we haven't checked yet?]

'...!'

I stiffly turned my head.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Her face, as I met her gaze, was perfectly clear, no mosaic, no blur…just like it was on the first day.

...

Smoke rose around me.

 >Recommendation: Tongue inspection.

However.

"Ah. No need. Falcon-nim's tongue is fine."

Ah.

"Falcon-nim is already infected, so other parasites can't enter."

Wait a minute.

I made eye contact with Ho Yuwon, but there was no time to argue.

Because.

"Done with the talking? Then now… the initiation ceremony is over, so it's time to work."

The twins raised both hands high.

"Everyone, get into position!"

The people moved.

The initiates, still in line, entered the facility without hesitation. And...

They passed by me lightly, and advanced.

Further inside.

Walking onto the pipes and the walkways of facility equipment at a constant speed, as if on a conveyor belt, they went up...

And threw themselves in.

Splash, splash, splash!

People started plunging into the potent liquor.

'…!!'

With a clear and almost cheerful sound, they disappeared into the cheap white plastic tanks. They sank. The sound of splashing continued without interruption.

"It's going to be a great liquor, don't you think?."

Contaminating dozens of people with ghost stories, turning them into something less than human, and brewing liquor with them.

…Instead of the Centipede, the entire group of initiates became the ingredients.

That was the purpose of this initiation ceremony, and why the underground bunker was built here.

"Isn't it cool?"

...

A shiver ran down my spine.

"When it's finished, you should drink it too. Drink, and know Ireum-nim."

And then I realized that one more emotion had returned to me, something sharp and undeniable.

That was...

 >Already known entity: Ireum-nim.

Revulsion.

"Hmm?"

 >Doctrine of the Church of the Luminous Unknown:

 >This world belongs to Ireum-nim. Only Ireum-nim’s will and choices have meaning.

"That's right! That's it!"

Is that right?

But in truth, they don't know.

Do they know the absurd truth behind this doctrine?

That truth is actually...



Ireum-nim

A being worshipped by The Church of Luminous Unknown, a pseudo-religious group appearing in <Dark Exploration Records>. According to the cult’s doctrine, it is said that only this being’s will and choices have meaning in this world.

In reality, its identity is [Spoiler].

The content that appears when you click on the spoiler.

The author(s) of the <Dark Exploration Records> wiki.



It's simple.

The wiki was initially structured following the format of a typical website. So when you submitted a wiki entry, a [Name] box appeared.

However, since anonymity was the basic rule, people left the [Name] box untouched.

Thus, when the contributor uploaded the ghost story as is… this is what it would say.

Author: Name(Ireum)

This format.

And so, all wiki pages ended up labeled this way, with 'Author: Name.'

The Church of the Luminous Unknown initially started as a small meta-ghost story built on this joke.

It was just a playful, chilling concept about transcending the fourth wall, where the characters in ghost stories become aware of their author.

But as countless people contributed, the idea spiraled and grew, feeding on itself until it eventually became a massive religious organization.

The Church of the Luminous Unknown has mistaken this 'Author: Name' designation for a great divine being and now worships it.

…Just like a real cult.

And what does this mean?

 >According to the doctrine of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, there is a contradiction from its very origins.

 >The Happy Ending Sect.

In fact, the Happy Ending Sect was born carrying a fundamental setting error.

"…Huh?"

Do you perhaps remember? What I had said before.

After facing the people of Jisan Village, and the Centipede shrine.

-“Those who are too weak to accept this truth may seek escape through death, but that is not true salvation.”

That's right.

 >Death is not an escape.

 >You cannot escape Ireum-nim.

"Th-that's."

 >Therefore, death 

 >Cannot be happiness.

 >Cannot be an ending.

It means there is no such thing as a Happy Ending.

Killing people under that pretense is also-

 >A doctrinal contradiction.

 >A meaningless act.

"..."

The Happy Ending Sect official fell silent.

Her smile was gone, her face still, beneath the red headband, and the worn school uniform.

A face devoid of life.

I suddenly realized that face was not as young as I thought...

And then.

"Does that matter?"

…!!

"Isn't this cult-like enough? People dying meaninglessly, the whole thing being a misunderstanding… it's something Ireum-nim would surely notice. We're doing well."

Splash, splash.

"That's right. Right now, a hundred people are jumping into the liquor, but if it's all just a pointless death, if the Happy Ending Sect itself is a joke, then isn’t that just fun?"

Something felt wrong.

This wasn’t the dull, performative kind of madness you see in ghost stories or horror films. Nor was it some forced ‘Aren't I scary?’ hysteria.

No.

It was real.

So this was...

"Unique, fun, with a twist. Isn’t it entertaining?."

Terror.

I looked at the twins, their faces of those good-looking teenagers in school uniforms. A look so contrived it felt artificial.

An appearance that felt so desperate… so deliberate in its personality.

"Ireum-nim would like it, right?"

...

"Ireum-nim would like it so much…He’d want to watch it longer, wouldn’t he?"

And I realized.

They already knew.

It wasn't ignorance.

What I had seen on the wiki, there's only baseless cruelty, shallow and unpleasant shocks, personality built by collecting fragmented, unpleasant stimuli. 

But reality was different.

It's just that to them...

"Then that's enough."

Ireum-nim was fear itself.

The reason ghost stories spread throughout the world is because of Ireum-nim's will.

They know that.

Therefore, the only thing to do was to act in a way that best suits His taste. Committing senseless acts, staging things for amusement, doing cruel things, creating grotesque situations.

Trying to act in accordance with that taste.

"That is enough."

That was the true nature of the Happy Ending Sect.



TL Notes:-

Chapter 238

Fear.

Terror.

Feelings once familiar to me were surfacing at the words of The Happy Ending Sect twins.

Even though I can no longer feel them now, I knew what they felt like, that shocking realization made me feel endlessly cold. 

'They’re afraid of Ireum-nim.'

So they are doing all this to appease the wiki authors’ whims?

The entire Happy Ending Sect?

[Oh dear, but merely appeasing the audience is the work of amateurs! A true entertainer must have their own vision!]

Yet it only makes it feel even more desperate.

The desperation of being forced to do something you don't want to do.

Especially the more horrific the task was.

Crushed by an uncertain and malicious divine being, a struggle to escape its malice.

'Who's fault… is this?'

In the first place, if this whole world turned out like this because the wiki authors wrote it that way, then the answer is no, but if you think about it that way, the ghost story creators just wrote stories too.

Who on earth ever thinks the ghost stories they wrote will actually exist?

How should I accept this? How should I act in this situation?

Splash, splash.

Even amidst this, the sound of human bodies falling into the alcoholic liquid did not stop.

The initiates of the Happy Ending Sect, contaminated by ghost stories, lining up and jumping into the alcohol.

A mad sight.

"Come on, let's brew some liquor!"

The girl playing the role of the twin sister had, by now, put away her desperate demeanor and was once again shouting cheerfully.

"What fun do you think we’ll have with this alcohol? Aren't you excited?"

It felt like I couldn't breathe...

"Nope."

…!

"Wow. A cult being a cult."

I turned my head.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje was there with a bored, unimpressed look.

'Assistant Manager?'

"Deceiving laypeople to exploit them to the bone, then going off and talking a different line themselves. The epitome of a cult, aren’t you?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje took a step forward.

"And the way you rely on others for your own standards of judgment, too."

...

"Roe. There's always a reason behind a grave."

The reporter who had once succeeded in her revenge stared at the cultists who had revealed their terror.

"Sure, I can understand feeling pity for them, thinking of them as victims brainwashed by a cult, but…"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje pointed.

To this underground bunker, the place where dozens had already died and are still dying right now behind us.

"We must not lose sight of the situation."

I realized.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje doesn't know the deeper implied meaning of the twins' words, the details I had pieced together.

She doesn't know about the Happy Ending Sect and Ireum-nim's relationship, or about the wiki.

But because she isn't lost in the details, she can point out things more clearly.

The essence.

"They are killing people right now for their own pleasure."

And I knew there are people who, even if they were under a similar environment, would never make such a choice.

...

My head cleared a little.

But still...

'Was there really a need to provoke them so openly...?'

I looked back at the twins.

The smiling heads slowly turned toward to Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was in her Grandma disguise.

Creak.

"You're not really Grandma, are you?"

...

Damn it.

"I knew it, then I'll let you taste the alcohol first! Let's drink and know Ireum-nim, let’s see the Happy Ending."

"After getting exposed, you're still pushing that? Ah, Roe. There's no need for that."

I immediately stood between the twins and Assistant Manager  Eun Haje, but she just shook her head.

"We've stalled long enough."

Craaaaack.

The sound of something splitting.

And then...

CRASH!

Water poured out with an explosive noise from the white body made of cheap plastic, not thick pottery.

The vat used to brew alcohol shattered open.

'…!'

Human bodies and parasites inside spilled out across the floor.

As more of the remaining living people threw themselves up into the air, I quickly caught them with fog, sweeping them roughly aside, while simultaneously checking that Assistant Manager Eun Haje was safe.

She quickly shot me a look, as if intending to escape amidst the chaos, but...

"Wow. It explodes well."

Ho Yuwon walked out.

In his hand was an empty vial.

'Explosion D-grade.'

…A Daydream Inc. potion.

The company director smiled faintly.

"No matter how much fun you have, leaving suspicious individuals unattended in such a critical place… your judgment is quite regrettable. Isn't that why such things happen? Seoyu-ssi, Seobin-ssi."

The twin officials stared blankly.

At the half-shattered alcohol vat, at the ones afflicted with the Nine-tailed Fox Disease.

"Ah, please don't misunderstand. It wasn't me who did this, it was the grandma over here… I just happened to pick up this empty bottle, that’s all."

“Ha.”

"Anyway… judging by your actions, you seem to feel fear towards the unknown… Well then—"

Joy appeared in Ho Yuwon's eyes as he looked at the twins.

The joy of one who has figured something out.

"Your identity. You’re still human, aren't you?"

The conduction for the binding was set.

The plague drew near.

"Would you grant me just one promise?"

And the twins, who had been staring blankly...

Smiled brightly.

"Hey, why don’t we just turn this entire space into one giant brewing vat?"

"That’s a good idea."

What?

"You go gather the initiates. I'll tell the dragon and the fox about Ireum-nim right here! Let's brew the Dragon and the Fox into alcohol too."

"Okay."

[They've chosen a frontal assault. Oh, we’re about to see a bloody and terrifying pandemonium unfold...]

[If any initiates manage to escape, it could become a quite entertaining ghost story! Liquor, a cult, and the fox plague, oh what a mix!]

Ho Yuwon, who was trying to bind the officials with a ban and turn them into puppets to extract information, while the officials of the Happy Ending Sect were planning to throw us into the brewing alcohol.

The problem was, I was caught right in the middle of this clash.

Ho Yuwon had naturally dragged me into his own mess.

"Then let’s start with the dragon!"

Lee Seoyu's head flew off.

It drew a long red trajectory, rolling on the alcohol-soaked floor, and strange flickers of red fabric-like shimmered faintly around it, projecting...

'Damn it.'

And the sparks of this madness could hit anyone.

Even Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

'No.'

Then.

…I lunged and ended up grabbing the rolling head first.

"Huh? Huh?"

The head grinned widely, trying to swallow me whole.

But I covered it with smoke first.

And then I r…ead...



Lee Seoyu

Real name: Lee Yun-seon. A 5th-rank Authority user belonging to the Happy Ending Sect, one of their Death Producers.

Using this Authority, she reconstructed her own name and persona to appear suitable for the Happy Ending Sect, driven at the core by fear.

One who fled from ■■■■■. She joined the Church of the Luminous Unknown through the teachings of the Mimicry Sect, but felt madness and fear towards those teachings and swallowed the scriptures of the Happy Ending Sect instead.

Contaminated by a total of seven ghost stories, and among them, the one she can skillfully use is the body dismembering ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■.



I Endure. 

'Not to erase, but to put a burden on the opponent until they can’t hold themselves.' 

Endure. 

I hold on. 

'I've done this to Ho Yuwon too.' 

Endure.

'Bear it.' 

But…wait.

What was it to endure? Why did I have to bear it? What does it feel like to question that, what is feeling, andwhyamI?doingthis Ineedtogobacktotheisolationroomand. 

"What is this, what, uh, familiar, uh, some kind of■■■■■■■■■." 

The voice faded out, leaving behind something like a dying scream. 

"Ireum-nim?" 

... 

I released my smoke. 

The head rolled on the floor. 

Lee Seoyu's body, separated from the head, collapsed over there, and my brain felt like it was also being crushed. 

My mind clumsy and numb, barely functioning...

[Oh dear. Let's shake our head a little, Mr. Roe Deer.] 

Head?

 ... 

Bell chimes. 

Chimes, ringing. 

It pieces me back together. 

Jingle.

I took a deep breath and snapped back to my senses. 

'Thank you.' 

[Think nothing of it, Friend!] 

Ho Yuwon clapped his hands beside me. 

"Wow. You're really fast!" 

...

 I ignored Ho Yuwon and looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje. 

"Let's go." 

Yes. 

 >I know where the exit is.

We just need to go.

"Immediately." 

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was already standing near the exit, darted into action. 

We slipped out from behind the coffins. 

Kicking aside the strong alcohol, which had begun to flood the central chamber, pushing through all the way to the far end.

Soon, footsteps matched mine. Ho Yuwon was running alongside me. 

That was expected, of course, but still... 

"He’s following." 

The twin younger brother. 

The one who had been standing there, blinking as if unable to comprehend the situation, was walking towards us, leaving his sister behind. 

Ripples spread across the surface of the liquid pooled in the Chamber.

... 

'We need to subdue him.'

It can't be helped. 

I've used it once already, using it one more time won’t hurt. 

'And if I report it to the Disaster Management Bureau...' 

The initiates will also be handled.

And the Bureau would gain valuable intel from this. With that decision, I turned my body to face him. 

Of course, he won't go down easily either. 

'I think he was tied to some serial-killer ghost story.' 

…the sound of gasping breath could be heard from somewhere.

The twin younger brother had almost reached the center of the chamber. 

He was passing by the black box that processed corpses, and with his steps, a corpse drowned in alcohol was pushed, bumping into the box. 

At that moment. 

Thump. 

One of the alcohol-soaked boxes opened on its own. 

A number was displayed on the lid. 

三 

... 

Wait a minute. 

[Oh, is something special happening, Mr. Roe Deer?] 

"How far is he going… huh?" 

The one playing the role of the twin younger brother turned his head just as he stepped in front of the box. 

And disappeared. 

As if it were a lie. 

"..."

Then.

三 

二

 

From the open space of the pitch-black box, from the black void where nothing could be seen, two hands emerged. 

The palms were placed on the floor, facing upwards. 

... 

Ah. 

 >Escape. 

I grabbed Assistant Manager Eun Haje and bolted for the exit. 

"Roe?!" 

I knew what that box was. 

That's... 

'It's not something from the Happy Ending Sect.' 

A product far older than that. 

A remnant from the early ghost stories that were once posted on the wiki back when the Church of the Luminous Unknown was just beginning. 

A story that often appeared at the top with overwhelming recommendations.

The Quota Worship ghost story.

Ascetic in the Box. 

No good. 



In the early days of the Church of the Luminous Unknown, many sought to grasp the true meaning of this world. Among them, a few devout individuals chose the path of long and arduous meditation and asceticism. 

To suppress their madness, they sealed themselves within temple bells, attempting to maintain a clear mind without drugs or hallucinogens, relying solely on the intense pain caused by the striking of the bell. 

Several years passed in that state. 

Only one of the dozens of bells contained a surviving member, and that person finally declared that they had come to understand certain aspects of Ireum-nim's will. 

The meaning is as follows. 



I ran. 

Towards the exit I had found. 



Ireum-nim desires suffering.

The brief comfort, peace, and joy given to the components of this world are merely arrangements to prepare for greater shock and fear.

Even this realization itself is madness and pain, yet it is indeed an accurate answer. 

However, the pursuit of knowledge does not stop. Those who follow this realization pursued their own understanding by sealing themselves in various artifacts, and soon understood in pain. 

Ireum-nim places greater meaning on individual, special, and unique pain than on simple, large-scale pain organized by numbers and tables.

The more agonizingly tragic, slow, and detailed the suffering, the better.

Thus, they too decided to praise Ireum-nim's will by exhibiting long and extended periods of suffering. 

That is…

The Quota Worship Sect. 

This sect believes that detailed records of a few selected characters experiencing extreme fear and prolonged suffering, rather than stories with numerous casualties, can bring joy to Ireum-nim. 

They worship the quota, the fixed number.



A ghost story with a set number of characters, suitable for turning pain into a story. 

A ghost story that inflicts terrible pain on the characters. 

Especially, that thing, no, that being... 

Ascetic in the Box. 

An Authority of the Church of the Luminous Unknown appearing in the Dark Exploration Record. It is a 6th-level Authority under the Quota Worship Sect. 

According to the Quota Worship’s scripture, it severed its own legs and, through endless asceticism and meditation inside a sealed box, awakened its power, and became a creature within the box that secretes digestive fluids. 

Quota Worshippers are those who focus on the most primal form of suffering. 

After it devours the number of sacrifices allocated to the box’s lid, the box is closed, and it will never open until its chosen sacrifice dies. 

The sacrifices who come into contact with the digestive fluids inside the box are bound to the Quota Worship Sect and become ascetics. 

The ascetics remain alive and aware while being slowly and painfully digested inside the sealed box. Quota Wiship recites their pain in refined language into their minds. The longer, slower, and more detailed the suffering, the more doctrinally correct it is. 

An ascetic cannot die until they are completely digested and dissolved. 

The average digestion period is 27 years.

When the display of suffering ends, the creature enters a period of rest, feeding on large amounts of textile. 



And when the rest period ends. 

When a new sacrifice enters the box, the ascetic finishes their meditation.

The ascetic in the box will then extend their hands to gather the required number of people, and then begin displaying their pain. 

These hands cannot be refused.

Do not approach them. 

Your suffering shall begin. 



"..." 

We stopped walking. 

At some point. There was a box by the bunker's exit. 

Both hands were extended outwards, posed in a gesture of offering by Quota Worship. 

二

 

The number was declared.

 '...'

 >Request:  Method to move without passing through the exit. 

"If it's an immediate escape tool from a Darkness, I know a few… but I don't have any right now." 

Damn it. 

Then there is only one option left. 

 >Request: Fall. 

I released the smoke.

 …It was fortunate that I didn't feel overwhelming fear. Without the terror of losing my reason, I could act immediately.

'I have to.' 

To cause as much confusion as possible to the Quota Worship, to force open the exit... 

Knock knock. 

...

"Anyone home?"

A sound came from the exit door. 

An oddly...familiar voice. 

And then.

"Oh, here it isss." 

BANG- 

The exit door burst open from the outside.

As air rushed in, replacing the reek of alcohol with the surface’s breath, beyond the doorway a person revealed themselves.

 "Ah. Finally found youu, Mr. Employee!" 

…Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae? 

'How the hell did she find this place?'

"Good to see you! And, well, there are some folks here who really wanted to meet you, Mr. Employee..."

 

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae stepped to the side. 

…And I realized the presence of the individuals standing behind her.

"Ack. Come see over heree, Mr. Agents!" 

Disaster Management Bureau agents. 

Hyunmoo Team 1.



TL Notes: -

The Quota Worship sect could also be called the ‘Fixed Number Worship Sect’, We decided to stick with ‘Quota Worship Sect’ as that was used in previous translations.

Chapter 239

Lee Seonghae was in a very good mood!

'I helped good people.'

She paid no mind to the sight of the strange underground bunker's interior visible through the iron gate.

Because she had found the person she needed to meet inside.

She reached out and pointed at that person.

"Mr. Employee is right over there."

The Security Team Special Division employee, enveloped in Black Smoke.

The Golden Mascot.

Even now, the sight of that 'Employee' carrying an elderly woman in his arms, perhaps out of consideration for the weak, only made her feel more pleased.

'As expected, he’s a good employee!'

If so, introducing him to other good people couldn’t possibly be a bad thing.

...Whether the agents she intended to 'introduce' him to were actually looking at that Employee with the same expression, or feeling the same emotion, was another matter entirely.

She was a person who was naturally insensitive to other people’s feelings. Combined with her self-centeredness, her habit of trying to do the right thing drove the execution of her ethics and morals to an extreme.

Just like now, which led to this situation.

'This worked out well.'

Lee Seonghae recalled what had happened a few days ago, after she captured the 'Man on the Screen' ghost story onto a USB drive.

"Mmm-hmm~"

She was happily on her way home from work. Today's exploration had ended safely, and she was planning to stop by the annex at dawn to meet the 'Employee'.

Thus, there was a spring in her steps.

Bzzzzt.

Her smartphone buzzed with a notification.

[K.LEE: Hello, Assistant Manager lol]

A profile picture and name that felt almost unfamiliar.

But her extraordinary memory came into play.

'The person who recommended Salmon Market.'

It was recruiting season at the company, so she was able to make the association promptly.

A mysterious KakaoTalk message from someone calling himself Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon of C-Squad, who frequently contacted 'promising rookies.'

[K.LEE: It's been a while~ I heard you got promoted?]

Lee Seonghae typed a reply.

[Yup]

[K.LEE: Kkkh, congratulations!l lol We should meet up, i’ll buy you a meal!]

[I don't think you can afford it.]

[K.LEE: Hey, I can at least afford to treat a colleague lol]

Really?

But then.

[You're not actually a colleague, are you?]

Because it was a lie.

And Lee Seonghae hated liars.

[There's never been anyone named Lee Kangheon at this company, so who are you?]

This was the truth derived from combining the intranet and office rumors.

A moment of silence passed.

[K.LEE: You didn't just find out now, did you?]

Lee Seonghae stared blankly at her phone screen.

[K.LEE: And that's not what matters, is it?]

[K.LEE: Isn't this what's important? I might be able to tell you the whereabouts of Supervisor Kang Yihak, who disappeared recently haha]

"Huh?"

At the mention of an employee whose disappearance she had facilitated herself, Lee Seonghae blinked.

In fact, she had already forgotten about Kang Yihak. There was no need to worry about a 'bad person' who had already been dealt with.

But this mention itself was significant.

Because Kang Yihak hadn't just disappeared.

[Are you perhaps from the Disaster Management Bureau?]

After all, it was the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau that had taken her away.

[K.LEE: Sure we could go with that?]

"Ooh."

The other party's reaction was surprisingly casual, but given the circumstances, it was likely a bluff to avoid being caught in a lie.

Which was fine! She could tolerate liars who had a good enough reason to lie.

[So, what do you want to ask in return for telling me Kang Yihak's whereabouts?]

[K.LEE: wanna meet up and talk in person?]

[Sure!]

If this person wasn’t actually an agent, meeting in person would just make it easier to deal with them

.

And so, an hour later, Lee Seonghae found herself sitting in a corner of a cafe chain, waiting to meet 'Lee Kangheon.'

She was natural, like the personification of striking while the iron is hot. Moreover, she was in an especially good mood.

Because she’d just had a marvellous idea.

And finally,

"Nice to meet you, Agents!"

Sitting down now...

Were the very agents she had met when dealing with the 'Man on the Screen.'

'Ooh.'

The one with the scar on his neck, and the tired-looking one who had escorted Kang Yihak.

And among them, Lee Kangheon was...

"Wow, hello? Assistant Manager."

The man with the scar on his neck smiled faintly and sat down across from her.

Lee Seonghae immediately picked up that the smile was just a habit and that he was actually on edge, highly alert.

'This must be important to him.'

"Seems like you have something to ask of me."

"Ooh, if I ask, will you just do it?"

"Yes. I'll just help you!"

"...Wow, really?"

The other's smile didn't crack, but his voice softened.

"Really! But can you do me a favor later? It's not a bad thing, it's a good thing!"

"What's your standard for distinguishing good from bad?"

"Naturally, it's me."

Lee Seonghae grinned.

"But I don't do bad things to good people!"

After a brief silence.

"Alright!"

'Lee Kangheon' replied cheerfully.

"Provided it doesn't harm the Disaster Management Bureau."

"Of course!"

As the two smiled circularly, the sturdy agent with the tired impression looked at her.

"Ms. Lee Seonghae."

"Yes?"

"If you truly want to help good people, shouldn't you reconsider working for a company that harms society?"

Hmm.

Lee Seonghae noticed that Lee Kangheon hastily stepped on the other agent's foot under the table, but she kindly pretended not to see it!

Even though she herself had asked a similar question last time.

Lee Kangheon threw in a remark that could be either protective or probing her.

"Hey~ Don't you have a wish you really want to fulfill?"

"I do!"

"As expected, right? But you know."

His voice lowered slightly.

“Are there really employees who keep in touch after getting a wish ticket? I mean, ex-employees who consistently stay in contact after their wish has been granted.”

Hmm.

The A-Squad leader... is still employed, so not considering him.

Then there’s the C-Squad leader who resigned, and three other members of the Field Investigation Team who quit after claiming their wish tickets last year. Of those, the two whose wishes weren’t world-changing still kept in touch just fine.

"Of course! Everyone is doing well?"

"...Really? Then what about the employees who disappear?"

"Ah, of course, there are also employees who went missing. But only if they made that kind of a wish."

"..."

"..."

A deep, heavy silence sank over the table, but Lee Seonghae's bright voice cut through it.

"Anyway, what can I help you with?"

"...Ah, it's not difficult, something you might already know, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae."

Lee Kangheon said as if casually tossing it out.

"You were next to him when we met last time, weren't you? Holding the black carrier."

"Ah, you mean the Employee?"

Strangely, the agents fell silent.

As if Lee Seonghae was about to say something shocking.

"He's a really good person. Kind, and tries to help people!"

"...Ah, really?"

His voice was strained.

"But I guess none of you thought twice before cramming that good person into a pet carrier?"

"Agent."

The other agent cut in and stopped Lee Kangheon. But Lee Seonghae understood the implication of that question.

"Hmm. But the Employee probably uses that Transport Cage because it's comfortable..."

"..."

"Maybe it's because people get scared if he just comes out. It's probably out of consideration!"

“Scared, huh.”

"Because some people are affected by appearances?"

"..."

The agent parted his lips but then hesitated and closed it again.

And when his mouth opened again, his voice had gone all business-like.

"Understood. In any case, the request is straightforward: we want access to that carrier."

Hmm.

"Nothing grand, just that. It would be enough to inform us of its location when the carrier goes to another site."

A rather plausible assumption popped into Lee Seonghae's head.

'Are they scouting?'

Come to think of it, the Disaster Management Bureau said they would cooperate with benevolent supernatural entities to eradicate malicious Darkness.

The Employee was certainly a perfect fit.

'Hmm. It seems like a good thing!'

Much better than being overworked  and underpaid under a rotten superior like Director Cheong?

Still, she needed to confirm first.

"Are you going to help the Employee change jobs?"

"...and if we intend to do so?"

"Then I'll help you."

"...!"

"It looked like he's not even getting paid right now. He's still in the annex, and the conditions seem subpar..."

"Right now-"

The agent stood up.

"He’s at the annex?"

"Yes, yes."

"Daydream Inc.’s annex."

"Yes. But..."

Are they really going to storm in right away?

Lee Seonghae grinned.

"You won't be able to enter there as humans, you know?"

Such was the security system at Daydream Inc.

Darkness sneaking in or captured darkness breaking out were frequent occurrences. But infiltration from intruders attempting to steal darkness were guarded against with extreme thoroughness.

Typical of an evil corporation like Daydream Inc. Prioritising raw material supply chains over human lives.

In any case, impulsive break-ins attempts would be very difficult.

Unless you had an inside collaborator.

"Please wait a moment."

And Lee Seonghae was confident she could be a very good collaborator. Especially as she already had plans to go to the annex today!

Over the next few days, she continued to bring snacks (she had intended to gift them anyway!), gathered intel and established contact with the Security Team members who worked alongside the Employee.

Simply put, this preparation would naturally allow her to learn about when and where the carrier would head out next. And when it did, she intended to pass that information to the Disaster Management Bureau agents.

The only problem was that she hadn't expected the Employee to be assigned to a task that delved deep into the company's inner core.

Nor could she have predicted that some chain of events would cause the Employee to go missing entirely. 

Internally, the incident was recorded as ‘Transferred for special duty under Director Ho Yuwon.’ But that had been kept under the wraps. 

The Employee's assigned Security Team also remained silent. Although it seemed they were doing something amongst themselves.

"Ughh..."

The one silver lining in this situation was that Lee Seonghae had realized that the Employee was no longer confined inside the carrier. 

'I can sense his absence.'

The ability to sense the presence, or the lack thereof, of the Mascot.

It was a lingering instinct left by her experience working as an employee at Flower Golden Resort. It was the same phenomenon as Agent Haegeum had experienced and described.

In any case, Lee Seonghae conveyed this disheartening news to the agents, and the 

agents...

[K.LEE: He disappeared]

They requested that she bring something to their next meeting, if possible.

Something that could serve as a trace of the Employee.

[K.LEE: A body part, or a piece of clothing he wore regularly is also fine.]

[K.LEE: Simple personal belongings won’t count. Things like dolls or toys won’t do.]

Hair, nails, or fragments of his horns.

Of course, Lee Seonghae didn't have the Employee's hair. It seemed the other party was desperate to grasp at any possibility.

However.

[I think I have something similar!]

An item that could almost be considered a part of him.

"It's the Mascot's flower accessory!"

It was a 'souvenir' that she had chosen as employee compensation at Cheerful 

Theme Park.

Lee Seonghae had boldly plucked off one flower from the horn of the Mascot itself.

Of course, Kim Soleum had been rather miffed by that, but Lee Seonghae was unaware of this fact...

 Is that really

Okay?

Recalling the question the Mascot had asked, Lee Seonghae readily took out the single flower and showed it to the agents.

The agents' faces fell as they looked at the tiny golden wildflower.

"This... is supposed to be 'part of the Employee'?"

"Yes!"

The atmosphere somehow became even stranger, but Lee Seonghae didn't mind.

Then the agents used some spiritual technique akin to dowsing and managed to ascertain one piece of information from that keepsake.

Direction.

"Is it pointing towards the southeast?"

The agents seemed ready to immediately start tracking, standing up and preparing to thank her for her 'cooperation.'

"Hmm... but that flower is precious to me too."

Lee Seonghae declared with a bright smile.

"I’ll come along. I'll take today as my paid time off!"

...And so, after several stops and transfers, Lee Seonghae finally arrived at Jisan Village and was able to arrange a meeting between the Employee and the agents!

And finally, the Employee's very first reaction upon seeing the bureau agents was...

 >Request: Do not move

Huh?

*******

I hadn’t expected to meet like this.

I stared blankly at those faces.

Agent Choi.

Agent Bronze.

The elder’s light flickered from the Dokkaebi Lantern in Agent Choi's hand, and a restraining rope was neatly coiled on Agent Bronze's shoulder.

The same sight I used to see every time I was dispatched.

And our eyes met. I slowly widened my field of view to retreat backwards...when suddenly.

I saw the black box again, it’s two hands extending.

Right next to the exit.

'...!'

A sense of crisis sent a shiver up the back of my neck. 

 >Request: Do not move

 >Reason: The box three steps away (extremely dangerous)

'No.'

It's too close...!

'If I'm not careful, it might lock onto a target.'

The trait of the ‘Ascetic in the Box.'

It 'prefers' to accept those with a richer story to fulfill its quota.

Meaning, it could just as easily go after two of those three.

'I need to send them out safely.'

Somehow.

Should I scare them? I want to get Assistant Manager Eun Haje out with them somehow, but how?

...If I deliberately lure the box,

"Grapes-ie."

...

...!

"Let's calm down."

At the entrance, Agent Choi slowly set down the Dokkaebi Lantern.

And raised both hands.

"Look. We won't do anything. Then it's okay, right?"

...

"Shall we communicate only just by nodding? If it's hard to speak, just move your head."

I slowly nodded.

A smile appeared on Agent Choi's face...

"Oh dear...why would you put it like that?"

Ho Yuwon.

"It's not that it's hard to speak, you just physically don’t have vocal cords due to your structure, right?"

My heart felt like it was shriveling.

[What an ill mannered fellow! My friend has vocal cords somewhere in his body, he is merely favoring a more comfortable means of communication at the moment!]

And.

Ho Yuwon and Agent Choi knew each other.

Moreover, that director harbored immense resentment towards the Disaster Management Bureau...

"You went running to the reclusive old man wheezing on the mountain top to undo the restriction I placed upon you. Truly a way of handling issues befitting your organisation."

"Agent Grapes."

Agent Bronze opened his mouth.

"If a sapient entity inside a Supernatural Disaster is constantly inflicting harm to a government agent, they can be immediately transferred to the Disaster Management Bureau."

He looked darkly at Ho Yuwon.

"It can even be carried out right now, given the testimony of the party involved.”

Ho Yuwon's smile deepened.

[Oh, it seems there's no one here who is inclined to favour that person. After all, who would ever like a plague? And he's so insufferable.]

[And so a potential candidate emerges.]

...Candidate?

[Candidate to fill the two person quota. How about putting that person in the box?]

And I realized that Braun was talking about a very simple way to escape this situation.

[Oh, a notice of departure is sad, but it's also an essential element of running a show.]

[Let's notify the two least valuable ones.]

['Unfortunately, you will no longer be able to continue with us’!]

Six entities were present here.

The quota demanded two.

[Let's pick the two.]



TL Notes: -

Chapter 240

Six individuals stand here, each with enough story to satisfy the Ascetic in the box. 

Which of them shall be trapped in merciless agony averaging 27 years, leading to a slow and inescapable death? 

Such an absurd decision is now forced onto us...

“Roe.”

I lowered my head.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, in the guise of an old woman, was tapping near my shoulder.

“Set me down a bit. Even though I look like this, I’m not really a frail elder, am I?”

But.

“Let me spit out the marble and regain some mobility. From the look of things, this may not turn out well.”

...

I let Assistant Manager Eun Haje down. The Assistant Manager spat out the glass marble and began to revert to her original form.

Agent Bronze’s expression changed.

“You are...”

“Well now, it’s been a while. Sir Geezer.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned.

Coincidentally, the two had crossed paths here in Jisan Village before, and now they were meeting again at the same place.

“Oh. Hello, Assistant Manager! Have you been well since you quit?”

“Yes, yes.”

While Assistant Manager Eun Haje greeted Assistant Manager Lee Songhae, Agent Bronze flinched as he glanced between her and Ho Yuwon.

As if realizing the identity of the entity that had been using Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s body.

“Are you perhaps being threatened or subjected to undue pressure by a supernatural entity?”

“It’s similar, but my situation isn’t that urgent, so let’s set it aside for now.”

Tap, tap.

The Assistant Manager nudged me.

“Roe, you seem to know a lot about that strange Darkness. Explain it to us first. If we don’t know what we’re dealing with, we might press some buttons and end up in danger without realizing it. 

...

The Church of the Luminous Unknown’s Dangerous Box

: The Ascetic in the Box

I explained to everyone as quickly as possible.

The danger of this box, the peculiarities of this location, and the fact that we were trying to escape from this cult.

And lastly, the most basic countermeasure.

 >Victims required to meet the ‘quota’

 >Current quota : 2

A brief silence fell among the veteran ghost stories explorers, who read the words I transcribed with smoke.

“So, if you put two people in, they’ll suffer torture for decades before dying, and the rest pass through unharmed. Is that the gist of it?”

That’s correct.

“If we could extract even one B-grade dream essence here, the company would be thrilled.”

 >Assumption: If one does not enter the box, Dream Essence extraction is impossible.

“Ah, I see. It’ll just be counted as evading the Darkness, not as entering it.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje muttered, looking at Ho Yuwon, as if it were a relief.

At any rate, then.

 >Request: Do not move.

 >Do not provoke it unnecessarily.

 >Reason

 >▶ Possibility of being identified as a suitable target if you move.

 >▶ Chance of escape from inside the box is negligible.

(Item usability cannot be confirmed.)

Once locked on a target, the Ascetic in the Box will continue to follow the intended victim to fill its capacity.

This process will continue endlessly…until the quota is filled and the box closes completely.

As long as the Ascetic in the Box has vacancies in its quota, it will never abandon its attempts to fill them with suitable individuals.

Since that relentless pursuit constitutes its doctrine.

As time passes, the box will manifest closer to its target, beckoning them to join with its two hands. Eventually, it will appear directly before the sacrificial target whenever they turn their head.

At this point, if the intended victim tries to move, physical contact with the box becomes inevitable. 

 >▶ Escape is impossible once a suitable target is acquired and the box has closed. 

Anyone among those present here could end up in that state...

If my salivary glands and esophagus had been in their proper anatomical locations, my mouth would be parched.

‘I have to confirm.’

Whether the box is currently moving based on one of them. Exactly who among the six it is getting closer to.

‘Or...’

I could provoke the box first.

‘It would be easier to deal with if it were chasing me.’

If necessary, I might even be able to ‘read’ the box and erase its settings before it swallows me.

…it was chilling to think about what kind of, or how long lasting, side effects I would experience from using that ability. Yet it would be better than spending decades suffering on display inside that box. 

“Wait, Grapes-ie.”

...

“…You said not to move. That includes you.”

Agent Choi, after confirming I had stopped moving, glanced around.

“Alright, everyone heard that, right? Is anyone here dying to go to the bathroom? No? Well, that’s a small blessing, isn’t it?”

Beside me, Agent Bronze clutched his forehead.

“Let’s take just a little bit of time! It sounds like we have a bit of leeway.”

Agent Choi, despite the cold sweat on his brow, smiled and lowered himself while speaking calmly.

“It’s not right in front of us yet.”

His eyes remained fixed on the strange hands extending from the box.

“For now, let’s all sit down and think of a countermeasure without provoking the box… Is that okay, Grape-ie?”

...

I slowly nodded.

However.

 > Recommendation: Everyone keeps tracking the box’s position.

As time passes, it will only get closer.

Thus, the six of us sat down, separated by the entrance to the Church of the Luminous Unknown’s underground bunker.

Three inside.

Three outside.

And… the black box with its hands outstretched, placed close beside the path of the exit.

Slightly closer.

‘…It changed positions.’

The guillotine’s blade is edging in.

Already another half-step closer.

“Agent Grapes.”

I turned my head with difficulty. The moment I sat down, Agent Bronze casually tossed something at me.

“This is your issued gear that you left behind. Please take it.”

Only after catching it reflexively did I realize what it was.

…My agent jacket.

‘…Why.’

I couldn’t wear it now anyway. Or rather, why would they go through the trouble of looking for a corporate spy who had already resigned?

My stomach felt like it was churning. Not knowing what to do with the jacket, I just took it.

‘For now… I’ll store it in my tattoo.’

So, to fold it, I reached for the hem at the bottom of the jacket...

There was something in the pocket.

I sent Black Smoke to feel inside carefully, and realized what it was.

Colorful threads.

It was the Five Colored Shoelaces.

[Oh, isn’t that an escape item?]

That’s right.

It’s an item normally issued one per field agent, allowing for emergency escape from supernatural disasters, bypassing regular protocols.

It was also an item I desperately needed, the kind I had just asked Ho Yuwon about earlier. But...

‘…Why on earth would they give this to me?’

At this urgent moment?

I looked back at Agent Bronze, but his mosaicked face avoided my gaze and was engaged in some conversation with Agent Choi.

As if wanting to gloss over whatever was inside the jacket.

Could it be...

‘Are they telling me to use it now?’

If I used this, I would be sent to the escape location designated by the Disaster Management Bureau, and my custody would be passed onto them.

But what about the others remaining here?

What was the intention behind giving it to me? Was it Agent Bronze’s acting by himself?

“Then, let’s begin.”

And just as Agent Choi was about to move things forward quickly, regardless of my confusion,

“First, the condition for the box to count someone towards their quota is that the victim is a sentient being…”

“Excuse me!”

A flash of movement.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was the first to raise her hand.

“I know! The fastest and simplest method!”

She remarked in a very Daydream employee fashion.

“You said this was a cult, right? We just need to find the two most wicked people and put them in!”

“...”

“Yes?”

“We can get ahead of it. It doesn’t necessarily have to be one of us.”

Yes.

Agent Choi was trying to resolve the issue logically. In a ‘Let’s brainstorm various methods within the time limit’ kind of way.

But there was a problem.

With this group, I had a feeling I knew how the conversation would end.

‘The guillotine’s blade is already hanging above our heads. This isn’t a situation where we can afford to waste time deliberating…!’

For now, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was determined to find two wicked individuals from this base and use them as scapegoats.

She was someone who wouldn’t care even if her own subordinates died. Given the nature of the cult members, she would have no qualms sacrificing them in our stead.

“Ah, that’s a good suggestion. Coincidentally, the box has already swallowed one cult executive. Another cult executive is behind us, unconscious.”

“Ooh, nice! It’ll be even easier to put them in.”

Lee Seonghae smiled brightly, and Ho Yuwon smiled too.

But, you see.

“Bronze-ie, I think I might be going deaf. I think I just heard someone suggesting they’d toss a civilian into a supernatural disaster right in front of a government agent.”

There was someone here who couldn’t side with a decision like that.

Agent Choi remarked as if he were joking, but sighed and continued speaking.

“Ugh, of course, I understand how you feel! But that’s something we should only consider as a last resort...”

“Hey, we don’t have time. Why should good people risk themselves trying new things but end up in danger and get scared?”

“…!”

Hoo.

“I’m not saying we should just put in any random follower. I think it’s actually better for society if a cult executive dies! It’s not like they’ll get severely punished even if they’re arrested…”

Lee Seonghae rested her chin on her hand and nodded solemnly.

“It’s a good opportunity to exact retribution!”

A short silence followed.

“…That’s a rather biased personal judgment, isn’t it?”

“I won’t ask the agents to choose. I’ll pick the other one myself, so wait for me! If the box follows, it’ll be nearby, so I’ll dodge it and slip them in!”

“No...”

“Please wait a moment.”

Agent Bronze spoke.

Perhaps one might think this agent was also joining in to stop Lee Seonghae.

But...

“We will be the ones to select them.”

“…!!”

The current Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau is an organization that can say, ‘If someone has to die, let it be the evil one.’

They select malicious individuals through the scales of evil and sentence them to darkness associated with inevitable deaths. It was a decision made to minimise loss of life.

The agent was living proof of this, having once played the role of a murderer at a mountain lodge where evildoers were selected to gather.

Gesturing towards the box, which had moved another half-step closer, he said anxiously.

“Is there anyone here who has personally witnessed this cult’s executive causing numerous casualties?”

“Well, I saw it.”

The Assistant Manager spoke up.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje was a practical person. Given the circumstances, she was open to accepting a moderately gentle option when presented.

“Just to brew liquor, they must have killed at least dozens of people.”

“Confirmed.”

“Bronze-ie.”

“Agent.”

Agent Bronze cut off his senior.

“Rules are rules.”

-An agent’s life always comes first.

And if there is a confirmed villain, it is right for them to die.

“When a verified method exists, prolonging debate based on conjecture only makes it harder to decide.”

…It was rational.

“And as we lose more time, we might not be able to choose the verified method even if we want to.”

Either the cult executive gains consciousness first.

…Or the box draws too close.

“We must act while we still have room to do so.”

Even Agent Choi had no reply at that moment for those words.

The public opinion had already shifted to a majority.

[Hmm, it’s coming together better than expected. Sacrificing a third party is a decent plan to neatly escape.]

[The sinful twins will suffer a long torture until their deaths inside the box. Getting rid of extras who hold no real significance.]

Braun’s voice sounded deflated.

Agent Choi said nothing in response. I saw Ho Yuwon smiling as he watched the other’s discussion settle.

I remained silent as well.

‘…Is this really okay?’

The truth of the Happy Ending Sect kept me unsettled.

I couldn’t subdue all these people who were prone to act impulsively. I couldn’t force them to listen to me, and even if I could, there wasn’t any other alternative. 

‘I think I could buy some time for them to try other things by drawing the box’s attention...’

“Grapes-ie.”

I turned my head.

Agent Choi had been lost in thought, alternately staring at the box and the floor, over and over again. As if calculating something, and...

He picked up the Dokkaebi Lantern he had placed on the floor earlier.

“…You were planning to move and lure the box, weren’t you? Until everyone else could leave safely.”

…!

“You’re the same as ever. Wow, I guessed it again.”

He laughed.

“But that’s not something the youngest should do. There’s an order to such things.”

Just a moment.

Agent Choi looked at me with the eyes of someone who had made his mind and grinned.

“Still, as an agent, I should try what I can. …Thank you.”

Hey!

Agent Choi stood up and moved. Agent Bronze scrambled up after him at the sudden motion, but it was too late. The box sensed the agent rich with stories and moved to follow him...

“That agent is almost less hypocritical than expected. Not very Bureau-like. Don’t you think so too, Mr. Roe deer?”

Get lost!

“So I’m going to select one too, Mr. Roe deer.”

Thump.

“The one more like the Disaster Management Bureau.”

Agent Bronze was pushed by Ho Yuwon’s hand.

His body collided with the box.

Thump.

二

—

Agent Bronze.

Disappeared.

‘...’

I saw Agent Choi’s eyes widen. Ho Yuwon’s smile, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s blinking eyes, Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s frown, the predictions flashing through my mind... 

‘No.’

 > Request: Wait.

I shot myself towards the box using smoke.

And disappeared.

Into it.

Chapter 241

I opened my eyes.

But there is nothing to see.

I tried to move my hands.

But nothing moved.

I was fixed in place, unable to do anything.

And so I realized.

Why the countless sentient beings trapped within the Quota Worship Sect’s box were tortured for decades until they died, unable to use any of their abilities or possessions they’d had in their life.

‘I’ve been swallowed.’

I could do nothing.

My body was now tightly held and sealed by something.

For meditation.

Digestive fluid is secreted.

-Hell, hell, it’s hell. How can it hurt this much? I have realized the horror of excruciating pain. Descriptions like ‘the saddest memories of my life repeat,’ or ‘it provokes deep trauma’ are lukewarm and convoluted, a meaningless phrase for the ignorant. I envy them. True pain comes from the body. The pain that shatters the mind.

-This pain of scraping skin and nerves, one layer at a time, with needles! Pain all over my body! My twisted skin, my internal organs wherever they are, are burning. It feels like being trapped in an endlessly burning hell. My mouth, are they prying it open and pouring digestive fluid into it? No! It’s fortunate I don’t have an esophagus. No, it feels like my esophagus is being stabbed and pierced...

A voice resounds in my head.

The voice of the Ascetic, reciting my pain, my anguish, my analysis, my pleas, and my screams exactly as I feel them.

And...

-Don’t want to die, want to die, don’t want to die, want to die, want to die, stop! Stop! Stop! Why? Why did it become like this, it hurts so much, it hurts! It hurts!! Ireum-nim, I did valuable work, it hurts! I did valuable work, save me, kill me, save me, kill me

-I’m suffocating. I can’t bear the pain. I instinctively knew that I wouldn’t be able to endure this for decades. I think it’s fortunate that I came in, but the thought of how long this will last is so terrifying that I can’t even predict it, and my mind isn’t even clouding. This kind of Supernatural Disaster...

Two other sentient voices.

The voices of others being tortured, echoed right beside me. Exhibiting us to each other marked the completion of the ‘Ascetic in the Box’.

Like this, we will be linked as part of the Ascetic within the digestive fluid, suffering for decades amidst the maddening whispers created by each other’s pain.

The digestive fluid acts as a preservative, ensuring we don’t die and feel the pain with clear minds.

Madness. Terror.

Agonising pain that prevents escape from descending into madness!

‘Happy Maker…!’

I desperately longed for the item I no longer held, but I, I...

‘Endure.’

I try to emit smoke.

No, I transform myself into smoke.

The smoke is a component of me, so it’s possible even without movement. The smoke tightly fills what seems like the Ascetic’s nurturing sac that has sealed me.

Even as smoke, the pain doesn’t subside. Every surface, every point of contact howls in agony.

But there is one difference.

‘Smoke is a gas.’

Within the smoke, from the inner core, I recreated just one part.

A horn.

And I barely managed to shake it.

Jingle.

The bell attached to the horn rings clearly.

‘…Ha!’

The pain doesn’t recede. But my ability to think and my willpower are restored.

‘Thing, can do.’

Something I can do!

I know there is another human beside me in this sac that has bound me so I can’t move an inch.

‘…Slowly.’

For the first time, I am grateful that I cannot find my vocal cords, even though I want to wail.

‘This time...’

From a place that could be considered on the surface of the smoke, I draw out a patch of skin from beneath my uniform.

My tattoo.

‘Inventory…!’

The tattoo touches the bizarre membrane that has sealed me, and I try to insert this membrane itself into the tattoo.

But it doesn’t work.

‘…!’

Every attempt to insert it only makes the sac constrict. The more I attempt to put into the tattoo, the more it shrinks. So much so that even my body, transformed into smoke, is overloaded.

‘It doesn’t work.’

All it does is make it produce more digestive fluid, as if some lubricant were being secreted!

-Pain! Pain! Even with this body of black smoke, the pain doesn’t disappear. Rather, it intensifies. All physical resistance is futile. As a victim inside the box, I am part of the Ascetic’s stomach, so I cannot inflict harm on the Ascetic!

-But I receive physical pain in its entirety. What an unreasonable and hellish ghost story.

-No, stop, the digestive fluid, I’m going to die, no, it feels like dying, this insane pain, unlike anything I’ve experienced even in a Daydream or on the Tamna Line train, what is this

Then.

-Agent Grapes?

...

…!

-This can’t be. Why? Why Agent Grapes and not the evil person? I assumed it was resentment towards the Disaster Management Bureau that caused that villain to push me, no, the pain makes the reason irrelevant. No.

-You’re saying he has to be here for decades feeling this pain? Him too?

The Ascetic also transmitted mental pain.

Agent Bronze’s anguish.

And mine as well.

-I am accustomed to pain, I can endure it. I am accustomed to pain, it’s a little better because I can take other forms. Shaking the bell within the smoke, no, it hurts! Pain! No, I can endure...

At that moment.

-I understand! Thoughts associated with pain are heard by the other party. Associated with pain, associated with pain...

Agent Bronze realizes.

And the Ascetic’s whisper, which had been transmitting pain, changed.

Faster and more unstable, as if reflecting the subject’s state.

-I am in pain. Therefore, if I can partially transform into smoke, and if I have even a little freedom of movement within it, I will immediately use the Five Colored Shoelace to escape this pain.

…!!

-Immediately. I can no longer bear this pain. Let’s walk after tying the shoelaces. Fulfilling the act of walking is all that matters! Hurry!

...

And then I recall.

‘Agent Bronze cannot leave even with the shoelaces.’

Just as how he couldn’t use the Five Colored Shoelaces at Looky Mart because his legs were cut off, the person sealed and unable to move cannot leave.

Only I can leave.

So, after I leave.

The others who remain will continue to be displayed and tortured, forever stuck in this place.

Along with a new person the box would swallow in my place.

...

...

-I can’t hear Agent Grape’s voice. Did he perhaps leave? Am I the only one suffering this pain? It gives me hope, but will I end up cursing him for leaving me alone? This terrible pain...

I turned a part of the smoke into the shape of a hand.

Exposing bare skin,

I touch the membrane.

To the ‘Ascetic in the Box’.

Ascetic in the Box

A Divine Power appearing in the Dark Exploration Record. Ranked 6th class in the Right Number Praise Sect.

According to the laws of the Jeongwon Chanyangsa, they severed their own legs and attained Divine Power through repeated asceticism and meditation within a box, becoming a creature within a box that secretes digestive fluid.

They are Jeongwon Chanyangsa who focus on the most primal pain.

After swallowing the number of sacrificial lambs assigned to the box, once closed, the box will never open until the sacrificial lamb dies.

Sacrificial lambs who come into contact with digestive fluid within the box are connected to the Jeongwon Chanyangsa and become ascetics. Delete.

Seeker in the Box

A Divine Power appearing in the Dark Exploration Record. Ranked 6th class in the Right Number Praise Sect.

According to the laws of the Jeongwon Chanyangsa, they severed their own legs and attained Divine Power through repeated asceticism and meditation within a box, becoming a creature within a box that secretes digestive fluid.

They are Jeongwon Chanyangsa who focus on the most primal pain.

After swallowing the number of sacrificial lambs assigned to the box, -Once closed, the box can also open with strong internal impact./

I removed my hand.

…

…

Eventually.

According to the newly written content.

The ‘Seeker in the Box’, unable to withstand the shock of being forcibly read, deleted, and modified...

Thump.

It bursts with this ‘strong internal impact’.

Intense pressure.

And the liberation of the Seeker.

Thump.

I feel myself being pushed out of the box, still sealed.

The Jeongwon Chanyangsa, completed through arduous asceticism and meditation, the ghost story of the unopenable box, crumbles with a strange sound.

And mine too.

It crumbles.

My barely regained reason, my identity as a human, my humanity, my emotions.

Crushed into a pulp, leaving only traces.

Jingle.

The sound of a bell.

It can no longer be heard.

But I am not sad.

Nor am I greatly distressed or in pain.

That is the attitude of a worker.

I must return to the Daydream to receive a repaired uniform.

-Your uniform has been damaged. Return immediately and await instructions. Your uniform has been damaged. Return immediately and await instructions. Your uniform has been damaged. Return immediately and await instructions…

I hear the announcement.

The next moment.

I poured out of the box.

Along with two figures.



Ryu Jaekwan realizes that the pain has disappeared.

Pain that has exceeded its threshold leaves a phantom pain even after it’s gone, so he realizes it belatedly.

And he realizes that the voices in his head are no longer heard.

Neither his own pain nor the pain of others.

“…!”

He pushed aside the digestive fluid membrane surrounding him, which had lost its strange power.

The dead Seeker’s membrane no longer exerted its unreasonable sealing power, and he was able to tear it with a small pocketknife and emerge.

Air.

As he inhaled,

He becomes aware of two other membrane masses beside him.

“…!”

He immediately plunged the pocketknife into the one next to him. The result of the desperate process of dismantling was...

‘Ha.’

A man with the appearance of a handsome boy in a school uniform. A stranger. Bronze, realizing this was a figure from a cult swallowed by the box earlier, hastily moved his hand to the next membrane.

A larger mass.

This time, with more reason regained, his dismantling hand is careful. From the hastily removed membrane emerges...

An employee dressed in a black uniform, with countless horns, wearing a gas mask.

Agent Grapes.

…Presumably, a supernatural phenomenon.

“…Agent Grapes.”

But there is no reaction.

Was he unconscious?

He couldn’t be sure as the gas mask was still on, but he guessed so because the light of his eyes, which had been like yellow lanterns, was gone.

Agent Bronze carefully lifted Agent Grape’s shoulder. But there was still no reaction.

However, from the mass of horns on his head, fragments of Jade flowed down. Agent Bronze picked them up and put them away for now.

‘Besides that… what else can be done.’

His thoughts were difficult to organize. In fact, he was still groggy.

‘…What was I hearing?’

The Seeker’s voice, which had been whispering the pain of the ascetics incessantly in his mind, had indeed said something strange just before...

Something bizarre and terrifying, yet about truth...

‘Ugh.’

Ryu Jaekwan frowned and pressed his temples.

Listening too closely to the whispers of supernatural disasters or dwelling on their content was a bad omen.

‘…Contamination?’

But for now, he had more urgent matters to attend to. Agent Grape’s condition, and…

‘…Agent Choi!’

He sprang up, as if doused with cold water, a shiver running down his spine.

Looking around properly in his haste, he saw the space as it was before being swallowed by the box.

The box, with its empty number and blood-soaked hands spread on the floor, and...

No one was there.

The desolate underground bunker was devoid of human presence.

Instead, the door to the underground bunker had been completely torn open.

“…!”

And from outside, an immense roar was heard.

But the agent detected a familiar noise.

The sound of a bell.

‘This is...’

It was the sound of the Ritual Executioner’s Sword being swung.

Ryu Jaekwan grabbed Agent Grapes and rushed outside.

Chapter 242

Outside the Nameless Cult’s underground bunker.

The deserted and empty Jisan Village was already half-destroyed.

As soon as Ryu Jaekwan burst out of the equally shattered underground bunker door, the scene that greeted him made him bite his tongue.

And then…

“Oh, you’re out!”

A human voice sounded right beside him.

“…!”

Lee Seonghae, an Assistant Manager from Daydream Inc.’s elite team, was leaning against the door, turning to wave at him.

Ryu Jaekwan, who was about to open his mouth, paused for a moment.

‘How...’

Can she be so composed?

Two people had just escaped a bizarre Supernatural Disaster that had trapped and consumed people for decades.

It was a confirmed death sentence.

He had heard it emphasized multiple times that once a box closed, it never opened again. Even Ryu Jaekwan, who had escaped, was confused about what was happening…

“Why…”

“I’m not surprised?”

…!

“Well… you went in with our employee.”

She looked at ‘Agent Grapes’ that Ryu Jaekwan was holding.

Light reflected in Lee Seonghae’s pupils.

“The Mascot is stronger than that box!”

“…”

Mascot?

The unfamiliar title conveyed a strange feeling…

And Ryu Jaekwan, looking down at Kim Soleum, who was called by that title, asked himself.

How did I get out?

‘…The sound I heard earlier.’

Something had twisted the Seeker in the Box, who had been spouting bizarre noises, with extreme mechanical force. That was…

...

‘…Agent Grapes?’

“Anyway, are you looking for your fellow agent?”

“…!”

He snapped out of his strange thoughts.

“Yes.”

Agent Bronze took a breath and refocused on the situation.

So, where was Agent Choi?

“Everyone is over there.”

Boom.

Just then, a roar echoed again.

Ryu Jaekwan quickly turned his head.

Two massive, azure Executioner’s Sword blades were being wielded with ecstatic fervor by a person’s arms in mid-air.

It was Agent Choi.

The Executioner’s Sword plunged towards the ground again without hesitation.

Towards the target.

‘…That!’

“Hmm. I think he’s angry.”

Lee Seonghae’s voice reached Ryu Jaekwan’s ears again as he started to run.

“At first, it seemed like that agent was trying to open the box again somehow. Like they were trying to analyze any possible loophole.”

Ryu Jaekwan could easily imagine it.

A person staring blankly at the box in disbelief, then racking their brain and acting to dismantle the closed box somehow to find a way to escape this situation and save people.

He had seen it many times before. An agent who would regain their composure and try to find a way to overcome this situation, even through reckless actions, to save people.

“His hands were trembling, and he looked so distressed that I tried to help him. But then Director Ho said something really annoying.”

“…!”

—“How unfortunate. That Mr. Roe deer went in.”

—“But what can be done? Two people went in, so this box will be safe for decades. Congratulations!”

—“This is the kind of situation the Disaster Management Bureau likes.”

“He was so mean? He pushed him in himself.”

Ryu Jaekwan felt his mouth twist.

Anger and worry.

“Hearing that, the agent pulled his hand away from the box and took something out of his pocket.”

And then…

“The door broke.”

Boom.

Another roar echoed from the side.

Dust flew all the way to them.

“…!!”

Finally, through the settling dust, it became faintly visible.

The figure of someone impaled by an Executioner’s Sword, stuck in the ground.

“Oh, he caught him.”

It was Director Ho.

Two massive Ritual Executioner’s Swords were embedded in man’s chest.

“I stayed back so as not to disturb him while he was angry, but I should probably go help with the cleanup… Huh?”

Ryu Jaekwan ran.

‘No.’

He had seen it.

Ink rising from the ground where the dust had settled, drawing letters.

The letters bled red and blue, forming a circular pattern.

The sounds of gongs, drums, and bells began to be heard.

‘A ritual site…!’

And there was only one way to perform a ritual like this.

‘A Sacrificial Ritual…!’

It was a procedure passed down in the Disaster Management Bureau to offer a powerful supernatural entity.

He intended to offer up the entire person, this Director Ho from Daydream Inc., to summon a divine being to break the box…!

Anger and purpose had aligned.

‘But.’

“Agent!”

That’s not something Agent Choi should be doing!

Agent Choi was sitting on the ground, eyes closed, doing something.

His lips moved as if praying.

He was clearly reciting an incantation.

But even with his eyes closed, the sound could be heard, and the voice was very familiar.

“Agent!”

Agent Choi stopped what he was doing and turned his head.

Agent Choi’s pupils widened as their eyes met.

Surprise.

Doubt.

Joy.

Relief.

And… overwhelming emotion.

“Bron…”

“Agent!!”

Ryu Jaekwan ran and grabbed him by the collar.

“You know you shouldn’t perform a Sacrificial Ritual, Agent!”

“…”

“If you do something like that without even having a name to use…”

“Bronze.”

The scarred hands gripped Ryu Jaekwan’s shoulders tightly.

“Thank you…”

“…”

The grip on his collar loosened, and Agent Choi slowly sank to the ground.

Seeing him panting, Ryu Jaekwan understood how tense and mentally pressured he had been, and his heart was filled with mixed emotions.

The senior agent’s feelings when he must have realized that every member on the field team, except himself, had been caught in a Supernatural Disaster in the blink of an eye. Tortured for decades. And doomed to die.

At the same time, he felt a surge of emotion.

The one who always took the most dangerous risks alone!

Still, the surge of emotions quickly subsided.

After all, both Agent Grapes and he had come out safely.

Instead, he focused on the small glass bead hanging from Agent Choi’s waist.

Someone was already inside that Makeshift glass prison.

The person who had introduced herself as a reporter in Jisan Village.

An employee called Falcon.

“…Did you put her in there on purpose?”

“Yeah. I put her there for now, to keep any civilians who got caught up in this from getting hurt.”

Agent Choi gave a faint smile, implying that she had cooperated, and then stood up.

And Ryu Jaekwan managed to say just one thing.

“From now on, please, please stop doing reckless things.”

“Haha…”

But the laugh didn’t come from agent Choi.

“My, how touching.”

The Supernatural Disaster, subdued by two Ritual Executioner’s Swords.

Director Ho of Daydream Inc.

He was laughing.

He didn’t even flinch at being impaled by the Executioner’s Swords, nor did he let out a single groan of pain.

Instead, he calmly raised his hands and placed them on the surface of the massive blades that had nearly split his chest in two.

Sizzle,

the sound of burning flesh filled the air, but his smiling eyes did not waver.

‘…Is he really.’

It was hard to believe he had been subdued.

“However, will you return our company’s employees now? You’ve been holding onto them.”

“…!”

Ryu Jaekwan immediately stepped back.

Beside him, Agent Choi’s eyes turned cold.

The habitual smile completely vanished as he covered his mouth with one hand, then bent down towards the fallen ‘Kim Soleum’ and nodding as if listening to something.

“What? Grapes-ie. Uh-huh, that’s a good idea.”

Then he turned to the Fox Plague, still impaled by the Executioner’s Sword, and laughed.

“Grapes says he’s quitting?”

“Is that so? Well, if he says so himself, then there’s nothing we can do. Shall we try waking him up?”

“If I don’t want to?”

A blue flame flickered in Agent Choi’s eyes.

“Why wake someone who’s sleeping? We’ll take good care of him. So  you should rest in your prison too.”

Then he turned to his colleagues around him.

“Don’t you agree, Bronze…?”

“…”

But Ryu Jaekwan did not agree.

Agent Choi noticed the subtle shift.

And, perhaps too relieved by how things turned out, a question he’d pushed aside finally surfaced — a question meant to assses the situation.

Exactly.

How did he get out of the box?

“Bronze.”

Why was Kim Soleum still unconscious in the middle of all this chaos, even though the two escaped the same way?

“Oh dear… he doesn’t seem to be waking up.”

“…”

“Shall I give it a try?”

“Shut up.”

“Employee 130666, it is time to wake up and be on duty.”

At that moment.

130666 sat up.

Black Smoke.

It billowed thick from the black uniform, yellow lanterns flickered, and a bizarre presence heavily pressed onto the dust-covered ground.

The horned figure stood motionless, coat trailing behind, casting a dark shadow.

‘...’

Something was wrong.

‘This is…’

Different from before.

Before, even though the silhouette had been bizarre and clearly not human, you could still feel there was something within.

The atmosphere coming from his presence, attitude and reactions.

Things that made the agents not hesitate to call him ‘Grapes’ upon seeing him.

But now…

It was something forced into human shape.

A deductive instinct — the kind only an experienced agent possesses —sent a chill down his spine.

‘It’s a supernatural phenomenon.’

Still, his mouth opened.

“…Grapes?”

The smoke moved first.

A gaslight flickered above the dark, dimness spreading slowly at his feet.

A gaze beneath the horns.

>Inappropriate title 

 >Reason: Unofficial

“…”

Agent Choi was speechless.

After opening and closing his mouth a few times, he completed his sentence.

“Then, what should I call you?”

>No official designation

  >Recommendation: Registration number 130666

“…Call you by a number? Are you—”

“Wait.”

Ryu Jaekwan urgently intervened.

“Agent Grapes, what is your current condition? Are you still experiencing pain, or are you hearing any strange whispers?”

The smoke did not move.

The black-clad employee of the special department, standing completely still, displayed letters after a few seconds.

>Unknown

“...”

“Oh dear.”

Yuwon let out a laugh.

“Looks like it’s not the state you expected him to be in?”

“You…!”

“Employee 130666, since a company executive is detained, could you please pull these out?”

The black smoke surged at the Executioner’s Sword.

“…!”

Clang.

The blade of the Ritual Executioner’s Sword, which had just been pulled out, struck the ground with a clear, hard sound.

As Yuwon, now free, rose to his feet, Agent Choi drew another means of restraint and lunged— but…

The smoke blocked him.

“…!”

>Warning: Security risk behavior

   >Re-attempt will result in escalation of restraint measures

“…”

Dangerous.

The feeling of the hairs on his neck standing on end, as if facing something truly dangerous.

“…You,”

His trembling eyes saw something sinister beyond the smoke.

“What did you do…?”

“Nothing.”

Yuwon spoke with feigned pity.

“It seems the box had a bad influence, doesn’t it?”

“The box? Seems more like what you and your cult company did.”

“Who knows.”

Laughter.

“But what can you do? Since I have no intention of answering… you can just keep wondering.”

“…”

Agent Choi lowered his Executioner’s Sword.

Looking at the being he had once worked alongside— squared against him…

“One thing is for sure.”

The Executioner’s Sword pointed at the sinister presence beyond the smoke.

The agent of Team Hyunmoo 1 declared.

“Director Ho Yuwon of Daydream Inc. is a Supernatural Disaster.”

A pronouncement of judgment.

Chapter 243

An agent of the Disaster Management Bureau.

And the being his Executioner’s Sword pointed at.

Ho Yuwon.

A Supernatural Disaster.

“...”

“As soon as I return to the Bureau, I’ll have to write up a report. ‘Team Hyunmoo 1 aims to terminate this Supernatural Disaster by seeking official approval for its registration.’”

Agent Choi’s and Ho Yuwon’s eyes meet.

Between their coldly set faces, the agent’s eyes burn.

“Let’s see if that crazy cult company, the one that grinds people up, will continue to protect a director targeted by the Disaster Management Bureau…”

“…Ah.”

And.

“You intend to register me as a Supernatural Disaster, so the Bureau can directly manage me? Until I die? Until it’s all concluded?”

The malevolent entity beyond the Black Smoke.

“You’re truly too much.”

It spoke in a smooth voice.

“Government agents threatening civilians… I haven’t even killed anyone in front of you, you know.”

However, Ho Yuwon’s eyes were calm.

“Someone had to die anyway. Does death cease to be death if the Disaster Management Bureau chooses who dies? Does that make it rational?”

“...”

“While you were selecting people who are better suited to die, did you not think someone like me would appear?”

Ryu Jaekwan gritted his teeth.

Just then.

“Huh? So you can just kill anyone?”

“…!”

“We were talking about how if someone has to die we shouldn’t choose good people , but you were the one who pushed someone without any agreement.”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was approaching while brushing away dust from herself.

Ho Yuwon’s smile deepened.

“It seems like you’re saying it’s bad not to cooperate with the group… I’m a bit concerned. You belong to the company, but is it okay to defy your superior and make personal accusations?”

“Why? I didn’t attack you, Director. And your interpretation is weird. I’m just saying you did something bad.”

Lee Seonghae looked at Director Ho as if she couldn’t quite understand, then lightly hopped over to stand beside the employee.

“And I’m on vacation, so I’m not working. Which means it’s fine!”

“Wow. You’re brave.”

“Yep. I tend to be like that!”

“...”

“...”

“…Well, it doesn’t matter anyway.”

Ho Yuwon, who had been weighing his options, eventually turned his head, choosing to ignore the annoying employee.

To 130666.

“Employee. Will you continue to accompany me for my project? As part of your duty.”

And added.

“And those people over there keep interfering with your work… I’d like you to subdue them. For security.”

“…!”

The agents’ expressions hardened.

The yellow lantern beneath the black shadow gazed at the agents, then…

…looked into the director’s eyes.

 >Refusal

“…!”

 >Reason:

 ▶ Existing task (Nameless Cult investigation) concluded

 ▶ Damaged uniform

Will report to the assigned researcher after returning to the containment room.

Uniform?

At that moment, they all noticed.

From the inside of the employees coat, through a tear in the fabric, something was seeping out.

Something amorphous.

Clumps of flesh-like matter, overflowing as if trying to escape their form.

130666 pressed the area with a gloved hand and covered it with black mist. As if consciously trying to hide it.

A hint of… shame.

“…!”

Agent Choi’s gaze changed.

Hope.

“We can fix that uniform too.”

The employee’s gaze fell upon him.

“Let’s go together. They’ll give you a really nice one, won’t they? The artisans at the workshop are truly skilled.”

However.

>Impossible

   >Reason: Proposal violates work regulations.

“…Work regulations? Can you explain that a bit more?”

>Impossible

   >Reason: Proposal violates work regulations.

“...”

“Wait a minute. Do you have absolutely no intention of changing jobs?”

The gaze looked down at Lee Seonghae.

>Resignation impossible

   >Reason: Proposal violates work regulations.

“Resignation is also not allowed? Huh, that’s…”

And before Lee Seonghae could finish, the employee turned away.

As if about to leave immediately and return.

To the Daydream underground.

To the containment room.

“…Wait a moment!”

Agent Choi rushed forward, blocking the way.

“I’ll help you return.”

...

>Question: Reason

“You pulled me out of the box.” Ryu Jaekwan chimed in.

“…! Right. I have to repay you.”

Accepting the help immediately, Agent Choi continued.

“This is near Cheonan. Even if you use quick-step, it’ll take hours to walk to the company in Seoul, right?”

Ryu Jaekwan, instead of his usual retort, quietly stood by his side.

“You don’t have a car and can’t teleport, right? Hm? I’ll give you a ride.”

...

Silence.

And.

>Question: Method of transport

Gotcha.

“Were you worried you’d ride a bicycle? Nah. I can use something else besides that.”

Agent Choi casually began to walk, as if guiding the other person.

To the well.

“This is a secret, but this well is in a good spot. Ley lines flow here, and back in the day it used to be a passage the Bureau used for emergency dispatch to local areas. They blocked it due to procedural issues.”

He added that due to its symbolic significance of its spiritual function, it was even used as an escape route when this village became a Supernatural Disaster.

“You remember, right? When you came to this village’s festival, you even took the manual I wrote tips in. The well was mentioned there too. Haha. How was it then, reading it?”

After another silence.

>Unknown

...

“That happens. Don’t worry.”

And then…

“Anyway, we don’t use that well anymore… but I think the transport function will reactivate if we send a promised signal, so let’s try using it.”

Of course.

It was a lie.

‘There are records of it, but it’s impossible for it to reactivate.’

The Disaster Management Bureau isn’t foolish; if it were a passage that could reactivate, they would have moved it.

But it was a plausible story.

“I’m going to try moving with it. We’ll be in Seoul when you open your eyes. Okay?”

That won’t happen.

He just intended to put them in the well, corner him in a place as enclosed as possible so he couldn’t escape, and then use his transport ability.

‘Makeshift glass prison.’

…He wanted to avoid that method if possible, but…

There was no other way.

“Using this well won’t result in your identity being handed over to the Disaster Management Bureau or anything. I swear on the Dokkaebi Lantern.”

He could make any oath.

Because there would be no need to use the well in the first place.

‘…Did he notice?’

It was possible. This damn Hubae was always annoyingly perceptive at precisely these kinds of points…

He was truly suited for the job of an agent.

‘Please.’

The fact that the person called Director Ho was just standing there was also a bit unsettling. He expected him to interfere or make a move to take the employee himself, but he was strangely quiet and docile.

And Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae following them also felt off.

But he couldn’t tell them to stop. He couldn’t let them notice anything strange.

Agent Choi’s nerves were on edge as he moved his feet.

Behind him, Ryu Jaekwan would be preparing the Makeshift glass prison he carried.

‘Thank you, Jaekwan.’

He deeply felt that his Hubae, who lacked talent for lying and had just returned, was quickly preparing to assist him.

Agent Choi continued to walk.

Thump.

Thump.

With the sound of his footsteps, the well drew nearer…

“Here.”

Ryu Jaekwan quickly tore off the blocked top of the well.

…The humid, trapped air escaped, leaving a strange smell.

Agent Choi took a breath and looked back at 130666… no, Kim Soleum, with a smile.

“…It’ll be difficult for you to go in first, right? I’ll go in first and show you it’s safe. Look. There might be something else down there.”

The gas mask silently watched Agent Choi.

Agent Choi grinned and stepped into the well.

‘The foothold … it’s still there, thankfully.’

It hadn’t collapsed.

He carefully wedged his feet into the well’s wall, descending as quickly as possible.

To lure the other party without any variables.

And when his feet finally touched the bottom of the well…

“Oh! It looks like it’ll work! Come on down.”

At that shout, the horned being peered inside.

“…I’ll try sending the transport signal as soon as you come down.”

Please.

...

Clack.

Black work boots descended, climbing down the well walls.

The smoke drifted down and pooled on the ground, but 130666’s body, as befitting a supernatural phenomenon, arrived in the well in a way that strangely defied physical standards.

‘Haa...’

A wave of nausea, or something similar, passed through Agent Choi’s throat, but he didn’t have time to focus on it now.

‘I have to succeed.’

For a more convincing act, he reached through the black smoke and placed the Dokkaebi Lantern in the center of the well floor.

As if sending a real transport signal.

In reality, it was an implicit, different signal.

To Ryu Jaekwan.

“Alright, then…”

Jaekwan and I must capture this thing together now.

But it was at that moment.

Light burst from the Dokkaebi Lantern placed on the floor.

“…!!”

Wait a minute.

‘This is...’

This is what you see when the transport signal activates at a place where ley lines truly converge.

Is this really going to transport them?

‘To where?’

And the strangeness didn’t end there.

Within the black smoke, a light similar to the one from the lantern shone from 130666’s body.

A small rectangle glowed from an inner pocket.

“…?”

130666 took it out, as if to check.

It was… something in the form of an employee ID. But it wasn’t from Daydream.

The company name written on it was…

‘Cheerful Research Institute…?’

At that moment.

The light intensified.

“…!”

Even those watching from outside fully sensed something was amiss.

‘Damn it!’

Ryu Jaekwan hesitated for a moment, but then gritted his teeth and leaped into the well. He couldn’t let just those two be transported.

And Lee Seonghae, who had been lingering nearby, followed.

“Oh.”

Sensing the unusual situation, she jumped into the well to ‘help’ the good people.

After all, it was her day off, so she had plenty of time!

And so, a moment later.

When Ho Yuwon, who had quietly approached the well, looked down, he saw this scene.

“Ah.”

There was nothing in the well.



...

It’s dark.

It’s noisy.

Muscle aches and the sensation of bones aching from sleeping in the cold make a person miserable.

I must be lying on some concrete floor… but I’m so incredibly tired that I can’t possibly open my eyes…

Tired?

“…!!”

I suddenly opened my eyes.

My neck felt damp, as if I’d had a chilling nightmare. I wiped away the cold sweat with my hand and sighed.

“Hoo.”

...

…Wait a minute.

‘…My voice.’

I… I used my voice.

“…!!”

And my hands, they’re bare hands. Hands with fingernails, knuckles, and fingerprints, ordinary hands. I fumbled with them. There’s hair, cold sweat, teeth, and a face…

I lifted my head and looked around.

A silhouette reflected in the dark glass window right next to me is visible.

“…A human.”

It was me.

I stared blankly at my human form reflected in the glass.

I had no idea what was going on.

So, a moment later, I realized.

That several familiar people were collapsed around me.

And…

That this was a subway platform.

“...”

I staggered to my feet. The station name, hidden by a pillar, came into view…

Sekwang Transit Corporation

Sekwang Station

“…!!”

That’s when I realized.

This is the subway in Sekwang Special City.

Chapter 244

Sekwang Metropolitan City ghost story.

An unprecedented case designated as an Extinction-class Supernatural Disaster by the Disaster Management Bureau, in which an entire metropolitan city was erased from people’s memories and isolated as a zone they could no longer perceive.

And yet, I woke up in the very heart of that Sekwang Metropolitan City, at Sekwang Station, no less.

In human form.

“…”

What in the world is this?

Sitting dazed on the dark platform floor, I instinctively thought of my usual conversation partner.

A being capable of holding an everyday conversation even in the most insane situations.

‘…Braun?’

...

...

No response.

‘No.’

The dread and anxiety I’d been holding back began to creep into my mind.

If even ‘that’ Braun couldn’t track me here, then what state was I in right now…

[Oh, a friend is calling me!]

“…Ha.”

I nearly collapsed.

Thank goodness, really.

[Oh dear, Mr. Roe Deer. You seem quite startled by the sudden change in environment. To be clear, this Braun is also somewhat bewildered by the situation. Travel via a Well! How… rustic.]

Your sarcasm is as sharp as ever…

[However— oh, congratulations.]

Huh?

[It’s not a magnificent shapeshifting technique, but it’s the appearance you desired!]

That… is true.

‘To think I’d return to human form.’

But I don’t know why.

Why?

‘Did entering Sekwang Metropolitan City trigger this?’

It’s hard to believe, so I’m mostly bewildered, but still, seeing my reflection in the glass, and feel my bare hands, I can’t deny the deep sense of relief that wells up inside me...

‘My attire is… a suit.’

It was my familiar work clothes.

I swallowed, touched my face a few more times with my hands, and calmed my heart.

It’s me.

…The familiar me.

A surge of emotion, like deep gratitude, washed over me.

I took a breath and managed to suppress it.

And just as I was about to stand.

Thump.

“…!”

My arm was grabbed.

Turning my head, I saw the person still lying unconscious on the floor had reached out instinctively as I moved.

And then, eyes opened.

“…”

“…”

“…Grapes-ie?”

“Agent.”

Agent Choi’s eyes widened.

He then scrambled to his feet and grabbed me by my shoulders, turning me around.

‘Ugh.’

As if checking for any deformities or abnormalities. He even tried to lift the Dokkaebi Lantern, but then realized the lantern wasn’t in his hand and paused.

‘I left it at the Well.’

But he didn’t stop there, even using the Locator rod to scan me for contamination, trying to figure out my condition.

I asked, a little anxiously.

“Am I alright?”

“…”

Agent Choi gripped my shoulder tighter.

“You’re alright, Grapes-ie…”

“…”

I held my breath.

“No– did that Well suddenly gain a recovery function? Or… ha.”

Confusion, suspicion, and joy flickered across Agent Choi’s face.

I felt both grateful and guilty at seeing him so happy about the recovery of a teammate who’d been revealed as a spy, but that didn’t last very long.

Because of the situation.

“But where are we?”

“…”

“It seems we’ve been sent to some other city, a subway? Hmm, let’s see…”

Sekwang Transit Corporation

Sekwang Station

“…”

The smile vanished from Agent Choi’s face, which had been trying to appear nonchalant.

Sekwang.

“Have you, by any chance, heard of it?”

“No.”

A city and station name you’d never hear in daily life.

Then, the agent naturally realized.

We were in the midst of a supernatural phenomenon.

“Grapes-ie, wake the others. Immediately.”

Agent Choi and I immediately crouched down and began waking people.

First, Agent Bronze, who I had to stop from slapping his own cheek upon seeing me.

Second, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who woke up with a surprisingly calm, beaming smile. And finally…

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

“…I’m sure I put her in.”

Agent Choi muttered.

‘Did he… imprison Assistant Manager in a makeshift glass prison?’

But if that imprisonment was released during the transfer here, it’s truly serious.

I personally woke Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

“Wait… Roe?”

“Assistant Manager.”

I urgently asked Assistant Manager Eun Haje as she woke up.

“Are you able to connect with Director Ho?”

“…Just a moment.”

Sensing the gravity of the situation, Assistant Manager Eun Haje quietly checked the bead in her hand.

Then, a glint appeared in her eyes.

“No, I can’t.”

“…”

This feels even worse… No. It’s better this way.

Because I can gloss over the source of my information.

“Everyone.”

I turned to the awakened individuals and spoke quickly.

“This seems to be the place Director Ho Yuwon was looking for.”

“…”

“What?”

I pointed to ‘Sekwang Station’.

“This entire city, Sekwang Metropolitan City, is the Extinction-class Disaster he was searching for.”

“…!!”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae raised her hand.

“If we’re talking in Daydream terms, is this Abyss-class?”

“The classification system is different, but perhaps.”

“Ooh.”

But only Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae seemed impressed. Everyone else’s faces were grim.

Only Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had some idea of the situation from working on Director Ho’s project, was slowly surveying her surroundings with a sharp gaze.

“Roe, so your return to human form could also be due to the influence of this Darkness?”

“…It might be.”

“Hmm. It seems plausible. Look at this.”

“…!”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje raised her hand.

Her one hand, which had disappeared in Hangman… reappeared perfectly intact!

“Assistant Manager, your hand…”

“Yes. It’s back.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who waved her hand with a strained smile, didn’t look particularly happy.

“It seems there’s some condition involved, but hmm. It’s too good to be true. Is this really a top-tier Darkness? If so, it should be a cesspool that humans can’t endure, not just this.”

That…

“All I know is… something terrible happened in Sekwang Metropolitan City, and because of it, the city was completely sealed off. To the point where the Disaster Management Bureau erased its existence…”

“Wait a minute.”

The faces of the two agents hardened.

“The Bureau did what?”

“Yes.”

I swallowed and calmly explained what I knew.

“From what I understand, they eventually placed a powerful curse once things went out of control. One strong enough to erase Sekwang Metropolitan City from everyone’s perception.”

“Ooh… is that possible?”

“…”

Agent Bronze’s mouth opened.

“It is possible, but…”

“Hoo.”

Agent Choi ran a hand through his hair. It seemed both of them were thinking of a few specific ‘rituals’ that could theoretically achieve this…

“As far as I know, there are no such records. Of course…”

“Right. If they really did it, they would have also erased the agents’ memories after it was over. Anyway, Roe. Continue explaining.”

“…”

Agent Bronze stated to speak, but he shut his mouth at Agent Choi’s .

Seeing that, I began to speak.

“And the reason our environment is surprisingly normal, despite this terrifying situation is probably because we’re in a subway station.”

I pointed at the glass panel of the platform screen door, the same one I’d used to check my reflection.

“…Would you like to see?”

Beyond that darkness lay a side platform — two platforms facing each other across the tracks.

The tracks from our side, the ones leading in the opposite direction… and the other platform beyond them.

That place.

“It’s all collapsed.”

The structure was in ruins — steel frames laid bare, concrete spilling down from the shattered stairs.

The contrast was jarring, almost unreal beside this clean platform.

And on the glass of that half-collapsed screen door…

Save me

SOS

Please

I love you Mom

It was covered with countless words.

Cries for help and dying messages left in blood, dust, and filth.

The letters, written backward from the other side.

“…!!”

My body froze at the traces of the overwhelming disaster that had engulfed the city.

‘Ha.’

And I remembered.

The document recording the process of Sekwang Metropolitan City being sealed off as an Extinction-class Disaster.

The first day.

——

‘A large number of residents fled to the subway station but the entrance had collapsed, trapping them all there. Something terrible is happening outside.’ This call log was recorded, but the detailed on-site situation is unidentifiable.

‘If it’s the subway, they might be able to hold out for a few more days,’ a statement was made, so we must commence search operations immediately!

·Claim by the field agent at the time (Rejected)

——

“…I heard that the subway station was among the last places rescue calls were sent from within Sekwang Metropolitan City.”

It was likely relatively safer than the outside.

It wasn’t precisely described as Sekwang Station, but it was still better than suddenly dropping into the middle of an Extinction-class Disaster with people.

‘Though the probability of it being just that is high…’

Hoo.

Thinking of the wiki made my mouth dry. I felt hunger and thirst returning.

“So…”

Wait a minute.

“Agent?”

“Okay.”

Agent Choi, who had been sighing, was now calmly attempting to open the screen door.

“Agent?”

“I’ll just take a quick look.”

“Ah. Shall I check the opposite side?”

“Please, just wait a moment.”

Both of you, please!

“I told you this entire city was completely ruined and sealed off as an Extinction-class Disaster!”

I rushed forward and stopped them.

“People must have fled here, but it’s probably safer not to go to the half-collapsed area. …It might be connected to the outside.”

Agent Choi and Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s idea was probably this.

‘If we have no information, we have to try something.’

But…

“And if necessary… I’ll go. I’m the one who knows the most about this place,”

“Grapes-ie.”

Agent Choi reached out. And then…

Smack.

He flicked my forehead.

“…!”

Aargh!

“Do I look like I have a death wish to you? Of course, I was only going to check carefully and come right back.”

Despite his smiling face, Agent Choi looked quite annoyed…

But after taking a breath, it ultimately settled into relief.

“You, on the other hand, don’t act impulsively here. Please.”

“…”

“And you too, Jaekwan!”

“Honestly, Agent, you’re more prone to impulsive actions than I or Agent Bronze…”

“Hmph.”

Gulp.

I quickly dodged Agent Choi’s forehead flick and stepped back.

I shot Agent Bronze a look of solidarity, but he looked at me as if he had a lot to say.

“…”

“Once we’re in a safer place, I’d like to have a talk.”

Please spare me.

I suppressed a sigh and rubbed my forehead.

…It had been a long time since I felt pain like this.

“Then, since we’re all experienced, let’s move together and check our conditions.”

“Yes, yes.”

In any case, we decided to gather everything we could and check everything we needed to in this relatively ‘calm’ platform before moving towards the stairs.

And when we were checking our conditions.

“Mr.Employee!”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, no, Assistant Manager called out to me.

But…

“What do you mean, Mr.Employee…?”

“Ah, should I call you Supervisor Roe Deer instead?”

“Ah. No. Roe Deer is fine.”

“Then I’m fine with Dolphin instead of Assistant Manager, Mr. Roe deer!”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae smiled brightly and took out a small Glow-in-the-dark Star Sticker, a tube of effervescent vitamin, and what looked like a tail comb for brushing hair from her pocket, and checked them.

“Hmm. Some of my equipment and items are not working.”

“Mine too. It seems items that draw power from other places aren’t working.”

“Oh, good deduction, Assistant Manager!”

Everyone was coolly checking their gear.

And…

“Mr. Roe deer, do you have any items?”

“…”

No.

I’m a beggar...

‘My items…’

I had handed them all over to Section Chief Lee Jaheon to dispose of, so what’s left is probably…

[Oh. You have my merchandise,friend!]

Yes, yes.

‘I have this.’

Not the Good Friend, but a fake. Sob.

[You can just put it in your front pocket. Oh, good.]

I took out the rabbit doll and put it back in the front pocket of my suit as Braun requested.

I don’t know why, but Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae gave me a thumbs-up. Hmm. Thank you…

‘I wonder if Section Chief Lee Jaheon is doing well.’

Come to think of it, since I’ve returned to human form, perhaps VIP personal shopping at the Cosmic shopping mall might be possible again.

Because I could use the ‘VIP cell’ implanted under my tongue.

‘Or maybe this is also the type that draws power from elsewhere and won’t work…’

Either way, I can’t use it right now, dropped into an Extinction-class Disaster with a party of five bare-handed, so let’s pass for now.

I just suppressed a sigh and habitually rummaged in my pockets again…

‘…Huh?’

There’s a Smartphone.

“…!!”

I urgently pulled it out. It was a black rectangle with a popsocket attached.

The one I used to carry when I was in Daydreams.

‘What is this?’

I quickly turned on the smartphone. Surprisingly, it powered on.

Of course, there was no signal and Wi-Fi was down. But…

The most important thing appeared.

Dark Exploration Record

I could read the wiki page. Just like before.

“…”

“Ah, the phones don’t get service!”

“…Yes. Definitely.”

I almost had a heart attack.

I replied to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae as naturally as possible and tried to turn off the smartphone screen… but realized something.

‘Can’t she see it?’

“Um, could you please read this page for me?”

After hesitating, I carefully held the page, which only displayed the words ‘Dark Exploration Record,’ in front of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

But she tilted her head.

“There’s nothing to read, really? Ah, if you’re talking about my thoughts, it’s a bit plain as a basic wallpaper!”

“…Thank you.”

She can’t see it.

‘Am I the only one who can read it?’

My heart was pounding so hard my ears hurt.

‘For some reason, this makes checking things much easier.’

I managed to maintain my composure and pretended to check the smartphone again, looking around.

And I noticed something else.

The shape of the grip tok is different.

‘The crack is gone.’

Is it finally fixed?

Moreover, the center of the grip tok, which had an ‘X’ mark, was finished in red instead of gold...

“…?”

What is this?

I didn’t know what it meant. And where this smartphone with the grip tok had been all this time…

[Do you really not know, Mr. Roe deer?]

[Let’s do a little deduction, friend. A place unknown to you, but always with you…]

“…”

Ah.

‘No way.’

A very chilling speculation formed in my mind…

Inside my body.

…The grip tok was embedded in my melted body, bundled together inside my uniform. I had merged with this grip tok all along…

‘Then.’

The strange editing function I could use, that ability…

‘Did it originate… from here?’

My head reeled from the shock, the fear of my body melting again, and the effort to recall what state I was in a moment ago…

Zzzzz.

“…!”

The smartphone vibrated.

Snapping out of my thoughts, I reflexively turned on the smartphone.

And there…

Newly Registered Page

(1) Sekwang Subway Map

A notification appeared that a new page had been registered on the Dark Exploration Record wiki.

It was a familiar page, of course. But…

‘This shouldn’t be happening.’

This wiki is composed of my memories, so something like this shouldn’t appear.

In my bewilderment, I moved my hand and clicked.

Sekwang Subway Map

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

“…”

A strange premonition.

‘Is this… a function of the newly repaired grip tok?’

What was this grip tok completed into during the six months I worked as a special department employee after melting?

“If everyone is done checking, we’ll move.”

“Yes!”

For now, I left the page where nothing could be registered and began moving with the others.

‘Be careful.’

It’s great to be back in a human body, but it’s also human nature to regret the abilities I used then.

Like veterans, the five of us ascended the stairs, securing our vision slowly without making noise or acting impulsively.

Thump. Thump.

Only the steady vibrations of our footsteps could be felt.

And finally, as the area above the stairs began to come into view…

A forest unfolded.

“…!!”

There, a vast, foggy forest with dim illumination was formed.

The structures of the subway station. Fire hydrants, tactile paving, escalators, information boards, mirrors, and the ceiling with lights were still in place, but they were strangely large and repeated like a maze.

And the gaps were filled with trees, dirt, and fog...

It was dim, and visibility was almost nonexistent due to the fog.

“…”

“…Wait a moment.”

Agent Choi, having inhaled a bit of the fog, frowned.

“It doesn’t seem toxic for now, but just in case, let’s cover our respiratory systems. If anything strange appears, we return to the platform immediately.”

“Yes.”

“It would be best to check things like the information board first. Supernatural Disasters that have a domain are highly likely to be rule-based ghost stories.”

“Good. Then, who will volunteer for the advance team? …No, you are all really proactive. You’re all scout material, seriously.”

This is what happens when a group of veterans, fully equipped with defensive gear, moves together.

In the end, everyone moved together, searching for an information board.

A foot pushed through a gap between the trees.

Crunch.

Dry fallen leaves crunched underfoot, making a dry sound. It sounded like a gloomy noise was coming from somewhere...

And we soon discovered a huge sign, though not an information board.

“Ah.”

It was the station nameplate, surrounded by vines and trees growing out of the wall.

It was similar to the one seen on the platform, but there was a difference.

“It lists advertisements too.”

“Advertisements?”

“Yeah. You know how they sell station names in the subway? Where they list a hospital or a company next to the actual station name? The Sekwang Transit Corporation sells those for profitability.”

That’s right.

The listings were mainly intended for advertising effect.

But the station name listed here was...

Sekwang Transit Corporation

Sekwang Station (Path of the Dying)

“…”

“…”

Everyone must have sensed it instinctively.

That this was absolutely not a normal ‘advertisement station name.’

At that moment.

Zzzzzing.

‘…!’

I quickly lowered my gaze to my Smartphone. And I saw it.

The Wiki had updated.

Sekwang Subway Map

·Sekwang Station (Path of the Dying)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

‘Sekwang Station.’

I clicked it without taking a breath.

—-

Sekwang Station (Path of the Dying)

A subway station in Sekwang Metropolitan City called the Forest of Hanged Trees.

Since the estimated number of people who evacuated to this station on the Day of Disaster reached seven thousand, it became the stronghold for the evacuees.

——-

‘Forest of Hanged Trees…?’

The moment I finished reading that.

Thump. Something touched my head.

“…”

I looked up.

I had been careful not to get too close to the trees while moving, but I had momentarily lost focus while looking at my Smartphone, leaning slightly toward a tree, and bumped into something hanging down.

However.

Slowly, slowly, I looked again at the shape of the ‘thing I thought was a tree’ that had touched me...

It was a human foot.

“…”

“Grapes… hold on.”

“Oh, there’s a corpse here, I-I mean, Mr. Roe deer, right above your head.”

I realized.

It wasn’t that thin trees and thick trees were standing alternately packed together.

The identity of the thin trees.

Hanging from the thick branches of every tree was a body suspended by the neck, withered and swaying...

“They’re all corpses.”

“It looks like they were hanged.”

And I realized in quick succession.

That becoming human again meant I would also feel the fear of being unable to look at terrifying things.

That I had become a scaredy-cat again…!

‘I’m screwed.’

“Should we check around us too?”

“Good idea. Roe. You look at what’s above your head. Oh, it’s barefoot.”

“…Yes.”

Aaaargh!!

Chapter 245

The bluish-green feet of the hanged corpse are above my head.

Despite being thoroughly dried, the feet were strangely swollen, as if they were puffed up.

Sway.

They hit my cheek.

“…”

“Roe?”

“Yes.”

This is driving me crazy.

I felt my entire body shriveling and wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

‘If anyone in this group could cry and say they couldn’t do this, I would almost admire them...’

‘It’s not like it’s my first day exploring a Darkness!’

And this is an Extinction-class Disaster, for god’s sake.

‘I have to do something to earn my keep, anything…!’

“Allow me to check.”

‎Resisting the urge to cling to their pants and beg them to count me as a tag-along deadweight if I offered up my wiki information as a bribe, I clenched my teeth and reached out my hand.

  I examined the corpse that had bumped into my head (wahh please, please).

The thought of having to touch it made me feel like I was going to faint.

Remembering how I’d once stayed calm beside a corpse with its eyes gouged out — back when I was 130666 — only made the nausea worse…but my mind still keeps working.

‘…It’s cold.’

At least touching it didn’t cause any ominous contagion, suicidal impulses, or bizarre hallucinations.

“It just feels like a corpse.”

“…Yes.”

However, the sheer number of them was overwhelming.

I saw a hint of frustration flicker across Agent Choi’s face as he tried to peer into the fog.

“It’s not working. The talisman has no effect at all. But… one thing is certain.”

“…”

“You can’t see the end of it with the naked eye. …These trees with corpses hanging on them.”

The corpses were of all ages and genders.

Countless people filled this forest...

A mixture of fear and complex emotions settled on people’s faces.

“Are they really dead people?”

“There’s a chance it’s all staged, but if a disaster has truly occurred in this city… there’s a high possibility of them being real.”

“Our Bronzie here is way too blunt with a civilian.”

“It’s okayyyy. Well, they’re already dead, what can we do? So let’s just work hard so we don’t end up like them!”

Suppressing the urge to vomit from the overwhelming sense of dread, i forced myself to move.

Most of the corpses’ clothes were covered in dust, as if they had been there for many years.

‘Useful information...’

“Could you examine their hands specifically? If they are indeed corpses, I wonder if there might be any clues about how they died.”

“I’m already looking. Grape-ie. Ugh.”

And soon we found something.

The hand of a corpse wearing a checkered shirt and glasses.

“…It’s a bit smudged, but there’s something.”

Words written on the palm with a pen.

No one comes to save us Seven thousand people were abandoned We want to run away But there is no way out So we become trees instead

“…”

The dried pen marks made me imagine.

‘…Did they realize they couldn’t be rescued?’

The call ended, and countless people were isolated within a history of collapse, without food.

Some terrible disaster was unfolding outside, making it impossible to leave. There was no hope of anyone coming to rescue them from that ongoing horror.

And so...

“Hmm. Still, they chose a rather peaceful method. Instead of killing each other, they all died together, right?”

“It could be an influence of the Darkness. Or conversely, this peculiarity might have become material for the Darkness.”

“Aha.”

In contrast to the calm conversation of the Daydream employee, the expressions of the two Disaster Management Bureau agents were somewhat stiff.

But like veterans, composure quickly returned.

“…Now that we’ve grasped the background of the disaster, shall we go look for the information board?”

“Yes.”

After some deliberation, we decided to leave the corpses hanging and moved on, not wanting to stir up any unnecessary trouble.

And after 17 minutes had passed according to my Smartphone clock.

“Found it.”

The information board appeared.

It was a typical public institution sign, with neat blue letters between black and yellow outlines, looking damp from the mist...

The rules of this ghost story.

Sekwang Station (Forest of Demise) Etiquette

1.Please do not break branches

2.If you stand too close to the platform screen door, you will see something strange.

3.If you run near the ticket gate, an exit will appear.

4.Please do not separate from your companions

5.Please do not hang yourself from a tree

6.Those causing disturbances within the station are in the fog.

7.Trains bound for ■■■ no longer stop.

“Hmm. Quite chilling, isn’t it, Old Man?”

“Old… Haa. Yes. It’s a typical manual for supernatural phenomena.”

Listening to people’s words, I tried to deduce the logic from that rulebook...

“I think the content can be classified by the tone.”

If we use the presence or absence of a period at the end of a sentence, the tendency becomes apparent.

“It’s divided into the forest and the subway station.”

And the subway station side is closer to an announcement, while the forest side is a set of instructions.

“Hmm. Was there originally a forest outside, and it mixed with the station?”

“Or perhaps ‘the forest being nearby’ influenced the identity of this station. Darkness, in its essence, is affected by human perception, doesn’t it?”

As she said this, Assistant Manager Eun Haje tapped the information board lightly.

With a thud, the corpse hanging behind the information board slid down and stopped right in front of my eyes.

“…!”

I almost swore.

“Aigoo, Grapes must be very scared?”

But Assistant Manager Eun Haje scoffed.

“Mr. Public Official, why would Roe Deer be scared of something like this? This kid has even been on a talk show that grinds people up. Isn’t that right?”

“…”

Ha.

I managed to give Assistant Manager Eun Haje a smile.

“Of course. …It’s just a persona I created while infiltrating the Disaster Management Bureau.”

“You rascal, you’re still good at your job.”

“Thank you.”

If only that were true...

Honestly, I wanted to tell them the truth even now… but no, just look at the atmosphere here.

Four veterans who have entered an Extinction-class Disaster.

‘If I say I’m scared now, it’ll sound like I’m lying to get a free ride on a group project...’

Ha.

And amidst all this, there’s someone who’s throwing a fit because his talk show was mentioned...

[Good heavens. Did you refer to this Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show by such an ignorant term? My word, no matter how much the public craves sensational stimulation, this is too much!]

[I cannot understand why someone with such delicate sensibilities as Mr. Roe Deer maintains a friendship with such a person, but I will respect that judgment. Friend.]

Right. Thanks... Somehow, it’s a little less scary now.

I glanced at Agent Choi.

He smiled faintly.

“Oh~ So Grape is actually a person with a fearless and cool-headed personality?”

“…”

No, I didn’t say that much…!

“Gotcha. Okay. Then from now on, Grapes will...”

He stopped mid-sentence and suddenly turned his head. Why…

“Duck.”

I instinctively pressed down on the shoulder of the person next to me and lowered my head.

Whoosh.

Something.

I felt a strange sensation brush past my head with a taut sound. I silently pressed myself to the ground and listened to my surroundings.

...

...

Then I noticed.

My hand, which had been pressing on someone’s shoulder, was now empty.

“…”

When I lifted my head.

I was alone.

Trees and fog.

An escalator and a station name sign.

I stood alone amidst the forest of countless hanged people.

‘Ah.’

I didn’t do anything foolish like screaming or calling for others.

I simply stiffened and began to walk.

One step.

Two steps.

My steps gradually quickened. The purpose of finding others, combined with fear, gave me increasing momentum.

But at the same time, I was thinking. I’m not an idiot. This is a supernatural phenomenon. I need to be careful not to get disoriented, using a corpse as a reference point, and try not to stray too far from it, while turning my head...

Something appeared.

A long object.

Something extending from a tree and remaining still.

“…”

I slowly approached.

An old, tightly twisted rope, tied in a loop to be hooked onto something...

A Noose.

Hanging exactly at my eye level, extending from a thick branch above, was right before my eyes.

“…!”

I slowly stepped back.

The noose, which had been hanging in the air, gradually disappeared from my sight into the fog. Without even a moment to sigh in relief, I turned my head again and forced myself to move forward.

This time, something revealed its silhouette in the fog. As I quickened my pace, expecting to see another person, there was...

Another noose.

“…”

Somehow.

The corpses hanging from the trees around me seemed to have increased.

They seemed more visible.

The corpses of various people, wearing shirts, tracksuits, dresses, suits, blouses, jackets, and various other clothes, swayed as black silhouettes within the fog, as far as my vision could reach.

Sounds could be heard.

A News report.

—Another body has been discovered in the ■■■ forest of Sekwang Metropolitan City. Mr. Shin, in his 30s, is presumed to have made an extreme choice due to personal despair...

-This is the seventh discovery of a body in the ■■■ forest this year, and authorities have closed the subway connection passage and are undertaking construction to post notices...

I moved forward again. I couldn’t bring myself to enter among the corpses, and instead moved in a direction with as few of them as possible. Then, this time too...

A noose.

As if prepared just for you, who have become alone.

—■■■ Forest, also known as a suicide hotspot, is a forest in Sekwang Metropolitan City that has gained a notorious reputation. The corpse of the person who hanged themselves from a tree spread as a photo on social media, causing further controversy...

-Experts express concern about the negative impact of this trend, stating that it encourages imitation among citizens. Like this.

“…”

-Don’t you want to give up too?

I realized.

‘How on earth could so many people have hanged themselves?’

Even to die, preparation is necessary. If seven thousand people all hanged themselves, there must have been a corresponding amount of rope, twine, or something similar and strong enough to hold human weight.

So...

‘If this forest, from the very beginning, was already filled with ropes for hanging.’

-Don’t you want to give up too?

If it was providing nooses.

For the quiet demise of the other party.

This forest was prepared to hang seven thousand people.

Just as it had been in people’s perceptions.

“…”

Even if I turn around and run, I come back.

A rope, tied in a circle.

[Oh, an inevitable development.]

[It’s calling Mr. Roe Deer to the ending. Isn’t it like the black box with the arms outstretched?]

Why would you use such a metaphor!

I gritted my teeth. I shouldn’t recall. What state I was in then, what I became afterward...

More importantly.

‘How did I deal with it back then?’

I have to remember.

Even if I wasn’t in a state like 130666, I survived by deciphering ghost stories. Surely, there are things I can do even as a human.

‘Although this is within an Extinction-class Disaster, that’s outside.’

The strange phenomena here might have more avenues for escape.

Stay calm, stay calm...

-Don’t you want to give up too?

Don’t touch the noose.

‘Damn it.’

I grabbed hold of my own strangely rising hands, looking at the floor to avoid seeing the corpses above my head, and thought.

So, this place is...

-Divided into the forest and the subway station.

“…”

Right.

‘The subway station’s structure hasn’t changed.’

The information board, the walls, they are all the same.

Only the trees are strangely numerous, the fog is thicker, nooses keep appearing turning into a maze-like forest.

Therefore, I know a clear ‘symbol’ that signifies a place where fog and trees don’t reach.

Stairs.

‘The platform…!’

I sprinted past the nooses.

Rummaging through my memory, i pieced together the layout of the subway fixtures to find the stairs.

The illuminated ceiling, mirrors, signs, escalators, tactile paving, fire hydrants...

And.

‘Found it.’

I bolted down the stairs.

At that moment.

“Roe.”

I realized I was being grabbed by the shoulder and was standing at the end of the platform stairs.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s face, slick with cold sweat.

And the others were also gasping for breath, as if they had just escaped down the stairs.

They held various items in their hands.

‘They all escaped using items.’

It was a relief.

I sighed and was about to secretly wipe the cold sweat from my forehead… when I suddenly realized my hand felt heavier than expected.

A corpse was in my hand.

“…!!”

What I had thought was someone’s shoulder and had lowered earlier was actually a hanged corpse.

‘Shit.’

And I had probably been continuously staring at the noose that had been empty when that corpse disappeared.

‘Ha...’

As soon as I realized it, goosebumps spread all over my body.

I couldn’t bring myself to throw it away, and with trembling hands, I managed to set it down.

On the clean platform floor, a bluish-green corpse, swollen and gaunt, was placed with a thump.

The lingering sensation made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

“Are you alright?”

Agent Bronze hurried over and scanned me with whatever equipment still worked, quickly checked of any signs of being ‘possessed’, when none showed he let out a small sigh of relief and stepped back.

“The fog suddenly got so thick that we couldn’t see each other at all. We only heard each other’s voices and barely found the stairs to return. During that time, items kept malfunctioning, which was troublesome. But...”

He explained that when they reached the stairs, I was the only one missing.

“We were just discussing whether we’d have to go back out to find you, so it’s a relief you’re back.”

Thank you...

It was fortunate that I found the stairs and came down before it was too late.

“Still, seeing that everyone got out safely, it makes sense that the company values experienced hires.”

“Haha...”

A weak laugh was exchanged.

“Anyway, we learned one thing from this. If you stay in that forest for too long, the fog thickens, and you get mesmerized by the hanged corpses, right?”

“It seems that way, yes.”

I shared the details about the empty noose rope I had seen.

The others hummed.

“This is why I hate investigations without a manual. Don’t you think? It’s like landmines are everywhere.”

“It’s a bit troublesome!”

“Do the public officials have any methods? It feels like a place with a strong sense of ominousness, like ghosts or vengeful spirits, a traditional ghost story kind of place, right?”

“Oh, you guessed well. I did feel a generally malevolent… that is, a wicked feeling from that foggy forest. We usually call that a malevolent spirit.”

Agent Choi stroked his chin.

“But I don’t know if it originates from the forest itself, or if it’s because too many people died here.”

“Oh, if one of those is determined, can you perform some kind of purification?”

Agent Choi and I exchanged glances.

“…Yes.”

Agent Choi smiled, a bead of cold sweat on his brow.

“If we have the appropriate supplies.”

But the truth was.

“Right now, do we even have about three bullets’ worth of usable ammunition? Is that right, Bronze?”

“…Yes. And they are all for large ghosts, not suitable for this kind of area-based supernatural phenomenon. Moreover,”

Agent Bronze pressed his furrowed brow.

“Whichever it is, it will only be possible by borrowing the power of a supernatural being cooperating with the Disaster Management Bureau.”

That’s right.

Whether it’s Beom Janggun, or the elder, the power of some supernatural, efficacious being will be needed.

And in this Sekwang Metropolitan City, equipment or items that ‘borrow power from the outside’ are probably all non-functional.

In short, the situation is hopeless and frightening.

‘This is insane.’

And immediately after, I realized something else.

…Thirst.

‘I’m thirsty.’

Other people are probably feeling the same way.

But without water and food, how long can we last here?

‘…Hoo.’

But for now, let’s be grateful that no one died and that we can put our heads together, and grateful that there’s a platform to escape to.

‘First, I think we need to do something about that corpse...’

I was just opening my mouth to say so when-

♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪

“…!!”

I turned my head.

A sound was coming from the speakers installed on the platform.

It was a melody I had never heard before, but its purpose was predictable. It was...

“…A subway announcement chime?”

A train is approaching.

Whoosh.

If there hadn’t been platform screen doors, a tremendous gust of wind would have hit us.

The light of the train, which had been speeding from the end of the tracks, illuminated the platform through the glass windows and instantly swept past.

The announcement followed.

Due to the absence of current passengers, the train will pass through our station without stopping...

“…”

“…”

The train disappeared with a roar. We watched the train’s lights recede beyond the platform screen doors...

And.

“People.”

I made eye contact with my companions.

“There were people inside.”

“…!”

Thus, another option arose.

•Track the train along the tracks.

Chapter 246

“To summarize, this is it.”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae laid out our options with bright, clear eyes.

Option 1.

“Find a way, somehow, to clear the ‘Forest of Demise’ in the waiting room upstairs and check if returning is possible!”

And Option 2.

“Follow the tracks, find the train, and go to another station! Cause we saw people inside the train!”

…Well then.

“Both are no easy feat…”

I agree…

Watching the veterans let out their sighs, I felt the same sense of helplessness, but also a kind of gratitude.

‘If we had someone experiencing a ghost story for the first time in this situation, someone would have already gone mad, trying to chase the train alone…’

Since there’s no troll-like impulsive behavior or infighting, I feel at ease in that regard.

“Do you have cigarettes?”

“Aigoo, I recently quit. But even if I had some, given the current situation I don’t think it would be a good idea.”

Agent Bronze, who had been silently watching the two smokers, declared.

“It would be better to eat something instead.”

“Ah.”

And so we began a light meal.

“I did bring some stuff, just in case.”

“Ohh. You’re well-prepared?”

“Are we the only ones who are?”

Since it’s a job that often requires emergency rations, most of the group had brought some preserved food.

I used to be like that too. I remembered myself, stuffing myself with instant food when I entered Lookie Mart…

“Oh, puffed rice.”

“It’s easy to store and doesn’t smell. Hahaha! Though Bronze doesn’t like it.”

I didn’t have anything of my own.

Naturally.

Until just before, I had a ‘body that didn’t need to eat.’

So, I was on the receiving end of a unilateral distribution.

‘…In times like these, I kind of miss it.’

A body that didn’t need to eat, could have…

“Mr. Roe deer!”

“…!”

When I turned my head, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, smiling brightly, held something out to me.

Small, individually wrapped yakgwa.

“Have this. It’s my favorite snack!”

“Then you should have it, Dolphin-nim…”

“I want to see your reaction!”

“…”

I ended up accepting it with a wry smile.

“Yes, thank you.”

And as I put it in my mouth, I realized it was the first food I’d eaten in six months.

“…”

Sweetness, a savory taste.

Texture.

‘Ah.’

Right.

This was what it tasted like.

“Is it delicious?”

“It’s very delicious. Thank you.”

The biscuits and chocolate bars the others had were also distributed to me.

And cheerful banter.

“Grape-ie. When we get out, let’s eat something spicy. We have to go back to that beef tripe hot pot place, yeah?”

But,

after I get out of here, I…

...

“Yes. Thank you.”

My head shouldn’t be focused on that right now.

‘Let’s just focus on escaping.’

I need to earn the meal I just ate.

Surprisingly, with the calories, my head started to work a bit better.

I realized I had been operating under extreme tension and emptiness.

I hadn’t noticed because my head was completely clear for the first time in a long while, but my condition wasn’t that good.

‘Was I just pushing myself?’

And a head fueled by sugar quickly brought to mind more things to check.

The tattoos.

Are they properly there?

‘I thought about them moments ago and then somehow didn’t check’

Especially if the Caretaker’s tattoo functions, I might be able to evacuate everyone to the resort in a pinch.

I subtly looked inside my sleeves and the collar of my shirt to check the tattoos.

‘…They’re there.’

At least they were all in their right places.

And if I check the function of the urgent Caretaker’s tattoo…

...

‘It doesn’t seem to work.’

To be precise, the function that could be called an inventory is somewhat alive, but I don’t know about its connection to the resort.

I can definitely feel that other beings present here cannot be sent to the resort through the tattoos…

‘Hmm.’

Feeling a slight disappointment that perhaps the easiest escape method had vanished, I let go.

However.

[Oh, are there other methods left?]

Yes.

‘I think this might not work either, honestly.’

But since I’ve confirmed it exists, it wouldn’t hurt to try.

I licked under my tongue once more, looked around at the group still eating, and opened my mouth.

“About Option 1 that Dolphin-nim suggested earlier.”

“Ah. Clearing the Forest of Demise?”

“Yes.”

That.

“If we have the right preparation, wouldn’t there be a few ways to try it, given the experienced people even without a manual?”

“…That’s true, but…”

“Why, did Grape’s head come up with something good?”

I pondered for a moment and nodded.

“There’s something I can try to obtain the necessary items.”

“Oh.”

“Really?”

“Yes. However… this attempt also requires preparation.”

“What is it?”

I avoided his gaze.

“Does anyone have anything that could be considered money?”

“…”

“We also accept cash. About… five thousand.”

“…”

“…”

“Is this perhaps some kind of scam…?”

“Hmph.”

I almost cried from embarrassment.



Fortunately, despite my past record (spy, disappearance, identity theft), the group trusted me quite a bit.

So, I was finally able to attempt this. That is…

‘The Cosmic shopping mall.’

To do personal shopping with the VIP cell attached under my tongue.

“…”

A sensation I’d experienced once before.

I remember recognizing the cell and pressing it, but the events after that are hazy. As if I had dozed off…

“Customer.”

I raised my head.

Someone dressed in a suit was standing next to me, by the subway platform where the group had disappeared.

And he was turning his lizard head towards me.

“Would you like to begin personal shopping?”

Done.

“Yes.”

‘I thought it was highly likely to fail because it was ‘outside’.’

Since it’s something implanted in the body, I thought it might work, so it was good that I tried.

I clenched and unclenched my fist slightly in accomplishment and met the lizard’s eyes.

Hmm.

‘This time it’s dark brown.’

Benetch the vacant vertically slitted pupils, the lizards mouth opened.

“For a smooth shopping experience, we recommend proceeding in a setting with a table.”

“…Right.”

The environment dictated it.

“Um, but how is this connected? Items and equipment brought in from the outside don’t work here.”

“Does that mean that external unrealistic influences are blocked from this space?”

“That’s correct.”

“Because the Cosmic shopping mall is a real store, not an unrealistic, imaginary space.”

Hmm, so.

‘Aliens… are classified as real beings…?’

Come to think of it, Section Chief Lee Jaheon is also extracting Dream Weave without any problems. That means he’s judged as human.

‘…Hmm.’

Is it like how extremely advanced science is indistinguishable from magic…?

Interest sparked, but this is not the situation to explore it. I nodded.

“Thank you for the explanation.”

“Yes. Customer.”

And then.

It becomes a bit difficult to speak from here. I opened my mouth very carefully.

…Because as soon as I realized the existence of the Cosmic shopping mall, a memory struck me like lightning.

Debt!!

“I had items I entrusted to the Cosmic shopping mall.”

A fragment of the Sacred Law Scripture from the Nameless Brilliant Cult.

Because of the malevolent influence the Imitator’s scripture had on me, I had previously entrusted its safekeeping to the Cosmic shopping mall, paying a storage fee.

…Almost nine million won a month.

“The storage fee… would have accrued monthly, right?”

“Yes.”

“If I’m late, do I have to pay interest too?”

“Yes.”

Ha.

Ha...

‘The principal alone exceeded fifty million won…’

It’s astonishing that the alien lizards haven’t stormed the Daydream Isolation Room.

I wonder if alien lizards have a system of legal interest rates.

‘Please don’t let it exceed 100 million.’

I looked up at the lizard with a cold sweat feeling and said earnestly.

A heart so desperate I could kneel if necessary!

“Is it possible, if I’m a little more overdue, it’s okay? Because I need the items to get out of here and find money…”

“There is no record of your overdue payments.”

“…?!”

Wait, just a moment.

“How… No, did someone pay it for me?”

“Yes.”

What?!

“Who is it?”

And the completely unexpected answer came back.

“It’s one of us.”

No way.

“…Could you specify a little more precisely?”

“Yes. It refers to an individual named Lee Jaheon, who works as a Chief at Daydream Inc.”

“…”

“That individual is paying your storage fees on your behalf.”

I looked at the lizard, feeling like I’d been hit in the back of the head.

‘…Why?’

Is it okay to do that? No, there was no need for him to do that.

‘Wait a minute.’

…Did he measure the price of the equipment and items I handed over… and pay it on my behalf?

Really?

‘…Section Chief!’

Respect for that reliable reptile surged from the depths of my heart.

Thank you. Thank you so much…!

“Um, how is Section Chief Lee Jaheon doing?”

“That individual is currently at a boarding school.”

“…”

Suddenly?

‘What boarding school all of a sudden.’

Section Chief Lee Jaheon is at least in his 30s, right? Even though he appears as a lizard to me, if he’s a Section Chief, he wouldn’t be in his 20s. What…

...

…!!

-Ah! Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I think he went on a long-term Dark Exploration the other day. Something like… a boarding school ghost story?

An answer flashed through my mind.

A story about Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s recent whereabouts.

When was that again?

‘It was when I was working in the annex.’

Why is someone who should have come out long ago still in the darkness?

“Is he in a danger?”

“I cannot tell you.”

…If so.

“Is it voluntary?”

“It is not our will.”

“…”

This doesn’t feel good.

“…Thank you for letting me know.”

Those aliens are bound by a single identity of ‘us.’ If so, even if Section Chief Lee Jaheon were in danger, would they respect and try to save just one individual who is merely a part of their consciousness?

‘As soon as I get out, I need to find out Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s whereabouts.’

My heart became a little anxious.

I needed to find a way to return from Sekwang Metropolitan City fast.

In any case, since there was a passage like a ‘Well,’ the idea that I could return to where I entered if I cleared the ghost story was worth testing.

‘As for my condition… I’ll find a way to somehow fix it.’

The bell worked, after all.

For now, I chose to believe that.

‘Let’s get the preparation items needed for clearing.’

“Then I will tell you what I want to purchase.”

“Yes.”

First, top priority.

Something that can be used regardless of the situation.

“Can I purchase the ‘We Help!’ item?”

The option where an alien lizard directly helps.

It’s the item that escaped me from Braun’s Late-Night Talk Show.

However.

“Is the reason for purchase to escape to a safe location from your current coordinates?”

“That’s correct.”

“We do not recommend it.”

“…!”

“There is a record of unsuccessful escapes.”

It was a surprisingly conscientious answer.

It was indeed a company that sold verified goods. Although the price was outrageously high.

But then.

‘The fact that there’s a record… means there’s someone who tried to escape Sekwang Metropolitan City using ‘We Help!’ and failed.’

A chilling premonition.

It seems a truly unprecedented situation is unfolding outside Sekwang Metropolitan City.

‘Damn.’

I swallowed and nodded.

“Understood.”

Next.

“…I need an item imbued with a sacred aura.”

The dark brown lizard looked at me.

“It should not be brought in from the outside, but should possess divine and good energy in itself. It should also be usable from my current location.”

The explanation continued.

“And it should be portable, and of a size that one person can carry and move.”

Indeed.

“Is there such a thing?”

“Yes.”

…!

“With the authority of a personal shopper, I will recommend a suitable item.”

…And from several candidate items, I finally selected the one most suitable for what our group is trying to attempt now.

‘Got it.’

Hope flashed through my mind.

But there’s one problem.

The price!

“It is ninety-four million, nine hundred ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred ninety-nine won.”

“…”

‘Just say 95 million won…’

It was practically 100 million.

-I do have a bundle of 50,000 won bills. But it’s project activity funds anyway, so it’s not my money.

-Can I use a card?

-Ah, this is pure gold and jewels, right? It’s an accessory from Baridegi Workshop…

-Agent, isn’t that a rental item!

After going through all that, the total amount was a little over sixty million.

This was also a price that an ordinary office worker couldn’t have scraped together.

‘Hoo.’

“Can you just deduct it from my account if you give me the account number?”

“Is it your account, customer?”

“…”

No.

It was Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae’s account.

‘Wow, what do I do now.’

There was no choice. Just as I was about to try to ask for installments again, shamelessly but plausibly.

[Oh dear, my friend seems to be in trouble.]

‘…!’

From the darkness where the platform lights didn’t reach, a gloved hand suddenly appeared.

That hand gently pulled out a classic-looking, dark-colored chair from somewhere in the platform’s darkness, and its owner sat down on it gracefully.

A silhouette dressed in a fine suit.

His head was hidden in shadow, but I knew what was attached there…

A voice that continued to follow me, a part of me.

“…Braun?”

[Are you lacking funds for shopping, friend?]

[If so, I’ll make you an extraordinary offer… How about borrowing from me, this Braun?]

“…!!”

Chapter 247

Borrow money from Braun?

And with that money… buy an item from the Cosmic shopping mall?

“...”

No.

‘It’s not borrowing.’

‘It’s receiving an Advance Payment.’

And the meaning of an Advance Payment is...

[Of course, there won’t be any burdensome demands. We’re friends!]

[It’s simply a form of deduction from the salary on the day we work together someday. This shouldn’t be a psychological burden for Mr. Roe Deer...]

He’s saying he’ll re-employ me.

[Well, how about it?]

…

First things first.

“Braun, how are you here?”

I need to buy time.

I looked at the host in a suit, sitting on the platform.

“This is a Personal Shopping Space. Other customers shouldn’t be able to enter.”

[Oh my, mass media aren’t guests, they’re family! Oh, the warm sense of everyday life that a TV provides the living room.]

His gloved hands spread open, friendly and polite.

[This Braun is part of my friend’s family, sharing their laughter and tears. Naturally, I’ll accompany you during the shopping.]

[Do you have doubts? Then let’s ask the Personal Shopper here! Go on, explain… Why am I here?]

Lizard’s added remark could be heard.

“This  is a part of the customer’s mental system, manifested on-site to facilitate smooth shopping.”

[There you have it! Oh, of course, if Mr. Roe Deer cruelly rejects this and refuses to let this poor friend accompany him on the shopping trip, then I’ll have no choice but to disappear...]

[Are you going to say such harsh words?]

My head cooled.

‘Braun is now able to speak to me freely, even without the Good Friend doll...’

Just like when my impurities were manifested during the previous Personal Shopping.

It seemed that after the restriction of the Good Friend doll disappeared, or after it was re-summoned, some deep connection had formed.

Even in Sekwang Metropolitan City, where external influences are blocked, he’s able to speak with me.

‘Has Braun’s Good Friend persona become a part of me?’

I couldn’t be sure. In any case, I felt a basic sense of relief that I had grasped the situation and began to analyze it...

An Advance Payment?

‘No way.’

Isn’t that a statement based on my labor? I didn’t want to work at that talk show again.‎The thought that he’d be pleased to have me working there made my stomach churn all the more…

‘…It seems that Braun can’t read the thoughts I don’t want to be read.

I sat on the chair without any outward reaction, swallowing as I watched the host elegantly moving his fingers.

Is there no other way? Another way...

Ah!

‘What if I ask for the wages I should have received while working as a staff member on the Late-Night Talk Show...’

That won’t work!

I escaped after blowing up half that studio with the Holy Fire Barrage. Honestly, it’s possible the host might consider it ‘a big concession’ that he didn’t give me a bill when we met again!

‘Then...’

[Think about it slowly, Mr. Roe Deer. You have plenty of time...]

Hoo.

‘Maybe I should just sell my organs...’

If my organs were able to be sold, that is. I grabbed my throbbing head and then remembered something.

“There’s one more thing to check.”

And I turned to the Lizard.

“Don’t you only accept currency that exists in reality for payment at the Cosmic shopping mall?”

“Yes.”

Lizard immediately agreed.

“Only currency that exists in reality and is circulated on Earth can be used.”

“You mean not only Korean Won, but as well as dollars, euros, and rupees?”

“Yes. The real-time exchange rate based on the solar calendar will be applied.”

As expected.

“Braun, did you hear...”

[Oh.]

[You’re thinking the coins of the peculiar folk that I pay as wages have no monetary value here, so the money I hand you would be meaningless, aren’t you, Mr. Roe Deer?]

Ah.

[Haha, surprising such fixed notions is also part of the show’s fun!]

[Let’s see, would you prefer crisp U.S. dollars or gold? I’ll provide it according to your preference. Isn’t that the virtue of a good proprietor?]

“...”

With a stiff neck, I looked back at the Lizard.

“Is that… possible?”

“Yes. However, the dollars paid by that sapient entity are subject to a special exchange rate, making them very inefficient compared to regular dollars.”

[Such remarks only encourage the consumption of luxury goods. These knife-hands have a surprising talent for commerce.]

The Lizard didn’t react.

The host gladly stood up from his seat.

[Now then, Mr. Roe Deer.]

[All obstacles have been removed.]

“...”

Before I knew it.

The suited host was leaning against the chair, right beside me.

A hand extended.

[Will you accept an Advance Payment from this host, from the Late-Night Talk Show?]

…Wait.

Wait, that’s...

No, but if there’s truly no catch, survival comes first. By priority, I should accept, right? Stay calm. Make the wisest judgment here...

[Oh dear.]

[It’s a joke!]

…

Huh?

[I was just playing around for a moment. An Advance Payment!]

[That would hurt a friends feelings.]

The host’s hand patted my arm neatly, just like when he hosted the talk show. As if encouraging a participant.

[My friend emptied his pockets to buy me a bathtub for my cotton-stuffed body. If this legendary Entertainer gives nothing more than an Advance Payment to his dear friend, that would make headline news. Therefore...]

[The payment for this shopping trip will be my favor, a gift. How about that?]

“...”

[Accept my gift, friend.]

[Oh, what a touching friendship!]

I had a strong premonition.

This.

‘If I mess this up, I’m screwed.’

It seems more dangerous than an Advance Payment.

The being before me said things like Advance Payment to lead me to this conclusion. It was to elicit the psychology of ‘Then it’s okay, isn’t it?’ when he offered it as a gift.

…

But.

“Then, please, just this once.”

Giving up on what’s necessary for survival due to fear is foolish.

‘Let’s walk the tightrope properly.’

“Thank you so much.”

[You’re too kind!]

[Now, please charge the cost to me...]

“But.”

I cut him off.

“I feel too bad accepting it as a gift… I’d prefer to borrow it. Is that possible?”

[Hmm?]

Not an Advance Payment, but a debt.

‘I need to settle this as a monetary issue.’

I had a hunch that I shouldn’t leave it as an emotional debt or a debt towards some future time.

“I’ll pay it back within half a year.”

I smiled as best I could. Damn it.

“It feels wrong to treat money as a gift. If I want a gift, I’ll ask you when something specific comes to mind.”

…

After a chilling silence.

[Very well, Mr. Roe Deer!]

…!

[But half a year, you don’t need to rush that much. Oh, of course... We have plenty of time, as we’ll continue to be friends.]

“…Yes. Thank you.”

Hoo.

‘Done.’

I forced a smile and added jokingly.

“The interest is at the legal rate, yeah?”

[Haha! I can’t charge interest to a friend. I’ll only take the principal.]

“Haha… I appreciate that too.”

Hoo.

I looked at the host patting my shoulder again and recalled the dizzying memories of the Tuesday talk show...

But in any case, it was something to be thankful for.

Thanks to it, I was able to buy this.

[Hoho. I’m truly looking forward to seeing what kind of brilliant escape episode Mr. Roe Deer will show with this small item.]

That…

‘I can definitely do it.’

After Braun took some action after hearing an incomprehensiblepaymentaddress from Lizard, the Personal Shopper.

“Payment has been completed.”

Lizard declared, and handed me the item.

“…Thank you. See you again.”

“Yes. Customer.”

And so, the shopping concluded.

Then, I opened my eyes.

As if I had just dozed off for a moment.

“…!”

On the platform, which had been deserted during the Personal Shopping, my companions were now looking at me with a mixture of casualness and anxiety.

They probably thought I looked out of my mind during the shopping.

“Agent Grapes.”

“I bought it.”

I held up the hard-won item.

A glint appeared in the eyes of the two agents.

It was…

Something hanging from a rope.

It looked like the figures who had hanged themselves from trees in that foggy waiting room, but the atmosphere was the opposite.

A small, charmingly sized Pollac made of Persimmon Tree.

A rustic piece of art, shaped like a slightly crude fish, was tied to a pile of white silk thread and swayed gently.

“It’s an evil-warding Pollack talisman.”

“Are you ready?”

“Yes!”

‎ Hearing the team’s voices, Eun Haje lifted her hand toward her lips, then remembered she had no cigarette and lowered it.

The involuntary abstinence was getting long and troublesome, but nothing was more troublesome than this situation.

A situation where they might die.

Trying to attempt any possible escape, they pooled together whatever money they could find and gave it to the youngest, who said, ‘There’s something we can do.’

Surprisingly, Kim Soleum closed his eyes for a moment and then truly brought back something effective.

“This really doesn’t require borrowing any other spiritual power~. Right, Bronze?”

“…Yes.”

‎And exquisitely spot-on, at that.

What was even more surprising was that he returned all the money and goods they had gathered from people during this process.

–I paid using a different method.

“...”

Whether that could be believed was something to ponder later. But first, they had to escape before they could interrogate him.

“Then, we’ll depart.”

And now, with all discussions concluded, the group was heading towards the platform.

‘And the team lineup...’

Well, it wasn’t bad.

Each of them was a bit of a lone wolf, but still.

First, at the very back, stood the ill-tempered young man from the Disaster Management Bureau.

He was called ‘Agent Bronze,’ wasn’t he?

This guy, whom Eun Haje teased as a boomer, was actually a pretty decent person.

‘He’s a bit rigid, but that’s often a sign of someone with a good heart who hasn’t been too corrupted by society.’

It wasn’t bad that he was suppressing his obvious ill feelings towards Daydreams, maintaining his manners, and showing a degree of empathy. Even now, his decision to stand at the back felt like a form of service.

‘And the public official who works as a pair with this one...’

Agent Choi.

He’s near the front.

“Grapes-ie, be careful.”

Though he tried to act nonchalant, it was clear he was anxious, having fallen into the highest-grade ghost story related to the Disaster Management Bureau, with so many citizens to protect.

He also seemed to have the clear intention of subtly coaxing and appeasing Kim Soleum, who was overall in a neutral position.

‘He looks just like a detective giving a carrot to a delinquent.’

I don’t know what kind of amazing spy persona Roe Deer created to get him to this point, but for now, I’m just watching. The two of them were fellow smokers, after all.

And standing next to him was...

“Oh. The pollack effect is good.”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

Here, well, she’s an elite from Daydream.

In the sense that she’s competent despite being a bit unhinged.

I had a feeling that a single slip of the tongue could make that elite employee turn hostile on the spot, but Eun Haje had too many years under her belt to dwell on such things.

For now, she’s also being unusually friendly to everyone in the group.

Especially… to Kim Soleum.

“...”

And that Kim Soleum stands at the very front of the group.

Holding the item he obtained, the strange carved object in the form of an ‘Evil-warding Pollack talisman.’

-It’s said to ward off evil for people within a five-step radius until the pollack carving breaks. Since I purchased it, I will carry it.

-Hey~, things like this are usually...

-There is no ‘usually.’ It’s my item.

-...

‘This punk.’

This kid knew how to protect his own item.

It was probably with the judgment of a competent person who knows it’s easier for him to do it himself. Fastest-track promotion and extracted an A-grade Dream Essence from an irregular ghost story, hasn’t gone anywhere.

And so, Kim Soleum was moving through the fog, with each strand of silk thread tied to his fingers, as if he would never drop the item.

And then.

‘…!’

As he walked between the trees, mold began to appear on the Evil-warding Pollack swaying in his hand.

As if it were rotting.

‘Is this a sign that it’s starting to break?’

Perhaps once it’s completely covered, the trees with the hanged corpses will draw closer, or strange hallucinations and auditory illusions will begin once again.

The speed at which it’s breaking… is faster than expected, but it seems like it will hold out until the ‘objective’ is achieved.

‘It seems to have worsened after being touched once earlier.’

If things go wrong, someone might not make it to the stairs this time.

Thinking that I had to hurry before that happened-

“Found it.”

“…!”

Under the protection of the evil-warding pollack,Agent Bronze, surveying the surroundings with glass-like equipment that had finally started working , declared.

‘Good.’

Familiar with the subway structure, they had identified potential locations, but this was faster than expected.

“Let’s move.”

The five people moved their legs in unison, sprinting along the shortest route.

Their target was none other than...

“There.”

A Transit Card Charger.

–What do you think?

–Considering the lights are on and the announcement voice is working fine, it’s highly probable that things that operate on electricity are still functioning.

And their guess was correct.

On the screens of the two Transit Card Chargers placed alone among the trees, the lights were surprisingly on.

“...”

The sound of people trying to breathe softly could be heard.

And amidst the tension, Eun Haje reached out.

‘I can’t ask the guy holding the pollack to do it.’

However, she didn’t have a transit card in her hand. No, even if she had a card, expecting it to connect to the card company and deduct money would be an excessive expectation for a ghost story.

They were trying to use the machine in a different way.

Exactly as written on the nameplate right above the machine.

One-time Ticket Issuance · Transit Card Charger

Issuing disposable transit cards.

Five cards.

Thump.

Thump.

Thump.

Fortunately, the machine, which swallowed the banknotes she inserted, successfully spat out five disposable transit cards.

‘It was a gamble whether it would accept cash.’

And that gamble paid off.

Eun Haje, who insisted, ‘Since nothing is certain, we have to take a chance here,’ grinned.

“Let’s move quickly.”

As soon as she pocketed the change just in case, the group quickly moved again following Agent Choi’s signal, who had spotted the next destination.

The most important place in this search.

The ticket gate.

“...”

Several ticket gates, installed like randomly placed objects in the fog, were also lit up.

‘Hoo.’

Eun Haje steadied her breathing and thought it through.

Without any preparation or equipment, how could they possibly exorcise this foggy, insane waiting room?

What the agents called a ‘closure’ was, at the moment, a hopeless goal.

So in the end they’d have to clear it in true Daydream fashion.

And a ‘clear’ means...

–Usually, clearing a ghost story means escaping the location.

–That’s right.

–But we cannot go out there.

‎[obj‎‎]

But since this was a station, there was another way to leave. That is...

–Ultimately, the remaining option is the train.

The subway.

–The train passed without stopping. But there was definitely a condition back then.

–…! It was because there were no passengers. Then perhaps...

–That’s right, Agent Bronze.

“This way is the front.”

Agent Bronze declared, having determined the entrance and exit directions of the ticket gate. After exchanging glances, Agent Choi was the first to tap his disposable transit card on the ticket gate and enter.

Ting.

–Let’s see what happens if we are counted as passengers.

Subsequently, the other companions, as quickly as possible, each tapped their transit cards at the ticket gate and moved. When Kim Soleum, holding the Amulet, stepped forward, an almost complete silence fell.

And when everyone had tapped their transit cards and entered the ticket gate.

♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪

A sound began to be heard.

An announcement.

From far away, a sound echoed from the platform.

A train is approaching.

“...”

Please maintain etiquette and board safely.

There was no non-stop announcement.

That means...

“Run.”

The group bolted towards the platform like madmen.

Chapter 248

The train is arriving.

And I don’t know how long the talisman I’m holding will last.

All these circumstances point to one thing.

‘Hurry!’

Get down to the platform via the stairs immediately.

“This way.”

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who has the best sense of direction, darted out like an animal  and began retracing their steps.

I had it mapped out in my head too, and everyone else likely tried to memorize it in the same way, so no one got confused and we just ran after her.

Breathing.

Footsteps.

…And from far away, the vibration of the approaching train.

The path quickly drew closer. Only the sound of breaking through trees and fog echoed in the silence.

And finally, the stairs appeared. A clear view without fog. A path to send us somewhere else...

Exit Number ■

Stairs leading up.

…

…

I reflexively looked up. At the various objects piled up madly in front of the lowered shutter. At the dried bloodstains, at all sorts of attempts to block any connection to the outside.

The stairs leading out to Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Wait.

Just a moment.

‘Why?’

And then it hit me like a blow to the head.

“Etiquette…!”

“…!!”

Sekwang Station (Forest of the Dying)

Etiquette

We ran as soon as we scanned our tickets at the ticket gate.

Thus, we arrived at the ‘exit.’

My heart .

‘Why did no one remember?’

With this many people, it makes no sense that not a single person noticed this.

And then I realized.

Even now, recalling it in shock…

‘It’s rapidly evaporating from my mind.’

As if being permeated by fog.

‘It’s a gimmick.’

The information on the notice board doesn’t seem to stay in my mind for long. But there’s no time for despair.

‘Quickly,’

We have to go back…!

“Bronze-ah. Reorient!”

“Yes.”

Wait. I quickly added,

“Agent, do not look in the direction of the exit.”

“You don’t know what you might see.”

“…!Yes.”

After confirming that Agent Bronze nodded as he was holding up the colored glass, I urgently checked my items.

…Half of the Exorcism Fragment I was holding was covered in black mold.

The silk thread was rotting.

‘…It’s gotten faster.’

Coming to the exit by mistake must have had a negative impact.

At this speed, the remaining time we could endure was probably…

only about 5 to 10 minutes.

‘Quickly.’

“Found it. The ticket gate…!”

“Okay. Let’s not run this time.”

We moved our feet. Making sure neither foot left the ground simultaneously, so it wouldn’t register as running. Movement began again amidst extreme tension and concentration.

Upon reaching the ticket gate, we immediately retraced our route to the station.

We found the Transit Card Charger.

Most of the evil-warding Pollack was covered in dark purple mold.

We walked back the way we came from the charger.

The silk thread around my ring finger snapped.

The path I walked became increasingly shrouded in dizzying fog…

Drip.

Cold sweat fell onto the amulet.

The amulet was now almost unrecognizable.

More than half of the threads on my fingers had snapped.

‘Quickly.’

Not being able to run felt like torture.

The thought that we could run now crossed my mind, but having already triggered the rule once, we couldn’t risk it, so we kept walking.

Walking.

And.

And…

Stairs.

The path down to the platform.

“…!!”

People descended the stairs, barely able to breathe.

Clutching the remaining thread connected to the Amulet Dried Pollack, I moved my feet.

And.

And…

We broke out of the fog.

“…”

The moment I stepped onto the platform.

“Haaah…”

“Hoo.”

Everyone collapsed.

‘We’re alive.’

The moment we felt the same gut certainty, the tension released and a deep sense of relief spread through the air.

I looked at the ceiling as I gasped for breath.

Then, as I lowered my head, I saw the single remaining silk thread.

I swallowed.

‘We almost died.’

[Oh, that was a thrilling exploration with a twist in the middle, friend!]

Yeah. Whatever a friend who gave me 100 million says is fine.

And finally, a few jokes began to be exchanged among the people.

“When that exit popped up, I thought, welp, we’re dead.”

“Hahaha!”

“Glad we made it down safely!”

The subtle distance between the individuals from the two antagonistic groups, Daydream and the Disaster Management Bureau, seemed to have lessened.

It seemed a strange sense of camaraderie had formed.

[It’s a very classic psychological phenomenon. The mechanism is a bit different, but it can be seen as similar to the suspension bridge effect!]

Yeah.

‘Whatever works.’

I felt like we’d be able to handle things without getting angry at each other, even after we got out.

“We should have a get-together after we leave. Didn’t the public officials say they liked spicy tripe hotpot? How about it, do you like Korean beef too?”

“Oh man, I’m crazy for it, Ms.Civilian.”

“Agent, please…”

“The Old Man probably eats a pound of it too, so why are you acting so modest?”

“…?!”

“Can I come too?”

“Of course.”

We all knew we weren’t actually going to go out  for a team dinner like that, the conversation, but a few rounds of meaningless banter went back and forth, just to ease the tension and gather our spirits.

♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪

“It’s coming.”

The signal that another train was arriving was picked up again.

‘Does it come more often if there are passengers in the station?’

I don’t know about the frequency, but if this could get us out of here, that’s even better.

Of course, whether this is a means to completely escape the ghost story remains to be seen…

“There were people on the train. I hope it’s connected to some other supernatural phenomenon. Right, Grapes-ie?”

“…Of course.”

Anything is better than being in the middle of a World-ending Class Darkness…

And also.

“…We should also prepare for the possibility that the people on the train might not be normal.”

“Naturally.”

In fact, if the passengers on the train appears in a ghost story were, statistically, we couldn’t rule out the possibility that they too were contaminated humans.

The train is entering.

I saw the agents switching to anti-personnel gear and Daydream employees organizing their items.

Among them, there are probably items that can’t be used here, but are being maintained for appearance.

‘I can’t say that, being completely broke myself.’

I suppressed a sigh, looking at the evil-warding Pollack swaying in my sweat-drenched hand.

It was already almost ruined.

100 million for five lives isn’t bad, but still, thinking of it as disposable…

Thump.

“…”

I watched it hit the floor.

The Persimmon-woodblock, now covered in mold, lay there, crumpled into an unrecognizable shape.

The last silk thread, dangling from my hand, had snapped and fallen.

The amulet was completely…

Ruined.

“…”

“Wait. Roe, that…”

It’s not something that could break just from weight alone.

Because it’s an item…

…Which means.

It had been acting as an ward until the moment it snapped.

“…”

Stiffly, I turned my head toward the platform stairs.

…The fog that had spilled out from the lobby was flowing down the passage.

‘Ah.’

That’s right. The lobby is part of the subway station.

If we’ve been counted as a passenger at the station.

If our presence is now known to the station.

Then the forest in the lobby knows about us too…

Enough to chase us.

Up to now, the only reason we weren’t chased all the way to the platform was that the talisman had been blocking our presence.

But now that it snapped.

“Back–”

The very next moment.

Fog came pouring down the stairs, completely covering the platform.

“…!!”

The platform, shrouded in fog, seem to have widened to an eerie extent, and shadows of trees began to appear.

Trees with hanging corpses on them.

…and nooses without corpses.

-A new body has been discovered in ■■■ Forest, notorious as a suicide hotspot. This body is a set of five unidentified male and female corpses, hanging themselves side-by-side from trees near the subway connection tunnel.

-According to eyewitness accounts, they are presumed to have made an extreme choice after giving up on boarding the subway train. The last conversation they had was…

-Don’t you want to give up too?

“Dodge.”

I ducked my head. I tried to grab the shoulder of the person next to me, but again, all I grasped was a corpse.

I shook it off, panicked .

“Everyone towards the platform screen doors!”

Fortunately, I can still hear.

And in the fog, a trail of blue flames flickered, and a bell-like sound was heard.

A presence that repelled the fog.

“Over here!”

I rushed towards it.

As I got closer, I saw a silhouette in the fog.

Agent Choi, by the platform screen door!

“-Passengers, please observe etiquette and board safely.”

“As soon as the train doors open, we…”

Hook

“…Agent?”

Just now.

Just now, right before my eyes, didn’t Agent Choi just get caught by a noose and get hoisted up,and dangle upwards into the tree?

Huh?

What is this…?

Why did it suddenly become like this? This was clearly a ghost story that lured victims, so since we were registered as station users, there was no need to lure us? Did the dam that the amulet was blocking break and pour out? Did we break etiquette? No…

Just now.

He died?

He di–

“Damn it.”

...

…Assistant Manager!

I barely regained my senses and pushed through the fog, searching for a voice. Assistant Manager should be, should be somewhere around here…

Hook.

Another figure caught by a noose and yanked upward.

Disappearing into the fog.

-Don’t you want to give up too?

I froze.

‘…Ah.’

The platform was now completely covered by trees and fog.

Could everything I just saw be a hallucination? An illusion? I mean, there’s no way two people would just suddenly die like that, so then…

But other presences…

“Agent Grapes!”

Agent Bronze.

“Agent.”

Silhouettes approaching me. Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae is also visible beside them. Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae held up the Glow-in-the-dark Star Sticker stuck to the back of her hand, and the light revealed the inside of the fog slightly.

We were almost right next to the platform screen door.

The light from the open train door was faintly visible beyond the fog.

“Get in immedi…!”

This time.

I saw it.

The noose that sprang out of the fog caught Agent Bronze’s neck and pulled him upwards.

He was reeled up into the fog.

“…!”

I reflexively grabbed his lower body. At the same time, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae grabbed his feet.

But it was pointless.

Because it was around his neck.

With unimaginable pressure, the noose slipped from my grasp and pulled upwards.

Snap. Only the sound of a neck breaking was heard.

“…”

-The platform screen door closes.

I threw myself towards the train. My confused mind couldn’t reach a proper conclusion and spun wildly. Escape, is this escape? Is there nothing I can do?

It’s already too la–

And this time, I saw it.

Illuminated by the light of the Glow-in-the-dark Star Sticker held up by Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae as she ran,I saw a rope descending from the fog.

A noose.

It was one of our turns.

‘No.’

I shoved Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, almost throwing her into the closing train doors.

At the same time.

-Don’t you want to give up too?

A noose also caught my neck and yanked. Hook.

Pain.

Pressure.

Suffocation.

...

Death.

Blackout.



Would you like to continue?



“Haa–!”

“Agent!”

Ryu Jaekwan opened his eyes. He was gasping for breath, and the crushing pain and constriction he felt at his neck, the shock reverberated, through his chest and body.

He raised a hand to touch his neck, but someone stopped him.

“Calm down. This is Headquarters!”

…Headquarters?

His mind snapped into focus.

A modern space with gold cords and talismans. A bed, the smell of disinfectant and rice…

The Disaster Management Bureau’s contamination ward.

“…”

He finally released the strength in his hand. The medical staff looking at him breathed a sigh of relief and spoke.

‘A nightmare?’

Is that possible? Did I have a nightmare as a type of supernatural disaster?

Then, where did the nightmare start? What if the place I am now was actually a dre–

“We told you not to use the well as a passage anymore! You insisted on using it… Everyone who used it has been unconscious for two days. You’re the first one to wake up, Agent Bronze.”

“…”

‎“I’m sure Agent Choi was the one who told you to use it—”

“Wait, agh, just a moment.”

Ryu Jaekwan asked urgently.

“Did the well actually work?”

“It worked! All of a sudden here at headquarters, a supernatural disaster and Daydream employees, all appeared unconscious together, causing utter chaos.”

“…”

“Moreover, it seemed like the unconsciousness was artificial, and we figured you’d all been hit by some strange supernatural phenomenon… Agent?”

Agent Bronze grabbed his neck again.

‘…My voice isn’t coming out well.’

And there’s a strange stuffiness, like a lingering auditory hallucination clinging to him…

like a noose.

“Are you alright? We have a detailed examination scheduled, but…”

“Yes.”

Although there seemed to be odd pain, body tremors, and peculiar after-effects…

I survived.

‘I didn’t die.’

That’s how I realized it.

The reason they could connect to Sekwang Metropolitan City, a space unrecognized and erased from reality.

It was a dream.

Through the well, they had entered Sekwang Metropolitan City in their dreams.

And…

“Ah, everyone seems to be regaining consciousness. However… only one Daydream employee remains unconscious.”

We left one person behind.

Chapter 249

A full ten days after the unprecedented incident where two agents from Team Hyunmoo 1, two Daydream employees, and an unidentified supernatural disaster appeared unconscious in the Main Building of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

The parties involved in the incident gathered at a meat restaurant.

The somewhat shabby meat restaurant seemed to be a historic popular spot in the office worker neighborhood, bustling with noise, but a weary silence flowed from the corner seat where they sat...

It was a barely regained fragile calm.

“…”

“…”

Sizzle.

The sound of meat being placed on the grill and cooking could be heard. Three people with haggard faces exchanged pleasantries.

“Please, eat up.”

“Yes yes, thank you.”

Agent Choi grabbed the meat on the grill and brought it to his mouth with gusto.

It was an attitude unbelievable for someone who had only consumed water and liquid food for a full week, barely recovering, making it impossible to swallow anything.

A similar scene was unfolding with Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was cracking open a soju bottle.

“Not being able to drink is unbearable.”

“Hey, no matter what, we can’t serve alcohol in a government agency. But the treatment was free, right?”

“If I bring up taxes here, I’d be a real pain, wouldn’t I?”

“You know that well, too?”

This person, having already had their personal information leaked once to the Disaster Management Bureau by an agent she encountered in a ghost story during their rookie days, was identified as a Daydream employee despite wearing a Grandmother costume.

And after days of interrogation and treatment, they were granted an outing on the condition she accompany the agents.

Her equipment had been confiscated by the Disaster Management Bureau, but the gear needed to fill her empty hands was humanely returned. Wearing gloves so there wouldn’t be an electric shocks, she picked up the tongs and flipped the meat.

“Come on, Old Man, have some too.”

“…”

Agent Bronze, or rather Ryu Jaekwan, the one with the least worn out face among them, received the Korean beef with a complex expression.

It wasn’t just about thinking of meal expenses that were just within the legal limits of the anti-graft law. It was more about how utterly clueless he was about how to handle this situation.

That’s right.

All of them had died hanging by a noose in Sekwang Station, only to wake up and recover just enough to resume daily life from the severe aftereffects.

However, they were still plagued by nightmares and bizarre auditory hallucinations, and were only now properly grasping what kind of situation this was.

It was a situation where discussing Sekwang Metropolitan City within the Disaster Management Bureau was difficult.

“…It’s been really hard to gather information about ‘that area.’ Have you agents had any success?”

“If you look too closely, you’ll really lose your memory~ The current state of things is probably the best case scenario for now.”

“The current state...”

“The Bureau has classified our condition as contamination. …It seems they’ve officially determined that we were contaminated by an unidentifiable supernatural phenomenon after arbitrarily passing through a well that hadn’t undergone safety checks for a long time.”

It was a state of ambiguous stability.

It essentially meant that they thought Agent Choi had recklessly taken some action again, resulting in a situation of ‘at least we escaped.’...

The fact that even a Daydream employee could remain in this lukewarm, lax state instead of being sent to the Glass Prison was likely influenced by that.

They were seen as being caught up in it.

“Your history of causing trouble there really helped.”

“Aw~ It’s natural for things like this to happen when you’re trying to save citizens. It’s too harsh to use such a strong word when ‘challenging’ is such a good one.”

“Yes, yes. Please eat plenty of Korean beef.”

And then, Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s gaze flickered to one side.

No, not just the Assistant Manager, but everyone’s eyes shifted to one spot.

The only being at this table who couldn’t eat beef.

“…Next time, let’s make sure you get some.”

>Conditional affirmation.

That’s me.

A shapeless mass of flesh inside a gas mask, a being of supernatural disaster with the codename 130666... Unable to put a single piece of well-cooked Korean beef into my mouth...

For reference, the reason I can be here is because the Team Leader of Team Hyunmoo 1, the elder, is distorting the vision of other customers in this restaurant through a Dokkaebi’s Play.

The human body that was recovered from Sekwang Metropolitan City is nowhere to be found.

It was a dream, after all.

‘Sigh...’

But how was I thinking like a human, you ask?

‘They worked me to death to bring me back in line...’

Of course, I was also lucky.

Thanks to the relief i now felt, even missing out on premium beef didn’t feel bitter enough to make me cry.

‘So… it was about three days after everyone woke up.’

It was around then that Agent Bronze heard about my condition.

Me, who had returned completely devoid of humanity.

–Did you have a good visit?

“…Yes.”

Ryu Jaekwan sat in the hospital room, looking at his superior.

Ryu Jaekwan, who showed the fastest recovery, had finally received permission for a visit after a few days and was now seeing people.

Thanks to that, he had just finished visiting Falcon, who had just received emergency treatment, and it was only now that he learned the person’s name was Eun Haje.

And that she could eat an LA Galbi lunchbox with one hand.

It was an impressive attitude for someone who was sweating profusely and still felt a phantom sensation of being choked.

Furthermore, his superior, Agent Choi, who was before his eyes, was the same.

“The statements are identical. It seems what we experienced… is indeed being treated as a ‘dream’.”

This superior was in a state where verbal communication was impossible due to abnormal contamination symptoms beyond PTSD.

To the point that they even covered his neck with cloth so it couldn’t be looked at.

Yet, even while lying in bed under strict rest orders, his eyes gleamed as if his mind was racing with thoughts.

Thanks to that, as soon as they both realized they had experienced this incident as a dream, they managed to track down a certain ghost story.

–Do you remember Sekwang Technical High School, Jaekwan?

Who knew that it was a ghost story linked to an even greater Annihilation-class ghost story.

‘The entry method was the same too.’

The kind that could only be accessed through a dream.

Of course, both agents had a chilling feeling from the start about Kim Soleum and Eun Haje’s statements regarding Sekwang Metropolitan City, thinking, ‘This feels real.’

However, they had also continuously doubted the probability of it being false, but the problem was that the current circumstances strongly suggested it was true...

Sekwang Metropolitan City, where cognition was erased. The existence of that sealed Annihilation-class disaster zone.

…A place where the contamination suffered during death, even though entered through a dream, was at an immense level.

‘Sigh.’

But the bigger problem was that the superior before him wasn’t even the person in the worst condition.

Even excluding the person in a coma.

…Now, as if hesitating uncharacteristically, the superior asked via writing.

–How’s Grapes?

“…”

Ryu Jaekwan’s expression clouded slightly.

As if it were a lie that Kim Soleum had appeared in a human form from Sekwang Metropolitan City, he...

–It seems this entity needs to be transferred elsewhere.

He was definitively judged as a supernatural disaster.

Attempts at communication by the Disaster Management Bureau officials were going nowhere,  and he repeatedly requested a return to Daydream.

He hadn’t shown aggression yet, but it was unknown what would happen if the requests to return were delayed. That was the current judgment of the Disaster Management Bureau.

–You did try purification on the basis that he was originally human right?

“…Yes.”

Ryu Jaekwan’s voice lowered.

“However, only some anxiety symptoms improved; no other progress was made.”

“…”

No attempt to free him from contamination and return him to human form, using any purification method implemented at the Bureau’s Main Building, had worked.

…For three days, truly nothing.

As Ryu Jaekwan walked down the corridor after visiting Agent Choi, his mind sank with anxiety.

‘Then...’

…Perhaps it was time to finally speak.

That the peculiar entity was originally Agent Grapes.

It wasn’t just a matter of timing that prevented him from reporting it until now. It was more about considering Kim Soleum’s complex circumstances.

That Daydream had turned a former employee, whom they had ordered to infiltrate the bureau as an agent, into a supernatural entity and was still using him as staff.

The moment this was reported, it would inevitably flow to higher authorities.

‘Then… who knows how Agent Grapes’ treatment would change.’

The Disaster Management Bureau was becoming accustomed to choosing the lesser of two evils.

Like selecting villains.

“…”

But perhaps that was needed now...

A more intense, specialized purification method was required.

‘Should I have said it from the beginning?’

Perhaps it would have been the right thing to do for the sake of the Disaster Management Bureau’s principles. As Ryu Jaekwan’s mind sank, mixed with phantom echoes of the noose...

“Oh, Ryu Jaekwan. Visiting?”

“…!”

A tall, middle-aged woman walking from the end of the corridor waved.

Ryu Jaekwan’s eyes widened.

“Agent Haegeum.”

The Team Leader of Team Hyunmoo 3. The agent, armed with the Four-Sided Divine Sword, looked tired as if she had just finished a mission, but she still smiled brightly with a spirited face.

“I heard about it, actually. You broke the well trying to use it, right?”

“…”

“You must have a lot of trouble because of Mr. Choi. With you,too.”

Although this case was a bit different, he couldn’t bring himself to say no.

“I heard Daydream employees were also involved. Is that right?”

“…Yes.”

“Hmm.”

A casual remark.

“Among them, there was a face I recognized.”

“Yes?”

“No, perhaps it’s strange to say I recognized the face… since they were wearing a gas mask.”

“…!!”

“Yes. That one with the horns and smoke coming from the gas mask. They’re a Security Team employee. It seems Daydream has finally figured out how to wield supernatural disasters.”

How does she know?

Just as Ryu Jaekwan’s mind was about to fall into confusion again.

Agent Haegeum turned her shoulder.

“I should go pay them a visit.”

“Why...”

“Because I gave them something.”

And from this point on, astonishing things happened.

Agent Haegeum’s visit.

The entity’s identity was stated as an entity within the supernatural disaster named ‘Cheerful Theme Park,’ also known as ‘Golden Flower Mascot.’

She had met the entity during a mission and proposed an item that could improve the entity’s condition.

The import of ‘Jade Drop’ was permitted.

However, this attempt failed miserably.

The Jade Drop was destroyed.

On average, at 182-minute intervals, a total of 5 Jade Drops were corroded and disappeared to the point of losing their form, and no improvement in the subject’s condition was observed.

This was repeated for two days.

As failure after failure occurred, Agent Haegeum’s words that the destruction itself held meaning gained credibility, leading to the use of more powerful equipment of the same type.

Permission was granted for the use of the Yeongseondae’s Grand Jade Bell.

Treatment was carried out by listening to the bell’s chime, which rang at Jinshi, leaning against a wooden board.

There was likely also the purpose of preventing the indiscriminate consumption of the drops.

It was almost certain that if this, too, didn’t work, other measures would be taken.

However, surprisingly...

A change occurred.

He inquired about the well-being of those who had used the well together.

“…!”

Rational communication became possible.

The entity’s communication method (writing with black smoke) remained the same, but interpersonal interaction was smooth.

Afterward, the state was maintained by prescribing drops.

Ryu Jaekwan eventually sought out Agent Haegeum to ask directly.

-How did you do it??

-Let’s say there was an error in your basic premise.

And she said no more.

…Afterward, it was heard that the Disaster Management Bureau had reclassified the supernatural disaster as a phenomenon and was exploring the possibility of it being a cooperative supernatural being.

Thus, Ryu Jaekwan, based on certain facts, completed a frightening deduction. That is...

The Jade Drops were not for purifying human contamination.

The Jade Bell was the same.

While they did have some effect on contamination purification, their main effect was simply to calm the mind and help one regain their identity.

Which means...

Didn’t Agent Haegeum purify it assuming it wasn’t human from the start?

And the fact that it worked meant...

“…”

Ryu Jaekwan quietly swallowed his speculation.

It was just a guess.

‘Let’s be grateful that Agent Grapes has regained his senses.’

He suppressed his speculation and did not report it to Agent Choi.

And then a few more days passed. The well experiencers steadily recovered from their conditions and received safety evaluations from the Disaster Management Bureau...

And thus, the meat restaurant team dinner for tired office workers became conditionally possible.



Somehow, I avoided Agent Bronze’s gaze, which seemed to alternate between the meat and me.

Please don’t misunderstand, I really can’t eat it...

“…Did you receive enough drops?”

>Affirmative:

 >A total of 7.

“Understood.”

Fortunately, after that, the stares lessened. Not just from Agent Bronze, but from others too.

They were well aware of my condition while also ensuring I could participate in the conversation while eating meat. Envy… no, it’s good.

It’s only natural that the atmosphere softens when alcohol and food are involved.

A similar thing was happening here.

As the restaurant neared closing time and became a bit quieter, the people who had regained some strength were getting to the really important main topic.

That was...

>Subject: Dolphin's whereabouts.

The biggest problem in the current situation.

“Right. Truly… why can’t Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae wake up?”

“…”

“It’s already been two weeks.”

That’s right.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was still in a coma, sleeping in the Disaster Management Bureau’s Protective Custody Room.

Of course, I explained what I had done...

“Then it’s even stranger. She should have escaped and cleared it, then woken up. But she can’t.”

...

My hands clenched.

‘I did something I shouldn’t have.’

My mouth felt dry, as if I had put Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae in trouble without properly understanding the situation.

Even though I don’t have a mouth.

In fact, even if she had died of dehydration, it would have been long past the time to emerge from the dream. But if the train wasn’t the escape method, why couldn’t she wake up?

>Concern: Possibility of still being alive in that location.

 >Method: Complete contamination state.

“…”

That’s right.

Worry that she might have become a resident within the ghost story, completely contaminated by it.

And if rescue is delayed in that state… there are also calamities that can occur because it’s Daydream.

>Potential Risk: Dolphin employee's point reset.

“…!!”

“What does ‘point reset’ mean?”

“If someone is missing for about a month, we treat them as dead and process their resignation. You could call it voluntary resignation.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje made a gesture.

“Then, all the points we worked so hard to collect for Wish Tickets until then will also be reset.”

“…!!”

“It’ll all be for nothing.”

Huu…

“Well, I heard you agents don’t believe in Wish Tickets, but still, from our perspective, it’s a truly terrible situation.”

“…”

Agent Choi did not agree.

However, he stated definitively:

“In any case, it means rescue is needed. That’s our specialty.”

But.

“Old man. No matter how much you prepare, you don’t know what will happen, so don’t be too certain.”

...

That was also true.

It was a space where most equipment becomes useless, and where you don’t know how to counter the noose.

‘It’s difficult.’

Unless the person themselves is strong enough not to die even when hanging by a noose...….

Wait a minute.

‘Then, what if it could be physically torn apart?’

And I knew of one person who could physically smash through nooses or trees.

A physical exorcism agent from the .

>Recommended candidate.

“Oh?”

>Recommended candidate:

   >Section Chief Lizard from Field Investigation Team D.

“…?!”

Chapter 250

Suddenly, when the Section Chief of another company was mentioned as a recommendation from a colleague, the civil servants diligently grilling Korean beef responded, too bewildered to even chew their meat.

“Bronze, are we… being recommended someone from Daydream Inc. as a good person to work with?”

Of course, the Daydream D-team alumni are resilient.

Affirmative

“No, more than half of this group were already from Daydream, so why are you so surprised? It’s a place where people live, too.”

Of course, what I’m recommending isn’t a person, but an alien reptile...

“Our Section Chief is a genuinely good person. He’s strong and straightforward, perfect to work with.”

“Someone from that company, and strong-willed too...”

“No, that’s not it. Old Man.”

“…?”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje solemnly shook her head.

“It’s just that he’s genuinely strong. That’s all.”

Confirmed

Agent Bronze looked a bit more confused, but both Assistant Manager Eun Haje and I nodded as if we had agreed beforehand.

Then, the Assistant Manager’s gaze turned.

“But this person doesn’t seem surprised.”

“Heyy, I was surprised too.”

However, Agent Choi wasn’t particularly surprised and was just making light of it.

And I already seemed to know the reason.

The other identity Agent Choi had used.

‘Lee Kangheon.’

-K.LEE: are you perhaps Lee Jaheon Section Chief’s cousin? ;; you have the same personality

I had sent a message like that before when recommending Salmon Market.

‘It means Agent Choi already knows what kind of person Section Chief Lee Jaheon is.’

No, it’s more than that.

It actually means he knows the messenger profiles of Daydream employees and has a general grasp of their personalities and trends.

…There was no such record on the wiki.

‘He couldn’t have infiltrated Daydream.’

Agent Choi didn’t have two bodies, and he couldn’t attend Daydream while doing his busy agent work.

In the first place, there is no such person as Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon in the company.

So, I extended smoke from under the table, subtly drawing only Agent Choi’s attention.

“Hmm?”

And I asked.

Question: Lee Kangheon’s identity

“…”

The characters I made were quickly erased so that the others at the table couldn’t see them.

Agent Choi smiled faintly.

“Ho ho, you shouldn’t covet a seniors trade secrets.”

...

Indeed.

It’s an identity meant to extract information from Daydream, so it would be difficult to reveal it to an employee who still works there...

-But if you’re curious, shall I tell you?

…!

Agent Choi wrote letters with his finger in the smoke gathered under the table.

-The person named Lee Kangheon really exists.

-A Daydream retiree.

…!

-But oh? One day, a brilliant ace agent from the Bureau obtained Lee Kangheon’s messenger account haha.

He didn’t say how he obtained it.

However, he added a description of the account.

-There were so many group chats he hadn’t left.

Entry-level colleagues, short-term projects, anonymous rooms for information sharing, even office gambling.

They were all places useful for obtaining information.

Moreover, with Agent Choi’s skill, he would have successfully infiltrated various new chat rooms derived from those.

That’s how he dug up employee profiles one by one… and eventually, he would have continuously found out the profiles of new hires.

I recalled the testimony of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who said she was introduced to Salmon Market by someone named Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon from C-team. And...

-I also heard good rumors about the elite top new recruit, Kim Soleum, who explores ghost stories without batting an eye lololol

...

As expected, he knew everything from the beginning...

-Well, it’s just this much.

Request: More detailed explanation

-Grapes, you’re really shameless...

-But if our youngest wants it, I should tell them more! I’ll tell you everything on the day you completely cut ties with Daydream haha.

Meaning he wouldn’t tell me.

With that sentence, Agent Choi returned his attention to the table as if no secret conversation had ever taken place under the table.

I suppressed a groan.

‘…Is this why he didn’t trust Wish Tickets even more?’

A retiree who evaporated after leaving behind an account, and he had actually used that account.

At any rate, I was bewildered that my curiosity had been resolved like this.

‘I didn’t expect him to answer.’

Of course, his words about trusting me were naturally lies. He cut off the detailed story in the first place.

After years of use, the name ‘Lee Kangheon’ would have become well-known enough that he wouldn’t be invited to new group chats, so he was probably planning to stop using it anyway.

He surely has other information gathering routes.

‘Still, I’m grateful...’

While I was organizing my thoughts, casual jokes were exchanged at the table.

“Wow, Section Chief Lizard. I wonder how strong he is, does he chew rebar?”

“He seems like the type who could if he wanted to.”

“…??”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged as she asked the part-timer to change the grill.

“Anyway, as Roe deer said, it would naturally be good if our Section Chief helped, but… it’s difficult to do while working at the company.”

...

Actually, that wasn’t the only problem.

The news I heard from Cosmic shopping mall when I was buying the evil-warding Pollack.

-The entity is currently at the boarding school.

In essence, it meant that Lee Jaheon Section Chief was unable to escape from some Darkness.

‘It was called a boarding school ghost story.’

So, since I had already decided to find Section Chief Lee Jaheon, I wanted to confirm it somehow. It seemed like no ordinary matter.

After regaining my senses thanks to Agent Haegeum, I even felt a bit anxious.

‘I intended to ask Baek Saheon to precisely understand what kind of Darkness it was.’

But there’s a bigger hurdle here.

It’s… my condition.

Concerns:

Request to return to Daydream Inc. for 130666’s work

“…!”

The announcement urging me to return was still echoing in my head.

Thanks to the giant Jade Bell, which seemed to be the origin of the Jade Drop, I regained my senses, but I don’t know how long I can resist postponing this call request arbitrarily...

That wasn’t all.

‘…Entering Sekwang Metropolitan City again is the same.’

I don’t know how.

If I try the well again, the Disaster Management Bureau is likely to notice something strange. Once might be excused as recklessness during an operation, but repetition would reveal intent.

Besides, even if I use that...

‘…Can I take these people with me?’

Dying is something you never get used to, no matter how many times you experience it, and it was accompanied by immense contamination.

Moreover, many would have had their trauma of nearly dying in a ghost story reawakened...

…As expected.

‘Maybe I should do this alone?’

Because my condition isn’t human. The aftereffects of contamination will surely be less severe than for others...

In the first place, I was the one who pushed Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae onto the train. If Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae can’t get out, it can be seen as a clear case of responsibility for who became the decisive cause.

So… yes.

That would be better.

“…Alright. The company is the problem in many ways.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje patted my back and said, unable to know my thoughts.

And seeing the part-timer approaching to change the grill, she leaned back and muttered as if joking.

“Geez, should I tell Director Ho about this?”

“Then I think I can help.”

“…!”

Without realizing it.

The part-timer who had been serving our table sat down at our table, smiling.

Only then did I see his face. A friendly-looking young man smiling.

…It’s Director Ho.

‘How.’

He had blended in so subtly that I couldn’t tell when he had arrived at this spot.

The friendly young man’s face looked around at us.

“Everyone. Congratulations.”

“…”

“You’ve been there and back, haven’t you?”

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The young man’s expression, pronouncing it only with his lips, was utterly serene, but I noticed a strange madness flowing in his eyes.

“How was it? You went to a special secret place that others can’t perceive, didn’t you? Was it enjoyable, or were you nervous? Or were you in pain because you couldn’t tell your affiliated organization anything?”

“…”

“Please speak comfortably.”

I realized that while the agents looked tense and frozen, they were actually checking their equipment while scanning their surroundings.

This is a restaurant full of civilians...

“Don’t worry. Everyone else here will be safe.”

“…!”

“I don’t like commotion, nor do I arbitrarily harbor ill will towards others.”

“Oh…”

Agent Choi gritted his teeth and smiled.

“And someone like that, suddenly pushes others into a Supernatural Disaster where they will suffer and die?”

“That’s something we’ve already discussed.”

Ho Yuwon said sweetly.

“The Disaster Management Bureau is fine with that.”

The madness disguised as rationality was chilling.

Holding individuals accountable for collective grievances: Illogical

“Yes? You’re saying strange things... Emotions are originally illogical. Mr. 130666.”

Sigh.

Recommendation: Alternative title for 130666

▶ Roe deer

▶ Grapes

Grapes.

As Ho Yuwon read the agent’s name, something that looked like anger or distortion seemed to flash in his eyes, but it was quickly concealed without a trace.

“Haha, you like informal titles, Roe deer.”

I read something peculiar there.

Anxiety.

Trying to suppress anger to move the conversation forward quickly.

“Just a moment.”

Agent Bronze opened his mouth.

“Did you know?”

“Know what?”

“That the well could connect to a specific region? Was that your goal from the start?”

“And if so?”

“…”

“If so, isn’t it for the better? It means our objectives align.”

Clap.

Ho Yuwon clapped and smiled.

“I will spare no support to help you rescue Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.”

“…!”

“Think about it.”

His voice was deceptively sweet.

“In the Disaster Management Bureau, would they really spend such time and resources? By dispatching busy field agents?”

“…”

“If it were me, I could help no matter what...”

The area around the table shimmered.

“I don’t ask for much in return. It’s just a humble request, to find just one thing in Sekwang Metropolitan City…”

“Oh~ Then why don’t you do it yourself?”

“…”

“You know the passage, so if it’s a simple task, you could just go in and do it yourself. I don’t understand why you’re here flapping your gums.”

Agent Choi’s voice rose with anger hidden within his amusement.

“Don’t tell me… you can’t go in?”

“…”

“That’s it, isn’t it.”

We realize it from the silence.

That was correct.

For some reason, Ho Yuwon likely cannot enter Sekwang Metropolitan City.

That’s why he keeps drawing employees into projects, and why he’s using Assistant Manager Eun Haje right now.

“That’s right. Unfortunately, I cannot enter that place.”

However, Ho Yuwon, without being flustered, put on a sad face as if deeply disappointed.

“So, won’t you trust me more? Since I can’t go in myself, I’m supporting all actions for the attempt to explore Sekwang Metropolitan City. It makes sense, doesn’t it?”

If so, then.

Proposal:

Pledge for trust (Target: Ho Yuwon)

“…!”

“Oh, Grapes is making a good suggestion.”

Ho Yuwon’s eyes turned to me.

“Yes. You wouldn’t do something cowardly like imposing restrictions on others but not yourself, would you~”

A deep silence fell.

But then.

“Sure.”

“…!”

“Shall we set mutual restrictions? So that neither of us can betray the other until the exploration of Sekwang Metropolitan City is complete.”

Ho Yuwon smiled and placed his hand on the table.

“Shall we do it now?”

“…”

“It seems you need preparation. Alright. I can wait…”

Ho Yuwon stood up from the table.

“But considering the person you’re trying to rescue, it’s best to speed things up. No one knows how long they can hold on…”

“…”

“Assistant Manager Eun Haje will know the contact method. Farewell.”

And when we looked back.

It wasn’t Ho Yuwon, but an ordinary part-timer returning to the kitchen with the grill.

“…”

“…huuuu.”

“It’s hard to ruin the taste of Korean beef, but he pulled it off. As expected, superiors shouldn’t join team dinners.”

“Haha…”

That night.

The company dinner ended with people lost in thought, pondering various worries at the table.

With an unbelievable backup option now available.



‘Sigh.’

After the team dinner.

As others returned to their respective living spaces, I too was sent back to the security space for supernatural beings in the Main Building where I belonged.

‘It’s surprising they let me go out...’

Perhaps they wanted to test my stability by ensuring the safety with agents accompanying me.

And I passed this time.

‘Thank goodness.’

Actually, since regaining my senses thanks to Agent Haegeum, the extreme isolation has been greatly eased.

Even this place, rather than just a room, feels like a small isolated space projecting an outdoor veranda… It seems to be a facility for the mental stability of supernatural beings.

‘I haven’t even paid my taxes properly yet...’

I felt a bit sorry, as if I were burdening the facility.

I also felt a strange sense of guilt, like I should earn my keep after having consumed several Jade Drops.

[To feel guilty for receiving such a trivial space, my friend is too humble and that’s the problem…]

Of course, someone might have said something so absurd…

But now...

‘...’

It’s gone.

‘Has it been about fifteen days now?’

Since Braun’s voice became inaudible.

Just like when I worked in the basement of Daydreams Annex, I couldn’t perceive Braun’s voice in my 130666 state.

‘But I thought I’d hear his voice again soon after regaining my senses.’

I don’t know why, but I still can’t hear it.

The merchandise… no, the substitute doll, was also collected by the Disaster Management Bureau and I haven’t gotten it back.

‘…Will I hear him if I wait?’

Last time, it seemed there was a time lag before Braun’s voice became audible after I regained my senses, so I’m waiting for now.

Or maybe an overly invested Braun only speaks when the merchandise is present.

‘I hope it’s the latter.’

Just as I thought that.

Ting, ting...

‘…!’

The sound of a wind chime.

It meant that there’s a visitor to this isolation space.

Based on my experience these past few days, the assigned agent usually talks safely from beyond the sliding door, recording my condition…

But today, there was a unique guest.

“The elder from Team Hyunmoo 1 requested it… would you like to see?”

Inside the small lantern the agent was holding.

Similarly, a small Dokkaebi Flame peeked out.

‘…!’

That Dokkaebi Flame, which was once my arm, flickered .

Chapter 251

Dokkaebi Flame.

The being inside the gourd lantern that was lent to me for losing my arm during a mission at the Disaster Management Bureau.

It was also the being that stayed by my side until the moment I drank the Wish Potion.

I sometimes worried about if it managed to return to the Disaster Management Bureau afterward...

‘…Thank goodness.’

The fact that it’s in front of my eyes now means it returned safely.

I watched the Dokkaebi Flame, which had emerged from the gourd lantern and was hovering before the sliding door.

I was glad.

But that doesn’t mean I should expect it to recognize me. After all, my current state...

Whoosh.

The Dokkaebi Flame flew over and stuck to my head.

‘…!’

No, it really flew like an arrow, piercing the paper of the sliding door, and hit me almost directly between my horns. It was enough to think a thud sound wouldn’t be out of place…!

‘Ah, no.’

As I raised my hand in surprise, trying to gently remove it, the Dokkaebi Flame formed a shape along my horns.

…A blue, warm flame, shaped like a thumbs-up.

It then melted onto my horns and began to drip down.

As if crying.

‘...’

It recognized me.

“W-Dokkaebi Flame friend! If you act so rudely...”

>Gratitude: A Good Encounter

“…!”

I let the Dokkaebi Flame, which had soon recovered its senses, roam around my horns.

Today’s assigned agent, seeing the sight, didn’t panic but instead pushed up his glasses and quietly began to watch us...

And then.

Knock, knock.

“Agent Sumaeksae, Gomyeong said he wanted to have a late-night snack and asked if you could tell him why you’re not showing up.”

A familiar silhouette appeared from beyond the sliding door.

And then looked at me.

“Oh, you seem to be doing well.”

Agent Haegeum!

“You seem to have good compatibility with the Dokkaebi Flame. Sister Hong certainly has a knack for this.”

She then sat down near the sliding door and spoke casually to my assigned agent for the day.

“If it’s because of the Dokkaebi Flame, I’ll be here, so you’ll go keep that late-night snack appointment.”

“Ah…!”

The agent thanked Agent Haegeum several times in a row and left without much concern or hesitation.

“Thank you!”

Glancing back at me and the Dokkaebi Flame, he even waved awkwardly.

The moment the staff member completely disappeared into the hallway beyond the sliding door.

“…See? Now they’ve come to trust your character to some extent.”

...

“From now on, there will be those who try to put things in and see your reaction. I hope you won’t look upon them too unfavorably. It’s because they’re trying to choose what offerings you’d like.”

>Question: Target of the Offerings

“Of course, it’s you.”

As expected.

I held back a sigh, watching the Dokkaebi Flame, which had been playing near my horns, wander near the yellow lantern by my ribs.

“Well… I’ll probably be asked a lot about what you liked when you were a Mascot.”

Ack.

“So, if there’s anything you’d like to receive, you can tell me now.”

No.

Just by helping me regain my senses and letting me stay here without rent is more than enough...

Of course, I know the Disaster Management Bureau isn’t just trying to appease me.

‘They probably want my cooperation as a supernatural being.’

Especially if the testimony of this agent, who already knows I am the owner of the Golden Flower Resort, is added.

Borrowing power from supernatural beings friendly to humans was already a systematized disaster response method at the Disaster Management Bureau.

Like the Dokkaebi Flame, Baridegi Workshop, and Beom Janggun, I’m probably being treated as a candidate for a cooperative supernatural being...

The problem is, I’m not in a condition to do so.

Not only was I originally human, but now I’m not some revered entity, but rather… a kind of impure, synthetic mass of flesh, so I’m probably unsuitable.

…And,

“It seems you haven’t completely broken free from that awful company.”

...

“How about settling down at the Disaster Management Bureau? Whatever you’re entangled in, we can try to find a way out together.”

Find a way out of the employment contract I made with Director Cheong… together?

That…

I don’t know. Is it possible? Director Cheong didn’t seem like an ordinary being at all.

Even if it were possible, it would require an enormous investment, and I wasn’t a supernatural being valuable enough to repay that cost.

Just the thought of breaking free from the employment contract sends a loud, rule-violation announcement echoing through my head, oozing out of my brain...

Sparkle.

‘...’

The Dokkaebi Flame gently circled my head.

As if one hallucination was layered upon another, I heard humming, the sound of a mallet striking, and cheerful footsteps.

The sounds of a Dokkaebi.

...

>Gratitude

As the announcement sound faded, I gently tapped the Dokkaebi Flame clinging to my shoulder.

Agent Haegeum, who had been watching calmly, smiled and touched the hilt of the Four-Sided Divine Sword.

“Yes. That way, you can at least put up a fight. With the help of another supernatural being. I even had your clothes mended.”

I unconsciously looked at my arm. A patch-like thing was sewn on with silver thread.

The damaged and torn zipper part of my Security Team uniform had already been repaired when I regained consciousness.

It seemed someone from the Baridegi Workshop had come out and mended it.

‘I feel a strange energy from it.’

I should check it out later. Anyway...

>Gratitude for the Offer: Consideration of Acceptance

It was a lie.

“Yes. It’s an honor, Mascot.”

I was grateful. Even if the offer was made without knowing I was Agent Grapes, the spy.

Of course, it’s not a situation where I can truly accept.

‘I want to help in some way, though.’

After pondering, I slightly unzipped my arm and put my hand inside.

It was inside the inventory tattoo.

Of course, to the other party, it must have looked like I was suddenly shoving my hand into my body.

“…!”

‘This inside is connected to the Resort.’

And to the Caretaker, who is now the manager of the Resort.

‘When I called for Jang Heowoon, I definitely felt like the decision was relayed to the manager.’

Then, perhaps this would work too.

I sent a few signals, instructing the manager to place a few items from the Resort in the space connected to the tattoo.

Of course, the Resort is not a sacred place either.

So, I ordered items that wouldn’t spread contamination on their own, wouldn’t suddenly pull anyone into the Resort, were safe, and that I could operate.

I took my hand out from inside my arm tattoo.

On my hand, clad in a black glove, a colorful plastic circle glittered.

“That’s...”

It was a Cheerful Coin.

>Reward for Treatment and Space Provision

>Recipient: Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau and Agent Haegeum

“…!”

I poured the coins in front of Agent Haegeum, behind the sliding door.

The other party stood up abruptly.

>Usage:

▶ Resort Accommodation

▶ Theme Park Souvenir Shop

▶ Theme Park Restaurant (Not Recommended)

‘This should be usable at the Disaster Management Bureau too.’

Given that people regularly fall into the Resort and agents come to rescue them, there must be other means of entry to the theme park.

With Cheerful Coins, agents’ movements will be much easier.

In my area, the souvenir shop mainly sells items that are relatively safe for people, so they could purchase and use them.

This amount wouldn’t be judged as harmful to the Resort’s operation, so there’s no resistance.

>Reward Item: Cheerful Coin x30

>Caution: May cause mild contamination symptoms upon possession. Recommended for isolated storage.

“No...”

Hmph, just take them.

I felt like a commoner offering a bribe as I slipped the Cheerful Coins to the agent.

‘This should be a sufficient compensation to some extent.’

After the Dokkaebi Flame returned to its gourd lantern, I inwardly nodded as I watched Agent Haegeum leave with the gourd lantern and the pile of coins.

Casually thinking that this was roughly the end of our mutual settlement.

…But this was only my assumption.

Starting from the next day, various items from the Disaster Management Bureau began to arrive before me as offerings.

‘…!?’

And I realized.

‘…I proved my utility!’

If the agents who entered the theme park testified to the utility of the Cheerful Coins, they were now trying to figure out how to use me.

To exchange them for Cheerful Coins most effectively!

>Refusal

>Recommendation: Give to a Child

This was the third refusal today. I reluctantly refused a basket full of children’s toys.

‘Do they think I’m a ghost story that presides over the theme park…?’

They’re giving me all sorts of amusement park-related items. Or items related to the Resort.

Incidentally, the Dokkaebi Flame has been permanently lent to me. I heard it strongly insisted on it itself.

I’m grateful, but I regret having given a few more Cheerful Coins for this price.

‘What if they introduce more supernatural beings as friends…!’

Just as I was deeply worried they might even be interviewing Jang Heowoon, who is undergoing contamination treatment.

The situation has finally come to this.

“This looks like it’s from your Resort, is it correct?”

...

…!

“It seems to be.”

I saw what was in the basket that came from beyond the sliding door.

A pink body, black eyes like round pebbles. Clean fur that looked well-maintained, and a fluffy rabbit doll…

‘Good Friend…!’

W-why is this here?

And.

[Friend! I have returned.]

‘…!?’

No.

‘Braun?’

[Then who else would it be! Oh, finally, we meet with this magnificent body chosen by Mr. Roe Deer, not some cheap merchandise.]

[Look at this silhouette, it even contains the coins you used in its belly!]

I’m flustered.

As I dazedly took the doll out of the basket with both hands, I realized.

‘Don’t tell me…this was what all of this was for?’

[Oh, precisely so.]

A Cheerful voice echoed with a hint of playfulness.

[A true entertainer knows how to wait for a more magnificent moment of encounter!]

[Someone who discovered that the origin of this stuffed body was from your humble and charming Resort eventually led this Braun to Mr. Roe Deer, I believed. Oh, what a wonderful fated encounter!]

Wait a minute.

‘Did someone have a Good Friend?’

[Of course, it was those agents who dreamed of Sekwang Metropolitan City with you.]

Ah.

Aaaah!

‘So that’s how it happened!’

Perhaps rumors spread within the company that they were looking for items related to the Cheerful Theme Park to give to me, and a notice might have been posted.

Then, I don’t know how they tracked me down, but the agents of Team Hyunmoo 1, who possessed my ‘Good Friend’ (highly likely), would have gladly given up the rabbit.

After all, they knew it would go back to Kim Soleum anyway.

They might have been satisfied that it could be officially delivered instead of being smuggled out.

[How is it? Friend. Do you like my surprise?]

Looking at the rabbit doll, which seemed somewhat triumphant, I felt a strange sense of longing.

Familiar warmth.

‘Could this… be the effect of the Good Friend item too?’

It might be.

‘Yes. It was impressive.’

[As expected!]

The rabbit doll rejoiced.

‘But, you know.’

[Oh, do you have a question?]

‘You knew entering Sekwang Metropolitan City was a dream, right?’

The rabbit doll paused.

‘One hundred million… you made me waste it on purpose!’

For fun!

[…Friend! How can you suspect such a thing!]

It’s not suspicion, it feels like the truth!

[Good heavens. Alright, then let’s think...]

[If Mr. Roe Deer, impressed by my brilliant insight, told someone else that this place was a dream, would everyone have committed suicide together?]

‘…!’

[Oh, my friend wouldn’t expect a plot development that even the comedy corner of a show would question the plausibility of.]

[Naturally, your companions would have been divided by suspicion, doubt, and pain! More people might not have woken up.]

[You wouldn’t want me to do something so dangerous, would you?]

That…

It’s true, though.

‘Still, you could have told me that the 100 million-won evil-warding Pollack wasn’t necessary...’

Sob.

[Mr. Roe Deer. Please don’t forget that it was you yourself who insisted on repaying this Braun, whom I clearly offered as a gift...]

...

Yes...

‘Let’s… make money.’

It might be impossible to remove the phone grip stuck in my body, but I could at least search for sources of money by looking through the wiki...

[You can repay me slowly, so please restore the trust you owe me, Friend!]

Despite everything I’ve been through, the fact that I don’t find those words offensive suggests that the words of a Good Friend do indeed have a more friendly effect.

‘Sigh.’

I put the rabbit doll, which felt a bit closer than when it was merchandise, into my pocket.

130666’s mind, dulled by fear, didn’t sense the chill even from the Host of the Ghost Story, who had become a creditor, and the Good Friend was attached somewhere in my front pocket.

“It does seem to be from your Resort. You seem quite happy about it?”

I’ll go with that...

“Actually… it was originally owned by someone else.”

…Huh?

Agent Haegeum asked, hesitating slightly.

“Do you happen to know a man called Agent Grapes?”

…!!

“I suspect that agent visited your theme park and acquired that doll. Their whereabouts are currently unknown.”

I’m breaking out in a cold sweat.

“The team members were keeping that doll too… If you could possibly track it, I’d appreciate it. Or at least its current situation.”

...

>Unable to Track

>Reason: Ownership Already Transferred

“…As expected.”

My conscience aches!

>Purchaser’s Current Status:

>Alive, Stable

“…Yes. That’s a relief.”

Agent Haegeum listened calmly as I handed over a few coins in exchange for the rabbit doll and provided information (e.g., this doll is no longer available as an event item at the Cheerful Theme Park).

Then, she stood up with a smile.

“It’s fortunate that you’re friendly towards humans too.”

...

“Then, rest well.”

Agent Haegeum disappeared back into the hallway beyond the sliding door.

Clack.

As I heard the door close, I finally let out a sigh and reached a conclusion.

‘I can’t stay here any longer.’

It’s not good to give the impression to the Disaster Management Bureau that I will fully register here and cooperate as a supernatural being. It would be a waste of time and money. Especially for such a busy organization.

Moreover, the call of the Daydream is becoming increasingly more difficult to ignore.

But time keeps flowing, and Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae still hasn’t woken up...

‘…I think I have to go back in alone.’

For the rescue.

To Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Considering all this, there’s only one answer.

And so, a few days later.

I announced it during an outing that Team Hyunmoo 1 had arranged again.

>Declaration:

>Establishment of an Independent Sekwang Metropolitan City Exploration Team (Including Ho Yuwon)

“…!!”

Chapter 252

Team Hyunmoo 1 and Assistant Manager Eun Haje, and I.

The Disaster Management Bureau, which had permitted this group’s outing, had set similar conditions as last time, but their attitude was quite different.

‎‘It feels like they’re trying to learn how to manage a spirit-being.’

It’s similar to offerings.

Rather than checking if I was safe to send outside, it felt more like the atmosphere of helping an elderly person from the countryside come out for a stroll in the city.

Or, a filial piety tour...

-Have fun sightseeing in Seoul! But please refrain from giving pocket money to passing children with theme park funds...

…Hmm. Recalling the words of my assigned handler, Agent Sumaeksae, it really seems like it.

Of course, I have no intention of doing something crazy like scattering Cheerful Coins to passersby.

The problem is that even without that, I’m making choices that would likely make the Disaster Management Bureau flip out if they knew.

Namely...

Exploring a colossal Extinction-class Disaster sealed by the Disaster Management Bureau, bringing in Director Ho from Daydream.

“Roe, so… you’re saying you’ll include Director Ho in the exploration?”

>Positive.

We cannot expect help from the Disaster Management Bureau regarding the Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration.

And yet, we’ll receive help from Daydream?

‘There’s no way that’s going to go smoothly.’

They’ll probably just research how to extract Dream Essence from Sekwang Metropolitan City.

But at the same time, since I was still bound to that company, I need a way to ensure freedom of movement.

Thus, to satisfy all conditions, this sentence emerges.

-A third party with their own agenda, capable of exerting influence over Daydream.

Ultimately, it is Ho Yuwon.

Of course, he probably proposed it confidently because he knows that himself...

“…Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, since I work under that guy, I’ve got no choice but to follow orders… but the agents will obviously not like it.”

“Eyy, come on. What’s the harm if he dislike him a little!”

Agent Choi replied with a laugh.

But he’s probably not genuinely happy.

“The problem is, something out of our control might happen.”

“…”

“Grapes-ie. You’ve already experienced it, haven’t you?”

There is a certainty in the agent’s words, who almost died by Ho Yuwon’s hand, that makes it impossible to refute.

However, I also have something to rely on.

>Variable:

>Ho Yuwon’s desperation.

“…!”

The circumstances are different from back then.

‘We’re probably the only ones who have actually entered Sekwang City and returned alive.’

That meant that he’d be desperate.

Even though it’s a situation where he could afford to wait more leisurely since there are no other candidates besides himself, Ho Yuwon didn’t stay still and butted in as soon as we gathered and brought up the related topic.

Even if he was watching through Assistant Manager Eun Haje, one thing is certain.

He’s desperate enough that he’s willing to let me place restrictions on him.

And.

>When someone desperate shares your goal:

>Possibility of betrayal ▼

“…”

“Well, that’s true. As they say, the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

Of course, Assistant Manager Eun Haje, glancing at the cafe’s smoking room with a look that suggested she craved a cigarette, muttered that he’s a disgusting fellow to be considered a true comrade.

“In any case, I don’t think it’s bad to use what we can. Hmm… that guy probably has connections in the Disaster Management Bureau too.”

“Of course I do.”

…!!

“So you’ve finally made up your mind, it seems. Everyone.”

A group of office workers passed by our table with coffee.

One of them, walking in the middle, smiled and turned to us.

“Hello?”

The cafe, near the end of lunch break, was crowded with office workers, and as if one person had seamlessly disappeared without anyone noticing, the group of office workers left outside as if entranced.

“…”

“…”

Ho Yuwon.

The person who appeared like a lie sat at our table with a smile, as if he were part of the group.

“To talk about me behind my back … that’s hurtful.”

“Well, they say you can even curse a king when he’s not around, so please overlook this much. It’s not a full-blown curse.”

“Of course, of course, Assistant Manager Eun Haje.”

And turning to me, Ho Yuwon put on a sad face.

“Actually, you’ve cursed me to my face several times already, but I was too scared to retort...”

Why on earth is he acting like this?

[Good heavens, how hypocritical.]

[But he does seem excited. He must have been desperately wanting to work with Mr. Roe Deer!]

That… might actually be true.

“How about it, Mr. Roe Deer-nim?”

...

“I trust you won’t miss a good opportunity because of agents worrying about their affiliated organizations...”

...

There seems to be a misunderstanding.

>Exploration team members:

>Excluding Disaster Management Bureau agents.

“…!”

“…What?”

I have no intention of exploring with the agents.

I can’t let them receive undue suspicion.

I only brought up the topic to make things clear and so they wouldn’t worry, or try to look into it later.

“…You.”

“Hmm. Well, I guess that makes sense. Public officials have a harder time taking time off, don’t they? And it’s hard to hide from the Bureau.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje nodded as if she understood.

‎“But Roe, the way you worded it. If you call people ‘unnecessary’, that might sound a little hurtful, you know. We’re human, after all.”

...

“…No.”

…!

“I know you said that out of consideration for our circumstances as agents.”

Agent Bronze.

The agent, whose eyes had grown darker from sleepless nights wrestling with this unprecedented situation, looked at me and spoke quietly.

As though he’d already reached a firm conclusion.

“…However, excluding agents from a rescue operation is not a good choice. In the first place, both the supernatural disaster and the passage into it were under the jurisdiction of the Bureau.”

Sekwang Metropolitan City and the well.

“Ultimately, once it’s all over, you will have to cooperate with the Disaster Management Bureau, for safety. Moreover...”

A hard glint shone in Agent Bronze’s eyes, and he exchanged glances with Agent Choi.

Agent Choi smiled faintly.

“Grapes-ie. If your companion is trapped in a supernatural disaster, it’s harder to not participate in the rescue.”

Ah.

“Let’s go together.”

...

...

>Accepted.

>Exploration team members added: x 2 Team Hyunmoo 1 agents.

“You made the right decision.”

Agent Choi gave the dokkaebi perched on my horn a few light, encouraging pats, his tone carrying a hint of teasing.

“And hoobae-nim, without us, how would you plan to impose the restriction?”

At that, Ho Yuwon’s smile deepened. Agent Choi smiled back.

“The Bureau has about nine hundred types of restriction spells they can cast on a supernatural pest, so why go through the trouble of looking for another?”

“I’d rather die than receive a restriction from the Disaster Management Bureau.”

“Oh? Then I guess we can’t work together.”

“Well. In that case, wouldn’t you be the one leaving the team? Unfortunately, it seems you barely managed to join as it is.”

“Oh, then that just means the day you get formally registered as a supernatural disaster will come even sooner~”

Hmm.

Actually, I had something prepared for that as well.

I took out what I had prepared from my inventory tattoo.

A rolled-up paper. Its contents were...

Employment Contract

‎I accept my employment at the Flower Golden Resort’s Mascot Team with gratitude and joy, and pledge my sincerity and my existence to the cheerful and safe exploration of ■■■■ City.

The employee must obtain the employer’s consent before resigning and must refrain from any act that intentionally endangers fellow team members

Employer:_______

Employee:_______

“…!”

It’s a resort employment contract.

‘Since I could take out Cheerful Coins, I figured I should be able to use this kind of authority too.’

It’s one of the few advantages of becoming a non-human entity.

As a mascot and as the owner of the resort, I could act without worrying about contamination.

Now I could even modify the wording to sound more plausible. Although I still had to manually delete the mandatory clauses, this was sufficient as a recommended contract.

Therefore...

>Target: Ho Yuwon.

You are to become my subordinate.

“…Are you forcing contamination upon me? That’s going too far, Roe Deer-nim...”

I wish you wouldn’t tremble with such whining, even though you’re not human...

And also.

>Mutual contractual relationship:

>Equal footing.

Since I am also bound to Daydream, I cannot exercise life-or-death authority over Director Ho Yuwon as an employer.

In other words, it’s a position that allows us to maintain a good distance from each other.

[What a generous offer, Mr. Roe Deer! Will this person not enjoy the privilege of employment stability at the resort even after the exploration ends?]

[However, I, Braun, am concerned about my friend’s business. Hiring someone like this cunning individual who seems to only scheme would undoubtedly harm the resort’s dignity.]

That… it’s fine. I will dismiss him immediately after the exploration.

‘And we’ll cut ties without looking back...’

This was purely a measure for safety.

So, I deliberately added a clause at the bottom of the contract where it would be clearly visible.

Official employment period:

Until the end of the special exploration project.

“…How humanitarian of you.”

To be honest, I thought Ho Yuwon would struggle with the decision a bit more.

I expected some back-and-forth, maybe a few threats before it got done, but...

“Alright.”

…!

Ho Yuwon picked up the antique golden pen that I brought out, the same kind kept on the resort’s reception counter.

And wrote.

Employer:__________

Employee: Ho Yuwon.

And handed the pen back.

“Your turn, Mr. Roe Deer.”

I took the pen.

And the moment I signed the employer section, just like before, the employment contract turned golden and became bound to me.

“…”

“…”

Thus, the employment relationship was reversed.

“Agent Grapes.”

Of course.

“What… did you just do?”

It wasn’t something a normal person could do, that’s for sure.

“Is this not an action that accelerates contamination?”

...

>Current state: Stable.

“Please explain in more detail. For the past few days, you’ve been like thi–”

“Jaekwan-ah.”

That is.

>Unable to form coherent speech.

>Please understand.

“…!”

Actually… although my mind has recovered, speaking like a human was no longer possible.

Forming natural, conversational sentences with smoke felt as vague and difficult as trying to do calculations in a dream.

‘…Maybe it’ll come back eventually if I keep at it.’

I’m a little anxious in case it stays like this forever, but I’m trying to calm my mind by relying on the bell.

>Apologies for discomfort and strangeness.

“No! That’s, I mean–”

“Hold on, hold on”

Agent Choi cut in.

“Grapes-ie. When you went to see our Elder in a dream, did you feel uncomfortable or out of place?”

...

>Negative.

“Right?”

He patted my shoulder.

“It’s like that.”

I nodded.

“This guy’s just speaking out of concern, that’s all. No other meaning. Right, Bronze-ah?”

“…Of course.”

>Gratitude.

Sitting beside me, Assistant Manager Eun Haje, smiled bitterly as she watched, then gave my back a strong pat.

“You rascal. Well, since we cleared that up… let’s consider this the start of the exploration team’s outing.”

“Ooh.”

The sound of applause echoed softly on the table.

And Ho Yuwon, with a face that looked like he was about to demand immediate re-entry into Sekwang Metropolitan City, opened his mouth to speak, but...

There is something that must come first.

>Proposal: Recruit additional personnel for the exploration.

This was a major factor in accepting him into the team.

If we go like this, we’ll all likely die together again and wake up with aftereffects in the Bureau’s main building.

“Ah, right.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje spoke up energetically.

“Director, can you smuggle out our Section Chief from D-squad?”

“Are you referring to Section Chief Lee Jaheon?”

“Yes. That person. He’s so famous, you know his abilities, right? He’ll definitely be needed for the exploration.”

Assistant Manager Eun Haje must have expected a reaction like, ‘Is he needed for the Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration? Then of course, I’ll kidnap him right away.’

However.

“Hmm… that might be a bit difficult.”

“Eh?”

“It seems Mr. Lee Jaheon hasn’t been able to get out of the last darkness he entered.”

“…!!”

I knew it.

>Question: Attempted rescue?

“Ah, of course, you thought the company would consider a rescue, right? Mr. Lee Jaheon is a capable employee.”

Naturally.

But to hint at this means...

“However, it seems it has been judged impossible for now.”

Ha.

>Question: Reason.

“They say that darkness can no longer be entered using the existing methods.”

…!

“Thanks to that, the company has lost a source of C-grade Dream Essence, so they are disappointed.”

Wait a minute.

So… they’re planning to just discard that darkness entirely?

Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s voice sounded urgent.

“Are they giving up on it completely?”

“It would have been handed over to the research team… but if the grace period runs out, then perhaps so.”

...

>Request: More detailed information available immediately.

“Hmm… Ah. Right. Among the employees who last explored that darkness with Section Chief Lee Jaheon, there is someone you know, Roe Deer-nim.”

Huh?

“The one with the Goat mask.”

…!

‘Baek Saheon!’



That evening.

~Citizen-nim

I intend to give you the promised item.

Where should I deliver it?

I apologize for being late.

>You said you couldn’t give it.

Hey,just asking.

Did you get out of the cult?

~Yes. Just recently.

I succeeded in escaping.

Thank you for your concern.

>Concern, my foot.

Anyway.

Just hand over the item.

~How should I deliver the item?

>If it’s small,

Put the item inside the paper,

And fold the paper boat back.

~Yes.

After item transmission.

>Are you playing with me?

What, a strap that clears your mind?

I have that too, lol.

~I’m sorry.

I had to get it in a hurry as soon as I got out.

It seems it wasn’t very good after all.

Please just accept it as a gift.

It’s okay if you don’t return it.

>Don’t get ahead of yourself.

I had no intention of returning it in the first place.

Well, this time too,

Are you contacting me because you have something to ask?

~May I ask about a specific supernatural disaster?

It seems to be darkness that your company handled.

>Oh wow.

You expect me to tell you? lolol

Are you kidding me? A public official prying into company information?

~I’m sorry.

A few minutes later.

>Fine whatever.

This company doesn’t care about this sort of thing anyway.

~Yes?

>They don’t even catch you if you steal items and resell them. They have no system.

What darkness are you curious about?

Oh.

‘This works again.’

I read the text with a newfound gaze.

It seems Baek Saheon is also at an age where the initial excitement of working for a large corporation is wearing off.

And Daydream is no exception to the common grievances of all office workers.

‘They really lack system in their work...’

Though, a company that pushes its employees into ghost stories and grinds them down might not have had one from the start...

‘No, perhaps pushing them into ghost stories created a strange illusion of mysticism.’

Either way, I’m grateful it worked. It seems he wants to continue the trade.

‘Was saying the item wasn’t great also a way to haggle a bit?’

It was an item that Ho Yuwon distributed like supplies to project members, and I managed to get one. Anyway...

>You asked,

Don’t make people wait

Okay.

~It’s said to be a supernatural disaster set in a certain boarding school.

Have you entered such a supernatural disaster recently?

Surprisingly, a response came back immediately.

>The crazy school where they receive Groom’s Class?

…?!

>Yeah I’ve been there before

It’s one of those nauseating places where darkness tries to act all prim and proper

but why do you ask

Wait a minute.

Groom’s Class?

‘If that’s the place...’

I realized what ghost story Baek Saheon was talking about.

And then, one after another, the pieces clicked into place.

‘Ah!’

Why Section Chief Lee Jaheon couldn’t get out…!



A few days later.

>Question: Location of the crazy boarding school receiving Groom’s Class.

“…!?”

With Ho Yuwon’s help, I managed to extract all the information about that darkness and the Security Team’s current situation from Kwak Jekang.

‘Got it.’

And thus, I devised a method of entry.

To go and rescue Lee Jaheon.

Chapter 253

Lee Jaheon opened his eyes.

A neat bedspread, a two-person dormitory bedroom with an antique and pristine atmosphere, revealing gray bricks, came into view.

Outside the window, gray clouds hung dimly, maintaining a hazy and subdued tone.

Not once had sunlight been seen during the fifteen days he had woken up here.

This must be the characteristic of this place.

♩- ♩-

A low, resonant bell chimed. Lee Jaheon got out of bed and changed his clothes.

At St. Anticus Boarding School, it’s was the rule that students always wear the uniform outside of the bedroom.

He tidied the pajamas on the bed.

All trainees are given pajamas tailored from gray linen fabric of the same standard, with sizes divided into five categories. Lee Jaheon completely folded the largest size pajamas he received.

And the pajamas that needed tidying were not just those.

Next to the trainee’s pajamas, the Bride’s white dress must always be neatly arranged.

This is practice as a Groom, a type of curriculum taught at this school called ‘Grooming for a Successful Wedding’.

Lee Jaheon finished tidying everything in an instant and left the bedroom at the appointed time.

♩- ♩-

And then comes breakfast.

One must not be late for meals and must eat with correct posture, holding cutlery according to the prescribed order.

The menu varies each time, but today it is almonds, roasted heart, and cornus juice.

During meals, trainees are instructed to always keep the Bride’s glass filled.

The seat opposite the Groom is empty, yet the goblet set for the bride would occasionally have it’s contents vanish for no reason.

A failure occurred. Penalty Points are accumulated.

♩- ♩-

Mornings are spent learning Groom’s Etiquette.

Trainees learn and recite poems and idioms related to weddings, learn to play string instruments preferred by the Bride, and practice the etiquette of welcoming guests.

Lee Jaheon, by ‘our’ decision, completed everything without being reprimanded.

A failure occurred. Penalty Points are accumulated.

♩- ♩-

‎ Lunch consisted of light sandwiches or finger foods. The groom trainees were instructed to ‘grow accustomed to the bride’s form’ through the fingers served alongside.

This is to ensure they could skillfully slip on the ring during the ceremony.

After finishing lunch, trainees go to the kitchen together to prepare the evening’s course meal.

Selecting fresh ingredients, learning how to cook them according to the Bride’s tastes…

“Hic, Ugh!”

“…”

“…”

“Wait, no, I…!!”

A failure occurred. Penalty Points are accumulated.

♩- ♩-

The evening course meal was long and elegantly, with Groom Candidates maintaining their dignity and eating cleanly in silence.

Considering the Bride’s eating habits, trainees distinguish and leave behind food on their plates that should not be eaten.

After all courses, including dessert, are served, trainees tidy their places, offer thanks to the head instructor for the day’s instruction, and may then rise from their seats.

♩- ♩-

Then begins the short break time.

Lee Jaheon walked down the corridor at the prescribed pace.

At this boarding school, for the sake of purity, trainees are advised not to step into unclean areas not designated for them, and methods of rest are also suggested.

Therefore, it is highly recommended to spend the break time contemplating ‘What Vows to Make at the Wedding with the Bride’.

Sometimes, trainees are asked about it during breakfast the next morning, so answers should be prepared…

Someone grabbed his arm in the corridor.

“Hey, hey…!”

Lee Jaheon stopped walking.

A desperate whisper followed.

“Are, are you human? You are, aren’t you…!”

“Yes.”

A pale face, a terrified expression.

A civilian.

“What… what is this place? What is it!”

“This is a boarding school where we conduct training to become good Grooms, as judged by St. Anticus.”

“Then, damn it, where the hell is that in 21st-century Korea!”

Lee Jaheon replied.

“It doesn’t exist.”

“Wh, what?”

Lee Jaheon took a step…

“Wait, hold on! So… this isn’t Korea? Is it some cult? Was I kidnapped? What the hell, it’s not like a horror game… or a ghost story.”

“That is correct.”

“…Huh?”

“You are currently trapped within what can be called a ghost story, a Supernatural Phenomenon.”

Lee Jaheon finished his response.

And he took another step to carry out his planned task…

“Hey.”

...

“But why the hell are you so calm? You know how to get out, that’s why you’re calm,right? That’s it, isn’t it?”

“No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’. Damn it.”

The whisper, lost and desperate, tangled with a feverish rage, his eyes rolling back.

Anyone else listening would surely feel a chill.

Lee Jaheon did not perceive the complex and subtle atmosphere, but he clearly understood the next words.

“Since we’re going to die anyway, do you want to die together?”

“N–”

“The hell you wouldn’t. If I fight you here, we both get Penalty Points, you son of a bitch. Do you want both of us to get Penalty Points, or do you want to share the way out?”

It was a threat.

–Do not make loud noises during break time.

He must have been aware of that rule.

No, that’s why he had survived until now…

The only problem was that fear had dulled his observation.

“Hey, answer–”

“Do not walk by putting force into your feet.”

“…Huh?”

It was already too late.

A huge shadow fell over the man who had grabbed Lee Jaheon.

The disciplinary supervisor.

“…W-wait a minute. We weren’t fighting, really. We were just having a chat. It’s break time, you know?Haha, ha…”

The supervisor nodded.

However, he notified them that Penalty Points would be accumulated for acting against the school’s educational objectives.

Of course,this was not expulsion, merely an act of encouragement and assistance.

“…Please?”

Because he had stomped his feet and walked noisily in the corridor.

How embarrassing it would be for a Groom to behave so ungracefully at a wedding. Therefore, it must be prevented now.

That is why you are receiving training at St. Anticus Boarding School.

“Uh, excuse me.”

The man was caught.

“Hic!”

The education housemaster moved to assist the one incurring Penalty Points.

According to the Penalty Point offense.

“~!!!”

The surface of the man’s sole was cut open.

The housemaster kindly placed soft rubber and clay into his hands. It was sound-dampening material to be molded to the shape of the foot and inserted.

The Penalty would only end once it was completed and inserted into the sole of the foot.

A gag made of cotton and flesh was inserted into his mouth to prevent him from screaming.

The blood of the writhing man in pain and terror stained the corridor.

This too was a Penalty Point offense.

–Do not cause a disturbance during training.

Amidst the Prefect’s contemplation, additional measures were implemented.

The trainee in question must walk without making noise once the foot procedure is completed.

Repeatedly, until he can walk properly without any noise.

“…!!, !!!”

In front of all this, Lee Jaheon momentarily tried to judge by ‘our’ standards.

The justification for helping.

The practicality of helping.

...

Conclusions were reached for each.

Ambiguous.

Negative.

Of the three trainees who had requested his help and whom he had assisted over the past fifteen days, two died from accumulated Penalty Points, and one died from complications during training.

Compared to the two who had to inflict Penalty Points on themselves while crying, the housemaster’s form of assistance might be considered more favorable in terms of psychological suffering.

Rather than struggling in fear and resignation to somehow carry out an act that was no different from self-torture.

“~~!!, !, …”

The commotion in the corridor subsided.

To avoid accumulating Penalty Points, Lee Jaheon walked silently down the corridor and returned to his bedroom.

And there, he saw it.

On the opposite bed lay a deceased trainee whose intestines had burst because the evening ingredients did not suit him.

It seemed he had tried to extract the food from his small intestine himself.

“…”

♩- ♫- ♩-

The bell sound changed.

This was now a time when movement was prohibited, and for the sake of the Bride’s privacy, Grooms must rest in their bedrooms.

Lee Jaheon reached for his white uniform to change…

-Section Chief.

“…”

Lee Jaheon blinked.

A voice echoed in his head.

Not ‘ours’.

Someone else’s.

But…

Recognizable, someone he knew.

-Are you alright?

“Yes.”

Kim Soleum.

The voice of an acquaintance, who was once his teammate, whom he hadn’t seen in months, was resonating in his head.

However, just because it is perceived as a voice does not mean it is truly sound. Lee Jaheon knew this.

This was Kim Soleum’s consciousness.

Similar to how we are connected, Kim Soleum existed within Lee Jaheon’s individual mind.

How was that possible?

-Manager, please listen carefully.

-I am not a hallucination or a fake; I have truly entered your mind.

He knew that too.

Because Lee Jaheon is part of ‘us’, he knew what conversation one of us had with Kim Soleum.

And he also knew how Kim Soleum had now entered Lee Jaheon’s mind and was mentally connected.

-I am currently… using the ‘We Help!’ button in reverse to enter your body.

That’s right.

‘If the ghost story is blocked, use the person who is already inside!’

…With that idea, Kim Soleum had sought out the alien reptile from the Cosmic shopping mall and conveyed his intention to enter Lee Jaheon’s body, who was trapped in the ghost story, and escape.

Through the reasoning that if there are items like ‘We Help!’, a similar mechanism should work.

And it truly worked.

-If you give me control of your body, I will clear that Darkness and escape on my own.

Lee Jaheon felt Kim Soleum’s quiet pride within his own mind.

A similar chemical reaction of emotion occurred within him.

Relief. Familiarity.

-Then… please hand over control.

However.

“I refuse.”

-…!



‘No but why!’

I felt like I wanted to scream but had to hold it in, as I was tearing at the Lizard’s head… no, I was seeing through the Lizard’s eyes.

Because I had experienced everything that happened just before entering this mind, I wanted to escape quickly, regardless of any argument!

‘This is a completely insane gore-type ghost story!’

A crazy boarding school ghost story.

…This Darkness, which Section Chief Lee Jaheon  is currently trapped in, and which Baek Saheon calls ‘an insane boarding school horror’ , was a ghost story I had encountered on Wiki.

———————=

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Now kiss the Bride]: The ghost story appearing in , Daydream Inc.’s identification code is Qterw-C-5012.

A description of the strange events occurring at an educational institution named St. Anticus Boarding School.

This educational institution, which has the identity of  ‘a school for Grooms preparing for a wedding’, is always recruiting training applicants and operates a Trial Training Period for this purpose.

Most of the Exploration Records are about experiences during this Trial Training Period.

Experiences here must be written in essay form and read like a kind of autobiographical review.

The training begins with various etiquettes that might be necessary for a high-society wedding, gradually becoming more specific with ritualistic and bizarre details. The thrill of guessing the true nature of the wedding during this process is its charm.

It is a gruesome ghost story that suffocates the reader with the horrific details of accumulated Penalty Points written in a calm essay style.

———————=

Back then…it was fine because it was written down.

It was just text on a screen.

‘But seeing it firsthand, this is just straight up nightmarish.’

Even with the body of 130666, which is dull to all stimuli and emotions, a shaky breath escaped at the horror of it.

No, to be precise, that body is in a dormant state, with only the consciousness connected to Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s body, so I might be feeling it even more vividly.

‘Anyway, after devising this method, I desperately gathered information…’

I had thoroughly interrogated Kwak Jekang, and even interviewed people from the list of those who had escaped using  C-grade Dream Essence.

Namely, the Sergeant and supervisor Park Minseong.

Apparently back when both of them were part of the Field Exploration Team, they’d been suitable candidates because they were unmarried men.

– You’re… asking me to tell you that……?

…It was quite embarrassing for the words to come out like that, without even properly catching up after a team member who had gone missing suddenly reappeared.

Of course, we had talked about various things before… and I had also heard news related to Director Cheong from Kwak Jekang, but I’ll sort that out later.

For now, what’s urgent is this.

Lee Jaheon’s escape.

-Please trust me, Section Chief.

-Just hand over control, and I will quickly take measures to ensure you successfully complete the training.

Based on , I have identified the benchmarks, anomalous elements, and weaknesses through interviews with explorers.

I know the passing criteria, and I have also devised a way to pass slightly anomalously.

‘All you have to do is follow it…!’

Even if Section Chief Lee Jaheon fails the trial training and is repeating the lessons, he can be saved!

This means I have found a way to break through, even if a new training period is not opened and Section Chief Lee Jaheon is undergoing a kind of failing lesson.

-I will ensure that you pass, Manager.

“I see.”

Yes!

“It’s not necessary.”

...

-Excuse me?

“Yes.”

No, this alien reptile is absolutely not trying to pick a fight on purpose .

It is genuinely meant he didn’t need my help.

…Wait.

Does that mean…

-Why… is it not necessary?

“Because I have passed.”

...

“I was selected separately during the Trial Training Period. I have become a formal trainee as one of the Groom Candidates to marry the White Bride here.

The wedding is imminent.”

Hold on.

“I considered methods like Holy Fire Barrage to avoid this, but I have postponed it due to the consideration of extreme civilian casualties.”

...

“Mr. Roe Deer?”

-So, you’re saying  you’re actually getting married soon, sir?

“If things continue as they are, yes.”

Oh, I’m going crazy.

-…Are there any other, unusual circumstances?

“There are.”

-Please explain.

“Yes. Groom Candidates undergo blood collection every night before sleeping to acquire an appearance suitable for the wedding. It is a process to create a pale complexion similar to the Bride’s attire.”

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon took something out from the bedside table.

…A modern-looking blood-drawing instrument.

But the size…

Wait, it’s that big?

“If this condition persists for more than four days, Lee Jaheon will be at high risk of death due to anemia and complications.”

...

…Section Chief!!

Chapter 254

Let’s get this straight.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon is trapped in a boarding school ghost story conducting mad Groom Training.

Apparently, he’s been selected as a Groom Candidate.

And to prepare for the wedding ceremony, he’s been having a ladle of blood drawn each night, and is scheduled to collapse in four days.

Lastly…

-…The wedding is in four days too?

“That’s correct.”

This is insane.

‘Why are you so calm!’

He should know that in ghost stories of this kind, a wedding ceremony is usually a euphemism for the ending, right!

I suppressed the feeling that was crawling up my the back of my neck.

No, I don’t even need to suppress it. I exist as a consciousness connected to Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s mind, so I don’t have a body. …Not to mention, it’s not a human body to begin with.

Anyway, let’s deal with the urgent matters first.

Blood.

-Can’t you get items from the Cosmic shopping mall, or rather, from ‘us,’ to replenish the insufficient blood?

“Yes.”

Why!

…Of course, there was a rational and logical reason, fitting for Section Chief Lizard.

“If the effectiveness of the current method of bloodletting is deemed insufficient, there’s a high probability that actions with a greater risk of death will be ordered.”

In other words, from the ghost story’s perspective, it would be like, ‘Why isn’t this working? Let’s try another method,’ and it might suddenly decide to drain all of his blood overnight…

‘Makes sense.’

Though I can’t help but sigh.

[To think my friend has to waste time for such a passive and uncreative blade grunt!]

…?

‘Braun!?’

Why is he… Wait. Even in Sekwang Metropolitan City, Braun was identified as part of my consciousness structure and accompanied me on VIP shopping at the Cosmic shopping mall.

And this time too, I’ve entered Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s body with only my consciousness, using an item created by the alien reptiles who operate the Cosmic shopping mall.

The mechanism is likely similar.

In that case… did he get the same classification?

[Oh, correct. Mr. Roe Deer! A very wise deduction.]

Y-yeah…

The problem is…

“Mr. Roe Deer.”

Section Chief Lee Jaheon knows Braun very well…

He was the alien reptile who, in response to my item usage, half-destroyed Braun’s studio.

“Is that statement from the host of the Late Night Talk Show Darkness?”

-Y…es, technically.

“I see. Do you need advice?”

-…Uh, well. Are you going to advise me to get rid of him?

“Yes.”

[Oh, I’m hardly surprised. The discernment and rhetoric of a rude blade grunt who terrorizes studios and kidnaps crews!]

I feel like I’m getting an upset stomach…

‘Seriously, we’re in a crazy ghost story where they’re about to tear apart a trainee’s soles to make soundproofing because the footsteps are too loud, and now this is happening...’

-…For now, the more urgent matter is Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s current situation, so I’d like to discuss that later.

“Yes.”

Because, literally, he’s set to die in four days.

This is maddening…

After appeasing Braun’s mood, I suppressed a groan and thought.

‘It seems Section Chief Lee Jaheon has no intention of handing over control of his body.’

The situation is too different from what I prepared for anyway.

I came to take a proxy exam to pass the Groom Training experience, but he’s already passed and become a Groom Candidate, so now needs to escape as a formal trainee.

‘That changes everything.’

It would be more effective to exploit the structural loopholes behind the answer key, rather than just choosing the correct answers for this Groom Training ghost story.

I immediately checked.

First… the Dark Exploration Record only stated that one cannot leave the dormitory rooms due to school policy.

-Is it difficult for you to leave your room at night? If so, please explain why.

“Yes. Structural anomalies are observed in the building at night, and there are watchers in sections without anomalies.”

In other words, the dormitory at night is a labyrinth of twisting structures, and there are also supervisors patrolling. It’s a nightmare.

-Have you tried leaving yourself? If so, please tell me your objective and destination.

“Yes.”

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon did not open his mouth.

‘…What is it?’

But the next moment.

Lee Jaheon ‘told’ me.

‘…!’

A shared chunk of information.

No… should I call it memories, sensations? Unrefined visual, olfactory, tactile, auditory. These were sensory data values poured directly into my thought system.

Like my own memories.

I move silently through the dark dormitory corridors.

The curtains move, and just as a patrolling supervisor is about to appear, my body is inverted and hangs from the ceiling, evading their gaze.

Controlling my body’s strength to avoid damaging the ceiling light, I move again, placing my hand in a brick groove.

Destination: the main gate.

I knew.

If I were to fail the experience training in this dormitory ghost story, I could use escaping through the main gate as a last resort.

If successful, which is rare, one wakes up near their registered address… a fact that can be found in the .

It can also be found in the Daydream Inc. database, so it’s reasonable to infer that Section Chief Lee Jaheon tried this method based on that.

However.

It wasn’t necessary.

‘…I just knew.’

I naturally knew that Section Chief Lee Jaheon, ‘we,’ had made a judgment based on similar background knowledge.

Because it was shared.

A shocking sense of unity.

-…Do ‘we’ share information like this?

“Yes.”

Is this process constantly happening for the reptilian aliens?

That is certainly not a method of information transfer that modern humans can comprehend. No, rather than transfer, it’s an integration of experience…

Even so, my memories are being re-established.

After a long, suffocating game of hide-and-seek, combined with the appropriate use of force… I…

I reached the location of the main gate.

It took 2 hours and 48 minutes and 14 seconds from the bedroom to this location. Retries are possible if sleep is forgone.

But we knew there was no need.

Because where the main gate had been…

I suppressed a curse.

There was only a wall.

Night exploration ended. Returning to the bedroom.

This damned dormitory had sealed all official entrances and exits.

No one could enter or leave.

‘Feels like the final chapter of a horror game.’

It seems they’ve received all the Groom Candidates and entered some kind of ritualistic phase.

‘Is the experience training ending because of this?’

Furthermore, even if I break down the doors or escape through windows…

The dormitory is surrounded by fog, cliffs, and a forest where the sound of the sea can be heard from somewhere. Explorers who attempted to escape to this location have all disappeared.

This is the ending.

In short, it’s a high-grade ghost story that doesn’t suit Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s usual specialty of physical exorcism.

But there’s a bigger problem here.

‘…This never happened before.’

The fact that Section Chief Lee Jaheon, Employee D, is in this situation is a record I’ve never read in the .

Is it the butterfly effect?

Did my arrival cause changes in the composition of D squad, leading to a new risk of Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s death?

…I have a bad feeling.

So I must cooperate more actively in escaping this ghost story.

-Thank you for kindly telling me.

“Yes.”

Then, Lee Jaheon began to draw blood.

It’s better to draw it now and get some sleep than to draw it in the morning, but still, it made me uneasy.

‘The amount is too much.’

…Truly, his hands, as I see them, seem to have become paler.

A sense of crisis about survival.

Sharing the same body made it all the more vivid.

‘I need to create an exit as quickly as possible.’

As Lee Jaheon lay down to sleep and my consciousness blurred along with his, I resolved to gather more information tomorrow.

And the next day.

[What a dated menu.]

Served at breakfast were lily of the valley, apples, and… boiled brains.

A whole brain, covered in apricot-colored sauce, was clearly visible.

‘Please, no.’

Fortunately, it seems smaller than a human head. Haah…

I felt like crying as I tried to avert my mind from the taste of the brain. It’s fortunate that I don’t have to slice and eat it myself…

‘Focus...’

I tried to gather other information that Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s vision captured.

Primarily… the trainees.

The figures seated around the long table numbered over twenty, but they could be distinguished by their attire.

About a dozen were wearing rougher, more modest shirts and pants, unlike the clean and simple uniforms worn by Groom Candidates.

‘Are those the Experience Trainees?’

People caught up in the ghost story.

Since they don’t accept new trainees, they are likely those who failed the previous round and are continuing their experience training life.

…I also learned that more than seven of them were in a state of physical mutilation, akin to torture, and that some were even in a state where they had to inflict such damage themselves.

In the calm and static setting of the dining hall, grotesque scenes were casually interspersed.

‘…Hoo.’

The scene was eerily calm, making it even more chilling.

‘...’

Stay calm.

Imagining myself taking a deep breath, I shifted my focus to other visual information.

This time, the other side.

‘Groom Candidates.’

Those wearing uniforms identical to Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s sat at the head of the table, conversing softly…

…Strangely, their faces appeared blurry.

No, not just their faces; my brain seemed to reject any information beyond their uniforms, making them difficult to interpret.

As if filtered.

[Oh, Mr. Roe Deer, isn’t that a trait of this blade grunt?]

Trait?

[Here, we find the very reason this reptilian creature lacks understanding of art and aesthetics.]

[They possess a sensory system that interprets only what they deem necessary. Oh, what an arrogant and primitive method!]

Wait.

So, the reptilian aliens from the Cosmic shopping mall… don’t perceive sensory information they don’t need.

‘Isn’t that a contamination prevention measure?’

Filtering out and accepting only what is not harmful.

Come to think of it, I’ve never witnessed Section Chief Lee Jaheon suffering from contamination or even being influenced by the ghost story.

It must have been a trait of ‘us’.

‘No wonder!’

As one mystery was resolved, I shifted my gaze away from the Groom Candidates.

‘They aren’t human, are they...’

Indeed, many facility ghost stories of this kind are not operated for humans in the first place. Like the ‘Mansion of the Blind’ or that exhibition ghost story.

‘…Is that why there have never been cases of passing the experience training, let alone being selected as a formal Groom Candidate?’

Perhaps Section Chief Lee Jaheon, being not fully human but a reptilian alien, managed to pass the selection.

‘...’

Okay, for now. I’ll remember that.

Next, I focused on the tall, slender figure seated at the head of the table.

The housemaster.

The educator of this dormitory.

-Section Chief, is it relatively safe to ask the educational supervisor non-insistent questions about the wedding ceremony? Blink once for positive, twice for negative.

Lee Jaheon’s vision slowly closed and reopened.

Positive.

-Then please ask this question.

The education housemaster looked at me kindly.

I filtered out any questions that might sound like traps.

First, direct questions about the bride were excluded.

‎-Hmm… It must have been considered rude. One of the people who came in with us… had his mouth sewn shut with a crochet hook… as a form of ‘discipline’…

Questions probing the school were also excluded.

-Ah, there was someone who got expelled for prying too much into who runs the boarding school. They were reported missing in the forest… There were even rumors that they were paid extra by a research team to ask questions.

Therefore, I chose a more personal question that a trainee might ask.

-Is it possible for Groom Candidates to fail and not be able to stand at the wedding ceremony?

Lee Jaheon voiced my question.

And the educational housemaster kindly but sternly gave an answer.

However, I cannot express it in plain words.

The housemaster was clearly responding to me through auditory means, but the thoughts and descriptions were presented as lengthy recollections, like entries in an old diary.

It was a truly bizarre compulsion, much like the scene where I, trying to communicate through smoke, couldn’t form proper sentences.

However, fitting the theme of Groom Training, the supervisor’s words were received in my mind in this elegant and fluent manner.

It was…

A gentle explanation that all Groom Candidates except one would fail.

‘…!’

-Then what happens to the Groom Candidates who fail?

The educational housemaster answered kindly. As if to soothe the anxiety of a trainee worried about failing to become a groom, the supervisor once again emphasized the generous motto of St. Anticus Boarding School.

Encouragement and help.

As they teach the Groom’s Virtues to the best of their ability, even to applicants for experience training who are not formal trainees.

Even now, despite the Groom Candidate spots being full, they are waiting for the experience training applicants to complete their courses.

They will all attend the wedding ceremony.

The same applied to the failed Groom Candidates.

No, the housemaster said that candidates would take on even more important and glorious roles at the wedding.

-May I ask what that is?

The supervisor kindly described it.

They become souvenirs of the wedding ceremony.

It is a beautiful work of art representing the groom’s growth, and as part of that art, it will be an important component of the ceremony throughout the wedding.

And after the ceremony, it can be distributed to guests as return gifts.

As an eternal memento to recall the wedding.

...

...

-Thank you.

The supervisor praised my polite thanks and asked me to offer well wishes to the Groom Candidates.

Amidst the eloquent well wishes offered by the Groom Candidates who had just finished breakfast, I thought.

‘I’m screwed.’

If I fail, I become a souvenir; if I pass, I become the groom.

Becoming the groom would be better, but I feel like the common sentiment would be, ‘Becoming a souvenir would have been less painful.’

No, no matter what I choose, it’s a mess…

‘Damn it!’

During the break after the morning classes, I urgently asked Section Chief Lee Jaheon to go to the restroom alone and then asked.

-If we can’t escape by the wedding day, do you have any intention of using Holy Fire Bombardment?

It seemed like the clearest answer.

Looking at it now, everyone is going to die anyway. It would be better to cause chaos with Holy Fire Bombardment, and a few people might survive.

‘And then can’t we go to a Safe House?’

But…

“Yes.”

…?!

-Is there any other reason besides the possibility of casualties?

“Yes.”

-Please explain.

“Yes. It is more economical for us to abandon the Lee Jaheon entity.”

-...

Wait a minute.

-What do you mean by ‘economical’?

“The location where Section Chief Lee Jaheon is currently isolated has its connection to reality closed, making energy input difficult.”

...

“In this situation, tracking the location and proceeding with Holy Fire Bombardment is predicted to cost more than Section Chief Lee Jaheon’s identity and body.”

So.

It seems like this place, having lost all entry methods, costs more to access than when I escaped from the Late Night Talk Show.

But if so,

-Don’t you earn enough money from Daydreams, Section Chief Lee Jaheon? Considering future value.

“We can substitute it with a lower cost than Holy Fire Bombardment.”

-...

It was a bizarre judgment.

These alien reptiles, who collectively call themselves’we’, seem to treat Lee Jaheon, an individual that’s one of their own, merely a small part of their collective body…

Even Lee Jaheon himself seems to think that way.

Like a single bee in a giant hive or a cell in a giant organism.

Is it because they share all experiences and information?

[It’s a concept known as a Hive Mind, Mr. Roe Deer! Of course, it’s a concept born from twentieth-century science fiction, doesn’t it fit rather well?]

[Of course, someone as fascinating and multifaceted as you can’t be blamed for falling to understand such creatures, friend!]

...

I don’t know.

But.

-Section Chief.

The one I want to rescue is you, Section Chief Lee Jaheon of D-squad.

-You want to live, don’t you? I’m asking about your will, not ‘ours’.

A moment of silence.

Then.

“Yes.”

Good.

-Then let’s do our best.

I desperately racked my brain.

Combining the information I gained today. Trainees, Groom Candidates, housemaster, questions, wedding, and ‘us’…

‘Us’.

The filtered vision that looked at the Groom Candidates.

-…Manager. Are you sure you’re in a state that isn’t easily contaminated? More so than ordinary Daydream Field Investigation Teams.

“Yes.”

…If that’s the case.

‘An idea has occurred.’

[Oh!]

This might be a truly crazy idea, but…

-If you are reluctant to hand over control of your body to me, is it possible for you to carry out as requested?

“Yes.”

-Thank you.

And then…

I continued, feeling the urge to swallow.

-Do you perhaps have any intention of handing over control of your body to someone else, not me?

“Who is ‘someone else’?”

Well.

That is to say…

-…It’s the Late Night Talk Show Host, Braun.

[Oh?]

It might sound like madness, but this is the best option.

Chapter 255

I thought about it long and hard.

About how Section Chief Lee Jaheon could successfully escape this insane Groom Training Ghost Story.

‘I really, really considered every possible method...’

Methods to escape through loopholes outside of the rules.

From admitting that he was already married and this couldn’t possibly marry again, to persuading them that he had fatal flaws that made him unfit to be a Groom.

But considering the trends in the Exploration Records, I could only predict results that sent shivers down my spine...

‘In the first place, why did the unqualified one lie? I predict he would end up being interrogated by the housemaster and then undergoing unspeakable acts after being told, ‘I will make you qualified’...’

In the first place, the Exploration Records of this ghost story had the thrill of how cleverly one could match the ‘answer key’ of ‘possessing a Groom’s Virtues’ in any unexpected situation.

Or, how those who failed met a miserable death in some absurd manner.

Ultimately, whether it was disqualification or a reason for exclusion, those who did not meet the ‘Groom’s Standards’ were almost certain to face only a eerie and meaningful gutter ending in the style of a ghost story.

Groom Training.

A Mental and Physical Labyrinth that drives people mad precisely because it never gives up on its trainees.

If that’s the case...

‘The answer is… a frontal assault.’

And the one who possesses the stats needed for the ‘frontal assault’ is...

Braun.

The embodiment of intense entertainment itself, the living incarnation of talk shows.

An Entity that could move according to logic entirely alien to that collective ‘us’.

–If Braun becomes a Groom Candidate, he will undoubtedly be of help.

‘It’s worth a try.’

This was the conclusion I reached after hearing about the characteristics of this place, the nature of the housemasters as educators, and the descriptions of the wedding.

The problem is...

[Mr. Roe Deer, it seems this Braun has received the wrong signal. Good heavens, surely my friend didn’t just suggest that I possess the body of a terrorist!]

Yeah.

The problem was that I had to persuade both sides...

-Braun.

[Of course.]

[If it’s a heartfelt request from my friend, I must accept. To help without expecting anything in return is the duty of a good friend.]

…His voice grew closer.

[But Mr. Roe Deer, oh. One wonders how long someone who only ever one-sidedly receives services can go on exploiting the basis of friendship...]

...

It was fortunate that I wasn’t in a human body right now.

Otherwise I would be frozen in fear.

And.

-Wait a minute, Braun.

I was at least able say this calmly.

-I’m not asking for a one-sided request. I’m inviting you to join in, since you’re already here.

Because.

-It’ll be the most entertaining this way, won’t it?

[…!]

-You’d hate to see this go the same predictable route as every other Exploration Case, wouldn’t you? Surely you don’t want a plot that predictable ?

-In a situation where you’re involved?

Of course not.

Of course!

If you could turn this clichéd setup into something witty and original, wouldn’t you?

-Like in your own show.

[...]

Braun was silent for a moment.

But then.

[Mr. Roe Deer, you really…!]

His voice trembled faintly, as if moved. I felt a warm weight pat my shoulder — how the hell though???

[You really know how to persuade. And...]

The pressure on my shoulder grew heavier.

[You also know how to invoke my pride as an Entertainer only when it suits you. Sometimes reacting as though hurt or offended by it.]

I thought my heart would drop.

And then.

[…Hmm. I’ll let it slide this time! That fickleness is the mark of a true star, after all.]

The weight patted my shoulder and disappeared.

[But, do not forget that I too possess that quality.]

[At this rate, there may come a dramatic moment when that very quality meets yours, Mr. Roe Deer...]

...

[Even if it’s not right now!]

Phew.

-Of course.

…That was close.

‘That means there won’t be a next time.’

From now on, I really need to be careful.

…Anyway, I was relieved that the persuasion ended well.

‘Good.’

Suppressing a sigh of relief, I spoke to the body’s current owner, who had been silently listening to the entire conversation.

-Section Chief.

-Let’s take a gamble, just this once.

Braun will...

‘Wreck this place completely.’



A cloudy morning at St. Anticus Boarding School.

“Hm,hm-hmm.”

A Groom Candidate was in the process of shaving, wiping off the shaving cream cleanly while looking in the mirror of a small washbasin. His smoothly trimmed chin was revealed.

Then he styled his hair with pomade. A low, pleasant humming echoed from his throat, and soon a brush skillfully swept through his hair.

Beneath that white hair, a refined face appeared.

Lee Jaheon.

He was wearing the same uniform as yesterday. The official attire of St. Anticus Boarding School.

But somehow, the impression it gave off was different. The way he wore it and the way he held the collar had all changed...

“Much better.”

The touch of a professional.

The Anomaly, whose very being was founded on standing before cameras and presenting himself to the public, smiled into the mirror.

And then he stepped out the door with a light step.

Creeeak.

The somber and ascetic interior of the boarding school was now elegantly decorated with blue candlelight and white velvet.

Roses, lily of the valley, baby’s breath, silver ornaments placed beneath wax patterns melted by the blue flames...

Classic and unremarkable.

“Oh. Greetings.”

Lee Jaheon sat at the breakfast table.

Masks, no, ideal pale bodies and faces crafted by superb makeup were arrayed on the chairs around the table

Today’s menu had been simplified. To purify the body before the wedding.

Lee Jaheon, without touching the single glass of willow sap, asked cheerfully.

“Tomorrow is the long awaited wedding day, isn’t it?”

The the education housemaster affirmed.

At the same time, he gently pointed out the Groom Candidate’s way of speaking. It was too ornate, eloquent, and the striking accent failed to convey the reverent impression expected of a groom.

The pronunciation was also excessively New World-like.

“Oh, I will keep it in mind.”

He made a witty and elegant gesture of zipping his lips with one hand.

This was also behavior unbecoming of the White Bride’s Groom, but since it was not judged enough as ‘failed,’ the housemaster did not assign any penalty points.

It did, however, affect judgment.

Raising one eyebrow, The housemaster looked around at those seated at the table and lightly rang a silver cup with one hand.

Like a bell announcing the time.

♩-

And he proclaimed it.

Only one among the candidates.

The name of the most excellent and perfect trainee who would become the ‘Groom’ for tomorrow’s wedding.

That candidate was...

...

Not Lee Jaheon.

The alias he used to enter this place was not called.

Lee Jaheon did not become the Groom.

Unfortunately!

“Hoo.”

However, the housemaster encouraged all Groom Candidates, saying they too would have roles to play in the wedding.

This was news Lee Jaheon had already heard.

And the announcement concluded with the plan to move to the wedding venue together in the afternoon for introductions and preparations.

Oh, additionally, an Experience Trainee was disqualified from breakfast. They vomited beneath the table.

“No…!”

As a penalty, they were instructed to clean the stomach by pulling it out of their throat on their own.

In any case, with that, all training was officially concluded.

Amidst anticipation, sorrow, and fear, they underwent the procedures of bathing and meditation to purify their bodies and minds.

Lunch was not provided.

Instead, a glass of white wine was served with salt.

Lee Jaheon experienced all of it with a smiling face.

And then.

♩- ♩-

The final bell rang.

Now, the housemaster led the trainees to the place where the wedding would be held.

Below.

The door leading to the boarding school’s basement opened. The housemaster urged the trainees to be barefoot, and they descended the stairs, leaving their shoes behind. Candles placed at every corner of the stairs melt and light up.

The stairs turned to stone and connected to the outdoors. That place was...

A dark cave.

“…”

 An ancient quartz cavern, the kind that seemed to have borne traces of human hands since long ago, revealed itself.

Further inside, a large space emerged.

The wedding venue.

The place, with unreadable characters inscribed on its stone walls, was prepared with chairs for guests, decorations, and an Altar for vows.

The old silver ornaments, which should have rusted by now, still sparkled in the candlelight due to persistent maintenance in this strange place.

The blue light of the candles burned the humid air, and strangely vivid roses, lily of the valley, and baby’s breath bloomed.

And...

The Bride’s seat, where white attire was placed.

“This is the place,”

said the housemaster.

The Groom Candidates, as glorious, important, beautiful, and artistic elements that would illuminate the wedding, would be distributed to the guests as souvenirs towards the end of the ceremony.

So he said.

Are you looking forward to it?

“Oh, of course. It’s a work of art! I’m excited to see what magnificent work you are planning.”

Before correcting his impertinent tone to befitting a Groom, the housemaster explained with a smile.

They would now become...

The Wedding Cake.

Isn’t that truly amazing?

They would be able to take on this important role that adorns the finale of the wedding. A chance to become a part of it in the Groom’s mouth. Some Groom Candidates were so moved that they shed tears.

An Experience Trainee, screaming and trying to escape, seemed unable to accept their disappointment at not becoming part of the cake.

They would be used as practice cake before the main ceremony, the housemaster decided to offer encouragement and help. Of course, they wouldn’t be served.

This could cause dissatisfaction for our great White Hand’s Wrathful Bride, who resides beneath our land.

Unqualified trainees who couldn’t even become Groom Candidates cannot be used.

Becoming a part of the wedding is a right that should be granted to those who are grateful for having been taught as her Groom. Those who do not meet the standards should be satisfied with attendance.

“Hmm.”

And there is a separate, most glorious part of the Wedding Cake.

It is the very top tier.

“What kind of honor is that?”

It is the honor to become the Bride’s portion.

The top tier would be cut and served as the cake portion to be offered to the White Bride, and would have the joy of being presented at the Altar.

“Indeed.”

And so, the housemaster announced the candidate who would enjoy that place of joy...

You.

“Me?”

Yes.

Your most handsome face among them will be the piece offered to the White Bride.

Your tongue, which fell shortest of the Groom’s Standards, will be cut out, and the inside will be filled with Rose Cream.

“…”

The Groom Candidates grabbed Lee Jaheon. They, who would become Wedding Cake together, laughed with joy and camaraderie.

Those who are already dead.

A Soul Wedding, repeated by those who, long ago, were buried alive and captured by some strange and powerful entity that awakened beneath the earth, would soon begin...

“Well, that’s...”

The Entertainment Ghost Story smiled brightly.

“Classic.”

Huh?

“White Bride! Oh, calling Human Sacrifice a wedding is also truly classic. It’s a kind of metaphor. Classic, easy to understand, and simple.”

Words poured out.

“It seems they tried hard to interpret the relationship with an incomprehensible, overwhelming, and terrifying being within the framework of human civilization!”

Clap, clap, clap...

“Oh, please don’t misunderstand. It’s not criticism, but pity. It’s important to uphold tradition... It’s just a pity that it’s nothing but a futile formality!”

He, who had by now taken out gloves from his pocket and put them on stylishly, adjusted his attire once more.

And asked.

“Has anyone recently discovered what the White Bride likes recently?”

Silence.

“I knew it. You seem like people with no sense of adventure.”

“How many times have you repeated this? The Bride must be tired and annoyed by now. You’re just pushing in a sacrifice, no, a ‘Groom,’ who only caters to her whims and can be tolerated!”

“At least the ceremony should be fun, or I’d lose the energy to sit and watch! But Wedding Cake? Inviting guests? Return gifts? It’s utterly stale.”

A barrage of piercing insults rained down.

The stunned figures stood stiffly, listening to his voice.

However, only one person suppressed a cheer, wanting to clench their fists.

‘This is it.’

Well done, Braun!

It was Kim Soleum, who was inside Lee Jaheon’s mind. He, who had been watching what Braun was doing with Lee Jaheon’s body with bated breath, was now letting out a sigh of relief.

‘As expected, it’s working properly...’

This was the frontal assault method.

It was...

‘Ruining the Wedding!’

The goal is to cause such a massive disturbance that the boarding school’s mentality breaks and they postpone the wedding after sending all the trainees away.

Of course, in this process, one must achieve the insane combo of not dying, not being retaliated against, and successfully persuading the ghost story…

Surprisingly, the one who could do it all, or rather, the Ghost Story Entity, was attached to their minds.

The talk show host.

The legendary Entertainer.

Moreover, since the essence of this boarding school is a ghost story related to events, they could not escape its overwhelming influence...

Look at this scene.

‘Not having to draw blood is a bonus.’

Good.

“Now, do you know what you need to do?”

I see Braun, who is using Lee Jaheon’s body, raise one hand.

Yes, telling them to think more carefully about the next wedding, and then disperse...

“Survival!”

...

Huh?

“A dignified yet desperate struggle until only one Groom Candidate remains!”

Wait a minute.



Thud.

Eun Haje dropped the spoon she was holding in her mouth.

This employee, who had only just been released from the Disaster Management Bureau with a verdict of ‘Daydream Resignation. No charges,’ and returned to My Sweet Officetel the day before yesterday...

“…What the hell is this again?”

She saw it.

A crazy broadcast playing on the late-night TV she had turned on in her officetel.

[Your Perfect Groom:

Receive the Bride’s Choice]

Amidst visuals and effects like a black-and-white TV from the early 20th century, a dating show was airing.

But the host had a familiar face.

“Section Chief?”

Chapter 256

  Eun Haje almost spat out the ice cream she was eating. 

  A formal and cheerful voice on TV hosts a matchmaking program.

  [Viewers. Tonight, the most intense fruit of love will find you.]

  [Let's meet these wonderful Groom Candidates on the verge of marriage!]

  On screen, with low-quality orchestra band sound that seems to have been processed with lo-fi, images of young men dressed in white suits pass by within heart-shaped effects.

  [Indeed, who among them will capture the bride's heart?]

  Their tall and dapper appearances indeed looked suitable for appearing on a dating TV show.

If only my boss wasn't among them…

He's even smiling handsomely at the screen.

"Fuck."

  The curse came out reflexively, but it was more of a crazy bewilderment than displeasure.

'That guy...'

Is he contaminated?

  A chilling feeling began to rise in the place where intense absurdity had passed.

  Eun Haje, holding back a string of curses, threw aside her ice cream and started packing her gear.

  All the while keeping her eyes fixed on the screen.

  [The wedding is tomorrow! But among the seven candidates, only one can become the White Bride's Groom.]

  [Among those willing to give their lives for love, who will bear the fruit?]

  The more she focused on the screen, the more peculiar things she noticed.

  Like the program's participant profiles, introduced fleetingly at a brisk tempo.

Name: ■■■■ ■■■

Height: 37cm

Weight: 4kg

Hobbies: Cello, Reading, Suffocation

A word of resolve: I'm sorry, please stop. The groom who will kiss the bride is me!

  The strange numbers in the height and weight fields, the numerous apologies and pleas in the remarks section, the unfocused faces in the profile photos.

  Yes.

  It's easy to overlook, but if you focus, you can notice it. It's as if a dead body has been dressed up for a photo…

  [We can't forget the support from the preliminary rounds losers either!]

  The people who flashed by, like acquaintances of the audience or participants cheering them on, were also not in good shape.

  They cheered with painted smiles, as if their disfigurements, torture marks, and signs of modification were hidden by makeup.

  But all of this passed by smoothly in a bright and cheerful atmosphere, and the program introduction was now nearing its end.

  The standard for entertainment programs.

  Introduction of the professional celebrity host.

  [And we proudly introduce! Our program's host!]

  A shot of the Groom Candidates entering the venue, a handsome man following at the very back turns around and winks at the camera.

  It's Lee Jaheon.

"Kuhuk! Kukh!"

  [He apparently infiltrated as a Groom Candidate and experienced all the training with the participants. That's right. It's me!]

  [With insights gained from experience, I've put together a very stimulating, dangerous, and heart-pounding love survival course today!]

  As Eun Haje desperately cleared her choked throat.

  [Let's begin!]

  On screen, the grooms finish the opening with their respective cool poses…

  And Lee Jaheon, in a white suit, is seen in the center, raising both arms and giving a stylish greeting.

  "Holy shit."

  Contamination.

  Eun Haje immediately grabbed her smartphone.

Her hands moved quickly and accurately as she dialed the direct number given by the Disaster Management Bureau agents.

  Kim Soleum, while contacting the Space Shopping Mall and becoming defenseless in an unconscious state, had made excuses to the Bureau and, at the same time, requested monitoring from two agents just in case.

  The call connected after two rings, and Eun Haje blurted out.

"Is Soleum alright?"

–Yes?

"You need to check. Immediately."

  From the other side, there was a brief sound of movement, as if checking the protected space where Kim Soleum was staying at the Disaster Management Bureau.

  And then.

–His heart rate, respiration, and body temperature are normal. Why are you asking?

"..."

No, that…

  Eun Haje tried to explain, but her eyes met with one of the Groom Candidates on TV.

Unnamed Candidate #3 was playing the violin, holding a flower in his mouth, and acting pitifully…

"..."

–Civilian?

"As long as he's alright, that's fine."

  Eun Haje hung up after telling them to call if anything happened.

...It's a ghost story, but.

  It's not as extreme or serious as I thought... or maybe it isn't.

  'Is this... perhaps Soleum pulling some outlandish stunt to escape again?'

  She couldn't tell if the situation was dangerous or if Soleum had twisted it strangely.

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje picked up her ice cream again and watched TV with a troubled expression.

For now, Section Chief Lee Jaheon's well-being seemed to be... well, completely fine.

  [The first challenge is poetry recitation.]

  [Candidates who combine the poems written on bookmarks hidden throughout the venue to recite one elegant poem will win!]

  The program was stimulating.

  It highlighted each candidate, making viewers mock or cheer for them.

  Candidates who created absurdly funny poems received warm reactions with cute and amusing background music, while those who, despite finding only a few bookmarks, completed a magnificent poem with a brilliant idea received cheers.

  And finally... for the two candidates who failed to create a proper poem.

  They were hung side-by-side from the window of the highest tower in the boarding school.

  [We will take viewer votes.]

  [Who should be eliminated? And who will remain to continue this competition?]

  Elimination by the decision of the 'viewers'.

  [Please press the numbers on your remote to decide! For 60 seconds only, the fate of these Groom Candidates will change.]

"..."

  Eun Haje picked up the remote and looked at the screen.

[Eliminated Candidate Selection: #1]

[Eliminated Candidate Selection: #5]

  Every time she placed her hand on the remote's number buttons, the profile picture of the corresponding person on the TV screen would enlarge.

'Sigh...'

  Physically impossible situations.

  Even the viewer vote percentages were reflected on the screen in real-time, then…

[Eliminated Candidate Selection: #1] 37%

[Eliminated Candidate Selection: #5] 63%

  They disappeared in the last 10 seconds of voting.

And the countdown.

10, 9, 8, 7…

  [Ah, the results are in!]

  With applause and disappointed sound effects, the eliminated candidate's profile was zoomed in on, and the eliminated person was hit on the head with a book,  pushed off from the top of the boarding school and fell in a comical pose.

  [Eliminated!]

  With a cymbal sound, exaggerated effects, and laughter were inserted.

  And some of the 'Experience Trainees' sitting in the guest seats were also ejected from their seats, and the lights on their seats disappeared.

  The sound of them being thrown out the window echoed loudly.

  [The Experience Trainees who chose the wrong answer also share their fate. How unfortunate!]

  And this time, the remaining Groom Candidates were shown, creating an atmosphere full of encouragement and relief.

  [There are 6 Groom Candidates remaining.]

  [Congratulations. Everyone. You are one step closer to the bride!]

  The most chilling part was,

  That it was all entertaining.

  [They say he who captures the ship captures the heart! This is a fitting expression for the second round.]

  [It's mealtime! We will compete on how to prepare a nutritious and warm lunch table for the bride. Oh, my! This time… two people will be selected for elimination!]

  It was interesting.

  Even cruel punishments, when combined with cheerful sound effects and comical effects, were no longer interpreted as tragedy.

  The elimination scenes on TV, which became pure comedy due to the distance from the viewers, only provided thrilling immersion or hollow laughter.

Added emotions, like seasoning.

  The regret when a subtly likable participant is eliminated, the relief when a participant who was unremarkable but luckily survived is finally eliminated.

  The pleasure of judgment.

  The hollow laughter and amusement from the absurd elimination methods.

  The sensation of dopamine numbing the sensors of ethics and morals in the mind, preventing them from functioning naturally.

  "..."

  Eun Haje felt a brief shiver as she looked at the empty ice cream container in her hand.

  She had unconsciously picked up the ice cream again, as if watching a truly entertaining TV program.

  A thrilling sense of crisis echoed at the back of her neck.

  'This must be high-level.'

  However, nothing went wrong. The program flowed like water, and it didn't suddenly jump into reality or have Lee Jaheon brutally killed.

  Eventually, five Groom Candidates were 'eliminated' in various ways, and the Experience Trainees who supported them also gradually disappeared from the guest seats…

  And so, it reached its finale.

  [Only two candidates remain!]

  [It's #2 and #6.]

  The final match.

  The screen showed the two Groom Candidates actively waving at the camera, as if they were already immersed in the program.

  [This is the final round.]

  [The winner will have the honor of walking down the wedding aisle to meet the bride!]

  All preparations for the wedding were complete in the venue, and soft lighting and piano music flowed gently through the hall…

  And the round item befitting a final showdown.

  [It's the Bride's Choice.]

  Eun Haje leaned forward unconsciously to watch the TV.

  The camera panned.

  From the end of the white velvet wedding aisle where the Groom Candidates stood, towards the altar ahead.

  No one was there yet.

  [Now, the bride will personally come out and greet the groom, and the wedding will begin.]

  [Indeed, who will the bride choose?]

  The camera panned again, showing the full bodies of the Groom Candidates mixed with joy, anticipation, tension, and worry, then the angle changed.

  It was an angle that showed the wedding aisle lengthwise from the side.

  A camera capturing the overall scene of the venue, with the side profiles of the Groom Candidates standing side-by-side on the right edge of the screen.

It was a mise-en-scène that made everyone anticipate that the bride would make her first appearance and approach down the wedding aisle.

  And then.

  [Let's begin.]

  With a cheerful sound, a drumroll echoed.

  Viewers watched the screen with anticipation, imagining the bride.

  But…

  "..."

  Nothing happened.

  'What is it?'

  Eun Haje tilted her head slightly towards the TV. Nothing appeared on the screen yet, but she seemed to hear a noise. And something appeared from the far end of the wedding aisle…

  A white hand

  This is a white flesh with five joints attached to the fingertips

  The flesh is bent, the skin peeled off, shaking like a leaf

  The shining quartz-like protein structure at the tip of the flesh

  Is it something large? Something moving? It moved along the wedding aisle with its index and middle fingers, and its ring finger bumped into the guest seats. Trembling violently, the fingerprints crushed the flowers, and into the gaps between the joints...

Went the offering

  It was an alien, vivid, giant hand, like a real human hand appearing in a puppet show, that grabbed

the

groom

and

pulled

him

away

  The sound of the screen cutting out, crackling, screams, black and white, magenta noise popping up, strange noises, shrieks, chewing sounds, blood, giant hand, cut, white fingers, blinking black screen, scene, scene, between the fingers, the sound of the groom being pressed and rubbed on the floor, movement, stopped screen, connection, emerging from the left end…

  An arm

  Disappeared

  The End

  Eun Haje sat up.

  Red dots fell drop by drop onto the floor.

  A nosebleed.

  "•••••."

  She raised her head. 

  [Congratulations!] 

  An empty screen. 

  A stopped camera showing only the empty wedding aisle. 

  Strange marks left on the velvet. 

  [The White Bride is satisfied. It seems she had a happy time with the groom.] 

  Bright band music burst out. Applause and cheers were inserted.

  [However, many will be curious about the aftermath.] 

  [It's also fun to hear the thoughts of our final candidate who was eliminated at the last moment.] 

  The end credits rolled. 

  Your Perfect Groom: Receive the Bride's Choice Sponsored by / Braun's Late-Night Talk Show

  [We will be back next week with a special segment on the Late-Night Talk Show.]

  ...! 

  The memory flashed like lightning in Eun Haje's mind. 

  The ghost story related to Kim Soleum, the black and white broadcast, and... 

  The host's tone. 

  "…Tuesday Quiz Show." 

  She shot up. 

  Eun Haje stood up and went back to the phone, calling the agents again. This time with a clearer purpose.

  - Civilian? Agent Grapes still has no unusual…

  "Excuse me," 

  Eun Haje wet her dry lips.

  "Do you know anything about a talk show?" 

  -…Pardon?

  "No, a quiz show. I mean, an old-fashioned program that appears on black and white TV. Did Soleum say anything like an allusion or a hint related to something like that? Like, Braun..." 

  - Braun?

  The agent reacted.

  'Does he know Braun's Late-Night Talk Show?' 

However.

  - Are you referring to the doll Agent Grapes carries?"

  “...What?”

  - The rabbit doll. 

  Eun Haje instinctively recalled.

—From some point on, Kim Soleum carried a pink rabbit doll in his front pocket. She thought it was an item for emotional stability.

  And she had seen him carrying a similar doll even now. 

  - Isn't the name of that doll Braun?

  

  ...

"...!!" 

*** 

  [Hmm. Considering it was a hastily arranged live broadcast, it was quite good. The ratings aren't bad!]

  [Mr. Roe Deer, what do you think?]

  I looked around the wedding venue. The few remaining Experience Trainees, the bloodstains on the floor, the broken joints, the marks of those who struggled not to be dragged away. 

  Braun really... made a mess... 

'Ha...'

Chapter 257

  I looked around the remnants of the wedding venue, which resembled a crime scene.

  My mind is hazy.

  'How many died?'

  Unfortunately, the 'Experience Trainees' caught up in this insane Groom Training Ghost Story are still seated in the guest section.

  Everyone looks vacant, as if their minds are gone.

  …I counted the empty seats.

  Eleven out of fifteen, deceased.

  Less than a third remain.

  'A 30% survival rate...'

  Of course, it's better than the alien reptiles' Holy Fire Barrage.

  I judged it impossible to save anyone else anyway. And I thought there would definitely be casualties no matter what, but...dying for the sake of atmosphere in a TV show.

  …

  [You're slow to respond, friend. It seems you're still basking in the afterglow of the live broadcast!]

  But at the same time, I clearly recognize.

  'It's useless to ask Braun things like 'Was that really necessary?'...'

  Handing over control to the Host of the Ghost Story, who can do worse for the sake of a successful broadcast, means I should have predicted this situation.

  Especially if you had received a warning just before.

  '…It's fortunate, in the end, that not everyone was wiped out and at least a few survived.'

  Do you know what makes it even more bitter?

I no longer feel great shock even when seeing dead people.

  It wasn't simply that I got used to it.

Currently, my mind is trapped in a formless body, barely maintaining its sanity with drops. 

  Therefore, it's actually fortunate that I can still feel a semblance of emotion, like bitterness, towards the dead.

 

  ...

  'Let's focus on whether the survivors are doing alright.'

  And.

  -Braun.

  [Hmm.]

  The correct answer to Braun's question, 'What do you think?' is this.

  -You truly lived up to your reputation as a legendary host.

  […!]

  -I expected you to ruin the wedding, but I never thought you'd completely revamp it to be even more successful.

  -Thanks to you, the bride seems satisfied too.

  I realized this from what happened just before.

  'If I had just called off the wedding and fled, I don't know what would have happened.'

  The fact that the situation was resolved more peacefully and safely than expected because the 'bride' was satisfied.

  However…

  -Are you planning to… make it a series?

  Braun's satisfaction with the live broadcast ratings.

That continues to weigh on my mind.

  What if this gets incorporated as a new series for the Late-Night Talk Show? And what if this Groom Training Ghost Story mutates into an even higher-grade ghost story...

  [Mr. Roe Deer.]

  Braun's cheerful voice speaks kindly.

  [You're being too cautious about the obvious!]

  …!!

  [Of course, I'm open to producing it for the next season if the conditions are right. A producer must not miss the timing when the audience reaction is good. It's impressive that you noticed this, friend; you certainly have a sense for broadcasting.]

  -Braun.

  [What is it, friend?]

  -But you know the Late-Night Talk Show is a lot more fun, right?

  A moment of silence.

  [Oh, of course. You're stating the obvious. Mr. Roe Deer!]

  [You don't need to worry that I'll neglect the Late-Night Talk Show. I only meant that the possibility of production is open, provided the conditions are met.]

  [For now, we'll wrap up by airing the epilogue.]

Phew.

  [Alright, the crew will also withdraw now.]

  Clap, clap.

  At the sound that echoed in the air, the cameras, lights, and band set up in the wedding venue were dismantled and tidied away with perfect coordination by the Faceless Staff.

  Even though they lacked facial features, some of them looked strangely familiar… No, let's not think about it.

  'If I delve too deep, I'll get dragged in again.'

  Especially since I mentioned it, it feels a bit precarious.

  As I stopped trying to focus on the staff, my gaze naturally drifted to something at the edge of the shared vision.

  The destination at the end of the long white velvet carpet. The place where wedding vows are exchanged.

The Altar.

  '...'

  It was shattered to a terrifying degree, leaving only stone fragments that had exploded outwards. Scars remained on the floor, the carpet torn.

  And beneath where the altar stood...

  A black hole.

  Deep.

  Darkness where the bottom was invisible.

  '...'

  Just before.

  The 'bride' emerged from there.

  The shock, the sensation of being mangled that occurred even though Section Chief Lee Jaheon's censored vision couldn't properly perceive it. 

  Something that had been dormant down there, something that was interpreted only by the framework of the wedding...

  "Mr. Roe Deer."

  ...

  "Mr. Roe Deer. Do not attempt to shift your gaze."

  ...!

  I snapped back to reality.

  …It seemed I had, without realizing it, taken over Section Chief Lee Jaheon's body and was trying to shift his vision.

  -…Thank you.

  "Yes."

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who had remained silent throughout the broadcast, had regained control of his body as soon as the live broadcast ended.

  And he had been calmly observing the wedding venue's scenery until now.

  I'm grateful that he silently watched the crazy antics of winking and broadcasting live using his body, but he truly is a veteran Field Investigator with excellent judgment.

  Even now, he didn't interrupt Braun and waited until he finished speaking quietly...

  "Mr. Roe Deer. Do you require advice?"

  ...

  -…If I did, what advice would you give me?

 

  "Yes. Remove the Host of the Talk Show Ghost Story, known by the name Braun, from your mental system."

  Aaaargh!

  [Oh, if it weren't for the live broadcast, this pathetic blade grunt who would have decorated the Wedding Cake instead of walking out on his own two feet is shamelessly speaking.]

  Wait, just a moment.

  -Manager. It is a definite fact that we can now escape without the Holy Fire Barrage, isn't it?

  "Yes."

  Phew.

  [And who created this 'situation'?! It was the host of the Late-Night Talk Show, an Entertainer who put together a live broadcast program in just one day. My goodness, anyone with even a shred of thought should be offering their gratitude in this situation.]

  "Indeed. Thank you."

  [...]

  "Now, remove him."

  I witnessed the Talk Show Host Ghost Story being speechless for the first time in a while...

  -But… it was helpful, wasn't it…?

  [I hear the sound of someone being erased.]

  ...

  Right...

  Well, at least the tension seems to have eased, roughly speaking.

  '…Let's get out of here quickly.'

  I need to separate the two immediately.

  It was exhausting in many ways...

  -First, I think we can just leave through the main entrance. Section Chief.

  The main gate of the boarding school was, as if declaring surrender to the live broadcast, wide open again to allow the film crew to enter and exit.

  I let out a sigh of relief as I watched Section Chief Lee Jaheon send the survivors out the door first.

  'He's making an ethical choice, indeed.'

  Thank goodness.

  Then, Section Chief Lee Jaheon also exits through the door.

  Wide open.

  Through the shared vision, I saw light pouring in from beyond the open door.

  Something I hadn't seen in the boarding school ghost story, where the weather was always gloomy.

Sunlight.

  I stepped into it...

  ...

  "Customer."

  I opened my eyes.

  A white space. I found myself sitting in a strange place made of light and form.

And before me was...

  "We have confirmed the rescue attempt and success of the 'Lee Jaheon' individual at the Cosmic shopping mall."

  The Lizard from the Cosmic shopping mall.

  This time, it was a greenish-brown color.

  It seemed I had encountered these alien reptiles again through a mechanism similar to the VIP Personal Shopping.

  "Did Section Chief Lee Jaheon return safely?"

  "Yes."

  "I want to speak with him directly."

  "Yes. That is why 'we' are here."

  I didn't understand the sentence for a moment, then realized it belatedly.

  These alien reptiles consider conversing with 'us' to be the same act as conversing directly with Lee Jaheon.

  Because Lee Jaheon is 'us'.

  Because 'we' possess a single, vast mental system that shares all experiences and judgments. 

  

  This made it even more real.

  'It's not like they'd feel like they've cut ties with a component named Lee Jaheon.'

  It's no different than giving up a part of myself.

Like removing a broken fingernail, scratching off a burn wound, or amputating festering flesh.

Even if I felt pity, I wouldn't feel guilt.

  'We' are 'us'.

  It was a truly bizarre feeling.

  "I'm sorry, but I wish to speak with the specific individual, 'Section Chief Lee Jaheon'."

  "We have no differences in experience or judgment."

  "Still, I ask that you please grant my request."

  A moment of silence.

  "Confirmed. The Lee Jaheon individual will contact you in reality shortly."

  "Yes. Thank you."

  It seems he has definitely returned safely.

  "Then, am I also free to return to my own body?"

  When I went to rescue Section Chief Lee Jaheon, they explained it at the Cosmic shopping mall as the final operational step of the 'We Help!' item.

  -Upon successful rescue of the caller, the consciousness of the individual who responded to the call will return to their original coordinates.

  "Yes."

  The Hospitality Lizard nodded in agreement.

  Then, I should hurry back and...

  "Will you be receiving your reward later?"

  "If you mean reward..."

  "It is your reward for the rescue of the Lee Jaheon individual."

  …!

  "Are you giving me a reward from the Cosmic shopping mall?"

  "No."

  The Lizard looked at me with a seemingly friendly gaze.

  More meaningful.

  " 'We' will reward you."

  ...

  A more encompassing term than 'Cosmic shopping mall'.

  "What do you desire?"

  My mind suddenly cleared.

  'This.'

  It's not an ordinary opportunity.

  "…Can I receive help with rescuing someone in Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

  "We do not recommend it."

  I expected this.

  'They didn't recommend the 'We Help!' button back then either...'

  Excluding what's urgently needed right now.

  '…I need to think more carefully.'

  Let's not answer rashly.

  I pondered meticulously and finally chose one.

  ...

  ...

  Among the goals I set in the Daydream underground isolation chamber, the most clear one.

  "I… want to regain a human body."

  I want to become human.

  I want to regain my physical form.

  "Does the 'human body' you refer to mean the body of a 21st-century present-day Earth human?"

  "Yes. …Is it possible?"

  An immediate reply came back.

  "It is possible."

  …!

  "In what way??"

  "Utilize the body of a human whose self has been lost."

  Wait, does that mean...

  'Possess a body?'

  It was truly an alien way of thinking. Especially because it was difficult to execute.

  …Let's change the nuance.

  "Is it possible to use my current body like a human? Like when I was a supervisor at Daydream Inc.?"

  I swallowed and watched the Lizard's mouth.

Slowly, its mouth opened and articulated...

  "Yes."

  …!

  "Then I would like to receive help with that."

  "Yes. We will deliver the reward once preparations are complete."

  Done.

  I was about to say I was leaving, feeling like I wanted to clench my fists, when...

  An additional thought occurred to me.

Perhaps?

  "Um, is it true that my rescue also contributed to saving 'our' Holy Fire Barrage costs?"

  "Yes."

  "In that case, could you perhaps put a price on my help, like the Holy Fire Barrage… and count it towards my Cosmic shopping mall purchase record?"

  The Lizard made eye contact with me and nodded.

  "We have judged your statement as a rational inference."

  And.

  "Congratulations on your membership upgrade."

It offered me something.

  'A VIP Thank You Card?'

  It looked like that. Does that mean I've been upgraded to a level above VIP?

  'There were even higher levels than that.'

As expected of a shopping mall. I opened the rather dazzling golden card...

 I am a Cosmic Shopping Mall VVIP!

Amazing Ascension!

~Gratitude Cells Enclosed~

  "..."

  "..."

  "Um, the shopping mall's design, is it…?"

  "Yes."

  "Do you do it yourselves?"

  "Yes."

  Hmm.

  I felt like I understood a lot...

  "Thank you. I'll be going now."

  "Yes."

  I carefully pocketed the thank you card.

  "We'll meet again."

  And I was pushed out from the shopping space, far away.

.

·

  A soft sensation.

  "Grapes-ie."

  I opened my eyes. I was now...

  "Are you awake?"

  Lying on the wooden floor.

  My residence provided by the Disaster Management Bureau.

  And I could see the faces of agents looking in at me, having opened the paper screen.

  Team Hyunmoo 1.

  'Ah.'

  I'm back.

  I raised my hand. The thermometer and heart rate monitor clattered to the floor. It seemed they had been inserted after slightly unzipping my clothes.

  They must have had trouble finding a pulse point.

  'They prepared so much for me.'

  Feeling a slight warmth, I got up.

  And quickly reported.

>Gratitude and Report:

▶ Safe Return

▶ Manager Lizard Rescued Successfully

  It was a very satisfying outcome.

  "Oh~ That's great?"

  Agent Choi smiled and patted my shoulder.

  "Then, can I ask just one more thing?"

  >Positive.

  "Okay! Want to see this?"

  Agent Choi held something up.

  It was a small rabbit doll I had kept in my pocket.

  "About your friend Braun."

  Right.

  'Come to think of it, the agents delivered it.'

  I had intended to thank them at some point. It must have slipped out of my pocket again, and they took care of it...

  "Is he a Talk Show Host?"

  ...

  ...!!
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  "Grapes-ie?"

  ...

  "Why aren't you answering? I'm quite curious about 

the talk show your friend Braun hosts."

  It feels like I'm showering in cold sweat, which shouldn't be possible in this body.

  [Oh. It seems you've seen the live broadcast. It wouldn't be so bad to meet with the viewers on this occasion!]

  [However, holding onto my cotton body like this feels like a bit too much contact. The passion of a fan is a destiny one must bear, but could you please tell them to let go now, friend?]

  I feel like I'm going to break out in a cold sweat again.

  "Ah, perhaps you do it like this? 'Hello, children, this is Braun!' "

  [My God...]

  "Agent."

  Agent Bronze, who stopped Agent Choi from impersonating Braun, took the rabbit doll away like one would snatch something.

  However, his hands were as careful as if he were holding a bomb, and he soon placed it on the wooden floor.

  [Hmm. This isn't bad!]

  No, now that I look, he had laid a silk handkerchief on the floor.

  And on top of that, he made a circular formation, like a protective array, with blue pebbles, placing Braun right in the center.

  Anyone could see that this was a makeshift measure to appease or ward off something malevolent...

  And then he looks at me.

  "..."

  ...

  His gaze felt like it could pierce right through me… no,

  'How did he know?'

  The agents of Team Hyunmoo 1 wouldn't even know about Braun's Late-Night Talk Show.

  And even if they did, connecting it to my rabbit doll, Braun, is too much of a logical leap…

  Even that broadcast was hosted externally by Section Chief Lee Jaheon!

  'Is this a probe?'

  For now, I'll try to play it down…

  "I can hear your brain whirring all the way over here, Grapes-ie."

  Shit. 

  "…I should move it, at least."

  Then, the Team Hyunmoo 1 agents stood up without a word, their footsteps steady and purposeful, and escorted me and Braun outside.

  There was a subtle sense that they intended to separate Braun from me at the Disaster Management Bureau Main Building —just in case.

  No words were exchanged during the process...

  Well… except for one line, when I tried to pick Braun up.

  "Take your hands off."

  Yes...

  The only comfort was that the agents didn't try to attack or dispose of Braun.

  They just handled the doll with extreme care— almost respectfully. 

  Thanks to that, Braun didn't cause any disturbances.

Of course, it felt less like escorting a distinguished guest and more like carefully transporting a cursed doll sealed away in some ancient temple...

  'It feels like they're well aware of the  seriousness of the situation.'

  My mouth was dry, but I felt like I wanted to swallow.

   I was being transported.

  The destination for this outing was the outskirts of Seoul, near a rundown, sparsely populated alley rumored to be slated for redevelopment.

  It was one of the rest stops used by the Disaster Management Bureau, a small, inconspicuous container space.

  And it was there that I learned the cause of this catastrophe.

  "Roe."

  Inside that container, across from a worn-out desk, sat Assistant Manager Eun Haje!

  The realization hit me like lightning.

  'Information flowed both ways!'

  It was clear that this catastrophe occurred because Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who knew about the quiz show and the late-night talk show, had met with the agents who knew that the Good Friend doll's name was Braun.

  And what that meant was...

  'There's nowhere to run.'

  I'm screwed.

  "Sit."

  ...

  I quietly sat at the prepared desk.

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje looked at the rabbit doll on the handkerchief with a troubled expression.

  "Is this Braun… that  Braun?"

  ...

  Yes...

  >Positive.

  The Assistant Manager was glaring daggers at me.

Seeing me work in a completely contaminated state on the Late-Night Talk Show… I could only imagine what she must've thought when she saw me carrying a rabbit doll named after the show's host...

  And if she had seen that a marriage reality show — one disturbingly similar to that Late-Night Talk Show — started airing right after I went to rescue Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

  '...Hoo.'

  [Oh dear. Mr. Roe Deer, you seem to have many worries.]

  [Why not take this opportunity to introduce how beneficial and charming your Good Friend is?]

  That's...

  Wait.

  Just a moment…!

  >Request: Paper and pen

  >Reason: Explanation of the situation

  That's right. I realized it while communicating with Supervisor Baek Saheon using Paper Boats. I can talk like a person through written communication!

  And a perfectly accurate explanation phrase for resolving this situation came to mind.

  "…Uh, do you have paper here?"

  "Hoo."

  I quickly began to write on the paper Agent Bronze handed me, holding the pen Assistant Manager Eun Haje offered.

  So, Braun is…!

  Braun is a being like the Tiger General.

  "…???"

  "What is this now?"

  It means he is a supernatural entity from whom I am receiving help.

  Right.

  Actually, I didn't receive this doll from Braun; it's an item that acts as a kind of spiritual medium, which I acquired myself.

  "What?"

  Please continue listening!

  Do you remember? When I told you I was missing for a month and was processed as having resigned due to death in a Daydream.

  And do you remember when I testified in the Glass Prison that it was true…!

  I earnestly looked at Agent Bronze. The other party flinched.

  "…I do remember, but."

  I wasn't simply missing for that month; I was working in a supernatural phenomenon called the Late-Night Talk Show.

  And through that, I persuaded Braun, the host of the talk show.

  As a result, Braun accepted my resignation request, and since then, he has dwelled in the doll and helps me in the process of investigating Supernatural Disasters...

  Like.

  Like an agent receiving help from a Dokkaebi fire.

  "…!"

  Yes. This is the strategy for dealing with the Disaster Management Bureau.

  'After all, if agents can persuade and appease them, they can borrow power from the supernatural beings…!'

  There are many powerful and dangerous beings among them. General Beom, whom Agent Choi summoned, is a manifestation of White Tiger Great Killing, capable of devouring people.

  'Braun is no different!'

  [Hooh.]

  Even if the person concerned doesn't seem to welcome it at all, if I can get by with this analogy...

  "Is that so?"

  "That's all lies. He almost died on that talk show."

  No!

  There were many times I narrowly escaped death thanks to Braun.

  Assistant Manager, do you remember that crazy exhibition ghost story? We all came out well there thanks to Braun using the megaphone…!

  And it's thanks to Braun that I survived the theme park too!

  "But you almost died because you used him wrong."

That was...

  Not death, but contamination.

  "Are you serious?"

  sob

  'Yeah. Even I think it sounds absurd and unbelievable...'

  This would be even more true for Assistant Manager Eun Haje who saw my contaminated condition.

  But, you see.

  Of course, it's true that supernatural beings have different emotions from humans, and that causes trouble sometimes.

  But if you think about it that way, my current state is the same.

  "…!!"

  I felt the smoke rising beyond my gas mask.

  The lush horns on my head, the amorphous lumps of flesh beneath my clothes.

  Just having a being who could accompany me during my isolation was a source of strength.

  …It's a bit strange.

  I was clearly fabricating plausible sophistry to persuade them, but as I write it down, I find myself feeling that it's somewhat true.

  It doesn't mean I can guarantee it's not dangerous, or that I completely trust Braun.

  But I am confident that I am in a better state now than before.

  And this was possible thanks to the Assistant Manager, Supervisor, and Section Chief coming to find me even with high-grade Darkness.

  Thank you.

  "..."

  I consider Braun, who resides in this doll, to be my friend.

  At least, I think it's okay to call him that for now.

  I put down the pen.

  A complex, subdued atmosphere remained inside the container box.

  And...

  [Mr. Roe Deer.]

  [Can you do me a favor? As a friend.]

  ...

  I nodded.

  After asking for permission from the people there, I drew out Black Smoke and let it swirl around the desk.

  A space created by smoke, a part of a supernatural entity.

  In the ghost story, the rabbit doll rose.

  "…!!"

  The Good Friend, dwelling in the rabbit doll, looked at the Disaster Management Bureau agents and Assistant Manager Eun Haje one by one, then bowed respectfully.

  A slightly exaggerated gentleman's bow.

  As if introducing himself.

  A respectful gesture, as if thanking the audience, taking off an imaginary hat and bringing it near his waist, came from the small plush doll.

  Then he waved, and sat back down obediently on the handkerchief.

  "..."

  Silence followed.

  And.

  

  "Grapes-ie."

  Agent Choi opened his mouth.

  "So, you're saying that you are borrowing power by 'inviting' the talk show host as a friend?"

  ...!

  >Positive.

  "How powerful is this being?"

  "Powerful enough to turn a person to ashes with a snap of his fingers."

  …!

  "…Okay."

  At Assistant Manager Eun Haje's addition, a smile appeared on Agent Choi's lips.

  It wasn't a positive smile.

  'That's...'

  A tense smile, the kind one gets when facing a formidable Supernatural Disaster.

  "Are there other conditions for hosting? You were holding your hat earlier, how about we get him a nice fedora?"

  [Hooh.]

  [Mr. Roe Deer. This person has some consideration. Of course, considering their financial situation, you shouldn't expect much in terms of gift quality!]

  >Braun is pleased.

  "Really? Okay."

  I looked at Agent Choi.

  Agent Choi maintained a neutral expression, unreadable, and asked me.

  "Then, how was it when he stayed with us for half a year? We kept him in the Team Hyunmoo 1 waiting room."

  ...

  I relayed Braun's description.

>Not bad:

▶ Leaving him on a cushion and occasionally helping with his grooming.

▶ Telling him the progress of Grapes-ie's pursuit.

  "Oh."

>Not very pleasant:

▶ Pretending to feed him.

▶ Being referred to as 'pinkie'.

  "Ah."

  And...

>Points for improvement:

▶️ The cushion material was excessively cheap.

  "..."

  "..."

  "Should we change it to cashmere?"

  >Acceptable.

 

  "His preferences are very clear..."

  It's true that he tends to be that way...

  In any case, thanks to the complaint about the doll's cushion, the atmosphere, which was about to become completely tense, eased up a little.

  'Perhaps it's because Braun didn't cause any commotion while in the form of a Good Friend for half a year.'

  That was definitely a good point.

  But.

  "And, you know."

  The smile on Agent Choi's face faded slightly.

  "…There are casualties on the talk show, right?"

  ...

  >Yes.

  "And the host there isn't a cool person who practices veganism like the Tiger General, is he?"

  I responded with difficulty.

  >Yes.

  >When it came to his broadcast, he didn't yield easily.

  "…You tried to persuade him, though. Alright."

And the agents sat quietly, exchanging glances.

  '…Are they communicating via equipment?'

  A moment later.

  Agent Choi spoke again.

  "Grapes-ie. We don't believe in your 'cool friend Braun' either, you know that, right?"

  Of course, that would be the case.

  "So, we hope you'll show us a trustworthy side from now on. Like a friend."

  …!!

  "We'll keep watching. Did you hear that, Mr. Braun?"

  I realized.

  This was definitely not a case of, 'Okay, Braun is a friend, so let's keep him around.'

  'They think if they just leave him alone, something bad will happen…'

  Keeping him around was more about the fact that he was 'basically' friendly, but they were worried that it could escalate into a catastrophe if things went wrong.

  As proof, Agent Bronze had an expression as if he were about to stab me with a knife.

  [Oh dear, it feels like I'm dealing with an outdated guest who firmly believes they have the upper hand.]

  [Of course, it's unavoidable that it's hard to believe easily when you can't find a trustworthy friend like me anywhere!]

  "What does Mr. Braun say?"

  …Hoo.

  >positive response.

  "Okay~ …Of course, I trust that our Grapes isn't just making up answers for the doll, right?"

  Of, of course.

  "Right. Did he say anything else?"

  ...

  Perhaps this is better.

  I gave up on everything and relayed it all.

  >Braun's request for correction:

  >He stated that the talk show he hosts aims for high-quality entertainment and pursues a broader, more general audience than children.

  "…Hmm. I see."

  >Request for correction 2:

  >There is no connection between veganism and being stylish, and Braun is a person of generous and cheerful disposition.

  "Ah, there's a second one too?"

  >A vow, verifiable by the fact that he did not reveal the concerns Agent Bronze voiced in the waiting room to anyone, nor would he use them as broadcast material without the party's permission in the future.

"…! Wait a moment, please."

  Request for correction 3:

  >Do not be misled by Mr. Roe Deer's statement that attempts to place a rough, old zoo tiger and a legendary host possessing culture, eloquence, and charm on the same level.

  >(This description is Braun's personal opinion and does not align with 130666's sentiment.)

  "No, our Tiger General is not that…"

  >Request for correction 4…

  "Just tell them we understand."

  That's a good decision...

  And so, I spent some time in the container box, relaying Braun's words for a while.

  Fortunately, when that time ended, Braun's identity was returned to me without any bloodshed, and...

  "…Right. Take him with you for now."

  The atmosphere seemed a bit better than before.

  Of course, this wasn't the end of it.

  "Ah, it's not a fedora, but we want to give Mr.Braun a gift as a memento."

  And Agent Bronze, with careful hands, offered something to Braun.

  It was… a thin silk ribbon, tied into a bow, a small decoration.

  It was originally shaped like something that could be tied to a person's ring finger.

  "Kids these days do keychains, right? I heard they do that kind of thing. Since you're a talk show host, you must be sensitive to trends~"

  I guarantee it. That's a tracking item...

  [Oh, then I shall take it as a souvenir!]

  Fortunately, Braun readily agreed, and the agents waited until I had fully confirmed that they had attached the decoration to the keychain attachment near Braun's head before they began to move.

  "Shall we go?"

  And so, the pink rabbit doll was registered with the 

Disaster Management Bureau as '130666's Friend Ghost Story,' something dwelling in a doll from the Cheerful Theme Park, and the incident was concluded.

  The commotion of 'Braun's identity revealed' was, for the time being, resolved.

  'Hoo...'

  …For reference, throughout this entire process, Assistant Manager Eun Haje only responded with 'Understood,' and silently continued to stare at the Braun doll.

  However, when leaving the container, she returned to her usual demeanor.

  Adding just one sentence:

  -Don't believe it.

  ...

  After contemplating, I nodded.

  And so, the Sekwang Metropolitan City Exploration Team all became aware of the existence of their Good Friend Braun.

  What impact this will have in the future remains to 

be seen as time passes...

***

  And some time later.

  "Mr. Soleum."

  'Section Chief!'

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon finally arrived, and preparations for entering Sekwang Metropolitan City were finally complete.

  …Or so I thought.

  "I see. There is a recommended candidate for this exploration."

  "Oh~ Who is it?"

  "Supervisor Baek Saheon."

  I thought my gas mask would fly off.
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  I met Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who had escaped the Groom ghost story, the very next day.

  The agents had secured permission for an outing to the suburbs under the condition that no civilians were nearby. We headed to an old park, and at the pavilion, someone was already waiting.

  Ho Yuwon.

  "Welcome, Mr. Roe Deer!"

  The Director, who had once again gotten ahead of things and secured the spot, somehow knew we would be discussing the Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration.

  And sitting in a formal posture right next to Ho 

Yuwon…

  "You said you needed additional personnel for the exploration project, right? Since Mr. Roe Deer seemed to be looking forward to meeting you, I brought him along immediately."

  The familiar Lizard looked at me with his vertical pupils.

  "Mr. Roe Deer."

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

  >Greetings and well-being check

  "Yes. I have returned to the company."

  Judging by the circumstances, it seemed he had looked for me the very day he was rescued, but considering my situation, it seemed like he set a time to meet me gently.

  'As expected of a superior in this era...'

  He possessed a very different character from other Directors.

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon was not shaken even when seeing me in my rather bizarre Security Team state.

He had already seen this appearance once — back when we entered the Resort at the Cheerful Theme Park — and even then, Section Chief Lizard had recognized me immediately and treated me exactly the same.

  Just like now.

  "After your return, have any other unusual circumstances occurred with Mr. Roe Deer?"

  >No unusual circumstances

  "Confirmed."

  And even Assistant Manager Eun Haje started the conversation as if nothing was amiss.

  "Well, it's been a while since I saw you, and your face is glowing, Chief. Ah–  that was a metaphor. A metaphor."

  "? Yes."

  At this point, it was an extremely heartwarming and friendly Lizard-style conversation.

  However, it seemed the agents found the scene rather peculiar...

  Agent Choi barely managed to join the conversation.

  "Phew, I know, right? You look so dashing. Citizen."

  "Yes."

  "...Haha, you remember us, right? We're the agents who suddenly dropped into your company's headquarters~ Thank you for taking the rescued children to the restroom."

  "Yes."

  "..."

  "..."

"Grapes-ie, are you sure he's willing to participate in this exploration?"

  This was less a question and more an expression of reluctance, but Lizard answered honestly.

  "Yes."

  "..."

  "..."

  Agent Bronze finally spoke.

  "Uh… are you answering knowing exactly what this entails?"

  Lizard replied as if it were obvious.

  "No."

  "...!?"

  Ho ho ho...

  Before Agent Bronze could spiral further, I floated letters with smoke.

  >Request: More detailed explanation

  "Yes. As I received help from Mr. Roe Deer for my rescue, I judged it ethically correct to accompany him in a similar rescue operation. I will determine the exact tasks required during the process later."

  In other words, it was to repay my help.

  'Section Chief…!'

  In fact, as someone who had already received compensation from the alien reptiles, including Lee Jaheon himself, I was both grateful and deeply moved.

  And it seemed the nuance got through to the agents, even through the Lizard's blunt phrasing.

  "...huh."

  "See?"

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje nudged Agent Choi, who had an expression of 'This is okay?'.

  And I added to it.

>Additional good deed by Manager Lizard:

>Rent payment during 130666's disappearance period

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon was even paying my rent!

  "Oh? Rent payment?"

  Yes!

  I desperately conveyed through smoke that 'When I received the Wish Token, I entrusted all my remaining items to Section Chief Lee Jaheon and asked him to pay the rent with them if possible.'

'It's like borrowing storage space, so calling it rent should be fine.'

  "Wow, I knew Chief was rich, but he did that much for Mr. Roe Deer? And he's not even charging you now that Mr. Roe Deer is back?"

  That's right, Assistant Manager Eun Haje. That's precisely what's truly admirable...

  "I see. I will do it now."

  ...

  ...?!

  "The converted value of the items Mr. Roe Deer entrusted has been fully deducted as of last month. The currently accumulated debt is 2.3 million won."

  Ah.

  "..."

  "..."

  Everyone's gaze turned to me.

  I desperately floated smoke.

  >Request: Extension of period

  Please.

  >Repayment of the debt after this exploration

  >Scheduled to receive project performance bonus

  >Payer: Director Ho Yuwon

  Please wait a little until I extort money from Ho Yuwon.

  And also.

  >Project allowance payment target:

  >Including Chief Lizard

  Since the Section Chief can also receive it, please just a little.

  "Yes."

  Thank you!

  And Ho Yuwon, who had watched all this, said with a smile.

  "It's truly heartwarming to see. If you perform the exploration diligently, of course, we must pay you."

  "Oh~ As expected of Daydream Inc. Director, only caring for his own company's people. Wow!"

  "It's quite shameless and hypocritical of the Disaster Management Bureau to covet additional compensation, calling it a side job..."

  "It's hurtful to talk about side jobs. Legally earning money from Supernatural Disasters is the agent's way, hmph... Well, let's say I'm helping citizens in trouble."

  Even though he said that, Agent Choi didn't seem to be genuinely expecting to receive money; his intention seemed to be to preemptively prevent Ho Yuwon from demanding equipment or supplies from the Disaster Management Bureau for the exploration.

  'Is he trying to sort things out before we go?'

  Before re-entering Sekwang Metropolitan City.

  [Hmm, it seems like a new story is about to begin.]

  That's right.

  Chief Lizard was recruited as an additional member, and the sharpness of the hostility towards Ho Yuwon was somewhat smoothed out.

  I had also finished explaining Sekwang Metropolitan City to Section Chief Lee Jaheon. So, at the very moment the rescue operation was about to launch.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who had grasped the situation, made 'that' remark.

  "...Additional personnel?"

  "Yes."

  Recommendation for additional personnel.

  And that person was...

  "Baek Saheon?"

  "Yes."

  "...Mr. Roe Deer's colleague? That fawning, slippery fellow?"

  "Yes."

  "What kind of person is he, exactly?"

  To Agent Bronze's question, Assistant Manager Eun Haje rested her chin on her hand.

  "Hmm, Old Man. Doesn't the keyword 'Daydream Inc. employee' bring up prejudiced representative images in your mind?"

  Terrible personality, self-preservation, selfishness, shrewdness...

  I could already guess what words were passing through Agent Bronze's mind without him even opening his mouth...

  And.

  "Exactly that."

  "Huh?"

  "That kind of person."

  A deathly silence fell over the table.

  'But you recommended such a scoundrel?'

  With that expression, everyone's gaze turned to Lizard.

  "?"

  However, Lizard did not react.

  Because the method of questioning was incorrect...

  >Question: Reason for Supervisor Goat's recommendation

  "Because he possesses the abilities necessary for the exploration."

  "Hmm, could you tell us in a bit more detail?"

  "Yes."

  "..."

  "..."

  "Uh… well. Please tell us?"

  "Yes."

  Only then did Section Chief Lee Jaheon begin his explanation.

   Agent Choi looked somewhat older and more tired.

  [Mr. Roe Deer. Sometimes, sharing pain can foster familiarity.]

  Yes. It's fortunate that it has at least that effect...

  "I understand that the exploration site consists of a noose that induces strangulation, the bodies of suicides, trees, and a dense fog that is difficult to discern with the naked eye."

  "That is correct."

  The faces of the explorers who met their deaths side-by-side by the nooses chasing them in the strange fog of Sekwang Station slightly stiffened.

  "Therefore, I predicted that if we recruited someone who could secure adequate vision to distinguish these elements within the fog, the movement of many would be significantly easier."

  "...!"

  "So, does this person named Baek Saheon possess adequate vision?"

  "Yes."

  I immediately recalled.

  Baek Saheon's trait.

  >Wearing a semi-permanent device in place of his lost left eye:

  >Vision that distinguishes danger

  "...!!"

  "Considering that extracting only the eyeball and implanting it into one of the exploration personnel would be difficult, I propose the plan to recruit him."

  People's expressions changed.

  They had grasped that it was quite plausible.

  "Hmm. Indeed… most of those kinds of devices at the Bureau borrow the vision or senses of a gifted individual."

  "Yes. If it's a situation where a completely new body part has been implanted, the judgment is likely to come out as belonging to the individual."

  However, Agent Choi shrugged.

  "But would someone with that kind of personality join a rescue mission?"

  That's where–

  >Method: Superior's orders

  "Oh."

  Everyone turned to Ho Yuwon. 

  He smiled faintly. 

  …It was the expression Assistant Manager Eun Haje had worn when she requested Section Chief Lee Jaheon's assistance, expecting something from this Fox.

  'You need him for the Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration? Then of course, I'll kidnap him immediately.'

  Yes.

  That's the expression.

***

  'Fuck!'

  Baek Saheon was cursing internally.

  No, he could only curse internally.

  He was being moved somewhere, gagged and covered with a cloth!

  -Supervisor Baek Saheon, Director Ho is calling for you.

  Upon receiving that request, he went up to the 

  Director's office and ended up in this crazy situation.

  '...Am I screwed?'

  The intuition of someone who had worked at a deranged ghost story company screamed.

  Fearing he might be dragged to the research team, he was sweating profusely, anxiously looking for a chance to escape for several minutes.

  The movement stopped, and the cloth covering his head was removed.

  "...!!"

  And what appeared before his eyes.

  'What– what is this.'

  It was the Fox Counseling Room.

  More precisely, people wearing masks were sitting at the waiting room table of the Fox Counseling Room.

  Two of them were people he knew.

  The Lizard mask and the Falcon mask.

  'Wait, wait a minute.'

  One was someone who had been missing and returned yesterday, and the other was someone who had already resigned.

  At that point, Baek Saheon had a thought flashing through his mind.

  'Director Ho's project team?!'

  It was the existence of the 'Project' that was only rumored among Director Ho's circle. Supervisor Baek Saheon had also heard of it.

  'Are they trying to draft me for the project?'

  But the next moment.

  Baek Saheon recognized the attire of the two people sitting in the shadow of the table.

  '...Disaster Bureau!'

  They were government agents. However...

  The agents were wearing masks.

  'What is that?'

  -We cannot expose our agent status to individuals who are dangerously untrustworthy.

  -Then how about you two wear masks too?

  -Oh.

  And so, they were hastily procured.

  The two wearing the Yangban and Baekjeong Hahoe masks side-by-side looked suspicious as hell, but in another sense, they strongly exuded the aura of a Disaster Management Bureau agent.

  In any case, the fact that the agents were sitting calmly and amicably with Daydream Inc. was shocking enough.

  But then–

  "Supervisor Goat."

  "...Yes."

  The person Baek Saheon was most conscious of at this gathering was Director Ho, sitting at the table.

  He sat smiling with his eternally youthful face, but strangely, his eyes seemed filled with delight.

  Baek Saheon was familiar with those eyes.

  The eyes of a fanatic whose goal was within reach.

  "Today, I have a good proposal for you, Supervisor."

  "...A proposal, you say."

  "I am operating a small project, and I am selecting people to join me."

  As expected.

  "Congratulations. Saheon, you will now be working in the project team."

  Suspicious.

  'Introducing me like this instead of a formal appointment?'

  Isn't this like a cult?

  He heightened his vigilance further, but for now, he desperately put on a smiling face.

  Because he had to deceive them.

  "Thank you for seeing me favorably, Director!"

  "You're too kind. Shall we have you introduce yourself to the team members?"

  What a joke, you son of a bitch.

  Baek Saheon felt both the desire to spit on that face, which seemed to know no hardship, and fear, as he turned his head to look at the faces.

  Although they were all wearing masks, he saw two agents he didn't know, besides the two he recognized.

  "..."

  Then, he suddenly realized.

  Under the table, one of the masked agents was looking at him, clenching his fist tightly.

  As if he recognized him.

  But that gesture felt less like an agent facing a Daydream Inc. employee. It felt like someone who had an unexpected encounter...

  ...!

  "You."

  Baek Saheon turned sharply to look at that agent.

  "You were the agent at Jisan Village back then, weren't you??"

  "..."

The person wearing the Baekjeong mask looked at Baek Saheon.

  A displeased aura emanated from his entire body, but it didn't matter.

  Baek Saheon blurted out a question he couldn't help but ask.

  "Where is the other agent who came with you then?"

  "..."

  "The agent who pulled out the golden rod back then."

  "I have no reason to tell you."

  Bastard.

  After all, he was an agent who tried to leave me behind in the village. It's obvious. He's probably someone who only cares about his own business, doesn't keep promises, and changes his mind.

  It was unbelievable that there was such a difference even among agents.

  That is, compared to 'that' agent who communicates with paper boats...

  "..."

  That agent wouldn't get involved in something this shady.

  'He seems to be cooperating with Director Ho.'

  Doesn't it look suspicious no matter how you look at it?

  Thus, Baek Saheon roughly grasped the situation. 

  Or so he thought.

  "Ah, the last person is coming out."

  Screeeech.

  The counseling room door opened.

  And what appeared–

  "...!!"

  Black smoke, gas mask, countless extending horns, yellow gas lamps. Black boots, full body uniform.

  The monster of the Security Team.

  'F, F-fuck.'

  Is it a surveillance measure to prevent employees from escaping?

  "Supervisor Goat?"

  "Yes, yes."

  Baek Saheon, pretending to wipe sweat, lowered his head and slightly tilted his mask to try and measure the opponent's danger level...

  ...

  It was Kim Soleum.

  "...!!"

  It was happening again, just like in the Mermaid Tomb.

  He appeared in a bizarre form whose true nature was unknown, once again.

  Goosebumps spread all over his body.

  'As expected, he wasn't human.'

  Kim Soleum, who had appeared as a bizarre entity from the Security Team after being cats and children, approached the table.

  Flinch.

  Baek Saheon almost jumped out of his seat, but barely maintained composure, staring at the table to avoid eye contact.

  'Fucking bastard.'

  This time too, he's clearly trying to keep me from revealing his true identity, to keep me quiet...

  "Ah, Supervisor Goat, you're familiar with him too, aren't you? He's an employee you knew as Supervisor Roe Deer."

  "...?!"

  "You're colleagues. Have a chat."

  Wait, wait a minute.

  "The two of you are now going to be in the same team and explore the same Darkness."

  Baek Saheon let out a silent scream.

  "Now, shall we begin the exploration?"

  Attempting to enter Sekwang Metropolitan City for the second time.

  30 minutes before the start.

Chapter 260

  I opened my eyes.

  A dark, clean platform. 

  But the opposite platform, visible beyond the platform screen doors, was in a terrible state.

  '...The scenery of Sekwang Station.'

  Entry successful.

  I look down at myself, who had returned to human form, and took a deep breath.

  'This time, everyone will succeed.'

  And I repeated to myself.

  The plans I had made.

  -Ah, right. When you all wake up again you won't open your eyes in the Disaster Management Bureau Main Building.

  -Huh?

  -I pulled out the passage and brought it here. You'll wake up in a very safe place...

  This means that agents and Daydream employees who suddenly lost consciousness would no longer be falling into the Bureau's Main hall like rain.

  Even though it's closed, it's astonishing how Ho Yuwon managed to find a way to extract it from the Disaster Management Bureau's exclusive passage.

  '...Considering his persistence, it might not be so surprising.'

  In any case, since my disappearance would likely cause massive uproar at the Bureau, I left a message saying 'Scheduled to return after a brief stroll in Daydream' on the floor of the main hall, considering the exoneration of the responsible staff.

  And finally.

  The emergency escape method from Sekwang Metropolitan City within the dream.

  -This is the Euthanasia Pill that Mr. Roe deer requested.

  -...!

  -It guarantees a peaceful death. Isn't it the most compassionate product from Daydream Inc.?

  Agent Bronze looked as if he would bite his own tongue rather than take it, but he eventually accepted it.

  After all, looking at the Noose incident, one couldn't ignore the risk of falling into a coma due to complete contamination and never escaping.

  'It's here.'

  I confirmed that the said pill was safely in my pocket and checked that the items I had brought were also in their proper places.

  At the same time, I checked the headcount visually.

Two agents wearing Hahoe Masks, who, like me, were now getting up from the platform floor.

  '...There was some disagreement about the agents joining the infiltration of Sekwang City.'

  -It would be best for the public officials to stay out of this exploration. We don't know how long it will take.

  -Hey now, I've already internally reported I'm using my vacation days, Citizen-nim.

  It seemed they had managed to make time for this exploration until Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was rescued.

  -And... if there's someone to be rescued, can you really leave the agents behind?

  A deep sense of responsibility radiated from Agent Choi's wry smile, and Agent Bronze's stern expression.

  Team Hyunmoo 1 couldn't afford a multi‑day exploration. If there was a "next time," they wouldn't be able to spare this much time again.

  At any rate, the fact that they agreed to accompany me this time is significant.

  "Ugh. Grapes, are you okay?"

  "Yes. I'm perfectly fine."

  The blue eyes shone beneath the Hahoe Mask as he looked at me and nodded slightly.

  And the next lineup is...

  "Is everyone awake?"

  "Yes."

  Those in suits, wearing animal masks.

  Former and current Field Investigation Team members of Daydream Inc.

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

  Supervisor Baek Saheon.

  And...

  "Supervisor Roe Deer."

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned and patted my back.

  The former title felt almost nostalgic.

  Here I am, in a suit, in my complete human form.

  [Oh. Of course, I'm here too. Friend.]

  Headcount complete.

  "We have successfully entered Sekwang Metropolitan City."

  It was a perfect start.

  "Let's go."

  I nodded.

  First...

  Sekwang Transit Corporation

  Sekwang Station

  The platform was cold and clean, as if it had never been the place where our necks were caught by the Noose. As if it had been reset.

  "Roe, I think you were right. Our customer count seems to have been reset."

  "Yes. Fortunately."

  Normally, subway systems shut down after operating hours. This means that once a day passes, the boarding date registered on a disposable transit card expires and it becomes unusable.

  Naturally, this meant we were no longer being tracked by the strange Nooses in the concourse.

  "..."

  However, just above the stairs.

  "...The fog seems to have expanded."

  The fog in the concourse was visibly encroaching towards the platform.

  '...Is it because it caught us on the platform?'

  It felt decidedly more threatening and ominous than when we first arrived.

  And I could see something shaking, about to emerge from the end of the stairs.

  The hanged ones.

  The same form we died in last time.

  "..."

  "Do you think there will be bodies left?"

  "It's probably best not to confirm."

  "Oh. Old Man. I agree."

  Baek Saheon's face went pale at the grim conversation happening right beside him.

  He seemed to finally grasp the severity of this Extinction‑class Disaster — he had said "I should think about it one more time" at the Well, only to be pushed in by Ho Yuwon.

  "Well then, let's prepare. Supervisor Goat. Are your eyes okay?"

  "...Yes."

  He even fumbled with his blindfold and answered obediently.

  'He must have calculated it.'

  Causing trouble here wouldn't help survival, and the reward for completion was too sweet.

  Ho Yuwon had also put a Wish Ticket for Baek Saheon as a project reward.

  ...Even using me as a witness to prove it.

  -Those who successfully completed the task last time all took the potion, right, Mr. Roe Deer?

  - > Affirmative.

  ...Even so, I don't know how he'll react to my next words.

  "Then, for entering the fog... the three of us, myself, Manager Lizard, and Supervisor Goat, should be enough."

  "Wait."

  "Others, please give us a signal within the range where you won't touch the fog, so we can find the stairs."

  "Just a moment."

  As expected.

  "Then the reward distribution should be different. This is problematic. Only three people work, and the rest just give a signal? We need to renegotiate the agreement."

  "Wow. It feels like coming home."

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje nodded, saying it was very characteristic of a Field Investigation Team.

Baek Saheon seemed to be assessing whether anyone would step forward to give up their share of items or rewards to resolve this.

  'Considering they urgently recruited him, they must have identified him as a necessary presence.'

  Indeed, his calculations were quick in this regard too.

  'Assistant Manager will make judgments and give instructions while looking for an escape route, and the agents need to wait for rear support. But he's not the type to be appeased by common sense.'

  If that were the case, his nickname would be Owl, not Viper.

  Hmm. It seems like an issue that arose because we entered too hastily and didn't set the mood properly.

It seems like this will be necessary at least once.

  I smiled and said softly to Baek Saheon.

  "Don't like it? Then someone else can do it. We already have a method."

  And lowering my voice further, I grinned.

  "We just need to take out one eyeball from a 20-something Type A male."

  "...!"

  "Someone else will receive the transplant. Don't worry. You'll wake up in reality  even if you die from excessive bleeding."

  Baek Saheon instinctively pressed his eye.

  "Do you want to do it?"

  "..."

  "Think about it. If you intentionally make a mistake during the exploration, it's a loss for the project, so we can do that for you."

  "...Ah, no."

  "hmm?"

  "I'll just go."

  "What if you give us incorrect visual information out of spite? I'm worried. Speak comfortably."

  "I won't do that."

  "Hmm... I suppose. If you survive alone, you'll have to see these people's faces again when you get out, so why would you do something like that? Right?"

  "..."

  "But it might actually be fun if you lied."

  "No,"

  "Yeah. It would be fun."

  "It's not."

  "It would be fun."

  "I said no...!"

  "Alright. Then do well."

  Tap, tap.

  I patted Baek Saheon's shoulder.

  "Oh~ What kind of conversation were you having so harmoniously for so long?"

  "Ah. I was encouraging him."

  "~~!"

  "He says he'll work hard."

  "Ah, thank you, Citizen."

  Baek Saheon looked like he wanted to curse, but he eventually took off his blindfold and peered into the fog.

  Phew, good.

  'I prevented trolling.'

  This nerve-wracking process felt almost nostalgic.

I turned away from Agent Choi, who seemed to be grinning.

  "Let's go."

  And the one reason all of this can proceed smoothly...

  "Please cover our rear, Manager."

  "Yes."

Is all thanks to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

***

  I took another step into the fog of the concourse.

Just now, I found the information board, wrote down all the rules, and memorized them.

  And just like when I came to the information board, I used the suncatchers the agents gave me to pierce through the fog, this time faintly identifying the location of the 'Transit Card Charging and Vending Machine' to set my direction.

  "That way."

  Up to this point, it's similar to before...

  But the approach is different.

  We can choose the safest path.

  "Just follow the path Supervisor Goat took, Manager."

  "Yes."

  Baek Saheon, through his vision, was looking for the route with the least 'danger'.

  And in this process, the Amulet Dried Pollack is not used.

  'It was also difficult to obtain.'

  It's not needed for the escape method we're attempting this time.

  Instead, two items were used to adhere to the rule 

  'Do not separate from your companions'.

  They are simple items that prevent people from straying too far from each other.

  Cuffless Handcuffs

  The invisible chain of the handcuffs prevents them from straying from each other's radius.

  This item, born from Daydream's friendly seed kit, 

belonged to Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

  And as we walk...

  "We've arrived."

  I pulled out a card from the disposable transit card vending machine we arrived at.

  Seven cards in total.

  "There are six people, so why..."

  "Shh."

  I took all the cards. And...

  This is where it gets important.

  "..."

  I carefully checked the ticket gate and passed through towards the entrance.

  Alone.

  And.

  Beep.

  Beep.

  Beep-beep…

  I tagged six of the cards I was holding, sequentially.

And as I tagged the sixth card, I passed through the ticket gate.

  "...Done."

  I put five of them into one pocket. And this time, instead of running, I moved at a brisk pace.

  Into the thicker fog.

  ...Along with the news that began to be heard from somewhere.

  -Another body has been discovered in the ■■■ Forest of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

  [Oh. It's starting again.]

  Cold sweat ran down my back reflexively.

  I moved my feet with all my might, ringing my bell to avoid being mesmerized by the news. I could hear Baek Saheon, who was guiding the direction beside me, gritting his teeth.

  "What is this, this..."

  To the eyes that sense danger, it must look like a minefield.

  And one that is approaching this way.

  To be precise...

  -Don't you want to give up too?

  Towards me.

  "..."

  Baek Saheon seemed to be desperately moving in the least dangerous direction.

  And once sufficiently far from the ticket gate, I quickened my pace.

  "Hooook."

  Something soft and hard, 'thump, thump, tap', hit above my head. A corpse's foot. It wasn't far. To avoid succumbing to fear, I thought.

  'I did my best.'

  I just need to go fast.

  This is a place where the more people there are, the harder it is to respond. The key is for a small number of people to look after each other and move without separating.

  'That's why three is optimal.'

  Someone to secure vision.

  Someone to lead the movement.

  And...

  Someone to physically destroy.

  - Don't you want to give up-

  They arrived...

  "Duck!"

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon reached out.

  The Noose that was falling above my head was caught in his hand. At the moment his arm muscles tensed with taut tension, the tough rope was torn apart strand by strand.

  Lee Jaheon's hand, moving without hesitation, was crushing the Noose that had tried to grab my neck.

  No,

  It wasn't just one.

  Whoosh.

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon continued to mercilessly crush everything he touched, whether it was a corpse, a tree, or a Noose, as he moved faster.

  A crazy act that completely disregards the rules.

  'He's insane.'

  Is this the power of a physical specialist agent?

  It was so overwhelming, like a horror novel turned into pulp fiction, that for a moment, I forgot my fear and felt catharsis.

  The pleasure of a successful recruitment was short-lived.

  Swish.

  [My goodness, that was close this time!]

  While running towards the stairs, I was almost hanged three times, but Section Chief Lee Jaheon narrowly avoided it.

  'Ha,'

  And finally...

  The stairs are visible.

  The blade of the Executioner's Sword, shining green in the fog.

  'Done.'

  Just before stepping onto it.

  ...

  I stopped.

  "Are you crazy? Hurry..."

  "Take off the handcuffs and go down."

  Baek Saheon, without asking twice, unfastened the handcuffs and ran down the stairs.

  However...

  The fog did not follow Baek Saheon.

  'As expected.'

  The reason it chased us down to the platform last time was because it recognized us as passengers at that time.

  Conversely, that means...

  'If you're identified as a passenger, don't go down to the platform, just wait until the train arrives.'

In other words, I, alone, would hold onto all the cards.

  Simply put, I'm drawing the aggro of the Noose.

Of course, dying like this is easy.

  Even if Section Chief Lee Jaheon blocks them, he will also become a target of the Noose by breaking numerous usage rules, so as time passes, his limits will approach, and the danger will increase exponentially...

  "You worked hard, Grapes."

  From here on, others will join.

  A forbidden rope that repels the fog unfolds beneath my feet on the platform stairs, untouched by the fog, and they begin to shoot Perm Bullets.

  The equipment from the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau, modified for this exploration.

  "Hold on!"

  As I, who became a 'Forest of Demise' visitor, experience all sorts of strange phenomena, others are doing their best to clear them away.

  While holding on like that...

  The train is approaching.

  "It's coming!"

  The roar of the approaching train could be heard. I stood precariously at the edge of the stairs, doing my best to avoid the Noose.

  Passengers, please observe etiquette and board safely.

  Hold on.

  Again.

  Hold on.

  And...

  The platform screen doors open.

  "Roe, now!"

  I turned around.

  And rummaging in my pocket, I threw five cards onto the platform floor.

  "...!"

  The cards, thrown as neatly as possible, landed on the platform floor near the open platform screen doors.

  "Pick them up and get on!"

  That's right.

  'No matter who tags the ticket gate, if you have a ticket, you're a passenger...!'

  So, if you postpone being a passenger until the very last moment and only hand it over right before boarding.

  'We can use the platform as safely as possible...!'

  "Now!"

  We moved simultaneously.

  As people ran down the stairs to grab the cards, they sprinted towards the train doors.

  I also started running, a step behind. To delay the fog's spread as much as possible. Section Chief Lee Jaheon ran beside me, grabbing ropes and branches. 

  Wood fragments, straw, and dried flesh scattered.

  "Manager!"

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who grabbed the cards on the floor, threw them. As Section Chief Lee Jaheon shook off the Noose fragments, he grabbed the card and pushed me into the train as he jumped in.

  Finally, Agent Choi grabbed the card...

  The platform screen doors close.

  Section Chief Lee Jaheon pulled back the Noose 

falling onto Agent Choi.

  I grabbed Agent Choi's arm and threw him.

  Into the train.

  Thud.

  "..."

  "..."

  "Ha."

  Agent Choi, sprawled on the train floor, let out a breath.

  "We're alive."

  [The train is departing.]

  With a roar, we began to leave Sekwang Station.

Chapter 261

  Inside the train departing from Sekwang Station.

  Tudududuk...

   The sound of the car body running on the rails echoed, and the handle swayed with the vibration, a modern and everyday space.

  We, who had jumped in just before the platform screen door closed, finally lifted our heads and properly surveyed our surroundings.

  "..."

  The inside of the train was clean.

  Like a lie.

  And...

  People were sitting in every seat.

  "..."

  The typical subway seats stretching out on both sides were filled with people in everyday clothes with ordinary appearances.

  There wasn't even a sign of contamination.

The peaceful atmosphere of people wearing earphones or looking at their smartphones was enough to make us momentarily mistake that we had returned to reality by taking the train.

  But.

  Tudududuk...

  This suffocating silence.

  '…They're not reacting.'

  If five or six people wearing masks were to pour into the car, they should at least glance, but only silence flowed.

  Whether sitting in a seat or standing, holding a handle.

  Everyone just stayed still, expressionless.

  As if they hadn't seen anything.

  "..."

  "..."

  The party exchanged glances and quietly stepped back.

  'To another car.'

  Since we had jumped in through the train door right in front of the stairs, there was a high probability that the car we were currently in was particularly crowded with passengers.

  And in ghost stories, it's wise to avoid accidentally encountering situations that would stir up trouble.

'Let's not bump into them.'

  With an unspoken agreement to head to a car with relatively fewer passengers, no one acted impulsively and moved to the next car.

  Being extremely careful not to touch the passengers.

'Hoo.'

  At the same time, I tried to grasp the peculiarities inside the train.

  The advertisements.

  [Hmm. The colors are a bit dated, but it's clean.]

  That's right.

  'It's fine.'

  Although the designs weren't exactly recent advertisements, they strangely didn't show any signs of the passage of time.

  However, names and numbers were jumbled or disappeared, making it impossible to guess the year or actually find contact information...

  As if they had been processed to be unrecognizable.

  "..."

  And above the door opposite the advertisement panel, there was a large picture that took up an entire side.

  Though it was lit up, it had no letters, but its symbol and location alone made one guess what it was...

  'A subway map?'

  At that moment.

  A faint vibration came from the smartphone in my pocket.

  "…!"

  I felt a chill down my spine for not having set it to silent, but none of the passengers reacted.

Breathing a sigh of relief inwardly, I immediately checked the page on my smartphone.

  Newly registered page

  (1) Sekwang Subway

  '…!'

  Sekwang Subway

  A means of public transportation in Sekwang Metropolitan City, consisting of 7 stations. It is a loop line that circles the major industrial and residential districts of Sekwang Metropolitan City, and currently, the outer loop is out of service, with only the inner loop operating.

  It seems that boarding this train allows one to return to the exterior state as it was when entering Sekwang Metropolitan City's history on the Day of Disaster.

  'Exterior?'

  I reflexively scanned the condition of my companions.

Just then, Section Chief Lee Jaheon was raising his hand to grab the door handle to move to the next car.

  '…! Wait a moment.'

  I gestured for Section Chief Lee Jaheon to hold his hand up for a moment.

  And I saw it.

  The gloves, which had been torn and half-damaged from tearing at all sorts of corpses and nooses earlier, were back to their original pristine condition.

  Everyone confirmed it.

  "..."

  Only after moving to a car with relatively fewer passengers did our conversation on this topic finally begin.

  Of course, speaking in extremely low voices.

Having confirmed that the passengers did not react at all to coughs, footsteps, greetings, or conversations, we stood pressed against the door near the passengers.

  "Manager, your gloves seem to be back to normal."

  "Yes."

  It was characteristic of experienced individuals to keep an eye on the emergency door release mechanism, just in case they needed to make a quick escape.

  And, true to their nature, they quickly noticed the gimmick of this train.

  "It seems that supernatural phenomena that restore everything to its original state are occurring on this train."

  "Yes."

  "Hmm, you could say it's like a recovery spot in kids' games, but it doesn't feel quite right for that…"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje touched her chin with an expression as if she wanted to smoke.

  And it was true.

  'In a place surrounded by annihilation-class ghost stories, there's no way such a safe and comfortable place would be openly available.'

  Anyone could see that this train was part of Sekwang Metropolitan City, and we couldn't escape.

  I was looking at my smartphone...

  "Grapes. What have you been looking at so intently?"

  "…!"

  Was it too obvious?

  Moreover, Agent Bronze immediately recognized the identity of the item attached to the back of my smartphone.

  It would have been the same as one of the equipment distributed by the Disaster Management Bureau to agents, just a different color.

  "…A Memorial Pop Socket?"

  "It's similar, but a bit different."

  Is this the right time?

  After a moment of thought, I decided to explain the relevant information properly.

  'I have to share the exploration information anyway.'

  It would be easier if I could provide a source. Since the screen wasn't visible, there was no risk of the <Dark Exploration Record> being discovered.

Of course, I couldn't explain it by saying, "It's a merchandise item from the merchandise box. Surprised?" so I had to phrase it indirectly.

  "I obtained a damaged Memorial Pop Socket and, with the help of an elder, repaired it."

  "Our elder?"

  "Yes."

  In fact, it was more than half true.

  And during the repair process, I said that a function other than 'reading already acquired information in my head' occasionally manifested...

  "So, when you attach the pop socket and enter a supernatural phenomenon, it sometimes provides a little information about that place?"

  "That's correct."

  I nodded.

  Before suspicion or doubt could appear on the agents' faces, I added this:

  "…I suspect it might be influenced by my status as a member of the Security Team."

  "..."

  The atmosphere suddenly became heavy, but Agent Choi, as if nothing had happened, offered a seemingly relaxed smile.

  He whistled softly.

  "Our Grapes, your newly acquired ability is quite useful…"

  I could feel the gaze of all the passengers.

  "...!"

  The office workers sitting and standing, students, the elderly, those in training suits, suits, dresses, jeans – all of them…

  Were looking at Agent Choi.

  "..."

  They turned their heads and stared intently. 

  If I checked while holding my breath, people from the next car were also looking at us. 

  The pressure of their gazes, fixed without leaving their seats, felt like our eyes would meet every time they turned their heads. 

  "..." 

  Agent Choi moved his hand ever so slightly. 

  Their gazes didn't change. 

  Agent Choi took one step from the door. 

  Their gazes didn't change. 

  Agent Choi took my smartphone, which I offered, and accepted it.

   Their gazes didn't change. 

  Agent Choi casually sat down in one of the seats. 

And pretended to look at the smartphone. Like the other passengers. 

 ...

 ... 

  The gazes disappeared.

  "...Hoo" 

  We quickly moved closer to Agent Choi. 

  The agent wiped the sweat from his brow and grinned.

   "I thought it was going to be a mess." 

  "I thought my heart would drop out. Mr. Public Servant. Ah, that's a metaphor, Manager." 

  "Yes." 

  After a few lighthearted remarks, we confirmed one piece of information like a sigh. 

  "The whistling sound, that's it." 

  The reward for the sweat-inducing situation.

 - The passengers react to whistling.

  'Why?'

  “Is it like the Pied Piper? What do you think, Bronze?”

 “...Rather, it reminds me of zombies.”

  Zombies.

  'It did seem like an instinctive reaction.'

  I turned my head and observed the passengers. Now that we were closer, I could see them more clearly. 

  And I realized. 

  “…They're holding their books upside down.” 

  “…!”

  A chilling sight. 

  My companions and I hurriedly checked the other passengers. 

  …They were all the same.

  “They're just making hand movements like knitting”

 

  “...The screen is off.”

  The passengers weren't just failing to recognize us. 

  They were something that merely repeated, through meaningless yet similar motions, the everyday actions people normally performed on the subway.

  “...”

  What is this? And as if reflecting this realization and question, a wiki page update notification sounded. 

  Added lines. 

  The individuals confirmed as ordinary citizens among the train passengers are actually irreversible addicts, long-term missing persons completely contaminated by ■■■ ■■. 

  “…!”

  They are merely boarding the train out of inertia, reenacting their daily lives before the Day of Disaster, and do not react normally to anything other than actions related to their addiction. 

  Do not provoke them.

  “...”

  I recalled the faces of the long-term missing persons I had seen at Lookie Mart. And the text described on the front page of that wiki.

  It seems that boarding this train allows one to return to the exterior state as it was when first entering the Sekwang Metropolitan City subway.

  'Exterior.' 

  

  In other words, only the appearance is normal, but those passengers are already...

  '...horribly contaminated.' 

  Addiction, written as complete contamination, a state of being. 

  They are the long-term missing persons from ghost stories, having lost their human form, their minds collapsed, with only the desire to return to reality left. 

Trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City, unable to leave. 

  “...”

  I shared the information I deduced based on the wiki with my companions… 

  Their expressions turned grim. A familiar emotion. 

  “…It's the principle not to rashly attempt to rescue long-term missing persons. Inside the train, please be as careful as possible not to attract attention or put yourselves in danger.”

  “…Let's do that.”

 

  The atmosphere sank. 

  Fortunately, they were seasoned individuals, so they weren't completely swept away by the mood. It just felt eerily and desperately chilling inside the train.

 “…You called them addicts, Grapes?”

  “Yes.”

  “And they react to whistling… What exactly are they addicted to?” 

  Baek Saheon asnswered as if it were an obvious question. 

  “It's probably something that makes them forget the pain of being trapped in this darkness, or makes them happy, even if only briefly. Isn't it obvious?”

  “Oh, someone with experience in cult villages is indeed different?” 

  “...!”

  Baek Saheon glared at Assistant Manager Eun Haje. Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged. 

  “We met there, didn't we? As a reporter.”

  “…Was that you, Assistant Manager?”

  “Oh. It seems that 'Feast Guest's' identity cannot be known from the perspective of the villagers, can it?”

  “...”

  Baek Saheon gave an implicit affirmation with silence. 

  “But how did you recognize that old geezer, anyway?”

  “It's obvious. Other than that time, there was no situation where the Disaster Management Bureau agent would unilaterally recognize me.” 

  It was quite an excellent deduction. 

  [Hmm, it seems Mr. Roe deer's unusual former roommate isn't completely incapable of using his brain!] 

  It must be so. He wouldn't have been promoted to manager and given a nickname for nothing. 

  Agent Bronze's voice was stiff. 

  “Then Agent Grapes…”

  Baek Saheon scoffed.

  “I know that's Chief Roe deer.” 

  “...?”

  “What I'm curious about is the agent who entered Jisan Village with you.”

  It's the same person?

  Agent Bronze was confused! 

  But I quickly shook my eyes to deny it, and Agent Bronze shut his mouth. 

‘As expected.’

  Baek Saheon seems to not know that the 'Jisan Village agent' is 'Agent Grapes' and also 'Kim Soleum.'

  … I sat down and ignored Agent Choi, who was patting his mask and shaking his shoulders. 

  Don't laugh.

  “…I cannot tell you.”

  “Suit yourself.” 

  Baek Saheon shut his mouth.

  Still, it was fortunate that the atmosphere had slightly improved by talking about such things. 

  I was starting to think that finding Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae might take a long time.

 

  “Did she get off at another station? Or…” 

  ...! 

  At that moment. A chill ran down my spine. 

  ‘Wait a minute.’

  Could it be,

 

  ‘Is it possible that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae is also sitting like this somewhere on another train…?’

  And if that's the case, she's stuck there, unable to die.

  “...”

  The prospect was chilling just to imagine. 

  And a sense of unease washed over me. 

  'Why am I only realizing this seriousness now?' 

  It's been days since my companions went missing in an annihilation-class supernatural disaster. The fact that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae hasn't woken up is a problem that could have been inferred as complete contamination, and we did reason similarly, but… 

  'It didn't feel this real.' 

  Even though we formed an exploration team as quickly as possible, none of us showed extreme anxiety. 

  Despite being members who should all know the severity of this situation well.

  They became unable to perceive it. 

  '…Unable to perceive.' 

  The person swallowed by the city, having entered through the medium of dreams, their body remained and they weren't forgotten, but the seriousness of their disappearance was also swallowed.

  I took a breath. 

  “Roe deer-ssi.”

 

  “Ah, I’m fine, Manager.”

  Intense anxiety, worry, and fear were now flooding in, but I kept my mouth shut, not wanting to spread this feeling unnecessarily. At the same time, I clearly recognized something else.

  'I need to learn more about Sekwang Metropolitan City.' 

  It wasn't just about rescuing Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae that I 'naturally' forgot the seriousness of. 

  The well used as a connection to Sekwang Metropolitan City. 

  What activated it… was definitely the employee ID card from Cheerful Research Institute.

 

  '…There's something.' 

  Ho Yuwon, Daydream, Cheerful Research Institute, and the Disaster Management Bureau…

  I have a feeling that there's some hidden incident or truth in Sekwang Metropolitan City, where organizations and individuals are intricately intertwined. 

  Some kind of decisive event in this ghost story worldview. 

  ‘…Not only about Director Cheong, I might also be able to dig into this side as well.’

  The foundational knowledge that will lead me to why I was summoned in the first place. 

  Things that couldn't be known even from the <Dark Exploration Record>.

  'Of course, after rescuing Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae first.' 

  I pushed aside everything in my complex mind and recalled our goal. 

  At that moment. 

  ♪♪♪♪♪♪♪♪

  “...!”

  A cheerful alert sound rang out in the train, and letters began to appear on the display instead of advertisements. 

  “We've arrived.”

  The next station.

  [This station is Midnight, Midnight Station.] 

  [Midnight Station's ■■ City Royal Casino is no longer for foreign visitors only. Passengers visiting are welcome to enjoy the machines at the casino anytime.] 

  “…Casino?”

  [The doors will open.] 

  A new station began to reveal itself from the darkness. 

  And then. 

  The passengers who had been sitting still began to pour out towards the train doors as if madly falling. 

 “…!”

  [Oh, casino and addiction, they are indeed keywords that go well together. So much so that they could be used in a word association quiz!] 

  Wait a minute. 

  The crowd made it impossible to see outside the door properly. 

  Damn it...! 

  "Damn it, let's decide whether to get off or not!"

  Eun Haje's shout was heard.

 

  "Raise your hand if you think we should get off!" 

  Agent Choi. Assistant Manager Eun Haje. 

  "Then raise your hand if you think we shouldn't get off!" 

  Agent Bronze. Supervisor Baek Saheon. 

  "Manager! Roe! What are you going to do!"

 

  "There's no choice." 

  "Damn it!" 

  Assistant Manager Eun Haje gave up on hearing the answers and looked at me. 

  "Roe!" 

  Think. 

  If she were on a similar train, what would the elite field exploration employee, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, do? Would she really stay on the train?

 

  '…I don't think so.' 

  Earlier, I was overly worried due to concern, but the moment I realized it was a loop line, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae would surely have gotten off to find food and a way to escape. 

  And the way she would choose a station… 

  "Roe deer!"

 

  I opened my mouth. 

  And 10 seconds later.

  [Platform screen doors are closing.]

  "Hoo!" 

  We stepped onto the platform of Midnight Station.

  At Casino Station.

Chapter 262

[Midnight Station]

The place the train announced had a casino was different from Sekwang Station, which was pristine from the platform up.

Red and yellow lights.

As soon as I stepped onto the floor, I saw small lights, like incandescent bulbs, clustered on the ceiling and strung in colorful rows.

Some bulbs were burnt out, broken, or disconnected, but this only added to the strange atmosphere.

The feeling of an old, worn-out entertainment facility.

[Hmm. It seems it's not being properly maintained.]

However, my attention to the facility was fleeting.

A more shocking sight was unfolding around us–--.

The passengers who disembarked with us.

The moment the long-term missing persons, who had poured out of the train doors, set foot on the Midnight Station platform.

Their true forms were revealed.

"…!!"

Worn-out clothes, faded overcoats, disheveled and dirty hair, and hollow, emaciated bodies.

The appearance of those who had been isolated and abandoned for a long time.

Freed from the train's influence, which 'shows passengers as they were upon boarding,' this was undeniably the appearance of long-term missing persons.

A chilling shock enveloped the group.

But for those who had entered various dangerous ghost stories, this might have been a somewhat familiar scene.

The shocking element was something else. For instance…

Their bodies were fragmented.

"..."

Arms, legs, sometimes hands, eyeballs, noses, ears, hair… various deficiencies were apparent in their exteriors.

It wasn't just one part, nor was there any pattern. Some were in such a state that they could barely walk or move.

They kept falling or crawling as they tried to move as they normally would, bumping into the platform screen doors.

Yet, they continued to move.

Up there.

Towards the stairs, towards the waiting room.

'An exhibition…'

The sight reminded me of the Mansion of the Blind, and tension flickered across the faces of the former and current Field Investigation Team members who had nearly died there.


But there was a clear difference between them and the visitors, the victims, of that place.


The finish.

"…It's too smooth."

As if extracted from dolls or clay, the connection points of their missing body parts were unnaturally clean.

Even parts that seemed impossible to cut with human tools were missing, and as they moved, empty air could be seen being pressed through the silhouettes of their clothes.

The strangeness that emanated from it.


That sight, which drove the uncanny valley to madness, created an even more terrifying scene when contrasted with the worn-out, messy appearance characteristic of long-term missing persons…

And the ominousness.

'…Why did they become like this?'

Various speculations and keywords flashed through my mind, wondering what on earth was happening at this 'casino' station.


Especially for those who had experienced it.

"..."

"..."

"Please wait a moment."

We silently affirmed.

As Section Chief Lee Jaheon, whose gloves were also worn out, changed into a spare pair, we stood on the platform and waited.

We waited until the frenzied movement of the long-term missing persons subsided somewhat.

Then, we slowly began to walk towards the stairs

And as I stepped onto them, I realized.

A faint, cheerful sound could be heard from above.

Piano, brass, and strings.

A melody that seemed to beckon.

[Ah, it's a cheap jazz recording. In the right time and place, it might be somewhat romantic, but now it only highlights the decay of the facility…]

"…Is anyone feeling drawn to the music or having strange sensations? ...No one? Okay. Let's go."

We moved slowly upwards, trying not to collide with the 'passengers' struggling or tumbling down the stairs.

And finally, the waiting room should have appeared…

"…!"

The front of the stairs was blocked by a wall.


A wall finished with tiles.

And on that wall, a door and a small unmanned booth were all that were present.

There were words written on the door…

Royal Casino

Open

Enjoy a Fantastic Experience

"…Judging by the circumstances, it seems all the missing persons have gone in here."

The sound of music was coming from beyond.


As if tempting us.

"If Assistant Manager Dolphin also disembarked at this station, she's likely inside."

Hoo.


Assistant Manager Eun Haje rubbed her own shoulders.

"Should I knock?"

"If we die doing that…"

"We just end the exploration early."

Knock, knock.

The Assistant Manager knocked on the door.

Then, from the small unmanned booth next to the door, a small sign with a ballpoint pen attached popped out.

"…!"

I immediately turned my head to check. It was…

"An unmanned pawn shop?"

It was a form of usage guide.

※ We exchange body parts for casino coins. ※

Please write the body part you wish to exchange on the enclosed form, and you can check the price. Then, please submit the form to the booth.

"…!"

"Shit."

And so, we confirmed the general mechanism.

"…It's a body part trafficking casino."

Ding!

The wiki page was updated.

Sekwang Subway Map

·Sekwang Station (Forest of Demise Path)

·Midnight Station (Body Casino)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

·(Unregistered)

Body Casino.

-Midnight Station (Body Casino)

A subway station in Sekwang Metropolitan City, home to a gambling establishment named '■■City Royal Casino'.

Originally a casino in a hotel connected to the subway for foreign tourists, it mutated to find new monetary value upon the arrival of the Day of Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

For users who no longer had valuables to exchange, the casino began offering new exchange items.

Over 90% of the people who evacuated to this station on the Day of Disaster are now dead or wandering as addicts.

'Truly.'

It had become a condition befitting a high-grade ghost story…

And the most dangerous part was this.

"…To enter, we'll have to sell something, won't we."

But.

"This makes it easy."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje began to write on the form attached to the back of the sign without hesitation.

Left Hand

"Citizen!"

"I don't have it in reality anyway, and I have replacement equipment readily available, so this is fine. Let's not waste time."

And surprisingly  rough handwriting, as if scribbled, began to appear on the form.

Left Hand - 32 Coins

Is that the price?

"I have no idea how much this is worth. How many coins per game, I wonder?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, scratching her head, impulsively and without consensus, put the form into the booth.

The form disappeared into the darkness. Then, from inside the booth, the sound of coins jingling was heard…

"Ugh."

Blood began to spurt from Assistant Manager Eun Haje's wrist.

"…!"

"Assistant Manager."

I urgently took out a hemostatic agent and brought it to Assistant Manager Eun Haje's mouth. It was the same one from the Daydream Infirmary.

As Assistant Manager Eun Haje swallowed the hemostatic agent, the bleeding stopped, and the area around her wrist was revealed…

Her left hand was gone.

And…

Jingle.

A small pouch popped out from the booth.

"Are these the coins?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje lifted the pouch to check its contents.

At that moment.

I felt a gaze.

"..."

The long-term missing persons, who had been struggling on the stairs, were all looking this way.

More precisely, at the pouch Assistant Manager Eun Haje was holding.

"..."

Click.

The door opened. Colorful light poured out.

"Let's go in immediately."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje hastily took coins from the pouch, distributed one or two to each of us randomly, and moved towards the door. 


We immediately accepted them and followed the Assistant Manager into the door…

Thump.

The door closed before my eyes.

"…!"

I instinctively grabbed the doorknob but confirmed it was blocked by some kind of force.

"…It seems only the person who made the transaction can enter."

Hoo.

Fortunately, as the pouch disappeared, the long-term missing persons also turned their gaze away.

"…Anyone who wants to enter must exchange at least one body part."

That's right.

What part should I give up to enter?

[Oh, friend… If you want to play this game, I can introduce you to a more proper place.]

'…We're here to work, but I'll gratefully accept the thought.'

I calmed the Good Friend who was saying terrifying things and continued to ponder.

'What should I cut off?'

Meanwhile, some had already reached a conclusion.

Right Ring Finger - 4 Coins

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"Did you choose the part of your hand you use the least?"

"Yes."

"Oh, Citizen, why wasn't your toe a candidate?"

"I considered the risk of affecting my center of gravity when moving in an emergency."

"Hmm. You know how to choose properly~."

Everyone had similar criteria for selection. They were selling the parts that were less important.

What was surprising was that Baek Saheon, after some deliberation, made the same choice as Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

I thought he would refuse to enter...

'Is it because it's a casino?'

Perhaps he felt a desire to acquire something.

'…Hmm.'

"The appendix only gets you 7 coins? These bastards, they must have eaten a lot of people."

"Considering internal bleeding, it's better to choose something else."

I watched as the agents, after much deliberation, sold their left and right ring fingers respectively.

Ultimately, if one judges wisely, the decisions converge similarly.

However, I had a premonition.

'…We might not have enough coins.'

I didn't know what would happen inside, but wouldn't it be better to secure some emergency funds?

"Then, we'll just list them all down and go in quickly. Alright, understood?"

"Yes."

"Still, it's good that you answer so clearly. Let's go."

I watched Section Chief Lee Jaheon go first, list his item, bandage his hand with gloves, and then take the pouch that came out of the booth before entering the casino door.

The rest of the group, who had already written everything on their forms with pens, moved in unison.

"Agent Grape."

As I watched Agent Bronze grab the pouch that came out of the booth, I held my own form.

And then…

I picked up the ballpoint pen again and erased the written words.

Right Ring Finger - 4 Coins

"Agent!"

Right Eye - 35 Coins

I threw it into the booth.

The moment blood spurted from my vision, my right visual field disappeared.

"Now…!!"

"I-I'm fine."

Actually, I wasn't fine. It hurt terribly. It hurt so much I wanted to curse. It wouldn't be strange if tears welled up from my remaining eye.

'But Assistant Manager sold her bare hand?'

Does she think she's some XiaHou DunHahudun? Please!

*Note: XiaHou Dun is a general who served Cao Cao during the 3 kingdoms period. He was struck in the eye by an arrow, then pulled out the arrow and ate his eye, declaring, “The body and blood of my parents are given to me, I must not throw them away.” The korean name for XiaHou Dun is Hahudun.

 

I snatched the heavy pouch that came out of the booth and leaped through the open door. 

As Agent Bronze practically pulled me inside, the door closed.

Click.

"Are you crazy?!"

"Stop it. His eye won't reattach just because you say that."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje quickly stopped me and checked my condition.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes."

I urgently downed the emergency medicine from Daydream Infirmary to stop the bleeding and replied.

The pain gradually subsided. I gave up on the brave attempt of shining my smartphone screen on it and instead examined the severed parts of others.

'…There's a wound.'

Why were the long-term missing persons' severed ends so unnaturally smooth?

'Was it contamination after all?'

I thought I should be careful and looked around.

Agent Bronze had a look like he had a lot to say, but Agent Choi put a hand on his shoulder, and he turned his head, suppressing his expression.

'Hoo.'

"Return all the coins you received from Assistant Manager Falcon to yourself."

"Uh, well. Let's do that."

Baek Saheon looked displeased, but perhaps sensing the atmosphere, he returned the coins he had received from Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

I also politely handed the cheap, metal-coated coins in my hand to Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

And then I recognized the interior of the casino.

'Similar atmosphere to the platform.'

It seemed to be the entrance to the casino.


Colorful incandescent bulbs, casino-specific gambling colors. Black, gold, and red were everywhere, and those who had lost body parts sat in corners, muttering.

No staff were visible.

However, broken slot machines and operational ones were visible in various places.

It felt strange, as if someone had turned on a neglected and abandoned casino.

The sight of long-term missing persons clustered around the still-operating slot machines, inserting coins, evoked an ominous feeling.

"There's a pawn shop-like place over there too. It's right next to the door we came through… so the inside of that booth is that way?"

"…It seems to be a place where exchanged body parts are stored."

That's right.

Right next to the door we entered. Beyond the dusty, time-worn glass, countless body parts were visible in 'storage.'

And from the only open booth in that glass partition, I confirmed another use for the coins.

※Today's Casino Coin Prizes※

"As expected."

Items exchangeable for coins were listed.

Water - 1 Coin

■■Canned Goods - 2 Coins

Kitchen Knife - 4 Coins

Pig's Head - 7 Coins

Left Ear - 21 Coins

Cream Cake - 53 Coins

Gas Stove - 152 Coins

Golden Goblet - 256 Coins

Bathtub of Youth - 1810 Coins

※ For other items and special prizes, please inquire at the counter.

[I see a name that brings back memories. To think they handle it in such a shabby place.]

Familiar items caught my eye. But more importantly, a clue was written there.

"There's food."

Even if it was ridiculously overpriced, the fact that it could be obtained was important.

"…Could Assistant Manager Dolphin have disembarked expecting this?"

She probably couldn't have guessed specifically.

However, she might have had some expectations.

"Wouldn't you judge that if many people disembark, there's a high probability of something that aids survival?"

Outside, Sekwang Metropolitan City was an Annihilation-class ghost story.

The subway was an entirely unknown ghost story.

If contamination and danger are unavoidable, and you heard the name 'casino' from the train announcement, then choosing a place where at least supplies could be obtained seemed like the best course of action.

'No one disembarking is the real danger signal.'

I guessed that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae must have made a similar judgment.

And then.

"…Citizens, please look over there."

Agent Choi pointed to an old banner above the list of coin prizes.

※Royal Casino Limited Special Prize※

Emergency Exit - 10,000 Coins

The highly-talked-about product that allows you to go anywhere! A luxury item for the top 0.01%, a high-quality means of transportation for busy modern people.

"Could that be a way to escape?"

"…It's entirely possible."

Even selling an eyeball only gets you 35 coins, excluding the insane requirement of accumulating 10,000 coins.

'Hoo.'

I reflexively brought my hand to my empty eye socket, then met Agent Bronze's gaze with my remaining eye and said defensively.

"It's fine. I chose it considering it's a casino."

Having only one eye doesn't significantly hinder gambling.

'Perception of depth isn't that important in gambling.'

Especially here, where it's called a casino.

'Casinos mainly involve cards and slot machines.'

In this case, lacking an ear or a hand would be more problematic. Being unable to distinguish the sound of cards being flipped from both sides, or being unable to perform tasks requiring two hands, would be more critical.

'If Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae also made a similar judgment…'

‘...’

"Found it."

Among the numerous body fragments displayed at the pawn shop, I finally noticed one item.

A black iris with a clear pupil, shimmering green.

It was Lee Seonghae's eye.

"…It seems she made the same judgment as Roe Deer. Smart ones are different, aren't they?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said, clenching and unclenching her left hand, which she had replaced with equipment.

"Selling something like a hand would make gambling difficult. It's not for nothing that they cut off hands in gambling master stories."

"…Citizen, how do you know that?"

"Consider it extensive experience for research. In any case, it seems certain that Assistant Manager Dolphin disembarked at this station."


...

"The problem is whether she's still here."

And one more thing.

How many parts have been lost since then?

'…Let's find her quickly.'

My body moved on its own with impatience.

"Then let's split into pairs and search…"

"Hello."

“...!".

My body froze.

"This is your first visit to the Royal Casino, isn't it? You were looking at the prizes, weren't you, visitor?"

A familiar voice.

"Your party's exchange amount exceeds 50 coins, so we're here to guide you, as you can now use games other than slot machines."

I turned my head.

Standing behind us was the casino dealer who had come to greet a new customer.

"Please come this way."

It was Lee Seonghae.

Looking at us with one eye missing.

Chapter 263

We found the missing party, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae , on the train at Casino Station.

We could have rejoiced that the pursuit was successful...

If only she hadn't been working as a dealer with one eye missing, as described in the Casino Ghost Story.

"Dolphin..."

"Shh."

Agent Choi gripped my shoulder tightly. I instinctively shut my mouth.

"..."

"Yes, Dealer. Please show us the way~"

"Yes, yes!"

And then, quietly, we began to follow the dealer, a ghost story resident in the form of Lee Seonghae, who started walking ahead.

Agent Choi whispered in a low voice.

"Rather than making a fuss about recognizing her, we need to seize the moment and snap her back to her senses, even if only briefly. Got it?"

I nodded.

The dealer led us through the dilapidated entrance area of the casino and inside.

We entered, quietly observing our surroundings.

...If this were a Dark Exploration Record, this is the environment that would have been recorded...

As we followed the dealer through the casino entrance area, a place with three iron doors lined up side-by-side appeared, as if a subway facility management space had been remodeled.

The areas accessible through each door will be described in order.

1.Left - Red Door

"This is the Slot Machine Zone!"

As the door opened, a square space appeared, filled with fast-paced, low-frequency music, old brass ornaments, and endless rows of slot machines.

It felt more systematic and persistent than the atmospheric machines at the entrance.

"You can enjoy simple games by pulling the lever, and you can challenge the jackpot with just one coin, so it's very popular."

Most of the slot machines were already broken, but many visitors were seen pulling the worn-out, still-operational machines with vacant eyes.

If they had no hands, they used their feet; if they had no feet, they used their mouths.

I even saw someone frantically grabbing something that came out of a winning slot machine and fleeing to a corner.

...And the addicts chasing that winner like madmen.

It was a sight that sent shivers down my spine.

"Then, I will guide you to the next area."

2.Right - Blue Door

"This is the Dealer Zone. It's where various table games are played. Only parties with over 50 coins can enter."

The casino space that appeared was cleaner than the Slot Machine Zone.

However, more than half of the game tables were broken or shattered.

At the few remaining intact tables, 'dealers' in similar attire to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae were standing still or conducting games.

But their numbers were significantly fewer, and there were almost no visitors seated...

[It seems like an isolated place. Oh! Like, like a run-down casino in a tourist spot that no one visits anymore.]

[Look at them. What a pathetic sight!]

The visitors seated in front of the dealers were either missing both legs, had more than half of their facial features missing, or were completely covered in worn-out hoods or padding.

"..."

"How is it?"

"Ah, it seems to be a quiet day today."

"We usually have more visitors on weekends than weekdays!"

It clearly wasn't that kind of problem, but it was natural that realistic conversation was difficult with contaminated people.

I gently changed the subject.

"Actually, I was a bit surprised to see a dealer. I thought it was an unmanned facility."

"Ah. I understand. Lately, the number of subway passengers has been decreasing, so I heard that ■■ City Royal Casino is also changing its management policy to be more innovative."

It was a meaningful statement.

The dealer, in the form of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, smiled and led us to the next room.

"Still, there are special games you can only enjoy here!"

The last room.

32.Center - Golden Door

A rusty golden iron door with its paint completely peeled off.

Above it was a velvet nameplate that had not yet frayed.

※VIP ACCESS※

"This is a room only accessible to visitors with over 999 coins!"

As expected, the iron door was firmly shut,.

As  as if we couldn't enter.

"It's an area I highly recommend because you can see the true face of the Royal Casino."

"What kind of games are played?"

"That is something that can only be told separately to visitors who meet the entry requirements!"

"How many people are inside right now?"

"That is something that can only be told separately to visitors who meet the entry requirements!"

It meant that if we wanted to know anything about the VIP Room behind that door, we needed 999 coins.

"What I can say for sure is that you can earn a tremendous amount of coins!"

"...I see."

[Hmm. Are you curious, friend?]

Of course, it felt unusual, but that wasn't important right now.

"...Thank you for the explanation."

"Not at all, visitor!"

The dealer, in the form of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, smiled again and bid farewell.

I bowed in return, accepting the farewell, but a certain thought wouldn't leave my mind.

One question kept circling in my head...

Was Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae

that tall?

"Then, first, I will help you enter the Dealer Room!"

There was definitely more than a 10cm difference with Assistant Manager Eun Haje, but now, at a glance, she was taller.

Even though she was wearing flat shoes, not the cushioned sneakers she usually wore.

How could that be?

"Would you like to play a game?"

Returning to the Dealer Room, the second area, the dealer–--, standing across from a shabby table–--, explained in a cheerful voice.

"It's a simple card game. You just have to guess the identity of the card I'm holding! You can bet a minimum of 3 coins, and you can win up to 36 times your bet!"

Lee Seonghae's hands moved with dazzling speed as she took out a deck of playing cards.

And I realized something else.

"Are you going to bet?"

The one-eyed dealer made eye contact with me, who also had one eye missing.

"If you bet all of your 35 coins, theoretically, you could gain VIP Room access in one go."

“...”

"It's okay."

I smiled and stepped back slightly from the table.

"This is our first time here. We'll try the slot machines first, and if possible, we'll enjoy ourselves a bit before coming to bet. Thank you."

"...Yes, yes. Thank you!"

The dealer's persistent gaze finally broke, and I left the Dealer Room with my companions.

Then, returning to the entrance area, after confirming the dealer wasn't following us from beside the pawn shop, I opened my mouth.

"Grapes-ie, did you see?"

"Yes."

I saw the dealer's hands shuffling cards.

"The ring finger and middle finger had a different shape."

"Right. ...And the connection of the wrist and hand bones looked unnatural."

And the dealer's height, which was 'strangely tall compared to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.'

All of it pointed to one fact.

...

"Only the head is Assistant Manager Dolphin."

The dealer was made of different bodies crudely connected.

Along with Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's head.

"She must have repeatedly sold and repurchased most of her body parts while gambling here."

Or perhaps...

"She might have incurred debt, lost all her body parts to the casino, and been reassembled as a dealer."

Either way, one question remained.

So.

"...Can we consider this a situation where rescue is possible?"

“...”".

"We must kill her."

"Wait–--,"

Agent Bronze's voice insisted again.

"Then she will wake up in reality. If we shoot her in the head, she will die and wake up."

"Just a moment!"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje cut off Agent Bronze.

"Mr. Public Official, please calm down. Let's think. ...Can someone with only a head still be considered themselves?"

"Hmm~ It should be considered the person whose brain is there. After all, it's the head that dreams."

"No."

Agent Choi and Section Chief Lee Jaheon disagreed.

The two looked at each other.

"Citizen, why do you think not?"

"Yes. In the Darkness, there are cases where symbolic or ritualistic classification is used instead of medical diagnosis."

"...For example, you mean the heart could be the standard instead of the head? Because there are cultures that see the heart as a more fundamental element of a person?"

"Yes."

"Hoo."

Agent Choi sighed.

If  'Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae with only her head remaining' is not recognized as herself, and therefore she doesn't wake up in reality...

'Her consciousness might just die.'

Moreover.

"There's no guarantee here that 'dying will immediately wake you up in reality,' just like the last station. Old Man."

"...Even so, it is more humane to leave her in a state of complete contamination within an unrecognized World-ending Class supernatural disaster than to do nothing."

"Bronze-ie."

Agent Choi's low voice was heard.

"I told you not to speak of the Management Bureau's manual as if it were your own opinion, didn't I?"

"..."

"Our Hubae is a bit rigid, but he didn't mean any harm, citizens."

"I know. Well, what the Old Man said has a bit of a generalization error, but it's not entirely wrong."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smoothed things over.

"After all, we brought Euthanasia Pills because we figured we'd have to die to leave without any other method, didn't we?"

That was also true.

'I thought the gimmick wouldn't have changed much, unless it was extreme.'

Moreover.

"I think so too. ...Seeing me in human form, it's likely we've entered a dream, not reality."

"...Roe Deer-ah."

"So, if there's truly no other way, we'll have to do as Agent Bronze suggested, but... I'd like to explore other options first."

"..."

Agent Bronze nodded heavily. The others seemed to have reached a consensus.

Gather as much information as possible from the 

Midnight Station Body Casino.

This was our first objective.

However, there were those who did not agree with this.

Baek Saheon, whose face had ‘Not interested!’ written all over it.

He had no particular connection to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, and Ho Yuwon was the one providing the reward, so there was no incentive for rescue.

'He's probably more interested in the reward.'

And Ho Yuwon had made an unusually lenient request this time.

-For now, I'd like you to gather information about Sekwang Special City outside the subway.

Perhaps we could find related information by thoroughly exploring the station, rather than just rushing out.

Even if not, a casino is a perfect place to find items.

'His mind must be elsewhere.'

And perhaps sensing his uncooperative attitude, Agent Bronze shot Baek Saheon a contemptuous glance from behind his mask.

But that's not how you treat people.

I placed my hand on Baek Saheon's shoulder.

"Hey."

"Yes–--, yes?"

Baek Saheon was (thankfully) startled, but this time it was the carrot, not the stick.

I spoke as gently as possible.

"If this is a casino, wouldn't the dealer know the most about its mechanisms and products?"

"So?"

"I mean, if we rescue her and bring her out, we might get some useful information."

"..."

Perhaps having already collected information about Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's personality, Baek Saheon's expression changed slightly.

Yes. 

He knew she wasn't the type to take help and run.

"Think about it yourself."

I let him go.

'With this, he at least won't interfere.’

And so, we dispersed.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje went to observe other casino visitors, Section Chief Lee Jaheon and Baek Saheon went to the slot machines, and the agents went to the body pawn shop and item exchange counter respectively.

And I...

"You're back!"

I entered the Dealer Room.

“Assistant Manager, could you possibly lend me 20 coins for a moment? I don't plan to spend them, I just want to go into the Dealer Room.”

“Okay. I'll be there soon, so come and meet me.”

With the borrowed coins, which were literally 'blood money' as Assistant Manager Eun Haje had said, carefully borrowed, I met the 50-coin requirement and gained the qualification to play with the dealer.

"Yes. We meet again."

I sat down across the table.

The dealer, with Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's face, smiled broadly.

"Are you going to bet?"

"...Yes."

"Understood!"

The dealer, with a pleased expression, stood across the table and began to sort the cards again.

"A preliminary announcement! If you are caught cheating or using underhanded tricks, a penalty will be imposed."

"Yes. I'll be careful."

I carefully observed all her movements and said, as if casually.

"Have you perhaps worked anywhere else?"

"...Yes?"

"I think I saw you at a resort."

The hand moving the cards paused for a moment.

And then...

"Ah, I did work briefly at the Flower Golden Resort. It was a really nice place!"

"...I see. That's wonderful."

"Thank you."

At least she remembered that.

I decided to proceed with the game to ask more personal questions that might jog her memory, and to find out what Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae had gone through.

Just then.

"Then, let's start the game... Oh!"

Someone else sat down at the table.

'Who is it?'

I turned my head, wondering if it was someone from Assistant Manager Eun Haje's party who had entered without meeting me.

"...!"

A resident of Sekwang Special City, wearing a worn-out padded jacket pulled all the way over their head, sat next to me.

"..."

"..."

'What is this?'

I had a bad feeling about it.

I considered getting up, but I remained seated for now. 

My palms were sweating.

"Are you going to bet?"

The resident next to me nodded slowly and silently, placing three coins on the table.

Stained and worn coins.

"..."

I placed 3 coins on the table.

In contrast, my clean coins glinted slightly in the light...

"Yes, yes. Then, let's begin!"

The dealer collected the coins and spread the deck of playing cards face down on the table, asking.

"Which card will you choose?"

I waited.

But the person next to me didn't choose a card.

Suffocating silence.

"...This one."

"Yes, yes!"

And then, the customer next to me, as if waiting, tapped the card next to mine the moment I chose mine.

'...What is this?'

It felt strange.

"Now, you just have to guess the suit or number of the card you chose. If you correctly guess the suit, you get 3 times the prize, if you guess the number, you get 8 times, and if you guess both, you get 36 times!"

The explanation continued, kindly stating that K, Q, J were excluded and that A counted as 1.

[Oh, the odds are in favor of the casino. How obvious can it be!!]

Right.

But instead of the unfairness, it was the bizarre tension that bothered me as I spoke quietly.But amidst the bizarre tension rather than unfairness, I spoke quietly.

"It's a game of probability. The number has a higher multiplier than the suit, so it seems like a higher grade. Like a precious solution stock."

"That's an interesting analogy, customer!"

It seems I can make small talk up to this point. Let's keep probing.

"So, have you ever played as a visitor yourself, Dealer? I'm curious about how many coins you've bet."

"Me?"

A flat voice was heard.

"I've bet up to 990 coins."

...!

But before I could say anything more, the game proceeded.

"Then, I will ask the customer who placed their coins first. How will you bet?"

“...”

"Customer?"

A index finger was raised from the next seat. The hand, obsessively wrapped in bandages, concealed the other fingers.

"Yes, you bet 1!"

Hoo.

Now I had to bet too.

'For now...'

"I'll guess the suit. Diamonds."

"Confirmed!"

ThenAnd the dealer looked at the resident next to me again, and my gaze followed...

And I realized.

The person who had sat next to me had almost completely turned their body towards me.

Even though the dealer was announcing their bet.

"Let's check the customer who bet on the number first..."

The dealer flipped the card.

"It's the Three of Spades."

"..."

"Unfortunately, you failed!"

The customer next to me remained motionless.

And then...

"Now, this one..."

The card I had chosen was flipped over...

The Eight of Diamonds.

"Congratulations! You got it right! Here is your prize."

The dealer paid me 9 coins. Among them were the old, stained coins I had taken from the person next to me. I swept them into my pocket.

"..."

"Congratulations! Would you like to play again?"

I felt a gaze.

The Sekwang Special City resident, who had lost their coins, was staring intently at me.

Though I couldn't see it, I was sure of it.

"..."

I quietly gathered the coins I had won and stood up.

'Let's escape.'

I'll go meet Assistant Manager Eun Haje first, and then come back.

"Ah, are you leaving already?"

"I was just going to look around other places for a bit..."

And as I turned, the casino visitor from the next seat, who had already risen from the table, stood before me.

"..."

"..."

The person raised their head.

Their lower jaw was revealed from beneath the padded jacket.

And then...

"Mr. Roe Deer."

A familiar face.

A familiar voice.

[Good heavens!]

"Why are you here?"

It was Ms. Go Yeongeun.

My colleague, with anxious eyes, was saying what I wanted to say.

Chapter 264

Annihilation-class ghost story.

In the heart of history beneath Sekwang Metropolitan City, I came face to face with the face of an acquaintance I never expected.

My mouth opened reflexively. With a title I barely managed to censor.

"…Ms. Goral?"

"Just a moment."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, wrapped in a worn padding jacket, scanned her surroundings with tense eyes.

Likewise, the interior of the old casino.

And…

The dealer, smiling brightly as our eyes met.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's head.

"..."

"..."

"This way."

Ms. Go Yeongeun grabbed my arm and suddenly started running. I chased after her in a hurry, realizing something…

'…Some are missing.'

That a few of that colleague's fingers were only shaped with bandages.

A chilling premonition struck me.

'How long had she been in this casino?'

"Hoo."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who had been running, stopped in a secluded corner of the slot machine room, next to a wall with a broken vending machine, and released my arm.

Only then did words spill out.

"That dealer, you're sure it's Supervisor Dolphin, right? From… the elite team?"

"Yes."

"I knew it."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's face darkened.

"I had a feeling. Her way of speaking and things like that were familiar…"

But then, with unavoidable anticipation and tension, she asked.

"So… is the company managing this ghost story? I mean, like the entry points or clear conditions…?"

I shook my head with difficulty.

"Assistant Manager Dolphin got caught up in this ghost story for personal reasons, and I came in for personal reasons as well."

"Ah,"

Ms. Go Yeongeun's expression blurred.

After a short silence, she continued.

"It wasn't Supervisor Dolphin, but Assistant Manager Dolphin."

"…I heard she was promoted a few months ago."

"A few months."

Ms. Go Yeongeun lowered her head.

"Time has already passed that much."

"Ms. Goral."

This won't do.

"What on earth happened to you?"

"..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun closed her mouth.

But why would someone who was perfectly fine working as an agent at the Disaster Management Bureau be in Sekwang Metropolitan City… wait a minute.

'Why did I never think to find out Ms. Yeongeun's whereabouts…?'

A chilling sensation ran down my spine.

I should have looked into it while working at the Disaster Management Bureau, but I never once thought to search for her.

It was a similar symptom to when I thought of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

Being forgotten.

It's a phenomenon that occurs to people trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Damn.'

…I had been considering the possibility of hallucinations or anomalous phenomena, but it seems she is indeed the real person.

And the reason Ms. Go Yeongeun might be in the middle of an Extinction-class supernatural disaster, sealed in an unidentifiable state…

…There's really only one.

Something I've used myself.

"Ms. Goral. Did you perhaps wake up here after using a Wish Token?"

"..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun blurted out an answer.

"I don't know."

"What?"

"I mean, yes… I did use a Wish Token. But even here, I…"

Ms. Go Yeongeun's expression became confused, then she quickly regained composure.

"No, that's not important right now. How long have you been here?"

"You mean in Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"No. In this Body Casino."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, her gaze fixed on the missing persons of Sekwang Metropolitan City plastered to the slot machines, quickly explained.

"If you stay too long, your way of thinking changes like a gambling addict. So, you shouldn't stay more than one night. You have to leave and then come back after spending at least as much time outside as you did here…"

"How do you know that, Ms. Goral?"

"That… I think it would be better to tell you after we leave."

Ms. Go Yeongeun glanced back towards the casino entrance once more.

"If it's just one person like Mr. Roe Deer… it's fine. There's a shelter where you can stay."

"…!"

"For now, let's get things sorted out there, and then we can talk about Assistant Manager Dolphin again."

'A shelter?'

It would be fortunate if there was such a place in the subway.

It meant at least Ms. Go Yeongeun could hold on.

But…

"I didn't come alone."

"…Yes?"

At that moment.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"…!"

I was called, but it was Ms. Go Yeongeun who turned around in shock.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon , with his usual Reptilian Face, was standing behind us.

"S-Section Chief?"

"Ms. Goral."

Chief Lizard immediately recognized Ms. Go Yeongeun, whose mouth was agape.

And a barrage of questions followed.

"Have you secured the Darkness from the Daydream Branch and deployed, Supervisor Goral?"

"Ah, no…!?"

"Are you exploring of your own volition?"

"No!"

"Are you currently missing more than 12% of your body?"

"..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun remained silent, but soon answered with difficulty.

"Yes."

"I see. Please take this."

And omitting everything else, Section Chief Lizard took something out of his pocket.

A potion, shimmering with a fresh, light green hue.

"This is…"

Ms. Go Yeongeun's complexion changed upon receiving it.

A Daydream C-Class Regeneration Potion.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, presenting the item issued by Director Ho Yuwon, instructed calmly.

"After taking it, please provide any information you know about the usage and environment of this casino."

"…Yes."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, unable to refuse this, extended her bandaged hand, trembling.

In the process, I caught a glimpse of Ms. Go Yeongeun's ear through her slightly pulled-back padding…

'…It's gone.'

Her left ear was missing. A blank space finished off with a bandage.

[Oh dear, she seems accustomed to it, having paid her ear as an admission fee even at exhibitions.]

'No way.'

[Hmm?]

Logically, she might have decided it was better to use the ear that had been injured, but getting injured in the same place again could be traumatic.

Perhaps because of that, Ms. Go Yeongeun's hand, holding the potion, moved towards the cap as if to open it immediately…

But then.

"Wait."

I urgently stopped her.

"It might not work."

"What?!"

"Did you exchange the lost Body parts at the casino?"

"Not all of them, but… yes."

"..."

If that's the case, then.

"You saw Assistant Manager Dolphin earlier, didn't you? Her entire body was likely made of other people's body parts."

"…Yes. Probably from people who pawned their bodies here…!"

As she spoke, Ms. Yeongeun's complexion changed as if she had just realized.

That's right.

"Seeing that, it seemed like the body parts exchanged at this casino functioned properly even after being taken. So."

I looked at Lizard Section Chief's glove, with its empty ring finger.

"It's not just a lump of flesh called a 'finger,' but rather the function itself that seems to have been handed over to the casino."

"..."

"There's a high probability that the regeneration potion won't work properly. …Even if the flesh grows back, the function might not return."

At that moment.

As if reflecting my deduction, an alert popped up on my smartphone.

The method of exchanging coins at the Body Casino is strictly through selling one's own Body parts, and the parts sold are permanently lost.

'…!'

Is this being updated based on the information I just realized?

Come to think of it, new pages were updated when I entered the station or saw the guidance notices.

'It's like game help.'

In any case, I quickly looked away from my smartphone and continued.

"I'm just telling you so you won't panic even if the regeneration potion doesn't work."

That's how the rules of ghost stories usually work.

'Unless something more powerful than this casino is involved…'

Even if it's better than the outside, which is World-ending Class, this casino must be a considerably powerful and dreadful ghost story.

In that sense, it's better to give up on the expectation that a mere C-Class Dream Potion will work properly.

"…Then, if it's alright, could I keep the potion and use it at a more appropriate time?"

"Yes. Please provide the information."

"Of course."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, with a pale face, nodded and quickly put the bottle away.

Then she asked.

"So, are you two the only ones here?"

"Actually, there are more. Right here in this room, there are others…"

Ah.

"Speaking of which, Section Chief, where is Goat?"

"He's in the second row of slot machines, slot number 14."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's and my heads turned in unison.

Indeed, Baek Saheon was standing there, watching the missing persons of Sekwang Metropolitan City, who were attached to the slot machines, operate the gambling machines.

He seemed to be trying to figure out the machine patterns using his eyes or check the accumulated number of failed attempts, but he didn't look at us at all.

"…Should I drag him over if you need him?"

"No! It's fine. Um, so is that all for the personnel? Three people?"

"…A total of six."

I saw people appearing in front of the slot machine room.

"It's Assistant Manager Falcon and the agents."

"Oh, you were all here…"

Agent Choi waved upon seeing us, but paused upon seeing Ms. Go Yeongeun, who was covered in padding.

And the next moment.

"…Agent Peppermint."

He recognized her.

Ms. Go Yeongeun, as if wanting to hide her head under her padding, tried to lower her head, but then resigned herself and stayed still.

'Ah.'

She seemed to have instinctively tried to hide, fearing her cover as a spy would be blown, but realized it was meaningless in the current situation.

The two agents approached quickly with grim expressions.

"Why on earth are you here…"

"..."

"We heard you cut off contact after submitting your resignation. We confirmed the notice of voluntary retirement afterward…"

"You already know I was a spy deployed by Daydream, right?"

"...!"

Agent Bronze's pupils trembled, and he turned to Agent Choi.

Agent Choi was smiling wryly.

"We had our suspicions."

"..."

"It's okay. It wasn't confirmed. We just assumed you were a spy because you submitted your resignation right after Grape disappeared. Besides, there's no trace of you leaking any particularly significant information, is there?"

"Um, then, though it's shameless."

Ms. Go Yeongeun lifted her head and said in a firm voice.

"Could you possibly share a way to get out of this subway?"

"..."

"I just can't see any way out…"

…It seemed Ms. Yeongeun assumed that because I had secured a way out, Daydream employees and Disaster Management Bureau agents had entered.

It was a wise deduction. However.

"Currently, there is none."

"Yes?"

Agent Bronze explained in a firm voice.

"We entered through a special method, so we plan to return using a method that others cannot use."

"Ah."

I quickly interjected.

"But I will try to find a way for Agent Peppermint to get out."

"Of course, you should."

Agent Choi's voice, as he replied, was firm and trustworthy. However…

"..."

"...No. Please don't worry about me for now."

"…!"

Her voice was old and subdued.

"I don't know how many people are trapped only in the subway of this city… I thought if the Bureau could rescue them, they would have done so long ago."

"..."

The agents' faces hardened.

It was probably because it was the absolute truth.

In fact, currently, there was no way out or hope for people trapped with their bodies in Sekwang Metropolitan City…

"I asked just in case. Because I see so many capable people…"

But the next moment, Ms. Go Yeongeun took a breath as if to push away her fear and changed her tone.

"For now, it would be best to focus on rescuing Assistant Manager Dolphin. You're trying to rescue her because the escape method you can use works on her, right?"

"Yes."

Lizard Section Chief answered immediately, followed by Agent Choi, who asked gently.

"…Then, do you perhaps know how this citizen became a dealer? Even a small clue or a deduction is fine."

Go Yeongeun raised her hand and pointed at something.

"I think she was aiming for that."

A banner.

Royal Casino Exclusive

Special Prize

Emergency Exit 10,000 Coins

The talked-about product that allows you to go anywhere! A luxury item for the top 0.01%, serving as a high-quality means of transportation for busy modern people.

"Countless people have seen that as their only hope and aimed for it."

"..."

"…Including Agent Peppermint?"

"No."

Ms. Go Yeongeun closed her mouth and opened it again.

"…If you know the accumulated failure rate, it becomes difficult to attempt."

And her gaze turned towards the addicts filling the slot machine room.

"But Assistant Manager Dolphin seems to have tried."

"How do you know that?"

"I heard rumors."

From whom, I wonder.

But Ms. Go Yeongeun continued without explaining that part.

A few days ago, she heard stories about someone new appearing and winning an immense amount of coins at the Body Casino…

"At first, she just exchanged food and water, but one day she exchanged a body part to make coins, and based on that, she earned hundreds of coins in a single day in the dealer room."

"…!!"

"So I came to this casino, but by then…"

"By then?"

"That person was already in the VIP Room."

"..."

"She had earned over 1,000 coins."

So, without confirmation, she visited the Body Casino again today. And…

"…I suppose you saw the rumored person appear as the new dealer."

"Yes."

Assistant Manager Dolphin, that is.

"I suspect she lost a lot in the VIP Room. Or perhaps she became severely contaminated."

"..."

At that moment, Agent Choi, who had been observing Ms. Go Yeongeun intently, spoke.

"We did find other Body Fragments of Dolphin inside the pawn shop glass…"

"…!!"

"They were carefully stored deep inside. I wondered why they were hard to see."

"How many are there?"

"Ah. That's hard to say for sure, citizen. But… I definitely checked her elbow, hand, and left foot."

I almost asked how he knew, but then I remembered he was Agent Choi.

'He identified me just by looking at the veins on my wrist.'

If so, the same could apply to a Daydream Inc. employee who accompanied him for more than a day.

However.

"Those body parts stored inside couldn't be purchased specifically. They said it was impossible because they were 'special products'."

Special products.

Perhaps…

Agent Choi and I made eye contact.

"Are they used for games in the VIP Room?"

"…There's a sufficient possibility."

It seemed certain that Lee Seonghae had lost most of her body and become a dealer in the VIP Room.

Tension settled on everyone's faces.

If so.

"To restore Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae to her original form by exchanging as many Body parts as possible, we must also enter the VIP Room."

"..."

"It will be difficult."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje said, putting a cigarette in her mouth and then taking it out again.

"First, you need to make 1,000 coins, and gambling shouldn't be done with the expectation of winning."

"..."

"Otherwise, you end up handing over your Land Deeds, House Deeds, and writing Body Forfeiture Agreements. You know that, right?"

Of course.

"But Assistant Manager Dolphin made over 1,000 coins in just a few days."

"…!"

"Even though her situation was much worse than ours."

Given Lee Seonghae's disposition, it didn't seem like she enjoyed gambling regularly. This means she was unlikely to be a skilled professional gambler.

[Indeed, even for a talented and lucky gambler, that's not easy. Unnaturally consecutive wins! Then… oh.]

[Perhaps it was seasoned with a bit of magical 'Seasoning'.]

That's right.

"There must be 'another way' to win with high probability."

A method of clearing the ghost story by exploiting loopholes.

It was also a capability befitting an elite team member.

So.

"Let's find that method from now on and accumulate 1,000 coins to enter the VIP Room"

"…Yes."

Tension flowed between us.

At that moment.

BEEP BEEP BEEP!!!

"…!"

I turned my head.

One of the slot machines was flashing, spewing out lights and music.

A sign of a win.

And the person sitting in front of it was holding coins and some 'prize' spewed out by the slot machine, with a flushed expression.

'Baek Saheon!'

He had finally won.

But…

"…That."

All the patrons in the slot machine room looked at Baek Saheon.

And they rushed at him.

"…!!"

Baek Saheon hastily shoveled everything into his arms and made eye contact with me.

And without hesitation, he started running towards us.

'Hey!!'
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Baek Saheon sprinted forward, stuffing the coins and prizes that poured from the winning slot machine into his embrace.

And behind him, chasing like mad, the missing persons from the casino ghost story, who had traded most of their limbs for coins.

The destination… us!

'This bastard.'

It was a sight that sent a chill down my spine.

Of course, given the number of people here, it made sense for Baek Saheon to run this way if he wanted to live, but how was this any different from the mountain serial killer incident!

'I'll deal with you after this.'

I swallowed and quickly prepared my response.

But facing dozens of insane ghost story long-term missing persons head-on…

"Let's go. For now!"

"Scatter to a wider area!"

"No!"

"…!"

"They'll chase us until we die outside! We have to hold out as long as possible while running away inside the casino!"

Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice made the people trying to secure the entrance freeze.

"If a disturbance occurs in the casino, will 'measures' be taken?!"

"…! Yes! So, while avoiding them as much as possible, we should do so without damaging the casino…"

Those who had heard ghost stories more than once quickly grasped the situation.

'Just until the casino staff, who are crazy enough to control disturbances, arrive…'

We just had to hold out!

Then, who among us has the best mobility and strength…

“Section Chief! Pick up that prick Goat!”

“Yes.”

“Ah!”

Baek Saheon let out a yelp, but we ignored him.

Then we started running like mad, evading the long-term missing persons.

Where to?

It flashed in my mind.

"Let's go to the Dealer Room!"

Since there's a 50-coin limit, the long-term missing persons who were lingering in the Slot Machine Zone likely won't be able to enter!

"This way!"

I ran urgently. The moment I left the slot machine room and turned the corner.

Thump.

The body of a long-term missing person, who had burst out of the door with us, brushed past me by a hair's breadth and slammed into the side wall.

"…!!"

The sound of dozens of human bodies colliding with the wall, unable to overcome inertia, the sound of the Manager leaping over them and landing on the floor with explosive power unbelievable for a human, and the sound of the dilapidated casino breaking apart from the rampage of the missing persons.

"Huff."

Beside me, I heard the sound of Ms. Go Yeongeun, whose stamina had weakened during her disappearance, catching her breath. I urgently helped her up and we ran.

The wide open Dealer Room door appeared.

"We're going in!"

The agents, without getting entangled in a fight with the long-term missing persons, stepped into the Dealer Room by 'appropriately blocking' them, tripping or pushing them.

And.

"It's… blocked, right?"

"Yes."

Quite a few long-term missing persons stopped at the Dealer Room door.

'I was right.'

But reality is not theory.

Missing persons who barged into the Dealer Room appeared one after another.

'Damn.'

They pushed, stumbled, and crushed those who stopped, continuing to chase us.

But the dealers weren't stopping them yet. Why?

"…Roe Deer, is it possible they were all treated as one group and their total exceeded 50 coins?"

It's possible.

We were introduced to the Dealer Room that way too!

'Damn!'

But the fact that the number of pursuers had significantly decreased gave us some breathing room.

"Hoo."

With a little leeway secured, people began to weave between tables, trying to put distance between themselves and the long-term missing persons and defend themselves.

But there was no need.

The long-term missing persons were only chasing Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who was carrying Baek Saheon.

"…Wait a minute."

Agent Choi quickly approached, leaping over a damaged table, and took the coins from Baek Saheon's arms.

"No…!"

"Citizen, just a moment."

He then showed the coins that had spilled from the slot machine to those around him before leaping back over the table.

"..."

However, the long-term missing persons still chased only Lee Jaheon.

"Why aren't they being lured away?"

"They're not after the coins."

It was as Agent Bronze said.

'Are they just chasing the winner?'

At any rate, seeing the long-term missing persons relentlessly sticking to Lee Jaheon Section Chief made me anxious.

There was naturally a limit to how long we could shake them off in this confined space.

Just then.

"Visitor."

The dealer's voice.

"Visitor?"

She had our attention.

…!

"Manager, please slip past right next to that table."

"Yes."

I ran ahead. Section Chief Lee Jaheon followed me, moving almost attached to the table.

Right at the table where the dealer was standing.

The long-term missing persons chased between them.

But those who couldn't maintain their balance, instead of crashing into the wall just before, this time crashed into the table…

With a thump, the table overturned. And shattered. The long-term missing persons ran over the table…

"Please stop."

The dealer said, holding up a hand.

Looking at her damaged table.

"..."

"..."

What was surprising was that the long-term missing persons of the Body Casino stopped all movement at that moment.

Like mice in front of a cat.

"I apologize, but acts of disturbance within the casino are prohibited. And…"

The dealer pulled something from her pocket and held it up.

A single sheet of paper.

A bill.

"You will be charged for the damage."

Then.

Thud.

Rumble, rumble, rumble.

Rumble, rumble, rumble...

The limbs and organs of the long-term missing persons began to fall off.

"…!!"

"Table damage, door damage, slot machine damage, entrance lighting and equipment malfunction confirmed. The costs have been billed to the responsible parties."

From those who writhed on the stairs, unable to enter the casino, to those who managed to keep their legs and fled to the slot machine room.

What was certain was that the detached organs and bodies, after twitching, disappeared before long.

'Ha.'

Despite having seen all sorts of scenes, it was a sight that made my stomach churn.

And those who had lost enough of their bodies to never stand again…

Were simply left on the floor.

With only parts of their bodies wriggling.

"..."

"..."

"Are you alright, visitor?"

When I turned my head, the dealer, with Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's head, was smiling.

"…Yes."

"Don't worry. It wasn't you who caused the disturbance or damaged property! We hope you have a pleasant time at the casino from now on."

"Thank you."

Baek Saheon's eyes rolled around, as if gauging if he could extract anything more by playing the role of a 'customer who suffered hardship,' but he eventually settled down quietly.

It was certainly a good judgment to conclude that the probability of getting into trouble by causing a disturbance was higher, but it was infuriating to the point of admiration…

In any case, we sat in a corner of the Dealer Room, where the disturbance had somewhat subsided, and began to sort out the situation.

"..."

Lee Jaheon Section Chief let go of Baek Saheon without hesitation, and Baek Saheon stood against the wall, avoiding his gaze.

And then…

"Mr. Goat."

"…Yes?"

"Why are you so surprised? I was going to thank you."

I smiled and patted Baek Saheon's shoulder.

"You earned a lot of public funds for the team."

"…!"

"Oh, I switched to honorifics without thinking because I was grateful. Really."

"No…"

"Right?"

I pressed my face close to Baek Saheon.

"You're not going to say that you tried to earn coins for personal use, leaving everyone else to find information while you alone spun the slot machine, and then dumped all the danger onto your teammates, are you?"

"..."

And when things turned out this way, Baek Saheon had no choice but to force a smile and answer.

"…Of course! I'm happy to have made a great contribution to the team."

"Wow."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's exclamation was heard. I felt a little embarrassed…

But honestly, this wasn't me threatening him; it was something that shouldn't be done out of basic decency.

I suppressed a sigh so it wouldn't be obvious.

'Still, after work, he should return what he earned, right?'

Now I roughly knew what kind of whip and carrot to use.

[Excellent. Friend!]

Thank you.

"Then, let's settle the accounts."

"Yes."

We sat with our heads together and tallied all the coins we possessed.

Adding Baek Saheon's coins won from the slot machine to the initial funds…

"It's 256 coins."

It was a considerable amount.

"It was worth helping you run away, even losing your shoes. Don't you think so, citizens?"

"Haha…"

The other members chuckled at Agent Choi's words as he patted Agent Bronze, who had lost his coat and shoes while stopping the long-term missing persons. I was somewhat impressed.

'Excellent hoarding of public funds…'

The coins were thus sorted and returned to Assistant Manager Eun Haje's embrace for the time being.

And what remained was.

[Oh, there were prizes. Of course, it's hard to expect anything great from a cheap slot machine, but still.]

That's right.

"It seems to be a slot machine prize."

It looked like an ordinary gift box, except for the unreadable words written on it.

"Here."

I handed it to Baek Saheon, who, while looking hesitant, tore open the packaging and checked the contents.

The contents were revealed.

It was neatly packaged in plastic…

'…An electronic device?'

A small, rectangular object with a blue plastic body and two buttons to press.

There was something that immediately brought to mind its overall appearance.

"It looks like a voice recorder."

"Yes."

However, it didn't look very sturdy, and its small size suggested it might be disposable.

"Hmm."

Just then, Baek Saheon's voice was heard.

It sounded somewhat soft and melancholic.

"Surely… you're not going to take this prize too?"

Oh?

"Running away is something anyone here can do. You're all veterans. But hitting the slot machine jackpot is an achievement only I could accomplish. I hope you'll leave me at least this much…"

[Hmm. Your acting isn't bad?]

Indeed.

It seemed he had changed his strategy based on the team members.

However.

Ms. Go Yeongeun, with a pale face, shook her head first.

"Um, first of all, it's best not to… use that prize, if possible."

"Yes?"

…A bad premonition arose.

"Do you know what it is?"

"…I've heard 'rumors'."

Ms. Go Yeongeun glanced at the prize with slightly fearful eyes.

"…Most of the people who can't leave the casino are there because of the slot machine prizes."

"…!"

Wait a minute.

"Could it be that they were chasing us too…?"

Because of the prize?

"Now that I think about it, it might be so. If it wasn't for the coins."

"..."

"Ms. Goral, do you happen to know the item's performance?"

"…From what I've heard."

Ms. Go Yeongeun swallowed and said.

"If you listen to the sound coming from this voice recorder, your mind becomes peaceful, your energy surges, and your wounds heal."

It was an incredibly good function.

"Oh?"

"Then it seems better than our company's first-aid kit."

But it ended chillingly.

"At first, yes."

...!

No way.

"It's said to be highly addictive."

"…Ha."

And so, I understood why the updated <Dark Exploration Record> referred to the casino's long-term missing persons as 'addicts.'

'It wasn't just gambling addiction.'

They were captivated by 'something' coming from this disposable voice recorder.

Enough to go to a gambling hall and spin slot machines even if their limbs and eyes were gone.

"..."

Baek Saheon began to turn the prize over with a very uncomfortable expression.

"…How long can you endure it?"

"Three times. After listening any more than that, it's irreversible,"

Ms. Go Yeongeun continued with a tense expression.

"But I don't know anything beyond that. I only heard 'rumors' too."

"…I see."

I watched as Baek Saheon finally flipped the item over and set it down.

Then I saw.

…A picture was embossed on the back of the voice recorder.

'What is it?'

As I focused for a moment, its outline became visible. Curves, swirling shapes. It was…

A conch shell.

"…!"

"Mr. Roe Deer?"

I reflexively raised my head.

Baek Saheon, whose eyes met mine, seemed to have confirmed the same thing, his pupils shaking.

And he knew it too.

'…Mermaid Tomb.'

An item shaped like a conch shell that I saw there.

Angel's Sigh

"..."

Why is it here?

However, the keyword 'voice recorder' had a certain resonance with melody, giving me a chilling premonition.

And I knew a way to verify this…

'Braun.'

[I know what favor you're going to ask, Mr. Roe Deer.]

[Well then, may I read the text written on the box?]

'Yes, I'd be grateful.'

[Oh, of course!]

Then, the sound of the gentleman clearing his throat was heard, and a low voice with pleasant pronunciation echoed.

['Angel's Sigh'.]

…!!

[…Tape recording. 'Listen to the auspicious melodies of heaven at a reasonable price'.]

[That's what it says. Oh, it's obvious marketing.]

A recording?

Then, it was possible to infer that what was heard from the 'conch shell' in the Mermaid Tomb was the original sound, and this was a recording.

But…

'The conch shell didn't have such side effects.'

Addictiveness, you say.

[Isn't it the limitation of an inferior version?]

[When the ingredients are different, it's only natural that you won't get a proper dish by imitating the recipe, Mr. Roe Deer!]

…Is that so?

It was a plausible deduction, but something felt more… unsettling than that.

Do you remember? Even in the Mermaid Tomb ghost story, the conch shell was used as a negative trigger.

'Biological Disaster.'

The biological disaster that ruined that underwater city and turned it into the 'Sparkling Dragon Palace' had disguised itself as a conch shell and entered the city.

My mind became complicated, thinking of the tattoo artist at Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

What is the connection?

Why is an item with the same name as the Mermaid Tomb found in this Sekwang Special City Subway casino?

'…I want to investigate further.'

In any case, the function of that voice recorder was intuitively understood, so that was also an achievement.

'Let's remember it for now.'

And while I was lost in these thoughts, I heard Agent Choi interrogating Baek Saheon next to me.

"Citizen, I'm curious how you won at the slot machine?"

"I was lucky."

"Really? You were observing it too diligently for that…"

Agent Choi's gaze turned to Baek Saheon's purple eyes. The ones I bought him from Death Road.

When checking vision through that equipment, dangerous beings appear with halos of hot colors.

But Baek Saheon was blunt.

"Do you think it's a universal tool? You can't figure out how to win with this. It's just…"

"Just?"

"The slot machine also allowed me to gauge its danger level."

"...?"

"I just avoided the ones that felt bad and spun them."

Unlike the agents who looked somewhat puzzled, I immediately understood the meaning and felt a chill run down my spine.

'The slot machine was also judged as a 'being'.'

As a creature from a ghost story.

So the identity of the slot machine is… Ha.

'No, I won't think about it anymore.'

In any case, I had no intention of expecting a coin windfall from the slot machine room.

'Doing it in the Dealer Room is the correct answer.'

The previous case already proves it.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

She said that one day she exchanged a certain part for coins, and based on that, she earned hundreds of coins in the Dealer Room in a single day.

I carefully retraced her actions.

'She stayed still for a few days, then suddenly exchanged coins.'

It means she wasn't just idly passing time, but was 'observing' something.

This casino's VIP rooms are closed, but the Dealer Room door is open.

'Then I can continuously observe the inside of the Dealer Room.'

And the fact that she ran to the Dealer Room after her observation was complete and earned hundreds of coins in a day…

'There must be a secret in the Dealer Room.'

The place we are in now.

I looked at the old, broken tables, the colorful fairy lights blinking from the ceiling, and the overall scene of the abandoned, old casino, its age evident from its unrepaired state.

And the dealer's hands shuffling at the table.

"..."

Ah.

"So, does anyone have any ideas on what to do with our war funds?"

...

I raised my hand.

"Oh?"

"There's something we can try."

It seems she noticed.

The method Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae tried.

·

And 73 minutes later.

"Current coins held… 924."

"…!!"

Our war funds more than tripled.
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I have gathered basic information to collect over 1000 coins at the physical casino.

All preparations are complete, so now it's time to try.

"...Hoo."

The sound of low-quality jazz music echoes in the underground casino.

Visitors to the physical casino take a breath and move their steps.

[It has begun.]

Right.

"Hello, dealer!"

First, sit at the table in the dealer room.

However, the selected table was not the one with Assistant Lee Seonghae's head, but rather a dealer with a different unfamiliar face.

I could feel the gaze of Assistant Lee Seonghae from afar, but I must ignore it.

"Hello, visitor. Would you like to start betting?"

The visitor smiles brightly at the unfamiliar dealer.

"Yes. Let's bet. Will the game be the card game that was introduced at the very beginning? It was about guessing what kind of card it was."

"Of course. I will proceed with the 'Clairvoyance Game'."

The dealer kindly speaks to the visitor sitting at the table, then flamboyantly shuffles the playing cards and presents them.

"Oh, I'll go with this."

And the person seated picks a card from it.

A simple game where you guess what shape it is or what number it is.

"I will bet 3 coins on hearts."

"Yes. I will check."

However, the visitor's attempt failed.

The card is the seven of spades.

3 coins flew away.

"So close. One more game?"

"Yes. Bet confirmed."

And so the game continued.

The visitor placed a minimum bet, winning moderately and losing moderately.

Then... once in a while.

“This time I’ll bet thirty coins. I’ve got a good feeling.”

The guest bet big.

And.

“You have lost the bet.”

“Argh!”

Lost big.

But once every three or four times, they succeed in betting and win money.

"Nice!"

In that way, the amount of the coin is cleverly adjusted.

The fluctuating win rate and betting amount of the visitors went up and down chaotically, moving between high points and low points without any clear rules.

The table was piled high with at least a hundred coins, but the visitor's 'funds' had already been reduced to half of what they started with.

Then...

At some moment more than an hour has passed.

[Now]

"Will you place a bet?"

"Hmm..."

The visitor, as if completely immersed, reached out...

And pushed all the coins on the table forward.

Clinkclinkclink...

Tap.

The coins shine in the light of the old light bulb.

The dealer from the ghost story, who kindly caught even the rolling coins, asks with shining eyes.

"Would you like to bet a total of 113 coins?"

[Oho!]

"Yes, let's go for it."

"Then please choose a card."

Once again, the visitor reached out in a graceful manner and pointed to one of the cards lined up on the table.

"This one."

"Confirmed."

The dealer picks up the card chosen by the visitor.

The gaze of the visitor watching it shone strangely and then quickly subdued.

And.

"...I will bet on number 7.""

"...!"

The dealer's expression did not change, but strangely, their movements became slower.

"Confirmed."

The dealer flipped the card...

"Spade 7."

Jackpot.

"...You have successfully placed your bet.""

"…!!"

"Here is your prize."

A tremendous amount of coins comes out from under the table and went to the winner.

"This is 904 coins."

The visitor briefly clenched and then opened their fist under the table.

He earned an amount close to 999 coins in one go.

[Oh, congratulations friend. It's a success!]

Right.

And of course, this was not a coincidence.

‘He chose it knowing what it was.’

Spade 7.

Because he already knew what numbers and pictures were printed on the front of that card.

Of course, it's not like He's developed any abilities like clairvoyance. We played under the conditions provided by this casino without using any tricks.

However.

There is a loophole in that condition.That is...

It was thanks to a certain element that you could see as soon as you entered this casino.

Outdated facilities!

‘It's seriously old.’

The wall, light bulbs, slot machines, and even the tables in the dealer room have already worn out. It looks so poorly maintained that one might mistake it for an almost abandoned casino.

While it did evoke a more chilling atmosphere as a horror story, it also created conditions that were fundamentally different from a typical casino.

Right... the things used in the game are outdated.

For example.

‘The playing cards.’

The back of a standard playing card is all the same appearance, making them indistinguishable from each other as mass-produced items.

But as time goes by, things change.

A dividing point is created. Fine stains, scratches, wrinkles.

The 'wear' that is briefly revealed when reflected in the light creates elements that allow each card to be distinguished.

So we decided.

-In the first game, choose the card with the back that has the most noticeable 'traces'.

This time it was the seven of spades.

He noticed that the two scratches on the back glimmered slightly in the light.

Then, after checking the information on the front side, the seven of spades, He waited.

And...

-After enough time has passed to avoid suspicion, you can find that card again and place your bet.

Hitting the jackpot.

Of course, the scratch marks are very fine, and in fact, they are extremely difficult to distinguish with the naked eye, making it hard for the average person.

However, surprisingly, there was a perfect candidate among this group.

"Hahaha, jackpot again!"

‘Agent Choi.’

He possesses the observation skills and memory to distinguish human bodies solely by their veins and skeleton.

Since he  already has the habit of memorizing, there is nothing more to add.

-Ah~ Normally, a good public servant shouldn't engage in gambling, but... it can't be helped. Okay. Just leave it to me.

And truly, without any concern, maintaining composure and nonchalance, he sat at the table and gambled until now.

So.

"Ah~ that felt good."

It succeeded.

[Oh, there have actually been cases where similar methods were used to win a fortune at the casino.]

[Of course, in that case, it seems you were reading the printing error on the back pattern of the card!]

Right. In a real casino, they probably use new cards every day to prevent such things from happening.

However, in this ghost story where  'oldness' is a characteristic, such methods can also work.

"Current holdings... 924 pieces.""

"…Okay."

It proceeds smoothly like that.

I sat next to Agent Choi as he played, and watched intently as if I were observing the thrilling moment when the stakes were getting higher.

‘Just one more round, carefully, like this.’

To earn without being noticed, we had created the most natural scenario possible up until now.

"Since we've got momentum, let's keep going like this..."

"Visitor."

...

I turned my stiff neck.

"You're using an interesting method, aren't you?"

The face of Assistant Lee Seonghae, who approached the table, was looking at us.

Staring straight at us.

She smiled gently.

"This is the method I used when I was a visitor.""

"...!"

"Remembering the scratches on the back of the card to figure out the numbers and suits, right?"

The dealer brushed the back of the cards with unfamiliar hands that belonged to different people, with their ring and middle fingers touching.

My hair stands on end.

"And once a loophole is discovered, it can no longer be exploited."

‘Damn.’

[I just remembered the unfortunate backstory of that incident.]

[The professional gambler was sued and had all 16 billion won collected without a penny missing. Oh, the cunning of the casino!]

"...I don't quite understand what you’re saying. Do you have evidence?"

"That's exactly what I'm saying, Grapes-ie! This casino is really scary. They’re trying to frame it as if I used underhanded methods just because I made some money. How can anyone play the game if it's this scary? My back is all sweaty now, seriously."

"..."

"You have no evidence, right?"

The dealer takes her hand off the back of the card.

"That’s correct."

But I couldn't feel completely at ease. 

Because...

"Shall we continue the game?"

A dealer with Lee Seonghae's hairstyle pushes away the dealer at our table and takes his place.

As a host.

"You won't run away, will you? That would make you look suspicious."

"..."

"Good! Then from now on, I will continue to assist you as the dealer."

She then took out a new card deck from her pocket.

Old, but a completely different set from before.

"Well then..."

The smiling face speaks.

"Please place a bet."

We're screwed

"I’ll do it."

"Oh."

"Grapes-ie."

"It's public funds. Luck usually spreads out to an average, so if you've had a lot of fun and won a lot, it might be better for you to stop here and let me take over."

I spoke while looking at Assistant Lee Seonghae's remaining eye.

"It should be fine, right?"

"Of course!"

And whispered to Agent Choi.

"This time, I want to experience the fun of betting too. Just a moment."

"..."

"I have a feeling that I will win for some reason."

Agent Choi’s gaze was heavy, but in the end, he let it go.

And I, for a brief moment...

...

[Oh, it's not difficult at all, Friend!]

"Visitor?"

Ah.

I raised my head.

"Is it possible to go to the table that you originally used? It feels like I've already used up all my luck here."

"Of course!"

The  dealer with Lee Seonghae's head gladly guided me to her table. I hurriedly gathered all the coins and moved to Lee Seonghae's table to hear the questions again.

"So how much will you bet?"

I pushed the coins I had brought to the table...

All 924.

"…!!"

"Do you really want to bet 924?"

"...Yes."

"Confirmed." 

Then...Assistant Lee Seonghae spread the cards on the table again. I reached out my hand to choose a card...

"Wait a moment."

The hand was caught.

"Dear visitor, you shouldn't touch the selected card, right?""

"..."

"You were trying to remember the card by leaving fingerprints on the back, right?"

"No. And there’s a misunderstanding."

"Oh?"

"I have bet all my possessions, so if I don't win this round, there will be no next game. So what good would it do to remember the cards from this round? I’ll have already lost."

...

"Oh."

The dealer relaxed her grip.

"That’s correct. Then I will proceed."

"Yes."

I chose the card that I originally intended to choose.

Thud.

Cold sweat dripped onto the table.

"Okay."

...

"What suit or number would you like to bet on?"

I barely lifted my eyes.

"...hearts."

This will do.

"I won with hearts the first time I placed a bet, so I plan to bet on that again this time.""

...The dealer, who was looking at the cards, quickly turned her head.

There were no people around the table signaling or reading this dealer's cards, nor was there anything like a suddenly placed mirror.

There was only Section Chief Lee Jaheon leaning against the nearby back wall.

No dealer is restrained.

This means that he did not engage in any behavior that could be considered suspicious.

"..."

"Ms. Dealer?"

The dealer flipped the card...

"Congratulations. Four of hearts."

"I will award you 2772 coins."

A tremendous amount of coins begins to spill onto the table.

"…!!"

‘It worked.’

I clenched and unclenched my fist tightly under the table.

Cold sweat gathered and made me feel damp.

"This is amazing, hahaha!! Wow, it's a coin windfall, isn't it?"

Agent Choi excitedly patted my back like a gambler who just hit the jackpot, but his eyes were calm.

Because he had no idea how I got this right.

'Right.’

It was understandable. Because...

I didn't use a loophole; I committed outright fraud.

‘Hoo.’

The reason for suddenly moving to this table.

-Braun, could you possibly tell the lizard manager to lean against the wall behind Dolphin's table?

[Yes.]

It was a table that was leaning against a wall where Manager Lee Jaheon could naturally lean back and stand.

The reason why Manager Lee Ja-hun was needed is simple.

‘Because it looks like a lizard's head to me!’

And the eyes on the head of the lizard, which was the size of a person, were larger than those of a human and the lenses were thicker.

That is.

The card held by the dealer is reflected.There was no need to read something as detailed as a number. 

Even just colors and a very faint silhouette is a success.

‘...and it worked.’

I succeeded in my bet by looking at the front of the card reflected in Manager Lee Ja-hun's eyes.

[It was excellent agility, Mr. Roe Deer!]

Thank you.

...and the best part is.

‘No one knows what method I used.’

Because Manager Lee Jaheon appears to others as a human being.

That was no exception to the ghost stories experienced so far, so if we take Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who has the head of a human, as a reference...

‘There's no way the card would reflect in his eyes.’

In the end, it became a signal that only I could recognize.

Perhaps he doesn't even know himself.

[Oh, that was quite thrilling!]

[Of course, a broadcaster cannot be involved in something like casino fraud, but this could be seen as a pleasant kind of superpower.]

[If a man can be treated as a psychic for guessing what piece of music is recorded by looking at the label of a record, isn't what my friend did somewhat similar? Ha ha!I don't know.]

Although it's something only I can check, if we just look at the mechanism...

"It's undeniably a scam."

But the only certain way to make money at a casino, aside from scams, was the same loophole mentioned earlier, and since it had already been blocked by someone who had tried it, there was no other option.

I used it impulsively, and in such a roundabout way, but just in case…

“...”

Did she notice?

I was sitting at the table as calmly as possible, sharing congratulations and laughing with Agent Choi, but the dealer was silent.

I couldn't bear to look.

And...

A little later.

"Congratulations. You've passed 999 coins."

"…!!"

"You can now enter the VIP area! Shall I guide you now?"

"...Yes."

‘It worked.’

I clenched my fist tightly and carefully got up from the table.

***

"Only groups with more than 999 coins can enter the VIP room, and at this time, the group can include up to 2 additional people besides the main member."

The lively-voiced dealer explained as the six of us walked through the casino’s public area.

And soon, our footsteps stop.

VIP ACCESS

"Then, I will open it."

The dealer grabbed the golden iron door and pulled it to the side...

The VIP room has been opened.

"…!!"

Inside it was surprisingly...

It was a maze.

[Oh, it hasn't worn out.]

It seemed as if a luxurious space for whispered conversations was endlessly lined up beyond the drawn curtains. A space connected as if two mirrors are facing each other.

It was as if to show that it was a place fundamentally different from the old and worn-out physical casino outside.

There is only one thing that is alien.

~■■ CITY ROYAL CASINO~

The subway advertisement was attached to a frame on the wall instead of being a picture. I felt a strange sensation.

Struggling not to listen to the whispers coming from beyond the curtain, we stepped in front of the door.

"Would you like to come inside? Please sit comfortably. You can enjoy gambling privately in a designated area."

The group entered quietly. Baek Saheon tried to sneak away from the very back, but he was caught by Agent Bronze and entered as is.

But I felt a foreboding rising within me.

"This way, please."The dealer pulls back the curtain and enters.

What appeared beyond was similar each time. Velvet sofas, a table, refreshments, and…

A silver pistol.

"The game prepared for today is..."

Step, step.

The dealer who walked over picks up the gun placed on the luxurious wooden table and cocks it to load.

"Russian roulette."

‘Damn.’

"It’s famous, so you might already know, but to explain, it is a game where one bullet is loaded into a .38 caliber revolver, and two people take turns shooting!"

Clack, clack, clack.

The dealer's hand pulling the trigger was steady.

As the tense people reflexively fidget, the dealer smiles and holds up a gun that has not yet been fired.

"If this continues, the side that gives up will lose."

"Ha."

"But! If you're scared of shooting, there are other options."

The dealer scans us.

"You have to give up one body part."

"…!"

"Then you can pass your turn and give the opponent the gun."

"Just a moment."

I asked urgently.

"Who are we competing against?"

"Another visitor, of course!"

"…!"

"You play Russian roulette against each other, and the winner takes all the coins that were bet. However, right now in this VIP room..."

The dealer smiled gently.

"Are there no other visitors besides you all?"

"..."

"If we wait, could other visitors come?"

"Well. I'm not sure."

"When was the last time a guest visited the VIP Room?"

"Hmm, that's something I can't tell you, but…"

"…Have you seen it yourself?"

"No."

"..."

Damn it.

"Hold on. Then the 'special purpose' body parts from the pawn shop..."

"Ah, you already know about that too."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's lips curved into a smile.

"If a visitor pulls the trigger three times in a row, they can receive one body part as a prize!"

"…!"

"Cool, right? It's a prize fitting for an exciting game."

The picture that had been covering the subway advertisement slid down, revealing the freight elevator within.

No, not an elevator… it's a rail.

'Body parts.'

Various limbs and organs from multiple people are visible, hanging side-by-side on the rail...

Among them, there will be Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's.

"..."

To rescue Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, there's no choice but to participate in this game and obtain a body part.

"So, then..."

The dealer looked at us with a smile.

"Who will play?"

Chapter 267

The VIP Room of the Body Casino, entered after increasing our coins to 2772 through a method no different from fraud.

We were just offered a special gamble for VIPs by the dealer.

Russian Roulette.

The participants are two from our party.

[Oh, this game, the more you play, the more you lose. Isn't that right?]

[After giving the casino a commission, it's essentially a game of exchanging coins with each other, isn't it? Except for the fact that one of the two is guaranteed to die!]

However, for the sake of the goal, we must play this gamble.

I saw the body parts and organs hanging on the rail.

'Lee Seonghae's body fragments are hanging there too.'

Through Russian Roulette, we must obtain enough to be identified as 'oneself' at the very least… and reassemble them.

As expected.

"I'll step in first."

One person from our party immediately stepped forward. Agent Choi, his eyes gleaming.

"Agent!"

"The probability of me 'really' dying is low, and the probability of rescue is high~ If you're an agent, you should do the math."

That's right.

'From my experience, we wake up in reality and escape the moment we die in this Sekwang Metropolitan City Subway.'

But the problem is.

'…Can I be 100% sure that will work this time?'

If I truly die, even with a one-in-ten-thousand chance.

It's over.

...

"I'll go first."

At that moment, Eun Haje, brushing off her clothes, stepped forward.

"…!"

"Citizen, please wait..."

"No, my courage is my specialty, you see."

And she waved the hand she had exchanged, turning back to us.

The hand she had exchanged.

"Anyway, I don't have a hand to begin with. So there's no need to search for it. It's a coin saver, you could say."

"…!"

"And you must be the last one."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's prosthetic hand pointed at Agent Choi.

"Huh? Oh, Citizen, no, you stepped up so coolly, don't be like that..."

I shook my head.

"Agent. You are the only one who can identify body parts."

"...!"

Agent Choi's lips moved, and he finally sighed.

"That damn Roe Deer, so smart."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje chuckled, but the tension in the air remained.

"You guys who only exchanged your ring fingers, go find your ring fingers with coins and exchange them. Don't cry later saying they don't move."

"Huh?"

"This is because your current state could affect you when you ‘wake up’. So, let's not take unnecessary risks."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje stepped forward resolutely.

"I will play."

"..."

But.

"This is a game where one of the participating visitors is guaranteed to die. Do you really intend to play?"

Huh?

"Yes. I will play."

"…Would you like to hear the explanation of Russian Roulette again?"

"You put one bullet in the six chambers, take turns shooting yourselves, and die if you get shot. If you don't die after three consecutive shots, you get one body fragment as a reward. Is that correct?"

"Yes! And there's also a way to give up a body part to pass your turn to the opponent..."

"That's fine. No one here will use that."

"..."

And 15 minutes and 20 seconds later.

Bang!

We watched, before our eyes, Assistant Manager Eun Haje’s head fly off...

"..."

"..."

The victor. Agent Bronze, his face pale, stood before the scene with dark eyes, suppressing his trembling hand.

Looking at the blood-soaked corpse that had fired three shots consecutively.

Click.

"Congratulations! You've won!"

This.

It's not going to work. The shock is greater than I thought.

No matter how much I try to remind myself that I'll wake up in reality, seeing someone I know die 'as planned'…

'…It's worse than a noose.'

The atmosphere froze.

"And this person here, they fired three shots consecutively and as a reward… Ah, they died."

The dealer who was counting looked at us.

"They were part of your party, weren't they? …You can receive the prize instead."

Our gazes turned back to Agent Choi.

The agent who could identify body parts, with a grim expression, stepped forward and looked at the body parts hanging on the rail.

And he chose one.

"That shoulder!"

"..."

A part that could be attached directly to the neck.

It was the body part we had prioritized and discussed beforehand.

Cold sweat dripped down Agent Choi's composed face.

"So…"

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's head, turning to look at us, asked,

"You can stop here and leave the room. What will you do?"

"..."

We had already placed our bet.

That dying in Sekwang Metropolitan City means waking up outside.

So then.

"We will continue."

"Then who will bet next?"

It continues.

I raised my hand and pulled the trigger.

Click, clack. The empty chamber made a hollow sound.

'I can't stop.'

We must fire three consecutive shots to receive a body fragment.

I didn't stop and kept pulling. Quickly, so my hands wouldn't tremble with the primal fear of survival.

Click, clack.

The next shot...

Click, clack.

"..."

Cold sweat dripped down my chin.

'I lived.'

And that means.

My opponent in the Russian Roulette game is guaranteed to die.

"…Agent Bronze."

"..."

My opponent picked up the pistol I had placed on the table and aimed it at his temple, pulling the trigger.

And.

Bang!

The gunshot rang out on the very next shot.

"..."

Death.

[Two corpses in an instant.]

"Congratulations! You've won, and for the visitor who fired three consecutive shots, the additional reward is..."

The cold sweat was chilling.

Agent Choi approached the rail with unusually quick steps and chose a body part. How many more does he need? Even if we continue, there are only five body parts we can obtain, is that enough? That is...

"Stand up."

...

"...Yes?"

"Rest."

As I looked up, I saw Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Chief Lizard quickly cleared away Agent Bronze's corpse and sat down on the sofa.

"Assign your seat to Supervisor Goat."

"…!"

Baek Sa-heon immediately turned and started running.

'That bastard.'

I ran out and grabbed him.

"Ah,"

"You know we can only leave if we die anyway."

"Fuck, what are you going to do if we actually die…!"

"Oh, so you have another way?"

"..."

"Or do you want to be trapped in this darkness alone?"

After all, it would be difficult for him to explore the subway in this world-ending disaster alone, leaving us behind.

He would either become completely contaminated, like Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae is now, or take the Euthanasia Pill and wake up in reality, risks he wouldn't need to take.

…Of course.

'…What if, even after all this, I actually die?'

That tiny probability, the doubt, made me shiver.

But I had to do it, rationally and emotionally.

A chill ran down my spine, but I didn't let go of the arm I had grabbed. In fact, letting him escape here would be a longer and more painful death.

"I'll just take the Euthanasia Pill…! Why do I have to shoot myself in the head?!"

...

"Then do so."

"Yes?"

Right.

No matter what, I can't force him to die this way. There's another option, the Euthanasia Pill.

'We weren't even companions at first.'

This isn't a matter of humanity.

…Unless I can persuade him with a reward.

"You can get double the coins you won from the slot machine."

"…!"

[Ooh!]

"Think about it. Even after spending them on games here, you'll have that much left."

No, in fact, there's a high chance you'll have over 2000 coins left...

I whispered.

"350 coins."

"..."

"You can take that much. We have to continue this project… Don't you need to think about what you'll buy with hundreds of casino coins when you enter 'next time'?"

Silence followed.

While Agent Choi chose his body part, and the sound of him persistently exchanging information with the dealer, pretending to chat, could be heard behind my head...

"…500 coins."

"Deal."

"Fuck."

Baek Sa-heon, who cursed and then flinched in surprise, returned and sat on the sofa where I was, still sweating.

"Then, let's begin."

And.

Bang!

While firing the first three shots consecutively, he died on the third.

"..."

"Congratulations!"

All that's left now is...

...

I sat back down on the sofa, facing Section Chief Lee Jaheon. The sofa was sticky with Baek Sa-heon's blood.

"Section Chief. Can you tell, just by feel… where the live round is?"

"Impossible."

"…Yes."

I knew it, but I asked anyway. Nothing changes.

It's meaningless even if I knew.

'Ha.'

The pistol that spun on the table pointed at Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

The designated opponent picked up the gun first.

"I will fire three consecutive shots."

But.

Bang!

…His head was pierced on the first shot.

"..."

"You have incredibly good luck!"

I took a breath and exhaled…

How many times has this been?

I would have been better off dying now.

"Congratulations! The deceased's additional reward is… Ah, but you can't receive the reward this time. The game is already over!"

Ah.

"So, if you die on the first shot… like now, when you're in the middle of firing three consecutive shots… the condition isn't met?"

"I suppose so?"

Wait a minute.

'Then...'

In the worst-case scenario, the body part of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae that I just obtained might be the last one.

I looked at the three body parts I had obtained so far.

Shoulder, chest, waist.

Strangely, the body parts, which stuck together as soon as they were retrieved, didn't even form a minimal torso.

'I need to get at least the pelvis.'

Only then can it be judged as 'a surviving form of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae', can it not?

And if the body parts lost here are reflected in the real-world state, you need at least that much to do anything when you get out.

If so...

...

"Perhaps."

I raised my hand and said.

"What if we spin with two bullets loaded?"

"Ooh?"

Let's gamble with a higher risk.

And in the casino, higher risk means higher reward.

"So… if we can fire three consecutive shots with a pistol loaded with two bullets,"

I looked at the rail.

"We get two body parts."

"…!"

[This will be very interesting, friend!]

[However, wouldn't the probability of being shot before filling three shots be higher in that case?]

That's right.

Moreover, this method might not feel like it specifically increases the 'danger'. After all, the game ends when one of the two dies, so the framework hasn't changed.

If so.

"And additionally, here..."

I held back a sigh.

"The winner of the game, even after the opponent dies, must hold the remaining gun and shoot themselves at least once."

"Oh?"

"There will be at least one more bullet left. Both must risk death and pull the trigger."

In other words, madness.

[Excellent. Mr. Roe Deer! Both sides attempting this will be able to taste the thrill through active participation. Oh, if there were spectators, it would be incredibly exciting.]

[However, even in that case, both might die before filling three shots and fail to achieve the objective...]

No.

'I can achieve it.'

[Ooh.]

I have a plan.

And the dealer who heard this proposal.

"..."

As if listening to a 'decision' being made at the casino, she remained still...

"We must always provide private enjoyment in the VIP Room. I accept that variant rule. Very well!"

Phew.

'Done.'

I blinked and sat on the sofa.

And now, all that's left is...

"Oops. It's Grapes and me."

Me and Agent Choi.

By the way, Ms. Go Yeongeun was excluded for now due to the entrance limit, but thinking about it now...

'It's a relief.'

If she accidentally gets caught up in it, Ms. Go Yeongeun would truly die.

"Ah, before we start, can we talk for a moment?"

"Yes, yes."

Agent Choi, who stood up, grabbed my shoulder and said.

"That thing earlier, it's a guaranteed way to get body parts, right?"

"…Yes."

"Okay."

Agent Choi grabbed me and turned my body towards the rail.

"Then Grape-ie, watch this carefully."

"..."

"The third is the pelvis, and… the seventh is the left arm, the fifteenth is the right arm."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's body parts.

He told me this in case I died.

"Let's say we'll claim those as additional rewards."

"…Yes."

Agent Choi and I separated again and sat on our respective sofas.

And the dealer picked up the gun...

"Ah, can I choose where to load the bullets? It doesn't matter where I load them, the probability of firing is the same."

"...Yes."

…I specified the position of the bullets I wanted.

And.

"If we both die, please transfer the additional rewards and coins to the person waiting outside the VIP Room as our companion."

"..."

"Dealer-nim."

"Yes, yes."

And the order is...

Thump.

"It's me first."

"..."

"Grape-ie."

Picking up the pistol, Agent Choi said.

"Shall I try to hit it? You loaded one bullet per three shots, right?"

"…!"

"Load one, skip two, then load one again, skip two..."

He said this while looking at me.

"Then, no matter the firing order… once a live round is fired, the next two will be empty."

That's right.

"Then… if I get shot, Grape will definitely succeed in the 3-shot sequence and get the body part."

Of course.

Whichever it is, the last shot will be a live round.

"We will both die for sure."

...

"See you later."

Bang!

Agent Choi died on the second shot.

"Congratulations! You've won."

"..."

Blood splattered on the sofa.

Blood and corpses filled the floor and the sofa.

"Would you like to rest a bit before proceeding with 'Winner's Russian Roulette'? Or..."

"Dolphin-nim."

I was sure of it from the game just now.

I turned my head to look at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's head.

...

No.

"You actually knew, didn't you?"

"Yes?"

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, herself.

"You allowed this variant rule knowing that, didn't you?"

"..."

"If I can choose where to load the bullets, then the winner shooting themselves is meaningless."

I continued.

"Because you can choose a spot where you are guaranteed to survive based on the bullet placement."

The dealer couldn't possibly not know this.

The fact that he 'pretended not to know' and allowed it...

Means it was the choice of a different consciousness than the dealer.

"Did Dolphin-nim give me a break?"

"..."

I had felt something was strange from the start.

'You kept urging me to leave here...'

-This is a game where one of the participating visitors is guaranteed to die. Do you really intend to play?

That was an inappropriate statement for a dealer.

'Within the bounds of the casino's rules,' she passively, subtly, tried to persuade people to leave this room.

Then, if…

"Perhaps you were given some kind of treatment, and became a dealer with a partially preserved consciousness? In order to search for any possible chance of survival, without dying."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't you have some consciousness remaining, Dolphin-nim?"

"..."

"So you saw me adjusting the bullet order as a way to survive until the end and gave me a break..."

"Visitor, you have been found to have manipulated the variant rule with your statement."

Ah.

"This is cheating in the casino. You must return the additional rewards you received while playing Russian Roulette and leave the VIP Room."

"..."

"Leave immediately. Or we will take action."

I looked at the rewards from the Russian Roulette.

The body fragments that had automatically connected.

'…If there is a consciousness, I thought I might be able to persuade it, and make it attach those body parts myself.'

It seems impossible given the circumstances.

'…Then.'

"Just a moment."

And pretending to turn back...

I lunged at the dealer.

"…!"

And I started to tear off Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's head.

"Ugh,"

I felt a gruesome sensation I had never felt before from my hands.

The sound of cracking, the sound of ill-fitting body parts tearing off, the sound of the dealer's strong body breaking my ribs, the dealer's grip biting my hand, the dealer reaching for a document...

But, if I don't do it this way, I might not get another chance.

"Huuup!"

I finally tore off the head.

And immediately… I attached it to the body fragment I had already obtained as an injury reward.

"…!"

This was done on the assumption that if the VIP Room is truly a private space, the dealer's dispatch would be slightly delayed.

'It's irreversible.'

Soon, this casino will repossess my body, just as it did the long-term missing persons.

Then, since it's come to this.

"Gasp."

I went to the rail and, with my blood-soaked hands, took out a few Body Fragments that were assigned earlier to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae and urgently attached them to her body.

And then.

I forced the Euthanasia Pill into that mouth.

"…!"

I pinched her nose and mouth shut, making her swallow. By the time I confirmed that, I sensed movement outside the VIP Room.

The sound of someone detecting 'property damage' approaching.

"Gasp."

I immediately grabbed the pistol on the table.

And, and...

Click, click.

After two dry fires, the bullet shot my head.

"..."

Why does my head hurt so much?

Being shot might have affected my real body…

But I soon realized that wasn't the case.

Because.

"...!"

I was still in a human body.

And.

"Gasp."

Ms. Go Yeongeun.

Was running, carrying me.

To the subway station.

Chapter 268

What is happening to me.

My head, where a dull ache and a sharp pain repeated, couldn't immediately comprehend the current environment and just swayed.

Only the shaking scenery around me appeared blurry.

Colorful light bulbs, the yellow tactile tiles on the floor, an exit number sign, gray...

Stairs.

"Heuk."

In that moment, I realized.

Ms. Go Yeongeun was desperately running down the stairs with me on her back. A hand with several fingers missing was holding my arm, which was dangling over her shoulder.

I barely managed to open my dry mouth.

"…Ms., Goral."

"…!"

Startled by my voice, she nearly tripped and fell, but she barely regained her speed and continued to run down the stairs.

All the way to the platform.

"..."

I must be heavy.

Ms. Go Yeongeun… her body isn't even whole, so how is she carrying me? I couldn't understand what was happening. But I could feel a sense of urgency, as if we were running away. I can't stay on her back. I must be heavy, and now that I'm conscious, I should walk on my own feet. I put strength into my body and extended my legs toward the floor...

...

They're not there.

Below my thighs, there is nothing.

My left leg is missing from the thigh down, and my right leg is severed from the joint.

Traces of bleeding that had burst and then strangely stopped.

'…The casino!'

Instantly, the memories from just before came flooding back as if my head would explode.

The Body Casino, the VIP Room, Russian Roulette, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, the horrifying sensation of her head being torn off, the body parts stolen from the rail, the Euthanasia Pill, my struggles, my own hand covering her nose and mouth...

Acts that had caused immense damage to the casino's assets.

'Were my legs… charged as the cost?'

Given the circumstances, it seemed like a somewhat reasonable guess. Even if it was strange that the loss of my legs alone couldn't possibly cover the immense damage I had caused.

But in the first place.

'Why didn't I die?'

I had held a pistol to my head and fired. But why am I still here? Why am I conscious?

And...

Is Ms. Go Yeongeun trying to save me?

"Th..is place,"

"Shh."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who had run down to the subway platform as if she would fall, immediately ran to the wall on the opposite side of the platform screen door.

And she opened the Fire Hydrant.

"…!"

"Quickly…!"

The Fire Hydrant, which was originally just large enough to cram a hose into, was strangely quite spacious inside.

Enough for one person to lie down, or for two to hide, albeit cramped.

Ms. Go Yeongeun hurriedly and carefully pushed me into the darkness, then came in herself.

Thud.

And she closed the Fire Hydrant door. With the sound of metal clashing, the door closed lightly, and darkness fell.

All I could see was the faint light of the light bulbs and the red emergency light coming through the crack.

"..."

"..."

"It's, it's al, huuk, right, the casino dealers, they don't chase you outside… just have to avoid the addicts."

But unable to continue, Yeongeun had to catch her breath more. Even so, she leaned toward me as if to check my condition.

The moment I reflexively flinched my hand to pat her back.

"Hu-eup..."

Another light source appeared in the darkness.

A light green glow.

Something from Ms. Go Yeongeun's waist was emitting a very faint light. From her angle, she didn't seem to notice, but I knew what it was.

'Daydream’s C-Class Regeneration Potion.'

...

I realized something.

Using the darkness as cover, I took the regeneration potion from Ms. Go Yeongeun's worn-out padded jacket pocket and hid it in my own.

Meanwhile, Ms. Go Yeongeun finally calmed her breathing.

"Ms.Goral."

"Huu, yes?"

"Did you save me? From the casino..."

"..."

"What happened?"

"I don't know either. It just, seemed like the dealers were coming to the VIP Room, and when I looked inside, everyone was, dead, and only you, Mr. Roe Deer, were still breathing..."

So she carried me and ran.

…She probably had help from items or equipment.

Having been in this Sekwang Special City for half a year, this colleague of mine must have prepared measures for survival...

"Still, I was a little late… and while carrying you out, your legs, Mr. Roe Deer,"

"Don't, worry, about that. …Thank you."

The fact that I hadn't died instantly was the worst-case scenario.

'…If it weren't for Ms. Go Yeongeun's help.'

Instead of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, my body would have been completely dismantled in the casino, and I would have become a dealer. Like passing a baton.

A chill ran down my spine.

"And since I have no legs… I must have been less heavy."

"..."

"It's a relief, in a way."

"A relief, my,"

Ms. Go Yeongeun looked like she was about to burst with indignation, as if she wanted to spew curses, but she swallowed her words. I don't know if she was worried about attracting attention from outside, or if she just had no energy...

My head is working, but I can feel the brief clarity of my thoughts gradually dulling...

I noted that my head still hurt.

Raising a hand to touch it, I could tell there was a wound.

Whether my skull… was pierced, I couldn't possibly check.

What's certain is that I was shot.

'…Was there a problem with the firing mechanism?'

Or did the bullet happen to hit my brain in a non-lethal way, leaving me alive?

They say the brain doesn't feel pain, so I have no idea what a wretched state I'm in.

And Ms. Go Yeongeun, who was watching me fumble with my hands, shuddered and shot up as if she had realized something.

"Ah!"

And she started rummaging through her pockets.

"The potion, the one you got from the Manager…!"

"..."

As I thought.

I knew she would try to use it on me.

"Quickly, quickly..."

The regeneration potion.

The one I had secretly slipped into my own pocket. Ms. Go Yeongeun's hands were trembling as she searched her pockets for the one she had received from Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

…Guilt and a heavy heart seemed to consume my body.

But I have no intention of returning it now.

Using it would have made me feel even more guilty.

"…It's alright. I think the bullet, grazed me."

"What, what are you..."

"So… the lost body parts, cough, later… I'll go to the casino and get them back."

"..."

"If we can find the potion later, it would be, more… effective for you to drink it, Ms.Goral."

I can only hope that it's too dark for her to see my face properly.

"The gunshot to my head… I think it was a misfire, and for now… my condition is getting better."

It's not.

I'm going to die soon.

But for me to use it here would be a total waste. Ms. Go Yeongeun absolutely had to be the one to use it.

"…We just have to get on the train. Once we get on the train, we'll return to our original forms! Then we can take our time finding it, and take care of it..."

"Yes."

I probably won't last until then.

But I quietly agreed. Ms. Go Yeongeun looked anxious, but she couldn't bring herself to fully open the Fire Hydrant and look at me in the outside light.

She just kept repeating it, as if to reassure both me and herself.

"Don't worry. The Fire Hydrant… uhm, when they get addicted, strangely, no one ever seems to open it..."

"I see..."

I gathered my thoughts, enduring the dizziness.

To divert Yeongeun's attention.

"Did you, hear that as a rumor too?"

And… because I wanted to ask anyway.

"Ms.Goral, what on earth happened to you?"

"..."

Like before, there was no answer from Ms. Go Yeongeun for a while.

But then, the words began to spill out.

"Do you remember? When I said I dropped out of medical school."

"..."

"To be honest, it was a bit of a stretch from the beginning. I lived in the countryside, and my family wasn't that well-off. The tuition, living expenses, and paying rent after failing to get into the dorms… it was all a burden."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice sounds rambling, yet calm.

"Even with student loans, there was a limit to what I could do while working part-time. In the main course, I felt it was almost impossible..."

"..."

"And there were some issues in my department, too."

...

"But it just had to be then. When my relationship with my parents completely fell apart."

Ah.

"We fought, and I completely lost contact with them."

Ms. Go Yeongeun flinched her shoulders slightly.

"From then on, all support was cut off, and somehow, my sense of purpose faded… so I think I naturally changed my major. I was… a bit burnt out, too."

I listened in silence.

"It's nothing special, right? But..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice grew quieter.

"It's funny, but that's the reason."

"…What is, you mean?"

"Why I joined this company."

"..."

"I didn't know how to get back in touch with my family."

That didn't simply mean she wanted to find out her family's whereabouts through something like a private investigator.

"I want to be on good terms again… but I'm stuck from the very beginning."

"..."

"I thought if it could grant any wish, maybe it could grant something like this."

And I know.

That Ms. Go Yeongeun knows how to 'properly' use a Wish Token.

Since she came up with a way to grant Jang Heowoon's wish by proxy, the same would apply to her own wish.

"When you… passed the Wish Token to me. I thought."

Her voice sinks.

"I didn't want to go to another world where my wish was granted. I didn't want to suddenly wake up and find that I hadn't gone to medical school, or that I was living with my family as a doctor. So..."

So.

"I made, this wish."

"Please give me a supernatural ability to gather news about my family."

…!!

"With that, if I could get in touch with my family, I was planning to figure out the situation and try to reconcile."

A wish for a specific ability for herself.

'It's not too excessive, either.'

Ms. Go Yeongeun had calculated and extracted a wish that would apply strictly to herself, in a way that made me wonder how she'd even thought of it.

'Normally, this… should have worked without a doubt.'

But.

"When I made the wish and opened my eyes..."

...

"I woke up here."

In this bizarre subway station.

In the underground of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

"And the moment I opened my eyes, I realized. That I had a certain… question."

"Where did I used to live?"

"Isn't that so strange? Who introduces themselves as being from the countryside in the first place. You know which region. But I, strangely, had never even had that question. And with my family, too..."

The sound of a gulp.

"I didn't know why we lost contact."

A shiver of dread.

"Just, the feeling that 'our relationship had soured irreparably and we lost contact' is all that remains. And only a vague sense of resignation and refusal that I'll never be able to contact them again..."

In that moment, I realized.

"What on earth is this?"

Ms. Go Yeongeun was from Sekwang Metropolitan City.

When the 'Extinction-class supernatural disaster' occurred and the city was sealed off, this colleague of mine, who had been living alone in Seoul, was left floating alone in reality.

And the Wish Token had also created the environment for the 'ability to hear news of her family' to manifest.

By pushing her into the sealed-off area.

And.

"I gained a strange ability to perceive the rumors circulating in the area."

And all of this colleague's family...

"But, but I've never heard any news about my family."

...

"Maybe it's obvious. This is inside a ghost story, isn't it? Right? How can I find news about my family in a ghost story like this. That, that's right…?"

"..."

"Either the Wish Token didn't work. Or Director Ho must have been a fraud. Right?"

Even if I couldn't agree, I wanted to tell her yes.

I was about to.

"…Mr. Roe Deer?"

But the words wouldn't come out.

"Mr. Roe Deer!"

I slumped against the wall of the Fire Hydrant.

There's no strength in my limbs. As if there's something wrong with my nervous system...

'This is the end.'

The end is coming now.

And yet...

The train is now approaching.

"Can you hear that?"

I think Ms. Go Yeongeun is grabbing my shoulder.

It's shaking.

"The train! The train is approaching. We just have to get on that one. The one coming now, the one coming now is my shelter. We just have to get there, please..."

It's getting harder and harder to answer.

[We ask all passengers to board safely and mind their etiquette.]

Light pours in. I think the Fire Hydrant door was opened.

I felt Ms. Go Yeongeun trying to drag me out.

"It's that train. Train G1572, if we just get on that one, just that one..."

Out of the Fire Hydrant, Ms. Go Yeongeun seemed to try to get me on her back again, but...

I, with all my might, stopped her.

"…Mr. Roe Deer?"

There's no strength in my hand, so it's meaningless. I just barely managed to place my hand on her arm.

I tried to mouth the words.

'Don't worry.'

"What..."

'I'll be back.'

At the end, even my mouth won't move.

"Mr. Roe Deer, Mr. Roe..."

With the roar of the approaching train.

I died.

I opened my eyes.

"You're awake, Mr. Roe deer!"

Ho Yuwon's voice.

"Everyone was trying to kill me, saying you weren't waking up. It was truly terrifying. As if I would know anything about your personal affairs, Mr. Roe Deer..."

The eyes of the Plague looking down at me.

"But I'm curious, too."

His lips curve into a smile.

"You rescued the person you were meant to rescue, but do you not have any 'lingering attachments' left in Sekwang Special City?"

...

"Have you found a reason to go back in?"

Fuck.

Chapter 269

The results of the second investigation of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

"Rescue… successful."

News arrived from the Disaster Management Bureau that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae had regained consciousness.

And the gimmick 'dying in the Sekwang Special City Subway makes you wake up in reality' had also worked successfully.

"Everyone's relatively fine, aside from the fact that their shot-up heads hurt like hell. That civil servant woke up with a smile on his face."

The party members died in the order they were 'chosen' in Russian Roulette and woke up in reality.

"But he was only smiling when he woke up, and the smile vanished once he grasped the situation."

Except for me, that is.

After that, I remained unconscious for a little over an hour.

It seemed the party members had gone through all sorts of worries, to the point where they were about to half-threaten Ho Yuwon.

"If it had been a little later, we would've been on the verge of actually planning to go right back into the Metropolitan City. Thankfully, you woke up before that..."

…Hoo.

I looked at myself, back to being something other than human, wearing the black special uniform of the Security Team.

And then I saw a warm and soft indoor scenery, with bright sunlight, completely at odds with my appearance, pouring in.

The Fox Counseling Room.

As promised, Ho Yuwon had 'intercepted' the passage being sent to the Disaster Management Bureau through the Well and connected it to a different place.

A rest area for Hospitalization ^^

This space, newly built, was a secret room connected to a corner of a cabinet next to the waiting room.

People woke up one by one on the beds in this place, which looked like a sort of hospital ward, and their names were engraved on them like charts.

For reference, right next to me, the agents who had been relieved to see me awake were now talking to Ho Yuwon in stern voices about the situation.

"How is this possible?"

"You're finally talking to me! A moment ago, it was all threats, I was truly scared..."

He didn't seem to have any intention of answering the Disaster Management Bureau agent. I figured as much.

In any case, the important thing was that Ho Yuwon would obsessively do 'whatever it takes' to support the Sekwang Metropolitan City investigation.

…No matter what happened in the process.

Anyway, as soon as the agents confirmed that I had calmed down enough, they tried to figure out what had happened...

"What kind of reckless thing did you do this time?"

[Oh. That sounds less like a question and more like a certainty, my friend!]

Ah, no.

I hurriedly explained the situation.

At my explanation using smoke and written notes, the agents’ faces looked like they wanted to smack me on the head if I weren't a monster in a horned gas mask, but their intensity subsided when I said that Ms. Go Yeongeun had run away with me.

It was the empathy of those who had already been through that kind of miserable experience.

"…Agent Peppermint helped you, you mean."

Positive

If it weren't for Ms. Go Yeongeun, the probability that I would have had all my body parts stripped away and been working as a dealer there was extremely high.

And...

"Did you happen to hear why Agent Peppermint was in that disaster?"

...

"Mr. Noru? Why are you looking at me?"

Following my gaze, everyone's eyes turned to Ho Yuwon.

Question: Selection criteria for spy personnel

"I'm not quite sure why I should tell you."

Selection criteria for spy personnel

Speculation: Selection of individuals related to Sekwang Metropolitan City

"I'm not sure what you mean."

And he feigns a look of pity, lowering his eyebrows.

"But it's truly a shame... It seems that person is completely trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City. Unable to escape even through death."

...

"But don't worry. It's perfectly fine for you all to help that person while carrying out my project."

Bastard.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje asked for the others' understanding and gathered just me and Section Chief Lee Jaheon to speak in a low voice.

"No matter how I look at it, this seems like a lure... Like he's scheming to keep people tied to his project."

I moved the smoke, feeling a cold chill.

Agreement

I didn't know since when or how he had drawn this conclusion, but I didn't think Ho Yuwon would have been unaware that Ms. Go Yeongeun was from Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'A guy that obsessed with Sekwang Metropolitan City wouldn't be.'

What he said as soon as I woke up, too.

-Have you found a reason to go back in?

…As if he knew that Ms. Go Yeongeun was trapped inside that city.

'It's the same reason he picked Mr. Jang Heowoon, who's related to the Cheerful Research Institute.'

And… even choosing me.

I have a strong feeling that he didn't simply pick employees with personalities that would pass the Disaster Management Bureau's screening.

I heard Assistant Manager Eun Haje's sigh.

"No wonder that bastard set this investigation's objective so damn carelessly. He was planning to throw us back in."

"Haje-ssi, I can hear you."

"Yes. Go on and listen. I'm talking about my cat at home."

She was acting as if she was sick and tired of everything, superiors and all.

And apart from how refreshing that was, I had complicated feelings.

'How much has he foreseen?'

Of course, it wouldn't affect my decision.

In the first place, I had decided to continue the investigation of Sekwang Metropolitan City to learn more about this ghost story worldview and the circumstances of my summoning.

But this strange foreboding and discomfort lingered unpleasantly in my mouth.

"Be careful."

Agreement

There was one thing that brought relief and comfort in this situation.

The fact that I had achieved my goal.

"They say Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae is coming."

The fact that we had properly rescued Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae. And she was in a surprisingly sound state of mind.

"Hello. Mr. Roe Deer!"

The very next day.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae appeared in the Fox Counseling Room, brought by Ho Yuwon.

She was said to have been released only after passing the Disaster Management Bureau's 'inspection' and providing sufficient information, but the surprising thing was that her eyes were the same as before.

Clear eyes, glinting with a green light.

"Thank you all so much!"

Moreover, there were no changes in her speech, no signs of PTSD, no distress.

Just the occasional attempt to use a dealer's manner of speaking, or inadvertently dropping her extensive knowledge of casinos.

"Um, I think maybe the contamination from the Body Casino got blocked by the containment and couldn't get out."

"No, forget the contamination, it's hard to believe you're someone whose entire body was dismembered into pieces."

"Huh? The pain is momentary. It doesn't hurt now, so why would it be hard?"

She was even nonchalant.

It was all the more bizarre considering how we had suffered for weeks after getting caught in the Noose at the first station.

[Ah, like a wolf in sheep's clothing. It can be seen as an innate difference.]

That could have felt even more bizarre, but it was blocked by something else.

An unmistakably clear aftereffect.

"But, these won't move."

Her legs.

…The body parts of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae that she couldn't retrieve from the casino wouldn't move at all.

She had even traveled to the Fox Counseling Room in a wheelchair.

"Is there any sensation?"

"Faintly? But I have strange phantom pains, and the expression 'held as collateral' is a perfect fit. It feels like my will doesn't work on them."

Visually, there was nothing wrong with her legs, and an examination would probably find no abnormalities.

But the influence was clear.

"The eye I exchanged is almost blind, too. Hmm."

'If I hadn't been able to steal my arms and pelvis from the rail...'

…I let out an inward sigh of relief that such a chilling result hadn't come to pass.

However.

"…Grapes-ie."

Agent Choi looked at me.

"You said Agent Peppermint carried you on her back and ran? At 150-something cm tall?"

Ah.

"Come to think of it, it must feel stiff to keep sitting. Shall our Grapes-ie try standing up and walking a bit?"

...

Hoo.

Legs unusable

Reason: Claimed at the casino

"…!"

Right.

The truth was, my legs wouldn't listen to me either.

This was unavoidable.

But.

"Mr. Roe Deer, are you unable to move?"

Negative:

Movement possible

That's not the case.

"Show us."

Like this.

I 'moved' to another chair without moving my legs.

"…!"

Appearing in another seat as if melting into existence in a swirl of black smoke.

It was a truly inhuman sight, but for now, I had freedom of movement.

Like a ghost, I appeared here and there, connected through smoke.

Ta-da.

Haha, now that I'm doing it, well, aside from the fact that it's not human-like, it's not so bad...

...

…No, wait a minute.

Did I just… use an onomatopoeia like 'Ta-da'?

'…!'

Even after seeing an acquaintance abandoned in a World-ending Class Disaster.

Calmly?

A chill ran down my spine.

'Again.'

The severity and intense emotions I felt in Sekwang Metropolitan City were fading.

It was the same symptom as when Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae hadn't woken up.

'I was just worried about what kind of situation Ms. Go Yeongeun might be in.'

…From now on, I'll have to make a conscious effort to pay attention.

The only fortunate thing is that it's not forgotten from my mind. I can still calculate and make plans.

'Still, let's be careful.'

Anyway, I stopped my demonstration and returned to the chair I was originally sitting in.

And Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who had been applauding my parade of tricks, wasn't finished speaking.

"But I should have said this first, I'm late."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae said, looking around at us.

"Thank you so much. You saved my life. Especially Mr. Roe Deer, you can't even use your legs now..."

And she stares at us as if looking us over.

"But no one is resentful. Hmm."

As if confirming.

"You all… are truly good people."

Our eyes met.

"I will be sure not to forget and repay you."

"Aww, what's there to repay? But if you must repay us, how about quitting that nefarious cult-like company!"

"Ah, I can't do that."

"Hmph. What a shame."

"Well, I have no intention of refusing if I can get help sometime. More importantly..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje tapped her own missing part.

"I think Assistant manager Dolphin might need one of these things like me."

To be precise, a device to replace her empty left hand.

That's right.

Recommendation: Obtain assistive device

Period of use: Until the body is retrieved from the casino

In this worldview, there are many ways to assist with missing body parts.

Like the left eye of Baek Saheon, who was currently sitting quietly without opening his mouth once, contemplating what to say to be safest and most profitable.

In fact, I needed it too.

'When I go back into Sekwang Metropolitan City, I'll be without legs.'

Besides, there was a promise.

From 'Us'.

The Reptilian Alien group that Section Chief Lee Jaheon belongs to said they would bring me something that would allow me to take on a human form.

But at this rate, it would be impossible to walk when I returned to a human form, so either way, I needed a device too.

"I suppose so, right?"

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae smiled brightly.

"We have to go rescue Ms.Goral, too."

…!

"We have to help such a good person. I received a lot of help, too!"

And then, as if calculating, she sinks into thought before speaking.

"I guess I should go back to the company and make some equipment."

"If you're making it..."

"We're going to the Annex."

I recalled from my memory after a long time.

The Twilight Grade Darknesses stored in the Annex, which the Daydream employees could use to get equipment.

[Pleasant Research Institute's Toy Maker / Qterw-E-07]

[Kind Seed Kit / Qterw-E-99]

[Offering a Ritual / Qterw-E-404]

Among these, the one most used by the Field Investigation Team was the 'Kind Seed Kit', but this time… the others seemed more useful, even if they cost a bit more.

However.

"Unfortunately, the company is not currently supporting equipment production using the Annex's Darkness..."

"Then we can just do it secretly."

For a moment, Ho Yuwon was at a loss for words.

"What is the reason for the suspension of equipment production support?"

"They said something happened at the Annex, but I haven't looked into it in detail, so I don't know."

"I see. Please look into it."

"Keub."

I heard Agent Choi holding back a laugh from behind. It seemed Agent Bronze was hitting his back.

"…Then I'll take that as you agreeing to participate in my project, and I should help you as well. You said you need equipment?"

"Yep. Are you going to give us special permission, Director?"

"Hmm. Officially, it's impossible, but..."

Ho Yuwon smiled faintly.

"Couldn't I help you use it secretly?"

"…!"

"To do that..."

Ho Yuwon's gaze turned to me.

"We might need some internal cooperation..."

To be precise, the Security Team uniform I was wearing.

"Like a security official?"

And I already knew who Ho Yuwon was about to mention.

***

"Hoo."

Park Minseong finished his long day and pulled down the neck zipper of his uniform.

His workload had been increasing due to the recent commotion in the Annex.

After 130666 was drafted for Director Ho's personal work, the others who had been somewhat neglected were also being continuously mobilized.

'…Will he be okay?'

He had only heard news once, but being accustomed to an environment where people died or disappeared overnight, he was alternating between the worst-case scenarios and the best expectations...

The Sergeant, J3, was not yet present for his report, so he sat expressionlessly on the worn-out sofa in the Security Team's living quarters.

The moment he was about to close his eyes in fatigue.

"Minseong-ah."

…!

He reflexively turned his head.

"Assistant Manager…!"

A familiar face was standing behind him.

For a moment, he wondered if it was a hallucination caused by the Darkness, but the hand ruffling his hair was a definite sensation.

"It's been a while."

And the two figures visible behind Eun Haje.

"Roe, Manager..."

It was an unexpected reunion.

Although the situation and their appearances were completely different, so it wasn't the same as before, the familiar composition made Park Minseong feel a strange sense of having returned to Field Investigation Team D for a moment...

Question: Well-being of the security team in charge of 130666

"We're doing fine..."

Slightly choked up, Park Minseong watched as the members of the old Field Investigation Team D approached and sat on the sofa.

"Now, we have something important to talk about."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje casually slung an arm over his shoulder. Just like back then.

'She used to say that a lot when we were working...'

Slightly lost in sentiment, Park Minseong smiled the biggest he had in days and looked at them.

"Yes, what is..."

"There's something we need to steal from the company."

Excuse me…?

Chapter 270

Our plan was simple.

"Recruit the Security Team, infiltrate the Annex, and..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje gave a thumbs-up.

"Craft the equipment!"

For reference, this was the reaction from the agents.

"…Couldn't you explain how to put an elephant in a refrigerator in a similar way?"

"Bronze-ie, shush. This is fun."

"Haa..."

Seeing this, Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned and said,

"For now, the Disaster Management Bureau agents should stay out of this. We, the people who work for this vile capitalist company, will handle it amongst ourselves."

"Oh dear, what a shame."

And so, we began designing the detailed plan.

The most important thing here was this.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's entry.

"Hmm, is the problem how I'm gonna get in?"

"Well, it seems like there'd be some trial and error for someone in a wheelchair for the first time."

But to our surprise, everyone nodded after seeing Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae maneuvering the wheelchair with considerable flair.

"At this rate, there shouldn't be a problem with her escape speed on flat ground. If worst comes to worst, our Manager will just pick her up, wheelchair and all, and run. Right?"

"Yes."

"Alright. Then let's think based on this..."

Baek Saheon saw his golden opportunity.

"I think I can help, too..."

"I know you're just trying to get a piece of the pie. What, are you going to cut off your perfectly good arm and get it replaced?"

And he was shot down.

As expected, the instincts of Assistant Manager Eun Haje, a former reporter who had casually entered the second floor of the company housing, were astounding...

However.

 >Suggestion to Accompany: Goat

"…!"

"Oh."

'I have to give him a piece of the pie to keep using him.'

Baek Saheon's eyes were certainly useful in Sekwang Metropolitan City, so it was best to manage him and keep him cooperative.

'Since he values his own life, it's unlikely he'll troll us during the infiltration.'

As long as Ho Yuwon's project was intact, I didn't have to worry too much about him acting out.

Of course, if I just sided with him unconditionally, he'd get cocky, so...

 >Reason: Surveillance

"Okay."

"…?"

Baek Saheon looked at me with a somehow deeply wronged expression, but I ignored him.

Thankfully, a cool-headed approval was given.

"And..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grinned at me.

"Since Roe Deer is currently part of the Security Team's special department, there'll be an infinite number of roles he can play."

 >Positive

"Then is the personnel all confirmed?"

"Yep."

The Equipment Phantom Thieves, composed of Daydream Inc. personnel, had finished all their mental preparations.

And so...

"…R-Roe Deer. What is this all about?"

We ended up meeting a very flustered Supervisor Park Minseong...

'Supervisor...'

Just how flustered must you be to ask a non-human employee (130666) with horns who communicates with smoke for an explanation, leaving the perfectly fine Section Chief Lee Jaheon aside...

Well, in this case, the Manager is also a Reptilian Alien, but still.

I tried to handle the smoke as delicately as possible and conveyed:

 >Purpose: To craft exclusive equipment to replace a Body

"Replace a body?"

Just then.

"Hm."

The door to the Security Team break room opened, and a familiar figure entered.

A security employee with a thin frame and slumped shoulders, as if everything in the world was a bother.

J3.

It seemed he had already noticed from outside the door that others had secretly entered the break room, as he showed no reaction to the presence of people.

He simply lifted his head upon seeing me.

"…Ah."

It's been a while, Sergeant...

"Hey, are you… back for good…?"

 >Negative

"I see..."

>Question: How have you been

"Me… I'm the same..."

But his faded-looking pupils sharply glanced at my leg.

"Your leg… what happened?"

>Injured during a mission

"..."

It's alright. That's why I'm here.

I explained the situation to the Sergeant once with smoke, and Assistant Manager Eun Haje explained it again with words.

We were going to steal some equipment from the Annex and were asking for his cooperation.

And of course, this man did not disappoint.

"Sure, why not..."

"…That's it?"

"Yes..."

"Ah, this isn't illegal. It's something Director Ho is proceeding with in secret."

"Doesn't matter… hm."

"..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje looked at me with an expression that said, 'Is he always like this?'

Even if you look at me like that, I'm wearing a gas mask, so I can't answer with my expression...

In any case, the foundation was laid thanks to the Sergeant's enthusiastic cooperation.

'Good.'

However. The Sergeant quietly approached me and said this.

"You know... That thing you asked for, I did it… is it okay if I tell you a bit later..."

Ah.

>Positive

That's right!

"Yes..."

Thank you, Sergeant...

And so, we each found a spot on the sofas and the floor and finally began to delve into the details about the Annex.

"Please state the current situation in the Annex. If it is a personal judgment, you must specify that it is an opinion."

"Y-Yes, so..."

A rather chilling explanation followed.

"Containment has failed."

"…!"

A Darkness had escaped from the Annex.

Of course, it wasn't a surprisingly rare occurrence.

"Naturally, the Security Team exists to suppress them, so it's an annual event. But the problem is..."

I could hear Supervisor Park Minseong's faint sigh.

"That Darkness is tricky to fully contain again, so we're controlling the entire second-basement storage area by isolating it completely."

And.

"The Twilight Grade Darkness we need to craft the equipment is concentrated on that second basement floor."

"Yes..."

Supervisor Park Minseong seemed to hold back a sigh, then gave us a bitter smile.

"I don't know when it will end. Rather than me, it's better to ask… uh, the Chief?"

The Sergeant blinked his eyes slowly and spoke.

"We'll have to see… for at least two months. Is that okay…?"

"It'll take two months?"

"Yeah... On that floor... there are probably missing employees, too..."

Groans erupted from here and there.

It was said to be a considerably tricky situation, enough to deploy Security Team personnel in shifts every night.

"Phew. Still, with this many people… I think we can definitely hold out long enough to go in and grab the equipment."

The Sergeant did not deny Assistant Manager Eun Haje's words.

However.

"But… rather than moving around… on that floor... have you decided… how you're going to get into the Annex itself?"

That's right.

The problem was getting into the Annex in the first place.

It wouldn't be good for a record of our entry to be left, and Assistant Manager Eun Haje was even in a state of having been processed as resigned.

In the end...

"We will enter under different identities."

"Different identities?"

"Yes."

Identities that wouldn't be awkward asking for access to either the first or third floor of the Annex.

And...

A combination that would naturally pass through anywhere without getting into trouble, if only out of fear.

"Minseong."

"Yes."

"We're going to pretend to be Elite Team A."

"…!!"

***

Daydream Inc. Annex.

In the dark of night, as it turned to dawn.

"Phew."

The Field Investigation Team's newest employee of the year was just coming out after finally finishing the management of the Darkness he had received today.

A Grade F Essence was in his hand, but he was exhausted and weary...

'Let's hurry up and go to sleep.'

The finally calmed fear and released tension made him even more drowsy.

But just as he was about to step outside from the entrance, he stopped dead in his tracks, as if struck by lightning, upon seeing three figures entering the door.

It was because the impression of the employee in the very front was overly iconic.

A black ponytail, a tall and slender height, sharp and flashy nails, and… two pupils that glinted murderously.

It was none other than Assistant manager Jin Nasol.

'The Elite Team…!'

The new employee gulped.

The stories of what two of the people who had 'passed supplementarily' like himself had gone through after following Team A's investigation had already spread widely among the supplementary passers...

The fact that one of them was still in a coma in a company-affiliated hospital made it all the more real.

"This way, Team Leader."

And behind her followed the team leader of Team A, known for his Mallard Mask, and a supervisor who looked somewhat stiff but calm.

He'd heard that supervisor had recently been assigned to Team A.

'…I'm jealous.'

Those close to a Wish Token.

The new employee swallowed hard, especially as he looked at the Team A leader who was said to have already received a Wish Token.

He wanted to strike up a conversation, even just once.

'Wouldn't it be helpful to make a connection?'

It was the delusion of someone who had not yet experienced firsthand the brutally meritocratic nature of the Field Investigation Team's elites.

So the new employee cleared his throat and stealthily approached the front of the entrance, but...

He stopped the moment he saw the object the three people were 'transporting' from behind.

A thing shrouded in Black Smoke.

The thing, restrained on a wheelchair, was wearing a gas mask, and its yellow eyes were glinting from all directions...

'That's…!'

It was the monster he had seen during the new employee orientation.

A bizarre and overwhelming being that inhabited the 13th basement floor of the Annex.

Although he now knew it was a special employee of the Security Team, the new employee froze reflexively nonetheless.

Drrrrk...

That special department employee was being dragged along, bound to something like a wheelchair...

"..."

The new employee, who had swallowed his saliva, hesitated for a moment, wondering if he should run away, but in the end, he couldn't overcome his desire and approached to speak to Team A.

'I even have a good topic of conversation!'

To the highest-ranking person, of course!

"Good evening, Manager…!"

"..."

"Uh, I am a new employee of Team Q, Lee Seung-jo."

"..."

"Manager?"

No reply came.

But it wasn't a snub, either.

For some reason, the Team A leader was just staring blankly at him…!

'Uh, uhh??'

"Move."

"…!"

Just then, Assistant manager Jin Nasol, who had nudged him, strode into the entrance without hesitation.

"Manager, let's go in."

"Yes."

Only then did the Team A Manager, who had been looking at him, avert his gaze and start to move.

And the supervisor passed by in a flash without even looking at him.

'...??'

No...

Before he could feel sad or chilled by being ignored, wasn't their reaction a bit strange…?

"Access pass for the 3rd basement floor, please."

"Yes. Which Darkness are you planning to access?"

"Code 1575, Cuckoo Ghost Story."

"One moment."

Once the brown-haired Security Team member at the counter finished serving them, the new employee mustered up his courage once more and spoke.

"Excuse me, are you perhaps sending it to the 13th floor of the Annex?"

"...What?"

"Actually, I met that employee during my orientation. I almost died, but I survived."

Just as he was about to try and pique their interest with a tale of his exploits, pretending it was nothing, like 'I even rode the elevator with it and showed my resourcefulness'...

"I see."

The Team A leader replied.

"..."

"..."

…??

At that moment.

"So?"

"…Pardon?"

"So what."

A voice, seemingly suppressing irritation, cut in.

"Get out of the way. The more incompetent you are, the more you get in the way… hah."

Assistant manager Jin Nasol, who had glanced at him irritably, snatched the access card extended by the Security Team counter and strode away, disappearing into the Annex corridor.

The other Team A members did the same.

"..."

The new employee stood frozen, staring blankly at the scene.

Of course, he had no idea that behind him, Park Minseong, who had been sitting at the Security Team counter, was letting out a scream of relief...

'Aaaaaah!'

And after 'Team A' entered the 3rd basement floor corridor of the Annex.

"Phew."

The three people released the illusion.

From within, figures familiar to Kim Soleum were revealed.

The Sekwang Metropolitan City Investigation Team.

-If you use this, you'll be recognized as Team A.

Using the disguise Daydream Potion they received from Ho Yuwon, they had safely passed the entrance and entered the Annex.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had been playing the role of Assistant manager Jin Nasol, rotated her wrist.

"Manager, why did you answer him…!? We agreed not to answer if an outsider talks to us! I almost had a heart attack."

"I see. I was following Assistant Manager Falcon's statement from three days ago, which was, 'Right. If it's a conversation worth digging for information, let's listen in and play along.'"

"...That excludes you, Manager."

"? Yes."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje let out a deep sigh.

'I miss you, Minseong...'

It's fun when you have a hubae who plays along perfectly at times like this, but right now, the maknae can only communicate through written conversation, and the guy I bothered to bring along is a rotten-to-the-core Goat Child. Sigh.

Still, the maknae sitting in the wheelchair was meticulously checking the progress of their heist.

CCTV check complete: Operation suspended

The CCTV on the 3rd basement floor was in a state of 'conveniently broken and turned off' due to Director Ho's machinations, and Supervisor Park Minseong at the counter was scheduled to testify that he 'somehow couldn't hear anything.'

And as for Team A, whom they had disguised themselves as...

"They entered a Darkness today, right?"

That's right.

Team A had been 'secretly and covertly' deployed to a project-based ghost story under Ho Yuwon's orders, and this was not announced to the company employees...

In the end, they had successfully prevented the risk of someone asking 'Why are you here?' even if they came to the Annex in the guise of Team A.

"Team A being in Director Ho's line was perfect. Otherwise, there's no way their team leader would ever do anything to help our Manager."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged, saying she got to imitate the incredible Jin Nasol thanks to this.

Then she looked back at her former team leader, who was about to become extremely reliable from now on.

"We will now check personnel and then proceed to the upper floor."

"Yep. Then… Roe Deer?"

Just then.

From Kim Soleum, in the form of 130666 sitting in the wheelchair, the smoke wavered unnaturally.

"You okay?"

...

>Positive

"…Right."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje couldn't know the exact circumstances of how her hubae had been trapped, stuck on the 13th basement floor of this Annex, wandering the exact same kind of corridor for half a year.

But since trauma was a symptom of almost every Field Investigation Team member, she took note of it before moving on.

"Alright. That fellow named J3 is the manager of the 3rd basement floor today, so we should see him when we go in."

>Positive

Then everything to check was done.

All that was left was execution.

Suggestion: Communicate with Assistant manager Dolphin

"Yes. Proceed."

At that.

130666, who seemed to have been bound to the wheelchair, nonchalantly appeared as if melting into the back of the wheelchair.

And.

"One moment, please."

Creak.

From the inner space of the heavy wheelchair that 130666 had been pretending to sit in, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae peeked her head out.

She had been successfully smuggled in, hidden by 130666's dark uniform and Black Smoke.

"Phew. Thank you."

"Don't mention it."

And.

"Now, let's choose."

Cheerful Laboratory's Toy Maker / Qterw-E-07

Kind Seed Kit / Qterw-E-99

Offering a Ritual / Qterw-E-404

"From now on, we'll have to explore while avoiding the Darkness that failed containment on the 2nd basement floor, and some of these places might be completely inaccessible. So..."

We had to decide on the order.

Question: The Darkness for equipment crafting you want to check most urgently

"Hmm..."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae soon pointed to one place.

"Let's go here."

Cheerful Laboratory's Toy Maker / Qterw-E-07

"…!"

Also known as, the Abandoned Toy Store.

It was the equipment-crafting Darkness most frequently used by the research team.

Chapter 271

I know it might sound strange that it's a Darkness frequently used by the Daydream Research Team for equipment manufacturing.

Equipment, after all, is usually something that helps you survive a ghost story.

You might wonder why on earth a research team in this company would need something like that directly, but if you see it in person, you'll get the gist.

How the 'Cheerful Laboratory's Toy Maker' could be utilized by the research team.

And how it could replace Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's missing body parts.

"Alright. Let's set our route for E07 and go."

"Yes, yes, sir!"

And so, the first equipment manufacturing location to visit in the Annex was decided.

…Now, it was time to head to our destination.

"We're moving out."

"Yep."

As soon as he made his decision, Section Chief Lee Jaheon began to move without hesitation. We followed him, starting our walk down the dark corridor.

The Annex, Basement Level 3, Darkness containment area.

Ignoring the bizarre noises coming from the firmly shut steel doors on either side, we moved cautiously until…

"Stop."

EXIT

At a dead end.

An emergency exit revealed itself.

Right. This time, we plan to use the emergency stairs here to move directly up one floor to Basement Level 2.

-We can't get access authorization for Basement Level 2 itself, so we'll enter from the floor above or below and move in secret.

The Annex's emergency stairs are different from the strange Cheerful Research Institute emergency stairs in the Main Building's basement, which are marked with 'Absolutely No Entry' warnings.

'There are several records in the <Dark Exploration Record> of security teams entering this way or people using it to escape.'

Of course, this too is not a normal route, and strange things can happen while moving through it.

'But it's not like we can't use it.'

Up ahead, Section Chief Lee Jaheon raises his hand.

"I'm opening it."

And this emergency exit, on the contrary, locks down in the event of a containment breach, and normally an alert is sent when it's opened… but this time, 'coincidentally,' that was also broken, so no alarm would go off.

Even if, for instance, someone with absurd strength were to force it open.

Crrrack, …creak.

The emergency exit probably made such a sound as it was opened by Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

...

"Noruya?"

But I couldn't see any of this.

'Just as I thought.'

I cannot see the means to escape the Annex. Just like the elevator.

It doesn't allow me to perceive the way to leave a floor. Because I am a special department employee who must serve as the security manager for each floor.

'I see.'

…To become completely unable to see something you once could gives you a strange feeling.

I can't perceive the emergency exit either; it just looks like an extension of the wall. A wall in smoke and darkness...

However.

>Recommendation: Move in front of 130666

If there are other people, I can follow them.

"…Right."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje stood right in front of me.

"Be careful."

"Whoa!"

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who seemed to have finished re-locking the broken emergency door, lightly lifted the wheelchair.

Then he took a step, and the others entered the wall.

I followed them and 'passed through' the wall.

From my perspective, it looks like an endless void.

"You okay?"

 >Positive

Even if I can't see the emergency exit, I can see my companions, so it's fine.

Everyone began to climb the emergency stairs.

I used smoke to blink, ignoring my unmoving legs and continuously appearing near the group...

In my head, I'm picturing the shape of the stairs.

'Normally, emergency stairs… go up in a spiral, turning in a semicircle once.'

So, originally, the next floor should appear after one or two turns.

"..."

"..."

The group keeps walking.

Continuously upward.

"Um, there's no door."

"Be quiet."

The space was twisted somewhere.

But I advised them.

>Recommendation: Keep walking

It's not a dangerous situation.

'There's a similar record.'

Containment breach of Qterw-E-352 occurred.

To avoid the entity that boarded the elevator, two members of Field Investigation Team F, who were in the Annex, escaped using the emergency stairs.

Time elapsed: 1 hour and 21 minutes.

Beside me, Baek Saheon muttered something like a curse and moved his feet.

And a short while later.

"…We're out."

The footsteps stopped.

B2F

"Basement Level 2 emergency exit. Time to arrival: 12 minutes, 53 seconds."

And.

"Access Denied, Under Security Team Control… it says."

The door is already sealed with the Security Team's warning signs.

Naturally, the Annex's emergency exits are, on the contrary, locked down and won't open during an emergency, and Basement Level 2 is currently in that very 'state of emergency.'

But we have already spoken with today's person-in-charge for the Annex's Basement Level 2.

"I'll knock."

Knock, knock-knock, knock.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon knocked on the emergency exit with the promised rhythm. The string instrument melody learned from the Groom Training Ghost Story.

Then.

Click.

The emergency exit opened just a tiny crack, and the pale, sallow, beast-like pupils of an animal scanned us...

Soon, it pulled its head back and opened the door wide.

"Come in... Quietly..."

We entered, careful even with the sound of our breathing.

My perception recovers as I face the corridor.

The familiar second basement floor of the Annex, which I had visited a few times before.

[Oh, it's a boring structure, no different from the third basement floor.]

The only difference is…

[There was no need to express individuality with filth!]

It was scarred with gruesome traces.

Sticky black liquid stuck to the floor, claw marks on the walls, half-peeled yellow talismans plastered everywhere, stardust, torn scraps of cloth, and smiley-face graffiti...

Traces of the Security Team's 'suppression.'

Evoking ominous imaginings.

"..."

"..."

J3, the Sergeant, pulls his hat down low.

"That way… other Security Team members are… 'controlling' it… so don't go there now."

He had willingly taken on the role of opening the door for us so that we could travel a relatively safe route without running into the Security Team.

Alone.

-The Chief is so powerful, um… competent, that he often gets assigned to manage an area all by himself. It was the same this time.

-He'll be patrolling half of the Basement Level 2 area by himself. Right?

-Yeah...

"Then are you the only one here, Chief?"

"Yes..."

We reported our destination, and the Sergeant nodded.

"Follow me... The hallucination… don't turn it on."

The Sergeant lowers his gaze.

"It might provoke it for no reason..."

"..."

"Just be quiet."

The others did as he said.

I followed them quietly from the very back, sensing for danger as we moved.

J3, dressed in his security uniform, walked slowly with a flashlight, but his steps never once faltered, as if he could sense every presence and danger around him.

"Wait, hold..."

When he says to stop, we stop, and when he moves again, we follow.

After that suffocating time passed at corners and forks in the path…

We face it.

E-07

The destination.

The ghost story.

"Just a moment..."

The Sergeant placed his access card next to the steel door.

With a beep, the closed steel door opens. And…

"Hoo."

Inside, it surprisingly looks like a street at night.

An exquisitely realized model alleyway. Beneath the light of a streetlamp, an old shop stood.

A promotional poster saying 'Special Sale for Birthday Gifts!' was stuck to the dusty glass display window, but a 'Close' sign hung on the door.

And all the toys displayed beyond the glass were…

"They're dolls."

That's right.

Knit dolls, their appearances taken from characters in fairy tales and old stories, were on display.

Exquisite bundles of yarn instead of hair, and cubic zirconia for eyes, glistened and shone in the streetlight.

---------------------=

Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Cheerful Research Institute's Toy Maker]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc.'s identification code is Qterw-E-07.

A ghost story in the form of an old toy shop.

It specializes in knit dolls and can make one birthday gift toy per day if given the recipient's name, birthday, and hair and eye color.

To use this ghost story stably at its Twilight Grade, it must be maintained in a 'night' state. If 'day' arrives, ■■ ■■ will proceed.

A ghost story held by Daydream Inc. since its early days, it is consistently used by the research team for Darkness development clinical trials.

---------------------=

…A 'Cheerful Research Institute' ghost story that Daydream has possessed since its early days, huh.

'Did they have it even when they were founded?'

Before, I would have thought it was just a phrase to emphasize its connection with the research team, but now…

It gives me a strange feeling.

In any case, manufacturing the equipment comes first right now.

"Let's go."

The group, having properly secured the steel door, walked down the midnight model alleyway and approached the front of the old shop.

And they knocked on the door.

Knock, knock, knock.

As per the established manual, the safe phrase is recited...

"I'm looking for a birthday present in a hurry, are you by any chance still selling?"

A moment later.

Flicker.

"…!"

A soft light came on in the dusty lightbulb in front of the shop, and the glass door unlocked.

"…Excuse me."

We carefully stepped inside.

The shop was covered in dust, as if it had been closed for a long time. It had the musty smell unique to old wooden spaces, a moldy odor, and the smell of rusted iron.

But there was just one thing that was lit up.

A machine that looked like a vending machine.

"..."

Behind the machine, a thick and complex connection that looked like a ventilation duct was visible, and next to it was a rail for dispensing finished products.

In the operating part, which looked like a slot for inserting bills, a light was blinking at the very top, displaying text.

This was the equipment manufacturing device we were looking for.

"Wanna try it right away?"

"Yep."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae zipped forward in her wheelchair.

Into the device that looked like a bill slot, you actually had to insert a different kind of paper.

An application form.

Please tell us about the child receiving the gift!

Name: Lee Seonghae

Birthday: May 20th

Hair Color: White

Eye Color: Black

It was unsettling to write down her real name and birthday, but this 'Joyful Laboratory's Toy Maker' had never caused any problems related to real names or birthdays despite its long, long usage history, so I was inductively less worried.

After finishing the form, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae held up the application.

"Okay, I'm putting it in."

Yep.

And the application form disappeared into the Toy Maker's slot...

…No.

It was supposed to disappear.

Thump.

The machine spat the application form back out.

"…Huh??"

Above the slot, a red light blinks and spits out a message...

·Under Repair -

If you wish for a speedy repair, please contact a researcher.

"It's… broken?"

The group, momentarily flustered, looked at each other.

Of course, this wasn't unheard of.

Exploration Record #114

Research Team 1's Assistant Manager Kwak inserted a forged application. Machine displayed an error message.

The Darkness was left unobserved. Upon visiting 7 weeks later, it had automatically repaired itself and was operational again.

I had seen records of it breaking like this sometimes, but I also saw descriptions that it would recover on its own if left unvisited for a few weeks at the shortest, or a few months at the longest...

The problem is that we need to use it right now.

"Wait, did we break it?"

"I don't think so... We just put in the application. I think it was already broken!"

Then did something else already happen in this corridor?

We reflexively turned to look at J3, but strangely, he was standing far away from the shop, outside.

Just as I was about to go out to talk to him.

'…Wait a minute.'

I paused for a moment and reread the message.

If you wish for a speedy repair, please contact a researcher.

A researcher.

And looking closely, at the bottom of the machine, there is a strange rectangular mark.

I realized that the size of that rectangle was almost identical to an object I possessed...

'…No way.'

After a moment of hesitation, I took out the object.

Pleasant Researcher

Lee Heowoon

It was the employee ID card of a Pleasant Research Institute employee, found in the basement of the Daydream Main Building.

"Roe Deer?"

I held that employee ID card up to the rectangular mark at the bottom of the machine.

At that moment.

Hello, Researcher!

"…!"

A diagram at the bottom of the machine, which looked like a Braille blueprint, lit up.

And the lights moved erratically, pressing various points on the blueprint.

Performing self-diagnostics...

Diagnostics complete!

Indicating point requiring repair.

A red light turned on in one part of the 'Toy Maker's' blueprint.

I approached that area and carefully examined the connection... Then something strange caught my eye.

Something was stuck in the machine.

'…!'

Using smoke, I carefully pulled out the small object. It was...

'An earring?'

It was something that looked like a rusted piece of jewelry.

The old accessory, which looked like it could have been excavated from ancient ruins or a tomb, didn't fit the place at all, creating a bizarre feeling...

Repair complete.

-Resuming normal operation-

In any case, it was repaired.

"Roe Deer. That thing just now…"

I showed the group the earring that had been stuck, then recommended we get on with the equipment manufacturing. That was the urgent matter.

"Got it. Thank you, Mr. Roe Deer!"

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae looked at me with sparkling eyes, then inserted the application form again.

And...

This time, it worked properly.

The machine glittered and let out the sound of a music box, prompting Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae to choose the 'desired size.'

"It has to be one-to-one scale."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae pressed the button, and again, with a loud mechanical noise, sounds of something clanging, being cut, and assembled could be heard from inside the machine...

And a few dozen seconds later.

Thud.

A 'birthday gift' popped out onto the rail.

It was...

A knit doll the exact same size as Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

"…!"

As if it had been meticulously handmade while looking at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, the doll was identical down to the hairstyle, eyes, clothes, and body measurements.

Black cubic zirconia, sparkling with a green light, were embedded as its eyeballs.

Slowly pushed out along the moving rail, it naturally fell off the end and...

<Hello?>

It stood up straight.

Greeting us.

<My condition feels a bit off for some reason, but it's nice to be with good people!>

No one answers.

The doll's shining eyes look at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, sitting in the wheelchair.

<…Huh? Wait a minute. Why do I look like this? This is weird, and why is there another me over there...>

<Ah.>

Rip.

…From behind the knit doll, Section Chief Lee Jaheon tears off the tag attached to its head.

At that moment.

The knit doll fell to the floor again like a toy.

Lifeless.

'...'

Dolls created by the Toy Maker exhibit conversation and behavior highly similar to the 'child receiving the gift' entered on the application form.

However, they are not judged as human by the Dream Collector, and the larger the size, the shorter the operating time, so the research team should not be wasteful and use them for the limited purpose of testing new Darkness.

Note that once created for a person, it cannot be created for the same person again.

"Alright, I'm gonna tear it off."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae detached the doll's legs.

For some reason, I watched the scene in shocked silence...

I felt strange.

There are many ghost stories that mimic people. So the others seemed to feel a little weird but weren't greatly affected.

'Why?'

I am deeply shaken.

Was that knit doll really just made to mimic Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's appearance? Or could it be that it really had self-awareness...

'…Let's stop.'

It was a meaningless thought.

I just watched as Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae carefully pushed her own unmoving legs into the knit doll's detached legs.

And I watched as Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae shot up from her wheelchair.

"Mm. It works well!"

Right.

That doll can be controlled as the 'child receiving the gift' wishes, so it can be used in that way.

'Hoo.'

Let's just be relieved and happy that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae has safely obtained legs she can use for the time being.

Because I really do think it's a relief.

"Are you going to use it?"

"No!"

"Yes."

As I watched Baek Saheon recoil from the knit dolls in horror, I received a suggestion from Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

"Noruya. Shouldn't you get some legs from here too?"

...

About that.

>Use impossible

>Target: 130666

And I pointed to the warning notice on the side of the machine, hidden in the shadows.

"…!"

※This toy is

for the enjoyment of modern Earthlings

and has been manufactured as such.

For safety, aliens, otherworlders, non-intelligent beings

Bodies, gods, and all other non-human

intelligent beings cannot use this. :)

"Damn it."

I'm sorry, but that's how it is...

'Is this a characteristic of the Cheerful Research Institute's products?'

I remember the candle I used in the 'Mansion of the Blind' had a similar condition, so I couldn't use it and had to ask Yeongeun.

…Back then, I thought it was because I was from another world that I couldn't use it.

"Then let's hurry and find the next thing. This is really frustrating for a Contaminated person."

…Thank you.

I nodded and left the store. Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who had regained her ability to walk, came out smiling, and we went together to the Sergeant, who was leaning against the steel door.

'If things go south, let's just go back.'

In any case, even without legs, I can move like this with smoke, so there must be another way to get legs before entering Sekwang Special City.

But...

[Oh my, your companion’s condition seems quite strange!]

The Sergeant stood perfectly still, staring at the floor.

'…?'

I puffed out some smoke and brought it before the Sergeant's eyes.

>Concern : J3's current state

"I'm fine..."

Only then did the Sergeant raise his eyes to look at me.

But the next moment, another eye popped out from his temple, swiveled, and looked at the store.

The toys on the dusty display shelf. Among them...

Red Riding Hood.

'…Damn it!'

I went on high alert.

The moment I felt J3's gaze suddenly become bizarrely lumpy and ferocious.

"...We're leaving, right…?"

The Sergeant turned his head, and once again became the gaunt, slow-moving employee, dragging his feet toward the steel door.

…That was a relief.

 >Positive

I followed the Sergeant, obscuring his vision with as much smoke as I could. So he couldn't see the store.

And the unstable Sergeant slowly regained his composure and opened the steel door...

Something was standing in the hallway.

"..."

"Huh?"

When I lifted my head, a woman adorned with countless ornate accessories was standing there. No, something in the shape of a woman...

'Porcelain…' 

A Clay Figurine. 

A human form, shaped from clay and fired. Something too out of place to be in a hallway, it stood vacantly in the filthy corridor... I realized it instinctively. 

'A ghost story.' 

That, that's the ghost story that failed to be quarantined. 

'…!!' 

I pulled the Sergeant back and tried to shut the steel door again. 

Quickly, before the others came from behind...

"Hngh!"

…A voice could be heard. 

I listened, frozen stiff. 

From within the ornate woman-shaped Clay Figurine, a trapped sound was emerging... 

And I soon realized whose voice it was.

"Hmph! Hmph-hmph!" 

It was Ms. Kang Yihak.

Chapter 272

The last I heard of Ms. Kang Yihak was when I went out to collect the 'Man on the Screen' ghost story.

And it was news of her disappearance.

I heard she might have been taken in by the Disaster Management Bureau, but I figured she'd be released without much trouble since she was a supervisor…

'…Why is she here?'

A clay figurine of a glamorous woman standing in a filthy, silent corridor.

Sounds came from inside the porcelain.

"~!!"

Screams that seem like those of someone suffocating to death, cries of despair that one might expect from someone buried alive…

-Yeah... There might be… a missing employee on that floor...

'…Was the missing employee Ms. Kang Yihak?'

But I had no time to dwell on the thought.

The next moment.

The clay figurine in the hallway had multiplied into two.

"..."

The one visible beyond that corner is much smaller than the female figure in front of me. It’s like a matryoshka doll—each layer resembles the previous one, yet they’re still distinct. 

And in its shrunken form, its identity becomes even clearer.

'A jar.'

At that moment.

Teeter.

'…!'

The porcelain woman teeters toward me, swaying back and forth. Jewels glitter in the dim light of the hallway and fall.

From inside the clay figurine comes the sound of a person, jewels, and liquid colliding…

I watched it, motionless.

"Good... Don't… touch it..."

...

"It's doing that on purpose..."

The atmosphere was stiff with tension.

From behind me, I heard Assistant Manager Eun Haje's groan as she took in the situation.

"Fucking crazy. That's the Honey Pot Bastard."

Right. I had noticed it too.

One of the Twilight Grade Darknesses that supplied gold in Daydream.

To be precise.

A ghost story that had maintained a level of danger appropriate for a Twilight Grade based on a strict manual.



Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

Golden Jar of Canopus

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc. identification code Qterw-E-195.

A distorted version of the jars used to store organs when making mummies in ancient Egypt.

A ghost story in which a jar that failed to store organs lures bait with precious metals to obtain new organs for the mummy to use in the afterlife.



Truly...

'It's a ghost story that makes me think I know why Ms. Kang Yihak was trapped…'

A sigh escaped me.

Right now… it could be seen as a Venus Flytrap that had grown enormous by using Ms. Kang Yihak as nutrients.

'This must be why it was so hard to subdue.'

Even in the process of simply breaking or subduing it, the clay figurine scatters accessories. And...

A strange pattern has been observed where the Darkness multiplies through the precious metals attached to its exterior.

The precious metals that fall from the jar are found by chance in various sealed spaces nearby, luring the discoverer straight to the Golden Jar.

If not acquired by a discoverer, glaze and clay gradually accumulate on the outer shell of the precious metal, forming into a small jar within three days.

This is identified as a new Golden Jar entity.

If they couldn't retrieve all the scattered accessories that had strangely vanished, each and every one of those accessories would become a clay figurine.

And they would lure another victim.

Moreover…

"…That Honey Pot Bastard just ate a person, didn't it?"

"Yes."

I heard Assistant Manager Eun Haje curse under her breath.

"Why, why?"

"They say one that's eaten a person goes on an even more aggressive rampage until it digests the person inside and takes out their organs, and that one is..."

And her words trailed off.

'She's noticed.'

The reason access to the Annex Basement 2nd floor has been restricted for so long.

The Security Team is deliberately waiting until the people swallowed inside that jar die.

More accurately, that’s what they were ordered to do.

'We just have to wait out this period.'

Once the person inside completely transforms into organs, the Golden Jar of Canopus will have achieved its goal and become docile.

Besides...

However, the proliferative behavior of this Darkness does not match any known lore of the Canopic Jar.

Furthermore, there were no Canopic Jars in the shape of a woman in ancient Egypt, nor were there any porcelain jars with a human-like form.

Thus, there is also the eerie hypothesis that it is an unknown something mimicking the said artifact.

An unknown fear.

With no lore to reference, there’s no reason to provoke it further.

Until it returns to its docile state, befitting a Twilight Grade.

'Ms. Kang Yihak… They probably had no intention of rescuing her in the first place.'

The company would have written off a low-year employee who had already been caught by the Disaster Management Bureau once and then returned, treating her as a sunk cost and processing her as missing.

And the bigger problem was…

"...That, that!"

I looked at the earring in my hand.

"Did that come from there? This…"

The fact that this accessory I found in the broken toy maker seemed to have fallen from that clay figurine…

'Damn it.'

I was lured here.

"If that thing isn't in quarantine, it'll chase the person who picked up the jewel to the very end until the human inside is nothing but organs."

Daydream would completely melt down the ornaments acquired while in quarantine, destroying their form to prevent supernatural phenomena, and use the material solely as gold.

But with someone chasing after me, could I even escape this place without getting caught by the Security Team?

Especially a conspicuous Special Department employee like me.

The expressions of my companions changed.

'…Even if I break it, the Security Team will probably notice.'

Besides, all sorts of fragments and accessories will fly and scatter, so the quarantine period will be even longer, and the other Darknesses on this floor might be affected…

Just like that broken toy maker!

'I can't do anything too conspicuous.'

No matter how much Director Ho has influence behind the scenes, if the incident gets too big for him to cover up, I'll be in trouble.

"Hoo."

Tududuk.

Meanwhile, the clay figurine in front of me continues to drop accessories onto the floor.

As if telling me to pick them up.

'...'

If it keeps doing that, and then realizes it's not working, it'll start trying to physically contact my body 'somehow'…

'It's not human, but it only needs the organs, is that it?'

A troubling moment.

"Hmm… should I just… swallow it...?"

Excuse me…?

"If I don’t leave any crumbs, I think it'd be fine to eat it…?"

The Sergeant's head twisted into a strange shape, becoming a black, massive form…

>Not Recommended

>Reason: Survivor inside the jar

"...Hmm."

Just as quickly, the Sergeant was back to his usual slumped self.

Hoo.

'…Is this the influence of seeing Red Riding Hood?'

He feels more aggressive than usual... I should be careful.

[My, my, that would have been quite a spectacle to watch during this interlude. Swallowing the prey, porcelain and all! There is a certain primal fun in things that are messy and dirty, after all.]

Wait a minute.

'Swallow it?'

Even if the Sergeant was a bit aggressive, he surely still possessed that indifferent yet precise judgement needed for his duties. 

If so, he chose that method because it was a way to not leave behind any scattered jewels and porcelain shards. And…

'Isn't that something I can do too?'

...

I released my Black Smoke and enveloped the clay figurine before me.

"…!"

"Roe Deer?"

>Request: Stand By

And I think.

'I almost made a mistake.'

Coming into the basement of the Annex and walking around like this reminded me so much of those days that I must have forgotten.

I no longer worked for the Field Investigation Team. In other words...

'I can do things like this.'

I tore off the head of the anomalous clay figurine.

"…!"

Crunch.

…I had done similar things to a person before, but this was actually easier.

'Since there's no fear of Contamination.'

With the sound of something hard cracking, the seal of the jar, decorated with brilliant jewels, breaks.

But the jewels don't fall to the floor. Because I'm catching and swallowing them all with my smoke.

Right.

'Since I've already drawn its aggro.'

It's fine as long as all the accessories are judged to have been picked up by me.

Grind.

I held the clay figurine's head and accessories in the smoke, then took out only my wrist and shoved them into my inventory tattoo.

"Hic."

And then I pushed my now-empty hand straight into the Golden Jar of Canopus.

Peering inside with one of my many yellow eyes, I rummaged through the interior of the bizarre ghost story with my black-gloved hand.

Damp digestive fluids, clattering jewels, but none of it can do me any fatal harm...

And.

"…Lord Cat?"

Got her.

Whoosh.

I pulled out the human body and threw it outside.

"…!"

Just as an employee, whose flesh and bone in various parts of her limbs had turned into jeweled ornaments, was about to hit the hallway floor, Section Chief Lee Jaheon quickly caught her.

Ms. Kang Yihak, gasping for breath.

And.

"There's still some left..."

Gulp.

The mouth of a giant wolf swallows the rest of the clay figurine's body whole.

Crunch, crunch... Short explosive sounds were heard, followed by a gulp, a swallowing sound, and then.

"..."

Everything became quiet.

"Hoo."

In the blink of an eye, the Sergeant stretched out his shadow and swallowed even the small jar that appeared from around the corner. With that, the situation was resolved.

And our gazes turned to Ms. Kang Yihak.

"..."

"..."

"We all saw you close your eyes just now. What are you doing?"

"Hah!"

At Baek Saheon's words, Kang Yihak nonchalantly sat up.

The sound of the parts of her body that had transformed into jewels jingled.

"Oh my, thank you. I was just, you know? In the middle of you all escaping a predicament, and I happened to receive your help. If possible, I'll buy you a meal sometime. Well then, I'll be on my way..."

"She saw."

"..."

"She saw us."

"Hahaha, what could you possibly mean..."

"It would be quite troublesome if the company asks how this one survived."

The moment Ms. Kang Yihak tells her story, our plan to sneak into the Annex will be completely ruined…

And Ms. Kang Yihak was the type of person who would sell us out for a single pennyweight of gold.

"I see. We will transport her in a sealed state."

"Yep, yep."

"Wh-what??"

Ho Yuwon will take care of it.

And so, Ms. Kang Yihak, secured to a wheelchair, became Section Chief Lee Jaheon's baggage.

"W-wait a minute! Are you perhaps traveling with Lord Cat? The one who saved me was Lord Cat..."

Hmm.

I formed a message for my companions.

>Suggestion: You go on ahead

>130666: Will join later

"…!"

'Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae got the equipment she needed anyway.'

Since I'm the only one left, it would be better for me to travel alone.

The Golden Jars will only follow me, after all.

'And it's easier to make excuses if they happen to run into the Security Team.'

That is, provided they’re accompanied by a Special Department employee.

>Reason: Safety of escape

>Suggestion: Take Manager Pony with you.

"Understood."

"If I recover from the Contamination, can I have these gold accessories separated and given to me..."

Kwak.

Ms. Kang Yihak was quickly and precisely knocked out by Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's hand, and the group moved their feet in perfect order...

"We all remember the way to the emergency stairs, so you don't need to guide us."

"Yes..."

However, Baek Saheon remained in place.

Because I had grabbed his shoulder.

"…?!"

>Reason: Surveillance

"Alright."

"Hey."

Of course, that wasn't the only reason. It was also because I might need someone who would be judged as a 'person' at the next place we visit.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje seemed to have noticed this, as she moved away quickly without another word...

"No…"

And Baek Saheon had a complicated expression, but in the end, he didn't resist, as if bothered by the fact that he hadn't gotten an item.

Only after the group had disappeared around the corner did the Sergeant raise his head.

"Let's go… before more show up..."

"...Yes."

For some reason, his words sounded as if he were still starving, hungrily salivating...

'…Let's not provoke him.'

I started walking with the Sergeant.

This time, we’ll go deeper.

"Now… that it’s the Security Team's area… we might run into them. If I stop, you stop immediately..."

Positive

The sound of footsteps quietly echoed down the corridor.

The numbers engraved on the iron doors facing each other kept changing, and not long after they finally entered the three-digit range.

The Sergeant's footsteps stopped.

"...Here..."

E-404

We've arrived.

The last of the three ghost stories for equipment crafting.

Offering Ritual

Also known as, “Tainted Wish.”

"..."

We opened the iron door and went inside.

The smell of burnt ash, the scent of olives, and other strange, indescribable fragrances hung calmly in the air.

The floor of the small, square space was covered with fine soil, and in a corner near the entrance, a large pile of dried olive branches was stacked.

And in the very center.

There was an altar, looking as if it had been made by children playing house.

A rough, natural stone.

And the traces of ash left behind on the tree branches.



Dark Exploration Record / Ghost Story

[Offering Ritual]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Record>, Daydream Inc. identification code Qterw-E-404.

A small altar for burnt offerings. It consists of plaster and a pile of olive branches, and it is recommended to always have olive branches ready for quick use.

The user burns salt, grain, and oil on the altar. After stating the desired item three times, they can determine whether their wishes will be fulfilled or not by examining the remains of the burned branches.

Upon success, the buried item can be found in a pit under the altar.

The success rate is observed to be about 30%.



Looking at just this, it feels like it couldn't be more useful.

But.

However, there have been many observed cases where the item discovered under the altar after the ritual is contaminated by an unknown high-grade Darkness.

Also, while it is possible to repeatedly offer rituals at this Darkness until success, as the number of attempts increases, there is a rise in cases where more fatally contaminated items are found.

It was discovered that during this process, it’s also possible to specify living things as the ‘desired item,’ but in such cases, the item will appear to be dead.

Due to its high level of randomness and frequency of malicious responses, it cannot be used casually.

'That's why it's a Darkness mainly used by the Security Team.'

This is because when members of the Security Team come into contact with even fairly contaminated items, it's relatively rare for them to suffer catastrophic consequences like death or being forced to retire.

Because they are already contaminated to a level where returning to the Field Investigation Team is impossible.

And that…

'…is probably the same for me.'

In my 130666 state, it would be similar for me too...

'...'

[A ritual of burning offerings with fire! Ah, a 'sacrifice' ritual commonly observed across various cultures. This is somewhat familiar to this Braun as well.]

[Of course, this is more like playing with toys, but hmmm… let's see what it will give Mr. Roe Deer.]

I walked up to the altar and placed the salt, rice, and olive oil, which were already prepared on the side of the room, on top of the olive branches.

And I lit a fire.

With a chijik sound, an unusually large flame flares up over the altar, making strange shadows flicker across the plaster…

At that moment, I made my wish.

The exact item I want, three times.

"..."

"..."

The flame soon died down, leaving ash on the stone...

A clear, circle pattern.

[Ah, how simple!]

[But it is an equally clear expression of intent, my friend.]

Success.

I carefully dug under the altar. From beneath the shallow soil in the already-dug pit, the contours of an item became visible. With my gloved hand, I lifted it up…

…displaying a phrase I once saw often.

Those warm times,

a magical candy!

Nostalgia Candy.

Right. This ghost story was the main source for the Security Team to acquire the Nostalgia series in the first place.

'...'

I quietly stared at the candy wrapper in my hand.

It wasn't dirty, I didn't see any hallucinations, and it didn't feel strange.

There were no signs of Contamination at all.

'Success.'

And this is enough.

If I take this in Sekwang Metropolitan City, it will probably return me to the time when I had my legs.

'...Ah.'

I held the candy still. Just like the item's name, I feel a strange nostalgia.

And.

>Hand

"H-hand??"

>Gift

I placed three or four Nostalgia Candies in Baek Saheon's palm.

'Well, I doubt this bastard has any particular use for it.'

It'll be helpful for escaping in a pinch. And doing this will ensure he won't try to run off,  if only for the scraps.

And since it's the Nostalgia series...

'It would be good to give some to the Sergeant too.'

I was just about to share.

"Wait… a moment."

The Sergeant raised a hand.

And he rummaged in his clothes and took something out.

A walkie-talkie.

The Sergeant slowly brought over the device, which was vibrating and glowing ever so 

slightly, and pressed the receive button.

The voice that came through was...

[It finally connected!]

It was Section Chief Kwak Jekang.

[Jeez, you. What took you so long to answer? A security guard needs to be sharp, you know.]

The Sergeant didn't reply.

I, too, figured Kwak Jekang was just getting under the Sergeant's skin like he always did, so I held back a sigh and waited, but…

[But more importantly...]

[Employee, you're there with him, aren't you?]

…

...!

I looked at the radio.

A voice, somehow tinged with excitement, was coming from it.

[I know you infiltrated the Annex under Director Ho's orders. How do I know? Hahaha...]

[Director Cheong has found out.]

…!!

[I called to tell you that you'd better get out of there quickly. The Director, you see, has even taken your assigned Security Team member with her!]

…What?

[As you know, Director Cheong isn't exactly the type of superior who cherishes her employees...]

[Who knows what might happen. Ha, hahaha... Oh dear.]

Click. The transmission ended.

And then.

Knock, knock, knock.

"..."

"..."

My gaze, and that of my companions, fell in unison upon the steel door.

A voice could be heard from beyond it...

Teacher, are you in there?

It's ••• from the Sprout Class!

Chapter 273

In the frozen air.

A voice from outside the steel door, the only entrance to the narrow space where the ghost story was quarantined.

Teacher?

…

Teacher?

I brought some educational materials I prepared!

“Wh…”

I covered Baek Saheon’s mouth. He tried to struggle on reflex before freezing solid.

Because the Sergeant and I were both staring at the steel door without moving a muscle.

“…”

“…”

It became quiet outside.

The voice of the ■■ Kindergarten teacher could no longer be heard from outside the door, as if by magic.

But I could already guess their identity.

‘... Supervisor Park Minseong.’

The person who used to work at the front of the Annex now stood right behind the isolated door on the second floor basement, having abandoned their workplace.

In a completely contaminated state.

‘…’

Inside my uniform, though the fragments of a body I barely knew, a chilling sensation ran up my spine.

‘What kind of trouble has Director Cheong caused?’

I cautiously took one step toward the steel door.

Beep.

“...!”

The door unlocked.

The door had been opened via the Security Team’s authentication procedure. I sensed the Sergeant beside me step forward and push down his cap. The door creaks open. And through that gap…

A hand shot in.

Teacher, look at this!

Wearing a handpuppet.

Today’s story is. It’s…

The kindergarten teacher moves his fingers to make the doll look cute and lively, waving its arms and head. It has brown braided pigtails and rosy cheeks…

Little Red Riding Hood.

A child wearing a red hood.

Once upon a time, there lived a cute and brave little girl. She always wore a red cape, which her grandmother had made for her.

From the side.

I heard strange sounds.

One day, when the girl was on her way to her grandmother’s house with cake and butter…

She met a giant and hungry wolf.

I approached the door to try and stop this.

But strangely, my body wouldn’t move.

As if under someone’s control.

The hungry wolf spoke to Little Red Riding Hood.

‘Little Girl, where are you going?’

Another arm, its sleeve neatly rolled up, appeared through the crack in the door. A scheming wolf hand puppet converses with Little Red Riding Hood.

The wolf found out that Little Red Riding Hood was visiting her grandmother’s house, and it went to the grandmother’s house ahead of the girl and…

Ate the grandmother!

A dark figure flickered.

You have no idea how deliciously he swallowed her in one bite. Our ■■ Kindergarten students should also eat this well without being picky, right?

And this wolf’s appetite was endless, so he prepared another delicious meal as planned…

Little Red Riding Hood herself.

The sound of lips being licked.

Was heard.

The wolf, disguised as her grandmother, lay in bed and greeted Little Red Riding Hood!

Little Red Riding Hood tilted her head and asked,

‘Grandmother, why are your arms and legs so big?’

The wolf replied.

‘All the better to hug you with, my dear.’


‘Grandmother, why are your ears so big?’

‘All the better to hear you with, my dear.’

‘Grandmother, why are your eyes so big?’

‘All the better to see you with, my dear.’

‘Grandmother, why are your teeth so big?’

‘That’s…’

‘It’s to eat you.’

A black figure engulfed the space.

The sound of the Stone Altar shattering, the sound of tree branches being greedily chewed in a snout, all could be heard as everything was swallowed behind giant teeth.

The Sergeant was already gone.

“■■ child.”

A black silhouette boiled up, and from within it, countless bulging eyes and fanged maws erupted, covering the floor as sharp giant claws rolled the eyes, as if selecting prey. It snatched the doll that slipped through the gap in the door with its hands. ■■■■evil■■■kill■■th■■■■■ a perfect teacher doesn’t scream. Chaos, dust, pain, the beast’s viscous, tar-like fluids swallowing the space, a nauseating sound, and countless eyes.

A huge body of a four-legged creature, haphazardly and improperly stitched together, burst like a bomb out of the narrow quarantine room. 

A massive wolf, drenched as if in tar, oozing dark, sticky fluid.

Its snout opens.

From both sides of its head.

“■delicious■ ■■■■.” 

“Run■quick■■.”

Censored laughter echoes through the room.

Eyeballs roll.

A giant paw with claws bent to snatch the man with an eyepatch who is desperately trying to flee into a narrow corner. A melting head trying to wedge the tip of its snout through the crack in the door to get into the hallway beyond the half-open steel door…

The moment I witnessed that sight.

My body began to move.

‘...!’

I used my smoke to dash forward, blocking the snout of the giant beast. It’s difficult. There are two snouts.

At the same time, I tried to block the view of countless eyes on its claws with another plume of black smoke. The eyeballs try to push and pop out of the smoke. I can feel the drooling snout within the smoke. I feel the dizzying sensation that the moment I let go means ruin, but I have to somehow hold on until the Sergeant comes to his senses…

Gulp.

……?

Crunch, crunch.

Sounds of chewing, of swallowing, as if drinking. The sound of forcing dregs down a throat…

It came from within the smoke.

One of the wolf’s snouts…

…was swallowing my smoke.

!!

I clamped down on that snout again. This filthy, rotten, disgusting animal is eating me! How dare a third-rate piece of trash like this do this to ■■, but its overwhelming power of violence and appetite…

‘Shut up!’

What was that feeling of revulsion just now? What am I saying? I need to snap out of it. Again, again…, no! To stop the Sergeant somehow…

Ah.

I’ll read the wiki and delete it.

Yes, in the end, that’s all there is. This giant, bizarre beast will soon slip through the crack to devour me, slip through the gap, and swallow Supervisor Park Minseong and Baek Saheon whole. There’s not much time left. I can’t hold on either! Before that, I have to calm down and read despite the side effects. 

…

…!!!

I understood.

‘If it’s Director Cheong.’

She would have aimed for this, too.

‘Using my ability…!’

The reason why I suddenly couldn’t move my body as if following someone’s command, and I now can move easily in a desperate situation.

‘So that I’d move in a panic and rashly use my wiki ability…!’

Then I would return to the state of 130666.

Having lost Kim Soleum’s sensibility and human judgement, I would revert to a hollow state where I could only make decisions as a Special Division employee based on my employment contract.

Then, automatically, I would…

-Director Cheong noticed.

…be stripped of my reason and serve as a good pawn again to the one who orchestrated this situation right outside.

It’s an excellent way to make 130666 to leave Director Ho’s project of his own accord in one fell swoop.

‘No.’

I had to avoid that helpless situation. But what if Supervisor Park Minseong or Baek Saheon dies in the meantime? Even if not, the Security Team on the same floor would surely be dispatched and the situation would spiral completely out of control. 

I was cornered in a single move.

‘Damn it.’

Besides…

The final, unresolved question.

‘How on earth does Director Cheong know about my condition…?’

How does she know that if I try to suppress and neutralize a ghost story, I lose Kim Soleum’s identity?

I don’t know. But there’s no time.

Dread and urgency tangled together as all those thoughts flashed by in an instant.

But another way to subdue it…

“Ugh!”

Baek Saheon, who had been quickly moving again to a place with as little of the beast and smoke as possible, dropped a Nostalgia Candy.

I picked it up.

-While the Nostalgia Candy is melting in one’s mouth, it restores the user to the state of time in the past 10 years when their body and mind were healthiest.

The candy felt strangely larger in my hand than before.

“Wait! Don’t use it! There’s no way it’ll work! That thing’s a complete monster!”

I know.

I remember when the Nostalgia Kitty that had been around my neck as 130666 snapped.

But…

That alone is enough.

Just enough time to use the other method that worked for me.

‘Just an opening!’

I barely managed to toss the Nostalgia Candy into the snout of the beast that was chewing and swallowing me. 

Snatch.

…Gulp.

The Nostalgia Candy, which should have rolled around the beast’s mouth for a while had melted away on its tongue like a slug doused in salt, but…

In that moment, it flickered and was revealed.

A human form.

‘...!’

But it was gone the next moment.

I took out another Nostalgia Candy and threw it between the giant beast’s teeth.

And this time, in sync with the flickering human form.

Jingle.

I took out a spare Jade Bell I had and stuck it into its flesh.

The Disaster Management Bureau’s precious item, which restores reason, rang with a clear sound.

“■■! Stop■■■!”

It was a state of Contamination so severe that its very essence had changed, like mine.

‘I just have to use the same method that worked on me…!’

I had to make it regain its sanity.

The giant four-legged beast, with its two snouts, countless eyes, and black teeth dripping tar, shook its body… then froze as if electrocuted.

And I took out another bell and embedded it in the wolf’s torso. And I kept shaking it, making sure it was audible. Again, the next bell…

“Don’t do it.”

It grabbed my hand.

A human arm with giant claws.

“Any more, then, side effects…”

And the beast’s form melted away.

The figure that had been sticking its snout out of the doorway melted into a sticky black liquid, and the burnt and stitched-up beast’s form wavered…

The Sergeant appeared.

“...”

The eyeballs on his temples still rolled around as if searching for prey, and the sharp claws that had gouged the steel door left violent marks.

But at the same time, the Sergeant took something out from his coat and stabbed it into his own stomach.

Like a tranquilizer…

But it wasn't a liquid…

‘... A stone?’

Soon, the strength gradually drained from the Sergeant’s body.

He slowly shrank back to his familiar, listless, and unmotivated appearance, finding his original impression…

But I remembered.

The form that had been revealed by the Nostalgia Candy just now.

'It seemed different from the Sergeant’s current appearance...'

A man in a suit wearing a Wolf Mask.

I thought I might’ve seen him before. 

"..."

In the middle of the completely destroyed stone altar quarantine room.

The Sergeant stopped, his eyes open, as if sinking into silence.

…Subjugation, successful.

Thud.

"Heok."

Beside me, I heard Baek Saheon gasping for breath, and from the crack in the door, the Contaminated voice of Supervisor Park Minseong, endlessly bleeding from the stumps of his severed arms as he recited the educational manual.

Barely, I pushed myself up and approached Supervisor Park Minseong...

"What a filthy mess."

The broken steel door opened completely.

A figure walking out from beside Sprout Class's ■■■, who was curled up trying to wipe away the blood.

Along with the sound of dress shoes, that voice echoed...

"What is all this commotion?"

Director Cheongdalrae.

The eyes of one whose age was impossible to guess swept over the surroundings and landed on me.

"Are you aware that an unreported intrusion like this is grounds for disciplinary action? To go so far as to damage a front desk employee who came to you."

...

"You won't be able to avoid disciplinary action for this. A shame, but you'll have to withdraw from that preposterous project team. You."

I'm screwed.

A sense of doom shot up to the top of my head. I tried to step back, but my feet wouldn't move. Director Cheongdalrae's hand reached out and came toward my head...

Knock, knock.

"…!"

Beyond the open door, the door of the quarantine room across the hall.

A polite knock was heard from there, and then, like magic, the door opened.

It was the Fox Counseling Room.

Backlit by what looked like pouring sunlight, Ho Yuwon walked out from there.

"My, speak of the devil. Did you start mistaking your own station from all that bluffing?"

"Executive Director Cheong Dallae."

Director Ho approached.

"What is all this? I'm truly perplexed."

And he stood next to me, placing a hand on my shoulder.

"130666-nim was just on a temporary patrol at my request, and it seems an unfortunate accident suddenly occurred, which he then subdued. I wonder who caused such an accident. Really, it seems like a front desk employee appeared in a state of extreme Contamination, all of a sudden."

"..."

"Come to think of it, I heard you prefer methods that utilize the Contamination of the Security Team, Director Cheong."

"And you arbitrarily transferred a Special Division employee to your project team."

"That's a completely different case!"

Director Ho's voice turned gentle, as if in pity.

"Recruiting a Daydream Inc. employee for a Project is within my authority as an executive. Of course, if you try to use those employees for your own personal use, as if they were your private servants, then that would be unacceptable behavior..."

"Personal use, you say."

I heard Director Cheong laugh.

"I don't think that's something you should be saying to me. Director Ho."

"..."

"Lately..."

Her eyes looked at the door of the quarantine room that Director Ho had used as a passage.

"I've been hearing reports that the Fox Counseling Room is often empty."

Director Ho's expression didn't change.

"Ah, of course, you and the Fox Counseling Room have no special connection. It's just that talk is starting to spread that your movements this year are incomprehensible..."

"..."

"I'm looking forward to your performance this year. I'm curious as to how long we'll be able to use the title of fellow Development Division director."

Director Cheong's gaze returned to me.

"And how long you'll be keeping my employee."

If I had saliva, I would have swallowed.

"Even a domesticated beast knows not to bite its master. I never thought an employee who barely clung to life thanks to the contract I offered would do something like this..."

"..."

"Well, I'll help with the cleanup, nonetheless. Since that would also be for the good of my company."

Director Cheong reached out her hand and...

Grabbed Supervisor Park Minseong's head.

The Sprout Class Teacher who was still reciting the educational manual in a fit.

"Now, shall we call the Security Team and move this area to the Security Team's training zone?"

Wait.

"Seeing how he's been consumed by Contamination, it'll be difficult for him to work for a while, so won't he need retraining? Of course, the educational services will be provided at a special rate for employees, but given the depth..."

Director Cheong said, looking at the arms I had tried to staunch the bleeding from.

"I think he'll probably rack up quite a bit more debt..."

"..."

"This is where I feel I should offer some generous terms."

From her tone, I realized.

Director Cheong knows exactly.

That Supervisor Park Minseong had cooperated with me, with Director Ho.

That I care about him.

"For this 'unlucky' Annex front desk employee, I'll have to prepare a new employment contract specially..."

"Just like the one you received."

Chapter 274

To Supervisor Park Minseong, Director Cheong was offering a new employment contract that would allow her to generously collect the 're-education costs'.

"What do you think?"

Director Cheong looked at me.

And so, I remembered.

The contract I received from Director Cheong.

The choice I made on the verge of death during that horrific process of my whole body melting, my ego and flesh collapsing, and returning to my original form.

That was, that was…

A lifetime employment contract.

Eternal labor.

To be permanently stuck in the basement of Daydream Inc. with no possibility of retirement.

'No.'

I reflexively tried to conjure smoke to stop Director Cheong, but I stopped, gritting my teeth.

She had just prevented me from responding to Supervisor Park Minseong's storytelling, so attacking her? It would be impossible, of course. I'd be blocked.

After all, even Director Ho didn't physically restrain me until after the three-warning rule.

What's more, to counter Director Cheong, the owner of my contract, I needed a much stronger justification.

For instance.

 >Confirmation:

 >Whether the ■■ Kindergarten educational materials were provided to the Badger employee

It should be explicitly confirmed that Director Cheong was involved in exacerbating Supervisor Park Minseong's Contamination.

'I can even get a testimony from the party involved.'

There is definitely evidence of Director Cheong's involvement. If so, I could somehow pin it on her as a cause for disciplinary action…

"Do you think you have the right to ask questions yourself?"

...!

"The moment you became part of Director Ho's Project, you could no longer issue disciplinary action to other employees. Because you are not a security officer."

Director Cheong raises her hand and grabs my head.

As if restraining a dog.

"Besides, even if I were to answer 'yes,' nothing would change."

...

"One should be aware of one's own Contamination and deal with it first. It is not the duty of an employee to blame a superior's instructions for one's own shortcomings."

I looked at Director Cheong.

"But you are quite fortunate."

...

"Even when you return after finishing Director Ho's shabby project, the security staff in charge will still be there. …Eternally."

Amid the dull haze of my mind, a certain emotion that I had not been able to reclaim, one that had only been a faint trace in the emptiness, rises with clarity...

Anger.

A feeling that boils over with crimson red intensity.

[Oh, my friend...]

At that moment.

"I'm sorry to interrupt your wonderful plan, but unfortunately, I don't think that will become a reality..."

...!

"What do you mean?"

"I'm planning to treat that employee at the Fox Counseling Room."

Director Ho pointed at Supervisor Park Minseong.

"Director Cheong, you seem to be exaggerating the mere two or three times the Fox Counseling Room was empty into a major incident, so I'm trying to make up for it this way."

Director Ho smiled.

"By helping a completely Contaminated person recover faster than the re-education facility… I'd like to show, however lightly, my devotion to the company."

Director Cheong and Director Ho stare at each other.

"I will handle the accident where you 'coincidentally' worsened this Security Team employee's condition and report it to the company. So you don't have to worry too much."

"Worry, you say."

"Of course. Since you were so concerned about my performance, Director Cheong, I should also do my best."

Director Ho receives Director Cheong's stare with a smiling face.

"I'm going to use a Contamination recovery method that will be far more effective than the re-education zone. Surely, Director Cheong, who is said to have far more devotion to the company than I, wouldn't oppose it for no reason, right?"

"..."

"..."

The next moment.

The hand with which Director Cheong was holding Supervisor Park Minseong's head loosened its grip.

Thud. The Sprout Class Teacher collapsed onto his own bloodstain.

"Keep this in mind."

Director Cheong looked down at her hand, stained with the Security Team's blood.

The next moment.

The bloodstain vanished without a trace.

"You see. I don't like stray dogs that touch and covet what belongs to others. Even more so if they're diseased."

"I see. I'm not interested in what you're thinking, Director Cheong."

Director Ho's smile remained.

Director Cheong watched him, then suddenly burst into laughter.

"Let me give you some advice. Don't let them see you're impatient. It's the same as screaming that you're desperate."

"..."

"And being desperate is a weakness."

Between laughs, Director Cheong slightly wrinkled her nose as if to show her displeasure, but it soon returned to normal.

She looked at me.

"Don't be mistaken. All amicable relationships are merely byproducts of circumstance. There's no telling how long Director Ho's choices will suit your tastes..."

...

"And remember."

Director Cheong took a piece of paper from her pocket.

A once-folded document.

Below the printed lines, a name was messily signed, spilling out of the box...

Kim Soleum.

My contract.

"That it is in my hands."

The moment the employment contract wavered at Director Cheong's fingertips.

"I'll see you on the day the project ends."

Director Cheong disappeared.

As if by magic.

"..."

"..."

Thump. I hear Baek Saheon, who had been crammed into a corner out of sight, mutter a curse as he slumped to the ground, his strength gone.

"Roe Deer-nim."

I helped Supervisor Park Minseong up.

"Let's head back for now."

The Sergeant, J3, regained consciousness two days later.

The recovery room of the Fox Counseling Room.

Lying on the bed, he simply opened his eyes, like a withered, dead tree.

And next to him...

 >Question: Current status

I was sitting there.

"..."

The Sergeant stared at the sunlight coming through the curtains with a dazed look.

Then, as if to check something, he raised a hand but soon lowered it, perhaps realizing the sunlight wasn't real.

And he looked at me, as if checking my condition.

I was perfectly fine, trailing black smoke as I gazed at him from behind my gas mask.

At that, the Sergeant’s gaze softened with relief, but his next question was spoken in a low, rough voice.

"...Badger…?"

 >Next room

I glanced at one side of the comfortable recovery room.

{Long-term Recovery Room

(No Visitors Allowed)}

Behind the isolated partition, there was a door leading to a sealed room. The Sergeant’s eyes also turned very slowly to look at it...

 >Recovering

 >Location: Fox Counseling Room

For a moment, the Sergeant’s pupils narrowed.

His gaze, which had been scanning the surroundings, soon came to a halt. Once again, the old, empty, seemingly dead husk of a body lay quietly on the bed.

And he slowly asked.

About the result of what his own Contamination had wrought.

"Badger, his arms..."

 >Searching for regeneration method

"..."

The Sergeant's next response came excruciatingly slowly.

"I see..."

...

"A phone... is there one..."

 >Question: Reason

"To contact the Security Team... Badger's… recovery costs… they can just put it on my tab..."

Because you're a lifetime employee anyway?

It's not even certain the company would accept the offer to take on the debt, since it's all the same no matter how much more you owe.

And I suddenly realized it once again.

That the Sergeant had also become a lifetime employee through a process similar to mine.

This man's state.

'...'

In the end, I grabbed the memo pad and pen on the table and quickly wrote, showing it to him.

 -Don't worry.

 -I'm talking with Director Ho, so you don't have to worry about the costs.

"..."

The Sergeant didn't answer.

It's not that I trust Director Ho blindly, but I knew what he needed at this moment, so I meant it will be fine.

"...What does he need…?"

I didn't answer.

Would it be okay to tell the Sergeant about Sekwang Special City right now?

The Sergeant had only just recovered.

Would telling him about a 'ghost story where no one can escape the lockdown' become another trigger?

Besides.

‘The Nostalgia Candy only worked for a moment on the Sergeant, too.'

That thing…

It was a different version.

Indulge in an even more distant memory!

Nostalgia Can-dy, The Farther Flavor

<Fantasy Edition>

I had thought the candy felt strangely larger than the ones I used before, and after coming here and checking, I saw that the description on the wrapper was slightly different.

[Indeed, the blatant commercialism of a food and beverage company. A seasonal edition!]

That's right. And on the back, it said 'Contains 300% ■■'.

'Three times, huh.'

Judging by the modifier 'farther'...

'Thirty years?'

The original Nostalgia Candy was supposed to bring back one's prime from the past 10 years, so this guess was likely to be more or less correct.

So, one could surmise this.

The possibility that the Sergeant’s Contamination is not just 10 years old, but has been going on for much longer, close to 30 years.

So much so that if I had used the regular Nostalgia Candy, it would have had no effect at all.

'...'

In the end, I gave a slightly different answer, as if to change the subject.

 -Director Ho is trying to move both of your affiliations to his project team entirely.

It was also because I wanted to reassure him.

'Then, for now, we can avoid getting more involved with Director Cheong.'

However.

"…It won't work... At least… for me…?"

...

A thought occurs to me.

Could it be that all the lifetime employees in the Security Team have contracts with Director Cheong?

"It would be good if… Badger could..."

The Sergeant rolled his eyes again to look at the partition.

Probably at the sealed room beyond it.

...

 -I'm sorry.

"...?"

 -You two got involved because I needlessly asked for your help. I'm sorry.

"No..."

I bowed my head and apologized.

"The one who should be sorry is me..."

When I didn't react, the Sergeant fell silent for a moment. Then, as if trying to change the subject, he spoke slowly. 

"Hey… you know. The thing you asked me to look into..."

Ah.

 -Request: Director Ho's history

Right.

I had definitely asked the two from the Security Team that right before entering the 

Groom Training Ghost Story...

How Ho Yuwon had spent his time at Daydream.

And his recent activities as well.

"Should I… tell you now..."

...

I nodded.

And belatedly, I heard about 'Director Ho's history' from the Sergeant.

How Ho Yuwon had behaved at the company.

"Director Ho… they say he was suddenly appointed as a director of the development department at the main office 4 years ago... No one knew... There are only rumors… that he was at a Daydream branch before that..."

A branch?

Come to think of it, I remember that the other Disaster Management Bureau spies besides me were processed as being assigned to branches.

'I wondered why it had to be a branch.'

There might be some connection between the Daydream branch and Ho Yuwon. I should remember this point...

"They say he has more of his own people in the Field Investigation Team… than the research team, and that Team A is completely on his side… and..."

Some familiar stories came up.

And...

He moved on to the latest news.

"Um, there were rumors about the project team, too..."

The project team.

"That there haven't been any particular results, so there's a lot of pressure from the higher-ups."

…!!

"They say something… has to come out of it by this year… I heard the administrative team talking..."

...

"Hey… is this not enough..."

 -No.

 -Thank you very much.

I meant it.

Because I had realized one thing for sure.

'Ho Yuwon is overextending himself.'

It seems that now that he's actually getting to explore Sekwang Special City, he's pulling out all the stops and pouring everything he has into it.

He probably doesn't even think he's overdoing it. As long as he can find what he wants in Sekwang Special City, he's prepared to handle anything.

But that was a problem for me.

'...'

[Mr. Roe Deer, you seem to be deep in thought... Have you made a new decision?]

Yes.

[Oh!]

And the next day.

A modest meeting regarding the 'Sekwang Special City Exploration Project' was held at the Fox Counseling Room.

"First, I thought we'd need some time to greet the newcomer. So I prepared this!"

But a deathly silence flowed over the table.

Not only did everyone already know each other, but the 'newcomer' was slumped in his chair, staring at Baek Saheon, who was wearing a Goat mask, with quiet, tense eyes.

Baek Saheon desperately avoided his gaze, and the Sergeant slowly turned his eyes to the table. Only Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae waved brightly.

It was then that the one person who was in no condition to be at this table was mentioned...

"It's under these circumstances that we meet, but it's nice to see you. Minseong..."

 >Recommendation: Adjust form of address

"…!"

A bitter smile appears on Assistant Manager Eun Haje's face.

"…Right. You worked with 'Badger,' didn't you."

I remember.

-Then Park Minseong...

-Call me Badger!

How Supervisor Park Minseong, who had been so Contaminated he couldn't be called by his real name, had slowly recovered and had been able to respond with a smile to Assistant Manager Eun Haje's 'Minseong-ah.'

That was just a few days ago.

And like magic, in a single moment, his condition had worsened this much.

So Contaminated that it was completely beyond help.

-…Right. So that's how it is...

When they first heard the story, the reactions of Section Chief Lee Jaheon and Assistant Manager Eun Haje were nothing but grim...

"Director, how is Badger's recovery speed?"

"He's recovering, but it's probably not the state you're hoping for. Wouldn’t it take at least a few weeks?"

A groan went through the room again, but Section Chief Lee Jaheon continued to ask calmly.

"I see. Please tell us the condition of his arms."

"The arms… the severed ends just healed over bluntly."

"…!"

Right.

I did my best to stop Supervisor Park Minseong's bleeding. And I tried to use a C-grade potion, but...

"He was completely Contaminated by a Darkness from which Dream Essence more powerful than C-grade is extracted… so it'll probably be difficult unless we can get a higher-grade potion, don't you think?"

In that sense, it was impossible.

However.

Director Ho smiled brightly.

"But, there is a way for him to recover as soon as tomorrow."

"..."

"Is that method entering Sekwang Special City?"

"Yes!"

Right.

If we enter Sekwang Special City, the '■■ Kindergarten' will also be cut off by external influence, so there was a high chance Supervisor Park Minseong would momentarily recover from the Contamination.

Just like me, Supervisor Park Minseong would come to his senses, and he would be able to use potions as well...

Lee Jaheon looked at Director Ho with reptilian eyes.

"Are you encouraging employees to enter in order to expedite the exploration ahead of schedule?"

"Isn't that a given?"

…!

"I, for one, would like the exploration to proceed as much as possible. So… do you hate me for it, by any chance?"

Director Ho's eyes were nonchalant as he looked around at Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had stood up from the table, and Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who was staring at him without blinking.

"In fact, I did nothing wrong regarding this recent situation with Director Cheong. I only helped you all when you said you were going to break into the Annex for equipment..."

"..."

"Perhaps the one you should resent is someone else."

And then he smiled brightly.

"But I understand completely. Resentment is always directed toward the easier, closer target. Right? It's fine if you resent me. There is only one thing I want..."

To find what he wants in Sekwang Special City.

"That's all."

...

But my thoughts are a little different.

'I need to lead this project more stably.'

Only then can I prevent the Security Team and my team from falling back into Director Cheong's hands when this project is over.

'That contract.'

At least until I can somehow snatch it away.

To do that, I need something.

'Results.'

In this Sekwang Special City exploration, I must bring back as many 'achievements' as possible.

The kind that suited the tastes of Daydream Inc.

And a progress report that the company will eat up and leave us alone, without revealing information about Sekwang Special City, is actually simple.

 >Recommended additional equipment for this exploration:

 >Dream Collector

"…!"

Let's at least check if any can be extracted.

And so, a short time later.

The exploration team, including the two new explorers J3 and Supervisor Park Minseong, enters Sekwang Special City.

Carrying a Dream Collector.

Chapter 275

"So, you're going in with this lineup this time?"

"Yes."

I looked ahead.

The agents, visiting the Fox Counseling Room after four days of rescue work, wore complicated expressions as they looked at the newly added members.

Their schedule must have been tiring and exhausting, but their eyes were sharp, perhaps because so many incidents had occurred in their absence.

Director Cheong, the Security Team, and even newly introduced equipment.

Agent Choi, roughly scratching the back of his head, spoke.

"If you go in on a schedule like this, we can't follow. You know that, right?"

…I knew.

The agents had regrettably used up all their vacation days, but instead, they had taken a call from another Hyunmoo Team during the latter half of their leave and worked as substitutes.

They had received more vacation days instead of overtime pay, but it was only natural that they couldn't use them on such short notice...

'No, even if it were theoretically possible, it would be suspicious.'

It might have been suspicious from the moment those workaholic agents took vacation days instead of overtime pay. It was time to be careful.

They had to sit this one out.

But then, the two people going in their stead were...

{Long-term Recovery Room

(No Visitors Allowed)}

A person so contaminated that even seeing their face was forbidden.

"Hello..."

And a member of the Security Team, dressed in a security guard uniform, who looked anything but ordinary.

Their feelings must be complicated...

"…Aha, we've met before, haven't we? You're the one who attacked me in that 'Underground Laboratory'."

"Um…, yes..."

Agent Choi, who had once confronted the Sergeant and witnessed the immense scale of his contamination, offered a handshake with a smile that didn't reach his eyes, scrutinizing the Sergeant from head to toe.

However, the Sergeant, with a worn-out and feeble attitude as if everything was a bother, just accepted the handshake.

Agent Bronze let out a low groan and said.

"At the very least, form a team with only one of them."

“Mr. Civil Servant, when we enter Sekwang Metropolitan City, no one can be certain what state they will be in, can they?"

He was right.

It was only an inference based on an inductive method from past experiences; no one could be certain.

That was why I had originally intended to exclude the Sergeant.

"Hey… you said we just have to kill them..."

"…!"

He had volunteered himself.

"When it comes to killing contaminated entities… the Security Team knows better... It's better if both of us go… if we have to go… it's better."

Because it would be easier to control each other.

"I won't eat them either... I'll just… kill them..."

"..."

At that hair-raising statement, Agent Bronze barely managed to open his mouth again.

"If you're from the Security Team, you wouldn't normally perform duties that involve directly entering a Supernatural Disaster, and this particular metropolitan city is no ordinary Supernatural Disaster. From experience..."

"I have… experience..."

"…!"

"Mr. Civil Servant, most of our company's Security Team members used to be in the Field Investigation Team."

They made the most out of contaminated employees.

Agent Bronze's face turned cold as he belatedly understood the meaning of those words.

And his gaze turned to me.

…Right. In a way, I might look like a similar case.

"Let's just agree to 'pull out' immediately if anything seems off after we enter."

In any case, Agent Bronze no longer objected.

The Security Team's participation was thus confirmed.

All while making Daydream Inc.'s impression sink below rock bottom in Agent Bronze's eyes.

"Hmm."

Agent Choi wasn't surprised.

He just asked a few more questions to confirm.

"Right. You were originally an Elite Team leader?"

"Well... I guess so..."

J3, once the leader of Elite Team B, answered reluctantly, slumping.

…Hearing that, a certain thought came to mind.

'Maybe if we go into Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

Perhaps the Sergeant, too, would return to his pre-contamination self.

[Transformation. A theme everyone loves.]

I couldn't bring myself to attach the word 'hope' to it, merely pushing the thought to a corner of my mind.

And next, the new equipment I had requested was introduced to the team members.

"Is this… that collector?"

 >Positive

Agent Bronze picked up the special item from Daydream Inc. with a strange expression.

The Dream Collector.

The reason the Daydream Field Investigation Team risked their lives to enter ghost stories.

Director Ho, under the pretext of 'a security measure to maintain confidentiality for the project,' had gotten approval for and smuggled out a few Dream Collectors belonging to 'Long-term Missing Persons' with their registration numbers erased.

'Official' Unlabeled Dream Collectors.

Something you couldn't even dream of unless you were the director of the development department.

'It's amazing we even got three.'

Naturally, the Dream Collector was practically the only distributed item whose whereabouts the company tracked with fiery eyes.

They would probably try to chew us up alive if they even knew an agent was currently inspecting one.

'He must have faced quite a bit of opposition internally.'

I really had to hope that a high-grade Dream Essence would be extracted. I couldn't imagine what hell would break loose if we happened to lose one.

But if it worked.

'The company won't be able to look down on this project, at least for this year.'

And I judged the probability of it working to be extremely high.

'At Sekwang Technical High School, even with the gimmick of dying to get out, the Dream Essence was extracted intact.'

In short, as long as it wasn't counted as 'truly died in reality,' the collector would work properly.

So, in the middle of an Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster, inside a subway ghost story that was still somewhat functional...

'A high-grade one will definitely come out.'

And one more thing.

I took out a fourth collector, one that looked different from the rest.

The Elite Team's Dream Collector.

One of the merchandise items that came from the 'Dark Exploration Record Merch Box.'

I had taken this opportunity to get it back.

-Section Chief, can I possibly buy back some of my things with this?

-Yes.

By melting down the precious metals that had fallen from the 'Golden Jar of Canopus,' I had barely managed to pay off my debt to Section Chief Lee Jaheon and buy back the item he hadn't disposed of yet...

'Hoo.'

If a Dream Essence was also extracted from this Elite Team collector.

I would be able to smuggle it out.

As for its use… I had several thoughts. But first.

 >Question

 >Target: Agent Choi

"Hm?"

I created a small wisp of smoke, visible only to Agent Choi.

 >Current status of the Dream Incubator

The space where the potion-making room used to be.

It was also the space where Agent Choi had exposed me as a spy.

"…Ah, that underground laboratory."

Agent Choi asked smoothly, his tone unchanging.

"Why? Is there something you want to use there?"

 >Positive

"Hmm."

And there was no answer.

But I read a strange nuance in that silence.

'He didn't just hand it over to the Disaster Management Bureau.'

I'll have to try and make contact again once a Dream Essence is obtained from this exploration.

I gave Agent Choi a nod and moved on.

Finally, the personnel check.

"Unfortunately, it looks like Assistant Manager Dolphin will be sitting this one out too."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was excluded.

The moment she opened her eyes in Casino Station, she could be in big trouble due to her contamination as a dealer.

Besides, since she had been missing for a long time, she had a lot of work to handle upon returning to the company, and since she hadn't been officially assigned to Director Ho's project team yet, she needed to sort things out.

"This leg equipment will last at least a few months, so don't worry about that. It's just a shame I can't directly help the kind people who are going on the exploration..."

"Yeah. We'd feel more secure with you too, Assistant Manager Dolphin."

It was true.

I knew how helpful an elite team member like Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was in an unexplored Darkness.

For her to accompany the Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration again...

"Hmm, I wonder if the contamination would be resolved if we won all of Assistant Manager Dolphin's body parts at the casino. Or maybe if we just bankrupted the casino?"

For something like that to be possible...

'We'd need someone like a Gambling Master to explore the Body Casino.'

For now, there was no one like that on the roster, so I had to be frugal with the remaining Casino Coins and take the bare minimum.

I took out the coins I had left in my pocket.

They were the coins I had stored in my tattoo, so thankfully they weren't confiscated when I left the casino.

Though I couldn't grab the coins I had bet on Russian Roulette because the situation was so urgent.

"How much is there?"

Casino Coins: 924

It wasn't a small amount.

However.

"To be precise, there are 424 coins left."

More than half of them were already promised to someone.

I checked on Baek Saheon, who was looking at me with expectant eyes.

But.

"500 coins, as promised..."

"I'll keep a good eye on this one here!"

"…?!"

He was caught by Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

I ignored him.

"~!"

Well, you're scheduled to sit this exploration out...

'No matter how I think about it, people who enter the VIP Room will be treated as a group, and if they enter the casino, they'll probably have their remaining property damage debt collected from their bodies...'

This exploration had many new variables, so Baek Saheon acting alone could be fatal.

Don't worry. I'll give you the promised coins. …When you use them in the next entry.

 >Order: Stand by

"..."

The surprising thing was that Baek Saheon accepted this.

'I thought he'd make a scene, demanding I hand them over right now because he couldn't trust me.'

The look on his face as he glanced at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae suggested he was planning to get something out of sticking with the elite team.

'Hmm...'

Well, give it a shot if you can...

Anyway, the finalized members were as follows.

Lee Jaheon Section Chief.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Kim Soleum (130666).

J3 (Sergeant).

And.

Supervisor Park Minseong (Contaminated).

"Another officially sanctioned cult company team from the government. Let's go."

With both hope and fear.

We jumped into the passage leading to the Annihilation-class Disaster.

I opened my eyes.

Colorful light bulbs. And in the distance, the squirming movements of those who had lost their bodies were visible on the subway platform.

Midnight Station.

The place in Sekwang Metropolitan City where the Body Casino was located.

"…!"

I pushed myself up.

'I was worried we might reappear at the place where we died.'

Everyone woke up on the platform floor again. It was a relief.

And.

"..."

A man who pushed himself up at the same time as me turned to look at me.

It was...

"Roe?"

"Supervisor."

Supervisor Park Minseong, staring at me as if in disbelief.

His face, damp with a cold sweat as if he'd had a nightmare, was...

Perfectly fine.

"Are you alright?"

It was a success.

The eyes of Supervisor Park Minseong, who had escaped the contamination of being the 'Sprout Class Teacher' and fully regained his sanity, trembled.

Looking down at his own armless hands.

"Wh-where is this? How..."

"Badger!"

In the meantime, the others who had woken up checked on Supervisor Park Minseong's condition and started taking care of him.

"Take this."

"Ah, uh…!"

They had him drink a C-Class Regeneration Potion first.

Before long, both of Supervisor Park Minseong's arms grew back.

"Hoo!"

We undid the restraints on Supervisor Park Minseong that we had used to tie him up to be thrown into the Well, and let out a sigh.

"It worked."

"…Yes."

It was a relief.

And in the process… another person who had newly entered Sekwang Metropolitan City, who had been lying there blankly, had just opened his eyes.

The Sergeant.

J3 was...

"..."

Still in his Security Team appearance.

Wearing a shabby coat and a security cap.

[Oh my, what a shame. It seems some condition wasn't met!]

…I didn't know.

I was just satisfied that the Sergeant didn't seem to be in pain.

He was a competent person to begin with.

Besides...

"Looking at it like this, doesn't it feel like the old exploration days?"

"…It does."

All the team members, except for the Sergeant, were the same people from the former Field Investigation Team D.

Right now, with Supervisor Park Minseong dramatically recovered from his contamination and his arms regenerated, the mood was too elated for that kind of feeling, but I thought it would be good to be mindful so that the Sergeant didn't feel left out.

"Um… should I help you up..."

"Ah, um... Thank you."

Without legs of my own, I didn't refuse the offer to help.

Of course, the Sergeant might not care about feeling left out at all.

'He'll definitely be bothered by the fact that he's the one who tore off and ate Supervisor Park Minseong's arms...'

Even now, the Sergeant seemed to be subtly avoiding eye contact with Supervisor Park Minseong.

And Supervisor Park Minseong seemed too dazed and happy right now to notice.

Of course, the moment he heard the explanation of the situation, his mood completely sank.

"…Annihilation-sanctioned? Uh, that, if it's by the Disaster Bureau's standards..."

"Yes. We can't say the standards are identical, but compared to Daydream, it's an Abyss Grade Darkness."

"…!! Ah, I get it."

Hearing that he was in the middle of a top-grade ghost story, Supervisor Park Minseong's unique survival-oriented judgment as part of the Field Exploration Team returned first, and he quickly grasped what he needed to do.

"I just need to go to the casino and buy Roe Deer's legs, right?"

"Yes. We need your help, Supervisor, since you're not involved in the property damage incident."

And so, Supervisor Park Minseong took the few hundred coins I had left and infiltrated the casino. Before long, he came back with my legs.

He was as reliable as one would expect from someone experienced with ghost stories.

"Here…!"

"Thank you."

Hoo.

Thus, I got my legs back at Midnight Station.

'I figured they'd be in a regular pawnshop since they were confiscated for property damage costs, not traded in a game in the VIP Room.'

If things had gone wrong, I might have had to eat a Nostalgia Candy, disguise myself, and go buy them.

Let's be thankful that I saved myself from excessively consuming Nostalgia Candy.

"So… where are we going now?"

It was obviously difficult for the majority of this group to enter the Body Casino right now.

So there was really only one plan.

"We have to take the train."

And.

"I want to wait for the train that Ms. Goral told me about."

-It's that train. Train G1572, if I just get on that, just that...

…I had gone to the fire hydrant where Ms. Go Yeongeun had pushed me in, but there was no trace of it left.

Not my body, not even a single bloodstain, only a single water bottle was left inside the fire hydrant.

'She must have taken the train.'

I was sure of it.

I wanted to wait for and find the train that Ms. Go Yeongeun had taken.

But.

"Hmm. Usually, for trains... The cars in service each day… can change periodically, can't they..."

"…!"

"You don't know exactly… how long you'll have to wait, do you...?"

...

I nodded heavily.

And asked back.

"Do you perhaps have another opinion?"

"…My opinion…?"

"Yes."

"Um..."

The Sergeant answered slowly.

"Well, since we have an exploration objective... how about we check another station first… and from that station… we wait for the train..."

"Because the train will come to that station too?"

"I suppose… so..."

It was a surprisingly quick and accurate assessment of the situation.

[Hoh!]

"Then we will board the train."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon followed the Sergeant's suggestion, and we immediately boarded the train that came into Midnight Station right after.

Heading to the next station.

[The platform screen doors are closing.]

This train was empty, giving it a strange feeling.

"..."

The sound of the train running on the rails.

After a quiet silence, an announcement finally came on...

[This stop is Late, Late Night Station.]

[The archive of knowledge, a resting place for citizens, the sanctuary of ■■. Passengers going to Hanbit Library, please get off at this stop.]

A library.

"This feels okay."

"I agree."

At the very least, isn't it much better than a place like a forest filled with nooses or a casino that steals your body?

[The doors are opening.]

But when the train doors finally opened upon arriving at the next station, and the platform of 'Late Night Station' came into view...

We froze.

"...That."

The platform was fine this time too.

However, the problem was the A4 paper printed and attached to the platform pillar.

{Sekwang Technical High School Graduation Ceremony

To Exit 4! ->}

This place.

It was a station near Sekwang Technical High School.
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Sekwang Technical High School.

A peculiar horror game high school accessed by falling asleep on the night of a full moon.

From its name, I had guessed it was surely related to Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Though I didn't expect to run into it so soon.

[The doors are closing.]

"...Shall we go?"

"Yes."

We got off the train first.

The platform was clean and cool, and no strange Anomalous Phenomenon was immediately visible.

There was only one peculiar thing.

{Sekwang Technical High School Graduation Ceremony

To Exit 4! →}

This A4 paper was taped to a platform pillar.

A printed notice.

The problem was, this wasn't the only A4 paper.

{The escalator at Exit 2 is under construction. Please use another exit.}

{Notice of Fire Hydrant Water Stoppage}

{Train Malfunction / G155■}

{Owner of lost cat wallet, please go to the station office}

The pillars and walls were lined with A4 papers and memo pads.

They were too neat and informational to be advertisements, and the handwriting and formats were chaotically different, as if written for various reasons.

Written instructions.



Sekwang Subway Map

— Sekwang Station (Forest Path of Death)

— Midnight Station (Body Casino)

— Late Night Station (Hanbit Library)

— (Unregistered)

— (Unregistered)

— (Unregistered)

— (Unregistered)

The wiki has been updated.

Late Night Station (Hanbit Library)

A subway station in Sekwang Metropolitan City, renovated by a public library.

Before the Day of Disaster, the area was originally home to a technical high school and a residential district, but it was redeveloped into a metropolitan city and selected as a site for the library.

The library, not yet officially open, had kept its doors locked for several years, with only certain areas designated for use by local residents being accessible. But on the Day of the Disaster, it opened its doors and generously bestowed knowledge and information.

Do not make it regret this.



…As expected of a ghost story, it's cryptic.

But.

"At the very least, there's no explanation about someone dying horribly."

"Yes."

The party seemed slightly relieved after hearing the information about this station that I relayed.

"The expression 'bestowed knowledge and information' is a bit concerning... Getting information from the Darkness isn't always a good thing, you know. Hmm."

"If it wasn't unsettling, it wouldn't be a ghost story, Assistant Manager."

"Badger's got a point there."

In the first place, we were a project team formed based on Ho Yuwon's objective of figuring out the situation in Sekwang Metropolitan City, so we might be able to find various necessary things at this station.

And besides.

"There's another advantage."

"Hm?"

"It seems the entry fee will be free."

"…!"

Ghost stories are bound to be influenced by their original concepts, and that's usually the same for the rules...

"Right. A public library wouldn't charge money."

"Yes."

We went up the platform stairs.

We had already experienced a forest with hanged corpses dangling and a casino that took away body parts.

The two from the Security Team had already heard the related stories, so no one had high expectations for what kind of scene would unfold in the concourse above the stairs.

'It might just be a subway facility plastered with A4 paper.'

But the moment we stepped up, filled with tension.

"…!"

…We saw an unexpected sight.

"…A cave?"

From the top of the stairs, a small cave lined with countless books stretched on.

'Good heavens.'

It was like an illustration from a classic fantasy novel.

An artificial cave made of bookshelves.

Except the materials were from a library newly built in the 21st century.

Bookshelves made of synthetic materials, processed wood, and aluminum were interlocked like a puzzle, forming a cave.

'Did they come from different archives…?'

Small mood lamps here and there cast a warm, red light on the archives, and the densely packed books filled the walls of the square passage, casting darkness and shadows...

Even the entire ceiling was a shelf packed with books!

[Oh, it reminds me of a painting by a surrealist artist.]

[At the same time, doesn't it feel like a hidden exploration site from an old adventure story? An unknown space awaiting my friend's exploration! Though it seems we've come at a rather bad time.]

My thoughts exactly.

Looking back at the realistic facility below the platform, the sense of incongruity grew even stronger.

"Stand by."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, with a rope tied to his body, advanced into the bookshelf cave and turned a corner...

Then walked back out, perfectly fine.

"No traps confirmed."

"Hoo."

We decided to enter.

Instead of a rope, we tied a thread to the end of the passage, to the stair railing, and decided to enter while slowly letting it out.

Those in the Field Exploration team who had masks put them on in unison, just in case.

And...

"I brought yours, too."

"...Yes!"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje smiled and handed a Field Exploration team mask to Supervisor Park Minseong.

Supervisor Park Minseong replied in a slightly choked voice, then took the mask and put it on.

The familiar Badger mask.

For some reason, I felt a pang in my heart...

'But if this is the case...'

I simultaneously looked back at the only person without a mask.

"I'm fine... This..."

The Sergeant refused the identification-jamming mask Section Chief Lee Jaheon tried to hand him, and instead just took out an old disposable mask and put it on.

'...'

[How can he be so shabby!]

Anyway, after finishing our preparations, we began to enter the library...

"Ah, just in case, it would be best to communicate primarily through written conversation for now."

"Because libraries are usually quiet?"

"Yes."

The party, having prepared pens and paper, moved quietly.

Standing at the very back, I moved while slowly letting out the thread, marking our way back.

Thud, thud...

The path through the archives continued around a corner.

Sometimes a fork in the road would appear, but we also observed cases where it was a doggy-door so small we couldn't possibly go through.

-Should we make it a rule to always go right?

-Yes.

Near the doggy-doors, which seemed like a perfect setup for an ambush, Section Chief Lee Jaheon would walk as if to block the party.

We kept advancing, stopping, and observing our surroundings.

In the meantime, there was only one peculiar thing I confirmed.

Through a small gap between the packed bookshelves...

There was a window.

"…!"

I carefully checked it.

Outside the window, it was pitch black.

It was almost impossible to see anything, as if it were the dead of night where you can’t see even an inch ahead. I wondered if this was what a night with heavy cloud cover and not a single streetlight would feel like.

But there was one light source visible beyond it.

Sekwang Technical High School

The nameplate at the high school's main gate.

It looked strange.

I briefly tried to see more of the dark outside, past my own reflection in the window, but soon stopped.

Because Section Chief Lee Jaheon had grabbed the nape of my neck from behind.

"..."

-Stop.

Yep.

Right. In a ghost story, an excessive passion for exploration is madness.

'Unless I want to collect another bad ending.'

No matter how many times I die, I wake up in reality, but if I go missing, there's no solution. I shouldn't do things that only the research team would enjoy.

Thus, after a brief report to the party, I kept moving.

…with a lingering unease in my heart.

"..."

"..."

But no other peculiarities appeared.

No signs, no floor indicators, not even an exit sign.

'…Just how big is this place?'

An overwhelming strangeness that makes one lose their sense of reality and become weary of its endlessness.

A frustrating drowsiness, like being in a strange dream.

And what's more.

-Why aren't there any library rules?

It must have been at least 40 minutes since we started our exploration, but there were strangely no signs at all.

There wasn't even a bookshelf with bloodstains or a book spine with suspiciously twisted letters.

Only the cave of shelves, fitted together up to the ceiling as if violating the laws of physics, continued endlessly.

-Badger, you take one for the team and touch a book.

-You're joking, right, Assistant Manager?

-Of course.

That's right. We couldn't just act recklessly.

The only fortunate thing was that Supervisor Park Minseong, after passing through intense emotions like tension, confusion, and joy, was now showing an almost familiar attitude.

However...

'…He's like how he was in Team D.'

As if subconsciously ignoring the fact that he was in the Security Team in reality, Supervisor Park Minseong was acting with the exact same attitude as when he was part of the old Team D.

As if he had returned to the past.

'...'

I can't help but worry about the Sergeant.

I kept checking on the Sergeant, who was walking slowly while looking at the floor, and almost bumped into him.

Hoo.

But the Sergeant was still looking at the floor.

'…!'

-Is there something on the floor?

"..."

The Sergeant slowly scrawled in terrible handwriting.

-Seems like it

I reflexively lowered my head.

In the dark passage, if I scanned my eyes up the path on the floor, faintly visible between the shadows of the bookshelves and books...

There was a strange pattern.

"...!"

I tapped the shoulder of a party member to signal them to wait a moment, then hurriedly moved a book near the floor slightly to the side to fully reveal the pattern and check it.

What was revealed in the light and darkness of the mood lamp was...

"..." 

What is this?

For a moment, I thought I couldn't make it out properly because of the shadow, but the moment I bent down, I realized. 

It's a trick. 

'…The viewing angle!' 

I immediately bent down again. I needed a viewing angle that would compress the pattern vertically. 

Bending down much further, with my head practically on the floor and only my eyes looking up... I can see it.

Do not make the sound of footsteps

"…!!" I found it.

 'The library rules.' And then I realized. 

The posture one must take to read this phrase properly. Lying prostrate on the floor, head pressed down, checking with only the eyes slightly raised... 'A bow.' 

It can only be read by bowing in submission. By posing in the way a slave or an insignificant being would before an indescribably powerful and great entity. 

'...'

 I remembered. 

The 'basic information' of this station that I had casually overlooked, my attention focused on the wiki's information. 

The announcement inside the train. 

-The archive of knowledge, a resting place for citizens, a sanctuary for ■■. Passengers going to Hanbit Library, please get off at this station. A sanctuary for ■■. 

'…Damn it.' A cold sweat ran down my spine. 

It seems that here, there’s something that 'must be bowed to.'

[To greet a precious visitor who has gone to the trouble of traveling here in such a stale and petty manner! A sense of humor that wouldn't get a single drop of screen time... If this were a live broadcast, this is the kind of person who should be kicked out and an understudy called in.]

[Friend, is there any need to humor such a rude fellow?] 

Sadly, there is.

'If I don't, I'll die or go missing during the exploration...'

I swallowed a sigh and moved on. 

After the chilling realization that 'this library has an unknown master,' the 'rules of use' on the floor that we found while backtracking through the passage were as follows.

Do not make the sound of footsteps

Do not fall asleep

Stare at the window

Leave after obtaining one thing

Be curious

Do not go down to the basement

-This feels weirder the more that gets added.  

I was in violent agreement. 

'This is creepy.' 

There were no immediate signs of our heads being chopped off, but our steps became more cautious. It seemed certain that, befitting a library, it demanded silence.

'The rules of use won't increase indefinitely.'  We decided to first continue forward slowly until we came to a passage with a repeated rule. 

Silence. 

A caution where not even the sound of footsteps could be made, where nothing happened. It was naturally an exploration that made the back of my neck stiff with tension, but...

[Hmm, patience is said to be a virtue, but repeated scenes are indeed a boring sight for the audience! Mr. Roe Deer, how much longer do you plan to 'endure' and repeat the same action?] 

…About that.

'Actually, there's something that's been bothering me.' 

[Oh!] 

Be curious  

This rule of use. 

'Could it be that the path changes only when we are curious?' Perhaps if we have 'curiosity' about certain information, the path might connect to where that information is. 

'…Is it better to try it, as long as it's not too radical?'

In the end, I harbored a curiosity in my mind. A spatial curiosity related to the place, nothing too extreme. 

-Where is Exit 4 of this station, which is said to lead to Sekwang Technical High School?

Wondering about that, I took a step.  

"..."

"..." 

And then, a fork in the road appeared again. The party members turned into the right fork, and just as I, the last in line, was about to follow...

Thud.

I saw it.  

In the left fork, the shape of a person flickered in the shadow of the mood lamp.

'…!'

The black silhouette, as if it had spotted me, ran and disappeared deeper inside. 

Dropping a book it had been pulling out of the shelf onto the floor. 

And I recognized that the figure wore a familiar shape. 

'…A school uniform?' 

A thrilling realization. 

I urgently tapped the back of the party member ahead of me and headed towards the left fork. 

The title of the book the black silhouette dropped came into sharp focus as I got closer... 

<A Collection of Masterpiece Horror Short Stories from the 2000s>

"…!!" 

This. 

-On a night with a full moon, if you read a specific book and fall asleep, you may wake up in the school at night.

The method to enter Sekwang Technical High School. 

The name of the illegal text file used there... 

-Masterpiece_Horror_Novel_Collection_2000s.txt It's almost a perfect match. 

'Wait a minute.'

I managed to check the table of contents on the back cover without touching the book...

"You're a bit impulsive."

...! 

"But it's not bad. If you just waste time doing nothing, the opportunities you had will disappear. Even the Elite Team sometimes misses them. In the Darkness, time is a resource."

"..." 

"Still, next time, wait for your party to arrive before you act." 

The sound of a person getting up from behind me. 

A hand tapping my shoulder. 

"Is your mask… a deer?" 

I turned my head.

"It's ambiguous. Hmm, to me, it looks like a dragon, though."

 ... 

"What nickname do they call you in your team?" 

An employee in a suit wearing a wolf mask was standing there.
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Right now.

What in the world just happened?

"..."

In the silence, I stared at the 'someone' who had appeared behind me.

A black suit and an animal mask.

The moment I saw that distinctive attire, I recognized their affiliation. After all, I was dressed in the same style of Exterior.

'A Field Exploration team employee from Daydream.'

But the moment I glanced down at my own clothes.

I sensed a subtle difference.

The way his hair was styled.

The way his suit was tailored.

Impressions, based only on feeling, that 'this is somehow different from the present.'

That style, more classic than my own.

[Oh my, the era is different.]

That's right.

The employee before me was clearly not a person from the 2020s.

A person from decades ago.

That… distinctive Wolf Mask.

"..."

I knew a famous figure from the past in the <Dark Exploration Record> who fit that exact description.

'…The Elite Team B Leader.'

J3.

The Sergeant's past.

A fleeting moment from the past that had brushed by when I took the Nostalgia Candy was now standing before me as a vivid, continuous entity.

I faced it, frozen.

And…

"You're not answering. Should I just call you Employee Yong?"

"…!"

At those words, a sense of reality struck me again.

Wait a minute.

'Where are the others?'

I reflexively looked toward the opposite aisle of the library where the rest of my party had been, but there was no one there.

Only a silent passage of bookshelves continued on, feeling alien.

'…!'

I'd lost them.

An eerie premonition washed over me.

And in this space, the only human presence was the man in the Wolf Mask before me.

"..."

I was beginning to understand.

'This is an Anomalous Phenomenon.'

That this man in the Wolf Mask was also a bizarre being created from J3 by the history of this 'Hanbit Library,' of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Don't provoke him.'

For now.

-It's safer not to make loud noises in this place.

I would respond as a Daydream employee who had entered a ghost story.

'I won't mention J3.'

After taking a deep breath, I took out a piece of paper and scribbled on it with a pen.

The man in the Wolf Mask stared at the paper.

-This was a library, so I'd prefer we communicate through Written Conversation.

Then I offered him the pen.

To him.

"..."

"..."

The man in the Wolf Mask did not take my pen.

Instead, he smoothly pulled a pen from his own breast pocket and wrote on the paper I had offered.

-A library, you say.

Could it be…

-Did you not know this was a library?

The man in the Wolf Mask only showed the lower half of his face, which was smiling faintly.

-Where were you just before this?

-Well now. I'm sure I entered a subway station to explore a vending machine Darkness, and the next thing I knew, I was turning a corner in this maze of books.

"..."

-You seem accustomed to this environment, Employee Yong. Were you in the middle of exploring this labyrinth of bookshelves?

-Yes.

I wrote calmly.

'There's no need to correct him and say my codename is Roe Deer.'

As long as the Sergeant was in this state, I had to maintain a friendly relationship as gently as possible and somehow, safely…

-Then which team does Employee Yong belong to?

-Team D.

Right. I'll just say I'm a newly assigned rookie.

But at that moment.

-Team D.

The gaze from beyond the Wolf Mask changed.

'…Huh?'

And I felt my mind go blank at the reply that followed.

-There's no such team.

"…!!"

Immediately after, a chill ran down my spine as I realized why things had turned out this way.

'A difference in the established lore…!'

Let's look at the <Dark Exploration Record> from the period when this Team B Leader was 'registered.'

'That was when the lore of Daydream was just starting to be fleshed out.'

It was a time when the company's details weren't as complete as they are now. A time when searching for 'Daydream Company' would bring up just a single document page.

Do you know how the employees were classified then?

Daydream Inc.

A nefarious company that extracts raw materials for medicine by pushing countless employees into ghost stories like they are machine parts.

The employees, who thought they had joined a major corporation, met countless gruesome deaths inside the ghost stories.

Among the employees used for raw material supply, only those who excelled in high-level explorations could belong to the Elite Teams, designated by the letters A, B, and C, and be promoted to executive positions in the company.

That's right.

The Elite Teams.

And the rest.

In other words, all Daydream Inc. employees who were not classified as A, B, or C were nothing more than expendable units to be ground up in ghost stories.

There were no ranks or promotions for these employees in the first place. They were all just employees. Just rank-and-file workers with experimental code numbers written next to their names on documents.

It faithfully embodied the chilling essence of the ghost story: 'I thought I'd joined a major corporation, but I'm actually a lab rat.' That was what the employees of Daydream Inc. were…

'And there were already ghost stories created based on this lore.'

To satisfy the continuity of those stories…

5.1 Daydream Company (Early Period)

A nefarious company that extracts raw materials for medicine by pushing countless employees into ghost stories like they are machine parts.

Everything had been designated as a thing of the past.

'Daydream before it became an incorporated company.'

Daydream Inc. had grown from a vague past setting that only had the characteristics of a ghost story into a power in the world-building, with added details as it took on the aspects of a massive pharmaceutical company.

'...'

I can feel it. A gaze.

The gaze of the past Elite Team Leader, looking at me.

A piercing stare, as if trying to determine whether I was something merely imitating a person.

…And I know.

The specific classification method used for the early Elite Teams.

5.1.4 Team B (Early Period)

An Elite Team of Daydream Company.

A team for employees who repeatedly demonstrate an outstanding ability to find the correct answer in true/false or either/or situations.

And that man is the leader of Team B.

I know that a clumsy lie won't work.

Therefore.

-It exists.

It's better to face it head-on.

-In my time, employee teams exist all the way to Team Z. Because I am a Daydream employee from the year 202■.

"…!"

I tell the truth.

-And I've heard stories before. …That decades ago, there was a team leader in the Elite Team who wore a Wolf Mask.

I looked at the man in the Wolf Mask.

-I guessed from the differences in your speech and information, but could it be… that you are that Team B Leader?

The man looked at me without a word.

Then, just as cold sweat began to bead on the back of my neck, he picked up his pen again.

-That's right.

Hoo.

-A library is a space of connection, where knowledge of the past reaches the future.

-So I surmised that perhaps the timelines of the past and future have met in this mysterious library ghost story.

The man moved his pen leisurely.

-A rather interesting guess.

-Or you were just exercising your imagination, which you yourself don't believe, under the guise of a guess.

I almost swallowed hard.

…The Wolf Leader's hand pats my back...

-I'm not sure about that myself. I suppose we'll have to find out from now on.

-I'm counting on you, Employee Yong.

And so, a strange partnership began.

We are walking through Hanbit Library, a great cavern of bookshelves, muffling our footsteps.

The Wolf Leader, having familiarized himself with the 'Library Rules of Use' on the floor that I had pointed out and he had confirmed for himself, is walking in silence.

I can sometimes feel his gaze on me.

-Hmm. Should I just call you Leader?

-Yes, Leader.

Naturally, I couldn't ask the Wolf Leader his name. If I did something as suspicious as asking for a real name inside a ghost story, our relationship might truly turn hostile.

Still, walking alongside a past, pre-Contamination Sergeant, a famous employee from the <Dark Exploration Record>, felt stranger than any ghost story.

The tension.

…Get a grip.

'I have to find the others.'

I looked down at the Yarn I held in my hand.

…The Wolf Leader had recognized the purpose of this Yarn as soon as he saw it.

-Did you tie that to the entrance of this library before coming in? Like Ariadne from Greek mythology.

-That's right.

-Then let's keep using it.

…And so, from the fork in the road where my party had vanished and I had met the Wolf Leader, I had hooked the Yarn into a suitable crevice of a bookshelf and was now walking down the opposite path, the one where my party had disappeared.

'If by some chance the others see this Yarn, they'll be able to follow it.'

And I maintained my composure, knowing that even if the path became confusing, I would realize it right away.

But a moment later.

I witnessed a shocking sight.

"..."

"..."

A familiar corridor appeared again.

[Good heavens!]

<Masterpieces of 2000s Horror Short Stories>.

We had returned to the starting point, where the book that someone in a school uniform had dropped was still lying on the floor.

As if by magic, only the Yarn stretched out chaotically into both passages, now forming two lines.

'Damn it.'

-It seems this place has a physically impossible structure. This labyrinth of books.

I slowly nodded my head.

-And the flashpoint must be that book.

"…!"

-You keep looking at it. You wanted that book, didn't you?

Damn it.

-I suppose so.

-I see. For now, let's not touch it and keep walking. The same way we left before.

"..."

I stopped in my tracks.

-Why have you stopped?

-Are you suggesting we keep walking in 'the exact same direction' to provoke the library?

The eyes beyond the Wolf Mask look at me.

A hint of curiosity.

-Yes.

Hoo.

-There are two kinds of ghost stories, you see.

-Those that are scary just because they're there. And… those that are scary because they're watching me.

-This library seems to be the latter.

"..."

-This library is clearly the type that reacts to its users, so the more we repeat an action that elicits a reaction, the higher the chance it will show itself more overtly.

I hear a whisper.

"And you're the arrogant type."

"…!"

"You're just as clever, too. But I can also think of what you're thinking, so from now on, you don't need to ask. Smart Employee Yong."

"..."

"Let's go."

The Wolf Mask pulls his head away.

Suppressing a groan, I readjusted my grip on the Yarn and started walking back in the direction we had come from.

My legs were about to give out.

'Think.'

But even amidst the tension, my mind was racing with urgent deductions.

One of the library's rules of use.

Once you obtain one thing, leave.

Could it be that I have to touch that book to get out of this library?

No, I might be forced out automatically… and that's the bigger problem.

'What about the others?'

My entire party vanished, and the Sergeant's form has been completely altered.

And…

Is it really okay to leave the Sergeant like this?

As I walked on with a troubled mind.

"Hmm."

At that moment.

Pat, pat.

The Sergeant patted my back, making me look past the fork in the road.

The space I had stepped into just a moment ago…

Origin of the Incense Burner's Path

"…!" Red traces were scattered about chaotically. The Yarn I had left behind was 

strangely dismantled, forming odd letters on the floor… -There it is. The 'reaction.' 'Ha.' 

It was a ridiculously perfect fit, but the full-blown horror atmosphere was terrifying. 

Suppressing a sigh, I bent down to read the letters.

Origin of the Incense Burner's Path

"..." 

-What could it mean? This. 

-It looks like an anagram. 

I deconstructed and reconstructed each letter, forming a single sentence… 

The words I mouthed silently were, "…One Who Heads Towards the Path of Worship?" 

"Well done." 

Click. 

When I turned my head, I saw the Wolf Leader pulling a book from a corner bookshelf. 

The title, <One Who Heads Towards the Path of Worship>, was written on its spine. 

"...!" 

The bookshelf opens. 

Drrrk, with a soft grinding noise, the shelf from which the book was pulled slides to the side, revealing a new passage. 

But… 

It's red. 

It's dark. 

A place where, instead of the warm light of mood lamps, a red, hazy light source heavily illuminates a dark cavern of bookshelves. 

And… 

'…There's a slope.' 

Subtly, my line of sight is tilting downwards.

"..." 

The Hanbit Library wiki updates. 

The text that follows is…



The faithful one who has not satisfied their curiosity may enter a deeper place. Pass the open place to the closed place to the shining place to the door and meet the master of the Mirror Reflecting Truth Hanbit Library

Bow down

■■■■■■■■■■(censored)



Something was wrong. 

'No.' 

I frantically scribbled a memo to the Wolf Leader. 

I think we took the wrong pa... 

-Ithinkwetookthewrongpath. 

Something strange formed. 

'Fuck.' 

I tried to snatch the paper back, suppressing a scream. 

But. 

"Just a moment." 

The Wolf Leader grabs the paper first. 

"Hmm. So your voice works." 

"..." 

"We'll keep communicating by voice. Quietly. Never raise your voice." 

"…Yes." 

I immediately nodded. 

"Don't step on the Yarn. We're going to turn around and leave slowly. Got it?" 

And so, muffling our footsteps, we walked out of the passage with the red rules of use. 

Still, the dark path created by the retracted bookshelf didn't disappear. It remained there, gaping like a void, with an atmosphere that felt like it would suck you in. 

'Hoo.' 

That was close. 

"..." 

I shuddered and closed the wiki. 

And so, this time, I followed the Yarn back to the starting point. 

<Masterpieces of 2000s Horror Short Stories>. 

"Now you know for sure, right?" 

... 

"That not touching the book is not the right answer." 

This is driving me crazy. 

There's no backing out now. 

'It's better to check.' 

This has to be the trigger. 

In a mysterious library that bestows knowledge and information, not checking the 'knowledge provided in response to curiosity.' 

Isn't that basically jumping up and down on a button that says 'please cause an irregularity'?

'If I keep this up, the structure here will get even more twisted, and that's too dangerous.' 

I don't know what effect it might have on the others… 

I have to check. 

"…I'll check the book." 

In the end, I cautiously approached the book, reached out… and picked it up. 

"..." 

"Let's read it together." 

I nearly had a heart attack. 

But the Wolf Section Chief's arm, holding one side of the cover, didn't budge, so I eventually resigned myself to the situation. 

'This might be better, actually.' 

If we get out, we'll get out together. 

"…Then, I'll turn to the page with the 'information I wanted'." 

Flip, flip, the pages turn. 

Trivial and spooky short horror stories appeared before me, composed of text. 

I tried my best not to read them as I kept turning the pages… and stopped at a familiar phrase. 

In the Dark Shadow 

The ghost story of Sekwang Technical High School. 

"Hoo." 

After a deep breath, I read the page. 

The familiar sentences I had once read as a text file. 

It all happened on the day of our graduation. 

And the next moment. 

The letters melted and swirled bizarrely before my eyes… 

"..." 

When I opened my eyes again, I saw a school campus shrouded in darkness. 

Deep in the night. I was standing on the athletic field inside the main gate of Sekwang Technical High School. 

And the person who read it with me… 

"Hmm." 

He was still in his wolf mask. 

'Ha.' 

It was a mind-numbing situation, but first, I looked at what was still in my hand. 

The book. 

'Wait.' 

Isn't this going to be judged as me taking it outside? 

In my alarm, I quickly looked down at the book.

 Flutter. 

"...?"

 Something fell out of the book. A faded, yellowish thing, as if it had been tucked between the pages. I snatched it reflexively.

'A paper envelope?' 

The old paper envelope, shaped like it should hold cash, was light. It seemed to be empty. 

'What is this?' 

I had no intention of opening it. But… The envelope opened on its own. 

"...!" 

What shot out from inside was… a warm, blue light. Something familiar to me. 

'A will-o'-the-wisp.' 

The kind emitted by a supernatural being of the Disaster Management Bureau. The warm blue light swirled around the envelope, and then, on the back, letters appeared as if burned into it by fire.

--- The fact that you're reading this means you're an agent the will-o'-the-wisp can recognize, which must mean the rescue in Sekwang Metropolitan City has resumed. I pray that at least the students can be rescued. Don't look for us. We failed. ---Dispatch Rescue Team Blue Dragon 

"…!" 

[Oh, the ones who provided their friends with a shabby workspace because they had no budget. Could this be a memo left by those civil servants?] 

…Yes. 

The Emergency Rescue Squad was definitely an organization under the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau. 

This was clearly a trace left by one of the agents. 

'But…' 

My eyes stopped on the unfamiliar team name. 

'Blue Dragon Team?' 

Then. 

"Disaster Management Bureau?" 

"...!"

…I heard the voice of the Wolf Mask, who had been reading the text beside me. 

"Employee Yong, are you… an agent of the Disaster Management Bureau?" 

Dammit.

Chapter 278

I swallowed and looked to my side.

The Wolf Leader was looking with a casual attitude at the back of the old paper envelope in my hand, at the words that had been burned into it.

And just now.

"Agent."

…It seems he's figured out my identity, which the will-o'-the-wisp had so willingly provided a hidden sentence for.

"How could something as illogical as a public official getting a job at a private company happen? And a secret agency agent, at that."

"...I retired."

"Is that so?"

A chill ran down my spine.

Judging from past experience, the reaction a Daydream elite team leader would show upon realizing I was a former Disaster Management Bureau agent was...

I looked at the eyeholes of the Wolf Mask.

Instead of a hostile or piercing gaze, a look that seemed lost in thought passed by...

And then.

"It seems you have quite a story."

"…!"

"That can happen."

The Wolf Leader smiled and bowed his head.

The atmosphere instantly softened.

"…Aren't you suspicious?"

"What? Hahaha..."

A small, silent laugh passed from beyond the Wolf Mask.

"It's so suspicious that it's strange. That's why it's fine. If it were a ghost story trying to bewitch us, it wouldn't have created such a preposterous backstory."

"…!"

"And the fact that the will-o'-the-wisp recognized you is impeccable proof that you really were an agent, isn't it?"

I realized.

The oppressive pressure he had been subtly exerting, hidden behind his gentle tone, had eased up a bit, starting with his way of speaking.

"…Do you have no animosity toward agents?"

"Animosity? Why would I have animosity? They're good people doing the nation's work."

"..."

"Now, curious Employee Yong. Stop worrying about my reaction and let's get moving. The environment has changed, so shouldn't we take another look around?"

"…Yes."

Phew.

'This is nerve-wracking. For real.'

Swallowing the words that he was the one who seemed like some bizarre creation of a ghost story, I lowered my gaze to the paper envelope.

The trace of the will-o'-the-wisp left on the back.

And the identity of this paper envelope was revealed by someone from decades ago.

"It looks like an envelope that held a library card, but it seems to have been recycled."

Hmm.

Come to think of it, I think I've seen something like this when I was young.

'The card that recorded the books you borrowed was kept in an envelope like this.'

But the library card isn't inside.

Only the burn mark from the will-o'-the-wisp remains on the envelope's surface.

"Was it okay to damage the library card like this?"

"…No."

There's no way.

'In a library, you're fundamentally not supposed to damage things.'

Besides, with a bizarre being that one must 'bow to' as the master of the library, it would naturally be a taboo.

The fact that the agents did it even though they knew means they either tricked the library's master in a very complex and difficult way, or...

'The burn itself is a Dokkaebi's trick.'

I moved my hand as if to wipe away the burn mark on the back of the envelope.

At that, the will-o'-the-wisp flickered and came back to life from the burn mark.

"…!"

It wasn't a will-o'-the-wisp with a consciousness. Just a trace left by that flame.

'…An agent left this.'

A Dokkaebi Prank.

An ability used by an agent who possesses a magic weapon imbued with a Dokkaebi, upon passing a trial.

As the flickering will-o'-the-wisp flame rose into the air, the mark on the back of the envelope vanished as if by a lie. And the flame stuck to the floor, showing something new.

Another trace of a will-o'-the-wisp.

Like a spilled trail, the glowing blue things, like glow-in-the-dark stickers scattered on the floor, continued on like a trail of blood, as if guiding the way...

Into the grounds of Sekwang Technical High School.

Into the school.

"..."

"It's the school. Let's go slowly."

We stepped onto the grounds of Sekwang Technical High School.

[Oh, so this is the headquarters of the tomato graduation ceremony incident where this Braun couldn't be with his friend!]

I remember.

The Sekwang Technical High School in my dream, where I was chased by students in a school uniform.

When entering the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story, the explorer would come to their senses in a classroom, wearing their old school uniform, at the sound of the class bell.

That's why seeing that school building from the outside felt strange.

"..."

It's dark.

'Is this… a Sekwang Metropolitan City outside of history?'

But the area outside the high school grounds was so dark it was invisible, as if there were no light source at all.

All that was visible was the schoolyard and the school inside the fence.

We silently and quietly headed for the main entrance of the school's Main Building.

But the blue trail of the will-o'-the-wisp didn't go through the locked main entrance.

A small window next to the Main Building.

The window, which had a trace of the will-o'-the-wisp on it, was surprisingly unlocked.

-We can get in here. I'll follow the Disaster Management Bureau's trail for now.

"..."

This is a first.

'Entering the first floor.'

While exploring the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story, I had never once come down here. The goal was to get to the 5th-floor auditorium where the graduation ceremony was held.

If this is the same place, then this is my first time entering the first floor.

'Phew.'

I watched as the Wolf Leader first opened the window without a sound, then carefully entered the school.

The man, who moved with terrifying efficiency, stood still and looked at the hallway, then beckoned to me.

And he mouthed the words.

'Don't be surprised.'

I understood what he meant the moment I climbed through the window.

"…!!"

On the floor of the school hallway.

Human bodies were laid out, packed tightly together.

The motionless students of Sekwang Tech were arranged in neat rows and columns, five bodies at a time, placed endlessly down the hallway.

Motionless, like corpses.

No, they looked like corpses that had been left unattended after too many people died in a disaster, only counted and left as they were.

But their eyes were open.

Each student, wearing a school uniform skirt or pants, was 'arranged' as if on display, laid out in a line on the floor...

'Ha.'

I barely held back a scream.

A sequence from a horror movie. Not the kind with gore galore, but a deadly horror movie armed with ghosts and creepiness—a shiver ran through me as if I had stepped into one.

But.

[Oh, there are gaps. Mr. Roe Deer.]

…If you look closely at the dark floor, you can see empty spots where a student's body isn't laid out...

As if that student had been removed.

"..."

A sense of somberness replaced the fear, maintaining my mental balance.

But the tension remained.

'Phew.'

I took a step.

Following the blue trail of the will-o'-the-wisp.

Struggling not to step on a student by mistake, I leaped into the empty spaces on the floor.

It was only possible because the faint blue light emitted by the will-o'-the-wisp's trail allowed me to make out their outlines.

'Phew.'

The blue trail was left haphazardly on the walls and ceiling without any pattern, before finally heading upwards.

To the 3rd floor.

"..."

Here too, students were laid out like corpses on the hallway floor, but there was one difference.

I found students whose faces I could recognize.

[Kim Sora]

A student who had died before.

In the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story, I suppressed a groan as I looked at the name tag of the student who had been killed by a Bureau agent.

This confirmed it.

It's the same place.

'So this is what it's like when it's not the last day of the lunar month.'

…Why did the schools in this Sekwang Metropolitan City end up like this?

What happened in Sekwang Metropolitan City?

Moving past the unknowable chill and unease, I raised my head.

The trail of the will-o'-the-wisp led to one place.

The end of the 3rd floor.

[Infirmary]

...

I grabbed the doorknob and opened it.

And a scene I had seen once before unfolded again.

Students injured during exercise should lie on the bed and wait for the school nurse to arrive!

The phrase I had used was still there.

However, it seemed all three beds were empty now.

"..."

"Someone was lying here. Until recently."

And the trail of the will-o'-the-wisp glittered over there.

The infirmary window.

Below it.

[Flowerbed]

…Facing the school's backyard.

The sight of the backyard, overgrown in the darkness with azalea bushes that were nothing but branches, was visible beyond the window.

And I realized.

'This is the only passage to the backyard.'

If all the doors of the school building were locked, there would be no normal way to get to the backyard. Because it's blocked off.

The first and second floors don't lead to the backyard, as they end with a solid wall instead of a window...

Strangely, only the window of this 3rd-floor infirmary could lead to the backyard.

And the fact that the will-o'-the-wisp's trail ended here meant.

"..."

I climbed over the window and quietly jumped down into the backyard.

"Employee Yong?"

Sliding down the wall to minimize noise and impact, I landed safely on the dirt.

And I reached out to one of the azalea bushes.

Right below it, where a pile of dirt looked strangely 'less even than its surroundings.'

I began to dig through the pile of dirt there.

[Oh.]

Thud.

And before long, my hand touched something. I swallowed and pulled it out from under the azalea roots. The glittering thing was...

A piece of broken glass.

"…!!"

A glass craft, shattered in places, revealed itself, covered in dirt. Its form was something 

I knew very well...

A will-o'-the-wisp lantern.

"..."

"It's a Disaster Management Bureau item."

Just as the Wolf Leader, who had followed me without a sound, said.

This is one of their glass lanterns. But it's terribly smashed, and the will-o'-the-wisp that should be inside is nowhere to be seen.

Which means...

"Wait a minute."

"…!"

I instinctively pulled the broken lantern back.

By a hair's breadth, the hand of the man in the Wolf Mask swiped through empty air.

"..."

"..."

"First the sudden action, and now you're being uncooperative?"

"I'm sorry."

"It seems you know this place, but if you consider me a companion, it's only proper to at least say something before you move. Understood?"

His tone was tinged with exasperation, but it was focused on admonishment rather than blame.

'Phew.'

Right. I know this person isn't really from the past but a byproduct of a ghost story, but it's not wise to be overly wary.

…I also feel bad doing so to someone who has just become friendly.

"...Yes."

"Good. Then shall I try something for once?"

What?

The next moment.

The glass lantern was in the Wolf Leader's hand.

"…!"

"These days, they've started making strange items using Darkness, and it seems like it'll be common in your time. Make sure to create an item like this. It's advantageous."

And in his other hand, the pen from his front pocket.

"A device that changes position."

Click.

The pen's pointer disappeared.

The Wolf Leader, holding the broken glass lamp, shook it slightly, and after listening to the sound as if inspecting it...

Tuk.

He detached the bottom part.

"Here, this was stuck in the bottom."

A worn-out piece of paper was lifted from his hand.

Torn in half, only a decayed half remained.

And I recognized what it was.

"A library card."

The contents of the library card envelope that had been empty, a paper with a list of citizens who had checked out books.

The front was definitely that.

But the moment he turned it over...

"…!"

On the yellowed paper, red calligraphy was inscribed in a rough hand.

Its form was...

"It's a talisman."

"..."

"Does it look familiar? It looks like the kind that agents from the Disaster Management Bureau write..."

And I had seen talismans in this school before.

On the 5th floor of this school.

The talismans that had densely covered that floor, where the auditorium was.

I'm sorry I'm sorry for tearing the talisman dug up from the school backyard I'm sorry I was preparing for the ■■ school student graduation ceremony I'm sorry...no no no! The graduation ceremony is not a ritual not a human sacrifice no no!! Please save me save m

"..."

Wait.

Wait a minute!

So the strange auditory hallucinations I heard on the 5th floor back then… were this?

'Disaster Management Bureau agents buried a talisman in this school's backyard.'

And a problem occurred when that talisman was torn?

"..."

Questions swirled in my head.

And I realize the answer.

The fact that he can read this means he's an agent the will-o'-the-wisp can recognize, which must mean the rescue of Sekwang Metropolitan City has resumed.

I hope at least the students can be rescued.

Don't look for us.

We failed.

'They had taken some kind of measure in the school with a talisman…!'

Hoping that at least the students here could be rescued, they must have taken some measure that could withstand the 'disaster' of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'But a problem occurred when it was torn?'

Yes.

It makes sense if I think of it that way...

The problem is.

Dispatch Rescue Team Blue Dragon

Why are they using the name Blue Dragon Team?

Not Hyunmoo Team?

'The Emergency Rescue Squad is the Hyunmoo Team.'

The one I belonged to.

This is a definite record even in the <Dark Exploration Record>. So why was the sudden and unfamiliar name Blue Dragon Team mentioned?

'A special team? For Sekwang Metropolitan City?'

And then, a casual voice is heard.

"Right. It seems the Emergency Rescue Squad agents ran into a problem while trying to protect the students from the Darkness."

"..."

Wait a minute.

"Are you perhaps intimately familiar with the Emergency Rescue Squad?"

"I am. Our fields overlap, so I know that much."

In that moment, I realized something.

If this person in the Wolf Mask is truly the Sergeant from the past...

'He's a person from before the sealing of Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

A person unaffected by the cognitive erasure.

But he accepted 'Dispatch Rescue Team Blue Dragon' without a second thought…!

What is this?

'Stay calm.'

I barely managed to keep my composure and opened my mouth.

"Have you perhaps met other teams? It seems you've met the Blue Dragon Team."

"I have."

He's met the Blue Dragon Team?

But the Wolf Leader's words didn't end there.

"We did have some friction with the team that only dispatches to eliminate the Darkness… The team that tries to seal ghost stories or drive them out completely."

"..."

"Since they have no intention of compromising, from the company's perspective of needing to collect raw materials, they weren't exactly welcome government officials, were they? Some of the researchers would even cry and wail."

But in the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

There is no team whose sole departmental goal is the termination of disasters.

'But that's strange too.'

Because, isn't it actually obvious? The Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau aims for the termination of disasters. So why wasn't there a team that specialized in it?

Could it be.

Could it be...

"Is that team the Hyunmoo Team?"

"That's right."

"..."

"Were you perhaps in the Hyunmoo Team?"

***

At the same time.

The Gangwon-do branch of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

The secret archives on the 33rd basement floor.

"..."

A blue light flashed in Agent Choi's pupils as he quickly finished reading the record he was looking for.

"Agent Choi."

Ryu Jaekwan urged him on hastily.

Next to him, as he stood guard, a brilliant and massive will-o'-the-wisp flickered.

Woong-

Agent Choi snapped his head up, smiled mischievously, and brought a hand to his lips.

"Oops, you have to keep it a secret, Mr. Dokkaebi. We promised over buckwheat jelly, pinky promised~"

The will-o'-the-wisp did a cheerful spin.

The Dokkaebi in charge of the 33rd basement floor of the secret archives was a much scarier being, but once a year, the week before the winter solstice, it would excitedly go out to play at the market, so a substitute was filling in.

He had aimed for the turn of a will-o'-the-wisp he was friendly with and could gently coax, to come here.

To find out about the Extinction-class supernatural disaster.

To properly find the records on 'Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

"We have to get out of here quickly."

"Yeah. I've seen everything I needed to see."

Thak.

Agent Choi's expression vanished as he closed the record, put it back in its original place, and activated a simple sealing spell.

"Bronze."

"..."

"It seems we've forgotten something incredible."
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Ryu Jaekwan looked at his superior.

The agent from Team Hyunmoo 1 who had infiltrated the secret archives of the Gangwon-do branch on the right date to read unauthorized information.

'…A dangerous choice.'

He had certainly thought so.

But he couldn't stop him.

In the first place, investigating a Supernatural Disaster that the Bureau had sealed itself was a dangerous act.

And to even collaborate with the Daydream Director.

It was a reckless act that Ryu Jaekwan himself would never have committed if things hadn't progressed 'like this.'

'This warrants disciplinary action.'

So, since it had come to this, he had decided it was better to have a bit more information.

And… after learning the information, he was going to decide.

'…Whether it's okay to let this investigation continue.'

About the risk of repeatedly entering a ghost story so severe that the Disaster Management Bureau would sacrifice an entire city for it.

It was certainly a direction he could understand...

But for the result to be… 'we've forgotten something incredible.'

"…About that city?"

"No. It's not simply that. Our team, the Team leader..."

Team leader?

'Why her all of a sudden...'

Agent Choi, who had stopped mid-sentence, suddenly lifted his head and met Ryu Jaekwan's gaze.

Ryu Jaekwan felt a strangely sunken look flash across that gaze, but...

"…Hm. For now, shall we get out of the archives? We should do this safely."

Agent Choi soon returned to his composed demeanor.

He shrugged, exchanged a few friendly gestures with the will-o'-the-wisp, and finished preparing to withdraw.

And as he left the archives, he was even seen off by the will-o'-the-wisps, who were thrilled to have received a load of buckwheat jelly.

"Thank you~ We'll see you again next time!"

It was an attitude that seemed to have taken into account the possibility of being caught by his superiors.

-It's better to do things like this lightly. Just like usual.

-As if I did it on the sly because the paperwork was a pain and took too long.

He was aiming for the 'Agent Choi being Agent Choi' effect.

To make sure no one would think he had actually come to check the cognitive erasure records while entering a sealed Extinction-class Disaster.

And he had already deceived Agent Grapes in a similar fashion.

-See! I told you he'd believe me if I said I was skipping this investigation because I thought we'd be suspected for using too much vacation leave!

-Hah...

-No, I'm telling you, that Grapes kid has a surprisingly soft side!

'Hoo.'

Of course, the fact that, as a result of this choice, only people from a pseudo-religious private company (including Contaminated Entities) had gone on the investigation… weighed heavily on his mind.

Ryu Jaekwan had been constantly anxious, thinking that one of them, either himself or his superior, should have remained on the investigation, but his superior was quite nonchalant about that part.

-Hmm, well, there were some pretty decent people there. We also needed to see how things would proceed when it was just them for once.

Ryu Jaekwan wondered.

Was the current Agent Choi still thinking the same thing?

His superior, who, after reading the records about Sekwang Metropolitan City, was still feigning nonchalance.

-Well, Grapes is probably leading them around just fine.

***

"Employee Yong, we have to move."

"Just, just a moment, please."

I paused for a moment, trying not to be overwhelmed by the facts swirling in my head.

So.

'The Emergency Rescue Squad was originally the Blue Dragon Team.'

But the Blue Dragon Team went missing in Sekwang Metropolitan City, and their vacant spot… was filled by the Hyunmoo Team.

'And the Hyunmoo Team… was a team dedicated to the termination of disasters?'

...

But why wasn't it on the wiki?

'No.'

I can't get too bogged down in this right now.

I don't have time to worry about unanswerable questions like this inside a ghost story where my companions have disappeared.

'What I can do.'

Right. I have to start with what I can do. And that is...

"…Show me that again, please."

"Hm?"

The torn Talisman.

I grabbed the library checkout card that Wolf Leader had found in the glass lantern and began to meticulously re-examine its back.

Every single pattern, line, and structure.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm trying to memorize it."

The shape of this Talisman.

"Ah, you're planning to get a similar new Talisman from the Disaster Management Bureau."

"…!"

"You must have guessed that the problem started when that Talisman was torn."

"..."

"Employee Yong, you still seem to have ties to the Disaster Management Bureau."

I just nodded my head slowly.

I wondered if this was a new expression of suspicion, but.

"Be careful. The company won't be too happy about it. Still, when it's a matter of children's lives, as many as a whole school, a person's heart can't help it."

"...!"

Wolf Section Chief just chuckled, said that, and patted my back.

"Alright, you've memorized it all? Let's move again. We have to find a way to escape."

"…Yes."

I put the torn Talisman back into the broken glass lantern, then reburied it in the pile of dirt in the backyard. No matter how broken and torn it was, I didn't know what role it might be playing.

Instead, I took something else.

"A small piece."

"Yes."

A shard of the glass lantern that had completely broken off.

I find just that one piece from the pile of dirt and carefully pocket it.

"Shall I lend you a handkerchief? If it's for sample collection."

"It's alright. I have something I brought with me."

I wrapped the glass shard in a tissue and put it in my pocket.

Come to think of it...

"Do you also collect samples from the Darkness?"

"If we have time before escaping, we do. The researchers ask for it."

Wait a minute. A researcher who would make the Field Investigation Team do something like sample collection...

"By any chance, does their name start with Kwak?"

"Ah, that's right."

"..."

"I see he's still working there?"

Is 'still working there' all there is to it...

I couldn't bring myself to say that he, too, was in fact still working there.

But with a gentler and more generous atmosphere than before, Wolf Leader continued the topic.

In a completely unexpected direction.

"Hmm, if it's someone who's still there… by any chance, is Haegeum still at the Disaster Management Bureau?"

"…!?"

Wait a minute.

"Agent Haegeum… you mean?"

"Yes. She was great at making bold moves, and had a lot of guts. Above all… she was lucky."

"..."

"She would have done well if she'd come to Team B."

Discerning eyes shine from behind the Wolf Mask.

"Anyway, she was such a passionate young agent, I figured she'd still be employed."

He was right.

Of course, the thought of Agent Haegeum having a passionate and young rookie phase felt strange for some reason.

I almost showed him the bell I received out of a sense of familiarity, but I held back, remembering that the person before me was likely not the 'real Team B Leader from the past.'

But at the same time, a very fundamental question arose.

If he trusts me to some extent as a person from the future, why...

"…Aren't you going to ask what happened to Daydream in the future?"

Why doesn't he ask about his own direct future?

"Well."

"..."

"There's no need."

Wolf Leader laughed silently.

And as he prepares to climb back up to the Infirmary, he asks gently.

"You've heard of Oedipus, haven't you?"

"…You mean the story from Greek and Roman mythology?"

"Yes. He received a prophecy that he would kill his father and marry his mother, and it came true exactly as foretold... Why do you think that is?"

A low voice is heard, climbing the wall.

"It's because people heard the prophecy. Like a butterfly effect, it actually caused the prophecy to be fulfilled."

"..."

"The very act of knowing the future might lead me to that future, so there's no need to volunteer for such a headache. Understand?"

"...Yes."

It was an astonishing display of self-control.

[A self-fulfilling prophecy, what an interesting excuse this fellow can make. Indeed, he seems to be in much better shape than that shabby, has-been beast...]

[Oh. That's right. Mr. Roe Deer, how about listening to some advice from this Braun for the first time in a while?]

'…What is it?'

Soon, the cheerful host's voice becomes slightly low and soft, as if he's realized something.

[How about killing that fellow right now?]

What?

[Then he might just wake up in reality looking exactly like that.]

'…!'

[Just as you might hope that your ordinary old superior, who regenerated both his hands in the dream of this sealed city, would wake up in reality with both hands intact.]

Like Supervisor Park Minseong?

'No, that's ridiculous.'

Because in the first place, that Wolf Leader is a projection created by the ghost story...

[Of course, maybe not, but who's to say? A guess can't be a guarantee! But just in case, on the off chance, I mean...]

...

[Just give it a try. There's nothing to lose. It's a safe bet.]

I looked at Wolf Leader.

Remembering his current state.

…In the Annex, stabbing a stone into his own stomach.

[Wouldn't the party in question like it, too? Oh, to return to one's good old self. It must be the dream of every actor.]

"..."

[Of course, this is merely a suggestion, Mr. Roe Deer. As your Good Friend, I have only advised you of a new path!]

[So let's think about it.]

"Come on, up you go."

"Yes."

I couldn't give Braun any definite answer.

I just followed Wolf Leader, climbing the school wall, grabbing the windowsill of the third-floor Infirmary, and pulling myself up.

In my confusion, I put aside the fact that Braun's words were within the realm of reason.

But it was the next moment.

The moment I lifted my head toward the Infirmary...

"Well now. We have company."

"...!"

A situation unfolded that was enough to blow away my confusion.

There was a student in the Infirmary.

A black silhouette standing in front of the door.

The thing in a school uniform was watching us as we climbed up from the window...

And the next moment.

"…!"

As the student tried to turn and run, Wolf Leader and I simultaneously lunged forward and snatched him.

Thud.

The black figure, unable to leave the Infirmary, falls over. I urgently tried to restrain our opponent with the Infirmary's curtains. But at the same time...

I recognized his appearance.

Bleached hair and piercings.

The transfer student?

Unlucky bastard.

It was the student I had borrowed the uniform from.

"...!"

In the meantime, Wolf Leader, who had instantly pinned down the struggling student, asks.

"Can you speak?"

But there is no answer. I saw the student staring at Wolf Leader with an expressionless face.

That expression had no hint of someone looking at a human...

'Wait a minute.'

-To the students of Sekwang Technical High School, outsiders look like monsters.

It's because we entered the game by exploiting an error. Of course, we entered this school by reading a book, not a text file, but...

We won't be accepted as members of the school. Because.

'We're not wearing school uniforms.'

And.

I… can wear a school uniform.

"..."

Thump, thump.

Feeling my heart pound, I brought a hand to my chest.

The tattoo.

The circular, complex structure that organized the Contamination was still on my skin.

I pick one of them.

A word that looks like a broken font from a computer error.

"...Leader."

I ask for his understanding.

"I'm going to try a different method."

I placed my hand on that tattoo.

The next moment.

The bell of Sekwang High School rang.

I was standing in the Infirmary as a student in an old school uniform.

"…!!"

The pupils of the student pinned to the floor shrink. A reaction of shock.

And now I 'know.'

'We don't use our voices.'

Because only communication through text was permitted.

Just like that time long ago, I took out a piece of A4 paper from the Infirmary and wrote on it with a pencil.

-Thanks for lending me the uniform last time

-I was the transfer student

-who brought you to the infirmary

-Remember?

And I hand it to my classmate.

As I look at the man in the Wolf Mask, he slightly loosens his grip on the classmate's arm.

I watch as the classmate, who has barely freed one arm from the outsider's grasp, scribbles words on the paper...

-What are you?

-Why are you here again?

I want to know about this school

There was a lot to ask.

Like how he moves.

What he knows about the torn Talisman.

But...

I chose something completely different for my first question.

Out of a certain premonition.

-Why can't we speak?

Why?

-Because we have to be quiet

-Why do we have to be quiet?

As if frustrated and full of resentment, the classmate scrawls his words across the A4 paper.

-Because we're inside a library, you idiot!

...

'I knew it.'

As if a blow to the head, everything clicks into place.

The reason why nothing could be seen around our high school, just darkness.

The reason why, from within the countless passages of Hanbit Library's bookshelves, I could only see this high school through the window...

It's simple.

'Because it's not a window to the outside.'

This high school is inside the library.

The reason nothing is visible around the school is simple.

Because there's nothing there.

A space enclosed by the backs of bookshelves.

This place has become a part of Hanbit Library

Sekwang Technical High School.

It existed inside Hanbit Library, completely swallowed whole...

'...'

The wiki updates.

A Strange High School

A peculiar high school facility that can be entered by activating a special trigger within Hanbit Library.

It seems a nearby public high school, once a partner institution of the library, was swallowed into the library.

'...'

After the Day of Disaster, some of the agents trapped in the sealed Sekwang Special City made a certain decision to preserve the students until they could be rescued.

As a result, the high school where the students were was placed under the protection of ■■, who took Hanbit Library as a sanctuary, and it came to exist as a special section of the library.

Because the Blue Dragon Team put the high school inside the library.

And this.

Right

So if you can get out, get out now

It means that all the students of Sekwang Technical High School were originally all human.
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I saw the student.

A teenager with bleached hair and piercings.

A being from a high school ghost story that can be entered through a new moon dream, one that kills people when not being watched and freezes when it is.

But if you just figure out the method, one you can communicate with in an intelligent and emotional way…

'They're people.'

The high school students trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

My mind went dizzy.

Then does that mean all those entities that die miserably at the hands of Daydream employees and Disaster Management Bureau agents every new moon are…

'...'

I placed a hand on my school uniform.

My state, Contaminated by Sekwang Technical High School, was bizarrely unable to break its mold, as if captivated by something, instead of feeling a chilling horror.

Basically, in a state of emptiness unless anger is triggered.

It was a relief.

That this dizziness was lessened.

And that I could continue asking questions.

-How are you moving right now?  

-All the other kids are lying on the floor.  

But then.

-It's because of you.  

Because of me?

-Yeah.  

The ill-tempered student who had glanced at me frowned and wrote on the paper.

-You moved me to the Infirmary.  

-Ever since then, even when it's not the graduation ceremony,  

-I've been waking up.  

'…!'

I had moved this classmate to an empty bed in the Infirmary to get him treated.

And I had borrowed his uniform…

'That had an effect.'

Was it because this was a mechanism that wasn't in the 'In the Dark Shadow' game? Or did a loophole appear when the invading error was officially enrolled as a student?

…Wait.

-Are you the only one who can move?  

-There might have been more.  

-But right now, it's just me.  

-There were some empty spots  

-among the kids lying on the floor.  

-Were those the spots for the kids who could move?  

-Maybe.  

-Sometimes there's graffiti left by kids  

-in the library.  

-Names and stuff.  

-After the graduation ceremony started,  

-have you seen those kids?  

The delinquent-looking classmate calmly wrote down his response.

-No.  

-When the graduation ceremony starts,  

-kids like that are corpses in the auditorium.  

'...'

They had been devoured by Hanbit Library.

The kids who couldn't leave the library wandered around, searching for nonexistent clues, until they were caught for some kind of wrongful rule violation. So many of them…

A pang shot through my chest.

A strange pain, as if a close friend had been brutally murdered. As if sharing hatred and inciting aggression.

The feeling of mourning shared by the students of Sekwang Technical High School.

'No.'

I tried not to get swept away, and after a deep breath, I asked a fundamental question.

-Why did this school become like this?  

-I don't know.  

-If I knew, do you think I'd still be here?  

-Any suspicions,  

-or anything strange is fine.  

-Before it became like this,  

-were there any signs?  

-I don't know.  

-All I remember is coming to school the day before the graduation ceremony.  

-And then some… I don't know.  

-I just fell asleep after class started,  

-and when I came to, it was the middle of the night,  

-and the graduation ceremony was happening.  

-And the teacher who turned into a monster  

-kills all the kids.  

-That just keeps repeating.  

The classmate's eyes were sunken and dark.

A calmness and weary resignation that was hard to believe for a high schooler with a rebellious Exterior were deeply ingrained in them.

-This will all be forgotten  

-once the graduation ceremony starts again anyway.  

...

-You don't remember it at all?  

-That you're trapped here and can't get out.  

-I remember that it repeats.  

-That's it.  

He pressed down hard as he wrote.

-So, transfer student.  

-Just leave.  

His gaze turned to the library book I was holding.

<Masterpieces of 2000s Horror Short Stories>.

-Looks like you found that book too.  

-Nothing changes no matter how many times you read it.  

Things that change.

...

Wait a minute.

-Do you happen to know that I conducted  

-the graduation ceremony differently before?  

-I killed the teacher.  

-What?  

-Think carefully.  

-After the graduation ceremony where I appeared,  

-were there any other changes?  

The student's pupils widened slightly.

As if comparing the experiences of past graduation ceremonies.

As if remembering.

And then…

-There is.  

'…!'

-The teacher leaves the auditorium faster.  

The teacher.

-To give Penalty Points to the students who did not attend, the teacher will now depart from the auditorium.

A monster made from the stitched-together upper bodies and organs of this school's various teachers. A being like a malevolent spirit from the final chapter of a horror game.

That being comes out faster?

'If anything, that's a bad sign.'

As I swallowed my saliva.

-And…  

And?

-This might just be a coincidence, but  

-since then, it has never once  

-come into the Infirmary.  

'…!!'

'The teacher doesn't enter the Infirmary.'

And the Infirmary… is the only place with a window leading to the backyard.

'...'

Wait.

-By any chance, does that teacher  

-have something like a slip of paper?  

-A slip of paper?  

-Like a library checkout card!  

-It's torn in half,  

-and it has something like a Talisman drawn on it.  

-I've never checked.  

The classmate met my eyes.

-If you want,  

-I can check right now.  

-The teachers are around the auditorium.  

...

-Let's do it.  

-Please.  

-Alright.  

-Follow me.  

And the classmate got up from the Infirmary floor…

Thud.

A Black Silhouette pinned the classmate down.

'…!'

I reflexively moved to attack the silhouette before I realized.

'It's the Wolf Leader.'

Right.

The Wolf Leader… looks like a Black Silhouette.

Like a shadow.

The disgust or violent impulse I felt when seeing explorers who had entered the school by error on the new moon didn't surge up.

It just felt like something alien.

Something dangerous.

Something from the outside.

Something I couldn't communicate with…

'So this is why he tried to run away.'

No, running away is the natural thing to do.

I suppressed the unconscious instinct to momentarily avoid the black thing I presumed to be the Wolf Leader, and I unfolded the paper with our conversation on it to show him.

Then I added a single sentence.

-We are going to explore the area around the auditorium.

-It is a dangerous location

-that requires caution.

At that, the silhouette holding the classmate vanished.

'Hoo.'

As the classmate and I walked out of the Infirmary, the Black Silhouette followed behind us…

'...'

We slowly climbed the stairs toward the fifth floor.

Upon entering the fourth floor, quite a few empty spaces could be seen among the third-year Seonbaes displayed on the floor.

The classmate stepped forward as if used to it, but I endured the sharp pain in my chest and stepped onto the stairs again. To the fifth floor.

And then.

[Oh, my goodness.]

The moment I set foot on the fifth floor.

I realized why my classmate had referred to them as 'teachers' in the plural.

[It's quite aesthetic.]

What was displayed on the fifth-floor floor were not students.

Adults.

And if there was a group in this school with the Exterior of an adult, there was only one.

-They're the teachers.  

…The teachers.

And they were not in as pristine a condition as the students.

'...'

Melted upper bodies and various organs.

Bizarre human forms with faces half-melted or emaciated, in states where survival would be impossible, were laid neatly on the floor with their eyes open…

As if they had been separated from the 'teacher' mass and put in storage.

Among them were teachers who were nothing more than a single, unidentifiable piece of flesh, an eye, a clump of hair, or just entrails.

…As a student of Sekwang High School, instead of nausea, fear and sadness surged within me.

-Do they ever wake up?  

-No.  

-They don't even lift off the floor.  

And then I noticed.

'They're holding hands…'

All the human forms that still had hands were holding them tightly.

As if bracing against something.

'...'

The fifth floor was the same bizarre sight covered in flesh and Talismans as I had seen last time, but the flesh seemed to have lost its vitality, its mucus dried up, looking like a mummy's throat.

The Talismans…

Looking at their shape, I was certain.

'It's that Talisman.'

The bottom of the broken glass lantern buried in the backyard. The other torn half of the Talisman there.

It was as if its complete form was being projected here.

I reached out for one of the Talismans.

If a properly trained and employed agent of the Disaster Management Bureau had been here, they might have been able to decipher the Talisman's meaning, but I finally knew only its complete shape.

A mutated Chinese character in calligraphy.

Protect

The character for 'protect.''

[Hmm. Isn't that a somewhat familiar character, Mr. Roe Deer?]

...!

I remember.

-Something that had been covering my body spilled onto the floor.

-They were transparent spheres that looked like they could be loaded into a glass hand cannon.

-This is the clear reward for the game's final chapter!

Glass spheres engraved with the same character.

The moment I woke up after killing the teacher, proceeding with the graduation ceremony, and clearing 'In the Dark Shadow' with an A-rank.

The clear reward items scattered on the bed.

'...'

That means…

'They really were meant to be loaded into a glass hand cannon…!'

It was surely a possession of the agents who had buried the glass lantern in this school and tried to protect the students. No, at the very least, it had to be related.

And the fact that it was given as a reward to the one who cleared this ghost story in a 'way that saved the students' and came out to the outside world…

...

'Could it be necessary for rescuing the students?'

I have to check.

I need to get out and talk to the agents.

'Of course, for now, the goal is to collect all the clues I can and escape.'

I made a plan for the future, took another deep breath, and surveyed the fifth floor once more.

And I saw it.

'…That.'

At the far end of the dim fifth floor.

The auditorium door.

Hanging in front of those heavy double doors, which were shut tight and messy with handprints and bloodstains, was another human form.

Its arms pulled taut by flesh.

A bizarre human form with only its upper body remaining.

'It's not a student.'

The clothes were clearly not a school uniform.

But the distance made it difficult to identify the attire…

-Could that be a teacher too?  

-I don't know.  

-We can't go in to check.  

You can't go in?

Wondering if it was because of some sense of foreboding, I took a step, cautiously trying to tread on the dried flesh of the fifth floor.

But in that moment.

'…!'

An immense repulsion sent a jolt through my body.

'What the.'

I immediately realized the source of that repulsion, too.

'…The Talismans.'

The Talismans plastered all over the fifth-floor walls, forming a pattern, were preventing students from coming to the fifth floor.

'...'

I backed away.

-I don't see any slips of paper  

-on the teachers.  

Glancing past the fifth floor, the rebellious-looking classmate scribbled on the paper.

-If that thing over there is also a teacher,  

-I'll check during the graduation ceremony.  

Then he hesitated.

As if realizing once again that once the graduation ceremony started, he wouldn't remember this moment from the time the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story activated.

I replied carefully.

-Then could you write it on your palm?  

-My palm?  

-Yeah.  

-If you write it down, it might still be there  

-when you wake up on graduation day.  

He looked down at his own palm.

-You might get curious  

-and take a look, don't you think?  

-Okay.  

The classmate agreed with surprising speed.

He seemed a little excited, but that expression quickly vanished.

As if he didn't want to get his hopes up.

'...'

And he wrote nonchalantly on the paper.

-You're not really a transfer student, are you?  

That's right.

-Why did you come to our school?  

The question, while seeming to have abandoned all hope, carried a strange nuance.

An awareness of the probability that I might say I came to rescue them.

'...'

-Honestly, I don't know.  

-I just ended up here  

-somehow in a dream.  

I could feel his incredulous stare.

-Still, I'll do what I can  

-to figure out the reason for this situation  

-and get rid of it.  

-As an honorary Sekwang citizen.  

I tapped the uniform I was wearing.

-You lent me your uniform, after all.  

The classmate let out a silent, deflating laugh.

-Whatever.  

And he asked.

-By the way,  

-what's your name?  

...

Saying one's real name in a ghost story is against the rules.

But.

'Sekwang Technical High School is a place where you already have to write your name to enter.'

And building trust with this student, who can remain awake alone, will likely play an important role in unraveling the related secrets ahead.

I wrote it down.

-It's Kim Soleum.  

-What a weird name.  

-What's your name?  

-You saw my name tag.  

-Lee Gyeol.  

-Year 1, Class 4.  

-Right.  

-Lee Gyeol, it's nice to meet you.  

And so, Lee Gyeol and I formally introduced ourselves.

After we returned to the Infirmary.

I pushed the revived Contamination from my heart tattoo back in, returning to my original form.

"Hoo."

-Even if I look like a Black Silhouette to you,  

-can we keep communicating like this with paper?  

As he had affirmed, the student was glaring at me expressionlessly, but he didn't attack or run away.

And the Wolf Leader had changed from a Black Silhouette back to his complete form as a member of our party.

"I've read the whole Q&A. You asked your questions calmly and well. It seems a special situation occurs in this Darkness on the new moon. Care to explain?"

"…Yes."

And he also heard a reasonably detailed explanation about 'Sekwang Technical High School' from me.

But the thing he was most interested in was probably this.

The fact that I had suddenly transformed into a resident of a high school ghost story.

"You use an interesting method. You're using Contamination, aren't you?"

"..."

"I knew our company would advance in that direction."

The eyes behind the Wolf Leader's mask scanned me.

Then he stroked his chin.

"Still, progress is progress compared to now. Currently, it's a kind of chicken race."

"…You mean, whether you get Contaminated before you get a Wish Ticket, or get the Wish Ticket first?"

"Yes. Clever Employee Yong."

The mouth beneath the Wolf Mask drew an arc.

"Of course, the resourceful ones manage it privately within those confines."

"..."

Including himself, I'm sure.

"Now. Shall we return to the library? That student seems to know the way, so asking him for directions should make our escape easier."

"...Yes."

I asked Lee Gyeol for the way to another section of the library.

To be precise, the way to the section where <Masterpieces of 2000s Horror Short Stories> was shelved.

-This way.  

Walking behind our fortunately willing guide, we learned how to get to another section of Hanbit Library through the school's library…

"It's a rather intuitive method, isn't it?"

"…Yes."

And then, a question suddenly popped into my head.

What is the Wolf Leader's wish?

He's a being who is aware enough of the Wish Token to call it a chicken race. If I ask now, I might get an answer…

But asking this being that question somehow felt like a discourtesy to the Sergeant.

So I kept my mouth shut and walked quietly.

And finally, we returned to the very spot where we had started.

The passageway of bookshelves, where three strands of Yarn were now twisted together.

The section of Hanbit Library where <Masterpieces of 2000s Horror Short Stories> was shelved.

And so, the moment I bent down to check the empty space on the shelf.

"Now, to put the book back…"

My mouth was covered.

"Shh."

"…!"

The Wolf Leader pulled me and instantly ducked around the corner of that section, hiding behind a bookshelf.

…He wrote letters on my back with his finger.

-Another entity is coming.

"…!"

And then.

From the opposite corner, someone began to appear.

"...!!"

I stared blankly at the figure. It was…

"This is… where the Yarn is thickest..."

The Sergeant.

And…

W e l l  d o n e

The Golden Mascot.

Me.

Chapter 281

What is this situation?

'Hold on.'

So, the Team B Leader is next to me, and I'm here...

The Security Chief and me, the mascot, are over in that hallway.

'…What?'

Is this a hallucination from the library ghost story?

But if I had to guess, it would be more natural for the Team B Leader, from the uncontaminated past of several decades ago, to be the hallucination… but a person with such a real presence, who even subdued a student, can't be a hallucination, no...

...

I swallowed.

'…Braun.'

[My friend is calling me.]

And I shifted my focus.

'That Golden Mascot over there.'

To the yellow, cat-like mascot with antlers like tree branches.

'…Is that your friend?'

Will it be identified as me?

[Oh, that could be. But right now, I am with Mr. Roe Deer!]

It was an ambiguous answer.

'Ha.'

Meanwhile, the Team B Leader, who had already been carefully observing the state of the two entities, slowly informed me through a written conversation.

-They don't seem to be human.

-They seem to be entities belonging to this library ghost story, so let's observe them a little longer.

"..."

He's judged them to be something other than human.

That judgment was, in fact, correct.

Even if both had physical forms, they couldn't be seen as ordinary, uncontaminated people.

"Um… the yarn, should I hold it..."

T h a n k  y o u

"Yeah..."

And as the Security Chief took hold of the yarn, his pupils shimmered yellow.

'Looking at him like this, he really seems out of the ordinary...'

Those two beings conversing beyond the corner looked anything but ordinary, just from their appearances and way of speaking...

'But.'

I was still looking at the Security Chief, who was wearing a disposable dental mask, and I fought the urge to whip my head around to look at the Wolf Leader.

…What if.

What if that Team B Leader.

What would happen if he realized that the being he judged to be a ghost story, that Security Chief, was his future self?

"..."

I have a bad feeling about this.

'It's better to keep them from meeting.'

I picked up my pen as nonchalantly as possible and wrote a reply.

-Yes. There's a high probability they are something that got lost in this library.

-That's the established theory.

I can't lie.

He'll notice.

"Hmm… since we found the yarn… should we follow the thread to find the end…?"

L e t ' s  h o l d  i t

a n d  m o v e

L e t ' s  f i n d

t h e  o t h e r s

"Should we..."

It seems their conversation is over, and they're about to move again. For a moment, what the Golden Mascot said sounded so much like something I would say in this situation that I got the chills, but for now, let's focus on not running into them.

-We'll give up on the yarn for now. We should also get out and search other places first

The moment I wrote that far.

"A smell..."

...!

I lifted my head.

The Security Chief's long, vicious black forepaw, having rushed in at some point, was grabbing the collar of my jacket.

And the moment the Wolf Leader pulled my body out, leaving only the jacket behind with exquisite timing.

"..."

"..."

"…Um."

We've been found.

The Security Chief fidgets with his hands, then looks back and forth between me and the Golden Mascot.

"This is..."

I t ' s  o k a y

The Golden Mascot runs over and stands in front of me.

And it looks at me with its black, pebble-like eyes.

W e ' v e

d o n e  t h i s

b e f o r e

What...

Ah.

For a moment, an image flashed through my mind.

'The Cosmic shopping mall VIP shopping.'

The situation where all my Contaminations were materialized and sitting there.

"..."

Right?

Then, is this… a phenomenon where the personality of a Contaminated Entity and an uncontaminated person have been separated?

Is that how the Golden Mascot sees it?

'But that's strange too.'

I didn't have just one or two types of Contamination.

If the Contamination that had consumed the most of my ego were to pop out, the kindergarten teacher from the Hungry Hangman should have appeared first.

And even if the most powerful form were to emerge...

'…130666 should have appeared.'

My form in reality.

[Oh, this makes one curious about the standard of measurement.]

I started to worry more and more about what might have happened to the rest of the group.

But the most urgent thing was...

"You two seem to know each other."

The Security Chief and the Team B Leader had met.

"..."

"..."

A tall build, a neat suit, well-groomed hair on top, a Wolf Mask covering the face.

A gaunt and languidly stooped body, a shabby security staff uniform, a hat pulled down low, carelessly grown hair, a crumpled dental mask.

"What's going on? Employee Yong."

My mind went blank as I watched the two face off.

'Did he notice?'

The Security Chief, at least, definitely did.

But Mr. Jay...

He stands there stock-still as if his movements have frozen, then soon pulls his hat down and bows his head.

...

Hoo.

In that case.

"Leader. This person is… a member of the Security Team."

I stood up, swallowed, and gestured politely to the Security Chief to introduce him.

"He's with me."

The Wolf Leader's gaze remains fixed.

"But you pretended not to know."

Hoo.

"As far as I know, the Security Team… didn't exist in the company's early days but was established later, so I presumed you wouldn't know of it."

"Hmm."

"So I was worried you'd find it suspicious..."

I confessed as if letting out a sigh.

"Yes. I was trying to deceive you. I wasn't sure how much you'd believe, and I was a bit scared of your reaction."

"Mine?"

"Yes."

This was truly from the heart.

"Honestly, objectively speaking, it is a suspicious situation, isn't it."

"Haha."

The eyes behind the Wolf Leader's mask narrowed slightly.

…It was impossible to tell if he was smiling or sizing me up.

I swallowed.

"So, since it seemed they had also found the yarn… I thought we could meet again after securing an exit."

"Hmm."

The eyes in the Wolf Mask scan the two entities.

…The Security Chief is still standing there with his head bowed, his hat pulled down.

The moment his gaze lingers a bit longer on the more flamboyant mascot.

"I understand."

"..."

"Let's go together for now. We should try using Employee Yong's yarn."

"Yes."

I feel like my heart is shriveling up.

L e t ' s  w a l k

We held the yarn and walked.

The ball of yarn I had dropped while moving to Sekwang Technical High School was still there in the same spot.

And logically, since I had tied the end of this yarn to the outside of Hanbit Library, it should guide us there.

"..."

Even during that process, the Wolf Section Chief continues to speak in a casual tone.

I don't know if I should consider this a relief, but he was speaking to the Golden Mascot.

"Are you also a Security Team employee?"

I ' m

t h e  o w n e r

o f  a  w o n d e r f u l

 

R e s o r t

"A Resort."

"…Among the Daydream Darknesses… there is a Resort run by a ghost story entity that is friendly to people."

I didn't say anything untrue.

"It is quite a splendid place."

T h a t ' s  r i g h t

As if praising me, the mascot patted the back of my head.

The feel of its fluffy paws was strangely unsettling...

...

A thought suddenly occurs to me.

'What are the chances that I'm the fake?'

That the Golden Mascot is the real one, affected by the ghost story. And that I am an appendage created by this ghost story… what are the chances?

'…No.'

I'm in human form right now.

I have a human personality.

My consciousness… there are no gaps in my consciousness.

And Braun is with me, isn't he? The probability that the other one is the ghost story's appendage is high. No, let's not talk about probabilities...

'Don't doubt.'

Doing so makes it easier to give up or make the wrong judgment.

But in this indescribably bizarre feeling, I kept moving my feet...

"..."

"..."

And surprisingly, the end of the yarn was.

Origin of the Incense Burner's Path

Here. 

The hallway engraved with strange rules. 

The red yarn was in a messy clump on the floor, drawing the same bizarrely broken sentence as before...

"..."

'It's gone.' 

The exit is gone. 

Instead, this passage has appeared again. To a place where letters are jumbled, where a strange space is hidden behind the bookshelf. 

The moment my mind was about to go blank. 

With a tak sound, I see the silhouette of a student backing away. 

"…!"

It was Lee Gyeol, who had been following us. I urgently followed and asked.

-What's wrong? 

He also urgently scribbles a reply on the paper... 

-Don't go That's a different place

"…!" 

-It's not a normal library!

-How do you know that? 

-I just know I can't not know 

Lee Gyeol writes down the words as if certain amidst the confusion. 

…Wait a minute. 

Sekwang Technical High School is inside Hanbit Library. 

Since it's set up as a sort of special corner there… 

it's part of the library. 

Perhaps the students can also be judged as entities of the library. 

If so...

-Lee Gyeol, do you happen to know all the rules for using Hanbit Library?

-I know

-Can you write them down for me?

Lee Gyeol wrote down the usage rules he 'knew'.

Do not make footsteps

Do not fall asleep

Be curious

Leave after obtaining one thing

Do not go down to the basement

Gaze at the window

'They match.' 

The order was different, but they weren't different from what we knew so far. However... 

<One Who Heads Towards the Path of Worship> 

The part written in red letters isn't there. 

'That's definitely not a usage rule.'

Rather… it feels more seductive, deep, and proactive.

... For instance. 

The law of worship. 

The master of the library. It's a way of serving some being that has settled here as a sanctuary, a being that one 'must bow to'.

'…It's calling us.' 

Blocking the exit, luring us.

If so... 

'Is the phenomenon of the Wolf Leader or the Golden Mascot appearing also what it wants?' 

Click.

"…!" 

In that time, the Security Chief had already grabbed the <One Who Heads Towards the Path of Worship> book and opened the bookshelf. He had already deciphered the anagram of the red letters. An action that was chillingly identical to what the Wolf Leader had done.

"..." 

And it reveals its form in his hand again. The passage leading to something that has settled in the library.

"..." 

"…Um, should I… go take a look... To see if there are any traces… of the others..." 

"Please wait a moment."

I stepped forward reflexively. 

"It was quite dangerous. Symptoms of the writing system collapsing appear inside." 

"Hmm..." 

T h e n  I ' l l  g o  i n 

"…!" 

When I turn my head, the Golden Mascot is patting its chest with its hand. 

I t ' s  o k a y  t o  m e e t  t h e  l i b r a r y  o w n e r

"You think… it's at the end of that passage?" 

Y e s

"..." 

I looked back at the Wolf Leader. He is calculatingly looking over the newly appeared individuals and checking on me... 

Wait,

"Leader, could you possibly keep watch here?" 

"Me?"

"Yes. I feel like someone should watch the entrance here, and if someone sensitive to danger could stay..."

"You could also prove that you have no intention of luring me into that passage to put me in danger." 

"..."

"Right?" 

I couldn't bring myself to answer.

"It's fine. Let's go in together." 

"...!" 

He glances at the Golden Mascot. 

"I prefer to keep dangerous elements close... If they're not going to disappear anyway." 

"..." 

It was a far more convincing statement than a warm remark about trusting me after half a day together. 

But. 

"No. I'm asking because I think it might be genuinely dangerous."

I first used the ball of yarn again to tie myself to the Security Chief. It wasn't very reliable, but there was nothing else.

'Let's only go as far as we can see with our own eyes.' 

And I placed the remaining strand in the Wolf Leader's hand.

"…If we pull on the yarn from inside, could you please pull back?" 

"..."

A gaze that scrutinizes the tension in my lower face.

"Alright. I'll do that." 

Hoo. 

W h a t  a b o u t  m e?

"You don't go in either, wait with him. We might need two people's strength to pull." 

And finally, I spoke to Lee Gyeol. 

As a farewell.

-Even if I don't come out don't worry I can come find you again in another way 

Right. 

We can just die to get out. 

The two people entering now. 'The Security Chief and I… must be the real ones.'

I desperately thought so. 

Right. 

We exist as we are at this moment. 

So we can escape this place by dying and waking from the dream, just like we did in the previous Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration. 

But the other beings...

'I'm not sure.' 

If they really came from the past… no, if that were the case, I should have a memory of visiting the library as the Golden Mascot. 

They must be fakes.

…I had to think that way. 

But I couldn't bring myself to kill them. In the first place, this situation is so bizarre that I have no idea what effect it would have. 

"..." 

"…Shall we go?" 

"Yeah..." 

A confusing situation. 

The Security Chief and I walked in silence, inside the pile of bookshelves in the red, shadowy darkness. 

"..." 

It gets narrower and narrower.

It goes down. 

A strange path. 

A passage piled with books, books. 

All the letters, shrouded in darkness, are unreadable. 

Nothing unusual. 

Slowly, slowly forward… 

checking if there's anything, forward... 

Tuk, tuk.

"Hey." 

"..." 

"Behind..."

…Ah.

The Security Chief, who was slightly ahead of me, is looking back at me. I followed his gaze and turned my head...

t҈h҈e҈o҈n҈e҈w҈h҈o҈s҈a҈w҈h҈i҈m҈s҈e҈l҈f҈k҈e҈e҈p҈w҈a҈l҈k҈i҈n҈g҈c҈o҈m҈e҈h҈e҈r҈e҈m҈y҈l҈i҈b҈r҈a҈r҈i҈a҈n҈

The yarn we were tied to.

It's stuck to the floor, drawing letters. Like the outer passage.

But it's much more distorted and strange. 

The letters, the recorded language, are being deconstructed.

Crushed by great knowledge, jumbled up, strange unreadable things, strangely glowing in the dim passage, at us... 

Light.

"…!"

 

I realized there was something I had carelessly passed by among the yarn. 

"Mr. Jay,"

A button. 

It's half-pressed into the floor, among the yarn... 

And the button. 

'It's the form Assistant Manager Eun Haje often uses for her equipment or items.' 

My heart pounds. 

The Security Chief's eyes narrow as he confirms it at my pointing.

"…Untie the yarn."

"..." 

"I'll run, grab it, and go straight to the entrance. In a way that avoids damaging those letters as much as possible." 

At that moment.

"Then..." 

The Security Chief, grabbing me, ran back toward the entrance. To be precise, he moved as if he were almost leaping over things. 

"…!" 

I barely managed to lower my arm at the perfect moment and retrieve the button on the floor. 

Without damaging the letters made by the yarn. We arrived at the entrance. 

'Crazy.'

I thought my heart was going to drop.

"Are you okay…?" 

"Just a moment."

I came out from inside the hidden bookshelf, and as soon as I caught my breath, I examined the button in my hand. When I pressed it properly...

[Ah.] 

"…!" 

The button plays.

[Hoo.] 

It's Assistant Manager Eun Haje. Her breathy voice seemed to be barely hushed, and then she spoke.

[This library… wants a librarian.]

[That's why it says to look at the window,] 

And the button recording cut off. With a tremendous roar. 

"..." 

What happened?

A chilling worry and concern. 

And at the same time… a realization dawns. 

Librarian. 

Window. 

"Wait a minute." 

I recalled the letters I saw earlier. They were distorted, but I could read them well enough. Because I knew the pattern.

It was, let's see...

theonesawhimself keepwalking comehere mylibrarian

This was it. 

Putting aside the fear and unfamiliarity of the situation, if I calmly rearranged the anagram just as I had done before...

The one who saw himself keep walking come here my...

"Librarian." 

I lifted my head.

"I see. I get it now. Why there was suddenly a rule to gaze at the window. It's telling you to look at your own reflection in the window." 

The dark window reflects one's face like a mirror. 

And the user who has reflected their face in the library... 

"Can become a librarian." 

Thump.

"Kindly, the master of this place seems to find a suitable moment from within that user to become a librarian. As if opening a book and finding a page they like." 

Thump. 

The sound of the Wolf Leader's footsteps. And... The Golden Mascot, bowing its head deeply to me.

I ' m  s o r r y 

I  g e t  i t  n o w 

What? 

W e ' r e  t h e  s a m e  t h i n g 

 

Wait a minute. 

That means... 

"If that mascot was a past version of you that you experienced. Then that means." 

Thud. 

The Wolf Leader's footsteps stopped. In front of the Security Chief.

"You are my future." 

"..." 

The Security Chief lifts his dry eyes.

"...No." 

With bright yellow pupils.

"You… are my past… is what I should say." 

He stared like that. 

At his own nostalgia.

Chapter 282

I kept worrying.

About what would happen if those two became aware of each other.

"..."

Especially how the Wolf Leader would react the moment he came face to face with his own future.

"So this is why."

His eyes turned to me.

"You spoke cryptically of a 'Future Daydream' and asked if I wasn't curious about my future."

"...!"

"It didn't feel like the Whispers of Ghost Stories. As expected, a rather impressive result of the future has appeared."

"..."

"My future, you say."

But there was no despair in his eyes.

Instead, a dark gaze, as if deeply calculating something, swept past the Security Chief and me.

Then, he opened his mouth to speak to me in a gentle tone.

"Then…"

A giant black forepaw descended.

"…!"

Before the Wolf Leader could finish his sentence, the claws of a beast that had rushed in in an instant pinned him down. A sticky, black, tar-like substance covered him.

The Wolf Leader reacted to the unannounced disaster in a split second, trying to slide across the floor to escape, but as if even that had been predicted, another hand blocked his path and seized him.

The Two Claws of Corruption.

They had captured the Wolf Leader.

"..."

It all happened in an instant, without any warning.

No one could react because the sudden movement had no pattern or precursor.

Why...

"Why, did you do that?"

"Hmm... Because it looked like he was about to pull something...?"

"…!"

"Yes. At this rate… the sound of footsteps… the commotion… it wasn't made... This is fine..."

The Security Chief, his form melting away to reveal an overwhelming and bizarre Contamination, still held his past self in a tight grip as he looked at me.

"Hey, quickly… gag his mouth... You have that thing... The Badger... Binding Device..."

"..."

"He'll try… to do something else..."

I.

Took out the device that had been used to restrain the Sprout Class Teacher until just a moment ago and began to bind the Wolf Leader.

Our eyes met from under the Wolf Mask, cold.

"…!"

I lowered my gaze.

Sweat formed in my palms.

Is this really the right thing to do? The question and confusion filled my head… but a stronger premonition washed over me.

The feeling that if I didn't restrain him now, the Security Chief would take more drastic measures.

'He might just cut off his limbs.'

It felt like he would make such a merciless choice, without a second thought, to his own past...

"..."

The Security Chief's bright yellow pupils were watching me until I finally gagged the Wolf Leader's mouth.

"He'll keep… trying to find out… information... and be a nuisance..."

Just like he did to the Golden Mascot in the brief moment they were left alone.

His eyes showed he was certain the Wolf Leader had done the same to me while we were traveling together.

"Should I just… kill him..."

"Please wait a moment."

No!

"This person is your past, Mr. Jay. We don't know what might happen if you get rid of him carelessly. It's too dangerous."

"Hmm..."

I desperately pulled out a reason to persuade him.

"Just now, our state was compared to a book and its pages. If you suddenly tear out a page, you'll end up damaging the book. Ourselves."

The Security Chief was about to press down on his hat, then realized both his hands were gripping his past and stared blankly at me.

"I don't… remember it well… anyway..."

"Still."

"..."

"You remember what we talked about, don't you? We said we'd find out what kind of food you used to like."

The Security Chief lifted his head slightly.

"Let's save the extreme option of eliminating possibilities for last. And..."

I spoke as calmly as I could.

"And if the library really did summon our past selves to use as 'librarians,' we don't know how it might retaliate if we kill one."

"...Hmm."

A gaze.

A gaze...

"Alright..."

The clawed, black hands that had been gripping the Wolf Leader vanished.

The Security Chief's arms returned to their human form, gaunt and limp, hanging powerlessly.

'Hoo.'

A cold sweat dripped down my chin.

S o r r y

M y  F a u l t

"It's not."

The Wolf Leader's ability to discern truth from lies was almost superhuman. There must have been a limit to what he could get from a mascot costume, which could only use somewhat exaggerated emotional expressions and direct words.

Even more so if it wasn't the Resort, and if he had a genuine desire to communicate with the Mascot.

But the Golden Mascot, as if it kept weighing on its mind, eventually tried to lift the Wolf Leader itself.

I  w i l l 

C a r r y  h i m 

"No... Give him to me..."

W e

W i l l  g o  d o w n

And the Golden Mascot pointed to the passage with the round paw of its cat costume.

The place the Security Chief and I had just come from.

The back path of the bookshelf that led to a dark, red, strange road.

"…You'll go that way?"

It nods.

I  w i l l  b e  t h e  l i b r a r i a n

T h a t  w a y

Y o u  g u y s 

C a n  l e a v e

"..."

A strange guilt and a revulsion toward affirming this choice rose up at the same time.

'…If this Mascot becomes a librarian of Hanbit Library.'

Will my Contamination disappear?

Will the Resort be subordinated to the library?

'…I don't know.'

But… is that really okay?

To leave it in a library like this, even if it is an entity personifying a contaminated part of me.

Is it really right to leave it behind?

"..."

Think.

Not just for emotional reasons, but what is the most logical thing for me to do right now.

"How about we all go together?"

"Together..."

"Yes. Seeing as the button was found over there, the others are probably downstairs."

It's easy to get confused because of the unexpected situation of J3's past and future selves recognizing each other, but in truth, nothing about the information or the environment has changed.

Our goal hasn't changed either.

-Check on the state of the other team members, and get out safely ourselves.

This.

"Judging by how Assistant Manager Falcon's recording cut off unnaturally, something must have happened."

And the method of escape hasn't changed either.

"We can take the medicine if things get dire, but until then, can't we investigate a bit more for traces of our colleagues or their well-being, and look for other ways out?"

"..."

"..."

"Alright..."

Hoo.

And so it was decided again.

That we would all travel down that bizarre path together, at least until another path appeared.

"..."

The Security Chief took charge of the bound Wolf Leader.

Casually lifting the adult male from the Elite Team, the Security Chief started walking.

And so, once again, as if by a repeating fate, we set foot into the passage.

No, I guess I was the only one setting foot in it for the third time.

'Ha.'

…It was a good thing I'd said my goodbyes to Lee Gyeol beforehand.

'Just don't use Written Conversation.'

I just have to be careful with writing. Right... Since I've already explored it, this is a choice I can make.

'Hoo.'

And so, I take a step.

Inward.

"..."

"..."

…There was almost no sound of footsteps.

The path of hidden books grew strangely steeper, quiet, and dark. Red light sources sporadically illuminated the bookshelves and books...

I realize.

That at some point, the material of the bookshelves surrounding the passage had changed.

'…Bone? Clay?'

What was certain was that it wasn't a modern material.

Very old bookshelves, a blackish brown, gray, black color that made it impossible to tell if it was leather, dirt, or decayed human bones...

But the books slotted there were strangely vivid and packed tightly.

"..."

"..."

The wiki updated.

Those who are not satisfied with their curiosity can go deeper. Pass the place you want to open and come to the shining door to the closed place Meet the master of Hanbit Library the Mirror Reflecting Truth

Bow down

Bowdownbowdownbowdownbowdownbowdownbowdownbowdownbowdownbowdown

I closed my Smartphone.

My neck drenched in a cold sweat.

"..."

And I lift my head.

After walking about 100 meters… the dark, downward path came to an end.

The end of the passage.

The dead end was completely blocked on five sides—front, right, left, top, and bottom—by bookshelves.

And there was a sign attached...

· ■■■■rials Room

→ ■ata Dis■■y

← ■■■■■■■

↑ ■■■■■ Room

All jumbled up.

Whether it was because of the darkness, wear and tear, or some other factor, the letters weren't even legible.

But I manage to make out one word.

'Materials Room.'

Libraries of a certain size usually divide and store the materials and books they possess into various sections according to theme.

That structure was finally revealing itself inside here. In a complete mess.

"..."

Just one thing.

↓ Place of Veneration

There were letters there, all too clearly legible...

The path leading down.

"..."

"I think… this opens..."

Thud.

The bookshelf on the floor shook with the Security Chief's movement.

Like a cellar, or perhaps an attic. That bookshelf was clearly serving as a door that opened up and down.

I know instinctively.

'It's down here.'

The place that called for a librarian.

"..."

The Security Chief sets the Wolf Leader he was carrying down on the floor.

"I'll open it… and put him in..."

"No need."

…!

"Doing it with my tongue and teeth was a bit difficult."

…When I turned my head, I saw the Wolf Leader's face, his mouth stained with blood.

The gag around his mouth was slightly loosened, his pronunciation a little slurred, whatever he had done.

A chill went down my spine.

'That thing restrained even the contaminated Supervisor Park Minseong.'

How on earth did he do it? Don't tell me he bit off his own tongue… damn it!

"Calm down. If I were you, I wouldn't be thinking of causing a scene here."

"..."

The Security Chief, who had been about to pin the Wolf Leader down again, slowly withdrew his arm.

…Between the black silhouettes, the Wolf Mask looked around at us.

"I don't want to fight. And I'm not trying to run away."

A relaxed and calm voice.

"Considering the length of the passage and the inability to make footsteps, I'd be caught again before I could."

"..."

"It's just that I realized something, and I just had to say it. It's one of the library's rules of use."

"What is it?"

His gaze fixed on me.

"Employee Yong. You remember this rule, don't you?"

Leave Once You Gain One

"It's the only conditional rule. What did you think it meant?"

So, if you gain knowledge...

"You probably thought it meant to leave without regret once you've gained one piece of information from the library. Didn't you?"

"…!"

"Well done. A rational deduction. But… now that I see it, this library seems to move according to the will of something with a firm ego."

"What are you trying to say?"

"Perhaps that conditional sentence has a different subject?"

A blood-tinged smile spread beneath the Wolf Mask.

"The library's ego, that is. What if we fill in the missing subject in the sentence like this. …'I'."

…!

Leave Once I Gain One

It becomes an arrogant expression written from the perspective of the library's master.

And there's circumstantial evidence that strongly supports this conjecture.

The demand for a librarian.

"The interpretation is that if the library gains one librarian, the other party can leave as a user."

"..."

"And seeing as it wasn't specified… it probably doesn't matter which one it is."

"So you're saying, Leader."

I swallowed.

"You're asking me to let you leave this place instead of Mr. Jay?"

"No."

A clear voice spoke from under the Wolf Mask.

"I'm saying that for the sake of both of us, the past and the future, it's more advantageous for me to leave this library."

"…!"

"Clever Employee Yong. Let me go."

From within the mask, clear, deep eyes met mine.

"Now that I know the future, so that I can prepare for it."

What?

"But, the one who said a fixed future cannot be changed was,"

"Yes. That was me."

He declared it with certainty.

And his gaze swept over the Security Chief.

At the contaminated form, its brilliant functions of its prime all used up.

His own declined future.

"I have confirmed what I will look like in several decades, and that may be unchangeable. …But you see. The secrets of my future that even you don't know yet, Employee Yong, are things I can start creating from now on."

"...!"

"It's certainly a troublesome and bothersome task. But now that I know, it means I can use other methods. For example..."

His gaze turned to the Security Chief.

"I can start preparing methods and items to recover for when I become this form."

"…!"

"Or I could feign Contamination from the start, or find a way in the Darkness to awaken from the Contamination in a few decades... There will be various ways."

"..."

"For my future self who will become a librarian in the library's Darkness decades from now, I could even prepare for his escape."

So.

The current Security Chief could become someone who, 'as it turns out, had unknowingly made complete preparations to recover from this wolf Contamination and hidden them somewhere…'?

That he could recover.

"So, for a better future. For other possibilities, can you let me go?"

The Wolf Leader stared at me quietly.

I was frozen.

This Elite Team Leader from the past… had just declared he would prepare uncertain elements that hadn't been confirmed in his future.

The best ones.

"I can do that."

A voice full of conviction was heard.

The firm confidence of one who knows what abilities he possesses.

…Then.

'Is this also good for the current Mr. Jay?'

In the end, they are one and the same person.

I reflexively looked at the Security Chief. I couldn't help it.

"..."

The Security Chief stood without a single movement.

Standing atop the bizarre bookshelf in the dark, red passage, gaunt and powerless, shabby and unkempt.

One so contaminated that even eating Nostalgia Candy couldn't help him endure for a moment.

The Wolf Leader's future lifted his head.

And looking at his own past, he speaks.

"No."

"You can't do that..."

The Wolf Leader's mask was hidden by the Security 

Chief's long shadow.

"You… have already become me. It's not a possibility."

...

"I'm the one who saw this library's window… so you… are my past... It's not that I am your predicted future..."

Ah.

"And what has already happened cannot be changed..."

The Security Chief looked at himself.

At the past he had already lived through.

The persona, the form, the memories that were once him.

"You… were arrogant."

"..."

"That too… is something I cannot change..."

The Security Chief quietly pressed down his hat and stepped back.

The expression under the Wolf Leader's mask, still hidden by the cast shadow, was unreadable.

"Anyway… you won't be able to leave... Because you're already… me..."

"..."

After a long silence.

The Wolf Leader's voice is heard.

"Will you give my regards to the kids on the team? No, you can't, can you."

I couldn't breathe.

I turn from the Security Chief to look at myself.

"Let's put him… below..."

"..."

But I inadvertently recalled something.

'You… are me.'

And if it didn't matter which of the two it was...

'...'

Wait a minute.

"Please wait a moment..."

I looked back at the Golden Mascot.

W h a t ‘ s  w r o n g?

I had inadvertently thought wrong.

It's true that this Mascot could be a scene from my past. But to be precise,

'It's also one of the forms I possess.'

Yes.

And on the wiki I had closed in fright, the expression that was written...

Pass the place you want to open and come to the shining door to the closed place Meet the master of Hanbit Library the Mirror Reflecting Truth

That very expression.

Mirror Reflecting Truth

'...'

Ah.

"Mr. Jay."

"Why...?"

"We… might have been mistaken."

The analogy of the book and pages was made by the Wolf Leader.

'That's also a guess.'

But because the Wolf Leader was such an extraordinary person, we had all been unconsciously treating that analogy as fact in our conversation.

All of us. But...

"What we saw in the window of Hanbit Library was ourselves. Not some scene from the past."

"...Ah."

So, if we were to use a library-based analogy.

"We are all the same single book."

I pointed at the Golden Mascot.

To be precise, back and forth between myself and the Mascot.

"Aren't we just in a state where different pages are opened?"

"..."

"..."

"…So."

The Security Chief's mouth opened.

"We were one from the beginning."

The next moment.

Only the Security Chief and I were standing among the bookshelves of Hanbit Library.

"..."

The dark, red, strange bookshelf passage was gone.

We were standing in front of the Yarn in the maze of bookshelves.

'Ah.'

And I realized.

I was the Golden Mascot.

It rises in my mind. Exploring Hanbit Library with the Security Chief, searching for the team members who had vanished in the confusion, and the Yarn.

And probably, after concluding that I was the fake one, suppressing the existential terror and saying in agony that I would become the librarian.

All those moments were me.

And.

"Roe Deer…?"

"Assistant Manager."

I can see the former D-Team members coming around the corner.

And my own form, which was with them, also connects...

I was Grapes.

Suddenly, in the form of a naive Rookie Agent from the Disaster Management Bureau, I had been accompanying the former D-Team members—who were meeting their past selves like Doppelgangers—and worriedly searching for the Security Chief's whereabouts.

And in a strange passageway, after leaving behind a button, we were seriously discussing what on earth we should do here...

Then I suddenly blinked, and the Security Chief appeared before my eyes.

That was also me.

"You're back. No, the Chief is here too!"

"..."

And the most shocking thing of all.

[Oh, that's how my friend looked when he ran that humble and cozy Resort.]

[My goodness, friend, your arm is gone!]

It was the fact that Bran had been accompanying all three of them.

'Ha...'

This bastard, really.

'Anyway, did I return to normal because I got the answer right?'

What about the librarian? No, more importantly… wait.

'…Then does the Security Chief have the memories of going around as the Wolf Leader...'

...

I looked back at the Security Chief.
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The quiet hallway of Hanbit Library.

The Security Chief was silently bowing his head.

His gaze was fixed on his own hands.

As if recalling the moment just before, when he had summoned the black, bizarre, foreleg-shaped Contamination to subdue the Wolf Leader.

…Or, as if reflecting on his own state right before being hit by that attack, when he had bitten off his tongue and partially broken free of his restraints.

"..."

I had become one, accepting everything I had experienced in Hanbit Library as Golden, Grape, and Roe Deer as my own.

If so, then perhaps the Security Chief also...

"Uhm..."

"…!"

The Security Chief's mouth opened.

And...

"So this is what it's like."

A quiet voice.

I called out without thinking.

"Wolf Leader?"

The man lifted his head.

And looking back at me, he opened his mouth again...

"Um… I'd rather… you didn't call me that... It's confusing..."

Ah.

His limp limbs and listless eyes.

The Security Chief was still the same.

"Haven't the two of you merged back into one?"

"Uhm..."

The Security Chief seemed to be choosing his words.

"In a book… even if you know that page is there... If you spill ink on it… or crumple it… you can't read it like it was at first..."

"..."

"The one that restored that page… was probably the library's… power..."

…To J3, who already remembered almost nothing about himself before the Contamination, his time as the Wolf Leader was a kind of 'damaged page.'

And a damaged page is still unreadable. But...

"Still, the sensations of being with me today must have carried over."

"..."

"That's why you said, 'So this is what it's like.' Because you felt something different from before."

About his own past.

About before he was contaminated.

Because he had merged with the 'state of knowing without being damaged.'

And...

"Yeah..."

"…!"

Only then did a different emotion appear on the Security Chief's face.

A numb expression.

The kind of stillness that comes over a person who, having grown accustomed and dull to failure and pain, and eventually having lost even that, feels that ache anew.

"I know… again… what it feels like..."

"..."

I don't know.

'Is this a good thing? Or a bad thing?'

What if being reminded of his dulled, forgotten, lost self was, in itself, an overwhelming pain?

'…Perhaps I'll only know after some time has passed.'

What will remain after he digests that pain.

What J3 will regain.

I remember.

The question I had asked him more than half a year ago.

-Mr. Jay, for what wish did you join this company?

…Perhaps I might be able to hear the answer to that.

But for now, instead of asking, I approached the Security Chief and bowed my head.

"You've worked hard."

"..."

"And thank you. Thanks to you, I was saved several times during today's exploration. …Mr. Jay."

"No…"

The Security Chief adjusted his dental mask.

That gesture of his hand was identical to how a certain former Elite Team member, who had been with me until just a moment ago, would fix his mask...

"..."

"…So what is all this about, Roe Deer?"

Ah.

"Assistant manager."

The other team members, who had been standing by quietly given the atmosphere, began to ask me questions, and only then did I start to share what had happened to us.

What I experienced while with the Wolf Leader.

Exploring Sekwang Technical High School, and realizing the true nature of this situation just before becoming a librarian.

And even how we merged back into one.

"Quite an eventful time."

"It was."

For reference, in the case of the former D-Team that was with 'Grapes,' things had unfolded in a completely different way from the sides with Golden or Roe Deer...

-Everyone, be on your guard.

-Our newbie, Badger, be careful here.

-Ye-yes, sir…!

The D-Team from a time before I existed had appeared in another corridor…!

The D-Team members, who immediately recognized this from the hairstyles and titles, had moved more quickly to uncover the library's truth.

All while soothing the me who had become Grapes, and desperately trying not to run into their own doppelgangers.

"I mean, our leader was even exactly the same. I thought I had split into two."

"Hahaha..."

For reference, the Lizard Section Chief had appeared as two lizard heads that were so completely identical it was impossible to tell them apart...

-L-Leader?

-Yes.

-Yes.

-Shit, he heard me from that distance. Run!

"..."

Come to think of it, aren't those alien reptiles barely affected by Contamination?

The Lizard Section Chief might really be such a similar person at all times that he was the same on every page...

'In any case, I'm glad we all merged safely.'

And what was even more surprising was...

"There it is. The entrance."

My Yarn functioned normally and guided us to the entrance.

As if all the bizarre and strange things that had happened while following the Yarn until now were a lie, we returned to the platform entrance we had come through.

"Didn't this library need a librarian? Wasn't that why it was trying to kidnap us like a Venus Flytrap?"

That's what I thought, too.

Mulling it over, I realized something.

The rules of use.

Gaze into the window

Do not go down to the basement

Once you have obtained one, leave

"Wasn't it… a kind of test?"

"A test?"

"Yes. To see if we were qualified to use the library properly."

"…!"

It was a common trope in myths and legends for a place that stored knowledge to 'check if the visitor is wise enough to possess this knowledge.'

Meaning it wouldn't be strange for it to be applied in an urban legend or ghost story.

"When I gazed into the window and was split into multiple forms existing simultaneously, only those who realized the truth without trying to eliminate or sacrifice the others were qualified to be users."

There's a reason doppelganger ghost stories exist all over the world.

When you face a being identical to yourself, an existential revulsion arises, so it could be seen as a very difficult test.

"So the guys who weren't mentally disciplined enough and eliminated their other selves get to be librarians?"

"Sounds like a labor reformation sentence. Hmm, what Roe Deer is saying sounds plausible."

Supervisor Park Minseong chimed in.

And I recall the last rule of use.

Once you have obtained one, leave

Perhaps this didn't mean to leave once you've obtained a librarian.

It might mean that once you realize what this situation is and obtain your unified self, you can then leave safely.

'Hmm.'

Thinking of it that way, this Hanbit Library feels a little different from the ghost stories I've experienced so far.

It feels almost sacred, in a way. Rather than malice or horror, it makes one feel overwhelmed and fearful due to a grand will that humans cannot comprehend.

'Could it be a characteristic of the 'being one must bow to,' who made the library its sanctuary?'

Of course, this was an impression we could only have because we passed the test.

"Either way, the entrance is in sight, so let's get out. That's okay, right, Leader?"

"Yes."

We agreed to leave Hanbit Library and return to reality.

There was a mountain of things we had confirmed during this exploration that needed to be checked back in reality.

'…I also want to check on the train Yeongeun mentioned.'

My heart was anxious, but thinking about Sekwang Technical High School, I just couldn't postpone it and continue the exploration...

But then.

"Um, should I just stay here?"

"Pardon?"

Supervisor Park Minseong stopped in his tracks.

"Well, since I'm fine here... I was thinking, what if I stay here and provide backup! I have both hands, and I'm in my right mind."

Ah.

Lee Jaheon Section Chief's voice declared.

"Not possible."

"..."

"The probability of surviving alone in this Darkness for more than a fortnight is slim, and numerous unconfirmable and uncontrollable variables are presumed. Return."

"Ah..."

Supervisor Park Minseong's voice trailed off.

"Um, since your treatment would have continued in reality, there's a high chance you've recovered from the Contamination more than before."

"That's true. We have to… check, after all..."

"Right, let's go. Badger."

"…Yes."

And so, the situation was settled.

'Hoo.'

[Ah, the ending at last. It was quite an interesting expedition.]

You… Ugh, never mind.

'It's not like this is the first or second time.'

Today had a good ending, so let's just let it slide for now.

We took the Euthanasia Drug as we left Hanbit Library.

"There'll be a lot to do when we wake up."

Thus, this exploration of Sekwang Metropolitan City ended for the first time without urgency, and with everyone safe.

A moment before.

Just before everyone took the Euthanasia Pill.

"..."

J3, the one who had lost his name, lifted his head and looked back. At the passage filled with books, at the entrance of the bizarre library and the inside.

And he remembered.

The hidden path.

Himself, walking both bound and binding, down a strange passage beyond the bookshelf.

At the dead end of the black and red passage he had descended to make his companion a librarian and worship the master of this library, the words on the sign.

· ■■■■■■■ Room

→ ■ideo ■■■■■■■

← ■■■■■■■■

↑ ■■■■■■■ Room

The others hadn't noticed.

But this contaminated being, equipped with non-human vision that could see perfectly through the darkness, had noticed.

There wasn't just one sign.

On each bookshelf in the direction the sign pointed, there were small, additional explanatory signs attached.

And the one attached to the right was this.

■ideo ■■■■■■■

: Masterpiece ■■■■■■■Ⅱ ■xhibition ■creening

To re-establish it.

Video Materials Room

: Masterpiece Fairy TalesⅡ Exhibition Screening in Progress

"..."

He remembers.

About the entry method for a certain fairy tale ghost story, similarly lost long ago in a Daydream.

Entry Method:

Viewing a specific video purchased from a used video shop located in an alley of the redevelopment district on the outskirts of ■■ City.

(The viewing method follows a special exhibition screening technique developed by the research team.)

The video in question is a movie, and its title is

He remembers.

'World's Best Masterpiece Fairy Tales'.

"..."

"Mr. Jay. Let's go."

"Okay..."

The exploration was already over, and J3's motivation to act for his own desires and emotions had long since worn away.

So he obediently took the Euthanasia Drug.

At least, this time.

"You're awake."

I opened my eyes.

Before me was the familiar sight of a smiling Ho Yuwon looking down at me.

"What did you experience this time? And what did you find out?"

Obsessive questions rained down like a bombardment, but there was something I had to check first.

>Check: Dream Collector

I took out the item I had brought from my pocket. The inside of the item I had brought just in case was...

Rippling with a golden liquid.

"…!"

It had been collected.

Suggestion: Visual Appraisal

Ho Yuwon's eyes narrowed.

"B. Almost… close to an A. No, it might even be an A."

'…!'

The result was better than expected.

'Perhaps if I had met the library's master directly, or at least perceived its presence, it would have resulted in a higher grade.'

But without needing to take such a risk, this alone was a tremendous result.

Research on a Darkness exploration method that allows entry through a dream to extract a high-grade potion with zero casualties?

'This is definitely going to work.'

What's more, we had brought four Dream Collectors.

'Even excluding the one I entrusted to the Security Chief, three should be more than enough to submit to the company as an initial result…!'

But what was more surprising was something we found out after everyone had woken up.

While everyone was checking their Dream Collectors, the Security Chief also took his out...

"Wait, that's..."

"..."

A shimmering golden light.

The Dream Collector that had been given to the Security Chief was also filled with liquid.

'Good heavens.'

The item that had been difficult to entrust to the fully contaminated Supervisor Park Minseong, and was more or less just handed to him, was filled with liquid.

But I understood the situation from Ho Yuwon's comment as he approached.

"Hmm. The purity is a bit lower than the other collectors..."

Ah.

'It must have been processed as being collected when he was in his Wolf Leader state.'

It was surely appraised from when he explored Sekwang Technical High School with me, and when we escaped...

"..."

However, until Ho Yuwon collected it, the Security Chief stared blankly for a few seconds at the Dream Collector that had come from his own pocket.

He clearly seemed to feel some sort of emotion.

'...'

I turned my gaze away from it as politely as possible and asked about the well-being of the other members.

To be precise, about the team member who wasn't in the same room as us.

>Question: Badger's condition

"Ah, he has woken up, but… it'll be a bit difficult to have a conversation. He's still in a state of Contamination."

Ah.

"His arms unfortunately haven't regenerated either. But he seems to think they're there, as he keeps making a manual appear out of nowhere and trying to pick it up."

"..."

So that's how it is.

It seemed Supervisor Park Minseong only regained his arms and his sanity while inside Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Still… if he slowly recovers from the Contamination in reality, the regeneration potion will eventually work.'

For now, I had to force myself to think that way. I lowered my Black Smoke and painstakingly turned my thoughts.

"So… can you answer me now?"

Ho Yuwon's eyes gleamed again.

"What did you find out in Sekwang Metropolitan City this time?"

...

I moved the smoke, forming words.

>Question:

>About the Emergency Rescue Squad of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

"Those agents are still contacting us aggressively. They're being threatening, saying it's urgent and to let them know as soon as Mr. Roe Deer wakes up... It's rude, but they say it's something I'll have to handle. More importantly, what happened in Sekwang Metropolitan City..."

...

I added to the question.

More specifically.

>Question:

>About the Emergency Rescue Squad of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

>Dispatch Rescue Team Blue Dragon

Ho Yuwon stopped moving.

As if he had been stabbed by a spear, as if he had been crushed by a building, a voice came from his frozen body...

"Finally."

A voice filled with ecstasy.

I lifted my head.

"You found out."

A smile filled with elation spread across Ho Yuwon's face.

Chapter 284

"With this many explorations under our belt, it's about time we found out..."

Ho Yuwon's voice was strange.

It sounded like joy, but also like sadness, or a dark fear, or a tremor. It also sounded like he was smoothly concealing all of it.

What was certain was the content of his words.

'About time we found out?'

It meant that what I had asked about, the traces of the Blue Dragon Team I found in Sekwang Metropolitan City, was what Ho Yuwon had been expecting.

>Question: What you know about the Dispatch Rescue Team Blue Dragon

"Pardon? Isn't that something you should be explaining to me, Mr. Noru? It's the reason I planned this Project, after all. To find out about a certain Extinction-class supernatural disaster. So..."

Ho Yuwon grabs my shoulders and looks into me.

"What did you find out in Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

That's when I was sure.

"About the Blue Dragon Team."

This man knew about the Blue Dragon Team from the very beginning.

And it is deeply connected to Ho Yuwon's purpose for exploring the 'sealed Sekwang City'...

'A grudge?'

I couldn't be sure, but a cause-and-effect relationship was forming in my mind based on my suspicions.

That the deep grudge Ho Yuwon held against the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau was, in some way, tied to the vanished Blue Dragon Team.

After some thought, I explained the facts as they were.

>Discovery of Sekwang Technical High School

>: Traces of the Blue Dragon Team confirmed at said high school

"Ah."

He froze.

"So it was accessible from the subway station after all..."

'After all.'

The joy of someone whose guess was correct.

>What you know about Sekwang Technical High School

"Pardon? I enter that high school every last day of the month in Daydream. I just figured it was related to Sekwang Metropolitan City from its name."

>Verdict: Lie

"..."

Ho Yuwon's eyes darken to black.

He looks at me.

>Question: What Ho Yuwon did in Sekwang Metropolitan City before it was sealed.

"...Are you curious?"

>Positive

"I used to do the same thing I do now."

The man's eyes move to look at the nameplate in front of the waiting room.

Fox Counseling Room

"Counseling."

...

"It's a rewarding job. Because of that, I would periodically visit a certain high school to counsel the students."

…!

The Fox Counseling Room seems to distort.

"I did many things for my clients..."

And the next moment.

"But that's all in the past."

Everything returned to normal.

Ho Yuwon was looking at me with a faint smile.

...

>Question: What Ho Yuwon is looking for in Sekwang Metropolitan City

"I."

Ho Yuwon's voice lowered.

"What I'm looking for is in a facility connected to one of the Sekwang Special City Subway stations."

...

"Please continue exploring in the same direction you are now, Mr. Roe Deer. Explore the subway stations and try to guess the situation outside. Then I think you'll find it. And when you face it..."

A smile spread across his lips again.

"At that time, you'll know right away, even without me telling you. What it is that Ho Yuwon is looking for."

...

>Question: Ho Yuwon's feelings about the Blue Dragon Team

"Well. I probably hate them? Since I hate the Disaster Management Bureau."

But his voice as he answered was strangely dry.

I was plunged into an even more inscrutable feeling.

The Blue Dragon Team.

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

And… about Ho Yuwon.

That evening.

"Grapes-ie."

I finally got to meet with the Disaster Management Bureau agents.

The other team members had left the Fox Counseling Room for interviews and personal check-ups related to the Dream Collector.

So I, 130666, was the only one there, but honestly, I had more urgent things to talk about, so I didn't have time to be flustered or whatever and immediately stood up to welcome them, but...

"...First, let's go somewhere else."

The agents' expressions were grim.

I accepted the cognitive distortion provided by the will-o'-the-wisp and followed them into a nearby Disaster Management Bureau container once again.

I didn't even have a moment to worry, 'What if the Disaster Management Bureau finds out where I am?'

"…Grapes-ie. The thing we confirmed."

These agents had gone and raided the secret archives on the 33rd basement floor of the Gangwon Branch of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau to find data related to Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'No wonder they backed out of the exploration so readily…!'

 >Question: Concern about disciplinary action if discovered

"Agent Grape doesn't need to worry..."

"Yeah. We already got it. A pay cut!"

"..."

Agent Bronze has his hand on his forehead...

"Anyway, that's not what's important. It's what we found out, isn't it?"

Agent Choi grinned out of habit.

But a cold sweat had beaded on his temple.

"…When we checked the sealing records, there were censored words even in the secret archives."

The agents' faces were sunken as they added that it was not a good sign.

"But we got the general gist of what happened. Now, listen..."

And Agent Choi explained.

The Disaster Management Bureau's response records, written on paper, up to the 'Extinction-class supernatural disaster-Metropolitan City Deletion'.

"At first, a call came from the branch office. The Disaster Management Bureau branch in that very metropolitan city."

Request for support from the ■■ Metropolitan City Branch:

Exploration of a newly discovered Supernatural Disaster.

Rapidly increasing ripple effect, projected casualty rate severe.

"Naturally, the Bureau's system dictated that we first identify what kind of disaster it was. …But get this. Three veteran agents from Team Baekho who entered the metropolitan city went missing in two hours."

Contact lost, all attempts to locate them failed.

: Processed as missing

But this was only the beginning.

"Five hours later, we lost contact with the branch office in that metropolitan city itself."

...

"And, it's written that they never saw anyone from that branch again. …This was the last contact record."

Unidentified call: You can't come! Don't come! There's no way we can handle this… (static)

Call ended.

*Identified sounds: The sound of glass shattering, screams, the roar of something heavy collapsing, a music box melody, ecstatic murmuring.

"After that, all records about what kind of supernatural disaster it was were censored. Except for the casualties section."

Estimated deaths: 620,000.

"That… all happened in just one day."

...

In one region, hell had descended.

"The Bureau, having confirmed the situation, hastily and officially banned agents from entering the metropolitan city."

They must have been trying to at least prevent additional agent casualties in a situation that was beyond their control.

"…But you know."

Agent Choi smiles bitterly.

"It seems other agents took group leave and infiltrated the area on their own. To save whoever they could. …As for the Emergency Rescue Squad, more than half of their entire personnel went."

Ah.

"And."

Agent Choi drops his head slightly.

"None of them made it out. Not until the entire metropolitan city was sealed along with the Extinction-class supernatural disaster."

...

The Disaster Management Bureau… must have ultimately decided to seal the Extinction-class disaster in the face of countless casualties and the fear of a nationwide spread.

By deleting it, so it would not be perceived.

"And that's how the Emergency Rescue Squad was left with almost no personnel."

...

"So it's written that 'to reduce the sense of incongruity,' the team was completely dismantled and reorganized with 'a certain team with similar duties.' But all of those team names were censored."

Agent Bronze and Agent Choi.

The two of them look at me.

"In that sense."

A strained smile spreads across Agent Choi's face.

"From now on, while you're exploring that metropolitan city, do you think you could also look for traces of Disaster Management Bureau agents?"

Hoo.

>Traces confirmed.

"…!"

>Traces of Disaster Management Bureau agents confirmed inside the Hanbit Library facility during this exploration

>Items: A broken glass lantern and a letter

"What?"

And.

>Team Name: Dispatch Rescue Team Blue Dragon

Agent Choi's eyes sink into a deep blue.

"Blue Dragon Team."

...

"Right. So that was the original Emergency Rescue Squad. Haha, Jaekwan, no wonder our work was so damn hard... We were doing the work of two teams. Weren't we?"

"Agent Choi."

"It makes sense, you know. If you're talking about the Four Guardians, the Blue Dragon should be there too. But even though that team was the only one missing, none of us thought it was strange. We never even made a joke about it..."

"..."

"They must have made it so we couldn't remember on purpose."

Agent Bronze speaks heavily.

"…It was a disaster with over 600,000 casualties in a single day. It must have been a necessary measure. …For the sake of more lives."

Logically, he was right.

'The Disaster Management Bureau branch in the metropolitan city lost all contact and everyone was presumed dead in an instant.'

The problem is, that's an outsider's perspective.

'…For the people who were sealed off while still alive, it's just being buried alive.'

And that there is a being who remembers all of it.

'Ho Yuwon.'

I don't know what method he used, but Ho Yuwon clearly knows about Sekwang Metropolitan City and the disaster that occurred within it.

In that sense.

Ho Yuwon's animosity toward the Disaster Management Bureau probably began when the Bureau decided to seal Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'…Hoo.'

I don't know what I'm supposed to feel.

Perhaps I'm less disturbed because I'm 130666, whose body has collapsed to the point where I can't even maintain my form.

'...First, the urgent matters.'

Let's do what I can.

>Request for confirmation and judgment

>: Torn talisman

"…A talisman?"

It's the structure related to Sekwang Technical High School.

>Location of discovery:

>Inside the Blue Dragon Team's glass lantern

"…!"

I explained the Blue Dragon Team's letter and the state of Sekwang Technical High School as quickly, concisely, and intuitively as possible.

Tension rises on the faces of the agents as they listen to my explanation.

"Wait. Can you tell me more about that talisman?"

I immediately drew the talisman as I remembered it.

The half-torn shape that was inside the glass lantern.

And also the most recognizable lines from the completed form of the talismans that were plastered all over the 5th floor.

The character for protection.

"..."

The pupils of Agent Bronze, who is looking at the shape of the smoke I drew, widen.

"This… is an evil-warding talisman. B wall demon (Pyoksa).

"It's made to ward off evil and protect a space or a person."

"Jaekwan, have you ever used one in the field?"

"No, sir. These kinds of talismans were hardly ever used once the production of glass hand cannons increased. I learned it was due to stability and cost issues."

Agent Bronze raises a finger and traces the lines of smoke I'm drawing.

"It's powerful, but the price is just as high. It's the kind that puts a strain on the agent, as it requires summoning a supernatural phenomenon."

"..."

"And… this isn't a commonly used format to begin with."

Beyond the smoke, Agent Bronze's blue eyes look at me.

"Can you describe what kind of paper or ink was used? A rough color or feel would be fine."

>Source of paper: Scrap paper

>A library checkout card from a library where a certain great being has made its resting place

"…! Based on a Supernatural Disaster... Wait a moment, that's."

And Agent Bronze, stopping his words, quietly looks again at the remaining half of the lines on the torn talisman I drew...

"When it comes to talismans or scriptures, Jaekwan is one of the best in the entire Hyunmoo Team. Because of where he used to work."

'…Where he used to work?'

But before the thought could continue, just as he said, Agent Bronze soon raised his head.

"You said this was torn? Inside the lantern?"

>Positive

"…By any chance, was there no will-o'-the-wisp inside?"

...!

>Will-o'-the-wisp absent

>Only a trace of the flame remained, guiding the way

"…Is that so."

Agent Bronze's complexion darkened.

"It seems this evil-warding talisman, instead of borrowing the power of another spiritual being, used Dokkaebi's Play based on the power of the supernatural phenomenon within the metropolitan city."

Dokkaebi's Play.

"The broken glass lantern that Agent Grape found, was it by any chance larger or smaller than the standard lantern Agent Grape received before?"

…!

>Positive

It was definitely smaller and more ornate than mine. That characteristic...

"It's a lantern consecrated according to one's fate."

"Yes."

Agent Choi clenched his fist.

"It seems some agent who passed the 'Dokkaebi trial' tried to protect that high school by borrowing the power of their will-o'-the-wisp… and the talisman broke."

...

If that's the case.

>Request: The creation of a new one of said talisman

"…!"

An attempt to restore Sekwang Technical High School to the form its original protector intended.

"We can try that."

The light returns to Agent Choi's eyes, and he looks at me.

"But we'll have to do it unofficially."

>Positive

"Alright. Still, there's a way. Let's go."

And the agents rise from their seats.

'Wait a minute, if we're going to the Disaster Management Bureau's workshop, it's a bit difficult for me to follow...'

It would be a bit much for a supernatural being candidate who deserted after leaving a single letter to suddenly show up. I can't even walk the streets in this state in the first place.

Since there was still no word from the Reptilian Aliens, it was the moment I suggested I would go get a Transport Cage.

"Mm. No, it's fine where we're going now."

Huh?

When I turned my head, surprisingly, Agent Bronze was also smiling very slightly instead of sighing.

"It's Jaekwan's old workplace."

…!

"Ever heard of it? It's a very spiritual bookstore."

Leejeong Bookstore

One of the various sources from which the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau obtains divine artifacts.

A long-standing cooperative relationship that has continued since the late Joseon Dynasty, and sometimes agents even introduce clerks to the bookstore owner who says he needs a hand.

'And one of those clerks was a young Agent Bronze.'

My goodness.

I raised my head and looked at the bookstore.

Under a clear night sky where a bright crescent moon and, unusually, a sparse scattering of stars were visible.

There is a small, tranquil shop.

Lee

Jeong

Book

store

On the glass door, slightly opaque from age but well-maintained and polished, hangs a metal bookmark wind chime.

A small space, a contrast to the Hanbit Library I had just explored.

"Owner, Dong-i is here."

Tinkle.

With a light sound, the three of them entered the small bookstore.

Into the sparkling and silent mystery of dust.

Chapter 285

The inside of Leejeong Bookstore was soft and serene.

The familiar, pleasant feeling that comes from well-maintained things that have seen many years. Over this comfortable feeling lay the unique, mysterious, and profound impression of something that had accumulated a long history.

The small bookstore, less than eight pyeong, was brightly lit with warm light, and new and old books were arranged in a seemingly irregular yet organized fashion.

"Excuse me."

To think I'd end up entering a mysterious place that cooperates with the Disaster Management Bureau like this, a place I'd never even visited when I was working there as an undercover spy.

'Hoo.'

My body doesn't even know where its heart is, yet I find myself worrying if it's pounding for no reason.

As I recall the true nature of this place.

-A place the Disaster Management Bureau visits when acquiring miraculous items related to 'Type, Paper.'

To be precise, it's a kind of brokerage.

Where special books gather.

When the lights of Leejeong Bookstore are off, entry must be avoided.

It has been confirmed that there is an over 80% probability that a Supernatural Being is visiting to make a transaction.

According to the testimony of an agent who once worked as a clerk, if the lights started to go out from the entrance of the bookstore, one had to hide behind the staff-only counter without fail.

But right now, the lights were brightly lit.

I saw the light flicker where my smoke touched it, then turn back on and stay that way.

"Please wait."

And, uncharacteristically for when we move as a team, it was not Agent Choi but Agent Bronze who stepped forward first and walked to the very back of the bookstore.

A counter-style desk.

It was an old-fashioned structure, where the owner's living space would normally be on the other side.

A Beaded Curtain hung down, separating it from the inner area, which was obscured by dark shadows.

Agent Bronze, standing there, bowed his head deeply.

Then.

Pushing aside the beaded strings of the curtain, the right arm of a white Scholar emerged from within.

"…!"

The owner of Leejeong Bookstore communicates with visitors only through Written Conversation with their right hand.

Unless one has a history of working as a clerk here, it is recommended not to attempt to find out who is behind the Beaded Curtain.

The rest of the body, submerged in shadow, was not visible. Only the white arm, the sleeve of the indigo hanbok covering it, and the hand below the sleeve, writing with a brush.

Dong-i, you've come. Have you been well?

"Yes, Owner."

I hear the sound of familiar footsteps and the sound of a new guest. What kind of book are you looking for?

The white hand that had written the neat script gestured politely toward us.

Next to Agent Choi, who smiled and bowed his head in greeting.

The Horned 130666, standing there while hiding its Black Smoke as much as possible. Me.

[Hmph. They know how to create some atmosphere. Of course, that's probably the best they can do in this shabby space.]

Yeah. I had a feeling you'd say that…

"He is my companion. …Agent Grapes."

Hoo.

As we had discussed beforehand, I stepped forward.

If a vague request is made at Leejeong Bookstore, a difference in the owner's interpretation may result in receiving a completely different book.

Therefore, it is recommended that the agent who can most clearly describe the required book attempts the purchase.

And in this situation, that's me.

'Let's go.'

I picked up the ballpoint pen on the counter and, below the owner's neat handwriting, wrote as politely and quickly as I could.

-Hello, Owner.

What I need.

-Do you happen to have any books related to a great being that makes its sanctuary in a repository of knowledge, such as a library or a bookstore?

The Torn Talisman Paper.

I was looking for a paper-type item that could replace the Hanbit Library book checkout slip.

'If I can't mention Hanbit Library directly to a Disaster Management Bureau official because it's inside Sekwang Metropolitan City, I can at least do this.'

Describe it indirectly.

And…

Yes. It is in here.

'…!'

It worked.

'Lion.'

And I hurriedly added another sentence.

-I would prefer it if it's not dangerous to humans.

Even if it can't be completely harmless, please give me something for which some sort of precaution can be taken.

Because I'm not human.

Since this bookstore introduces books that can be read without fatal harm based on the 'requester,' I added that in the hopes that it might introduce something that was safe only for me.

But…

Of course. A human is making the request, so I cannot introduce a book that is indiscriminately dangerous to humans.

Ah.

'It… judges me as human.'

At least, Leejeong Bookstore does.

I recalled the bookstore's lights that hadn't gone out even when I entered.

...

As long as a human doesn't read the book's contents out loud, it should be fine. Do not worry.

-Thank you.

I am the one who should be thanking you for finding the book.

And the white hand disappeared once more behind the Beaded Curtain's darkness.

After a few seconds of silence.

Here you are.

It reappeared with a book.

'…!'

It was a hardcover.

On the clean, old-looking book, the Hangul title was written alongside Hanja…

Along with two unreadable characters.

<■■ Decimal Classification>

[Hmm. It's a book that records the method of classifying books in a library. In other words, you could see it as a book for books, a librarian for librarians.]

'My god.'

A chillingly accurate book had appeared.

Even though my hand grasping the book was a black glove stuffed with a formless mass of flesh, I felt a shiver run up from it.

-Thank you. This is the book I was looking for. How should I pay for it? Will you make a suggestion?

…Right.

This is where it gets important.

'The price.'

I looked at the owner's white hand that had emerged from the Beaded Curtain beyond the counter.

Leejeong Bookstore accepted a variety of things fitting the value of its books: items, labor, or gold and currency.

'But that all depends on 'who is buying.''

For example, cases where a small amount of currency was accepted were often limited to complete civilians or children.

'From agents, they often received Disaster Management Bureau-related items or did a direct book-for-book trade.'

Right now, we're here unofficially, so it's difficult for us to pay that way.

So.

…How about something like this?

-Do you have any thoughts of spending a dream vacation at a wonderful Resort?

Pardon?

-It is a theme park Resort that provides top-notch flowers, illuminations, a spa, and VIP services. It's a suite voucher that includes an amenity gift set, and since it's made in a catalog format, it could be treated as a book.

A book, you say.

...The bookstore owner seemed quite flustered, but in the end, after some persuasion, we exchanged the 7-night suite voucher for the book.

The white hand that took the catalog seemed to move in a bit of a flustered hurry.

From behind me, I could hear Agent Choi's shoulders shaking as he held back his laughter…

[My, it seems like a very losing exchange for Mr. Roe Deer!]

No,

'It's amazing that I can use something Contaminated in such a profitable way…'

In crude terms, isn't this a jackpot?

I feel a mix of complicated emotions as I find myself being helped more and more by my identity as the Golden Flower Mascot.

In any case, the important thing is that the book was now in my hands.

<■■ Decimal Classification>

"…Let me see that for a second."

The veteran agent of Team Hyumoo 1 took the book from me and checked and inspected it in various supernatural ways.

To see if it was suitable for what we were about to do.

And finally, he gave his confirmation.

"Yeah. We can use this."

"..."

Our gazes turn to Agent Bronze.

Leejeong Bookstore is not a library. A purchased book is recognized as one's own.

Of course, the owner seemed slightly displeased and not very welcoming of senselessly damaging or throwing away a book in front of him, but…

'Recycling' is always possible.

This was one of the reasons this place was frequently used by the Disaster Management Bureau.

And.

'In the case of certain books, Leejeong Bookstore itself sometimes 'remodels' and sells them for the buyer.'

Like tearing out single pages to make a calendar, or taking just the book cover to create a new value for that book.

And this.

"…Owner."

Sometimes, the clerk takes care of it.

"Would it be alright if I stepped behind the counter for a moment? There is a tool I would like to borrow."

Of course, it is fine. It has been a while. Please sit comfortably and work, Dong-i-gun.

"…Yes. It has been a while."

Agent Bronze, no, the former clerk Mr. Ryu Jaekwan, who had quietly stepped forward, familiarly lifted the counter partition and took a seat inside.

And he lifted the Beaded Curtain, stepping into the Darkness within…

Soon after.

'…!'

An auspicious light flashes.

A white shadow flickers inside the Beaded Curtain, and the silhouette of a man raising a brush is briefly revealed.

The form of Ryu Jaekwan.

Ryu Jaekwan, the one who was a clerk at this bookstore, skillfully took out stationery from a cabinet, neatly opened the book, and separated a single sheet of paper from the front.

Probably the table of contents page.

He separates it, its back clean and blank, and takes it out as a single sheet. He then places the fluttering sheet on the floor and puts a paperweight on it.

He himself kneels and picks up the brush.

Flash.

Through the dimming light, a form that looks like a white shadow inside the Beaded Curtain.

The figure of Ryu Jaekwan, drawing lines, one character at a time, with a brush, shimmers in the beaded strings. A meaning taking shape with all his heart and soul.

And…

Thud.

The moment he puts the brush away and stores it again.

The auspicious light from beyond the Beaded Curtain vanishes.

"..."

Returning to the cozy space of the old bookstore counter, Agent Bronze emerged, pushing aside the Beaded Curtain.

In one hand, he held the book and a freshly completed talisman.

"…It is complete."

On the stiff paper, the character to help and protect and straight lines were neatly and chaotically completed in red and blue.

An evil-warding talisman.

"…!"

"I wrote it to be as similar as possible, but it is a somewhat unstable form."

Slightly pale, Agent Bronze quietly handed the talisman to his superior, not even wiping the sweat from his temple.

-If you make a talisman at Leejeong Bookstore, the consequential burden on the creator will definitely be lessened due to the nature of the place. You can also receive help from the Owner.

And he had successfully created it.

"You worked hard, Bronzie. No, Dong-i."

"..."

"Grapes-ie, you see, Bronzie here… the Owner originally called him 'Dong-i' as a clerk nickname here, and then he chose Bronze as his agent name too, you know?"

Agent Bronze sighed but didn't seem embarrassed or uncomfortable.

He just spoke to me, looking a little awkward.

"…I wasn't aiming for it, it just happened to overlap."

Yup. Understood…

"Thank you, Owner."

In any case, we left a polite farewell and exited the bookstore.

With the talisman in hand.

Tinkle.

"All that's left… is the will-o'-the-wisp, right?"

All that remained was the procedure to borrow its power so this talisman could truly have an effect.

"Hmm…"

Just then, Agent Choi's eyes, which had seemed lost in thought, sparkled the moment they saw me.

Mischievously.

"Grapes-ie. That Resort of yours."

...?

"Should we… pull one more job?"

Pardon?

A few days later.

#26Heo-0167 Situation Report (Draft)

Document Title: Reappearance of the 'Golden Flower Mascot' entity.

Author: Sumaeksae Agent*

Incident Summary: Today at approximately 23:15, the reappearance of the so-called 'Golden Flower Mascot' was witnessed at the temporary residence for field agents located on the outskirts of ■■-dong.

The said supernatural entity, which had disappeared from the main office's supernatural protection zone leaving only a simple letter, provided gifts to the encountered Team Hyumoo 3 agents as a 'token of gratitude for the last stay.'

Afterward, it politely proposed to Agent Haegeum that it wished to invite the will-o'-the-wisp it had met before to the Resort.

It guaranteed their safety and said they could bring their friends if they wished.

The will-o'-the-wisp accompanying the agent on-site joyfully accepted. The Team Hyumoo 3 agents present at the time attempted to restrain it through pleas and temptations such as 'let's wait just a little longer,' but to no avail.

Soon after, five will-o'-the-wisp entities, having been summoned and arrived rapidly, gathered together while pretending to pack (no effect), and then disappeared with the 'Golden Flower Mascot.'

Noteworthy Items:

-Risk of estimating the whereabouts of the will-o'-the-wisp is low.

-The gift is currently being analyzed at the Baridegi Workshop.

-Depending on the outcome of this urgent situation, rumors are spreading that the suspended registration of the 'Golden Flower Mascot' as a supernatural being may be resumed.

"…is what I wrote in the draft, deleted, and then pulled right out of the trash to read, Grapes-ie!"

Hoo.

I held back a sigh as I saw off the will-o'-the-wisps who had enjoyed a fantastic vacation at the Resort.

'I'm glad you guys at least had fun…'

Agent Haegeum was looking at me with a dumbfounded expression, and I really wanted to find a hole to crawl into…

Still, the fortunate thing was that the Flower Golden Resort was a really nice vacation spot for non-human will-o'-the-wisps to stay for a day or two (as long as their routes were well-planned). And…

'It's complete.'

The fact that the talisman in our hands was complete.

I looked at the paper torn from the table of contents of the <■■ Decimal Classification> that Agent Bronze was holding.

A talisman completed, imbued with miraculous power.

The five will-o'-the-wisps, who had returned after having a good time at the Resort, had generously filled it with power, and it stood blue and stiff.

>Suggestion: To be kept by 130666

"Uh-uh, no can do. This kind of thing is kept in order of seniority, you know?"

I knew it.

He's going to snatch it midway.

I gave Agent Choi a nonchalant nod, then checked my thoughts.

Let's see.

'Most of the other Daydream Team Members are busy with company-related reports right now.'

Apparently, the Dream Collector I proposed caused quite a stir within the company due to its performance.

Even Ho Yuwon wasn't in his seat today.

Though he did pass on a message before.

-Mr. Kwak Jekang from the research team is dying to get in touch with Mr. Roe Deer… should I connect you?

Hmm.

Come to think of it, I was a bit worried he might have gotten into trouble for telling me Director Cheong's whereabouts.

No matter how crazy a researcher he is.

'It's also beneficial to stay in contact.'

After some thought, I decided to leave an email address.

And.

"Then shall we enter that library by ourselves?"

>Negative.

No.

We will not enter that way.

'Hanbit Library has too many variables for us to go in by ourselves again.'

Sekwang Metropolitan City itself is like that, to begin with.

I don't know how Ho Yuwon will react when I inform him of the decision to restore the Disaster Management Bureau agent's talisman.

And besides.

'In the first place, there is a sure way to enter that high school.'

A method used by both Daydream and the Disaster Management Bureau.

>Suggestion: Use the illegal text file of 'Under the Black Shadow'

"…!"

The one that is normally used.

And so, on the very next new moon.

We went to sleep with photos from our high school days under our pillows and entered the ghost story.

Into the nightmare of the new moon dream. To Sekwang Technical High School.

And that one night was enough for all the stories hidden in this school to be revealed.

Chapter 286

[Ding-dong-deng-dong]

I opened my eyes.

"Where am I?"

"Excuse me, what is this...?"

Familiar murmuring.

People suddenly pulled into a ghost story, conversing in confusion and tension.

A darkened classroom at night. And then...

"Ahhh! You scared me!"

"Is it a doll?"

A Sekwang Technical High School student sitting motionless in one of the classroom seats.

The tragedy about to unfold.

"..."

Complex emotions rush in, but I can't get lost in them.

I looked down at my hands.

Fortunately, I see human hands. My hands were in the familiar old high school uniform.

'As expected.'

Since Sekwang Technical High School is also inside the Special City, I knew I would be manifested in human form.

After days of arduous attempts to make 130666's sleepless body be judged as "asleep", to make it lose consciousness.

Finally, I succeeded.

In waking up in this nightmare school.

"Huh?"

But I need to move quickly.

I immediately opened the front door and ran out into the hallway.

"Let's go."

At the same time, two agents who had rushed out of other classrooms as soon as they came to their senses made eye contact with me.

Second floor.

We were all on the same floor.

'Good.'

This way, we can proceed faster.

"Excuse me! Do you know anything...?"

We ran without reacting to people.

Agent Choi seemed to be almost gritting his teeth as he ignored them.

-Agent, when entering, you need to write your name behind the high school photo...

-I'll take care of that myself.

And Agent Choi is really standing here.

His neck and hands in the navy high school uniform are clean without scars, to the point of feeling strangely out of place.

But the task is clear.

-We need to move as much as possible before the students can move, before the game starts.

We ran to the stairs.

We need to move before the daydream employees or other agents who entered randomly.

'To the third floor.'

And when we were about halfway up the stairs.

[Students, we will now close the automatic curtains and turn on the lights for heating and safety.]

The lights started to come on.

Whoop.

Just before darkness rushed in, Agent Bronze took out a flashlight from his chest and secured it to his arm with a cable tie. Agent Choi performs a similar action while watching the third floor.

But neither of them turn on their flashlights.

Because.

Thump.

I will release the contamination by pressing the heart tattoo.

"...!"

In an instant, the identity of Sekwang Technical High School rushes in, enveloping me.

A student wearing an old school uniform.

As the transfer student in Class 1-5 who borrowed the uniform from Lee Gyeol.

At the same time, the agents who were next to me.

포도야, 들리지?

Their forms can no longer be found.

Now in their place are unpleasant monsters that should not exist, spewing glitches. Only melting pixel errors. Things that make an eerie sound like they're tearing your ears out.

Intruders.

I need to eliminate them right away. Reaching out towards those slow and terrible things...

Barely.

I gently grasp them without attacking.

-You must not shine the flashlight on me.

I grit my teeth.

As promised, I grab the "errors that are almost as slow as if stopped" and run like crazy to the third floor.

Then.

Flicker.

As the lights come on again, the errors look at me.

And so I become unable to move.

And when I can move again, I was already being carried by the errors.

About halfway down the third-floor corridor.

'That's it.'

This is it.

-There's a way to move quickly to the destination without stopping.

It's a method of moving without being affected by the lights.

'The student and the errors need to cooperate.'

When I stop, the agents move me.

When the agents stop, I move them.

That way, we can move without being attacked.

-The problem is that whether it's the people who entered or the school students, the moment we're caught, we're definitely suspected...

-Grapes. It'll be fine.

-Pardon?

-From what I hear, it must be chaos there. Us carrying you along won't stand out that much?

-...!

-Anyone would think that much is okay. ...At least until many citizens die.

That was right.

And in the same sense, in the beginning, there are too many intruders who appear as "errors" from the student's perspective, so attention is dispersed.

'So we have to hurry.'

Before drawing attention.

I dragged the two of them towards the infirmary.

...While ignoring the dull bursting sounds and shadows of students destroying "errors" in each classroom lined up along the corridor.

And.

Rattle.

I open the infirmary door, then close it.

"..."

Lee Gyeol was not there.

The bed in the infirmary where I had previously transported that classmate was empty, and the bedding was crumpled as if someone had just gotten up and left.

And there was a note left behind.

Paper scrap? Teacher?

As if he had no idea what the memo written in handwriting that looked like it was written by oneself meant.

'...'

From now on, I have to do this properly.

I took a deep breath, then quickly took out an A4 paper from the infirmary and placed it on the floor, starting to write letters.

-I've arrived. I also checked the window. I can see the backyard.

-When you're ready, let's go down together.

But at the next moment of flickering.

-Grapes. 

I inhaled at the reply that came back.

-I can't see anything outside the window.

To the eyes of the errors, there is only pitch-black darkness outside the infirmary window.

'Is it because it's a place not implemented to be visited during game progression?'

I don't know. What's certain is...

'...It's okay.'

Wasn't I contaminated as if prepared for times like this?

'I can do it alone.'

The talisman is already complete; I just need to place it in the exact location.

-Please keep watch.

Leaving those words, I reached into Agent Choi's pocket, who was still looking up, and found the talisman.

'I was going to sneak it out anyway.'

I didn't expect to be able to take it out so naturally like this.

I quickly opened the window and went down. Rather, it was convenient to move since the errors couldn't come here.

The backyard.

Unlike just a few days ago, when I came with the Wolf Leader and the flower bed was withered and dead, it's strangely lush.

Like spring or summer.

'Phew.'

Without even breathing, I dug up the soil in the backyard and found the glass lantern. But...

'...!'

A faint light was coming from the bottom of the broken glass lantern.

'Is the talisman in an activated state?'

However, the flickering light looked precarious and seemed about to go out at any moment.

A balance that seems to be barely maintained.

I sense it.

'This is almost over.'

A premonition that this talisman will have exhausted all of its power today.

And I don't even want to imagine what might have happened... Especially if the state of this school is still somewhat under the talisman's influence.

'Fortunately, we weren't too late.'

Relief amidst the tension presses on my chest like pain.

Instead of digging it out of the soil, I carefully separated just the bottom to check the torn talisman. 

Its half-torn shape is still the same. But...

The pattern was burning blue along each stroke.

Heating the bottom of the glass lantern, climbing up the lantern, and spreading into the soil.

The power of the will-o'-the-wisp.

'...'

Stay calm.

With very careful hand movements, I took out the new talisman. And...

'Hup.'

As I pushed the new talisman into the bottom of the lantern, and slightly pulled out the torn talisman.

A blue light flares up from the new talisman.

"...!"

The power of the will-o'-the-wisp flashes as if to drive out all the evil things from this place, as if to hide the place that needs to be protected within itself.

'Good.'

I swallowed. And...

Flick.

The light of the talisman went out.

"..."

Wait a minute.

'No...'

The glass and talisman buried in the soil of the dark backyard are just lying there like trash.

...A chill runs down my spine.

'Why?'

No.

I hurriedly tried putting the torn talisman back into the bottom of the lantern, but there was no reaction.

As if its effectiveness had already ended.

-The talisman will activate properly when placed in its original position.

Agent Bronze had certainly assured me.

'But why isn't it working?'

I frantically dug up more of the soil mound.

And after urgently checking the talisman at the bottom of the lantern again, in that moment.

My skin crawled.

'...The glass lantern!'

Scratches.

The broken glass lantern had decorations like craftsmanship rising from the bottom. But it was hopelessly scratched and already cracked and broken...

If you bring the torn talisman close and look very carefully, you can see.

Some of those crack marks connect with the strokes of the talisman.

'Part of the scratches were deliberately made.'

Even the scratches on the glass lantern were part of the talisman.

Because something was drawn extending from the letters in the paper to the lantern, the talisman was able to exert its power even in a torn state with only half remaining.

But as time passed, or someone touched it, the glass lantern also broke and maintained a precarious state...

At this moment,

All of its power has been exhausted.

The protective barrier that had been protecting Sekwang Technical High School from something that the agents would have desperately created.

It just disappeared.

"..."

A sound from behind.

Hide-and-seek is over the game is over intruded intruded into the school eat block behind behind behind danger disappear die no please no not a sacrifice intruded intruded screams oh how sad eat there from the darkness it surges evil things devour

I hurriedly climbed up the window sill. My grip is damp with sweat.

Faster faster can't block with games anymore games end comes fast comes fast fast fast fast fast

I barely manage to put my foot on the infirmary windowsill and slide inside. With trembling hands I close the window, and immediately try to undo the contamination. I need to undo the contamination and talk to the agents... ...

Why won't it undo?

Wait.

Why won't it undo? Why can't I escape? Why am I still like this? Huh? Trying to escape? Who are you looking for? Who is it?

Found you

Wa...

"Agent Grapes!"

"...!"

I find myself suddenly facing the moving agents.

I reflexively looked down at my hands, but I still saw the Sekwang Technical High School uniform.

But how can I see the agents normally? How are we facing each other? How is communication possi... No, no!

More importantly!

"The space is now..."

"The glass lantern!"

I immediately grabbed the other's shoulders.

"We need to save the glass lantern. The glass lantern was also part of the talisman! They had carved grooves all the way to there to draw the strokes!"

"...!"

"Can we save the glass lantern right now? Among the agents who entered, is there anyone who has a lantern..."

"There is!"

Agent Choi grabbed my shoulders.

"There is. Calm down. Let's go find them right away. They woke up in the same classroom as me. Not much time has passed so they should still be there."

"Who..."

"Agent Haegeum."

.

Who is Haegeum?

.

I froze.

[Ding dong deng dong The graduation ceremony has begun. Teachers are now leaving the auditorium to give penalty points to students who did not attend.]

We ran out of the infirmary.

We ran frantically through the blood-soaked corridors.

We ran down the stairs.

And I saw.

'It's coming down.'

The lumps of flesh that had covered the 5th floor are undulating and spreading terrifyingly downwards from the upper floors of the staircase.

But there is no sign of the talisman.

Is there any meaning in us walking now? It feels like everything is already too late, something...

'Shut up!'

I grit my teeth and ran.

We eventually ran down to the 2nd floor and followed Agent Choi into a classroom.

The classroom where Agent Choi had woken up was...

"Huh? Huhhh?"

"Aaaahhh!!"

Students and civilians who had started to recognize each other were screaming and crying, falling into panic in a miserable scene of chaos.

And.

"Agent!"

"Choi! The situation is strange so first call all the agents and create a protection zone!"

A high school student with a cheerful impression, hair tied tightly.

Giving orders right away with blood splattered on her face, I recognized familiar features in that youthful impression.

"Agent Haegeum...!"

And among Agent Haegeum's order targets was an unexpected figure.

"And you try to stop the company people from doing anything rash as much as possible!"

The black-haired boy in a neat blazer uniform... was wearing a Lizard mask.

"Not possible."

"...Section Chief!!"

"Yes."

Why is Section Chief Lizard here?

No, the Daydream Field Investigation teams would all be attempting to enter so statistically it's not surprising, but no...

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Wait, addressing me like that in this situation...!

"Why are you wearing the Sekwang Technical High School uniform?"

...

Wait a minute.

Wait...

That's right.

I am a student.

But...

'We can communicate normally.'

That means... these "intruders" are also being "recognized" as having officially entered the school, not as errors.

...

A chilling realization passes through my body...

'Originally the teachers couldn't recognize errors.'

Now they will be able to see.

The period of just having to avoid catching the teacher's eye by attracting too many name tags is over.

'Anyone can be attacked and die...'

And I've seen what happens when an outsider who's intruded into the school is killed by a "teacher".

Namely...

'Deletion...!'

I frantically looked around at the people.

"Run away."

"Agent Grapes."

"No, it would be better to die now! If you die here by a teacher, you'll be deleted from reality. It's not just ending with death, but your existence disappearing..."

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

...

Thud.

Thud thud thud thud thud.

"..."

Classic 8-bit game music started to descend on my ears in an ominous and steep minor key.

But it's unnaturally fast, with something like human giggling mixed in.

It's getting closer.

"It's here."

The students, as if by instinct, try to open the lockers to hide or curl up under the desks.

The agents ignore my words and take out their equipment to prepare some kind of response while securing their line of sight.

I also joined that line of sight looking out the window for now...

And I see it.

The bizarre thing coming down the stairs.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

The 'teacher'.

The hell I had already seen once before is there.

A monster made huge by cramming in all sorts of teacher forms and possessions that were lying on the 5th floor, with limbs and heads, faces that seem to be screaming protruding all over.

But this time there is an even more horrific difference.

The center of that body is split open, with strange light flowing out from inside.

"...!"

As huge ribs split open on both sides as if to reveal the internal organs, a human upper body with long hair was seated inside.

'The thing hanging in front of the auditorium door.'

A battered upper body all crushed down.

Congealed paper scraps are exposed in the center flesh of that torso.

The other half of the library checkout slip, the other side of the torn talisman.

The thing with a chunk of its waist cut out and half its head missing.

The already tattered jacket it's wearing is also visible.

Even the name written on it.

Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau

That face...

"...Team Leader?"

I turned to look at Team Hyumoo 1.

The faces of the two agents are frozen in shock I've never seen before.

And,

"Sister Hong."

Agent Haegeum.

"..."

-The last supernatural disaster our team leader went into was like a labyrinth, bizarre, anyway a really strange place... Almost her entire upper body was blown off.

I realize.

What they recognized.

-The team leader passed the Dokkaebi trial, so she had her own customized will-o'-the-wisp lantern.

-Currently, more than half of the team leader's head and upper body has been... replaced by will-o'-the-wisp.

Team Hyumoo 1's team leader.

Agent Park Hongrim, who exists as an elder.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

Agent Park Hongrim's upper body twisted its head to look this way.

Chapter 287

My head, it feels empty.

Beyond the classroom's hallway window, there is a monster. That monster is an incarnation of miserable, chilling, gruesome horror, a jumbled mass of all kinds of human bodies, and the gaze of the upper torso lodged in its gaping center is fixed on us.

The owner of that gaze.

The team leader of Team Hyunmoo 1.

It is the Elder's ruined upper body.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

Why here?

As if in answer to that question, I realize.

'This was Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

The ghost story where the Elder lost her upper body was here.

Among the agents who had taken leave and unofficially entered Sekwang Metropolitan City, Team Leader Park Hongrim was one of them.

And the one who used her own will-o'-the-wisp to create the talisman.

'It was the Team Leader.'

Perhaps that upper body was intentionally 'lost'.

By hastily creating a talisman using Hanbit Library's checkout card and offering her own upper body as the price.

'The teachers lying on the 5th floor, too...'

Like some kind of defensive formation, hadn't they performed a ritual to protect the students?

But a problem had occurred.

The paper talisman and glass lantern buried in the backyard had been damaged...

And she had become that.

It'sallovernowfasterfasterfaster

There it is

The shape of corruption.

It's getting closer.

Students in school uniforms flee down the hallway, only to be crushed to death. An appearance ahead of schedule, not following the game's proper order.

As if the form of a horror game could no longer hold back the wicked thing's encroachment.

The hallway is covered in flesh and twists.

The school loses its form and is devoured.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

It's coming.

It's coming, it's coming right n...

Thwack.

I turned my eyes away.

In the classroom, Section Chief Lee Jaheon was killing people.

'!'

More than half of them were already dead, their necks snapped.

Goosebumps rose on my skin reflexively, and then I realized.

This was what I had asked for.

Before we were killed by that teacher...

'We have to kill them all to end it.'

My mind reawakens as if doused with cold water.

This is a nightmare. This is a dream. If I die, I wake up. Don't forget. But if I die by that teacher's hand, I'll be erased from reality, no! Even the format of that horror game might disappear now…!

Quickly.

"Agents,"

I immediately grabbed the people next to me and whispered.

"Agent Haegeum, I just need the glass lantern. And everyone, take a name tag, one each, and quickly commit sui..."

But at the same time, I realized.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

These people could never do that.

They wouldn't have become agents if they were that kind of people in the first place, and even if they were willing to follow the Disaster Management Bureau's recent policy of prioritizing agents' lives...

"Grapes-ie."

That having seen that, they couldn't possibly do it.

"Let me ask you a difficult favor. …Can you get people out of here? It'll be hard, but please, even just a few."

Wait.

"We'll just watch Bronzie draw the stroke on the glass lantern, and then we'll go. Got it? …Elder Sister Haegeum."

"Here."

Agent Haegeum lifts the glass lantern and places it on the desk. The will-o'-the-wisp that escapes the lantern flickers as if frightened, but soon coils around Agent Haegeum's neck and disappears into her embrace.

"Grapes-ie, hurry! There's no time."

I barely managed to hand the broken lantern I'd brought from the backyard to Agent Bronze.

"How did you get to the backyard?"

"We'll figure that out. Just go!"

And the next moment.

Thereisnograduationsceremony

…At the hallway window.

It'scomingit'shereit'sinvadingit'soverthegamecan'tstopitit'shere

It's pressed right against it, watching us.

A human face with half its head blown off.

The body of Team Hyunmoo 1's team leader, just an upper torso, sways as it peers at us through the window.

"…Sister Hong."

Who is Sister Hong?

Found you.

Who is Haegeum?

"..."

Beside me, I could see Agent Haegeum's hand tightly gripping her sword...

And.

Fwoosh.

A will-o'-the-wisp flows out from Agent Haegeum's body and envelops the classroom.

An acrobatic deception created by shadows and blue light.

Why is it still here? Why is it still here? Why isn't it breaking? Why isn't it breaking? Why isn't it breaking?

Thump. Thump.

Pacing in front of the classroom, the silhouette of the thing searching for the door in the shadows is visible.

"Guys. Your team leader became an Elder and is fine at Pure Hope Hospital."

"..."

"Whatever… that thing over there says, it's a Supernatural Disaster. Got it?"

"..."

"I said, got it?"

"Yes."

And Agent Bronze, gritting his teeth, lowered his gaze to the glass lantern and began to search for a meaningful stroke on the broken glass lantern.

But the Dokkaebi's Play that Agent Haegeum had cast was already flickering.

It's breaking.

It couldn't last long against 'that thing,' which was already accustomed to even more powerful Dokkaebi's Play.

"Elder Sister, with the Sai Sword,"

"The conditions aren't right. I can't use it."

Then Agent Haegeum urgently speaks to me and Section Chief Lee Jaheon. 

"It's about to break. Wait by the back door. And you two, get out and send the people back!"

The next moment.

It broke.

Darkness encroaches into the shadows of the Dokkaebi's Play.

"..."

Thump. Thump.

Footsteps.

It'shereit'sherenowfasterfaster

The front door opens.

"Grapes-ie, now!"

I burst out of the classroom through that door.

"…!"

Thump. The hand of the 'teacher,' with a screaming head attached to it, slams down between the door I had just slipped out of and the monster.

"You crazy bastard, not that way, the back door..."

But I shouted as I ran.

"Teacher!"

"…!"

"I'm going to proceed with the graduation ceremony! Stop me if you can!"

"Hey!"

It's certain.

'They're determined to die.'

If I leave those agents as they are, they will willingly die. So...

'I have to lure it.'

I turned and ran. In that time, Section Chief Lee Jaheon followed me out, tearing off the 'teacher's' hand with unbelievable strength...

'Crazy!'

It's not working.

The teacher's arm healed as if it had exploded and, in turn, tried to swallow Section Chief Lee Jaheon's hand.

Like the flesh covering the hallway.

That means physical attacks are no longer effective.

'Damn it!'

I rummaged through my pocket and threw what my hand found.

Something I'd brought just in case.

'And it's something I got back from the Chief in the first place!'

Something that came out like a reward item when I cleared the graduation ceremony last time. One of the glass beads engraved with "Helpful Ho", like a torn talisman.

And the moment the glass bead I threw touched the 'teacher.'

"…!"

Thud.

The glass bead, bouncing off the teacher, glittered faintly blue, casting a shadow from its flesh onto the floor.

Through the shadow, the appearance of a normal school hallway seemed to be revealed, but...

It soon disappeared.

"…!"

But in that gap, Section Chief Lee Jaheon tore himself free from the teacher's flesh.

"Run!"

"Yes."

And he followed in the direction I was going.

'No, don't come this way!'

But there was no more time to delay, so I just ran upwards like a madman.

Thump. Thump.

'I have to lure it.'

I can do it.

I've done it once, so I can do it again.

Before this school itself is devoured by Sekwang Metropolitan City's Darkness or Hanbit Library.

While it still proceeds in the form of a horror game.

'The graduation ceremony…!'

If I see the ending, the 'monster' will be temporarily vanquished.

'Then I can at least buy time to make the talisman!'

Right. As for setting it up in the backyard, I don't have to do it, I can just ask any other studen...

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

I threw a glass bead behind me.

Every time, it was about to catch up.

When it seemed like it wouldn't hit, surprisingly, Section Chief Lee Jaheon intercepted the bead mid-air and threw it with unbelievable speed.

But in Section Chief Lee Jaheon's hand, the bead produced no special effect, merely exerting an insane physical force like an arrow.

'Why?'

Because I'm the one who cleared it?

But there was no time to dwell on such questions.

It's here.

The next moment, I barely set foot on the 5th floor.

"Huu."

The moment I was about to catch my breath and run in...

My body froze in horror.

'Damn it.'

The 5th floor. The straight hallway leading to the auditorium already looked like the inside of some creature's intestines.

The shape of the talismans that had been on the walls was completely gone.

And in each of the empty spots where the talismans had been, densely packed letters were revealed to be engraved...

—

Implementation Day

Found a way to protect the students.

One of the supernatural phenomena found at Hanbit Library is set in a school, so let's use it.

With this, we should be able to hold out until rescue arrives.

The remaining agents in the school were not enough to conduct the ritual, so we received resources from the teachers.

We decided to fall asleep.

For as long as we can hold out.

—

I barely ran down the hallway.

—

Progress Day 1

It was a success.

The problem is, my lower body has disappeared.

It seems the rescue protocol from headquarters was activated, and my remaining body was rescued. In the process, the will-o'-the-wisp escaped this place with it.

I'm glad it got out.

Only a part of my upper body, bound as a price for the ritual protecting the school, remains here.

In the end, a crack formed in the center of the talisman.

But it should be fine as long as I hold on.

Since my upper body is still here.

—

My heart beat unsteadily.

—

Progress Day 12

It's safe. The children are at peace.

Progress Day 23

It seems we can hold out for quite a long time.

Watching the sleeping people, I find myself falling asleep more often.

—

The words, written in a neat hand, continued sporadically like that.

Calm and organized language, like a management journal, was written unfittingly on the contaminated walls, half-buried and worn away.

But the moment I entered the middle of the 5th-floor hallway.

-

N o

-

The letters change.

-

Theyfoundoutnono no

Theyfoundthebackyardno no!where did they get in?why a studentthatkindofthing no In the Dark Shadowthey'reinit'sinnothegameisprogressingtheprotectionisbreakingn

-

A messy, jagged scrawl of pain fills one side. All of it remained like a brand, not buried in the flesh.

And.

It suddenly regains its composure.

—-

Progress Day ■■■

Using 'In the Dark Shadow.'

Until we are all consumed as protective charms.

Until the rescue team arrives.

Send a signal and hold on.

We must.

—-

But that was the last of the neat handwriting.

Now the letters become more and more twisted, difficult to decipher.

The closer I get to the auditorium, the more strange phrases are mixed in, the subject becomes twisted, and it murmurs darkly about how to swallow the school whole, how to release the power of the will-o'-the-wisp that protects the school.

Waiting for the right time. The time...

And near the entrance of the auditorium, the last wall.

—

E V E R Y T H I N G H A S B E E N R E S O L V E D

—

A chill ran to the tips of my hair.

But I have to move.

'I have to.'

Out of breath, I grabbed the auditorium door. What should have been firmly shut was already rusted, its lock crudely torn off, and it hung open limply. I urgently grabbed it and pulled the door open.

And I saw.

The auditorium had already collapsed.

There was no stage, no chairs, no living graduation candidates.

Only ruins, eroded by bizarre flesh.

"..."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

The graduation ceremony cannot be held.

It's already over.

"Is euthanasia required?"

I looked back at Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

At my former superior, who strangely appeared in the form of a boy wearing a Lizard mask.

'Can I escape?'

Haven't I already missed the timing to escape through death?

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

It arrived at the auditorium.

Thegameisover

I saw what had been called the 'teacher.'

The upper body of Team Leader Park Hongrim, finally and completely consumed by the wicked thing he had been holding back, mixed with the forms of agents and teachers.

Something that could no longer be called contamination.

An indescribable Supernatural Disaster itself.

The being from which the framework of the horror game had begun to peel away.

Foundthemall

The piece of torn talisman attached to the upper body's torso was already eroded black, the shape of its strokes unrecognizable.

Just then.

Click.

With a sudden cracking sound, a slight recoil occurs in a part of the monster's flesh.

A bullet.

"Grapes!"

I turned my head.

"You crazy son of a bitch."

Agent Choi, who had chased me all the way to the 5th floor and shot 'it' with his glass hand cannon, is looking at me.

But he doesn't get angry or tell me to run.

As if he knows it's already too late.

Who are you?

The thing that was hit by the bullet didn't even flinch.

"This isn't my specialty."

Agent Choi fired a few more shots. But Team Leader Park Hongrim's upper body just turns its head and casually approaches Agent Choi.

Stomping on the bullets that hit it and fell to the floor.

Who is Choi ■■?

'It's not working anymore.'

I reflexively tried to run toward him, but soon realized my feet wouldn't move.

"…!"

The flesh on the floor had grabbed my feet.

No, it hadn't grabbed them.

Flesh was growing from my feet, connecting me to the floor.

Thump.

Something comes out of my eyes and mouth.

It pours out.

I'm being eaten.

'In the Dark Shadow' is over.

Thump.

We won't even become pixel fragments, we'll be completely devoured by that wicked thing that has taken over the school, and it will end...

Tinkle.

"Let's have some fireworks."

I raised my head.

Once again, from beyond the auditorium, Agent Haegeum was using her will-o'-the-wisp...

Tinkle.

Agent Choi shakes the bell that was attached to the end of his Executioner's Sword.

For a moment. Everything stretches out, becoming very long.

As if feeling a single instant.

Hidden within the shadows of the will-o'-the-wisp and the sound of the bell, we are granted a brief moment of respite.

A deception of an instant.

Tinkle.

Where the will-o'-the-wisp burns.

Agent Haegeum's empty right sleeve is visible.

"Agent..."

"Here."

The agent who sacrificed her arm for an instant speaks calmly.

"Bronze is drawing the stroke."

"..."

"Let's think about what we can do. Quickly."

What we can do.

To buy time.

'The thing that at least worked…!'

I picked up the 'Helpful Ho' glass bead that came as a clear reward from my pocket.

"It only worked for a brief moment, but this..."

...

Wait a minute.

Using 'In the Dark Shadow.'

Until we are all consumed.

Until the rescue team arrives.

Send a signal and hold on.

If this was a signal for the rescue team.

'Team Leader Park Hongrim. She believed that rescue… was possible.'

She thought there was a way to reverse the situation.

And the fact that she sent a signal.

'Within that signal… there must be a hint to the rescue method.'

I looked down at the glass bead again.

It definitely had an effect.

If this is a hint for the rescue.

The proper way to use it is...

"Agent."

I raised my head.

"This is a glass hand cannon bullet."

—It was a transparent bead that looked as if it could be loaded into a glass hand cannon.

If it were an item for a rescue team agent.

There would surely be a most suitable way to use it.

"A bullet?"

Agent Choi's expression changed. I immediately threw the remaining glass beads to him. The moment the agent caught the beads and began to load them into the glass hand cannon...

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

The instant was over.

A hand with a teacher's face sprouting from it drops down on Agent Choi's head. The agent barely dodges and...

"Then it's here."

He fired the bullet at the auditorium floor.

With a crack, the several 'Guardian' bullets fired from the hand cannon, as if they were meant to, dig into the flesh and embed themselves in the floor, emitting an auspicious light.

Lodged in exquisite positions, they connect with each other, changing the space, just as they did in Jisan Village.

As per the Hyunmoo Team's sealing procedure.

First. Purification of the ritual space.

Drive out the environment where wicked things can easily dwell.

The auditorium reveals its form, thanks to the bullets that received the proper purification blessing.

The original, intact form of this school's auditorium.

"…!"

There are no students, so the graduation ceremony still can't be held. But we can trap that thing as a being within the horror game.

In a state where 'exorcism' is effective.

'But what do we do from now on?'

The next steps are confinement and sealing...

"Agent Grapes!"

"…!!"

I turned my head.

A dazzling silver object is given to me in an instant, tracing a parabola. I caught it reflexively.

A bladeless sword.

"Catch!"

The Sai Sword.

Agent Haegeum's weapon.

"I'm betting on you being a real agent. Grab it with both hands, and hold it as if to right your mind and body!"

Why?

But at the same time, the answer hits me like a blow.

The conditions for using the Sai Sword.

—A situation where an evil and wicked thing in the form of a disaster or ghost directly invades.

That thing is a wicked thing that has invaded the school.

And I...

am a student of this school right now.

"Recite the sword chant! Repeat after me!"

Heaven bestows essence ( 精 ) 

and earth assists spirit ( 靈 )

I raised the sword.

Unbearable things are being erected.

The sun and moon take shape, and the mountains and water

form their figures

The thunder and lightning rage on

"Endure it!"

The order of the world

I shall govern within me

My palms feel like they're burning. Something unbearable is scorching both my hands. My index and ring fingers shattered.

But I lift it.

Vanquishing evil as vast as a mountain

I shall cut it down righteously

I shall strike it down.

I struck
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…I have seen the Sai Sword used in an agent's hand only once.

It was the sight I witnessed in Agent Haegeum's hand when the thing inside the red mascot's mask attacked the Resort.

The energy of Pure Yang extending from the sword made the heavens roar, and the Demonic power that fell like a thunderbolt pierced and shattered the wicked thing that had invaded.

The destruction of the profane.

And now, that was…

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

…unfolding within my grasp.

'Ah.'

A blue thunderbolt.

The white power of Pure Yang, burning with the principles of the world, flared up a vivid blue, soaring as if to pierce the auditorium ceiling, reaching its zenith. And toward the fearsome, profane thing that had invaded the school…

It struck down.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!

That divine power.

'Ah.'

It was so powerful that it burned the corrupt world, and shamefully, it burned the corrupt me as well. But I had no time to look at my own hands, now missing three fingers.

Because the wicked thing was collapsing before my eyes.

Thud.

Thud, thud, thud, thud...

They fell, one by one.

The bodies of the teachers, bizarrely twisted and tangled together into a monstrous form—those incomplete, partial bodies collapsed onto the auditorium floor.

Along with Team Leader Park Hongrim's upper body.

Thud.

Even the last body part that fell in the center. They all piled up, their eyes gently closed as if peacefully losing consciousness.

And then.

"..."

"..."

Silence.

"…Hah."

Thump. I collapsed onto the auditorium floor.

White ash from my incinerated fingers and palm stained my hands, which were still gripping the Sai Sword. My mind and body, overworked by something I couldn't handle, were screaming, but I didn't dare let go of the sword, holding it tight.

"You did well."

Agent Haegeum approached.

"Agent Grapes."

A strange, sob-like sound almost bubbled up from my throat, but I held it back.

Then, tightening my grip, I offered the sword back to Agent Haegeum.

"No, keep it on you for now. It's not over."

"…!"

It felt like cold water had been thrown on my mind.

'Right.'

The auditorium had regained its quiet for a moment.

Because the 'Helpful Ho' glass bullet was projecting the auditorium's previous appearance, and because I had brought down and neutralized the 'teacher.'

But.

"It will probably possess them again."

"…Yes."

The Sai Sword had neutralized the monster in a life-or-death situation, but it hadn't erased the corrupt Contamination that was swallowing the school.

It was just like at the Resort, where the red zone remained even after the red mascot's main body was incinerated by the Sai Sword.

Sekwang Technical High School was still encroached upon by flesh, its atmosphere ominous and bizarre.

So we had to proceed quickly.

The one remaining procedure…!

'The Seal.'

The atmosphere became urgent again.

"For Agent Bronze to finish drawing all the strokes on the talisman… Agent Choi?"

"He'll need at least another half hour."

"Right. Get up. We're going to Agent Bronze."

I immediately pushed myself up. My body was off-balance, as if I'd been hit by a truck. Dammit.

"Do you require transport?"

"Yes."

I'll gladly accept.

As I was about to rush after Agent Haegeum, carried like a piece of luggage by Section Chief Lizard…

I looked back and stopped.

"Grapes-ie?"

"Just a moment."

I asked Section Chief Lizard to take me closer to the pile of the collapsed 'teacher's' bodies.

To be precise, to the upper body lying in the center.

…The torn half of the talisman was still stuck to Team Leader Park Hongrim's torso.

"Why."

Agent Choi came over to me.

After a moment of thought, I took out the other half of the talisman that I had.

"Is it possible to rejoin this with that talisman?"

"…That's the thing that was buried in the backyard, right?"

"Yes."

"Give it here for a second."

Agent Choi performed a simple cleansing motion over the remaining piece of the talisman, then placed it on the team leader's upper body.

The torn pieces of the talisman didn't become one, but they were at least positioned to form a single shape.

Though the broken glass lantern was gone, the talisman, made using the back of a Hanbit Library book checkout card, had finally taken its complete form.

"…Do you think it will have any effect?"

"Who knows. Someone more spiritually gifted than me made it, so I can't say."

Agent Choi's eyes, examining the talisman made by Team Leader Park Hongrim and the bodies on the floor, seemed about to darken in thought, but he soon smiled like his usual self and pushed my back with his hand.

"Still, it's better to try and regret it. Let's hurry."

"Yes."

And we began to rush out of the auditorium.

The school's encroachment was still ongoing.

No, it had actually progressed even further.

"Ugh, ugh-ugh."

I could see figures in school uniforms writhing, stuck to the walls. Those who had been eaten alive had only their limbs twitching from the floor and walls, like pain sprouting from the school itself.

A chill ran down my spine from the horror and misery.

'Dammit.'

It was a relief that I was being carried by Section Chief Lee Jaheon. It meant my human instincts wouldn't make my feet freeze in place.

The agents and I gritted our teeth and moved on.

But instead of heading to the classroom on the second floor, the agents made their way down to the first.

"Agent Bronze is…"

"We left him with the other agents. For now, to a place where we can avoid the Contamination as much as possible…"

Her words stopped.

"..."

The first-floor hallway was already covered in flesh.

And on the floor and walls were the traces of humans who seemed to have been swallowed while resisting.

Flesh swallowing a Glass Hand Cannon and a snapped rope.

And the people who had been swallowed.

The protruding limbs of agents.

"…Go Myeong-a."

There was no response.

The agents' limbs were just stuck in the wall, twitching.

…For the first time, Agent Haegeum stopped in her tracks.

"Agent. If we use a bullet on the wall, maybe…"

"No. That's not a life sign. …They're already dead."

"..."

"Save your bullets. Let's move."

And Agent Haegeum's gaze shifted.

Next to the hallway, where the traces of agents being swallowed and killed by the school en masse remained, was the only place on the first floor that hadn't been encroached upon and was still relatively intact.

Class 1-4.

A sacred rope had been strung up in front of it, delaying the Contamination.

Even that was half-eaten, but one could at least surmise the desperate struggle the agents had put up...

Screech.

Carefully stepping over the sacred rope in front of the classroom and opening the door, the scene inside came into view.

Under a desk in the center, which the flesh had not yet reached.

A faint light flickered.

Agent Bronze was kneeling on the floor, drawing strokes on the glass lantern.

With a utility knife.

"...!"

Sparks flew every time the utility knife added a stroke. Each time, shadows were cast on the artist's face.

His temples and the side of his face were wet with what could have been sweat or tears, but his expression was blank with extreme concentration.

He didn't even look back at us.

His hands were covered in fine, red-lined cuts, perhaps from the strokes slipping due to the unsuitable equipment or from using his own flesh to guide them, but he didn't stop.

And… standing next to him, a Sekwang High student turned to look at us.

"Kim Soleum."

It was Lee Gyeol.

Hearing the three syllables of my name from a ghost story gave me goosebumps for a moment, but that was followed by relief and reassurance.

To think he was still alive.

"Did you get your memory back?"

"Yeah."

—Check if the teacher has a piece of paper

The classmate held up his hand, showing the words he had written himself, and frowned.

"I was going to use this to check what the teacher had… but then my memory suddenly came back, and I ran into people."

"The agents?"

"Yeah. They recognized me, told me to wait a minute, and grabbed me... We stayed in the classroom."

"..."

"They went out into the hallway by themselves, and I haven't heard their voices for a while now."

We all knew the reason, so no one mentioned it.

We just nodded with grim faces.

Lee Gyeol gestured toward Agent Bronze with his chin.

"Anyway, I was asked a favor. That when this person finishes something, there's a place I have to go with him."

The backyard.

'…So Agent Bronze recruited him.'

Because to people who aren't students at this school, the view outside the infirmary window, where the backyard is, appears as just a black void.

But… wait a minute.

"You said you recognized the agents?"

"..."

"How did you recognize them?"

On the surface, it would just look like glitches had suddenly turned into students from another school. But if he recognized their title as 'agents' through an Item or conversation…

It meant he already knew about the status of being an agent of the Disaster Management Bureau.

For instance.

About Team Leader Park Hongrim, and the Blue Dragon Team agents who stayed behind to protect this school.

"What you remembered, just how far back does it go?"

The classmate with dyed hair and piercings answered with a weary expression that didn't suit him.

"The day the agents came to this school."

"…!"

"I remember up to the day this school was ruined. Hoo…"

"Wait a minute."

Agent Choi cut in.

He checked on Agent Bronze, who was still drawing strokes.

"You… right, student Lee Gyeol. Can we talk about that time right now? You said the school was ruined."

I realized it too.

The day the school was ruined.

That was…

'The Sekwang Metropolitan City Day of Disaster.'

The day the Extinction-class supernatural disaster broke out.

A chill ran straight down my spine.

"When was that?"

"..."

Lee Gyeol's mouth slowly opened.

"It was May. The day right before Children's Day."

May 4th.

"First period was starting when we suddenly got a disaster alert. It said a terror attack happened at City Hall."

"…!"

[Sekwang Metropolitan City] Alert Warning Issued. Explosion suspected to be a terror attack has occurred near City Hall. Presumed to be a biochemical weapon fatal to the human body.

Suspected serial explosions. All citizens, please prepare to evacuate according to instructions and do not go outside under any circumstances.

"'Sekwang Metropolitan City'?"

"Yeah. You think this is Seoul?"

Agent Haegeum, who had reflexively questioned the place name that doesn't exist in the 'current' Republic of Korea, saw her expression pass from confusion to something unusually grim.

But my and Agent Choi's expressions must have been even grimmer.

"The TV channels and W-Tube were constantly running live emergency bulletins, so no one was paying attention to class, we were all watching that. It showed people running away and buildings collapsing."

"..."

"Then… suddenly, everything cut off."

Soon, the internet itself stopped working.

Students who had been calling their families found that their calls wouldn't go through at some point.

And yet.

"Only the disaster alerts suddenly started coming again."

[Sekwang Metropolitan City]

Alert Warning Canceled Not a Terror Attack Not a Weapon Not an Explosion Please Be Relieved

ComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeoutComeout

He has come

A shiver went down my spine.

"That's when the first kid started crying in the classroom."

"..."

"The teachers quickly collected all our phones. They cut all the TV cables."

The students panicked, but they eventually followed the teachers' instructions, blocked the windows, and gathered near the auditorium.

It was because of the story that if it was a biochemical weapon, it would be heavier than air and sink, making the lower floors dangerous.

"And they told us to close our eyes, cover our ears, and just lie still."

"Did the teachers do that too?"

"No. They were talking amongst themselves."

But they had put on classical music in the fifth-floor hallway.

So loud that it was hard for them to talk to each other.

"And all the high schoolers just listened obediently?"

"They said it was a terror attack. We were getting weird texts, and we thought maybe they could remotely detonate our phones. Of course, there were some bastards who didn't listen."

"Does that include you, by any chance?"

"..."

Lee Gyeol, who had been avoiding my gaze, spoke as if confessing.

"I just… didn't cover my ears and tried to listen to what the teachers were talking about. It was suspicious."

"So what were they talking about?"

"I couldn't hear well, but one of the teachers was trying to leave."

"…!"

"He said he had something to check and had to go somewhere else. But he said there was a place to report things like this, and that he had sent a rescue request to the 'agents' to come to the school."

"..."

"I think it was probably the guidance counselor."

—Some high schools have them visit periodically to counsel students

Ho Yuwon?

"That's all. And then…"

At that moment.

Tuk.

We reflexively turned our gazes.

Under the desk, Agent Bronze lifted the utility knife blade from the glass lantern.

"It's complete."

"…!"

All attention was sucked in his direction.

The agent carefully lifted the glass lantern. Then he took out the paper talisman made at Leejeong Bookstore and fit it 'properly' onto the bottom of the lantern.

Blue flames blazed up, following the strokes.

Whoosh.

The strokes on the paper connected with the strokes on the lantern, and the flames followed. The talisman expanded, connecting…

"...Hoo."

Complete.

Following the strokes, the blue light was swallowed into the lantern.

Receiving all of our gazes, Agent Bronze stood up from under the desk, holding the lantern with both hands.

His face was pale.

"Are you alri… Agent?"

"Bronze."

Agent Bronze's face, as if just noticing us, showed a flash of relief and surprise.

"The other agents…"

"Let's activate the talisman first, then talk."

"..."

Agent Bronze registered the state of the Class 1-4 classroom, half-covered in flesh, and the silence of the hallway from which no sound could be heard.

But he took a deep breath and focused his mind.

"…Yes. Where do I need to go?"

"Can we just take this to the backyard and bury it? That's where it was, right?"

I tried to answer as energetically as possible.

"Yes! Right through the infirmary window…"

But.

—Foundyougameover

—Thebackyardhasbeendiscoverednonono!

"..."

Wait.

"Grapes-ie?"

"I don't think we can take it back to the backyard. That location has already been discovered."

I added urgently.

"This… this seems to be a kind of hide-and-seek."

"Hide-and-seek?"

"Yes. I saw records that seemed to indicate the talisman was hidden so that the invading wicked thing wouldn't find it."

I remembered.

The backyard that was invisible to the glitch.

"The backyard isn't implemented in the game, so maybe that's why they hid it there."

My gaze went to Agent Bronze.

"Agent?"

"…Theoretically, it's possible."

"Okay. So we need to find a similar place in this school."

A similar place.

A place to hide it, so the intruder won't find it…

'If the most suitable place, the backyard, has already been used.'

I have to think about it differently.

If making it completely invisible is impossible, then conversely…

'What if it could be hidden by the presence of something absurdly powerful?'

And this school was already a part of it.

—One of the supernatural phenomena found at Hanbit Library is set in a school, so let's use that.

Hanbit Library.

"Let's go to the library."

To the passage that connects to Hanbit Library.
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The footsteps heading to the library are fast, frequent, and small.

The group, composed of two in Sekwang Technical High School uniforms and four in the varied uniforms of other high schools, moved with bated breath.

Their expressions were desperate and grave, unbelievable for students.

They moved, avoiding the flailing limbs and breaths of the victims attached to the walls and floor.

And then...

"The floor,"

At Agent Bronze's words, everyone's gaze shifted.

"Look at the floor."

"…!"

The flesh had begun to squirm again.

The group's footsteps quickened even more.

If there was one fortunate thing, it was that they didn't need to go up.

"Here!"

The end of the first floor.

Following me, who had stopped in front of the only wooden sliding door, we opened it.

The place I had visited with Lee Gyeol while returning to Hanbit Library.

[Library]

Drrrk.

With a short sound, the inside was revealed.

It was similar to Hanbit Library in that it was a place  with books on shelves, but its structure gave it a realistic sense of being inside a school library.

And.

"This bookshelf."

I immediately found a specific bookshelf.

The lone bookshelf next to the window, upon finding the hidden book, would slide back to become a passage leading to another area of Hanbit Library...

"…It's a passage that leads to a supernatural phenomenon where a powerful being exists."

However.

"Wait a minute, this… I don't think it opens on the last day of the month."

"..."

"Transfer student, there's no book."

We couldn't open the bookshelf passage.

On this day, with the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story active, the book that could lead to Hanbit Library was simply not on the shelf.

For a moment, my heart went cold, but I immediately collected myself.

'Still, the fact that this school is inside Hanbit Library doesn't change.'

And neither did the fact that a passage to Hanbit Library existed beyond this bookshelf.

"It's fine."

I answered, hastily drawing an inference in my head.

"If the passage doesn't appear now… how about this instead? We hide the talisman in the very spot where the passage is supposed to appear."

"…! You mean hide it in the part that overlaps with the passage? Behind the bookshelf."

"Yes."

"That's good. Grapes has great ideas, as expected. Alright, agents, let's put some muscle into i–"

"Section Chief, I'd like you to move the bookshelf to the side."

"Yes."

And Section Chief Lee Jaheon, without any preparation, immediately lifted the bookshelf and set it aside.

"…Lizard Teacher, still no thoughts of changing jobs?"

"No."

"What a shame."

Though he said it like a joke, the agents' expressions were serious.

Agent Bronze urgently looked at the wall revealed by the moved bookshelf. I saw the same thing. A rectangular space with a metallic sheen, identical to the one Ms. Go Yeongeun had hidden me in at Casino Station...

That!

"I think we can put it in the fire hydrant!"

"A fire hydrant… you say?"

"Yes. That would be just righ-"

But I shut my mouth seeing the agents' expressions.

No way.

"To me, it just looks like a white wall."

"..."

"I do not see a fire hydrant."

Damn it.

It seems this, too, is an element not implemented in the game, so it's invisible to those who entered 'In the Dark Shadow' by error.

"It's fine. Just like with the backyard, the person who can see it should do it."

I immediately reached out my hand.

"Give it to me. I'll..."

Where is it?

"..."

Guys, where are you?

I'm back again.

The game is over, so why can't I see you?

We moved without even breathing.

The glass lantern is passed into my hands. I hurriedly clutch it and open the fire hydrant, making a space inside.

"If there's any dust or soot, you must wipe it away."

Dust gets on my hand as I urgently rummage inside the fire hydrant.

I could hear the agents moving behind me, seemingly guarding the outside, but I couldn't even think of turning around.

I'm coming to find youIt's too late

Quickly, quickly.

"Now, wipe everything on your hands with the cleanest surface you can find, the inside of your sleeve. Hurry. Make it clean."

The whisper was so quiet it was almost inaudible. I held my breath and brushed the dust from my hands...

T h e r e y o u a r e?

An ominously twisted sound. It begins to dominate the school once more. 

Too late.

Agent Bronze places his scarred hand on the glass lantern, consecrating it. 

And then passes it completely to me...

 I found youI found youI found youI found youI found youYou can't hide againI'm already insideThe door is already openI found you

... 

Here you are 

I turned around.

Outside the library door...

... 

There was nothing.

"..." 

"..." 

The ominous feeling, the flesh covering the school that had begun to pulse again, and the groans of people were all still there. 

But strangely, the monster isn't there.

'Huh?' 

At that moment. 

I was tricked It's not here

'…!' 

Trickedtrickedtricked 

I untied it but you tied it againthat's cheatingnoit's a new ruledon't push melet go of the doorlet golet go 

The voice rings out, as if tearing.

The school shakes. 

A vibration echoing from above. 

Flash. 

A faint blue light dimly seeps in from outside the window.

I can only see the brightness scattering as it comes down from above, but I recognize it. 

'The torn talisman.The light that once came from the 護 Guardian character on the back of the library card, where we had attached the other half. 

Let go

 Let go

 I let go of the doorit's no useI let go of the doorit's no useI'm already insideI am youI am... 

Who is Park Hongrim? 

"Grapes-ie."

"..." 

"Team Leader Hong is holding it back." 

A hot hand grips my shoulder.

"Do it. Calmly, and quickly." 

I nodded. 

And after barely wiping the soot from my hand onto my sleeve, I took the consecrated glass lantern and placed it inside the open fire hydrant. 

I can do this.

"Hold the talisman, and wait for a moment. Until there's a reaction."

I clenched my hand, suppressing my anxiety.

Now... 

[Ah, the climax, my friend.] 

... Braun?

[Now, once the final procedure is complete, this high school will be preserved, hidden once again within the library. It will become a sort of private collection, you see!]

As always, the host's unique intonation is pleasantly distinct. 

But... 

'Braun… wasn't he unable to follow me here?' 

He's been completely silent until now. 

Suddenly.

[Mr. Roe Deer, oh, Mr. Roe Deer... You embarrass this Braun. This isn't the time when I had to rely on a cotton-stuffed body to accompany you on adventures! Much has changed since then.]

[And in such a tense episode, is not the silence of the advisor a necessary element? Haha, you may hold your admiration for the choice of a seasoned host for now. Now...]

[More importantly, my friend.] 

A kind voice. 

[Is there not something you have missed?]

...

'Something I missed.'

A chill ran down my spine, and I immediately checked the talisman.

It's fine. 

Then what is it? 

What did I forget?

[A hint! Excellent. It's hint time. Now, shall we recall this Braun's words once more...]

-Now, once the final procedure is complete, this high school will be preserved, hidden once again within the library. It will become a sort of private collection, you see! 

"..."

I looked down at my clothes. 

A Sekwang Technical High School student. 

This Contamination status that, for some reason, won't go away. 

'Wait a minute.' 

In that case, if the ritual with the talisman is completed like this... I will be hidden within Hanbit Library. 

As a student of this high school. 

...!! 

"Th—," 

But I stop myself from opening my mouth.

So what am I supposed to do?

If I can't remove the Contamination anyway, I have to go through with this. It's not like I'm going to die. 

'If I wait until rescue comes...' 

No, even if not, I can look for another way after this is over. 

'I can do it.' 

It's fine. 

It's fine... 

And. 

"It's lighting up." 

I saw the strokes of the talisman finally begin to glow inside the fire hydrant. 

The blue light slowly spreads from the center, completing itself. 

My heart calms down. 

'Good.' 

If there's no immediate solution, I won't say anything unnecessary. Instead, I spoke to my classmate.

"With this, the students will be safe. Don't worry."

Lee Gyeol looks at me. "Are you included in 'those students'?"

"…I am." 

The classmate, who had been looking back and forth between the talisman and me, shook his head.

"No, you're not." 

"…!" 

"You're not a real transfer student. Kim Soleum."

My classmate reached out and grabbed the glass lantern inside the fire hydrant.

And. 

"You're a student from another school who borrowed my uniform."

Whoosh.

I was abruptly pushed away from the fire hydrant. 

With his other hand pushing me away at the same time, the light from the glass lantern in the Sekwang Technical High School student's hand continued to glow along the strokes without breaking.

"Grapes-ie!"

"Wait," 

I grabbed my companions and looked back at Lee Gyeol. 

My classmate speaks nonchalantly. 

"I'll consider the uniform returned to me now. It was a lie from the start, after all."

"…!" 

He declares. 

"You are not a student of this school." 

... 

I lowered my head.

The Sekwang Technical High School uniform was no longer there. In its place, I saw the familiar uniform of my old school.

'Ah.' 

I hurriedly raised my head again. The fire hydrant on the wall was no longer there. It was now invisible to me, who was no longer a student of this school. 

And... 

"Thanks. For taking me to the infirmary."

Lee Gyeol, who had his hand stuck into an invisible part of the wall, grinned at me while wearing his own uniform.

"…See you again." 

It flared up like a will-o'-the-wisp bursting.

Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah…

Blue flames cover and burn everything. 

The sound like a twisted game beat disappears, erasing the flesh-covered classrooms and hallways, enveloping the entire school and pulling it into the shadow of the flames. 

My entire vision is dyed white. 

I opened my eyes. 

Light tickles my eyes, and the midday school grounds are reflected in my vision. 

And I hear an instrumental piece. Piano. 

Chopin's Nocturne.

In time with that sweet, slow piano sound, the view of the first-floor hallway appears.

Students are lying on the floor. Just like the school I visited through Hanbit Library, when it wasn't the last day of the month. But there is a crucial difference. 

They were sound asleep. 

Daytime. 

On a day with the warm early May sun shining, quiet greenery casts shadows from outside the windows, illuminating the hallway. Comfortable spots have been prepared. 

Mattresses used for gym class, blankets, gym clothes, keychain dolls, even slippers—all sorts of soft and nice things can be seen in the spots of the students lying in the hallway.

I can see students sleeping, holding hands with friends or wearing comfortable gym clothes. Some are even asleep with earphones in. 

A nap time enjoyed by all. 

... 

The spots that had been empty in between are now filled. Students from other schools were lying there. Those who had been devoured by the flesh covering the school, their limbs flailing, those who had become one with the school, had become a part of the high school. But now they were gently accepted into the gaps between the students.

'Ah.' 

My vision moves upward, as if someone is showing me. It goes up the stairs, showing the scenery of students sleeping peacefully, and rises to the very top floor. The 5th floor. 

Students are lying in the hallway in front of the auditorium where the teachers' organ parts had been placed. But I recognize them from their appearances and a few belongings.

The metal badges. 

They're the agents.

I recognize Agent Gomyeong's face, taking a nap in the sunlight in a spot near the auditorium door. 

My vision goes up...

It shows the firmly shut, intact auditorium door. 

No one is there. Only a broken glass lantern and a talisman with a tear in the middle hang on the doorknob, glittering in the sunlight. As if it has fulfilled its duty.

- - - - - - 

Happy Ending 01

: The School Asleep in the Library

Score Evaluation : (-)

- - - - - - 

The credits roll.

- - - - - - 

Thank you for playing. The children are once again safely awaiting rescue. Please come find them.

Production : Agent Honghwa, Blue Dragon Team

- - - - - - 

The ghost story of the last day of the month's nightmare. 

The end of 'In the Dark Shadow'.
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When I next opened my eyes, I was in reality.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

My body was no longer that of a student in a school uniform; its human form was now nothing more than a silhouette outlined by a Security Team uniform.

…But my mind still seemed to be at Sekwang Technical High School.

Amidst the napping students, in a sunlit hallway.

Immersed in an indescribably poignant afterglow.

But I couldn't remain lost in that sentiment for long.

"What did you see?"

Right next to my bed, a pair of menacingly glinting eyes that had been staring at me for who knows how long came into view.

Ho Yuwon.

This was because, in order to fall asleep in the sleepless body of 130666, I had been placed under a restriction by Ho Yuwon at the Fox Counseling Room to 'lose consciousness.'

"Didn't you go to Sekwang Technical High School? Mr. Roe Deer?"

[My goodness, it seems this fellow waited all night for the news Mr. Roe Deer would bring. Like a viewer waiting for a rerun of their favorite show!]

I heard Director Ho's voice, feigning politeness as usual.

"I'm so very curious… just what did you intend to do, going to such lengths to get in there?"

...

I provided the plain truth.

>Protecting the school's students from a Supernatural Disaster

Ho Yuwon froze.

>Result: Success

Conclusion of 'In the Dark Shadow'

Contributors: Disaster Management Bureau Agents

"..."

"And Grapes was one of those agents, too. Ugh."

Agent Choi sat up in the adjacent bed.

With a wry smile, he took the high school photo he had tucked under his pillow, glanced at the back, and slipped it into his pocket before looking back at us.

His hostility toward the other party had subsided.

"Ho Yuwon-ssi. I have something I want to ask you."

"..."

"Is your grudge against the Management Bureau because of Sekwang Metropolitan City? Because the Management Bureau sealed it off without rescuing people."

Agent Bronze, who was sitting up beside him, stiffened.

"The fact that you're looking for something in Sekwang Metropolitan City… isn't it because you used to live there before the lockdown and left something behind..."

"..."

"That's what I think. What about you?"

…To be honest, I had made a similar deduction.

But more clearly, because I had a hint.

>Confirming the whereabouts of the guidance counselor (Presumed: Ho Yuwon) at the time

>-Requested student rescue from the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau

"…!"

If the guidance counselor really was him.

It meant that Ho Yuwon had known about the Disaster Management Bureau from the beginning and had established a considerable relationship of trust with them.

Ordinary citizens don't even know the Disaster Management Bureau exists.

'And Ho Yuwon isn't even an 'ordinary citizen,' being something from a ghost story.'

It became even more certain that he had built a friendly relationship with them well in advance.

So, if he had a relationship close enough to request a rescue from the Disaster Management Bureau.

>Question: Ho Yuwon's past identity

Could it be this?

>Inference:

A Cooperative Spirit Beast of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau

"…!!"

The agents' eyes immediately shot to Ho Yuwon's face. And...

"..."

"..."

"Ah. That might be it."

Ho Yuwon smiled.

"But all of that has now become something that never happened in the first place. Because when Sekwang Metropolitan City was sealed, everything there became meaningless."

"..."

"Nothing from that place has any meaning in reality."

No.

>Denial

"Pardon?"

>The true nature of the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story:

A request for student rescue from agents who entered Sekwang Metropolitan City to save citizens

"...!"

So, in the end, Ho Yuwon's request for rescue had indeed been answered.

And the rescue request sent by those agents was also answered.

>Result of the conclusion:

Successful transmission of the rescue request

Students kept safe until rescue becomes possible 

Now, the students, though trapped within Sekwang Metropolitan City, would be napping peacefully, free from the threat of Contamination or death.

Thanks to the agents of the Disaster Management Bureau.

And if they are just rescued...

"But that rescue will never happen."

...

"Because the Disaster Management Bureau decided so. Isn't that right?"

Clap.

Ho Yuwon's face, as he clapped and exclaimed, was smiling so wide it looked like it would tear.

At the hair-raising danger signal, I reflexively sat up in bed and...

"We'll do it."

"…Pardon?"

"We'll rescue them."

"..."

Agent Choi, having tossed out the words, began to stretch.

"We already know, so we have no choice. We have to do it. Right, Bronze?"

"..."

"We can't just leave the kids there."

Agent Bronze just sighed.

It was a tacit agreement.

"..."

When I had asked Ho Yuwon if it was irrational to hold individuals in a group responsible, he had said that emotions were inherently irrational.

In that case, what did he think about this outcome, something that could move those very emotions?

>Result of this exploration:

Numerous agents died or went missing after throwing themselves into stopping the catastrophe at Sekwang Technical High School

"Is that so?"

>Positive

"Because of the lockdown, those agents will be treated as if they never existed, I suppose."

...

"Was there perhaps a better way?"

"Pardon?"

"I mean, another way to stop the Extinction-class supernatural disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City. …If there had been another way to handle a ghost story that produced hundreds of thousands of presumed deaths in a single day."

Agent Bronze!

I was momentarily shocked, but then I realized.

"…If there had been, they wouldn't have resorted to such an extreme method as 'Cognitive Impairment.'"

He wasn't trying to pick a fight, but was genuinely pondering a topic he had seriously considered.

"...The Management Bureau is not a perfect organization. The best decisions they could make at the time to prevent loss of life couldn't have been absolutely perfect for everyone."

But Ho Yuwon didn't even blink.

"Ah. So there was no other way, it couldn't be helped..."

"..."

"It seems you want to say that the Disaster Management Bureau made a very rational and correct judgment..."

"...At the very least, it means that judgment was motivated by the purpose of saving more citizens, not by self-interest."

Agent Bronze's eyes darkened.

"But you..."

"Yes?"

"Bronze."

"No. I'd very much like to hear what you have to say."

"..."

"So, 'what about this Ho Yuwon?'"

Agent Bronze's eyes looked at me, then he clenched his jaw.

"Aren't you pushing an employee you want to use for your own personal gain into the danger of a Supernatural Disaster? Luring them in without even giving them accurate information."

Then his gaze shifted to Agent Choi.

"You also tried to murder an agent who had nothing to do with your grudge. …I suspect this was not your first murder attempt."

"..."

"Do you believe your actions can be justified by the cause of a grudge?"

"Pardon? Why should I?"

"…!"

"There's no such thing as a justified action in this world. It seems you just have to know that choices come with responsibilities, and you have to bear them."

Ho Yuwon smiled faintly.

"Likewise, how the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau treated Sekwang Metropolitan City. That choice, too, has a price."

"..."

"If it couldn't be helped for the sake of more people, then it's only natural that they should have to bear the grudges of the few who were selected."

But the strange glint that used to appear in Ho Yuwon's eyes whenever he saw a Disaster Management Bureau agent had largely vanished.

And he finished his words softly.

"I'm grateful to you two. Because you made a promise to me. To save the students from Sekwang Metropolitan City."

Ho Yuwon turned to me and smiled.

"And please, do take good care of what I'm looking for as well. Mr. Roe Deer."

…Hoo.

[My, I thought they would hit rock bottom and start throwing punches at each other! It was quite interesting, but this is as far as it goes.]

[So, how about we go find another interesting story now?]

An interesting story?

[I'm talking about that small item you entrusted to that public servant.]

Ah, that.

I had been thinking about it anyway.

While Ho Yuwon left and Agent Bronze checked his belongings, I approached Agent Choi and made a request.

>Request: Check the item

"…Ah."

Agent Choi, who had a complicated expression, let out a chuckle and took the item out from his breast pocket...

"You mean this?"

The Dream Collector.

It was the Elite Team collector that had come from the 'Merchandise Box' I had.

It was fine in Sekwang Metropolitan City, but I didn't know what kind of judgment it would receive while I was in my 130666 state, so I had entrusted it to someone reliable.

And its condition was...

"…!!"

A strange, hologram-like light swirled around it.

The brightness of the liquid, which surpassed even a golden hue, shimmered with a light so brilliant it could almost rival a Wish Ticket.

'Ah.'

No score was displayed at the end, but the result was clear.

"How is it?"

>Estimation: Darkness (A) ~ Abyss (S)

Comparable to the highest grade

"…!!"

It was the most concentrated Dream Essence I had seen since I joined the bureau.

'This is insane.'

And the reason for this… it seemed to be due to the nature of Sekwang Technical High School.

The Extinction-class Disaster of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Was the wicked thing that 'invaded' Sekwang High… part of the culprit that brought about the Day of Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City?'

I had a feeling they were at least related.

"…Amazing."

Agent Choi looked at me.

"You need this, right? Here."

And he willingly handed over the Dream Solution he had.

Even though he must have guessed it was no ordinary item at a glance.

>130666's state: Grateful

"What for? Grapes-ie, there's no need to thank me..."

Then he whispered ominously.

"From now on, if you find out or get anything with that, we're splitting it fifty-fifty. Got it? We're partners in fate. Huh?"

Ah.

"Haha, hey. You think I'm joking? I'm serious."

Yes...

"And now, an important task remains."

Agent Choi removed the hand that was patting my back.

"…We have to go see the Team leader. Grapes-ie."

...

I briefly looked down at my state within the Security Team uniform, but eventually nodded.

***

Pure Hope Hospital was still a comfortable and quiet place.

Team Leader Park Hongrim's granddaughter wasn't there, but the guardian's spot looked lived-in, as if she visited often.

"Looks like Yeji went to school. Here."

We stood quietly around the bed.

…Suddenly, as I was watching the curtains flutter as the wind blew in from the window.

[It's Grapes.]

The warm presence sitting on the bed took my hand and had me sit down.

"…Elder."

I could suddenly speak like a person.

The powerful force of the will-o'-the-wisp had guided me, who could not sleep, into its dream in a way different from Ho Yuwon.

And I...

Now I knew another name for this being.

"Team Leader Honghwa."

...

[Did Bronzie tell you? You're calling me by a nostalgic nickname.]

As I thought.

That agent who had desperately tried to protect Sekwang Technical High School.

The shattered upper Body, clutching a torn Talisman, belonged to this Team Leader Park Hongrim, agent name Honghwa.

And I had to ask this question.

"Team leader. …Do you remember what you did at Sekwang Technical High School?"

And.

[I do.]

"...!!"

[But I only remember it now because you've spoken of it. Normally, I cannot recall it. Even though this is a dream, not reality.]

[That is what it means to be erased from cognition. It is a dreadful ritual.]

...

[But seeing as you're saying that, Grapes, it seems our method was a success in the end. Did you find the sleeping children?]

"…Yes."

[That's a relief. A true relief!]

Hearing those joyful words, I knew.

'She doesn't know.'

This Team Leader Park Hongrim didn't remember everything.

She doesn't know.

What her own upper Body, left behind in Sekwang Metropolitan City, went through.

About the students dying over and over in the horror game that appeared in their new-moon nightmares, and how she, her agents, and the teachers were Corrupted by the warding ritual and became one with the monsters.

It was a relief.

But at the same time, my heart ached for some reason.

That Agent Honghwa and the Blue Dragon Team agents who experienced all of that no longer existed.

"..."

I remembered.

How the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story I had originally read in the <Dark Exploration Record> had concluded.

Bad Ending 05 (The End of the School) confirmed.

This ending could only be seen by witnessing the 'teacher' carry out the entire horrific sacrificial graduation ceremony to the very end.

Anomalies confirmed: A strange phenomenon where the auditorium melts and swallows the students. Glitches appearing on the teacher. Confirmation of ■■, which should not have appeared.

And.

A kick-out phenomenon.

From the next new moon, all attempts to enter the said Supernatural Disaster failed.

This continued for six months. Case closed.

…I had just thought that because too many errors occurred, and because I kept seeing the ending with the error pretending to be a student, the horror game eventually broke down.

I thought that was the entirety of this ghost story's hidden truth.

A school consumed by a horror game.

But that wasn't it.

…If it had ended as written in the <Dark Exploration Record>, there could have been no greater tragedy.

Because it would mean that the students and agents were all devoured by the supernatural phenomenon.

Without any truth ever coming to light.

With all the effort and sacrifice made by the agent before me turning to nothing.

All of it made my heart heavy and cold, but I tried my best not to show it.

But.

[Your hand has grown cold, Grapes-ie.]

[It seems it's difficult to rescue the students right now.]

"..."

[Yes. The Management Bureau probably can't handle what would happen if they undid the lockdown ritual. But… there are many stories in the world, and you never know how things will turn out. Isn't that the way of the world?]

I feel the elder's hand stroking my head.

[You've worked so hard, Grapes. You've done your best until now. Trying not to take the wrong path, trying to return to the right one.]

"…How do you know that?"

[Because you are pondering and doubting on your own.]

[And...]

[I also heard that you used the Sai Sword, Grapes.]

"...!"

[My goodness. You could even take the Dokkaebi Trial now.]

Pardon?

[Just a joke. …Now, when you wake up, there will be a friend who can help.]

[Keep your spirits up.]

The next moment.

I came to my senses.

Back to being the strange being, 130666, who emits Black Smoke, standing in the hospital room.

I watched as Agent Choi and Agent Bronze, who had come with me, woke up from where they had fallen asleep by the window and near the bed.

And I realized they weren't the only agents in the hospital room.

"You guys…"

"Elder Sister Haegeum."

Agent Haegeum was looking down at us.

She was dressed in a way that showed she had moved in a hurry, likely having visited for the same purpose, but her eyes narrowed pointedly as she looked at us.

"You're Grapes, right?"

Well...

"Never mind. Your body's reaction is saying it all."

Good grief.

"Elder sister. Gomyeong and the others..."

"They haven't woken up. …They're sleeping, peacefully."

"..."

I had no idea what to think.

Whether I should call it a relief that their existence hadn't been forgotten because they hadn't been killed by the 'teacher.'

"Thanks to this, looks like I'll be calling up the people on leave soon. The ones who are hospitalized will have to come in as soon as they're discharged to supplement our manpower, too."

Agent Haegeum's expression was calm, as if she were used to this, but a hint of bitterness was subtly mixed in.

Then she looked at us with sharp eyes.

"I saw that whole game-like credit roll. …Where on earth are they sleeping?"

"..."

"You guys look like you know."

About that 'Metropolitan City.'

"It seems we have a lot to talk about."

It was the appearance of a new exploration member.
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An Extinction-class supernatural disaster.

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

And a seal that erases it from reality.

Agent Haegeum listened to our explanation quite calmly.

Given the nature of 'Director Ho's Project,' I had been deeply conflicted about whether I should tell a Management Bureau agent the truth, but in the end, I decided it was for the best.

'It's better to build trust than to get caught in a lie.'

To a veteran team leader who already had a rough idea of the whole story from the incident at Sekwang Technical High School, trying to be evasive would likely lead to a bad outcome. And…

'If worst comes to worst, we might even be able to get help.'

In any case, after hearing the whole story, Agent Haegeum's eyebrows twitched, and she sighed.

"I see."

"..."

"The Management Bureau… made a tremendous decision."

"Noonim, are you going to report this to the higher-ups…?"

"I won't. For now."

Agent Haegeum's expression was complicated, but she stated it firmly.

"In the first place, it's probably better not to increase the number of people who know about that 'Metropolitan City.' If the cognitive erasure is real…"

"..."

"…Agent?"

"No."

Agent Haegeum cut him off.

"For now, just keep that in mind. …Contact me when you go to explore that Metropolitan City."

"...!!"

"In case of an emergency, it's better to have at least one place to ask for help. You reckless brats."

"Ugh, Noonim!"

"You're their Seonbae, and you're causing trouble with just the kids. You brat."

After smacking Agent Choi on the head, Agent Haegeum's eyes met Agent Bronze's, who steeled himself as if bracing for impact. She patted him on the head instead.

"You've been through a lot."

"…?!"

And finally… she looked back at me.

"Agent Grapes."

...

"Are you… trying to become a person? Or were you a person to begin with?"

>Multiple correct answers. 

At least, that's what I hope.

"…Is that so?"

Agent Haegeum grinned.

"If you have reason, can communicate, and feel compassion, well, you're no different from a person."

...

"Above all, you used this thing."

Agent Haegeum tapped the sword hanging at her waist.

Having used it once, the Sai Sword no longer looked like just a long, silver sword.

It was as if that immense and unbearable demonic power had been etched into my mind. Though I can't be sure where my brain is.

Come to think of it...

>Question: The state of the hand lost at Sekwang High.

"Well, the will-o'-the-wisp is just putting in a little more effort."

It seemed that one of Agent Haegeum's currently moving hands was being replaced by a will-o'-the-wisp.

Just like I had been one day.

"Let's leave it at that. I have a lot to do."

The ever-busy Agent Haegeum finally stood up from her seat.

"Call me if you need me."

And with that, Agent Haegeum left her contact information and departed.

'…It feels like a new team member has been unlocked.'

It seemed Agent Haegeum would likely join us during our exploration of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Though it wasn't the time for it, I calmed my slightly fluttering heart.

And upon returning to the Fox Counseling Room, I met the original exploration team member.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon had arrived and was waiting.

Since he had accompanied us and provided significant physical help in closing the Sekwang High case, I thought he had probably come to talk about that.

>Section Chief Lizards' purpose for visiting (Inference):

To share the exploration results.

"That is not it."

Huh?

The snout of the reptilian alien, which again looked like a white lizard's head, drew a slight arc.

"Our reward has arrived."

If he means 'our reward'...

…!!

—I… want to regain a human body.

—It is possible.

That's it.

My human form.

***

A short while later, following the ominous instruction 'Can be influenced,' I left the Fox Counseling Room and went to Section Chief Lee Jaheon's company residence.

And onto the dining table, Section Chief Lee Jaheon placed an 'object.'

"This is the item requested as a reward."

It was a rectangular packaged box.

◎Egg Mood Lamp◎

The product name was written as such, and the image on the front showed the design of a cute, beige, egg-shaped mood lamp.

It looked like one of those mid-to-low-priced mood lamps commonly exchanged as birthday presents through the KakaoTalk Gift page.

The kind made of a soft, squishy material in the shape of a cute character or object.

But the fact that this was the reward meant it wasn't an ordinary object.

An 'Item.'

A supernatural phenomenon classified as a ghost story, which would return a human form to me.

And if it's from the 'Cosmic shopping mall,' it's guaranteed not to be fatally dangerous.

>130666's status: Grateful.

"Yes."

>Question: How to use it.

"You can learn how through the enclosed instruction manual. Do you wish to be informed of the instructions verbally?"

>I'll hold off for now.

"Yes."

I immediately opened the box, took out the manual, placed it on top, and read it.

Thank you for purchasing the Sunshine Edit Shop's Egg (Successor Egg) Mood Lamp series!

This series is a mystical product that allows you to watch the growth and birth of life inside the egg through the mood lamp's gentle light and shadow. The resulting creation can also be used independently.

Try using the nerves and muscles of the observed life form yourself! And enjoy the cool special effects!

※Warning: Do not, under any circumstances, wake the final product.

Ah, this.

It was a ghost story that wasn't on the wiki.

'It's the kind I like to read, though.'

It was the perfect kind of object-based ghost story for killing time at the office.

And after reading it, I could grasp what kind of cliché ghost story it was.

'It's not an egg-shaped mood lamp, but an actual egg from which something is born.'

And the life that will grow inside this mood lamp egg...

The resulting creation can also be used independently.

Try using the nerves and muscles of the observed life form yourself!

It seems I can use it as my body.

'…The description seems a bit gruesome.'

But my current state is probably more gruesome. Having survived in this Ghost Story Worldview, I think I can handle this much now.

'Cough.'

And as I turned the page to read the next part, I saw a sticker blocking the page's content.

'Hmm?'

It was a kind of quality assurance certificate.

<Guaranteed Authentic by Delusion Home Shopping!>

The sticker, with its flashy colors and font, contrasted with the manual and stood out immediately.

'It was a product from that place!'

Then the effect will surely be dramatic. The products introduced there are often advertised with a focus on dramatic changes or very attractive features.

Like the Blood Bath I bought for Braun, for example.

[Oh, of course I remember, Mr. Roe Deer! It was a friend's first gift. A memorable item indeed.]

[However… hmm. Yes. For another item introduced on 'that' home shopping program to fall into your hands, Mr. Roe Deer.]

For some reason, I sense a hint of displeasure in Braun's tone.

'Weren't… the two of them on pretty good terms?'

Aren't they both broadcast-related ghost stories?

He even invited a teddy bear from that home shopping channel to the Late-Night Talk Show.

I'm starting to remember that I, completely contaminated by the talk show, was even involved in casting that teddy bear...

[Oh, of course. TV shows and advertisements have a mutually beneficial relationship. Of course, even within that, there is a clear hierarchy.]

[Just as a background prop cannot replace the lead actor!]

…So the Late-Night Talk Show is the lead, and the commercials are mere background props?

[Haha, 'mere'? You have a somewhat rough but witty way with words, my friend! Yes. You are not wrong.]

[Making the viewers anxious for the TV show's next segment, and providing the budget for the show's production... Is that not the essential role of an advertisement? This Braun, as the humble host of the show, is sufficiently grateful for such advertisements with a sincere heart.]

[But recently, that home shopping program has been somewhat forgetting its place.]

'I-I see.'

It seems Delusion Home Shopping did something to get on the legendary host's bad side...

Let's move on for now. If I listen any further, it might lead to something like, 'Would you like to visit the talk show to find out the detailed circumstances?'...

'I should probably refrain from buying from that home shopping channel. But for now, I'll keep reading this manual. I've been waiting a long time for this.'

[Of course, Mr. Roe Deer. I am looking forward to it as well!]

Phew.

I carefully peeled off the sticker and placed it in an empty space, then read the rest of the hidden manual.

Now, the part that actually looked like an instruction manual was beginning.

Required items:

2ml of blood from the life form to be cultured

3cm of body hair from the life form to be cultured

100ml of saline solution

'A body fragment of the life form to be cultured?'

Hmm.

>Question: Are there limits on designating the life form?

"There are not. Do you require the blood and body hair of a life form with specific physical conditions?"

Well, about that.

'It feels a bit wrong to arbitrarily culture and use someone else's body.'

Whether they're living or dead.

I glanced at the Lizard Section Chief.

'Come to think of it, why did he look human at Sekwang High?'

And why did he have black hair? Such questions momentarily crossed my mind, but since I was preoccupied with other concerns, they just passed by.

'For now, my blood and hair are… a bit problematic, aren't they?'

I wasn't even sure if this stuff would be considered blood and hair. Isn't it more like bodily fluids and byproducts…?

It's not like I can go find the blood and hair from when I had the body of 'Kim Soleum.'

'When I was human, the thought of storing my blood and hair separately never even occurred to me.'

Even in a Ghost Story Worldview. No, especially because it's a Ghost Story Worldview. I don't know what would happen if I lost them.

Of course, the kind of person who would do such a thing to a perfectly normal person in the first place...

...

Hmm.

'There might be one.'

Kwak Jekang.

It seems the time has come to pay a visit to the company.

***

"Employee!!"

Tap, tap.

Inside the transport cage, I made a sign so he would notice.

Late at night. In the research team's office, which I visited as inconspicuously as possible with Section Chief Lee Jaheon, only Kwak Jekang was present, his face flushed red.

"Haha, how long has it been! Isn't this the first time since you went into the Annex last time?"

That's right.

I met Director Cheong there and almost got royally fucked...

Come to think of it, it was Kwak Jekang who told me Director Cheong was coming.

>Question:

Any retaliatory measures from Director Cheong?

"Eh? Ah, you mean me? Hahaha! My, I don't know what to do with myself, you worrying about me like this... Well, nothing much has happened."

Hmm.

"Even if she knew, she'd just let a researcher as dedicated to his work as I am continue working. She's that kind of superior."

On Kwak Jekang's smiling face was the unique madness of a scientist who was so absorbed in his research that nothing else mattered.

If that research hadn't been ghost stories, he might have truly contributed to society, but the problem was that it was, in fact, ghost stories.

But the irony of life is that this time, I might get help from that very disposition.

>Request:

Blood and hair of (former) Field Investigation Team D Assistant Manager Kim Sol-eum.

"Hmm? What do you mean..."

Kwak Jekang was about to react nonchalantly but paused.

Poke.

Because my smoke had poked his own missing pinky finger.

"...Well, we do collect them lightly during the physical examination in the hiring process. Strictly for research purposes, you see!"

In the end, Kwak Jekang brought the items from somewhere.

"Here, these are the samples from Team D."

I checked the screw-cap vials Kwak Jekang held out.

Stored in a sample box, they were labeled with dates and names, and contained not only hair and blood but sometimes even flesh and fingernails.

'Forget the flesh, where the hell did he get the fingernails.'

Looking at a piece of Section Chief Lee Jaheon's fingernail, I briefly wondered if it was a lizard's nail or not, but in the end, I quickly picked up only what I needed.

Team D Kim Soleum / Hair

Team D Kim Soleum / Blood

Alright, now to go back and use the mood lamp...

"You're going to use it, right? Where? How? Are you going to use it on the Darkness? For replication? Examination? Qualification verification? A curse? I'm really... curious."

...

"Please let me observe. Please."

This is burdensome...

But Kwak Jekang has already made a 'pinky promise' with me, so he can't pull any funny business.

'In that case, it might be better to proceed with an expert present.'

>Instruction:

Until completion,

no noise or interruptions.

"Hahaha, yes!"

>Condition: Permission from Section Chief Lizard .

"…You. Do you need anything?"

"Yes."

I have no idea how he did it, but Kwak Jekang somehow reached an agreement with the lizard and ended up following us all the way to the company residence.

'Sigh.'

>Instruction: Wait without making noise.

"..."

After telling him to be quiet.

I gently took the mood lamp completely out of the box.

The soft, squishy, white egg-shaped mood lamp had a slot at the bottom that opened to the inside, and I opened it to fill the mood lamp with the blood and hair.

'And then...'

Connect the power cord, and turn it on.

This process must be carried out in darkness or shadow, with no lighting.

As instructed, a light flickered on in the mood lamp in the darkness.

'…!'

Just like candling an egg to check if it's fertilized by seeing the blood vessels inside, I could see blood vessels and cells through the lamp's orange glow.

And they grew.

"..."

It was like the growth of a chick, like culturing cells in a lab, and like the birth of an alien life form from an SF movie.

The important thing was that the shadow grew larger, intricately displaying nerves, blood vessels, and organs, forming a silhouette inside the mood lamp.

[Oh, Mr. Roe Deer. That appears to be a hand. Look at it clenching and unclenching!]

It was certainly mystical.

Like a biology education video from 100 years in the future played at 10,000x speed, the life inside grew and took shape.

A small, bipedal life form the size of the mood lamp.

Into an adult.

"..."

♫

Soon, with a short recorded sound, the mood lamp's light turned green.

The completion mark.

'It's done.'

I reached out, opened the mood lamp, and poured its contents onto a prepared towel.

And then.

"…!!"

The mood lamp's opening widened bizarrely, and it spat out a life-sized human.

Kim Soleum.

A body with the same height as my previous self.

"It really is Kim Soleum. My, my, to think there was a method like this…!"

...

I managed to take a breath in and out.

That thing.

>Question: Evaluation of facial features.

"Eh? Well, he's handsomely featured. Hahaha! Surely you weren't unsure of what Kim Soleum looked like?"

No. That's not the problem...

So, to Kwak Jekang, that looks like Kim Soleum's head?

...

But you see.

What I'm seeing is a little different.

...

'It's a lizard head…!'

What was before my eyes was the body of Kim Soleum with the head of a reptilian alien!

'Lizard!'

What is going on?

Chapter 292

Looking again changes nothing.

A human body—to be precise, a body that appears to have the same conditions as when I was originally human... on top of it...

is a lizard head.

'...'

I creaked my head around to look at the lizard.

"?"

Argh!

>Question: Reason for the similarity between the Mood Lamp Cultured Body and the Section Chief Lizard Body

"Unknown."

I feel like I'm going to explode.

>Request: Speculation

"Yes. Referring to the product's user manual, there is a possibility that a 'special effect' has manifested."

…!

Try using the nerves and muscles of the observed life-form yourself! And enjoy the cool special effect, too!

A special effect.

"Considering the uniqueness of a product made as a gift, it can be speculated that some of the gift-giver's characteristics were mixed in to enhance its function as a gift."

So.

'Are you saying the biological traits of the gift-givers, the alien reptiles, manifested and were 'gifted' along with it?'

Since gifts are usually part of social exchange. Like in a sci-fi movie where they give Earth's creatures as a gift upon contacting aliens…

No, even if it's not such a precise metaphor for the situation, it's like how countries exchange local specialties during diplomatic visits.

'This is truly like a ghost story.'

In that it gives you something you don't want!

"Wait, wait! Could the genetic information have been mixed? In your senses, what characteristics of this body and Section Chief Lee Jaheon seem meaningfully similar?That…"

You… get out.

I sent Kwak Jekang away.

Kwak Jekang was quite clingy, saying, 'At least a short interview, no, just a Q&A,' but he was eventually kicked out when he realized he couldn't change the situation.

He stared at the packaging and manual of the 'Egg Mood Lamp' I had used, as if trying to memorize them.

'I'm tired...'

I've only used the mood lamp, but I feel completely drained.

With a troubled gaze, I looked at the mood lamp's body, which I had wrapped in a towel.

"Do you require speculation from other fields?"

>On hold.

First, let's get things straight.

Right. If I think about it calmly...

'The conditions aren't wrong.'

What I wanted was a body that could communicate smoothly with others, be socially active, and live like a human.

It has a lizard head, but to other people, it will look human. Just like Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

'Hoo.'

Alright.

I approached and looked at the body again.

※Warning: Do not, under any circumstances, wake the resulting product.

Indeed, it was asleep.

A body that was breathing, exuding the overwhelming feeling of a living creature.

'…Ah.'

I realized.

It might have been a relief that it was a lizard head.

If a person who looked exactly like my old self, 'Kim Soleum,' had been lying here like this, I don't know how I would have felt.

Hoo.

'…How to use it.'

To use the resulting product's nerves and muscles independently, open the adhesive part of the Egg Mood Lamp.

I carefully closed the mood lamp's groove and put it away again.

My blood, hair, and saline solution had melted inside it into a strange mucus, but I wasn't supposed to wipe it out.

Instead, I peeled off the packaging on the bottom of the mood lamp, revealing a slightly sticky, adhesive surface.

Attach the opened mood lamp near the user's spinal cord, where it connects to the brain.

'…Where is that?'

The brain… hmm, based on the melting sensation from last time, it was near my ribs… around here, so placing it in this vicinity should work.

'Even if my organs are all jumbled up, the things that need to be connected should still be connected.'

The spinal cord must be connected to the brain.

Lying down, I opened the Security Team zipper in that area and attached the mood lamp.

Then, after zipping up all the remaining gaps as much as possible.

Once the attachment is complete, you may activate the mood lamp.

We hope you have a pleasant time using it!

I activated the mood lamp.

'...!'

Shaking.

My senses are in a daze, a feeling of being sucked through a hose and completely removed. Becoming something flimsy, my consciousness and self are going somewhere...

A feeling of moving.

...

"Heup."

I made a sound and sat up.

I reflexively grabbed the towel that had been covering my body as it was about to fall, and looked around with dizzying vision.

"Hands."

A pair of human hands.

My hands.

…I had woken up in the mood lamp's body.

"…!"

I turned to look.

130666's body was lying on its side, stiff as if it were taxidermied.

The sight of Black Smoke flowing in and out with its breaths was chillingly bizarre, yet somehow peaceful.

And on the flesh near its ribs, a round, egg-like something, the shape of the mood lamp, was attached and blinking.

As if reflecting my consciousness.

'Ha.'

Body swap.

I had just experienced a cliché straight out of a horror movie. For a moment, I thought I was about to faint and raised my hands to my eyes, but...

'…I'm more okay than I thought.'

My head is cool.

The fear and dread are there. But I don't feel a hot, pounding sensation.

As if it's filtering out what doesn't need to be expressed.

And that reminded me of a certain being who had been in the same team as me before, and who was watching me in this very space right now...

"…Section Chief."

"Yes."

"This body I'm currently using, is it 'us'?"

The answer came through the silence.

"Yes."

...!

'Good heavens.'

I have now truly become an alien reptile.

A part of some intelligent collective that runs the Cosmic shopping mall.

"But you are not connected."

Connection, could it be?

"…You mean becoming a part of 'us'?"

"Yes."

"When do 'we' connect?"

Section Chief Lee Jaheon's pupils look at me.

"Individuals born from the same colony become us at the moment of hatching."

Colony.

It's a word that usually means a settlement or a community, but somehow it seems to have a different meaning here.

'…It seems closer to a biological meaning.'

Like how microorganisms such as mold or bacteria grow to form a single cluster.

Where the cluster itself is defined as one and spreads, rather than the individuals that make up the group.

From the perspective of a primate like a human, it was a bizarre ecology.

"Then this mood lamp, was it made by 'us'?"

"No."

"Let me rephrase. Was it, at the very least, made to implement an environment similar to 'our' ecology?"

"Yes."

The reptile's eyes scan the mood lamp.

"The cultivation process of this product matches the method by which 'we' create a new individual's body in a colony. It was likely created with inspiration from a cluster with a similar ecological environment."

And a smile touched Section Chief Lee Jaheon's lips.

"As a reward, we decided to deliver to you an item of a method verified through us."

And it becomes certain.

…These aliens gave me a body that could become a part of them as a 'reward.'

If they had anticipated this, it was a chilling favor.

'A new individual's body… huh.'

Does that mean Section Chief Lee Jaheon's body was also created through a similar process to be able to blend in among humans?

I clenched and unclenched my hand.

It did, in fact, meet my demands.

'I'm the only one who sees a lizard head, right?'

If so, there should be no problem at all with fitting in naturally among people and communicating...

[…Oh my goodness.]

Ah.

[Show business, my god. Friend! To be of the same kind as that humorless, witless, classless blade grunt! What a terrible choice! ]

How eloquent. If words had form, Section Chief Lee Jaheon would have already been sliced to ribbons...

[Mr. Roe Deer, you've had your fun and seen the result, so how about we head back now?]

...

'Hold on.'

[Friend?]

I found the money in 130666's pocket. I took out a coin and bent it.

…It bent as if it were a lie.

"…!"

Terrifying physical strength.

'This is Lee Jaheon Section Chief's physical power…!'

No, that guy can probably bend steel rebar like it's tteokbokki, so maybe it's not quite that much, but the important thing is that I can use strength comparable to his.

"Mr. Roe Deer. Please put on some clothes."

"Ah, yes."

And strangely… I think I can read the lizard's expression better!

'Come to think of it, I naturally picked up on his friendly expression earlier, too.'

I think I can even read a strange sense of pride... Hmm.

"…Um, then in this state, can I also connect with 'us'?"

"Yes. Is it necessary?"

"No! It's fine. …But, what's the method? I'd appreciate it if you could just explain it in words."

"Yes."

And so I received a detailed explanation on how to connect with 'us.'

'I can't afford to make a mistake.'

No matter what, I didn't want to start a new life as an alien reptile. But...

"Thank you."

"Yes."

I caught my breath as I put on the clothes I borrowed from Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Yes. I can breathe, and I can make a sound with my voice.

'I can do it.'

I can eat, and I can talk to people.

So.

'…Braun.'

[Mr. Roe Deer calls for me.]

'There are a few things I'd like to try in this form.'

I hear the sound of the emcee tapping his fingers on a desk and sighing.

[Alright. Oh, I shall watch to see if my friend can make a witty judgment even as a part of that blade grunt...]

I don't know why it turned into me asking for permission, but, well...

'Let's make good use of this body.'

I thoroughly read the recommendations on the back of the user manual.

Resulting Product Usage Recommendations:

1.If used continuously for more than a week, stop use and recharge.

2.Do not forcibly detach the adhered mood lamp.

3.Discontinue use if the mood lamp's adhesion weakens.

4.Be careful not to let the resulting product die during use.

Recommended Usage Period: The life-form's lifespan

And.

"Do you require advice?"

"I would be grateful if you would give it."

"Yes. Rest. A living organism must secure rest time for survival and production efficiency."

"..."

"There are a few days of leeway until the next exploration. Be sure to use them for rest."

I nodded for now.

'Though I can't just rest unconditionally.'

But if I could enjoy things I couldn't feel as 130666, and rest even a little, unrelated to Sekwang Metropolitan City...

...

"I want to meet people."

"Yes."

***

That evening. Daydream headquarters building.

"You've familiarized yourself with the entire manual, right?"

"Of course."

'You think I wouldn't have?'

Instead of glaring at the researcher for stating the obvious, Baek Saheon smiled and sat down meekly.

It wasn't just because of office politics.

It was because of the Assistant Manager sitting across from him, whose eyes were unnaturally clear and sparkling.

Lee Seonghae.

The Elite Team member wearing a dolphin mask, just as she had declared in the Fox Counseling Room, had been watching him like a hawk for the past few days!

Not in the amateurish way of just tailing him.

-Supervisor Goat, we got another call from Team B.

She was specifically requesting him and taking him along…!

Thanks to her, Baek Saheon had only heard secondhand rumors that 'Director Ho's Project' had brought in an incredibly High-Grade Dream Essence, and was unable to subtly leak related information to gain an advantage.

Instead...

He was tagging along with the Elite Team, collecting more High-Grade Dreams with relative ease and racking up points.

'This is definitely not a favor.'

He knew.

'So what?'

What did it matter? What was important was that he could profit from collecting Dream Essence anyway.

And today was no different.

"Well then, I'll be in your care."

"Yep."

The research team, having finished their explanation of the Darkness they were entering today, left the room, leaving only him and Lee Seonghae at the table.

"..."

"..."

"Assistant Manager. Is there… something you need?"

"Nah."

'F-fuck.'

Baek Saheon barely managed to overcome the strange pressure from Lee Seonghae's eyes with a smile.

Though he did break out in a bit of a cold sweat.

It was then.

Knock, knock.

Someone knocked on the door.

Thinking that maybe Team A, who was supposed to enter with them, had come here instead of the Darkness entry point, Baek Saheon turned his gaze that way, feeling a little pleased.

"Yep, come on in!"

At Lee Seonghae's permission, the one who opened the door and entered was...

"Hello."

A man wearing the mask of a black feline.

"..."

The Field Investigation Team has a variety of people in a variety of masks. So, including the branch offices, it wouldn't be that strange if there was still an employee with a mask Baek Saheon didn't know…

'Huh?'

He feels familiar somehow.

Baek Saheon reflexively lifted his eyepatch to check the silhouette of his Halo ever so slightly...

...!!

'W-wait a minute.'

The moment a chill ran down his spine, he heard Lee Seonghae's voice from beside him.

"Mascot?"

The man turned his head to the Assistant Manager Dolphin and smiled.

"Hello, Ms. Dolphin."

And he greets him as well, looking his way.

"Hello."

...?!

"You look like you're living the good life, Supervisor Goat."

'F-fuck.'

It was Kim Soleum.

'What is this.'

Where did he put his own mask, and what was with this one? And...

'He was in the Security Team until a few days ago…!'

Why did he show up again looking perfectly human!

In the midst of that creepy and maddening situation, Assistant Manager Dolphin's eyes lit up with a happy expression as she moved closer to Kim Soleum.

"You can eat now!"

"Mm. That's right."

Is that what's important??

"Then should we go get something to eat? I know a really good place. Abalone bibimbap!"

"…Sounds good."

Why are you looking at me?

"It'd be nice if other people came along to eat, too."

"Ooh! Sounds great!"

And Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae beams.

"As long as they're nice people."

...

"…Assistant Manager, we have to leave to enter the Darkness now."

"Ah."

At Baek Saheon's words, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae clapped her hands as if she'd come to her senses.

"Then would you like to come with us?"

What??

"This Darkness is totally safe with the Mascot here, and we can go get lunch right after it's over!"

"…Shall I?"

Don't come!

"Wow! Yep!"

Baek Saheon screamed internally.

From a serial killer to a cat, had there ever been a being who could mess with his mind like this?

…And here, the source of Baek Saheon's internal scream.

As for Kim Soleum's state of mind.

'I can have a conversation!'

He was simply satisfied!

Having sought out acquaintances who were free at the moment, he had even obtained and put on an Item similar to a 'Field Investigation Team mask' through Director Ho.

'It's essential to enter the company.'

He couldn't risk walking around with Kim Soleum's face, after all.

'Besides, for information gathering purposes, I needed an identity that could naturally blend in at Daydream anyway.'

And so he was going to places he couldn't go in 130666's body, grasping the situation and feeling a small sense of satisfaction...

On top of that, Lee Seonghae's suggestion had led Kim Soleum to form a rather efficient plan.

Darkness exploration.

'I have to see if Dream Weave can be extracted from this body, too.'

And if it could be extracted, he planned to exchange that Dream Weave for a bonus through Ho Yuwon.

'Even if not, can't I clear Darknesses pretty easily now?'

Since he could use incredible physical strength in this body.

Kim Soleum felt he had every reason to gladly accept Lee Seonghae's proposal.

"Then shall we get going?"

"Sounds good."

And so, he came to join this Darkness exploration team.

A safe Darkness experience with Assistant Manager Dolphin!

'…Hm?'

A strange sense of déjà vu seemed to flash by, but Kim Soleum brushed it aside.

And.

He would come to bear the karma for it.

"We're here. This is it!"

"..."

A mountain road after sunset.

There, a pitch-black, cave-like tunnel cut through the mountain.

(Red background with black text that says "STOP - Tunnel accident - No entry")

"I guess they blocked it off completely because so many people said they saw ghosts and went missing. It's famous among civilians too because there are so many ghost sightings."

"..."

"But it's okay. It's a Darkness where all we have to do is walk through there all night telling scary stories!"

Flashing through his mind was the scene from when he first met Supervisor Dolphin.

The crazy ghost story about clapping with the back of one's hands.

"You just have to ignore whatever comes out. Here!"

Ah.

Ah!!
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My legs are trembling.

I'm looking at a tunnel at the foot of a mountain in the dead of night, a place where entry is forbidden due to numerous disappearances, a place that haunts the internet and people's conversations as a strange rumor.

The end of a desolate road.

A single streetlight eerily illuminates the meaningless shadows in the pitch-black tunnel where nothing can be seen.

'Ha.'

Go in there, tell scary stories, and walk all night.

Ignore whatever happens and just keep going.

'No, this is…'

My senses, which had been dulled to fear while in the state of 130666, or perhaps numbed from experiencing only large-scale disaster-type ghost stories with backstories in Sekwang Metropolitan City, spring back to life as if I've been punched in the gut.

That's right.

I'm a fucking coward…!

"Well, let's head in!"

"…Yes."

It's been a really long time.

This feeling of being dragged to a slaughterhouse!

But it was a small mercy that I didn't have to struggle to keep this agitation from showing by breaking into a cold sweat or backing away.

The Reptilian Alien's body was not easily swayed by emotions.

'Section Chief Lee Jaheon... Thank you.'

It feels like a lie that I was so creeped out by body-switching horror.

No, honestly, it probably wouldn't be a huge problem if Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae found out I was a coward. I don't think she'd despise me and say I should have been shoved into the Cleanup team.

But the problem is that the other person selected.

"..."

"Wh-what is it?"

"You're really lucky."

"…?!"

"You never miss out on anything fun."

I patted Baek Saheon's shoulder with a grin.

"Entering a Darkness where you get to hear scary stories from the two of us… isn't it fun? Shouldn't you be thanking Assistant Manager Dolphin?"

"..."

"You're not going to?"

"Thank you."

"Yep. Not that I did it for your sake or anything!"

Baek Saheon's face turned red and blue, but he kept his mouth shut. Good. Let's push him like this so he can't have any other suspicions.

That way, even if I happen to collapse or step back, he'll misunderstand and think, 'That's just another one of his crazy acts to pressure me.'

'Ha…'

To think I have to do this again.

"Then let's go in now! Only one person in the group should have a flashlight… I have one, so I'll turn it on."

"Yes."

Trudge, trudge.

The three of us walked into the abandoned tunnel.

"..."

It smells damp and musty.

Moss-covered stone and cement. And traces of where electricity was once supplied.

The beam from Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's flashlight illuminates the inside of the tunnel.

[My, even the ventilation fans are rusted. It seems to have been abandoned for quite some time. It's a ruin, plain and simple.]

Right.

And I'm getting a real-life experience of being one of those people who come to a deserted house or facility for a test of courage, tells scary stories, and then goes missing...

'Ughhhhh.'

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae with the flashlight is on the left, Baek Saheon is in the middle, and I'm walking on the far right.

I want to beg her to let me hold the flashlight, but I'm holding it in.

To make matters worse, I ended up in the spot farthest from the flashlight. Haaa...

'I'd have no other wish if I could just walk in the middle…'

The right side, where no one was, felt empty.

But since I had no good reason to ask to switch places, I endured it and walked on.

"Well, shall we start with the scary stories?"

Act natural. Act natural.

"What are the criteria for the scary stories?"

"It seems to be about the level of a ghost story you'd find online. Chilling or gruesome?"

Hoo.

"The important thing is to do it all night, so we can take our time telling them. They say as long as you don't fall asleep, it's fine to stop and rest while walking."

I don't think I have to worry about falling asleep. Fainting, on the other hand…

"Then I'll go first."

"Yes."

Trudge, trudge.

"Hmm… it's a story about the people who went missing in this tunnel!"

"...Yes."

Of all the things!!

"According to the rumors, this tunnel was a place with frequent traffic accidents."

"..."

Our footsteps echo.

"There's another, newer tunnel nearby. A two-way tunnel with lanes for traffic in both directions, but it seems there were quite a few cars that mistook this place for that tunnel on the mountain road at night and drove the wrong way."

The pale light of the flashlight illuminating the dark tunnel.

And Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's voice, booming and echoing in the tunnel.

"Isn't it strange? Usually, people look at their navigation, so that kind of thing is rare. But strangely, this tunnel in particular had frequent accidents where people 'mistakenly took the wrong turn.' And then one night…"

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's flashlight moves.

"A car driving the wrong way by mistake in the mountain fog hit a compact car."

Screeeech— CRASH!

It feels like I can hear that sound.

…Strangely enough, on the road ahead, illuminated by the flashlight, some marks look like they were left by skidding tires.

"The accident scene was discovered and cleaned up the next morning. It was a hit-and-run. But the strange thing was… only the car was left."

"That's…"

"There was no one in the car."

As if tracing the image in her mind, the flashlight draws a circle on the tunnel road.

"Not just the driver's seat of the crashed compact car, but all the seats were empty. All that was left was the airbag, the shattered windows, and…"

"..."

"Bloodstains and handprints."

A chill runs down my spine.

"The license plate was also gone, so the identities of the compact car's occupants were only identified much later. It was a family returning from a trip. And…"

"..."

"After that accident, people started to go missing."

Trudge, trudge.

My own footsteps, trying to keep up with their unhesitating pace, sound excessively loud.

"Day or night, if someone entered this road when it was deserted, they would disappear. And the missing people sometimes left a final text message or call record…"

"..."

"It was always the same words."

Trudge.

"They'd always say that there was a crashed compact car up ahead, and an occupant was waving their hand from outside the glass window."

"..."

"And that they grab your shoulder."

Tap.

I almost fell over right then and there.

"Like this."

When I barely managed to turn my head, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who had reached out and tapped my shoulder, met my eyes and smiled brightly.

"Of course, it's all just a rumor!"

Ha.

"How was it?"

"…That was a very situationally appropriate scary story."

I almost cried.

It was so appropriate that it felt chilling, as if a ghost was following me from behind...

I was glad I wasn't holding the flashlight. If I had been, I would have been providing a vibrating lighting effect.

'I only survived because I already knew the story.'

Gangnyeong Town Tunnel

A ghost story appearing in the Dark Exploration Record, Daydream Inc. identification code Qterw-D-2076.

A 2076m long one-way tunnel located on the mountainside of ■■ City. The word Gangnyeong Town is not an official administrative name but a nickname that stuck as ghost story rumors spread on the internet.

Its official name was ■■ Hill Tunnel, but it was closed after a wrong-way hit-and-run accident, and the name is no longer in use.

For the accident in the ghost story, refer to the relevant document.

Upon entry, an exit will only appear after walking through the tunnel while telling scary stories all night.

During this process, one must never turn back and run or act alone.

"..."

How is this safe in any way, Assistant Manager…!

Well, of course, for the Field Investigation Team folks for whom nerves of steel are the average, they probably would have thought this was a piece of cake.

'So the plan is to pull an all-nighter here and then go get food…'

My mind felt dizzy, but in the end, I listened as Baek Saheon took the next turn and continued the 'scary stories.'

"…Does it just have to be moderately scary? Well, then. It's a story I heard when I was young."

And Baek Saheon's story wasn't as situationally terrifying as Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's.

It was about a girl who found a cassette player in a country house that strangely played songs with advice that was perfectly suited to her needs.

"They said it was perfect for knowing when to pick a birthday present for her younger sibling, or when to hide to avoid adults she disliked. The problem… was, obviously, that the content started getting weirder."

At some point, the song lyrics became more and more chilling or aggressive, and the scared child finally decided to open the player to throw away the tape…

"The inside of that player had been empty from the start."

"..."

"The end."

"Oh. But what's so scary about that?"

It was scary, though.

I barely managed to defend it.

"Um. It's a sufficiently creepy supernatural story, so I think it should be fine."

"Is that so? I understand. Well then, now it's Lord Cat's turn!"

Wait a minute.

"Lord Cat…?"

"Yep. Your mask is a black cat, isn't it?"

"Um. Yes."

No matter how I look at it, the shape of this mask feels more like a larger feline species than a simple cat… but well, it doesn't really matter.

'As long as it doesn't overlap.'

I don't even know what mechanism makes this mask show this form in the first place.

-It's similar to the Field Investigation Team masks. It's a cognitive impairment function. Haha.

…Just like the Security Team uniform I'm wearing, I suspect it's equipment that Ho Yuwon had been siphoning off and modifying.

Anyway, so it's my turn now. Hoo.

[Oh, let's tell the most thrilling story of anyone here, my friend!]

Rather than that, let's moderate it so I don't get scared while telling it...

"Then, the story I'll tell is…"

"What the."

"…!"

We stopped walking.

In the distance, on the road illuminated by Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's flashlight, other figures in suits could be seen.

'Another Field Investigation Team…!'

Two people. And one of them was a familiar silhouette.

A slender, tall woman with a ponytail.

"Huh? Assistant Manager!"

It was Assistant Manager Jin Nasol of Elite Team A.

"I heard you went in first. I didn't expect to run into you like this."

"Is that so?"

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol frowned.

"Join us since you're here. As you can see, we have a problem."

And the way she didn't even glance at her companion standing next to her, it seemed she was not pleased with that employee's performance...

'Familiar…'

That sharp cutoff was typical of a Field Investigation Elite Team. I gave a brief, pitying look to the insect-masked employee who had been accompanying Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

Then, the gaze from under the butterfly mask narrowed and looked at me.

"Who are you."

"Ah, this person is also an employee from our company, but not from the main office's Field Investigation Team. They're really kind and competent!"

"Is that so?"

And sharp eyes scanned me.

"Rank?"

"Higher than me!"

"So what is it, exactly."

"Um. I guess… something like a team leader?"

Excuse me?

"It's true, isn't it? You're in a leader-like role in the Project team!"

The look in her eyes under the mask changed.

"…Director Ho's Project team?"

"Yep!"

"Hmm."

I answered as calmly as possible.

"Team leader is a bit much. Please just call me 'Cat.' I probably haven't been at this company as long as you have, Assistant Manager."

"…Is that so?"

"Yes."

"Then I'll do that."

And Assistant Manager Jin Nasol's gaze left me.

I secretly swallowed.

'It's been a while.'

I'm getting nervous for no reason. …Is it because I remember Assistant Manager Eun Haje imitating Assistant Manager Jin Nasol to get into the Annex?

'Did she… find out about that?'

No, I don't need to worry about that for now. For the moment, she's met me in a ghost story while I'm wearing a mask, so she doesn't recognize me.

'Let's just be glad.'

The number of people has increased.

And not just by one, but two. This is the best.

No, in the first place, why are the employees of this damn company not scared at all, splitting into teams to go in and causing a ruckus?

How nice would it have been if we had all filled the maximum capacity and held hands while going in together!

"Let's go for now."

"Yep."

Jin Nasol stood next to Lee Seonghae, and the insect-masked employee stood next to me.

Thank you. You probably did it because you wanted to get away from Assistant Manager Nabi, but thanks to you, I can finally enjoy being sandwiched...

And the 'scary stories' started again.

"This time, let's start with the Assistant Manager who just joined us."

"What a pain."

But Jin Nasol proceeded without hesitation on matters that were already decided.

"Some idiot bought a used wooden wardrobe, and anyone who slept near it would get sleep paralysis."

"Ooh!"

"He called a carpenter to open it up, and there was a strange Talisman stuck to the bottom panel of the wardrobe. But the next day, the carpenter was found hanging inside that wardrobe."

Aaargh.

As expected of a Field Investigation Team elite, a gruesome, traditional shamanistic ghost story followed, as if she had experienced it herself...

"And then the Disaster Bureau came and made a mess and took the wardrobe. Annoying."

…Wait, did she actually experience this?

"End of story."

Hoo.

Anyway, the story was finally over.

"Alright, now for the last one, Lord Cat!"

"Yes."

And just as I was about to open my mouth to tell the 'less scary but probably scary enough to pass' story I had finally thought of.

Ah, come to think of it.

"It's not the last one. There's one more person left."

"What?"

"The person to my right."

"Lord Cat."

"There's no one there right now."

"..."

Huh?

"You're standing at the far right end of our group, Lord Cat."

"…What about Assistant Manager Butterfly's companion?"

"Him? He ran off a while ago."

...

"The idiot who came in with me saw something earlier and turned around and fled."

Ah.

"That's why I joined you guys. It's a pain in the ass to tell scary stories alone."

...

I couldn't turn my head.

But to my right, where it should be empty, I could clearly feel the presence of a person.

The sound of someone walking next to me.

A shadow.

Click.

From behind, a headlight shines on me.

…I can hear the engine sound of a broken-down compact car.

"Excuse me?"

Tap, tap.

The person on my right taped my shoulder and whispered in my ear.

"There's someone trapped in here??"

Chapter 294

I walked.

"There was an accident in the tunnel."

I kept walking.

"It's a white Matex compact car. Someone's waving from inside the driver's side door. Hey, right behind you."

Tap, tap.

a sensation of something continuously tapping my right shoulder.

"Turn around."

A voice whispering in my ear.

The presence of something sticking right next to me as I walk through the dark tunnel, matching my steps exactly.

Very close.

"I think it was a hit-and-run."

I kept looking forward.

…The broken headlights of a white Matex compact car shine from behind. Because of it, a shadow is cast in front of me.

Inside that car...

Whoosh… whoosh...

The shadow of someone, waving.

“You saw it, right?

Goosebumps rose from my shoulders, and my heart pounded. There's something next to me. There's something. There's something...

"Lord Cat. Please start a scary story!"

My heart nearly dropped.

"Wasn't that just a scary story? They're saying someone's suddenly next to you when there's no one there."

"Aha. Is that so?"

…!

I barely managed to open my dry mouth and answer.

"…That's right. A scary story."

Right.

I must never turn around and run or act alone.

It's unlikely with this many people, but honestly admitting there's someone next to me and begging for help would be a foolish thing to do.

'Ignore it.'

I have to suppress my agitation.

I have to ignore it as naturally as possible.

To do that...

I have to pretend it's a 'scary story.'

"Then continue the story. There's someone next to you."

Ha.

"…Perhaps one of the people who went missing or died in this tunnel is walking on the far right, pretending to be one of us."

...

"Next to me."

"Why'd you say that? Why'd you say that? Why'd you say that? Why'd you say that? Why"

The strange presence, the breathing, the voice, the cold breath, the weird smell, right next to my face.

"Ms. Dolphin told us, didn't she? That there was an accident in this tunnel."

"Oh, she did."

"What was it?"

"A hit-and-run where a car driving the wrong way hit a compact car with a family inside. The whole family went missing."

"Oh, so is one of those family members walking next to you right now, Lord Cat?"

"…I wonder. For now, what's certain is… it seems to have attached itself, pretending to be Assistant Manager Nabi's missing companion."

"Heeheehee."

I barely managed to stop myself from clenching my fists. Cold sweat seemed to be breaking out on my hands and feet, but the cold heart of a reptile suppressed my sweat glands.

"So what's the end of that story already?"

"When he turned his head, there was no one there..."

I deliberately turned to look sharply at Baek Saheon.

He flinched.

Thank you. Thanks to you, I got a little farther from the ghost.

"Wouldn't that be scary enough?"

...

"That's lame."

"Hahaha. My apologies."

If there wasn't something that's been identified as a real ghost attached to my side right now, I could have told a more plausible story.

'Seriously, why is it doing this to me of all people…!'

If it was going to blend in by pretending to be Assistant Manager Jin Nasol's companion, it would have been so much better if it had just done it to the Assistant Manager herself.

'That person wouldn't have even batted an eye!'

Don't tell me even ghosts pick and choose their targets? Did it notice I was a coward and is doing this on purpose?

It didn't even go for the person who was left alone, but specifically me...

...

"Alright, now that we've gone around once, let's start again with me..."

"Just a moment."

"Yep?"

I slowly turned my head a little more.

And I glanced at the person walking on the complete opposite side of me.

The person standing at the far left.

"...Assistant Manager Nabi."

"What?"

"Earlier, you said your companion got scared, ran back, and disappeared."

"So what?"

"Did just the two of you come in?"

"Otherwise, why would I be waiting there for you guys? What a pain."

"..."

"..."

"So, just the two of you came in… and one person ran away and disappeared."

"And?"

"As far as I know, you're not supposed to be left alone here."

Never turn around and run or act alone.

"But you were left alone."

"..."

"…Not only did you allow that situation, but you didn't use any other methods… you just stood there, waiting for the next people to come in?"

"..."

"..."

"Yes. Because I was waiting for the white Matex compact car."

I froze.

"Because there's definitely a person in the driver's seat over there. They're waving."

"Hey. Look behind you. You can still see it. The white Matex compact car was in an accident. There's a person inside."

I hurriedly turned my head to face forward.

To avoid looking left or right.

'Damn it.'

Damn it, damn it, damn it!!

I'd rather not have known!

Why did I have to ask! This is just like in a horror movie when someone figures out the serial killer's identity and asks them to their face.

No, of course, I had to confirm it to be able to deal with it, but still!

"Aww, they were both ghosts."

"Hah."

I hear a tsk from the side and the sound of cheerful footsteps.

From the spot where Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, no, the thing that was imitating the assistant manager had been, I hear the sound of it tapping Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's shoulder.

A sound that alternates with the 'someone on my right' tapping my own shoulder.

Tap, tap.

Ta-tap,

"The crashed car is behind us."

"If you look back, you can see the accident scene. You can learn the tunnel's secret."

"Can't be helped. Shall the three of us start the stories again then!"

…You can just brush it off like this?

Right now, ghosts are attached to both sides of our group, whispering at us to look back, and that's the only reaction??

Just how much nerve do these crazy Field Investigation Team people have? You think you can escape like this? No...

"Let's keep walking!"

At that moment.

The lights in the tunnel came on.

Tang, ta-ta-tang.

I nearly jumped into the air at the sound. But the others' pace didn't change.

"Oh, our view's cleared up. It's easier to walk."

"Yeah, well."

And they just keep walking. No…!

"Then I'll start the story again!"

Why did the lights turn on?

And in the next moment, I realized.

"You can see the crashed car."

At the time of that wrong-way accident, the tunnel would have been in operation, so the lights would have been on.

"..."

Screeeech.

I hear an engine starting from behind.

"There was an accident."

The broken engine starts, and with a strange roar, the screeching sound of a ruined tire grinds against the asphalt floor.

The light from the headlights.

It follows me.

The light from the broken car casts a shadow in front of us.

A strange silhouette to my right.

A human-like shape is walking as if it's clapping bizarrely and dancing excitedly. The strange form, reminiscent of an inflatable tube man or a doll with incorrectly assembled joints, moves like crazy.

Thump.

An arm touches me.

Clap, clap.

I hear the sound of clapping by my ear.

It's scary. It's scar— no, no. Endure it.

"Ah, shall I tell one more tunnel story? It's a rumor about the car that hit the compact car and fled."

Oh, please.

"Come to think of it, there's a story that's strange too."

"..."

"The cars hit head-on, so no matter if the other was a compact car… would the other car really be unscathed?"

Drrrrr… Screech.

"Actually, it would be normal for that side to be badly hurt or for the vehicle to be wrecked. But how could there be no trace at all? Maybe..."

"..."

"It didn't hit a car, but something else?"

I swallowed.

"Looks like there was an accident."

The wrecked car is following us, driving slowly down the tunnel road.

It seems like it's about to speed up, then hits the brakes.

As if it's about to hit us.

Screech, screech.

As if it will speed up and run us over at any moment.

"..."

I'm going crazy. I'm really going crazy.

'No.'

But this is all fake. I just have to ignore it and keep telling scary stories. I just have to endure.

Drrrrr… Screech.

"So the speculation is that it wasn't a car-on-car traffic accident. In fact..."

"..."

"That compact car, maybe it encountered some kind of shamanistic or occult, ominous something inside this tunnel… and something happened to the people in the car."

"..."

"And the disappearances that happened afterward, maybe it's because that ominous something learned the fun of harming people."

The compact car's headlights are now right behind us.

The back of my neck, my ears, feel like they're stiffening with fear.

And...

"Well, that's the speculation, anyway."

"..."

I realized that the presence that had been on my right was gone.

The strange weight, sensation, and sound had all vanished.

Silence.

I looked forward.

The bizarre shadow that had been to my right was also gone.

"..."

"..."

'Hooo.'

I got through it by not reacting.

K-huff. For the first time, I was grateful for my current body, which doesn't show much agitation, and I held back a sigh of relief.

'I endured that.'

After that, I was able to react to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's ghost story. Hooo!

"I find that quite persuasive."

"Right?"

"Yes. There's a superstition that ghosts do the opposite, after all. Maybe it wasn't a car driving the wrong way, but something that was going the wrong way in the tunnel in the middle of the night."

CORRECT

Something rushes before my eyes. That thing, full of malice, with limbs attached so bizarrely it seemed to be mimicking a human, moved its abnormally large head and breathed out… It's right in front of my nose.

'Fuck.'

I reflexively threw a punch with all my might. 

KWANG!! 

And a sound that shouldn't have come from a human fist rang out.

"…??" 

Clatter, clatter...

I turned my head. An old, rusty license plate, sent flying by my fist, was embedded in the right tunnel wall. 

Immediately after, the dented license plate fell away, taking a chunk of the wall's concrete with it, revealing what was inside the wall. 

"…!" 

"Ack!" 

A stone, wrapped in old Prayer beads. Looking like a spirit tablet, it was covered in unreadable but sinister Chinese characters, and it boasted an ominous and menacing dignity, as if it had been thoroughly soaked in the blood of some unknown beast and left to dry, a foreboding reddish-brown color. 

It made one imagine all sorts of gruesome things the moment you saw it, as if someone had secretly put it there during the tunnel's construction to create a Seal... 

Crumble, crumble... 

It was now stone dust. 

To be precise, it had been shattered by the impact of the license plate and fell to the floor. The stone, struck by a license plate of immense physical force, had become a handful of stone debris... 

"..." 

And. 

Thump. 

"..." 

"..." 

"Ah, it's the exit." 

A light is visible in the distance. 

The exit of the tunnel, where the light of dawn is loosely filtering in.

An escape route that shouldn't be visible yet. 

"Oh. It's over before the sun's even up." 

"..." 

"Wow." 

And I finally understood this situation. 

'Physical Exorcism...' Section Chief Lee Jaheon, just what kind of life have you been living...

***

"…So, you escaped by breaking the tunnel?"

 "Yep!"

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol looks at us with an expression that says, 

'What is this crazy talk?' 

For reference, she also spotted the exit around the time we did and was coming out, so we joined up and exited together. 

In her hand was her unconscious companion.

'Looks like that employee really did try to run away...' 

As expected, an Elite Team Assistant Manager doesn't just let them go. 

Hooo. 

And my excuse was...

"I didn't break the tunnel; an anomalous situation occurred where I was suddenly attacked. 

I suppose my hand was a bit heavy in my response." 

What kind of crazy line is this? I can't believe it, even after saying it myself. 

'I'm saying something a chuunibyou author of the <Dark Exploration Record> would write as dialogue for a Security Team employee.' 

Maybe I should have just said 

'? Yes' like Section Chief Lee Jaheon. 

But even while receiving Assistant Manager Jin Nasol's suspicious gaze, a fortunate result came out.

"Ah! It's not a completion. It seems it's just an escape." 

The team that went in after us still hadn't come out. 

'Hooo.' 

With this, I've avoided being reported for having a suspicious person come in and destroy a Darkness supply source.

…But if this is the case, it means the tunnel really got 'scared' by the spirit tablet being shattered and let us go.

'Is this what happens when you have enough physical power?' 

It was truly amazing to experience it firsthand.

I clenched and unclenched my fist, and for a moment, I looked at Baek Saheon. 

To be precise, at my face reflected on the surface of the Smartphone he was holding. 

The sleek snout of a black Lizard. 

Hooo. 

"What-what is it."

"Nothing."

'…It's certainly a convenient body.' 

Is this what they meant by it not just being a reward? 'Our' body was powerful.

But to put it another way, it also meant I could better gauge the level of power Lee Jaheon possessed.

'He's even stronger than this.' 

If Lee Jaheon had hit the wall with all his might like I just did, wouldn't we have been faced with 'reddish-brown powder' without even being able to recognize its shape?

No, the tunnel might have collapsed.

'It seems to be a more specialized entity.' 

Meaning, that Lizard doesn't exert such powerful strength just because it's one of 'us.' 

'If I'm at this level.' 

What role does Lee Jaheon play among 'us' to be that powerful? 

A sudden question flashed through my mind. 

And along with it, the thought that I should learn how to properly use my physical strength.

'I should ask him.' 

Of course, there's a more pressing schedule before that.

"Then let's go eat now!" 

"Ah, then..." 

It was at that moment.

Biri-rik.

Assistant manager Jin Nasol looked at her Smartphone, then frowned and looked at us. 

"Stop." 

"Yep?" 

"Dolphin, Goat, …Lord Cat." 

The eyes under the butterfly mask looked at us, as if counting us one by one. 

"It's a summons from Director Ho." 

"...??"

"He said to bring all three of you." 

Huh? 

"Why?"

"Hah..." 

The sound of an annoyed Jin Nasol speaking through her irritation is heard. 

"He says it's a Project dinner." 

"…??"
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Jin Nasol frowned, looking inside from the restaurant door.

It was the type of place where you had to take off your shoes to enter. As is common for barbecue restaurants equipped with large private rooms, it was moderately bustling with office workers.

In other words, a typical company dinner spot.

Director Ho had summoned the employees who had come out of the Darkness with chillingly precise timing, but he had at least given them time to rest.

Thanks to that, they had caught up on much-needed sleep until lunchtime, before heading to the dinner location designated by Director Ho.

And…

"I can't believe a place like this is open for lunch."

"They probably focus on selling meal sets."

"Ooh."

That guy.

Jin Nasol stared at the masked employee conversing with Lee Seonghae as if trying to see right through him.

"Shall we go in?"

A man wearing a black, feline mask.

-Please make sure to wear your masks at this company dinner ^^

Normally, it would be natural for everyone to take off their masks at a company dinner, but this time, due to a strange rule, everyone was wearing one, so his bare face couldn't be seen.

And although this man was consistently using polite, formal language… he spoke in a strangely friendly and gentle manner.

"Assistant Manager, are the other members of Team A coming as well?"

"Why are you curious about that?"

"Ah, it's just that I've never seen the members of Team A during the Project. I guess I got curious. I apologize."

Even to her.

He even bowed his head gently without getting on her nerves.

He was a type of person rarely seen in this company, and what was more surprising was that he didn't seem like a pushover.

'What kind of person is he?'

Jin Nasol's sharp instinct, which judged rank and distinguished the strong from the weak, assessed her opponent as if slicing through him.

Strong.

Even without knowing the fact that he had unconventionally cleared a Darkness with a fixed escape time, she could feel it from his attitude and presence.

And her painfully sensitive senses detected it.

Stare

'I feel like I've seen him somewhere before.'

But before her senses could properly articulate it, they were guided to the reserved room.

"Ah, this is the room."

"Thank you."

And the moment the door opened…

"…!!"

Several people, upon seeing the man in the cat mask, shot up from their

seats or flinched. Their attitude was one of blatant joy and surprise…

'What the…'

Isn't that the kind of attitude one should have when seeing the company Chairman?

'What is he doing in this Project?'

Jin Nasol frowned, raising her assessment of the cat-masked man's position even higher.

"I'm here."

The cat-masked man smiled and bowed his head, then naturally approached that table to sit down.

Since the two members of Team A happened to be nearby, Jin Nasol also sat at that table.

But the majority of the people at the table were faces she'd never seen before.

She could clearly recognize about two of them.

A Falcon Mask and a Lizard Mask.

"That…"

"It's Lord Cat!"

"Ah. Lord Cat… right."

Falcon grinned upon seeing the cat mask.

"Eat a lot and rest well today. …I heard from the Section Chief."

"Yes."

The cat-masked man nodded amicably and took a seat next to Section Chief Lizard.

'...'

She felt like those two had a somewhat similar vibe.

"Assistant Manager Butterfly, you just came from an all-night Darkness run, right?"

"Ah. Yes."

But what did it matter?

Jin Nasol joined her team at the table and tried to tune everything out. She was tired and annoyed.

"Hello, everyone."

Only when Director Ho, who had suddenly appeared, began to say something like a toast, did she finally listen attentively, as one ought to for a superior.

"You've all worked so very hard, everyone."

This company dinner was probably arranged after the project team's unbelievable performance was officially reported to the company.

-Is it true that they can collect B-rank or higher Dream Weave without any casualties?

-It's true, I heard there haven't been any deaths so far. Does anyone have more details?

-What do I need to prepare if I want to get into Director Ho's project? I'll reward you if you send me a private message.

-For those in the project, is the point accumulation part still undecided...

It was truly a hot potato.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol frowned, recalling the company group chat she had long since muted.

"Now that the Project is on track, I thought it was only right to celebrate... There may be some of you seeing each other for the first time, but you have all been working on the Project."

Most of the participants were already aware that Director Ho had obsessively prevented the project members from recognizing each other by department.

Jin Nasol, too, was seeing the faces of the other members for the first time.

In the first place, Ho Yuwon had only used A Team as a sort of standby unit.

-Team A members, you just need to enter the designated Darkness when I call for you.

Thus, the people sitting diagonally across the table from her now were also people she was seeing for the first time.

Two men.

They were in suits, same as the Field Investigation Team, but their masks were different.

"It would be good for you to greet one another."

'What's that?'

Hahoetal masks?

Feeling an inexplicable sense of unease, Jin Nasol stared at it with a cold gaze.

The men in the perpetually smiling masks had been looking at the cat-masked man on the other side, but then, as if sensing her gaze, they looked at Jin Nasol.

And a strange aura emanated from them.

A sharp hostility, as if looking at prey.

"..."

But it was soon reined in, and a cheerful voice was heard.

"Hello. …You're the Elite Team, right? I look forward to working with you~ Hahaha."

Instead of accepting the handshake the man offered, Jin Nasol simply gave a curt nod and turned her gaze away.

'How annoying.'

She hated encounters where the hierarchy was unclear.

But where she turned her gaze, she saw an equally annoying sight.

"Dolphin, you don't look too happy."

"Nope. I was gonna go to a great restaurant with Lord Cat, but the Director called, so I couldn't and had to come here."

"Is that so? What kind of restaurant?"

"Ah! I don't wanna tell you!"

'She's still at it.'

Is she crazy? She had no idea why that Dolphin girl provoked her superiors every single time.

"We can just go together next time, Dolphin. I'll treat you then."

"Aww, it's okay, Lord Cat. I'll treat you!"

But what was more surprising was the cat-masked man's attitude, placating

her as if he were used to it.

"You're really too much…"

"Yep, yep."

He treats the Director like that?

No, it was too natural to be insubordination. And so, she instinctively understood…

That's no ordinary employee.

The strange reactions of the project members, his nonchalant and odd attitude.

An equal relationship with Director Ho, someone scouted for the project.

'…A director from another department?'

In the midst of that, she saw someone else butt into the conversation.

"Wait a minute. Did you say Lord Cat?"

It was a person wearing a Pony Mask.

Jin Nasol didn't know it, but this money-worshipping employee, who had

barely recovered from the 'Golden Canopic Jar' Contamination at the Fox Counseling Room, had overheard talk of the company dinner and, with gleaming eyes, had somehow managed to wrangle an invitation.

It was a waste to miss out on a free meal!

And now, she had met an employee who gave her a good feeling for some reason.

Strangely.

One who truly reminded her of Lord Cat.

"Lord Cat, that's a very nice title you're using, isn't it? Hahaha, throughout all ages and cultures, cats have a strong connection to elements like gold and wealth!"

"…Yes. I see."

The man in the cat mask responded gently, conversing with sincerity.

But Jin Nasol then saw the water cup in the man's hand get crushed.

"…!"

And then, taking advantage of a moment when no one was looking, she saw

him slowly smooth the cup back into shape and return it to its place.

'...'

That confirmed it.

'He's a superior.'

And he's merely patient, but not a very nice person.

Jin Nasol judged coldly.

…

For the record, the truth was.

'Uwaaaah.'

He just can't control his strength!

***

'Oh, for crying out loud!'

I silently screamed as I put down the water cup.

So far, I'd almost accidentally chewed and swallowed my chopsticks three times, and my hair had stood on end about five times after almost breaking the table while fixing my leg.

'No, this is…'

This is driving me crazy.

But…

"That's right, that's right. Lord Cat. Try this, too. The galbi just melts in your mouth."

"…Thank you."

I carefully picked up the piece of galbi that Assistant Manager Eun Haje placed on my plate and put it in my mouth.

"Is it good?"

"Yes…!"

It's delicious.

The savory and crisp texture of the meat, well-cooked over charcoal, and the juices that burst from within, filling my mouth with umami.

This is what it means to be human.

'Though I'm actually a lizard, not a human.'

Even though there was the unfortunate incident where I almost chewed up my chopsticks.

'…It's hard!'

It feels like just yesterday that I was marveling at a lizard mukbang of it eating Korean beef, and now I'm the one wearing that lizard's head…

'You really never know how life will turn out…'

I gave the water cup I'd accidentally crumpled a quick glance to check if its shape was back to normal, then placed it back on the table.

…while trying not to break the table, that is.

'Gulp.'

Section Chief Lee Jaheon was watching the entire process intently.

Wait. Come to think of it…

"Section Chief Lizard."

"Yes."

"Could I possibly get some advice on strength control?"

"Yes. Think of every object you encounter in daily life as soft tofu."

I almost choked.

"S-Soft tofu, you say?"

"? Yes."

Where did he get a metaphor like that… no, never mind.

It was very intuitive and easy to understand.

"Thank you."

"Yes."

And the white lizard head smiled.

'…He seems slightly less scary now.'

Maybe it's because I see a similar face in the mirror now.

In any case, just from what I experienced today in the Darkness and at the barbecue restaurant, I had a realization.

"You must have had a lot of difficulties when you first came here."

"Yes."

"Why did you come?"

"Unable to answer."

"If I were to connect with 'us,' could I get an answer?"

The lizard's bright red vertical pupils looked at me.

"In that case, an answer will not be necessary."

"..."

Let's just eat the meat.

"Be careful not to eat your chopsticks."

Yes…

I realized that the chopsticks don't taste bad either. The salty and stimulating iron taste is somehow similar to meat.

'Is this… Section Chief Lee Jaheon's world?'

I never thought I wanted to know, but let's just think of it as an experience…

And I looked around the large room.

I could occasionally see the Hahoe Masked Agents, who kept looking back at me, and the employees who had entered Sekwang City with me, sitting and eating.

But.

'…The Security Team members aren't here.'

Neither J3 nor Assistant Manager Minseong, who was in quarantine due to Contamination, were here.

And instead, unfamiliar people filled more of the seats.

They were probably the personnel Ho Yuwon used for parts of the Project other than directly entering Sekwang Special City.

Like this person, for instance.

"I haven't seen you before, are you from the Field Investigation Team?"

Group A Leader Baek Seokju.

He spoke to me from the table diagonally across from mine.

The Elite Team leader in the Mallard Mask, whom I hadn't seen in a while, still exuded the air of a superior.

"You seem to be close with Section Chief Lee Jaheon."

"…We're relatives."

"Oh my. I see."

And it seems he still detests Section Chief Lee Jaheon…

"I'd appreciate it if you spoke comfortably to me. Although I'm not in the Field Investigation Team right now, I haven't been working at this company for very long either."

"If you say so."

It really feels like a company dinner…

-Let's grab a meal together once we get out of here.

"..."

But the feeling that the 'meal' he mentioned in Sekwang Special City wasn't supposed to be like this left a strange sense of disappointment.

The people, too.

It even felt like the agents were attending almost solely to dig up information.

[Oh my, friend… Isn't the host what's important for any gathering? A dinner party hosted by a Plague, it sounds dreadful just hearing about it. If it's your boss, it's even worse!]

It's, it's not that bad.

I looked at Director Ho, who was sitting at a table far away.

It felt like an oblivious boss on a day off, forcing a meal on his employees and then just sitting there…

"Eat a lot."

"Th-Thank you."

No, that's exactly what it is.

'…I somewhat, Agree.'

[A wise judgment, my friend!]

Let's just eat more meat.

I enjoyed this reality as much as I could, talking with people, eating food, and fitting in with my newly acquired human Body.

And after lunch was over.

I realized why Ho Yuwon had done something like this.

"You've acquired a convenient body. In commemoration… could you take a look at this?"

Ho Yuwon, who had remained behind with me, handed me a file.

"It's a list of the employees who were participating in my project."

"…Why are you showing this to me?"

"Ah. It's simple."

Ho Yuwon smiled brightly.

"I was thinking, when you go on explorations from now on, you could requisition them if needed."

"…!"

"You just need to retrieve the Dream Potion and erase their memories as soon as the exploration is over."

This is insane.

"You could call them a type of day laborer. What do you think? Useful, right?"

I realized.

This is why he held the company dinner today.

It was to introduce the candidates for the exploration team, to show who was there and what kind of people they were.

'So that's why he gathered the people who continuously explore Sekwang Special City…'

I also realized why he went so far as to call the agents.

To make discussions easier.

"…I don't need them for now."

I held back a sigh and closed the file.

'This… I'll just keep it in mind as an option for now.'

I don't need it right now.

Because my goal for the next entry is clear.

"First, I'm going back into Midnight Night Station."

I kept trying not to forget.

Whenever I had a spare moment, I thought about it and replayed it in my head.

-It's that train. Train G1572, if I just get on that, if I just…

Right.

"I'm going to take the train there again."

I will find the train Yeongeun mentioned.

.

But at that station in Sekwang Special City, which I 

re-entered, I encountered a sight I had not expected at all.

***

"...!!"

Originally, if you went up the stairs from the subway platform of Sekwang Special City, a strange phenomenon would appear.

Whether it was the Noose Forest, the Body Casino, or the bizarre library.

The station, devoured by a ghost story, would reveal its form.

It was like that at every station in Sekwang Special City.

And at this station, Midnight Night Station, the passage to Hanbit Library, originally made of bookshelves, should have been visible at the top of the stairs.

The place that held Sekwang Technical High School.

But.

"…Wait a minute."

There was nothing at the top of the stairs.

The place where the library should have been had vanished as if by a lie.

Instead, there was just a single note stuck to the wall to the right of the stairs.

Closed

-Undergoing corner renovation-

"…Renovation?"

And what was more surprising.

"Mr. Roe Deer. Look over there."

As my eyes adjusted to the pitch-black darkness that had taken the place of the vanished passage, I realized that its identity was not a simple 'absence.'

A whitish form.

And a discernible sign.

Station Office

"…!!"

At the top of the stairs.

The complete subway station of Midnight Night Station was spread out before me.

Chapter 296

The personnel to re-enter Sekwang Metropolitan City were assembled very easily.

-I wanna go!

This was because everyone from Daydream, having finished their reports on the Project, said they were ready to re-enter Sekwang Metropolitan City.

It was surprising that Baek Saheon was among them, though.

-You said you'd give us more points.

Earning high-grade points without the risk of dying is certainly attractive.

-We've also finished all those tedious project reports. We can go with you.

-Yes.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon and Assistant Manager Eun Haje also affirmed.

However...

-…Let's leave Minseong to recover a bit more.

-...Yes.

…Of course, we would be happy to see Assistant Manager Minseong looking well in Sekwang Metropolitan City. But he himself would probably be afraid of returning to a state where he couldn't regain his consciousness in reality.

It also seemed better for the Security Chief's peace of mind to enter after we had passed the Hanbit Library section.

Finally...

'The agents… will probably have a hard time for a while because of work.'

That's what I thought.

-Grapes-ie~ Just a moment. I want to check the state of Sekwang Technical High School.

I received a strong expression of intent to participate, even if it was just for

half a day on their day off...

-…Ah. You're going in right away? Hmm.

But it seemed Agent Choi had other plans. 

I guessed it was because of the incident where several agents fell into a complete sleep during the Sekwang Technical High School affair...

'It seems like he has to go around meeting the agents on leave, like Agent Haegeum.'

In any case, his own intention was firm.

-Jaekwan will go. Got it? I'm counting on you, Jaekwan.

-Huh?

And so, the personnel present here are as follows.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

Supervisor Baek Saheon.

Agent Bronze.

And me.

'Six people.'

The same number of people as when we first entered Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Anyway, before waiting for the train, we were planning to briefly enter Hanbit Library to check on the state of Sekwang Technical High School.

However.

"It's gone."

Where Hanbit Library had been, a subway station now continued on as normal.

In a state of complete darkness, without a single light source.

"..."

"What is this now. What's the reason for..."

Closed for Renovations

-Corner under reorganization-

Corner under reorganization.

'Don't tell me...'

Did Sekwang Technical High School become a private corner and go under reorganization?

I reflexively looked back at Agent Bronze. The agent nodded his head.

"…It seems that as the library suspended its operations, the original station revealed itself in its place."

"Hmm."

"Then, shall we check it out?"

Everyone agreed.

And so, we first shone our flashlights ahead.

"..."

"It's a real station facility."

There were no bizarre structures or items there.

It was truly a subway station with the lights off. Walls made of tile, thick pillars, a gray floor, safety signs, and ticket gates.

"…Well, there are no particular danger signals."

Baek Saheon, who had lifted his eyepatch, muttered sullenly.

"This feels just like… a state where the Darkness has ended."

It was just as the Assistant Manager said.

Even when we shone our flashlights, there was no reaction, and the inside of the station was very quiet.

"…Then I'll proceed slowly."

"Yes."

Slowly, without a sound, we entered.

Drip

The sound of water dripping came from somewhere.

[My, it seems to be damp. The person in charge of this place must not have managed the space properly.]

Or… they're in a situation where they can no longer manage it.

The more we went in and confirmed the state of the station's interior, the more we realized.

"...!"

It was a ruin.

'It's been abandoned for years.'

Rust and black mold bloomed on the floors and in the corners, and the tiles and mirrors on the walls were broken or cracked.

And the trash.

Traces that people had lived inside here for a while. Cans, blankets, plastic bags, used tissues...

"…Was this used by people who evacuated?"

"...I think so."

The station was brutally realistic.

As if its supernatural aspects had vanished, revealing the appearance of a station abandoned after a disaster.

'…Do other stations also become like this when the ghost stories occupying them are concluded?'

I couldn't be sure. For one, Hanbit Library wasn't concluded, just closed.

But just seeing the raw, non-ghost-story side of this Sekwang Metropolitan City felt strange.

And...

"Look over there."

We checked the nearest exit, Exit 1.

The shutter was down.

And that shutter...

"…Ugh."

It was blocked with dried blood, filth, and all sorts of junk and heavy objects. Traces of people desperately trying to block the outside.

'It's a trace I also saw at Sekwang Station.'

The state of the station on the opposite side of the tracks.

"I think we could get outside if we cleared it…"

"Don't."

"Yes, sir. Team Leader."

We looked around the place like that.

The convenience store had already been completely looted, and the few remaining fresh products were rotting with an unpleasant smell.

The decorative exhibits in the station were black, covered in a layer of dust.

All the machines were already dark,heavy, dead space with not even a bug or a mouse.

"..."

"There, that's Exit 4."

The only thing that felt out of place was this.

Sekwang Tech Graduation Ceremony

To Exit 4! →

The exit on the sign that had been attached to the platform.

Exit 4, which originally seemed to lead to Sekwang Technical High School, was...

"Ah."

Blocked with a wooden board.

As if that place alone was being isolated and protected.

"Doesn't this… look just like the back of that library bookshelf?"

"…Yes."

What was more surprising was that the wooden board was filled with colorful sticky notes.

1st Year Class 7, fighting

Friends who just sleep whenever they're sleepy

I don't usually like classical music, but this is nice to listen to. It's calming.

Sleeping soundly

Gotta go smash some tteok-twi-sun when I wake up

Memos that seemed to have been left by students.

The playful words were like yearbook quotes or a rolling paper.

Agent Bronze's eyes, which had been looking them over, stopped at one neat memo.

Thank goodness everyone is safe

"…It's Agent Gomyeong's handwriting."

"..."

It really was a relief.

And my eyes, too, stopped in a corner.

Let's see each other when you wake up

A memo made from a torn piece of A4 paper, taped up. On it was a handwriting I knew well.

The handwriting I had seen when I borrowed the school uniform from the infirmary.

"..."

"Roe. Should we collect the sticky notes?"

"I think it would be better to leave them, just in case."

"…Alright."

We left the singularly colorful and clean Exit 4 behind us and continued our search.

"…Not even a single rat."

"Oh. It feels like a ghost is about to pop out."

But we couldn't find anything else out of the ordinary, and the flashlight beams eventually headed back to the platform stairs where we had started.

"Is that the last place?"

The sign that was there.

Station Office

The station office's translucent reinforced glass door was locked with a padlock.

Of course, our current party included a Lizard who could rip off not just the padlock, but the entire door.

"I'm breaking it."

Snap.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon tore the shackle of the padlock in half.

And the moment the station office door was finally opened...

"…!"

Whipping her body back, Assistant Manager Eun Haje whispered.

"There's a person."

To be precise.

It was a person's corpse.

Inside the dark station office.

A station employee's corpse was frozen stiff on the desk.

My body nearly jumped.

[The glass on the desk is completely covered in blood. It seems whoever made this mess had no intention of cleaning up!]

Hah.

'This is crazy...'

I suppressed the goosebumps crawling up my body, entered the station office, and approached the corpse.

'Why is there a dead person only here?'

The station office was cleaner and more intact than the outside, which made the corpse's grotesqueness stand out even more.

…The corpse's slumped body, revealed in the flashlight beam, was completely covered in dried bloodstains on its lower half. It seemed there had been massive bleeding from the neck.

In the dead person's left hand was… a shard of a mirror.

'…Did he slit his own throat?'

But why?

There was only one way to find out.

'Hah.'

I gritted my teeth, reached out, and grabbed the corpse.

"Be careful."

Then, together with Agent Bronze, I flipped it over.

The blood-soaked corpse, its eyes wide open, stared at the ceiling.

'Ugh.'

"It seems he did slit his throat. Hmm… but it's strange. I don't know how the padlock could have remained perfectly intact!"

"..."

She had a point.

'The people who evacuated here just happened to leave the padlocked station office untouched?'

And this person went to the trouble of padlocking it, only to slit his own throat.

'It's strange.'

And in this world, strange things are usually related to ghost stories.

"..."

I looked at the corpse's blood-soaked upper body, especially the neck that had been slit with the mirror shard.

'…There might be something in the part covered by blood.'

Hah, seriously.

Fortunately or unfortunately, the corpse was more dried out than rotten, so there were no maggots or anything of the sort.

And...

"…!"

There was something.

'A line.'

A single line, not stained with blood, was revealed.

This is...

'A string?'

"Are you trying to check the wound?"

"No. There's something there. …It looks like a string."

"One moment."

Agent Bronze muttered something, as if to ward off any potential 'impurity,' then grabbed the line near the neck wound.

Caked blood powder fell off, and something dropped down along the string.

The thing that had been hanging on its chest.

ID Card

Name: ■■■

Sekwang Transit Corporation

"…!"

It was a station employee's ID card.

The name in the center was stuck with blood and wasn't clearly visible, but it was certain.

'This might be useful.'

An employee ID card is usually a pass.

We're constantly moving through stations, so a station employee's ID has a high probability of being used as a gimmick.

"…I'm taking it out."

"Yes."

I carefully reached out and pulled the ID card off the corpse's body.

In the process, a chunk of dried blood on the ID card fell off into the air with a thump...

ID Card

Name: ■■un

Sekwang Transit Corporation

"..."

Wait.

I held up the ID card and scraped the name part.

Through a piece of tissue, dark red blood powder pattered down.

A single, undamaged letter of the name revealed itself.

ID Card

Name: ■ Heo Un

Sekwang Transit Corporation

...The name of my colleague.

And...

The name of a Cheerful Research Institute employee.

"…!!"

Wait a minute.

[Oh, what an unexpected encounter!]

"Agent Grapes?"

"Please wait a moment."

I searched the desk where the corpse had been lying. It looked like an ordinary station office, and the office supplies and documents that came out were all things you would expect to find in a subway station.

But just one thing.

"..."

"A map?"

It was a drawing placed under the desk glass. A 3D blueprint showing the entire station.

On that blueprint, a stamp-like mark in red was placed on one location.

The head of a rabbit doll.

A toy.

'…Cheerful Research Institute.'

I lifted my head.

"This, I think I know this mark."

"An escape hint?"

"…Perhaps."

And I checked the location of the mark on the blueprint.

"Hmm… It's the platform opposite to where we woke up."

Hoo.

"It might be dangerous, so for now, just I will..."

"Stop talking nonsense and lead the way."

"..."

Yes, sir.

After looking around the station office one more time, I left with the others.

The ID card in my hand.

However...

"Wait a minute."

"Yes?"

Just before leaving the station office, I grabbed Baek Saheon's shoulder.

"What did you take?"

"…!"

When the others had swarmed around the corpse, Baek Saheon had gone alone to the side of the sofa in the station office. And...

"There's something in your pocket."

"...So what. You took the ID card too."

"Right. And I showed it to everyone."

"..."

"What did you take?"

Baek Saheon rolled his eyes and then took something out of his pocket.

A round pouch.

It was a cat-shaped coin purse.

"…It was in the lost and found box."

Ah.

- Person who lost a cat coin purse, please go to the station office

The lost and found note that had been stuck to the platform wall.

This bastard had remembered that and tried to find it as soon as he saw the station office.

'No.'

Then at least share the information.

'If some strange phenomenon happens because you took that, we'll all have to deal with it.'

Of course, he probably didn't because he didn't want to give it to others.

I looked at Baek Saheon with an incredulous expression, and for a moment, he flinched and pulled back.

'...?'

No matter how I look at it, this is the reaction of someone who thinks he's about to get his ass kicked by me.

'Ah.'

Right. This bastard saw me performing Physical Exorcism.

Hmm.

"You're free to take things. But if it becomes like the casino incident..."

"..."

"I think it would be really difficult and sad. You understand, right?"

Pat, pat.

I walked over, patted his back, and said.

"From now on, whatever you take, don't hide it."

"..."

Baek Saheon nodded.

"Agent Grapes. He's not the type to listen just because you say that."

"No, it's fine. Goat will understand, too. He's my colleague."

I said with a smile.

"Right, Goat?"

"…Right!"

Baek Saheon forces a smile.

Thank you, Reptilian Aliens...

'To think a conversation could go this smoothly.'

Now I can apply pressure while still talking nicely.

"Thank you."

"? Yes."

I gave a nod to Section Chief Lee Jaheon and then came out of the station office again.

…The surging tension seems to have subsided a bit, thanks to that.

"Let's go."

We crossed the gloomy, abandoned station again and headed to the opposite side.

To get to the platform on the other side.

As we went down to the platform, the bright light of the lamps, as if operating normally again, coldly illuminated the tracks and passageway.

And across the tracks, we could see the platform where we had woken up.

"...The feeling is similar."

"Ah. But it looks like trains don't come to this side."

That was true.

Unlike the opposite platform, where announcements of approaching trains could be heard intermittently, this side was filled with an unnaturally deep silence.

'At Sekwang Station, the area above the stairs had completely collapsed.'

…I had a bad feeling.

Feeling as if we had entered a place we shouldn't have, we kept walking.

Searching for the place marked on the map.

And soon, we arrived.

■■■

A steel door with a wiped-out nameplate.

"…It seems to be a communication or machine room for the subway station."

"Ah, right. I think I've seen employees going in and out of the doors like this on the platform."

In that case, this should open it.

I held the station employee's ID I had acquired up to the number pad next to the steel door. Then...

Beep-boop-bip.

The lock was released.

"..."

I carefully grabbed the door and opened it.

The smell of something burnt stung my nose.

"...!!"

"What is it?"

A pitch-black interior revealed itself.

Beyond the steel door was almost immediately a wall.

But if you stepped in slightly and looked to the side...

"…A hallway?"

That's right.

Black water pooled on the completely burnt walls and floor, and offices were visible on both sides. Along with soot-stained, illegible doorplates.

"What is this?"

But this structure was extremely familiar to me.

'…Cheerful Research Institute.'

The Cheerful Research Institute projected into the ghost story in the Daydream underground Annex.

Goosebumps rose on my back.

'It was here…!'

The subway station of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The Cheerful Research Institute was originally here.

Chapter 297

I remember.

 

The basement of Daydream Inc.'s Main Building, where the past of the Cheerful Research Institute was stacked layer by layer.

 

The shadows and corpses of the researchers who died in the burning institute I saw there.

 

The moment Ho Yuwon and I escaped from the institute's office, engulfed in flames dozens of floors underground, as I shuddered wondering what on earth had happened to cause the fire.

 

'...So it was true that the Cheerful Research Institute was underground.'

 

Though I never imagined that basement would be part of the subway facilities.

 

I looked again at the Cheerful Research Institute office, spread out inside the machine room on the outer line platform of Midnight Station.

 

...Could this also be a projected ghost story?

 

"Agent, do you happen to feel any sort of Corrupt energy?"

 "...As of now, no."

I looked back at Baek Saheon, but he, who had been furtively lifting his blindfold to look inside, also shook his head in a hurry.

 

'...It's not a ghost story, but a real place?'

 

And it seemed no one else in the group recognized where this was. 

But I realized.

 

'No one here has been to the Daydream basement.'

 

Since it was a place mainly entered by the Security Team. 

"Roe Deer. Do you want to go in and look around?"

I slowly nodded my head. 

"...I think I know this place." 

"...!"

"But this place was completely burned down in a fire, so it would be dangerous for too many people to enter at once. Me and..."

 

"Can I go?"

 

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae shot her hand up.

 "...I would be grateful."

And so, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae and I entered the burnt-out hallway.

 

Splash.

 

The black water pooled below clung to the soles of my dress shoes before dripping off.

 

"Mr. Roe Deer. How do you happen to know this place?"

 I hesitated slightly, but in the end, I told her the truth.

Since I was now a member of Ho Yuwon's Project, not sharing seemed like a deception.

 

"...It was in the Daydream basement."

 

And I explained as concisely and quickly as possible.

 

That the Cheerful Research Institute seemed to be the origin of Daydream's Dream Essence technology.

 

And that the past, from some kind of accident that caused the institute to burn down and disappear, had been made into a Darkness and bound in the Daydream basement.

 

"Oh."

 

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who seemed to be lost in thought, had this as her first reaction.

 

"So, you're saying the Wish Ticket was originally developed at the Cheerful Research Institute?"

 

Huh?

 

"That... I'm not sure."

 

I recalled the prototype device in the Dream Incubation Room I had discovered.

 

🥰🥸🤯🧐🤪🥱

◎

The potion manufacturing buttons marked with emoticons.

 

And the empty spot where the bottom-most button was missing.

 

"I confirmed the original versions of the other potions, but I couldn't find one for the Wish Ticket."

 

"Aha."

 

After walking down the burnt-out corridor in silence for a moment, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae spoke again.

 

"To be honest, there are times when the Wish Ticket feels a bit strange."

 

"In what way?"

 

"If something like that exists, why don't the company executives take it?"

 

"...From what I've heard, in the case of employees, only full-time staff can take it."

 

I recalled Ho Yuwon, his eyes gleaming.

 

If he could have entered Sekwang Special City with a Wish Ticket, he would have done so long ago.

 

If he could have secretly drunk it and seen its effects, he would have already.

 

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae shook her head.

 

"That's strange too. It doesn't seem to be for sale, either. Then there's no reason to produce it, is there?"

 

"...!"

 

'She's right...'

 

...Something doesn't add up.

 

The Wish Ticket clearly requires an incredibly high concentration of Dream Essence, and to anyone, it's the quintessence of the Daydream Potion series.

 

The core of Daydream.

 

It's emphasized when you join the company and internally as well. It's structured to feel like a sort of final goal for any company affiliate.

 

'Of course.'

 

This is the world of the <Dark Exploration Record> wiki. And in that world, the employees' ghost story explorations are the most important thing, so the Wish Ticket was made the driving force for that exploration.

 

A potion that grants any wish.

 

Isn't it perfect for appearing in a ghost story? But...

If you think about it realistically.

 

'Why does the company produce Wish Tickets?'

 

Why produce something that requires so much Dream Essence, something that even the executives and high-ranking officials can't take themselves, and sell it in the employee welfare mall?

 

To say it's produced only as bait and for employee productivity, it seems too much like a core item...

 

'Who's buying it?'

 

Come to think of it, regarding sales routes for the Wish Ticket outside of the employee point-based welfare mall...

 

Nothing is known.

 

...

 

Perhaps.

 

"Could it be that someone, a suitable person, using the Wish Ticket is... the goal of this company itself?"

 

For example.

 

What if they're screening for 'people suitable to use the Wish Ticket' through the hiring exam?

 

"Oh."

 

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae clapped her hands together.

 

"I hadn't thought that far, but that seems plausible."

 

Hoo.

 

"Could it be for a bad reason?" 

"Pardon?"

"Like, if this kind of person uses a Wish Ticket, it actually accelerates environmental pollution... something like that!"

 

"...I don't think it would be environmental pollution, but I also don't think our company would pursue such an ethically righteous goal."

 

I realize as I speak.

 

"It would probably be... in a direction that benefits the higher-ups who run this company."

 

Someone using a Wish Ticket.

 

That 'someone' has a wish they desperately want to grant, is friendly enough with ghost stories to survive numerous Darkness explorations, and,

 

"Aha."

 

With those words, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae concluded the conversation.

 

Her green pupils glint briefly in the flashlight beam before being buried in the darkness.

 

[A new idea, Mr. Roe Deer! Let's make a good note of it. It might come in handy someday!]

 

'...Right.'

 

With a complicated feeling, I took another step down the corridor. I looked around, checking the doors.

 

Creeak.

 

Some opened, and some didn't.

 

But for the ones that didn't open, I could peer inside through the windows shattered by the heat.

 

The flashlight beam once again illuminated a place with no light source, and I suppressed a groan.

 

It was all completely charred black.

 

'...Where was the place with the dream incubators?'

 

Recalling the Cheerful Research Institute corridor in the basement I had come to with Ho Yuwon in the past, I headed for that office.

 

But the moment I opened the door. 

"..."

There were no dream incubators there.

 

The only shapes left in the completely burnt-out office were, strangely, a single desk and a single chair placed in the center. And one computer.

 

...It's a completely different layout. 

"...!"

And so I realize.

 

[What is it that you realize, my friend?]

 'This is a different place.'

The Cheerful Research Institute I saw in the basement of the Daydream Main Building was arranged in stacks according to the time period.

 

Basement floors 10-19 - The office during lunchtime 

Basement floors 20-29 - The office at midnight

I was seeing different time periods of 'a certain floor' of the Cheerful Research Institute.

 

The further down I went, the more dynamic the time period became...

 

Until finally, dozens of floors below, I faced the Cheerful Research Institute on a certain day when it was engulfed in flames.

 

'But the office itself here is different from the one in the Main Building's basement.'

 

This isn't a difference in time.

 

...But, the structure of the corridor and the offices is exactly the same.

 

[Oh, in that case... do you have a good deduction as to what kind of place this might be, Mr. Roe Deer?]

 

"...I'm going to step out for a moment."

 

I stepped out of the office door and headed for the end of the corridor. And I faced it.

'It's there.'

 

The door of a burnt-out elevator. 

"It doesn't seem to work."

Of course, the charred black elevator didn't work, but.

 '...I can check other things.'

The markings around the elevator. 

For example...

 

'Things like the safety guide on the blueprint.' Even just a trace would be good.

I wiped the soot off a spot near the elevator door, at the top, where my eyes could just about reach.

 

Then, something revealed itself... 

[image: ]
It was an engraved plate made of the same material as the wall next to the elevator.

 

It seemed it hadn't burned because it wasn't paper. The red paint that had been applied over it seemed to have burned away, with only a few specks remaining at the edges...

 

And I had seen a similar form of 'guide' before.

 

The format was a bit different, but it was right here, inside the subway train.

 

The Sekwang Special City Subway map. 

"...!"

 'A subway map in front of an elevator?' 

Of course, this place is also inside the subway, so it's not entirely out of place, but usually, these things are inside the train cars. 

It's to show you where you currently are while on the subway, moving between stations.

 But for this to be in front of an elevator means...

 'They used the elevator like a train...!' 

Everything connected as if a bolt of lightning had struck my head. 

"It seems that, with this elevator, they were able to go to similar facilities in other stations." 

"Huh?" 

Each floor of the Cheerful Research Institute is hidden in each station of the subway. 

Right. 

The facility here, at Midnight Station, couldn't possibly be the one I visited in the basement of the Daydream Main Building.

 'Because it's a different station...!' 

What I saw is probably hidden in another station. 

And no matter how supernaturally they used the elevator to move, fundamentally, as it's an 'elevator,' the structure here would all be the same...

 'An elevator moves between floors.' 

In the end, each different floor of the building called the Cheerful Research Institute is located at each subway station of Sekwang Special City, and they were originally accessible via the elevator.

 It was a structure befitting a research institute that was a supernatural ghost story in itself.

 'Then the Cheerful Research Institute was hidden under Sekwang Special City?' 

...Wait. 

Then could the fire I saw back then also be related to the disaster in Sekwang Special City?

 'And...'

 Ho Yuwon. 

-What I'm looking for is in a facility connected to one of the Sekwang Special City Subway stations. 

The place Director Ho was looking for was, could it be.

 'A Cheerful Research Institute at a different station...?' 

"Mr. Roe." 

"...!"

 I came to my senses with a start. 

I had been so lost in thought that for a moment, I'd forgotten I was inside a burnt-out underground facility.

 "That looks like an emergency exit over there, but it's all collapsed."

 "...Yes." 

It seemed impossible to move in that direction. 

Section Chief Lee Jaheon could come in and try to clear it, but if the structure itself collapsed in the process, it would be meaningless. 

'Hoo.' 

"Agent Grapes, are you alright?" 

"Yes, I'm fine!" 

They started to check on our status from the entrance, but we couldn't leave just yet. 

"We'll look around a little more before we go."

 I began to search the corridor more thoroughly. 

'If it's a different floor, there might be something else here.' 

I started checking under the furniture and objects in the burnt-out offices.

 "What are you doing?" 

"These spots that are seamlessly flush with the floor might not have been touched by the fire at all." 

"Aha." 

Indeed, when we moved the furniture, a clean patch of floor would sometimes be revealed. 

Because there was no oxygen, the inferno couldn't spread, and the heat hadn't reached it directly. 

And seeing that, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae also started to move.

 "Then would you like to take a look at this?" 

"...!" 

The first room we had checked.

 "No matter how I look at it, this place feels a bit suspicious." 

In the room where there was only a desk, a chair, and a single computer monitor in the center, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae lifted the monitor with a heave. Then, a piece of paper fell out from underneath it.

 '...A document?' 

The folded paper looked like it was meant to be remembered and taken out from time to time, or like it had been hastily jotted down and pushed aside. 

The reverse side of the double- sided paper was some document that had been completely blacked out and was about to be shredded, and on the other side, there were letters someone had briefly printed out.

 

For this invitation research

 

Use Children's Paradise Syrup

 

-> My opinion!

 

The name 'Children's Syrup'...

 'It's the original version of the Daydream Potion, the name of the potion from the Cheerful Research Institute.' 

But I've never heard of Paradise Syrup. 

Even recalling the emoticon buttons, nothing particularly gives off a paradise-like feeling... 

But one similar Daydream Potion comes to mind.

 '...The Wish Ticket.' 

It might be a wild guess, but a tingling sensation runs down my spine. 

And. 

And... 

'Invitation research.' 

[Ireum-nim Invitation Research]

 

I froze. 

Research Purpose: Confirmation of the targeted advent of a hostile being into the present world and the progression of a contract. The subtitle for this research was taken from the name of a god worshipped by a certain cult group that has recently become popular, derived from preceding research. This will be the final research of the Cheerful Research Institute.

 

Those unforgettable words. 

The research that had summoned me, here. 

'The names overlap.' 

Then, could it be...

 [derived from preceding research] 

There are traces of that preceding research left in this Cheerful Research Institute? 

'Wait a minute.' 

Could it be that the disaster in Sekwang Special City itself was caused by that research? 

While they were researching a way to summon me here...?

 'Why?' 

My heart feels like it's boiling. I had to find out. What kind of being I am. Why I came here. Am I, perhaps... 

Perhaps, able to go back? 

"Mr. Roe Deer."

 "...!!" 

"Respiratory problems may occur. Please come out." 

"...Yes."

 I hurriedly pocketed the note. 

Then, with Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, I slowly walked down the corridor and out of the Cheerful Research Institute. 

For now, for now... 

'This seems to be all I can find at this Midnight Station facility.' 

The other offices were burned beyond recognition, so this clue was also found quickly thanks to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae. 

But in the facilities at other stations, there might be more important clues...

 'And at some other station.'

 I might be able to see for myself that floor which is trapped as a ghost story in the Daydream basement. 

Sparks fly in my head.

 'What if, as soon as I arrive at any station, I cross the tracks to the opposite platform and explore?' 

Is it possible? It's a method I've never tried before. If it works, it would be the best. But if it doesn't...

 'Then, I have to end the station's ghost story to be able to explore.' 

Didn't the station only return to its proper form because Hanbit Library was closed? 

Then similarly, the Noose Forest, the Body Casino...

 'Good heavens.' 

...Can I do it? 

Can I, pull it off? 

In that moment, as my mind spun complicatedly and fiercely. 

The train is now approaching. 

"Ah, looks like a train is coming in on the other side."

 I reflexively lifted my head and looked across the tracks. 

On the information screen on the opposite side of the tracks, an image of an approaching train was displayed... 

Along with the train number. 

[g1572]

 "...!!"

 -That's the train. Train g1572. 

"Wait, that number..."

 "Yes." 

The number Yeongeun mentioned. 

We ask all passengers to please board safely and mind your etiquette.

 "What are you waiting for, go!" 

We ran like mad toward the other side. 

It sounded like Baek Saheon was swallowing a curse behind us, but not a single person fell behind.

 And just as we set foot on the stairs of the opposite platform. 

The platform screen doors are opening. 

Wait, wait...

 "Ms. Goral!" 

I shouted. 

Just in case we missed each other. 

"Are you there??" 

In an instant, I ran down the stairs and dashed toward the open door. 

And... 

"...Mr. Roe Deer??" 

In front of train car door 1-3. 

There, beyond the open platform screen door. Is Ms. Go Yeongeun, panting for breath, looking at me and the people behind me with trembling eyes. 

"...!!"

 'Thank god.' 

We meet again. 

In that moment, as a crazy sense of relief surged through me.

 ...I noticed the figures behind Yeongeun, one after another.

 [Oh, new extras!] 

"...!!" 

A padded jacket, a dress, a school uniform, a cardigan. 

People in everyday clothes. 

And. 

"Who are you?"

 "A suit?" 

They speak normally.

 ...The survivors of Sekwang Special City were standing on the train, looking at us.

Chapter 298

There are people inside the train.

 

Not just Ms. Go Yeongeun, but people who look like ordinary citizens.

 "...!!"

🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶

 

But there was no time to get lost in sentiment! "G-get on, quickly!"

"Yes!"

 

At Yeongeun's urgent words, my party and I pushed ourselves into the subway car...

 

"No!"

 

Something shot out from behind Yeongeun and shoved my shoulder, as if stabbing it.

 

It was a mop handle wrapped in duct tape. "...!"

And then all sorts of things came rushing out, starting to push me away. 

"Get off, get off!"

"Don't let them on! Who knows who they are!" 

"No...!"

 

The people inside the train were jabbing at our party with rods fashioned from various household items, trying to push us out the door.

 

The rejection on their faces. 

The hostility toward outsiders. 

The fear.

"Don't get on!"

 

"P-please wait. They're people I know! They won't cause any trouble..."

 

"How the hell are we supposed to know that!" a middle-aged man in a padded jacket yelled at Ms. Go Yeongeun.

 

"Hey! Then why don't you just get off!" 

"Yeah! Get off!"

"Sir, please calm down!" 

'Dammit!'

They looked ready to kick out Ms. Go Yeongeun as well.

 'They're getting overheated...!'

Even if we forced our way in with strength, it would still have a negative impact on Yeongeun.

 

I quickly racked my brain.

 'Something to negotiate with.'

These were people who had likely been trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City for years.

 

It had to be direct, something that would definitely resonate with them.

 

"We'll share our food!"

 "...!"

"We have things to eat! Packaged food!"

 

I hurriedly pretended to pull something from my pocket, taking out a Combat Ration and shaking it in my hand.

 

"...!"

 

A hunger akin to greed flashed across the people's faces. 

"We have more."

"Hand it over first!"

 

"We'll give it to you if you let us on!"

 

I pulled the food back. 

The people looked at each other, flustered... 

"Hurry. The doors are closing!"

And.

 

The platform screen doors are closing.

 

The moment the people in the train, who had been exchanging glances, slightly backed away, we quickly stepped inside.

 

"...Hoo." 

We were on. 

Zhiiiing...

The train started to move.

 

But inside, we stood as if separated from the others, facing off against the people who appeared to be citizens.

 

"..."

 

"..."

 

'...About twenty people.'

 

The experience of meeting a large number of civilians in a ghost story.

 

The agent who was most accustomed to this situation was the first to speak. 

"...Are you citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"Well, you ask that as if you're not..."

 

The middle-aged man in the padded jacket, who had been mumbling, suddenly realized the implication.

 

"You're not? You came from somewhere else? You're from the outside!" 

"...!"

"Oh, oh, recently! Is there a breach somewhere, you came through there, right??"

 

"That's right! Otherwise, there's no way you'd look so unscathed!" 

The people murmured and crowded around.

"Can we get out? How did you get in?" "There's a way out?"

"They got in! These people seem to know how to get out of here..." 

Their reaction was close to madness, like mayflies swarming a streetlight.

 

But Agent Bronze was the type to bluntly say 'no.' 

I can't let that happen! 

"Please, wait a moment!"

I raised my hand and interjected.

 

"A few days ago, we woke up on the platform of Casino Station. ...Has anyone here woken up in a similar way?"

 

"..."

 

"What on earth happened in this special city..." 

"Aish."

The middle-aged man in the padded jacket who had been confronting us clicked his tongue, his expression changing.

 

He then frowned, looking back and forth between Ms. Go Yeongeun and us.

 

"Just like her. Nothing special. Tsk tsk." 

 "..."

"Still, well, let's see if you're carrying anything useful." 

The madness subsided.

But in its place, their eyes changed. 

Greed and avarice.

A primal desire for good supplies.

 

"We let you on, so show us all the food you have."

 "I refuse."

 

Manager!

"Wh-what?"

"You have no authority to privatize public transportation and charge passengers a fare."

 

"This..."

 

The middle-aged man in a padded-jacket tried to poke Section Chief Lee Jaheon's chest with the mop handle, but his arm was caught.

 

"Ugh!"

 

Thud!

 

The handle rolled on the floor. The middle-aged man struggled frantically to pull his arm free, but no matter how much he struggled, Section Chief Lee Jaheon remained perfectly still, unfazed.

 

"Stop it." 

"Huh? H-huh?"

 "Aaaargh!"

A commotion spread through the train car. 

A few people ran to the back, trying to call someone. 

Dammit!

 

"Manager. It's alright. Given the special circumstances, it seems better to share the food."

 

"Oh my, that's right. Our Manager is so strong. He just grabbed him, and the mood turned sour. How about you let go and we talk some more, Manager."

 

"Yes."

 

Section Chief Lee Jaheon released his arm. The middle-aged man stumbled back, picked up the mop handle again, and squeezed into the crowd.

 

His eyes were filled with terror. 

And a rekindled hostility.

 "..."

"Roe. This is better. This way, we won't be taken for pushovers," Assistant Manager Eun Haje whispered in a low voice.

 

'...I know what you mean.'

 

It's difficult for a small, closed-off group like this to accept six healthy adult men and women all at once.

 

'It's better to be in a negotiating position than to be treated like a pushover and get cleaned out.'

 

The problem was that this was Ms. Go Yeongeun's shelter. 

But...

 'The way Yeongeun is being treated is bothering me.'

I had a bad feeling. 

"Chief!"

"Who did you let in?"

 

Drrrk.

 

A man in a cap came out of the front car, the motorman's cab. 

He seemed to be the 'someone' the people had gone to call.

He was a man who looked to be the same age as the middle-aged man, with thin lips that made him look rather malicious, and he was wearing a motorman's cap.

 

He was probably the president of this Train Shelter. 

"Hello."

But without answering my greeting, the man looked the six of us up and down and said.

 

"Who do you think you are, causing a ruckus here? Huh? You come into a safe place someone else made, you should be bowing down and saying 'thank you~', not hitting people, what is this?"

 

"We didn't hit any..." 

"Enough. Get off."

At that, a few of the people who had backed off regained their nerve and chimed in.

 

"Yeah, make them get off!" 

"The nerve of them, really!"

"The world's in this state, and they're here to take the shelter we built, I tell you!"

 

Amidst the voices of fear and rejection, the man who was called Chief waved his hand dismissively.

 

"Either you all get off. Or, well, beg for forgiveness or something!" 

"Chief, just a moment..."

"Yeongeun. Why are you so stupid?" 

Ms. Go Yeongeun froze.

"Your aunt said you were a med student, so we took you in, but it turns out you're not even a real doctor, just some kid who took a leave of absence.You think this is a place to show off because you know how to disinfect a few things?"

 

Ms. Go Yeongeun's face flushed red, then turned pale again.

 

"You can't even do anything right, and you go and drag in outsiders. What..."

 

This was going too far.

 "Wait."

"Let's stop."

"...!"

 

My words and another's overlapped.

 

The voice belonged to someone who had come from the opposite connecting passage, panting as if they had rushed to the first car.

 

A woman in her 40s, wearing a navy vest with 'Sekwang Transit Corporation' written on it.

 

"No, Station Attendant, that's..."

 

"It's been so long since we've seen a healthy person in here. They're people Yeongeun knows, we can hear news from the outside, isn't that great."

 

"...Y-yes. Well."

 

The man called Chief suddenly lost his momentum. So did the people who had been shouting behind him.

"I'll deal with these people, so everyone, please return to your seats."

 "..."

 

The crowd hesitated, then dispersed.

 

I could also see people who had been quiet, worried a commotion would break out, letting out sighs of relief.

 

Tuk.

 

The Chief brushed past my shoulder as he left.

 I heard him mutter.

"Showing off just because it's her niece." 

"..."

I subtly stuck out my leg.

 

The Chief yelped, "Ugh!" and almost fell flat on his face, but he barely regained his balance and turned to me, fuming.

 

'What?'

 

I just stared at him as if to say, Weren't you the one who accidentally hit my foot? 

He flinched and went on his way.

 

'Hoo.'

 

I massaged my neck.

 

Feeling a gaze, I turned my head. Baek Saheon, who had met my eyes, flinched and quickly looked away.

 

'He acts the same...' 

There was a hint in that.

Strong against the weak, weak against the strong.

 

It seemed this train was extremely exclusive to outsiders, and at the same time, filled with people who had nothing left but their survival instincts...

 

'Is it unavoidable if they've been trapped for years?'

 "Thank you for your help."

"Don't mention it."

 

Listening to the station attendant, who was exchanging greetings with Assistant Manager Eun Haje as our representative, I took a look around the train.

 

[Hmm, it looks like a camper van occupied by the homeless. Not a very pleasant sight.]

 

It was a blunt description, but it looked rather cozy.

 

The inside of the train, with its blankets, bowls, and daily necessities, clearly looked like a living space.

 

Each seat had bedding or living utensils, and the floor by the door was covered with a rather good-quality outer coat and half a mattress brought from somewhere.

 

Moreover, all the windows were covered with newspapers.

 

As if to isolate it, so no one could see in from the outside, or out from the inside.

 

"..." 

Wary gazes.

"There seem to be about twenty-five people in two cars. So if we estimate the total number... Hmm."

 

"It would be better to get off and talk."

 

Just gesturing that we were assessing their numbers could be taken as a threat.

 

However, it seemed someone else had latched onto a different part of this conversation.

 

"D-don't get off, wait. You need a safe place to sleep, anyway." 

It was Ms. Go Yeongeun.

"So, I'll try talking to my aunt..."

 "Ms. Goral."

I bowed my head first.

 

"Thank you so much. For letting us on even in a situation like this."

 "..."

She had definitely witnessed me die with my body mangled and bleeding, so seeing me appear perfectly fine, it was a situation where she had every right to suspect it was a ghost story phenomenon.

 

And she herself probably wasn't in a very welcome position here. 

"Still, as promised, I came back unharmed."

It looked like Ms. Go Yeongeun was holding back tears.

 

As Ms. Go Yeongeun's hands trembled, trying to suppress the surge of emotion, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae hugged her tightly and began to pat her back.

***

 

 

The atmosphere calmed down a little later.

 

Instead of the car where the commotion had occurred, we followed the 'station attendant's' guidance and moved to a car in the back.

 

"The atmosphere in the front car is a bit much, isn't it? Follow me slowly."

 

And so, we finally got to hear the proper story of how Ms. Go Yeongeun came to be in this shelter.

 

"...I heard a 'rumor.' That an agent named Chogae had created a safe shelter in one of the subway trains."

 

"...An agent from the Disaster Management Bureau?"

 "I think so."

I'll guess based on the expression of Agent Bronze, who heard the answer. 

'An agent he doesn't remember.'

So it's probably... an agent from the Blue Dragon Team. 

The moment I thought that, my smartphone buzzed.

Train Shelter

 

One of the few survivor groups in the sealed Sekwang Metropolitan City.

 

A shelter created by the remaining survivors of the Blue Dragon Team, who entered the subway to find survivors, by modifying a train. Safety was secured by processing the doors so they wouldn't open automatically upon arriving at a station.

 

Thanks to the characteristic of returning to the appearance of the morning of the Day of Disaster upon entering the train, all members maintain the same Exterior as when they went missing.

 

You may be able to purchase special items that exist only in the Sekwang Special City Subway in Car 7.

 

"...!"

 

So this... was the Blue Dragon Team's last known location.

 

"...By any chance, is Agent Chogae on the train?"

 

"...No. He went out to Afternoon Station, saying he would get some food... and never came back."

 

"..."

 

I nodded grimly, and Agent Bronze fell silent. 

Just then, the station attendant's voice was heard.

 "We've arrived."

Drrrk.

 

The door to the seventh car of the train opened. And what was revealed inside was...

'...A market?'

 

-Canned Goods Exchange

 

-We Buy Gold

 

I could see paper signs with letters pressed firmly in marker on torn-open delivery boxes.

 

People were sitting on the floor, and the seats had shabby mats laid out on them, as if preparing to display something.

 

The priority seats were a bit more formal, with a board laid on top.

 

-Car 8 Accommodation Ticket Purchase Counter

 

[They look like street vendors. It's crude, but they've done a decent job of imitating it.]

 

A sort of commercial district.

 

The members in this car looked at us with surprise and wariness in their eyes, but it wasn't as excessive as in the front car.

 

"Car 7 is where we trade with people from outside the train. A sort of neutral zone, you could say... On Tuesday mornings, at a set time, we open the doors and let people in."

 

Ah.

 

You may be able to purchase special items that exist only in the Sekwang Special City Subway in Car 7.

 

So that's what it meant.

 

'Is this how they gather survival supplies?'

 

I frowned inwardly, looking at the 'Car 8 Accommodation Ticket'. I could see why that padded-jacket middle-aged man in Car 1 tried to rip us off and take our food for free.

 

Did he overreact on purpose?

 

"If you had come to this car, there wouldn't have been such a big commotion. It was probably worse because you happened to enter Car 1. That's... um, the area the Chief is in charge of."

 

"...Were there no people who came to trade and then insisted on staying here?"

 

"There were, but outsiders can never spend a night on the train without permission. Only people who both the Chief and I agree on are accepted as members."

 

Her tone wasn't simply that of chasing them away.

 

'It seems the agent who made this place put some measures in place.'

 

Anyway, the 'station attendant,' who had been talking with the people in Car 7, saw me and extended her hand again for a handshake.

 

"My introduction is late. I'm in charge of the back cars. I'm Yeongeun's aunt, and everyone calls me Station Attendant. I was originally a station employee, but this is how things turned out."

 

Wait.

 

A station attendant for this subway?

 

"By any chance... were you acquainted with an employee named 'Heo Un' at Midnight Station?"

 

"Heo Un?"

 

Though bewildered by the sudden question, the station attendant answered faithfully.

 

"Ah, I remember. You mean Lee Heowoon, right?"

 

...!

 

The three characters of the name perfectly matched the one on the Cheerful Research Institute ID.

 

'It was him after all.'

 

"But he's not a station employee." 

"Pardon?"

"He's an external technical staff. The kind of person who comes to the machine room to work when there's a problem."

 

The station attendant, stroking her chin, continued.

 

"...Come to think of it, this city railway did have a lot of external personnel coming and going from the machine rooms at each station... Well, they were probably doing something like a smart farm."

 

A smart farm.

 

'Was that the thing where they grow vegetables and such underground in the subway?'

 

"Of course, it wasn't a real smart farm, but a business that researched some new material that could only be processed underground... Anyway, people from the head office kept coming out."

 

Meaning it was a special side business. That's when I was certain.

'The Cheerful Research Institute was here, that's right.' 

The new material must be the Dream Essence Liquid.

The Sekwang City subway was a facility that the Cheerful Research Institute had infiltrated for research from the very beginning.

 

"But why do you ask about this...?"

 

"We found his body at Midnight Station."

 

I briefly explained about Hanbit Library's closure and the station office that was revealed as a result.

 

"Is that so? He's someone who rarely had a reason to enter the station office... Anyway, I understand. So that's what happened."

 

The station attendant's response was that of someone who had seen too many deaths and become desensitized.

 

If anything, she reacted more to the news of the library's closure.

 'Hoo.'

She must have experienced an incident where hundreds of thousands died in a World-ending Class Disaster.

 

In that sense.

 

"...What exactly happened in Sekwang Metropolitan City?" 

"...Yeongeun didn't know either, so you all really don't know." 

The station attendant's face darkened.

"What on earth happened on the outside? Yeongeun said that Sekwang Metropolitan City became a ghost story, as if it's a place that doesn't exist."

 

That was also the correct answer.

 

And for now, it would be better for them to know only that much.

 

...Rather than telling them that the government organization the agent who created this shelter belonged to had not just postponed the rescue, but had chosen to abandon and seal off the entire area.

 

"That's right." 

"Hoo."

And I silently waited for her answer.

 "...And, what happened here."

What happened on the Day of Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

 

...

 

"...To put it simply, it was like a horror movie."

 

"I was working at Sekwang Station at the time, and suddenly, people started screaming and running down into the station. I saw some people fall and get crushed to death on the stairs. But still, they didn't stop."

 

Aaaargh!

 

The scenes replayed in my mind, images drawn from various disaster movies, horror films, and found-footage videos I had seen.

 

The feet of people rushing down in a shaky frame, someone falling. Blood, panic, screams, chaos.

 

"I was wondering what was going on when a radio call came from above, saying it was some kind of terror attack. I made an announcement and ran to respond somehow. As I did, I looked outside the exit and..."

 

The station attendant's voice trembled.

 

"Strange shapes were chasing the people from behind. ...I heard footsteps."

 

Thud.

 

"They were like giant, swollen lumps of flesh. Like two or three people all mashed together."

 

Thud.

 

"It felt so unreal, even more like a movie. And then I realized."

 "Real people were clumping together and becoming like that."

"The people outside the exit were muttering, then they suddenly covered their ears and stopped, and their bodies swelled up and they started clumping together. Like a mucus blob."

 

I couldn't help but imagine it.

 

"And I heard strange words. To heaven? To paradise... I think it meant something like that..."

 

...

 

"After that... I came to my senses and quickly lowered the fire shutter at the exit to block those flesh lumps from getting in."

 

BANG BANG BANG BANG!

 

"I still remember the sound of the people who were still alive outside, banging on the shutter. ...And how the sound gradually faded."

 

The station attendant, his face pale, stopped talking.

 

"...That's all I know. It would be difficult for me to explain it again. Bad things have happened from just recalling it like this."

 

"...Yes."

 

It must be a Contamination issue.

 

"Anyway, for that reason, it would be in your best interest not to think about going outside the subway. ...Although this place isn't exactly normal either."

 

The station attendant gave a nod and then went over to the shelter residents who had set up street stalls.

 

[That's an interesting description. What do you think, my friend?] 

What do I think?

'...It really sounds like a biochemical terror ghost story.' 

A biological hazard.

People muttering strange words, then clumping together to become lumps of flesh.

 

It was the kind of thing that sent a chill down my spine, feeling part occult, part viral infection.

 

'So it was an infection-type ghost story.' 

Yes.

The ghost story that had erupted in Sekwang Metropolitan City was a supernatural hell of the sort that spread at a terrifying speed, using people as hosts to infect them, much like a zombie virus.

 

I was naturally reminded of the 'teacher' at Sekwang Technical High School. The bizarre mucus and pulsating flesh that had spread there.

 

'As I thought, the wicked thing that invaded the school... was the disaster of Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

 

...The thought brought a surge of instinctual tension. I wiped away the cold sweat that had formed under my chin.

 

One last thing bothered me. 

'Paradise? Heaven?'

She said people were muttering those words, and just before, I had seen a related document containing that very word.

 

For this invitational research Use of Children's Paradise Syrup

-> My opinion!

 

Children's Paradise Syrup. 

'...As I thought.'

No matter how I looked at it, what the Cheerful Research Institute was researching was the cause of the disaster.

 

And if I were to infer from the words...

 

'Was the Cheerful Research Institute experimenting with using a Wish Ticket to turn this Sekwang Metropolitan City into a place like heaven?'

 

And it failed in a ghost story-like fashion, resulting in this mess? 

But...

 

'Why did inviting me to this world become the follow-up research to this insane result?'

 

A strange chill made me lift my head. 

And another thing.

Sekwang Metropolitan City. Extinction-class supernatural disaster.

'...Didn't I originally remember this in more detail?' 

A chill ran through my chest.

Right. 

I clearly remembered what the ghost story of Sekwang Metropolitan City was.

 

Because I read it on the wiki.

 

'That's why I noticed it right away during the spy mission.'

 

If there was a clue that might be related to the Cheerful Research Institute, I should be remembering it in enough detail to connect the dots by now...

 

...

 

'At some point, I forgot.' 

That, that was probably... 

After I became 130666. 

"..."

No way.

 

'Is this also... a side effect of the wiki-editing ability?'

 

No. 

It's pointless to feel this kind of distant terror right now. I have to quickly shake off these useless thoughts.

Because I've found a clue now.

 

'Find a Cheerful Research Institute facility that can be visited, among those at each station.'

 

And I already have more than enough ways to use the Dark Exploration Record in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

 

I gripped my Smartphone tightly.

 

When I check a station, the wiki updates, so I can find hints there and make my move.

 

...

 

'In that case.'

 

I lifted my head.

 

The train, a circle line, was already passing Sekwang Station. 

"It's already made a full loop."

"Oh, you can see outside from here."

 

The door of Car 7 didn't have newspaper taped over its glass window.

 

"Hey, station attendant, would it be alright if we checked to see if there's anything worth trading here?"

 

"Ah, of course. It's before Tuesday, so we might not be fully stocked, though."

 

Leaving my companions, who had started to browse the stalls, I went and stood alone by the door.

 

The station attendant advised from behind me.

 

"Uh, the door only opens on Tuesdays, so it won't open automatically right now."

 

"Yes."

 

...It hit me anew that the door to Cars 1-3 had opened in front of us because Ms. Go Yeongeun had pushed herself.

 

'Hoo.'

 

And it's fine that Car 7 isn't opening right now. What's important is that I can 'check.'

The next station is Midnight, Midnight Station...

 

I watched the scenery outside the train as it passed the platforms of the stations I knew.

 

Midnight Station, where the casino was, and Hanbit Station, where the library was.

 

And...

 

🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶

The next station.

The next station is Twilight, Twilight Station...

 

I checked through the glass window.

 

That platform... it looked as if it had been bleached white. 

"...!"

 

"Ah, you can't get off here at all. You could in the past, but now the temperature is unbearable for humans."

 

A wave of intense heat radiated from the window.

 

Listening to the explanation, I did my best to scan the inside of the platform.

 

And then...

 

Sekwang Subway Map

 

Sekwang Station (Forest Path of Demise) 

Midnight Station (Body Casino)

Hanbit Station (Hanbit Library)

 

Twilight Station (Conscience Vending Machine) 

(Unregistered)

(Unregistered) 

(Unregistered)

It updated.

 

Twilight Station (Conscience Vending Machine)

 

A subway station in Sekwang Metropolitan City where a nearby flea market mutated into an unmanned one.

 

All items in the flea market, where no living person remains, were left on display stands with no one watching, and the station grows hotter by the amount of conscience sold off when one takes an item without paying.

 

It has now become a burning hell.

 

'Good.'

 

Like that, I circled Sekwang Metropolitan City and updated every single station on the wiki.

 

Sekwang Subway Map

 

Sekwang Station (Forest Path of Demise) 

Midnight Station (Body Casino)

Hanbit Station (Hanbit Library)

 

Twilight Station (Conscience Vending Machine) 

Afternoon Station (Blood Broadcasting Station) 

Midday Station (Nap Shelter)

Morning Station (Scales Tribunal)

 

I absorbed all the text as if licking it clean.

 

...Though there were some extremely shocking stations. 

'It's fine.'

The important thing is that I now know which stations to skip.

'For now, I don't need to visit Twilight Station directly.'

If we get off, we'll all burn to death, and the gimmick to clear it is probably something like returning all the items to their original places, which is practically impossible.

 

'I won't waste time.'

 

Let's end the exploration of that station here.

 

Pass.

 

And, since the remaining three stations are all about equally dangerous... 

'Let's go to a place where I can acquire an Item.'

Good.

 

The path is now clear.

 

And I can feel it in my skin.

 

...A sense of anticipation that if I keep this up, I'll soon be able to find the answers I need in this bizarre, labyrinthine subway ghost story.

 

Whether they're Ho Yuwon's, or my own.

"Are you done with your trading?"

"Yeah. Pretty much. You want to take a look?"

 

Following the advice of my companions who had looked around the stalls first, I checked a few items.

 

And for food, I bought a few 'unique items' that others hadn't purchased. 

"You're buying that?"

"You got a problem with it?"

"No."

I packed away everything I bought.

 And...

"Open the door? If it's that station, I suppose I can open it for a moment."

 

After finishing my talk with the station attendant about letting us off at one station, we took half of the food supplies left over from our trades and handed them to Ms. Go Yeongeun.

 

"We'll bring more."

"..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's breathing calmed as she looked down at it silently. Then she spoke in a low voice so others couldn't hear.

"It seems, from the circumstances, that you all know how to go back and forth between the outside and this special city."

 

"..."

 

"If you die here, are you okay on the outside?" 

"...Yes. Something like that."

"...!"

 

Ms. Go Yeongeun's head shot up. A faint light flickered in her eyes. 

"Then can other people get out if they die here too?"

"No!"

 

Good heavens.

 

"That's not it. It's only possible for us because we entered through a special method."

 

I explained Ho Yuwon's Project. 

"...Ah."

The light in Ms. Go Yeongeun's eyes died completely.

 

And...

 

"How convenient. That's really something." 

"..."

"Hoo. I'm sorry. It's just... a bit overwhelming."

 

As I stood frozen, Ms. Go Yeongeun sighed and rubbed her weary face. 

The frustration, shame, and despair dwelling within her seeped out.

 "...For now, I'm truly glad you're safe."

"..."

 

"I'll also... in my own way... try to find a way out of here."

 

Living as an outsider in a small society is a nerve-wracking affair. Even more so if it's a shelter in the middle of a disaster.

 

The smarter and more competent one was, the greater the mental exhaustion would be...

 

'...Yeongeun.' 

It was then.

"Agent Peppermint." 

Agent Bronze spoke.

"Next time we come in, I will bring your agent gear."

 "...!"

"You'll be able to move more effectively." 

Go Yeongeun flinched for a moment.

 

But as if she realized something, a flash of insight seemed to cross her eyes, and she quickly swallowed.

 

"...Yes."

 

"And... thank you."

 

Agent Bronze said, hesitating.

 

"For letting us on the train, we learned that there are still survivors here." 

"...!"

"Ms.Goral." I added.

"Director Ho definitely knows how to get something out of here. That's why he started the Project in the first place."

 

"...!"

 

There is definitely a way out. That's what I was saying indirectly.

"So... if possible, could you share all the 'rumors' you've heard about this subway or Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

 

"Of course."

 

We talked for quite a while, collecting Yeongeun's 'rumors.' 

And.

🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶🎶

"We've arrived."

 

Having reached our destination again, we stepped out through the door the station attendant had opened.

 

"Be careful."

 

The color had returned to Yeongeun's face.

 

"When you finish your exploration and come to Car 7, I'll open it as soon as I see your signal. I've already gotten permission from my aunt, I mean... the station attendant."

 

"Thank you."

 

[Having a strong goal is a great way to get out of a slump! Congratulations, Mr. Roe Deer. You've gained a local collaborator.]

 

'...Right.'

 However.

'I don't know what you'll think about this next station.'

 [ friend?]

I was the last of the group to step onto the platform. This is the place we chose.

Sekwang Transit Corporation 

Afternoon Station

This place, bearing the ominous name Blood Broadcasting Station, was... 

"...Lights?"

Gaudy and psychedelic lights spun and flashed, fireworks went off, and confetti littered the floor.

 

And on the stairs covered by a red carpet, there was... a giant font sign.

Next Channel lock!

Delusion Home Shopping Studio

#4-168

[ Oh my show business.]

 

 Yes.

 

From blood bath to happy maker. 

The famous sales platform for all sorts of ghost story items I was involved with.

This was the filming site of Delusion Home Shopping.

[ Hmm, friend.]

Yeah?

[How about allowing knife-wielder-style bombing on this vulgar, worthless merchant’s snobbery lump? It’ll be a very enjoyable afternoon… ]

Aaaah…

And probably, the ones who recently properly pissed off the legendary late-night talk show host…

Chapter 299

 Fortunately, Braun didn't suddenly throw a fit and demand we bury the entire station.

 It seemed he considered it beneath the dignity of a talk show host.

 'Phew.'

 Taking advantage of the opening, I quickly recalled the contents of the Wiki.

 Of this station, where Delusion Home Shopping was located.



 Afternoon Station (Blood Broadcasting Station)

 A subway station that was once connected to the Sekwang Metropolitan City local broadcasting station.

 In conjunction with the broadcasting station, a temporary stage was set up in the concourse of this station, where citizen choirs and orchestras would perform.

 Now, that is all in the past, and a certain home shopping ghost story, finding the station's infrastructure appetizing, had occupied it.

 Let's all enjoy shopping!



 …And when I clicked on 'home shopping ghost story,' it connected directly to the Delusion Home Shopping page.

 [Oh.]

 [So, you'd already guessed that the channel of some merchant who doesn't even know his place was here, but you were concerned about this Braun's reaction, so you didn't click on it until after you got off the platform…Is that it?]

 No, it's more like… um.

 'Braun. Still, aren't you curious?'

 [Hmm?]

 'About what Delusion Home Shopping is doing here?'

 According to the station's description, what happens at this station is as follows.

 If you don't feel like shopping, it's also fine to help someone else with their shopping!

 As one of the few ways to obtain food through labor in the Sekwang Special City Subway, those who visit this station are treated as having come in response to the home shopping channel's job advertisement and are hired on a short term basis.

 The most frequent work is as a day laborer, but depending on the broadcasting station's situation, you may seize the unlucky once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work as a home shopping assistant or model.

 If you are excessively good at your job, you may receive an offer for a contract position. Welcome to the eternal paradise of shopping!

 'If we work as day laborers here, we'll be able to see what kind of work they do at Delusion Home Shopping.'

 And… in the end, it comes down to this.

 'Either we make a decent haul and return to the train, or we die quickly and escape before getting hit with Contamination from an irregular situation.'

 It would most likely be the former.

Given its nature as a home shopping ghost story, it must be deeply connected to Items and information. We might even find an easy way into the Cheerful Research Institute in the machine room.

 'Besides, it should be easier for me.'

 After all, I have experience working in a similar place.

 [A similar place, you say.]

 [Oh… Don't tell me you chose that expression while putting this messy swindler's latrine in the same comparative class as my talk show?]

 '…I've experienced a complex variety of occupations in all sorts of places. That's what I meant. You remember, right?'

 [Ah, of course, I remember! My friend steadfastly endured even physiologically difficult occupations! The variety of places he held various jobs. They were truly fascinating episodes...]

 Phew.

 Anyway, I shared what I had learned from the Wiki with the rest of the party.

 "Oh. Then we can get Items or information here."

 "Yes. However..."

 I looked at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae with some concern.

 "Dolphin, will you be okay with the Contamination?"

 Would it be okay for someone who was contaminated enough to work as a dealer at the Body Casino to seek a job here?

 I looked at the snap-on pin in Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's hair.

It seemed she was suppressing the Contamination with her own equipment, but it might become a bad trigger.

 However, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae nodded readily.

 "Ah, it's fine! Anyway, since I died there, it seems the casino's surveillance on me has been lifted."

 Then, clenching and unclenching her fist, she suppressed the urge to shuffle cards and shrugged.

 "Um… I think it'll be fine as long as I don't go back to the casino."

 "...Yes."

 Just in case, I should get the Euthanasia Pill ready to be used at any time.

 In any case, since we had already agreed, we went up the stairs and stood before the back door of the Delusion Home Shopping studio.

 After knocking, we carefully opened the door.

 Creak.

 The hallway of a modern, clean broadcasting station was revealed.

 And colorful posters.

-A record-breaking sellout!

-Cumulative sales surpass ■■■■ billion!

-Soaring ratings, is this entertainment or an advertisement!

-A home shopping experience created by the Entertainer of the era

-Your Tuesday night shopping mate

 '...'

At a glance, they appeared to be typical self-praising posters for a home shopping channel. However, upon closer inspection, the items being sold gave off a bizarre and gruesome feeling.

 A smiling show host was cutting off his own arm with a kitchen knife. Meanwhile, a person demonstrating eye drops had bloody tears and eyeballs pouring out of their eyes.

 'Ha...'

 The feeling of having entered the wrong space sent a shiver down my spine.

 And then another thought occurred to me.

 'The taglines...'

 They seem somehow familiar.

 [Oh.]

 Right.

 [You've witnessed it, Mr. Roe Deer.]

 It seems to be blatantly copying Braun's Late-Night Talk Show...

 In fact, there's even a tagline that seems to have been copied from the Tuesday Quiz Show.

 '…Braun.'

 Even though it was a thought, not a sound, I asked cautiously.

 'Was it because Delusion Home Shopping… has been copying you lately that you were displeased?'

 [Wouldn't anyone in mass media want to emulate a legendary role model? That is only natural.]

[The problem is their attitude...]

 I could almost hear the sound of fingers impatiently tapping on an expensive wooden table.

 [How dare a cheap imitation of a merchant, trying to use the fame of my talk show, spout slogans like 'the new era of entertainment' or 'a show.']

 '…!'

 [Their purpose is not entertainment. Their only goal is to hold the audience's attention for even a moment to sell off their cheap goods. Ah, how can something be so vulgar and disgusting...]

 I feel a gaze on me.

 [That's why I'm so looking forward to this! I can't wait to see what you'll do here, Mr. Roe Deer.]

 From far away, high above, or perhaps right beside me, as if watching me.

 The gaze of the show media.

 [Of course, I can already picture my friend being horrified by the vulgarity of this place...]

 '...'

 I swallowed and quietly walked further down the hallway.

 'It won't even get to that point.'

 We'll probably be working as day laborers.

 And before long, as expected, we stood before a door with a sign on it.

 If you came for the job ad, come here

Inside the door, which looked almost like a warehouse, there was no one, only contracts placed haphazardly on a shelf. And the contents of the contract...

 Day Laborer Contract

 'Phew.'

 Fortunately, it was within my expectations.

 "Do we just sign here?"

 "It seems so."

 "Well, it doesn't say anything about mortgaging our souls."

 We each signed the contract, which read, 'Term of Employment: 1 day,

 Duties: Various unspecified support tasks, Compensation: Differential pay based on performance.'

 The cautionary notes below were censored, evoking a sense of meaningful foreboding, but our hands, able to escape through death, were unhesitant.

 And the moment we finished signing.

-Buy now! Today's unbelievable special price, which will never come again, 4,999,980 won! An impossible package, the lowest price in human history relative to inflation!

 A sound began to be heard.

 The sound of the Delusion Home Shopping broadcast.

 "…!"

 "Roe Deer, this way."

 To survive in the Darkness, gathering information is essential. After leaving the warehouse, we quietly walked down the hallway as we got used to it, carefully heading toward the source of the sound.

 And as we peeked around the corner, a huge space finally revealed itself.

 A home shopping filming set.

-Who could possibly achieve a perfect diet for only 4 million won? It's absolutely impossible. But today, the opportunity has come to you!

 Bright lights.

 A voice that sticks in your ears, all sorts of effects that seem determined to dazzle your eyes, fast-tempo music. Sound effects that seem to incite purchase and intensely colored text.

 It's like a home shopping show from its heyday, around the 2000s.

 But...

-Look. Isn't it amazing! Only the fat has been peeled away!

 Right in the center, a person is visible, a layer of their skin being peeled off.

 An image so clean it looks artificial.

 The person, smiling with wide-open eyes, is motionless, but their skin, rising like dead cells as if molting, splits open and fat flows out.

-It is truly a diet supplement made by the devil, a bug that eats fat, the Aesthetic Caterpillar Egg Cluster!

-Its simple use is like a gift from the gods! Just take it with water after a meal, and that's it.

 While those words are spoken, the camera briefly shows the show host.

 During that time, the demonstrator who had been on display was thrown out as if they were trash.

Thud.

 And their spot is filled by an identical-looking demonstrator.

 Reappearing with stylishly done hair and an outfit that seems to show off muscle and slimness, they strike a pose for the camera.

-A miraculous supplement!

-If you buy now, at this record-breaking special price, we'll even send you a single Happy Maker as a free gift! This package is an opportunity that will never come again!

 Woooahhh!

 Amidst the inserted cheers of a crowd.

 Outside the studio, where the camera doesn't reach, fat pools flow from the body of the demonstrator, carelessly thrown on the floor.

 Through the split-open gaps, worm-like bugs reveal their teeth like leeches.

 Dozens of them.

 They are melting and eating the fat all over the body, coming out and going back in. Wriggling.

 "Ugh."

 Someone in our group made a sound like they were holding back a short retch.

 But then.

-Shall we show you one more time? Excellent!

-We will show you properly one more time with another person!

 And...

The show host, beckoned with a finger, precisely in our direction.

 "…What?"

 In that moment.

 The body of Agent Bronze from our group began to be 'moved' at once into the home shopping set, as if being dragged.

 "...!"

 Section Chief Lee Jaheon and I reflexively grabbed the agent, and Agent Bronze also seemed to be resisting, gritting his teeth as his muscles tensed,but… I knew.

 'Force is meaningless…!'

 It would only injure Agent Bronze's body.

 He wasn't just being dragged; it was an effect occurring due to the employment contract.

 Of all the day laborers, he had been 'unluckily' drafted for an immediate home shopping demonstration.

 Goosebumps ran down my spine.

 In my head, all sorts of thoughts were instantly derived and flashed.

 The products sold on Delusion Home Shopping are effective, but their side effects are also certain. And sometimes, they sell dangerous Items that are close to a 'dud'...

 That thing is a 'dud.'

 Seeing the previous demonstrator lying like a corpse, oozing blood and flesh after the fat, an utterly certain sense of doom consumed my mind.

 And arriving at the answer happened in an instant.

'It's better to just die.'

 I have to kill him quickly so he can get out of here.

 'Damn it.'

 I immediately shoved the Euthanasia Drug I had into Agent Bronze's mouth.

 "...!"

 Agent Bronze wore a bewildered expression, but soon… he swallowed.

 The next moment.

 Thump.

 His body fell to the floor.

 "..."

 Section Chief Lee Jaheon pulled Agent Bronze's corpse away.

 I gasped for breath in shock.

 The show host seemed to have noticed the anomaly of the day laborer becoming unable to 'demonstrate'...

-Now, model, please come in!

 He nonchalantly continued with the home shopping broadcast. 

And I realized.

 He was going to take someone else as a demonstrator.

 'Damn it!'

 I urgently tried to pull out another Euthanasia Drug from my pocket with a trembling hand, but before I could, my body stiffened and was flung forward.

 Into the lights.

 'Wait.'

 And then...

-Now, in this person's case, the area they wish to diet is...

 The moment I helplessly stepped into the middle of the home shopping studio, under the glare of the camera.

-No, you're… this can't be!

 The show host grabbed my shoulder.

 I lifted my head. The weird, pale, red show host, mimicking a person with an open mouth, gapes at me in welcome.

-Everyone! The assistant host of the Late-Night Talk Show has come to our home shopping channel!

 "…!"

 I'm fucked.

 'An irregular situation...'

 It identified me as a worker from a similar broadcast ghost story. A situation where I have no idea how Delusion Home Shopping will react.

 'Just how interested are they in Braun's talk show to even recognize me.'

 I want to say 'You've got the wrong person,' but there's no way that would work on a ghost story, and it occurs to me that Braun is listening to this conversation.

 And that's not the problem.

-It's a truly welcome face, isn't it? Please say hello!

 I felt my lips pull up into a smile. An unnaturally bright smile spread across my face. Like a proper Delusion Home Shopping demonstrator.

-Now, please swallow the miracle diet pill with water. It's so easy, right?

 My hand picked up the water glass on the desk.

 'Fuck…!'

 And with a full smile on my face, I grabbed the round, pill-like parasite egg cluster and brought it to my mouth...

 Bba-bba-bba-bba-bam!!!

 "...!"

-Everyone! We've just received word. The prepared quantity has completely sold out!

 The strength left my hand.

-Thank you for your support. Then, Tuesday's joy! Tuesday's passion! Tuesday's lowest price, we will be back again!

 My hand waves at the camera as I smile.

 And the home shopping host conducting all of this waves his hand next to me.

 The show host.

-Thank you!

 It's a man in a black suit.

 The thing, which looks to be in its late 30s, has the typical body of a show host and wears a trustworthy, affable smile.

But when it opens its mouth, the inside is a crimson abyss.

 Black eyes with bizarrely large pupils.

 And with a face made up to be strangely white, it grinned at the camera and then...

 Cut!

 The program ends.

 For a moment, my strength gave out and I almost knocked over the water glass on the table, but I managed to put it back in its place.

 'Damn it.'

 …Over there, outside the studio, I can see Agent Bronze's corpse, still there.

 And the sight of my companions, who seemed to have been fiercely discussing what to do with me, barely managing to compose themselves.

 I quickly looked away.

 Because the lead show host of Delusion Home Shopping was smiling happily at me and patting my shoulder.

-My, my! A pleasure to meet you. I never thought a celebrity like you would apply for a short-term part-time job!

 And he subtly kneads my shoulder.

 The large black pupils in the strangely white-powdered face look at me.

-Did you quit the Late-Night Talk Show? Of course, the number of job seekers who want to join Delusion Home Shopping is as numerous as the stars, but for our former Late-Night Talk Show crew, I think I could make a spot for you...

"…You seem to be very interested in the Late-Night Talk Show."

 The show host pauses for a moment.

-You could call it the interest of a fellow industry professional! Our two programs are the stars of entertainment, mutually helping each other.

-Of course, in terms of volume, there's no comparison. Compared to our home shopping channel, Mr. Braun's talk show is a bit… well. Symbolic, but isn't it small-scale?

 [Oh.]

 The back of my neck becomes drenched in a cold sweat.

 The show host, as if excited, gestured with his fingers and walked with me out of the studio.

 He didn't even glance toward the day laborers, and in the meantime, I saw Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae stopping the corpse of Agent Bronze from being taken away by the trash cleaners.

 "…Come to think of it, I didn't know Delusion Home Shopping had a studio here as well."

-Ah, this Studio 4-168 is a relatively new one. But we got it at a reasonable price. Making a profit is what's important. However… the broadcasting fees are higher than I thought.

-To really stir up the shopping fever, we planned a record-breaking entertainment broadcast this time.

-It's happening today. And to have a celebrity come to our part-time recruitment! The energy is good.

 "…A record-breaking plan, what do you mean?"

-It's a very provocative and fun format.

-It's… a show host survival.

 What?

-Thrilling and dizzying entertainment where only the person who sells the most items survives! And shopping! Shopping! Shopping!

-Who among the show hosts I'm watching will survive!

-The viewers won't be able to look away, the viewership will be locked in and purchase volume will soar, and some will passionately buy anything to support the show host they're cheering for!

 "…I see."

 I swallowed. And I asked in a deliberately calm tone.

 "Then what will we day laborers be doing in that plan? …Will we become demonstrators like before?"

 If he said yes, I was planning to have everyone immediately down an Euthanasia Drug.

 But the show host didn't affirm it.

 …Nor did he deny it.

-About that. First, hear me out.

-Surprisingly, the winner of this survival show takes the entire portion of the total sales revenue allocated to the show hosts, all for themselves!

 The show host thrust his face close to mine.

-A truly amazing benefit, isn't it?

-But this entire package is being offered right today! To all of you who came after seeing the job ad!

"...!"

 That means...

-That's right. Today's day laborers all become contestants in the show host survival!

 "…!!"

 [Oh, friend. I don't particularly enjoy phrases like 'I told you so,' but there couldn't be a more perfect time for it.]

 [I told you so.]

 [About these vulgar merchants, I mean.]

 The show host's cold breath tickled the nape of my neck.

-Now, then, let's go to work as per the contract. Survival contestant, new show host for Delusion Home Shopping. Braun's friend.

 And so, I became a daily show host for Delusion Home Shopping.

 Along with the entire exploration team

Chapter 300

-The live broadcast starts in 60 seconds! 59, 58...

 I clench and unclench my hands in nervousness.

Looking around, I see a bright home shopping broadcast studio. 

And a countdown clock.

10:00

It will start ticking down once the broadcast begins.

A home shopping survival show where your life depends on how much you can sell within the given 10 minutes.

'To think I'd end up doing something this crazy.' 

But let's calm down.

'It's okay if I die.'

I repeat it to myself. It's not dangerous, it's not dangerous...

It'll just become a nonsensical dream. No, rather, if I die, I'll wake up cleanly from the dream, which is even better.

I looked to my side.

My eyes met with my companions standing in the other studios.

 'Right.'

As long as one of us makes it to the end, we can use the prize money to shop for Items.

I inwardly nodded, recalling the 'shopping shortcut' I had devised.

 'As long as one of us survives.'

-3, 2, 1...

I looked at the camera.

-Action!

The light turned on.

"Hello! I'm today's one-day show host, Number 4, 'Friend of Talk Shows.' It's a pleasure to be here."

And then...

Real-time reactions started scrolling on the prompter next to the camera. 

"...!"

-?what are they selling here?

-saltredbeansaltredbeansaltredbeansaltredbean

-die

-wtf is this lol it's like a ghost story

-Hello

-let's be togetherlooks good 

Where is this being broadcast?

A chill ran down my spine as I read the occasional strange chat message, but I didn't let it show and smiled brightly.

"The product that I, Number 4, will be selling today on Delusion Home Shopping is..."

I thought for a moment.

'There's a chance ordinary people might buy this.'

Something I could sell off quickly, without posing a fatal risk to people if possible.

I took out a rectangular box from under the desk and placed it on top.

Looking like a miniature version of a gray shipping container, it had an extremely crude and alien design.

"It's the 'Into the Vacuum' series from the Myriad Things Company!"

-Huh?

-this guy just said some otaku-like shit

-what is he saying

I knew this would happen...

'But this was the right answer among the given choices.' 

What is this thing...?

Into the Vacuum

A funeral item packaged with a bizarre advertising strip that reads, 'Can safely transport the important body parts of a deceased general.'

It seems to have been developed for the purpose of safely transporting the remaining parts of a high-ranking officer's corpse during long-distance space travel.

It is sometimes found already used and filled. The creature inside has been identified as ■■■■■■.

...I know.

They must be thinking, 'He's going to sell... space war funeral supplies?'

In fact, it seemed to have been left unsold for a long time even on the home shopping network, as dust had piled up on the stock in the warehouse.

But still.

What's always important is the selling point.

I seriously lifted the container, held it up to the camera, and said. 

"Everyone. If I may say so myself... this is a legendary airtight container."

-What?

-get trapped and die

-what's he on about

"You'll be shocked! Just put something inside and seal it..."

 I opened and closed the container with a thak, thak sound.

"All the food that needs to be refrigerated can be stored at room temperature!"

-???

"And that's not all. The expiration date is dramatically extended! If you put a freshly caught fish in here, even after a month, it will be just as fresh as the day it was caught! You can even enjoy it as sashimi!"

-Crazy

That's right.

I'm going to sell it as a kitchen utensil...!

"This is a product that will literally change the paradigm of your kitchen!" 

I started running my mouth like a madman.

You know that buying in bulk is better quality and cheaper, but you gave up because you weren't confident you could eat it all in time? Just buy this container.

You wanted to savor an expensive, high-quality ingredient on special occasions, but couldn't because you were afraid it would spoil? Just buy this container.

You wanted to keep a dish made by a precious person who passed away for a long, long time, but had to throw it away because it went bad? This container solves that!

"And that's not all!"

And then, I pause for a beat.

“Originally, this… retails for over two million, an insane luxury item. But one, two, three… a full set of 4.”

I said with a serious tone.

"For this broadcast only, we're offering this entire set for the low price of 530,000 won!"

-Oh

-Expensive!

-but tbh it seems like it would cost that much

-is it coated in gold?

-pleasesavemeimtrappedinhere

-no seriously what is this place? what are you selling is this scientifically possible?

-good child

-it's expensive but I'm interested

"Everyone, this is the price of a single hairdryer. A market leader, an item with patented technology, a product that changes your quality of life-it can't be cheaper than this."

I said earnestly.

"We were only able to sell it at this price by urgently securing our stock. I'm serious."

-no but really if it stops expiration dates then that price seems like a steal

-so cool

-iwanttobeinhumanstorage

-placing an order now

"A full free return period is also included! Just try it once! If it really doesn't have these magical effects like 'stopping expiration dates' and 'room temperature storage,' you can comfortably return it!"

I shouted at the top of my lungs.

 [My friend... Oh, dear.]

...This is embarrassing. 

So embarrassing...!

But my eyes, glancing at the real-time stock count next to the prompter, were honest.

'Yes!!'

The remaining stock was steadily decreasing. And a moment later.

"Sold out! Thank you. All the units we prepared for today are gone." I was able to end the broadcast with a bow.

01:45

'Hoo.'

 I did it.

-Number 4! Braun... no, 'Friend of Talk Shows' show host!

-Ooh, we have a sellout in the very first round. All units sold! An incredible achievement!

-Unfortunately, his sales rank settled at 3rd place. That's the limit of choosing a low-priced product.

-Still, a high rank! The comet of the lowest price!

I suppressed a sigh as I looked at my ranking, glittering in 2nd place. 

'It would be better if I were the one to last until the end.'

And... sadly, last place was…

-Number 2! The 'Hawkeye' show host is immediately eliminated! 

"Well, can't be helped."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje shrugged.

She had tried to sell the 'Sleep Gambling Snuff,' which lets you stay awake for three days but knocks you out on the fourth, and ran into numerous difficulties...

'A home shopping show host... it really doesn't suit you...'

Still, I thought Section Chief Lee Jaheon would be the first to be eliminated.

Turns out his bizarre design sense and insane physical strength combined to create a strange kind of buzz, and he finished in 1st place.

"Everyone, I'll be going first."

-The eliminated contestant is... huh?

And before the main show host could move.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had given us a slight wave, collapsed cleanly.

She had quickly taken the Euthanasia Drug.

-...The shock of elimination must have been truly great.

-It's unfortunate, but if you can only sell this much of an all-time special offer product, elimination is what you get! Oof, it brings tears to my eyes to think I've taken away your chance to buy!

The body of the collapsed Eun Haje is quickly cleared away from the studio.

...An unsettling and uncomfortable feeling washed over me, but I reminded myself that Assistant Manager Eun Haje was already out of here and continued to watch the camera.

-With that, we conclude Round 1 of this special simultaneous sale discount home shopping battle! Thank you for your great support!

And the round ended. 

"..."

As the staff came in to clean up the studio and the main show host of Delusion Home Shopping was talking to them about something, I tried to quickly communicate with my remaining companions.

But.

-Get this out of here.

The moment the show host pointed a finger at Assistant Manager Eun Haje's corpse, I reflexively spoke politely.

"Ah, shall I go move it?"

I have to move her to a safe place...

-My, my, Braun's friend. There's no need for that when we have contract workers to do such things!

-Now, get up.

...Right now.

Why…

is the corpse moving?

-Go over there and wait.

Eun Haje's corpse raises itself. No, it's not just a corpse moving... 

It has an expression.

A deathly pale face.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, with a bewildered expression, moved her body as if it were creaking and looked at me, but soon moved on.

Dragging her dead body.

I watched the chilling, bizarre situation, frozen in horror...

-We have to recycle them during the survival show, at least. We need to get interviews, too.

What?

"Isn't she... dead?"

-Right, we keep using her while she's dead. The Delusion Home Shopping studio is quite fond of rational cost-cutting!

-The broadcast fees for this place are expensive, but things like this work out well! Is it because it's an isolated place? Anyway, let's make good use of her until her limbs rot and fall off!

Wait,

Wait... wait a minute.

I finally realized why Agent Bronze's corpse had been left behind.

In Sekwang Metropolitan City, the corpses we left behind when we died before were usually gone when we re-entered. I thought they might have disappeared right away, or perhaps vanished for some other reason.

But that wasn't it.

What should have normally disappeared was, this time, left behind. 

'She couldn't leave.'

So...

'You can't get out even if you die?'

-The insurance commercial is ending. Get them in, quick! 

I turned my head.

Another figure was entering the home shopping studio we had just been in. Faces powdered white, smiling with an eerie unnaturalness.

Neat attire, styled hair.

They had the appearance of typical show hosts.

The bizarre beings belonging to the Delusion Home Shopping ghost story.

-Now, from Number 6 to Number 10. Everyone, let me introduce you! This is the next group for the Delusion Home Shopping survival show!

'No.'

But I realize.

They aren't residents of this ghost story.

They're people from Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Citizens who came to do a short-term part-time job at this Delusion Home Shopping, signed the wrong contract, and went missing. The 'usable ones' were being continuously used by Delusion Home Shopping.

Whether they were dead or not, continuously. Literally, souls bound to show business.

And then I realize something else.

-When this broadcast ends, we will select 4 people from the 10 prospective show hosts! Excluding the two eliminated for being in last place, four more will be eliminated.

-And those four will each host the glorious final home shopping show! The lowest prices, a once-in-a-lifetime set, and special free gifts!

-Stay tuned! It's Delusion Home Shopping's Black Friday! 

'There were more participants.'

I feel the blood drain from my face.

 'The winner might not be one of us...!'

 If those people win, it's over.

We'll all be eliminated, bound to this place without receiving anything, and end up in the same situation.

Arguing that it was a daily contract and they should let us go now that the day is over won't work.

We'll be frozen in our 'employment status.' Because we're the dead.

"..."

"What are we going to do about this."

Baek Saheon, who had come up next to me, whispered while breaking out in a cold sweat, looking like he was about to grab me by the collar.

"Looking at this, we can't escape even if we die. Why did you make us sign a contract...!"

"..."

"There's no way to guarantee we'll get 1st place!"

I turned to look at Baek Saheon.

Baek Saheon glared at me, clenching his teeth, and I reached out my hand...

"Thank you." 

"...??"

And patted his shoulder.

"Mr. Roe Deer. Shall we try to break out of the station now?"

 "...No. It's too dangerous."

If we get caught doing that, they might charge us an enormous sum, saying we 'ruined the home shopping show.'

"There is a way to get 1st place, so please wait. I'm begging you."

 "Um... okay."

[Mr. Roe Deer... My friend has to play the role of a cheap hawker who sells best to the audience in this vulgar and messy advertising program. Oh, how could this be.]

[You seem to be in need of help.] 

That's right.

I really did need help. 

[Oh, then...]

So I decided to procure that help myself. [Hmm?]

I placed a hand on my chest.

It just occurred to me.

'A way to guarantee 1st place.'

Beneath the cloth, I can feel the throbbing pulse on my skin... and the lines of the tattoo.

One area that has been feeling a dynamic sensation ever since we encountered this broadcast station ghost story.

I took out one of the Contaminations I had stored in the tattoo, pressing down hard.

-Next

-Live broadcast

-preparing

Anticipation swallowing my body.

Comfort, fullness, thrill, tension.

Home shopping, honestly, doesn’t seem my field. I think I shone more on late-night talk shows…

But being too picky about gigs isn’t the mindset of a good industry pro!

[ No… Oh my show business… Mr. Roe Deer?]

Sorry, host-nim!

I’ll host without tarnishing the late-night talk show’s fame!

I lifted my head with a sparkling smile.

My companions looked at me dumbfounded, but from now on I’ll handle it like a renowned talk show crew!

I’m a show business expert, after all.

  ***

A corner of the train shelter.

Here, a figure stands anxiously in the connection between cars 5 and 6.

Go Yeongeun.

No privacy on this train.

This was about the only spot out of people’s sight where she could be alone with her thoughts.

Even then, she’d have to step aside when people passed between cars, so it was impossible—hence standing alone now…

And she thinks.

Will it be okay?

Whether she can soon meet the old colleagues who came looking for her.

She’d heard it usually takes about a day, but her mind was complicated, so she kept going to car 7 to peer out at Afternoon Station.

In her anxiety, she occasionally glanced down at her now-useless smartwatch.

…Actually, that goat mask bastard had hinted he could sell a portable battery, but she ignored and didn’t buy.

It’d only be temporary anyway.

Pointless.

She stared at the drained smartwatch screen. Its black surface….

Flicker.

Instead of reflecting her face, the screen lit up.

“…?!”

No battery…??

“Wh-what…?”

Go Yeongeun, barely closing her mouth, frantically tried to remove the watch. Definitely supernatural!

She’d surely take it off and cover it.

If the face on the screen wasn’t someone she knew.

-Hello? Nice to meet you all!

“…!!”

Kim Soleum.

  

The small smartwatch screen filled with Kim Soleum’s rosy, brightly smiling face.

  

Happy, cheerful, lively…

  

What, what is this?

  

Weird!

  

Meanwhile, text appeared at the top of the smartwatch.

  

Delusion Home Shopping?

  

Home shopping show host survival what… wait.

  

In the tiny screen, Kim Soleum reached under the table, moving like he’d pull something out.

  

-I’m so happy to introduce this to you. Look forward to it. The item I’ll show in this broadcast is…

  

Then.

  

He pulled out an empty hand.

  

“…?”

Kim Soleum in the screen smiled brightly.

  

-Nothing.

  

“…?!”

  

-That’s right. Not selling.

  

The home shopping channel plunged into chaos!

Chapter 301

(There really wasn't any font changes between when KSE was talking on camera and Yeongeuns inner dialogue + the font for the new show host changed to brackets with italic)

——-

On the screen of a small smartwatch.

On a strange home shopping channel that was playing, the show host had just spoken.

With the face of her colleague, Kim Soleum.

-This is a home shopping channel, but we have nothing to sell!

In that moment of complex disbelief, wondering if this was really happening.

-Everyone, why do you watch home shopping?

 Kim Soleum asks seriously.

In a pleasant voice.

-Is it because something you really need happens to be on? 

-Because you think the expression 'best deal ever' is the truth? 

-Because you're certain you'll profit if you buy the item being sold right now?

...

-Well, that's not it for me.

Kim Soleum, dressed in a suit, made a somewhat sheepish expression and cleared his throat.

-I watch because I'm lonely and empty.

That's right. I'm the loser who has no lover and just flops onto the sofa to shovel ice cream into my mouth after work. Anyway...

Pfft, a short burst of laughter escaped Go Yeongeun's lips before she could stop it, then subsided.

After his comical remark, Kim Soleum clasped his hands together and plopped his butt down on the table where the home shopping products were supposed to be stylishly displayed.

-Home shopping channels are different from dramas. 

-They talk to me.

-And they offer a solution.

-'If you just buy this, you can be happy!'

-'If you buy this, you're a truly wise person!'

-Those are the magic words that home shopping offers. 

-They just don't guarantee the results.

-You all know. 

-We all have something like a blender we bought from a home shopping channel, used exactly once, and then shoved into a corner, box and all.

...Is he really allowed to say that on a home shopping channel?

-Of course, sometimes what the home shopping channel says is right. 

-But today, I want to tell you a slightly different story.

Kim Soleum smoothly wrapped up the topic, then patted the seat next to him, gesturing toward the person on the other side of the camera.

Toward him.

-Here, have a seat.

-Actually... there is something I've prepared to present this time.

As expected.

The home shopping viewer starts to think.

'That was probably just a stunt to get our attention before selling something.'

Right. 

The declaration that there was nothing to sell was just a pre-emptive shock.

Now he'll start pushing for a purchase, saying that what he's selling is completely different...

-But I'm going to give it to you for free. 

"...?!"

-Because I already bought all the products I'm selling with my own money! 

What kind of crazy talk was this?

'The show host... bought his own stock?'

-I'm not kidding. I really bought everything. I bought it all as soon as the broadcast started.

-Look at this!

Kim Soleum started pulling out boxes from under the table. Fifteen in total.

The considerably large boxes were well-packaged in an opaque color that hid their contents, and on the surface, 'Present!' was written in elegant script.

And Kim Soleum stacked them up on the table with a thud. 

-Now...

-I've taken all the best-looking, most desirable items from this home shopping channel's inventory and packaged them randomly.

-The show host gave me a very suspicious look. He asked how on earth I was going to introduce and sell all of this.

-'Hey, Friend of Talk Shows... I know you're capable. But you're going to sell all of that in random boxes? Do you take the customers for fools?'

-Yes. They are fools.

-But he never dreamed that the fool would be me...

-what kind of program is this

-so is this like a lottery disguised as home shopping?

-pleasesendittomepleasesendit

-trappedinhomeshoppingtrappedhomeshoppingtrapped

-What's inside?

Now that she looked, a chat window was also scrolling by, line by line, at the bottom of the smartwatch, fitting for the format.

But she hadn't noticed it because it had been updating too quickly ever since Kim Soleum's insane declaration.

-You must be curious about what kind of items they are, right?

As if he'd seen the comments, Kim Soleum placed his hand on a box as if to open it, then paused tantalizingly.

And then he grinned.

-Ah! The way to receive this gift is very simple. Just enjoy watching. 

-And what is that, you ask...

Kim Soleum moved closer and closer to the camera.

Go Yeongeun realized she was leaning forward without even knowing it.

 "...!"

-You just have to talk to me.

Kim Soleum took a Smartphone out of his pocket and turned it on. And he wrote his Smartphone number in a notepad app and revealed it. 

-Here, here's the phone number!

"...!"

-I will be taking calls that come in during this broadcast.

-And the person whose call connects will immediately get to choose a gift box. You get everything inside the box!

Then, checking the timer function on his Smartphone, he made an urgent expression.

-But we don't have much broadcast time. 5 minutes have already passed. 15 minutes! It's so short and precious.

-Let's hurry. Who will be the one to get through on the phone? Let's find out together...

-It could be you!

***

'What is this?'

Go Yeongeun watched the screen, panting.

On the small screen, Kim Soleum skillfully answered the phone.

Sometimes excitedly, sometimes looking extremely flustered.

-Hello! Yes? You want to put a person in a box? Are you a magician, by any chance?

-Hello... Ah, you want me to cut the crap and open box number 2 right now? We-well, sure...

-This caller is... a student preparing for an exam. You just finished your test? You must have worked so hard. I'm happy to be able to give you a gift...

-Viewer? Viewer... Um, I think you might be a tiger. I-is there anyone who can translate? If you could leave it in the comments... Whoa, thank you!

-A taxi driver... Wait a minute. You say we've met before? 

'Is this... home shopping?'

No, she didn't even know if this could be called home shopping anymore. 

'Isn't this just an entertainment show?'

If she had to pick a genre... yes. A talk show.

Crying and laughing while listening to all sorts of people's stories. And giving a gift to the person who participated in the interview...

An almost classic format.

But a cliche becomes a cliche because it works. And there was a kick to it, too.

-Hello hehehehehelloohehehehehe... kikikikikikikik

The fact that the ones connecting via phone weren't always human.

Sometimes, the eerie creak of a wooden floor could be heard, and other times, the screams of dying people could be heard in the background.

They would say things that didn't make sense, and the studio lights would flicker or turn red.

Kim Soleum always answered while hiding the caller ID so it couldn't be seen, but sometimes, impossible numbers or strange sentences could be glimpsed flashing on the screen.

Each time, a chill ran down Go Yeongeun's spine. 

Even now.

G o o d  c h i l d 

 

C o m e  b a c k

-No... uh, an elder from the family has called. No, Mascot... I'm fine. I'm working hard!

The host converses with someone who is clearly not human as if they were a long-lost relative. The stimulation that came from that sense of incongruity.

Humor, horror, friendliness.

When all the components came together, it became a jam-packed 15 minutes of different stimuli.

-thisisfunthisisfunthisisfun

-next quick

-holy shit that ghost was scary af

-die

-someone please tell me this guy's Inheart account his concept is fucking hilarious

The comments were updating at a speed that was no longer readable. 

And...

-There's only one gift left! Just one!

-What's left is... oh my goodness, it's the very first box I packed after picking out the items!

-Wow, I'm so curious who will get it!

-...Wait a minute, 1 minute? There's only 1 minute of broadcast time left? Let's take a call right now!

1 minute before the end of the broadcast. The final call connected.

Hello!

And.

From beyond the Smartphone, a tone deeper and more resonant than anything that should come from such a modern, mass-produced device was heard.

[Oh, a pleasure to meet you. 'Friend of Talk Shows'.]

...!!

Kim Soleum flinched in surprise and pulled his head away from the Smartphone.

Kim Soleum stared at the caller's voice playing through the speakerphone and the 'On Call' screen as if he couldn't believe it, then,

-E-everyone. The person who just called... don't be surprised. Oh my god.

-The legendary host of the Late-Night Talk Show, Mr. Braun, has called in! 

The chat window filled with the howls of grotesque things.

Go Yeongeun naturally swallowed. 'A famous... Darkness?'

She knew that even within the Darkness, there were strange hierarchies, systems, and 'things beyond what is seen, something more' that were difficult for humans to comprehend.

The pleasant male voice with its unique accent rang out again.

...Along with the faint sound of a band.

[Are you surprised? Oh, if so, I have one more little surprise...]

...Yes?

[What time do you think it is?]

...It's close to midnight, no, don't tell me, don't tell me... 

[Have you noticed?]

[You are all currently appearing on the Late-Night Talk Show!] 

-Aaaah!

Kim Soleum went wild.

Go Yeongeun wouldn't know it, but his scream was loud enough to be heard even at the filming locations of other nearby contestants, where the show host survival program was being simultaneously broadcast.

-No, wait a minute, no... I-is it okay? For this program to be broadcast on the Late-Night Talk Show?

[Hahaha, of course, it's fine. I called you myself, after all. Is your broadcast okay with it? If the broadcast is an inconvenience, I can hang up immediately.]

-Yes? Yes, just a moment...

Kim Soleum briefly glanced away from the camera. It seemed a high- ranking official was there.

Then, he nodded with a bright face. 

-Yes! They say it's of course okay! And a fantastic 45 seconds passed. 

"..."

When Go Yeongeun came to her senses, she was sitting dazedly in the connecting area between train cars.

'...Was it a dream?'

But Go Yeongeun would soon see.

...That the 'Delusion Home Shopping Live App' was now clearly installed on her smartwatch.

And if she had known that what she was watching was a show host survival program, she would have intuitively realized.

That Kim Soleum would have won.

***

"Well then, goodbye everyone! Thank you!"

I waved one last time at the camera as the lights went out.

The broadcast, which ended with the call with the Host as its finale, was pretty good! At this rate, even if I can't get on the main talk show, couldn't I get a small segment during a special?

...No, no. I have no intention of going back to the Late-Night Talk Show... to that wonderful workplace.

Right.

My goal was to get first place in home shopping. And that was...

Clap, clap, clap.

Beyond the powered-off camera.

The show host of Delusion Home Shopping is applauding, his strange eyes fixed on me.

He speaks with his blood-red mouth.

[Very clever. Weren't you? You made good use of the fact that the broadcast doesn't end even if the product sells out in the final round.]

...

[Ordering all the items with your own money to sell them out as soon as it started, then winning over the viewers by giving them away for free... and then spending the rest of the time with pointless chatter!]

As expected of someone seasoned in the industry, he was sharp enough to figure that much out.

But.

"Still, my viewership ratings were the highest, weren't they?" 

[...!]

It wasn't pointless chatter.

The fact that I deliberately used a 'gift lottery' to hold the viewers' attention.

The fact that I amplified their anticipation with phone calls.

The fact that I condensed it into 15 minutes and proceeded at a fast tempo with only the key points.

And the fact that I drew attention with my intense reactions and conversation, making my voice carry over even to the other contestants' home shopping broadcasts.

It seems he couldn't pick up on every single detail. 

[So?]

But it seems he figured this much out.

The fact that I negatively impacted the other contestants' sales.

[To even plant a negative image of our home shopping channel in the viewers' minds.]

"Still, first place is first place, right?"

 [First place? Hahaha!]

The show host's face, now close to mine, twists and distorts in mid-air. 

[Buying your own products yourself is cheating.]

"...You didn't specify that, did you?"

[Don't give me that 'specify' crap. Why would I need to specify something so obvious! And...]

The show host's mouth opens, revealing the blood-red void within. The world around me distorts, the show host's tongue lengthens, and his eyes grow larger...

[Cheaters are automatically disqualified.] 

"That's a lie, though?"

[...!]

I smiled faintly.

"Actually, I didn't buy them. Someone else placed the order."

[Hahaha, and if that 'someone else' has a close relationship with you, and bought the items at your request.]

[That's cheating all the same.] 

"Is that so?"

I smiled, took out my Smartphone, and made a call.

To that 'someone else' who happened to be in my call history. 

"See for yourself."

The show host of Delusion Home Shopping, who had been staring at me with abnormally large black pupils, took the Smartphone with a grotesque, ear-to-ear grin.

And the moment he casually looked at the Smartphone as the call connected.

[Oh, what can I do for you?] 

[...!!]

He flinched in shock, almost dropping my Smartphone before catching it again.

[H-Host... Mr. Braun?] 

[That's right. And you are?]

[This is Red Friday. Hahaha, it's been a while, Mr. Braun...!]

The show host of Delusion Home Shopping seemed flustered, but he appeared to be composing himself to make his voice sound confident.

[The Late-Night Talk Show's broadcast time is...] 

[Oh, the live broadcast just ended.]

[Aha, I see. I didn't know. I don't really watch other entertainment shows.]

The show host smiles, then speaks nonchalantly with a slightly cunning expression.

[Come to think of it, you called in just a moment ago. It seems you were quite concerned about our home shopping entertainment show, which airs at the same time. Especially since you have an employee who transferred over!]

[Of course. I'm always concerned about my friend... Thank you so much for worrying about my feelings like this.]

The Host adds smoothly.

[You must have a lot to worry about at your home shopping channel as well. For instance... you must have quite a bill to pay.]

[Pardon?]

The show host burst out laughing as if he understood.

[Hahaha... Ah, you don't mean the products that the 'Friend of Talk Shows' gave away as gifts on his own whim, do you? He said you bought them all, Mr. Braun, but I guess that was a lie?]

I feel a hand grabbing my head.

[Don't you worry. The payment... this 'Friend of Talk Shows' will take care of it himself.]

[Oh.]

The Host let out a sigh.

[My, there seems to have been a misunderstanding. That's not what I meant. I meant...]

...

[The broadcast fee.]

[...Pardon?]

[The home shopping channel was broadcast on this Braun's Late-Night Talk Show, wasn't it? Goodness, do you know how far my talk show is broadcast?]

[...!!]

[And today was even a special. Oh, 'Remembering Tuesday's Delight, Tuesday's Heat, Tuesday Quiz Show'!]

The cultured and pleasant voice recites smoothly.

[Far away, far beyond, into the deep, today's talk show was broadcast through all sorts of media and every possible means...]

[...]

The show host turned to look at me.

I smiled faintly.

-Even though it's an expensive place to broadcast from, this kind of thing works well! Is it because it's an isolated place?

That's what you said, right? I haven't forgotten.

[W-wait a minute...]

[That tiny studio in that remote place must have had a hard time affording the already high broadcast fee, yet you had the courage to answer 'we will broadcast'... Oh, I was deeply impressed. I truly was.]

[Host,]

[But...]

[Can you really pay for it right now?] 

[Th-that is.]

[It seems to be difficult. It must be an astronomical cost, oh dear...]

[Please wait a moment...! Of course we can arrange it. Of course it's possible! In the meantime...]

[My, it seems you don't know that persuasion is meaningless. The broadcast fee is collected automatically. Now...]

All the lights in the studio went out.

[It's time to seize]

Chapter 302

Delusion Home Shopping #4-168 Studio.

In the filming studio, where darkness and silence had suddenly fallen after the lights went out, only the pleasant male voice flowing from the smartphone in my hand echoed alone.

The Host's voice.

[Come to think of it, 'Friend of Talk Shows', you must not be familiar with the Forced Transmission Fee Collection Method yet.]

I lifted my head and saw the face of the Delusion Home Shopping Show Host, filled with terror.

He looked like a ghost screaming, every orifice of his face widened.

[Shall we find out? You will be able to watch it live, right before your eyes...]

[No, don't d-.]

[First, there's the fee charged by the platform. Oh, the Late-Night Talk Show is broadcast through the time-honored ■■■■■k. The price for another company's program from the same time slot attempting to piggyback on our broadcast in such an isolated, remote place is...]

He explained affectionately.

[Hmm, it will be about the same as the security deposit for this humble, shabby studio.] 

[No!]

I raised my hand.

My hand was shaking. 

No.

The entire studio was shaking.

[It has begun.]

[Wait, just stop for a second!]

As if in response to that scream, the vitality began to drain from the studio.

 "...!"

Like a freshly baked, hot loaf of bread turning into a cold, dry, moldy lump of grain, some kind of vibrant energy that constituted the studio was being sucked away.

Upward.

Toward some bizarre, immense, deep, distant, and more multi-layered dimension that defies description.

If the studio were a living thing, it would have just died. 

I thought I heard its dying scream...

Soon, everything grew chillingly cold.

[There... the studio's security deposit has been collected.]

[Noooooo!]

[Oh, so you do know how to be dramatic. I thought you had no talent, just repeating the same lines over and over.]

The Show Host collapsed to the floor.

His arms, stuck to the floor, evoked a strange and repulsive horror.

The alien, old voice from the smartphone spoke in a gentlemanly, soft tone.

[Well then...]

...

[The transmission fee that the Late-Night Talk Show is owed still remains.]

 The Show Host jerked his head up.

[The price for using my program for your advertisement, for this tremendous act of broadcasting a home shopping survival show live on my program.]

[Oh, don't worry too much. It's just...] 

[Taking this studio as it is should suffice.]

[Wait! You didn't say you were taking money! I just said I would broadcast it! If it meant paying money, I wouldn't have...]

[Goodness, isn't something so obvious fine even if it's not explicitly stated?] 

[...!]

The Host had just thrown the Show Host's own words back at him.

Pale as a sheet, the Show Host begged his creditor in a trembling voice.

[Wait, just... Mr. Braun, no, Mr. Host. Please listen to me. I have always respected you. Haha, the Entertainer of the era. How I've worshipped your shows!]

[Oh.]

[Haven't I been extremely cooperative until now? And didn't we have a good relationship? Delusion Home Shopping even provided Teddy Bears to the Late-Night Talk Show, free of charge!]

[Ah, of course, I remember.]

For a moment, the Show Host's face brightened. 

But.

[Thank you. Then I will now collect.] 

[Aaaaaargh!]

Snap.

There was the sound of fingers snapping.

Flames engulfed the entire corpse of the chilled studio.

For a moment, I thought I saw the figure of the Show Host, Red Friday, screaming amidst the flames...

[Ta-da.]

It all vanished. 

"..."

As if it had never been there.

Where the studio once stood, there was now only an empty, black space.

It left behind only a single A4 notice posted on a door at the far end, which seemed to lead to a platform.

For Lease

■■■■ - ■■■ - ■■■■■

[And that's it. That was how to collect a transmission fee from a con artist!]

Clap, clap, clap, clap!

Holding the smartphone in one hand, I clapped enthusiastically by hitting the back of my other hand.

My god, what magnificent skill!

And what a refreshing ending! It was a shame it couldn't be broadcast on the talk show!

 "Are you perhaps going to talk about Delusion Home Shopping on the next talk show?"

[Hahaha, my friend, even a mention is a form of attention. There's a reason we haven't put any jokes about Delusion Home Shopping in the script until now.]

"I see... I understand."

But another question raised its head. 

"Um, what happened to the Show Host?"

[Hmm, he escaped during the collection. He's probably holed up at the Delusion Home Shopping headquarters, sobbing his eyes out.]

[Now, shall we walk a little?]

I realized that a huge gentleman in a suit was now walking beside me.

Patting my shoulder as if praising an employee, he walked through the darkness where the empty 'Delusion Home Shopping Studio' had been.

With the sound of his dress shoes.

And on the wall of that empty place, a black-and-white poster had appeared. 

A Friday Gift for You

A Miraculous Price! A Magical New Product!

Delusion Home Shopping

[Originally, Delusion Home Shopping was an advertising program that used to air randomly, mostly on Fridays. It seems to have lost its identity at some point.]

When the hand in a leather glove swiped across the poster, it vanished as if by magic.

[Now that it's lost its newly built studio, it will learn its place and conduct business humbly.]

[That's right. 'Getting back to basics,' what a pleasant ring that has.] 

"That's really amazing, Host!"

[Oh my, you don't have to call me that, my friend. I'm your friend, Braun!] 

But isn't it only natural to want to show respect that comes from the heart? 

My heart swelled for a moment, but I soon remembered the important things.

"Um, the temporary contract workers who were in the studio... what will happen to us?"

[Oh, the Late-Night Talk Show has also acquired this studio's employment contracts, so you will soon be transferred to the talk show studio.]

"Then, will the Residents of Sekwang Special City who were tied here become Late- Night Talk Show crew members too?"

[The opportunity is open to those who are prepared to work hard!] 

What a relief!

'Giving them a chance to work at the Late-Night Talk Show, and they get to escape Sekwang Special City, too!'

It felt great to be able to give a new opportunity to the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City who must have had a hard time, bound to the Delusion Home Shopping studio where there was neither fun nor fulfillment.

"What about my party members?"

[After working one day at the talk show, we will send them home with their wages. Oh, it's only right to treat them according to their employment contracts.]

"Thank you!"

I smiled brightly and bowed my head. 

'This turned out really well.'

Everyone would even get to enjoy a fun and rewarding day at the Late-Night Talk Show! So...

... 

'Huh?'

A strange sense of unease twisted in my stomach. 

Hadn't I forgotten something?

[Now, now, my friend. It's time to enjoy your reward. Have you forgotten? You are the first-place winner!]

"Ah!"

I let out a cry, then became a little crestfallen.

"But Host, the studio is already empty... I don't think it will be possible to receive the promised prize money."

Wouldn't it be difficult unless I went to the Delusion Home Shopping headquarters and filed a lawsuit?

"That's a shame. I expected it to be quite a large sum, being a percentage of the sales revenue. I thought I'd be able to pay back the money I borrowed from you, Host..."

Besides, hadn't the Host bought all the gifts for me! 

I'd have to pay that back too...

[Goodness! You really don't have to worry about that. Didn't I say you could pay me back slowly? And my friend, let's just consider the gifts as actual gifts. Now...]

Snap.

With the sound of fingers snapping, an open warehouse door appeared in the empty space where there had been nothing.

Inside... it was filled with Delusion Home Shopping's merchandise. 

"...!"

[Here, these are the items collected from this studio. Take as much as your prize money is worth from among them.]

My god.

[I will bill Delusion Home Shopping for the payment. Now then, hurry and choose the items you want!]

"Thank you!"

I quickly opened the warehouse door and went inside. 

My heart pounded.

The items were diverse. 

From things that made my heart race, guessing what they were from what I'd read on the Wiki, to things whose purpose I couldn't be sure of but was so curious about I just had to open them.

The first thing that caught my eye!

'Happy Maker.'

An essential. I hastily packed a dozen of them. 

And, and...

 '...Crazy.'

Something huge was occupying a section of the warehouse. 

The Blood Bath.

It wasn't the cozy footbath edition I had bought.

The curved body with a black lattice pattern, the elegant, pure white ceramic tub gleamed, and its feet were finished in gold.

That thing, from whose equally golden, heavy, and shiny faucet hot water looked ready to pour out at any moment.

The Fountain of Youth Bathtub, wrapped in vinyl, grabbed a person's feet. 

'...Should I take it?'

It occurred to me that it would be a great gift for the Host! But I forced myself to look away.

'F-First, I have to pick things that will help with the exploration.'

Right. 

Things that would help make the exploration of Sekwang Metropolitan City easier. 

To uncover the secrets more safely and quickly with my party members...

...

Ah. 

"Host."

[My friend calls for me.]

"...What happens to my party members who died?"

[Oh, we will do as they wish. They can work for just one day as per their contract and go home, or they can strive to continue working at the Late-Night Talk Show.]

[If they are afraid of disappearing when the contract ends, that is!]

 "..."

Wait.

Wait, wait, wait...!

"So, um... when the employment contract ends, do they die?"

 [Hmm? Hahaha, my friend, they won't be able to die again.] 

[Because they are already dead!]

My blood ran cold.

[They were working while dead, so when it ends, you should see it as them returning to their original state. As unmoving, will-less, ego-less... corpses.]

"..."

Like Mr. Jang Heowoon, employed by the Resort, becoming a ghost story himself. 

Either that, or returning to a state of death.

But if that happened at the Late-Night Talk Show, that would be...

 'They'd be dying outside of Sekwang Metropolitan City...!'

Just death. 

The end.

 'No.'

Then can't they just keep working at the talk show? No, that's... No!

I placed a hand over my heart. 

The Contamination, I have to break free from the Contamination. 

Right now, as a crew member of the Late-Night Talk Show, in a contaminated state, I'm making an absurd judgment, I...

[There, there... let's not try so hard, my friend.]

The Host patted my back. 

And he spoke warmly.

[Isn't this a sufficient achievement? Wonderful showmanship, a dizzying climax, and even a catharsis that explodes like fireworks! It was splendid.]

[I'm telling you to enjoy this achievement, my friend!]

[...Perhaps, this is the end of a chapter... The ending where you return to your true workplace.]

"..."

[Of course, it would be difficult to enjoy a celebration in a space like this. Now, the crew is cheering and preparing a party. Let's us too head back to the talk show stud-.]

"No."

I shoved the Contamination back into the tattoo.

An overwhelming sense of repulsion and pressure, as if my skin were being peeled off and my flesh torn away.

"...!"

The Contamination of the Late-Night Talk Show was tidied away with brute force.

The magically sparkling happiness, comfort, anticipation, and soaring passion vanished as if they were a lie.

And in their place, emptiness, fear, worry, and pain revealed themselves again. 

Like this empty, for-lease space.

"Heok."

I gasped for breath.

"That... I'm sorry, but I'll have to refuse, Braun. I... want to continue exploring this place."

[...]

"I have to explore and find out the truth."

The truth of the Cheerful Research Institute, and of my summoning, which is tied to this Extinction-class Disaster.

And a way to get the people trapped here out.

...

[Very well.]

Braun's hand fell away.

[I told you. That a Good Friend will always accompany you on your adventure, on your journey...]

"...Right."

But at the same time, he'll try to end my journey and drag me to the talk show's ending the moment he sees an opening.

If it seems like I'm harming the 'fun of the scene,' he won't help me even if I beg. 'It'll always be like that.'

In the past, I felt confusion, fear, or disappointment about it... but now I know there's no need for that.

This TV-headed friend is a ghost story. 

That was a truth that would not change.

But, let's not forget that he is also my friend. 

"...Separately, though."

I said.

"Thanks for today. You had some fun too, right? We worked pretty well together."

[You state the obvious! Have you forgotten where your showmanship comes from? Did you not learn it from this Braun...]

It's a precarious balance, but let's maintain it well. So as not to lose trust and friendship.

'Hoo.'

And then, I swallowed and said.

"So... about the first-place prize money." 

[Hmm?]

"Could I choose something other than the items here? For example... something like an employment contract."

[...An employment contract, you say?]

"The daily-hire contracts. You took the labor force as property, right? Then I think I should be able to receive them as prize money. Not many..."

Two people.

"...I'd like to receive the contracts for Agent Bronze and Assistant Manager Falcon."

[The ones who are already dead.]

"..."

[Alright. My friend. I see what you're thinking. You'll take the employment contracts and set them free... is that it? So that they can escape this blockaded city through death!]

[...But is such a thing truly possible?] 

What?

[Mr. Roe Deer. You are not a studio. You don't have a place you operate in this isolated location, so how will you 'release them from here'?]

My vision turned white.

[It's impossible! They will simply become spirits remaining in dead bodies.]

[In a state where they can no longer escape this city through death. Oh, that's right...]

"..."

[Even if you summon them back to this empty place that was a studio and tear up their employment contracts, that fact will not change.]

"...Then."

I opened my mouth, pale as a sheet.

 "They're trapped?"

[That's right. Correct.]

Agent Bronze and Assistant Manager Falcon can no longer awaken from the nightmare of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Chapter 303

I remember the first time I opened my eyes in the subway of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The relief of waking up in a human body, the confusion, and the chilling horror.

Even the misery of dying with a noose around my neck at the very end.

But at some point, all those sensations grew dull and numb.

'I'll come back to life anyway.'

Just like a game.

Even though what I went through in Sekwang Metropolitan City was terrible, I never walked around with that same sharp, constant fear of survival I'd felt in the Darknesses—as if every step could break the ice beneath me.

At some point, I even started to think of dying by taking a euthanasia pill as just a means of transportation to the outside.

That unconscious complacency, thinking that there would be no casualties even in the worst-case scenario.

And so, I face the result.

The exploration members trapped in a ghost story, their consciousness remaining in their dead bodies.

…Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Agent Bronze.

[Oh, even in a dead body, they will be able to think and move as if they were alive in this place.]

[Even if their entire body rots away and only bones remain, they might be able to clatter

their bones and move. Or perhaps they won't be able to move as their nerves and muscles rot? Come to think of it, if the brain and bones are separated, we could even confirm which part the consciousness remains in!]

[Oh, my friend, it is heartbreaking, but is it not an interesting inquiry…?]

"..."

No.

No.

There must be a way. For it to end just like that is...

'Actually, it's a common occurrence in this world.'

I froze.

People going missing in ghost stories, dying, suffering fates worse than death, and even after death, their egos slowly collapsing in eternal agony.

Or enduring it all with a sane mind.

Weren't all those things, so chilling to even imagine, the very reason for this world's existence in the first place?

That's what the thrill of the <Dark Exploration Records> meant.

In the 'Exploration Records,' anyone could meet a terrible end beyond imagination.

Without any context or grand significance.

And if this is that end...

'No.'

I gritted my teeth. That's the Exploration Records, and this is reality. No, even in the

Exploration Records, if you add a consistent explanation, you can change things.

'Something I can do.'

Something I can somehow try to do...

-Mr. Roe Deer. You are not a studio. The place you operate is not in this isolated location, so how will you 'release them from this place'?

I lifted my head.

At the single notice posted in the empty space, left after Delusion Home Shopping was 'foreclosed.'

Lease Inquiry

■■■■-■■■-■■■■■

"…What if I lease this place?"

[Oh!]

If I occupy this empty space in this Afternoon station.

"If I run this place like Delusion Home Shopping, I'll have a 'place I operate' in Sekwang Metropolitan City. Then I can release the two of them from this 'place of operation.' Right?"

[A persuasive inference, Mr. Roe Deer!]

I immediately tried to read the contact number written under the lease inquiry.

■■■■-■■■-■■■■■

…I can't read it clearly. My head felt strangely muddled, and a wave of nausea washed over me.

But my hand was unconsciously dialing the censored number on my smartphone.

The unreadable, censored number was displayed on the screen, and I pressed the call button.

A strange, monotonous mechanical connection tone sounded.

Doo-woo-woo-woo-

Click.

-ThisistheBloodBroadcastingStationIfyouwishtoleaseaspacepress■Ifyouwishtorepayablooddebtpress■Ifyouwishtotoappearonabroadcastpress■

I pressed ■ to lease a space.

-ConfirmedWewillsendyouatextmessagewiththecostoftheleasedspaceatyourlocationThankyou

Click.

The call ended and a text message arrived.

The smartphone screen flickered bizarrely, the words blinking...

Leased Space: Commercial (Store and Office)

Payment Item: Fresh Blood (sentient being) 

Security Deposit: 7999L 

Monthly Payment: 59L

"…!"

I now understood why this station was named 'Blood Broadcasting Station.'

'The cost… is blood.'

A chill ran down my spine at the abnormality of it, not knowing if it was malice or a distortion.

[Hmm, quite reasonable. You'll take a slight loss in the process of converting gold to blood… but it's impressively cheap, as the location is poor!]

Cheap?

That?

They say a human body has roughly 4L of blood.

If so, that amount is equivalent to wringing out every last drop of blood from about 15 people...

"…If I use all my remaining survival prize money, except for the two daily employment contracts… can I buy that much blood for the deposit?"

[It would be difficult. You wouldn't be able to get even a fifth of it!]

"..."

[But do not worry...]

[You can just borrow from this Braun again, can you not?]

The one making the kind offer warmly placed a hand on my shoulder.

"..."

I lifted my head.

"…First, I'd like to make another lease inquiry."

[Excellent. How much would you like to borrow, my friend?]

"…More importantly, could you possibly relay my words to them, Braun? You're more of a business expert than I am."

[My, such an appropriate request is hard to refuse!]

"…Thanks."

I wiped the cold sweat from my forehead as I watched the host's gloved hand begin to make a call on my smartphone in the darkness.

…Actually, the first thing that came to mind was to pull money from the Resort.

'But I can't do that.'

It was impossible to pour in an even more astronomical amount of the Resort's currency.

'Because… that would have a negative impact on the Resort's operation.'

And I, as a Mascot, cannot commit an act that would openly cause a negative impact.

Sprinkling some currency and gifts fell under the category of promotion, so I had been doing it without issue, but the story changes when it reaches the level of a 'security deposit.'

This was just an isolated city subway station with almost no practical benefit for promoting the theme park.

'Investing that much money is impossible with the identity of a Mascot.'

And around that time, the same strange, emotionless voice I heard before started coming from the smartphone.

[I'm connected.]

"Thanks. Then, please ask this."

I swallowed.

"…Is it possible to lease only a part of the space? About 1/10th of the total area, no, 1/20th."

[Hoh!]

Yes.

'If I can't lease it all, a part of it should be fine.'

The important thing is that the place exists, and then the terms of the daily employment contracts can be naturally inherited…!

[They say it's possible.]

I clenched my fist.

[They say they will provide the security deposit and rent costs.]

And Braun informed me as follows.

Leased Space: Commercial (1-20) 

(Store and Office)

Payment Item: Fresh Blood (human) 

Security Deposit: 499L 

Monthly Payment: 3L

[Hmm, it has become a modest sum.]

This is it.

It's not exactly 1/20th of the price, but I could definitely afford this much with my prize money.

[Shall I deduct it from your prize money, my friend?]

"…Yes. Please use that for the security deposit."

And at that moment.

The lease inquiry notice moved.

And in its place, a 'space' appeared.

"…!"

The notice that had been right next to the stairs had moved to the opposite wall, and a crimson line appeared inside the glass door where the notice had been attached.

A small, rectangular space.

It was the size I had spoken of leasing, an incomparably small space compared to Delusion Home Shopping.

And in the corner, a red mailbox had appeared.

Instead of its characteristic letter logo, the mailbox was covered with a crimson inverted cross, as if smeared with a finger dipped in dried blood.

And even a notice.

Blood Broadcasting Station Monthly Payment: Unpaid

It seemed this was where I was supposed to pay the rent.

In that case…

[Well then, will you be deducting the rent from your prize money as well?]

"Wait."

I began to pay the rent myself.

[…Mr. Roe Deer?]

I pushed my arm into the mailbox slot.

Then I took out the combat knife from the supplies I had brought and slit my arm.

My blood poured into the mailbox along with a jolt of pain.

"…!"

But with desperation and tension, even the pain wasn't that strong.

'This reminds me of what I did with the Blood Bath.'

I heard the sound of liquid dripping from my hand inside the slot.

[Good heavens, my friend! What are you doing?]

"Saving prize money."

Just before I was about to lose consciousness, I slowly drank a low-grade regeneration potion.

To recover gradually.

And only after the bleeding stopped did I pull my hand out of the box.

…It seems I paid about half.

"Braun, could you deduct only the amount of rent I haven't paid yet from my prize money?"

With this, I should be able to get more items from Delusion Home Shopping.

'I can't miss this chance.'

I had to do everything I could.

I can't be complacent anymore.

[Oh my god...]

[The viewers must be fainting. That must have made for a truly shocking thumbnail cut.]

I smiled bitterly. I heard Braun sigh and snap his fingers.

And...

Monthly Payment: Paid

As the inverted cross mailbox disappeared along with its mark, the lights came on in the small space I had leased.

"…!"

And at the same time, the huge Black Silhouette of the host that had been next to me in the darkness was gone.

But his voice, as always, remained by my side as a 'Good Friend,' continuing the conversation even in the bright space.

Still lamenting what I had just done.

[Yes. In any case, you now have a small space that you can operate, Mr. Roe Deer.]

[But what kind of shop will you run? More importantly… who will you entrust its operation to? My friend, who has much to do in this area, won't be able to be cooped up in a small shop running a business!]

[But if you were to sneak away that unsophisticated Caretaker from the Resort, your beautiful and humble Resort would be without a manager. They will end up calling for you...]

"..."

Regarding that, there was just one thing.

One method that came to mind...

I reached my hand into my tattoo.

And, from within, I pulled out the bisected corpse I still hadn't disposed of.

Kim Heowoon.

Shlk

…The new employee who had been sliced in two and killed by a Nameless Brilliant Cult executive in front of the Main Building elevator.

The one who grew up in the same facility as Jang Heowoon, who came back to life when Jang Heowoon's wish was granted with a Wish Ticket.

And.

-Just as you took in Jang Heowoon, could you take all of us in as well?

The person who had pleaded to be hired by me.

[Oh, but this is… a corpse, is it not? A corpse cannot sign an employment contract!]

That's right.

"But this person already verbally expressed his intention to join."

If so, I can conduct an 'interview' to ask if that intention remains unchanged.

If what I create here is a part of the 'Flower Golden Resort.'

If it is that magical space…

[Impressive! So… will you begin now?]

"..."

I nodded, then placed a hand on my chest while standing inside the 'space' I had leased.

And I called forth the Contamination of the 'Flower Golden Resort.'

The yellow Mascot.

The thick costume enveloped me, and the softness of that thick cottony mass settled in.

I  w i l l  s t a r t

I thumped my chest in a presentable, mascot-like way.

But inside the costume, my hands were trembling.

'Is this the right thing to do?'

To bring back someone who died miserably as something from a ghost story, just to save my companions?

Even though I clearly saw that even Jang Heowoon couldn't recover from the Contamination after he died, is doing something like this… really right?

I wondered if it would be better to call Jang Heowoon instead, but calling him would mean completely giving up on the possibility of him recovering as a human.

Sticking him here would mean stopping his treatment at the Disaster Management Bureau.

I felt like I was making an irreversible decision, but there was no other way. I had to somehow get the daily employment contracts today and free those two from their hellish end.

'I have to do it, I have to do it...'

I have to bear it.

And the Resort is a good place. I will treat my employees very, very humanely...

So let's do it.

H e r e

I raised a forepaw and declared.

R e s o r t

S o u v e n i r  S h o p

The small space sparkled.

The magic of the Pleasant Theme Park began to imbue the place declared as a zone of the Resort.

A part of the terrible, fun, pleasant, and beautiful Resort.

The interior wasn't done yet, but the declaration alone was enough for now.

And I summon it.

The Resort Employee Employment Contract.

'...'

I looked down at the bisected corpse and asked his intention.

W i l l  y o u  w o r k ?

At that, the corpse began to join together.

The upper and lower halves attached, and a neat belt, as if for an interviewee, fastened between them, engraved with the Pleasant Theme Park logo.

Soon, color returned to his face, and a hairstyle and clothes suitable for a Resort job applicant wrapped around his body like winding tape.

And he opens his eyes.

H e l l o

I expect it.

That this person's dead ego, completely contaminated by the Pleasant Theme Park Resort, will react to me like a Mass-produced Mascot.

And so, I will operate this space using a dead person as an employee...

"Sir?"

...

...!!

"Sir? This place is… no, where on earth am I? Did you… hire me?"

A bewildered face.

A gentle expression and tone of voice.

And confused gestures and expressions.

I realize.

He is sane.

Not a contaminated, subservient mind.

"I'm sure, my waist was… uh, huh?"

His face paling as if he remembered being cut in half, Kim Heowoon fumbled at his waist, then lifted his head in expectation and tension, as if he understood.

"Did you… fix me?"

S o m e t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t

"Th-thank you."

And I realized.

That person recognized me as the Golden Mascot at a glance, even though he had only ever seen me in my 130666 form.

He's definitely not in a normal human state. But how can he seem so… rational and normal?

As if he's not contaminated...

'…Wait a minute.'

It was like a bolt of lightning went through my head.

Assistant Manager Minseong, too, had his ego restored as soon as he entered here in a state of extreme Contamination.

What if… that wasn't a condition limited to the living?

'No way.'

No way...

'...'

I called a name.

My employee, whom I could now summon through a 'connection' since a Resort zone now existed here.

B i s o n

Chapter 304

The last time I met Jang Heowoon. …No, the 'last time I called him,' he appeared, still as a Resort employee.

A ghost story working at the Ghost Story Resort.

Once human, but no longer human, an eerie existence.

But the one before my eyes now is...

"Uh, so, I… huh?"

A person.

"Brother!"

He seems so human. To the point where, upon making eye contact with Kim Heowoon, he bursts into tears and they embrace each other.

It's the image of a person reunited with family they thought was dead.

A person, in the form of a person...

[Oh, how moving. A family reunion!]

...!

Right.

Just because he's expressing emotions naturally doesn't necessarily make him human.

'In the first place, if he were human, he couldn't have appeared like this.'

The person named Jang Heowoon was dead, and only the Resort employee remained, which is why he could be summoned to this 'Leased Space' I had designated as a new Resort site.

So, in other words...

It's a state closer to 'still Darkness, but appearing as if he has regained his living persona'… is what it is.

'…How on earth?'

Something, be it wonder or fear, runs down my spine.

In the meantime, having barely finished his reunion, Jang Heowoon turns to me and spoke. 

"Uh, Mascot. Thank you…! Is this also something you did for me…?"

…I silently watched the employee, then asked.

W h o

a r e

y o u ?

He flinches.

"…Pardon? I, well…  I'm Bison, I mean…  I used to work at Daydream, and, uh, I'm Bison, who came to work at the Resort."

W h o

a m

I?

As if he's realized something, Jang Heowoon's expression changes.

"I know that you, Mascot, …were Mr. Roe Deer."

…!

"Ever since I was on the Cleanup team, I've only received a lot of help from you...Mascot."

Jang Heowoon swallows hard.

"I… died. Right?"

...

"In that Resort room, at the hands of another employee... And you saved me, and that's why… I survived as an employee of the Flower Golden Resort… is that correct?"

C o r r e c t

"...Yes."

Jang Heowoon, who had been hanging his head, soon continued in a slightly brighter, almost artificially constructed tone.

"I was definitely in a place like a hot spring where the agents were, and I even faintly regained my self-awareness there."

Ah.

'So it wasn't completely without effect.'

Of course, it was such a faint change that it was judged that no meaningful recovery was possible, so the kind of despair that makes one's mouth turn bitter is that the feeling of hopelessness from being given false hope would have been greater.

But now, anticipation and tension swirl in Jang Heowoon's eyes.

"But now, my consciousness is clear. I, am I…recovered? Is this also something you do for your employees?"

At that moment, Kim Heowoon couldn't hold back and spoke with an anxious look.

"I, I want to be an employee too…! You, you saved me and brought me here to ask me that, didn't you? Should I just sign?"

Dying, coming back to life, not being human.

Even though they've experienced these insane occult events several times, the two men raised in the Nameless Brilliant Cult's facility treat me with a strange sense of normalcy.

It creates a bizarre chill.

And my thoughts deepen...

I f    y o u    s i g n

y o u    h a v e    t o    w o r k

I pointed with my forepaw.

H e r e

"Here… you mean."

A slightly bewildered look appears on the two figures' faces.

An empty, vacant space connected to the platform.

A small commercial space, not even 50 square meters.

F o r  a  w h i l e

h e r e

y o u  c a n  n o t  l e a v e

"…!"

Right.

'You can't leave with your sanity intact…'

The moment they leave, their living personality will disappear again, and only the employee from the Resort's ghost story will remain.

In the end, it means they have to stay, practically trapped in this space.

In a cramped space of less than 35 square meters.

S o r r y

O n l y  h e r e

a r e  y o u  l i k e  t h i s

And if I get rid of this space, they have to return to the Resort. And there, they can't exist with their living personalities like this.

A moment of silence passed.

But.

"…I'll still stay here."

…!

"If this is also part of the Resort, I think it'll be fine."

Then, as if checking my reaction, he adds a word.

"Uh, and if I can work with my brother… I'll be able to work more happily."

"Yes, I'm used to being in small spaces. I can do well…!"

The 'Heowoons' answered as if actively appealing to me.

The pride a Mascot feels when seeing an enthusiastic employee and the complicated feelings of the human Kim Soleum simultaneously occupy my mind.

And both of them admit it.

That there is only one answer right now.

A l r i g h t

I had Kim Heowoon sign the employment contract.

"So, what kind of work should I do?"

S e l l  s o u v e n i r s

At that moment.

The material of the floor and ceiling of the space I had leased changed.

"…!"

Formal wood and golden decorations.

They were from the Flower Golden Resort.

And on a wooden stall that suddenly rises in the center, items are displayed.

The products and amenities sold at the Flower Golden Resort's gift shop.

And most importantly… the food items.

Good Child Chocolate Bar (Golden Edition),Flower Cookies,Garden Salad, and even hot dogs with the Pleasant Theme Park logo and a few other theme park foods.

[ Flower Golden Resort ]

S o u v e n i r   p o p - u p   s t o r e

It was a substitute for Delusion Home Shopping.

'Since that place was blown away, the survivors have lost one place to get food.'

That means life for the survivors on the train will become more difficult, and there was a high probability that it would have some negative impact on Ms. Go Yeongeun.

'So I have to replace it.'

There might be a risk of Contamination, but I figured it would be okay since I had procured food that was, as much as possible, 'edible for humans.'

'Even if I want to sell more or give it away for free… this is the limit.'

Surprisingly, bringing these items here from the Resort mainland incurred something like a 'shipping fee.'

'I have to consume coins rapidly to transfer them.'

It seemed possible only because this place, being a broadcast station, had some degree of 'connection' to ghost stories beyond Sekwang Metropolitan City.

I held back a sigh.

And.

B e  c a r e f u l

o f  j e r k s

I  k i c k  t h e m  o u t

A Mass-produced Mascot was deployed.

'Since it's Resort territory.'

It would perform the basic functions of a Golden Mascot.

Fortunately, the employees could also step beyond the 35m^2  line I had drawn. If I, the Resort's Mascot, allowed it.

'Hoo.'

…It was just a relief that their range of movement, even if only within Afternoon Station, had widened.

[Impressive. To be honest, it's not a choice that greatly benefits the Resort… but there is a certain fun in pioneering a new path.]

[Your two employees look happy too! My, a good employer like my friend is rare.]

…I doubt that, but it was still a relief.

'Hoo.'

But still, seeing the two dead people, the ghost stories, laughing, talking, and moving like ordinary people, evoked a strange feeling.

How is this possible?

'Supervisor Park Minseong and I… at least we weren't dead.'

It's not even because it's a dream. Because they were truly summoned into Sekwang Metropolitan City.

For them to be able to appear so human-like despite that, perhaps...

'A characteristic of Sekwang Metropolitan City…?'

Wait a minute.

-And I heard strange words. To heaven? To paradise… I think it meant something like that...

Could it be that the disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The Cheerful Research Institute's research on heaven or paradise...

Is it related to that phenomenon?

W a i t

Leaving the employees behind, I looked beyond the empty space of the shop where the lease sign was displayed.

'As I thought.'

Just like when Hanbit Library was closed, a normal waiting room was connected beyond it.

I passed through the waiting room, headed to the opposite platform, and...

'…!'

…I discovered some shocking news from the facilities there.

But even that shock had to be pushed aside for now in the face of the immediate task.

There was something more important right in front of me.

Agent Bronze and Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

Terminating the daily employment contracts of the dead.

***

"Assistant manager."

Eun Haje opened her eyes.

In front of her, her hubae was looking down at her with a pale complexion.

"Roe."

Eun Haje reflexively checked if all her limbs were intact, then frowned as she looked around.

"Are we still in Sekwang City?"

"..."

Beside her, the stiff-necked Old Man of a public servant was coming to his senses just

like her.

What that meant was that he was still raising his somewhat stiff, dead body.

Honestly, it was a gruesome sight.

'I'm going through all sorts of things.'

To think I'd even move around as a corpse.

"I'm sorry. I..."

"What are you talking about, this again?"

Eun Haje flicked her juniors forehead.

"We all agreed to come in here together in the first place, and we were just unlucky to take the Euthanasia Drug first. Isn't that right, Old Man public servant?"

"…Yes."

Shock was etched in the agent's eyes, but greater than that was composure and relief.

'He seems to be thinking it's a relief that Soleum is fine and the others seem to have

gotten out safely.'

The same was true for Eun Haje herself.

Still, she asked for confirmation.

"What about the others? I vaguely heard you did something like the greatest show on earth on a live broadcast, and that some home shopping thing was getting seized. We were organizing luggage in the warehouse."

"It's roughly similar, but it wasn't anything like the greatest show on earth... Anyway, the others got out safely."

"Alright."

Then that's fine.

Eun Haje craved a cigarette, but she didn't pull one out here. She wasn't sure if she could smoke with a dead body.

Besides, the place they were in now looked like some kind of shop.

"What is this place?"

"Ah. This is a safe place. I rented it. Through a lease contract."

Rented it?

She had a bad feeling.

Kim Soleum smiles. Behind him, she could see the figure of a person, who looked somewhat familiar...

"…Agent Hwagak?”

"…!"

Ryu Jaekwan shot up, trying to immediately check the figure behind him. Kim Soleum rushed to stop him.

"Calm down, Agent."

"What on earth happened?"

"It would be best to go outside and talk."

"Roe."

Eun Haje deliberately shook her dead body in a somewhat comical way.

"We…  hiss. It seems like it'll be hard for us to get out."

"No!"

Kim Soleum urgently pulled out two pieces of paper from his pocket. They were the daily employment contracts they had signed.

"I've obtained both of your contracts. If we terminate these, you can get out of

here..."

And his expression hardened.

"Roe?"

The contract

can't be terminated.

'…Why?'

Kim Soleum, whose vision went dizzy as if he were falling, realized in the next moment.

'It was too weak…!'

The idea of leasing only a tiny part of the Leased Space ultimately led to a lack of control.

It could make the employees move as if they were alive, but the lessee of this lease contract didn't have the authority to cancel and terminate the subordination itself.

Because he didn't have that much power.

But that could be solved.

He could just borrow the security deposit!

"…There was a slight problem, but don't worry. I can solve it right away. That..."

"What kind of problem is it?"

"..."

"I asked what kind of problem it is. Agent Grapes."

"…It's probably because I contracted for too small a leased space. If I make a bigger contract..."

"Don't do it."

"…!"

"You shouldn't carelessly make contracts in a Supernatural Disaster! If you've already made one, at least don't increase its size."

Ryu Jaekwan grabbed Kim Soleum's arm.

"Agent, you knew that too, which is why you only contracted for this much, isn't it?"

"..."

"What did you do to lease this space? What price did you pay?"

"It's really fine."

Kim Soleum pulled his arm away.

"I handled it well. There's a safe way to borrow the remaining cost..."

"Are you out of your mind?!"

Oops.

"Never, ever entertain the idea of going into debt to a Supernatural Disaster!"

"..."

A look of fatigue briefly appeared on Kim Soleum's face, then quickly vanished, replaced by a composed expression.

"I'm already in debt."

"…!"

"The amount won't be much different. So..."

"You think it won't be??"

This crazy bastard!

Eun Haje quickly grabbed her junior and whispered.

"Have you ever once seen a good ending for a kid who kept borrowing from a monster in the Darkness and became a debtor?"

"..."

"You haven't. You know it too."

Kim Soleum's expression clouded over, then he gritted his teeth.

But Eun Haje didn't change her words.

"So just leave it for now."

"Assistant manager,"

"Don't forget. Our bodies are fine outside."

Eun Haje pointed to the air with her thumb.

Out there.

"You said this was an entry through a dream. A kind of coma."

"..."

"This is actually better. Since we're already dead, we don't have to worry about starving to death or Contamination."

"What kind of nonsense…!"

"It makes more sense than getting into lease-cost debt with a ghost story, so be quiet."

"..."

Eun Haje slapped the back of the now-silent Kim Soleum.

While exchanging a look with the agent.

"Let's just think of it as… having a long dream. Got it?"

In truth, she knows that's not it.

To be trapped in a vegetative state with your mind dead inside a nightmare's ghost story?That's the picture-perfect prelude to being processed as a missing person...

"Let's take the long view."

But this conclusion was sincere.

***

A few hours later.

We signaled a Train Shelter entering the platform and boarded it.

"Are you okay…!"

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who looked delighted with many things to say upon seeing us, simply welcomed us with a 'You've worked hard,' after seeing the drastically reduced number of people and the atmosphere.

And my two companions and I split up and moved.

Because our purposes were different.

"..."

Now that it's come to this, I can't just leave.

'I'll check the next station too.'

No, I will check the Cheerful Research Institute facilities at as many stations as possible, as quickly as possible. I will check for hidden elements and find a way to get people out of here, no matter what...

I recalled.

My reaction to the two people who said they would accompany me when I said I was going to the next station.

-You can't!

-...

-No, I mean… please, stay on the train as much as possible. If staying on the train isn't feasible, then at Afternoon Station, next to the stall, please just stay there and absolutely do not help with the work...

-Got it.

The hand that calmly patted my shoulder.

-I'll somehow rub my butt and squeeze onto the train, so don't worry. This Old Man will probably get more thick-skinned as he goes.

-...

-I'll find out whatever I can.

I had agreed to that.

'If they're on the train, they can remain in their complete forms.'

Then the two of them will be safe as well.

So right now, the two of them had gone to see Ms. Go Yeongeun's Auntie, who was said to manage the rear cars of this Train Shelter...

With a few bribes in hand for the person who was the conductor of the front cars.

'It's okay.'

And I, who will still be an outsider, decided to use what I had purchased from the street vendor in car 7 during my previous visit.

-Car 8 Accommodation Ticket Purchase Window

"Here you go."

The 'Train Accommodation Ticket' was a transit card with a serial number carved into it with an awl.

I handed the item to the shelter person guarding the door and was able to enter car 8 of the train.

Drrrk.

With the sound of the door opening, the last train car, furnished with blankets and shabby bedding, reveals itself.

I gasped for breath.

'Just one day… let's just sleep for one day and then move.'

So many things have happened that I don't even know if I'm making the right decisions right now.

Mr. Heowoon and Mr. Heo-on, the dead Assistant Manager and Agent, Sekwang Metropolitan City, Cheerful Research Institute, paradise, the talk show, the Resort...

'I need to rest.'

A human body, unlike 130666, needs to eat, sleep, and rest.

Let's just sleep first, and then think again.

I instinctively went to the seat at the very end and got into the bedding.

But I'm already asleep, so does sleeping again have any meaning? Such thoughts rage in my head, and sleep eludes me instead.

So I asked.

'Braun. The people whose contracts you took over, did they all… start working at the talk show?'

[That's right. Mr. Roe Deer! Hmm, they range from reasonably useful personnel to chaps who can barely manage to run errands.]

And among them would be my companions.

'…When my companions return home, could you deliver a letter from me?'

[That's not a difficult request, Mr. Roe Deer!]

I quickly wrote a letter from where I sat.

That the two of them were unable to leave Sekwang Metropolitan City while dead.

…That I bear responsibility for this matter.

But that I will find a way no matter what, and to do that, I will continue my exploration in Sekwang Metropolitan City for now.

So there was no need to panic even if I didn't wake up.

And...

Along with a request, though I was truly sorry, to please deliver that letter to Agent Choi as well.

'…Like this, please pass it on to Section Chief Lee Jaheon.'

[Mr. Roe Deer, I find it truly difficult to understand why my friend would leave a letter for a sword grunt in such a subservient manner... Goodness, a letter itself is more than he deserves.]

I thought he would say something like that, but I just placated him gently and finished my request to Braun.

'Thanks.'

And silence fell once more.

"..."

Inside the bright train car. Lying on the floor, I let my gaze wander aimlessly.

It was the last car, so there was no door, but the space had been finished off. My eyes grew increasingly blank as I stared at the panel bolted in with screws.

Screws, a metallic color, all of the same standard size, but some had wrinkles like patterns, perhaps worn down by the passage of time. For instance, the second screw from the left was like a logo...

'…Wait.'

It's a Daydream Potion cap.

"…!!"

I shot up.

I looked at the screw again.

My impression didn't change.

'That's right.'

I rummaged through my pocket and took out the bottle of a used, low-grade Regeneration Potion, and held its cap up to the screw...

…The pattern in the center matched.

"..."

I reached for the cap disguised as a screw and pulled with all my might.

There was resistance, but to my surprise, it popped right out.

And attached to the cap, a note rolled up like a screw revealed itself...

Oh~ You figured it out?

Then you're qualified to read this pro tip lol

"…!"

Read it well and do your best

At the very end of the note that began that way, the writer's name was written.

-Lee Kangheon

Chapter 305

Car 8 of the Train Shelter.

I stood frozen, looking at the note that came out from inside the Daydream Potion bottle after I unscrewed its cap, which bizarrely mimicked a screw on the wall.

To be precise, I was looking at the name of the 'writer' written on it.

'…Lee Kangheon?'

-K.LEE: I'm Assistant Manager Lee Kangheon from Team C haha

That was Agent Choi's undercover identity.

To be exact, it was the employee identity he had appropriated to dig up information at Daydream Inc.!

Then…

This is a note left by the employee whose identity was stolen?

'Wait a minute.'

I hurriedly read the text.

You're probably reading my writing in this madhouse, where the Cheerful Research Institute's research has failed and high-grade Darknesses are popping off left and right, right?

He's talking about Sekwang Metropolitan City!

(P.S. If you read the sentence above ↑ and don't know what it means, just skip to the last line and put the screw back in haha)

Here come the hot tips haha

I know it's hard enough just to stay alive with how crazy the situation is, but there's actually a way to get rid of this Darkness completely

I sucked in a breath.

The answer is Daydream Inc.

What?

Fundamentally, this whole mess happened because Daydream backstabbed the Research Institute. What a truly amazing company, anyway…

You want to clean up this mess?

My gaze dropped down in a rush, without me even realizing it.

Then somehow steal the dream incubator that Daydream Inc. copied

"…!!"

and install it in the remaining Cheerful Research Institute facility If you found this note, there's a high chance you're an employee of this company, so you

can at least give it a try

Sorry, but I can't do it

Good luck!

-Lee Kangheon

That was the end of the note.

'What is this crazy talk.'

It dumped such blunt and absurd information into the reader's head that the back of my own head tingled.

'Daydream?'

I reflexively recalled it.

The Dream Incubation Room I had discovered outside Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The desperate phrase scribbled in the research notes there, as if to obliterate them.

-Trickedtrickedtrickedtrickedtrickedtrickedtrickedtrickedtricked

In fact, looking at the circumstances, it all fit together like a puzzle.

Not only was Daydream using the Cheerful Research Institute's research and potions wholesale, but there was even a ghost story in the Main Building's basement about the Cheerful Research Institute's past form appearing.

…In fact, one of the traditional reasons ghost stories arise immediately came to mind.

'A grudge.'

That the Cheerful Research Institute had experienced an incident that would give it a bone-deep grudge against Daydream.

'…Besides.'

The research note, next to the broken dream incubator where I had woken up after drinking the Wish Ticket.

-Daydream found out they're raiding us it was another trick I hid it in the most crowded place before they could take Ireum-nim

'It was another trick.'

That expression meant they had been through it before.

'Just what the hell has this crazy pharmaceutical company been up to…'

Though, in a Ghost Story Worldview, it wasn't surprising that the very founding of a pharmaceutical company that grinds its employees to dust was stained with a terrible ghost story.

And also…

'…Steal a Daydream Dreaming Device and attach it to a Cheerful Research Institute facility?'

In context, and given where this was found… doesn't it sound like doing so would end the Extinction-class Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City?

"..."

I quickly looked around.

I was the only one in Car 8, but surely many survivors from Sekwang Metropolitan City must have used this car.

'If he installed this screw anticipating even that…'

It was clearly meant for any employee of Daydream Inc. among the survivors to see.

And I was the one who took it out.

'...'

[You seem to have a lot on your mind. Friend, this Braun is always ready to listen. Witty advice is a bonus!]

It's less that I have a lot on my mind… and more that my thoughts have flowed in another direction, making me more distraught.

Because if this note is true, there's a fact that can be inferred in reverse.

If reinstalling the dream incubator solves this situation…

'…It means Sekwang Metropolitan City ended up like this because the dream incubator went wrong in the first place.'

[Hoh!]

'But Daydream is now growing its business by using that dream incubator left and right.'

It was a chilling red flag.

And I know it.

The subtitle of this Wiki worldview.

No… its true title, in fact.

[Apocalypse Prophecy: Dark Exploration Record]

'...'

This is driving me crazy.

I held back a sigh and folded the note back up.

My head was throbbing, and my mind was a mess.

'I have no idea how far I need to think this through.'

This suspicious note, the future ahead, and what I must do.

I tossed and turned, lying on my side.

'Let's just sleep for now.'

And, the last thing I thought of before falling asleep.

…Separate from the note's content, there's something else that bothers me.

'It's similar.'

The way the self-proclaimed 'Lee Kangheon' of the note talks feels similar to Agent Choi's.

I reflexively tried to compare even the handwriting. But I could feel a distinct difference from Agent Choi's handwriting, which remained in my memory.

'The note's handwriting seems much worse.'

Besides, now that I think about it, the narrative structure doesn't make sense.

'If Agent Choi had gone so far as to work at Daydream, he'd be a Mary Sue character like no other.'

To think that a representative, big-name character from the early days of the Disaster Management Bureau actually had a background of having worked at Daydream in the past.

It's a format that's hard to exist in a multi-participant wiki, and even if it did, it couldn't last for long.

Because someone would try to kill him off or get rid of him somehow in the middle.

At the very least, the Dark Exploration Record from the era of big names like Agent Choi, that is, before the Nameless Brilliant Cult began to seriously expand its influence within the wiki, was like that.

This was a separate issue from the fact that there were parts of the wiki's content I couldn't remember.

A problem of plausibility.

'…Hoo.'

Maybe it was just some Daydream employee, about to die a dog's death trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City, who got pissed off and spread some clickbait information.

But these expressions, which made it seem like he knew all the details of the incident, were quite unsettling.

I guess that's why I started paying attention to his way of speaking.

'…Let's sleep.'

When I get out, I'll show this note to Agent Choi.

I closed my eyes once more and pulled the old blanket over my head.

And amidst all sorts of worries, concerns, and thoughts running wild, I drifted off to sleep, overcome by fatigue and exhaustion.

***

"Are you awake?"

"…Good morning."

I opened my eyes five hours later.

It was almost noon, but the lights inside the train were constantly on, making it difficult to tell if it was day or night.

"That's why there are cars where they cover the lights when it's time to sleep."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's aunt, the woman called the stationmaster, saw me coming out into Car 7 and raised her hand in greeting. We were in the middle of a short conversation about Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Agent Bronze's condition as well.

"They were accepted without any trouble."

That's a relief.

I let out a sigh.

'…It was a good thing I set up a store at Afternoon Station.'

My assertion that the two of them could regularly bring food from that store seems to have served as a very good card in the negotiations.

The Happy Maker I brought as a bribe seems to have had some effect as well.

'A powerful painkiller is welcome anywhere.'

I also thought of the Delusion Home Shopping Items I had diligently scraped together, leaving a little bit of my 'Home Shopping Survival prize money'.

Of course, no matter how good an item I slipped them as a bribe, it would only be for a moment, and I was a bit worried they would start hazing them from now on.

Still, it was a relief that Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who is skilled at infiltrating small societies like a former journalist, was there.

"From now on, the two of them will live next to the spot Yeongeun was given. It's in Car 6. It might be a little cramped, though."

"…Thank you."

"It's good to help if we can live by helping each other. This place was originally created that way in the first place."

The stationmaster, speaking calmly, had a rather weary face.

For reference, I also asked if 'there was a man in a suit and animal mask among the survivors who stayed in Car 8'.

"You all were the first… such people."

"I, I see…"

It ended like that.

As expected, it seems difficult to identify the 'Lee Kangheon' who left the note with something like this.

The stationmaster sighed.

"It's not for nothing that the people in the front cars were wary of you. Well, they have been showing… a strange sort of elitism lately."

"…Excuse me, are the tendencies of the people in the front and back cars very different?"

"Well, when a disaster like this strikes, people are bound to choose one of two things."

She shrugged.

"Either they become incredibly exclusive and act with group selfishness, or they become frantically active in gathering supplies."

"..."

"You could say the people in this Train Shelter are divided in two. Well, how about you stay in Car 8 a little longer, get used to the people here, and then try talking to them?"

"…I appreciate the offer, but it will be difficult for now."

I looked up and heard the stop announcement.

The next station is: High Noon Station...

"I'm planning to get off here."

I don't know how one can sleep again in a dream, but my head certainly felt a bit clearer after sleeping.

'I can move again now.'

And whether the note is true or not, whatever trouble Daydream has caused, my job doesn't change.

To explore the station.

To gather information and traces.

'…And this station, I can do it alone.'

But the stationmaster, who heard me say I would get off at this station, hardened her expression.

"…It will be dangerous. High Noon Station may sound quite nice by its name, but it's not actually such a place. Many people are more scared of it than Afternoon Station."

"It's alright. I've also heard roughly what kind of place it is. Still, it feels like someone has to go."

"Hoo…"

The stationmaster had a bitter expression, but she didn't try to stop me further. It must be a familiar occurrence in the midst of a disaster like this.

"How about you say goodbye to Yeongeun or your companions and leave at the next stop?"

"…No. It's fine."

They've just been accepted into the Train Shelter; there's no good in showing them immediately communicating with an outsider again.

I shook my head with a faint smile.

"I already said my goodbyes yesterday."

"…I see."

The stationmaster nods.

The doors are opening.

I stepped out of the train, through the door the stationmaster opened for me.

I saw a clean, modern subway platform, identical to the previous station.

Sekwang Transit Corporation

High Noon Station

"..."

I started walking down the platform.

Recalling the contents of the wiki, which had been updated long ago.

High Noon Station (Nap Shelter)

A subway station located in the center of Sekwang Metropolitan City's residential area.

It was a holy ground for commuters, with various types of homes like station-adjacent apartments, officetels, townhouse complexes, and villas.

On the Day of Disaster, countless people returned here, desperately praying to be able to go home, to meet their families, to live their daily lives as before.

They all failed.

Frustrated wishes, screams, and tears pooled at High Noon Station, swallowing numerous homes and constructing the Nap Shelter.

He who sets foot here will be welcomed as if he has come home.

And he shall rest.

All of them.

"..."

So, to put it simply, this station is located where Sekwang Metropolitan City's residential district used to be.

And it was a ghost story with a gimmick to match.

"Hoo."

I walked up the stairs from the platform to the concourse alone...

Sunlight poured down from the far end.

"...!"

…An open space unfolded.

It was a scene that was impossible to believe was an indoor concourse space.

Under a clear, sunny sky, a residential area with fences and small buildings came into view.

Lush green garden trees, the smell of lunch wafting from a house beyond the fence. It was a clear and warm scene.

It wasn't a brand-new apartment complex in a new city. It felt like a friendly neighborhood where houses remained, undeveloped.

…But that wasn't what surprised me.

"Where the hell is this!"

"Assistant Manager Lee, did you touch something? Wasn't it that thing you were fiddling with earlier?"

"No, sir! I didn't even touch any Darkness-related items!"

"This isn't inside a Darkness, is it? It's too normal for that."

"Call the Security Team first!"

People.

Dozens of people were chattering amongst themselves, standing beyond the fence near the platform stairs and looking around.

All of them were wearing white lab coats, and more than half had employee ID cards hanging around their necks, and…

A few of them were faces I knew.

Especially one person.

"Manager Kwak, by any chance, what were you doing just now..."

"Hmm? I was on my way to a meeting. Why, you think I threw all the researchers into a Darkness for an experiment? Hahaha!"

"R-Right?! Haha, it's not like we're the Cleanup team, you wouldn't do that."

…It was Kwak Jekang.

Those people, they are all employees of Daydream Inc.'s research team…!

'What is this crazy situation?'

My eyes almost popped out.

Why were Daydream people- no, not even the Field Investigation Team, but the research team, in the middle of this Sekwang Metropolitan City underground.

Dozens of them, bare-bodied in a top-grade Darkness sealed off by the Disaster Management Bureau…!

At that moment.

"…!!"

One of the research team members, who was looking around beyond the fence, spotted me.

I reflexively tried to hide, but I knew it was too late.

The research team member pointed at me.

To be precise, at my suit and… animal mask.

"F-Field Investigation Team??"

I'm going crazy.
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Suddenly, I spotted dozens of Daydream Researchers at Sekwang Special City Subway station.

And this insane reality where our eyes met.

'Damn.'

I reflexively brought my hand to my face.

What was hanging there was a mask with horns protruding like tree branches, just like always.

What that means is, I was wearing the exact same outfit as when I worked as Roe Deer.

'Shit...!'

There would definitely be researchers who'd recognize me.

'I didn't enter Sekwang Special City in my alien lizard body in case it might cause problems.'

Even though that strength might have been helpful, I gave it up for safety.

 It might affect my sleeping mind.

But instead, I ended up facing this mentally unhealthy emergency situation.

"What?"

"Field Investigation Team?"

The moment researchers started poking their heads out from beyond the fence, following the voice of the person pointing at me.

'...Wait a minute.'

I turned around and changed masks.

From a roe deer to a feline.

To the mask of my newly received identity.

"...Huh?"

The researcher who had been pointing at me made a dumbfounded expression and then shouted.

"Huh? W-wait. That field worker... the mask changed!"

"What?"

"No, just now, definitely, like this... horn-like things. Hey! You just changed your mask, didn't you!?"

"I don't know what you're talking about..."

"No, no, I definitely saw it!"

"Could it be a hallucination?"

"Hallucination?"

"It really is Darkness after all, damn it!"

The researchers' attention immediately returned to their own situation rather than the Field Investigation Team with only testimony.

The researcher who had been pointing at me was still looking at me with an unconvinced expression, but I ignored him for now.

"Excuse me, what kind of Darkness is this exactly? And who are you?"

Phew.

"Actually, I don't know either."

"...!"

"To be precise, I've been trapped here so long that I can't tell you who I am."

Still, if I want to try to save them, this would be right.

I said seriously.

"But I remember one thing for certain. This place is dangerous, so please go down that way."

"What?"

And I pointed with my finger to the bottom of the stairs I had climbed up.

"...The subway?"

"Yes. Please go down here and board the train. Then you can secure at least minimal safety..."

"Ah, yes yes."

Suddenly, one of the researchers looked me up and down and interrupted.

"No, even if we listen to your story..."

"Tsk. Don't believe what a Contaminated One who's been missing long-term in a place like this says."

"Ah~"

"Let's keep our distance. Don't provoke them either. That's the best manual."

Telling them not to even talk to me, they pull people away from me and have conversations among themselves.

But soon the tone of those who grasped the seriousness from behind becomes increasingly urgent.

"Security Team call isn't working!"

"W-wait. It's not working?"

"That can't be right, the caller should work in any Darkness in principle..."

"That expensive thing can't possibly not work."

Eventually, one researcher who had been anxiously moving around in the group started pursuing responsibility.

I looked at the glossy coated employee ID card on his chest.

Research Team 2

Team Leader Choi Myungjin

Even a team leader was present at this scene.

It was also a name I'd seen several times in Dark Exploration Records. 

True to being an executive of a corrupt pharmaceutical company, he was a character who faithfully recreated the cliché of causing incidents and accidents through cost-cutting.

But today he didn't seem to be that role.

"Section Head Kwak. This isn't your doing, is it?"

"What?"

"There shouldn't be someone else besides you capable of pulling off this kind of crazy stunt!"

"Hahaha, what are you talking about, Team Leader Choi?"

Kwak Jekang chuckles.

"These researchers have nothing in common except that they were all in the research building of the Annex, so why are you coming at me like this... Really, you're more like a politician than a researcher."

"What, what?"

"Come to think of it, I'm curious. Isn't there anyone who recognizes this Darkness? There must have been a problem with the Darkness our company possesses... If we just deduce the identity, wouldn't that be enough?"

"Ah!"

And all sorts of ghost stories with residential areas as backgrounds began pouring out of the researchers' mouths.

The woman at the corner, marble alley, the playground coming from over there, streetlight shadow play...

And gradually... they began to escape panic and even lose their sense of tension.

[Oh, friend,  they're truly letting their guard down.]

Right.

'Once we figure out what kind of ghost story it is, we can just follow the manual, right? Then it's easy.'

That seems to be the kind of thinking.

It's arrogance.

'They've only ever pushed Field Investigation Teams or civilians into Darkness.'

It's an unconscious white-collar supremacist mindset that since those outsiders could do it, if they who know ghost stories well go in, they can naturally follow the manual and come out.

'...Phew.'

Let me try talking just one more time.

"Everyone, it would be better to have conversations at least on the platform..."

"Yes yes. Got it. Let's just work together. We heard you. Well... we won't stop you from watching what we do and following us to escape."

And they smirk.

"Seeing that no one here knows you, you seem to be from a branch office... don't think about giving advice to researchers as a field worker."

"..."

[Friend, do you wish to teach these people a lesson?]

No... never mind.

I just followed those researchers as they moved among themselves.

It was also because I had found something discordant in that group.

'Those two people.'

Among the people actively chattering, two figures slightly separated from the others.

Strangely, they were somewhat passive and had pale expressions.

'...That.'

And I recognized their appearance.

'Project dinner party.'

It was the appearance I had seen at Director Ho's Project achievement commemoration group dinner.

Most of the personnel were wearing masks, but there was also a table where those wearing masks without cognitive interference effects –like the Field Investigation Team's masks – were seated.

'Was that the research team table...'

Right. Come to think of it, it was natural.

Ho Yuwon, who didn't hesitate to even drag in Disaster Management Bureau agents to make this project successful, wouldn't have organized the project with only the Field Investigation Team.

'Naturally, he would have recruited a research team too, to study methods of entering the sealed Extinction-class Disaster.'

And now those people have revealed themselves in the heart of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Phew.'

With a bad feeling, I finally made eye contact with the two people.

"...!"

As expected, they recognize me. They saw me wearing this mask at the dinner party.

So I slowly spoke with lip movements.

Like this.

'Director Ho's Project.'

"...!!"

'Report.'

"..."

The pale people, whatever they misunderstood me to be, looked at each other's faces, then one person urgently moved their lips.

I read the words from that movement...

Entry...method development accident...

'Accident during entry method development.'

'...!'

Wait a minute.

I looked at that with the feeling of being hit in the head. So...

'...Director Ho was continuously developing other methods to enter Sekwang Special City!'

Right. 

In a way, it's natural.

The Daydream Director, presumed to be Ho Yuwon, desperately tried to enter Sekwang Special City through various methods even in the wiki.

Although he succeeded in entering through the well now, there are limitations to bringing out what's inside with that method, so it wouldn't be strange if he was still trying other methods.

Then is that... a success?

'No.'

If it were a success, those researchers wouldn't be so pale. So this current situation is the result of failure.

They came together with all the nearby researchers, and judging by their expressions...

'They're missing.'

They were transported one-way to Sekwang Special City.

Without an exit.

'...'

Meanwhile, another researcher also urgently looked around and moved their lips.

Please tell us how to get out please

...It was readable without needing interpretation.

Those who had already noticed that this was inside an Extinction-class supernatural disaster had been continuously pale.

My hair stood on end from the eeriness.

'Wait, so...'

All those research teams…

Did they get caught up in it and end up here in their real bodies?

Dozens of Daydream research teams are trapped... in the underground of Sekwang Special City?

And at this station?

"Phew, we've narrowed down the possibilities for now."

Meanwhile, the researchers who finished their discussion were looking at the list of Darkness they had created.

"So thinking it's one of these three..."

Myungjin!

Team Leader Choi Myungjin of Research Team 2, who had quickly raised his head, almost looked toward where the sound came from, but stopped due to restraint from those around him.

"Team Leader?"

 "Did you hear that sound?"

 "Yes! It seems like this is Darkness where entities that mimic relatives inhabit." 

"That's right! It seems like they're trying to lure us here."

"Ah... ah."

Team Leader Choi nodded. 

"Right, we can actually use this as a hint to figure out what kind of Darkness this is. Narrow it down. Well, we might be able to get good data values from this opportunity too. Everyone think of it as experience..."

 But.

"Myungjin, get out quickly!"

 Creak. 

One door in the residential area opened.

And from inside, a middle-aged woman with an urgent expression revealed herself, stamping her feet. 

"Go to work quickly! Why are you at home, go somewhere else right now!" 

As if desperately refusing rather than luring. 

"..." 

"...Everyone ignore it and quietly move to another place."

 "Yes? Yes." 

But several people among the research team, unable to contain their curiosity, observe the 'entity' that appeared from the residential area. That person with a very ordinary appearance is stamping their feet, not knowing what to do, waving their arms. 

"Hurry, hurry!! You'll be late like this! Don't rest! Don't stop!" 

It had begun.

 "Please go back to the stairs now and go down to the platform..." 

"That's noisy, really!" 

I held back a sigh and moved my steps in tension. The two people from the project who had been looking at me earnestly try to walk close to me discreetly. 

Clatter, clatter. 

"Yeonhwa!" 

The researchers walk through the residential area.

 Another house door opens and an ordinary person's figure comes out and shouts.

Their eyes and nose are red as if they burst into tears. 

"Dad... go to work quickly..."

"Unni, you can't be here, the sun's up, get out quickly! Run!" 

"Darling, don't come home! You have to work!" 

Doors open here and there around the moving researchers. And they cry out calling the researchers' names and titles, telling them not to come home.

Bewilderment, fear, and interest simultaneously appear on the researchers' faces.

 For some people, the latter is greater. 

"There seems to be some anomaly. Interesting! Could this ghost story be hiding something valuable in the house? So they're trying to drive us away..."

 "Jekang."

 "..." 

"Don't walk, you should run. Hurry." 

"Hyung! Go to the company quickly!"

 "Eunha! You have work left, don't you? You do!" 

Kwak Jekang smiled broadly. 

"Hmm, how about someone try going into a house in reverse? We have to test it! I don't remember this kind of Darkness being registered with the company at least..." 

"Please! Be quiet!" 

Team Leader Choi turned around furiously, spitting saliva, and shouted at Kwak Jekang.

"Then you go in! I have no intention of doing Field Investigation Team work like that grglglglglglglglglglglglglglglglglgl"

"..."

 "..." 

"Glglglglglglglglglglglglglglgl"

 "Team Leader?"

The leader of Research Team 2 grabbed his own neck.

 And began to twist it.

Crack, crack, crackle, with sounds his neck turns, and blood gushes from the mouth opening above the broken and twisted neck bones that have turned around. 

Splash. 

The researcher standing behind him suddenly got covered in blood pouring from the team leader's face that had turned the opposite way.

 "Huh?" 

... 

"Glglglglglglglglgl"

The team leader also grabbed that researcher's head and turned it. 

"Glglglglglglglgl."

The researcher struggles, screams, trembles all over. And also grabs and turns their own neck.

"Aaaahhh!!"

 "What is it. What is it?!" 

The researchers fall down, scream, and scatter.

Looking up, you can still see the warm and clear residential area of midday, but in front of their eyes, bloodstains and screams fill up as pandemonium begins to unfold.

 'Damn!'

The team leader and researcher with turned necks continue to move, chasing the still-living researchers. 

"Ahhh!" 

I reflexively rushed in to pull out one researcher and threw them back, but soon realized…

It was hopeless.

 "Aaaahhh!!" 

"There's one here too!" 

The figures of relatives who had been shouting at them not to rest had disappeared at some point.

 Instead, Neck-Twisted

Entities were walking out from every alley, twisting their bodies.

 Stretching out both hands. 

Their faces, peacefully closing both eyes, turned to where the back of their heads should originally be visible.

 "What, what... hiiiiik!" 

This situation like a crazy nightmare during a midday nap was exactly the ghost story of Midday Station.

Survivors who visited this station thinking of shelters upon seeing the nickname 'Nap Shelter' soon realized that napping at Midday Station meant eternal rest. 

They ran through alleys looking for food and daily necessities, avoiding the drowsiness chasing them, but the bottomless obsession with rest and home did not let them go easily.

Mercifully until the very last person fell asleep.

 Until peace found them all.

Do you know where that 'drowsiness' was hyperlinked to?

 'Zombies'. 

I finally vividly understand the meaning of that expression. 

'I thought since I was alone, I could kill myself and end it if necessary.' 

Seeing this pandemonium makes me completely breathless.

[Oh, my goodness. Look at those filthy things! Friend, they'll ruin your appearance. Don't associate with them and let's go somewhere else!] 

...Maybe I should do as he says.

While these people draw 'aggro', I might be able to look around for things worth finding at this station. 

Most of the researchers are sociopaths anyway, so they might be able to comfort themselves...

 "Ahhhhh!" 

'Damn.' 

Let's do it.

 I pressed the tattoo near my heart, reflexively calling up the only way to avoid this situation. 

'Just getting stronger isn't efficient' 

If the description of 'Nap Shelter' is correct, they'll keep coming endlessly. 

So, rather, it should be good for avoiding danger, good for hiding, and have a wide field of vision. 

The only contamination among my tattoos that has a small form. 

And... 

something good for making others follow me. 

Thud. 

My body contorting, I transformed into a black cat and jumped onto the fence with short footsteps.

"Uhhhhhh?!"

 "C-cat...!"

 I eventually stood in front of the two project personnel who had been continuously chasing me and began to guide the way. 

[This way]

 "Ah...!!" 

Let me try to save at least two of them.

 'I need to get information.' 

I drove them to places where

Neck-Twisted Entities appeared less frequently. 

The two researchers looked at me, transformed into a cat, as if they couldn't believe it, but eventually began to follow.

"Save us, save... ughhhhhhh" 

"Ahhhhh!"

 "Huuuk, huk, I don't want to die..."

 I continued jumping onto fences, checking the safest route possible. Around corners, places without traffic lights, paths leading to shabby two-story buildings beside main roads.

 'We have to get back to the platform!'

[This way] 

The two people chase me frantically. But lacking athletic ability or stamina, they pant heavily, and one person staggers and bumps into someone at a corner.

"Ahh!"

 "Lee Kyung!"

 I tried to immediately push the fallen researcher up with my body, but it was too late.

"Uhhhglglglglgl." 

Right before my eyes, their drowsy neck turns by itself and blood pours out. 

'Fuck!'

I held back a scream and found the path again. The one remaining researcher, pale as a sheet, was chasing after me, and the moment I turned down another path, two other researchers, stained with blood, burst out of a small side alley, their eyes widening when they saw me.

 "Section Head Kwak! Move!" 

The researcher who had been following me shouted. But instead of listening, Kwak Jekang's eyes lit up as soon as he spotted me, and he started tailing me. 

"Eek!" 

And the researcher who had been with Kwak Jekang seemed to grit her teeth, but in the end, she also started following me in my black cat form. 

"Heok." 

[This way.]

 As I ran, I tried to point out the safest direction to any other researchers I spotted, but it rarely worked. 

And the path was getting harder and harder to traverse.

 I get it. 

The closer we got to the platform stairs and that direction, the more 'Neck-Twisted Entities' there were. 

I couldn't breathe. 

'Should I duck into a house for a moment?' 

But wouldn't that just get us isolated?

 I narrowly slipped between two of the neck-twisted ones, climbed back onto a wall, and checked the path...

And on the other side of the wall, I found something.

 A bright, silver, rectangular box.

A Fire Hydrant. 

'...!' 

That, maybe…

 [This way.]

 I guided the people I was leading toward the Fire Hydrant. 

Then I hit the Fire Hydrant with my front paw. 

"H-Here?"

[This way.] 

"No, that's..."

"Don't get in the way, move!" 

Kwak Jekang boisterously opened the Fire Hydrant and threw himself in first. 

Once the rest of the people were inside, I too slipped through the gap in the Fire Hydrant. 

Thump! The door closed. 

Strangely, the inside of the Fire Hydrant was wider than it looked from the outside. 

'Just as I thought.' 

...Just as Yeongeun had told me, the Fire Hydrants in the Sekwang Special City Subway were indeed special spaces.

"Heok." 

The researchers caught their breath. 

[Quiet.] 

The researchers clamped their hands over their mouths. 

Thump, thump... 

Outside the Fire Hydrant, we could hear the sound of something walking barefoot. 

Until the sound passed, the three researchers, excluding Kwak Jekang, were desperately covering their own mouths... 

[Clear.]

"Phew." 

Only after my signal did the researchers let out sighs of relief, gasping for air.

And only then did I recognize the face of the researcher who had been with Kwak Jekang. 

A woman with glasses and deep Dark Circles. 

'...Assistant manager Lee Yeonhwa.'

 She was pretty much the only researcher in this company who ever had ethical concerns. 

In this ruined state of affairs, a hint of gladness and relief was about to rear its head when—

 "...A black cat." 

Assistant manager Lee Yeonhwa suddenly stared at me and muttered.

 '...??' 

"Manager Kwak, that, that entity, identification code qterw-a-1845, it's the black cat!"

 Huh? 

"An A-rank Darkness!"

 Me? 

"The one that saved people at the Mermaid Tomb, the entity that caused employee Pony’s Worship-type Contamination...!"

Ah.

Chapter 307

To be honest, this wasn't the first time I'd been mistaken for a resident of a ghost story.

No, even before I became the non-human 130666, I'd even induced such misunderstandings and used them to my advantage.

But now that a Daydream person had actually pointed at me and said, 'You're registration number something-or-other!', it felt strange.

Especially in my cat form.

'Me… a Daydream-registered ghost story?'

And what's more…

'Ms. Kang Yihak is in a state of Contamination where she worships me…?'

That person… she was probably just grateful because a cat told her about an Item and showed her the way to escape…?

It seemed there was a misunderstanding as wide as a river that couldn't be crossed.

Still, seeing the expression 'saves people,' it was a relief that it hadn't been twisted into something like 'Cat Killing Machine: Mercilessly Grinds People to a Pulp'...

To that statement, Kwak Jekang's reaction was this.

"Does it look like it? Then shall I beg for my life?"

"Manager!"

"Well, it's better than dying, isn't it? And since it helps people, it's a statistically decent gamble!"

Chuckling, Kwak Jekang turned his head to me and asked.

"Lord Cat, by any chance, where are we?"

"You are in a Darkness not registered with Daydream."

Thud.

Ms. Lee Yeonhwa fell backward.

"Hahaha!"

She stumbled back, staring at me in disbelief as I turned from a cat back into a person.

Her body hit the Fire Hydrant door, and she gasped in shock, catching her breath.

'I'm sorry.'

It was an unavoidable decision for the sake of the dramatic impact...

"You said… you didn't remember."

"That was a lie."

I know you're horrified, but please hear me out a little longer…

"If I had advised you truthfully, you would never have believed me and would have died while trying to escape."

Then, I briefly glanced toward the door, as if looking outside the Fire Hydrant.

As if recalling the gruesome fate the other researchers were likely suffering right now, the complexions of the two researchers, excluding Kwak Jekang, turned pale again.

Ms. Lee Yeonhwa opened her mouth, her voice trembling.

"I'll believe you now, so I'd like you to answer again. …Just what, where is this place?"

"..."

Now that I was in this position, I understood.

'It's really hard to tell the truth.'

This is a city that the government has blocked all access and information to, a living nightmare of a ghost story, and that Daydream is probably the cause of this whole mess?

You are all now trapped in this crazy place and can't get out?

But I can get out if I die?

In the end, I found myself saying this.

"…It will be easier to understand if you think of it as an abandoned city."

"No. Not the easy-to-understand version, I'm asking for the truth."

…!

"That's right, we're all researchers here. Give the easy-to-digest baby food to the weak modern people who want three-line summary shorts!"

Kwak Jekang's eyes gleamed as he grinned broadly.

"Tell us!"

…Hmph.

I sat down.

And I spoke to Kwak Jekang.

To be precise, I spoke while looking at the missing tip of his pinky finger.

"If you keep the promise you made with your pinky."

"...!!"

"Very well. I'll tell you."

I watched as Kwak Jekang's face filled with a slight bewilderment and surprise, soon followed by elation, and I suppressed a sigh and continued.

And so I explained about Sekwang Metropolitan City.

A city that, for some reason, got caught up in a massive ghost story and was eventually sealed off to prevent further casualties.

And strangely, only the subway system here was in better shape than the outside, but the stations were already consumed by different Darknesses...

"And the name of this station is Midday Station. Its nickname is the Nap Shelter. …Of course, falling asleep here means death."

I shared everything I knew about this station based on the Wiki, my experiences, and rumors.

The listening researchers, at first deathly pale with despair, were soon gripped by an unavoidable occupational hazard.

Interest and analysis.

"This is interesting. Could it be that 'drowsiness' (jollim) chases you, and your neck gets 'strangled' (jollim)??"

"Pardon? Ah!"

"…You're talking about the pun, Manager."

"Right. Wordplay! People often have strange dreams during naps because they're in REM sleep. These kinds of weird metaphors and associations are often justified in nonsensical dreams!"

Then, Kwak Jekang glanced at me.

"This ghost story seems to be conceptually deeply related to napping... What do you think, employ– no, Lord Cat?"

"…I was thinking something similar."

Surprising.

"Given the name Midday Station, it's probably because midday lasts forever, so the nap never ends."

"Exactly! Death is eternal sleep, isn't it? I like how it uses metaphors and symbols so well, just like a Darkness."

His ideas were spinning rapidly.

I noticed something quite impressive.

'…He's like me.'

The habit of searching for rules and loopholes.

Of course, he felt a bit more theoretical and less practical than me, but even so, it was fascinating to see people who immediately started looking at things from a similar perspective, instead of me just running off alone shouting, 'I have a plan!'

'Is this… what a ghost story researcher is like?'

[As long as my friend is comfortable, it's all good. Even if it's a zombie apocalypse outside!]

Right. That was a real problem...

Thump.

"Shh."

I gave a warning every time I heard a strangely weak footstep outside the Fire Hydrant.

I could see the researchers' shoulders tense up.

When I signaled with a hand gesture that it was okay now, researcher Lee Yeonhwa swallowed and spoke.

"…Why are you helping us?"

I thought for a moment before answering.

"Too many intelligent beings have already died in this city. I don't particularly like that."

"Ah."

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa nodded as if she'd just realized, 'Ah, you're that kind of Darkness.' 

You're misunderstanding me so smoothly. 

Thank you...

"Then, by any chance, will you also look for a way to break this Darkness to increase our chances of survival?"

"Manager…?!"

I gave a slight nod.

And added.

"If possible."

"Hahaha, thank you. In that case, hmm, if I were to guess the method Lord Cat might use..."

Kwak Jekang's eyes glinted strangely as he looked at me.

"How about setting all the clocks in this residential area to 7 PM? That would change it so it's no longer nap time! Haha, sounds plausible, doesn't it?"

...!

It was a familiar clear method.

'Manipulating the symbolism to change the time.'

It was the exact method I – the top rookie of the Daydream Field Investigation Team – had used in the convenience store ghost story.

'…He remembers my clear method.'

It was almost creepy.

It was also an appeal, showing that he knew my identity well.

But I shook my head.

"Unless you change the name of Midday Station itself, that kind of solution will be difficult."

Because the station name itself was a more powerful symbol.

"Then do you have any thoughts on changing the station name..."

"Enough."

Kwak Jekang flinched and shut his mouth. Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa stared at him as if she couldn't believe her eyes.

"First, I will guide you to the platform, so hide in the Fire Hydrant there. I will take care of the rest."

"No, that's..."

"Yes, yes!"

The Project researcher answered promptly. Researcher Lee Yeonhwa, who had been about to say something in protest, stared at him with a dumbfounded expression, but he remained firm.

Right. Being faithful to one's own survival instinct was very much like a daydream employee.

I stared at that person intently.

"But before that, I have a question."

"Yes…?"

I'll be honest.

I wanted to make sure I found out, because if this person happened to die before we reached the platform Fire Hydrant, the chance to hear it would be gone.

"You."

I stared at the one surviving researcher from Director Ho's Project.

"What exactly were you researching when you came in here?"

"…!"

"Don't even try to hide it."

I deliberately grabbed the person's face.

"I already know. That you were researching how to enter this city, and that an accident must have occurred in the process."

"...!"

The researcher's eyes darted around.

"Th-that's… I, well… you know, right? I… I can't tell you the specifics..."

"If you are under a gag order from Director Ho not to disclose it to non-Project personnel, I will persuade the other researchers to cover their ears."

"…!!"

The Project researcher broke out in a cold sweat.

Kwak Jekang, who had been watching all this with great interest, made an aggrieved face, but I ignored him.

After making the two researchers turn around and cover their ears, I faced the Project researcher again.

"Now."

"..."

"I hope you won't make me judge this as an attempt to evade responsibility."

A creature that turns into a cat was creating this much pressure; he wouldn't dare tell a pointless lie.

"What research did you use to enter this Sekwang Special City?"

"~!"

The Project researcher, who had squeezed his eyes shut, finally shouted, as if blurting it out.

"We used a subway Darkness…!"

"..."

"Among the stations you could get off at, there was a station name presumed to be in Sekwang Special City! We thought it would be fine since it was a stabilized ghost story..."

...

"To the point where you could even use it for the entrance exam?"

"…!!"

I let go of the face I was holding as if shaking it off.

"The Darkness you used is D-Rank No. 16, 'Welcome to the Abyssal Transit Authority,' I presume."

"…!! H-how?"

How do you think? Your reaction just confirmed it.

Wow.

'These crazy bastards.'

—Passengers, thank you for using the Abyssal Transit Authority today... Our train does not stop.

The very first ghost story I encountered during my new employee orientation after joining Daydream.

The memories of escaping through Serenity Station with Ms. Go Yeongeun, and of Baek Saheon escaping alone after sacrificing one of his eyeballs, came to mind.

'Hoo.'

To think that a Sekwang Special City station would appear there depending on the theme.

Meanwhile, the researcher, who had been hit where it hurt, began to spill everything as if lodging a complaint, muttering excuses.

"W-when the station themes change, sometimes only real-life stations appear, and if you get off when a nameless station occasionally shows up..."

The Abyssal Transit Authority was essentially a ghost story the company could practically toy with— as they broadened the range of people it could drag in, he and the other researchers were swept up as well.

A test subject had experienced the process of getting off the train, and so on...

It was horrifying, but one thing was clearly imprinted on my mind.

'A subway train.'

That they entered this place through a ghost story about riding a subway.

And.

"…You used a test subject, does that mean you've been continuously trying to push ordinary people in here?"

"I-I don't know. They probably died. I didn't know it would turn out like this, I didn't know, why me, let me out, please…!"

"..."

My head felt like it was turning ice-cold.

'A company of sociopathic bastards...'

I looked at the Project researcher, who was huddled in a corner, muttering defensively and shedding tears of self-pity, suppressed a sigh, and then patted the other two researchers on the back.

"Oh, are you finished?"

"You didn't secretly eavesdrop, did you, Manager?"

"Hey, no way! I want to look good for Lord Cat!"

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa suppresses a sigh at the sight of Kwak Jekang, who is grinning gleefully and smacking his lips.

…I felt a strange sense of camaraderie.

 In the sense that we both had the sensibilities of an ordinary citizen in a world of madmen...

"More importantly! While I was sitting over there by myself, I came up with a brilliant method."

Grinning, Kwak Jekang rubbed his palms together and adjusted his glasses.

"What if we give a signal that the nap is over, a signal that it's time to go to work? Then who knows, maybe all the people who fell asleep with their necks twisted will wake up?"

"A signal, you say?"

"There are a few methods that immediately come to mind for a residential area, aren't there? The sound of someone shouting they're off to work, a school bell signaling the end of lunch, a voice telling someone to wake up and eat. There are plenty of things worth trying!"

"..."

"Hey! Just passively hiding in a Fire Hydrant isn't going to solve anything, for God's sake!"

Kwak Jekang practically grabbed my pant leg and begged.

"Just one of them! Let's just try one…!"

"..."

I turned my head.

To my utter exasperation, researcher Lee Yeonhwa was also looking at me with a similar expression...

"It'd be a huge success if it works!"

***

And 45 minutes later.

"Uwaaaaah!!"

We're screwed.

Suppressing a string of curses, I pulled Kwak Jekang, whose neck had almost been twisted, from the grasp of a neck-twisted person and saved him.

"Gasp, if you were a second later, I would've died… cough,"

This guy is driving me crazy.

"Wow, I can't believe nothing worked! Hahaha, it seems this kind of method only draws attention, doesn't it?"

You should know you're only getting a pass because you weren't intentionally trying to troll.

"Save, kh, save me..."

"..."

I ran past the researcher who had died in the alley, with Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa and the Project researcher tucked under each arm.

My back grew damp with dread.

'There are too many.'

For some reason, I felt like the residential area was gradually getting smaller.

And the frequency of neck-twisted entities appearing on every street was increasing.

'I shouldn't have tried the methods Kwak Jekang mentioned.'

I should have just dumped all three of them on the platform right away.

Cold sweat trickled from my temples, but thankfully, it pooled inside the cat mask and wasn't visible.

Even if I tried to find meaning in the fact that we now knew those methods didn't work, my heart felt like it was going to explode at the thought that the lives of three researchers were in my hands.

It might also be because I'd seen too many dead researchers and neck-twisted bodies.

'What should I do?'

And of all things, there were three of them, making it difficult for me to run with them tucked under my arms.

I was acting nonchalant, but my mind was racing furiously.

'If I turn into a cat now, I don't think they'll be able to keep up with their stamina.'

Still, should I check the path first? No, even if the cat Contamination is relatively easy to shake off and reapply, I don't know what dangers it might hold, just like other Contaminations...

'This won't do.'

I guess I'll have to find another Fire Hydrant, put them all inside, and then figure out a new route.

"Please let me know if you spot a shiny, silver rectangle."

I'll go check immediately if it's a Fire Hydrant.

Just as I said that and was about to turn into a cat and leap onto a wall.

"L-Lord Cat, over there..."

I reflexively turned my head.

"That… looks like a silver rectangle!"

At the end of researcher Lee Yeonhwa's line of sight, on one side of the shabby residential area.

There was definitely a silver rectangle.

But it wasn't a Fire Hydrant.

Like a trendy cafe or a small select shop that had recently popped up in a residential area, a single sign was placed casually.

And I could read the words on that sign.

Moonlight Tattoo Shop

...!!

"Uwaaaaah!"

[Oh dear, more are swarming from the other side!]

I clamped a hand over the screaming Project researcher's mouth and quickly gave an order.

"Go inside."

"Pardon?"

"I'm acquainted with the owner of that place. They'll welcome you, so go in."

"…?!"

There was no more time to talk. Dodging the neck-twisted ones, I rushed to the front of the sign and opened the door to the tattoo shop. 

Then, as if herding sheep, I pushed all the researchers inside, went in myself, and closed the door.

Thud.

"..."

My third visit.

The now-familiar interior of the tattoo shop came into view.

Even the artificial moonlight pouring down from the center of the ceiling.

'Why is this shop in Sekwang Special City?'

I didn't know, but I was grateful just to have caught my breath. 

And over there, the tattooist shop owner, who had been sitting at a table, had stood up upon seeing the four customers who had suddenly rushed in.

Up to this point, it more or less matched the picture I had drawn in my head as I ran toward the tattoo shop the moment I saw it.

...But there was also a completely unexpected picture.

G o o d  C h i l d

The form of the blue Dragon Mascot was sitting opposite the tattooist, holding a teacup.

Chapter 308

I was being chased by something that looked like a zombie through the residential area around Sekwang Metropolitan City's Midday Station when I stumbled upon the door to the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

I threw the door open and hurried in, and there I found a blue mascot seated beside the tattooist.

…Even if this was a ghost story, the situation felt like a ridiculous daydream.

'What is this?'

For a moment, I thought I'd been caught by this station's gimmick and was about to be put into an 'eternal nap'—which was just a nicer way of saying I was about to die with my neck snapped.

But this was a real situation.

Especially since the three Daydream researchers were behind me, gasping for breath as if they were about to die.

"…Hello."

Before the tattooist could even stand, the blue mascot hurried over as if to give me a passionate welcome.

W E L C O M E

The large, adorably deformed dragon mascot costume pulled me into a hug. 

Y O U   D I D   W E L L

G O O D   C H I L D

Its plush body was soft to the touch, and from somewhere inside the costume, I could faintly hear the background music from Blue Dream Theme Park...

"…Thank you."

In the place where the fear I had felt before disappeared, a strange sadness settled in.

[Oh, what an ostentatious embrace! This mascot is still overly emotional and shameless.]

[Then again, it would be difficult for a swimming pool mascot to even know the word 'dignity.' Unlike my friend, who runs a resort with class.]

And you're as consistent as ever...

The feeling that had been strangely welling up for a moment vanished without a trace. I smiled awkwardly and asked.

"Um, but… shouldn't you be at the theme park? How are you here?"

I was only able to leave the Resort because I had a manager to work as my stand-in.

The last time I encountered the blue mascot on Death Road, it could only appear as a lump of black water through a phone. How did it have a complete form now?

H E R E

I T S O K A Y

Huh?

My identity as a mascot allowed me to understand the broader meaning contained in those few words.

It was okay because this was the 'Moonlight Tattoo Shop.' 

This shop was not a place in a specific time and space, but closer to a 'situation' where time was suspended. That's why the shop's door appeared simultaneously in various places in all sorts of forms, solely to serve as an entrance, and entering the shop was merely experiencing the situation of getting a tattoo...

'O-Okay, that's enough.'

I stopped thinking the moment it started to cross over into an experience beyond human comprehension. Perhaps I could have understood it in  my 130666 state, but I wanted to maintain my human mind.

Even if that was a trait that was only maintained in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Anyway, it means this doesn't count as leaving the theme park.'

Is that why there was an entrance even in the isolated Sekwang Metropolitan City?

Wait, if that's the case.

I pointed to the three researchers and spoke.

"Could you possibly let these people out to a different place than where they came in?"

If it was through the door of the Moonlight Tattoo Shop, couldn't they escape Sekwang Special City through the Moonlight Tattoo Shop?

For example, a ghost story like 'This Room is Vacant' would be much easier to survive in. A way to move between ghost stories, just like the taxi ghost story...

"…!?"

But the tattooist, who heard my words, made a blank face, then shook their head with a look of extreme bewilderment.

No matter how I looked at it, it was a look that said, 'what kind of nonsense are you spouting?'

It was, so to speak, the expression of a driver who had just seen a pedestrian suddenly jump in front of their car at a red light and shout, "I'll pay you, so give me a ride like a taxi."

'Hmm.'

I guess the shop's door doesn't operate that way.

It was a shame, but I was grateful just to be able to catch my breath for a moment, away from those neck-snapped entities.

And when I thought about the help I could get at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

'A tattoo.'

There were few products from a ghost story that I had used more effectively.

For now, I started the conversation in a different way.

"Mascot, are you also here to get a tattoo?"

It was a question based on the assumption that they must have visited for some purpose related to tattoos.

But an unexpected answer came back.

N O

A L R E A D Y K N O W

…They were already acquainted with the tattooist?

I

F O U N D I T

The blue mascot patted its chest.

G O O D C H I L D

Y O U D I D W E L L

It seemed to be saying that because I got rid of Magic Bunny and took over half of the red zone of the Pleasant Theme Park, the expanded territory and authority allowed it to find the door to the Moonlight Tattoo Shop...

But still.

"How do you two know each other...?"

But then I looked back and forth between the two and realized.

'The tattooist is from that Deep Sea City.'

...Mermaid Tomb.

Sparkling Dragon Palace.

And the Dragon-shaped mascot that runs the Blue Dream Waterpark...

The strange consistency of those keywords.

"…Are you two from the same place?"

...

In the silence, the round Dragon character eyes of the blue mascot glistened in the artificial moonlight of the tattoo shop.

N O T  I M P O R T A N T

It's not important anymore.

What kind of being I originally was, what identity I had, in what environment and in what role I lived.

Because.

U S E L E S S

It's irreversible.

The identity remaining inside the Pleasant Theme Park's mascot has been worn down over a long time, and there is no way to quit being a mascot. There is no place to return to after taking off the mask.

So it's useless, and not important...

"No. It is important."

I replied curtly.

"It's important, which is why you came to this shop even though you weren't getting a tattoo. Please don't say that."

O K A Y

The blue mascot lowered its head, its horns and mane drooping as if it had lost its spirit.

…I don't even know why I'm the one getting worked up.

"I'm sorry. My words were too harsh. In any case, congratulations on you two meeting again."

T H A N K Y O U

The atmosphere became warm again.

…If there was one more slight problem, it was that the researchers had been staring at the whole scene with their mouths agape, as if watching a rare spectacle.

'Oops.'

In their eyes, it must have looked like a crazy scene of entities from the Darkness having a friendly conversation.

"That, no, that person is the mascot from the Pleasant Theme Park, isn't it!? What is this shop? Tattoos? Haha, it's not a place that operates on humans, is it?"

And from behind, Researcher Lee Yeonhwa subtly rolled her eyes, scanning the information signs on the counter as if to devour them, before her eyes met mine.

The Project researcher was also glancing back and forth at the tattoo machine in the center. 

"…Is that your first question in this situation?"

"Hahaha, of course!"

Kwak Jekang looked at me with eyes that said, 'what else could be important?'

His eyes seemed to be spinning.

"An uncharted world yet to be identified, something that humans cannot yet understand but clearly exists around us! There is no research topic that sparks more curiosity."

"..."

"Isn't this a transitional period where space is too far to explore, and the Earth has been thoroughly explored? How wonderful it is that the Darkness exists in this era that was on the verge of being boring?"

Pure curiosity and joy swirled within him.

Something familiar.

The unique feeling of someone who finds the Darkness fascinating to explore from an observer's point of view.

It was an emotion the Wiki Author also possessed.

'…Is this why his approach to ghost stories felt similar to mine?'

While that was bittersweet, thinking about it the other way made the behavior of these researchers chilling.

How could the mindset of someone who enjoyed ghost stories as fiction be similar to that of someone experiencing real-life casualties?

'…I suppose. In the end, in the <Dark Exploration Records>, it's the research team that represents the author's exploration ideas.'

But in reality, he was a completely different type of person from me.

…A sense of incongruity suddenly surged.

The people in front of me, and this place, felt very unfamiliar.

It was a sensation I had consciously suppressed when I was with the previous exploration members.

The sense of realizing that I was, by nature, bound to be a little different from the people of this world.

If I had to find something similar...

Homesickness.

'…But there's no point in feeling this.'

I probably can't go back anyway.

Even if I get another Wish Ticket, I don't know how I should wish to be able to return.

I'm just moving with the purpose of wanting to know, at the very least, why I was summoned here.

"..."

Maybe the reason I snapped at the blue mascot earlier was because, just maybe, I felt our situations were similar...

No, let's stop thinking.

'Even if I think about it… nothing will change.'

I shouldn't have these thoughts. The more I do, the more I'll just break down like I did in my 130666 state.

Let's do what needs to be done.

"Um, there's something I wanted to show you."

I undid my shirt and revealed the tattoo near my heart, just enough for the tattooist to see.

It was the tattoo I bought during my Cosmic shopping mall VIP shopping spree, the one that managed my Contamination.

"!"

The tattooist's eyes widened, and they looked at the combination of circular letters engraved there as if reading them.

"…I got it done with a device called the Moonlight Tattoo Machine, and it was similar to the tattoo machine here. …It made me think of this place."

I didn't need to explain that the spirit of the Moonlight Tattooist was said to reside within it; the tattooist already knew.

With trembling eyes, I made a request to the tattooist, who was silently staring at the tattoo near my heart.

"Could I possibly get a cover-up? Like the one I got on another tattoo before."

Just like how my inventory tattoo was enhanced here and gained its inventory function.

'Then the tattoo over my heart might also be able to draw out and put back the Contamination more skillfully.'

Conveniently.

But the tattooist shook their head vigorously.

"…?"

Then they ran to the counter, took out a slightly old sign, and showed it to me.

[Wait!]

Before getting a cover-up or removal, take some time to look closely at your existing tattoo again.

You might discover a new and true charm you hadn't noticed before.

And the tattooist added a phrase with a marker on the back of the laminated sign and showed it to me.

Embrace and enjoy your tattoo more.

'…I think that means they won't do it.'

Perhaps they were reluctant to cover up a tattoo from the same Moonlight Tattooist.

I thought about trying to persuade them one more time and looked up at the tattooist, but their eyes looked resolute.

'...Hmm.'

It seemed better to aim for the next opportunity rather than being persistent and getting kicked out for being a nuisance.

If not that, it was an expert's advice, so it would be better to accept it.

'In that case, I'll choose something else.'

"Um… Lord Cat. Are you perhaps planning to stay in this Darkness longer?"

"No."

I answered Researcher Lee Yeonhwa kindly.

"Nothing has changed. You will all return to the platform and hide in the Fire Hydrant."

However...

"After a simple procedure here, that is."

"…?!"

The researchers' eyes started to spin.

"H-Here…?"

"Yes."

I grabbed their shoulders and said in a low voice.

"Don't worry."

"..."

"When the procedure is over, you'll be genuinely grateful."

But saying it like this makes it sound like a real ghost story.

***

"Heok."

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa ran through the alley, breathing heavily, her mouth tasting almost sweet.

It felt like she was paying the price for a lifetime of being an office worker who only did research and never exercised.

'I'm definitely starting a regular workout routine when I get out.'

But being able to grit her teeth and have such thoughts was probably only possible because she had some leeway...

"Hoo-wook."

Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa looked at the tattoo sticker on her wrist.

An eye shrouded in opaque, hazy ink.

It was a small tattoo that looked like a visualization of fog, and it was aesthetically quite nice.

-It will probably hide your presence. If you wear it for too long, you might really be forgotten and become completely imperceptible, so please remove it as soon as you reach the Fire Hydrant.

It was the tattoo sticker that Lord Cat had 'recommended' to them.

Of course, as soon as she heard that, Lee Yeonhwa, like a seasoned Darkness researcher, asked about the cost first...

-Do you have any items related to the sea?

-Ah, no.

Lord Cat, who looked at the researchers with an 'I knew it' expression, willingly paid for their items.

-You'll pay me back later.

Those words were extremely ominous.

But the sticker's effect was certain.

The neck-snapped ones didn't chase her.

All she had to do was sprint in the opposite direction whenever she encountered them beyond an alleyway to somehow avoid a 'chance encounter.'

-Go on ahead!

…It meant that even if the researcher from the other team hadn't selfishly pushed her at the tattoo shop entrance, everyone could have moved safely as long as they weren't reckless.

'Just like Director Ho's Project team, their personality is really...'

But Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa knew.

That personality was, in fact, the research team average.

'…Hoo.'

I need caffeine. I don't even have the energy to be angry. Only research is fun...

She fought against fatigue instead of anger and started moving her feet again.

…For reference, for a little while now, a sound like an announcement had been echoing in the alley.

[Get into the Fire Hydrant!]

[The silver Fire Hydrant is the Safe House of this Darkness!]

It seemed like someone was playing a recorded sound from a fruit truck that was just sitting somewhere in the alley.

At first, she thought it was just a kind instruction from 'Lord Cat' to inform any remaining survivors of the survival method.

But she soon realized that wasn't the case.

'Stairs…!'

As she ran down the stairs leading to the platform she had finally reached, she turned around and faced an unexpected sight.

"My god."

The residential area was engulfed in flames.

Black smoke and a burnt smell stung her nose, and the hot smoke, whipped by the wind, touched her body.

"...!"

With the inferno starting to heat her back, Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa ran down and entered through the fire hydrant door on the platform.

Thud.

Her heart pounded.

And as she caught her breath and peeled off the tattoo sticker, Section Chief Kwak burst open the same fire hydrant door and shouted.

"Assistant Manager Lee, did you see that? He started a fire! The whole place is burning to a crisp!"

"..."

"I guess that announcement earlier was for this! Though I think all the out-of-shape researchers were probably dead by then anyway. Hahaha!"

And Lee Yeonhwa felt a realization flash through her mind.

'This is it.'

This was the strategy Lord Cat had come up with.

Using one or two alarm clocks to end the nap time couldn't represent this entire huge space.

'If that's the case.'

Then, all he had to do was eliminate the symbolism of the space itself.

He just had to get rid of the houses where one could nap, the comfort, the Nap Shelter itself.

And the most convenient way to get rid of it.

A method that could be deduced by reverse-reasoning based on the fact that those who entered the fire hydrants were safe.

'Arson…!!'

And so, Lord Cat had burned down the entire Midday Station.

And at the same time, in preparation for any unforeseen circumstances, he had sent them to the fire hydrant on the platform, which was separate from the waiting hall.

Of course, none of this was something a Field Investigation Team, normally deployed into the Darkness, could ever do...

It was a method that could only be carried out by someone who wasn't human.

"..."

A few dozen minutes later.

Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa was inside the fire hydrant, swallowing nervously and listening intently to the sounds outside.

Imagining the scene above the stairs, which would look like a sunset with all the blazing fire.

Calculating when the inferno would sweep everything away.

And.

"…Section Chief Kwak."

"Yeah?"

30 minutes ago.

-Aaaaaaah!

…She foresaw the fate of the researcher from Director Ho's Project, who had screamed strangely and run out of the fire hydrant despite having finally reached the platform.

"Do you know where the researcher from the other team went?"

"Why are you asking me that, Assistant Manager Lee?"

"…You came into the fire hydrant later than me earlier."

"Yeah, so?"

"Was that perhaps because you were late from doing something to the fire hydrant next to us?"

"..."

"..."

Kwak Jekang burst out laughing.

"Ah, the residential area is on fire, and I was just curious if you'd really burn to death even if you were inside a fire hydrant in the middle of it!"

Ah.

"So I just sprinkled something inside the other fire hydrant. And I did put an 'Out of Order' sign on this one."

Thump.

Kwak Jekang tapped the fire hydrant lightly.

"Still, to go all the way up the stairs! Tsk tsk, he lacked an understanding of Lord Cat. No, should I say he was slow to grasp the situation..."

"…Manager."

Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa clenched her teeth.

"There's also a pretty high chance he'll burn to death before he even gets into a fire hydrant in the residential area, you know."

"Of course, that could happen, but well, it's worth a try!"

Kwak Jekang added with a smile.

"Wouldn't it be a huge discovery if we verify it!"

"..."

"But will you keep this a secret from Lord Cat? If his impression of the researchers gets any worse for no reason and we all end up dead, who will be able to research today's exploration? Hahaha!"

Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa bit her lip, her face pale.

Outside, the sound of the roaring flames was already dying down.

And they would soon realize that 'Lord Cat's' method had succeeded.

Miraculously.

"How amazing!"

And whether by misfortune or by luck, the wonders of 'Lord Cat' they were to face did not end there.

Because the first thing Lord Cat did after emerging from the residential area that had been turned to ash was as follows.

"This was your doing."

"…!"

He grabbed Kwak Jekang by the collar and lifted him up.

Chapter 309

'Lord Cat' looked down at the researcher in the white coat he was holding by the collar.

Still smiling even as he was being choked, Kwak Jekang spoke.

"My doing? What on earth do you mean by…!?"

Lord Cat began walking, still holding him by the collar.

As Kwak Jekang was dragged along, a fire hydrant on the platform swung open in front of him.

Inside was a head.

"…!!"

It was the severed head of a 'Neck-Twisted Entity,' burned and torn off before being placed inside the fire hydrant once it stopped moving.

That face, charred black by the fire, was the head of Research Team 2's Team Leader, Choi Myungjin.

"Ugh,"

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa clamped a hand over her mouth.

"It was your doing."

"Lord Cat, that's just speculation..."

"The researchers are all dead."

It was a flat voice, as if simply stating a fact.

"Only you three are capable of such an act, and one of you was found dead in the residential area, neck twisted, still clutching a fire hydrant. That leaves two..."

The eyes behind the cat mask looked at Kwak Jekang's hands.

"Your hands are clean."

"...!"

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa reflexively looked at her own hands.

They were dirty with dust, ash, and soot. Traces left from escaping the residential area as it began to burn.

Of course.

If someone's hands were clean, that person...

Had deliberately wiped them.

"You wiped them on your gown."

Lord Cat's gaze shifted downward. With his other hand, he lifted the flap of Kwak Jekang's fluttering goen.

The inside was filthy with handprints caked in blood and black scabs.

"..."

"..."

"Correct."

A smile spread across Kwak Jekang's face.

"To deduce it right away, you're exceptionally sharp! You understand human behavior patterns completely! In that case..."

"Researcher."

A low voice.

"You broke your promise."

The cat mask drew closer.

Cold sweat trickled down Kwak Jekang's temple, and...

"Just a moment!"

A calm voice emerged.

"The terms of the promise were different."

"Terms?"

"That's right! You just need to recall the sentence I pinky-promised to..."

The sentence simultaneously surfaced in the minds of the two, excluding Researcher Lee Yeonhwa.

I will not go against your will from now on.

"And I have never gone against Lord Cat's will. I followed your command to hide inside the fire hydrant exactly!"

"..."

"If I had truly broken it, the 'Symptom' would have probably already appeared... There's no need for you to be holding me by the collar, hahaha!"

Kwak Jekang waved his pinky finger, its tip now gone, in front of Lord Cat's eyes.

And while a cold sweat drenched him, he smiled.

"I did not break the promise I made with a pinky swear... Cough."

Kwak Jekang fell from Lord Cat's grasp to the floor.

Lord Cat bent his knees and crouched down, meeting eyes with Kwak Jekang, who was sprawled on the ground.

And his eyes curved into a grin as he smiled.

"You're right."

"..."

"You're right."

For the first time, tension appeared on Kwak Jekang's face.

But at the same time, a sense of anticipation seemed to flicker.

Lee Yeonhwa noticed.

That crazy bastard was now looking forward to seeing how the entity called 'Lord Cat' would respond.

Kwak Jekang's gleaming eyes and his tightly clenched, trembling hands, right before the opportunity to observe a phenomenon.

"So, from now on, I'll make it clear. My will is..."

...

"For you to quit."

"...Pardon?"

"Quit the Daydream Research Team."

A gentle voice spoke.

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't approach the Darkness, didn't research it, and didn't try to satisfy your curiosity."

"…!!"

Kwak Jekang's face turned pale. Behind Lord Cat's mask, his eyes narrowed into thin crescents.

"Isn't that great? I'm telling you to live safely. Don't die, I'd like it if you continued to live safely for a long, long time."

"..."

A torrent seemed to rage within Kwak Jekang's eyes, but soon, a smile surfaced again.

"Haha, no, but then I'd be of no use! You'll need my research and information..."

"What if I don't?"

"..."

Kwak Jekang's smile became strained.

"How about cutting off a hand instead? Or removing an organ, or having nightmares every time I sleep, or being dragged into the Darkness when the full moon rises..."

"You seem to have thought of the usual retributive punishments used in a Darkness. Haven't you?"

"..."

"But what to do? I have no need for such things. Your pain or your body parts mean nothing to me."

The heat began to fade from Kwak Jekang's eyes.

On his smile-less face, something unidentifiable, be it despair or numbness, filled the space. As if he were performing some intense calculation...

'...That look.'

It seems dangerous.

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa heard a warning bell of crisis ring in her head, strong enough to make the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

Just as she was about to open her mouth.

"Do you want to remain a researcher?"

"...!"

Kwak Jekang snapped his head up.

"I asked you a question."

"Yes!"

The answer came without a moment's hesitation.

But Lord Cat just stared down at the researcher in silence.

Kwak Jekang, his mind racing, spoke again, seemingly more cautious but with urgency.

"This will never happen again. If you declare that as your will, something like this..."

"Fine."

"…!"

"How about I watch how you behave in this Sekwang Metropolitan City and we'll talk again."

"Haha, ha… Thank you!"

Life flashed back into Kwak Jekang's eyes as a smile spread across his face. In that moment of relief.

"Then let's do that from now on."

"..."

"As for what you did today, it would be best to receive a retributive punishment. Right?"

"...That's, right?"

"Good."

Lord Cat declared.

"How about you break your remaining pinky finger yourself?"

A moment later, a suppressed scream echoed through the station platform.

* * *

[Phew! Friend, that was some incredible tension! An ignorant character needs to be taught a proper lesson.]

A 'lesson', he says.

This wasn't a lesson, it was just violence.

Something I chose only because there was no other way.

'Hoo.'

Putting a mad scientist in his place with a violent show of dominance… I'm doing all sorts of things I never thought I'd do.

'But if I don't do this, he won't be scared. He'll just keep testing me.'

The thought of the researcher who died with his neck twisted while trying to open the fire hydrant was grim, but at the same time, it sent a chill down my spine.

Because it felt like Kwak Jekang was testing me.

'Did he choose that person on purpose?'

Could he have noticed the displeased look I gave when I saw that project researcher push someone else aside to run?

It felt like he did it to check my limits—how much I would tolerate, whether I would notice, whether I would let it slide, to confirm the 'line'.

Of course, he might have also simply wanted to check and record how sturdy the fire hydrant was.

'Which is even more chilling.'

That's why I deliberately came on stronger.

…Though, honestly, it was also because I was angry.

'Hoo.'

I looked down at the tattoo sticker I had placed on my arm.

A delicate black tattoo of flames spreading over a broken gas lamp.

—I'd like this design, please.

It was a tattoo sticker I'd bought at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop for the purpose of smooth arson.

I had chosen it with great care, looking at its form and symbolism, and sure enough, when I broke glass with this on, flames would erupt over it.

But as a side effect, it seemed to have the effect of making the desire to set fires intensely surge, and making it difficult to suppress violent anger...

This must have influenced my heavy-handedness.

'Ha.'

I forced my thoughts elsewhere.

For the record, Blue Mascot paid for it.

G O O D C H I L D

I

B O U G H T  

F O R   Y O U

…Honestly, I was really grateful.

This wasn't a basic tattoo, but a line called Royal Premium or something. It wasn't something I could have gotten through a review.

Since I didn't have any more pearls or mother-of-pearl, in the worst-case scenario, I was thinking of somehow trying to bargain with a Resort accommodation ticket.

Blue Mascot, who paid with something like a small scale, left me with these words.

M Y   G I F T

D O   N O T

F O R G E T

That round, mysterious, dark blue scale I had received from him.

That wondrous object that had an iridescent sheen.

'…I do have it with me.'

It seemed to mean I should call him when I was in danger or needed him, or when I wanted to see him.

'Will it work in Sekwang Metropolitan City?'

Not that I had any intention of testing it right now.

There was something more urgent at the moment.

Thud, thud.

I was climbing the platform stairs.

Every time I registered Kwak Jekang limping behind me, the anger intensified by the tattoo sticker would flare up before coldly subsiding.

'If I had kept insisting on 'quitting and a ban on research' as the condition, he probably would have tried to take me down with him one way or another.'

He would have thought, if I'm going to die anyway, I might as well die seeing some interesting research results.

I had to remember to handle him by pushing him into a corner, but never blocking his escape route, lest he do something crazy instead of complying.

'Hoo.'

Even Baek Saheon, at the very least, wasn't the type to troll just because it was 'interesting, fun, and rewarding.'

Anyway, I came to my senses and looked at what I had done from the top of the stairs.

"..."

I could see the residential area, burned to a crisp and turned to black ash.

In that place, incinerated and reduced to rubble, there were no more corpses walking around with their necks twisted.

They would no longer need to sleep.

Because there were no homes here anymore.

"..."

But setting a fire so suddenly did come with a price.

—No! No! Our house!

—Please don't! Just why...

—My home is gone now. There's nowhere to go back to. Mom, Dad...

Resentment and screams echoed in my ears.

Others couldn't hear them. It was a kind of auditory hallucination only I could hear.

—Arsonistttt!!!!

—Die die die die die die

—Your house will burn down too

…The consciousness of the Sekwang Metropolitan City citizens who had wanted to return home was whispering to me with a grudge.

But I was fine.

Because I had injected myself with Happy Maker.

Did you know that acetaminophen(paracetamol) has some effect on depression? A powerful painkiller can kill mental pain as well.

'It'll probably disappear once I leave this place.'

I don't plan on staying long.

Aaaaaah…

The sight of the burned-out residential area began to fade to white.

Those things that failed to become homes no longer had the right to occupy the subway station, the symbol of this residential district.

I watched them in silence.

From somewhere, I thought I heard a sad wail...

"..."

The next moment.

"…Hah."

At the top of the stairs, the unlit concourse area spread out.

I heard Researcher Lee Yeonhwa gasp.

"Researcher Kwak and I will go into that concourse. But you can wait here if you want."

"…! If I may ask, where exactly are you going..."

I pointed to the opposite platform.

The other side, which was unreachable without going through the concourse because, as experiments showed, the platform screen door's emergency exit wouldn't open.

"There is another Darkness over there."

At that moment, Researcher Lee Yeonhwa swallowed and pushed herself up.

"I'll go."

…If that's the case.

With the two researchers in tow, I took a step into the dark concourse.

…Like Midnight Station, where Hanbit Library was closed, the concourse was a dusty, abandoned ruin.

Passing through it, we went down to the opposite platform, found the machine room, and opened it.

Creeak.

A thick smell of burning wafted out, and a completely burnt-out office hallway revealed itself.

"This place is..."

"This place is called the Cheerful Research Institute."

I explained slowly.

"Have you ever seen the Daydream Potion Production Machine?"

"Huh? Yes. I wasn't in charge of it, but I've seen it while collaborating."

"Actually, that is technology developed by this institute."

"What??"

"From the looks of it, Daydream has been stealing the Cheerful Research Institute's technology and equipment to produce their potions."

"That..."

Ms. Lee Yeonhwa's face turned pale, and at the same time, her cheeks flushed red.

She realized she was hearing something that she shouldn't, but at the same time, the excitement of a researcher hearing a censored truth must have been surging.

Suspicion and the thirst for inquiry.

"Wait a minute, but if it's the Cheerful Research Institute… it's a Darkness that produces Darkness,"

"Correct. Follow me."

I entered the burnt office hallway.

The two researchers began to follow me.

I could hear the breathing of Kwak Jekang, who had been tactfully keeping his mouth shut, grow rough.

And then...

"Look."

"…!!"

After opening a few doors, I find a single machine.

A dream incubator.

"It's still operational."

It was broken, having seemingly lost most of its functions, and it was a version without a button to produce potions.

But it was definitely there.

'Just as I thought.'

What I had confirmed at the previous station where Delusion Home Shopping was.

A note from a Written Conversation between employees had been stuck between drawers.

—Seems like there was a fire downstairs, everyone went with fire extinguishers. It's the floor with the most dream incubators, what on earth is this

And if the research institutes in this Sekwang Special City Subway station were built in stacked layers, then the very next station, this 'Midday Station', would be the floor below.

So, perhaps.

'If there were many incubators, I guessed there was a chance at least one might have survived.'

And that bet paid off.

I looked at the researchers.

The researchers were scanning the dream incubator with trembling eyes.

"Then I will collect the price for keeping you alive here."

"..."

"Analyze this machine."

"…!"

"What differences there are from Daydream's machine."

Right.

'Even if their main job is developing Darkness, loading and handling Dream Essence Liquid in the machines is also a researcher's job.'

They would be far more familiar with this machine than I am.

"That..."

"What differences are there? There are differences immediately visible to the naked eye!"

Kwak Jekang blurted out.

He then urgently touched and scanned every part of the dream incubator, speaking in a rapid-fire manner.

"Employee, no, Lord Cat. Inside, inside that liquid tank, do you see that round thing?"

I see it.

A round object that looks like an egg.

I had seen it in the prototype machine in the other Dream Incubation Room that Agent Choi had discovered...

"Daydream's potion production machines don't have anything like that."

…!

"Isn't that right, Assistant Manager Lee?"

"…That's correct."

Researcher Lee Yeonhwa's calm voice was trembling.

The tone of someone who, while hesitating whether it was okay to give this answer, ultimately confesses the truth.

"Inside Daydream Inc.'s liquid tanks… there's nothing."

"..."

"You said this machine is called a dream incubator, right? It's possible the machine was originally made for the purpose of incubating that egg, and Daydream removed that function for their use."

Right.

The Cheerful Research Institute's dream incubator was a machine for incubating some kind of being. And the result was...

'Me.'

I was created, incubated from an egg in one of those dream incubators.

It wouldn't be strange to think that Daydream had removed that function and was only utilizing the potion production function.

"Yes. That's correct."

It was a fact I already knew.

I answered, somewhat numbly.

"By inference, the dream incubator is a device for incubating some kind of life form..."

"A life form? It's not something that can be described with such a simple expression!"

What?

"Lord Cat. You know what kind of resource Dream Essence Liquid is, don't you? It's a tremendous energy source that manipulates and controls reality. Do you think they would use that much volume just to create a single life form?"

What…?

What is he talking about?

"A researcher would never make such an inefficient design. It must be something else... Well, from here on, it's just my speculation."

...

Kwak Jekang, his eyes meeting mine, grinned despite his pale face.

"Have you ever heard the phrase, 'The egg is a world'?"

Ah.

"It's a line from a classic novel. Well, the meaning used there is a bit different… but I think the same words can be used in this case!"

Wait a minute…

"The egg in that incubator is a world."

...!!

"The goal of that dream incubator is… to create a new world."

"..."

"…is a deduction I've made. Hahaha! Of course, it's a hypothesis. A hypothesis."

It's preposterous.

But into my stunned mind, a certain idea suddenly pops up.

The Cheerful Research Institute is a company that creates toy-like ghost stories.

Children's toys.

In the end, that...

'It's like an attempt to accept… ghost stories in the least harmful way possible.'

And considering the keywords like paradise and heaven that came up during the Sekwang Metropolitan City incident, his words...

'It's possible.'

If that's the case.

The world the Cheerful Research Institute was trying to create, could it be something like this?

A safe world.

A harmless world.

...

'A world without ghost stories.'

The very world I came from.

Chapter 310

"Ms. Falcon."

"Yes?"

"This note came in for car 7… They asked me to deliver it to you."

"…!"

Eun Haje accepted the note the station attendant had quietly handed her, avoiding the eyes of others.

And from the attendant's glance, she quickly realized who had written this note.

'It has to be Soleum-ie.'

He'd scurried off to car 8 without even a proper goodbye, his face pale as a sheet, and then got off at a different station by himself, and now he's left a note?

"Is he in car 7, by any chance?"

"No. He didn't board the train, just left that and got off again. Well then..."

What's going on?

Eun Haje watched the station attendant leave the car, then quickly called for Ryu Jaekwan.

"What is it?"

Ryu Jaekwan, who had just returned from being drafted for manual labor, was, surprisingly, adapting quite well to this Train Shelter.

He wasn't even showing any of the blatant suspiciousness of someone determined to uncover the operating principles and secrets of this Train Shelter.

However, his eyes would occasionally darken, as if he were thinking of his teammates or family left outside.

'Seems like he's becoming a bit more flexible.'

Eun Haje judged it to be a good change. At this rate, he would grow well.

…If only they could make it out of here alive.

'Damn it.'

Ah, she was desperate for a cigarette.

She never knew she'd crave a cigarette even in a dead body.

In any case, Assistant Manager Eun Haje tapped Ryu Jaekwan and whispered softly.

"...It's a message from Roe Deer."

"…!"

"Come sit like this for a moment."

"Yes."

Eun Haje used Ryu Jaekwan's large frame, which she had turned in a hurry, as a sort of screen to hide the note, and they checked the contents together.

Something urgent came up that I need to check, so I'm going to the company for a bit.

If you need to contact me, please leave a message at the pop-up shop in Afternoon Station.

p.s. Midday Station was completely destroyed by fire. It's been concluded, so it should be relatively safe to visit.

I've sent company researchers to Afternoon Station for the details, so you can hear about it when you meet them.

"…Concluded?"

"Shhhh."

Eun Haje urgently slapped Ryu Jaekwan's back to quiet him.

Though they pretended not to notice, she could feel eyes on them from all over the car. Because they were, for all intents and purposes, still being treated as outsiders.

And because one of the few things to do in this tedious space was to stare at and observe others.

But honestly, the note's contents were so dumbfounding it was beyond belief.

'He even concluded a Darkness in the meantime?'

Hasn't it been less than a full day since he started acting alone?

And what's this about researchers? Why are those crazy bastards here?

'What the hell have you been up to, Roe?'

It was a performance that made her wonder what kind of person he was, but Eun Haje's mouth turned bitter whenever she thought of her competent junior.

Being competent was good, but lately, he seemed to be overdoing it.

He was so soft-hearted that he seemed to keep feeling guilty towards others, even when he could barely take care of himself.

'There's no need for that at all.'

…And in the midst of it all, she could subliminally feel his helplessness regarding his own contaminated state, which made her feel even more sorry for him.

Her heart grew a little impatient.

'…I need to squeeze out every bit of information I can from this Train Shelter.'

Wouldn't that help the Roe Deer who hasn't managed to retire on his own yet?

'First, I'll have to go to Afternoon Station as soon as I get the chance.'

Eun Haje smacked her lips bitterly and was about to fold the note back up when...

'Hm?'

"There's one more line at the bottom."

At Ryu Jaekwan's words, she pushed the end of the note to unfold it.

…Strangely, a sentence that seemed to have been hastily scribbled and added was squeezed in without any margin.

As if it had been urgently written at the last moment.

If you happen to find any information related to a machine called the 'dream incubator' anywhere, please contact the pop-up shop at Afternoon Station as quickly as possible.

Unlike the part before, even the tone was urgent.

'…dream incubator?'

It is the machine that is the prototype for the Daydream Potion maker.

"..."

"…Do you know something about it?"

"No."

Eun Haje fell silent.

It was a random sentence, but because of that, she knew instinctively.

'He found something out.'

If so, what on earth did Kim Soleum find out?

* * *

I'm running.

Out of Sekwang Metropolitan City, toward the person I must meet.

To confirm what I must confirm.

"…Hah."

My mind is in chaos.

The goal of the Cheerful Research Institute, the newly discovered facts...

The identity of the egg inside the dream incubator.

-The goal of that dream incubator is… to create a new world.

-…is the deduction I've made, Hahaha!

What if that new world… is a 'world without ghost stories'?

What if the Cheerful Research Institute tried to create a world without ghost stories, and succeeded?

What if that's the world I came from?

…What happens to me?

'No.'

It's a ridiculous guess.

Just how many leaps of logic and connections have to be right for that to be possible? There are more than enough possibilities and cases where it's not true...

'But why do I have such a bad feeling about this?'

A feeling of instinctual realization.

The sense that the before and after fit together exquisitely.

The motive and the result all interlock like a puzzle, flashing through my mind almost like an inspiration.

That's why, even while denying it in my heart, I am now acting based on this deduction...

But still.

'It's strange.'

This place was the world inside the Ghost Story Wiki.

The Dark Exploration Record.

'In a world without ghost stories, they created a ghost story world.'

But if they say they created a world without ghost stories from within a ghost story world… doesn't the order not make sense?

[Oh. Which came first, the chicken or the egg? It seems the time has come to bring out that overused but wise metaphor!]

I'm going crazy.

I want to grab someone and confess everything about what's happening and ask for an answer.

Now that a deduction has been made, I can't stand it unless I confirm it, so my legs carry me toward my destination.

…To the person I wanted to avoid, but absolutely could not.

"..."

I stopped walking.

The place I'm in is Jisan Village.

Someone is standing in front of the well on the outskirts of that abandoned country village.

"Agent."

Agent Choi is looking at me.

The man, who had been looking down into the well with sunken eyes, had sensed my presence and stood there, turned towards me.

Watching me intently for a long time until I approached.

I swallowed.

…Agent Choi was on the verge of entering Sekwang Metropolitan City alone.

And I knew why.

Because I was the one who delivered the news that his teammate had died and was trapped inside that Extinction-class Disaster.

"...You."

Agent Choi caught his breath, then opened his mouth again.

"You call that a 'letter' you left…?"

"I'm sorry."

I bowed my head first.

"I wasn't asking for an apology…"

"I'm truly sorry. I'll resolve it somehow…"

"Soleum."

"..."

"What you should be apologizing for is leaving just a single note and not coming out, thinking you'd solve it all by yourself. You get that?"

Countless rebuttals came to mind, but I spoke urgently.

"Yes. I'm sorry. But…"

"But?"

"…I just discovered something inside the special city. There's something I absolutely have to confirm right now."

The shame and guilt of saying such a thing in this situation threatened to rise, but they vanished in my urgency. So I finally said it.

"The dream incubator… where is it?"

"..."

"The Underground Laboratory hidden by a manhole cover, the one you saw too, Agent. The Dream Incubation Room."

The expression vanished from the other's face.

This person must have taken some measures regarding that incubation room after I disappeared, or handed it over to the Management Bureau.

I have to find out where it went.

"Why that, now?"

"I need it right away. I– when I told you about it last time…"

"What are you going to use it for?"

"..."

Agent Choi rubbed his face with his hands.

"Hoo, what is this…"

"..."

I swallowed.

"I'm sorry."

"No. I'm not asking for an apology… Grapes-ie."

Agent Choi's tone softened.

"Go get some rest."

"...Yes?"

"If you tell me what you're going to use it for, I'll go take care of it. This is when you should pass the baton."

Wait, just a minute.

"You said dream incubator, right? What do you want to use it for?"

I first caught my breath, then took a piece of paper out from my clothes.

A letter that had been hidden in a corner of the Train Shelter, rolled up like a screw.

"…What's that?"

"I found it in the special city."

Oh~ You figured this out?

Then you're qualified to read this hot tip lol

The story that begins like that.

It was a hidden letter left behind by 'Lee Kangheon'.

"..."

"That letter, can you tell who wrote it, by any chance?"

Agent Choi's eyes move as if quickly scanning the paper. After reading all the contents without expression, he takes his eyes off it and looks at me.

And.

"I don't know."

"..."

"You brought it to me because of the name Lee Kangheon. But I don't know who the real Lee Kangheon is either. I don't even have a guess, which is why I use it. Anyway, why do you need the dream incubator–"

"Agent Choi."

I said quietly.

"I would appreciate it if you didn't lie."

"...!"

"If you really didn't know, the conversation would have flowed towards 'I'll find out who wrote it.' Because you consider it important to confirm who is behind things."

Agent Choi froze.

"Changing the subject like this means you already have someone in mind as the mastermind."

"..."

"…That note, did you write it, Agent?"

A small sigh escaped Agent Choi's lips.

And he spoke, looking back at the note.

"I might have."

"...!!"

"…A few things, habits I have when I leave notes… are quite visible. Word choice, tone, consonant size…"

His eyes scanning the note are fast and mechanical. A gaze that catches contexts that raise suspicion as if scanning them.

"As for the handwriting, it could be disguised by writing with a different hand."

"..."

"Of course, I have no memory of it."

Agent Choi raised his head.

"But since it was found in an area where cognition is blocked, there's a possibility that I wrote it but don't remember."

And, still looking at the note, he folded it and put it away himself.

"Wai–"

"But I'm not saying I'm certain, you hear?"

And he shook his head, looking at me.

"The very assumption that I would know this kind of information is strange in the first place. And Grapes-ie, just because there's a possibility, should you blindly trust a single note?"

"..."

"Do you believe this?"

Then somehow get your hands on the dream incubator that Daydream Inc. copied and try installing it in the still-remaining Cheerful Research Institute facility

 "You want to try something when you don't even know the intention behind it?"

"Agent."

I raised my head.

"We have to try it to find out what the intention is."

"…!"

"I'm not saying I'll just do anything blindly. I'm saying I want to go right up to the point just before doing it."

"Just before doing it?"

"Yes."

I pointed to the contents of the note.

"If you look, what it's referring to here isn't just any dream incubator."

That is…

"It's asking for the version that Daydream copied. In other words, it seems to be telling me to steal the potion machine from the company…"

I swallowed.

"Instead of that, I'm proposing we first install a dream incubator identical to the one originally in the Cheerful Research Institute in Sekwang Metropolitan City, and observe it operating normally."

"..."

"We can guess the mechanism from there."

Then, if by some chance something is revealed and it succeeds.

"If this note is really a hint, isn't there a possibility that we could at least get the people trapped inside out… or that the Supernatural Disaster could be concluded?"

"..."

"Agent Choi."

I said with force.

"I will do it. No, at the very least, I have to accompany you and try this."

Agent Choi looked at me, then at the note again, and fell silent as if lost in fierce contemplation.

By the time his left hand, which had been kneading the handle of the Executioner's Sword, stopped.

"Hoo."

A long sigh came from Agent Choi.

And he turned to look at me with a bitter smile.

Along with a blue glow in his eyes.

"Fine. So you want to take the dream incubator and test it?"

"...! Yes."

Agent Choi took a step back from the well.

Through the agent's jacket, which fluttered slightly in the wind, I saw some sort of unusual ritual equipment briefly reveal itself before disappearing.

A chill ran down my spine, but at the same time, I felt a sense of relief.

That I wasn't too late, before that man went into the well alone.

"…Follow me."

"…!"

I followed Agent Choi as he moved away from the well.

* * *

[This is difficult to understand, Mr. Roe Deer. That Underground Laboratory was a place my friend discovered in the first place, so why is that public servant taking credit for it?]

I suppose it's because I was discovered there while spying...

'Hoo.'

"Here."

In any case, instead of hauling me off somewhere and recommending forced rest, Agent Choi guided me to the Dream Incubation Room.

It was… surprisingly, still in the same spot by the manhole.

However, it seemed to be concealed by some sort of shamanistic act, making it unrecognizable to civilians.

"I thought you would have handed it over to the Management Bureau…"

"I was going to. After I investigated it a bit."

Agent Choi says nonchalantly as he opens the door.

"The moment you hand something like this over, the higher-ups usually bar field agents from accessing it and try to control it themselves."

"..."

"Here."

Inside the door, a golden rope was stretched across.

It must be a sign that Agent Choi had inspected and purified the space.

We carefully stepped over the golden rope and went inside.

And I finally faced it.

A normally functioning dream incubator.

'…It's here.'

A faint silhouette is visible inside the still-huge Dream Essence Liquid tank. Something golden, round, and egg-shaped.

An egg.

"...I’ll move it."

"Right. It'll take some effort. Heave-ho."

I slowly removed the wires connected to the device one by one, drained the Dream Essence Liquid that filled it into a collector, and then lifted out the powered-down machine.

Thanks to being in Lizard's body, moving heavy things wasn't a problem, but storage was ultimately an issue, so I had to switch bodies.

To the collapsed form of 130666.

"…You hadn't recovered."

I quietly nodded.

And while it took several more hours to return to the well, this time, Agent Choi persistently questioned me about my exploration during that entire time.

I was exhausted by the time I had confessed everything, from the news that Agent Bronze and Assistant Manager Eun Haje were in the Train Shelter, to all the things I had experienced at each station.

Still, I felt a sense of relief somewhere inside.

But in the end, I couldn't bring myself to talk about my guess regarding the dream incubator.

A world without ghost stories.

I just said this.

>Question:

>Agent Choi's idea

"Huh?"

>Cheerful Research Institute's goal (deduction):

>To create a world where no one suffers from Supernatural Disasters

 ▶ Agent Choi's opinion on the assumption that said world actually exists 

"…Hm. Sounds wonderful."

Agent Choi asked matter-of-factly.

"Cults lure people in with the exact same story, you know?"

...

"But Grapes-ie. Why did you think of that? That such a world would actually exist."

…Because I came from there.

>Simple deduction:

>Based on the traces left in the Cheerful Research Institute 

"Okay."

Agent Choi looked at me with a strange expression.

"Agent Grapes, if someone on the street ever tells you that you have a fine aura thanks to your ancestors, you're not to engage with them. Got it?"

...

"Why no answer? You got it?"

>Positive

It seems that because I was from a Disaster Management Bureau-certified cult-like company, my words were taken in a different sense...

'Hoo...'

And so the conversation ended.

And by the time we arrived at the well and re-entered Sekwang Metropolitan City, it was already the middle of the night.

The platform of Sekwang Metropolitan City where I opened my eyes was an underground space where the flow of time couldn't be gauged, but because of that, we could move more freely.

To the Cheerful Research Institute facility on the opposite platform.

"I'll clear it out."

Back again, to the burnt-out office corridor. 

Together with Agent Choi, I pushed away the half-broken dream incubator that was barely functioning, and put the machine I brought in its place.

"…You said you'd connect it?"

I nodded my head.

This is an incubator identical to the half-broken machine. So a problem shouldn't suddenly arise.

"But if a problem does arise, please pull the plug immediately."

"Of course."

I connected the wires and pipes to the dream incubator.

And when I held up my employee ID card...

Flash.

…The device activates, and the lights come on.

"..."

Nothing else happened.

I looked at the dream incubator, which was operating quietly just as it had before I moved it, and was lost in thought.

??????

Children's syrup.

The buttons that make the original liquid for Daydream Inc.'s potions.

And the trace of a button below them.

Just one.

◎

Something like a leftover part from where a button was forcibly gouged out.

'…I thought this was where the Wish Ticket was.'

And while exploring Sekwang Metropolitan City, I think I figured out the name of the potion made with this button.

For this invitational research

Use Children's Paradise Syrup

-> My opinion!

Children's Paradise Syrup.

Paradise.

If that's the case...

'Is this… the button for the true purpose of the dream incubator?'

The button related to the 'egg'.

I looked at it, observing it closely.

The spot where a button had been pulled out.

'Where on earth could this button have been?'

The fact that only this part was damaged was clearly unnatural. Someone had pulled it out.

And if this was a core function of the device, it was likely made so that only authorized people could use it, rather than being made completely unusable.

For instance, in a way where the button was hidden, and only a qualified person could find it.

'…Hidden.'

A recent case where I found something someone had hidden comes to mind.

Lee Kangheon's note.

An incongruity hidden close to the living space.

A screw made by recycling a Daydream Potion cap.

The cap, used in an unexpected way, was cleverly hidden in the place of the screw.

As if it had always been that way.

'…Could the button for this incubator have been hidden in a similar way?'

In an unexpected place, nonchalantly.

…It might be a good idea to search that underground Dream Incubation Room again. Or I might have to search all the facilities related to the Cheerful Research Institute.

'Could there be a hint in the Dark Exploration Record?'

Regarding the Dream Incubation Room.

Before asking Agent Choi that question, I picked up my Smartphone to utilize the broadest source of information I knew.

'A round part...'

And as I looked over the contents...

...

[Friend?]

A round part.

A hidden use.

In an unexpected place.

Nonchalantly.

"..."

I flipped over my Smartphone.

There was a circle on it.

The device that displayed Wiki for me.

The pop-socket.

"Grapes-ie?"

I looked at the dream incubator.

Then I lifted my Smartphone and, with a trembling hand, detached the pop-socket.

Tuk.

I separated the adhesive part from the decorative part of the fallen pop-socket. Being a modular type, the part came off easily just by pressing the sides.

And I brought that piece of the pop-socket to the spot on the dream incubator where the button had been pulled out.

Click.
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My Pop Socket.

It was the final button component for the dream incubator.

The main button, equivalent to a Wish Ticket.

"..."

I stared at it blankly.

The lit-up button glowed faintly, as if tempting me.

I unconsciously reached my hand toward it...

"Agent Grapes!!"

"…!!"

I snatched my hand back.

Beside me, Agent Choi grabbed my arm, and with his other hand, he switched off the power connected to the device and pulled out the plug.

"You said it yourself. To pull the plug immediately if something went wrong."

"...Thank you."

"What was that just now?"

I looked at the unlit button, then muttered as if in a daze.

"I don't know."

But.

"It seems I was carrying the most important component of this machine."

"..."

Agent Choi's pupils dilated as he observed the button I had completed.

"A Memorial Pop Socket."

"..."

"But the color is..."

I hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"It's not a Memorial Pop Socket."

"What?"

"The shape and function are clearly that of a Memorial Pop Socket, so I thought it was the same thing, but I was told it isn't."

"By whom?"

"By the elder."

"…!"

–This one is an even more precious object. It just seems to have mimicked an item from our workshop.

"…I heard that something more valuable seems to have mimicked a Memorial Pop Socket."

And this Pop Socket's original function was the Wish Ticket button for the Cheerful Research Institute.

I stared at the Pop Socket, still in its place as a button, then reflexively lifted my head.

The notepad that wasn't visible now, but would appear and hover by my head when activated.

The trace of the <Dark Exploration Record> pop-up store.

[Dark Exploration Record Merch Box]

-Usage rights for new merchandise unlocked!

The Pop Socket was one of the first-prize items I had won at the pop-up store.

An item inside the Real Goods Box.

'But why is it… the button for the Cheerful Research Institute's dream incubator?'

My head was throbbing.

To organize my own thoughts, I first explained what the elder who had fixed my broken Pop Socket had said.

Including the fact that she had regarded the object with wonder, not aversion.

"..."

Listening to my story, Agent Choi's eyes deepened as if lost in thought.

"So you're trying to claim… that it's not a Corrupt object?"

"It's less of a claim and more me just telling you what I experienced."

"…Right."

Agent Choi sat on the floor, the power cord still in his hand. He then brushed the ash from the spot in front of him and patted it.

"Seems like we have a lot to talk about."

...

"Grapes-ie. So where did you get that thing?"

"You wouldn't believe me."

"Really? I'll give it a listen anyway. I'm a good listener, you know? That's another virtue of an ace agent."

I looked at Agent Choi's grinning face and eventually sat down across from him.

And I opened my mouth on impulse.

"I came from another world."

He stopped breathing.

* * *

…I had, at some point, imagined myself honestly confessing my circumstances to someone.

But I couldn't say it, because I was sure I'd be treated like a crazy person, or get the Ghost Story Worldview treatment.

So it was strange.

The fact that I was saying this with my own mouth.

…It's a relief, and it's strange.

But it wasn't a thoughtless decision.

"..."

I looked at Agent Choi.

…Given his disposition, there were surely things he hadn't told me, more information and situations he was hiding.

'To get that, I have to state my own premise.'

If I only hid things, I, who was already suspicious, would only seem more so. We would just keep doubting each other, never showing our hands.

That wouldn't do anymore.

'Because a new clue has appeared.'

At this stage, I needed any and all information and reasoning. I wanted to talk to someone and hear their opinion.

So if I wanted information, I had to offer my own.

…In a way that could earn Agent Choi's trust as much as possible.

"…Do you remember the cases from the supernatural disaster 'Sparkling Dragon Palace' where the children's identities couldn't be confirmed?"

"…I remember."

The children who named countries that didn't exist on Earth, had slightly different physical characteristics, or gave addresses that didn't exist in reality.

"Those children weren't 'citizens' of this place."

"..."

"I'm similar."

A missing person caught up in a ghost story.

"I came from a different reality, not this one. …From a Seoul Special City that's almost the same, but with a few minor differences."

I didn't say, 'I came from a world without ghost stories.'

I remembered Agent Choi's reaction, as if he were looking at a cultist. It would only diminish the credibility of the conversation.

'But ghost stories related to parallel worlds were already registered in the <Dark Exploration Records>.'

So this much should be a plausible enough explanation.

And so I let it all pour out.

That I'd opened my eyes and was at the Daydream new employee orientation, and that I had been given a few pieces of equipment.

"..."

Agent Choi silently looked down at the ash-covered floor, remaining silent for a long while.

Soon, a thankfully calm voice was heard.

"So, you're saying you think you were dropped here after being caught up in a supernatural disaster? The world suddenly changed, and you got some equipment."

"…Yes."

"So…"

A sharp intake of breath.

"So… your wish was to go home."

"..."

I forced a smile and replied.

"But I couldn't."

"..."

"Just as Agent Bronze said, a Wish Ticket couldn't do it."

"Grapes-ie."

"But I never thought I'd find another hint from this machine. …A hint that might let me guess why I was summoned here."

I looked again at the powered-down machine.

At the 'Wish Ticket' button, to be precise, which had been completed with my Pop Socket.

"..."

The adhesive part left on my Smartphone couldn't function as a 'Memorial Pop Socket.'

It meant that to read the <Dark Exploration Record> Wiki, I needed the component that was the dream incubator's button.

'…So someone detached the dream incubator's button, processed it into a Memorial Pop Socket… and that was given as the first-prize item at the pop-up store.'

For the person who would be summoned into the <Dark Exploration Record> from the world that created the <Dark Exploration Record>.

…Or for the person who would be summoned out from the 'world without ghost stories' created in the dream incubator.

'Which one is it?'

What hint are they trying to give me?

What do they want from me?

Something seems to be taking shape, but it's not clear yet. It's just that...

"I just think this Cheerful Research Institute might have done something."

"You think this institute is what brought you here?"

"Based on the circumstances, that's what I'm guessing."

In fact, I was almost certain.

Because I had woken up in this incubator.

"That's why I want to know more about this dream incubator. Not just to rescue people from Sekwang Metropolitan City… but because, frankly, it seems to be related to me, too."

"..."

"That's all."

Agent Choi sat quietly, without a word.

His eyes shifted between the dream incubator and me, and the fingers of the hand gripping the hilt of his Executioner's Sword twitched as if in thought...

Then he opened his mouth.

"Grapes-ie."

I looked at him, tense.

"That underground laboratory, I actually turned it upside down after you disappeared."

"..."

"…And I found something."

What?

"Some kind of..."

"But I want you to promise me one thing."

Agent Choi's piercing gaze met mine.

"You can't pass this information on to Daydream, that company. Got it?"

"...Agent Choi."

I wrestled with myself, then finally let out a sigh and spoke.

"I'm under an employment contract with Daydream. Permanently, forever."

"…!"

Agent Choi must be remembering it too.

The sight of 130666 in a Security Team uniform.

It was a choice I had to make to survive, but the result wasn't pleasant.

"As 130666, if Daydream demands something for the company's benefit, I probably won't be able to refuse. So… I might not be able to keep that promise."

"..."

"But, I still want to hear it."

Agent Choi, who was looking at me as if he'd been sucker-punched, replied.

"Okay."

Then he gave a bitter smile.

"…Did you think that if you were honest, I'd take pity on you and just spill everything?"

"To some extent."

"That's amazing, really..."

Agent Choi took something out from his pocket.

"...Because you're right."

It was a folded piece of paper.

"I restored and transcribed a document that was labeled 'experiment log.' It was caked in gunk, so it's only a few pages."

"...!"

"This must be it. It was in the place you found, after all. Here."

Agent Choi added, "I grabbed it when I was packing up the incubator earlier," and handed it to me.

I took it.

[Oh, just as the saying goes that every cloud has a silver lining, my friend, the crisis of being discovered by that civil servant who snuck into the dusty lab that day was not all bad, was it?]

[For you have returned like this!]

Braun's applause rang in my head like tinnitus.

With trembling hands, I unfolded the document.

It was...

That contract!!

It was an indictment of Daydream.

No, it was a document that looked as if resentment had turned into letters and been carved onto the page.

I should not have signed the contract presented by the pharmaceutical company executive. Because of that ■■, our research was helplessly taken over.

They stole the dream incubator's ■■. Their promise to become our supply source for the ■-liquid was dismissed as a cheap play on words, a promise to fill the dream incubator with liquid.

So...

'Did Daydream originally approach the Cheerful Research Institute saying they'd supply the Dream Essence Liquid, only to backstab them by stealing the dream incubator that makes the potions?'

It was a very Daydream-like thing to do.

The next part seemed to be similarly filled with curses aimed at Daydream, but then a calmer section appeared.

We left the institute's Main Building and set up a separate lab. Here, we will find the pharmaceutical company's weakness.

Next, it summarized how they, based on Daydream's potions, had used the dream incubator as a simple potion-producing machine.

Many words and sentences were deleted as blank spaces, likely because they were too damaged to be read.

And as my eyes scanned what little was legible...

This caught my eye.

Confirmation of a counterfeit of the Ch■■■■■'s Para■■■ Syrup among the potions produced by the pharmaceutical company.

Name: W■■■ T■■■■■.

"…!"

It was censored, but I could read it.

'Wish Ticket.'

The Children's Paradise Syrup was indeed the original.

Presumed to be a degraded version, with the incubator's incubation function deleted and the required liquid concentration for production arbitrarily lowered.

Degradation examples:

Verbalized sentence expression required.

Deterioration of world-line ■■ function.

Compromised wish fulfillment, not the ■■ of paradise.

That was all the information I could read.

"..."

"How is it?"

I lifted my head.

Agent Choi looked at the paper I was holding and spoke as if making a joke.

"It's a total exposé of a big corporation's dark side, right? If the Disaster Management Bureau wasn't just the Ministry of Environment, I would've..., …Grapes-ie?"

I snatched the power cord from Agent Choi's hand.

And plugged it back in.

"You…!"

"Just a second!"

I looked again at the buttons of the dream incubator as they lit up.

My head was pounding, and the sound of my heart throbbed in my ears.

'I get it.'

I still remember.

No, I can't forget.

Reading the words written on the bottle on the day I drank the Wish Ticket.

The instructions for the Wish Ticket.

Lift the bottle with both hands.

After expressing your earnest wish in a single sentence…

Close your eyes and consume the liquid in the bottle all at once.

Any wish will be granted.

A single sentence.

The instruction was to make a wish in one precise sentence.

But.

According to this document...

Degradation examples:

Verbalized sentence expression required.

That was a side effect created by Daydream's manufacturing.

If that's the case.

Then in the original Cheerful Research Institute version of the 'Wish Ticket'… the condition to 'make a wish in a single sentence' didn't exist in the first place.

You mean a wish you desire deep in your heart could be granted even if it wasn't verbalized?

Then,

If so...

"Grapes-ie."

I can go back.

If I want to go home, I can go back.

There's no need to agonize over a sentence. If all I have to do is want it desperately, if I want to go back home...

The Cheerful Research Institute's Wish Ticket, the 'Children's Paradise Syrup,' will send me home.

To a world without ghost stories.

To the place I was originally from.

…In my original form!

I looked down at my hands. I could see human hands. Something I wouldn't be able to see if I returned to reality. Not that melted, amorphous, bizarre form or the lizard's body I received as a component, but I could return to my original body and go home.

A sense of relief that made my brain tingle surged through me just from the thought.

Nothing else mattered. Whatever the truth of the world was, why I was here, none of it matter...

"Calm down."

"…!"

I blinked.

Agent Choi was holding my shoulders, pinning me to the floor.

"Breathe in, then out. Now!"

I did as he said.

I take a deep breath...

...

"Agent Choi."

"..."

"I'm calm now."

Agent Choi was tense, watching to see if I'd do anything rash.

But I turned my gaze back to the dream incubator to check.

The liquid indicator.

DE 00000000

The number went up when I filled this tank with Dream Essence Liquid.

About 150,000 points when I put in A-grade concentration Dream Essence Liquid.

'And the other emoticon buttons consumed about 10,000 to 20,000 points.'

If that was C-grade, then the value for an EX-grade potion, equivalent to a Wish Ticket, is...

'Wait a minute.'

I shot up and pressed the lit-up Wish Ticket button.

"…!"

"It's fine. Nothing will happen since there's no liquid any..."

Right.

But something else is displayed instead.

'The amount of liquid needed.'

It's displayed in red at the bottom. It's...

DE 05000000

…Five million points?

My mind goes blank.

'An A-grade liquid was 150,000 points.'

How in the world am I supposed to fill five million...

'No!'

I can fill it. Why can't I? Can't I just clear A-grade thirty or forty times? It's not impossible. I can do it.

Right, just clearing the Sekwang Special City Subway station, I mean, Hanbit Library, got me close to an A-grade before.

So if I calmly take my time...

...

Or…

'If not that.'

There is a way to fill it all at once.

The thing that exists outside that subway station I just thought of.

A massive ghost story.

For instance… something like an Extinction-class supernatural disaster that swallowed a whole city.

And I know.

That if you properly resolve a ghost story instead of simply escaping it, a much higher concentration of Dream Essence Liquid is extracted.

"..."

So.

If I bring the Sekwang Metropolitan City ghost story to an end, I can go home.
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[Congratulations, friend! You have a new goal.]

I tucked the dream incubator back into the tattoo.

Now that I knew this incubator could create the potion to go home, I couldn't possibly leave it behind in this burnt-out office.

My heart continued to pound.

'If I end the Sekwang Metropolitan City Ghost Story, I can go home.'

That sentence wouldn't leave my mind.

However.

"Grapes-ie."

"..."

"Are you going to wish to go home with that?"

I turned to look at him.

Agent Choi was observing me, too.

'He noticed.'

He had already read the documents in the Dream Incubation Room and seen the button I had assembled.

He must have already been certain that I had figured out how to make the potion that was the original form of the Wish Ticket.

The man, who had become noticeably quiet since a while ago, spoke up.

"Isn't there another way?"

"There might be."

I doubt it.

More than anything, with the most certain method right in front of me, suggesting we look for another way was probably an indirect expression of his desire to stop me.

So I, too, must speak gently.

As if I were open to the idea.

[Excellent!]

"For now, I plan to learn more about Sekwang Metropolitan City while carrying out Director Ho's Project."

"…Is that so?"

"Yes. As I mentioned, going through Director Ho is the most direct way to get the Daydream Potion Device."

If I were to suddenly ask for the Daydream Potion Device, Ho Yuwon would surely try to find out why.

It was a request unrelated to exploration, after all.

'And the moment he learns of my situation, he'll try to use that, too.'

I couldn't know if Director Ho wanted the Sekwang Metropolitan City Ghost Story to end.

But what if I tried to find what Ho Yuwon wanted in Sekwang Metropolitan City and trade it for the Daydream Potion Device?

'That would definitely work.'

And–

If installing the Daydream Potion Machine here ends the Sekwang Special City Ghost Story, just as Lee Kangheon's note said…

"..."

My head throbbed. The mere possibility made me want to act immediately.

But I wouldn't know for certain until I installed it.

"For now, since there were no issues with the dream incubator itself, I think it would be fine to try installing it."

No, even if that wasn't the case, I couldn't fully trust the contents of Lee Kangheon's note, so I would continue exploring Sekwang Metropolitan City.

To gather information for the conclusion.

Also, it was rare to find a place with such good dream essence efficiency.

'Just clearing the escape from the subway station extracts a grade close to A.'

It meant that just ending the subway stations one by one would be quite profitable.

Wait a minute, now that I think about it, I should have gotten quite a bit of liquid from burning down and ending Midday Station.

I hurriedly rummaged inside my tattoo.

'The Collector is…'

…There it is!

I saw the Collector glowing with a brilliant golden light.

'Is it really A-grade?'

Then it's between 100,000 and 200,000...

If I add the liquid I already had and the liquid I got from ending the Sekwang High Ghost Story, it might really be 400,000 to 500,000.

'Not bad.'

It fills up pretty well. Right. I just have to repeat what I've done so far nine more times...

...

Hold on.

Can't I just keep killing myself here?

There are many particularly dangerous places among the Sekwang Metropolitan City subway stations. If I just keep dying in those places and going outside, the Dream Collector should fill up.

Isn't that also a clear?

Then that's it. I can just keep coming back.

Then...

[That is efficient, friend! But isn't it often the case that theory and reality are different? Please consider it carefully...]

Ah.

…Right. The Dream Essence concentration would probably drop below a certain level.

'Just leaving without properly experiencing the Darkness will only produce low-grade liquid.'

It's not for nothing that Daydream manages the cycles with intervals instead of putting the same person in the same ghost story every single day.

'Thanks, Braun.'

[Oh, it's only natural for a Good Friend!]

Looking at the Collector sloshing with A-grade essence, I steeled my resolve once more.

So, for now, I'll fill it up with the Dream Essence Liquid I've gathered and...

"Are you going to use that?"

"Huh? Not now, but later..."

"Then I can hold on to the dream incubator until then, right?"

"No."

"..."

Damn it.

I answered too quickly.

I deliberately put on a dumbfounded expression and looked at him.

"I'm holding onto it because I have storage space. Agent, how on earth were you planning to carry it…?"

"Hey, I've got muscles and grit~"

Agent Choi joked and laughed, but his eyes were cold.

"How about putting that dream incubator back where it was."

"..."

"Well, in any case, Grapes is going to continue exploring the subway here."

"Yes."

"I see, heave-ho."

Agent Choi got up from his seat, then looked at me and smiled brightly.

"Let's go."

"..."

"I'm starting to want to meet the people left here, too."

That.

"Let's see, you said Jaekwan is in a place called the Train Shelter, right?"

"...Yes."

Guilt flared cold in my heart again, and my head cleared.

"I'll guide you."

We left the burnt-out hallway of the Cheerful Research Institute and headed for the platform.

* * *

A short while later.

Train G1572 appeared on the platform, and when I waved, the door to car 7 opened a beat later.

"Roe Deer… ah."

"Nice to see you, Agent Peppermint."

When Ms. Go Yeongeun saw Agent Choi, her eyes wavered, and she greeted him with an expression that was both pleased and awkward.

And...

"Agent."

"Bronzie."

The dead come to car 7.

The Team Hyunmoo 1 senior agent gazed for a long time at his junior—trapped and dead inside an Extinction-class Disaster—then gave a slight smile and spoke.

"You're looking well, Bronzie."

"Yes."

Agent Bronze smiled faintly.

Because of the train, the complexion of the dead did not show.

He looked just like when he was alive.

"I'm doing well."

"…Good."

An emotion similar to what I had just felt flickered in Agent Choi's eyes as he looked at Agent Bronze.

Guilt.

But he seemed to suppress that sign, and soon resumed his conversation with Agent Bronze in a placid tone.

And as he patted the other's back, they had a conversation that seemed ordinary but hinted at something more.

"What about your duties from now on..."

"Why are you worried about something like that? With this ace Senior here…"

It was clearly a conversation about how to deal with Agent Bronze's absence.

And...

"…Is there anything you want to pass on to anyone?"

It seemed he was taking a last will and testament, just in case.

'Ah.'

My toes felt like they were curling up.

Anxiety.

'I have to do something, quickly.'

I should have just guided Agent Choi to the Train Shelter, boarded any train, and gone to the next station...

"Anxious?"

"…!"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had been glancing at the two agents' conversation just like me, turned to look at me.

"Roe Deer. We're seeing each other again sooner than I thought. You really ran off like some roe deer."

"Assistant Manager."

"What was so urgent that you just left a note…?"

Then she stopped, looking at my face.

"What's with your complexion."

"Pardon?"

"You're too pale. Anyone would think you're the corpse, not me."

She threw out a frightening remark like a joke.

"I'm fine. It's just that I've made a few discoveries."

"..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje lowered her voice, pulled me to a corner, and asked in a small voice.

"Is it because of that dream incubator thing?"

I slowly nodded.

"To be precise, I need our company's potion-making machine."

"…That's so random."

I didn't explain further.

Right now, Assistant Manager Eun Haje must be having a hard time accepting the fact that she died and is trapped here, as well as adjusting to this shelter.

I felt like I had added to her burden by leaving that note.

And just then, the two agents finished their conversation and came over.

As soon as I saw Agent Bronze, I spoke urgently.

"Um, I'm sorry, Agent. I should have asked you about any useful items before I left, but I was in a hurry..."

"It's alright."

Agent Bronze shook his head.

"I've already told Agent Choi what I need. …Please don't feel too burdened."

"...Yes."

It was becoming increasingly difficult for me to just stand still inside this train.

Fortunately, it didn't last long.

This stop is Morning, Morning Station...

The train had made a full circle and returned to its destination.

I immediately moved toward the door.

"I'll be getting off now."

"Already?"

"Yes. If there's anything you need, please let me know. I'll find it for you."

"Hmm..."

Eun Haje, who had been watching me quietly, said nothing and returned to Agent Bronze and Ms. Go Yeongeun.

I thought I made eye contact with Ms. Go Yeongeun, but I quietly bowed my head and waited to get off.

The doors are opening.

And I stepped onto the platform of Morning Station.

The modern, clean platform was the same as ever. I diligently made my way toward the stairs...

"We're going together, Grapes-ie!"

"..."

I felt the weight of Agent Choi's arm as he slung it over my shoulder.

[Hmph. Still an excessive fellow, feigning friendliness.]

So you got off?

Well, if Agent Choi had decided to accompany me, it would be difficult to stop him.

And I had secretly been thinking that it would be nice to have Agent Choi's help at this station, so it was right to accept it gladly.

…If that's the case.

"Um, Agent."

"Yeah?"

I opened my mouth cautiously.

"By any chance, from now on during our explorations, if the Collector fills with liquid, could you… sell it to me?"

I had received his help in collecting liquid when we ended the Sekwang High Ghost Story, too.

So this time as well...

"No."

"..."

"Grapes-ie. We agreed to split what I gave you before, fifty-fifty. Didn't we?"

Ah.

"…Yes. We did."

[Goodness. After all the help my friend has bestowed upon him, to make such an insolent and cold-hearted remark!]

No.

A surge of resentment welled up.

But I hurriedly suppressed it. Let's not be shameless.

'Let's try to talk to him later.'

It would be fine if I made a good offer.

I can do it. I can do it...

"Ah, right. I forgot about that. Mr. Civil Servant."

...

...!!

"First, take the Collector I have, Roe Deer."

I turned my head.

…Assistant Manager Eun Haje was standing there.

No, Agent Bronze was behind her, too.

Behind the two of them as they stepped onto the platform, the platform screen door closed.

Beyond it, the train was leaving the station.

"..."

Feeling like I'd been hit over the head, I looked at Agent Bronze and Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

"Why did you get off…?"

"Agent Grapes."

"Get back on! Quickly!"

"I don't want to."

"…!!"

I saw the vitality drain from the bodies of the two who had gotten off the train, saw the pale, ashen bodies of the dead.

But the two of them were calm.

Even Agent Choi.

'…Did they already talk about this?'

I gritted my teeth and looked at them.

"We gathered information about what kind of place this station is in the shelter."

"..."

"It's a good place for an agent and a reporter to explore."

"..."

"Agent Grapes."

Damn it.

'I thought they wouldn't know since I didn't share the Wiki content.'

I hadn't expected them to figure that much out from the testimony of a survivor who had visited this station in person.

"Do you know what was at this station?"

Morning Station (Scales Tribunal)

The subway station where the Sekwang Metropolitan City district court was located.

"…They say there was a court."

"Yes. But that's not all."

...

Agent Bronze's gaze turned toward the top of the stairs.

Scales Tribunal

Next to the giant wooden plaque hanging above, there was a silver scales mark.

The small embossed pattern within those scales would be familiar to some.

Because it was identical to the one inside the Silver Heart.

A Disaster Management Bureau device.

The basement of this district court is also the location of a secret government agency.

"Circumstantially, it seems the Sekwang City branch of the Disaster Management Bureau was at this station."

That's right.

This was the location of the Sekwang Metropolitan City Management Bureau branch that had vanished entirely.

On the Day of Disaster, that government agency evacuated the largest number of survivors underground.

Afterward, the scattered government agents worked throughout Sekwang Metropolitan City to rescue survivors and request aid from headquarters, but success stories were rare.

However, their desperate deliberation during that process over who should be rescued remained at the site even after their deaths.

So, do you know what is happening at this subway station that has mutated into a ghost story?

At this Morning Station, that deliberation is endlessly repeated.

The Scales Tribunal will clearly determine whether you are worthy of being rescued.

Through a proven method.

Creeeak—

At the top of the stairs.

The door below the plaque opened, revealing the silver Scales Tribunal.

"Do you remember? How the people at Horizon Lodge were all criminals with bad records?"

"..."

"It seems the equipment used then was also left at this branch."

Your weight will be measured on the Scales of Evil.

The Scales of Evil.

The very scales used by the Disaster Management Bureau to conscript civilian sacrifices now dominate this station.

"..."

However.

It probably wouldn't be in the way Agent Bronze was thinking.

Because it was twisted and Contaminated.

Originally, this device used sin as its weight, but influenced by the Day of Disaster, it came to use something else as its weight.

I gasped for breath.

What you love most will be placed on the opposite scale.

Chapter 313

Calm… let's be calm.

In this station, I will thoroughly investigate this Scales Tribunal ghost story and collect information and Dream Essence Liquid.

Let's just think about that.

I was boiling with anger at my companions for doing something as dangerous as following me with their dead bodies, but I held it in.

If I couldn't persuade them, getting angry would only hurt our feelings.

The same went for Agent Choi, who had refused to sell me his Dream Essence Liquid.

'I just have to do well.'

I just have to do my best while making sure no one dies.

Isn't that what I've been doing all this time?

That's all I have to do...

[How beautiful, my friend, doing his best to have no regrets. Oh, but it is a pity to see how heavy his shoulders look...]

It's fine.

[Hmm. In that case, let us advance. This is one step toward receiving judgment, no, a trial!]

I climbed the stairs leading from the platform to the Scales Tribunal.

And I looked inside the door, which had opened wide at some point.

I thought the inside of the Scales Tribunal would be revealed, but...

"..."

There was nothing to see inside.

A pure white void.

No color, no sound, no form. If anything, it felt similar to a dark, lightless basement.

"…Are you scared, Grapes-ie?"

"No."

Actually, I was scared.

But being scared wouldn't change anything, so I stepped inside.

Sekwang Metropolitan City Day of Disaster. 370614th rescue request confirmed. Registering rescue requester as a Selection Candidate.

202■ Management  No. 370614 Kim Soleum.

The subject is to be judged for rescue value through the Scales of Evil.

The next moment. 

I snapped to my senses to find myself standing at the end of a line in a massive courtroom.

"...!" 

A modern, almost grand space composed of brown, navy, and other colors. 

In the center of the courtroom, people were standing in a long line, as if waiting for a summary judgment.

 A low murmur. 

The citizens in ordinary clothes made it feel somewhat like they were here for some administrative task. 

A space that almost felt stable.

 But if you listened closely… 

"...isth meco ingto getme..."

"How gerlon must Iitwa?"

 A chill ran down my spine.

I reflexively looked behind me. 

My companions were also in line behind me now. 

A hint of tension crossed Agent Bronze's face. 

"Agent Grapes, I know this place looks like a courtroom. But what's happening over there isn't a real trial, it's…" 

202■Management 370601, Selection Candidate Jeong Ho-jong, please come forward.

 "…!" 

A voice came from the front of the line. 

But because of the line, the people, and the strangely hazy scenery beyond, I couldn't see anything clearly. 

Just the shape of a person walking out from the very front of the line.

Thud.

…I heard the sound of something heavy hitting the floor. 

And then silence. 

"..." 

"…What's happening here is probably the Disaster Management Bureau's emergency selection process." 

He swallowed the rest of his words, but I felt like I'd already heard them.

 'Contaminated.'

202■Management 370603, Selection Candidate Kim Ja-hoon, please come forward.

 The number of people ahead of us dwindles.

 The people in line walk forward. 

We, too, moved helplessly forward. 

Before I knew it, the line behind our party was packed with figures who looked like ordinary citizens, and only four or five people remained in front of us…

 And then...

Thud.

I finally saw the source of that sound with my own eyes.

 202■Management 370611, Selection Candidate Lee Hye-mi, please come forward. 

At the very top center of the courtroom was a giant, ash-gray scale. The dust- and filth-covered scale was a balance, its two concave pans level with each other. 

A person walks toward it, placed upon the judge's bench. 

No, is that a person?

 "isth meco ingto save myghterdau. aseple, me." 

A figure that looked like a middle-aged man in a lightweight padded vest staggered forward blankly. 

We will now conduct the 8312th re-evaluation of the corresponding rescue requester's suitability for rescue. 

Selection Candidate, please submit your evidence.

 As the voice echoed from a speaker beyond the bench, the person standing before the scales shook their head as if trying to come to their senses. 

"Ye-yes…" 

Then, fumbling, they grab a long object placed next to the scales. 

An ashen knife. 

The knife was tied to the scales, much like how public offices tie down pens for public use to prevent theft. 

The middle-aged person lifted the knife and stabbed their own chest. 

"...!" 

And pulls something out from within. 

[Oh, it's a heart!] 

The sight of the pulsating organ, speared on the knife and pulled out, was grotesquely clear. 

I heard Assistant Manager Eun Haje's pained groan. 

"You public servants, you used that for public use?" 

"We did not! The Management Bureau uses the candidate's fate and name…"

 I heard Agent Bronze's urgent denial, but I knew. 

This was also a correct way to use the Scales of Evil. 

"Bronzie, it was used like that sometimes though?" 

"..."

"The Scales of Evil was originally a Supernatural Disaster that was processed for a supposedly good purpose." 

Agent Choi's eyes sank.

 "Technically speaking, that's the original, pre-processed way of using it." 

The symbols of the subject that could be weighed on the Scales of Evil varied from their fate, heart, to ■■, but they all represented the subject's conscience. 

The person's ethics and good deeds, embodied by the heart, were impaled on the knife, still beating. 

Place it on the scales. 

Surprisingly, despite having had his heart ripped out, the middle-aged man staggered and moved, placing the crimson organ speared on the knife onto one of the scale's pans. 

Yes, we have confirmed. 

And the pan on the opposite side of the scales begins to tremble... 

Originally, a weight symbolizing sin should have been placed there. 

After all, the Disaster Management Bureau mainly used the Scales of Evil to punish villains who would be used as scapegoats. 

But in this contaminated Courthouse of Sekwang Metropolitan City, the Scales of Evil instead selected people who were worthy of rescue, and thus… 

The thing you love most is placed on the opposite scale.

 In place of sin, something materialized. 

A small-statured figure in a tracksuit, looking like a university student, was fidgeting on the right-hand scale, looking around anxiously. 

The middle-aged man, seeing the blurry, wavering figure, staggers to get a closer look. 

"Hye-min!" 

The scales shake. 

The balance, which had been level, begins to tremble. 

Checking the scale's reading.

 "I can't wait anymore! No! No more! Someone please die instead of me!! Someone die for me! I have to get rescued and see Hye-min!" 

A scream rang out. 

"Wait, if he says something like that…" 

The crimson heart of the candidate on the left scale turns blackish, then shrivels up strangely.

 "Gasp."

 The right scale tips, slanting downwards. 

The result of the 8312th evaluation for 202■Management 370611 Selection Candidate is… 

failed rescue selection. 

The balance loses its equilibrium and collapses.

 It has been determined through the Scales of Evil that the candidate's heart contains a psychological value that overrides ethical and moral judgment. 

This individual is deemed an irredeemable villain under the current circumstances. The re-evaluation is permanently terminated… 

The dispassionate voice comes from the speaker. 

and a humanitarian execution is sentenced.

Thud.

The right scale crashes to the floor. 

The balance is completely broken.  As a rebound, the heart on the left scale is flung into the air.

 "Argh-aaaaaaaaah!" 

Ssssk, blood spurted from the chest of the wailing middle-aged man who had lost his heart, and his body tumbled down below the bench. 

"..."

Screeeeeeeak.

The scales move again. 

The balance finds its equilibrium once more, and blood drips from beneath it. 

202■Management 370612, Selection Candidate Park Kyung-ju, please come forward.

 "…I think we're f*cked."

 I hear Assistant Manager Eun Haje's low, urgent voice. 

"What is that? Does something precious go on the other scale? So what, if it's precious enough to commit a major crime for, you fail?"

 It's similar, but the standard probably isn't as simple as whether one is capable of a major crime. 

It must be asking if you have something you prioritize so twistedly that it pushes aside your ethics, beliefs, and conscience. 

"You public servant, this is different from what Chief Goral said…"

 "Just a moment. Did you two hear about this from Goral, I mean, Agent Peppermint?" 

"Yes." 

Tension filled Agent Bronze's face. 

"We heard a 'rumor' that they use the Scales of Evil here to select rescuees by sorting out those worth saving…" 

But it seemed the fact that those not selected were killed was unknown. 

Agent Bronze gritted his teeth and muttered. 

"...Don't worry. The fact that all these people are undergoing re-evaluation means that the standard… while strict, probably isn't that distorted."

[Hoh, what do you think of that statement, my friend?] 

I just kept my mouth shut. 

In the meantime.

202■Management 370613, Selection Candidate Seon Yu-seok, please come forward. 

The person in front of me stepped up to the judge's bench and…

Thud.

Once again, they lost their heart and tumbled below the bench.

 "..." 

There was no one in front of me now. 

And I could finally see the courtroom properly… 

The floor was made of glass. 

"...!"

 Piled high beneath it were corpses. 

A mountain of bodies. The hearts and corpses were discarded like trash, projected from beneath the floor like a grotesque sculpture. 

At the very top, I caught a glimpse of the lightweight padded vest of the middle-aged man who had just tumbled from the bench… 

A sense of terror that made my hair stand on end. 

And. 

202■Management 370614, Selection Candidate Kim Soleum, please come forward.

My turn had come.

'Ha.' 

I took a deep breath and, stiff as a board, moved my foot forward… 

"Wait a minute!" 

"…!" 

Someone jumped in front of me. 

The person who had been standing behind me.

 'Agent Choi!' 

"Can I go first?" 

Is he insane?

"Agent, are you cra—,"

"No, this person is shaking so much… It looks like you're proceeding with a summary process, so if you're an agent, you can afford to be a little lenient, can't you? Look. This person is really…"

 Agent Choi grabbed me and squeezed a veiny part of my forearm. Making my hand tremble reflexively. 

This…

 "Yeah, he's in really bad shape." 

"…!" 

The other two companions from behind me pulled me in as if to support me. 

Wait, what is this…

 "Grapes-ie, you know it's more dangerous if you scream and cause a scene here, right?" 

Agent Choi whispered.

"Watch me go first, then think and act. You're not in your right mind right now. Got it?"

 "..."

 It didn't really matter who went first. 

But not in my right mind, what on earth does that… 

"I'm asking you. Judge, no, Selector!" 

After a piercing silence and stare. 

Confirmed. 202■Management 370615, Selection Candidate ■■■, please come forward. 

"Yessir." 

Agent Choi, who grinned at the speaker's voice, stepped forward.

 I held back a string of curses. 

The only reason I stayed quiet was because I was confident Agent Choi wouldn't fail this evaluation. 

We will now conduct the evaluation of the corresponding rescue requester's suitability for rescue. 

Please submit your evidence. 

"…Of course." 

Agent Choi lifted the knife connected to the scales and plunged it into his own chest. 

The organ revealed between the sliced flesh… shines with a silver light. 

"...!" 

Right. 

The Silver Heart originated from that…

The symbol of the subject extracted to be placed on the Scales of Evil can be observed in various states depending on the course of their life.

Most agents' would probably be a similar form. 

That must be why the Silver Heart, inspired by it, was created. 

Place it on the scales. 

Agent Choi did as he was told. 

And what appears on the opposite side is...

Flutter.

A warm windowsill with a curtain swaying, and an old sofa. 

A table. 

A familiar scene… 

It was the Team Hyunmoo 1 waiting room... 

Checking the scale's reading. 

The balance tilts.

 But in a different direction than what I had observed before. 

Agent Choi's heart goes down heavily… 

Thud. 

Finally, it touches the floor. 

"…!" 

The scales vibrate. 

The evaluation result for 202■Management 370615, Selection Candidate ■■■ is… 

passed rescue selection. 

"...!"

The corresponding rescue requester has been selected through the Scales of Evil and is qualified to be rescued. 

We will now dispatch an agent to respond to the request. 

"Oh." 

The scales tremble as if greeting a true result. 

The courtroom somehow seemed a bit brighter than before, and the atmosphere opened up as if one could breathe. 

The hopeful atmosphere that comes with a pass. 

[Hmm, a successful candidate has appeared! Let's see if he's not just trying to steal Mr. Roe Deer's glory.]

...No. That won't happen. 

[Hmm?] 

Agent Choi collected his heart from the scale and, with a strained smile, said. 

"Wait a minute, about that…" 

At that moment. 

The staticky speaker suddenly spits out a rapid, dispassionate voice.

Rescue impossible 

"…What?"

Rescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossibleRescue impossible

There are currently no additional personnel available for rescue at the Sekwang Metropolitan City ■■■■ Bureau branch. 

Due to a lack of space, the screening results will be discarded. 

The scales, which had been weighed down, return to their original balanced state.

 A massive, ashen scale, covered in dust and filth. 

Resentencing.

 A voice comes from the speaker. 

The screening result for selection candidate number 202■-Management-370615 is postponed. 

Please follow the procedure again and wait for a future re-screening.

"Wait a minute."

"..."

"Then..." 

Watching Agent Choi's procession, his eyes widen with a look of realization. 

That's right. 

"Agent Choi."

 I opened my frozen mouth.

 "This screening was impossible to pass from the start."

"...!"

"...You heard it earlier." 

The voice that had been announced to the middle-aged person being judged before us.

 –We will now conduct the 8,312th re-screening for the rescue eligibility of the aforementioned rescue requester. 

"That person... has been re-screened 8,312 times."

"...!"

"'Currently unable to rescue' and 'no vacancy for the rescued,' they keep getting postponed... " 

They are judged here, endlessly. 

In this infinite cycle of the Scales of Evil. 

Tortured by the hope that one day, a 'vacancy for the rescued' might open up here.

 "...And then, if their Contamination worsens or they can't endure it and their judgment of good and evil becomes clouded."

When they show an 'unethically strong' obsession with what they love, by the standards of the Scales of Evil.

 "They're executed."

"..."

"They can never escape from here... until they're sentenced to death."

 I looked back at the people in the procession. 

 "The people here have probably been on trial endlessly since the day Sekwang Metropolitan City became like this." 

But. 

"Still, it'll be okay from now on."

"What?"

"I'll figure out a way to solve this." 

I've done it so far, after all.

 I'd already thought of a method to try and clear this Courthouse this time, too. 

And really, wasn't it just a matter of using whatever method I could? 

Desperately trying everything possible, finding a loophole, and clinging to it. 

Even if it's terrifying enough to kill me, it's all just part of the process. 

I can use Contamination, I can die, as long as the result is good, that's all that matters. 

"Don't worry."

 202■ Management 370614 — Selected Candidate Kim Soleum, please step forward

"Wai..." 

I stepped forward. 

This time, it was before the two could grab me. 

We will now conduct a screening for the rescue eligibility of the aforementioned rescue requester. 

Selection candidate, please submit your evidence. 

I tore open my chest and took out my heart. 

...Surprisingly, a silver light leaked out.

 'So, they still count me as an agent?' 

That was a relief. 

If I were in state 130666, or some other state of Contamination, I probably wouldn't have received this kind of judgment, right? 

Still, I'd never intentionally killed anyone or taken pleasure in harming others... 

In any case, this was good.

'It'd be great if I get postponed.' 

That would make things easier.

 I placed my heart on the scale. 

Yes. 

Confirmed. 

The scale trembled, and on the opposite tray, something began to take shape…

...it didn't.

'...Huh?' 

There was no form there at all. 

No person, no scenery. 

'What is this?' 

Does it mean there's nothing I love?

 '...That's not entirely out of character, though.' 

I unconsciously bent my body to look at the opposite tray. 

The scale was shaking. 

It seemed like there was something inside it. Something like a stain. 

A black circle...

A Pop-socket.

Confirming the scale's reading. 

The balance shatters. 

The screening result for selection candidate number 202■-Management-370614 is...

failed rescue selection. 

The scale plummeted downwards.

Chapter 314

It fell.

I knew it.

After I opened my eyes at the Daydream new employee orientation, I had been forgetting who I originally was, as if being wiped away.

About my life as Kim Soleum.

I could barely remember my family or friends.

I was certain they had existed. I remembered the emotions and how precious they were, but the specific, detailed things were becoming increasingly difficult to remember.

So perhaps I had thought it wouldn't be strange if nothing appeared on the Scales of Evil, in the place where something I loved should have appeared...

Because now there was nothing left.

Only the feeling of home remained.

A place that wasn't scary, an ordinary place, a place where I had originally existed simply as myself.

Only my desire to return there remained, and that intense obsession had ultimately converged into one thing.

Pop-socket.

A way to return home, something I felt I could accomplish, a visible method before my eyes.

The candidate's heart has been determined through the Scales of Evil to contain psychological values that take precedence over ethical and moral judgment.

The right scale containing the pop-socket fell to the floor.

The left scale containing the silver heart extracted from my chest shot rapidly upward.

This indicates an irredeemable evil person under current circumstances, permanently terminating re-examination and...

The heart bounced out of the giant scale.

…sentencing to humanitarian execution...

"Wait!!"

Someone broke from the line and came running into the Courthouse.

And caught the knife handle embedded in the organ as it bounced off the scale.

"...!"

The person who placed the heart back on the scale shouted.

"I'm also an agent!"

It's Agent Bronze.

Selection Candidate No. 370616, Management 202■,...

The speaker fell silent.

Ryu Jaekwan's dead face was revealed before the Courthouse.

Deceased.

Deficiency in candidate qualification requirements confirmed.

A person who is already dead is not qualified to be a candidate.

Revoking Ryu Jaekwan's qualification as Selection Candidate No. 370616, Management 202■. Leave the Courthouse immediately...

"Please wait a moment."

Agent Bronze looked at the scale with sunken eyes, then turned his head toward the speaker.

"As I mentioned, I'm also an agent. I have the qualifications to be involved in this selection process."

What was he doing right now?

No matter what he caught from watching the trial, this was too much.

No, wait, did he come in intending this?


Thinking he'd be safe because he wasn't a subject of examination?

'He wouldn't do that.'

It only seemed to increase the probability of being subordinated to the ghost story!

Rather, if he just left now, both Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Agent Bronze could...

"My agent name is Bron..."

"This person is not affiliated with Sekwang Metropolitan City. He's an agent from Seoul Headquarters."

I interrupted.

"He has no qualification to be involved in the selection process. Different jurisdiction..."

"No, I do."

"...!"

Agent Bronze looked at the speaker.

His eyes had already finished thinking.

"Didn't the Sekwang Metropolitan City branch request support from Seoul Headquarters?"

"...!!"

Damn it.

"Since I came in response to that request, I have the qualification to be involved in this trial."

"Agent,"

I urgently grabbed Agent Bronze.

"If you do that, you might become subordinated to this Supernatural Disaster. Please stop..."

"Ah, right. I'm the same."

Agent Choi!

"We're agents from Seoul Team Hyunmoo 1."

And he put his arms around both me and Agent Bronze.

"What are you doing?"

"Be quiet."

Agent Choi looked over my heart placed on the scale as if he wanted to retrieve it, but soon looked away, as if gauging the danger, and said.

"...Hey, selection officer speaking through the speaker, come out and talk with us! It seems like the Scales of Evil is being misused. I never thought it was a particularly good Item to begin with."

Agent Choi smirked.

"Do you think proper judgment is possible when you drive people to extremes and interrogate them during such an emergency? No, don't you know that information obtained through torture isn't reliable?"

The speaker didn't respond, frighteningly so.

But Agent Choi shouted even louder.

"A Silver Heart appeared, but it still deemed him unsuitable! When we deal with Supernatural Disasters, we consider situations like this exceptional!"

"Yes."

Instead of cold sweat, the color of dead skin showed on Agent Bronze's neck as he agreed.

"So as a related party, I suggest... judging citizens' rescue qualifications this way is not acceptable."

Why were they doing this?

Anyway, even if I died by humanitarian execution, there was a high probability I'd get out of Sekwang Metropolitan City. I could prepare again and re-enter. Shouldn't they have been more concerned about their own situation?

Were they worried that I might die 'permanently' in this ghost story? Like that pile of corpses under the glass.

'I didn’t think so.'

They seemed to be trying methods to break the ghost story, but it would have been safer to do so after my trial.

I spoke very quietly, low enough for only the agents to hear.

"Look, it's really okay."

"Shut your mouth."

"Really. I was originally just planning to break the scale."

"...!"

It's the same method as just setting fire to the residential area near Midday Station.

'If there's no way to judge, it has no choice but to end.'

And since it wouldn't break easily, I was planning to cause chaos while bringing out all sorts of Contamination.

I figured there was a high probability of dying in the process.

"I expected to die anyway. So it's okay..."

"No. You're not okay."

Agent Bronze interrupted.

"You're the one most likely to become subordinated to this Supernatural Disaster."

What?

"There's no condition easier for a Supernatural Disaster to devour than someone who's mentally cornered and panicking. So..."

"I'm not panicking."

"...Agent Grapes."

Agent Bronze looked at the pop-socket on the scale.

"Why is that precious?"

Why?

Is it okay to say?

I felt wary for a moment, but realized it was meaningless since Agent Choi, who had already heard my whole story, was next to me.

He'd share everything anyway.

So...

"...It's a way to return home."

"..."

"No, it's more like a symbol of that method."

The more I spoke, the more I seemed to ramble, so I tried to organize my thoughts.

"Since I only recently discovered it, and because I didn't know there was a way back..."

"..."

"Actually, I don't remember much about home from before, but I can't help it. If you see it as evidence that I'm excessively obsessed with home right now, I have nothing to say, that aspect might look strange..."

"No."

"...!"

"As I said before, I understand wanting to return home. That's not it..."

Agent Bronze asked.

"Then why did a pop-socket appear up there instead of the home you want to return to?"

...!

That's,

"Even if your memory is dim, there surely would have been symbols that feel like home. Didn't you see it earlier? What appeared on Agent Choi's scale."

The scene of Team Hyunmoo 1's waiting room.

Though it was just an image, anyone who knew Agent Choi could guess what meaning it implied.

"But Agent Grapes, right now, it's not home but only the method to get home that appeared up there."

...

Pop-socket.

"Isn't that backwards?"

It was like cold water had been poured onto my head.

'Wait.'

I looked at the pop-socket in the scale again.

Right. Valuing the 'means to return home' more than 'home' itself was logically strange...

Was the scale wrong?

That doubt surged in my head, but this time, instead of comfortably following that doubt, I forcibly suppressed it and brought up a difficult question to think about.

'Then does it imply a different meaning?'

For instance... the Dark Exploration Record itself?

'No.'

If that were the case, the scale wouldn't have tipped over.

I thought of the researchers.

The reason I felt strange that their perspective on Darkness was similar to mine was because I couldn't simply find it interesting when terrible things happened in reality...

'That wasn't inverted.'

Then...

There was only one answer.

I was just obsessed with the situation itself of being able to go home.

Because it was too sweet.

Because I couldn't bear it when I saw a way to go home right before my eyes.

Because it seemed like I could do anything if I could just draw the real Wish Ticket originally from that dream incubator.

That moment had captured me.

'Ah.'

The shock when the potion button was assembled in the dream incubator.

Calculation and catharsis.

Tremendous longing.

...

Could it be that the current me was...

'Excessively captivated by that intense impression?'

"..."

"Agent Grapes."

I looked around.

...For the first time, things came into view.

My companions' expressions.

Their complex thoughts.

Worry about this Supernatural Disaster and my condition, concern for the long-term missing persons lined up behind us, tension...

Tension.

I looked down at my hands.

They were wet with sweat and trembling slightly.

...I was putting excessive force into them.

But I didn't really know how to release the tension.

[Hmm. Shall we try taking a deep breath and slowly exhaling? Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. It's a simple calming method. Now...]

I did so.

[Good, friend!]

Deep breathing.

...

Following my breath, the pulsing in my shoulders, chest, and limbs subsided.

I lowered my hands.

My head spun briefly, then settled clearly.

'Right.'

...Was my condition a bit strange?

Since learning the identity of that dream incubator's button, I seemed to have completely lost my mind and came here without considering anything else.

'I thought I was doing it.'

I wasn't.

I needed to pull myself together.

'I might not be making normal judgments right now...'

I tried not to give in to the impulse to somehow break the scale and get out.

'From now on... I need to keep checking and judging.'

"Thank you."

"...!"

"I've come to my senses a bit."

I looked at Agent Bronze and nodded. Relief seemed to briefly settle in his expression.

At that moment.

The small pop-socket on the giant gray balance scale wavered and flickered.

"...!"

Dream Incubator, Wish Ticket, abstract landscape presumed to be a pop-up store, smartphone screen, the images on the scale shook and...

Didn't stabilize and kept changing.

"Look, it's changing in real time! If you want to claim this is the Disaster Management Bureau, please listen to the field agents!"

I heard Agent Choi shouting at the top of his lungs. He was even waving his Executioner's Sword and iron badge.

"Here! I have an agent ID too!"

But the speaker remained silent.

"Please check..."

At that moment.

Unable to confirm

"...!"

Unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm unable to confirm

The speaker's voice distorted. It warped. Strange sounds filled the Courthouse.

"...Similar to when we got pending."

"It seems unable to recognize that we're agents."

"Right."

The two stood on either side of me, looking up at the speaker with tense eyes.

Submit evidence submit evidence submission window confirm absence of confirmer agent death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation death confirmation

Stop.

Currently, there are no personnel at the Sekwang Metropolitan City ■■■■ Bureau branch to verify the identities of related parties.

The agents' shoulders stiffened.

Denying related party approval request...

"But isn't this something you can say even if you're not a related party?"

The sound of dress shoes approached from behind.

"Ah, I'm not an agent, just someone who wants to say something."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's voice.

"This is a trial anyway, isn't it? I mean, since it's being conducted in the form of a trial in court."

...

Right.

-[Hmm. Then let's advance. This is a step toward receiving judgment, no, trial!]

I recalled Braun's words.

My head became clearer.

"Then appeals should also be possible, shouldn't they? And you should be able to appoint lawyers and call witnesses."

Correct.

"Roe Deer usually breaks things this way... Well, this is a field I know better than you, so I thought I'd mention it."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, smiling at me, looked at the speaker.

"Isn't that procedurally correct?"

Selection Candidate No. 370617, Management 202■,...

"Yes yes. I'm dead, that's right. Want to introduce me a bit more? I was a journalist. You know Haengseon Daily? I'm from there."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje grabbed my shoulder and stepped forward.

"And let's just say this person is a witness."

Assistant Manager...

"This candidate is a special case, so don't handle it this casually. I'm requesting a proper public trial. Let's have a proper formal trial."

Her voice echoed through the Courthouse.

"Since you're being stubborn about not recognizing related parties, well, then just treat the people here as this person's defense counsel and witnesses."

...

The voice from the speaker fell silent.

The long-term missing persons who must have been standing behind us were also strangely quiet as mice.

And in the courtroom stopped in silence, a verdict finally rang out.

Confirmed.

"...!"

Taking into account the scale's fluctuation and testimony, canceling the selection process for Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, Kim Soleum and referring the case for formal trial...

I clenched my fists tightly.

The courtroom twisted dizzily, the background wavered, and only the gray scale remained clearly visible...

The moment I blinked.

Darkness fell all around.

"...!"

I stood alone in the darkness.

And.

Thud thud thud thud thud.

Spotlights fell one by one from far away.

A new space became visible.

Similar to the previous courtroom, but with seating areas for people on both sides.

Lights shone meaninglessly on dozens of empty seats, but my companions sat on both sides near me.

I saw the agents and Assistant Manager exchanging glances with stiff expressions.

And finally.

Thud.

A light fell on me.

And across from me, the giant scale was still positioned, with the heart extracted from me placed on it.

The voice that had been heard from the speaker echoed through the air.

Opening the formal trial of Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, Kim Soleum.

"Good."

But here, an unexpected situation that even Assistant Manager Eun Haje hadn't anticipated occurred.

All jury members, please take your seats.

"...!!"

Dark figures revealed themselves in dozens of empty seats.

Those wearing agent uniforms.

However, their distorted forms no longer looked human at all, with some missing their upper bodies entirely, some burned beyond recognition, and others in indescribable states.

"These bastards... they're using a jury system."

Candidate, please step forward.

The dead agents of Sekwang Metropolitan City looked at me.
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I swallowed.

From the dozens of Juror Seats lining both sides of the dark Courthouse, the Disaster Management Bureau agents of Sekwang Metropolitan City looked down at me, appearing exactly as they did at the moment of their deaths.

A gruesome feeling crept up my spine.

Their gazes were not the kind that suited modifiers commonly associated with agents, like ‘full of conviction,’ ‘resolute,’ or ‘gentle.’

'…It's a ghost story.'

Something contaminated.

The real agents... they had probably already been wiped out across Sekwang Metropolitan City while conducting rescue operations.

Those forms, already dead, yet bound to this court by some unknown power.

For this meaningless survivor selection process...

They stared at me.

Any who wish to testify regarding Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, please raise your hand and speak.

Naturally, my companions quickly raised their hands.

But I saw it.

Others had raised their hands as well.

From all across the dark Juror Seats, bizarrely dead figures were raising their hands.

"...!"

Juror No. 5, you may speak.

A spotlight remained fixed on that numbered Juror Seat.

A person whose body was in pieces.

From within the Darkness, an agent whose organs and limbs remained arranged in a geometric pattern looked at me and whispered.

"That person is wanted at the casino."

…!!

"He's a wanted criminal. He earned a lot of Coins there, but he didn't help a single one of the many addicts in the casino."

I took a step back.

Who'sgoingtotakeresponsibilityifproblemsarisefromrescuinggamblingaddicts?Getagrip.It'srightnottorescuethem.Ihadnochoicebuttoturnawayandgosomewhereelse.

A strange guilt pressed down on my chest.

What is this?

Juror No. 17, you may speak.

Another person rose from a Juror Seat.

A pale, swollen face.

Their clouded white eyes couldn't focus, so even though they were looking at me, it felt as though they were staring at something else.

"This person has already attempted suicide."

I swallowed.

"He hanged himself in the forest near City Hall. Since he has already given up his own life once, humane execution is more appropriate than rescue."

…This.

'This is what I did at the stations in Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

There'snotimetostopsuicidalpeopleorcollectbodies.Wehavetomove... Be quiet!!

I planted my feet, swallowed, and endured the strange mental shock...

And I mulled over a chilling realization.

'They're testifying to my sins.'

The choices I made at every station.

Every action that could be judged as socially or morally wrong.

'A rebuttal,'

I have to rebut them.

A strange guilt kept my mouth from opening. What is this feeling? These strange thoughts? Where in the world are these feelings of indignation and grief coming from...

Will the one who wishes to testify about Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, please raise their hand and speak.

In the midst of it all, a new juror was selected. They were raising their hand. Ah...

Juror No. 32, you may speak.

From a distant Juror Seat, a dead person in an agent's uniform rose. That person was...

Burned pitch-black.

Burned so thoroughly that their facial features had been destroyed. Even the agent's uniform was little more than a recognizable silhouette, as though it had crumbled into black dust...

...

'Ah.'

My heart grew cold.

An ominous premonition welled up within me, threatening to suffocate me.

"I will speak."

Wait, just a moment…

"Arsonist!!!"

I staggered.

"Thatpersonsetfiretoaresidentialarea.Countlesscitizenswhowantedtoberescuedburnedtodeath.They'redead,they'redeadbecauseofyou,takeresponsibility,die,die,die."

"Ugh."

An immense pressure crushed my heart, and an overwhelming sense of burden and guilt threw my mind into confusion.

I felt like I was going to throw up.

I clung to the platform to keep myself from collapsing. Thinkingofthecountlesspeoplewhodiedintheresidentialareamakesmyheartfeellikeit'sbreaking,sobsandresentmentringinmyheadlikeastab,IwaswatchingthatscenerightbeforeIdied,uuuugh.

Whose memory was this?

"Hup!"

Will the one who wishes to testify about Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, please raise their hand and speak.

"Hic."

The pressure eased, if only for a moment.

I forced myself back to my feet. Something hot was streaming from my eyes. When I wiped it away, it wasn't tears, but blood.

As I barely managed to lift my head, another person was raising their hand from the Juror Seats.

Agent Bronze.

Juror No. 37, you may speak.

"The objectivity of the preceding testimonies is questionable."

The gazes from the Juror Seats turned toward Agent Bronze. But Agent Bronze continued speaking with the pale face of a dead man.

"Therefore, to objectively verify the truth of those testimonies,"

His gaze fell on me.

"I propose we weigh them on the Scales of Evil. …As per the original regulations, using 'Unmotivated Murder' as the weight of sin."

…!

"If the testimonies so far are true, then this person has committed an evil greater than Unmotivated Murder, so wouldn't the scales be able to determine that?"

Agent Bronze's voice echoed through the Courthouse.

"Please use the Scales of Evil as they were originally intended."

Its original purpose.

To brand as evil only those who had committed a sin greater than killing a person for no reason.

If I proved that I was not that kind of evil person, then I was a good citizen.

An ordinary person, not subject to requisition as a sacrifice to a ghost story.

Someone qualified to be rescued.

...

Ah.

"You cannot judge a person by the current method. It is a contaminated and distorted method, something the Management Bureau would never have originally done..."

"No."

I wiped away the blood from my nose and the spit from my mouth as I straightened up.

"…Agent Grapes?"

"That's not it, Agent..."

I looked around at the faces of the jurors.

At their broken forms.

"The method you judged to be 'distorted' was, in fact, probably also a decision made by the Disaster Management Bureau."

"…Pardon?"

"Because under the original 'How to Use the Scales of Evil' regulations, it would have been impossible to determine rescue priority."

"...!"

"In the city, countless people were dying in an Extinction-class Disaster. Manpower was limited... In the end, they had to choose."

Who to save.

–Who'sgoingtotakeresponsibilityifproblemsarisefromrescuinggamblingaddicts?Getagrip,it'srightnottorescuethem.Ihadnochoicebuttoturnmyheadandgotoadifferentplace.

–There'snotimetostopsuicidalpeopleorcollectbodies,wehavetomove.

–Thinkingofthecountlesspeoplewhodiedintheresidentialareamakesmyheartfeellikeit'sbreaking,sobsandresentmentringinmyheadlikeastab,IwaswatchingthatscenerightbeforeIdied.

The traumatic, overwhelming emotions that had poured into me.

…Those must have been the immense burden and guilt the agents carried before they died.

"Whether to choose the most virtuous person, the most useful person, the weakest person... All sorts of proposals were probably brought up."

"Then."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje asked.

"Who did they choose as the target for rescue?"

...

"The least dangerous person."

"…!"

"They probably believed that was the best way to save even a few more people."

Someone who wouldn't cross the line.

To put it more bluntly, they would have chosen people who wouldn't abandon their principles and 'troll' in this unprecedented disaster.

Someone who wouldn't endanger those around them with sudden, impulsive actions during this crisis.

...Someone who wouldn't prioritize what they loved over ethical standards.

"Isn't that why 'what you love' is placed on the other side of the scales?"

Silence fell, as if time itself had stopped.

"Yeah… that makes sense."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje nodded.

"Then shouldn't this whole trial be nullified?"

…!

"Since they couldn't save anyone. This principle was useless."

In the silence, the Courthouse trembled.

Dozens of spotlights flickered, and in the darkness, the agents' forms blinked in and out of existence...

"In the first place, with what authority do they arbitrarily decide rescue priority? The Scales of Evil? I understand wanting to rescue good people over bad ones, but a state institution shouldn't be the one to establish that as a principle."

The pans of the scales swayed.

A scraping sound echoed across the metal floor where they touched the bench.

"It's one thing for public servants to secretly rescue those they're inclined to, but this whole process of setting rules and selecting people is wrong in itself..."

Cease your statement.

The spotlight on Assistant Manager Eun Haje went out.

"…!"

This is Juror No. 37's turn to testify; Juror No. 38 has no right to speak.

Juror No. 37, please continue your testimony.

The spotlight returned to Agent Bronze.

He opened his mouth again, his eyes looking as though they were crushed by fatigue.

From the seat beside him, Assistant Manager Eun Haje's hand gestures, as if urging him on, were faintly visible at the edge of the light.

However.

"...There are no revisions to my statement. Please verify the testimony using the Scales of Evil."

"…!"

"'Let the individual agents decide'... Citizen, your statement is something I myself have heard often, and it's a topic I've been thinking about a lot lately. But..."

In the darkness, Agent Bronze looked back toward Eun Haje's juror seat and spoke calmly.

"If that happens, all responsibility falls on the individual agent."

"..."

"The guilt, and the death."

Agent Bronze looked at me.

"Even if it seems unreasonable at first glance, if it's necessary, it's better for it to be a principle, and there are times when adhering to that principle is better for the individual."

"..."

Agent Bronze had said something similar before.

But it carried much more weight than it had back then.

It was the voice of someone who had experienced and contemplated many things.

"In that sense, I understand why the rules of the Scales of Evil were modified. But it remains true that, in the current situation, they are distorted and serve no purpose. As a concerned party, I formally propose that we return to the original principle."

And Agent Bronze stood tall, as if he wouldn't sit down until his message had gotten through.

But the trial simply continued.

Will the one who wishes to testify about Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, please raise their hand and speak.

And so.

"I'll do it."

I raised my hand.

"…!"

There's a method I came up with based on what I've experienced so far. It feels like sparks are flying through my head.

"Can't I testify on my own behalf?"

Normally, in a criminal trial, you can't.

A witness is meaningful because they are a third party who bears the penalty for perjury; the person on trial is not qualified to testify as a witness.

'But this isn't a real criminal trial.'

It's a selection process, and a contaminated version of the Disaster Management Bureau's Scales of Evil.

'The trial format only exists because Assistant Manager Eun Haje demanded it.'

So, if I can persuade this Scales Tribunal ghost story, it might be possible.

Even more so if it has enough emotion and ego to be swayed by my words.

"Am I not the one being judged? As the party being judged, I have something I wish to say."

...

Permission to speak is granted.

"Yes."

I took a deep breath.

And I spoke.

The words I'd been thinking about for a while now.

"Don't rescue me."

"...!"

""No, not just me, but don't rescue any of the citizens waiting to be selected here. That is the right thing to do."

A huge commotion erupted from the Juror Seats. The lights flickered, and it felt as though anger,guilt,despair,indignation,hope,pity,altruism,andhatred were boiling over and spilling out.

Gulp. Something hot that had formed in my heart rose into my nose and mouth.

"Because!"

But I clenched my teeth and spoke the next words.

"The Sekwang Metropolitan City Disaster Management Bureau branch no longer exists."

[Oh!]

The commotion in the Courthouse ceased.

"...You all know that this city is under lockdown. It is already impossible to recognize or access this place, and, of course, the Sekwang Metropolitan City branch officially no longer exists."

I spoke with difficulty.

"This is a clear fact, even if I don't prove it. Anyone can deduce it. So..."

...

"It means there is no longer any duty to rescue anyone."

I lifted my head.

"Therefore, not based on what the branch specially designated, but based only on the original principles of the Disaster Management Bureau!"

I shouted.

"Through the Scales of Evil, if I just prove that I am not an evil person..."

I finished with difficulty.

"Without execution or rescue, just let me go."

...

...

The gazes disappeared.

Click.

All the spotlights came on.

And one more appeared.

Right in front of the bench where the giant, ash-gray Scales of Evil rested.

Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■.

Place the weight of sin on the Scales of Evil.

It worked.

On trembling legs, I stepped down from the platform and walked forward.

Is this the right thing to do?

'Somehow, it feels like I'm directly denying all the desperate hard work of these agents...'

No, I have to keep going. Endure it.

As I walked, I saw the faces of my companions.

Agent Bronze's slightly relieved yet tense face, Assistant Manager Eun Haje's complex and thoughtful expression, and Agent Choi's profile, strangely turned toward somewhere else...

Passing them all, I stood before the scales.

And I saw the black weight that had appeared at some point.

A strange weight, with the faces of screaming people carved into its surface.

The weight for the scales is set as 'Unmotivated Murder,' and if the opposing weight is heavier, the person is classified as a requisition target.

It was the object from the description.

I picked it up. Its lighter-than-expected weight filled me with a strange sense of unease.

And...

I carefully stepped onto the bench and placed it on the scale opposite my silver heart.

"..."

One side of the scales lowered.

The side holding the 'Unmotivated Murder' weight.

"…!"

It descended smoothly, and the balance beam tilted without hesitation.

Thud.

The scale holding the weight struck the floor with a light sound.

My silver heart, resting on the opposite scale, floated gently in the air above...

...

Pass.

My legs almost gave out from the immense relief.

'It really worked.'

I did it, even in this strange state. I'm okay. It's resolved now!

'I just have to leave like this.'

Then I'll be treated as having cleared it, I can gather information, and get the Dream Potion...

"..."

At that moment.

I saw it.

A single hand.

From the Juror Seats, someone else was raising their hand.

The person sitting directly in front of the scales.

Juror No. 1, you may speak.

They rose from their seat.

It was someone with a strangely pristine appearance.

I recognized the familiar agent's uniform they were wearing, but even with the spotlight shining on them, their face remained strangely invisible.

But the silhouette was strangely familiar...

The person's mouth opened.

"I object."

"…!"

"That person's sins cannot be measured by the Scales of Evil."

What?

The unseen gaze of the agent seated in the Juror Seat turned toward me.

"Because he is passing his own sins onto something else."

...What?

"His own twisted desires, twisted thoughts, extreme emotions, all his abnormal judgments, he has passed them on to other personalities that he separated and isolated within himself."

"..."

"That person is an empty shell."

And they pointed a finger at me.

No,

"The real one is in there."

At my tattoo.

I looked down at the 'Contamination Cleanup' tattoo on my chest with a deathly pale face.
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Thump. Thump.

The sound of my heartbeat pounded violently in my head.

I placed a hand over the tattoo on my heart.

The Contaminations I had shoved in there and organized.

The products of the ghost stories, separated from me.

'What do you mean Roe Deer is an empty shell? The real thing is inside? Could you possibly mean the Contaminations…?'

Voices that sounded like protests rose from the Juror Seats. And soon, the lights in several Juror Seats went out.

If you continue to cause a disturbance, you will be removed from the courtroom.

"..."

For a moment, I thought I heard the brief sound of teeth-grinding.

Then the Juror Seats fell silent.

But Juror No. 1 was still looking at me.

The agent whose face was not visible.

Candidate No. 370614 of 202■ Management.

Kim Soleum.

I took a sharp breath and lifted my head.

At the request of Juror 1, we will proceed with additional questioning.

Come forward and answer.

Come forward?

"Ugh."

Something seemed to tear its way out from my chest, and the sensation of my features being crushed was vividly painful.

I staggered, trying to step back, but soon...

"Did you call for me, sir?"

[This way.]

I  h a v e  t o  a n s w e r?

-What is going on here? Goodness, could you call the cameras first? Being questioned is definitely stimulating, so I'm sure the viewers will love it!

[This is not a school, but I see some familiar-looking clothes...]

Hahahahahahahaha.

The Contaminations.

My Contaminations burst out and began to answer. I can't block them. What was pulled from the tattoo covers my stomach like vomit and flows back up. It covers me uncontrollably. At will…!

'Get back in!'

I tried to shove them back into the tattoo, but the revealed truth cannot be hidden before the court. No…!

I will question you based on the 'Unmotivated Murder' weight on the scales.

Has the Selection Candidate ever taken the life of an innocent third party of his own volition?

[This way]

-Absolutely not! Though I have had the honor of participating in the production of a talk show that makes the hearts of innocent viewers flutter!

Welcome to Lookie Mart! Can I help you check out?

N o.

"That difficult vocabulary is hard for the children to understand! Use this sentence: 'Have you ever killed someone for no reason?'"

Answers devoid of reason or emotion, inhuman responses, and obsessive, nonsensical monologues pour out. Those aren’t me, but even among them, there was no answer saying that I had harmed anyone. That's a relief. Rather than relief, I felt like I was going to throw up.

The Juror Seats were quiet. Only the sound of the Contaminations chattering away on the platform, out of order and at their own whim, echoed through the vast space…

Testimony received.

It's done.

It's done, it's over now!

Continuing the questioning.

Shut up!

It's…

Can the Selection Candidate swear that he will not harm an innocent third party for his own benefit?

Of course!

Of course I swear...

[That is impossible.]

My heart seemed to drop.

[Games, by nature, begin with harming someone for one's own benefit. At school, we sometimes survive by inducing the sacrifice of other students.]

That's—

-Audience… no, members of the jury, what do you really think of the phrase 'innocent third party'? Of course, it's a phrase that might appear in some criminal law textbook.

-But what about in reality?

Shut up.

-An action I take today to survive might unexpectedly endanger someone else's life!

-But isn't that simply life?

No!

I've never thought that. It's a distorted thought originating from the Contamination—from the ghost story.

-Even if you feel sorry for another person's suffering, you don't need to take responsibility for it! It's only natural that no one can predict all the consequences of their actions. Just because something bad happens doesn't necessarily mean it's that person's fault.

-So, "I swear that I will not harm an innocent third party for my own benefit"? Who could possibly make such a broad and meaningless oath?

That's, that's…

Y o u  m i g h t  b e  a f r a i d

Y o u  m i g h t  n o t

"..."

B e  a b l e  t o

p r o m i s e

The voice echoes, sounding dejected.

The comfortable emotional expression of an amusement park mascot for children.

A sound of uncertainty, a tone of resignation, a frank expression…

An emotion that feels somehow familiar.

-In extreme situations, life is a tightrope walk. It's a repetition of breathing a sigh of relief each time you safely pull off a performance. It's hard to look too far ahead or take on too much responsibility.

-For the program to survive, it has to be more thrilling, more fun, more stimulating.

To survive...

-Can't we be a little selfish? To make an appealing show, sometimes you need to be self-centered.

"..."

I listened to the voices of the Contaminations speaking through my mouth.

No.

The voices coming from within me.

Since when?

I had stopped expressing the irritation or anger that used to boil up when I saw someone in a ghost story who was no longer useful.

My self-centered judgments, like letting people who were trolling die because I had to survive, while saving only those I could, had also become rare.

Even when I met people who were easy to incite or exploit, I no longer cheered, repeating my thanks while feeling a slight sense of guilt.

I also stopped deceiving or frightening others to control the atmosphere in a ghost story, unless I was certain they were villains.

All the things I used to do while screaming internally, just asking for a little cooperation since we were all trying to survive together.

They were gone.

"..."

I looked down at my hands.

They were human hands.

This was my original form, the one I had so desperately wanted when I was 130666, a pulpy mass.

But am I really the Kim Soleum from before?

I tried to live like a person.

I tried to make only the smoothest, most human-like decisions.

But is that really me?

From the Juror Seats, Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Agent Bronze were each making completely different arguments.

Judgments based on personal experience, personal selfishness, personal excesses.

I definitely had those too.

But at some point, they disappeared.

And now I know why.

'…I thought it was contamination.'

I had dismissed all my peculiar traits that overlapped with the ghost stories as contamination.

Because I was scared.

Because if it was the influence of contamination, I felt like I would return to that state where not only my body, which had collapsed into something no longer human, but also my mind had collapsed as well.

So I had included them in the contamination I shoved into the tattoo and sealed them away.

Because I was afraid.

...

I remember the conversation I had with Braun on the first day I received treatment at the Fox Counseling Room.

-I'm more comfortable and happier with who I am now.

-And I don't like it when my standards of judgment suddenly flip like a sheet of paper.

I was afraid that contamination meant losing myself.

So I was desperate to cut off the contamination itself, but if that, in turn, meant cutting myself off…

"..."

I raised my hand.

"...I would like to address Juror No. 1."

Permission granted.

I lifted my head and looked at the agent whose face was not visible.

"The juror is right."

-He has passed his own twisted desires, twisted thoughts, extreme emotions, and all abnormal judgments onto other personalities that he separated and isolated within himself.

"The desires, thoughts, extreme emotions, and abnormal judgments inside me that are not pleasant to look at..."

I said,

"They are all mine."

The Contaminations remained exactly as they had burst forth.

"Some of the things I said just now may have been impulsive and inappropriate..."

I took a deep breath.

"…But they are also things I have thought at least once."

I remembered what happened at Hanbit Library.

That every page that makes up the book is myself.

I remembered the advice I heard at the Cosmic Shopping Mall.

The warning not to destroy the contamination within me.

'That's why I chose the tattoo.'

I placed a hand over the pattern on my chest and recalled the description of this Moonlight Tattoo...

To govern oneself!

It is the most fundamental and important task. But when the mind contains countless identities and afflictions, it becomes difficult to gather them together and govern them as one.

Let us attach an index tab to each of them and give them points of connection.

So that they can be organized and rearranged whenever desired.

Points of connection.

Organizing and rearranging.

Not shoving them inside and locking them away, but labeling and organizing them.

"..."

I placed my hand on the tattoo.

And I realized that the tattoo, made up of circular bands, could rotate and move along its central axis...

'Ah.'

...Now I understood why they had discouraged a cover-up tattoo at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

I had not been properly 'enjoying' the function of this tattoo.

"I acknowledge it."

The organized Contaminations rotate.

The engraved phrases and the Contaminations I had stuffed inside are reorganized.

The strange identities that truly are not mine, the ones that exist at the level of contamination, move toward the outer edges, while the rest draw closer to my heart.

The emotions and judgments that originally belonged to me, along with the changes that manifested differently when they encountered the Contaminations, move closer to the center.

Uncomfortable sensations collide within me. Anxiety, selfishness, impulsiveness, aggression, destructive urges, deceit, acting, superiority, cowardice, curiosity, excitement…

Extreme and jagged emotions clash within me and vividly flow back into my body.

But they soon become familiar.

They have to. They were mine to begin with.

"..."

I removed my hand.

The impulsiveness, weakness, and unusual traits of the Contaminations that had burst forth still remained in my mind.

But it was okay.

Because they had been there from the beginning.

"All of that is me."

...

Juror No. 1, you may speak.

Juror No. 1 had raised his hand again and was looking at me.

"The validity of the Selection Candidate's testimony has been confirmed."

"I recognize the candidate as a complete and unified individual who may be weighed upon the Scales of Evil."

He smiled.

Now I could recognize him.

I saw the outline of the juror's face revealed by the light. It was...

"I recommend extracting his heart once more and placing it on the scales."

It was my own face.

Agent Grapes, wearing glasses.

Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■.

Place your heart upon the Scales of Evil once more.

"..."

Selection Candidate Kim Soleum.

"Yes."

I took a breath.

Then, after barely managing to tear my eyes away from Juror No. 1, I quickly retrieved my silver heart from the scales.

I returned it to my chest, and then...

I made another incision, split it open, and took it out.

Over the tattoo.

"..."

The heart that emerged this time was not as light as before.

It was still silver, but it seemed to possess a certain heaviness.

'It looks heavier than before.'

But I placed it on the scales.

The opposite side, bearing the weight of Unmotivated Murder, swayed under the added weight.

'!'

I barely managed to stop myself from screaming.

The enormous gray balance scale rocked back and forth, swaying from side to side, and then...

Soon, it tilted to one side.

"..."

The weight of sin sank heavily downward.

Pass.

My heart, placed on the scale, floated steadily in the air.

Lower than before, but still clear and unmistakeable.

Selection Candidate No. 370614, Management 202■, has been determined to be a citizen not subject to conscription under the regulations of the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

The gazes looking down at me from the Juror Seats grew faint.

Furthermore, acknowledging the validity of the candidate's testimony that the Sekwang Metropolitan City branch does not officially exist at present, we declare the official suspension of rescue and selection duties.

Bang. Bang.

I heard the sound of a gavel, and all the pin spotlights in the courtroom disappeared.

And the Darkness throughout the space vanished as well.

A white, empty space.

"Agent Grapes!"

I saw my companions jumping down from the Juror Seats.

[Oh, it seems the show in this courtroom is over as well. Everyone is leaving their assigned seats.]

Right.

I looked at the gradually fading courtroom.

The agents in the Juror Seats were disappearing one by one.

…They might be the lingering wills of dead agents, or something merely mimicking them, but I hope they can escape this ghost story and find peace.

'If possible, I should check again...'

"Grapes-ie, retrieve it!"

Ah.

I took my heart from the scales and pushed it back into my chest. And at that moment, I saw a small movement beneath the Scales of Evil.

"...?"

A thread dyed in the five cardinal colors.

It slithered back, coiling around the arm of Agent Choi, who had descended from the end of the Juror Seats.

Wait a minute.

'Was that man trying to rig the scale's reading if things went south?'

What on earth was he doing, like some unscrupulous fishmonger cheating a customer buying sashimi.

I was dumbfounded, but at the same time, I let out a small laugh.

…I was grateful.

But at the same time, I noticed that Agent Choi, like me, had been looking at Juror No. 1.

"Agent Choi."

I approached him and whispered softly.

"Were you looking over there because you figured out Juror No. 1's identity?"

"...Identity?"

"…Agent Grapes, I mean."

I had assumed that my agent persona had also been recognized as a juror and seated there.

Questioning oneself is a bit of a cliché in this kind of ghost story, after all.

But Agent Choi's face hardened when he heard my words.

"Agent Choi?"

"…To you, Grapes, did he look like Grapes?"

And he smiled, his face covered in a cold sweat.

"Because to me, he looked like me."

"...!"

I immediately turned my head.

Juror Seat 1.

The one sitting there was watching me from up close.

With the face of Agent Grapes.

"…Who are you?"

A mouth opened.

"I am a projection left in this place."

The next moment.

The courtroom completely vanished.

As my consciousness burned away into white, I saw the face and clothes of Agent Grapes, who had been sitting in Juror Seat 1, suddenly change into something else...

As if something in disguise had revealed its true form after being discovered.

…In Juror Seat 1,

Ho Yuwon's face was smiling.

* * *

I opened my eyes.

The cozy scenery of the Fox Counseling Room came into view.

"…!!"

'I'm out?'

It was the first time I had left Sekwang Metropolitan City without dying.

I sat up in bed.

Countless questions floated through my mind, and the person connected to the biggest one was right in front of me.

"Roe Deer-nim?"

"Ho Yuwon."

I immediately got out of bed.

"What I just saw at Morning Station in the Special City was..."

...

Wait a minute.

'Huh?'

I raised a hand to my neck.

The feel of leather, the feel of a zipper.

130666's security suit.

But...

"Ah."

…I can speak.

"...!!"

I hurriedly looked down at my hands.

The leather-gloved hands of 130666.

I raised my other hand and, trembling, pulled down the zipper and removed the black glove...

A human hand.

"..."

I grabbed my head and pulled off the gas mask.

Then I turned my gaze.

In the mirror, I saw Kim Soleum.
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Chapter 317

I took a shower for the first time in a long while.

That is, it had been a very long time since I'd showered in my own body.

My body was right where it was supposed to be, no longer melting away or spilling apart.

The sensation of hot water running over my skin.

I was me.

"..."

I changed my clothes.

It felt a little awkward wearing something other than the Security Team uniform after so long.

This was a clean sense of reality—not a temporary body, nor a dream I was having while asleep.

The sensation of breathing.

'Hoo.'

…I feel unburdened.

Feeling refreshed, I opened the door to the hospital room and stepped out.

In the waiting area of the Fox Counseling Room, people were already gathered and waiting for me.

"Sorry I'm late. I was taking a shower."

Come to think of it, it was surprising that this Fox Counseling Room even had a shower… No, on second thought, a hospital room without a shower would be a ghost story in itself.

I smiled and sat down.

The sensation of sunlight warming my face.

"…You don't have to wear the Security Team uniform?"

"No."

"I'm fine now."

Truly.

Relief and joy spread across Agent Choi's face as he sat down at the table.

Then he pulled me into a hug, as if to encourage me.

"Thank goodness."

"..."

My throat tightened a little.

And then I noticed Agent Choi subtly using dowsing to check my contamination, confirming there was no problem before putting it away.

This guy really never changes…

"Ahaha~ Well, you seemed to have recovered last time, but you actually hadn't. …I thought it might be a similar situation."

"That was… um, a different body made with an Item."

The Lizard body.

It's still being kept at Section Chief Lee Jaheon's company residence, and it will probably remain asleep.

'I didn't even use it for very long. Maybe I can get a refund...'

Of course, that was impossible. It had been a gift, and making such a demand was a surefire way to end up blacklisted as a VIP nuisance on the Cosmic Shopping Mall.

Besides, I'd feel too guilty to do that… Thanks to it, I was able to talk to people and eat meat, even if only for a few days.

In any case, I smiled and shook my head.

"I should be fine from now on. For good."

As long as I continue to accept myself, I'll be able to sit here as Kim Soleum.

"...Yeah."

The relief in Agent Choi's eyes deepened.

"Will Assistant Manager Falcon and Bronze stay at that station?"

"There's a good chance, right? The free-for-all is over, so they probably got on the train just fine. I'll go in and check, so Grapes-ie, you…"

"How very touching, Roe Deer-nim. And you, Agent."

"…!"

The man who had been sitting silently at the table until now finally spoke.

"It seems you had a very moving and beneficial experience in Sekwang Metropolitan City. I'm envious that you could feel such emotions while on the job."

He smiled, looking straight at me.

The very person I had a lot to say to.

"And you've regained your appearance, too."

...

"Director Ho."

"You can call me Ho Yuwon, just like before. I don't mind."

Really?

"Then, Ho Yuwon."

"..."

I looked at the smiling Ho Yuwon.

My mind went numb wondering whether it was really okay to address a director like this, but if I kept using honorifics and walked on eggshells around him, the dynamic would revert to that of a 'new employee and a director.'

So even if the body of a fresh-out-of-college hire was breaking out in a cold sweat, this was the right way to talk.

'If you have a problem with it, fire me.'

No, please, fire me. 

But he probably couldn't, since Director Cheong has my contract.

…Somehow, it feels like ever since I ended up here, I've only met people I had to one-up from the get-go.

I spoke quietly.

My biggest question.

"I saw you in the Special City this time."

"...!!"

Ho Yuwon's face stiffened.

"Do you know where I saw you?"

"…I wonder."

"The Disaster Management Bureau branch."

"..."

"It was a place contaminated by the Scales Tribunal. You were endlessly sorting through which citizens to rescue."

"I…"

Ho Yuwon's voice turned strange.

"...was there?"

The counseling room distorts.

"I was doing the sorting?"

"No."

I shook my head.

"You helped me stop the sorting process."

"…!"

"And…"

I placed my hand on the table.

"In the end, you also helped me regain this form."

"..."

I glanced at the door to the 'counseling space' of the Fox Counseling Room.

I recalled the appearance of the 'counselor' who had appeared in the window when I was being counseled there.

—Mr. Kim Soleum.

The Fox counselor who had appeared with my face.

Although what I experienced at the Scales Tribunal was far rougher and more shocking…

"By appearing with my face and pointing out my inner self."

Couldn't that also be considered a form of counseling?

"That being referred to itself as 'a projection left here'."

"..."

"Ho Yuwon."

I opened my mouth.

"Isn't that what you were looking for in Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"..."

"Yourself."

A part of himself, left behind in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

I'd almost had similar experiences a few times myself, so the inference was clear.

That dangerous experience of trying to tear off the contamination, only to have my entire self torn away—my ego and characteristics severed.

"There was something I kept wondering about. Why don't you infiltrate Sekwang Metropolitan City yourself?"

Now, a theory came to mind.

"Perhaps a part of you is already in Sekwang Metropolitan City, so you can't exist there as another separate entity."

Because a person who is already there can't enter again.

"..."

"Ho Yuwon. Is what you're trying to find in Sekwang Metropolitan City… a part of you?"

Ho Yuwon remained silent for a long time.

A voice finally emerged from his body, which had been sitting at the table as if frozen.

"No."

...!

"I'm very sorry, but you're mistaken."

He lifted his head.

"What's there is not a part of me."

I looked at Ho Yuwon's face, which was still grinning.

'No.'

There's definitely a connection.

"Really? How can you be so sure?"

"Who knows?"

"..."

I looked at Ho Yuwon.

—I am a projection left in this place.

Those words.

And even its way of operating.

'It's definitely him.'

...

If that's the case.

Then perhaps.

I recalled the first thing I had said.

"Not a part of you… you mean it's your whole self?"

"...!"

Ho Yuwon himself.

"Your entire self is trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City, and what I'm seeing now is…"

I suddenly remembered.

How Director Ho would suddenly appear in various places, transformed into the likenesses of various people.

How he controlled Assistant Manager Eun Haje's body.

If so.

'Perhaps in a similar way.'

This Ho Yuwon in front of me right now could also be…

"Are you, by any chance, a body being controlled by the person trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"..."

The Fox Counseling Room fell silent.

I looked at the being before me…

"That's right."

…!

Clap.

Ho Yuwon clapped his hands and beamed.

"Yes. Just as you said, Roe Deer-nim… I'm the part."

"..."

"No, it's hard to even call me a part. I’m a kind of recording, an illusion."

I stared at it blankly.

A consciousness dwelling in another person's body.

"The real one is in Sekwang Metropolitan City. The one here now is just a fragmented consciousness. One that escaped to the outside…"

Ho Yuwon muttered as if to himself, like a madman. As though he couldn’t hold back the words spilling out.

Or as if they were beyond his control.

"But did you know? Overly intense emotions and mental anguish can sometimes dominate a personality. A brief stay that should have ended in a moment can change a life forever…"

Ho Yuwon pointed to himself.

"That's me."

"..."

"The total, comprehensive, and intense consciousness of 'someone' trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City made me into Ho Yuwon."

Then Ho Yuwon stared strangely at Agent Choi.

"And I know for a fact what caused this to happen…"

The Disaster Management Bureau.

'Wait a minute.'

I had a bad feeling.

The back of my head tingled, and a chill ran down my spine at the sight. I hurriedly threw out a question to draw Ho Yuwon's attention.

'Aggro!'

The name I found during the process of 'reading' Ho Yuwon.

And Braun's words.

-[Mr. Roe Deer, I sense the scent of the Plague from this person.]

"What is the Nine-tailed Fox Sickness?"

"..."

His gaze returned to me.

"To ask about a person's private medical history so publicly… I'm truly baffled and frightened, Roe Deer-nim."

"I never said you had the sickness."

"..."

"What kind of sickness is it? Could it be related to a nine-tailed fox having nine tails? Is it also related to the folk belief that nine-tailed foxes can shapeshift? And…"

I looked at him.

"Is it also related to how you suddenly pop out of the bodies of random people in that form?"

"..."

A cool voice answered.

"That's right. One who is infected with the Nine-tailed Fox Sickness… if they infect another with the Nine-tailed Fox Sickness, they can live that person's life for a while as if it were their own."

"...!"

"Is that difficult to understand? Then would it be easier to understand if I said they become a clone?"

Ho Yuwon laughed.

As if he had given up on something.

"So, you could say I'm a clone of someone trapped in Sekwang Metropolitan City."

"..."

"Who could I be? I remain here in a single state, but I have no way of knowing."

I opened my mouth.

"Perhaps an agent of the Disaster Management Bureau, or a Cooperative Spirit Beast…"

"Who knows?"

The corners of Ho Yuwon's mouth twisted.

"I don't remember. Hahaha…"

"…!"

"I don't have any structural or specific memories. Only the consciousness remains. I can only know what I am through the emotions and perceptions that surface inadvertently."

"..."

I lifted my head and looked around the counseling room.

"Is the fact that you provide counseling something you know in that way, too?"

"…!"

"Is that why you made this counseling room?"

"...Yes."

A faint smile spread across Ho Yuwon's lips.

"I was a counselor. That much is certain."

Is that why he made this place, so he wouldn't forget, so he wouldn't lose that feeling?

'…Just how powerful is he?'

To have become a director of Daydream in that state was no ordinary feat. I listened to the words he spilled out.

There was an emotion there that I, too, knew.

Catharsis.

"I just know a few intense things. Cognitions close to identity, or emotions, should I say? Counseling, disasters, and…"

His gaze shifted again.

"Selection."

Agent Choi faced him with a hardened expression.

"That happened at two thirty-four in the afternoon."

"..."

"Are you curious? If you're curious what it feels like, you just have to answer my questions from now on…"

"You said he was a good agent."

"..."

"Was I wrong?"

"You're right."

Ho Yuwon turned his gaze back to me.

I felt like I was going to die, relief and cold sweat taking turns running down my spine.

But I still couldn't let my guard down.

"Ah, and it's also a bit difficult for me to enter Sekwang Metropolitan City for another reason. I don't sleep. I've become unable to sleep, because I'll disappear if I do."

"..."

"But it's okay! It'll all be over soon!"

Joy and anticipation seemed to swirl in his eyes like madness.

"…Right. Ho Yuwon."

"Yes."

"I'll check whether what I saw at Morning Station was really you."

"…Yes."

"But…"

I stared into his face.

"What are you going to do?"

"..."

"If I confirm it's you, how on earth are you going to get him out?"

"Figuring that out is part of the job…"

"No. Our job was to find what you wanted in Sekwang Metropolitan City."

"..."

Ho Yuwon's eyes narrowed.

"So."

"You're saying you won't do it?"

"I'm asking whether you have a method in mind."

I was so scared I almost collapsed.

"If you don't, I was going to tell you my idea."

"Ah, and what idea might that be?"

"Ending the Supernatural Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City."

"...!!"

"It makes sense, doesn't it? If the disaster ends, there's no need to maintain the lockdown, and he'll naturally be freed…"

"What? Hahaha…"

Ho Yuwon burst out laughing.

It didn't sound like he was laughing out of amusement.

"Roe Deer-nim! Hundreds of thousands of people have died there like dogs. How on earth do you plan to end it…?"

Did he think I was saying this because I actually wanted to make such a crazy attempt?

"Then how are you supposed to get yourself out?"

"..."

"Two of our exploration personnel are trapped there, dead. If we can end it, it'd be good to end it."

And then I’d get to go home.

'It's a win-win.'

My desire to go home hasn’t changed.

To be honest, I still wanted to start screaming, 'Just let me go already! Give me the Daydream Device! Let me at least test whether it can be ended!' or run away…

But now I know I don't have to.

By looking at myself from multiple angles, I suppressed those feelings.

So I was able to speak like this, a little less blindly, a little less fearfully.

"I'll do my best. So let's both do our best."

"..."

"At least let's try."

Ho Yuwon looked into my eyes.

"Can you swear it?"

"I can swear it."

I stood up from the table.

"But I won't accept your binding. Because that's not really a vow, it's a contract."

"That's harsh… after you forced me into employment at the Resort to tie me down."

The words 'Then quit if you don't like it' rose to my throat, but even if I was speaking casually, that remark was too nerve-wracking, so I held it back. I guess I can't do it because I'm not Assistant Manager Eun Haje…

Instead, I said this.

"Anyway. Shall we do that? Agree to do our best."

Ho Yuwon stared at me silently, without a smile, as if searching my face.

Then he slowly extended his hand.

"Let's do that."

We shook hands.

And just like that, the official objective of the Sekwang Metropolitan City exploration changed.

The termination of a World-ending Class Disaster.

* * *

Afterward, through my conversation with Ho Yuwon, I also adjusted the compensation system a bit.

-Half of the Dream Essence Liquid that the team members hand over to you while exploring Sekwang Metropolitan City. I want that as my compensation.

That should leave enough to maintain this Project.

…For the record, while I was saying that, Agent Choi stared at me silently, but he didn't say anything at the time.

However, as we left the Fox Counseling Room together later, he said this.

-…If it seems like that's not the way to go home, give up.

-...

-And don't risk your life. Got it?

I nodded.

I don't know whether it was because he had confirmed that I wasn't seriously contaminated and was more emotionally stable than before, or because he was thinking something else… but I didn't feel the same hostile wariness from Agent Choi as before.

But it was still difficult…

-Huh? You feel bad about our team's staff shortage? Then do you want to come back, Grapes-ie?

Please.

I almost said yes out of a pang of guilt.

'I have to rescue those two quickly…'

I accepted the rising impatience and anxiety once more. Honestly, it was only natural to feel this way when two acquaintances were dead and trapped in a disaster.

Conversely, given the nature of Sekwang Metropolitan City, I was also terrified by the fact that the gravity of the situation was gradually fading from my mind.

But I just had to do my job calmly, without letting it overwhelm me.

And so, here I am.

"Thank you, Section Chief."

Instead of the Fox Counseling Room, I asked for permission and visited Section Chief Lee Jaheon's company residence.

I wanted to think things over at a familiar desk, just like before.

Like when I was originally a new employee at Daydream.

For the record, Section Chief Lee Jaheon showed no particular reaction to my return to my original form, simply identifying me.

He really was a consistent Lizard…

Um, in a good way.

"May I use this?"

"Yes."

And thankfully, I was now at his desk, deep in thought.

Recalling the information, risks, and methods I originally knew… thinking about how to end the Sekwang Special City Ghost Story and go home.

'First, if I follow Lee Kangheon's note…'

I have to steal a Daydream Device.

And then I remembered one thing.

[What a wonderful plan this is, Mr. Roe Deer!]

"By mobilizing all my Daydream connections."

I declared solemnly.

"I'm going to steal the application documents for the research team."

[…Hmm?]

-The entire research team should be missing.

-That's right. It seems you met them inside the Special City.

Then one procedure naturally follows.

'Securing new personnel.'

Yes.

They will hire new researchers.

For the record, I don't even need the list of successful applicants.

'I just need to see who's going to pass.'

All I have to do is find the names that appeared in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

"And…"

You should never put all your eggs in one basket.

'Ho Yuwon did say he'd try to steal a Daydream Device, but still.'

But he'll be under constant scrutiny from Director Cheong, and with the entire research team missing, he might be too conspicuous if he tries to steal the device.

In that case, we need a feint.

Make each side draw the other's aggro.

"Heave-ho."

And so, I made my decision.

'I'll secure one more route for smuggling out the Daydream Device.'

Now that it's come to this, I’ll gift the researcher a life without ghost stories, if only for a little while.

‘I'll become a one-day researcher…!’
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Chapter 318

A man in his early thirties, dressed in ordinary clothes, was excitedly talking on the phone in his studio apartment.

"Yeah, yeah, that's right, I told you I got into Daydream! Uh-huh, I just applied on a whim."

He had applied for a sudden additional recruitment posting from Daydream Inc. and ended up passing the final round.

And now, he was calling everyone he knew to brag, all while pretending it was no big deal.

Especially, and more subtly, to a friend who had a worse academic background and was still unemployed.

-What? You said the look in my eyes was off and that I needed to prepare well for the interview?

But look at the results!

"Well, I kind of just ended up getting the job, but I'm also a little disappointed, you know. Huh? I didn't get the chance to apply to various places. Unlike you."

Putting down a competitor inferior to him felt electrifying.

He was even thrilled just thinking about his friend's self-esteem plummeting as they replayed this conversation later.

The new Daydream Researcher felt a thrilling surge of pleasure as he ran his mouth.

"You should've applied too, you know? Oh, you did? I didn't know. Sorry about that. Next time we meet, I'll treaaaaaaat!!"

Then, suddenly–

Thud.

Something black dropped from above.

And instantly, it snatched the researcher by the neck.

"…!!"

It was a Black Silhouette.

‘Wh-where did it come from?’

There was no passage or space in the ceiling where something like that could have emerged from. He rolled his eyes upwards to look at the ceiling, but there wasn't a single trace.

Then how?

"Shh."

The Black Silhouette pressed a gloved hand to the researcher’s face.

Then it whispered, very quietly and slowly.

“Hang up.”

Gulp.

"I-I'm ha-hanging up… See you later!"

Click.

After he hastily ended the call, the hand slowly moved away from the researcher’s face.

The hand holding his neck, however, remained.

The pressure tightened.

'F-fuck…'

A robber?

As his mind raced with all sorts of speculations and pessimistic predictions, and cold sweat trickled down his temples, a leisurely voice seeped into his ears.

"Hello."

"..."

"I said hello, but you're not answering."

"Ah… hello."

The researcher swallowed hard, his thoughts racing.

"I-I don't have much money, but if you let me go, I'll–right now, I'll take out a loan right now and transfer it to your account…"

"What are you talking about? Do I look like a robber?"

You do!

"I'm sorry. I'm sorry! If I may ask… why did you come here?"

"Me?… Let's see."

A chuckle could be heard from behind the mask.

"Let’s just say I'm your guardian angel for the day."

"..."

He's insane. 

A genuine fucking lunatic. I'm screwed. He’s probably some psychopathic serial killer.

But the words that followed were even more shocking.

"Hmm? Mr. Park Kyung-hwan."

"…!!"

"You received your doctorate in bioinformatics and recently graduated from graduate school. In the process, you stole your labmate's thesis topic and published it before they could."

A revelation that left his mind completely blank. 

"Th-that’s…"

"Don't worry. I'm not here to grill you about that."

Poke.

The intruder lifted the hand that had been pressing on the researcher's face.

Something silver glinted there.

"I was just making sure you’d say still."

A moment later, a muffled scream echoed through the studio apartment.

* * *

[That was quite a thrilling interrogation, my friend! Much more exciting, like something straight out of a spy movie, than your time among those poor civil servants!]

Isn't this closer to a robbery and threat than a spy movie…

'Breaking and entering, making threats…'

The thought that I was steadily descending into a life of crime crossed my mind, but honestly, I didn't feel particularly guilty about it.

It was probably because I knew what that man would do once he joined the company.

Researcher Park Kyung-hwan.

How should I put it? 

If Kwak Jekang was the type to commit crazy acts based on curiosity, Park Kyung-hwan was the type to inflict cruelty on the Field Investigation Team members and civilians based on the superiority complex of an office worker.

It was similar to what the Cleanup Team went through.

Records of acts that made your heart race and your stomach churn—cruelties inflicted upon the weak.

'Well, that's just the personality of a Daydream Researcher for you…'

In that sense, I was grateful—he didn't make me feel particularly guilty.

I looked at the piece of Researcher Park Kyung-hwan that I had neatly clipped off.

It was… a fingernail. 

'Ugh…'

Of course, I don't have a hobby of clipping other people's fingernails. But I had to do it out of necessity.

It was the piece I needed to take Park Kyung-hwan's place as a Daily Researcher.

'And the fact that Park Kyung-hwan is a newbie actually works in my favor.'

The advantages of having no seniority are as follows:

•He doesn't know many people by face.

•He has very few opportunities to meet his superiors.

In other words, even if I swapped places with him as a Daily Researcher, the chances of someone being suspicious–or of me meeting a special team or a superior who could see through my disguise–were extremely low.

For instance, Director Cheong.

'What reason would a newbie have to meet a director other than the customary greeting after joining the company?'

I was only called in because I stood out so much from doing all sorts of tricks to collect Welfare Mall Points.

…Though I did meet her again unintentionally after that as well.

And in the end, I even signed a ridiculous contract to work for the Security Team permanently.

"..."

The thought came to mind naturally.

I dwelled upon my Security Team employment contract, which Director Cheong had taken.

'That contract.'

I don't need it anymore.

That fact even made me feel a little refreshed.

I could now maintain my current state. I could exist just fine, both body and mind intact, without the identity of a Security Team member.

I clenched my human hand tightly.

'The problem is that just saying, 'I'm quitting,' won't work.'

Because it's a permanent contract.

'Actually, it feels more like a shackle than a contract…'

[Ahem, would it be all right if this Braun offered a piece of advice?]

Hmm?

'…Sure. What is it?'

[Laws and rules are often superseded by a stronger priority.]

Swish.

A sound, like fingers of a luxurious white cloth glove being rubbed together, came from the stuffed doll.

As if raising its index finger, it declared:

[If there is a regulation more powerful than your rude superior's contract, then wouldn't the contract naturally become invalid?]

So.

'You're saying I should use another rule to override the contract?'

[Precisely! For instance, by signing another employment contract. Oh, with an even more powerful and wonderful workplace and employer.]

'…Like Braun's Late-Night Talk Show and the great Host?'

[Oh my! I shall not refuse that example!]

Yes. I had a feeling you were going to say that, Host…

But a slightly different idea popped into my head.

'Another rule.'

An idea flashed like a lightbulb turning on, but… it seemed like a method I could only use when the moment comes.

'I'll keep it on hold for now.'

Good.

For now, let's start with the 'theft of the Daydream Dream Machine' operation.

'I've gathered all the necessary items.'

With my mind racing, I finalized my plan to infiltrate as a Daily Researcher.

And so, a week later–

I found myself standing in front of the Daydream Inc. Main Building at 8:10 AM, just like before.

"..."

But one thing was different.

My attire.

'Hoo.'

I was wearing a white lab coat.

-Don't people usually change into lab coats after they get inside?

-Everyone’s spirits are a bit high from the novelty… Yes, anyway, more than half of the new hires came to work already wearing them. During the probationary period, no less!

Recalling the friendly Q&A with the researcher, I stepped into the Main Building.

The appearance of a plain-looking researcher with horn-rimmed glasses.

"Hello, Researcher Park."

The exact appearance of Researcher Park Kyung-hwan.

"Hello."

As I casually replied to the front desk employee, a small silver-glowing tool rested inside the pocket of my lab coat.


Its head was shaped like a rodent's snout.




Vole Nail Clippers

An item originating from a folktale in which a vole that ate a person's discarded fingernails and toenails would transform into that person.

When this nail clipper is used, and contains ‘clipped nails,’ the user's body will transform into the appearance of the nail's owner.

One nail sustains the transformation for approximately half a day.

However, if the transformed user meets the original owner of the nail, they will both feel an intense murderous intent towards each other, often leading to various incidents of murder and assault.




In short, it means that I am currently transformed into a researcher's appearance using a researcher's nail.

'I snatched it up quickly because I thought it would’ve been sold for a pretty low price on Delusion Home Shopping.'

Looking at the situation now, it seemed to have been an excellent choice.

…Though the fact that someone else's nail was attached to the tip of my own was unsettling.

'Hoo.'

And…

-Yes. Go straight and look for the facility with the electronic pad attached to it.

-That… um. I've seen it before…

By listening to people who had worked at Daydream for a long time, I had figured out the entire layout of the Main Building and the Annex, as well as the location of the Dream Device.

Of course, among them, the ones who knew the most about the research team's work and movements were…

'Naturally, the research team themselves.'

And two of them were currently alive in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

With a connection to me, at that.

-Mr. Roe Deer. Over here!

I recalled the letters from the researchers that Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae had delivered.

That's right. This time, the entry into Sekwang Metropolitan City had been carried out by a three-person team of Daydream employees, without me.

It was a considerate measure, in case entering Sekwang Metropolitan City again caused another shock that might destabilize my recovered form.

'And while they’re away, I'll swipe the machine.'

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, one of those three, had willingly become my information courier. I was grateful for that.

Not only that, but she had also kept me informed about the condition of the others and the situation at the station.

-Assistant Manager Eun Haje and the agent arrived safely on the train! And…

-There's no such thing as a Scales Tribunal at Morning Station. There's just an old waiting room there.

'...'

The matter of the Disaster Management Bureau's Courthouse seems to have been settled.

'Then I can visit the Cheerful Research Institute at that station…'

Not only that, but I might also be able to see other traces left behind by the Disaster Management Bureau branch.

I decided to look forward to the next letter.

As I recalled the contents of the letters once more, I pressed the elevator button and stepped inside.

'In any case, since I've announced 'my will,' even Kwak Jekang won’t be able to fill his reply with nonsense or subtly try to trap me.'

Then I recalled a part of the letter that was the reason I chose today.

-Instead of an orientation, the new research team members go through a probationary period to learn what they'll be doing. Well, the tasks they give you are a bit different from what you'd expect, aren’t they? You need time to adjust!

The Field Investigation Team also gets completely different tasks than expected, but they're just thrown into ghost stories without any adjustment period whatsoever.

'I'm getting pissed off for some reason…'

In any case, the new researchers, who would now be researching ghost stories that were likely quite unrelated to their own majors, would spend a period systematically experiencing the work of the research team one by one.

So today was…

The day to observe potion production.

The day I would finally gain access to the Daydream Potion manufacturing machine.

-F-first, we were told to gather on the 20th floor before moving out!

After cross-verifying the researchers' testimonies, I was certain.

'It was a good idea to come early on purpose.'

I glanced around the quiet lobby once more, then, standing alone in the elevator, reached for the Close button.

But at that moment–

"Just a moment!"

Someone came running towards the elevator.

I obediently pressed the Open button. It was also to avoid standing out by frantically mashing the Close button.

I couldn’t help being a little taken aback when I saw the person who entered.

"…Thank you."

It was Baek Saheon.

After checking my rank from my lab coat and the employee ID card hanging around my neck, he put on a professional smile, nodded, and casually pressed a floor button.

'This guy is really working hard at the company.'

To think he was coming in this much earlier than the start of the workday. I guess he wasn't promoted to Supervisor for nothing.

Ding.

The elevator doors closed, and it began to ascend quietly.

And I, looking at Baek Saheon, quickly racked my brain.

'He'll recognize me.'

That eyepatch.

How many times had he recognized my identity with the Reverse Eye Item covered underneath his medical eyepatch?

'Hmm.'

Rather than letting him recognize me later and making a fuss that might interfere with my plans, wouldn't it be better to give him a subtle hint now so he'd know how to act?

Looking at Baek Saheon, I finally opened my mouth.

"Saheon."

"...Yes?"

He only showed a slight hint of surprise, as though wondering how I knew his name.

Though he was probably cursing me out internally for a newbie researcher calling a superior by his first name. 

I know what you're like…

So I deliberately set the mood and quietly opened my mouth.

More subtly, but with enough impact to shock him.

'Let's see.'

Bringing up the talk show would be too direct.

This is Daydream. Even if there wasn’t a listening device, it would be better to say something that wouldn't immediately make them think of 'Kim Soleum,' but would be shocking to Baek Saheon… 

Yes.

This would do.

"It's a shame what happened to the village, but I'm glad to see it hasn’t had any major effect on your company life, Saheon."

"…!!"

He must have gotten it by now.

Who else but me would know your origins, make such a meaningful remark, and suddenly appear in all sorts of different forms?

'Now quickly lift your eyepatch to check, and let's get this over with.'

I glanced at the floor indicator before looking back at him.

Sure enough, Baek Saheon’s hand reflexively moved to his eyepatch and was lifting the cloth, but–

'…Huh?'

The eye beneath the eyepatch remained closed.

'Did he leave the Item behind?'

Why? With his personality, there's no way.

No, if that was the case, didn't I just reveal my identity for no reason? A bitter taste filled my mouth.

"Well then."

I simply prepared to get off at my floor.

'If he roughly guesses my identity, he should have enough sense to keep his mouth shut.'

Then let's leave it at that…

"…Agent?"

Huh?

"It is you."

Seeing my reaction, whatever misunderstanding he had filled his face with confidence.

"It is you, isn't it."

Wait a minute.

Seeing a strange vitality dawn on Baek Saheon's face, I realized there was some kind of communication error.

'How on earth did you arrive at ‘Disaster Management Bureau agent’?'

That makes no sense at all…

"You kept prying about our company, so I guess this is what you were up to."

“...”

"The Paper Boat. I was wondering why you hadn’t been using it lately."

Ah.

Ahhh…!

I stared blankly as Baek Saheon, having identified me as the 'agent he communicated with via the Paper Boat he left behind in Jisan Village,' spoke with a somewhat triumphant expression…

"Did you really think I would help you? Sneaking in and even talking to me."

Yeah, no.
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Chapter 319

This is bewildering.

I infiltrated Daydream as a researcher, only to run into Baek Saheon.

And now I'm in a complicated situation where he recognizes me as 'the agent from Jisan Village'!

[Oh, but surprisingly, that's the truth, isn't it?]

I know, right?

'In principle, I am that agent.'

I broke out in a cold sweat.

But if I reveal that I'm Kim Soleum here, things will only get more complicated, won't they?

'Ah, screw it.'

Now that it's come to this, I'll just patch it up and push forward.

I deliberately put on a slightly firm smile and spoke to him.

This is what a good-natured agent would do.

"No. I wasn't trying to get your help. I just saw that you were safe and greeted you without thinking."

"..."

"You're right, citizen. I shouldn't have done that while undercover."

Ding.

In the meantime, we arrived at the floor Baek Saheon was supposed to get off on.

"Well then…"

"Wait a minute."

Instead of getting off, Baek Saheon pressed the close button.

What the hell.

Then he pressed my floor number again, stopping the elevator completely, before crossing his arms and looking at me.

"What are you here to do?"

"It's better for you not to know."

"Why do you get to decide that? No, what if you're here to blow up the company? Your words are making me anxious, and if I mess up my work today because of it, are you going to take responsibility?"

Is he crazy?

"I'm telling you to take responsibility for starting this conversation, aren't I?"

This was the kind of obnoxious behavior I hadn't experienced since he was my roommate, back when he met me as Kim Soleum.

'This annoying bastard…'

I seriously considered just revealing that I was Kim Soleum and telling him to shut his mouth.

But it's probably better to go with the flow than to take another risk.

'I'll just scare him a little, indirectly.'

I opened my mouth with an air of 'it might be okay to say this much.'

"…It will be safer for you, citizen, if you pretend not to know me today."

"..."

"That's all I can tell you."

After saying that much, a man like Baek Saheon, who prioritizes his own safety above all else, would quickly cut ties with the 'paper boat agent.'

…Or so I thought.

Instead of leaving the elevator, Baek Saheon flinched and continued speaking.

"What, are you going to steal some information or an item?"

"Rather than stealing, there's something I'm trying to find out."

At that, he looked at me with a suggestive gaze and said, as if cutting me some slack.

"Well, let's go fifty-fifty."

"Excuse me?"

"Share whatever you find out here. I'll write off the debt you owe me."

"...”

Why would I?

I swallowed the retort that rose to my throat and countered.

"Then… are you saying you'll help me?"

I meant, I know you won't help, so just go.

But.

"Well, it's like mutual aid."

Oh?

"Just tell me if you need anything."

[Surprisingly, it seems your ordinary ex-roommate isn't planning to double-cross!]

I know, right?

In the end, as I got off on the 20th floor, I had secured Baek Saheon's promise of help.

He told me to contact him if I needed anything. That he'd be on standby.

-I'll be at the company all day, so you can contact me through the paper boat.

I thought I'd misheard him.

'Is this really Baek Saheon?'

But (unsurprisingly) Baek Saheon also left me with a few choice words.

-If you get caught, I'll say I was threatened or controlled by you with an item.

Do whatever you want…

The Disaster Management Bureau doesn't know anything about this anyway. If it ever comes up later, it'll just end with, 'That was an impersonator.'

-What should I call you?

-Ah, I'm Researcher Park Kyung-hwan.

-That name doesn't suit you at all.

-...

He’d also made a comment that would have made the real Park Kyung-hwan do his utmost to throw him into a high-level Darkness without any information…

'Whatever…'

I'm not him, anyway.

More importantly, I can't believe he's cooperating like this on his own. That he's listening to me without being pressed by rank.

Due to my influence, Baek Saheon's trajectory after joining the company had changed considerably, creating a slight difference from the 'Section Head Viper' I knew from the <Dark Exploration Record>.

'But that personality of his was still the same.'

The part where he didn't care if others died, as long as he could survive.

'But he seems particularly cooperative with this 'paper boat agent.''

No, rather than cooperative… his attitude seems to have changed in a strange way.

Goodwill? Trust?

'…A sense of familiarity?'

…Did the incident at Jisan Village cause some kind of change?

It was hard to know without asking him directly.

'For now, let's just be satisfied with having one more card to play.'

I walked on, mulling over today's objective.

To the meeting place on the 20th floor.

"Hello~ Not many people here yet."

"I know, right?"

I entered a large conference room with the new researchers and sat there for a while.

I pretended to kill time by giving appropriate responses to meaningless chatter, but the tension didn't leave my body.

A short while later.

At 9 a.m. sharp, the person helping to 'guide' the researchers during their probationary period entered.

But.

[New researchers! The future of our company! Today is the fifth day of your probation!]

…!

It was a familiar face.

'The orientation host…'

The first day.

When I first woke up as a new employee of Daydream.

-Welcome to Daydream Inc.!

The superior who had conducted the orientation.

The person who had put on a performance of growing younger by drinking a Wish Ticket was holding the microphone, his appearance as taut and wrinkle-free as it was back then.

[Now, now, follow me!]

...

Suddenly, memories of that time came flooding back.

Everything had started from there.

The Abyss Transportation Corporation ghost story, Baek Saheon with his eye gouged out, the calm Ms. Go Yeongeun, the new employees who survived the ghost story only to disappear at the host's declaration of 'free-riding'…

The welcome gift.

And…

───

If needed

010-0153-24865

───

Back then… didn't I receive a business card?

'Wait a minute.'

That was a number even Kwak Jekang had recognized.

-…New employee Kim Soleum, did you happen to receive a business card?

-If you want to earn points faster, contact that number.

So much had happened since then that I had completely forgotten about it.

In the most casual tone possible, as if I had just remembered, I spoke to the person next to me.

"Ah, come to think of it, what department did they say he was from?"

"Uh, I don't know… I'm not sure."

He shrugged.

"Well, probably from the research side? Surely he's not a field agent.

"..."

Look at that damn researcher elitism.

'If you'd been caught up in the disappearance incident, you would have died with your neck snapped…'

But at that moment, the horrific scene I had witnessed at Afternoon Station flashed through my mind, and my breath caught in my throat.

"..."

"Kyung-hwan?"

"Yes. I'm coming."

'Hoo.'

I have to be careful.

To think like a human means that the mental trauma and impact a human receives will also manifest just as they are.

The chilling pain in my chest felt almost like an electric shock.

'…But at least I won't have to enter a ghost story today.'

I'll be facing a more realistic fear. After all, I've stolen someone's identity to infiltrate a major corporation.

'Saying it like that makes it sound like a ghost story, too.'

Anyway, I followed the orientation host…

[My, my, instead of that title, how about using the simple and fitting term 'Host'?]

…the Host.

Staring at him the whole time.

[Excellent, my friend!]

The new researchers' steps halted as they left the Main Building and entered the building next to it.

This place, which I was visiting again.

"This is the annex. The day before yesterday, you were told that the basement is where Darkness for supplies and Darkness with outstanding production value are kept in isolated storage, correct?"

"Yes!"

"That's right. And on the upper floors of the annex…"

The Host's hand pointed past the front desk, to the floor indicator of the elevator.

"Is our company's core facility."

A place the Field Investigation Team was rarely permitted to enter.

"Shall we go?"

We move.

I was about to give a slight nod to the Guard Team member sitting at the front desk, dressed all in black, but stopped.

Because not a single one of the new researchers even offered a greeting.

It was a reaction closer to apprehension or fear than disregard.

'…Have they already heard stories about the Guard Team?'

I reflexively thought for a moment of the special department I used to work in. Of my own Guard Team members.

Security Chief J3 and Supervisor Park Minseong.

"..."

"Aren't you getting on the elevator?"

"Ah, sorry."

I boarded the elevator.

…thinking that it was a relief the researcher whose identity I'd stolen hadn't made any close friends yet.

[Going up.]

The elevator headed for the upper floors of the annex, a place I had never been.

And what was revealed when the doors opened on the 10th floor was…

"The Potion Maker, which manufactures potions."

There was no room there.

In the vast space where the entire floor had been opened up, huge machines were lined up.

"…!"

Unlike the dream incubator, there were no visible pipes or plumbing.

Their exteriors, all finished in a clean white tone, looked like products of modern science to anyone who saw them.

However, their shape retained elements that hinted at the dream incubator…

"Now, look. This is the Dream Essence."

I saw a machine in which golden Dream Essence was shimmering.

'It's gone.'

The egg-sized object in the center of the tank was gone.

And there were no emoticon-like buttons either. Instead, a sleek electronic panel was attached at arm's reach.

"You input the number corresponding to the potion on the panel to produce the product. Newly developed potions are assigned new codes. I doubt anyone here would have trouble understanding this."

"Haha!"

"..."

But there was just one thing.

One button remained.

At the very bottom.

◎ 

That alone was attached in a strangely similar form…

"That is the Wish Ticket button."

"…!"

I snapped my head around.

The Host was looking at me, smiling with his taut, young face.

"Your name is… Researcher Park Kyung-hwan! What do you think, are you interested in the Wish Ticket?"

"…I was just looking because it's fascinating! I'm sorry!"

I shot up and answered like a disciplined new employee.

The Host chuckled and patted my shoulder.

"Well, there's no need to be sorry!"

"Ah, thank…"

"I asked if you were interested in the Wish Ticket."

"..."

I swallowed hard.

Honestly, it wasn't even an act.

"I am interested, but frankly, the points are so high that it seems… uh, difficult for us to collect."

Then, I glanced around before asking.

"…I'm sorry, but what title should we use to address you by…"

"Ah, me? Haha, you can just call me Team Leader Kim."

Team Leader.

It was a difficult position to gauge, as there were so many different teams.

"May I ask which department's team leader you are?"

"Hmm~"

The Host winked.

"Have you ever heard about the branch offices?"

...!

"Right, right, young people these days, they all love Seoul and threaten to quit if they're told to go to the provinces, don't they?"

The Host shrugged and rubbed his hands together as if it were a shame.

"But there's no better place if you want to collect a lot of points. Huh? If you go to a branch, you don't just get a promotion, you can go straight into a management position."

...

Could it be that the business card I received right after the entrance exam was a route to a high-ranking position at a branch office?

Fortunately, the Host didn't seem very interested in 'Researcher Park Kyung-hwan,' shrugging and turning his attention to another researcher.

'Hoo.'

…The explanation for the probationary researchers continued for about 20 more minutes.

The patent for the Potion Maker, the emphasis on the confidentiality agreement, the work done in the potion development lab, the value of Dream Essence…

"So in the end, the work you'll be doing in all the teams you're assigned to, diligently developing Darkness, recording manuals, and managing potion production…"

Tap, tap.

"It's all in this processing machine."

The Host, who had tapped the Potion Maker, grinned.

"So security is very important, right?"

...

The Host pointed to something on the wall that looked like a recorder.

"Now, what did I say this item was?"

"A Guard Team pager."

"That's right!"

Hoo.

"What happens inside here is usually paged to the Guard Team. If anything happens, page them immediately. And even if not… ah, they're here just in time."

Ding.

The elevator opened, and two figures in special uniforms that covered their entire bodies appeared.

It was the Guard Team.

"The Guard Team will be periodically patrolling this space."

...

I recognized the appearance of one of them.

I couldn't tell if he recognized me, but we didn't make eye contact.

"Now, then, today you will learn the basic operation by assisting the senior researchers here."

And so, we began to observe the potion manufacturing process by following the senior researchers.

[Hmm, the security seems quite tight. What do you think, Mr. Roe Deer? Will you pull off some mysterious feat like a professional thief in a mystery novel? Or…]

[Will you get help from your acquaintance over there?]

'...'

[Oh, I mean that has-been.]

I didn't look at J3.

At that withered employee, wearing a uniform similar to the one I wore when I was in the special department.

'No.'

[Hoh.]

The fact that he was here, despite having been clearly drafted for Ho Yuwon's project… could mean this was part of Ho Yuwon's preliminary work to smuggle out a machine.

So, cooperation is out of the question.

'It has to be a diversion.'

And besides.

'I never intended to steal what's here in the first place.'

[Hm?]

'Just wait and see.'

I spent the morning quietly, exploring the internal area.

I planned to carry out the real work in the afternoon, after lunch.

And so, I blended in with the new researchers, holding my breath and waiting quietly so as not to stand out…

And it was the moment I returned to the 10th floor of the Annex after finishing my meal.

Ding.

The elevator doors opened, and screams and hyperventilating sounds were heard…

An unexpected situation occurred.

"Guard Team! Paging the Guard Team. Something strange has happened inside…"

One of the Potion Makers was gone.

The empty space where the Potion Maker had been, as if cleanly lifted out, was blatantly exposed, with not even a trace of it left…

"All researchers, over here! From now on, everyone is under quarantine!"

"B-but our work…"

"Leave it all! None of you can leave this building until the interrogation is over!"

[Oh my god! Someone beat you to it!]

"..."

Oh, please.

'It was Ho Yuwon, right?'

That bastard beat me to it, right? Please tell me that's the case. If so, all I have to do is switch gears from now on!

'All I have to do is draw some crazy aggro and let him get away safely…'

Ding.

...I turned my head to see the Guard Team entering through another elevator to escort the researchers.

The Security Chief was still standing there, too.

"..."

"..."

Why are you still standing there?

'Wow, this is driving me crazy.'

If that's the case, this seems like the work of a third party, not Director Ho… Could it be that this wasn't Director Ho's doing?

Seeing the empty space where the machine was, my brain, facing a survival crisis, went into overdrive.

Right, if anything is possible…

"Researcher Park Kyung-hwan, move to the interrogation room!"

"..."

It can't be helped.

I changed my plan.

'I'll do both.'

[What do you mean, my friend?]

This is what I mean.

As soon as I entered the interrogation room, I spoke.

"There's a bomb in the elevator."

"…?!"

"I saw it."

'While drawing aggro like a madman, I'll do the stealing, too…!'

I'm sorry, Researcher Park Kyung-hwan.

You're getting fired today…

mnotes/changelogd

Chapter 320

The interrogation room of Daydream Inc.

In the unprecedented situation of the missing Potion Maker, my bombshell declaration on the scene made the interrogator's jaw drop.

"You saw a b-bomb in the elevator?"

"Yes."

I nodded, my expression deadpan. Then calmly declared.

"I'm telling you, it was there."

And all hell broke loose.

But the employees who dragged me along to the elevator found nothing but a clean interior.

"Huh, it's gone. I'm sure it was there."

"..."

"In any case, I saw it."

A lie detector was brought out.

In Daydream, 'truth-discerning haunted objects' are a staple. This time, a Twilight-grade hand-knitted doll made its appearance.

The googly-eyed hand-knitted doll asked in a ventriloquist's voice.

『Was there really a bomb?』

"I'm telling you, there was."

...

『It's true.』

The interrogation room was thrown into chaos!

And from that point on, I started spouting all sorts of bullshit.

"Ah, I also saw an employee from a cult in the elevator."

"I saw researchers sprinting down an alley."

"I saw the dragon and fox from the new employee training video getting beaten up by a rabbit."

"I saw the Guard Team hitting a director."

『It's true.』

Every single one was judged to be true!

"Confession Potion! We need a Confession Potion!"

"He just seems crazy, why waste a Confession Potion! Does any of that even make sense?"

Yes, it does.

"It's nonsense!"

It's true.

But the realistic and seasoned interrogators made a very appropriate guess.

"Even if it's not really the truth, if he believes it's the truth, it'll register as true."

"Ah…!"

The verdict was that I was a madman.

In the end, the thoroughly fed-up interrogators whispered amongst themselves and declared: "Let's check if that researcher is contaminated."

"...!"

"In my opinion..."

More whispering.

"It seems someone has released a Darkness here."

"If so, could it be that the machine's disappearance is also..."

"Indeed."

There was the sound of someone swallowing.

"It seems to be the work of a Darkness that escaped containment. I'm wondering if people are getting contaminated, and if that researcher is the first to show symptoms."

[…is what they're saying, my friend!]

Hmm.

From inside the comfortable interrogation room, Braun relayed the intense deductions being developed by the company employees in charge of my interrogation outside.

Then, what followed was...

"We need to test that researcher for contamination. And request another proper inspection of the annex to see if there's a Darkness that has breached containment."

And so, 30 minutes later.

"Please take him away!"

"Yes..."

I was transferred into the custody of the Guard Team.

So I could be moved to an isolation room to verify my 'contamination status.'

And in this way, after causing all sorts of trouble in the interrogation room, I made a natural exit.

The new researchers, who had been quarantined on the 10th floor, stared at me as if I were a lunatic.

Goodbye, Researcher Park Kyung-hwan's brilliant career.

[It was so amusing to see them all in a panic, oh, it was a regular comedy sketch!]

'Whoever stole it, they should be thanking me.'

They must have bought an hour or two thanks to me. Plus, with an additional hypothesis to verify, Daydream will have more trouble with the chase.

Of course, I also paid in equivalent exchange.

'This researcher's bright future at the company...'

Contamination or not, making them waste administrative power like this during the unprecedented crisis of the missing Potion Maker must have gotten me on their bad side.

The same goes for the relationship with my peers.

'You… you're really screwed when it comes to having a good life at this company...'

Let's just quit.

I'll think of it as having done something beneficial for the countless Field Investigation Team members and civilians who died or got fucked over because of you. Hmm.

I inwardly shrugged my shoulders, then followed the stooped, skinny Guard Team member as he led me away.

Due to the theft, passage to the annex itself was blocked.

I took the elevator with the Guard Team member and was transported to a temporary quarantine area on the 2nd floor of the annex.

"..."

"..."

Thump.

The moment I entered the isolation room, the door closed, leaving us alone. The skinny Guard Team member pressed a device on the wall, stopping the recording function.

"…Excuse me."

In the CCTV blind spot, I saw the other person's face as he lowered his mask.

The Security Chief, J3, blinked at me.

"Mr. Roe Deer… it's you, right…?"

Ah.

"…Why do you think so?"

"Um… the smell, it's the same…?"

Body odor.

I had done my best to deodorize and even put on the perfume this researcher used, but it seems that was the giveaway.

'It must be because of the Security Chief's Contamination trait.'

I finally held back a sigh and gave a slight nod.

"Yes. It's me."

I was planning on talking to the Security Chief anyway, so this was for the best.

But the Security Chief's blank stare at me remained unchanged.

"You're… talking."

...Ah.

"Yes."

I gave a faint smile.

"I've recovered."

"...!"

"This isn't some trick of the disguise. I really have."

I said, waving my hand.

The Security Chief's gaze followed the movement of my bare hand.

Clean, with no gloves, no black smoke, no dripping flesh.

A human hand.

"I can eat now, too. I couldn't back when we were on the same team, so it'd be nice to do that together sometime."

"…Yeah."

The Security Chief nodded slowly.

And just as slowly, a faint smile spread across his face.

"That's great..."

"…Thank you."

[Still, this has-been knows his place. The entertainment world is overflowing with people who, after realizing their own fall, give in to despair and bare their worthless jealousy.]

…Because he no longer expects to recover at all.

Perhaps that was why.

"Um… should I bring some snacks...?"

"Ah, I'm fine for now. I'll buy some next time."

"Mm, thank you..."

Looking at the Security Chief, who somehow seemed to find things less troubling than before, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

'If you drink a Wish Ticket… can't you wish for things like a full recovery from contamination?'

Has no one ever wished for it?

'…Ah, they said only full-time employees can take it.'

And the 'full-time employees'—the Field Investigation Team members—were the kind of people who, if given a Wish Ticket they could use for their own contamination recovery, would instead spend it on the 'desperate wish' that had driven them to join the company.

Which meant that using a Wish Ticket to recover from contamination was something that would almost never happen.

But.

'…What if someone else makes the wish for them?'

What would happen then?

Just like Ms. Go Yeongeun, who had made a wish on behalf of Jang Heowoon.

'…Was there really no one who ever did that?'

[An interesting question, Mr. Roe Deer. Though it will be difficult to resolve for now!]

For now, I decided to keep that question in the back of my mind.

Because there was a more pressing topic.

We were able to continue our conversation in a much lighter atmosphere.

The disappearance of the Daydream Potion Maker!

"Um… the machine, did you steal it…?"

"Absolutely not."

Though I was planning to, of course.

"Did you steal it, Chief?"

"No..."

"..."

"..."

We both felt a little awkward.

"Um, about seeing a bomb… in the elevator..."

"Ah."

I nodded solemnly.

"I meant that I am the bomb."

"..."

No, I seriously have a similar item in my inventory.

The other things I said were similar.

'It's a prank where you leave out the subject or the object.'

I had indeed witnessed or experienced them, but that's not to say I saw them just now.

'But since it all comes out as true, it drives people crazy.'

Of course, if it had come to a Confession Potion, I had planned to deal with it differently, but anyway.

"So it wasn't either of us."

"No..."

The two would-be thieves, who had been beaten to the punch, blinked and looked at each other.

"…Do you think someone else might have stolen it?"

"I don't know..."

W-well, I suppose so...

"Then was there anything strange?"

"Strange…?"

"Yes. Like someone being suspicious, or having a weird feeling."

The Security Chief seemed lost in thought for a moment, then answered slowly.

"Um… for some reason… right now… seems… a bit strange… maybe."

…Right now?

"In what way?"

"Uh..."

The Security Chief's expression looked as if even thinking was a bother, but he slowly turned his gaze outside the isolation room.

"I think someone died..."

"…Excuse me?"

At that moment.

Flicker.

"…!"

The indoor lights flickered.

As if my vision had almost vanished, every light source disappeared for a moment...

Then the lights came back on.

"..."

"..."

Ding-dong.

-This is an announcement! We ask everyone in the annex not to be alarmed by the sudden power outage and to please remain where you are...

A voice came from the speaker on the wall.

It was the orientation host's voice.

-Until the Potion Maker is recovered, the lockdown of the annex will not be lifteeeeeeeekzaaaknkueeeugeeujiaagijageueueueueugeegeedeekeeeegeedeekeekeekeu -...

-...

-It's been sealed.

Click.

The announcement cut off.

"..."

"Shh."

Creeak.

The Security Chief, who had put his mask back on at some point, reopened the door of the temporary isolation room. Then he turned back to me and said,

"Stay put, right here... I'll go check..."

"...Yes."

"If it's dangerous… lock it."

Tuk.

Leaving the isolation room door open just a tiny crack, the Security Chief left.

Soon, I heard him walk out into the hallway outside...

"..."

I waited for a moment.

'Stay calm.'

I'm currently infiltrating under someone else's identity. Let's not lose this advantage.

Information is important, so I planned to wait until the Security Chief came back to report what he found.

But the ominous air made my hands turn cold.

And a few dozen seconds later.

Flicker.

"…!"

My vision disappeared.

A blackout.

Without a single speck of light remaining, everything turned pitch black, leaving only a cool darkness.

"..."

Frozen, I sat on the chair and quietly adjusted to the darkness...

This time, the lights didn't come back on.

And.

-...

…From the crack in the isolation room door, from outside, I thought I heard a voice.

"…Chief?"

But there was no answer.

I carefully got up, took a deep breath to calm myself, and put my eye to the crack in the isolation room door...

My hand trembled as I was about to do something you only see in horror movies.

And in my eyes, now adjusted to the dark, a very faint silhouette appeared.

…The dark hallway.

-2F-

"..."

There was no one there.

'Is this… a ghost story?'

Could it really be that the Potion Maker disappeared because of a ghost story?

Then I might have helped the investigation by trying to lead them astray.

[Now, what action will you take, my friend?]

I peered out through the crack in the door again.

Then, I realized that this hallway wasn't completely empty.

A black, rectangular device was lying on the floor.

'…What's that?'

But it was hard to see in the dark.

After a moment's thought, instead of bringing out my contamination, I quietly stepped out of the door.

This way, even if someone finds me, they'll just think that crazy researcher is up to some nonsense again.

And very carefully, I walked down the dark hallway, approaching the object on the floor...

Stop.

As I stopped and crouched down closer, I recognized what the object was.

'…A camcorder.'

The old camcorder didn't look like something that would be used in this day and age.

A handy camcorder, with a screen that opened to the side.

[Oh, quite a tasteful recording device. Though it is rather shabby.]

'...'

A camcorder ghost story.

A few candidates flashed through my mind. After some deliberation, I decided not to touch the camcorder and stood up...

"There..."

"…! Chief."

It was Mr. Jay.

I barely managed not to misspeak the title as I watched Security Chief J3 appear, walking from the other end of the hallway.

"Are you alright?"

"Yeah… nothing happened..."

The Security Chief walked this way.

I let out a sigh of relief and looked at him, then lowered my gaze to the camcorder.

"That is…?"

"Ah, it was on the floor..."

There was no shadow.

"..."

Right now, the Security Chief had come right up to me, but there was no shadow beneath him at all.

I hadn't noticed from a distance because it was dark.

"Um..."

"..."

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

I frantically searched through the Dark Exploration Records in my head, trying to find the corresponding ghost story. So, this–this is...

"...!!"

I picked up the camcorder from the floor.

The moment I hurriedly opened the side panel, the camcorder powered on and the screen came to life.

I pointed the camcorder at the 'Security Chief.'

"What… are you doing?"

On the camcorder screen.

A face that wasn't the Security Chief's stared at me.

Grinning.

A face with disheveled hair and prominent cheekbones, filled the screen, rolling its eyes and grinning.

An old hospital gown.

…Beneath its baggy bottoms, instead of legs, only nerves and blood vessels dangled in the air.

But when I lifted my head, the Security Chief was standing there with a puzzled expression.

"What's wrong…?"

"..."

Fuck.

I turned and ran.

The sound of something chasing me frantically echoed.

'Dammit.'

Dammit, dammit dammit!!

This is a hospital ghost story…!



Dark Exploration Records / Ghost Story

We Record Our End

: A ghost story appearing in the Dark Exploration Record, Daydream Inc. identification code Qterw-C-1004.

A video recording from a camcorder that filmed a certain incident that occurred at a nursing hospital located in ■■ Province.

The moment someone checks this recording in a sealed building of 5 floors or more, the events that took place on the last day of that nursing hospital's operation are reenacted.

Refer to the appendix for the incident records of the closed nursing hospital.

A total of 43 explorations have been recorded.



'Was that the thing in the annex?'

No, why was it released in the first place? No...

Get a grip!

'Be grateful you grabbed the camcorder now that it's already started!'

By looking through the screen of the camcorder, which could be randomly acquired in the altered space (except for the 4th floor), one could see the truth of what is actually happening.

I almost ended up with another contamination.

…Though that danger still existed.

Tadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadadada

Dammit, dammit!

I could feel 'the thing that looked like the Security Chief' sticking tenaciously to my back, chasing me.

The sounds echoed behind me, as if reenacting what had once been done to it.

No, not footsteps… but the noise of something whip-like striking the walls and the floor!

'Hah.'

Goosebumps rose all over me.

But for now, I checked my vision by looking at the camcorder in the dark and came up with a plan.

I'll lose it at this next corner...

Then…

Something pushed me.

"…!!"

No, it grabbed me at the same time.

It covered my mouth as I tumbled into one of the offices. Someone forced me under a desk.

I reflexively tried to fight back, but its behavior seemed strange for a ghost story, so I stopped.

'Who is it?'

I lifted my head to see who it was...

It was Baek Saheon.

"…!"

I reflexively brought up the camcorder, but nothing appeared on it...

It was the real Baek Saheon.

With a look of utter annoyance, Baek Saheon grabbed my camcorder.

'The light!'

I quickly folded the camcorder and ducked down.

The guy who had tried to snatch the camcorder eventually looked at me with a shut-the-hell-up expression and crouched down himself.

'…No.'

How is this guy in the annex?

And...

'Is he trying to save me right now?'

Why? I reflexively focused my gaze on his face to read his expression better. Baek Saheon glared back at me as if to say, 'what are you looking at.' But...

Creeeeak.

"..."

"..."

We both froze.

"…Hello?"

The door opened.

"Where is it... It definitely came this way..."

...I could hear a presence.

The walking sound of the shadowless 'Security Chief.'

Not normal footsteps, but a strange sound, like thin strands sticking to the floor and then peeling off...

Squelch, squelchhh-

A curse rose to my throat and sweat flowed.

I kept my mouth shut with Baek Saheon and stayed crouched under the desk. Holding our breath in the darkness-shrouded space, we stayed perfectly still...

"Is it in this hospital room...?"

'…Hospital room?'

And I slowly realized.

The air had changed.

Amidst the unique office smell of paper and diffusers, there was a peculiar scent.

A cool and uncomfortable scent.

...The smell of disinfectant.

I realized.

We were no longer under a desk, but crouched under a hospital bed.

"..."

I lowered my gaze.

The camcorder had automatically turned on, its red light blinking.

"There you are."

The patient's hand seized my camcorder.

Chapter 321

I gasped for breath and looked down.

My body, hidden beneath an old hospital bed in the darkness, reeked of disinfectant.

My hand was clutching the camcorder.

Then another hand shot out and grabbed it.

"…!!"

I reflexively twisted my body in an attempt to shake the hand off. But the hand holding the camcorder tried to violently snatch it and drag it out from under the bed.

'No!'

I twisted my body, trying to pull the camcorder free.

But something felt wrong.

As if it was predetermined, my body was dragged out from beneath the bed.

Outside the bed, what awaited the camcorder’s owner had already been prepared.

The first photographer was to be discovered on a hospital bed, his lower body brutally dissected.

The second recording was to begin with the horrified scream of the person who finds him.

Thwack!

Something long stabbed into the strange hand pulling on my camcorder.

"…!"

A ballpoint pen.

When I lifted my head, I saw Baek Saheon—deathly pale—twisting the pen he had driven into the back of the hand.

"Ah."

Blood spurted from the patient's hand gripping the camcorder.

The moment the muscles on the back of that hand twitched—

Baek Saheon yanked the camcorder back hard.

"...!"

I kicked the bed leg with all my might.

The hospital bed above our heads lurched forward—screeeech!

Its portable wheels shrieked as they rolled, then rattled violently as the bed shoved the 'patient' and slammed him into the wall.

Thud!

The hand that had grabbed the camcorder let go.

"Go!"

I grabbed Baek Saheon by the nape of his neck and bolted backwards like a madman.

Somehow, the camcorder had ended up in Baek Saheon's hand. 

On its screen, an image flashed by—a figure in a grotesque patient gown, pinned to a desk and trembling.

And the hallway we ran out into was...

"Hk."

The hallway of a dark, locked ward.

I grabbed Baek Saheon's hand holding the camcorder and aimed it forward again to see the hallway through the screen.

What appeared wasn’t a hospital, but a dark company hallway.

"The eleva—."

"Don't!"

I shouted urgently.

"Take the stairs. This is a disaster where you musn’t take the elevator!"

A corpse appeared in the elevator every exploration–a horror description so censored that the contents weren't even shown!

"~!!"

It seemed like Baek Saheon swallowed a curse, but he ultimately ran toward the emergency exit.

As we sprinted down the hall, the sound of a bed being shoved aside rang out behind us—followed by footsteps in pursuit.

Hospital room doors flew open, and vaguely familiar figures emerged, one after another.

"Look through the camcorder..."

But there was no point in saying it. Baek Saheon sprinted, not caring whether someone spoke to him or suddenly jumped out to grab him.

Without a shred of hesitation. Without the slightest intent to help.

"Huff."

I opened the emergency exit first, threw myself and Baek Saheon through, and immediately slammed the door shut.

Thud!

I locked the door.

Thump, thump—knocking and voices came from beyond the door.

Strangely, a pentagram seemingly drawn with a bloody hand was smeared across the rusty surface, making my skin crawl.

But despite the chill, I let out a sigh filled with conviction.

A sigh of relief.

"...We should be fine for a while."

Problems only arose in the emergency stairs in the latter half of 'Nursing Hospital's Last Day Footage'.

'The Guard Team will probably suppress it before then.'

No, maybe the 'real Security Chief' who hadn't returned had been mobilized for that task and was working his way up from the first floor of the annex right now.

Or maybe starting from the 10th floor of the annex, where there would be more people.

"Huff."

Only then did I let go of Baek Saheon. Still pale and gasping for breath, he glanced at the camcorder he was holding.

He had already noticed.

"This…"

"I'd like it back now."

I held out my hand.

Greed flashed through Baek Saheon's eyes.

"What does it do?"

Dammit.

"…You can distinguish between what's real and what's fake in this building by what's on the screen."

"Hmm."

"It's a necessary item for me to explore this disaster."

I spoke like an agent, looking at him seriously.

"But it's a useless item for someone who isn't trying to do that. I will guide you, a civilian, to a safe place, so please return the camcorder to me. I have a job to do."

"..."

Baek Saheon lowered the camcorder.

But without letting go, he asked in a small voice.

"Where is this safe place?"

"It's on the upper floors."

To be precise, there are safe zones on the floors above the 5th floor.

[Hoo!]



Exploration Records #16

Activation phenomenon of Qterw-C-1004 occurred in a 10-story commercial building.

Two civilians testified to discovering a door to Room 501 on the 10th floor, with a page from a sketchbook attached that read 'Playtime'.

The inside of the door is plastered with the phrase 'The ghost is here, we must ward off the ghost', written in crayon.

Records of the patient appearing in said hospital room are below.



This is the important part.

The fact that they found 'Room 501' door on the 10th floor.

As the exploration records accumulate, the clue builds up like this...

"This disaster is based on an incident that happened in a 5-story hospital building, and on floors above the 5th, the phenomena of the 1st floor repeat."

I looked at him.

"And that's when distortions occur."

"…!"

"Those points of distortion are not recognized by this disaster."

In other words, it's a true safe zone.

"I'll show you."

I started walking up.

Thankfully, Baek Saheon followed. Good.

"How can you be so sure?"

"…I know from experience."

Not from my experience as an agent, but from my experience poring over the <Dark Exploration Record>.

"That's also why I'm telling you this."

I glanced at the camcorder.

"While you're hiding, that camcorder could suddenly turn on or emit light, putting your life in danger."

"..."

It was both the truth and an attempt at persuasion.

'Baek Saheon isn't the type who would listen to pleas based on justification and sincerity.'

But trying to take it by force was worrying because of this bastard's trolling, and above all...

'Honestly, I don't want to walk around alone in a hospital ghost story…'

It's scary...

Let's stick together as long as we can. In this real-life version of a horror game, having a companion, even a troll, seems better than being alone...

[Oh, my friend...]

Sniffle...

"You saw it, didn't you? We almost got into big trouble earlier when we were discovered because of the camcorder."

"..."

"It's a double-edged sword."

Baek Saheon fell silent.

"I don't know why this disaster occurred, but for now, go to the highest floor possible, hide, and wait. The Guard Team will come."

"..."

If it comes down to it, I'll just knock him out and take it, but for now, let's stick together.

The dead-silent emergency stairway, smelling of stagnant water, was quite creepy. I started walking again, and, to change the subject, asked in a placating tone.

"Come to think of it, why were you in the annex?"

I thought he said he'd be on standby at the company.

Baek Saheon flinched, then said, as if tossing the words out:

"…Obviously, I came because there was a Darkness to find. One managed by my team."

"Then did you come from the first floor?"

"Of course. How else do you think I saved you on the second floor?"

The Field Investigation Team rarely gets permission to enter above the 1st floor of the annex, so I was wondering how he was on the 2nd floor.

'It seems this hospital ghost story phenomenon started from the 1st floor.'

According to Baek Saheon's explanation, after the power went out and the twisted image of the locked ward overlaid reality, the emergency exit to the ground floors opened, and he ran up.

'Then the first floor must be utter chaos right now…'

Hoo.

"I see. Thank you for saving me. You were a great help."

"..."

Baek Saheon, still holding the camcorder, turned to look at me and said bluntly.

"You know everything, but you still won't hand over the item."

Ha.

"Sir."

I said in a slightly weary voice.

"Do you… wish for me to die?"

"...!"

"Without that camcorder, my mission will be extremely difficult, and there's a high probability I'll meet a bad end somewhere along the way."

"Then…!"

Baek Saheon's face flushed red and blue.

"You could just hide too. Why are you trying to move around in a situation like this, trying to find something…!"

And he shook the camcorder.

"What are you going to do with this camcorder? Where are you planning to explore?"

"…There is something I must find on the ground floors of this company's annex."

I took a deep breath.

"It's absolutely necessary. There are civilians who can only be rescued if I have that item."

"..."

Baek Saheon lowered his head, so I couldn't see his expression.

"What, you're going to infiltrate and even steal just to save people you don't know? That's ridiculous."

"Wouldn't anyone be willing to steal if it meant others could live?"

"..."

"I won't cause any damage to this company."

"How can you not cause damage when you're stealing something?"

And Baek Saheon said, as if tossing the words out:

"The thing you're trying to steal, it's some kind of potion-making machine."

...!

"Right? They locked down the annex and made a fuss because it went missing…I knew it."

Baek Saheon's voice sounded oddly excited.

"Did you steal it?"

"No."

I shook my head.

And with a slight smile, I stopped walking.

"What I'm looking for isn't on that floor."

I lifted my head and checked the floor we had arrived at.

[5F]

"It's on this floor."

Baek Saheon's lips parted.

"…The potion machines should be on the 10th floor."

"Usually, yes, but I have something to find here."

Coming here was the plan from the beginning.

The important thing was having a justification to wander around the ground floors of the annex without attracting attention.

'In that sense, the situation has actually become more advantageous for me.'

With the hospital ghost story swallowing the building, whatever I do now won't be as conspicuous.

'Act before this ghost story is suppressed.'

That was the right move.

Yeah, I know all that, but...

The problem was.

'Ha.'

I looked at the 5th-floor emergency exit, wanting to squeeze my eyes shut.

A door so rusty it looked black.

And written on it in dripping, dark red letters.

HAPPY

D-DAY

This was the very heart of the hospital ghost story...

You could say it's the place where the main event unfolds, a place where you could see all sorts of horrific sights.

'Wow, this is insane.'

I looked at the pile of broken syringes under the 5th-floor emergency exit door, and the words 'HAPPY D-DAY' written in viscous blood.

Something clumped together dripped from the syringes. Looking closely, it was a bundle of nerves and blood vessels...

I kind of… no, I really want to run away, but–

I forced myself to act like I wasn't a coward and grabbed the handle of the emergency exit.

The handle was slimy. Ugh…

"What I'm going to find and steal here is something whose disappearance truly won't cause any damage to this company."

I finished my words to Baek Saheon.

"So give me the camcorder and go to the 10th floor. I'll designate a place for you to hide."

"..."

"I'll take care of my business quickly before this disaster is handled by the Guard Team."

Hoo.

'I don't think I have enough time.'

Though anxious, I continued. Hey, this is the last offer.

"If you're that worried, I can guide you up to the 10th floor..."

"Ah, seriously!!"

"…?!"

"Ha, shit, hooo..."

Baek Saheon scowled deeply, then looked at me and said:

"Let's do the opposite."

"Pardon?"

"I'll take you through the 5th floor. That should work."

With an expression that said he was doing it against his better judgment, Baek Saheon stood next to me, holding the camcorder.

"How can I trust you and hand over the camcorder completely? What if a problem comes up while I'm alone that you don't know about!"

I'm the one who told you about the camcorder in the first place, though?

"It's not like you can take responsibility if I die."

"..."

But I sort of understood what he meant.

'He can't just trade a useful item for information alone.'

Hoo.

Still, it was unexpected.

'He's coming with me?'

Honestly, for me, having an extra person was an undeniable merit in a hospital ghost story.

'Well… if it comes to it, I can just take it by force.'

Strangely enough, this agent's persuasion seemed to be working on Baek Saheon within the bounds of common sense.

"Instead, I get a say in whatever you find. Give me half. Got it?"

"Understood."

Yup. Ho Yuwon will give it to you.

And I deliberately smiled and added.

"Thank you, sir…I feel a little less scared thanks to you."

"..."

It doesn't seem to have had much effect. Dammit.

Anyway, with the mindset of passing all the bills to the project manager, I opened the 5th-floor emergency exit door with Baek Saheon.

Creeak.

"..."

"..."

The locked ward was still there. However...

I could see its outline.

'Ha.'

…Light was leaking from the cracks of a few tightly shut hospital room doors, illuminating the dark hallway.

Revealing the graffiti scrawled haphazardly on the walls.

The day we'll be happy

Accept that our illness cannot be cured

Everyone, fighting~^^

giveupandfollowgiveupandfollowgiveupandfollowgiveupandfollowgiveupandfollowgiveupandfollowdiegiveupandfollow 

There is something evil here

Bizarre writings.

Each time they emerged just enough to guess at their meaning, chills ran up my spine.

The smell of disinfectant.

A strange acrid chemical smell, a sweet smell, a metallic smell, and a terribly rotten stench mixed together and stung my nose.

'Ha…'

After discerning the 'real' space within using the camcorder… I whispered quietly.

"There it is. Our destination."

[1184]

Baek Saheon frowned as he looked at the place, which strangely, had numbers written on an electronic panel.

"What does that mean?"

"It's not a dangerous place."

But to get there...

We had to traverse the length of a dark hallway in the locked ward of a ghost story.

"..."

"Go straight, and follow my instructions."

We moved our feet quietly and advanced into the dark hallway...

But there was something unexpected.

THUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMP!!

"Help me!"

"…!"

"They tied me up, rescue, rescue… help..."

Thud.

The door of the room right next to us opened.

A person holding a Guard Team call button rushed out of Room 503 and fell. Both his arms seemed to have been tied with tape, and it looked like he had forcibly ripped it off to get out. All the skin was peeled off.

"Please!"

He desperately held up his hands to point at his still-bound legs.

In one hand, he tightly gripped the Guard Team call button.

And in his other hand was...

Another camcorder.

"Wai—"

In that moment.

Baek Saheon quickly approached and grabbed the man's hand.

…the one with the camcorder.

"Ah."

Then he kicked the figure back into Room 503 and slammed the door shut.

"Aaaargh!"

Then he locked the hospital room door and quickly ran over to me.

"What are you doing? Run!"

He said, holding the newly snatched camcorder.

His eyes were shining.

"I got another one, so hurry up and take it!"

"..."

"Hello?"

changelog

Chapter 322

For a moment, I stared blankly at the camcorder in Baek Saheon's hands.

Just now–

He’d killed someone and stole their camcorder...

"Aaaargh!"

"…!"

I whipped my head around.

Behind the door Baek Saheon had locked, the camcorder’s owner was screaming and pounding on it like a madman. And as if in response, a human figure flickered and began to approach from the other side of the abandoned hospital’s fifth-floor hallway...

From the black silhouette of a neatly dressed Daydream staff, a flustered voice could be heard...

"What's going on over there?"

It had no shadow.

'It's a patient.'

A chill ran down my spine.

I rushed over to the hospital room door where the camcorder's owner was trapped and tried to unlock it. Baek Saheon shouted and grabbed my shoulder in bewilderment.

"What are you doing!?"

Damn it.

I shook off Baek Saheon's hand and finished unlocking the door.

"Ack!"

As the door opened, the camcorder’s original owner, now even more of a wreck, tumbled out. I practically scooped him up, supporting him as I ran back towards the emergency exit again.

Quickly…!

"Are you okay? You look hurt."

The patient's voice grew closer.

"Run."

Baek Saheon ran beside me, gritting his teeth.

Thud.

I hurriedly shut the emergency exit door before the figure down the hall could get any closer.

Then, avoiding the discarded syringes littering the floor, I set down the person I was supporting.

'…Hah.'

Just as the tension finally eased–

"..."

I turned toward Baek Saheon.

Baek Saheon was staring at me stiffly with a mixture of bewilderment and irritation.

"What do you think you're doing?"

"Civilian-nim."

"Why are you wasting time on someone who's going to die anyway…!?"

Baek Saheon gritted his teeth, glanced at the camcorder's owner, and spoke impatiently.

"Do you think that person will be of any help right now? All you did was add dead weight! You said you were in a hurry, that you had things to do—so why are you helping a stranger?! It's a waste of time…!"

"Civilian-nim."

I grabbed Baek Saheon. He clutched both camcorders tightly.

"That person almost died just now."

"So what?"

He seemed to gauge my reaction, then clenched his jaw.

"He would've died anyway. I just grabbed the camcorder a little early—you said you needed it. It's not like I'm the one killing him."

"..."

"What, you think there's anyone decent working at this company? Ah, is it because you're an agent that you feel you have to save everyone you see? That's not true, is it? You don't save people when the situation doesn't allow for it."

This was the first time Baek Saheon had spoken like this since Jisan Village.

He reacted as if I had insulted him. When I was the one blindsided by his crazy personality.

'Though I am surprised he seems to be trying to help me this time—in his own way.'

Still, I couldn't understand why he acted so betrayed. His reaction was excessive, almost like a trauma response…

'…Hmm.'

Is it because I'm an agent?

I tried to chose my words carefully, recalling the events at Jisan Village.

It was so nerve-wracking I let out a sigh.

"Civilian-nim."

I spoke as calmly as possible.

"I'm not trying to rescue him because I'm an agent…It's just simple logic."

I looked at the rescued person, still trembling in the corner, fumbling with his peeled skin.

"If we can all live, there’s no need to let someone die, right?"

"..."

Instead of waiting for Baek Saheon's response, I lowered myself to the person I had dragged along.

And I asked quietly.

"Would you prefer to stay somewhere safe?"

"Hic, heup..."

He nodded frantically.

Then he glanced fearfully at Baek Saheon. Baek Saheon stared back with a cold, hardened face, as if assessing a potential threat to his own survival…

But I didn't react to either of them and simply declared:

"Alright. Then let’s move to a safe place."

I helped the rescued person up and ascended one more floor via the emergency stairs.

I didn't call for Baek Saheon.

For a moment, he seemed to stand there blankly, but instead of running away with the camcorder, I heard him follow me.

I entered the 6th floor.

'It's definitely less grim than the 5th floor.'

The hallway of the closed ward was dark, but the strong smell of disinfectant covered the faint fishy odor.

Though it still had the gloomy and bizarre atmosphere of a horror attraction, at least things were a bit more normal.

[1F]

Past the 5th floor, the projections of the sanatorium’s first five floors would repeat.

'The noteworthy incidents in the camcorder footage mostly happened on the 4th and 5th floors.'

[Hmm. The hallway is messy, though.]

That's because… the patients had marched in a group.



Exploration Record #3

On the 1st floor, dozens of people dressed as special forces members appeared in the hallway, claiming they were 'dispatched for rescue.'

All 7 civilians who followed the procession died.

Camcorder footage confirmed them to be a group of inpatients holding stationery-style instruments such as recorders and castanets.

Unconfirmed testimony that these entities made remarks as if celebrating or commemorating something.



In this ghost story, the 1st floor is a place where survivors can emerge if they just endure the initial group of clapping patients marching down the hall.

Of course, this was the 6th floor, a projection of the 1st floor, and I had entered knowing exactly where the safe zone was.

"I'll be using this for a moment."

Using the camcorder, I checked the corridor and patient rooms, carefully avoiding the ‘patients’ as I scanned for the right one.

'Hah...'

Having to support someone was nerve-wracking, but it also made things less scary.

And thankfully, I found it before we ran into a patient popping out from nowhere.

"Go in here."

I entered a hospital room in the center.

[Room 111]

Inside that room, strangely, a single hospital bed sat by itself, and an entire wall was lined with desks and faded nameplates.

"Hic,"

"It's okay."

When I tried to put him on the bed, he panicked, but I moved quickly.

"…You're saying this place is safe?"

"Yes."

I gestured to the desks with my eyes and said.

"This place was originally the entrance."

"…!"

It was an error that occurred because the floor layouts didn't match.



Exploration Record #21

On the 7th floor, three patients were confirmed to have thrown themselves out of a massive, non-standard picture window.

Confirmed to be an anomalous phenomenon caused by the absence of a terrace-like space that was originally on the 2nd-floor cafeteria of the sanatorium. The reenactment of the camcorder footage proceeded normally.



An error that occurred when a place resembling an entrance was created on the 6th floor, which originally had no entrance.

An additional location that wasn't in the camcorder footage.

"There wouldn't have been a hospital bed at the original entrance, so the beings in the camcorder won't perceive it." 

At that moment.

"Do you know how to get out? Hey, is anyone there?"

A voice came from outside.

"…!"

The three of us got on the bed and huddled together. Baek Saheon seemed to hesitate before gritting his teeth and lowering himself onto the bed.

The footsteps grew closer...

The door opened, revealing a Daydream researcher with a bewildered expression.

'…The camcorder!'

I hastily turned off my camcorder and folded Baek Saheon's as well. But...

"Is someone there?"

…I saw it–a fleeting glimpse on the camcorder's screen.

What had happened in this sanatorium.

"I'm sure I heard a voice..."

Through the camcorder, the patient, who looked like a researcher, had their abdomen opened under their hospital gown.

They were on an IV drip–a bizarre sight with their organs arranged grotesquely and fixed in place with brightly colored thread.

'Hah.'

Those organs must have been 'exchanged' with those of someone already caught...

"Hey, let's find a way out together. Hey?"

The patient drew near. We all held our breath. And...

"Let's find a safe place together!"

The patient passed right by us.

I felt the texture of the old hospital gown brush against my nose, and I froze, not breathing...

...

...

Thud.

The patient left.

The rescued person, who had been covering his own mouth, choked on a cough and collapsed.

'Hoo.'

"See? You can stay here."

I left the rescued person there.

Since it was a spot where even three people could hide, the rescued person seemed somewhat relieved though he still trembled.

I reassured the rescued person, who looked like he wanted me to stay, then waited for the hallway to become quiet again before returning to the emergency stairs.

Baek Saheon was quiet on the way back as well.

This whole process took exactly 12 minutes.

"Civilian-nim. Look."

"..."

I turned back at Baek Saheon.

"Nothing has changed, and I still have the camcorder in my hand."

Baek Saheon lifted his head.

"And you, Civilian-nim, were able to confirm a safe place for yourself."

"..."

"The situation hasn't gotten any worse. Right?"

"…What if he survives and gives a bad testimony about me."

"It's natural for someone who was attacked to hold a grudge against their attacker. If you don't like that, then you shouldn't have attacked in the first place."

Baek Saheon looked like he had a lot more to say. But I just smiled.

"It'll be fine this time, though."

"…Pardon?"

–People holding camcorders can also become targets of attack.

"I've already explained it to the person we rescued. I told him that holding a camcorder could be dangerous, so I would collect it for the time being."

"...!"

In this extreme situation, he would probably want to unconditionally trust the person who helped him, so there shouldn't be any problems after this is all over.

"And if you hadn't tried to snatch it so abruptly in the first place, none of this would have happened."

“Hey. If I hadn’t claimed it first, he might not have given it to me.”

"Perhaps. But you wouldn’t know that unless you try."

"..."

Disbelief and a strange indescribable emotion showed on Baek Saheon's face.

"Anyway, congratulations."

"For what?"

"It might not have been your intention, but because Saheon-ssi was here, that person will live."

"...!"

"And separately..."

I smiled like an agent.

"Thank you for trying to give me the camcorder."

"..."

"I know that you, Civilian-nim, didn't have to do that."

Baek Saheon didn't answer.

"I'll put it to good use."

And with that, I picked up the camcorder.

[You have wisely resolved the source of conflict and gained an advantage. Excellent, my friend!]

I'd like to savor this compliment for a bit...

"Then I'll be going back to the 5th floor."

"..."

Honestly, I expected Baek Saheon to bolt at this point.

We each had a camcorder and knew a safe zone–surely he would disappear, following his survival instincts...

'But he's not running.'

He only became much quieter.

Baek Saheon silently followed beside me, holding his camcorder...

'…Whatever, I'll just leave him be.'

Thanks to him, it was less scary. But...

Wow, seriously.

'He really… goes for the throat without hesitation.'

It was terrifying.

Lately, I'd only seen him pull a few snatch-and-run troll moves, but seeing him act so ruthlessly against someone else was truly befitting of a Daydream employee.

'He's not Section Chief Viper for nothing.'

I resisted the urge to squeeze my eyes shut.

What was more surprising, though, was how his attitude had subtly changed after listening to me.

'Why is he so quiet?'

I glanced back at Baek Saheon.

He flinched, opened his mouth as if to test the waters, then closed it.

The atmosphere on the 5th floor was genuinely bone-chillingly scary, but watching him made it feel like some kind of comedy sketch, making it less frightening...

"...!"

I snapped my head up.

…From the other end of the hallway, cheerful music resembling nursery rhymes was playing.

-(crackle)Happy birthday to you(static)Happy birthday to youHappy birthday dear(crackle-static)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients TodayHappy birthday to you

Wait a minute.

'This… this is what happens at the very end.'

Have almost all the events from the camcorder footage been reenacted?

What the hell did those crazy bastards at Daydream do? There's no way, wait...

-(crackle)Happy birthday to you(static)Happy birthday to youHappy birthday dear(crackle-static)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients TodayHappy birthday to you

The elevator doors opened.

Light poured out from within, and a person walked out, holding something huge. With a trembling hand, I raised the camcorder...

It was a birthday cake.

HAPPY

D-DAY

A gooey, dripping cake with the same words that were written on the 5th-floor emergency exit.

-(crackle)Happy birthday to you(static)Happy birthday to youHappy birthday dear(crackle-static)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients TodayHappy birthday to you

Of the patients marching on the first floor, only one remained.

Hugging what looked like a giant birthday cake, it smiled as it approached us.

Its entire body was covered in blood, and I could see sticky bloody footprints left on the floor with each step.

Blood and medicine dripped from the celebratory party hat stuck to its matted hair.

-(crackle)Happy birthday to you(static)Happy birthday to youHappy birthday dear(crackle-static)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients TodayHappy birthday to you

My feet moved.

"…!"

My body moved towards the birthday cake.

'Damn it.'

No.

This is the ending from the camcorder footage.



Exploration Record #4

The 5th-floor elevator doors open and a figure holding a birthday cake gets off.

It marches down the hallway with celebratory music.

After all survivors follow it and exit through the emergency exit, [REDACTED][REDACTED][REDACTED][REDACTED][REDACTED][REDACTED][REDACTED][REDACTED]

※Access is prohibited for the supervising researchers and Field Investigation Team members. Please access this exploration record after receiving permission from the Guard Team.



'Should I bring out my contamination?'

Wait, wait… I don't know how things will go if I do that...

Fear froze my thoughts. My body moved on its own, and the bizarre celebratory song ringing in my ears grew louder. The smiling figure holding the birthday cake drew closer.

My feet headed toward the emergency exit.

'Fuck.'

I was so scared my hands trembled and my brain refused to work. I briefly missed being 13066, then almost bit my tongue at that thought.

'Another response, another...'

I desperately scanned my surroundings through the camcorder and… found it.

'Ah.'

There was an object lying on the hallway floor.

The object the rescued person had been holding along with the camcorder.

A Guard Team pager.

It must have ended up in the middle of the hallway after Baek Saheon kicked him earlier.

A device that hadn’t helped with his rescue, no matter how much it was pressed.

But as I walked closer and saw it, I realized–

'That person, he was pressing it wrong…!'

This pager was meant to be mounted on a wall.

Installed throughout the annex’s ground floors for security and safety.

-If anything happens, page us immediately.

The camcorder's original owner was probably only familiar with the portable Guard Team pagers.

And in his panicked state caused by the ghost story, trying to force an unfamiliar device to work, he failed to notice one thing.

'The safety pin.'

He hadn't noticed he needed to remove a part to send the page...

'Wait a minute.'

In this chaos, people must have been hitting pagers all over the place. If the ending was already approaching, it meant the commotion in other areas has been suppressed.

'If that's the case...'

What are the chances the Guard Team would respond to a survivor's call?

I glanced sideways at the gruesome patient holding the birthday cake, breaking out in a cold sweat.

'The Guard Team will probably suppress that thing and immediately move on.'

Because it was a madhouse.

Then I could continue my exploration toward my destination on the 5th floor...

"..."

-(crackle)Happy birthday to you(static)Happy birthday to youHappy birthday dear(crackle-static)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients TodayHappy birthday to you

As I walked, I barely managed to correct my movements.

And the moment I reached the pager–

I managed to press its safety pin with my foot and kick it loose with my next step.

'Success...'

But my next step brushed past the button.

'Damn it!'

I gritted my teeth and tried to get it with my foot again, but my movements were no longer precise. My feet kept moving forward...

'In that case.'

As my foot stretched back, I kicked the pager.

Toward the person behind me.

"...!"

I looked at Baek Saheon.

The moment our eyes met, he lifted his foot and...

Pressed the pager.

...

...

[Request in progress.]

[Call location confirmed: Annex, 5th Floor. Danger code issued: Annex under occupation.]

[As this is an internal call during a suppression, no separate fee will be charged, and the call will proceed automatically.]

Hurry!

[Guard Team assigned]

At that moment.

Thud.

The pager tore apart, and a black silhouette leaked out from within.

"...!"

The silhouette swelled up as if it were bursting out, taking form...

-(crackle)Happy birthday(fzzzt)Happy birthday dear(craaaackle)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients Today, happy birthday

A figure dressed head to toe in black uniform.

An unfamiliar Guard Team member stood in the hospital hallway, casting a long shadow.

But there was one, single clue that I recognized instantly… 

That uniform.

It was the same type as the one 130666 had worn.

'Ha.'

I gasped for breath as I looked at the employee from the Guard Team's Special Division who had answered the page.

TL notes: (?) 
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stuff to check

Chapter 323

In the darkened annex hallway.

No–this was the Security Team that appeared, 'assigned' to my summons from the hospital ghost story.

[Oh… Look at that outfit, my friend!]

The thing standing in the hallway was covered from head to toe in a pitch-black coat, restraints, combat boots, gloves, and a hood.

And that style was familiar to my eyes.

[It's the very same style my friend was wearing until just a few days ago.]

The Special Division employee slowly approached.

The result of summoning a ghost story entity to the company and binding it through the bizarre method of a work contract to serve on the Security Team.

-(Static)Happy(zzzt)Happy birthday to(zzzzzt)Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients TodayHappy birthday to you

My body was still following the patient from the hospital ghost story, who was holding a birthday cake.

My steps toward the emergency exit didn't stop.

Whoosh.

And the emergency exit door swung wide open.

In that place where no one should be, patients stood with their heads poking out, smiling.

Patients from each floor.

Every time the shaking camcorder flashed before my eyes, they appeared and disappeared. Swirling like a vortex, those dark green, black, and yellow contaminations called forth a dizziness.

But at that moment.

The Special Division employee from the Security Team overtook us.

"...!"

The Security Team member silently moved forward, striding past the patient holding the cake and entering the emergency exit. On the camcorder screen, I could see the patients reaching out and clinging all over the Guard Team member's body.

However, the Guard Team member, whose face was completely covered by the hood, did not stir.

Finally, the patient holding the cake, with a wide smile on their face, crossed the threshold of the emergency exit...

The Guard Team member took something out from inside their black coat.

What emerged was a bizarre, long shape with bone and flesh stuck to it, a massive something that even looked like a spine.

'…An axe?'

The gruesome weapon was raised above the Guard Team member's arm.

"...!!"

At that moment.

Thud.

The emergency exit door slammed shut.

And.

-(Static)Happy birth-AAAAAAGH!day to(zzzt)Happy birth-AAAAAAGH!day to you(zzzzzt)Dear Reborn Sanatorium Inpatients To-AAAAAAGH-dayHappy birthday to you

A heavy impact sound.

A short merciless striking sound.

From inside the emergency exit, a cruel rupturing sound that instinctively made me flinch rang out.

Through the gap under the emergency exit door, a black, swamp-like shadow splattered like blood, and a green light flashed. Our steps–mine and Baek Saheon’s– were blocked by the emergency exit, but our bodies kept moving as if trying to press on, rubbing our faces against the steel door.

Blood and filth smeared on our faces. I faintly heard Baek Saheon suppressing a curse and a groan.

Because the screams and sounds of agitation ringing in my ears were far too loud.

-(Static)Happy birth-AAAAAAGH!day to(hahaha)Happy birth-AAAAAAGH!day to youhahahaha!Dear-AAAAAAAAAGH!!(zzzzzt)Reborn Sanator-hahahahaha!Uwaaaagh!Inpatients To-AAAAAAGH-dayHappy birth-uwaaaagh!!

Crazed laughter and screams, as if the patients were wailing from hell, swirled inside the door and burst violently through the gap. I clenched my teeth and endured the rough vibrations of the emergency exit door rattling beneath my cheek. Goosebumps rose.

And then–

-(Static)Happy…

The moment the merciless noise and light stopped.

The faces and bodies pushing against the emergency exit also stopped.

"…!"

I grabbed the nape of Baek Saheon's neck and pulled him back.

Creeak.

The emergency exit opened in the silence.

Inside, a Guard Team employee, drenched in contamination as if doused in blood, stood alone.

Bathed in the light of the emergency exit sign in the darkness.

"..."

I lifted the camera recorder to look.

The stair landing was drenched in a pool of blood.

Below it, a long, gruesome trail of bloodstains stretched out, as if numerous things had merged into a single clump and rolled down...

I inhaled sharply as I saw the remains of the birthday cake stuck to the corner of the stairs.

Inside the mangled cake, countless syringes filled with drugs had burst and shattered, staining the bread and cream in bizarre colors...

'…Ha.'

Goosebumps rose on my skin, but a sense of relief washed over at the same time.

I had succeeded.

'It worked.'

I swallowed hard as I looked at the Security Team member that had come at my summons.

The one who had crushed all the patients from the 5th floor and sent them 'somewhere' slipped the gruesome weapon back inside their coat.

Blood and bits of flesh dripped from beneath their combat boots.

I realized that the blood and flesh weren’t originally part of the axe-like shape–rather, there had been so much smeared onto an underlying base that it became hard to distinguish.

It was incredibly gruesome, but what was important was...

"Thank you."

The response.

I immediately bowed my head.

And I pushed Baek Saheon's head down as well. The way he quickly bowed his head with me instead of grumbling showed his survival instinct.

…At the same time, I realized that cold sweat had beaded on the backs of both our necks.

'Can't mess this up.'

The Security Team's Special Division wasn’t human in the first place.

They were ghost stories.

130666 might have been able to handle it, but I had only just barely regained a human I couldn't let my mind and body collapse again after I'd just barely regained my human form.

And if the company found out, things would get incredibly complicated.

So I hurriedly said the prescribed words.

"We'll be on our way now."

Silence fell.

"We discovered the situation and called the Guard Team, but it wasn't a request for rescue. …Just in case we get charged a fee, we'll wait on our own for now."

Silence.

'Damn it.'

If they couldn't be reasoned with, I had to run immediately.

I slightly raised my head, trying to gauge the Guard Team member's demeanor.

Then I suddenly realized. The Guard Team member looked familiar somehow.

'What is it?'

At that moment.

The hand that had gone inside the blood-soaked coat, slid out.

"…!!"

I thought they were about to pull out the weapon.

But on the hand that appeared, there was a small pink post-it note stuck to it.

-You will not be charged.

The moment I read the neatly written phrase.

"...!"

A scene flashes in my mind like a bolt of lightning.

-Have a good night.

The Guard Team employee I met at the front desk when I first joined the company.

That contaminated employee, from whom a horse-hoof-like shape had appeared and disappeared.

'…They were in the Special Division?'

I don't think they were wearing this outfit back then… No, in the first place, they make the Special Division work the front desk?

'Wait. I did it too.'

I recalled the memory of dealing with people while sitting in a Transport Cage and nodded to myself.

In any case, the fact that they worked at the front desk meant they could communicate and weren't very aggressive in daily life.

'Should I? Or not? …Let's try just a little.'

I chose a reasonable line and started a conversation to gather information.

"Thank you for letting me know. Um, by the way, are the other areas okay? All the other new researchers were on the 10th floor, so I'm worried."

There was no response.

I changed my direction slightly.

"The supervisors were there too. The Team leader who came from the branch office was also..."

Whoosh.

Suddenly, the Guard Team member took out a post-it note from their coat again.

Then, holding it so it was completely covered by their huge, gloved hand, they held it out to me.

"..."

'Isn't this, by any chance, an act that will get me entangled in some rule-based ghost story…?'

But refusing it might also press some kind of button. In the end, I suppressed an internal scream and received it with both hands.

The crumpled post-it note, smeared with blood dripping from the glove, fell into my hand.

'Uwaaaagh.'

I carefully unfolded it and checked the contents.

Do not go to the branch office.

"...!"

Be careful.

I quickly tore my gaze from the post-it note and raised my head.

But beyond the emergency exit...

There was no one there.

I suppressed my trembling steps, moved closer to the door, and looked at the gruesome scene of the emergency stairs.

…I heard a presence receding down the stairs.

And a hoof-like shape, flickering as a black shadow.

'Downstairs...'

Are they going back… to the Annex Basement?

"Excuse me."

"…!"

"Are you going to keep that?"

I quickly came to my senses, then replied to Baek Saheon as I put the post-it in my pocket.

"I'm going to hold onto it for now."

In any case, since the patient holding the birthday cake went out the emergency exit, there wasn't much time left until this ghost story disappeared.

"I'm going back to get our things."

"…Do whatever."

With Baek Saheon following me, I crossed the 5th-floor hallway of the abandoned hospital, which was even more eerie in its silence, and headed for my destination.

Toward the door of a pristine pharmaceutical company visible in the camera recorder.

[1184]

"In companies or institutions that value security, especially in research wings, they sometimes use numbers for door plates to make it difficult for outsiders to recognize them at a glance."

A Researcher's key card won't work.

After confirming that the CCTV was broken, I broke down the door and entered, as if 'I was desperately trying to find any place to hide.'

And the moment I stepped inside.

Baek Saheon's eyes, who was also looking into his camera recorder, widened.

"This place is..."

It was a storage room.

But not an ordinary storage room, but a space where old, worn-out items and facility equipment were haphazardly piled up, covered in dust.

[Surplus Goods Storage]

This is the place where the company stores items that have reached the end of their service life.

And what's more.

"Do you see it?"

I pointed forward with my hand.

"It's here too. A 'Potion Maker.'"

"...!"

This was Daydream Inc.

In other words, this room is where they store all sorts of equipment used by Daydream Researchers in the Annex that have reached the end of their service life.

For example, a broken Dream Essence Collector, cracked Darkness Isolation Equipment, a label maker with faded ink.

And...

Things like a decommissioned Potion Maker.

I recalled the contents of Kwak Jekang's letter, where he answered my question.

-Discarded items? If they haven't been thrown out completely, you could probably fix them to be used a few more times. They're usually turned in because their service life is over.

Something that faithfully has the identity and function of a 'Daydream Device' that I want, but that the company would be slow to notice is missing and care less about.

[A clever choice, Mr. Roe Deer!]

Today, that's what I infiltrated this place for.

"…It's trash."

"But it's trash that I need."

"No..."

Baek Saheon looked like he had a lot to say, but then asked with a look that said he was putting up with something.

"How are you going to take it."

"There's a way. …Could you turn your head for a moment?"

If I shove it into my wrist, wouldn't that be a performance confirming 'Identity: Kim Soleum'?

"..."

Surprisingly, instead of arguing, Baek Saheon turned his head without a word, and I successfully tucked the old Potion Maker into my tattoo.

Then, after looking around, I grabbed a few other things that caught my eye… and did a little tidying up.

'Done.'

A short while later.

I hid in the 'safe space' on the 6th floor until the moment the ghost story was resolved, and was naturally rescued along with Baek Saheon.

And the moment the Annex lockdown was lifted, I quickly left the scene.

With that, the necessary preparations were complete.

* * * 

Two days later.

Baek Saheon was on his way to work, recalling the events he had experienced.

'What the hell happened in the Annex?'

This damn company only gave him extra pay and one day off, not a single extra point.

Thanks to that, Baek Saheon had spent his entire day off just gathering information.

First of all...

'It was cleaned up with strange neatness.'

-I heard a few of the new researchers quit because of this incident.

But that was it.

Strangely, the disappearance of the Potion Maker from the 10th floor wasn't blown up and was buried, and the number of deaths wasn't very noticeable either.

'The interrogation wasn't very persistent either.'

Almost everyone caught up in this Darkness was sent home as soon as their quarantine ended after a few interviews.

Including him.

Above all, it was strange that such a ghost story had suddenly erupted on the upper floors of the Annex.

'Don't containment failures usually happen in the basement?'

The Potion Maker disappearing and a ghost story breaking out clearly showed intent.

Someone was trying to cause chaos.

But...

Baek Saheon's mind, sharp with survival instincts, flashed.

'Feels like an inside job, not an outside one.'

A trap.

What if, conversely, someone anticipated that the Potion Maker would be stolen and orchestrated the whole thing on purpose?

Moreover, the last rumor bothered him the most.

-Oh, the Potion Maker? I heard they found it again right away. Something about a system error.

-A director came and took care of everything. Was it Director Cheong?

A director.

'A trap set by a director?'

…Were they perhaps targeting an Agent?

Baek Saheon was momentarily suspicious, but soon snorted.

'What do I care?'

Besides, he didn't actually steal the 10th-floor Potion Maker.

Just as the Agent had planned, the few broken and missing discarded items were simply classified as 'facility destruction' and didn't attract much attention before being buried.

But he had no idea what the Agent planned to do with the junk he stole.

Baek Saheon recalled his last conversation with the Agent.

-Thank you for accompanying me today, Civilian.

-So you do know.

-And you pressing the pager at the right time was also a great help.

-If it was a help, then pay me back.

-That was an action for the sake of us both, so is it right that I should be the one to pay you back?

Damn bastard.

-You just grabbed a bunch of trash, so there's nothing to gain!

-Hmm… Still, should we split what we gained in half?

He's so frustrating!

'Why should I take something useless!'

Didn't he just get caught up in this for nothing and put himself in danger? His stomach churned because he hadn't gained anything...

"Excuse me."

"…!"

He turned his head.

Just as he was about to enter the company lobby.

The person who had lightly tapped Baek Saheon on the back flinched slightly when their eyes met.

'…The camera recorder.'

It was the person from whom he had snatched the camera recorder and shoved into the door.

And...

"Ah, that's right. That person."

The one the Agent had rescued.

They were fine, as if they had taken a Regeneration Potion.

They looked a bit confused and scared, but seemed to have rationalized it to themselves and greeted him first.

"Uh, um, thank you. I survived thanks to you."

And that person from another department bowed once, saying 'let me know if you need anything,' and then disappeared.

"..."

A gain… is it?

Baek Saheon quietly looked at his clenched fist, then looked away again.

Being with that Agent led to unfamiliar and strange things, which was uncomfortable.

But… the feeling wasn't entirely bad.

'…Anyway, it's true I went back for nothing!'

Baek Saheon tried to think as he usually did, shaking off the unfamiliar feeling.

Right, I suffered because of him, so it's only right I say something. I should press him for compensation, and also… right.

'It might not be a bad idea to drag him into Director Ho's Project.'

There's an Agent there too!

If he wants to save people, that strange special city is a decent fit. A lot of benefits fall from the Project, so it would be easy to repay his debt to him.

'Was it Researcher Park Kyung-hwan?'

If I run into him at the company today, I'll talk to him right away. It was the moment Baek Saheon made that decision.

'Huh?'

There was a familiar head in front of the company lobby.

It was that very Researcher, Park Kyung-hwan.

"…!"

Without realizing it, Baek Saheon called out to the researcher in a cheerful voice.

"Excuse me!"

"..."

"You there, Researcher!"

"Yes, yes?"

Why was he pretending to be clueless and naive? Baek Saheon chuckled and generously decided to play along.

But the person who turned around was...

"Um, were you calling me?"

"..."

That expression.

From that one vile and dopey expression, Baek Saheon realized.

It wasn't the 'Agent.'

"..."

"Why were you calling me… uh, uhhhhh?"

Baek Saheon turned around and strode away. He went into the bathroom and opened the Paper Boat.

~Hey!

Are you completely done with your infiltration?

But a reply doesn't come for a long time.

At the same time.

The 'Agent' he was trying to contact was alone, having infiltrated Sekwang Metropolitan City.

"Hoo."

Kim Soleum opened his eyes on the platform of Morning Station in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

His heart was burning with impatience and anticipation, but he was trying his best to suppress it, to judge and act calmly.

Stealing the discarded Potion Maker this time was cautious and clean.

'I'll hand this maker over to the researchers as is.'

And as soon as the repairs are done, let's prepare for installation.

Kim Soleum set his priorities and got up.

'Come to think of it, the Balance Tribunal disappeared from Morning Station.'

Then I could also check out the Cheerful Research Institute on the platform across from this station. I should check if it's easier to install it there.

'I wonder if another waiting room has appeared.'

He reflexively turned his head.

Above the Morning Station platform, where the Balance Tribunal used to be, an empty waiting room space was visible.

'As expected...'

But someone was standing inside the waiting room.

"…!"

Kim Soleum reflexively backed away to secure his safety and tried to see who it was.

In the Darkness, the figure who had been standing in the old waiting room slowly walked out to where the light from the platform reached, and revealed himself...

"..."

"..."

Juror Number 1.

The one wearing an Agent uniform with Ho Yuwon's face stood there, silently looking at Kim Soleum.

Chapter 324

I almost tripped and fell.

I reflexively stiffened and looked up at the stairs of Morning Station again, but nothing had changed.

'Ho Yuwon.'

An Agent of Sekwang Metropolitan City, with the face of that Daydream Director, was truly standing in the old subway space.

Juror Number 1, whom I had seen at the Balance Tribunal.

-That person is an empty shell. The real one is inside.

-He separated and isolated his own twisted desires, twisted thoughts, extreme emotions, and all abnormal judgments within himself, passing them on to other personalities.

The juror who had interrogated me.

And so...

-The validity of the Selection Candidate's statement has been confirmed.

-I recognize the subject as a whole, single state, fit to be weighed on the Scales of Evil.

In the end, it was someone with Ho Yuwon's face who had guided me back to being human.

Even though I thought it was probably an inappropriate title, I eventually opened my mouth...

"...Agent?"

Juror Number 1 looked at me and smiled gently, then disappeared into the shadows at the back of the waiting hall.

"...!"

I reflexively followed him up to the waiting hall.

But the old waiting hall was dark and empty.

[It's nothing short of a Poltergeist Phenomenon!]

I swallowed hard.

[Two paths lie before Mr. Roe Deer. 'To chase, or not to chase, that is the question!']

'…I have to go.'

[Oh!]

I placed my foot on the stairs.

'To end this city's ghost story, I first need to know what kind of ghost story it is.'

What exact ghost story was currently gripping Sekwang Metropolitan City, outside this subway station?

Were there any rules or ways to deal with it?

'If he's an Agent of this metropolitan city's Disaster Management Bureau, and if he's Ho Yuwon, there's a high chance he knows.'

It was as if a path to finding out was right in front of me.

In the end, I stepped into the waiting hall at the top of Morning Station's stairs.

"..."

Overall, it was no different from the waiting halls of the other stations where the station's ghost story had 'disappeared,' but it was more wretched.

Meaning, there were more traces of people here and there.

'It seems like more people fled here...'

It was a ruin so dry that even filth had dried up, giving off the desolate feeling of an abandoned city...

And.

[Look over there, my friend!]

A sign for Exit 2, marked 'Sekwang District Court.'

Juror Number 1, in the form of Ho Yuwon, was standing in front of it.

He was looking at the sign, so I could only see his back.

'Hoo.'

"…The Balance Tribunal has disappeared, but you're still here."

Juror Number 1 turned to look at me.

"Are the other jurors still here as well?"

He gave a vague smile, then furrowed his brow as if in thought before pointing a finger somewhere.

At the shuttered Exit 2.

'…Outside?'

"Are you saying they're outside this subway station?"

Juror Number 1 slowly nodded.

I was plunged into an even more incomprehensible feeling.

"…I know an Extinction-class Disaster occurred here several years ago. What exactly… is happening out there right now?"

There was no answer.

'Should I try a different approach?'

I spoke bluntly.

"I met your projection."

Juror Number 1's smile momentarily faded.

"He desperately wants to reclaim himself, the one trapped here. That's why he sent me to this Sekwang Metropolitan City. …Do you, by any chance, feel the same, Juror?"

I pressed him once more.

"Don't you also want to get out of here, like your projection, Agent?"

...

Juror Number 1 opens his mouth.

A hazy, fog-like voice is heard...

-I am not an Agent.

Not an Agent?

I casually scanned Juror Number 1 again. I hadn't paid much attention to his Agent uniform, too focused on his face that was identical to Ho Yuwon's...

And I realized.

'Ah.'

What I had thought was an Agent uniform until now had subtly different details from a real one.

What was different was...

'There's no affiliation.'

In the spot where the affiliation mark should be, there was a small, crooked non-woven fabric badge, like a child had made it.

…It was a drawing of a Fox.

That out-of-place object naturally made me think of a will-o'-the-wisp...

Of a kind Supernatural Being.

"You're not an Agent… you were a Cooperative Spirit Beast of the Disaster Management Bureau."

Juror Number 1 watched me silently before opening his mouth.

-I am merely a Projection that remained here.

-Not the real thing.

And he began to crumble from his extremities, like sand.

"...!"

It was as if he no longer had the strength to hold on.

Juror Number 1 looked at his own hand, his index finger already gone, and spoke again with a bitter smile.

Each time he did, his body disintegrated faster.

-You still have a chance, so just go back from here. You don't need to grant anyone's request.

Then he looked at me with eyes containing a hint of interest and affection.

-But do keep up with your counseling sessions.

-I remained for a moment just to tell you this.

"Wait a minute,"

-Do not go to the opposite platform.

"...!"

With those last words, the form of Ho Yuwon before my eyes completely vanished.

All that was left was white ash, and… a single worn-out 'Agent uniform-like outer garment' lying haphazardly on the floor.

"..."

I picked it up.

Just in case, I emptied a water bottle and packed as much of the white ash as I could inside.

'…The opposite platform.'

The only significant facility there, as far as I knew, was one.

The Cheerful Research Institute.

[Hmm, a last piece of life advice. Sentimental, but we can't be certain it's the truth... I'd like to hear your decision, Mr. Roe Deer?]

I said calmly.

"Let's go."

[Of course!]

'If he really didn't want me to go, he wouldn't have given me the hint about the opposite platform.'

This was a kind of… well, it was right to see it as a warning to prepare myself for something terribly arduous ahead.

'Still, I'll be ready to run if things go south.'

Braun, however, seemed a bit excited.

[You know the flow of an episode, my friend! You truly know how to prove which show you're from with your actions...]

…Though his enthusiastic response was a little scary.

'Hoo.'

I put Juror Number 1's 'Agent uniform' and the ash into my wrist, then started walking.

And on the opposite platform, I opened the door to the Cheerful Research Institute, disguised as a 'Machine Room' just like in the other stations...

And I froze.

The Cheerful Research Institute facility at Morning Station was barely burned.

"…!"

There were soot marks, but an almost intact office hallway was visible.

Did the sprinkler do its job in time? Or perhaps this floor was quite far from where the fire broke out...

Still, one thing was important.

'Clues!'

[Oh, a space where a survivor might have been until the very last moment!]

I urgently opened office doors and searched everywhere.

And I realized.

"…Braun."

[My friend calls for this Braun.]

"This isn't an office."

Beyond each door, it was almost completely empty.

There were no signs of fire, but there were no desks, no PCs, no chairs.

[What could that mean?]

I started walking.

A round object was lying in the corner of a room...

A ball of light green Yarn.

The logo of the ghost story 'Cheerful Research Institute Toy Maker' was stamped on the paper band around it in gold foil, glittering.

"This floor was probably… used as a warehouse by the Cheerful Research Institute."

[Hoh.]

The boxes could be moved, which is why there were no traces.

When the fire broke out, they must have used an Item or something to move everything that was here.

'And as those items were released to the public… various ghost stories emerged...'

…If I thought of it that way, it all fit together.

I looked around a few more places.

All of them were empty.

[A pity. It would have been nice if we could have enjoyed it like a treasure hunt.]

But Braun's disappointment was a bit premature.

Because I found a trace in the room right in front of the Emergency Exit.

[Hmm. An ordinary desk.]

It was also the only desk.

'For the warehouse management staff?'

But what was important came next.

A USB was placed on the bookshelf.

It was in the shape of a comical red rabbit, engraved with the Cheerful Research Institute's logo.

'That's it.'

I immediately picked it up.

I could check it right here on the spot.

'I brought a laptop, just in case.'

[Oh!]

It was a piece of exploration gear I'd prepared based on my past few experiences.

I had intended to give it to the Researchers, but it should be fine to use it here.

I quickly took the laptop out of my inventory tattoo, turned it on, and plugged in the USB.

Of course, there was no Wi-Fi, but the USB was read successfully, and a removable disk icon appeared...

Password: __________

Ah.

[Alas, the path is blocked. How on earth are you supposed to find out the password in this research institute with no traces left?]

"..."

[Friend?]

I read the text that appeared as the 'Password Hint' in the input field.

Hint: Our first beginning

Password: __________

[Don't tell me… they did something as foolish as setting a password with an obvious number like the founding year?]

Honestly, under normal circumstances, I probably would have had a similar thought and then choked, but right now, my eyes were elsewhere.

The number of characters indicated for the password.

Password: __________

'…Eleven spaces.'

It would be letters or numbers, at best special characters, so it would be hard to convert it into a date.

'The Cheerful Research Institute's first beginning...'

Could it be their first invention?

It was hard to recall their first product even when I tried to remember the Dark Exploration Record. Surely it wasn't the order of ghost story registration.

'Do I have to recall all of the Cheerful Research Institute's products?'

Most of them had long, fancy names. It would be difficult to convert them into 11 letters...

...

…!

[Oh, my friend has started typing something.]

There was one.

Eleven spaces.

As if possessed, I moved my hands over the keyboard.

The thing they had used to summon me here.

The one among their inventions that I still kept close by my side.

Password: ckrgksclsrn (착한친구)

Good Friend.

I pressed the enter key.

The lock was released, and the disk opened.

'I did it.'

The shock that spread through my body was brief; I urgently checked the file.

[Last Words.txt]

It was a notepad file. When I opened it with a double-click, I saw what looked like hastily jotted-down notes, not even proper sentences, with only the essential points.

fire broke out

evacuating to subway station

valuables -> Fire Hydrant

Fire Hydrant.

I reflexively lifted my head, ran out into the hallway, and opened the Fire Hydrant there.

Fumbling inside, I pulled away a panel to reveal a safe hidden in a concealed space.

"…!"

[You've found the treasure. Congratulations!]

I shoved the whole thing into the inventory on my wrist. …It felt like I had to cram it in, as if I was running out of storage space.

'Still, this is a huge score.'

Valuables from the Cheerful Research Institute's warehouse.

Wiping away my sweat, I began to read the rest of the memo with a slightly excited heart.

Confirm…: gov… response plan (urgent)

That was...

...

...

...

...

...

Ah.

* * *

"Haegeum Unni, I'm heading out then~"

"Yeah, yeah."

Agent Haegeum chuckled as she watched her team member leave the container, yawning.

She was a team member who had recently returned to work. …She had scouted her to fill Gomyeong's empty spot.

No matter how many times she did it, it was never something she got used to.

'Hoo.'

At least with Gomyeong, there was hope he would return, which made her feel a little better.

Agent Haegeum was cleaning her sword, preparing to leave for the day...

"Agent."

Thump.

The container door burst open, and she saw someone standing there, staring blankly at Haegeum.

A person with a pale face.

Agent Grapes, Kim Soleum, was standing there.

"You…!"

Haegeum started to rise with a momentarily pleased expression, but then her face hardened as she recalled Kim Soleum's various circumstances.

And the reason for his sudden appearance.

"…Are you really okay?"

"Yes."

His answer was crisp, but his complexion was not.

"Nothing else strange has happened to the other Agents."

"Alright. Sit here for now."

Agent Grapes sat down, or rather, collapsed into the chair at her guidance-slash-insistence, and immediately opened his mouth.

"I came because I have something to tell you about the metropolitan city."

"Oh?"

Though Haegeum said this cheerfully, she was somewhat puzzled.

'Why did he come to me?'

Didn't he get along more closely with the two guys who were on the same Team Hyunmu 1?

To be honest, Haegeum herself had been involved with this Kim Soleum fellow enough to have a certain affection for him, but since they were from different teams, he, as a Hubae, would surely feel a sense of distance.

Especially if he was a former spy.

But since he had come all this way, there must be a reason.

Agent Haegeum waited.

After a long silence, Agent Grapes opened his mouth.

"About the sealed metropolitan city."

"Right. Do you have any new information?"

"…About the method used to seal that city."

The method of sealing?

"The Management Bureau did it by erasing the city's very existence, didn't they?"

"Circumstantially, yes."

Cognitive Erasure.

It was sealed in a way that made people no longer perceive or remember the existence of that metropolitan city.

"Do you know what kind of ritual is used for that kind of sealing?"

"…I have a rough idea."

Haegeum's eyes turned gloomy, then regained their light and deepened.

"But it's difficult to tell you. In the first place, I'm not in charge of that kind of ritualistic stuff."

That was something that fellow Choi would know better.

But if that guy had any sense, he wouldn't go blabbing about every little detail either.

"Usually, things like that have a great cost and are dangerous rituals, so they aren't spoken of lightly."

"I know."

Agent Grapes's face was still pale.

"Then… have you ever considered how they might have prepared the price for sealing the metropolitan city?"

Agent Haegeum held back a sigh.

"They would have done their best not to harm innocent civilians, at the very least. Well, it might have been a not-so-honorable method, like the Selection Scales, but."

"..."

"…Agent Grapes?"

"Agent."

Kim Soleum raised his head.

Recalling the last lines of the USB he had read.

city-wide magical anomaly

government?

a massive human sacrifice ritual??

at this rate we'll die must get out

"The Management Bureau… it seems they offered all the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City as human sacrifices for the seal..."

"...!!"
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I looked at Agent Haegeum.

The agent's hand, gripping the hilt of her Sai Sword, was white from the force.

As if trying to digest the shock of what I had just said.

I could understand.

I hadn't properly digested it myself yet.

The fact that the Disaster Management Bureau had chosen to offer up all the civilians of Sekwang Metropolitan City as Human Sacrifices instead of rescuing them…

I looked down at my own hands.

They weren't looking too rosy either.

"…Why would you think that?"

"I found a record."

"Can you tell me what kind of record it was, exactly?"

I did.

I focused on the fact that it was a testimony from a civilian who was in Sekwang Metropolitan City at the time, rather than on the explanation about the Cheerful Research Institute.

"..."

"…Agent Haegeum. Could this… also be a kind of selection process?"

A selection process.

The selection of a scapegoat, carried out by the Scales of Evil.

-To save the innocent majority, efficiently single out the minority who will die.

Right.

The reason I instinctively felt that this was likely the truth, as if I'd been struck on the head the moment I saw the record, was because the flow was so similar.

"To stop an Extinction-class supernatural disaster where no other method works and the death toll is rising exponentially, by making use of people who are going to die anyway."

Even if we rescue the people of Sekwang Metropolitan City, if we can't control the Extinction-class Disaster, we'll all die together.

If that's the case, it's better to 'use them usefully' to stop the supernatural disaster from spreading further.

[How rational. In difficult times when resources are scarce, wouldn't such a judgment be necessary?]

[Just like in a 14th-century city, where a family infected with the plague was locked in their home to starve to death, unable to leave.]

[At least the epidemic wouldn't have spread!]

I lifted my head.

Agent Haegeum met my eyes.

Her eyes were dark.

"It's a possibility. We're not a volunteer group, we're public officials, and we have a duty to carry out orders from above. Especially in a national crisis like an Extinction-class Disaster, that would be even more true."

"..."

"But, Agent Grapes."

Agent Haegeum said quietly.

"Do you really think the agents of the Management Bureau would have made such a choice?"

"...!!"

"What's your take, based on your own experience?"

That is…

...

"No."

I remember Team Leader Hong and the members of the Blue Dragon Team, who wracked their brains until the very end to save the children at Sekwang High.

I remember my teammates, who couldn't bring themselves to leave the children behind at the Sparkling Dragon Palace and ultimately couldn't refuse my suggestion to see if we could rescue them for just one more day.

Besides them, I remember countless other agents who disappeared into a single line in the Dark Exploration Record…

"I don't think they would have made that choice."

But.

"Still, you never know about a group's decision."

Isn't that a separate issue from the atmosphere among the members?

Just like how the agents at the Balance Tribunal, despite their constant suffering, ended up selecting people to be rescued.

Agent Haegeum sighed.

"Right. Still, I'm on the side that thinks even the higher-ups at the Management Bureau wouldn't have gone that far unless they had no other choice…"

"..."

"You have no idea how many agents protested when the Scales of Evil was first introduced."

Actually, I do.

And the fact that it was implemented despite that made it all the more ominous.

But listening to Agent Haegeum, my composure returned and I became a bit calmer.

'Have I been too steeped in the Dark Exploration Record?'

In a Ghost Story Worldview, it's all too plausible for a state agency to sacrifice a million or so civilians…

...

Wait a minute.

A city-wide magical anomaly

The government?

A massive human sacrificial ritual??

We'll die if we stay like thiswe have to get out no matter what

The government.

"By any chance."

I swallowed.

"…What if it wasn't the Disaster Management Bureau's decision, but the decision of a higher authority?"

"...!"

My deduction was that I had misunderstood the subject.

Come to think of it, it was only natural.

'In a national crisis, the probability that the Disaster Management Bureau made the decision alone is low.'

But Agent Haegeum gave a cold, bitter smile.

"Again, do you think the agents would have followed that order?"

"…!"

"Like hell those bastards, who defy orders and walk into disasters on their own two feet just to save one more person, would follow that."

"Is it difficult to perform a ritual like this without agents?"

"Yes. That's the problem."

Agent Haegeum looked at her Sai Sword, then clipped it back to her waist.

"Something like a Sealing Ritual requires specialized personnel to be dispatched even from within the Management Bureau. If they had all risen up and refused, it couldn't have proceeded."

"..."

"If this really happened and they wiped the agents' memories clean… someone must have cooperated with this."

Cooperated.

"…You mean the higher-ups at the Disaster Management Bureau, not the agents?"

"Yes."

...

Feeling as if I'd been struck, I muttered.

"Then they must have tricked the agents into doing it."

"That's right."

Agent Haegeum answered cautiously.

"A Sealing Ritual is fundamentally a form of Sacrificial Ritual. You offer a sacrifice and make a request to some divine or mysterious being… The more a request goes against the natural order and flow of things, the more dangerous the price required."

Agent Haegeum opened her mouth as if to give an example, but ultimately changed her mind and steered the conversation away.

"At that stage, they could have deceived the agent performing it."

"In what way?"

"They could have given a vague explanation about what kind of sacrifice was being used, and just said it was a Sealing Ritual to seal an Extinction-class Disaster… or if not that, they could have placed a taboo on it."

If they were going to erase the memories anyway, they could use any number of moderately immoral methods.

"Then that means there were people among the Disaster Management Bureau's higher-ups who actively cooperated in this and used the agents."

"That's right."

"Do you have any factions in mind?"

"..."

Agent Haegeum, who had been looking at me, approached with a serious expression.

Thwack!

"…?!"

Sh-she smacked me on the head!

"You've picked up a bad habit from Choi! You might as well scream that you're about to do something very dangerous, do you think I'd actually answer you?"

Ugh!

"S-sorry."

I was finally released and rubbed my tingling head as I spoke.

"But if I hear about it, I can prepare for it, can't I!?"

"Prepare for what, are you going back?"

"That's not it…"

I hesitated for a moment, then said it.

I think now is the right time to reveal it.

"To end the Extinction-class supernatural disaster."

"...!"

"Agent Haegeum, I'm going to end the disaster in the special city."

"..."

"So, I want to know anything that might be helpful in that process."

Agent Haegeum didn't call me a crazy bastard.

She didn't curse me with her eyes, either. She just looked me over and let out a long sigh.

"Like team leader, like team member… so typical of Team Hyunmu 1."

I just gave a clumsy smile.

But the smile vanished the moment I thought of Team Leader Hong, bound and Contaminated at Sekwang High.

'The Team Leader Hong in the hospital didn't remember…'

"That Choi fellow seems to have infiltrated and looked through the records, and the fact that he's not making a fuss means they must have completely erased all traces from the classified records as well."

"..."

That's how thoroughly they've managed this secret. Burying a million people, and the cleanup was so meticulous and clean it's truly terrifying…

'…Wait a minute.'

I turned my head in a hurry.

"Agent Haegeum."

"Hm?"

"Then if they find out that we know, there's no telling how they'll react, is there?"

"...!!"

I got to my feet.

"Is there any chance they've placed a taboo or something, so they can detect it if it's even mentioned anywhere?"

Agent Haegeum's complexion changed too.

"There is."

Damn it!

My face pale, I stood up as well.

'Of all places, this is a Disaster Management Bureau container.'

I made a mistake.

I reflexively looked at the entrance as I stood up, and Agent Haegeum also shot to her feet, enveloping herself and me in a will-o'-the-wisp.

At that moment, the container door opened.

"...!"

…But there was no one outside.

An empty street.

Not a soul in sight.

But the fact that nothing was visible made it even more eerie.

The door had definitely opened.

"..."

"..."

We stood still for a long time, then, shrouded in the will-o'-the-wisp, we cautiously walked out of the container.

Agent Haegeum deliberately circled the container a few times.

Rustle, rustle.

The sound of our stiff, quiet footsteps echoes on the ground.

There's nothing behind us.

Who killed the young miss?

The kite string hanging on the branch over the wall

Strangled the young miss's neck

We kept walking.

There's nothing behind us.

Who killed the young miss?

A tooth of the fine-toothed comb held by the maid

Twisted and turned, stabbing its blade

We kept walking.

There's nothing behind us.

Who killed the young miss…

"..."

"..."

It was gone.

I felt that the nothingness had disappeared.

"…It's fine. We can go now."

"..."

"We didn't get caught because we didn't mention the specific names. From now on, don't mention that event in reality using proper nouns."

She meant not to say 'Sekwang Metropolitan City' and 'Human Sacrifice' together.

"Yes."

I nodded at once.

My neck was drenched in a cold sweat.

Agent Haegeum, with a similar expression, seemed to ponder for a moment, then let out a deep sigh.

"I don't think this will do. I think I'll have to enter that disaster myself."

What?

"I need to check out the situation. As it happens… right. Our team has a three-day break."

Agent Haegeum took out her phone from her pocket, checked the shift schedule app, then looked back at me and smirked.

"Tell Choi to stay out for a while. I'll have him cover my shifts while I'm gone."

Ah.

* * *

"…So, another agent is joining the Project."

Yep.

Back at the Fox Counseling Room, I faced Ho Yuwon and told him about Agent Haegeum joining us.

…My heart still freezes just thinking about that process.

'I'm glad I was cautious.'

Of course, that wasn't the only reason I came here.

"Ho Yuwon."

"Mr. Roe Deer. It seems you still have more to say."

I reported the results of this exploration to Ho Yuwon, who seemed irked, perhaps because of the additional agent.

"I found you."

"…Pardon?"

"I said, I found you."

"...!"

Ho Yuwon's movements froze completely.

I took out what I had stored in my inventory.

A plastic bottle filled with ash… and an Agent uniform.

"Here."

Ho Yuwon reached out and grabbed them.

His face went blank for a moment as he looked at the fox-shaped patch on the Agent uniform.

"This is what was left behind when he disappeared. …Though that one also introduced himself as just a Projection."

"..."

Ho Yuwon seemed to come to his senses and tore his gaze away from the uniform.

Then he poured the sand-like powder I'd brought in the plastic bottle onto the table. As the murky silver powder piled up on the table, Ho Yuwon placed his hand on it…

But nothing happened.

Ho Yuwon withdrew his hand.

"I see. This must have been a part of me that was subordinate to another Darkness."

It was poured back into the plastic bottle.

"Not the real me, but a lingering afterimage… Well, I suppose my situation out here is better, right? To think even an afterimage is trapped in there, haha…"

"..."

"The real me is probably near the subway station. You can just keep looking."

Ho Yuwon looked back at me, his eyes flashing with excitement, impatience, and anticipation.

But that attitude, bordering on madness, somehow fizzled out the moment he asked his next question.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Ho Yuwon seemed to hesitate before asking.

"…By any chance, what was that Projection like?"

Ah.

"Did his memories seem intact? If they did, what kind of being did he seem to be? What was he pursuing…"

"I don't know."

I answered honestly.

"He seemed like a good Counselor."

"..."

"..."

"Haha…"

Ho Yuwon handed the plastic bottle back to me.

"Ah, that's meaningless. It's just rusted silver powder."

Thud.

I took it.

'Rusted silver powder.'

Then perhaps it was something that had fallen off the 'Scales of Evil' in the Balance Tribunal.

Since the tribunal itself was the Scales turned into a ghost story, it seemed a remnant of Ho Yuwon's thoughts had remained there.

"..."

I put the plastic bottle away again.

It felt wrong to throw it away, so I was thinking of scattering it somewhere sunny.

'Or maybe I should solidify it into a hard shape.'

In any case, Ho Yuwon, who had been staring at the Agent uniform as if trying to feel something from it, held that out to me as well.

"Take it. It might be helpful in finding his whereabouts."

I nodded.

And I looked at him anew.

"What is it, Mr. Roe Deer?"

"...No."

It's probably better not to mention the evidence suggesting that the civilians of Sekwang Metropolitan City were sacrificed en masse.

But separately, the immense anger and resentment this man held now came to me with a more vivid background.

As shocking as the shock I had received.

'…Hoo.'

"I'm leaving."

I left the Fox Counseling Room.

And I went to find Agent Haegeum, who was waiting.

"So how do I get in? I'd like to go right into the middle of it to gather as much information as possible."

"Just a moment."

First, let's look at the current situation.

'The Researchers are fixing the Potion Maker…'

Until then, I needed to gather more information.

'The remaining stations with Cheerful Research Institute offices I haven't visited yet… are there about three?'

Sekwang Station (Forest Path of Demise)

Midnight Station (Body Casino)

Twilight Station (Conscience Vending Machine)

Twilight Station is inaccessible, so I'll pass on that. It would be good to check out at least one of the remaining two… but to do that, I need to end the subway station ghost story.

'It's not easy.'

But at that moment, the words of someone I met at Hanbit Library came to mind.

-Agent Haegeum… you mean?

-Yes. She's great at taking risks, and has a lot of guts. Most of all… she's lucky.

...

"Agent Haegeum."

"Yeah?"

"By any chance, do you have a knack for gambling?"

* * *

"So. Agent Haegeum is now..."

"She went to the Body Casino."

Thump.

Bronze clutched his head.

He's already dead, so he shouldn't be able to feel headaches, but since we were on the Train, he was in his living form and seemed to be feeling the headache in full…

-So a separate supernatural phenomenon appeared at each subway station.

-What do you think will happen if you end all of them?

But Agent Haegeum had shown clear interest, and in the end, she took two people from the project and left.

"Who were they?"

I avoided his gaze.

"Elite Team's Deputy Manager Butterfly and my colleague, Manager Pony…"

"..."

That's right.

Assistant manager Jin Nasol and Kang Yihak were assigned.

At the fact that two true Daydream employees were accompanying Agent Haegeum, Bronze seemed to have lost not just his headache but the will to speak…

"Why…"

"…It was Agent Haegeum's request."

-Assign me one person who's merciless, and one who goes crazy for money.

-Pardon?

-You should be able to find them very easily at that company.

-Pardon?

Recalling that day when the conversation almost ended with me just repeating 'Pardon?', I deeply understood Bronze's horror…

I was really scared too.

"…Anyway, I understand."

Bronze, who had been holding back a sigh, seemed to have calmed down and looked back at me.

"So, Agent Grapes… for what reason have you visited this Train?"

It was simple.

'I feel like there's something more hidden on this Train.'

Seeing the evidence of the Human Sacrifice makes me think so even more.

The fact that the self-proclaimed Lee Kangheon hid a note here, and that this is a shelter built by a Blue Dragon Team agent who stayed here almost until the very end, means there must be something to find.

'Since Deputy Manager Eun Haje and Bronze were here first, it's easier to infiltrate now.'

I'll find it quickly, even if I have to tear this Train apart.

Of course, telling Bronze right now that 'The government used a million civilians for a Human Sacrifice!' seems like a crazy thing to do…

So I just smiled brightly.

"I'm planning to settle down on this Train."

"…Pardon?"

"I'm tired of visiting stations, so I'd like to rest a bit."

"Pardon?"

"I'll be in your care."

Bronze looked a little dazed. I feel a bit sorry, but this seems like the best way. 

Hoo.

-I see. You must have had a lot to think about before making that decision, sir.

I did.

But now that the decision is made, I'll do my best…

??!

"…?!"

-You seem surprised. Are you alright? Ah, if you check your pocket, you'll find me.

Pocket?

I quickly stuck my hand into my jacket's inner pocket.

Inside, a small silver coin was glittering.

A Cheerful Coin.

It was a Silver Coin minted from the rusted silver powder I had brought in the plastic bottle.

I didn't want to just leave it as powder in the bottle, so I sent it to the theme park via my inventory tattoo and had it consolidated into the shape of a Cheerful Coin.

[Show business, my god.]

From within, 'Juror Number 1's' voice was ringing out.

[Let's discard it, friend!]
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Unfortunately, Braun's immediate and quick-witted request was denied.

Shouldn't I at least hear the full story before throwing away the talking coin...

And the 'Coin made from the powder of Juror Number 1,' which had suddenly found its voice, explained the situation plainly.

-I'm not quite sure myself.

Yes...

-I feel strangely energized, and my consciousness suddenly returned. I've become self-aware.

The rusty silver coin gleamed.

It seemed as if the rust was flaking off more and more each time it spoke.

-Still, it's a pleasure to be able to converse like this again.

Juror Number 1, a part of Ho Yuwon that had remained at Morning Station, had thus regained his ego and was speaking to me...

Calming my heart that felt like it would leap out of my chest, I reasoned through my throbbing head.

'Was the problem making the leftover powder into a Cheerful Coin...?'

Or perhaps it was because I had re-entered the Sekwang Special City Subway.

'…In any case, it's a pleasure to meet you, too.'

-Thank you.

I heard a laugh from the coin.

'How much do you remember about yourself?'

-I remember everything up until the Day of Disaster. Feel free to ask me anything.

…!

'By any chance… who are you?'

-I am a Counselor who strives to comfort and encourage the people gathered in this city.

-My dream is to see their weary and wounded hearts recover, making this city a more beautiful and livable place.

'What is your relationship with the Disaster Management Bureau?'

-I am acquainted with the agents there. You could say we have a relationship where we do favors for each other.

The voice was gentle and warm.

Like the Fox counselor I met at the Fox Counseling Room.

-I don't know how much longer I'll be able to talk, but I look forward to working with you until then.

So, this is the Ho Yuwon from before all hell broke loose in Sekwang Special City...

Either way, it was a truly astonishing situation.

And for someone currently tucked into my front pocket, it seemed to be a tremendously shocking event...

[Yes, my friend. I knew this day would come. Oh, it's an unstoppable trend in the entertainment business. The fact that everyone loves a new face!]

I heard the sound of him theatrically dabbing at his tears with a very high-class handkerchief. Though it sounded more like someone delicately wiping a TV screen...

[I suppose this Plush Body will be cast out now. To think you'd consider befriending a scrap of a coin like that instead of the only friend who gives Mr. Roe Deer his full support...]

The situation was naturally being blown out of proportion.

If I listened without thinking, I would probably startle and shout, 'Of course not!' and then instinctively toss the coin out of the subway...

This is driving me crazy...

[Mr. Roe Deer, what are you thinking so hard about?]

'Um.'

Feeling like I was about to break into a cold sweat, I said.

'…How about we think of it as a guest making an appearance?'

[I'll fire you.]

Right...

[Haha! Oh, my friend, you're tense. There's no need for that. What I've said so far is merely my joke-like advice!]

The host's placating voice suddenly dropped.

[Surely my friend wouldn't betray the matters of contract and trust? I am already well aware that you yourself summoned this Braun to this position as a friend, and you bear in mind, deep in your heart, that this position cannot be replaced...]

This is genuinely scary.

[Isn't that right?]

'Of course. It goes without saying.'

The Good Friend ghost story is terrifying.

I answered with a smile, feeling like I was drenched in a cold sweat.

'But I need information. And I need to talk to him.'

[Hmm...]

'It's small and allows for real-time communication… It's hard to compare it to Braun by focusing only on these functional aspects. By that logic, a Smartphone would also qualify.'

Before he could make a remark like, 'Is that so? Then let's leave the Smartphone behind too, my friend!', I hastily added.

'It won't overlap with your position.'

Soon, a voice that sounded slightly displeased but acquiescent was heard.

[That's a sincere statement, Mr. Roe Deer.]

Phew.

[Very well. But I hope you won't place it next to me. A Plague, of all things.]

In the end, I took out the silver coin and put it in my pants pocket, as far away from Braun as possible. The 'Counselor' dwelling within didn't seem to mind much...

-You have a way with words, sir.

Thank you...

The Counselor actually seemed a bit amused, but he soon looked at the surroundings and murmured as if lost in thought.

-This is… inside a subway train.

It felt like a jolt to my senses.

Right. Juror Number 1 seemed to be from the Sekwang Metropolitan City Disaster Management Bureau.

'They say this is a shelter created by an Agent from the Blue Dragon Team. …Do you happen to know anything about that?'

A voice that seemed to have considered the question carefully soon replied.

-My memory after the Day of Disaster is not entirely intact, but I can venture a guess.

-If an Agent created it, wouldn't they have tried to make the train itself safe?

The train itself?

'If that's the case, there should be a trace left in a place that would affect the entire train...'

When I think of the train's core facility, only one thing comes to mind.

'The driver's cab.'

The very first car of this train.

An area that was no different from a system window of sorts.

The problem, however, was that this Train Shelter was divided into two factions: the front cars and the back cars.

And the front cars were hostile and exclusive toward outsiders… and I sensed a strange sense of superiority or elitism from them.

'Now that I think about it, maybe it's because the driver's cab is there.'

…Hmm.

I let Agent Bronze, who was still sighing with a troubled expression, rest and went to meet someone else for the time being.

"Ms. Goral."

"Mr. Roe Deer..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun, thankfully, looked better than last time.

But she seemed to be studying my complexion, then lowered her voice and asked.

"Is something wrong?"

"Pardon? Ah, well, there have been both good and bad things. Personally."

Getting my body back was good, the human sacrifice was bad. That sort of thing.

But Ms. Go Yeongeun unexpectedly sighed in relief at my response.

"That's a relief."

"Pardon?"

"Your complexion wasn't great, but you look more at ease now."

"...Thank you."

I shared a brief smile with Ms. Go Yeongeun, then got to the point with a serious face.

"For a while… it would be best if the people from the Train Shelter also avoided the casino."

"Pardon?"

Ms. Go Yeongeun, who had a slightly bewildered look, sensed the mood, her expression hardened, and she quickly asked.

"I haven't gone since that time anyway, but… how long should we stay away?"

"You'll probably hear from them within a few days."

I recalled.

"Once it's all wrapped up, that team is supposed to give a signal."

* * *

Agent Haegeum raised her head.

Before her, a door that looked like the entrance to an illegal gambling den was squarely situated in the subway.

'Brings back old memories.'

Gambling den ghost stories were usually extreme.

Either a glamorous and luxurious casino, or a shabby gambling den that looked dangerous to anyone who saw it.

This one seemed closer to the latter, but Agent Haegeum didn't need to make any hasty assumptions. She had already heard all about it from someone with experience.

And behind her, two employees of Daydream were following.

"What do you make of it, Team leader?"

The young woman in the Pony Mask, who spoke politely, looked friendly at a glance, but her eyes were overflowing with desire.

A lust for wealth!

-My, my, it's a pleasure to meet you, Seonbae!

Agent Haegeum's face, as she looked back at this affable employee she had just met, was… covered by a Daydream Inc.-style mask.

A white owl mask.

She had originally considered wearing a Hahoe Mask, specifically the Jungtal, but… she decided it was better not to reveal her identity as an Agent.

From behind this unfamiliar mask, she scanned the next person.

"Are you going in now?"

The one wearing the butterfly mask was impeccably dressed, neat to a fault without a single crease. And down to the gleaming fingernails and high-end shoes.

But above the tall, slender frame, the eyes visible between the ornate mask were frozen cold and tinged with a faint irritation.

It was a good thing she had come as the team leader of this temporary team; otherwise, she would have had to fight for dominance at the start.

'Hmm. Good.'

She really looked like she had no blood or tears.

Most importantly, she recognized her.

Agent Haegeum felt a slight sense of nostalgia at the fact that the butterfly employee, whom she had once put in the Glass Prison, had been promoted to the Elite Team, and she looked back at them.

Concealing one's identity one-sidedly was advantageous in this respect.

"We're going in."

Agent Haegeum immediately took a pouch from her pocket. It was a pile of Body Casino Coins she had received from Agent Grapes.

The Mission Funds for this expedition.

After she took out the shiny Coins one by one and distributed them to her party, she entered the Body Casino.

"So that's the mission fund?"

The Pony Mask's eyes glinted as she looked at the heavy pouch.

"Haha, of course, I know we'll be playing as a team..."

"No. We're not doing that."

"…Pardon?"

Agent Haegeum smiled and divided the Coins into three equal parts on the spot.

"Here."

"…!"

"You can spend it however you want."

The stakes in the pouch were soon in each of their hands.

Agent Haegeum's eyes crinkled behind her mask as she looked at the two.

"However, I won't save you even if you go into debt."

"Understood!"

As if she was stating the obvious!

The Pony Mask, with a gleam practically shooting from her eyes, gleefully took the money, then gave Assistant manager Butterfly a suggestive look.

"Assistant manager, by any chance..."

"Get lost."

"Yes, ma'am!"

And so the party split up.

Kang Yihak ran toward a Slot Machine, and Jin Nasol entered a Dealer Room without hesitation.

Agent Haegeum watched them act as they pleased with a strange smile.

It was at that very moment that Kim Soleum was freaking out on the train after seeing the talking coin.

* * *

'Phew.'

I wonder if she's entered the casino by now.

Agent Haegeum will do just fine. I even made sure to tell her to prepare a means of escape from the casino, just in case.

I should focus on the train.

As part of that, I was currently in conversation with the person right in front of me.

It was Ms. Go Yeongeun's aunt, also known as the 'station attendant.'

"You wish to settle on the train?"

"Yes."

"…Hmm. That will be difficult."

I knew it would be hard for them to accept more people, as they had already taken in two.

"Don't worry. I'm not asking to be accepted as a shelter resident, but I'd like to stay long-term in Car 8."

When I added that I would, of course, purchase an Accommodation Ticket officially, the station attendant nodded.

"You don't need to tell me that separately."

"Ah, there's one thing I'd like to request... Is it possible to purchase other privileges as well?"

"What kind of privileges?"

"I'd like to sell goods in Car 7 as well."

"Hmm..."

The station attendant, who was pondering for a moment, nodded.

"I understand for now. But let's talk again after seeing the items."

"Thank you."

Done.

'I have some items in mind.'

I also nodded, adding  crucial words.

"By the way, I think I'll be coming in a different appearance when I stay long-term."

"…Are you saying you'll be in disguise?"

"Rather than a disguise, you could call it a different identity. And from then on..."

In the end, people remember impressions more than details.

No one in the front cars would remember my face properly. It's not like they have clairvoyance, so they'd only remember my clothes or mask.

In that sense, if I take off my mask, mess up my hair, wear glasses, and slouch, it'll be hard to recognize me.

"You can call me Grapes."

…It's been a while.

Agent Grapes.

I immediately went down to the platform and started changing my clothes.

[So what bold choice will you make this time, my friend?]

[A wonderful train episode we experienced together comes to mind. My friend played the role of a cult leader quite audaciously and brilliantly...]

[How about it, will you once again teach the truth to those who seek a mark for their hearts to rely on in this extreme environment?]

Ughhh...

Just as I was choosing my words.

-Mr. Doll, have you ever considered that your way of speaking might be overly burdensome to the other party?

Wa-wait a minute.

[Oh.]

[Do go on.]

-Your friend must have a way of life he desires, and constantly being mindful of your reactions probably isn't entirely satisfying for him.

-Perhaps even you yourself don't find this atmosphere comfortable.

[Good heavens... It's like I'm on some cheap therapy program.]

Please stop.

Feeling like I was about to break into a cold sweat, I quickly interjected.

'Um… thank you for your concern. But actually, the method I came up with was similar to what Braun suggested anyway.'

[Ah, I see!]

This wasn't an empty platitude meant to appease the ghost story host with a 'you really hit the nail on the head' kind of response.

'In a small, isolated society like this, there's nothing easier to wield influence with than a cult.'

I'd even used it once before on the Train Bound for Tamra.

But the conditions are different this time, so as an outsider, I plan to approach it a little differently.

'But I'm not the cult leader.'

[Hmm?]

'I'm going to be the sycophant.'

A suffocating silence fell.

-Pardon?

'The number one worshipper.'

[Mr. Roe Deer, whose sycophant do you intend to become? My goodness, to think my friend would play the role of a worshipper. In that case, the cult leader must be quite the character to even...]

'It's you.'

[Oh.]

And so, I began to secretly spread the Rabbit Doll worship ideology on the train.

Chapter 327

A few days after the launch of Kim Soleum's 'Operation: Take Over the Train Shelter'.

"Ah, shit."

A resident of the Train was irritably tossing a magazine aside in Car 2.

The magazine, with a celebrity striking a pose on its cover, was already tattered.

'Fucking bored.'

Today was another tedious day.

He had been a graduating university student before 'it' happened. The stress of job hunting had been at its peak, and he had even thought it would be better if the world just ended.

But now that it really had ended, he missed that daily life like crazy.

At least he could watch Shorts back then.

'This is annoying.'

He got up and looked around, trying to remind himself that he was living a life in the top 1% of the people in this city.

The comfortable Car 2.

The inferior Cars 3 and 4.

The even more wretched cars in the back.

And outside the Train, monsters were rampant.

'I'm a winner.'

If he stayed on this Train, a way out would eventually appear. He'd even heard information that the person who made this shelter had said, 'a way out will be found later.'

And since he was in a front car like this, he would be in the priority group and be safe then, too.

-You guys just found the Train a little earlier than us! It's not like this Train is yours!

For the record, the person who said that was kicked out even when there were still spots left in the shelter.

It was only natural since they were being a total pain in the ass. It was even a little satisfying.

'If you're going to freeload on a Train we claimed first, shouldn't you be polite? We're the ones letting you stay.'

Quickly forgetting the fact that he himself had gotten in luckily thanks to a Seonbae who was already here, this former 'university student' left Car 2 and started walking.

He was so bored that he was wandering around looking for anything to watch.

That's when he saw it.

Between Cars 4 and 5.

In the gap that separated the front cars from the back cars, people were gathered, whispering and laughing.

'Huh?'

Usually, the people from the front cars tended to subtly look down on the people from the back cars.

The university student didn't realize it, but it was akin to squeezing out dopamine through a sense of superiority in a situation where they were trapped in a Train, spending their days in fear and boredom.

But now, that atmosphere was strangely diminished.

Why?

'That person...'

A high school student from a back car was talking with a middle-aged woman from a front car with a bright face.

Then they showed each other something, bowed their heads, and the student returned to the back cars.

And the middle-aged woman, as if trying to hide something, put on an indifferent face and walked away...

'What did they exchange?'

The university student immediately followed the middle-aged woman and struck up a conversation.

"Ma'am, what were you talking about with the person from the back car?"

"Huh? Oh, just asking how they're doing and stuff..."

The university student clearly witnessed the emotion that passed through the eyes of the other person who was trying to brush him off.

A sense of superiority.

The pride of being in the know.

Pleasure.

Those things slightly overflowed and revealed themselves before being deliberately suppressed.

'What the?'

The university student's mood soured.

At the same time, he grew anxious.

'Is something going around?'

If something was happening that could change the hierarchy within the Train, shouldn't he get in on it quickly?

If he failed to join the trend and got pushed out, he might have to do dangerous daily labor like going out to find food.

Or get left behind when it's time to escape!

"Excuse me, ma'am."

In the end, he lowered his posture more than he ever had with the middle-aged woman, persistently sticking to her, flattering her, and prying.

The middle-aged woman, who had been saying things like, 'Oh, it's nothing,' finally gave him a tip with a look of magnanimity.

"Go to Car 7."

And so, this university student set foot in the back cars.

Drrrk.

The door opened, revealing the inside of Car 7.

It was a place for exchanging goods with outsiders, so he hadn't come here unless it was absolutely necessary. There had been riots here before, and a few people had even died.

But today, it was chaotic for a different reason.

"Get in line!"

"Hey, let's move it along!"

In a corner.

More than ten people were swarming in front of the most unremarkable and narrow gap, where things were usually just piled up.

Among them, a few faces from the front cars were visible.

'What is this…?'

People from the back cars were almost implicitly forbidden from coming to the front cars, but people from the front cars came to the back cars quite often if they wanted to, using various excuses.

Still, this was the first time he'd seen so many of them.

'What are they selling?'

The university student tried to push through the crowd to the front, but feeling self-conscious of the people from the front cars, he got in line.

Only after several dozen minutes, in a state of extreme impatience, did he get to see the 'items for sale.'

[Selling Snacks]

The shabby sign, made from a recycled cardboard box, said so, but the displayed items were sparkling and exquisite.

Chocolate bars, cookie sets, popcorn… there was even a salad with fresh green vegetables and hot dogs.

'Uh…??'

The surface of everything had a picture of a fancy theme park on it.

"Where did you get this?"

When the university student asked accusingly, the person who had set up the stall flinched.

He was wearing glasses and had messy hair, so his face wasn't clearly visible.

"Th-the home shopping, at that station… a new place opened… I went by chance..."

From what he heard, it seemed a new place to get food had opened up at Afternoon Station.

Of course, he himself had never gone down to a station to do 'that kind of work' since he was first accepted into the Train Shelter.

Anyway, it seemed the person had won a prize for being the 100th customer there and received a ton of all sorts of snacks.

Including items that weren't put out for sale, so regular customers couldn't get them.

'Lucky bastard.'

As the university student scowled and glanced at the person, they lowered their head even more.

'Can't even make eye contact?'

It was amazing that a loser like this had survived until now. He probably wouldn't look so good if he got off the Train.

'So you're trying to worm your way into becoming a Train resident with this?'

Then he should have offered it all up 'for the sake of the Train Shelter.' How dare he do business like this?

But his mind didn't seem to work that far, as the sign only had a timid phrase written on it.

[Accepting Accommodation Tickets]

'Hmm.'

It seemed his only goal was to stay in Car 8 for even a little longer.

Short-sighted and timid.

'A pushover.'

As someone who grew strong in front of the weak, the university student spoke casually.

"What's your name?"

"I, uh… please call me Grapes."

Hiding his name, on top of everything?

Anyway, the university student said, looking greedily at the snacks.

"I'll pick some out and take them for now, and I'll find an Accommodation Ticket for you. Got it?"

"Huh…? Th-that's a bit..."

"Why, I said I'll give it to you? Ah, you don't trust me. Why are you doing business here if you don't trust the people of the Train?"

The other person was fidgety but eventually nodded.

"It's one Accommodation Ticket for two bags of snacks..."

"Yeah, yeah."

Answering dismissively, the university student quickly picked out his snacks.

Although they weren't short on food in the front cars, it was difficult to enjoy the pleasure of taste.

There was a limit to the items they could procure!

Moreover, they were bringing in everything from strange things that could hardly be considered food to coarse and crude raw vegetables that were hard to eat.

To people who had grown accustomed to such a life, new snack items were a stimulus beyond mere food.

There were also things like keychains and magnets, but he didn't even glance at them.

A chocolate bar and popcorn.

After making the exchange, he hastily stuffed them into the inner pocket of his padded jacket, and the university student went and got an Accommodation Ticket from somewhere.

It was easy to just swipe an Accommodation Ticket for free from the back cars, where they were reluctant to cause conflict with people from the front cars.

Then he quickly returned to the stall of the idiot named 'Grapes' and held it out.

"Here you go."

"Thank you..."

Just as 'Grapes' was about to accept the Accommodation Ticket with both hands, bowing his head.

"Hey, if you're thankful, give me some service."

"Pardon?"

Snatching the Accommodation Ticket back, the university student quickly grabbed a handful of candies from the stall.

"This should do it."

"Ah, you can't!"

But as he was about to flash a triumphant smile at the person who couldn't properly resist.

"Stop it."

"Yeah. What's with him?"

…The people in the line behind him started whispering and stopping him.

Among them was a person from the front cars.

'…Fuck.'

What is this atmosphere?

Everyone used to do this much.

But in the end, he glanced around and put down the handful of candies.

Just as he was about to develop a grudge against Grapes out of embarrassment.

"Um… if you buy snacks from me now, I'm giving out raffle tickets..."

"A raffle?"

"Yes. Here's the list..."

Grapes turned his sign around to show the 'List of Prizes.'

7th Place – 1 Candy

6th Place – Perfect Button

5th Place – 1 Bag of Popcorn (Small)

4th Place – Perfect Magnet

3rd Place – 1 Box of Cookies

2nd Place – Perfect Keychain

The 1st place prize, decorated quite fancily, was this.

1st Place – Perfect Plush Doll

'Are you kidding me.'

What's with this Perfect series crap?

It seemed like he was trying to get rid of the non-snack prizes he received since they weren't selling.

"Would you like to try?"

"Yeah. Whatever."

Hoping to get a snack, he put his hand into the box Grapes held out and drew a ticket.

But...

"Congratulations, it's 2nd place…!"

2nd Place – Perfect Keychain

A golden keychain landed in his hand.

'Fucking really.'

The metal keychain, engraved with the cute head of a pink Rabbit Doll, looked completely useless.

But.

"Oh my god!"

"That's..."

He could hear whispering from the line behind him again...

Moreover, the stall owner named 'Grapes' was also looking at him with surprise and a newfound respect.

As if he was intimidated by seeing someone incredible.

"Co-congratulations..."

Huh?

What's more, when he turned around, some of the people in line were looking at him with eyes full of longing.

This… is it better than I thought?

'Then I should take it.'

The university student immediately stuffed the keychain into his pocket and returned to Car 2.

But afterward, he spent his time scheming to eat a whole chocolate bar in secret, away from the eyes of his acquaintances, and almost forgot about the golden keychain.

However...

That night, the university student had a dream.

-Ahahaha!

It was a dream of him spending an exciting day at a wonderful golden amusement park.

The Resort was both classic and luxurious, and it was incredibly fun.

Something strange was walking around, making it a bit childish, but isn't that the charm of a theme park?

He roamed every corner of the golden amusement park. Perhaps because it was a dream, the sequence of events was vague and many places were not clearly visible, but the joy was certain...

But at that moment.

Tinkle.

Like a lie, something very realistic and vivid appeared before his eyes.

A carriage-shaped snack kit.

♬♬♩♪♬♬♩♪♪♬-

From that stall, a blend of light pink and gold, some being was beckoning to him.

As he approached as if possessed, it extended a fluffy, round foot...

A cookie in its paw pad.

Only that was so vividly visible.

A cute Deformed, sugar cookie… with a pink Rabbit Doll exquisitely depicted with lines of chocolate.

The university student stretched out both hands.

And just as he was about to grab the fluffy hand of the being holding out the cookie...

He woke up.

"…!"

There was no fancy theme park, no exciting music or dopamine.

Just the moderately bright, shabby, and stuffy train car again.

'Wh-what was that?'

For a moment, he couldn't distinguish between reality and the dream, gasping for breath as he shot upright.

Then, something fell from his pocket.

Thud.

The golden keychain.

The pink rabbit inside was smiling, looking at him...

'...'

It was the doll from the cookie he saw in his dream.

"…!!"

The university student swallowed and got up.

His heart was pounding.

'That's what they were selling there.'

He immediately ran to Car 7.

Drrrk!

He opened the door roughly, but Car 7 was quiet as it wasn't market time, and the stall was gone.

But Grapes was sitting next to his closed stall, his eyes closed, sleeping peacefully.

And before the university student could call out to him, his eyes snapped open.

"You've come."

"…!"

Grapes's impression was somehow different from before.

'Huh?'

The servile appearance he had seen before was gone, and he was looking at him with a confident, beaming smile.

It even seemed to show a hint of worship.

'What the.'

And before the university student could say anything, he held out an Accommodation Ticket!

"Please purchase a snack with this."

"..."

"After you choose your snack, would you please draw from the raffle?"

As if it were not a business transaction, but some kind of pure ritual.

"...Yes."

The university student, for some reason, became tense and swallowed hard as he quickly chose two sets of cookies, as if he were about to do something momentous.

And into the raffle ticket box that approached him again, he put his hand...

Perhaps it was his imagination, but a slip of paper seemed to stick to his hand right away.

As if by fate.

The university student pulled out his hand and opened the slip with trembling fingers.

1st Place.

"I-I knew it!"

A reaction of joy and astonishment burst out from beside him.

"I knew it. From the moment you visited last time, something…! I thought that the Plush Body was guiding you…!"

"…Plush Body?"

"Did you see its body? The fluffy..."

Wait a minute.

Fluffy?

"Did you… have that dream too?"

"Of course!"

But his voice soon grew smaller as if embarrassed.

"Actually, I don't dream it that often. I heard that a high school student in Car 5 dreams it almost every day..."

At that moment, a fact struck the university student's mind like a lightning bolt.

'So this was it…!'

The people from the front and back cars talking to each other.

And what they knew among themselves was this.

The amusement park in the dream!

"Usually, people don't dream it right away, but it seems they sometimes dream it if they carry an item related to the Plush Body..."

"Aha."

The university student tried to act like it was no big deal, as if he were concerned.

"I had the dream as soon as I got this."

"That's amazing..."

The university student could feel a sense of superiority welling up in his heart.

At the same time, he felt a sense of camaraderie with the person who had seemed so pathetic.

Because they were sharing this special experience.

And his heart pounded.

Today, he might be reborn as a completely different person, a chosen one...

"In that case, this win truly seems to be the will of the Plush Body."

Grapes, who nodded, very, very carefully took something out of a box set up next to him.

Placed on what seemed to be the best fluffy cloth, chosen with utmost care, was something a little larger than the palm of a hand...

1st Place – Perfect Plush Doll

It was the Perfect Plush Doll.

"Behold."

It revealed its form.

It was a truly fluffy and soft-looking, high-quality rabbit Plush doll.

Black button-like eyes, a nose that looked as soft as velvet, and a light pink chubby body.

"This is the most ideal form of the Plush Body."

The university student, intoxicated by the feeling that something incredible was happening centered around him, stared at it intensely.

And Grapes, who was looking at that scene with admiration...

'He must be having a dopamine explosion.'

Was thinking this.

Kim Soleum, who had invested several whole days to find a candidate who was both gullible and had a bad enough personality that he wouldn't feel sorry for tricking them, was cheering inwardly at the bait that had finally been taken.

But his face still wore a fawning-like smile as he observed the other person.

Did you know?

The amusement park that appears in the dream isn't real… it's a kind of advertisement!

'It's more accurate to call it an ad video that plays in a dream using Merchandise.'

But what was more surprising was how vividly everyone was perceiving it, even though the Merchandise was made with its functionality minimized to prevent people from getting Contamination.

To some extent, he had put Braun, the TV show host, at the forefront, so he wondered if that had an influence...

Anyway, he had smoothly checked off all the items on the 'Typical Entry Characteristics of a Successful Cult' checklist!

1.Exploit a deficiency

2. Make them feel like they are special

3. Make them mistakenly believe they realized it on their own.

All of this had been accomplished smoothly.

However, there was a difference.

'The inside of this Train was already no different from a pseudo religion.'

Especially the elitism held by those in the front cars.

In a word, what he was doing now was just covering up one form of elitism with another…!

Just a bit more broadly!

Look, this guy in front of me needlessly picked a fight with an old man from Car 6, drove him out to Afternoon Station to get food, and caused his death, but now...

[Friend!!]

He's trying to grab Braun!

[Good heavens!]

Hiiik.

"I-I will carry him."

Kim Soleum spat out the words like a rapper and quickly lifted Braun with both hands, presenting him as if in a scene from The Lion King.

Braun was standing tall, just moments away from unleashing incineration on the prospective cult leader he had finally found.

"Moving the holy icon is for a servant like me to do. The chosen one's mere presence here is meaningful enough!"

[It certainly is meaningful. Meaningful in that you are an eyesore to me.]

'I'm sorry...'

Kim Soleum felt like he was about to bathe in a cold sweat!

However, the university student, who couldn't possibly hear the conversation between these two, just nodded his head, intoxicated with being the 'chosen one'.

"So… what do they want from me?"

He's speaking informally so naturally.

After pondering for a moment, Kim Soleum thought he couldn't just leave things as they were.

In truth, it was all to create a distraction to get into the conductor's cabin, but still, he couldn't cause any harm to the Train Shelter.

'Since I've entrusted a guy like that with something similar to the role of a cult leader, I'd better handle the aftermath properly.'

No matter how much he fanned the flames as a follower, he had to steer them in another direction as well.

"They will speak to you in your dreams."

And that day, the university student had a vague dream of being in a theme park, shouting 'Be kind to everyone' while dancing.

Kim Soleum heard the university student say with melancholic eyes, 'The Plush Body emphasizes good character'...

'Hoo.'

This should be enough.

That was Kim Soleum's judgment.

And a week later.

Just as he had hoped, the Religion devoted to a rabbit doll did cause a commotion in front of the Train Shelter's conductor's cabin...

First, a declaration was read aloud.

"Every person has the right to their own Rabbit Doll!! Reform the Train!"

'…!?'

A slogan completely different from what he had expected was being shouted. And...

"Yeah~ Do it!"

Standing at the very front was Deputy Manager Eun Haje…

Chapter 328

I blinked, taking in the scene before my eyes.

"Reform the train!"

Dozens of people had swarmed into Car 1, holding pickets and shouting.

But here's the thing.

"Rabbit dolls for all!"

Everything was pink.

Every picket was inscribed with bizarre phrases like 'The perfect rabbit doll,' 'The grace of His Fluffiness,' 'His front paws are so soft,' and 'To a wider place for us.'

They had their arms around each other's shoulders, and I could occasionally spot people wearing rabbit ear headbands made from cut-up cardboard boxes.

It was shocking, but given the flow of the past few days, I had expected something shocking to happen in one way or another, so I could bear it.

But...

"Guarantee the rabbits~"

Assistant Manager.

What in the world are you doing...?

I fell into a state of confusion as I watched Deputy Manager Eun Haje, who was right at the front, subtly blending in, a necktie wrapped around her head as she pumped her fist in the air.

Right before launching the Religion devoted to a rabbit doll operation, I had already given Ms. Go Yeongeun, Bronze, and Deputy Manager Eun Haje a rough explanation of what would happen.

-Suddenly, the number of rabbit doll enthusiasts will multiply.

-Excuse me?

So I had definitely told them that a commotion would break out on the train...

'But what am I supposed to do if you become the ringleader of that commotion...'

What's more, Assistant Manager Eun Haje was stealthily weaving through the crowd, picking up bits and pieces of information to grasp the situation.

"Ah~ It looked like you were all doing something good, so I thought I'd lend a hand, hahaha! Ah, so this… person, is the one who guides you all to a good place?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was smoothly extracting generous amounts of information from these brand-new members of the 'Religion devoted to a rabbit doll' like pulling out rice cakes, eventually got to see their 'rabbit doll merch' in person.

"Ooh..."

Deputy Manager Eun Haje's gasp of admiration lingered as she looked at the cute, embossed rabbit doll head on the jingling metal keyring...

"Our goal is to bestow this amazing miracle upon everyone on the train, so that no one is discriminated against and everyone can receive the grace of the Plush Body."

"Ooh..."

"Isn't that right, Distributor!"

Don't look at me.

But the people had already whirled around to look at me, their eyes sparkling.

That's right.

I, too, was standing in the middle of this picket-wielding crowd...

That damned title of 'Distributor' was also something the people had insisted on giving me, calling me 'the one who started distributing the rabbit dolls.'

'I took the position because it seemed perfect for becoming a sycophant.'

As I was deliberately glancing around and smiling, as if trying to curry favor with the loud ones, my eyes eventually met with Assistant Manager Eun Haje's.

"..."

"..."

This is so embarrassing.

But my mouth was smoothly spouting the most sycophantic words.

"Of course…! Am I not just a fool who sells snacks? I completely trust the words of you all, who meet the Plush Body so often…!"

"Distributor!"

Hoo.

I watched as Deputy Manager Eun Haje's eyes narrowed as if she'd noticed something, her gaze alternating between the rabbit doll merchandise people were holding and me. I quickly turned away, avoiding her gaze.

Go away, Assistant Manager...

However, the 'Good Friend' inside the giant velvet box I was holding seemed to be quite excited by this spectacle.

[Friend, as an Entertainer who knows how to repay the support of his viewers, this is quite an enjoyable situation. I feel like giving them some merchandise through a lottery!]

[Right, how about selling some special merchandise at your beautiful and humble Resort?]

…Talk show merchandise?

[That's right, oh, you can consider this a formal proposal. A collaboration with 'Brown's Late-Night Talk Show.']

In my head, I pictured a scene in the amusement park's gift shop, a classy, retro-style section set up with a sign that read 'As seen on the popular TV show.'

Putting a ghost story that specializes in bewitching viewers inside a ghost story that's already bewitching people...

Ah, no.

'…These people can't go to the real Cheerful Theme Park anyway. Even if we collaborate, it'll be difficult for them to buy that 'rabbit doll'.'

I chose my words carefully.

[Hmm.]

'For that to happen, this Sekwang Special City Ghost Story has to end first, and you have to become a free man!'

Let's just get his cooperation, no matter how we do it...

[Excellent! Then let's continue with the show, Mr. Roe Deer.]

Hoo.

But my relief at having passed one hurdle was short-lived.

My eyes met again with Deputy Manager Eun Haje's peculiar gaze.

"Hmm. Is the Distribu…tor the President of this organization?"

"Of course not!"

I almost answered with my true feelings.

I quickly shrank back and bowed my head low.

"I am just a person who has taken on one of many duties, the real President… ah, he is coming now!"

He's here!

"President!"

…The new cult leader with the fake title parts the crowd from the back, walking forward with a certain dignity.

The people spontaneously make way for him. Among them is a follower who politely takes off his rabbit headband.

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

"Did you all dream of rabbits?"

"We dreamt a cotton-filled dream!"

Where in the world did a greeting like that come from? I didn't teach them that...

[Oh, this is just like a classic cult!]

The 'President of the Rabbit Doll Association' had the same appearance as before.

Except, he was wearing a single golden badge with a pink rabbit on his padded jacket. It was a badge I had made by cutting out the tape merchandise I'd brought.

He looked around at the people with melancholic eyes, then turned to me and raised his hand.

"Now, bring HIM forth."

"Yes…!"

Troubling as it was, I had to do what I had to do.

I put on a fawning smile, then quickly lifted the velvet case with both hands and opened it respectfully.

The dozens of people holding pickets look inside the velvet case with eyes full of longing, envy, and happiness...

At the fluffy Braun.

[A pleasure to meet you all!]

But their view is blocked by the President.

The President looks at the doll, bringing his face right up to it, and nods with a serious expression.

[Good heavens, shoving your head within a foot of me in a private situation, what an unpleasant sense of distance. Are you in your right mind?]

"You are as radiant and perfect in form as ever today."

[Not in your right mind, but it seems your eyesight is intact!]

"I wish to carry you myself, but..."

[Hoh, dreaming of a bill for damages! I understand perfectly...]

Cold sweat dripped down my back.

Forcing a smile, I subtly moved Braun backward. As if I couldn't possibly ask the President to do such a thing, I spoke politely, as always.

"I will risk my life and do my utmost to transport him. Since you, President, will be leading us from now on..."

"…Right."

Swish, the President, after stylishly arranging his padded jacket, stepped forward.

But in the process, the jacket slapped Braun across the face. I held back a scream.

[Mr. Roe Deer. Aren't you curious about how this Braun deals with those who rush onto the stage during a live broadcast and block the camera?]

'…Incineration?'

[Correct! Oh, to commemorate your correct answer, a reenactment will now be shown...]

'It's, it's fine! I already enjoyed it in my head!'

[Excellent imagination, friend.]

I almost choked on my own saliva.

I once again carefully lifted Braun's case with both hands.

"Let's march to the very front of the first car!"

"Yes!"

Feeling a twitch in my eye, I slowly followed the picket-holders as they, with grim expressions, once again swarmed toward the drivers cabin.

The people who hadn't yet joined the 'Cotton-filled Body Church' are staring blankly at this scene, as if they've just witnessed some bizarre short-form video being filmed.

'Hah...'

How did things get to this point...

'What I intended was a mysterious, small, secret religion.'

A cult that would secretly spread through the train via dreams that comforted the weary, eventually becoming the majority and causing a disturbance that would decentralize the power of the conductor's cabin...

…But the current situation is a protest of the 'You're doing good work, fighting!' variety.

'Why.'

[How about retracing the path you've taken, friend? Perhaps you chose a different direction at a fork in the road!]

That's true.

'So...'

I looked back on the flow of the past few days.

First… the point where things started to go off in an unexpected direction was...

'Ah.'

It was when I started inserting messages into the amusement park dream.

The 'Be kind to everyone' dance routine.

'I made it because of the cult leader candidate's personality.'

But the people who had joined in the ambiguous and joyful dance, where the Mascot danced while holding a rabbit doll, began to add their own interpretations.

-The target is everyone! Doesn't 'kindness' here mean the act of handing over the symbol of the rabbit doll?

-That's right, it seems he wants to share his fluffiness and warmth with more people!

-Maybe he appeared after seeing our weary situation, trapped on the train. He's giving comfort to those who are trapped and struggling!

-Then we shouldn't fight amongst ourselves, but be harmonious and not ignore others.

-That's right!

-That's the only way everyone on this train will meet him, just as the Plush Body wishes!

And so, doctrines I had never considered or created were made on their own.

1. We acknowledge that we are all in a difficult situation.

2. We are kind to everyone around us who is struggling.

3. Everyone receives a rabbit doll and becomes happy.

'The last one is a bit of a leap.'

Still, as they say, all roads lead to Rome.

In any case, it was true that a disturbance had occurred...

"Rabbit dolls for all!"

The protestors march.

For the 'safety of the Plush Body,' I was following at the very back, holding the velvet case containing Good Friend, when Assistant Manager Eun Haje sidled up behind me, looking around cautiously.

"Roe Deer."

"..."

"You… haven't you had enough of a taste of cults already?"

"..."

"Don't tell me it wasn't enough?"

If there was a hole, I wanted to crawl into it.

But the Assistant Manager's eyes soon turn peculiar as she reads the slogan on a picket, something like 'The warmth of the rabbit doll will save us.'

"Still, well, this seems less like a cult and more like… a fan group that's crossed a few lines."

Yes...

To the extent that the other residents in the front cars aren't feeling threatened or fleeing in terror, but are instead just watching with bewildered or dazed expressions.

They seemed to be getting quite a dopamine rush.

Or maybe they were wondering what kind of crazy dream this was.

"Guarantee it!"

The march of dozens was quite conspicuous, and when they finally reached the spot right in front of the conductor's cabin, they shouted their slogan again.

Of course, I was included in that.

"Hey, you have to shout too."

"…Guarantee it!"

…I'll be satisfied with the fact that I can cover my face with the case holding Braun.

I subtly blended into the back of the crowd, avoiding eye contact.

And a short while later.

"Wh-what is all this!"

The conductor burst out of the conductor's cabin in a hurry.

Wiping away his cold sweat and brushing off snack crumbs from his pants, the man purposefully pressed down on his conductor's hat as if it were a symbol of authority.

But he looked flustered at the sight of dozens of people.

His eyes darted around frantically, and then, as if he'd found a way to deal with them after seeing the faces in the crowd, his expression finally brightened.

"Now, if our people from the front cars have a complaint, then of course, huh? I have to listen. As a public official. But..."

The conductor shrugs his shoulders as he spots the faces from the back cars mixed in with the crowd.

"Well, it's because there are some parasitic people mixed in who just want a lot of things."

He's trying to divide and conquer.

"Send those people back, and let's talk slowly amongst ourselves. I know everyone in our car is sensible."

The middle-aged man in the padded jacket who had once tried to push me was also standing in this line. The conductor spoke subtly, looking particularly at him.

However...

"What's wrong with being from the back cars!?"

"Yeah!"

"We're all people having the same experience!"

It didn't work on the people at all.

Because their sense of group identity had already changed!

"On a day like today when everyone is struggling, everyone deserves to be comforted!"

If the situation were different, it would have been touching.

"And the Plush Body is the best friend for comforting people!"

Somehow, a description close to the truth also comes out.

"A person like you! A human who would monopolize, exclude, and lord over good things instead of sharing them wouldn't understand!"

"That's right!"

The President pointed a finger at the conductor.

"But!"

And then he pointed to himself.

"Even a person like you can change if you are with a rabbit doll. Just like me."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje whispered.

"Somehow, it's having a pretty good social influence..."

"..."

"Isn't this a positive function of religion? Why is this happening here?"

I know, right.

[Interesting, friend. Didn't that ordinary and unpleasant fellow also puff up his chest and snatch up the position when he was given the special treatment of being chosen by you as President?]

'He did.'

[But now, he's opposing someone else's special treatment. Oh, the illogicality of it is almost reminiscent of an absurdist play!]

Well… it was always the case that if I do it, it's romance, and if someone else does it, it's an affair.

'And once the numbers grow, the leader becomes an even more special person.'

Still, the peculiar thing about this situation was that, circumstantially, the new current led by the President, who at least put forth a greater cause, was better than that conductor, who had become stagnant, rotten water.

"Let's experience His fluffiness and His warmth together."

And that phrase is indeed one I spread...

It sounds strangely like a mattress ad? That's just your imagination.

Anyway, the conductor was finally about to lose his mind.

"Aren't you all just a bunch of crazies!"

"That's right."

If we're going to push our momentum, now is the time.

I put on a shameless face, stepped forward, and retorted with a serious expression, the kind that says, 'I'm scared, but I'll say what I have to say.'

"We are… all people crazy about rabbit dolls…!"

"Hear, hear!"

"The President will lead us to the perfect rabbit doll!"

"..."

The conductor looks speechless.

You can't reason with a crazy person.

Conversely, the President speaks with ever-increasing conviction and courage.

People have a strange tendency.

'If the people who support them keep agreeing, they themselves come to believe their own claims more strongly.'

Even if it's a belief that doesn't align with their own disposition.

"So, please grant us permission to supply rabbit dolls to everyone on the train!"

"Grant it!"

"Renovate the train so that everyone can enjoy the same space equally!"

"Grant it!"

At the chants, the conductor's face became one of 'what in the world do these crazy people want?'

And in the end, he was forced to shout.

"I, for one, have been given the grave duty of being responsible for this train's operation, so should you be babbling about such trivial matters to someone like me?! Huh? Everyone, ask the station staff first..."

"They already said it was okay."

"..."

The conductor fled into the conductor's cabin.

"He's running away!"

"Wait!"

The people tried to catch him, but the conductor had already slipped into the conductor's cabin and locked the door.

"Let's pick the lock!"

"Should we break it down?"

Wait!

I stopped the people who were trying to break down the door.

"It would be a big problem if the shelter got damaged, so how about we wait until he comes out…? I don't think he can hold out for long..."

"Mmm... That's true."

"Let's wait until the conductor comes out."

The situation, which was about to escalate, calmed down again.

For one thing, as bedtime approached, the people of the 'Religion devoted to a rabbit doll' became more and more relaxed and happy, which played a part.

Statistically, they were scheduled to enjoy the amusement park advertisement in their dreams.

"May you all dream of rabbits!"

"May the cotton-filled hand be with you."

The 'Religion devoted to a rabbit doll' settled down in Car 1, and began to stir up the atmosphere by handing out various snacks to the people in that car and those who came to watch.

Because things that look good tend to lure people in easily.

The other shelter residents are also getting sucked in, hit head-on by the clickbait ad effect.

"Would you like some?"

"Uh, uh… oh, popcorn."

To the extent that people from other cars are coming and going from Car 1, and instead of anyone picking a fight or getting angry, they're having a dopamine party with snacks.

The people who hadn't been to Car 7 were especially wide-eyed at the new snacks.

'Numbers and atmosphere are a scary thing.'

And the people of the Religion devoted to a rabbit doll took turns sleeping in shifts.

"You must be tired..."

"It's alright. I'll be guarding the Plush Body today…!"

I smiled and refused the people's suggestions, continuing to watch the atmosphere in Car 1 like a guard on night watch.

'It's completely different from what I expected, but it's going smoothly...'

At any rate, we're heading to Seoul.

Now, all I have to do is use this commotion as a chance to get close to the conductor's cabin.

I continued to chant the slogans moderately and distribute snacks with the skill of a seasoned flyer distributor, planning my opportunity.

"Guarantee the Rabbit Doll! Here, take some snacks..."

"Yes."

"..."

"..."

Wait a minute.

"Manager?"

"Yes."

I turned my head.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, wearing a mask, was holding the snack I offered and staring blankly at me.

"..."

"..."

Why is he here?

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"It's Grapes."

"Mr. Grapes."

I can see Lizard's blank eyes.

Lizard's bloodshot eyes, which had been looking at the various Brown Merch people were holding, returned to me.

"Do you believe in the Rabbit Doll?"

"I, I suppose so…?"

"..."

"..."

I quickly looked around, then lowered my voice and spoke quietly.

"We're not a pseudo religion."

"I see."

Lizard nodded.

It seems he understood my hint that this is all part of a plan...

"That's what all pseudo religions say."

"..."

I want to faint.

Chapter 329

A suffocating silence flowed.

In front of my eyes is Chief Lizard.

The one who thinks I'm a frontman for a pseudo-religion… no, I guess that's an accurate description of the situation.

"..."

"..."

This won't do!

"Hyung-nim~"

I said, smiling brightly and rubbing my hands together like a sycophant again.

"I'm sorry. You look so much like my manager… Would it be alright if I called you Manager? It's a pleasure to meet you. Since we've met like this by fate, are you perhaps curious about the Plush Body?"

"No, I'm no..."

"What a wonderful idea! This way, please!"

And then, like a cultist kidnapping someone off the street, I dragged Lizard to the space between Car 2 and Car 3...

[Friend!]

Gah!

"Just a moment, just a moment..."

I pretended to place the doll reverently in the velvet box while swapping it with another doll, and the real 'Good Friend' went into my pocket.

[A stand-in for me, oh, may that plush doll fully enjoy this undeserved glory!]

Whew.

Once we were more than one car away from Car 1, the bustling crowd thinned out.

Occasionally, a shelter resident who couldn't sleep and was debating whether to join the dopamine fest in the front car would cast a curious glance our way, but once we entered the space between the cars, they didn't follow and disappeared.

Drrrk.

As soon as I entered the small passageway between Cars 2 and 3 and closed the door, I slumped to the floor.

"…Manager."

This is really tough...

"Mr. Grapes."

"When it's just us, you can call me Roe Deer..."

Let's stop with the nickname that reminds me of grapeseed oil...

"Yes."

Anyway, embarrassment is embarrassment, and relief is relief.

"Did you just enter Sekwang City this time? No, uh, well. I mean, I'm asking the reason for your entry."

"Yes."

And an explanation followed.

To summarize, after a few days of me being stuck on this train and not coming out, Director Ho seems to have thrown a fit, saying he had to deploy another team to extract information.

"I was requested to confirm what the last entry team is currently doing in the exploration area and report back."

Hmm. I understood.

It was a rare occurrence for someone to not come out of Sekwang Metropolitan City for this long. It was understandable to be curious.

"So you came directly to the train?"

"No. I first visited Midnight Station to assess the situation."

Ah!

"You visited the Body Casino."

Come to think of it, Agent Haegeum did say she'd contact me once things were sorted out. I wonder if that's happened yet?

"Were there any unusual findings?"

"Yes. The Body Casino has suspended its operations."

"…!"

Awesome.

But at the same time, there was a brain cell in my head shouting, 'I knew it, of course!'

'It felt unusual from the moment Agent Haegeum confidently requested those two people and took them with her.'

Entrusting the casino to her was indeed the right choice! I wore a triumphant smile and prepared to listen intently to the details.

I figured they must have cleaned out the casino so thoroughly that it couldn't take it anymore and shut down on its own...

"They said it received a suspension of business order."

...?

"Who… gave such an order?"

"I do not know."

I was almost speechless.

"Could you please tell me the detailed circumstances so I can try to guess?"

"Yes. The three agents who were deployed at the time entered the Body Casino and then acted individually, continuing to gamble for half a day."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon continued his explanation in his characteristic, unexcited tone, but the content itself was like some crazy gambling movie script.

"They were caught trying to rig a slot machine?"

"They were watching a dealer and another visitor play a game and stabbed the back of that person's hand with a knife?"

"…They incited gambling addicts to bet coins separately, like a sports toto, on who would win or lose… is what you're saying? While taking a commission?"

"...An addict who pushed her and tried to take over the table, saying she had 'good energy'… yes, I understand. You're saying the addict's life or death status is unknown..."

I could just… feel who the subjects were.

'Ms. Kang Yihak… Deputy manager Jin Nasol...'

And I realized.

Agent Haegeum…!

'She took the other employees… to draw aggro.'

A person crazy for money and a person with no blood or tears—a lineup that seemed destined to create an incredible interaction with a casino.

What on earth was Agent Haegeum aiming for in that pandemonium...

Section Chief Lizard quickly produced the answer to that question as well.

"At the same time, the exploration member corresponding to the team leader is said to have found a blueprint inside the casino."

A blueprint?

"It refers to the blueprint of the casino that was operating near that station before it turned into Darkness."

…!

—Midnight Station's ■■ City Royal Casino is no longer for foreigners only. Passengers who wish to visit are welcome to enjoy the machines at the casino at any time.

That was definitely its name.

'Then it must have certainly been a hint.'

Since they were getting information from the source of the ghost story.

"Was it an attempt to find a secret space in the Body Casino using the original blueprint?"

"Yes."

Oh!

"In that case, it seems they found some kind of breakthrough through that secret space."

Manager Lee Jaheon replied with a blank expression.

"They used it as evidence to report illegal business operations."

"..."

"Under current law, arranging secret VIP gambling in a secret space not on the blueprint is illegal."

Ah.

"The exploration agent, citing the fact that the said gambling den was located in a state facility, emphasized that it was an illegal act subject to business suspension, and showed their civil service ID, stating that a business prohibition order was also possible."

Agent Haegeum…!

'You displayed your gambler's spirit there, did you…!'

And it seemed to have worked splendidly.

"The entities that appeared to be casino dealers showed a confused reaction, then sent all personnel out of the casino and closed the doors."

"..."

"Afterward, I personally confirmed that a sign saying 'Under Remodeling' was posted on the casino door at that station."

So they closed down to avoid an audit...

It was a strategy that pierced through the nature of a ghost story, which is governed by concepts and rules.

'And it's truly an idea that only a public official could come up with...'

I accepted the result, my mouth agape in admiration. This was truly an exploration that would be recorded as an 'Irregular' in the Dark Exploration Record.

Wait a minute.

"But she was the one who issued the business suspension order."

"Yes."

"Then why did you say you don't know who did it?"

"I could not confirm the specific identity of the said team leader."

Ah...

I just nodded my head at the familiar taste of Lizard.

"?"

Anyway, the exploration members all got out of the casino safely, but Agent Haegeum reportedly stayed behind at the station, saying she would observe if there were any other strange phenomena at the casino.

'…She was going to call me after confirming it was completely secured.'

In addition, she probably wanted to gain some more time to explore and look around this Sekwang Metropolitan City underground.

And after observing for about two days, she asked Manager Lee Jaheon, who had appeared at the station, to relay her message and then left.

And so, everyone on that team returned to reality.

"Among them, Manager Pony is currently hospitalized in the Fox Counseling Room, receiving Contamination treatment."

"..."

That person… it feels like she always receives Contamination treatment whenever money is involved, but that must be my imagination...

Anyway, this means that Midnight Station, where the Body Casino used to be, is now empty.

'I should go check it out soon.'

A sense of relief settled in my heart that things had worked out well. I smiled sincerely and nodded.

"Thank you for telling me."

"Yes."

Just as the atmosphere was about to get a little warmer.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"Yes?"

Manager Lee Jaheon was looking at the pink rabbit doll ear that had slightly slipped out of my pocket when I sat down.

I broke into a bit of a cold sweat.

"Is this the 'perfect Rabbit Doll' that the people protesting on the train are claiming?"

I suppose it is...

[Oh, friend. If the conversation is over, shall we return to the scene? Won't the audience be waiting for you and me!]

[Of course, I hope you do not give this ignorant sword grunt a chance to lay a hand on my plush body. His gaze is lecherous.]

But instead of snatching the rabbit doll's ear, Manager Lee Jaheon said in a dry tone.

"Evacuate."

"Excuse me?"

"The current situation on the train is dangerous. Please evacuate outside first and then re-enter."

"Just a moment."

I said, pressing my forehead.

"It might seem a bit dangerous because of the current boisterous atmosphere, but it's not that dangerous of a situation..."

It's just… like a rabbit doll enthusiast parade...

Just as I was thinking that with a solemn heart.

A soft voice echoes from my pocket.

—Sir. If it's not an inconvenience, would it be alright if I joined the conversation?

Hmm?

I took the silver coin out of my pocket. It was the coin inhabited by Ho Yuwon's former personality, Juror Number 1, the 'Counselor.'

I looked back at Lizard.

"…Can you hear it?"

"Yes."

I see...

Then you can speak freely.

"Yes, please speak."

—Thank you.

A gentle voice speaks to me.

—Sir. I have watched your actions closely over the past few days.

—You tried to create a fun atmosphere, like a festival, in a way that would cause the least harm to people, right?

Well, fun wasn't exactly the intention...

But it was true that I tried to cause a commotion with minimal damage, so I nodded.

—A wonderful intention.

—But sir. Have you ever heard this saying? Before the modern era, the most popular and common festival was the public execution.

...!

[Good heavens, are you trying to teach my friend that, as if he wouldn't know? This is quite perplexing. The expert in that field is right by my friend's side, always with him.]

[The masses are beings who always seek stimulation and pleasure. Would an execution be any different? My friend is already well aware of that...]

—Of course. That was just an opening remark to start the conversation. I thought it would be good to talk about the important role of these execution festivals...

—It's about community solidarity.

I reflexively cast my gaze toward the car interior, beyond the window between the cars.

The Train Shelter residents are gathered, talking with excited or joyful faces.

Tension, pleasure, focus.

Dopamine.

A sense of solidarity.

—In a boring, frustrating, and isolated daily life, people easily become immersed when an interesting stimulus appears.

—And people who share the same experience form a stronger bond.

"..."

—And they want more stimulating, more aggressive experiences. A pleasure just for us.

—For example… like the execution of a bad person who is not one of us.

A person who received the Rabbit Doll mark proudly shakes hands with the people of the 'Religion devoted to a rabbit doll,' gently stroking the badge.

Then he raised his middle finger toward the engineer's compartment. People tried to stop him, but then they all burst out laughing together.

—Even if it looks very joyful on the surface, I wanted you to not forget that there is always a risk of it escalating to an extreme.

"..."

[Oh, I can hardly listen to this any longer.]

A sharp and elegant eloquence pours out like cream with a sigh.

[Now… let me ask this trace of the Plague, who claims to be a counselor, gathered here today.]

[Let's think for ourselves. Is an attitude that tries to instill guilt in a client for something that hasn't even happened yet a counselor-like attitude? I think not!]

—…!

[Furthermore, you are pushing an overly self-protective statement as an established theory. But isn't content more thrilling and enjoyable precisely because there is risk?]

[An Entertainer, by definition, must be able to walk the tightrope between danger and stimulation. Its advantages and disadvantages are two sides of the same coin!]

I feel the sensation of gloved hands patting my shoulders encouragingly.

[If you permit me, I shall speak as an expert. Friend! This Braun does not agree with that counselor's words. You are providing the public with very enjoyable entertainment.]

[Who knows? If you hadn't done this, they might have really made an old-fashioned festival like an execution their entertainment!]

—That is a statement based on the values you pursue in your profession, so that is understandable.

—But I would appreciate it if you would take the time to contemplate my story when you have the chance, sir.

[Persistent!]

Let's all please stop.

"For now..."

I said, rubbing my forehead.

"I understand what you're trying to say. I'll be careful."

[Oh, friend!]

I chose an effective method and ended up with a cult, but it was flowing in such an unexpectedly absurd and heartwarming way that I almost lost my sense of tension.

'Right.'

For it to become like this purely for fun.

That could actually be more dangerous.

"So, what you're saying, Counselor, is that you don't know what this atmosphere will become in the future, right?"

—My current diagnosis is that there is a high probability it will not last long.

In a way, it was a matter of course.

It was all too easy for thoughts and ideas to become distorted in an already isolated survival shelter.

Hmm.

"I understand. Then it's become more certain."

—Pardon?

"In any case, this situation is something I started, so I have to take responsibility and see it to a gentle and good end."

That was the plan from the beginning, so I'll just try to do it faster.

And to do that.

I declared gravely.

"First, I'll take care of it quickly while it's still funny and I can ride the atmosphere."

The Counselor is silent for a moment, then asks.

—Take care of what…?

"The Chief Conductor."

—Excuse me?

[Oh!]

Now that I have an accomplice, I can pull the plan forward.

Wait for me, engineer's compartment.

I'm coming in right now.

—Sir?

Thank you for the advice, Counselor.

And I looked at my cheat key.

"Manager. Would it be possible for you to accompany me for a moment?"

* * *

I returned to Car 1 with Manager Lee Jaheon.

Fortunately, after I insisted again, Manager Lee Jaheon agreed to help me with today's task, instead of kicking my ass out of the train.

"Distributor-nim!"

On Manager Lee Jaheon's chest was a rabbit-shaped badge made from cut-out gold tape, just like the others...

"He's someone staying in Car 8, and he said he was deeply moved after seeing the perfect form of the Plush Body…!"

"Oh!"

Fortunately, there was no atmosphere of displeasure or exclusion towards him for being an outsider to the train yet.

'I don't know what will happen after tonight, though.'

Right.

I'll wrap this up amicably during this crazy 'Do you believe in the Rabbit?' atmosphere, and settle things while they're still in the rabbit-lover phase, before they evolve into a crazy cult.

With firm resolve, I stepped to the front of Car 1.

And, as if there was no other seat, I sat down right in front of the engineer's compartment door, with my back to it.

Waiting for the signal...

"Everyone! The President is now going to share the contents of the dream he just had!"

"Oh!"

At the front of Car 2, people flocked to the President, who had just woken up and appeared to share his amusement park dream story.

'I put in a particularly fun advertisement today.'

I had included souvenir shop shopping in the ad.

And around the President, who was excited by the shopping dopamine, a raffle for Rabbit Doll merchandise was beginning from a lottery box I had entrusted to them beforehand.

"Everyone, get one!"

The people gathered in Car 1 of the Train Shelter all flocked that way for the additional dopamine. Even those who were still wary stared in that direction for a different reason.

Then, for a single moment, an artificial situation that would be absolutely impossible in a normal Train Shelter was created.

A moment when all eyes on the engineer's compartment were temporarily erased.

"..."

Manager Lee Jaheon very quietly reached a hand behind him and grabbed the lock on the engineer's compartment.

There was no particular need for lock-picking skills.

Because Section Chief Lizard acted like Section Chief Lizard.

Crack.

The door opened with an incredibly small sound.

'Whew.'

Thank you.

I silently expressed my gratitude to Manager Lee Jaheon with a look and a nod, then carefully slipped inside the engineer's compartment.

And I quickly closed the door.

Manager Lee Jaheon will be standing guard outside now, so I can work with peace of mind...

"Kuuuuhhh..."

The Chief Conductor was asleep.

As if his heart was anxious, he held a pole in one hand and a can of food in the other.

And on the front of the engineer's cockpit, a crumpled notebook page was taped, with a long list of people's names.

Judging by the X's next to each name, it seemed to be a list of people he had kicked out because he didn't like them.

…Most of them were probably dead.

'How very thoughtful of you.'

Thanks to that, my head grew even colder.

The inside of the engineer's compartment, which seemed to have poor ventilation overall, smelled musty and old.

'I can't give that bastard a chance to wake up and scream.'

I very carefully approached him, knocked away the Chief Conductor's pole, and grabbed him by the neck.

And at the same time, I covered his mouth.

"…!!"

"Shh."

I whispered to the Chief Conductor, who had jolted awake and was about to struggle in terror.

"Please be quiet... I'm holding a knife. I'd rather not use this to silence someone."

The part about the knife was a lie.

"~!!"

But the Chief Conductor, unaware of this fact, gestured frantically with his head, but I didn't trust this man.

"You can hear what's outside, can't you?"

I paused, letting the Chief Conductor listen to the sounds from outside, filled with cheers, laughter, and shouts.

And after waiting for him to sufficiently hear and savor it, I spoke.

"Everyone's in high spirits... They might even see you die and just find it amusing, wondering what's going on."

"…!"

Of course, I have no real intention of doing it...

But based on what the 'Counselor' said, it was a truth with a high probability of happening. There was also a high chance of it Triggering and turning into a real 'cult-style execution'.

'Then it really would be rapid pseudo-religionization.'

In other words, it would be better for the Chief Conductor's lifespan if I was the one doing this.

But it was important that the Chief Conductor didn't know that.

"Are you going to be quiet?"

"Ughp."

The Chief Conductor desperately nodded his head. Sweat, saliva, and tears smeared onto my hand.

"I understand. But promise me. I don't want to take any extra measures either."

"Ughp."

Only after confirming the Chief Conductor's response and being certain he wouldn't suddenly scream did I let go.

And looking into the Chief Conductor's trembling eyes, I said,

"Tell me everything you know about this Train."

His eyes trembled.

I had deliberated.

'How should I speak to get information out of this person quickly, one-on-one, without getting into an argument?'

So I had already thought of the most efficient and comprehensive words that would yield the maximum result when talking to this man one-on-one.

Something like this.

"…!!"

In front of him, I magically pulled a piece of clothing from my wrist and changed my outer garment.

It was a Disaster Management Bureau jacket.

The Agent uniform left behind by Juror Number 1, with the Fox patch on it.

And in a calm tone, I said,

"I came here knowing that Agent Chogae created this Train."

I watched the Chief Conductor's eyes widen drastically at the sight of the Agent uniform and said,

"So please answer me honestly. I will find a way to escape from here, no matter what."

And so, the human information thresher began to run.

Chapter 330

Inside the engineer's compartment.

The Chief Conductor, his face ashen, glanced back and forth between my Agent uniform and the commotion outside, then began to stammeringly confess everything to me.

About this train.

"You already… you already know, don't you, that, that subway trains have always been strangely safe for some reason..."

It seemed that almost everyone had realized the gimmick, 'even injured people become fine once they enter the train,' from the very Day of Disaster.

"People were pushing to get on the train, fighting over seats… fights broke out, people died, it was absolute chaos."

"Then were people originally occupying this train in the same way?"

"No! This train appeared out of nowhere!"

…!

"A train that wasn't there before suddenly announced it would be running the next day, and then it pulled into the station and the doors opened!"

I could imagine the scene.

People who had barely survived, unable to board a train, gathered on the relatively safe platform, only to see a new, empty train appear with its doors opening.

"…And inside were Agent Chogae and other agents, I presume."

"Th-that's right."

The Chief Conductor, eyes darting around, composed himself and spoke in a deliberately plausible tone.

"But I recognized this train. This was a Defective Train!"

"…!"

"You know, when a train breaks down during operation, we don't take it all the way to the Garage, we move it to a sidetrack. Usually, after the subway closes for the day, we park trains on a hidden track in the station, so it was probably there."

"..."

"I don't know how they managed to repair it, but they brazenly showed up with it and started taking the people left at the station..."

They must have used some supernatural equipment or ability to make the Defective Train functional.

Having been swallowed by a supernatural phenomenon in the first place, they probably had no reservations.

"I… yes. They asked if anyone had experience operating a train, so, yes. I helped the Agent Chogae a lot. Hahaha..."

So, this man wasn't even the original engineer of this train.

'Is that why he was called the Chief Conductor.'

"Of course, subways these days are almost all automated, but still, having an expert versus not having one makes a big difference, doesn't it?"

"Yes. I understand Agent Chogae's decision."

However, I glanced back at the paper taped next to the cockpit, where dozens of names were crossed out with an X.

"But I imagine their expectations for what that expert would do after they were gone were quite different."

"No… Agent, Agent! You really have to understand this, is it an ordinary hardship to live with this many people for several years?"

The Chief Conductor said urgently.

"The people who called themselves Agents, huh? They went to the station to get supplies and didn't come back, one by one! That all happened because they were trying to take all the refugees who came to the train with them. We were short on food and everything, but they kept trying to get enough for the exact number of people, and that's how it ended up like this!"

"…Is that what you think?"

"Of course! You know how it is. When people are all together, you have to cut some loose, huh? You have to leave some things behind for the system to work."

"..."

"It's all~ because I was trying to maintain this shelter, huh? Following Agent Chogae's wishes! As I tried to maintain it, I got overwhelmed and made mistakes, that's all!"

I didn't feel a surge of anger.

It was just a strange feeling.

In fact, this man's own situation was the result of being abandoned by the outside world under the very judgment of 'you have to leave some things behind.'

But to see him make a statement that, on the contrary, justified the situation he was in, felt bizarre.

And a strange sense of exhaustion… thinking that the agents had pushed themselves too hard one by one and died trying to save a person like this.

'…Anything beyond this is not for me to judge.'

It was probably right for the people who had been in the Train Shelter all along to do it themselves.

So, instead of showing hostility to the Chief Conductor, I went back to searching for information.

"Tell me more about when Agent Chogae went missing. I heard they went to get food."

"What? No, I think there's a misunderstanding here, I absolutely did not chase the agent out or anything like that!"

Hmm?

I remained silent on purpose. The Chief Conductor, growing more wary, poured out an explanation to excuse himself.

"You're trying to say, 'Why did they go out at that specific time when we weren't short on food,' aren't you?"

[He's confessing on his own.]

"Absolutely not! I did not do anything to deliberately chase that agent out. They just kept getting off on their own, saying something like, 'There's something more this train needs'?"

…'There's something more this train needs'.

"What exactly did they say was needed?"

"Well, they didn't really answer properly. They just smiled and told me to wait and see. There was nothing to smile about, but they kept doing it, so I started getting annoyed..."

I cut the Chief Conductor off.

"Then did Agent Chogae leave any last words? Anything they usually emphasized, or said before they left."

"…Well, they tried to give the people on the train hope. Things like that. That we'd be able to escape someday, that they were looking for a way..."

I could see him rolling his eyes as if thinking it was all obvious platitudes.

That alone was enough to tell me.

'…That agent must have had an incredibly hard time.'

The agents of the Disaster Management Bureau, no, precisely because they were agents, would have known all too well.

That they had no idea how much longer they would be trapped with the survivors in this city's subway ghost story, beneath a surface where countless civilians had been massacred.

'At some point, they must have realized they were sealed in.'

Perhaps an agent well-versed in rituals or ceremonies might have even faintly grasped the circumstances of being a human sacrifice.

But they couldn't have shown it.

Reassuring all the survivors—few in number, but still overwhelmingly many for one person—and stabilizing this shelter so it wouldn't constantly descend into a living hell must have been no ordinary task...

"..."

"Ah, th-that's right! There's something Agent Chogae left behind! It's a personal belonging, you could call it their only memento. Over there..."

"Don't move."

The Chief Conductor, who had been cautiously trying to get up, froze again when I grabbed his shoulder.

Keeping one hand firmly pressed on his shoulder, I opened the place he had pointed to.

A small drawer next to the cockpit.

The moment I opened it, a small object in the empty space was revealed along with a cloud of dust.

"..."

It was a Five-colored escape rope.

An agent's standard-issue item that couldn't function properly here.

It was neatly tied like a shoelace, covered in a layer of dust.

…The end was slightly frayed.

As if someone had frequently fiddled with it to find peace of mind.

"..."

The desire to get out.

And… it also felt like a cord of hope, expressing the will to one day leave.

And so, I realize.

'They must have done something.'

—They just kept going out on their own to find something, saying this train needed something more!

They must have been planning a rescue operation beyond simple survival.

Even if they thought it was hopeless, there must have been something they were trying to do, an attempt to make the outside world rescue the civilians.

Just like the agents at Sekwang High.

If so, where could it be?

"N-now that I've answered everything, Agent..."

"Shh."

I continued to examine the engineer's seat.

If there was a core facility on the train, it would naturally be here. What on earth did they think this train needed?

I looked into the cockpit. But would the agents have touched the complex-looking equipment and monitoring screens without an expert present?

If they did, where...

—Sir.

—How about we think centered on the user, not the facility?

The user.

A place the agent themself could routinely access, use, and protect.

But a place that another person entering this engineer's compartment would find difficult to notice or touch even by accident.

"…!"

I looked back at the Chief Conductor.

The Chief Conductor, who had flinched when our eyes met, freaked out when I reached out with my other hand, not the one holding his shoulder.

"Huh? Uh, ugh… huh?"

I lifted the Chief Conductor straight up.

And moved him aside.

Then I flipped over the chair he had been sitting on.

The seat of the 'engineer' who operated the train.

"…!!"

* * *

A short while later.

"E-everyone!"

The Chief Conductor, who had rushed out of the engineer's seat, raised both hands and shouted.

"I was shortsighted. The Rabbit Doll is a perfect friend to humanity! I of course permit the train's remodeling!"

"Woo!!"

The peak of dopamine!

A sense of victory, as if they had won a sports match, filled the inside of the train. The people, steeped in the narrative, all took the Chief Conductor and went to the representative of the Rabbit Worship Cult.

A crowd naturally formed, and people began to flow out like an ebbing tide toward car number 3.

And there was someone quietly following that crowd.

Lee Jaheon.

Because of his remarkably conspicuous physique, those who already knew him spotted him at once even in this pandemonium.

"Manager?"

"Deputy Falcon."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje approached with a pleased look and whispered.

After all, a temporary atmosphere had been created where, regardless of being an outsider, you were socially acceptable as long as you wore a Rabbit Doll badge.

She spoke with a hint of amusement.

Deliberately not even mentioning the fact that she had died.

"I heard you worked part-time at the Talk Show ghost story. What did you do?"

"I performed audience guidance, guest assistance, staff support, and porter duties."

"…You did four things at once? No, wait a minute, when you were doing one thing, did someone come up to you, get angry or sigh, and then make you do something else? Right?"

At that, Lee Jaheon replied instantly with a blank expression.

"Yes."

"Bwahaha!"

Eun Haje burst out laughing.

But given the situation, she couldn't laugh for long.

She could see her companion wandering in the distance.

"Ah, there he is."

It was Bronze, who was muttering "Pink…?" with a bewildered face as he looked at the Rabbit Worship Cult and the plush doll enshrined in the Central Velvet Battleship.

Having spent the last few days visiting Jang Heowoon… that is, Agent Hwagak, under the pretext of getting food, he was having trouble adjusting to the suddenly changed pandemonium on the train.

It was enough to make him forget the bitterness of having to manage and take care of the bodies of those who had left the train and died so they wouldn't rot.

Then, he finally met someone he knew.

"…!"

Bronze rushed over and got straight to the point.

He had no idea why this Lizard employee, who hadn't been here before, was present, but that wasn't the most urgent matter right now!

"That, isn't that the doll Agent Grapes used to carry?!"

"It is not."

"Then that's a relie—."

"It is a replica of that doll."

"..."

Bronze was at a loss for words, but he managed to reply.

"Then is this perhaps… Agent Grapes's doing?"

"Yes."

"…!! Did you see where he is? I have to go find him right aw—."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon grabbed Bronze by the scruff of his neck and lifted him up.

"?!"

—Manager. Could you possibly find Bronze in the back cars and bring him here?

It was to grant both of their requests!

And so, a short while later.

Knock, knock.

The door to the engineer's compartment opened once more with a short knock, and Section Chief Lee Jaheon pushed the person he had found inside.

"…Agent Grapes."

"Bronze."

Bronze approached urgently.

"What on earth have you done?! Don't tell me you did all this just to get into this engineer's compartment..."

But he stopped talking.

Because Kim Soleum was looking at him with an expression full of tension, anxiety, and anticipation, his lips twitching.

"Agent, could you please check something for me?"

"Pardon?"

"Here,"

Kim Soleum flipped over the chair in front of the pilot's seat.

"…There's a talisman here."

"...!"

"I think the agents who made this train into a shelter attached it, but I have no expertise in talismans. So I needed you..."

"Please wait a moment."

Bronze stopped everything he was about to say.

And he looked again at the symbol on the underside of the overturned chair.

Straight lines.

A blocked pattern.

Repetition and restraint.

It was clearly drawn with the ashes of something burnt mixed into a viscous liquid. These ritualistic elements, barely cobbled together from whatever they could scrounge up in their environment.

But it was a talisman.

And he had already seen agents who tried to create a temporary protective barrier with such talismans, at that high school in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

With terrifying concentration, Bronze's blue eyes shone as he began to decipher the meaning of the talisman.

"..."

"..."

And only after a good while did he straighten up.

"…What kind of talisman is it?"

"..."

Bronze, having returned the chair to its original position with extreme care, opened his mouth.

"This is not an evil-warding talisman."

"Pardon?"

"It means its purpose is not to drive away a wicked thing. …This is the opposite, a talisman that draws something in."

…!

"A Luck Amulet, that is… it could be said to be a talisman used to draw in fortune, luck, or a situation."

"…Like a talisman for passing an exam?"

"Yes. But the type is a bit different."

Bronze explained calmly.

"This is, if I had to classify it, a Destiny Amulet."

…Destiny?

"Are you saying this train is a talisman to meet someone?"

"Rather than someone… it seems to be for meeting a certain thing."

A certain thing.

"So, that talisman was made with the purpose of making this train meet a certain thing. But when a supernatural law is added to it..."

Bronze declared.

"To meet that thing, this train will move on its own."

...!

"Yes. If this talisman is used properly, the train itself will likely move somewhere in its entirety."

"…! Could it possibly move completely outside of Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"I don't think that's likely."

Bronze frowned.

"You can't write the strokes in a way that makes the train deviate from its role. So, it would be moved to a place where this train can fulfill its role..."

"..."

"That is how I interpreted it."

A place where the train can fulfill its role.

"…Then it would be on a track."

Kim Soleum's mind raced. He hurriedly checked the monitor attached to the side of the cockpit.

The train's route map.
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'If this talisman is used properly, does it go to the opposite track?'

Until now, the opposite track had been out of service. But perhaps because there was a hint on that side, this agent wanted to make the train run in the opposite direction...

'Then what's the order?'

Kim Soleum hurriedly recalled the stations in the order of the Sekwang Subway Map.

Sekwang Subway Map

Sekwang Station (Forest Path of Demise)

Midnight Station (Body Casino)

Midnight Station (Hanbit Library)

Twilight Station (Conscience Vending Machine)

Afternoon Station (Blood Broadcasting Station)

Midday Station (Nap Shelter)

Morning Station (Scales Tribunal)

And he diligently traced the stations in reverse order. But...

'...'

As he did so, Kim Soleum suddenly thought of another question.

Because these station names had been revealed one by one, he had never recited them all in his head like this and hadn't noticed it before.

A slight sense of dissonance that he had just accepted as is.

'The subway stations in Sekwang Metropolitan City… are all named after times of day.'

They were strange names.

It probably wasn't this non-intuitive method before. The station names would have been based on the region and its characteristics.

But after being Contaminated by the Day of Disaster incident, the subway mutated into a supernatural phenomenon, and the station names must have changed to these.

…But then.

'Why is Sekwang Station still Sekwang Station?'

It was strange.

Conversely, didn't that mean only Sekwang Station wasn't Contaminated?

How could that be?

The suicide spot ghost story named Forest Path of Demise was definitely gruesomely Contaminated. To the point where they could only run away from it, without even daring to think about resolving it.

Then why was only the station name intact?

'That's...'

...

Sekwang Station.

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

...!!

"Agent Grapes?"

"Bronze."

Kim Soleum looked back at Bronze.

A strange light was flashing in his eyes.

"I think I've figured out where the Agent Chogae was trying to send this train."

"...!"

"It must be here."

And Kim Soleum pointed to a station on the route map.

"Sekwang Station… you mean?"

"Yes."

Kim Soleum nodded.

"But it's not the track we've seen so far."

"That's..."

"Agent."

Kim Soleum's mind churned out logic as if it would explode.

Why hadn't Sekwang Station's name mutated like the other subway stations?

It was simple.

Because it wasn't completely Contaminated by the subway ghost story.

Because that 'Sekwang Station' wasn't a name exclusive to the subway!

"Sekwang Station must have a high-speed railway."

"…!!"

That's right.

Kim Soleum recalled Seoul Station, where he had boarded the Train Bound for Tamra.

Seoul Station has a subway too.

But at the same time, there was something else.

'A high-speed rail…!'

Tracks that connect region to region.

"The station that represents this city, 'Sekwang,' is very likely not just a subway station, but a high-speed rail station as well…!"

"…If that's the case."

Agent Bronze looked at the route map.
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"If this Train isn't on those tracks, but is placed on the high-speed rail tracks..."

The destination of those tracks doesn't just circulate within Sekwang Metropolitan City like that.

"It goes outside."

"...!"

"The Agents were trying to take this Train and escape from Sekwang Metropolitan City!"

Agent Bronze realized it again.

Agent Grapes, who would procure fuel for the Train, was here.

And if he, an expert in Talismans and Scripture, was here...

"We can try it now."

We can escape the Train Shelter.

Chapter 331

Agent Bronze and I stared at each other as if we'd been struck by lightning.

The Train Shelter.

Its true value was revealed from under the engineer's seat.

'An Escape talisman…!'

But after the thrill passed, an urgent question filled my mind.

"Wait a minute. But if you could have left with that talisman in the first place, wouldn't you have left long ago?"

"...!"

There was no reason to hold out as the agents died one by one. Why on earth...

-He just kept saying there was something else he needed in this train and kept going out to find it!

Ah.

'There was something missing.'

What was it? What was missing?

At that moment, someone burst open the door to the engineer's compartment from outside.

"Roe Deer..."

"Ms. Goral!"

The moment I saw Ms. Go Yeongeun's face, a certain phrase flew out of my mouth before any explanation for avoiding her or for the current situation.

"I've found a trace of an escape attempt."

"…!!"

I quickly called everyone into the engineer's compartment, then watched as Manager Lee Jaheon closed the door and leaned against it as if standing guard.

It seemed the two of them had brought Ms. Go Yeongeun with them.

The small engineer's compartment was so packed it was difficult for anyone to even sit down, but no one cared about that right now.

"If this train were placed on high-speed railway tracks, do you think it could run?"

"On the tracks?"

Instead of asking 'Why do you ask?', Ms. Go Yeongeun, as if she'd caught on to something, asked back in shock.

"Wait a minute. Don't tell me you're thinking of running this subway train on a high-speed railway?"

"It's not our idea."

"What..."

Soon, Ms. Go Yeongeun's gaze followed mine and Agent Bronze's, landing on the talisman under the overturned chair.

"The agents who made this Train Shelter seem to have planned to use this train for escape from the very beginning."

"...Wait, just a moment..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun took a few breaths in and out as if to digest the flood of information, then spoke quickly in a calm voice.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"Yes?"

"Why on earth did you think I would know about this subway train's compatibility with high-speed railways..."

"..."

I've received so much informational help from her so far… I just asked reflexively in case she knew, but if I've burdened you, I'm sorry...

"But I do know."

"…!"

"…Living here, I tried to hear as much as I could from my aunt. Knowledge about subways and railways."

Because she was trapped in a subway.

"And I've also heard stories about the subway through 'rumors'."

I looked at the person who must have desperately gathered rumors and information to adapt to the situation of suddenly being thrown into a group of survivors in an extreme situation.

"Then, would it be all right to ask for an answer?"

"Yes."

Ms. Go Yeongeun said with a frown.

"As far as I know… the track gauge should be the same. Meaning, it should fit and stand on the tracks normally."

"…!"

"Wait. But subways and high-speed trains have different speeds to begin with… don't they operate on different principles?"

"That's right. The electric currents will be different."

Ms. Go Yeongeun nodded at Assistant Manager Eun Haje's words.

"She said subways usually use direct current, and high-speed trains use alternating current. To put it simply, the high-speed train uses a much higher voltage."

"Is that not compatible?"

"I don't know about other places, but I know that at least this Sekwang Special City Subway is not compatible."

"..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun had found out this information through a Q&A with her aunt, who worked in a related field.

'If so, the agents could have figured it out too.'

If they had reached the same conclusion as us.

-He just kept saying there was something else he needed in this train and kept going out to find it!

"I think that was it."

"Pardon?"

"The reason why the agents who made this Train Shelter couldn't attempt an immediate escape and went searching for supplies."

The electric current.

The fuel, or power, to make this train run…!

That was...

"Will-o'-the-wisp."

I looked back at Agent Bronze.

"If we have a will-o'-the-wisp, isn't it possible?"

If we use a supernatural being as a power source instead of electricity.

"It is possible."

"...!!"

Right. Then everything connects.

"But at the time, the agents on this train didn't have that will-o'-the-wisp."

If they had a will-o'-the-wisp, they would have surely left a 'trace that an agent could recognize if they touched it,' like at the Hanbit Library...

"That's why they kept going out to the stations."

"…To find the possessor!"

"Yes."

I nodded.

"They were clearly looking for other agents who had entered with a will-o'-the-wisp."

But in the process, far from finding another agent, they were worn down until finally...

...

We naturally swallowed the rest of our words.

"...Then if we get a will-o'-the-wisp, we can try this escape method right away."

For a moment, hope flashed in Ms. Go Yeongeun's eyes, but.

"Wait a minute! If it's possible to escape by physically running out like that, it seems like many people who were already outside the subway would have escaped, but they couldn't."

The person, whose hopes of escape had been dashed several times, tried to remain as calm as possible and continue assessing the situation.

"You have a point."

"Or it could be a viable method, but everyone outside is already dead, so no one could even try."

"..."

"Well, that's just my guess."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's words were hopeful for our situation and incredibly despairing for the situation in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

But I had other doubts.

'The lockdown of Sekwang Metropolitan City isn't just on a level that prevents ghost stories from getting out.'

It was a Sealing Ritual structured to sacrifice the residents of Sekwang Metropolitan City for that purpose. So it was only natural that civilians couldn't get out easily.

Could we really escape with a high-speed train? Just how far did the agents of this Train Shelter foresee and prepare?

'First… I need to bring Agent Choi and Agent Haegeum.'

I absolutely wanted to confirm the opinions of veteran agents who knew Sekwang Metropolitan City.

If someone died because we touched it rashly, it would be irreversible.

I nodded.

"It won't be too late to try after we prepare and check slowly and surely."

"…Yes."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's expression settled calmly.

And then she smoothed her expression, as if trying not to get her hopes up again.

Through the silence, the faint, joyful voices of the boisterous people in the Train Shelter echoed.

"..."

"..."

"Um, by the way."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's face became strangely sour.

"Mr. Roe Deer. Don't tell me that what you said a few days ago about the number of rabbit lovers in the train increasing… was referring to… that ceremony happening outside right now."

Ah.

"It wasn't… intentional."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's expression soured even more.

"How can you predict that the number of Rabbit Doll lovers will increase if it's not intentional?"

"..."

"..."

"I'm sorry. I was looking for a chance to search the engineer's compartment... I'll… take care of it."

The stares are incredibly piercing...

Receiving the gazes of the Train Shelter residents and Manager Lee Jaheon (why?), I quietly bowed my head.

Ms. Go Yeongeun's sour voice was heard.

"Still, I think this is the first time I've seen everyone in this shelter having fun together. It feels a bit… like the World Cup."

Yes...

'What a relief...'

It was when I let out a sigh of relief.

"But don't you feel like… it's been strangely quiet for a while now?"

"Pardon?"

"No, I know it's very noisy outside... But it's strange."

'Why?' muttering, Ms. Go Yeongeun kept glancing at the car outside the engineer's compartment window.

The nearly empty Car 1 was quiet, but it was bustling with the sounds coming from the cars beyond it.

'What does she mean?'

"What do you mean by quiet?"

"I don't know. Me too… it, it feels empty?"

Empty?

'Like something is missing?'

It meant feeling like something that was there is now gone. But something auditory in the train that would feel that way...

...

Ah.

The announcements weren't playing.

"..."

"Right now, about how many minutes have we been talking?"

"5 minutes? 10 minutes..."

"11 minutes and 12 seconds."

Wait a minute.

Hearing Section Chief Lee Jaheon's voice, I slowly turned my head...

"The interval between stations on the Sekwang Subway is,"

"About 8 to 10 minutes, but..."

An announcement should have played at least once by now.

'No, if I add the time I was discussing the talisman with Agent Bronze...'

Right now, this was a strange situation.

"The train isn't arriving at a station..."

...

...!!

"Agent!"

Agent Bronze and I, almost simultaneously, flipped the chair back over to check the talisman. Those strokes made of ash water were...

Burning, turning black as if boiling.

"..."

Wait, wait a minute!

"Is this… is the talisman activated right now?"

"What??"

"No, why all of a sudden??"

"Agent Bronze, is this Item the type that activates when discovered by others?"

"No! If the talisman was used that way, it couldn't look like this..."

But Agent Bronze's face turned deathly pale.

"…However, it is taking effect."

Damn it!

I immediately started to look out the front window of the cockpit.

To be precise, I pressed my head against the glass and looked back at the section we had already passed.

'It's unfamiliar.'

Something is off. I've seen the subway's running environment out the window a few times, but it was definitely…

less dark than this.

"..."

I took the Smartphone out of my pocket, turned on the flashlight function, held it to the window, and tried to see behind the train.

The light source was useless. The rear was not visible.

But I saw a passing sign.

Safety First During Maintenance

2-Person Teams Mandatory for Work

…This track is not a regular subway line.

A maintenance area.

A line that leads to the outskirts.

'The train… is running in a straight line.'

The track no longer curves in a loop.

We had passed it without noticing.

The track switch.

The talisman, 'after some accidental incident that triggered the track switch,' had changed this train's destination.

"…The train has left the subway loop line."

"Wait a minute."

"Then this destination is..."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who had been quietly looking up, declared.

"The altitude is rising."

"...!"

We were heading to the surface.

"From now on, do not stare too intently ahead. We are exiting the underground space."

"..."

"This team is now entering an unexplored Darkness."

And outside this subway is the space of an Extinction-class supernatural disaster.

The train was running toward the high-speed railway outside!

"We have to stop the train."

"Mr. Roe Deer…!"

"We are not ready yet."

No, there's no time to persuade. Damn it! I quickly tried to go to the cockpit and press the emergency stop button...

"Don't! The talisman is already in effect. Interfering could make things go wrong in a more unexpected way!"

Damn it!

"Agent, even if this doesn't go wrong and we escape safely, it's still a problem!"

If, if this train was really a way to escape Sekwang Metropolitan City, and even if the escape succeeds like this...

Those two will die.

Because they're already dead.

If they get out, they'll just become something dead, contaminated by a ghost story, and moving.

'No.'

An alternative!

I shook off Agent Bronze's hand gripping my shoulder and immediately grabbed the side door of the engineer's compartment.

"Hey!"

"Agent! Assistant Manager! I'm going to open the door, so get off! Get off and walk down along the tracks!"

It won't open. Damn it! I frantically scanned the cockpit. The door release for the engineer's compartment, the release…!

'Where is it!'

There were no hints a layman could find. Damn it, damn it...

"Manager! Just break the lock on the engineer's compartment door..."

"Stop."

"..."

"We'll all die from breaking the train trying to save the two of us. Come on, Roe Deer."

I turned my head.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje was smiling bitterly.

"…It's already too late. Look."

Ah.

I turned my head.

Bright light was pouring in from beyond the engineer's compartment window.

The surface.

Sekwang Metropolitan City appeared.

Chapter 332

The subway train emerged outside.

It ran on the maintenance tracks, passed through a narrow ascending path leading to the high-speed railway… and broke out onto the surface.

Sunlight poured in from outside the window.

But instead of warmth, a freezing tension and silence descended upon the engineer's compartment.

Right now,

we had come out into the middle of an Extinction-class Disaster.

-Oh my god!

-Wha-wha-wha-what? Wha-what?!

A commotion began to stir behind the engineer's compartment as well. The people on this Train Shelter had also noticed the anomaly.

Of course, they would. If sunlight was pouring in from outside the door, it would leak in no matter how much newspaper you used to cover it.

I staggered to my feet.

The front window of the engineer's seat.

"..."

I could see the blue sky.

But as I lowered my gaze… it was strange.

'Ah.'

I could see the tracks.

But all the surrounding scenery that should have been there besides the tracks was distorted into a grotesque shape, as if a burnt-out film was being played.

I felt sick to my stomach. Wasn't it just grotesque? But strangely, as if I had seen something that shouldn't be there, an unbearable anxiety made my heart pound and an eerie tension surged.

And, and...

Next to the tracks, I could see the blue sky.

"…Huh?"

Even though it was the floor of the train, I could see the sky.

'What is this…?'

What on earth was the structure of the outside world?

I reflexively looked back at the distorted surrounding scenery I had just seen, trying to grasp the situation.

What is that… wha-

whawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawhawha…

Something pushed me.

"Do not stare."

"…!"

I reflexively lifted my head. My body had been pushed down below the cockpit by Section Chief Lee Jaheon, away from the window.

When I raised my head, all I could see was the blue sky and sunlight.

Only the bright sunlight appeared in its undistorted, original form.

"Do not look outside."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon's vertical pupils looked at me.

"Leave it unseen."

"…Yes."

I nodded, gasping for breath.

Geeeeeeeeeeeee!

I could hear the sound of the train running on the dense tracks.

I focused on the sound of it running over something rusty. So that the afterimage I just saw would be erased.

When I turned my head, the people crowded in the engineer's compartment were averting their eyes from the windows, looking like they were about to break into a cold sweat, much like me.

I barely managed to open my mouth.

"…The train tracks seem to be floating in mid-air."

"Why, why, is the train in the sky..."

"…Perhaps."

I swallowed.

"I think the terrain of Sekwang Metropolitan City, where the tracks used to be, may have already 'disappeared'."

"..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's face turned pale.

I also tried to remain calm.

'What I can do?'

First, first… I need to properly check the environment.

"Roe Deer. This… it seems like a hardcore difficulty Darkness, like 'you die if you look out the window'."

"..."

"It seems safer in here than I thought. The train isn't suddenly melting down or anything yet."

Was this the Agents' arrangement?

But by what means was this train running so normally in the middle of this Extinction-class Disaster, just by 'not looking outside'… Ah.

"I think this train is still being judged as belonging to the Subway ghost story."

"...!!"

A subway train running on the tracks.

'In the end, its essence hasn't changed.'

It was already connected to a separate ghost story called the subway. Thus, it seemed to be separated by a layer from the Extinction-class Disaster that dominated Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Much like the subway stations where survivors existed because it was relatively safe.

"Naturally, it seems that we, who are inside this train, are also judged to still be inside the Subway ghost story..."

The Agents must have racked their brains to come up with this loophole.

Ms. Go Yeongeun nodded with a horrified look on her face.

"If that's the case, the reason we can't see outside the window clearly might be because of that. The outside and inside of the train are different Darknesses, so we can't see well."

"That's a good guess. In any case, now that we've started running, we can only hope to arrive safely."

I gathered with Assistant Manager Eun Haje at the cockpit's monitor.

Remaining Distance: ■■■■■■■■□□

Remaining Fuel: ■■■■■■■■■□

The bars, which were decreasing in real-time, didn't have a proper numerical display, but they were incredibly intuitive.

"It looks like we've already come about 20%. At this speed, it really seems like we'll get out of Sekwang Metropolitan City."

But if that happens, those two people...

...

But as if accepting what had already been decided, the two of them didn't say a word to the others.

As if they didn't want to cause a commotion when there was no other way.

"What do you think, Mr. Public Servant?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's and the others' gazes turned to Agent Bronze.

"…I cannot be certain, so I will find out."

Agent Bronze said without taking his eyes off the continuously burning black Talisman he was silently staring at.

"I will continue to observe the Talisman. It may be dangerous, so please, everyone, leave the engineer's compartment and wait."

"…Hmm. Alright."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje scanned Agent Bronze with a peculiar expression, but soon patted Ms. Go Yeongeun's shoulder and started to move.

"I should go look for your aunt. Hey, I need to check on how the people are doing."

"Ah… Ah! Yes."

Ms. Go Yeongeun came to her senses and immediately left the engineer's compartment with clear eyes.

And the moment even Section Chief Lee Jaheon went out the door.

I was about to leave… but stopped in my tracks.

"Agent."

Agent Bronze continued to stare at the Talisman.

"Right now, the remaining fuel is being displayed even though we haven't put any in… and the train is running, isn't it?"

"..."

"How do you think that's possible?"

"I will find out starting now."

"Then I'll state my guess."

I looked at the Talisman.

Unlike at Sekwang High, the strokes were ominously boiling and burning black.

"Earlier. I read the text on the sign that appeared after the tracks changed..."

Safety First During Maintenance

Workers Must Be in Pairs of 2

A pair of 2 is mandatory.

"Perhaps, just like that, this engineer's compartment also required two Agents. So the moment two Agents stood in the cockpit, close to the Talisman, the Talisman took effect."

Why would that be?

"Perhaps it was so that if one person died, the other could continue the role."

What kind of role would that be?

"..."

"Agent."

I said in a trembling voice.

"Could it be… that this train is using the Agent in the engineer's compartment as fuel?"

The last resort, prepared for the case where they searched and searched but couldn't find any will-o'-the-wisps.

But a method that became unusable when only the last person, Agent Chogae, was left.

"Agent… you looked at the Talisman and guessed that far, didn't you?"

The Agent wasn't surprised at all.

He simply replied.

"I do not know."

"...!"

"But the way the strokes are burning like this usually has a negative effect on the caster."

"Then you should get out quick..."

"Agent Grapes."

Agent Bronze suddenly reached out his hand and, with a calm movement, found a notebook from beside the cockpit.

And as he copied the strokes of the Talisman into the notebook, he spoke.

"If the train stops on these tracks, everyone dies."

"…!"

"And if one of the Agents must remain in this car… it is only natural that it be the one who is already dead."

"There might be another way. If we look for it now..."

"Agent Grapes. Taking care of the people who can live is the way for more people to get out alive."

What is he talking about?

"Then both of us can just stay in the engineer's compart..."

"No. You must live for certain."

Agent Bronze said while checking the pattern of the strokes he is copying.

"Agent Grapes, you must go out and deliver this replication level to the Management Bureau."

"..."

"Only then… will my work have meaning."

For the first time, Agent Bronze raised his head and looked at me.

There was a faint smile on his face.

"This is a more rewarding end than I expected. At least it is not a meaningless death."

No.

The Disaster Management Bureau didn't seal off Sekwang Metropolitan City in the way you think!

Someone in the higher-ups who planned this might not be happy about these civilians getting out, and then it really might become a meaningless death...

The words rose to the tip of my tongue, but the situational judgment that I shouldn't say them stopped me.

What meaning would it have in this situation to say that they might be sent back to prevent them from getting out if they're caught after escaping, since they performed a Human Sacrifice on all the train's civilians?

'This is driving me crazy.'

"Please leave. Quickly."

"N-…"

"Everyone! We have been chosen!"

…!

I turned my head.

I could see the members of the Religion devoted to a rabbit doll marching into Car 1.

And I could see the one standing at the very front, walking triumphantly while holding the complete form of the Rabbit Doll.

The Chief Conductor.

"Look! No, the fact that this train has come out running under the sunlight is all~ because I, uh, received permission from the Plush Body? Huh? It's proof that I've been blessed, is what I'm saying!"

A danger signal blared.

'What the hell is that bastard doing?'

"We are escaping!"

"Really?"

"Oh my god!"

The people's cheers and questions, their anxious and expectant voices, rose and echoed through the car.

I saw a look of having finished some calculation and a vile excitement flicker in the eyes of the Chief Conductor, whose gaze met mine, and then he pointed a finger at me.

"The person who was originally supposed to serve this Rabbit Doll! Threw it aside like that and was just holed up over there resting!"

This son of a bitch.

I realized what he was up to.

'He knows I found a way to escape.'

And since he was escaping anyway, he was trying to wage a war of public opinion to solidify his own position.

For instance, to pave the way for killing me and silencing me the moment we escape.

'This…'

"But even a person like that has been blessed thanks to this train. The Rabbit Doll! Huh? This one has saved us. That's..."

"Excuse me!"

At that moment, a person pushed through the crowd.

Ms. Go Yeongeun.

She had pushed aside the protests of her aunt, the station employee, and stepped forward.

"Are you the President?"

"You, you there? Yeongeun, where did you learn to talk like that, huh? Acting all brazen..."

"No, I'm just asking if you're the President."

Instead of turning bright red and backing down like when she had talked with the Chief Conductor in the front car before, Ms. Go Yeongeun replied calmly.

"I guess you're not. Seeing as you're getting so angry."

"What?"

"Usually, people get angry when they have something to hide."

Ms. Go Yeongeun said, looking around at the people.

I saw beads of cold sweat on her forehead.

"In the first place, if you're not the President, why are you taking the lead and even holding the doll? From what I heard, this person here is the President."

And Go Yeongeun pointed out the university student I had chosen from the crowd.

"No, I'm telling you I was chosen by this… Plush Body! I'm getting all these people to escape from here!"

"Is that so?"

Then Ms. Go Yeongeun crossed her arms and said.

"Then it seems like the Rabbit Doll should be bringing down divine punishment on me for contradicting you right now, but nothing's happening."

"It's not that kind of being!"

"Then what kind of being is it?"

The Chief Conductor was at a loss for words.

"The truth is, you don't know, do you? You're just… saying it like you did it because people were talking about the Plush Body, aren't you?"

"You little brat!"

"You're being very violent. The Plush Body doesn't look like a violent being at all."

"…!"

The moment the Chief Conductor faltered at Ms. Go Yeongeun's words.

"Chief Conductor."

The university student, the 'President of the Religion devoted to a rabbit doll,' quickly stepped forward.

"You keep doing things that are displeasing in the eyes of the Plush Body."

"N-no!"

"It seems that while the Rabbit Doll has opened a new path for all of us, you were once again using it for your own selfish desires."

The university student clicked his tongue.

"Someone who has never even met the Plush Body in a dream couldn't possibly move the train all of a sudden."

And after looking at the Chief Conductor with pity, he whipped his head around and said.

"This is an opportunity given to all of us by the Plush Body!"

"That's right!"

"According to the station employee, the Plush Body told us last night not to look out the window. We must meditate and try to sleep until this train arrives at the place where the Rabbit Doll has guided us!"

And leaving the Chief Conductor behind, the people began to pour out of Car 1. It was clear they were going to gather in the center and actually meditate.

The station employee and Ms. Go Yeongeun followed behind them.

The Chief Conductor, who had been watching this unfold in a daze, his face turning red and blue, started to follow as if to grab Ms. Go Yeongeun by the hair.

"You…,"

Thwack.

I punched the Chief Conductor.

And then I just tossed him in front of the engineer's compartment.

'Crazy bastard.'

The Chief Conductor lay sprawled in a corner, unconscious.

I safely followed the crowd and let out a sigh of relief as I watched Ms. Go Yeongeun, who was saying something to calm the people down again.

'…I'm so grateful.'

And she was truly amazing.

'I need to think of a way, too.'

I was the only one who properly knew that if those two people went out there, they might become corpses.

'I have to find a way.'

I pulled back the hand I had extended to drag the Chief Conductor away, and kept thinking...

...

My tattoo on my wrist.

'…Inventory!'

Wait a minute.

"Assistant Manager!"

"Huh?"

I ran to Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had been watching the situation without following the crowd.

"Assistant Manager, in the Hungry Hangman Darkness..."

"Yeah. Everything I bought after that was pretty much a bonus. Thanks..."

"No!!"

I ended up shouting, almost beratingly.

Assistant Manager Eun Haje also raised her eyebrows as if surprised.

"I'm talking about the way I got Chief Badger out!"

"...!"

"I'm going to try using that on you two."

Let's put them in the tattoo!

Put them both in the tattoo and… wait, if I put them in the tattoo and I go out, will it still be judged as 'having gone out'?

No, couldn't I just come back to Sekwang Metropolitan City, open it, and take them out? My tattoo is another ghost story, so, no, then it would be checked as 'outside' like the Braun Talk Show...

'No!'

Since there's a Pop-up store in the Sekwang Subway, it might be judged a little differently…!

"I don't know what will happen, but we can at least give it a try, can't we?"

"..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who was meeting my eyes, chuckled.

"Hey. Yeah. If we can live, we should try everything."

"…!"

"Let's do it."

"Yes."

I was about to grab Assistant Manager Eun Haje right away and shove her into my wrist, but I was stopped for a moment.

The Assistant Manager gestured with her eyes toward Agent Bronze in the engineer's compartment.

"You gonna put that guy in too?"

"..."

I nodded.

"Aim for him when he's off guard after his work is done."

"…! Thank you."

"You got it."

I put Assistant Manager Eun Haje into the tattoo right on the spot.

The feeling was strange, and I had an odd sensation that I might be making the wrong decision, but I endured it.

'I can do it.'

I can do it. The space inside… I can just cram it in. That'll work! I took out almost everything I had packed in the tattoo. Mostly food and bulky items.

And I returned to the engineer's compartment.

"Please leave."

"..."

I deliberately did as he said.

Instead of paying attention to the commotion outside, Agent Bronze sat quietly in his seat, steadfastly copying the pattern of the Talisman.

As if that was the calling given to him.

Remaining Distance: ■■■■□□□□□□

Remaining Fuel: ■■■■■■□□□□

The distance and fuel decrease.

The strokes are completed.

I watched the scene anxiously.

Hurry, hurry...

"…It is done."

Done.

Agent Bronze lifted his head, saw me outside the engineer's seat, and nodded with a smile.

I smiled back.

"Take this."

I saw Agent Bronze holding out the paper to me, and with a smile still on my face, I reached out my hand...

And grabbed him by the arm and pulled.

"…!"

I enter the engineer's seat and push my opponent.

The moment the bewildered Agent Bronze lost his balance and staggered, I shoved Agent Bronze into the tattoo as well.

It was almost like a physical fight. But perhaps because he didn't expect a preemptive strike, I succeeded in getting Agent Bronze's arm into the tattoo first, and was able to stuff the rest of him in.

My grip tingled, and I think I probably scratched Agent Bronze's arm or shoulder quite a bit...

'But I did it.'

"Heok."

I collapsed.

I leaned against the side door of the engineer's seat and exhaled. My head felt like it was on fire from the tension, but anyway, I had done the best I could...

'It's okay.'

First, just… let's think about what to do once this Train gets out of here safely. Once I escape, there will be a way.

Remaining distance : ■■■□□□□□□□

Remaining fuel : ■■■■■□□□□□

'We're almost there already.'

And the fuel was fine. As long as I was here, it seemed like I would arrive before I died, one way or another.

'In the first place, the idea that it consumes an Agent is just a guess.'

It'll be fine. I let out a sigh, leaned back again, and lowered my guard a little...

Click.

"..."

A small sound echoed in the Engineer's compartment.

I reflexively lifted my head.

In the Cockpit.

Someone was pressing a button. 

The Chief Conductor. 

"Euhit!" 

The moment I met his eyes, drooling and grinning at me with a bizarre sense of satisfaction. 

The space behind my back vanished. 

The side door of the engineer's seat opened, and my body fell into the cold air outside. 

I tried to scream, but before I could, I reached out, trying to grab the edge of the open Train door, but my hand only cut through the empty air. 

My body, thrown backward, began to fall… upside down.

 "…!!" 

My inverted head's gaze showed a wide-open view of the city. 

whaauaghthatisasinglebeingit'sdifferentwhawhatisthatwhyisonlyone??huh?

 A giant spherical massofpeople?

 The end has come! 

There is a paradise! 

We have failed! 

Bigger than the traffic lights bigger than the roadside trees bigger than the houses bigger than the office buildings bigger than the skyscrapers it is huge in the blue sky that giant thing rolls in its round form crushing and grasping androlling over Sekwang Metropolitan City hundreds of thousands ofeyestens of thousands ofmouths

 heaven?

 A giant mass in the beautiful view of the sunlit metropolitan city?a perfecthymn?a music boxsound? 

The giant spherical intelligent being of thousands, hundreds, tens of thousands, millions opens its mouth 

The end has come! 

There is a paradise! 

We have failed!

 It's getting closer 

mymymybodyisgettingcloser my head, falling upside down toward the city 

The end has come! 

There is a paradise! 

We have failed! 

My head is plunging. 

The end has come! 

There is a paradise! 

We have failed! 

The Train in the sky departs far away, where the tracks continue, piercing the sky, a disappearing dot heading out of the city 

something falls from the Train door as if coming straight down toward me white scales glitter 

Paradise! 

My vision disappears. 

Failure! 

 Into someone's mouth, shattering into pieces, my spine breaking, falling somewhere down here 

ughaaagheuugh 

being chewed 

crunch 

... 

Fade to black. 

Death. 

*** Death confirmed. End. Restart? *** 

"Heok."

 I raised my head. 

Pain, a strange pain, pa... 

…huh? 

'What kind of pain is this?' 

I don't know. 

I blinked and sat up. 

I was sitting on a chair in the department store's first-floor lobby; it seemed I had dozed off while waiting for something. 

What… was I waiting for?

 'I don't know.'

 But it's not that important.

 Let's just go home for now. 

I have no idea what I was thinking, coming to a department store first thing in the morning. 

Was it because of the Pop-up store?

 "Hoo." 

I put my Smartphone in my pocket and stood up from my seat.

 Just then, something fell out of my front pocket with a thud.

 '…A doll?' 

There's a Rabbit Doll. 

Did I buy this?

 'Hmm.' 

Rummaging through my pocket, besides the Smartphone, a silver button-like coin also comes out. 

'…Merchandise?' 

Did I buy something like this too?

 'I'm not sure.' 

Shrugging, I put the coin back. 

Well, I must have gotten it from somewhere.

 I tucked the doll back into my arms for now and headed for the department store lobby doors. 

Out of Sekwang Metropolitan City's Hanbit Department Store.

Chapter 333

The weather in Sekwang Metropolitan City was very nice today.

"Hoo."

Stepping out of Hanbit Department Store, I took a deep breath in and out.

There was no yellow dust, and the weather wasn't as hot as I'd expected, making it perfectly pleasant.

The faces of the people walking around seemed bright, too. I smiled, walking on the sidewalk to avoid a broadcast station vehicle passing by.

'Why am I in such a good mood today?'

My mind was at ease, like when you come home to rest after a long trip.

Maybe it was because I had just left the department store.

Or maybe it was because there's less fine dust here than in Seoul…

'Hmm. It could also be because it's the day before Children's Day.'

I opened my Smartphone to check the date.

Monday, May 4th

It was Monday, just after the weekend—but knowing I'd be able to rest again tomorrow made me feel oddly cheerful.

Was that why I was in such a good mood?

…Even though I had to go to work now.

A lunch meeting…

No, on second thought, that was still better than a dinner meeting. Ugh.

Still, if that was the case, why had I taken a day off?

It wasn't like I'd taken consecutive days starting from the weekend, so using a day off just to visit a department store felt—no matter how I looked at it—completely irrational.

'...'

It doesn't seem… important!

The client meeting was probably scheduled suddenly after I had already planned to take the day off.

Right. What's important is what I have to do from now on.

'Let's just go to the meeting...'

I held back a sigh and started walking.

I had some time to spare, and since the weather was nice, I decided to walk instead of taking the subway.

To the lunch appointment.

"Kim Soleum, I always say this, but… you seem like a really good person."

"Haha, come on, Section Chief Park. It's because you're a good person that you see me in a good light."

The client meeting itself wasn't that difficult.

For one, since it wasn't a dinner meeting, there was no drinking, which made it less burdensome. Also, we already knew each other.

The platform was always the one with the upper hand, but as long as the companies weren't too far apart in size, there was a general atmosphere of mutual respect.

At times like this, I felt truly fortunate to have landed a job at a large corporation...

That didn't mean the person I was entertaining wasn't the one in power, though.

"Oh? So even if you study hard and get into a good place, you still have to do this kind of unproductive work. Just how much this Republic of Korea..."

"Hahaha..."

Making money isn't easy...

This person probably likes talking to cheerful young people, which is why they sent a junior employee like me to this meeting...

'Just don't step on any landmines… Hoo.'

With desperate survival moves, I steered the conversation toward topics that were as smooth and personal as possible.

Fortunately, as we finished our meal and stepped outside, I found another topic of conversation.

"My kid goes here."

"Ah, is your child's school right over there?"

I smiled brightly, looking at the high school building the client was pointing at.

Sekwang Technical High School.

It seemed to be a type of Meister high school, receiving a lot of support from the city for technical education programs.

Then, the person's finger pointed beyond the high school to a massive glass building.

"See that? It's a library, and I'm quite pleased because it seems to have a good influence on the academic atmosphere."

"A good learning environment is certainly important. You've sent your child to a good place."

It's a rule to enthusiastically agree when a superior or a person of high status boasts about their child.

Looking at the huge library building visible beyond the high school, I reacted with appropriate sincerity.

Usually, when I'm sweating like this, I get a reaction back...

-[My, what a splendid response, my friend!]

'...?'

Was there someone who said… such a phrase?

The pleasant voice seemed like it should be memorable. Meaning, I must have heard it often somewhere...

'…I think I heard it on TV.'

"..."

"Kim Soleum?"

"…Yes! Manager."

Oops, the meeting!

I pushed aside the thought that was about to deepen and smiled at the client. I could look it up later.

"Then your child must be in class right now."

"That's right! The school is dead quiet, doesn't that show a proper atmosphere?"

"Hahaha."

It was then.

I saw someone running out of the high school's main gate.

"Hmm?"

The person hurriedly leaving the school was wearing neat casual clothes, not a uniform.

"Looks sharp. A student teacher?"

"Ah, that could be."

However, as the person ran across the crosswalk on the other side, I caught a fleeting glimpse of a name tag with a cute design pinned to their chest that read 'Counselor.'

A student probably made it for them.

I'd heard that high schools these days have teachers who provide professional counseling, so it seemed this person was one of them.

"They're taking the subway. Don't they have a car?"

"Hahaha..."

He really loves talking about other people...

"Ah. That taxi, I called it. Well, I'll be heading off for today, Soleum."

"Yes! Please have a safe trip!"

I saw the client off as they left in the taxi.

As I did, my gaze happened to fall in the same direction, on that counselor who was running far away toward the subway station.

…They looked somehow familiar.

I felt like I had seen that back somewhere before...

A stinging pain shot through my hand.

"…!"

Startled, I yanked my hand out of my pocket.

'Static electricity?'

It was strange, as it was painfully sharp for that.

Still, I took out the only metal object that was in my pocket.

A Silver Coin.

The object, which had been in my possession for some time now, had become tarnished and black.

'What is this?'

I tried wiping it with my hand, but it was no use.

'…Could it be made of some bad material?'

Just as I was contemplating throwing it away, the silver surface of the coin glinted in the sunlight.

It was dazzling.

When I reflexively lifted my head, I saw a glass window reflecting the sunlight.

A window of Sekwang Technical High School.

"..."

With a strange feeling, I approached the high school building.

As if possessed by something, I drew closer to the school's wall.

"Hey!"

I looked up.

Someone was calling me from a window at the far end of the 3rd floor, on the school building's exterior.

A student with dyed hair and piercings, loosely wearing a uniform, was waving and shouting at me.

What were they saying?

"Down there!"

I lowered my head again.

Looking again, I saw a note lying near the wall.

It seemed that student had accidentally dropped this note out of the window.

"Can you pick it up for me? You can just crumple it and throw it."

"Ah, sure."

Was it a note they were passing with a friend during class? I picked it up, and before folding it again to throw it up, I casually read the contents.

Just stay here

"..."

I folded the note very small so it wouldn't fly away, then threw it over the window.

"Thank you."

The dyed-hair student, who, contrary to their appearance, thanked me politely, snatched the note in one go and disappeared beyond the window.

Until I finished the Americano in my hand, I stood there blankly in front of the school wall for a moment for some reason...

Because of a strange feeling.

I returned home.

"Hoo!"

My studio apartment was a two-room layout, neatly divided into a living room and a bedroom.

Even after taking the bus home, I still had some time left.

'Let's enjoy the day off.'

I ordered some chicken first, and enjoying the comfort of a familiar place, I sat in front of the living room window and opened it slightly.

"Ha."

The breeze was cool.

'Living alone isn't so bad.'

My parents live in Bundang, and my younger sibling runs a dessert shop in that area, famous as a local hotspot.

I alone…

...No, I was assigned to 'Sekwang Metropolitan City' and am living here.

'Well, I go down to see them every weekend.'

Sometimes, when my sibling says they're busy because of some trendy dessert, I get hired as a worker for the weekend...

-Wow, Kim Soleum, you're really good at this. Just quit your job and come work here.

And when I smacked them, they'd panic and shout, "Time out! Time out! Hyung!"

It feels like it was just yesterday. Hm. How heartwarming.

Come to think of it, it wasn't like yesterday, it really was yesterday. I must have gone down over the weekend.

'It's spacious, so I can breathe.'

Speaking of my apartment. Since the housing prices in Sekwang Metropolitan City aren't as crazy as in Seoul, I could have gotten a bigger place. Why did I sign the contract for this specific one?

…I guess I was trying to save money.

I shrugged, took off my suit jacket, and was about to get ready for a shower.

But at the very first movement, my hand brushed against something soft—and I grabbed it.

"..."

I put my hand in my pants pocket and took out what was inside.

A pink Rabbit Doll.

I could let the Silver Coin slide, but I really had no idea where this came from.

If I were to consider the possibilities, I suppose I might have bought it at the department store?

'In the first place, why did I even take a day off to go to the department store today?'

I really have no idea. Was it an impulse?

Now that I looked at it, the doll seemed to be a very high-end model. It was plush and soft… and while it was almost frighteningly elaborate, there was something endearing about it.

I turned the doll around to examine its appearance.

The tag on its body had exquisite golden letters written on it, but they weren't in Hangul, so I couldn't read them.

I pressed the Rabbit Doll's belly firmly.

It made no sound.

"…Ah, really."

I don't know what I was expecting. The trend of dolls that make a sound when you press their belly ended ages ago, what on earth was I thinking?

"Sorry. I acted foolishly."

I pressed the Rabbit Doll's nose. I felt a smooth texture.

After some thought, I washed my hands thoroughly again, then made a small spot on the side table with a cushion and a blanket, and placed the Rabbit Doll on it.

The Rabbit Doll's black nose glistened under the soft lamplight.

"…Comfortable?"

Of course, there was no answer.

But feeling a strange awkwardness, I left as if to escape to take a shower.

After washing up, I received the chicken that had arrived and sat in front of the TV.

To be honest, it was more of an OTT streaming service than a TV.

"Nice."

It was a mystery-thriller drama.

As long as I skipped the slightly gory scenes, it was fine to watch. Well, it's not like ghosts were popping out.

But strangely, it was more uncomfortable to watch than before.

Why?

Especially when people's limbs were cut off… or when people died for someone else, my mood would rapidly worsen.

It's not like the severed parts were shown explicitly… why am I like this?

'I thought I was in a good mood today.'

I guess the energy boost from the good weather wore off from the draining meeting. I held back a sigh and turned off the OTT service.

Then, a little early, before the day was over, I lay down in bed and turned on my Smartphone.

"..."

It felt like… there was something I always used to watch like this, but I couldn't quite remember. What was it?

'Was it Shorts?'

But it didn't feel that familiar.

I kept browsing the internet, but without getting any particular comfort or dopamine hit, I turned off my Smartphone.

Then I turned my head and jumped in fright.

There was a giant black shadow of a person on the wall!

"Ack!"

…But looking again, it was the shadow of the Rabbit Doll I had placed on the side table.

"Ha."

This is so embarrassing, even though no one's here...

This is like jumping at the sight of a pot lid after being startled by a turtle.

After calming my pounding heart, I looked at the Rabbit Doll's shadow again.

The shadow flickered from the streetlight and car headlights streaming in from outside the window, making it look as if it were moving, but...

That was all.

The doll did not move.

Obviously.

"..."

Let's just sleep.

I shrugged, buried my head in the pillow, and lowered my head, chewing on a lingering feeling that was strangely one of disappointment.

And I fell asleep...

May 4th came to an end.

"..."

I woke up in the first-floor lobby of the department store.

'Hmm?'

It seems I dozed off while waiting for something.

 What… was I waiting for? 

'I don't know.' 

But it's not that important.

 Let's just go home.

 "Hoo." 

I put my Smartphone in my pocket and stood up. 

As I did, something fell out of my front pocket. 

'…A doll?'

 There's a Rabbit Doll. 

Did I buy this?

 I rummaged through my pocket, and besides the Smartphone, a tarnished, silver button-like coin also came out. 

'…Merchandise?' 

Did I buy this too? But it looks too worn for that.

 'I don't know.' 

Shrugging, I put the coin back. 

Well, I must have gotten it from somewhere. 

I tucked the doll back into my arms for now and headed for the department store lobby doors. 

Out of Sekwang Metropolitan City's Hanbit Department Store. 

It repeated like that 612 times.

Chapter 334

I opened my eyes!

It was a refreshing morning. I walked out of the department store lobby as if it were familiar. May 4th had begun!

Peaceful weather, a peaceful day, a Rabbit Doll in my hand and a Silver Coin in my breast pocket, though it's already so tarnished it looks almost black.

But that's no problem. May 4th is a good day. I am happy.

It would be a good day even if I greeted it hundreds, thousands of times.

Of course, that's impossible.

"Mr. Kim Soleum!"

"Good morning."

For some reason, the client I'm entertaining feels familiar. As if I entertain him every day? Hahaha. We are now heading to the high school his daughter supposedly attends.

"My kid goes here."

"Ah, is your child's school right over there?"

Excellent! May 4th is a good day.

Afterward, the 'Counselor' who comes running out of the high school rushes to the subway station.

For some reason, the Counselor feels welcome and familiar to my eyes. As if we already knew each other? Hahaha. But now, I'm more familiar with the sight of his back. As if I've been watching only his back for a very, very long time.

I see him off… no, I see off the client who is returning home in a taxi.

The school counselor goes down into the subway station.

"Please get home safely!"

And I, holding an Americano, lift my head. I watch the people walking the sidewalks of Sekwang Metropolitan City on this fine May 4th. I leisurely observe the daily lives of the people I pass...

My fingers are tingling.

It's been prickling like static electricity for a while, but it's bearable.

It's fainter than I thought.

I have a feeling this pain sparking from the coin should be more intense, but it must be my imagination.

I've never had an experience like this before May 4th!

As if it were familiar, I take out the coin to check it...

...

It's pitch-black.

Far from reflecting the sunlight, it's pitch-black. It's hard to even call it metal anymore.

A dirty thing, so caked in grime that it can't even properly spark with static.

Where on earth did I get this dirty coin?

…Wouldn't it be better to throw it away?

"..."

I hesitated, then slowly put the coin in my pocket.

Because a faint trace of silver still remains. Because there's no need to throw it away.

"..."

Let's go home.

It feels like there was something more I was supposed to do, but it's impossible.

People are creatures who cannot realize things unless the conditions are met.

To follow the glimmer of the silver coin, to lift one's eyes and find the sun-reflected window, to head for the high school, the coin must first glimmer.

If it doesn't, I have no reason to look at the high school window.

I walked home.

The cold drink makes my hand cold.

And I passed the high school...

"Transfer student."

...

"Pick up the note for me."

I froze.

I lifted my head.

There was no one in the window.

When I lowered my head again, I saw a white note that had fallen in a familiar shape at the bottom of the wall.

I picked it up and opened the note.

Just stay here

Please

"..."

I.

Folded the note. Folded it small, and then...

Put it in my pocket.

Because there's no one in the window.

There's no need to throw the note to send it over the window.

So this was a reasonable action.

I returned home.

I took the Rabbit Doll out from my pocket.

I made a spot for the Rabbit Doll with a blanket and a cushion, and placed it on top...

When I press its belly, no sound comes out.

"..."

Strange.

I don't know what's strange.

Everything was peaceful, and daily life is proceeding without any particular problems.

The sky is blue and people are living well.

I also spent today well.

Now I will wash up, eat dinner, watch TV, and then fall asleep.

What is the problem?

The world is normal. Perfectly normal...

"..."

I reached out my hand.

As I took out the Rabbit Doll, something that had come along with it was stuck to the doll's back.

A crumpled note.

When I unfold the page, the phrase written inside is revealed.

Just stay here

Please

I opened the drawer under the nightstand.

I take out a pen from inside and scribble in the blank space of the note...

No

"..."

I folded the note and put it in my pocket.

And I kicked the door open and went outside.

"Heok."

I run until I'm out of breath. The streets of Sekwang Metropolitan City, where the sun is setting, rush past me.

Without taking the bus, I ran the distance of three or four subway stops with my own two feet, which felt strange.

And I arrive again.

At Sekwang Technical High School.

The lit-up Sekwang Technical High School was there, silent.

Since it wasn't evening yet, the school was in operation.

But all the windows were firmly shut. Inside, warm lights and classrooms were faintly visible.

"..."

I stepped inside the school's main gate.

Third floor. I will go to where the student with the dyed hair who spoke to me was and return the note.

I don't know how I know about the dyed hair.

But I will do it.

I walked toward the school building. One step, another step, I went inside, and the main entrance grew closer.

And so I set foot in front of the high school's main entrance door, and when I gently open the door...

There was no one inside.

"..."

The school was completely empty.

No students, no teachers, no security guards.

Only the indoor lights, which felt vaguely warm, illuminated the place. The view of the bright interior of the empty school was eerie and hollow.

I stood frozen in the entrance, then turned my head.

A piece of notebook paper is taped to the main door.

Nap Time

I stumbled out of the main entrance and back outside the school.

And when I turned my head, I could still see the school, with its bright lights and the sound of students' laughter.

"..."

Strange.

Strange, strange!

'Let's go home.'

Not my studio apartment, my family home!

I had to check. I opened my Smartphone and searched. Setting Sekwang Metropolitan City as the starting point, I search for transportation going down to Bundang… no, going up to Bundang.

That's right! I'll take the subway to Sekwang Station, then take the high-speed rail!

That'll work.

Yes. Let's go that way.

I checked for a subway station near the high school. And I ran and went down into the subway station...

...

* * *

I opened my eyes.

It was a refreshing morning. I walked out of the department store lobby as if it were familiar. May 4th had beg—.

...

"No,"

No, no...

No!

"…!!"

I burst out of the department store doors. I could see the sight of Sekwang Metropolitan City with pedestrians coming and going.

…Familiarly.

'Wait a minute.'

I gasped for breath. I reflexively raised my hand and rummaged through my pockets, finding the Silver Coin and the Rabbit Doll.

The coin was completely tarnished.

As if it were dead black.

"..."

Wait a minute.

Wait a minute...

I panted at the premonition that stabbed at my mind.

I, surely, surely...

Didn't I see this coin when it was silver? That was, let's see, when was it...

May 4th.

...

'…Wasn't yesterday May 4th, too?'

No.

The day before that, too.

And the yesterday before that.

And the yesterday of the yesterday before that.

And the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday of the yesterday...

"Heuk."

I gasped for breath.

May 4th… is May 4th.

May 4th, May 4th, and then May 4th again!

'What is this.'

It's a nightmare, right? It has to be a nightmare, right?

Then how much of it is a nightmare? Am I still dreaming right now? Or have I finally woken up from the dream and this is reality? I...

I pinched my arm, as if to tear it.

"…!"

A sharp pain shot up my arm.

'…It's not a dream?'

If so...

I snapped to my senses and ran.

To Sekwang Technical High School.

"Heok."

I'm out of breath. I hurriedly entered the high school's main gate. And I ran to the main entrance and grabbed the door...

"Hey, young man!"

"…!"

I turned my head.

A security guard came running out of the small guard booth near the main gate.

"Show me your entry permit!"

"…Pardon?"

"A permit! Due to recent safety issues, all outsiders need to get permission to enter the school."

The security guard looks at me suspiciously, with an expression that says, 'What's wrong with this perfectly normal-looking person?' I wiped my sweat-drenched hands and answered as calmly as possible.

"I'm sorry. I'm looking for a student. …They dropped something."

"What is it?"

"..."

Well.

"A note."

"Pardon?"

He's going to drop a note soon. But that's after the client meeting… no, but there's definitely something.

I had to check inside this high school… that's right.

"Excuse me, could I meet this school's Counselor?"

"What?"

His eyes look at me as if I'm absurd.

"The Counselor isn't coming to work these days."

"...Pardon?"

"I'm telling you, he's on vacation, so he's not here. But why are you looking for him?"

…What?

"But… surely,"

"Surely what."

The guard's eyes were increasingly changing to look at something suspicious, and I was getting more and more confused.

'Check… just one check.'

I felt like if I could just look inside the school once.

If I could just confirm that there were a lot of students inside, I felt like I could be relieved that this was reality and turn back.

So I kept glancing at the school building...

And then I saw it.

A paper note, fluttering down from a window.

"…!"

I ran and caught it. I could hear the flustered guard chasing after me from behind, but I focused all my attention on unfolding the note.

So, it should definitely be the sentence 'Just stay here'...

Stop it

"..."

I looked at the window.

There was no one there.

I came home.

I left the school as if chased out by the security guard. It seemed like it was about to become a situation where they would call the police, so I couldn't insist on going in any more recklessly.

Because it felt like reality.

No, because I couldn't be sure at all that it wasn't reality…!

'What on earth is this place?'

A suffocating, eerie, and unknowable anxiety within the peace throbs in my head.

I, what am I doing?

What is May 4th?

Why isn't it ending?

Is it… over now?

'Strange… I need to organize the strange points.'

Right.

I picked up a pen. I organize them with my throbbing head. The strange points...

-Department store / Why did I wake up here?

-Counselor

-Note

-Silver Coin

And...

There's one more thing I don't know where it came from.

-Rabbit Doll

I took the Rabbit Doll out of my pocket.

Instead of making a spot for it on the nightstand with a blanket, I carefully, urgently, sat it on the bed.

And I speak desperately.

"Um. Hello."

No reply.

"What is this situation? Do you happen to know?"

There's no way there would be a reply.

But why do I keep asking?

"…Why isn't it working?"

There's no way a reply would come from a Rabbit Doll.

"..."

I gripped the Rabbit Doll tightly with both hands.

I feel its soft texture.

That was all.

For some reason, I felt like something was surging up from within me...

"..."

No. If so, if so...

How about this?

I took out the note I had received earlier from my pocket.

'Strange points.'

"Um, I'm going to leave this note, so if you can read it, I'd like you to. …I'm curious what this means."

I placed the note carefully in front of the doll. After a moment of thought, I rummaged through the nightstand, took out a pen, and laid it down in front of it as well.

Then I looked away, left the bedroom entirely, and washed up.

I felt a strange sense of anticipation.

It felt like something would change. Since I left the strange things together, wouldn't something bizarre happen?

And when I carefully entered the bedroom again.

I saw it.

"..."

Nothing had changed.

In front of the Rabbit Doll on the bed, the note and pen were just as I had left them. I hurriedly unfolded the note, but...

Stop it

It was the same.

"..."

Something surged up from within my chest.

I picked up the pen and scribbled a reply.

No

I crumpled the note fiercely and threw it at the window.

Ting, it hits the studio apartment window and bounces off.

I ran over and unfolded the note again, but there was no change.

"…!"

I hit the window with my fist.

Thud! Thud!

I repeated it a few times.

My knuckles bruised, but eventually, the window cracked and then shattered. Broken glass shards embedded themselves in the back of my hand.

"..."

I could see outside through the gap in the shattered window… but nothing had changed.

Nothing.

A peaceful Sekwang Metropolitan City, a moment on May 4th.

Nothing at all is happening.

"…No."

Something about this was strange.

It wasn't right.

Something that should be happening isn't happening. Why isn't the situation changing? Why? If I've noticed, shouldn't something change? Shouldn't it go back to normal...?

What is 'back to normal'?

"..."

I sat in front of the TV.

Let's just wait like this. I won't sleep; I'll wait for May 4th to pass. If I wait until midnight, maybe there will be a change. I can do it.

I put on something random from an OTT service.

A children's animation starts playing. I watch it. I watch, and watch...

May 4th ended.

* * *

I opened my eyes.

It was a refreshing morning. I walked out of the department store lobby as if it were familiar. May 4th had beg—.

"Please."

I slammed my head against the department store wall.

But nothing changed. Screams erupted around me, and guards restrained me and sent me out of the department store. I faintly heard someone in the crowd say an ambulance should be called. I fled the scene as if escaping.

Fear blossoms.

But as if to calm that fear, the everyday scenery and my good-conditioned mind make me feel serene.

This ominous serenity.

"Heok."

I came to my studio apartment.

The window I had broken was fine, and nothing had changed.

The Rabbit Doll was back in my pocket. I frantically dug for it and took it out, holding it in my hand. Just that brought a strange sense of relief.

But the Silver Coin that was in my other pocket...

No, I can't call it that anymore.

"..."

I dropped the coin on the nightstand.

The Silver Coin was now so blackened that no silver was visible. Not at all.

The shape of the emblem isn't even properly visible.

"…Ah."

What is it?

What am I forgetting?

I can't figure it out. I can't escape. As if I'm not supposed to escape, as if I'm supposed to be here...

"..."

Should I just… stay?

I can enjoy a peaceful and quiet daily life, can't I?

May 4th is a perfect day. A warm, clear day, a day I can take off from work and enjoy. A day that's even more joyous because the next day is Children's Day, so I can rest one more day. A vibrant day, being the day after the weekend.

I sat on the bed.

I will tidy the top of the nightstand and make a spot for the Rabbit Doll with a cushion and a blanket. I will set it there comfortably, and I too will lie peacefully in bed.

I grabbed the blanket and folded it. Just as I did on the last May 4th, a soft blanket...

...

I unfolded the blanket again.

I saw something I hadn't seen before.

Something strangely conspicuous, a trivial detail of today, a byproduct of an action, but an element that caught my eye now...

The pattern on the blanket is a white Lizard.

"..."

I turned my head.

As if I shouldn't be caught by someone, I looked around, then looked at the blanket again.

Lizard.

It was a character not usually used on blankets. Even more so with such a peculiar color combination of a white body and red eyes.

Aside from that, it strangely weighs on my mind.

As if it's a symbol of something.

"..."

A symbol of whom, you ask?

...

...

"Manager."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

My hand slipped from the blanket.

Chapter 335

The weather in My studio apartment in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

I stare blankly as a human hand suddenly juts out from under a white lizard-patterned blanket.

Witnessing a situation that is realistically impossible, I feel a deep sense of shock and relief.

Without even knowing why I feel it.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Someone under the blanket speaks to me.

I don't know why I'm being called Roe Deer.

But my mouth opens.

"Do you… know me?"

"Yes."

"You… what kind of Manager are you? Why am I calling you Manager?"

"It is not important."

The hand, clad in a black glove, that has emerged from the blanket, speaks.

I gulp.

"…Why am I trapped on May 4th? What… what is this situation?"

"It is the situation you wished for."

What?

"No, that can't be... It can't be!"

What in the world is he talking about? When I think about how many times, just how many times I've repeated May 4th, I feel like I'm going to lose my mind!

It's a wonder I haven't gone mad. The only thing that lets me endure is that May 4th is a truly peaceful and good day...

...

A good day.

A good daily life.

"Is May 4th a good day that holds special meaning for me?"

"I do not know."

"Am I obsessed with May 4th, unable to escape?"

"No."

"Then, what in the world is this situation?"

"Do you wish for a deduction?"

"…Yes."

A dry, calm male voice is heard from under the blanket.

"This place is a projection of your wish to return home."

...!!

"I don't know what you mean,"

Why am I so shocked?

"Mr. Roe Deer's wish is to return home, so I surmise that this wish has been projected."

...

What does that mean?

I want to go home? Then I should be returning to my family's house in Bundang.

Right, shouldn't I have returned to a weekend like that, one where I sometimes help out at my younger sibling's dessert cafe? Why would I have wished to return to today, living alone in a different region?

That, that is...

...

"…In reality."

I swallowed.

"What state am I in?"

There is no answer.

"What kind of state am I in that this state… that I would wish for this day, May 4th, to repeat forever…?"

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"Why am I Roe Deer?"

He calls me by an unfamiliar title. For the first time, I feel a sense of fear from it.

What state am I in?

I am...

"Calm yourself."

"..."

"Do you wish for my deduction?"

"…Yes,"

"Wishing for May 4th to repeat is another mechanism."

The fear subsides at the calmness of the voice.

"It is a day specially recreated, your wish having been influenced by the Sekwang Metropolitan City disaster."

Disaster.

At that word, I grow strangely anxious, and a cold sweat beads on my temples.

"I deduced that this phenomenon occurred due to its interaction with your wish."

Wish.

At that moment, a word flashes through my mind.

Children's Paradise Syrup.

The prototype of the Wish Ticket, the 'Wish-Granting Potion'.

And the research institute that tried to use it for Sekwang Metropolitan City's project, and the result of the horrific disaster that seemed to have occurred there.

...

What does that mean.

What is this knowledge?

Where did it come from?

"Ugh."

I held back the bile rising in my throat.

My head, pickled in the tranquility of 612 repetitions, spins with a bizarre noise.

And, and...

"Manager."

I panted, looking at the blanket.

"…It seems your arm has come out further from the blanket."

"Yes."

It was getting longer and longer.

Now it was out from under the blanket enough to almost show the shoulder.

It had been sticking out motionlessly, but at some point.

There shouldn't be any space between the nightstand and the blanket, yet it was as if someone was hiding in the gap of the blanket and was now emerging.

Or as if the blanket itself was mutating.

"Is that… good?"

"No."

The impassive voice echoes from within the blanket.

"It means the time you have to leave this place, by using the blanket as a point of alien dissonance, is decreasing."

…!!

"Then, then I'll leave right now! Since it must be dangerous…,"

But.

"No."

"…No?"

"Yes."

I stare blankly at the right arm that has almost completely emerged from the blanket.

"What does that mean?"

"Considering the traumatic situation you will soon experience in reality, there is a probability that it is safer to remain here."

"..."

"If you choose to remain, leave the blanket as it is. There are 10 minutes and 32 seconds left."

I stared blankly at the hand that had emerged from the blanket.

"It might be safer here?"

"Yes."

I looked behind me.

A pleasant spring day. The scenery of Sekwang Metropolitan City on May 4th, a day with yesterday and tomorrow off, unfolded beyond the living room's picture window...

Forever.

"…Can you tell me exactly what is happening in reality?"

"Impossible."

"…Can you tell me what situation you are in right now? The situation we are in, I mean."

"Impossible."

...In that case.

My mouth slowly opens...

"I'll leave anyway."

It wasn't just for the simple, certain reason that I felt like I'd go crazy if I stayed here any longer.

"I want to know what in the world this situation is."

Frustration.

A desire to investigate the truth of the situation and its solution.

That motivation, powerful to a slightly eccentric degree, sets a firm direction within me.

And one last thing.

I grinned, breaking out in a cold sweat.

"And it seems like it'd be even scarier to just stay like this, not knowing anything."

...

"Understood."

The voice that answered was just as impassive.

But for some reason, I had the feeling that the snout of the white lizard character on the blanket had curved into a smile.

"Then prepare yourself."

Prepare?

"What should I do?"

"Pack the things you will take with you."

I shot up from my seat. I looked around the familiar studio apartment, then spotted the Rabbit Doll I'd left on the bed.

The one that had been in my pocket for hundreds of repetitions.

"Um, is it okay if I take this with me?"

"Not recommended."

For some reason, I reflexively glanced at the Rabbit Doll.

"7 minutes and 24 seconds remaining."

Damn it. I thought for a brief moment, then picked up the Rabbit Doll and spoke.

Even if it's not recommended, there must be a reason this doll has been with me all this time.

And also.

"Um, by any chance… does the Rabbit Doll originally talk?"

"No."

...Phew.

What was I expecting. As I thought, talking to a rabbit doll is a stupid thing to do...

"A stuffed doll cannot speak."

"No, I mean, I'm not talking about a normal doll… I meant specifically this Rabbit Doll… can this doll speak...?"

"I see."

And a plain answer comes.

"Yes."

...!

I looked at the Rabbit Doll.

At its two eyes, black as pebbles.

"Is it by any chance… talking right now?"

"Yes."

"Why can't I hear it?"

"I surmise it is because that is a necessary precondition to realize Mr. Roe Deer's wish."

"..."

I don't know what that means.

But I ask in a trembling voice.

"What… is it saying? If you can hear it, can you relay it to me?"

"Yes."

"Friend, this Braun is okay."

Braun.

"…Braun."

I carefully called out to the Rabbit Doll.

No answer came back. But I took good care of the Rabbit Doll… and this time, I put it in my front pocket, not my side pocket.

I feel a sense of stability.

"Excuse me, does this coin have any meaning? It's been turning blacker and blacker each time I repeat May 4th. It stings, too."

"I do not know. Do you wish for a deduction?"

"…Yes."

"Discoloration is a common sign when a Protection Talisman takes on Contamination in your stead."

A Protection Talisman?

"Also, the stinging is presumed to be a stimulus to give you a sense of dissonance. It is possible another is sending you a signal through the coin."

"..."

Another?

But it's only me here, isn't it? I've experienced today alone dozens, no, maybe hundreds of times...

...

I feel a sense of unease. A restlessness, like I need to check something, quickly.

What am I forgetting?

"5 minutes and 14 seconds remaining."

"I'm ready!"

I immediately went to the front of the blanket.

The dissonance I had noticed, the human arm, had now emerged from within the blanket past the shoulder, almost revealing the entire upper body.

Finally, the faint outline of a head could be seen under the single blanket...

...

It's a human jawline.

Did it… originally look like that? I feel like it looked more avant-garde.

"Grab it."

After a deep breath, I grabbed the arm without delay.

Then, I began to be pulled into the blanket with a terrifying force.

"...!"

Thud, as my head slammed into the blanket, the fabric billowed and then covered my facial features.

As if I were pinned down by sleep paralysis.

Hup!

The unique soft texture wrapped around my head, but the sensation was brief; it soon covered every opening on my face without a gap.

'Wai—'

Wait.

I can't breathe. In my frustration, I reached for the blanket but couldn't grab it. Just as I was about to struggle in the pressure and blocked vision.

All of those sensations disappear.

"..."

There is no smell, no sight, no sound.

Inside the blanket.

The beautiful day of May 4th that I had experienced vanished from my senses, unreachable even if I stretched out my hand or struggled.

It's gone now.

At that fact, a strange surge of emotion wells up, more than just liberation.

But I was still there, and I soon realize.

My consciousness, my emotions.

And pouring back in, a self-awareness like a sense.

'Ah.'

I realized why I was called Roe Deer.

It was a nickname I got when I worked at Daydream Inc.

And Daydream Inc. was a ghost story company that appeared in the <Dark Exploration Record>.

One day, I was sucked into this Ghost Story Worldview. I met various characters, people who appeared on the Wiki and people who didn't.

All that pain and happiness.

A sense of purpose.

And after all that, my wish… is still to go home.

Right.

'…I remember telling Section Chief Lizard that story.'

I knew the identity of the hand that came out of the blanket.

The leader of Field Investigation Team D.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"..."

I opened my eyes.

Pain, agony, and the familiar head of a white lizard come into view.

That Reptilian Alien was holding my body, as if pulling me out from somewhere.

'What the?'

Even in the pain, I feel like laughing.

I was saved again, thanks to him. Phew. It seems I was trapped in a looping ghost story where the day repeated.

How many times did it repeat? …612? 613? Wait, just thinking about it makes my head spin. I tried my best to dismiss it all as a dream. I can't let my mind get sucked into that again.

'Get a grip.'

And I shook my head. Now, I just need to coordinate with Section Chief Lee Jaheon to get out. Then I can figure out the situation.

I looked at Section Chief Lee Jaheon's movements...

...

He isn't moving.

"…Manager?"

I lowered my head.

He's not there.

There is nothing below Section Chief Lee Jaheon's waist.

"Uh."

I twisted my body.

The hand that was holding me let go.

The torso of Section Chief Lee Jaheon, only his upper body remaining, fell downwards.

Thud.

With a short, cruel sound.

...

Huh?

Huh??

'Just now.'

What just happened?

This is weird? Section Chief Lee Jaheon, Employee D, he's not supposed to die like this? He, he becomes a Team Leader?

Huh?

What is this? What just happened I reached out my hand to retrieve that upper body and stood up

But I realize it's impossiblebecauseIbarely have any limbs either.My body is attached to a giant sphere, screaming. Along with other mouths making the same sound

The end has come!

There is a paradise!

We have failed!

What

Whatwhatwhatisthiswhatisthis 

What state am I in right now? 

I look at the empty air

A train is coming from far away 

A train! The train is rushing over, passing above us, passing over our heads and going far away 

To the outside

Why?

The end has come!

There is a paradise!

We have failed!

My body is being sucked into the sphere. Pulled in further.

No! No!

I twisted my body. As my body rolls, my remaining lower half is crushed underneath and momentarily separates, falling off. Splat, my body falls to the floor.

I began to crawl through the ruins.

The bleeding becomes severe. My consciousness grows faint. The pain becomes dull. There's something behindbehindbehindmeI have to get awayI can't get stuck to that againI don't want toI'm not yet

Not yet

[Mr. Roe Deer.]

[This is as far as you go.]

Died.

* * *

"Hk, heok!"

I raised my head.

The familiar sight of the department store lobby came into view, no, no! No!

I'm back! To May 4th! I wish it were a dream, no, I staggered up from the chair and tried to run to my studio apartment...

[My, my, friend! Are you alright?]

...

Ah.

[Now, now, I am here. Hurry and check your front pocket!]

I lowered my head.

I searched my pockets. My hand, which had reflexively gone into my pants pocket, moves to my front pocket. And then...

"Braun..."

A soft Rabbit Doll is in my front pocket.

Along with the pleasant voice of a show host.

[Your friend Braun is right here!]

[Your Good Friend, the Entertainer of the age who has endured a boring and obvious, repetitive scene spanning 613 days without skipping, is with you!]

"..."

Right.

Right...

I caught my breath.

I have to get a grip.

'The situation I'm in.'

I barely manage to pull out the experience from what feels like hundreds of days ago from my mind.

I fell from the train.

From the subway train that was crossing Sekwang Metropolitan City and heading outside, the door next to the conductor's seat suddenly opened, and I fell to the city below.

Completely exposed to an Extinction-class Disaster, and now, in the midst of it...

"Did I, did I return to May 4th again?"

[First, it would be good to check the differences and similarities, Mr. Roe Deer!]

I immediately began to check my condition.

'My clothes...'

It's not a suit.

It's the outfit I wore on the train to pose as Agent Grapes. I'm wearing glasses.

'It's different.'

My mind calms down.

But there is also a difference that sends a chill down my spine.

…The silver coin was gone.

The Coin Avatar, imbued with the Counselor's ego.

'…It had turned black.'

I had a bad feeling.

But there was no time to think about it for long.

Vvvvvvvvvvt!!

My Smartphone began to ring.

To be precise, the smartphones of everyone in the department store lobby who had been glancing at my crazy antics all ring in unison.

Goosebumps ran down my spine.

Feeling a premonition, I opened my Smartphone.

[Sekwang Metropolitan City] Alert issued. An explosion suspected to be a terrorist attack has occurred near City Hall. Believed to be a biochemical weapon lethal to the human body.

As a chain of explosions is suspected, all civilians are to prepare for evacuation according to instructions and must not go outside under any circumstances.

"..."

And so I realized.

This is May 4th.

But it's not the peaceful, beautiful May 4th I had experienced.

-It was May. The day right before Children's Day. 

-First period was starting when a disaster alert suddenly came. Said there was a terrorist attack at City Hall.

The Day of Disaster.

This is the day the Extinction-class Disaster occurred in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

But how?

I definitely died falling from the train. And this should be a day from several years ago, so how...

...!

-Wishing for May 4th to repeat is another mechanism.

-It is a day specially recreated, your wish having been influenced by the Sekwang Metropolitan City disaster.

My wish must have been for 'my peaceful home without ghost stories'. If so, for the repeating May 4th I experienced to have been influenced by the Sekwang Metropolitan City disaster means...

'…The repetition of a day.'

And so I figure out a new proposition.

"Aaaaaaaah!"

"What is that?"

Faint screams began to be heard from somewhere outside the department store. But I, frozen in place, verbalize my realization.

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Inside this sealed-off city, this one day had been repeating endlessly.

The Day of Disaster, for hundreds, thousands of times.

Eternally.

And now I am trapped inside it.

"..."

A shiver runs through my entire body.

'No.'

What should I do in this situation?

Wait, just a moment...

'The tattoos!'

Right. I got tattoos when I returned to my original body. I have to get those two out first. I urgently stuck my hand into the tattoo.

Surely the two of them haven't been stuck in here for 612 days straight, right? Surely...

...

They're not there.

Neither Agent Bronze, nor Deputy Manager Eun Haje.

They're not there.

The space inside the tattoo, enough for two people, was completely empty.

"..."

I feel like my mind is going hazy...

'No!'

I have to get a grip. Let's get a grip...

'I, I too just died and then came to my senses.'

Here, in this department store, this morning.

Let's assume other people are in a similar situation. Perhaps the people who were in the tattoo have also been appropriately placed within this Day of Disaster.

Bronze, too, and Deputy Manager Eun Haje...

Manager Lee Jaheon, too.

In that case, what I have to do now is...

'Find them.'

"Aaaaaah!"

I looked outside the department store doors, where things were starting to get chaotic.

And I ran out.

Into May 4th of Sekwang Metropolitan City, where the Extinction-class Disaster had just begun.

Chapter 336

"That was a disaster alert just now, right?"

"It's a terror attack, a terror attack!"

May 4th, Sekwang Metropolitan City's Day of Disaster.

A moment in the past.

Near the Hanbit Department Store I had rushed out of that morning, the bustling street of Sekwang City had not yet descended into pandemonium.

But it was ominous.

Just before something tremendous erupted—at its very starting point—I caught the scent of fear, an unfamiliar sensation.

Tension.

An atmosphere created by the disaster alert that read, 'Biochemical terror incident near City Hall.'

"Search for a nearby shelter."

"Junseong, stop looking at that and let's go home. Hurry!"

"Are we just going to take the subway? What do we do?"

"Doesn't it sound like there's a constant noise from over there? Someone's screaming. There, over there..."

I reflexively turned my head at those words.

Far in the distance, down the street, was a rectangular glass building, only its upper part visible.

The experience of living through a peaceful May 4th for 613 days in Sekwang Metropolitan City told my mind what it was.

Sekwang City Hall.

-A disaster alert suddenly came in as first period was starting. It said there was a terror attack at City Hall.

But the City Hall building was fine.

It was clean and whole, as if no terror attack had occurred. The glass surface glinted in the sunlight.

That's why the passersby were also glancing toward City Hall, looking confused.

"Isn't the disaster alert just a mistake?"

"Hey, but it says biochemical terror. Let's not get too close for now..."

However.

Thump.

"…Huh?"

I felt it.

A strange vibration was coming from the ground.

Thump.

At short intervals, a sound like a series of impacts, as if raindrops were pattering down.

"What's that?"

The murmuring of the crowd grew louder as they seemed to notice it too.

But the sound also grew louder.

Thump. 

The next moment.

"Wh-what?"

"Hey, that..."

The passersby realized the source of the sound.

It was the sound of people's footsteps.

The sound of countless people walking.

Thump.

[Oh, look over there, my friend! A close-up will be necessary.]

I turned my head.

From the direction of City Hall, a group of people was walking around a crosswalk.

They weren't running from something or screaming.

Still, a large crowd of people is bound to draw attention, and the passersby watched them, murmuring and speculating.

"What is it?"

"I think they're cordoning off the street."

Sounds of people saying it must be because of the terror attack, that of course the police would have come, that they saw on social media that fire trucks were there too, echoed from all over the street.

I swallowed hard and watched the approaching crowd.

And then...

"Huh?"

A sense of unease crept in.

The people all had placid expressions, walking silently down the street without even talking to each other.

"…This is weird."

Their attire was also varied. A restaurant employee, an office worker, someone in a tracksuit, a café uniform… all these people were walking side-by-side on the sidewalk without any anxiety, impatience, or hesitation.

"Hey, hey, look at that."

"Why are they all like that?"

But the unease didn't end there.

The stream of people pouring onto the sidewalk continued, revealing new outfits of those following behind...

"..."

"…A firefighter?"

Firefighters.

Walking with placid expressions, they were in their orange response uniforms.

There were even police officers behind them in the procession.

Behind them, paramedics could be seen.

All of them wore faint smiles.

Behind them, injured people could be seen.

People who looked like they should be in an ambulance were walking mixed in with ordinary pedestrians...

The people who had responded to and gathered at the scene of the terror attack were marching in the exact state of that emergency.

"..."

"Hey, this is strange."

Humans feel fear from unease.

The people in the bustling area near the department store finally began to flinch and back away, or quickly raised their phones to record videos.

'Damn it.'

I slowly started to back away.

My heart was pounding.

And the next moment.

Beeeeep!

The sound of disaster alerts began to ring out from all directions.

I checked my smartphone with a trembling hand.

A chill ran down my spine.

[Sekwang Metropolitan City]

Alert canceled not terror not weapon not explosion please be assured 

let's go together

And.

"Uh, uhhh?"

As the alert tones subsided… another sound could be heard.

Humming.

The melody of a small hum was faintly echoing in the air.

'Where is that coming from?'

And the next moment, I realized.

From everyone's mouths.

Everyone staring at the disaster alert was humming.

I realized the humming was also coming from my own mouth.

The melody which sounded familiar, was gradually turning from a muffled, faint sound into a specific tune...

'Fuck!'

I smacked myself in the face with my smartphone.

"…!"

The moment the dull pain brought me back to my senses.

"Aaargh!"

I immediately turned and started running.

Behind me, the screams were followed by a bizarre sound.

"You, what are you doing?? Uh, ughhh..."

"Why are you leaving!"

"Oh my god!"

The faint shouts that had been coming from far away were now right behind me.

The sound of flesh squelching, a crunching sound, a wailing sound, and the sound of footsteps...

"It's, it's swelling… Hiiiek!"

The hair on the back of my neck stood on end.

'Don't look back.'

I have to get away.

 I have to get away…!!

Survival instinct pushed me from behind. I ran holding my breath.

For a moment, as I passed the glass wall of the department store on my left, a child inside—holding their parent's hand—cast a curious gaze at me.

My breath caught in my throat.

Beeeeep!

[Sekwang Metropolitan City]

Not a disaster alert please participate in the wa-wa-walk event let's walk together 

To paradise

Alerts rang out from all directions. I didn't read any further and put my smartphone away.

No, why was I desperately running and bothering to take this out to read it in the first place… wait a minute.

...Why am I seeing the department store entrance again?

And then I realized.

I was running in the opposite direction.

At some point, I had turned around again and was running toward City Hall.

…The glass door of the department store was on my right.

"Wh-what?"

"Let's go forward."

"Yunjin! Yunjin..."

I stopped my feet. I righted my body, which had almost fallen, and stumbled backward.

I tried to lower my head, determined not to look ahead, but I caught a glimpse.

…The leg of a person who had joined the group from City Hall was swelling up.

A relaxed and distinct hum was coming from my mouth...

'No.'

Someone pushed me and dashed forward.

"Hup."

The humming that was coming from my mouth stopped for a moment. Fear, confusion, and panic spread like an infection. I made a split-second decision.

'I have to get away.'

But if I can't just run in the opposite direction of that procession...

'I have to get off the street!'

I swerved sharply and ran back into the department store.

"Uwaaaargh!"

"Ack!"

"Close the door!"

Behind me, I heard the sound of the glass door closing, and the sound of something splattering against the glass.

Without hesitation, I madly sprinted across the first floor of the department store, heading for the exit on the opposite side.

"Ack!"

"What's going on?"

People who didn't yet grasp the severity of the situation glanced over, then noticed the commotion in the lobby and started screaming.

I kept running, leaving behind the sound of disaster alerts beginning to ring out in the lobby.

Soon, the outdoor parking lot for cargo trucks came into view.

"Heok."

I was out of the department store.

The blue sky, the outdoor parking lot under the sunlight was peaceful, but the echo of screams and rupturing sounds could be heard from beyond.

I looked at my now-quiet smartphone.

'…Does the sound become audible when you get within a certain radius of… that phenomenon?'

Damn it, damn it!

Why did I suddenly land on the morning of the Day of Disaster?

My head was spinning.

'What am I supposed to do?'

This Sekwang Metropolitan City is about to be destroyed, so how do I survive? No, first I have to find Manager Lee Jaheon and the two people who were inside the tattoo...

[Now, now, my friend. Haste makes waste, as they say. Let's not squander your precious ideas and thoughts, and think efficiently...]

[First, shall we organize what Mr. Roe Deer knows?]

…What I know?

'Right!'

It felt like a spark went off in my head.

I know about this Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The geography, locations, and transportation of this place, which I naturally learned while repeating a peaceful May 4th over six hundred times.

And even the past few months I spent exploring the underground of Sekwang Metropolitan City after it became an Extinction-class Disaster.

I know what is where in this Sekwang Metropolitan City, and how the various landmarks of this special city mutated after the Day of Disaster.

If I reason backward...

'I know where everything is, and what features they have...!'

…Then, based on that, I can at least try something.

"Hoo."

I got up.

First...

'Find the people.'

Find the people who fell with me into the middle of this Sekwang Metropolitan City after getting off the train.

'There's a high probability that they're also trapped in this past.'

…I had to think so.

And this place was already a disaster.

If this crazy May 4th was endlessly repeating in Sekwang Metropolitan City, I had to figure out a way to escape.

Exploration and escape.

"…Let's go."

I made my decision.

I took a deep breath and started walking.

After some thought, I didn't turn off my smartphone. It also served as a notification that the 'disaster phenomenon' was near.

'For now, I need to get away from Sekwang City Hall, which seems to be the origin of the disaster.'

And I know for sure of at least one place where this disaster is temporally delayed.

'…Sekwang Technical High School.'

-The teachers hurriedly collected all our phones. They cut all the TV cables.

-And then they told us to close our eyes, cover our ears, and lie still.

That means the students were fine at least until all that was done.

'…They said they played classical music.'

And they were told to close their eyes and cover their ears...

I was now beginning to vaguely guess what that all meant.

And.

-One of the teachers tried to go out.

The counselor.

I would be able to meet Ho Yuwon, too.

"..."

[You've decided on a destination, my friend.]

'Buses are out.'

Following the roads would be a foolish thing to do, and the roads would be pandemonium by now.

And I don't know when they might block the subway entrances...

'Wait a minute.'

While looking around the public outdoor parking lot connected to the department store's cargo lot, I spotted something.

-Bicycle rack

In one corner, there were seven or eight bicycles chained up...

* * *

And so, a short while later.

'I'm sorry…!'

I was riding a bicycle.

I picked the oldest, dustiest one that the owner probably wasn't coming back for, so at least the owner wouldn't be devastated to find their bike stolen while trying to escape!

'I have to stick to the alleys.'

I started riding toward the high school, avoiding people and taking small streets and paths between buildings instead of the main roads.

"What? What's going on?"

"Hey, get back inside the café!"

"What are those people..."

The bicycle skillfully weaved through the narrow paths, dodging the panicked people.

The bicycle riding skills I honed at the Disaster Management Bureau were shining in a strange place.

No, on second thought, since I'm going to find people in a supernatural disaster, this might be the perfect situation...

"Aaaargh!"

I snapped my head around.

Right in front of me, people pouring out of an alley next to a convenience store tumbled in front of my bike.

Damn it!

I barely managed to jump over them, nearly tripping.

It looked like five or six people had fallen. I steadied the bike and shouted.

"Are you all right?"

It seemed like someone had tripped while turning a corner while running out of the alley, causing a pile-up.

One of the fallen people got up in a hurry without answering and started running.

I shouted after him.

"Go in the opposite direction of City Hall! Avoid the main roads!"

"Get up!"

"Heek!"

The others started to get up and run, pushing or helping each other, but one middle-aged man couldn't get up.

"Ugh..."

A high school student who had been at the bottom of the pile was instead helping the middle-aged man up.

'Damn it, damn it.'

This might be a completely meaningless act, but I ended up stopping the bike to help them. It was the moment I turned my body.

Someone was standing in the side alley.

"..."

The figure of a person holding a cell phone.

From the phone in their hand, disaster alerts were incessantly going off.

A civilian of Sekwang Metropolitan City in everyday clothes, wearing a floral-patterned dress.

But...

'Ah.'

It was swelling.

I could hear humming.

The melody was becoming more and more distinct.

It was making a soft humming sound, and staggering, it was walking this way...

A disaster alert rang from my phone too.

'Ha.'

The top of my head tingled. I got off the saddle and pushed the bike in front of the alley where it was.

"Go!"

The middle-aged man, finally helped up by the high school student, started running frantically.

I wanted to scream and run away with them.

'It's already infiltrating the alleys.'

It was a relief that there were only a few of them.

'Get out of here fast.'

I clenched my teeth and prepared to run again. I figured I'd use my own two feet for now and switch to a bike if I found one.

But then I saw it.

The high school student who had helped the middle-aged man was heading in the direction where I had pushed the bike.

"…!"

I immediately grabbed the high school student and kicked the bike again.

I suppressed the humming that was about to come out of my mouth again, turned, and ran.

The high school student, half-dragged along, started running on his own.

And around the time I was sure the disaster alerts were no longer ringing.

"Heok."

I finally stopped when I found a rack with a few public-use bicycles. Then I turned my head toward the high school student who was still following me.

"Are you all..."

And I froze.

"..."

The uniform this high school student was wearing was one I recognized.

'Sekwang High…?'

I reflexively raised my head.

And stopped completely.

"Hoo-uk, yes, thank you..."

Ryu Jaekwan.

Agent Bronze, in the form of a high school student, was gasping for breath.

Chapter 337

Agent Bronze… Why is he in a Sekwang High uniform, looking so young?

"..."

My mind almost went blank at the insane situation, but I immediately collected myself and started to assess what was happening.

Agent Bronze looked slightly younger than his high school appearance I'd seen in the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story.

And it wasn't just the uniform that was different.

His expression and aura clearly showed his youth.

"Excuse me…"

And he doesn't recognize me.

'…Has he been assimilated into the Sekwang Special City Ghost Story?'

Just like me, 'placed' as a suitable Civilian of Sekwang Special City on May 4th.

…Wait a minute.

If all my companions who fell in here are in this state, then how on earth am I supposed to get them out?

How do I convince them?

The relief of finding a companion was brief, and I was immediately faced with another urgent choice.

I desperately racked my brain. Meanwhile, the high school student Ryu Jaekwan, who had run after me, caught his breath and chose his words.

"The bicycle from before… Are you alright?"

"I'm fine."

I looked at his face, which was still so youthful.

His expression was a mix of bewilderment and concern, but he was calm for someone his age who had just witnessed something straight out of a ghost story happen in reality.

'…Agent Bronze did say he was first caught up in a ghost story and rescued by the Disaster Management Bureau when he was a student.'

Could he have been reverted to a point even before that? No, what's important right now is how to get him to come with me.

I pretended to look at the uniform of the student, who had no name tag, and asked.

"More importantly… are you a student?"

"Yes."

"Is your destination by any chance Sekwang High School? That looks like their uniform."

"It is, but…"

"That's great. I'm heading that way too."

I then approached the public bike rack and started smashing the bike locks with a rock.

"…!"

"It'll be difficult to rent a public bike with a Smartphone now. This will be faster than trying in vain."

"..."

"On your way here, did you see anyone swelling up? Or a Disaster Alert."

"…Yes."

"From now on, only listen for the alarm and never check the Disaster Alert. If you see people walking in a crowd on the street, never approach them."

In the meantime, one bike lock was completely broken, but I didn't stop and moved on to break the lock of the next bike.

I pulled one out and offered it to the high school student.

"Do you know how to ride a bike?"

The high school student Ryu Jaekwan looked at me with trembling eyes, then nodded his head firmly.

* * *

I was leading the way, riding my bike.

Behind me, the high school student Ryu Jaekwan followed on the public bike I had given him.

Seeing him follow with clenched teeth, it seemed Agent Bronze's cycling skills had been promising from the start...

I skillfully dodged the sounds of Disaster Alerts and screams coming from all over, continuously taking detours as I rode toward Sekwang Technical High School.

But those danger signals would soon disappear.

…Once no survivors are left in this area, the alerts will naturally stop sounding.

'I have to move fast.'

My mind was racing. As I was planning my route… I spotted something.

A convenience store.

"Wait a moment."

"Yes?"

Making sure Ryu Jaekwan's movements weren't wobbly, I stopped for a moment in front of the convenience store.

Then I quickly opened the door, went inside, and swept up various items.

'Mainly food.'

But I didn't take too much. Mobility was essential.

Instead, after some thought, I bought two of the sturdiest-looking large umbrellas and a tool set.

Then, I spoke to the part-timer at the counter, who had been glancing at a book with earphones in the whole time I was checking out.

"You need to get out of here, quickly."

"Huh?"

"There was a biochemical terror attack near City Hall, and it's spreading. Run to the subway station as fast as you can."

"!!"

Only then did the part-timer turn on his phone to check his messages, his face panicked as he began to stare frantically at his phone.

As I left, I caught a glimpse of the part-timer grabbing items from the convenience store, just like I had...

Then I looked at the high school student Ryu Jaekwan, who was watching me awkwardly while holding his bike, and said.

"Open your bag."

"Huh?"

I put two small bottles of water and a calorie bar into Ryu Jaekwan's school bag. Then I handed him an umbrella and had him strap it to the side of his bike.

"We don't know what the situation will be like from now on, so it's best to be prepared. Use the umbrella to push things away in an emergency."

"Th-thank you."

Ryu Jaekwan took the bag but hesitated before speaking.

"I-I'll pay you for it."

"I'm not about to take money from a student in an emergency like this. Get on your bike. We're heading to Sekwang High, quickly."

"But… yes."

Ryu Jaekwan looked like he had a lot to say and many questions, but knowing the gravity of the situation, he wiped his sweat and grabbed his bike again.

But in the end, he asked.

"How… do you know all this so well?"

"...I'm used to it."

"Huh?"

I changed the subject.

"More importantly, school hours have passed. Why are you heading to school now?"

"I, I had to go to the bank, so I was a little late."

"Have you contacted your family?"

"…It's fine."

From that euphemistic reply, I realized that Ryu Jaekwan's backstory here was likely similar to reality.

—Because my parents divorced when I was young, and after my mother passed away, I grew up in an orphanage.

…Let's not talk about it anymore.

"I understand."

I quietly started riding my bike again.

Perhaps because of his good physique, Ryu Jaekwan's bike followed me without any trouble.

'Good.'

Soon, the wall of Sekwang Technical High School came into view.

"Hoo."

The area around the school wasn't chaotic yet.

However, from the opposite wall and the nearby apartment complex, the sound of Disaster Alerts could be heard...

Along with overlapping screams.

"..."

"..."

Ryu Jaekwan and I approached the school's main gate very cautiously.

I could feel him watching me.

"Excuse me, why… did you come to this school?"

"There's someone I need to find."

I answered without hesitation, quietly looking around as I entered the school grounds.

When I parked the bike in an inconspicuous spot in a corner, Ryu Jaekwan similarly followed my lead, parking his bike and following me.

He was holding the umbrella, just like me.

I found that strangely commendable, but the tension only heightened.

'…The security guard isn't coming out.'

It was strange.

We walked toward the school entrance, careful even of the sound of our footsteps.

Soon, the high school student Ryu Jaekwan grabbed the front door. He pulled it… but the door didn't open properly due to a strange resistance.

As if something was stuck.

'Hmm?'

Ryu Jaekwan paused for a moment, then grabbed the door again and pulled harder...

"Wait."

"Yes?"

"Come over here."

Something felt off.

I stopped Ryu Jaekwan and, without opening the front door, carefully called him over to a window.

A window through which one could see into the first-floor hallway.

A soft-colored curtain was drawn there, but I could peek inside through a gap.

"...Hoo."

I looked through the gap first, then made way for Ryu Jaekwan.

The student, who had been looking at me with a questioning expression, turned his head to the gap, and his tense face soon became deathly pale.

"…Why?"

Just as I thought.

I saw the students lying asleep in the hallway.

It was the peaceful end-credit scene I had seen after clearing the 'In the Dark Shadow' ghost story.

Seeing the talismans stuck in the cracks of every classroom door and window, I felt a strange sense of lingering emotion.

'So this is how the barrier Team Leader Hong set up was manifested...'

Making the children remain asleep through the repeating Day of Disaster.

That comatose state was probably judged as a form of death, like the Baekseol Mountain Apple I had eaten, keeping them isolated from the World-ending Class Disaster that was spreading through the Disaster Alerts.

So I shouldn't open the school door.

It probably wouldn't have opened easily anyway.

But Ryu Jaekwan, a student of this school, seemed to have gotten a gruesome impression from seeing the students lying collapsed in a row in the school hallway.

"What is this, what on earth…"

I quietly looked back at Ryu Jaekwan.

"Do you remember anything?"

"…Remember?"

"I mean, does seeing that remind you of anything? Especially,"

I pointed a finger at a talisman.

At the symbol Agent Bronze himself had drawn.

"that talisman."

"..."

As Ryu Jaekwan's eyes scanned the talisman's symbol, a strange light flickered in them for a moment.

But it soon clouded over with worry and confusion, and the teenager's gaze returned.

And in the eyes that looked back at me, there was a strange wariness and tension.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"..."

Well, it took me over 600 repetitions to get out, so it's unreasonable to expect Agent Bronze to suddenly snap out of it with just a few words.

If anything, I, who was pointing at a talisman and saying something in this situation, would just seem suspicious.

'I can't get anxious.'

In that case.

"You don't need to worry."

I smiled as I looked back at the high school student Ryu Jaekwan.

"That's a protective talisman. As long as no one tears those talismans off, this school will be safe from what's happening now."

The expression 'how on earth would you know that' flashed across the high schooler's face, but his demeanor changed from wary to more inquisitive.

"So don't worry about your friends. It would be better to think about how to get out of here."

"…Excuse me, sir, what are you going to do? You said the person you're meeting is at the school."

Right. Ho Yuwon.

But a question bloomed in my mind.

With the school doors locked and everyone asleep, how could the Counselor come out?

At that moment.

My and Ryu Jaekwan's Disaster Alerts went off at the same time.

"…!"

I reflexively turned my head.

…Near the school gate.

In the shadow of a corner of the school building, a smiling security guard was watching us, a phone in one hand.

And he stepped out of the shadow and slowly walked toward us.

I watched, frozen.

I realized… that it wasn't just one security guard.

There was another torso connected to its spine, another lower body dangling like a tail.

It had merged with another security guard.

"…!"

And it didn't end there.

…I could see people beyond the school gate.

Residents of Sekwang City, likely from the nearby apartments, wearing placid expressions.

A wave of them, walking along the main road, was visible just outside the school gate...

'Damn it.'

The security guards were walking across the schoolyard.

The Disaster Alert kept ringing, and the way out through the school gate was blocked...

I slapped my own hand as it reached for my Smartphone to check the Disaster Alert, then grabbed Ryu Jaekwan's Smartphone and pulled it down.

'Can't go out the main gate.'

Waiting for the Counselor… I'll give up on that for now.

"Student."

"..."

"Carefully, as soon as you grab your bike, head for the back gate. Got it? You must not run into the crowd at the main gate."

Ryu Jaekwan slowly nodded.

Cold sweat trickled down my chin.

To do that...

'…I guess I have to lure that thing first.'

I really didn't want to, but I had no choice.

I focused on the security guard first, not the crowd.

'I can't let that thing get inside the school building.'

If that security guard or the crowd was lured here because of the anomaly of me entering the high school, it would be the absolute worst-case scenario.

I suppressed a shudder and swallowed. I was about to run toward the school gate.

But the moment I took a step.

[Oh my, we have a prior guest, my friend!]

I saw the silhouette of a person heading toward the school gate before me.

And that person's back was all too familiar.

The Counselor.

The being I had been waiting for seemed slightly flustered, but he soon collected himself and started running.

"…!!"

The Counselor headed steadfastly toward the school gate despite the crowd outside, but he stopped upon seeing the security guards.

And the moment the 'security guards' also spotted the Counselor.

…The teacher strode toward the security guards.

'No.'

A chill ran down my spine.

'Is he crazy!'

In the end, I gritted my teeth, ran, and grabbed my bike.

"Go now! The back gate!"

"…!"

Then I got on my bike and started riding like mad toward the school gate.

The wheels hit the ground.

'Please!'

I believe in my Disaster Management Bureau-style cycling skills!

But at that moment...

The Counselor plunged his hand into the security guard.

"…!"

It was as if he was rummaging for something, digging through the flesh of the mutated security guard's head. The guard swayed at the motion.

I realize again something I knew but hadn't truly grasped.

The Counselor is not human.

A Cooperative Spirit Beast.

So, that thing was also a ghost story.

I reflexively stopped the bike.

The being before me was exploring the guard's insides with a serious, academic air, as if trying to figure out what it was.

But.

"...!"

The Counselor flinched.

As if noticing something was wrong, he tried to pull his hand out.

But his hand wouldn't come out.

Instead, the Counselor's arm was sucked into the guard's mutated torso. My Disaster Alert blared loudly. The area around the Counselor distorted strangely, and a strange stimulus?a tile-roofed house?a strange, blue forest, a high fever seemed to rush through my head...

"Hup!"

I came to my senses and looked up again.

In that time, the Counselor had almost pulled his arm out of the security guard's head, but the revealed arm was...

It was melting, dissolving into a gooey mess.

"…!!"

And the security guard was slowly reaching out, as if to grab the Counselor.

'Damn it…!'

I hesitated, then finally got the bike moving again, gritted my teeth, and charged forward.

With an internal scream, I narrowly snatched the Counselor from in front of the 'security guards'.

"…!"

With the bike's momentum, the Counselor's arm was barely pulled free from the security guard.

A strange headache and pressure made my nose bleed.

The Counselor's weight almost made the bike topple over, but I used sheer strength to balance it and started riding again.

My head was spinning.

[A feat worthy of being called acrobatics, Mr. Roe Deer!]

The Counselor, half-dragged by the bike, was perched behind me like a piece of luggage.

But it seemed he was making sure his own infected arm didn't brush against my back.

'…Hah.'

I almost fell over about three times but managed to shake off the 'security guards'.

My hands grew damp.

As I recalled the movements of agents who were better cyclists than me, I couldn't have missed Agent Choi and Agent Bronze more.

'Please.'

Feeling cold sweat run down my spine, I pedaled like crazy.

A seemingly flustered voice came from behind me.

"You are..."

"Talk later!"

I cut across the schoolyard toward the back gate, joined up with Ryu Jaekwan who was coming out from there, and barely managed to get my bearings and ride on.

Toward a direction where the Disaster Alert alarm was faintest.

Since both my hands were occupied, I thankfully didn't have the chance to check the Disaster Alert inadvertently.

All the while, the Counselor I had snatched was carried behind me in silence.

"Hoo-wook!"

I came to a stop near the mountain behind the school after a full-on sprint.

This place, quite far from City Hall and sparsely populated, showed no signs of the Disaster's contamination yet.

And...

"Are you alright?"

"..."

I felt a warm hand on my shoulder.

I turned my head.

The Counselor, who had been on the back of the bike, was holding me with his uninfected hand, looking at me with a worried expression.

The face of Ho Yuwon, but a person with an unfamiliar, comfortable, and friendly air.

Director Ho's true form.

The target he had been so desperately searching for, trapped in Sekwang Special City, was looking at me.

"Cooperative Spirit Beast-nim."

"You can just call me Counselor."

"Counselor."

I swallowed hard.

I really hate to say this, but...

"Give me your arm."

"Pardon?"

"Give me your arm, and clench your teeth."

No matter how I looked at it, it had to be amputated.

But he smiled and stopped me.

"The Contamination only applies to Civilians. I'm fine..."

But the Counselor's expression clouded over as he looked at his own arm again.

Because its form was collapsing into a gooey mess.

"…I'm starting."

"..."

The teacher stopped trying to refuse.

I took out a suitable tool from the tool set and began the procedure...

"…Student."

"..."

"Turn around and face the other way."

But Ryu Jaekwan sat down next to me with a pale face.

"I'll help."

"No, you won't."

"Get back."

But the high school student stubbornly handed me the saw from the tool set.

His hand was trembling.

Even though it must be difficult to understand what's happening, a stubborn will is visible in the two eyes set in his pale face.

I held back a sigh and finally began the amputation.

Squelch.

But the Counselor's expression is calm.

It was as if he felt no pain, nothing at all, to a strange degree.

The part below his ruined elbow simply fell off.

As if it had never been there.

As if it were deleted.

"..."

"Thank you."

Is it because he isn't human?

Hiding the goosebumps rising on the hand that held the saw, I silently nodded.

The Counselor, who stared impassively at the spot where his hand had disappeared, had a complexion so calm it was bizarre for a human.

But for a different reason, a slight urgency tinged his voice.

"Could I possibly ask for one more favor? There's a place I must go to end this Disaster. There's something I need to find."

"..."

"If you could just give me a ride to the station on your bike, I'll try to end it with the Hyunmoo Team Agents while you rescue the others."

But I knew.

All the efforts of the Counselor and the Agents would fail miserably.

Trapped in here, endlessly repeating the Day of Disaster.

"..."

My spirits sank.

But the Counselor, seeing my expression, spoke jokingly as if on purpose.

"You're wearing my jacket, so I'd appreciate it if you could at least do this for me."

"…!"

"You must have found it in the branch office's break room."

I looked down at my clothes.

…Juror Number 1's jacket.

That is, Ho Yuwon's Disaster Management Bureau jacket was still draped over me.

The Counselor, Ho Yuwon, standing before me, had been looking at the Fox patch on my jacket.

He had realized it was his.

'…In that case.'

I, in turn, gave an awkward smile.

"It must be your jacket, sir. I was on a break from work, so I grabbed it in a hurry. I apologize."

A small smile spread across the Counselor's anxious face.

"It's alright. Are you an Agent from the Blue Dragon Team?"

It was then.

"…Did you say Agent?"

Both the Counselor and I turned to look at him.

Ryu Jaekwan.

In his slightly trembling voice, there was a composure trying to suppress confusion and fear.

But there was also a faint curiosity.

"What kind of… Agent are you?"

"..."

In that moment, I realized.

A way to accompany Ryu Jaekwan.

I slowly opened my mouth.

"You saw them earlier, right? The Disaster Alert, the monster, the strange phenomena. They're like ghost stories."

"..."

The high school student, Ryu Jaekwan, nodded.

I calmly continued my explanation.

"This is a Disaster called a Supernatural Phenomenon. I'm an Agent belonging to the government agency that specializes in these phenomena… the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau."

"…!"

"I came here because there are people who must be rescued..."

I looked at Ryu Jaekwan, whose eyes were shining unknowingly, and said.

"Do you know who one of them is?"

"…Is it the Counselor?"

"No."

I smiled and looked at the high school student.

"It's you."

"…!"

"Student Ryu Jaekwan."

Looking at the strange Agent who called him by his name, which he had never told him, high school student Ryu Jaekwan's eyes wavered.

"I was relieved to find you quickly. So..."

I said, taking hold of him.

"Until you safely escape this Disaster, student Ryu Jaekwan, I will accompany you."

Chapter 338

A mountain path in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Ryu Jaekwan panted, watching the person racing ahead of him.

The person on the bike… no, the 'Agent,' was making astonishingly fast and clear judgments, leading him onward.

"Hoo-wook."

They were now straight-up trekking through the mountains.

To be precise, they were taking a shortcut through a residential area, using a well-maintained mountain trail to avoid populated districts.

[Walking Trail & Rest Area]

The path was just maintained enough that a mountain bike wasn't strictly necessary.

The Counselor was perched on the back of the leading Agent's bike, while Ryu Jaekwan, on a bike he clearly wasn't used to, doggedly followed behind.

The Agent occasionally checked on his condition but didn't slow down. He could sense the man's will to escape the danger as quickly as possible.

He was calm and resolute, even in this surreally chilling and urgent situation straight out of a disaster movie.

But…

"Jaekwan, be careful!"

How on earth does he know me?

He was an orphan with no connections.

Then why is he trying to rescue me?

Something, whether it was anticipation or fear, stirred in his chest. A strange thrill rose through the fear of this extraordinary, extreme situation where he could die at any moment.

It was the admiration of a teenager.

The excitement of being given a special role.

But the situation was too dire for that feeling to come to the forefront.

Beeeep!

"…!"

"Turning!"

The moment the Disaster Alert sounded again, the bike in front swerved sharply.

Ryu Jaekwan hurriedly followed.

But he felt a sudden chill at the fact that he had almost let go of the handlebars to grab his phone and check the message.

This impulse was getting stronger and stronger...

And after who knows how long of riding.

"Let's, hoo, take a short break over there."

They stopped in front of a sign for a rest area.

Ryu Jaekwan reflexively scanned the interior.

The rest area, located midway up the mountain path, was a cabin. A small, flat clearing had been made around it, enclosed by a fence.

In a corner, through a crevice between rocks, he could see a water faucet shaped like a wooden sculpture and a small spring of collected water below it.

[Rest Stop Mineral Spring (Washing Prohibited)]

Following the Agent, Ryu Jaekwan dismounted and walked his bike, trailing him toward the entrance of the rest area cabin...

He heard the Counselor whisper softly.

"There are other people inside the cabin."

…!

"They're watching us from the window. …I don't think their intentions are very good. Don't look."

Ryu Jaekwan almost turned to look at the window. A cold sweat trickled down his temple.

…He could almost feel a sinister gaze scanning the bicycles, his group's builds, their luggage.

Just then, a calm voice, catching its breath, spoke from beside him.

"I wasn't planning on going in, anyway... It's not good to be indoors if we need to move right away. Let's just sit outside the rest area for a moment. There's a mineral spring here."

The Agent's composed voice soothed the teenager's bristling tension.

"Are you all right, Jaekwan?"

"...Yes."

After checking on Ryu Jaekwan with a faint smile, the adults began to converse with grim faces.

"It's only been an hour since the disaster began, and there are already people thinking extreme thoughts..."

"No one's a hero in the face of death. They must have realized right away that this is no ordinary event, so it's to be expected."

They must have been talking about the 'people with bad intentions' inside the cabin.

Ryu Jaekwan swallowed.

But the Agent who looked back at him appeared unfazed, simply patting the spot next to him as if to reassure him.

Amidst his black hair, his eyes were placid.

As if he had been through this kind of thing countless times.

Unaware of the internal screams this person called an Agent was letting out, Ryu Jaekwan simply felt a slight sense of relief and sat down beside him.

And as they caught their breath, they began to talk about the situation.

"That alarm from earlier… it was probably for the area below the mountain, not the path itself. We should be safe here for a while. We don't know when we'll get another chance, so let's get some water and nutrition in us now."

The Agent took an empty plastic bottle from his backpack, filled it with water from the spring, and offered it to the Counselor.

The Counselor refused, but eventually, at the Agent's insistence, took a sip or two and popped a piece of candy into his mouth.

Then the Agent asked him.

"You said you were going to the station."

"Yes."

"You said there's a way to end this disaster… so where exactly in the subway are you trying to go?"

"I'm trying to get to Sekwang Station."

At that, a flicker of agitation showed on the Agent's calm face.

Why?

"Counselor. The origin of this disaster is Sekwang City Hall. That's right near Sekwang Station."

Ah.

"You're saying you want to walk into a blazing inferno during a fire. With no manual, no basic equipment, in the middle of a newly occurred, large-scale disaster."

The Agent then paused, swallowed, and spoke.

Ryu Jaekwan somehow thought it seemed a little intentional, as if to build a sense of crisis.

"And this is no ordinary disaster. I… I think this is at least a Wave-form, or in the worst-case scenario..."

"I know."

The Counselor's slightly anxious voice was heard.

"That's why I have to be faster. And don't worry. I have my own methods."

Then, the Counselor suddenly held out an empty candy wrapper to them, as if showing it off.

And he clenched his hand shut so they couldn't see the contents, then opened it.

And then.

Sparkle.

Small, red, bead-like things poured from inside the candy wrapper onto his palm.

"…!!"

"Like magic, isn't it?"

They were small, ripened red berries.

"They're the fruit of a plant called the Fox Bead, Jaekwan."

Speaking with a hint of affection, the Counselor held the small berries and smiled, looking somewhat mischievous.

"If you eat this, you'll be fine for a while. You won't be mesmerized by the Disaster Alerts. …I can't guarantee you'll be completely safe, though, so we should get out of here as fast as possible."

As he said this, the Counselor's eyes seemed to glaze over for a moment, as if looking at the empty space where his right hand, which had melted and been cut off, used to be. But he quickly smiled again and held out the berries.

"Go on."

Ryu Jaekwan glanced at the Agent, and when he nodded, he took the berries.

He'd thought it when the security guard turned into a monster and he'd stuck his hand in, and when he'd cut that hand off.

The Counselor doesn't seem like an ordinary person...

...

Wait a minute, did my school even have a counselor?

…Was he a person like that?

A faint sense of unease arose, but his young, dynamic mind soon erased it.

Because the Counselor's next words followed.

"So, you two should eat this and go somewhere safe."

"..."

"I'm so grateful just for you taking me to the station. As for you, Agent… you should rescue those who want to be rescued."

The Agent's mouth fell shut.

Ryu Jaekwan studied his face.

Just as he felt a fierce conflict of thoughts flash across that face.

"Thank you."

A composed voice was heard.

"Jaekwan."

"…Yes?"

"We'll just take this person to the station, and then we'll continue along the mountain path until we reach a stream. That area has few people, so it'll be relatively safe."

The Agent's voice was gentle as his eyes met his.

"We can use that path to get out of this city. I'll go with you until you're safely out of the disaster, so don't worry."

"..."

In that moment, Ryu Jaekwan realized.

This Agent just gave something up for me.

"…Then are you also leaving with me, Agent?"

"That's the plan for now."

Ryu Jaekwan opened his mouth.

"That's a lie, isn't it?"

"...!"

"It looks like you'll help me escape, and then come right back here... Didn't you say there were other people to rescue?"

"..."

"I want to accompany you."

"What did you say?"

Ryu Jaekwan said firmly.

"You don't need to send me out alone. Isn't that a huge waste of time?"

"…!!"

That was clearly something that weighed on the Agent's mind.

As the Agent's expression changed, Ryu Jaekwan felt a sense of relief.

Willpower was overriding fear.

"Since every second counts, you don't need to look after me separately until you find others to rescue. I'm… physically strong, and I can do whatever you ask without complaint."

"No,"

The Agent's face hardened, then he let out a sigh. The high schooler's heart lurched at that, but the Agent looked at him with an expression that somehow said, 'I knew this would happen.'

…How?

"First of all..."

The moment the Agent opened his mouth.

"Hey, you there!"

…!

His gaze shifted to the unfamiliar voice.

…A pair of eyes appeared through the half-open door of the cabin.

As Ryu Jaekwan shot to his feet in alarm.

"You not coming in?"

The door opened further, revealing a middle-aged man in ordinary hiking clothes.

"The situation outside doesn't look normal, so come on in! It's better to be even a little safer."

Ah.

'He was trying to help.'

The high schooler felt a moment of relief, but.

The two adults pushed the high schooler behind them, assuming a strange, guarded stance.

'…!'

"It's all right. We were just about to leave."

"Leave? I heard there was a terror attack at City Hall. Are you going to a shelter?"

And then he glanced over.

"Riding those would be fast, but wouldn't it be better to eat something first? Take a cup of ramen with you. We have some inside."

But as he spoke words of feigned concern, his eyes, which naturally fell upon the bicycles, held a look of greed.

And so, Ryu Jaekwan realized it too.

He's after the bikes.

When the roads are blocked, there's no better means of transportation.

Just as he was about to speak, a sudden sense of alarm rising in him.

"Agent..."

"Agent?"

The middle-aged man's eyes in the cabin scanned the Agent's jacket, and his expression changed as if he recognized it was a uniform.

"Hey, are you a public official?"

Oops.

"Police? Or military?"

He could hear other people getting up and murmuring inside the cabin.

Ryu Jaekwan gritted his teeth, but the Agent smiled and said.

"Hmm. Something like that, but… we're not on official duty. We don't have any support from our organization, either."

And he patted Ryu Jaekwan's back.

"I'm just with my little brother."

…!

"We're not going to a shelter, we're trying to get out of the city."

"Hey, wait a minute."

"The situation isn't great, so it would be best for you all to get out of this city too, in a direction where there are no people. Well then, we'll be on our way."

"Me too."

The two adults stealthily backed away, then climbed onto their bikes.

"Jaekwan!"

Without delay, Ryu Jaekwan grabbed his bike and started pedaling like mad.

"Hey!"

Glancing back, he saw people rushing out of the cabin door, holding hiking poles and what looked like wire cables.

Chilled to the bone, he pedaled harder.

Soon, the sound of the pursuers' footsteps faded into the distance.

"Jaekwan, the berries!"

"Ah…!"

Ryu Jaekwan hurriedly tossed the berries, which had been nearly crushed in his fist, into his mouth, his heart pounding.

Somehow, amidst the faint fear and disgust, he felt a dim sense of pleasure.

It was a sense of belonging.

* * *

Whoa, that was a close call.

I clicked my tongue and quickly pumped my legs harder.

'Those people looked like they were about to tie us up and steal our bikes.'

[It seems a B-grade thriller movie scenario was about to be screened this afternoon. How about the title 'The Cabin Murders'? The trite and base nature of it would be a perfect fit!]

Hahaha...

Hoo.

From behind my head, I heard the Counselor's voice.

"You're a flexible Agent. Some of the agents I know might have tried to persuade those people to be rescued, no matter what."

Ah.

"I've found that it's sometimes necessary to acknowledge the limits of what you can do. I've decided to rescue the people I can rescue within my reach."

"…I see."

"Are you disappointed?"

"No."

The Counselor's gaze was somewhat proud.

"I'm glad you seem to have found a good way to not harm your mental health."

"..."

What on earth could have happened to make this person's buttons get mashed like crazy by the Disaster Management Bureau's selection process...

'This is driving me crazy.'

I wonder if taking him to the subway station like this is really the right thing to do.

A feeling that went beyond bitterness, almost to despair, washed over me. I held back a sigh and pedaled again.

The Counselor clinging to my back was strangely light, and the bicycle zipped along, approaching the subway station.

Ju-i Station

The station name was different from that of the mutated subway station I had experienced.

But I could make a rough guess.

'…A broadcasting station.'

A huge local broadcasting station building was visible near the station.

Afternoon Station (Blood Broadcasting Station)

The subway station that was connected to the Sekwang Metropolitan City local broadcasting station.

In this station, a temporary stage was set up in the concourse in conjunction with the broadcasting station, where citizen choirs or orchestras would sometimes perform.

I could clearly recall the contents of the Wiki I had read back then.

'This station is in almost the exact opposite location from Sekwang Station.'

Fortunately, since it was far away, the chaos hadn't reached the same level as the disaster's origin point. It was a location that the 'entities' moving on foot from City Hall along the main road had not yet been able to reach.

'It was a good idea to take a shortcut through the mountains by bike.'

But the vicinity was already desolate, as if everyone had evacuated.

There were almost no pedestrians on the streets to begin with. Only a few people moving with quick steps, as if fleeing.

"..."

I looked at Ryu Jaekwan, who was stubbornly wearing a 'there's no way I'm leaving alone' expression, and held back a sigh.

This one's driving me crazy, too.

'Let's think while I escort the Counselor inside the subway station.'

In truth, the inside of the subway was a space that the disaster breaking out outside couldn't reach, so there was a high probability that Sekwang Station was also in a relatively intact state.

'It might even be safer than when I visited.'

Whether I could safely get out of this city was also an issue, so it wouldn't be a bad idea to check for more information before making a move.

I suppressed my anxious heart.

'Hoo.'

I first stopped in front of the subway station entrance and collected the bicycles.

"Give it to me."

I stuffed both bikes right into my tattoo.

"…!!"

"Shh."

The high schooler Bronze nodded vigorously. His eyes had doubled in size.

After checking our surroundings, I started heading down through subway exit 3.

The exit, thankfully, had not yet been sealed off.

"..."

It felt strange to be entering the subway again.

And the subway I entered was...

"What do we do??"

"Mom's not answering her phone..."

"Aaaaaaaah!"

I found out where the people who had disappeared from the streets had gone.

"We're all going to die! They say this is a virus terror attack!"

"All paramedics are dead? Is this for real?"

"This video from just now... Look at that, is that real? Is this really happening at City Hall?"

The concourse was swarming with civilians who had flocked to the subway station as a makeshift shelter.

It was a pandemonium, filled with the panicked testimonies of people who had fled from other stations.

The panic was intensifying with all sorts of rumors: that we were all already infected by biochemical terrorism, that a war had broken out and a nuke would be launched soon, and so on...

In one corner, someone was fighting to the death while others tried to stop them.

Another person was wandering around barefoot, muttering something...

'Dammit.'

It was a chilling situation.

We hurriedly tried to get away from the people in the concourse and head down to the platform.

"What's your plan?"

"I was thinking of taking the outer circle line..."

But the platform for the outer circle line was already blocked.

…Just like when I had explored the subway stations.

[Hoh, so it was already impossible from day one!]

"It's not in service! Go back!"

Station employees were blocking the way, controlling the crowd. Dammit!

We hurriedly ran back to the opposite platform.

"It's a circle line anyway, so it's fine to take the opposite direction. It'll just be a little more troublesome..."

"..."

I realized something.

In fact, taking the inner circle line would get us to Sekwang Station a tiny bit faster.

Because there were fewer stations to Sekwang Station.

But to insist on taking the opposite direction...

My gaze fell on the machine room on the platform across the tracks, where passage was restricted.

"By any chance, is the place you're trying to go… a facility on the opposite platform?"

"...!"

A Cheerful Research Institute facility.

For a moment, a chilling and bizarre look appeared in the Counselor's eyes as he stared at me.

An observing gaze.

"…Why do you think so?"

"..."

"What kind of facility… do you think is there…?"

At that moment.

The train is now approaching.

"…!"

A train began to pull into the platform. Beyond the platform screen doors, the train rushed in, stirring up a gust of wind before coming to a stop.

And then...

The platform screen doors are opening.

Some of the people who had been packed inside the train spilled out as if they were being pushed. I could see people who, despite struggling not to get off, were near the door and were shoved over...

"Aaaargh!"

"Help me!"

As soon as they got off the train, several people collapsed, covered in wounds.

From those clinging to each other and crying, to those who could barely move their bodies.

It was a scene of utter pandemonium.

'I'm supposed to get on the train in the middle of this?'

"Counselor!"

Thankfully, the Counselor, with all traces of his strange demeanor gone, was pushing through the crowd and approaching the subway train. I was gritting my teeth, debating whether or not to follow him.

'Should I just… check out the Cheerful Research Institute at this station instead?'

What on earth would it look like right now?

As I glanced at the opposite track, then back at Ryu Jaekwan...

In that brief moment the doors were open, as I was fiercely and rapidly deliberating.

"Ugh..."

…I saw another group of people getting off the train.

Among them, there was a familiar face.

A cool, pale face with sharp features.

It was Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

"…!!"

I stopped in my tracks reflexively.

"Agent…!"

With her hair, longer than I remembered, tied back tightly in a ponytail, Assistant Manager Eun Haje was being carried off the train on someone's back, unconscious.

"Reporter!"

"What do we do..."

The faces of the people who appeared to be her colleagues were stained with blood and sweat.

And then I realized.

"Huuuhng..."

She wasn't unconscious.

She was dead.

Eun Haje had already stopped breathing.
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I watched the scene, holding my breath.

The sight of Assistant Manager Eun Haje's companions attempting CPR.

"Re, Reporter..."

Her shaking corpse.

The sight of them, having finally decided it was hopeless, sobbing as they held the body, looking around before heading up to the waiting hall...

"Agent."

"..."

"Is she… someone we need to rescue?"

I nodded unconsciously.

"Then I'll follow them!"

The high schooler, Ryu Jaekwan, who had been about to board the train, turned around and started moving away from the train, toward the waiting hall.

Wait...

The platform screen doors are closing...

I turned my head.

The train doors were closing behind me.

Through the window, I saw Ho Yuwon's face flash by, his expression unreadable as he looked at me.

The train is departing.

Wooooooooong-

"..."

It was gone.

I caught my breath, then followed Ryu Jaekwan, who was already running up the stairs.

Dodging the refugees who were sitting on the stairs, sobbing or muttering, I went up and saw the figures holding the body, at a loss for what to do.

They were in such a state of panic that they hadn't even noticed Ryu Jaekwan openly chasing after them.

"Excuse me."

I spoke to them directly. They turned to look at me, startled.

"Yes??"

Seeing their eyes, a mixture of wariness and surprise, I chose my words carefully.

The title...

-Reporter!

"The person you're holding… is that Reporter Eunhaje, by any chance?"

"…!"

The tear-streaked faces of the group changed color.

"Are you an acquaintance of our reporter?"

"Yes. And we were working together until recently..."

I trailed off.

I heard the high schooler, Ryu Jaekwan, who was standing beside me, take a small, sharp breath as he looked at 'Reporter Eunhaje's' condition.

He noticed.

That she was a corpse.

Without needing to feign it, I looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje with a pale, stricken face and spoke.

"Why did this happen? What on earth is going on?"

At that, as if they could no longer hold it in, testimonies began to pour out of the group like a confession.

"We were, we… were on our way to City Hall."

"…!"

"Right! They said a terror attack happened at Ci, City Hall, so we went right away to cover it… but on the way, the lane in front of us suddenly came to a stop."

All the cars ahead had stopped on the road as if possessed.

The sound of honking and people getting out to ask what was wrong...

"Something felt off, you know! They said it was terrorism. No, we were on our way thinking it was probably just a mistaken alert… but when that happened, it felt real."

"..."

"…Reporter Eun zoomed in with her camera and said we should just take one picture of the City Hall area, and if we couldn't see anything, we should make a U-turn. She said you only live once, anyway."

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

"So we got out of the car while filming with the camera… we got out of the car..."

"…Were people marching?"

"…!! That's right! You saw it?!"

"Fuck, really, like some kind of zombies..."

The group members spoke, their faces pale, hands trembling as if screaming.

I took a deep breath.

Then, as my eyes wandered, I saw a camera bag hanging from one of the group member's waists.

"You said you filmed a video, would it happen to still be there? …I think I should tell her bereaved family when I meet them."

"Ah, ah… yes!"

One of them turned on the camera and showed me the video.

A shaky screen came into view.

-Hey, just run!

…Assistant Manager Eun Haje's voice.

And the view of the road, captured as they moved away.

The sound of disaster alerts ringing from all over, and the silhouettes of passing pedestrians.

-What's wrong with them??

-They're looking at the disaster alert right now… huh? Huh? Huh?

"The disaster alert was going off, and we could see… see people who looked at it joining the march. Like they were possessed by a ghost..."

-…Guys. Let's all turn off our smartphones.

"Saying something felt strange, Reporter Eun told us all to turn off our phones..."

"So you all turned them off?"

"Yes. We just held the camera like this, facing backward, and tried to film what was happening behind us as we ran. But… hic..."

The reporter's eyes crumpled, and tears began to stream down their face again.

"A person… who was trying to escape in their car… suddenly swerved right onto the sidewalk."

"…!!"

I looked at the screen.

-Huh? Huh? Huh!?

-Ack!! Aaaaaaaaargh!! Ack!

-Go!

A loud crash.

The camera screen shook violently, and the body of someone being hit by the car, bent, and thrown to the ground flashed by.

"Reporter Eun pushed us out of the way. Then she was hit by the, the car."

"..."

"There was so much blood..."

I looked at Assistant Manager Eun Haje again.

Her waist was tied with ((Blue Disaster Prevention Fabric)), likely an attempt to stanch the bleeding, but the abdominal hemorrhage was a gruesome sight, difficult to look at.

It seemed she had died of shock as her internal organs were crushed.

…Assistant Manager.

I tried to calm myself with a deep breath.

"You… must have been close with Reporter Eun..."

"..."

I slowly nodded.

Beside me, I could see one of the group members unconsciously rewatching the video they had filmed, as if wanting to forget the situation, and the high schooler, Ryu Jaekwan, watching it as well...

But then.

"What's that..."

"Huh? What is… oh?"

A puzzled voice was heard.

"What's that on City Hall?"

…!

I reflexively turned my gaze back to the camera.

"What? Let me see."

"No, here… what is this on the building?"

The paused frame of the shaky video was a blur of silhouettes, representing the urgent accident scene, but it was clearly visible.

Sekwang City Hall, in the upper left corner of the screen, caught as the camera moved around haphazardly.

"…A balloon?"

The area next to the topmost window of the City Hall building had changed, as if it had swelled up into a round shape.

A round, white form.

A strange, rainbow-like color shimmered around it.

"Looks like it ate a ghost?"

"No, aside from the color, what is this… Don't tell me that biochemical terror substance is inside this? In a balloon form?"

A plausible deduction followed.

But it didn't look like a balloon to me.

It was more like...

A cocoon.

Or.

…An egg.

It looked as if something was growing, using the building as its nest...

…What on earth is growing?

For some reason, I couldn't take my eyes off the video as I watched it...

"Agent."

A hand grabbed my shoulder, and I turned my head to see Ryu Jaekwan's deathly pale face.

And then I realized.

"Mmm-mmm-mmm-mmm-mmm-mmm..."

Everyone watching the video was humming softly.

Goosebumps erupted all over my body.

Damn it.

"I've seen enough. Thank you."

I quickly moved as if to wipe the camera, covering the screen.

The humming stopped.

"…Ah."

"Ah, no. Don't mention it."

And the group of reporters, finally seeming to come to their senses, gave a perfunctory reply.

…It seemed they hadn't noticed the sense of wrongness.

Do you know what's even scarier?

When the high schooler Ryu Jaekwan grabbed my shoulder, I had been humming too...

And I even ate the fruit the Counselor gave me.

To still be affected.

…No matter how I think about it, the Counselor… probably won't even make it to an ending attempt.

But the train had already left, and I had chosen Assistant Manager Eun Haje's corpse.

I felt like I was about to be bathed in a cold sweat.

"…So that's how the reporter… ended up like this."

"Yes..."

While the group was distracted by the body, I swallowed hard and quickly touched the camera screen, deleting the video.

They might check later and curse me out, but being in a state where they could curse me out was a blessing in itself.

"Do, do you happen to know where the reporter's family lives? The body..."

"..."

The group couldn't bring themselves to finish the sentence.

"If it's alright with you all, I will take care of the reporter's body and send it to her family."

"…!!"

"Why..."

I spoke as calmly as possible.

…While looking down at the unfamiliar corpse of Assistant Manager Eun Haje.

"Because I know where the reporter's family is. You all seem to be injured already... Please look after your own safety."

"Ah..."

The group's expressions changed.

After showing the video to a stranger, crying their hearts out, and spilling everything that had happened, it seemed their reason had returned.

Carrying a corpse around was incredibly difficult, yet it was also hard to resolve to just leave it behind.

But then someone appeared, offering to take charge of it.

I saw them glance at my attire again.

Thinking that someone who worked with a social affairs reporter like Eun Haje was probably in a related field, a hint of relief crossed their faces.

"Th-thank you."

"We'll be in your care..."

In the end, the group bowed several times, then took their camera and finally left on their own.

I heard them say that the broadcasting station was a no-go, that they should probably just go home.

And so, Assistant Manager Eun Haje's body was left here.

"..."

"..."

I looked at the high schooler, Ryu Jaekwan.

"…I'm sorry."

"Pardon?"

"I, I acted without thinking, gave up the train, and ran over, interfering with your plan, Agent."

What is he talking about.

"And in the first place… time was lost because you were rescuing me, which led to this,"

"No."

I grabbed Ryu Jaekwan's head.

"Absolutely not, so let's not think that way. Understood?"

"..."

I managed to add, as if joking.

"Then it would also be my fault for failing to save her."

"That's…!"

"You don't think so, right? I think the same way about you, Jaekwan. So, let's not blame individuals who are trying their best in a disaster situation."

"...Yes."

Ryu Jaekwan nodded, his expression lightening a little.

But the high schooler's complexion turned pale again as he looked at the dead person.

To be honest, I wanted to wail, too.

…What if she's really dead?

Not knowing the principles of how this situation worked made me anxious.

What if...

...What if she's really and truly dead.

…This is how it ends?

It didn't feel real.

In the noisy waiting hall, Ryu Jaekwan and I stood frozen, looking down at the corpse...

A way to save her.

Even if I carry her around in a tattoo, a corpse is still a corpse.

Maybe if I die now, too, I'll wake up again on the morning of May 4th, the Sekwang Special City Disaster Day.

But, what if I'm a foreign substance, appearing only this one time and disappearing on the next May 4th?

Or what if my memory is completely wiped?

…Then I'm screwed.

Cold sweat trickled down.

Is there no other way?

I kept looking at Assistant Manager Eun Haje's body. On her chest, there was what looked like an ID card.

A broadcasting station ID card.

…Broadcasting station.

Blood Broadcasting Station...

Twilight Station.

Delusion Home Shopping.

And in the place of that home shopping channel came...

…The Flower Golden Resort Pop-up.

...

...!

Braun.

I swallowed.

Can the Sekwang Special City Subway ghost stories I experienced and this place… be considered the same space?

[Hmm. Some might say a calf and a chateaubriand are the same being. Isn't everything a matter of environment and conditions?]

It was a chilling analogy, but I understood its ambiguity.

In the end, it's based on the observer's perspective.

And this kind of judgment criterion also forms important rules in ghost stories...

If that's the case.

It's worth a try.

"Jaekwan."

With Ryu Jaekwan's help, I moved Assistant Manager Eun Haje's body to a corner.

And then I got to work.

"What… are you doing?"

"…You could call it first aid."

Contrary to my decisive hands, my mind was a mess.

Isn't this wrong?

Still, isn't this better than her actually dying? If the day really repeats anyway...

Questions and fears swirled in my head, but my hands kept moving desperately.

And a moment later.

The dead Reporter Eunhaje opened her eyes.

"…!!"

"Hoo..."

The high schooler, Ryu Jaekwan, stared blankly at the sight of her sitting up as if waking from a deep sleep.

At the sight of Reporter Eunhaje moving as if she were alive.

She frowned, looking at me with a wary expression.

"And who in the world might you be?"

In a perfectly normal manner.

…I shoved the 'Flower Golden Resort Employment Contract' I had hidden behind my back into my tattoo again.

It was a success.

* * *

"So, you're telling me I've been resurrected? Not in three days, not in three hours, but in 30 minutes?"

"…You just regained consciousness from a state of suspended animation."

"Then why doesn't it hurt so much?"

"It's because of the adrenaline."

"Well, that's a scientific explanation, I guess."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, no, the 'Reporter,' looked back and forth between me and Ryu Jaekwan with an expression that said she needed a cigarette.

She looked so natural, so human.

Which is why Ryu Jaekwan was looking back and forth between me and Assistant Manager Eun Haje with a confused expression, as if he had no idea what was going on.

And I was thinking about the crude contract I had written...

Daily Worker Contract

Right.

I had added a phrase to the 'Delusion Home Shopping Daily Worker Contract' for Assistant Manager Eun Haje that I possessed.

Namely, her employment as a Cheerful Theme Park employee.

This employee is transferred to the Flower Golden Resort.

Just before, I had thought of the 'Mr. Heowoons' who worked at the Pop-up store.

Especially the dead Jang Heowoon.

…When I summoned him into the Sekwang Special City Subway station, he suddenly came to his senses.

As if his appearance in that contaminated ghost story, where only the resort employee's personality remained, had never happened.

And this station is Twilight Station, where that Pop-up store is located.

The place where the 'Cheerful Theme Park' space I leased is.

I wondered if it would be possible this time too, so I tried to revive Assistant Manager Eun Haje as 'my employee'...

And it actually worked.

If it hadn't worked properly and only her 'resort employee' personality had been revived, I was planning to erase the phrase immediately.

Fortunately, it seemed there was no need for that.

Thank goodness...

But could I really call this a good thing?

How is this even possible? I don't know the cause.

And… is it right to save her like this?

Shouldn't I have let her die here so that she could be saved later?

I have no way of knowing.

No.

What's important is that she's alive for now.

What's important is that we can have a conversation like this!

I first swallowed the welling anxiety and impatience, and while maintaining the most composed appearance possible, I stopped Assistant Manager Eun Haje from moving too much.

"You shouldn't sit up so suddenly. It could be bad for your wound."

"Wound? Hmm..."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje's expression became peculiar as she looked down at her own abdomen.

The evidence of the terrifying amount of blood loss remained intact.

To divert her gaze from it, I changed the subject.

"I performed first aid, so the bleeding has stopped, and your life is not in danger. Still, the situation is urgent, so let's move. You need to get out of this city..."

"Hmm?"

Assistant Manager Eun Haje burst out laughing.

"Now, why would I trust you and follow you?"

"…!"

"And I'm curious as to where all my kids ran off to, and why some lanky guy and a kid were staring down at me."

But before I could make any excuse, the next sharp question was at my chin.

"And do we know each other?"

"…You probably have not met me before, Reporter."

"Then I guess you're the only one who knows me. Judging by your face, you're clearly looking at someone you know."

"…!"

"Haha, I knew it. Well, I guess that's why you were looking after a collapsed person..."

Then she propped up her chin.

"So, why should I accompany someone I don't know?"

"..."

"Well, I can tell just by looking at your face that you don't have any ill intentions… but we're in the middle of a terrorist attack, and I even got hit by a car."

Then she waved her hand.

"You're not supposed to accompany suspicious people. Well, be on your way."

I realized.

…It seems like it'll be difficult to persuade her easily.

She'd probably scoff if I told her I was an Agent.

The current Reporter Eunhaje was, strangely, less inclined to hide her sharpness than the Assistant Manager I knew, and she glinted with confidence and self-assurance.

I saw two eyes that shone sharply even in the chaotic and tragic waiting hall.

In that case.

"…What if I get you out of this mess, Reporter?"

"We'll see."

"Then what if I give you a scoop?"

The look in her eyes changed.

As if we could finally communicate.

"What kind of scoop?"

"It's related to the terrorism."

I said quietly.

"Reporter. From this moment on, I am going to find out the cause and identity of the terrorism."

Reporter Eunhaje's eyes lit up, and she held out her hand.

"Deal."

"..."

"Looks like we were in the same line of work. A pleasure to work with you."

I shook her hand.

…She doesn't seem to believe me.

Her gaze is purely that of an observer.

Still, is it a relief that I've at least gotten her to accompany me?

Just then, Ryu Jaekwan whispered from the side.

"Excuse me, Agent. So, are we taking the subway to Sekwang Station?"

But Reporter Eunhaje cut in.

"You're going to Sekwang Station? Is the subway still running?"

Hmm.

"It was only running in one direction."

"…That's strange. Usually, when there's a terror attack or something, all trains pass through without stopping or suspend service altogether. Didn't you get any word from control?"

"There were some station staff on the other platform."

"Hmm. Then they haven't completely given up on it."

Tilting her head, Reporter Eunhaje grinned and fully straightened up.

"In any case, the fact that it's operating in such a strange way means there's something going on. Let's go get on."

"…!"

"You said you're going to Sekwang Station, didn't you? Or am I wrong?"

I was briefly conflicted.

…I had already been delayed quite a bit by this matter, so I could no longer guarantee that moving outside the subway would be safe.

I need to recalculate.

'In that case.'

For now, moving within this subway and then aiming to get out when the crowd passes by might not be a bad idea.

The subway is relatively safe, after all.

And if we visit Sekwang Station to gather information, there are few people with skills comparable to Deputy Manager Eun Haje in that area.

"…Alright. I will accompany you to Sekwang Station."

"Okay."

Watching my former boss speak so coolly, I smiled faintly.

Even in this situation, she was still so dependable.

And so, we belatedly boarded the subway and headed for Sekwang Station.

In search of the Counselor's traces.

Chapter 340

It was about 20 minutes later that we successfully boarded the train heading for Sekwang Station.

[Goodness, we'll be trampled to death at this rate! What a disgraceful sight!]

We had to let several trains pass.

'I almost got crushed to death trying to get on.'

It was because people who had been seriously injured while fleeing had started desperately trying to stay on the trains, refusing to get off.

'Everyone's realized they're only okay while on the train.'

It was a pandemonium of people trying to get on and people pushing them away.

…In fact, I saw someone get crushed to death.

'…Hoo.'

Watching the gruesome scene unfold, too fast to do anything, I gritted my teeth and looked after the two of them.

"This way, please."

Without overdoing it, I moved to the very end of the platform where there were relatively fewer people and calmly attempted to board the train.

The doors are opening.

'Just as I thought.'

People in a panic tend to rush to board through the same route, like the lemming effect, but the last car, which avoided that, was relatively more rational.

…For now.

I pushed the two of them in and managed to stand gathered right in front of the door.

The platform screen doors are closing...

We made it.

'Hoo.'

My stomach was so unsettled with relief and tension that it was starting to hurt.

But Reporter Eunhaje looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

"You're quite capable, aren't you? So calm."

"Thank you."

"It's chaos outside, but the people in here are in a relatively better state. From what I overheard on the way, it sounded like some kind of zombie virus had broken out."

I answered nonchalantly.

"The underground is relatively safe."

"Is that so? That's strange. In a biochemical terror attack, shouldn't the underground be more dangerous since the toxic substances sink?"

She was sharp.

"And… how does that lanky guy over there know that kind of information?"

"..."

I checked our surroundings.

It was so noisy that it didn't seem like anyone had the leisure to eavesdrop on our conversation. Everyone was lost in their own pain and desperation, trying to contact someone, trembling with an acquaintance, or looking outside.

I opened my mouth.

"…You can think of me as an official who is familiar with this kind of disaster situation."

"Is this related to the title 'Agent,' by any chance?"

"..."

So she did hear it.

"That's right."

I briefly explained the Disaster Management Bureau to Reporter Eunhaje. As she listened, the reporter's eyes gleamed.

'Even if it sounds absurd, it's an explanation that fits the situation.'

And as soon as I finished saying, 'There are people to be rescued and evacuated, and it's currently in progress,' she laughed heartily and said.

"Alright. 'Agent,' then you'll have to write a report, won't you?"

"I might."

"Then you'll need someone to record what you've done, right?"

Then she pointed to herself and grinned.

"I'd be perfect for it."

"..."

"There are few people as good as me at grasping conspiracies and incidents. I'll write it down for you very objectively, with good analysis and interpretation."

No matter how I look at it, you just seem full of desire to report on this...

'Well, whatever...'

I suppressed a sigh and nodded.

"I would be grateful if you did."

"Okay. Good choice."

Reporter Eunhaje winked.

But this person wouldn't be able to write that article as a reporter anyway.

Because the person here wasn't a real reporter, but just the form the Assistant Manager had taken, fixed in a state befitting the Sekwang Special City Disaster Day after being subjected to Contamination.

…Actually, that's why I had tried to use the Resort contract to revert her to her original form through a 'command from the employer.'

It didn't work.

All I had done was add a single line for the Resort contract to the existing contract, and any power beyond that was impossible to exercise.

If it had been possible, she would have transformed into her Resort work uniform and her wounds would have healed, which meant it wasn't working at all.

My abilities as the Resort manager, that is.

'As expected, the influence of other ghost stories is blocked in Sekwang Metropolitan City.'

I had thought it was because it was sealed off, but maybe it was the nature of the disaster itself that started at City Hall...

...

Wait a minute.

The train is shaking.

"Huh?"

The car is tilting.

"Whoa? Whoa, whoa?"

"Huh?"

"Oh my god!"

People grabbed onto the handrails, but those who couldn't or lost their grip slid and poured to one side.

The side opposite to where we were standing.

To the right.

"Aaaaaaack!"

My blood ran cold.

I immediately hooked my arm around a pole and reached out to grab the other two. Reporter Eunhaje, who had already grabbed another pole, and the student Ryu Jaekwan, who had grabbed the same pole as me, reached out with crisscrossing hands and grabbed my arm and shoulder.

We were left dangling precariously from the left door, almost floating in the air.

"What's going on? What is it?"

"Hic, sob!"

The train was still moving, but it was frighteningly precarious.

"Agent, there's a strange sound..."

It wasn't the screech of friction from going around a curve. It was...

The sound of something breaking.

'Ah.'

A train running with more passengers than its load capacity.

The train, finally unable to bear the weight and derailing from the tracks…

was overturning.

Keeeeeeeeeeeee-!

"Gyaaaaaaah!"

"Somebody help!"

Screams came from the front cars, and the train, without slowing down, continued to lurch forward unsteadily...

It began to topple over completely with a heavy thud.

"Aaaaaaack!"

The pole we were holding onto rose toward the ceiling. People tumbled down like cascading cargo, piling up below with the sound of breaking bones.

A sight where the person at the very bottom would have already been crushed into a pulp.

We're being buried.

The train is still moving, its body bouncing.

'No!'

If I let go now, we'll be swept away.

'Calmly, calmly… shit!'

I gritted my teeth and prepared to land as carefully as possible.

'Before it completely flips over, I have to slide down to the floor.'

I just need to slide down the pole.

The hands of the two people next to me were damp with tension and cold sweat. I sent them down first, and to slide down last myself, I took a breath and pulled on the arm holding the pole.

And then I saw it.

A blue light was flickering outside the window.

"...!"

Goblin.

For a moment, I was about to blank out, but I came to my senses, turned my body, and looked at the device next to the door.

'Emergency release…!'

I operated the manual device, making it possible to open the door.

'Quickly!'

I gritted my teeth again and was about to climb the pole to open the door when.

"Agent, step on me…!"

"…!"

Using the high school student Ryu Jaekwan's shoulder as a foothold as he offered me his back, I launched myself more easily and grabbed the door.

And I opened it slightly.

Fwish.

An ethereal light streamed through the crack in the door.

The blue traces of a goblin fire were hovering near the door.

To anyone, it would look like an act of rescue...

'…A trace?'

The goblin fire showed no expression or personality.

A mass of energy that had lost its purpose.

'In that case…!'

I let go of the hand clinging to the pole.

"…!"

Barely hanging onto the door on the ceiling with one hand's grip, I stuck my other hand through the gap in the door… and snatched the trace of the goblin fire.

And I threw it forcefully under the train.

Hook.

The sacred flame of the Cooperative Spirit Beast, which recognized my identity as a former Agent, traveled down my hand and connected to the subway wheels below.

The next moment, after a flash of blue light.

With a grinding sound, the train flipped back over.

"…!!"

"Uwaaaaaah…!"

The train rotated 90 degrees in the opposite direction, not too abruptly. The door I was holding closed on its own. I heard the sound of the wheels spinning freely, and then...

Click.

There was the sound of the wheels engaging with the tracks.

"..."

The train is now departing...

The scenery beyond the car window began to move smoothly...

"…Ha."

I let out a long sigh, holding onto the door.

"Are you all right?"

"Hah… more or less?"

"Yes, yes!"

My companions were safe. The sound of my own heartbeat throbbed in my head with relief.

"My… that lanky fellow is flying around."

I returned a weak smile to Reporter Eunhaje's admiration.

But the inside of the train was already hell.

"Huu, sob..."

"Minjeong? Minjeong!"

The bodies of those crushed to death and the cries of people with broken bones could be heard.

Right next to us, close enough to brush against.

The car, once packed with people, was now also filled with corpses.

'Damn it.'

I reflexively moved the high school student away from there, pushing him closer to the door.

Reporter Eunhaje, on the other hand, was observing the tragic scene quite intently.

My hair stood on end, but I eventually got up on trembling legs and looked at the pile of people.

It's so horrific… but maybe because I've seen so many people die today, I feel a strangely desolate and dry exhaustion.

I staggered and began to pull the living from the pile. And once the inside of the train was somewhat organized, I pulled my hand away...

"Wow, thank you. Unknown Agent. We were saved thanks to you being here."

…!!

I whipped my head around.

Beyond the crowd, in the front car, I could see several new figures who had appeared inside the train at some point.

Figures tending to the crushed and injured people.

Those wearing blue jackets of a very similar design to mine.

Arrest Rope, Glass Hand Cannon,

…and the trace of a Goblin Fire.

And.

"We would've been in real trouble if we hadn't gotten this sorted out before the next train arrived."

A person wearing a traditional lion mask, who had appeared next to me at some point, was muttering.

Beneath the mask, on the blue jacket, letters were visible.

Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau.

They were Disaster Management Bureau Agents.

'…!!'

The Sekwang Special City Disaster Day.

The dispatched Agents had appeared right before my eyes.

Among them, the one wearing the Lion Mask was looking at me, who had helped them connect the train to the tracks.

And with a voice that seemed a bit anxious yet cheerful, they asked.

"My, you've already organized this train car in the meantime. You handled that goblin fire pretty well earlier, so which branch are you from, Agent?"

...

"I'm not from the Sekwang City branch."

"Hah, I see."

The eyes inside the comical and fierce Lion Mask seemed to glow yellow, then looked at my jacket.

"…But that jacket, it doesn't look like standard issue. Looks like a knockoff."

"It is."

I deliberately answered sheepishly.

"I was on a break and didn't have my clothes, so I had to quickly borrow a uniform from a local Cooperative Spirit Beast."

"Wow. Right. Making do with what you have when you're missing something, that's a real field Agent's remark..."

"Haha."

The other person laughed heartily at my bitter smile.

I quickly scanned the situation...

'…Man? Woman?'

I couldn't even tell that.

Like the masks of Daydream, the being was obscuring its perception, making it difficult to grasp its appearance and characteristics.

I couldn't even tell if the voice was high or low. It felt like all individuality was suppressed by the comical feeling of that Lion Mask.

'…Or is it the power of a Goblin?'

Sure enough, a slightly troubled voice brought up the topic of Goblins.

"By any chance, do you have a goblin fire that accompanies you, Agent? My partner goblin fire suddenly evaporated this morning. Leaving only an afterimage."

Of course, it would.

The Sealing Ritual would have been performed after all the real goblin fires were taken out.

They wouldn't exist inside the May 4th of Sekwang Metropolitan City, trapped in the Day of Disaster.

But I answered without showing any of this.

"…I'm on a break, so I have neither a goblin flame nor any equipment. But if what you're saying is true, this is no ordinary situation."

"Hmm... That's true. That thing usually sticks to me like a rice cake."

The Lion Mask scratched its own mask and said.

"The strange thing is, there's quite a bit of a trace left. It's like, the consciousness of this cute little goblin fire has disappeared, but there's something like a portable battery left behind."

"..."

That.

'Could it be that the power of the goblin fires used on the Sekwang Special City Disaster Day is still trapped and remaining in here?'

Just like what happened at Sekwang High School.

"Did you hear anything else when you borrowed that uniform from the Cooperative Spirit Beast?"

"Nothing in particular."

Instead, I relayed what the 'Counselor' had said about 'going to Sekwang Station to end this disaster.'

"I see. Hmm..."

The Lion Mask Agent turned their head.

I swallowed hard as I watched the agents from the front car calming people down as best they could and separating the corpses.

And my companions...

"So you're both from the same Disaster Management Bureau, but you don't know each other? It seems the departments are quite divided and there are separate branches for each region?"

"Ahaha. Yep. That's right."

The Lion Mask Agent smoothly brushed off Reporter Eunhaje's words, then randomly patted the high school student Ryu Jaekwan's head and said with a laugh.

"You must be the ones who requested rescue, right? Are you from the Blue Dragon Team?"

I smiled bitterly.

And I answered without thinking.

"Actually, I was in the Hyunmoo Team. But I don't have any equipment… so I'm just trying to rescue people as I can."

"Uhat! That's awesome. Fellow Agent."

Then they rummaged through their pocket and took something out.

A sparkling, jade-colored firearm made of glass.

A Glass Hand Cannon.

"I'll give you this. I brought a spare."

"…Thank you."

"No, I'm the one who was saved thanks to you. Man, I almost died trying to get the train back on track with just a goblin fire's afterimage."

I quickly tucked the Glass Hand Cannon into my clothes. The Lion Mask Agent, who was watching this, nodded and said.

"So you'll be getting off at Sekwang Station. You're going to check the status of the Cooperative Spirit Beast and then re-establish a rescue route."

"Yes."

"Then..."

The Lion Mask Agent hesitated slightly, checking the tragic state of the train and the civilians.

They had seemed cheerful throughout the conversation, but now, beneath that demeanor, anxiety and unease flickered and disappeared.

And so my companions wouldn't hear, they lowered their voice and whispered in my ear.

"Hey, I've got a bad feeling. I smelled that vile Gangcheori scent here."

"Gangcheori… you mean?"

"The Daydream Director. That pseudo-religion nut!"

...!

Which director were they talking about?

'And Gangcheori… if it's that.'

In other words, Gangcheori.

The fire-breathing evil imugi monster… right?

[Hmm, a folk tale popular in my friend's homeland! Should I call it classic, or outdated. Of course, if one has been a celebrity since the 17th century, I suppose I could treat it as a classic.]

Right. But there's a director like that in Daydream?

No, more importantly.

"You can… smell something like that?"

"I'm not wearing this hot and heavy mask for no reason. I wear it for this kind of spiritual efficacy."

"…!"

The Lion Mask rippled here and there, its yellow eyes rolling comically.

"This guy is especially amazing at sniffing out wicked and powerful beings or unfair contracts! It's got a nose like a bloodhound, doesn't it?"

I, I see.

But another realization came first.

The Cheerful Research Institute was ruined because of Daydream.

If so, there's a high probability that Daydream was also involved in the Sekwang Metropolitan City incident related to the Cheerful Research Institute…!

Perhaps even at this very moment.

I asked urgently.

"Do you think Daydream is deeply involved in this situation?"

"It seems so, right? And there's something else that's bothering me."

What is it?

I moved closer at the beckoning Lion Mask Agent and leaned in.

A lower, smaller voice said.

"That smell is coming from you, too."

I froze.

"Agent. Did you by any chance make some kind of contract with a Daydream Director? Perhaps..."

"..."

"You're pretending to be an Agent, playing the role of a troublemaker?"
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I swallowed hard.

The Lion Mask's sacred and terrifying face was looking at me.

Its yellow, spiky eyes moved within the mask as if they were alive.

"Did you know? The Lion Mask has various legends depending on the region… one of them is that it drives away miscellaneous ghosts."

"..."

The Lion Mask's mane poured onto my shoulder.

It felt like the mask would open its maw, full of sharp, jagged teeth, at any moment.

"Isn't being bewitched by Gangcheori and harming Civilians also the work of a miscellaneous ghost~?"

I watched as that chilling thing approached.

I watched, and then...

"…No."

I answered.

"I have no intention of impersonating an Agent to stir up trouble in this large-scale Disaster."

"Oh-ho."

"And you must know of my innocence, Agent."

"And why do you think that?"

The Lion Mask's head tilted, and its mane flowed down my back.

It felt cold and strange.

A drop of cold sweat trickled down the back of my neck.

'I have to sort this out properly.'

Suppressing my anxious heart as much as possible, I spoke calmly.

"You must have lent me the Agent Equipment because you thought I was innocent."

"…!"

"If you were suspicious, you wouldn't have given me equipment that would help me escape. Am I wrong?"

I barely managed to turn just my eyes to check on my companions.

I saw the two of them, who seemed to think we were having a 'conversation between agents,' looking at the surrounding devastation instead of us, without any particular suspicion.

"If you can truly distinguish wicked things by scent, Agent, then you must know that I have no malice or guilt."

Perhaps he saw the people I was trying to rescue, and my attitude toward them… and judged me to be sincere.

'Please.'

I tried to relax the tension that made my hands curl up and continued speaking.

"It's true that I made a contract with a Daydream Director. But that has no connection to what I'm about to do in this situation."

"..."

The Lion Mask swayed, moving as if to peer into me.

"What is it you're going to do?"

"As I said, I'm going to rescue those two people. Because I have people I must save. And..."

I hesitated, then spoke.

"If possible, I want to end this Disaster."

The Lion Mask is silent.

And then the mask shook...

"You're sincere!"

The mane was whipped away.

I gasped for breath.

In that moment, the Lion Mask, having regained its comical movements, grabbed my arm.

"In that case, I'm counting on you for the rescue, fellow Agent!"

"…Yes."

Phew.

I let out a sigh of relief inwardly, looking at the Lion Mask who had suddenly returned to the guise of an affable agent.

But the tension still clung to my body.

…The Lion Mask was not letting go of my arm.

'…Strangely, it feels like I'm facing a being from a ghost story.'

Is it because of that Lion Mask? I could barely feel any humanity from that agent.

The Lion Mask Agent twisted his head quite affectionately.

But he didn't move away from me, and he absolutely did not let go of my arm.

As if he would drag me away if I made a wrong move.

"But how on earth did you let that vicious Gangcheori coil itself up in your body, Agent?"

"..."

First of all, I don't know who Mr. Gangcheori is...

'One of the Daydream Directors.'

But if I were to say here...

-I have contracts with two directors from the development department, and one of them is the form of a local Cooperative Spirit Beast who went mad after consuming a grudge. Oh, and I also signed an employment contract before that, so I might have a contract with another director from HR. An octopus with many legs, you could say?

…I couldn't say something like that. I swallowed my words and summarized it in a comprehensive, roundabout way.

"You're asking how I ended up with a contract with Daydream?"

"That's right!"

In that case, there was a simple and clear answer.

"I was tricked."

"Ah."

"And I'm looking for a way to get out of it."

The Lion Mask Agent seemed to be lost in thought for a moment, then the mask's white mane floated up.

"Hmm. So you're on a leave of absence so as not to cause trouble for the Management Bureau?"

"It's not just that… it's also for my own safety."

Because I was a spy.

But now I'm really not, so it's unfair...

"Of course, of course!"

Thankfully, he played along good-naturedly. 

Phew.

Letting out a sigh of relief, I looked at the remaining time.

…About 8 minutes left, it seemed.

'Are we arriving at Sekwang Station soon?'

If I get caught by agents at a time like this and get delayed further, I might not be able to find the Counselor at Sekwang Station.

Then I'll lose everything.

'I need to lighten the mood quickly...'

But a suddenly cold voice reached my ear.

"That's strange, too."

"…Pardon?"

"If that's the case, how on earth did a fellow Agent on leave know about the Disaster and enter this city to rescue someone?"

"…!"

"It hasn't even been half a day, not even a few hours, since the Disaster broke out. And yet, here you are, having even found a Civilian to rescue!"

"..."

"Even if news got out, this is, well, too short a time. How coincidental!"

It was a sharp question.

And a precise point.

'The timeline doesn't add up.'

I was in this city from the moment the Disaster Alert arrived.

And agents from other cities only started entering from outside Sekwang City after quite some time had passed.

So, my claim that I 'entered because there was a rescue request' wouldn't work. The timing doesn't make sense.

…I need to buy time to think of an answer. There's no time. Dammit!

'I have to turn the tables on him...'

I racked my brain, then noticed something.

Over there, the agents visible in the front car.

…!

"…By that logic, you're suspicious too, Agent."

"Oh? Me?"

"Yes."

I said nonchalantly.

"You're not from the Sekwang City branch either, are you?"

"…Why do you think that?"

"Look over there."

The Lion Mask Agent's gaze followed mine.

To the agents in the front car who were managing the accident and explaining the 'Supernatural Disaster' to the Civilians.

"The jacket details of the agents over there and the Lion-Mask-wearing agent before my eyes are a little different."

"..."

The jacket pockets of the agents in the front car had a patch with the Sekwang City logo.

But the Lion Mask Agent, after checking his own clean jacket pocket, raises his head.

"…Fellow Agent. You have very good eyes!"

"Thank you."

However, the Lion Mask is not fazed.

"But I'm just here on temporary assignment to support this branch! So of course I had to be dispatched with them."

Phew.

"But your clothes… did you say a Cooperative Spirit Beast lent them to you?"

Get a grip and choose my words carefully.

Subtly.

"They do belong to a Cooperative Spirit Beast. And… that being is definitely aware that I am wearing these clothes."

I didn't say he lent them to me.

But that alone made the Lion Mask tilt his head.

"How bizarre. That Cooperative Spirit Beast must have known, too. That you're suspicious!"

"…!"

"But to just give you the jacket, it's a devil of a mystery. Did you perhaps bewitch the Fox in reverse?"

I shook my head.

"I don't know about that. But I have never lied."

"Hmmmm. I see."

The Lion Mask shakes as if turning upside down and then comes back.

"In that case, let's get back to the main point and figure out your intentions, Agent!"

"..."

Dammit.

The Lion Mask stares at me.

Its bizarrely swaying mane once again spills over my shoulder.

"How on earth did you know a Disaster would happen today, and how did you so quickly decide on someone to rescue and end up here?"

I thought this Lion Mask felt almost like an Anomaly...

'He seems to lack humanity… huh.'

...

In other words, that might mean he can handle truths that are difficult for a human to handle.

'In that case.'

This might be the one move that could change the situation.

…There wasn't much time left until we arrived at Sekwang Station.

"Agent."

I lowered my voice even more.

"What if… this whole thing has been repeating itself?"

"Hmm?"

"What if, in fact, this Day of Disaster has been repeating itself tens, hundreds of times..."

I stared at him.

"And what if I became aware of it? What would you think then?"

"…!"

The Lion Mask Agent froze.

* * *

I rapidly relayed to him what I knew about 'what happened on the Sekwang Special City Disaster Day.'

"So, you're saying that we are endlessly repeating May 4th… is that it?"

"Yes."

"That… is quite something."

The Lion Mask sways, looking troubled.

-To be honest, I don't know the details either. My memory is faint, I just know that it has repeated hundreds of times.

In reality, since I had experienced a peaceful May 4th in Sekwang City over 600 times, it was easier for me to speak more specifically, mentioning place names.

He understood quickly.

And the Lion Mask, sensing once again that my words were not lies, lets his yellow eyes fall darkly.

"A time loop… I've seen a few Supernatural Disasters like this. That thing that's popular these days… what do they call it, a route-thingy?"

"…A loop?"

"Ah, right. That."

The Lion Mask Agent, who chuckled, saying he had a friend who liked that sort of thing, soon let out a deep sigh.

"But that doesn't make sense either! From what I can see, this mess isn't the kind of disaster where you're trapped in some haunted drama video!"

"..."

It seems he suspects I'm not in my right mind.

But that was fine. Better than being suspected of having ulterior motives.

So I changed the subject.

"Were you originally from the main office?"

"That's right, that's right. I'm from the main office's Blue Dragon Team."

The Lion Mask Agent, his speech having become informal at some point, casually revealed his affiliation in a peculiar tone.

…A team that no longer existed.

"..."

"Actually, I'm usually in charge of other duties rather than rescue, but I come out for support duty like this from time to time. They say you can get tainted if you stay in the workshop for too long."

Wait, workshop?

I looked at the Lion Mask Agent again.

His way of speaking.

His sense of smell.

His attitude when summoning the goblin fire...

"By any chance, is your dedicated duty… blending into the Goblin Workshop and pretending to be a Goblin?"

"…!"

I recalled a memory from what felt like a long, long time ago, when I was a new employee at Daydream.

The agent from the Goblin Workshop who put adhesive on my Pop-socket.

-Kim Seobang. You seem to have something good!

'But, I haven't seen him once since I joined the company.'

No, I hadn't even heard him mentioned.

If he was an agent, he should have returned to his post as he said, or at least I should have heard rumors about him.

Perhaps that's because he lost his original self, not just his 'pretending-to-be-a-Goblin self.'

Like Team Leader Hong, who left half of herself at a high school here, or the elder of Team Hyunmu 1.

Right here.

An echo-like existence, trapped in a World-ending Class Disaster.

"…How did you know?"

"…You may not remember, but we've met before."

"Huuuhm."

The Lion Mask lets out a sigh.

And...

"I understand now."

The pressure from the Lion Mask lessened slightly.

"No wonder I couldn't take off the Lion Mask. It was because I was tainted by the Disaster!"

The agent tapped the Lion Mask, speaking gravely about a grave matter, but hidden by the comical face, it looked like an exaggerated gesture.

He seemed to be accepting it.

The fact that he might be trapped on May 4th.

'Phew.'

I held back a sigh of relief.

…Instead of panicking, this agent seemed to be lost in deep thought.

"So… you were on your way to Sekwang Station to properly check what on earth is going on."

"That's right."

"I'd like to go too, but I have a job to do."

The Lion Mask Agent looks behind him.

At the panicking Civilians on the Train.

"Even if your story about the day repeating is true, and even if the Disaster ends, it's meaningless if there are no living Civilians when the day is over."

"..."

"Someone has to protect the Civilians' safety and rescue them."

I slowly nodded my head.

"You're right."

This stop is Sekwang, Sekwang Station...

"…We've arrived."

"Yes."

The Lion Mask listened quietly to the announcement, then finally extended a hand to me and said this.

"Alright. Then let's do our best in our respective positions!"

And he hastily added the next words in an exaggerated manner.

"Don't think that you belong under the Daydream's Gwang-Cheol!"

No.

I said without thinking.

"…Not all daydream employees are bad people."

"Why don't you name one!"

I barely managed to turn my eyes away from Reporter Eunhaje.

Instead, I remembered something.

If these agents were the ones who entered the subway and managed the Civilians...

They might be connected to the Train Shelter.

"Do you happen to know a daydream employee by the name of Lee Kangheon?"

"Lee Kangheon? Never heard the name in my life!"

"If you happen to meet him, I hope you won't be hostile to him right off the bat."

"Do you know him?"

"…A little."

I recalled the note he left, smiled faintly, and nodded.

"Hmm. I'll keep that in mind!"

And only then does the Lion Mask pull his head away, lift it, and speak in a laughing tone.

His way of speaking had returned to normal as well.

"Agent! When you get near Sekwang Station, you'll surely meet the Hyunmoo Team agents from this branch. Please try to cooperate with them! I'm counting on you."

It meant the conversation was over.

"Yes."

I bowed my head inside the train that had begun to stop.

"Thank you."

The Lion Mask's yellow eyes look at me with a strange expression.

The doors will open on your left, your left...

And finally, before the doors opened, the agent extended his hand to me and said.

"Fellow Agent, if you don't mind, shall we exchange names? Our agent names, that is!"

The Lion Mask is smiling comically.

"I am Agent Chogae."

…!!

"Agent?"

I barely managed to open my mouth.

"…I'm afraid it's difficult for me to say."

"That can happen!"

The Lion Mask tilts.

"Then feel free to use my agent name if you're in a pinch from now on. Hahaha, a free pass for today only!"

"…!"

Beep beep beep beep beep…

The doors open with an alert sound.

"Thank you."

"Oh my, don't mention it! Let's both do our best."

"…Yes."

I gathered my companions and managed to get off safely at Sekwang Station, avoiding the surging crowd.

Beyond the closing platform screen door and train doors, I could see the Lion Mask Agent waving at me while trying to control the noisy crowd.

The train departs.

"…Phew."

"You had a very long and detailed conversation. Did you get a good grasp of the situation?"

"Yes. We had a very fruitful conversation."

I wanted to give Reporter Eunhaje, whose expression screamed 'I'm going to grill you the moment we have time,' at least a faint smile. But it was difficult.

It was because of the environment.

"Agent..."

There were already countless people at Sekwang Station.

People wailing, people in a daze, people who had been crushed under the tracks while trying to board the train.

It felt as if various kinds of chaos had already swept through once, leaving a desperate feeling of despair stuck to the place.

"..."

I know.

That all these people will be trapped in the station, unrescued, and eventually all hang themselves.

And that in the ghost story that results from it, I had been strangled to death by a Noose.

"..."

"This way."

We moved carefully.

The high school student Ryu Jaekwan kept trying to clear a path in front, but I did my best to stay ahead and prevent him from doing so.

Reporter Eun Haje, unlike Assistant Manager Eun Haje, was also the type to charge ahead, so we ended up dashing through the gaps in the crowd of refugees, jostling for the lead.

"…People have already blocked all the exits."

I ran, looking at the exits with their shutters down and objects piled in front of them with a rather chilling feeling.

People who had left friends or acquaintances outside were wailing in front of them.

We crossed the concourse and headed for the opposite platform...

"There are no station employees here either."

"..."

The opposite platform was also crowded, but this side had more corpses.

Since no trains were coming, it seemed they had placed the dead here for the time being, as if stacking goods.

And...

"This is the place you were looking for?"

The machine room.

The entrance to the Cheerful Research Institute.

"…Yes."

A place I had never entered before, and probably the 'place to go' that the Counselor from the Day of Disaster had mentioned.

Right now, I had no idea what might be happening inside.

Holding my breath, I grabbed the doorknob… and then realized I had to unlock it first.

'Ah.'

I hurriedly searched myself, trying to see if I had the ID card of a research institute employee disguised as a 'subway worker'.

But at that moment.

I heard footsteps approaching from behind.

The clear, quick sound of someone walking with purpose.

Coming this way.

"Agent!"

"…!"

I turned my head at Ryu Jaekwan's urgent call.

And froze.

Someone in a white lab coat was striding toward us without hesitation through the bodies on the platform. But…

They had no face.

The area where a face should be was empty, a void of blacknessvisibleinvisible

 "Well now."

Well now?

Is that exclamation, uh, appropriate? That thing… that thing has no face?

What is that?

I reflexively tried to step back before remembering the people I was in charge of and planting my feet firmly. Endure it!

And then...

"What kind of person looks like that?"

My thoughts exactly!

"So handsome."

...

...!!

Wait a minute.

With trembling eyes, I looked again at the person's lab coat.

…They were wearing an employee ID card.

Cheerful Researcher

Lee Jaheon

"Do you have access to the machine room?"

This is insane.

Chapter 342

To be honest, I couldn't be sure.

Could Section Chief Lee Jaheon have been caught up in this Day of Disaster as just another civilian, like me?

I had encountered the two people stored in my tattoos in their own different ways, but Section Chief Lee Jaheon… he had definitely died before me.

I remember the sight of Section Chief Lee Jaheon's remaining upper body, the one that had pulled me from the pile of flesh, falling with a thud onto the concrete floor.

That's why, whenever I thought of him, an uncertain anxiety washed over me, and I desperately tried to assume, 'He must be here.'

And he really was.

Though I never imagined we would meet like this.

"…??"

I saw a tall man in a white lab coat, standing among the corpses.

Now that I looked, I thought I could recognize him by his build.

That was true, yes, that was true, but...

Why is Lee Jaheon a Cheerful Researcher?

'And why doesn't he have a face…!?'

My mind froze in shock for a moment, but I realized what I had to do.

I needed a way to enter the Cheerful Research Institute hidden in the machine room.

I had to persuade that man.

"Are you an employee of the Cheerful Research Institute?"

"Yes."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon's… no, Researcher Lee Jaheon's gaze fell upon me. Come to think of it, it looks like he has eyes? No, there's nothing there.

'Ha...'

I lowered my gaze to the vicinity of his Adam's apple. I calmed my ragged breathing.

Then, I managed to speak with gravity.

"My companion went inside. It seems they're planning to handle something because of this whole mess."

Putting aside the fact that he was Section Chief Lee Jaheon, this was ultimately a situation where I had encountered an affiliate in front of the secret passage to the Cheerful Research Institute.

To enter the machine room without any trouble here...

'I have to take a gamble.'

I took it out from my tattoo.

ID Card

Name: ■ Heowoon

Sekwang Transit Corporation

It was Heo Un's ID card, which I had found in the station office.

I subtly covered the blood-caked name part with my thumb and showed it to him from a reasonable distance.

"He gave this to me, saying it was his access card. Is this the right place to enter? I have an urgent message for Researcher Heo Un. About this situation."

It was a direct impersonation of an affiliate's acquaintance.

And to prevent any interrogation, I deliberately changed the subject, speaking in a rush while looking at the other side of the tracks and the surroundings as if I found them fascinating.

"But is it okay for the path to the research institute to be in such an open place?"

"Yes."

"…Does that mean other people can't see it, even if it's here?"

"Yes."

"You must be using some supernatural principle. I'm curious what it is."

"I see."

Researcher Lee Jaheon approached. I completely covered the ID card with one hand, hiding how strangely worn it was, and took a slight step back.

The researcher, standing before the door, spoke.

"This door is a type of Darkness. A person who does not know the door's function cannot perceive a situation in which someone is interacting with the door."

…Is that so.

"I see. I guess that's why he just gave me the key card so openly."

Researcher Lee Jaheon did not answer.

I made the first move.

"Then do I just tap this card here?"

And before a reply could come, I tapped the key card on the machine room's panel.

Beep-boop.

It opened with a short sound.

A shiver, like a cool thrill, ran from my fingertips to the top of my head.

I immediately tried to grab the machine room door, but.

Thump.

Researcher Lee Jaheon grabbed the handle first.

"Please step back for a moment."

"..."

That was it.

He didn't ask who I was, or what my relationship with Researcher Heo Un was.

'He's either suspicious, or he really thinks I'm an affiliate...'

I at least wanted to read how a 'Cheerful Research Institute Researcher' would react to seeing a Disaster Management Bureau Agent.

He gives nothing away.

That was his original disposition, but it felt even more so now that I couldn't read his expression without a face.

'…It seems like other people can see his face, though.'

I studied the expressions of student Ryu Jaekwan and Reporter Eun Haje.

One was simply observing the researcher in a state of tension and immersion, wondering what would happen, while the other's eyes were sparkling.

It seemed she was starting to feel interest in the situation, rather than just admiration for his good looks.

Hoo.

In the meantime, Researcher Lee Jaheon opened the door.

Whoosh.

The air of a managed office escaped through the door and hit my nose.

It was strangely a little sweet.

"Follow me."

"..."

I was about to step inside, following Researcher Lee Jaheon into the machine room.

"You two, stay here..."

Then I stopped.

Their expressions said they would absolutely not be staying behind.

And on second thought, it seemed better for me to keep them with me rather than leave them among the corpses and refugees.

If worst comes to worst, I'll just put them in my tattoo.

"...Let's go quietly. We shouldn't be a nuisance to the researcher."

"Yes."

"Of course, of course."

Leaving the two who were nodding vigorously, I cautiously looked down the hallway again.

And I was at a loss for words.

The very same office hallway structure I had seen in the basement of the Daydream headquarters was spread out before my eyes.

Not a burnt-out hallway, but a vivid office hallway.

But it was a different world.

Kyahahahaha…

Every hallway was filled with toys and decorations.

Colorful fireworks burst from golden frames on the walls, and laughter could be heard.

The multicolored confetti melted and disappeared as soon as it hit the floor, and elaborate clockwork dolls and a small toy train ran over it.

Whoooosh!

Instead of steam, the toy train spewed out light pink and light blue galaxy-like things that popped and vanished into the air.

"Ah."

So this is what it originally looked like.

Red and blue velvet curtains were hung here and there, fluttering, and carpets were laid on the floor as well.

The overwhelming sight was enough to stop my thoughts for a moment.

And...

On the wall in the middle of the hallway hung a shiny, brass-colored nameplate.

Cheerful Research Institute!

For all the children of the world,

we research safe fun.

I naturally realized.

This was the core floor of the Cheerful Research Institute.

"..."

I looked below the nameplate.

Beneath it, I could see the embossed figures of animal dolls.

'A rabbit, a fox, …a dragon?'

I felt the urge to take a closer look, but Researcher Lee Jaheon's steps continued onward without hesitation.

Into the maze-like, complex hallway.

In the end, I turned my gaze and continued to follow Researcher Lee Jaheon.

"Ah…!"

The high school student, Ryu Jaekwan, ducked to avoid a firework, then carefully followed, avoiding a clockwork soldier that was coming toward him.

Reporter Eun Haje was raising her eyebrows with every step, and had taken out a notepad from somewhere to scribble something down.

Just as this literally 'cheerful' scene continued, to the point where I was starting to feel strangely good, a sharp voice cut through the sounds of children's joyful laughter.

It was the voice of adults, angry.

Confusion, anger, coarse emotions.

"…!"

Researcher Lee Jaheon does not stop walking.

I briefly saw a vintage elevator at the far end, but I also saw an A4 sheet of paper taped to it with 'Fire! Out of order!' scrawled on it.

Researcher Lee Jaheon turns a corner.

The deeper we go into the hallway following the researcher, the louder the voices become, and I can start to distinguish them...

It was two people's voices.

And one of them was...

—What do you mean, it's not there?

It was a familiar voice.

That voice, speaking as if dumbfounded, was definitely...

'Ho Yuwon.'

Click.

Researcher Lee Jaheon, finally stopping at an office, pulled the door open.

Room 1004

The door with the nameplate swung wide open, revealing the interior.

The first thing that caught my eye was the dream incubator.

In front of the machine, which was empty without any liquid, two figures stood arguing.

"Not there, what in the world does that mean..."

Then, as the door opened, they flinched in surprise and turned to look this way.

I could recognize the pale face of the counselor among them.

And.

"Researcher Lee Heowoon."

…!

"He says he came looking for you."

"Excuse me? What are you talking about, when all the Institute staff are evacuating..."

The researcher with long, reddish-brown hair tied in a ponytail, who had been standing in front of the counselor, met my eyes.

I stared at the person as if struck by lightning.

A person I had only encountered through traces, a person presumed to be already dead.

"Do we… know each other, Agent?"

A researcher of the Cheerful Research Institute.

A living Lee Heowoon was right before my eyes.

'My god.'

I had hoped to meet a living researcher on the Day of Disaster, but now that it had happened like this, my hands were trembling.

The clue is right in front of me.

"I've never met you before, how did you get into the Institute? What on earth..."

The person's face turns deathly pale upon seeing the bloodstains near Reporter Eun Haje's body behind me.

That entire manner of speaking, build, and behavior...

[My goodness, he looks like a doppelganger of my friend's Resort employee!]

…was frighteningly similar to Jang Heowoon's.

A chill ran down my spine for a moment, but I looked at the person calmly.

There was puzzlement and wariness in the person's expression, but surprisingly, they didn't seem baffled or show any animosity.

Even while calling me an agent, as if recognizing my attire at a glance.

'…Is it because of the counselor?'

It was something I could have guessed from the fact that he was having a private meeting with a Cooperative Spirit Beast in the first place.

'…In that case.'

It'll be easier to shock him.

I took out the glass hand cannon and aimed it at him.

Lee Heowoon's expression changed.

"That—!"

"Researcher."

"…Yes?"

"I came here after receiving a tip from an affiliate that the cause of this large-scale Supernatural Disaster is the Cheerful Research Institute."

Lee Heowoon's face turned white as a sheet.

"Who on earth, no, that's not it, we..."

"Are you saying you're not involved? That can't be possible."

I have to press him and extract information…!

I gestured toward the empty dream incubator, devoid of any liquid, and spoke.

"The Children's Paradise Syrup you were researching, isn't that the cause of all this?"

"...!"

"An astronomical number of civilians are dying outside. Answer me honestly. Is the Cheerful Research Institute the cause of this disaster?"

"It's not!"

The answer is spat out as if vomited.

"That's not what we're researching. Someone tampered with it!"

"Then what were you researching."

"That is..."

Seeing the researcher's words trail off, I crossed my arms and said, "How to create a world without ghost stories?"

"…!"

The researcher's face froze.

And slowly, slowly, he looked at me...

"…If you know about the Children's Paradise Syrup, then you must know about that, too."

He let his shoulders slump as if resigning himself to something.

Then he moved his feet and looked at a frame hanging in the office.

There was a photo of an animal plush doll.

Behind the deer doll, a huge, black shadow with a strange silhouette was visible...

Good Friend

"This world is too dangerous. Ghost stories, Darkness, Supernatural Disasters… Anomalous Phenomena, called by various names, have become more frequent in modern times."

Researcher Lee Heowoon's hand traces the black shadow.

His eyes shine with benevolence.

"Dangerous places, places that are not real, are being projected."

"..."

"This institute has been researching ways to digest those anomalous phenomena as safely and enjoyably as possible."

"…!"

'Right.'

Toys.

Board games.

Children's stores.

The countless inventions and products created by the Cheerful Research Institute all took the form of children's play.

Even the syrup they made.

"Things for children are safer and more harmless than things for adults. Since ghost stories are influenced by concepts and rules, we tried to perceive everything as being for children..."

As if they were censoring content for a target age group.

Like 'Shakespeare for Children,' or 'Romance of the Three Kingdoms for Children.'

'The Cheerful Research Institute has been trying to censor ghost stories.'

A thrilling jolt spreads through me as everything clicks into place in my head.

Then, Lee Heowoon's gaze turns to my chest.

"…Just like that doll of yours, Agent."

"...!"

"It's a Good Friend, right? …The form is a little different. It must be an improved version made by another department."

[My, this Plush Body is a limited edition item that my friend produced himself at the Resort. A rare handmade piece, so to speak! …Oh, friend!]

I reflexively stroked Braun and gently pushed him into my front pocket.

Watching Lee Heowoon, who was looking at the scene with somewhat warm eyes, I opened my mouth.

"It wouldn't have ended there. You people..."

I looked at the dream incubator machine.

"You started using Dream Essence Liquid."

"…That's right."

Lee Heowoon's voice lowered.

"We realized that this alone was not enough. No matter how much we tried to produce items for children, the inherent danger did not disappear. A ghost story is a ghost story, after all."

"…So, you started researching a way to make anomalous phenomena… disappear altogether?"

"That's right."

Lee Heowoon's voice quickened.

"But it was impossible. You can't use a mystical power to make a mystery disappear. It's like you can't cut off your left hand with your left hand."

"..."

"So we came up with a new idea. 'What if… we created a new world altogether, one without ghost stories?'"

His words get even faster.

"World creation. It's enormous, but if you think of it in children's terms, it's not impossible. It's common for children to imagine their own little worlds, just as they create imaginary friends. But this also hit a wall..."

"…To create an actual world, you would have needed materials."

"That's right."

My heart pounds ominously.

"Following the suggestion of a certain supernatural being, we collaborated with a company and began to extract the power source of anomalous phenomena. It was a power of imagination and the unknown, shining with a mysterious golden light. That…"

Lee Heowoon placed a hand on the dream incubator.

A slightly dreamy voice, as if imagining, is heard.

"We decided to call it Dream Essence Liquid."

"..."

I looked at the emoticon buttons on the incubator.

"After a few trials and errors, we developed a syrup that could manipulate reality. And one of them was the Children's Paradise Syrup."

But there was no spot for a Children's Paradise Syrup button on that machine.

The bottom center was just smoothly finished, and an emoticon with a halo was just mixed in with the other emoticons on the top row.

"…At first, it was just a potion that let you have wonderful daydreams."

Researcher Lee Heowoon touches the button with a hint of affection.

"But at the suggestion of a certain researcher, we used that potion as a base to develop another potion that would create a 'world without ghost stories'."

I remembered the note I saw in the burnt-out Cheerful Research Institute in the subway.

Use Children's Paradise Syrup

for this invitation research

-> My opinion!

…Wait a minute.

"Then why is it called 'invitation research'?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking why it was a method of inviting someone."

At my question, Lee Heowoon hesitated as if trying to make an excuse, but in the end, he speaks as if he's given up on everything.

"…Because we realized a way to create a world very naturally. It's by inserting it as a premise."

"A premise?"

"It's like this. If we invite Cinderella, it means there is a world with a Fairy Godmother and magical glass slippers."

Wait.

"If we invite the wicked gray wolf, it means there is a world where Red Riding Hood's grandmother is eaten by the wolf. …So if."

Wait a minute...

"We invite a person who lives in 'a place without ghost stories'."

"..."

"Then a place without ghost stories must also exist."

I froze.

"We've been researching that until now... And today, we attempted the invitation."

I realized.

The one they invited was me.

The Supernatural Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City occurred during the ritual to invite Kim Soleum from a world without ghost stories.

Chapter 343

"..."

In the first place.

Why did I keep exploring this dangerous Sekwang Metropolitan City?

It was because of a vague sense of anticipation.

A hope that if I kept digging into this massive and secretive ghost story, I might reach the fundamental truth of this world of ghost stories.

And…

A hope that if I did, I might find out why I was going through all this.

A hope that I might discover the cause or reason for being suddenly thrown into the world of the Dark Exploration Record and suffering through this incomprehensible ordeal…

I realized that those hopes had just been answered.

In a way I had never expected.

'They were trying to summon me here...'

The Cheerful Research Institute had tried to summon me, a person from that other place, for the purpose of proving the existence of a 'safe world without ghost stories'...

And because of that, the disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City occurred.

My heart sank.

'Then… the deaths of hundreds of thousands in Sekwang Metropolitan City and the city's lockdown are, in the end, related to me...'

…No! Let's not get the wrong idea.

'Did I ask them to summon me?'

Absolutely not.

I was just caught up in this like any other citizen of Sekwang City. Caught up in the insane attempts of the institutions of this damn ghost story world...

Caught up, and of all people, it had to be me.

"..."

For a moment, something like a sharp pang of pain shot up from my chest to my head.

It was rage.

I barely managed to let out a shallow breath… and looked at the researcher from the Cheerful Research Institute.

My words came out strangely dry.

The words of an Agent.

"So, in the end, you're saying the absurd story that you tried to summon a person from a world without Anomalous Phenomena is true. And… you failed."

"..."

"An entire metropolis has turned into a ghost story. Why on earth would you attempt something like this without the ability to take responsibility? What gave you the confidence?"

"We didn't cause it. It wasn't supposed to fail. This attempt..."

"'It wasn't supposed to fail,' what kind of thoughtless talk is that? A research institute should have assumed the possibility of failure and prepared for it, that would be normal."

Researcher Lee Heowoon's expression grew even paler.

Good.

"How are you going to clean this up? Where are all the other researchers right now?"

"Due to the fire, they evacuated. And there was definitely a contingency plan. But it's not working now. We were deceived, too. We..."

"What kind of irresponsible nonsense is that?"

"I agree."

…!

I snapped my head around.

A member of the group I had forgotten was present was speaking quietly.

The Counselor, his expression gone.

"I think so too. How could they be so irresponsible."

"..."

"I certainly received such a promise from them."

The air twists bizarrely.

"That on the day their efforts succeeded, this city would become safer for people than any other place on earth."

There was no reply from Lee Heowoon.

No, he couldn't reply.

I saw the researcher clutching his own throat.

'…!'

In the fantastical space filled with colorful toys, he rolled on the floor with a choking sound.

But the Counselor smiles at me, explaining as if kindly giving pre-counseling instructions.

"I have lived in Sekwang Metropolitan City, a region once called Gwangjin, for a very long time. I once harmed people here and there, but after growing fond of them and gaining wisdom, I have been looking after and protecting them. So those words sounded quite delightful to me."

His calm and intellectual tone gradually became softer and more gentle.

As if he were returning to his true self.

"The people from the government office who accompanied them also gave their assurances, so I gave them the underground of this land and listened to their requests. Then one day, I received an earnest plea."

"…What kind of plea?"

"A request to borrow a mystical bead for just a moment."

At the gesture of the Counselor, no, the supernatural being, the image of a bright, round orb appears, floating above his finger.

Its five-colored brilliance is resplendent.

I recalled a day when Deputy Manager Eun Haje had used a similar bead to infiltrate the Nameless Brilliant Cult disguised as an old man...

However, that one was the size of a finger, and it didn't look nearly as miraculous as this.

"Have you ever heard the folklore about the fox bead? Not the fruit, but the bead possessed by a fox spirit."

It sparkles.

"There's a theory that it originated from the dragon's wish-fulfilling orb, but it's probably a saying that arose because a similar story was passed down… that it grants wishes."

"…!"

Soon, the fantastical image vanished.

But I realized that it resembled the shape of the egg that had been in the center of the dream incubator's tank...

'…A wish.'

No way.

"Was the thing you lent them used in this experiment?"

"It certainly seems that way, doesn't it?"

I hear a laugh.

"Unaware of that, I was about to quickly retrieve my bead and take action. The Management Bureau had already earnestly requested my services many times, holding rites, to protect my territory and push back other wicked things. But..."

His voice becomes stern.

"They say the bead has disappeared."

"..."

"Now there's no way. There's no way to protect this city from the Corrupt infiltration from the outside and the infection spreading like a plague."

The researcher's face turns blue. His hands tremble faintly as if he's about to lose consciousness.

'…Letting Lee Heowoon go like this is meaningless.'

Not only is this not his individual responsibility, but we'll also lose information.

I finally spoke up quickly.

"Can't we at least try to track how the bead disappeared?"

"..."

"And if that's not possible, we should find out if there's another way to save the city. …By interrogating the researcher."

...

...

"That's true."

"Gasp!"

Lee Heowoon yanked his hands away from his throat as if he'd been electrocuted.

He gasped on the floor a few times, then, with his eyes still focused, he speaks.

"Sorry, I'm sorry..."

"Forget the apology, we need to find a way to fix this first. Please explain how the experiment was conducted from the beginning."

"Yes, cough, so, we..."

But at that moment.

Researcher Lee Heowoon's right ear fell off his face and dropped to the floor with a thud.

"…!"

"Ah."

The researcher fumbled on the floor and picked up his ear.

The thing that had fallen to the floor had, at some point, taken on the complete appearance of a plastic toy...

"..."

I turned my head to look at the hallway.

The splendid hallway visible beyond Lee Jaheon and the other two somehow felt more static than before.

Some of the colorful toys had stopped working and were standing still or had lost their vitality...

A sight that had lost its mystery.

"…Please, run away quickly. This, this office won't hold out for long either. You have to get out..."

Researcher Lee Heowoon says in a hurry.

"Right now, it's protected from the fire and the disaster outside… but the flames will soon reach here too. There's not much time left!"

Wait.

"Are you saying that the power of the Supernatural Phenomenon that's stopping the fire from spreading to this floor… is disappearing?"

"That's right..."

I remembered.

The moment the Counselor's hand, which he had put inside the monster, was severed, it had dissolved away as if 'disappearing.'

…If that's the case.

Could it be.

"Are Supernatural Phenomena… completely disappearing from Sekwang Metropolitan City right now?"

"..."

A faint smile appears on the researcher's face.

"That's correct."

…!!

"So, strictly speaking, the goal of our experiment has been achieved. The summoning must have been a success…!"

A faint thrill could even be felt in the researcher's voice.

"Someone… has come."

My head grows cold with an emotion I can't identify as anger or fear.

But my reason catches a sense of wrongness.

"That's strange. If Supernatural Phenomena have disappeared, it should have become safer, so why is the outside in such a state?"

"That's why I'm saying it wasn't our intention. This is an impossible outcome according to our objective..."

"An impossible outcome?"

"Yes. Today, we simply intended to establish and prove the existence of a 'place without ghost stories'..."

His tired voice lowers.

"Someone interfered and subtly changed the ritual."

"..."

—That's not what we're researching. Someone tampered with it!

"And they must have set the fire so we couldn't respond. That..."

"Usually, the person who benefits the most is the culprit."

Everyone's gaze turns to the door.

Reporter Eunhaje was scratching her head.

"Honestly, I have no idea what you're talking about, but the context is definitely my specialty. That's usually how the world works. Who benefits the most from this mess?"

The researcher's eyes sink.

She was right, but it seemed difficult for his disposition to make such a guess.

In that case.

'I just have to make it more specific.'

"An excellent point, Civilian."

I asked, adding on.

"It seems you have a few people in mind… among them, was there anyone who suddenly disappeared from the scene right after the experiment?"

"...!"

The researcher, with a dazed expression, turns back to me, then says, startled.

"There is."

"Wow."

I hear Reporter Eunhaje's exclamation.

[An excellent interrogation, my friend!]

"Who is it?"

"A sponsor who insisted on observing this experiment. They are also a supernatural being from the company that was developing the Dream Essence Liquid in cooperation with us. That is..."

"Can you give me a description or a name?"

The researcher stumbles backward, gets up, and rummages through what appears to be his desk.

Then, from the bottom drawer, he pulls out a teal hardcover book with 'Published in Commemoration of the Cheerful Research Institute's Founding' written on it and starts flipping through it rapidly.

He stops at one page.

A group photo with several people was titled 'Corporate Cooperation.'

The researcher pointed to one person in it. It was...

"It's this person."

It was Director Cheong.

The director, whose Exterior was no different from when I saw her in the Annex Basement last time, was captured in the photo wearing a lab coat...

"..."

A numbing shock spreads through my head.

"It's a being from within an Anomalous Phenomenon, identified as a type of Dragon. She was definitely there on the city hall rooftop while we were proceeding with the work for today's experiment, but at some point, she disappeared without a word..."

"Hmm..."

I hear Reporter Eunhaje's hesitant voice.

"This seems like a really obvious situation. Wasn't the partner company trying to backstab you and snatch the development results? Or maybe they screwed up while subtly manipulating the environment to get the results they wanted."

"…!"

Shock and denial appeared on Lee Heowoon's face, then quickly changed to resignation and bitterness.

"…That might be what happened. We've already..."

The next moment, Researcher Lee Heowoon's thumb fell to the floor.

It, too, was plastic.

"…!"

"Now… there's really not much time left."

Anxiety crept onto Lee Heowoon's face.

"Hurry and escape to the subway. This experiment's range was limited to 'above ground,' so the subway, which isn't the source, will be relatively safe. At least you all should get to safety..."

Then he turned to the Counselor and bowed his head deeply.

"I'm sorry. Given the situation, it's highly probable that your treasure, supernatural being-nim, was used in this experiment and lost."

"..."

"So it might still be on that rooftop… but I'm not certain. And this research institute no longer has any mystical toys with enough power to get there."

The Counselor didn't answer.

Lee Heowoon couldn't raise his head, and the movements of the splendid toys in the hallway and office began to stop intermittently.

And Lee Heowoon's foot fell off with a thud.

A toy that looked like a nutcracker soldier's boot rolled on the floor. The researcher staggered.

The high school student, Ryu Jaekwan, who was by the door, approached and asked cautiously.

"Um, I can support you..."

"Thank you, but..."

A bitter smile spreads across Lee Heowoon's face.

"I can only stay alive inside this research institute. I've already lost most of my Body."

"..."

"But that researcher… he'll be able to live even if he leaves."

He pointed to Researcher Lee Jaheon by the door.

"He's from a different department. He barely participated in this research. He has no responsibility, so I'd appreciate it if you could escape with him..."

Lee Jaheon just stared at him, seemingly feeling no emotion at those considerate words.

"You should evacuate too… Don't just rely on that strange button Item, hurry and get out of the office and escape. Quickly."

…Button Item?

I couldn't see Researcher Lee Jaheon's face, but I did see him step out into the hallway instead of nodding.

"I will guide you to the subway entrance."

Researcher Lee Heowoon seemed relieved at that sight.

"I'll look for another way, so it would be best for everyone to leave."

"Phew."

Starting with Reporter Eunhaje, everyone left the office.

And when even the Counselor had stepped out into the hallway.

"..."

"Agent-nim?"

I stood silently in front of Lee Heowoon.

"Researcher-nim. Are you almost certain that a person from a 'world without ghost stories' has come here?"

"That… yes."

"Are you happy with that result?"

Beyond the disappointment and despair, a researcher's sense of accomplishment briefly flashes across Lee Heowoon's face.

"That alone, yes, I am."

"I see."

I lowered my head and whispered in his ear.

"Then, are you saying you don't care what happens to the being you summoned?"

"…Pardon?"

"What you summoned was not a supernatural being, but a person. Just a person."

My voice speaks slowly, deliberately.

"Have you ever… imagined what kind of life a person who has lived an ordinary life, never encountering an Anomalous Phenomenon, would lead after being suddenly dragged into an unfamiliar environment?"

"What is that supposed to..."

Lee Heowoon's puzzled gaze changes the moment his eyes meet mine.

"..."

"W-wait a minute."

Lee Heowoon's eyes tremble.

"Could it be..."

I looked down at the researcher without a word.

Lee Heowoon's eyes hastily scan my appearance.

Then they stop on my clothes, and his pupils shake.

As if realizing that it wasn't an official Agent uniform, but the attire of a Cooperative Spirit Beast, the Counselor.

"…Agent, what is your name?"

"Who knows?"

"Are you… a citizen of Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

"Who knows?"

Researcher Lee Heowoon is scanning me from head to toe, as if desperate to find any clue, or perhaps to remember something.

Instead of being flustered, I leaned in slightly and whispered.

"But there is one thing I'd like to tell you."

"Yes, yes! What is..."

"In my opinion, even if your summoning had succeeded… the being that was brought here would never cooperate with you."

"..."

"Never."

Lee Heowoon froze.

BEEEEEEEEEP!!!

The fire alarm began to blare in the hallway.

Leaving the dazed researcher of the Cheerful Research Institute sitting there, I walked out into the hallway.

Of course, there was no way to save Researcher Lee Heowoon.

But I felt a slight sense of misery at the fact that I couldn't guarantee I would have used that method even if there was one.

"..."

'Let's go.'

There was something I had to do.

'I have to get those two… no, three people out of here.'

It was as I took a step into the hallway.

"Agent-nim."

The Counselor spoke to me.

"Did you know? According to what that researcher just said, this place is the basement of Sekwang City Hall."

"…What?!"

I heard Lee Jaheon's dumbfounded voice.

"He said this is the basement of Sekwang City Hall..."

"I heard that! Then is this place right below where the incident occurred?"

"Yes."

It was the moment I felt a chill that went beyond unease.

A soft voice is heard.

"Then if we just go up, we'll reach the rooftop, right?"

"Yes."

Damn it.

"However, the probability of it being extremely dangerous is exceedingly high."

"I know. But sometimes, you have to do things even if they're dangerous."

…I can feel the Counselor's gaze looking into me.

"Agent-nim."

"..."

"Would you like to go with me? To the city hall rooftop."

"..."

"We can use the emergency stairs. I'll provide you with plenty of fruit."

The moment I was about to turn my stiff head to look at him.

"That is not a recommended course of action, Mr. Roe Deer."

"..."

…?!

W-wait a minute.

"…Manager?"

"Yes."

I whipped my head around to look at Researcher Lee Jaheon, no… 'Lee Jaheon.'

My heart is pounding.

He has no face, but instead of the same unsettling and bizarre feeling as before, I'm filled with shock.

No way.

"Do you have your memories...?"

No! This was too broad of a question.

After some thought, I chose one.

A question that was trivial, yet essential.

...

"Do you remember what team we were on at the company?"

"Yes."

And for some reason, I knew.

"Team D."

If I could have seen his face, the Lizard's snout would have been curved into a smile right now.
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I looked at Researcher Lee Jaheon, no… 'Manager' Lee Jaheon.

He no longer looked like a Lizard, but I still naturally imagined the vertical pupils of that reptile.

"…Since when did you remember?"

"? I've always remembered."

In that moment, a tremendous sense of relief washed over me, and at the same time, a hollow laugh almost escaped my lips.

"I see..."

The tension left my shoulders.

'Phew…'

It seemed I had been under more immense pressure than I'd realized.

Being dropped into an unfamiliar timeline with no one I knew, trying to save acquaintances who had no memory of me, all by myself.

…It must have been hard.

[Mr. Roe Deer...]

[Strictly speaking, however, you were not alone. Your friend was always with you, comforting and guiding you with his witty words.]

Th-that's true.

Thanks.

[Oh, don't mention it!]

Let's not say something like, 'What I meant was an acquaintance with a physical form,' only to have the emcee pop out with an 'Oh, I understand perfectly!'…

I decided to just savor the relief of this situation, however briefly.

The fact that I didn't have to rescue him, but now had someone who would cooperate with me to rescue others.

And what's more.

'Come to think of it, it's only natural that Manager Lee Jaheon would have his memories, just like me.'

After all, he fell into this place under conditions not so different from mine.

Both of us… well, we died after escaping the loop.

'Did I really have to put on that show with the researcher ID at the door earlier...?'

Feeling a little embarrassed, I was about to quickly go over that part again when he spoke.

"Then I will state it again."

"Yes?"

"I do not recommend attempting to go to the ground floor here, including the rooftop of Sekwang City Hall."

…!

As if doused with cold water, my mind snapped back to the situation.

The Counselor had suggested we go to the rooftop...

'Manager cut him off.'

When I looked back, the supernatural being was smiling at Researcher Lee Jaheon.

"Are you qualified to say that?"

"A recommendation does not require qualifications."

But the Counselor didn't even ask a perfunctory question like, 'By the way, did you two know each other?'

He simply ignored Lee Jaheon's words, focused on me, then approached and took both my hands in his remaining one, like a friendly older relative.

And he said quietly.

"Agent."

…while looking at his own agent's jacket that I was wearing.

"Actually, my jacket wasn't at the Management Bureau branch, but in my counseling office."

...!!

'I know you lied.'

That was the only possible meaning of his statement.

But there was no hostility in the Counselor's eyes.

Instead, there was an unreadable sense of goodwill.

"But I can feel my consciousness from you..."

"..."

"Have you received counseling from me before?"

Ah.

I slowly nodded.

The other man smiled faintly.

"I thought so. But I remember every client I've ever counseled, yet strangely, I can't seem to remember you."

"..."

"You've been helping me from the very beginning. So perhaps… I even thought you might be a being arranged by a future version of myself, for my own sake..."

...

"If that's the case, would you be willing to help me?"

I lifted my head and looked at the Counselor.

At Ho Yuwon's face.

"…Are you going to the city hall rooftop to try and find your Fox Bead? Betting on the chance it was used in an experiment there?"

"Yes."

"There's no telling what state that place is in right now."

"Yes."

I took a deep breath.

"…If the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City is now a place where Anomalous Phenomena cannot exist, you might not be able to exist either."

"..."

The Counselor was silent for a moment before speaking.

"Still, I don't want to turn back when there's a method I can try."

"..."

"While someone out there is struggling to rescue civilians and end this Disaster, I have to at least try."

Ha.

Really...

I pressed my eyes and said.

"I'll accompany you."

"…!"

A smile spread across the Counselor's face.

"Thank you."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Hold on.

"Manager."

I grabbed him as if trying to calm a researcher from the Cheerful Research Institute and spoke ambiguously to Manager Lee Jaheon.

"I think I need to find out how he became Director Ho."

"That means..."

"Yes, it means what you think it means."

Please, don't make speculative statements in front of the Counselor where he can guess the whole meaning.

Instead, I spoke ambiguously once more.

"Perhaps, we might be able to prevent the tragedies that will happen later, don't you think?"

"..."

If we really succeeded in retrieving the bead, we might be able to stop this Day of Disaster and end the ghost story.

'Even if not, we might get some information or a hint.'

"And I have a favor to ask of you, Manager."

I couldn't see Lee Jaheon's face, but I swallowed hard.

"I'd like you to get the other two members of our exploration team out of here."

BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP!

The fire alarm blared intermittently again.

I hurriedly looked back at my two companions.

"Agent…!"

"Student Jaekwan. Listen carefully."

I grabbed his shoulders and said.

"Once you get out, you must take the Train to the station farthest from here. Go out through the exit there, and leave with that researcher. Got it?"

"…Yes?"

"He's a trustworthy person. He will definitely protect you both."

"..."

All sorts of questions seemed to be rising in the high school student's eyes, but in the end, he asked quietly.

"Does that mean you're not coming with us, Agent?"

"It's fine. I'll follow later."

"How on earth are you planning to… escape later?"

"That's not for a student to worry about. You need to focus more on your own safety than an adult's. Understood?"

"..."

But instead of answering, the high school student Ryu Jaekwan just stared at me like a block of wood.

I was getting anxious.

"Jaekwan..."

"Is there really a need for that?"

Reporter Eunhaje cut in.

And she spoke in a tone that seemed to side with Ryu Jaekwan.

"From what that researcher said earlier, it sounds like the subway station is safe. So we can just wait there."

Ah.

"Well, after a quick look to see if there's anything else to find here, we'll head right out. I want to get some interviews with the people at the station, too."

After some thought, I nodded.

The people who had evacuated to Sekwang Station were, at the very least, alive until they despaired that no rescue was coming.

'Most of the crowded places in Sekwang City are probably contaminated by now anyway.'

The area around any station would be a chaotic mess, so it might be safer for me to join them on the way out.

Even more so if the Counselor was with us.

'I have to go and come back before this hallway is engulfed in flames.'

I felt a sense of urgency.

"...Understood. But if I don't come back by the time this place is completely on fire, you must move on first. I'll find another way to the subway."

"..."

Reporter Eunhaje seemed to have already seen through my face-saving remark, but she just nodded.

She didn't miss this, though.

"By the way, how do you know that handsome fellow? You didn't seem to recognize him earlier."

"…He looked different when I met him."

Ugh.

I mumbled something noncommittal to the curious Reporter Eunhaje and went over to the approaching Manager Lee Jaheon.

And I said again, firmly.

"I'm going up."

"I see."

Manager Lee Jaheon was silent for a moment as if in thought, then took something out of his pocket and held it out.

"Take this."

It was a button-shaped Item… no, wait a minute.

This is 'We Help,' isn't it?!

'Why does he have this…?'

Wait a minute.

'…Why is Manager Lee Jaheon here as a Cheerful Researcher in the first place?'

I woke up in Sekwang Metropolitan City as a person from a profession I once held in the past. That means...

Lowering my voice so those around us couldn't hear, I asked.

"Manager. By any chance, were you ever a researcher at the Cheerful Research Institute in the past?"

"Yes."

…!!

"I'll correct myself. It wasn't Manager Lee Jaheon. But 'We' have been."

What does that mean?

But seeing the 'We Help' button in his hand, a memory suddenly flashed in my mind.

-Is the reason for your purchase to escape from your current coordinates to a safe location? We do not recommend it.

-There is a record of a failed escape attempt.

"…Did someone from the Cheerful Research Institute try to escape using this button and fail?"

"Yes."

...

"Are you, Manager, currently performing that role?"

"Yes."

…I see.

Looking at the faceless Manager Lee Jaheon, I made a casual guess.

Could it be that the entity that came out in response to the researcher's call back then was also Manager Lee Jaheon?

"At that time, the rescue request was activated three days after the disaster occurred. Considering the difference in environmental conditions, its use in the current situation is recommended."

Right. It's the day of the incident, so the situation could be different.

"…Thank you."

I bowed my head and accepted the Item. Manager Lee Jaheon nodded.

I asked without thinking.

"Um, so what does 'We' think about this situation?"

"It is unknown."

…?

BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP-BEEP!

"…!"

The fire alarm blared again.

"If you've decided, you must move quickly. There is a high probability that there are less than 40 minutes before the fire spreads to this floor."

I swallowed and nodded.

"Let's go."

I looked at the Counselor, who was holding out his hand.

In his palm, I saw a small, red berry.

"..."

I took it and swallowed one.

"If you feel dizzy or have any strange urges, take another one immediately."

"…Yes."

And so, our party split in two.

Lee Jaheon, Eun Haje, and Ryu Jaekwan headed for the subway entrance.

And we...

"I see the elevator."

…headed for the emergency stairs.

"..."

The elevator still looked intact. It was sparkling with a magically brilliant appearance, but riding it would only lead to a fiery hell.

Thus, we opened the emergency stairwell door next to the elevator.

Creeeeak.

As if rarely used, the door opened with a strained sound, revealing the staircase.

It looked like an ordinary, old emergency staircase.

And in the center of the landing, it was written...

[B3]

"I know that the emergency stairs of this research institute's core floor lead directly to the city hall, just in case."

"..."

"So from here on, it's a space of reality, without the spectacular supernatural phenomena like in the research institute."

In other words, it also meant we had already set foot on the third basement floor of Sekwang City Hall.

I took a deep breath.

"…Understood."

I had turned off my Smartphone.

Indoors, the radius is too narrow anyway, so trying to evade using Disaster Alerts is meaningless.

"In a place like this, it's best to see with your own eyes, listen for presences, and avoid them. If we're heading straight for the rooftop via the emergency stairs anyway, there's a chance we won't encounter any entities at all."

"I see. You're very skilled."

"…Thank you."

I took the lead and started climbing the stairs.

At a slightly fast, brisk pace.

Step, step.

There was no sign of anything until we left the basement floors.

Only the sound of the Counselor and me walking.

"..."

[1F]

Soon, we entered the ground floor.

Step, step.

The emergency staircase was still strangely quiet, and now it was even bright with the sunlight pouring in from outside.

It almost felt like we had come in together to walk off our lunch.

Step, step.

…Splat.

I stopped in my tracks.

"Just now."

"I'm fine."

…From behind me.

There was the sound of something melting and falling to the floor.

A sound I'd heard before.

…When I cut off Ho Yuwon's hand.

As that hand went limp and fell to the floor, it made a similar squelching sound...

"Right now, you're..."

"Don't look back."

"..."

I froze.

As long as I didn't turn around, all I could confirm from behind me was the Counselor's calm voice.

It continued.

"If it's all right with you, could you keep talking to me as we walk?"

"…Yes."

I took a deep breath and started walking again.

Step, step.

"Were there any questions you had for me?"

I swallowed.

If I had to find a topic...

"…What exactly is the Nine-tailed Fox Sickness?"

"You know about that, too? That's… one of the methods I use to treat my clients."

The voice from behind me brightened somewhat.

"Do you happen to know about the role-reversal technique used in counseling?"

"…You mean the one where people in group counseling take on the roles of others to talk, leading to a deeper understanding of each other?"

The Counselor's voice chuckled gently.

"You know it well. That's correct. It helps facilitate that technique."

"I see."

"Of course, it used to be a real disease. More of a ploy to steal people's livers..."

Splat.

The sound of a large lump falling.

"…!"

I grabbed the handrail, barely managing not to look back.

The sound of something spilling, the sound and vibration of stumbling feet, echoed through the stair rail.

This...

"Don't look back."

"..."

"Keep walking."

This can't go on.

'It seems he's disappearing because it's a Supernatural Phenomenon.'

If so, if so...

'…!'

I slowly started walking again and said in the most casual tone I could manage.

Cold sweat dripped from my chin.

"You have a variety of counseling techniques. You truly are a great counselor."

What about the opposite?

I started talking only about his realistic identity, not the supernatural one.

"You were popular when you counseled at school too, weren't you?"

"Haha..."

"It's hard to find a good counselor. If you open an office later, please give me a business card. Counselor."

Step, step.

"That's right... I am a counselor. A counselor. A coun…selor."

Splat.

Again, there was the sound of something falling. Tension shot to the top of my head, but...

This time, that was it.

'Quickly.'

Next.

Something more about his realistic identity is...

Ah.

"That's right. You are a counselor."

"..."

"A very competent counselor. Your name is..."

Right.

"Your name is Ho Yuwon."

"Was it?"

"Yes, it is."

"That's nice. Could it be Ho for guardian, Yu for clear, and Won for aid? 'To guard the heart, reflect it clearly like a mirror, and aid people.' It's a name truly befitting a counselor."

"…Yes."

Step, step.

"It really is. Mr. Ho Yuwon. A young counselor living in Sekwang Metropolitan City has such a fine name."

"Hahaha… thank you."

I kept walking.

…Now, I no longer heard the splatting sound of something melting and falling from behind.

Only the sound of our footsteps.

"..."

I let out a small, but deep, sigh of relief.

And...

[12F]

"It's the top floor."

The end was in sight.

I climbed one more flight of the bright emergency stairs and headed for the landing with no floor number on it.

[Rooftop Access]

And I grabbed the door...

"Let's go."

I opened the door to the rooftop.
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The moment the rooftop door opened, a piercing sunlight poured into my eyes.

And as my vision adjusted, I saw the rooftop of Sekwang City Hall under a chillingly clear blue sky.

…The floor was covered in a membrane of a strange, grayish-white substance.

Like the shell of a cocoon.

But it was shimmering with iridescent colors.

'…An egg.'

I recalled the video that Reporter Eunhaje's group had filmed.

The bizarre shape that had been swelling at the very top of the city hall building.

It seemed that it had 'swelled' all the way to the rooftop floor.

"..."

Fighting to keep my hands from trembling, I reached into my pocket and carefully took out a wad of convenience store receipts.

And threw it.

Tuk.

The receipts rolled across the surface of the cocoon on the rooftop floor, hit the railing, and fell below.

Naturally, the view of the city spread out beyond it...

"Don't look."

"..."

Suppressing a surge of tension, I turned my head back to the rooftop.

…A single machine was placed unceremoniously in the middle of the rooftop.

The dream incubator.

On the floor around the massive machine, toy fragments, a researcher's gown, glasses, and clothes were scattered like trash.

And in front of it, something stood tall.

A human-shaped silhouette.

It was covered with a cloth.

"..."

I took a careful step forward.

A strangely soft, cushioned texture met my foot, and at the same time...

I walked forward.

[How dauntless, my friend!]

After approaching the front of the dream incubator.

I reached out my hand… and whipped the cloth off the silhouette.

"...!"

I met eyes with a retro-style drawing.

It wasn't a person.

A character from Daydream Inc.

It was a life-sized standee of a yellow dragon character.

The flat panel, illustrated with the retro cartoon-style yellow dragon, stood incongruously next to the dream incubator, and in its empty space, a blue button was attached with an explanation.

CLICK

-> Yongyongi's congratulatory message is recorded.

(A different message plays each time you press it!)

"..."

A sense of foreboding welled up from the feeling of wrongness.

"Shall I press it?"

"…No."

I swallowed, then raised my hand and pressed the button myself.

A cheerful voice came through the low-quality recording.

Hello, Researchers of the Cheerful Research Institute!

I am a commemorative standee created by Director Cheong Dallae of Daydream to celebrate the Cheerful Research Institute's latest experiment.

It is a great honor for this Yongyongi to be present at the site of this key experiment to achieve your research goal.

You must be waiting for the experiment's results, so I hope I can relieve your boredom for a moment!

…But to be honest, I also came for company promotion purposes. Please look after our Daydream, which is launching a new product line!

The modulated, staticky, child-like voice echoed across the empty rooftop.

If a researcher waiting for the results had pressed it, they would have surely burst out laughing...

But now, only this standee remained.

"..."

I pressed the button one more time.

Our Daydream and the Cheerful Research Institute have been in an active cooperative relationship from the start.

Under Director Cheong Dallae's command, Daydream has been working hard, heave-ho, heave-ho, to supply the Dream Essence Liquid needed for the Cheerful Research Institute's experiments.

This is because Director Cheong was greatly impressed by the Cheerful Research Institute's meaningful research goal.

'A safe world without Anomalous Phenomena'! What a wonderful catchphrase.

But you know what?

If that catchphrase comes true, our Daydream will go broke.

"…!"

The recording ended.

With a trembling hand, I pressed the button again.

Hahaha! Just kidding!

Daydream has respected the Cheerful Research Institute's catchphrase and has cooperated with you until now.

This cooperation will continue in the future… probably?

Though the direction might change a bit!

That's why Director Cheong has been preparing a surprise gift for a very long time for today's memorable and decisive experiment...

It's a gift that will lighten your burden.

Curious, aren't you?

...

Look at the dream incubator.

My head turned reflexively. My eyes began to quickly scan the dream incubator on the rooftop.

All over the lone dream incubator… were bloody marks, as if scratched by fingernails.

Director Cheong placed a small music box inside the incubator's tank.

As a memento.

The moment your invitation succeeds, the being that arrives will hear the music box.

The only problem is, if you hear this music box's melody three times, you go mad, right?

"…!"

Ah, it should be about time for the invitation to have succeeded.

I've set the music box to autoplay, so it'll all be over in 5 minutes.

The timer is running!

In just 5 minutes, your grand plan to incubate a resident in the tank will end in a regrettable accident… huh? Are you trying to open the incubator?

Oh dear, I had the screw-locking mechanism changed yesterday. You can't open it the way you usually do.

If you have no intention of giving up, well… hmm, maybe you can force it open?

The numerous, desperate marks left on the incubator.

The traces, as if they had tried to tear it open until the very end, were blatant and gruesome.

You must be trying your best to open it right now. Fighting! You're probably running hard down the stairs to bring back more strong toys. But...

Huh?

Something's a little… strange, isn't it?

"..."

Huh? Wait a minute, something strange is happening at the rooftop experiment site right now, isn't it?

Suddenly, parts of the researchers' bodies are turning into toy parts, right? The mysterious toys you brought to open the tank aren't working, right?

If you're wondering why… oops, the recording time is up! Try pressing the button again.

Smack!

I slammed the button, almost grinding it.

You pressed it again.

First of all, congratulations!

You have now achieved your goal.

A 'world without Anomalous Phenomena' is now dawning, centered on this city hall!

"…!!"

How is that possible, you ask?

I forgot to tell you the name of the music box! It's called...

The 'Angel's Sigh' music box.

"..."

Wait a minute.

I've heard that name somewhere before.

That was, that was...

'…Mermaid Tomb!'

The other side of the Sparkling Dragon Palace, the Conch Shell Item that could be found in that place destroyed by a Biological Disaster.

The name of that Item was Angel's Sigh.

And I had confirmed the melody that came from it in this very Sekwang Special City Subway.

-'Angel's Sigh' tape recording. 'Listen to the auspicious melody of heaven at a reasonable price.'

As a prize from the Slot Machine at the Body Casino Station.

"..."

A chill, whether from thrill or shock, crept up my spine.

'Don't tell me the humming from the people who got the Disaster Alert was...'

That melody…?

Don't you worry. The function of that music box's melody has already been thoroughly verified in a certain Deep Sea City!

This melody is parasitic to humans, giving them vitality and regenerative power, but if overused, the parasite eventually consumes the person. It wasn't originally a melody for humans, you see.

And it's said to be contagious, both mentally and physically, all over the place!

A perfect function for creating a world, isn't it?

I clenched my fists.

This is a really good thing!

Your research goal has been achieved, hasn't it? 'The advent of a world without Anomalous Phenomena'!

Of course, one ghost story spread widely in the process… but at any rate, there are no other ghost stories, so it can be seen as a remarkable achievement.

You needed this kind of proactive attempt.

This experiment was far too passive and sluggish an attempt for such a grand goal!

Summoning just one measly 'resident of a world without Anomalous Phenomena.'

'Researching the worldview using said resident as a subject.'

Too slow.

Too vague.

Director Cheong favors neither of those directions.

That's why Director Cheong personally took other measures.

She said she'll accept your words of thanks for the success later!

She'd probably say something like this.

Director Cheong's voice, I can hear it...

'You should be thankful. I've achieved your slogan for you, after all.'

'However, since Daydream is a company that pursues profit, it's only right that our company has a stake in that slogan.'

And so it shall be.

We will efficiently add just one phrase to the catchphrase 'A safe world without Anomalous Phenomena.'

...

'Except for me.'

"...!"

'A safe world without any Anomalous Phenomena, except for me'!

Eliminating competitors is the most favored monopoly market in business.

Crazy.

This is insane...

Unfortunately, the Cheerful Research Institute may now disappear from the world.

But our cooperation will continue. Your dream incubator will be faithfully utilized in the production of Daydream's new product line and will generate enormous profits.

You can think of it as Daydream cleaning up after your lack of drive and realism!

And...

Do you know why I'm explaining this to you?

"…!"

I stood up from my spot.

Creak.

…A sound comes from the rooftop door on the opposite side.

The fact that you've wasted all your time to act and listened this far means it's already too late.

You all have either returned to being useless toys or are inside me. In the flames.

Ahahahahaha...

I struck the standee.

Hahahahahaha!

Hahahahahahahahaha!

Hahahahahahahahaha…

CRUNCH, CRUNCH, with a few sounds, the standee crumpled, and the laughter crumpled with it, crackling, emitting a gruesomely distorted note before… it was cut off.

"…Heok."

The moment I gasped for breath.

Kkiiiiiik.

"..."

The rooftop door on the opposite side, twists as it opens.

'Ah.'

The swollen cocoon on the floor had pushed against the gap of the rooftop door, eventually twisting it open...

It wasn't a person I saw beyond it. But...

The clear sound of a music box drifted over.

"...!!"

Eerily clear, and somehow war...

'Dammit.'

I clamped my hands over my ears and backed away.

But it wasn't properly blocked

the music box sound coming from the gap of the open roof

top door on the other side was pleasant

it grew louder

I drew closer...

Someone grabbed my shoulder.

"Agent."

"…!"

"Let's go back."

I turned around and ran like mad.

The moment I left the rooftop, I heard the sound of the silhouette that had been following me close the emergency stairs door.

THUD!

The music box sound vanished.

I ran as if in a sprint, tossing the fruit Ho Yuwon had given me into my mouth and chewing.

'It's okay.'

I'm not entranced yet. I, I barely managed not to bite my tongue as I opened my mouth.

"The, heok, Fox Bead you were looking for..."

"It was not… there."

There was no time to even feel despair. No, after that, there wasn't even a chance to speak.

We just ran downwards, frantically trying to get off the surface level.

Down,

Further down!

[We're almost there. We'll be at the institute soon, Mr. Roe Deer!]

Right, at least we'll soon escape this crazy building where a 'world without Anomalous Phenomena' has arrived in a twisted form...

...

'Braun.'

[Friend?]

I couldn't stop my feet.

But I also couldn't stop this question from welling up inside me.

So I think as I sprint.

This was a place where ghost stories disappeared.

But, how is Braun...

'How… are you, able to talk?'

[Why, of course I can offer all sorts of advice by your side, friend. The trials of a one-sided environment can no longer separate us.]

[Isn't it quite moving?]

An exaggerated sound, like wiping a CRT screen as if wiping away tears, is heard...

At that cheerful sound, my heart sinks instead.

Squeak, squeak.

This, sound… how on earth am I hearing it?

In a place where ghost stories cannot exist…?

[Oh, but this Braun happened to have a similar question. Shall I ask it? It says Positive! Very well, then… one question.]

[How is Mr. Roe Deer still sane?]

...

What?

[Of course, 'sane' is by my friend's standard, not this Braun's. Shall we go a little deeper in the same vein?]

[Haven't you already heard that music box sound quite a lot? And yet my friend asserts that he is not Contaminated!]

That's… that's because I have a countermeasure.

'Because I kept eating the fruit the Counselor, Ho Yuwon, gave me.'

[Hmm. I see. In that case.]

[How is that fruit effective?]

...

...!!

[Isn't that also an 'Anomalous Phenomenon' as defined by the group Mr. Roe Deer belongs to?]

[The one who made it is barely saving face by relying on the identity of 'Counselor' that my friend gave him, so I doubt it would be very effective.]

It was a precise point.

...

What is this?

'Why am I...'

Able to resist?

"Agent!"

"…!"

I abruptly stopped and came to my senses.

[B3]

We had arrived. The door to the Cheerful Research Institute was before my eyes.

I immediately grabbed the handle.

There's no time to be lost in thought. I have to get to the subway quickly...

Ah.

The handle was hot.

"...Counselor."

I said quietly.

"The fire will have spread inside."

"..."

"Get on my back."

"I'm fine..."

"Hurry!"

We had to go fast.

I took off my jacket, and over it, and on the sleeves of the shirt I was wearing, I poured almost all the remaining water from my backpack.

Then I threw it behind me.

"Cover your head with it. Make sure the wet cloth covers your respiratory system! I won't look back."

"..."

Thankfully, I heard the sound of the cloth being draped. I let out a sigh of relief and hoisted him onto my back.

The strangely light feeling was gone, but he was still light for a normal adult male.

As if a few parts were missing.

"…I'm opening it."

I tried my best to ignore that sensation as I opened the door.

A blast of heat hit my nose.

"..."

Flames were blazing in various spots of the Cheerful Research Institute's core floor.

But I could see a path.

'I can make it.'

Covering my mouth with a water-soaked sleeve, I plunged into the space that was not yet thick with smoke.

Huu, short breaths could be heard from my back and from my own mouth. I ran as fast as I could, but was especially careful of the ceiling and walls, avoiding the smoke.

'I can do it.'

I can get out.

The office, now devoid of mystery, wasn't that long. I ran the distance.

4 meters,

3 meters,

2 meters,

1 meter...

I grabbed the doorknob.

I yanked it open forcefully.

Whoosh, the musty air of the subway hit my nose. The smell of corpses and whatever else didn't matter, the fact that we had escaped the inferno together was a relief...

Whoosh, the musty air of the subway stings my nose. 

The smell of corpses be damned, for now, it's a relief that we escaped the fiery pit together...

Something rained down from above.

I rolled to the side with the person I was carrying, and we collapsed. 

Steel frames and concrete poured down over my head. 

The platform's ceiling and wall structures, completely destroyed by something that had flown in and crashed from the concourse, came down like weapons.

"Agent..." 

I hear someone shout from outside. 

Thwack. 

My head, struck by a sharp chunk of concrete, rings, blurring the sound.

But a thought suddenly surfaces.

-It's all collapsed.

When I first opened my eyes in Sekwang Station. That this platform had been completely destroyed.

'Ah.' So that was the first day... The brief thought vanishes, and pieces of steel and concrete rain down on my body as well.

I was buried under the concrete. 

"..."

 Blood. 

A sticky sensation. 

Pain. 

And... 

a faint...

 sound.

"So-someone's trapped underneath!" 

"Agent!"

 ... 

"Didn't they just say 'Agent' over there?"

 "I think so, check the roster for Team 2 that entered the station."

Sounds I understand from context.

 "Is anyone missing?"

 "No, sir!"

 "Then it's not one of our Agents?" 

The voices of the Sekwang City's Disaster Management Bureau Agents.

Chapter 346

I lie crushed beneath the collapsed concrete, listening to the voices from outside.

I try to move my mouth, but no sound comes out.

The words just flow into my hazy, dull head...

The voices of the Sewang City Disaster Management Bureau's Staff, riddled with deep fatigue and bewilderment.

"For now, we've prevented further collapse. …By radio, we'll also be focusing on rescue rather than termination from now on..."

"There are civilians in the main hall... …like this, so many have died..."

"What do we do, Team leader? The selection criteria..."

The voices… grow more distant...

'Ah.'

There won't be time to rescue the person crushed here. I understood the situation very slowly.

The sound of the agents' footsteps moving away, leaving the pile of collapsed concrete, spreads as vibrations through the cold steel rebar touching my cheek...

"Agents."

Then, a familiar voice rang out.

The Counselor's voice.

Hoarse and cracked, his voice sounded low and muffled, as if he, like me, were trapped inside the concrete...

"There's, an agent, in here..."

"…!!"

"He's down here,"

A brief commotion seemed to stir among the agents, and then they sounded like they were approaching.

"Who are you?"

"I… I'm a counselor from Sekwang High School."

"Ah!"

As if they realized his identity from those words, I heard the hurried footsteps of them approaching. Then, the noise of them clearing away concrete and rebar debris rings out.

With that movement, the structural fragment lodged in my back collapses further to the side. I dully registered the pain spreading through my body...

I couldn't move.

"Wait."

A calm voice is heard.

"…How did someone like you end up crushed under there?"

"Pardon…? I'm… just a counselor..."

"..."

A heavy silence fell. Through it, the sound of clearing debris continued, but...

"Something's strange, back away."

"Just a moment. If I just move this… Hup!"

"…!!"

"W-wait."

I hear the sound of a heavy piece of debris, finally lifted, being dropped, and the sound of someone sucking in a breath.

As if they had witnessed something completely unexpected.

"His form is..."

"It must be Contamination. Get back."

The sound of footsteps, the clash of equipment, a scraping noise rings out...

"No, cough, it's not… Contamination."

The Counselor's voice was no longer muffled, as if he had been exposed to the outside.

"Don't worry..."

But it was weak, hoarse, and sunken.

"…'Counselor.' Are you aware of your own condition?"

"Yes. I'm… fine. But, over there, below..."

He sounded desperate.

"The agent who carried me on his back is there..."

"..."

"He has… a special ability. He'll surely be of help... So,"

Silence flowed.

None of the agents answered.

"…Agents?"

"What is that agent's Code Name?"

"I… haven't heard it yet."

"…Then what about his affiliation? You should be able to tell by looking at his jacket."

"..."

Slowly, the reply comes.

"The jacket… is here. He gave it to me... He's not… wearing it."

"..."

"..."

"Isn't this your jacket?"

"It… may look that way. But in reality… it is not..."

"..."

"..."

"I understand."

"Agent…?"

I hear the agents backing away.

The sound of them talking to each other in low voices also travels through the collapsed concrete to my ears...

"We can't spend any more time. …Move out."

"But…!"

"The circumstances don't add up. That supernatural being is already not normal. Even if we rescue him, it's unlikely we'll get any help. He's already..."

"...S-still, even if he's not an agent, there must be a person under there… He's going to die soon…!"

"Agent!"

The sound of a hand grabbing a shoulder.

"Right now, there are probably hundreds of thousands of people dying in this city."

"..."

"And you want to spend more time for one person whose survival is uncertain? If we make an exception to the rules, what happens to the other civilians we couldn't save?"

"…That,"

"Go. Before the other civilians get here!"

However.

"Those words..."

The slow voice of the Counselor is heard.

"They sound so familiar."

"..."

"I feel like… I've heard them before."

I held my breath.

"Pardon?"

"Don't answer."

"So, yesterday…?"

...

"No… the day before yesterday, too, and before that, and before before that, and before before before before that..."

"W-wait."

"Back away!"

Even amidst the growing commotion outside, even in my already dazed mind, I heard the Counselor's voice as if I was captivated by it.

'That's...'

Because I realized it was frighteningly similar...

…To how I was just a short while ago.

'He's become self-aware.'

That sensation I felt when I came to my senses within the 613th May 4th.

The Counselor was spitting it out with his own mouth.

"But the situation is different, so, right... I burned to death."

"Get back!"

"I think I burned while holding the doorknob… Right. I burned to death. I was burning inside that machine room, asking the agents for help. I said I couldn't get out because collapsed concrete was blocking the door..."

"And you all just left."

"I thought it couldn't be helped. I held no resentment. Saving the civilians was the priority… B-but."

"..."

"Just how many times… are you saving civilians? Why does the same thing keep happening?"

"What is he talking about?"

"Don't listen."

"Why does it keep… repeating… This... This is, strange, cough, huh? I'm trapped..."

"Dammit."

Footsteps ring out urgently.

"Get back! Seal the platform. Seolhui, the Talisman!"

"That's..."

"Seal?"

In a flash.

The atmosphere sinks into a bizarre, chilling stillness.

"Right. That was it. …A seal."

…!

I hear him murmuring as if possessed.

"After I burned to death in there, I passed through the door and remained on the platform. Because that's the kind of being I am. And for four days, I was trapped, listening to the sounds of civilians committing suicide, trying with all my might to scan the surface, the outside. I was planning to beg anyone, in any way, to help this city… But."

...

"They started performing a strange ritual."

My heart tightens.

"Looking closely, it was a Sacrificial Ritual. I was on pins and needles, wondering what kind of sacrifice they were offering to stop this disaster, what kind of sacrifice and price they were paying to save my clients, yet I was also filled with elation, eagerly awaiting its completion..."

"The sacrifices were my clients."

"They put the countless people living in this city on the ritual altar and offered them up. No, not just people, but every single living thing, down to a single blade of grass on the surface, was scraped up. And, and..."

...

"May 4th started all over again."

I noticed a flash of realization piercing through my dull mind.

'Ah.'

The day repeating… wasn't part of the Extinction-class supernatural disaster.

'It was part of… the Sealing Ritual...'

If so, there were probably two reasons why the day was repeating...

To prevent the contagion from spreading.

And...

To continuously revive and supply the Living Sacrifices needed to maintain the seal.

Sekwang Special City, like a self-powering facility, was offering itself as a sacrifice every day to maintain the city's seal...

Trapped on May 4th.

'Ah.'

A terrifying chill settles in my body.

It probably wasn't because I had lost so much blood.

"And so,"

...

"My clients, again, everyone living in this Gwangjin..."

The Counselor's voice echoes emptily across the platform.

…Now, the agents' voices were gone.

It was as if they had already blocked off the collapsed platform with talismans; the screams, noises, and voices I had been hearing since a moment ago were all gone, as if a switch had been flipped.

It became quiet.

But.

A bizarre, boiling energy descends.

'…No.'

I struggled to lift my head.

"They will die miserably every day. I will keep watching them and burn to death. You've thrown these hundreds of thousands, millions of lives as bait instead of rescuing them. You deceived me with your lip service, with your sweet words, and you..."

Thud.

I slammed my head.

"...!"

Thud, thud...

"Agent..."

I abruptly let my head, which had been hitting the concrete, fall.

I had no more energy to move, no strength, nothing at all...

"Wait, just a moment..."

Soon, I felt a staggering, solitary vibration.

A hand clearing the debris above me.

It was a very arduous and lengthy process.

The presence, as if barely moving something heavy, the movement, as if about to lose its grip, continued without stopping, and then...

Whoosh.

At last, the chunk of cement that had been heavily pressing on my head disappeared.

Light poured in, but...

I couldn't see what was in front of me.

"..."

Was it because I had injured my head badly?

However, on top of my hazy consciousness, I felt someone moving their hand as if to pat my head.

"It's okay, it's going to be okay..."

With his one remaining hand, he pats my head as if stroking the head of a sick person.

Drip, drip. The sensation of drops of liquid, hot as blood, falling onto my forehead echoes in my head...

"…Did you come from the outside to help me?"

I barely managed to twitch a finger.

"Thank you..."

"..."

"This city has been abandoned. I, far from protecting this place… am just a fox being offered up as a sacrifice along with everyone else."

I hear a whisper, trembling with rage and despair.

Squelch.

There's a sound of something collapsing.

No.

'I have to… speak as the Counselor.'

I barely lifted my arm and tapped him.

"Ah! Ah..."

"..."

"Don't worry."

He struggles to slightly prop up my upper body and place it on his lap.

"Still, you will get out."

...

…What did he, say?

"There's a way for someone from the outside to return. It's okay if you can't move. I will push you... by attaching a small fox to you. Just like helping someone slip out through the back door of the counseling room."

Squelch.

"A counselor, after all, can see a client out after the session is over."

The sound of laughter.

"Of course, an ordinary counselor couldn't do it, right? Haha..."

Squelch.

The touch of the hand on my head disappears.

The sensation of something melting, flowing down my cheek, and disappearing onto the floor below.

Now, only a voice is heard from the empty air.

The faint voice of the Counselor.

"Before your breath is cut short and you are placed on the sacrificial altar, before you are trapped in this May 4th… I will send you back to where you originally were, to your workplace."

Click.

I hear the sound of a doorknob being pulled.

And immediately after, the sensation of the floor supporting my back vanished. As if a door had opened behind it.

My body falls into it.

To the other side of the door the counselor opened.

"Goodbye."

I felt the touch of a small furry animal's paws wrapping around my waist, and we fell into the void together...

...

"Return in peace, my client."

That was the last thing.

* * *

'...Ah.'

I slowly regained consciousness.

The pain throughout my body was gone as if it had been a lie, but a strangely sunken feeling was there in its place.

'So that's… what happened.'

The new facts I had learned filled my head.

Cheerful Research Institute, the true nature of the Disaster, the Sealing Ritual...

Ho Yuwon.

'...'

At the last moment, Ho Yuwon seemed to have almost lost his form and collapsed.

Was it because… he tried to use some divine or Corrupt power in his original form, not his safe identity as a 'Counselor,' to send me out?

I thought of the touch of the small fox that might still be clinging to my waist, but that sensation was already gone.

'…I need to get up.'

This was no time to be lost in thought.

I got out, but I didn't know what happened to the other three… right, Manager Lee Jaheon, the assistant manager, and the agent.

'I really hope the Manager led the other two and got out safely.'

And that we all woke up outside together.

'First, I need to hurry and open my eyes.'

Then the fake sunlight of the Fox Counseling Room pouring down would greet me. I exhaled and looked straight ahead...

"Ah, you've perceived it."

...

I looked straight ahead.

I saw a concrete wall.

It was the wall of Daydream's Underground Security Isolation Chamber.

And using that wall as a backdrop, I saw a director looking here, smiling cheerfully.

"130666."

It's Director Cheong Dallae.

"…!!"

What is this, what, what is this...

-I will send you back to your workplace.

Wait.

Wait a minute…!

No, no...

"You've finally returned. You've been absent for quite a while."

In a shock that felt like all the blood was draining from my body, I backed away, no, no...

"And you're in a very weak state. You've even lost your body."

The director waves her hand.

In her hand is my contract, wait.

"Hmm, it would be best to return to the form you had when we made our contract. For work, that is."

My form is melting, no.

It's not melting, it's not melting! I am human! I have to, have to endure...

"You shouldn't endure. Wouldn't it be easier to inhabit the Guard Team suit if you return to your original form? Since you have no body, you can just use the suit as your vessel to operate."

I don't want to.

I don't...

"Now."

I have to find the Guard Team suit and get up, no, refuse...

"Refuse? That's a bit different from the terms of the contract."

130666 is working on Director Ho's Project! Since I'm working on the project, I must prioritize the work there...

"Oh dear, there's no place for you in that project anymore."

...

What?

"It was last year that Director Ho started selecting and operating other team members for his project."

…Last year?

Then, just how much time has passed...

"He said that you and a few other team members were deployed on a long-term mission and would not be operating on the project for the time being..."

Director Cheong Dallae looks at me.

The one who readily killed hundreds of thousands, burned down the research institute, and brought the dream incubator… a clearly dangerous, overwhelming violence.

A being that thinks only of its own benefit.

A terrifying malice, understandable and therefore frightening, peers at me with amusement.

"It seems there were other circumstances, weren't there?"

...

"I can feel your fear."

A cheerful voice is heard.

"How was it? Did you find something interesting in the Special City? About me."

…!!

"If so, you must have learned that I don't do things that would put me at a disadvantage. That includes matters concerning you."

...

"Now, get up. And put on the security suit."

I got up.

No, I realized I had no body.

I was… the disembodied consciousness of something that had infiltrated Sekwang Special City as a dream and then escaped...

"I'll have to get it out myself."

I move forward. I was heading toward the cabinet in the concrete wall when...

I tried to shoot through the wall and into the hallway.

"Oh dear, it seems you thought you could do that without a body?"

Ah.

"The walls of a security zone also conceptually separate the class of what's inside from the outside. How else could we isolate a Supernatural Phenomenon?"

...

"Unless someone lets you out, there's no other way."

I looked back at the director.

"A clever but pitiful attempt. I'll have to give you disciplinary action as soon as you're in the security suit. How about killing a child?"

Please.

…Unable to do anything, I approached the cabinet.

The hand opening the cabinet door trembles. The bizarre Guard Team employee 130666, who had exerted physical force without a body, stuck his head inside that cabinet and...

...

I heard the sound of a bell.

-Found you.

I was pulled into the cabinet.

An immense pressure enveloped and pulled me as if yanking me upward, and soon, it tore me from Daydream's security zone.

An alarm blares behind me.

But in an instant, I was snatched by the scruff of my neck like prey by something huge and transported.

Somewhere.

"Grapes-ie."

"..."

"Grapes,"

I opened my eyes.

I turned my head to look at my arm.

It's there.

I looked at my hand.

It's there.

It moves.

I'm in a human body...

"..."

But, just now, just now…!

"Heok, heok…!"

"It's okay."

I gasped for breath, trying to calm myself in time with the sensation of a hand patting my back. Breathe, breathe...

"It's all over. You're safe..."

I compose myself.

"..."

"Grapes-ie."

I lifted my head.

…Agent Choi.

The agent from Team Hyunmu 1, his face pale, smiles faintly and places the Ritual Bell in his hand to the side.

Blood splattered from the bell.

A trembling voice was heard.

"Welcome back. …It's been 293 days."

Chapter 347

I held my breath.

Agent Choi didn't look well.

Even though his smiling face clearly showed the hope and joy of a team member's return…

A deep exhaustion was visible underneath it all.

"How's your body?"

"..."

"Getting up after lying down for so long is brutal, right? Your muscles feel like they're gone. Phew, this seonbae has been through it all, too. Just relax. Get comfortable."

Following his bantering words, I carefully pushed myself up.

My limbs trembled, but it wasn't bad for someone who had been asleep for 293 days. Perhaps because I… no, let's stop thinking about that.

The important thing was that, for now, I had escaped both Sekwang Metropolitan City and the clutches of Director Cheong.

Probably thanks to this man.

Hiding my still-trembling hands, I turned my head to thank him first, but I froze at the sight of my surroundings.

"…Where on earth is this?"

"A place with good air and good water."

It looked like the inside of a natural cave.

A small space between jagged, cliff-like rocks, a hideout that seemed to have been prepared within.

In one corner of the rock face, Five-Direction Colors Cloths were draped around something, as if it were a ritual site…

And next to me, I saw the sleeping body of Agent Bronze.

"..."

I looked back and forth between Agent Bronze's body, lying on a well-made bed, and my own spot, then turned my head to Agent Choi.

"…I'm certain we entered Sekwang Metropolitan City from the Fox Counseling Center."

"I smuggled you out."

"…!!"

"That place was going to… no, never mind that."

Agent Choi suddenly spoke brightly again.

"Anyway, that was some nice timing, wasn't it? This is what the top ace agent of Team Hyunmu 1 is like, Grapes-ie. See? I told you I'd rescue you, didn't I?"

"..."

An ominous premonition washed over me like a rising tide.

I looked to the side.

Agent Choi was trying to casually cover it as if clearing it away, but the Ritual Bell was still there.

And the bloodstains that had splattered from it.

"…Why is there blood splattered from the bell?"

"It's nothing."

"Did you ask the tiger general of Daecheongbong Peak on Mount Seorak… to save me?"

"Something like that."

"By what means?"

"Good means."

"…Then why is there blood on the bell?"

"..."

"You said, general tiger… was a vegan..."

"..."

"Agent Choi."

I said in a trembling voice.

"Just what did you offer, and to whom?"

"..."

Agent Choi stared at me silently…

Then burst out laughing.

"What are you talking about! Hey, look."

He then rolled up his sleeves to show me his scar-covered arms. He also rolled up his pant leg to show me, and pressed on his body.

…He looked fine.

"I'm perfectly okay, see?"

And then he shrugged.

"Let's not say things that could make people misunderstand~ They might think a cool agent like me, who only thinks of the civilians day and night, is some kind of addict who gambles his own body away at a casino."

"..."

Then, what on earth…

"For now, just get some rest. Eat something… and then let's talk."

"..."

"Hm?"

In Agent Choi's pale, smiling face, I saw a desperate look.

I thought of Agent Bronze, who was still asleep.

And I thought.

About how this man must have been, all alone, for the past 293 days.

"..."

In the end, I slowly nodded my head.

Agent Choi beamed.

"Here, here, eat up."

The food laid out was egg porridge and some side dishes.

The side dishes seemed to be frozen or store-bought, but the egg porridge tasted freshly made, as if it had been cooked somewhere…

[This looks like a spread he struggled to put together with what little he had.]

I ate as much as I could. Agent Choi's face grew a little brighter and calmer.

So I was able to ask.

"Agent Choi. While I was asleep… what happened?"

"..."

Agent Choi's mouth opened.

"There's one piece of good news and one piece of bad news. Which do you want to hear first?"

"…The-"

"No, never mind. I'll just tell you."

Waving his hand, Agent Choi looked at me.

A calm warmth settled in his eyes.

"Grapes-ie. Do you remember the Train Shelter?"

"Of course… I remember."

Because I fell from it.

As I was falling, and… while I was suffering a terrible fate, I remembered the train that cut through the distant sky, heading out of the city.

'It was probably a relief that it was in the sky.'

Perhaps because the train happened to be running through the sky 'instead of on the ground,' it was able to safely use the supernatural phenomenon as fuel instead of crashing or stopping.

Much like how the subway, being separate from the surface, had remained relatively intact.

'But the fuel… both agents disappeared from the train.'

Me and Agent Bronze.

Feeling my blood run cold, I snapped my head up.

…No way.

The people on that train, Yeongeun who was on board…

"Grapes-ie."

"..."

"The train made it out. And…"

"Everyone inside survived."

I stared at him as if I'd been struck by lightning.

"You guys saved them."

"…Really?"

"Really."

"All of them… made it out safely?"

Agent Choi nodded.

"Yeah."

"…!"

"Congratulations, Agent Grapes of Team Hyunmu 1. …You safely rescued 104 civilians from an Extinction-class supernatural disaster."

Ah.

An indescribable, surging emotion I hadn't felt in a very long time struck my chest.

A sense of accomplishment.

'…Thank god.'

I was so relieved.

[Congratulations, my friend!]

A deep sense of relief made it hard to breathe.

How on earth did it happen? How did they manage to run the train safely with that engine that used agents as fuel…

"Was there… anyone in the engineer's compartment?"

"Oh, that's a pretty specific question."

But Agent Choi answered readily.

"According to the situation report, there were two people. A middle-aged man with bruises all over his body."

…The engineer.

"And… a young woman standing next to him, watching over the train's controls."

...Don't tell me.

"I'm talking about Agent Peppermint."

Ah.

Ah…!

'It was Ms. Go Yeongeun.'

If I could be judged as an Agent, then so could Ms. Go Yeongeun. Yes…!

Thankfully, since there wasn't much distance left to escape the city, it seemed she had been safely in the engineer's compartment.

"Is Ms. Go Yeongeun healthy?"

"She was hospitalized for a bit, but she was discharged in good health."

"..."

That was a relief.

'Yeongeun got out of Sekwang Metropolitan City…'

It didn't feel real. I wanted to see her in person.

And even if the conditions were met like this, I had to find out how the train was able to escape the seal safely.

Then it hit me again like a thunderbolt.

'Because it's the subway…!'

The people on the subway weren't offered as sacrifices. They weren't included in the May 4th count!

They were an exception to the elements that made up the seal!

'Is that why they were able to get out?'

Everything clicked into place in my head, and a sense of relief like a thrill washed over me again. Then…

"The rescued civilians were taken good care of by the Management Bureau, thanks to Agent Peppermint's report."

"..."

"Grapes-ie?"

"Um, were the civilians confirmed to be safe after that? I mean… did the Management Bureau, without any other… problems, return them to society?"

"Hm? Of course. Anyone rescued from a Supernatural Disaster gets a simple memory wipe and then returns to their life. The process is no different just because they came out of a cognitive seal."

…Phew.

"They did a Contamination check, confirmed there was nothing contagious. Restored their identities and they all got out."

"…I see."

Agent Choi was answering without any hesitation. He didn't seem to have noticed what I was worried about.

That's what made it chilling.

…What if 'someone' who planned the Sealing Ritual had pulled some strings?

But Agent Choi's tone became slightly cheerful.

"Ah, there was one thing that got the procedures passed faster than anyone expected."

"Faster than anyone expected…?"

Agent Choi looked at me.

To be precise, at the Good Friend Doll I had placed neatly beside my bed.

"Well~ the rescued civilians showed a cult-like tendency to fervently worship a pink rabbit plush doll, you see?"

Ah.

"After a few more tests, it turned out to be a Supernatural Phenomenon, right? So that's how they concluded it."

Agent Choi lightly slapped his knee.

"'The civilians in question are deemed to have been contaminated by a cult-like supernatural phenomenon related to a plush doll, and are believed to have bypassed the seal by entering said phenomenon'!"

"..."

"That seems to be the official ruling. It was processed as a special case."

Good grief.

[Haha, a gift-like surprise always follows for the viewers who believe in and wait for this Braun!]

"Well, they said the memories related to the supernatural phenomenon were cleared up before they returned to society, but their fondness for rabbit dolls remained?"

Aaargh…

I didn't know whether to laugh or cry…

But since it was an insane relief, I just nodded my head.

But a bitter smile appeared on Agent Choi's face.

"The problem is… a few of those civilians went missing again as soon as they returned."

"…Excuse me?"

"To a certain counseling center."

...!

"That's right. It was the work of that being you call Director Ho. He must have heard that someone got out of the special city."

Ah.

"After that… those civilians never returned to society. And that Director Ho's Project started making more and more extreme and strange choices… is how I'd sum it up."

"..."

Agent Choi's bright blue eyes settled into a calm stillness.

"That's why I smuggled you out. Who knows what he'd do with you two if I left you there."

His voice trembled for a moment before he quickly composed himself.

"To be honest, I wanted to smuggle out your other… sleeping colleagues too, but they had them separated in completely different rooms."

"..."

"…Grapes-ie. I'm sorry."

"No. Not at all…"

How could I possibly question him here, asking 'why did you make that choice'?

And this agent probably already knew that I wouldn't be able to…

"Right. It's better not to see that dangerous Director again, isn't it? If you ever need to go into the special city's underground again, you can just use the well."

"..."

I couldn't give a positive answer.

Because I already knew too much.

Though he must have noticed my expression, Agent Choi deliberately opened his mouth in a bright tone again.

"Ah, and there's this. I think Agent Peppermint is trying to get reinstated?"

"…! Really?"

"Yeah."

A soft, low voice continued from behind me.

"And you'll be able to see her soon. You can hear the detailed explanation of the train incident from her."

…!

I shot up, turning my head.

My head spun for a moment, but more than that, I saw the face of a familiar person emerging from behind the rocks.

"Agent Haegeum!"

"Agent Grapes."

Agent Haegeum's face, which had been shining with relief and joy at seeing me, crumpled the moment she saw Agent Choi grinning beside me.

"You…!"

"Hahaha, hey, Sis, it all worked out! This Choi pulled off another one!"

Agent Haegeum, who had been striding over to smack Agent Choi, sighed and lowered her hand.

"…I came as soon as I got the call. Agent Grapes, I'm glad you woke up safely."

"Thank you."

Watching them, I felt a momentary question.

"Are you both… on leave?"

No, more than that.

'Isn't Agent Choi the only one left in Team Hyunmu 1…?'

Did he work alone?

As if sensing my gaze, Agent Choi averted his eyes slightly and chuckled.

"Team Hyunmu 1 is… being processed as on full leave of absence."

"…!"

"This is the first time in my life I've taken a leave that wasn't for medical reasons. But it was about time for a break anyway. Hey now, what's with that face?"

Smiling faintly, Agent Choi shook his head.

"There are no problems. The members who were on leave have returned as Team Hyunmu 5. They've taken over our schedule and are on duty now."

My heart felt heavy as I watched Agent Choi banter, saying things like, 'They said 4 sounded unlucky, so they insisted on taking 5, choosing a number that stood apart.'

Only then did I realize that this space wasn't just a place to keep us while we slept, but a base where Agent Choi had been staying for the past several months.

'Did he take a leave of absence and spend all this time searching for a way to wake me and Agent Bronze?'

If not, there was no way he could have pulled me from Director Cheong's clutches with such perfect timing.

And thinking this far, my resolve was set.

I took a deep breath.

"Aren't you going to ask what I went through?"

"…Are you ready to talk?"

I think I was.

…About the truth I experienced in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

I was about to open my mouth when I realized the two agents were unusually tense.

And I sensed something else was wrong. 

Something I had actually felt from the moment I opened my eyes, but hadn't dared to bring to the surface… a strangeness.

'Why aren't they asking about the whereabouts of the others…?'

They didn't ask why the others besides me hadn't woken up.

No matter how much they knew I would speak up first if it were an emergency, wouldn't it be different for them, who had been waiting on the outside for nearly a year?

'They must be anxious.'

At the very least, they could have desperately asked if Agent Bronze was okay, if he was alive, if he was safe, or even if I had seen him, but they were avoiding the topic.

…As if they wanted to be considerate of me, even just a little more.

"..."

Considerate of what?

—There's one piece of good news and one piece of bad news. Which do you want to hear first?

Just now, the news of the train survivors' rescue was, by any measure, good news.

If that's the case…

"Agent Choi."

"..."

"The bad news… what was it?"

"..."

"Agent Choi?"

A pained look seemed to flash across Agent Choi's face before it was skillfully masked, replaced by the expression of a calm, proficient agent.

"Calm down."

Agent Haegeum's mouth opened.

"Agent Grapes. Good and bad often come attached, like two sides of the same coin."

"…What does that mean?"

Agent Haegeum looked into my eyes.

"Don't be too shocked. Listen slowly."

...

"The seal on the special city is breaking."

The information poured into my blank mind.

"It seems the train was the trigger. The moment over a hundred people escaped from inside the special city, something… went wrong with the conditions of the Sealing Ritual. It's starting to crack."

Wait a minute.

"They're keeping it quiet internally, but that damn Choi guy dug up the information by hook or by crook, even if it was dangerous… hah."

Agent Haegeum gestured with her eyes toward the ritual site covered by the Five-Direction Colors Cloths.

"That guy has been here, constantly monitoring that seal. How it's twisting, and when that seal will lose its effect."

...

"How much time is left?"

"300 days."

Ha.

So we have to find a way somehow within that time. The urgent time limit made my mouth go dry.

Then I realized Agent Haegeum was still talking.

"The collapse began on the day the train escaped, with a 300-day grace period…"

Wait, wait…

"Today, 293 of those days have passed."

...

...

"Then the number of days left is…"

"7 days."

I stopped breathing.

"In one week, the special city's Sealing Ritual will collapse."

I stared blankly at Agent Haegeum.

"And then, an Extinction-class Disaster will be unleashed upon this land."

Chapter 348

'What do you mean?' I wanted to ask, but my mind had, in fact, already understood Agent Haegeum's words.

It felt like a part of my brain had burst from the shock.

'…The Sealing Ritual is collapsing?'

So, the disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City… will be completely unleashed?

And that's,

'…in one week.'

An immense sense of fear began to wash over me reflexively.

Having just experienced the reality of that 'disaster' firsthand, a panic so tangible it was almost electric rose from my mind like goosebumps.

'Then...'

It's over.

'What's going to happen?'

Even though I knew the horrific truth of the seal, even though I had seen the suffering of Sekwang Metropolitan City's citizens with my own eyes, my face must have been deathly pale.

Because in a few days, that scene would befall the entire country!

Helplessly… no, wait a minute.

I looked back at Agent Haegeum.

There was no way I was the only one feeling this terror.

"Does the… Management Bureau not know?"

If they knew, they wouldn't have just wasted the last 300 days. They would have surely come up with some kind of countermeasure on their own.

The problem was, if they had a countermeasure, there was no way these two agents would be speaking in such a tone about an Extinction-class Disaster breaking out in a week.

'…Are they keeping it a secret?'

Agent Haegeum frowned slightly.

"You know how it is. There are hardly any agents or personnel in the Management Bureau who know about that special city."

...!

Right. Because they had erased all the agents' memories and made the city cognitively inaccessible.

In that process, the Blue Dragon Team's very existence had been erased, and the organization had even been restructured as if that was how it had always been.

But.

"But surely 'someone who knows' must know."

"..."

Looking into Agent Haegeum's eyes, I realized who she was talking about.

'Someone who led the Sealing Ritual.'

Someone who pushed forward the ghastly idea of maintaining the Sealing Ritual by using the people who died endlessly as fuel, making May 4th, the Day of Disaster, repeat infinitely.

That person in the higher echelons must know.

"…But from what Choi and I have gathered… there have been no particular movements within the Management Bureau for the past few months. If they were taking any measures, it should have affected the Sealing Ritual, but that means even that hasn't happened."

"That's..."

Wait.

A horrifying assumption flashed through my mind.

If they aren't moving now, could it be that…

"…Are they waiting for the seal to disappear completely?"

"..."

"Do you think they'll perform the Sealing Ritual again, right after it disappears?"

"Yes."

"…!"

"If they have to seal it anyway, they'll go with a method that's already been proven. I believe there's a high probability they'll choose that over an uncertain reinforcement."

Ha.

"The only problem is… where they're going to get the 'sacrifices.'?"

Agent Haegeum seemed to feel tension only from that unknown question itself.

But I already knew the answer.

…They could just offer up the freed citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City all over again.

'This is insane.'

The hair on my head stood on end.

I opened my mouth urgently.

I have to talk about this...

"Agent Haegeum, have you… discussed the Sealing Ritual with the other agents?"

About the human sacrifices, I mean.

I tried to refer to it vaguely, but the next moment, I met Agent Choi's eyes and knew.

"Why beat around the bush, Grapes-ie? I already heard."

...!

A dry voice, seemingly weary, came from his bitterly smiling face.

But there was almost no anger or confusion.

…He was calm, as if he had already mulled it over a lot.

"Ah. Are you worried about being tracked? It's fine to talk here. We're right under the tiger generals sanctuary, so they can't follow us."

And he added.

"…It's a place the Management Bureau doesn't even know about in the first place."

"..."

"We tried to somehow get the living citizens out and maintain the existing Sealing Ritual itself… but we just couldn't interfere with the ritual at all."

Blue pupils looked at me.

"Right up to this point, with 7 days left until the seal ends."

"..."

His head must have been about to explode.

His direct hubae and a former spy hadn't woken up since they went missing in an Extinction-class Disaster, someone in the agency he'd dedicated his life to was hiding a ghastly secret, and there was no telling what impulsive thing Ho Yuwon might do...

Seeing his gaunt eyes, which had clearly gotten no rest during his leave of absence, a chill ran down my own spine.

A crisis right at our doorstep.

'I'm going crazy.'

All sorts of things to deal with swirled in my head. The well-being of Director Ho and the Guard Team, the state of the researchers at Twilight Station, the rent for the Blood Broadcasting Station, the Lizard body that was being stored at Manager Lee Jaheon's company residence...

The suffocating gaps of 293 days.

But all these worries would become pointless if we couldn't stop the Extinction-class Disaster that would strike in a week.

But sealing Sekwang Metropolitan City again… I couldn't bring myself to think of that act positively.

If it ends up one way, it's hell for some people; if it ends up another way, it's hell for others.

'…At this point, how much does Director Ho know?'

No, get a grip.

If I couldn't change the fact that the situation was upon us, I had to move faster.

I had to resolve this situation somehow.

"Agent Grapes, be careful..."

"I'm fine."

I stood up from my seat without support. My legs were trembling.

My head cleared.

The first thing I needed was...

"I'd like to see Yeongeun, I mean… Agent Peppermint."

The incident where the seal began to unravel.

Let's get the details from the person who was the focal point during the Train Shelter escape.

Quickly.

* * *

It was less than half a day later that Ms. Go Yeongeun arrived at Agent Choi's hideout, guided by Agent Haegeum.

"Soleum!"

Yeongeun looked perfectly fine.

Instead of the haggard padded jacket from the Sekwang Special City Subway, she was in the same neat and tidy appearance as when I first saw her at the company, wearing casual clothes without any alterations.

…Which also meant that all her visible body parts were there.

-The body parts that Yeongeun lost at the Body Casino...

-She got them back from the Body Casino after the escape.

-…!

-That's right.

"You really woke up. I'm so, so glad..."

-Less than a fortnight after the escape, she called for Choi and asked him to tell her how to enter Sekwang Metropolitan City again, 'the way to escape by dying.'

-In the end, she went right back in as soon as she recovered. And she went to the reopened Body Casino and found every single part she had lost.

-All that's left is her ring finger. She said someone else had already taken it from the pawnshop.

I saw Ms. Go Yeongeun's left hand, missing its ring finger, sweep over her face, hiding a sigh of relief.

Then I spoke with difficulty.

"Yeongeun. I should have come to see you, but given the current situation, it was difficult, so I asked the agents to invite you here."

"Of course, it's fine! No, you must be exhausted, having just woken up with all your strength gone and everything..."

But a flicker of curiosity passed through Ms. Go Yeongeun's eyes when she realized I was in better shape than she expected. Instead of asking about it outright, however, she just quietly closed her mouth.

…Even in that, I felt a strange passage of time.

"Yeongeun, are you doing well? …I heard you've been entering the special city's subway."

"Me…? I'm better than before. I'm living with my aunt. My aunt… has forgotten about what happened, though."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice seemed to darken for a moment, but then it returned.

"Actually, part of the reason I'm trying to get reinstated as an agent is so I don't have my memory erased."

Ah.

"You might say it's calculating… but losing my memories feels like losing myself."

She added that she had implicitly postponed the memory wipe by expressing her desire to 'be reinstated' right after her rescue.

"Afterward, I just fudged it and said I got my body parts back thanks to an Item. …It feels a bit excessive, doesn't it? This is the Disaster Management Bureau, not Daydream."

"No. I completely understand."

Especially from the perspective of Ms. Go Yeongeun, who had tried to get a Wish Ticket while having lost her memories of her family in Sekwang Metropolitan City, without even knowing why she'd forgotten.

And...

Thinking that far, I couldn't bring myself to speak further.

I couldn't bear to say it again so nonchalantly after telling the two agents, so I had planned to say it when all three of them were together.

'Damn it.'

But time was short, and ruin was approaching.

"Yeongeun."

"Yes?"

"There's… good news, and bad news."

A bitter smile appeared on Agent Choi's lips and then vanished.

But as he listened to my next words, even that bitter smile disappeared without a trace.

"To start with the good news, there's a possibility that the others will also wake up safely."

"That's… that's really good news!"

A spark of joy lit up Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice before she quickly composed herself.

Agent Choi's eyes were also on me.

"Are Assistant Manager Haje and Ryu Jaekwan… and Manager Lee Jaheon alive? The three of them also disappeared from the train… I figured they… fell together."

I nodded slowly. A flash of cold anger crossed Ms. Go Yeongeun's face.

"…That Chief Conductor pushed them, didn't he?"

"..."

"I knew it. So that's what happened. That crazy bastard..."

Saying she didn't regret hitting him at all, Ms. Go Yeongeun took a breath to regain her composure and spoke.

"Still, I'm glad they're alive. …We couldn't find any trace of the four of you in the subway, no matter how hard we looked."

"..."

"Then you were on the surface, right?"

"Yes. …It was completely unexpected, but people were living on the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City, too."

I met Ms. Go Yeongeun's eyes.

"And they were dying every day."

"...Excuse me?"

The atmosphere grew chillingly cold.

"…What does that mean?"

I told her.

Of the tragedy of Sekwang Metropolitan City, where May 4th repeated itself.

"…!!"

And...

"…That's, the way to seal the disaster?"

"..."

"By repeating the day over and over, so that no matter how much time passes, the disaster never leaves the city's radius, people are just… dying every day?"

Emotion slowly began to boil in Ms. Go Yeongeun's dazed words.

"Then what about my mom and dad?"

"Yeongeun..."

"It's been years… n-..."

There was a sharp intake of breath. I hurriedly went to her side to pat her back, but Ms. Go Yeongeun pushed my hand away.

…!

"..."

For a while, there was no answer from her bowed head.

Then, a slow mumble could be heard.

"…Is this real? This is reality? It really… happened like that?"

"…It could just be my speculation,"

"But you were always right! Your deductions were always right! What's the point of saying that now..."

She caught her breath again.

A piercing silence settled in the cave.

I saw Ms. Go Yeongeun's tightly clenched fists.

They were trembling, pale as a sheet.

I saw Agent Choi slowly rise and silently approach Ms. Go Yeongeun's side.

He, and Agent Haegeum too, were deathly pale. But they didn't show their shock in front of the person whose family was involved.

After barely catching my breath, I asked him a suggestive question in a small voice.

"…Do you know?"

That Ms. Go Yeongeun...

"If I know that the special city's seal will break in 7 days?"

...!

"I know. The ability to hear 'rumors related to the special city' didn't disappear even after I came out. In fact, those rumors were part of the reason I kept trying to go into the subway."

Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice was cracked.

"I was thinking."

"…Yes?"

"If we just let that seal break… couldn't it maybe break while my mom and dad are still alive?"

…!

"It's May 4th repeating over and over. So if the timing is just right, if it breaks at a time when a lot of people are still alive… wouldn't they be fixed in a living state?"

[Oh, an interesting speculation!]

I, on the contrary, felt my blood run cold.

It seemed unlikely that things would turn out so conveniently and well, but I couldn't bring myself to refute it.

"…Yeongeun. In that situation, this entire country will… in a matter of days."

"We can just run away somewhere far. If we go to the other side of the world, we might be safe…! And-"

Ms. Go Yeongeun's voice was breathless, yet cold.

"Why should I have to care about that?"

"…!"

"Whether it goes to ruin or not, they can figure it out themselves, I don't care, ha, I'm sorry..."

Ms. Go Yeongeun gritted her teeth.

"No, I'm not sorry at all. …I only want to apologize for getting angry at you, Agent Choi."

"..."

Agent Haegeum set down her sword.

And slowly patted Ms. Go Yeongeun's back.

"Actually, you don't have to apologize for that either. I feel much the same..."

"..."

I could see that Ms. Go Yeongeun was gritting her teeth and crying silent tears.

They seemed to be tears not of sadness, but of agony and rage.

…A suppressed indignation, similar to the counselor's.

I also suppressed a surge of emotion.

'…Is there really no way?'

Was Ms. Go Yeongeun's idea just a personal plan or wishful thinking? Or...

...

Wait a minute.

"What if we end it before then?"

"...Excuse me?"

"Before the seal breaks, if we end the disaster… it might be possible."

"Agent Grapes!"

"Wait."

But Agent Choi looked at me instantly.

A strange light flickered in his eyes.

"So, you're saying that if the disaster ends right before the seal breaks… the citizens could end up alive."

"Yes."

It felt like a spark was igniting in my head.

I now know how to get out of the subway.

'I just have to walk along the maintenance tracks.'

If I set foot on the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City in the morning when the day resets.

At some point in the very beginning, before the city itself becomes completely contaminated.

'The attempt to end it… I can try it…!'

And I already had a 'method' I had been preparing after getting a hint.

-Then somehow smuggle out the dream incubator that Daydream Inc. copied -and try installing it in the remaining Cheerful Research Institute facility The Daydream Potion Maker that I smuggled out.

And the ones I entrusted it to...

The researchers.

...

In my mind, the experience of May 4th, the Day of Disaster, and the content of that note clicked together.

I almost had it, but not quite. But...

"Even if the chances are slim, we can at least try, can't we?"

I raised my head.

Ms. Go Yeongeun was catching her breath.

In her eyes, the conflict of not wanting to hope and a fierce calculation flashed like electricity.

"Yeongeun."

"..."

"Have you ever visited Twilight Station in the special city's underground? There's a resort pop-up store there, and there..."

"…You're talking about Mr. Heowoon, right?"

"Yes. And the Daydream Researchers should have been there..."

But looking at Ms. Go Yeongeun's expression, I knew the answer.

"They weren't there… were they?"

"No."

...!!

"Wait a moment."

Just before my blood ran cold, Ms. Go Yeongeun's calm voice was heard.

"I've heard a 'rumor' that Director Ho… has secured the Daydream employees who went missing in the subway."

…!

"I think the current project team… probably has them secured somewhere in a subway station."

...

"…Are those people… necessary for the attempt to end it?"

I nodded.

"Then… let's go meet them."

"…!"

"Before it's too late, let's go see Director Ho."

D-6 until the Day of Disaster.
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I took a breath.

Getting to Director Ho wasn't difficult, methodologically speaking.

I was part of Director Ho's Project team, and since I often acted alone, the director had given me free access to his domain.

Unlike the agents who had spirited away Director Ho's sleeping project members, I still had that 'authority.'

In a material form.

Fox Counseling Room

"..."

I took the warmly colored nameplate out from my tattoo.

"…Are you going?"

"Yes."

The two agents decided to stay behind so as not to provoke Ho Yuwon.

…Though the process of persuading them had been a bit intense.

[He was a truly persistent fellow. Phew!]

Walking the rough path out of Agent Choi's hideout, I felt a faint smile touch my lips as I recalled Braun's criticism disguised as a joke.

Some of my tension eased.

Still, my hands were stiff at the thought of what was to come.

"..."

A rural street in Gangwon Province.

I hung the nameplate on the front door of one of the sparsely scattered empty houses and pulled the old door open.

Creeak

Sunlight poured in.

A peaceful, soft, and well-prepared interior revealed itself.

The Fox Counseling Room.

The warm space of the counseling waiting room, neatly prepared to receive clients.

When I first set foot in here, I had viewed even this comfortable atmosphere with suspicion, seeing it as just another component of the ghost story's gimmick.

Even after that, every time I entered, the cozy atmosphere put me on guard.

But not now.

That was…

Perhaps because I had come to feel how sincerely this being devoted himself to counseling, to his clients.

Even if only for the single, eternally repeating day of May 4th.

"…There's no sign of anyone. Shall we go in?"

"Yes."

I stepped cautiously inside.

"Ho Yuwon."

There was no answer.

But I continued deeper inside.

Past the table set with tea and refreshments, I headed for the inner door.

Long-Term Inpatient Room

The door bore a plaque that read, 'A resting space for inpatients.'

It was the very place from which we had entered the Sekwang Special City Subway.

I carefully grasped the doorknob.

At that moment.

"Roe…?"

…!

"Chief Badger."

When I turned around, a large man with a warm expression was standing there.

It was Supervisor Park Minseong… whom I hadn't seen in a very long time.

The familiar face, his eyes trembling, looked at me and then hurried over.

"You're awake, you're safe! I'm so glad…!"

Had he recovered from the Contamination to some extent? I felt a sense of relief seeing Supervisor Minseong with his limbs intact, able to converse normally.

…In this moment, the gap of the last 293 days didn't feel entirely like a bad thing.

"This is… Ah, Ms. Goral. Did you come together?"

"Yes... Hello, Supervisor."

Ms. Go Yeongeun greeted him softly.

But I saw a strangely complex expression flicker across her face.

…Why?

I had a vague sense of foreboding, but Ms. Go Yeongeun quickly composed herself and wore a polite smile.

Instead, the look of pleasure on Supervisor Park Minseong's face soon faded, replaced by tension.

"This place… No, it's better if you both leave for now. While Director Ho is away..."

"It's fine. I have something to say to him."

"Th-that's not a good idea either... Uh, if you just woke up, you might not have heard the news… Director Ho, his condition seems to be getting stranger and stranger."

Supervisor Minseong lowered his voice.

"Almost half the people who went in for counseling have gone missing. A while ago… someone important from the company's HR team came, but they were transferred to a secure area and never came out."

"..."

"It's getting harder to have a real conversation, and now… he barely feels human."

"I still have to talk to him."

Supervisor Park Minseong's face seemed to harden, then it melted into a strangely affectionate expression.

"Why are you so stubborn… ?You should listen to what the teacher says… no, no…!"

…!

…Supervisor Park Minseong, who had been gasping for breath with his face in his hands, suddenly lifted his head and spoke.

In a slightly dazed tone.

"Hey, I'm going to go in."

"…Pardon?"

"Into the Sekwang City Subway."

…?!

"Th- the project, yeah, I've been doing some exploring too. In the subway station… I'm off-duty right now? I was just staying here for a bit, but it felt like someone inside woke up. Huh? Ah, he's coming out."

The door to the Long-Term Inpatient Room opened.

"…!"

The person who emerged… was a gaunt man with faded, shaggy hair.

A man still wearing a worn-out security guard jacket.

J3.

"…Mr. Jay."

"I'm going."

And Supervisor Park Minseong, as if fleeing, went through the door the Security Chief had just come out of, entered the Long-Term Inpatient Room, and shut the door behind him.

Thud.

...

The Security Chief, who had been staring blankly at the scene, turned his head toward me and opened his mouth.

"Hey, want some tea…?"

"…Pardon?"

He tried to take out the refreshments on the desk with somewhat clumsy hands, so I hastily stopped him.

"It's alright. I, I think it would be good if you had some, Mr. Jay. It looks like you just finished work."

"Yeah..."

He then glanced at me a few times before quietly pushing a few of the snacks in my direction.

'So that was his way of showing he was glad to see me...'

Still, it was strange how he accepted the fact that I was awake as a matter of course.

But that, in turn, made the words tumble out of my mouth.

"Just now, Supervisor Badgers's behavior…"

"Ah."

I heard the Security Chief's slow reply.

"Badger… um... He wants to stay in the subway… all the time?"

...!

"As I thought…"

I heard Ms. Go Yeongeun mutter.

When I turned my head, our eyes met.

"Actually, I've secretly observed Director Ho's Project team inside the subway. And at that time… I saw him trying to stay behind by himself when everyone else was trying to leave."

"..."

Suddenly, I recalled what happened when Supervisor Park Minseong and I were exploring Hanbit Library.

—Hey, should I just stay here?

…That anxious voice.

Now I thought I understood why the Contaminated people in the subway were relatively sane.

Could it be that those who were sane and free of Contamination on 'that day of May 4th' were influenced by the distortion on the surface, causing them to revert to their mental state from that time?

It might have been further strengthened by the influence of a 'world without ghost stories.'

The important thing was that Supervisor Park Minseong had become obsessed with that effect.

"Yeah... In the subway… you're not swayed by the Contamination... It must be nice because it's quiet..."

"Still… leaving him like that."

"Well, in the end, it's something he has to bear himself…?"

"..."

"He has to control and accept it… himself..."

That coolly detached observation seemed to evoke a faint image of his old self...

Although this man had been Contaminated long before 'that May 4th' and remained the same even in the subway, I could see a glimpse of the Wolf Leader I had seen in Hanbit Library.

"...You've been working on the project all this time."

"Yeah..."

"Is the work and your condition okay?"

The Security Chief adjusted his hat.

"I guess... For me… it can't get any worse… so..."

"..."

Somehow, it felt a little bitter.

Still, it was a relief that he hadn't been under Director Cheong.

I hid my bitterness and asked my main question.

"I heard that this project team is meeting with researchers in the subway and… um, protecting them. Could you tell me who they are?"

"That's me..."

…?!

"Y-you're the one protecting them, Mr. Jay?"

"Less protecting… more like finding and capturing…?"

"..."

"I was watching them..."

So… that's how it was.

'That's actually a relief...'

At least the Security Chief wouldn't have deliberately harmed them or sought revenge on the Researchers.

If anything, Kwak Jekang would have been the one to pick a fight… but no, with a disposition like his, he would have just ignored him, so it should be fine.

In any case, some of my tension subsided.

"Are those people doing well?"

"I guess…? But I'm on… shift change now... Dolphin… um, that person is probably watching them..."

So Seonghae was still involved...

I was about to ask about the Daydream Potion Maker that the Researchers must have been fixing.

But the Security Chief was staring intently at me.

"Is this why he told me to come out…?"

"…Pardon?"

"He made me come out... I guess he must have known… that you woke up..."

Who…?

But before I could come up with the answer myself, I heard a sound.

Click.

"…!"

I reflexively turned my head.

…In the back,

The door to the counseling room had opened on its own.

Next client, please come in.

"..."

Client Kim Soleum, please come in.

"Mr. Roe Deer,"

Ms. Go Yeongeun, breaking out in a cold sweat, grabbed my back as if to stop my impulsive action.

I gently removed her hand.

"…I'll be back after my 'counseling'."

"..."

"Uh, Mr. Jay. Ms. Goral's safety…"

The Security Chief's yellow pupils looked down at Ms. Go Yeongeun.

"It's fine... I'm here..."

I slowly nodded.

And cautiously, but without hesitation, I took a step forward.

Into the counseling room.

...

...

A warm space.

A counseling room expertly designed for psychological effect.

But beyond the large window, where the 'counselor' used to appear in the client's exact likeness, there was only black darkness.

The simple, beautiful green backyard was no longer there.

A pitch-black night.

"..."

I walked forward and sat on the sofa in front of the window.

I heard someone walking up behind me, then two hands grasped my shoulders as he spoke.

"Soleum-nim."

...

"You've awakened. Very good. Now, it's time to tell me what you saw and heard. Before that, raise your hand…"

"Hello, Teacher."

My counterpart stopped.

"Have you been well? You must have had a very difficult time, waiting without any news for nearly 300 days."

"..."

The hands fell from my shoulders.

"What is the meaning of this?"

"I also heard that you've been protecting the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City you recently counseled. When you faced them directly, you must have felt both relief and anger at seeing your clients with all their memories gone."

"..."

"Did the Management Bureau tell you to say that?"

"No."

I spoke slowly.

"I haven't met anyone from the Disaster Management Bureau on my way here. Except for those who were part of the project."

"Ah, those agents who spirited away the sleeping project members..."

"But I found it strange."

"What did?"

"This Fox Counseling Room isn't just a space, it's you yourself, isn't it?"

The presence behind me froze.

"You're maintaining this space out of a strong compulsion to preserve your identity as a counselor, right?"

"That is-"

"But spiriting something away from here would be difficult without your tacit permission, Teacher."

"...!"

"At that moment, you must have been surprised by your own impulse to turn a blind eye to the agent. …But you couldn't do anything, and you let them go in that instant, didn't you?"

"I wonder."

"Weren't you confused about where that impulse came from? Have you ever thought about why you feel so much sympathy for your clients, why that feeling deepens with regular counseling, and why you then want to protect that person by hiding them from the outside world?"

"Right now."

A low, eerie voice sounded.

"Are you trying to counsel me in return?"

"Perhaps."

I managed a difficult smile.

"I am imitating you, Teacher."

"…Pardon?"

"Yes. I am imitating the you that I experienced. A counselor who stayed in one region for a very long time, grew fond of the people there, and tried to protect those clients."

"What you're describing now is..."

"Do you happen to remember? The time you first counseled me."

I looked at the large window.

"I was Contaminated by the Hungry Hangman Darkness, and I entered this counseling room carrying the manual. You… counseled me from beyond the window, in my own form."

And...

"When the counseling ended, I saw a small fox run into the garden."

"..."

"Is that also a form of yours?"

"The Darkness has many facets. But I don't see what meaning this conversation has. Is this a ploy to buy time?"

"No. It's because there's something I want to tell you, Teacher."

—Soleum-nim.

Why did Ho Yuwon, and only Ho Yuwon, use such high honorifics for me?

That was…

As the puzzle pieces fell into place, I felt a surge of emotion and opened my mouth.

"By any chance, Teacher… when you came to your senses outside Sekwang Metropolitan City, weren't you in the form of a small fox?"

"..."

"And when you came out, didn't you feel like you came out with someone?"

"You-"

"You came out pushing someone larger than you, Teacher, but when you came to your senses, weren't you alone?"

"..."

"It couldn't be helped."

Because...

"We each went to our own timelines."

"..."

"You came to your senses a few years ago, on the afternoon of May 4th, the Day of Disaster, and I came to my senses yesterday."

I turned my head.

And I met the eyes of Ho Yuwon, his expression gone.

—I'll give you a push... with the little fox attached. As if I'm letting you slip out through the back door of the counseling room.

The Counselor.

The being I had met in Sekwang Metropolitan City, the small avatar he had sent with me to see me off, was right before my eyes.

"Thank you, Teacher."

I held out my hand.

"Thanks to you… I made it out safely."

The counselor of the Fox Counseling Room looked at my hand with trembling eyes.

And slowly, he shook it.

Chapter 350

I told Ho Yuwon everything I had experienced on the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City, honestly and without omission.

About the repeating May 4th.

About what had happened, and what kind of being the Counselor I met was.

About what that man had gone through.

"..."

Amidst the pouring story, Ho Yuwon sat silently on the sofa, listening to it all...

At first, he seemed confused, as if he didn't quite understand why he had accepted my handshake, or why he was even sitting on the sofa, but as the story progressed, that confusion was pushed away and vanished.

As if swept away completely, overwhelmed by the flood of truth he had so desperately longed for.

[But will that Plague truly trust my friend's words so readily? Perhaps suspicion will grow, leading to a cunning judgment.]

[Or, what about the possibility that it might instead interfere with Mr. Roe Deer's plan?]

…I didn't know.

But this felt right.

Ho Yuwon was responsible for the things he had committed as an executive of Daydream, but by the same token, he deserved to hear about what had happened in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

He deserved to know properly about everything he had done, and everything that had been done to him.

"…And so, I came out to the world with you."

"..."

A thick silence flowed into the space where the truth had been spilled.

"Sir?"

"I see."

Ho Yuwon's lips slowly parted.

"So it was Director Cheong…"

"..."

"So all this time, I've been living with the main culprit who put me in this state."

"Sir."

"It must have been quite amusing, don't you think? Watching the one who was deceived be deceived once again."

But his voice was not boiling with anger.

Rather… it sounded hollow and dry.

"But I'm not angry. …Unlike when I think of the Disaster Management Bureau, there is no surging resentment."

"..."

"Why is that?"

A numb voice is heard.

"Perhaps I'm not the Counselor you met. Seeing as I can't feel the emotions that man should rightfully feel..."

"..."

"…All that's left in me is an overwhelming resentment and sorrow toward the Disaster Management Bureau."

His voice echoes emptily through the counseling room.

"Why…?"

"..."

"Perhaps I am… something that cannot even be called his alter ego. A small remnant he cast off to see you on your way."

Ho Yuwon's voice slowly continues.

"But because of the traces of the intense emotions that Counselor felt at the time, I was mistaken. …That I was that Counselor."

The counseling room trembles.

"But I was nothing..."

The space grew faint, and the being before my eyes began to distort.

In the shock that flickered and dizzied, as if the sleep I had held back would pour out at any moment and all of this would disappear into the darkness...

I looked at him.

"But you're the one who saved me."

"…!"

"And you use the same name."

I can hear his breath.

"Ho Yuwon. …The character 'Ho' for guardian, 'Yu' for clear, and 'Won' for aid."

I realized something.

"That… is the name I told the Counselor on May 4th."

Ah.

I see.

The order was reversed.

"I… gave your name to the Counselor."

"…!"

"So… you are not a small remnant, you clearly exist here. You gave yourself a name."

"..."

"And you are here, having inherited that name."

The things that were disappearing stopped.

Ho Yuwon lifted his head.

…I saw on his face an indescribable smile.

I couldn't tell if he was crying or laughing.

"…Then my name was, in fact, given to me by you in the first place, Soleum."

"Are you okay?"

"Of course... It's a wonderful… name."

"..."

That was a relief.

Looking at the counseling room and the Counselor, who had regained their sense of reality, I began to speak again.

"And… for your emotions not to change on a dime just because you suddenly learned the truth seems, on the contrary, quite normal."

"..."

"You said it yourself, didn't you? That emotions have no logic."

It would have been stranger if, with no memory, you had just listened to my words and suddenly, without a second thought, felt a surge of anger toward Director Cheong.

So...

"From now on, isn't it your own task to decide which direction to steer them in?"

Ho Yuwon stared at me blankly.

I spoke with emphasis.

"Sir, I want to end the Sekwang Metropolitan City disaster and free the people of May 4th. The civilians."

After some thought, I added.

"And so, based on the Dream Essence Liquid obtained from there… I want to find a way to return home. …These are the reasons I'm acting."

"..."

"Wouldn't it be similar for you, sir?"

"What do you-"

"Before, you admitted that what you were looking for in Sekwang Metropolitan City was yourself."

"…I did."

"Yes. You said that was the reason you were so persistently trying to enter the sealed Sekwang Metropolitan City."

"..."

"But… I think there might have been another, more fundamental reason from the very beginning."

Not something pieced together from his own deductions, but a root motive.

Something he couldn't remember, but that definitely existed.

The reason he so frantically searched for Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The lingering emotion.

-There's a place I must go to end this disaster. There's something I need to find.

Perhaps… what Ho Yuwon was looking for hadn't changed since then.

"Weren't you… trying to find a way to end the disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City?"

And so, wasn't he trying to figure out a way to rescue the civilians there?

All this long time.

"..."

"And sir. Either way, the goal hasn't changed."

I spoke with emphasis.

"Whether as the Ho Yuwon who is searching for himself, …or as the Counselor of Sekwang Metropolitan City. Won't you cooperate in ending this disaster, starting now?"

"..."

"Just as you wanted."

Ho Yuwon's eyes tremble.

I waited.

Soon, he lifted his head very slowly… looked at me, and nodded.

And he says.

"…Thank you."

"Yes."

That was enough.

* * *

"…So, you're saying you gained Director Ho's full cooperation last night?"

"That's what happened."

Agent Haegeum, you look like you have a great deal to say and find this utterly unbelievable...

I looked at Agent Haegeum, whom I had contacted again in an empty house in the countryside of Gangwon Province.

She sighs and looks at me as if she's about to lose her mind.

"…Seeing as he let you go safely, I suppose that's a relief, but did you believe him? Choi is about to come rushing over, foaming at the mouth, as soon as his tracking ritual is over."

Ugh.

"That's why I got a written pledge."

"A written… pledge?"

"Yes."

I took out the Fox Counseling Room doorplate and showed her the back.

I, Ho Yuwon, pledge to fully cooperate with Kim Soleum in ending the supernatural disaster.

And at the bottom was a fox's paw print stamp.

"..."

"I also have a separate, mutually binding work contract with him, so the effect should be certain. As you know, a pledge made by a supernatural being on its name has meaning in and of itself..."

"What in the world kind of reckless thing did you do!?"

Aaaack.

I didn't dodge Agent Haegeum's hand and took a few hits.

My back hurt...

But since I didn't earn more of a beating by making an Agent Choi-style comment like 'But it turned out well, didn't it?', Agent Haegeum soon stopped her hand and asked with a sigh.

"What happened to Yeongeun?"

"She re-entered the subway station through a safe method from there."

-I'll take care of this.

She meant she would check the status of the Potion Maker I had entrusted to the Researchers.

'Even though Ho Yuwon pledged his full cooperation, it's honestly difficult to completely trust the project's new members.'

Having Ms. Go Yeongeun do it was something to be grateful for, purely from a work-efficiency standpoint.

Of course, to be precise, my own attempt to enter with her was also cut short by Yeongeun.

-Mr. Roe Deer, you just went missing there and woke up yesterday. We don't know what will happen if you go back in.

-It would be best if you went in after it's been verified that you won't go missing again, at the very least.

But there was no time for verification.

Besides, I wanted to emphasize that I had to go in within a week to attempt the resolution anyway, but my rebuttal was not accepted.

And so, Yeongeun entered the Long-Term Inpatient Room.

Along with the Security Chief.

-Well then… let's go.

-R-Right...

…Although she accepted the snacks, which the Security Chief seemed to have packed for her, with a very awkward posture, the atmosphere wasn't all that bad.

Rather, it had the nuance of her having received some advice.

And I had come back to Gangwon Province to inform the agents of our progress.

'I can't afford to waste time.'

Things with Ho Yuwon had gone well, giving me a little breathing room, but this was not a situation where I could afford to relax.

The countdown to hell's arrival had begun.

'I can't forget.'

Steeling my anxious heart, I said.

"So, as soon as the Potion Maker's status is checked, I plan to try the resolution method we found."

"About that."

I heard Agent Haegeum's sigh.

"That resolution method you're planning to try is overly vague and suspicious to begin with."

"..."

"Do you even understand the principle behind it?"

-Then somehow smuggle out the dream incubator that Daydream Inc. copied and try installing it in the remaining Cheerful Research Institute facility 

"..."

"I see you don't."

That was true.

"But I have an idea where."

"…!"

The repeating May 4th.

I can analyze this hint based on what I experienced on that Day of Disaster.

-Director Cheong placed a small music box inside the incubator tank.

'This disaster happened in the first place because the dream incubator to be used in the experiment was tampered with.'

And that tampering was Director Cheong's doing.

If that's the case.

Wouldn't Director Cheong have considered a similar possibility?

That someday, someone might pull a stunt similar to hers.

[Indeed!]

So, it was highly probable that the smuggled dream incubator, the Daydream version, had… some kind of special safety device prepared for that.

Since she had turned an incubator into a bomb once, a countermeasure to prevent others from doing the same.

Or...

A resolution method for after it had already blown.

[An interesting line of reasoning.]

And there is, in fact, only one remaining facility of the Cheerful Research Institute, one place that didn't burn down.

'…The rooftop.'

Then everything falls into place.

-Install the Daydream Potion Maker in the place of the dream incubator on the rooftop.

This sentence is completed.

And I… think this is worth a try.

If it doesn't work, it's the end anyway.

So I told Agent Haegeum honestly.

"And even if we don't try, isn't it hell anyway?"

At that moment, a tired, dry voice was heard.

"I agree with that."

"Agent Choi."

…!

I saw the agent who had appeared behind me.

He was smiling out of habit, but his eyes were dark and sunken.

Still, when our eyes met, they sparkled slightly with pleasure.

Like before.

And he gives a bitter smile.

"It's a bit better when Grapes causes trouble while he's awake."

"..."

"…Agent Choi, were there any other changes to the lockdown?"

"No. It's the same. …The countdown has started. And there are no other movements from the Management Bureau's side."

Agent Choi, who had skillfully gathered his Executioner's Sword and bell, said nonchalantly as he sat on the old linoleum floor.

"Bronzie… still shows no signs of waking up either."

"..."

"…But he's definitely alive in there, right? …In the form of a high school student."

"Yes."

I spoke with emphasis once more.

As if making a promise to myself.

"Manager Lee Jaheon definitely had his memories. He's the most competent member of the Field Investigation Team I've seen, and in terms of character… he's a good person. Since he's protecting him… he'll be safe, even if he can't get out."

"…Right."

Agent Choi, who had been silent, soon brightened his voice and said energetically.

"Alright, then we'll have to give it our all until the resolution. For real."

"…Yes."

"..."

Agent Haegeum seemed lost in thought as she looked at the two of us, but in the end, she remained quietly silent.

Agent Choi fills the void with a grin.

"For now, eat and get some more rest. Grapes-ie. Resolution comes from stamina, you know?"

"..."

"Hm?"

"I understand..."

While eating with the agents, I recalled the conversation I had with Ho Yuwon.

About the other thing that had been bothering me.

The whereabouts of Ho Yuwon's Fox Bead.

Recalling the Counselor's assertion that 'it will be helpful for the resolution,' I couldn't not look for it.

-Given the flow of events, it's highly likely that Director Cheong took your Fox Bead, sir.

-Have you ever felt anything strange around Director Cheong? A sense of familiarity, for instance.

But...

-Never.

Ho Yuwon's answer was firm.

-Even if there were, I can't guarantee I'd be able to notice it keenly. I don't even remember what that Fox Bead is.

-…However, as you said, I might feel a sense of familiarity.

Whew.

I'm on edge.

'…I want to search Director Cheong's residence.'

But just the thought of it makes my survival instinct cause the hair on my head to stand on end. The ingrained fear overrides my aversion and anger, leaping out first.

…It's scary.

Like a ghost story.

'Ha.'

-If it's something you must look into, it would be best to leave it to me.

-…You must be careful.

Director Cheong already knew I had escaped from Sekwang Metropolitan City.

She would guess that what she had done had already been relayed to Director Ho through me...

'She's definitely preparing something.'

A situation that makes me break out in a cold sweat just to touch.

But I can't not investigate.

-Of course. I have to be careful.

'I need to find another way, too.'

…For now, while waiting for contact from Ms. Go Yeongeun and the Security Chief, I began to look into Director Cheong's background.

A few hours later.

"Mr. Roe Deer, I've confirmed it."

I meet a pale-faced Ms. Go Yeongeun again inside the Fox Counseling Room.

"Are all the Researchers okay?"

"…They're living about as well as the people in the Train Shelter. The machine is fine, too. They really did repair it. But..."

I hadn't expected these words.

"The Researchers said they found something strange inside the machine while repairing it."

"Pardon?"

"I took a picture just in case. One moment."

Tensely, I watched as Yeongeun took a smartphone from her pocket and showed me an image.

The object, photographed against the backdrop of an old, enormous machine, was...

A black music box.

"..."

Wait,

Wait a minute.

"It's strange, right? The symbol that was on the tape in the Body Casino is here, too. The Conch Shell."

A cold sweat runs down my temple.

On the surface of the music box, unfamiliar golden letters are engraved.

Characters unknown to man.

"…Mr. Roe Deer?"

I stared at the image, frozen.

Although I couldn't read them, they were familiar letters… letters I had read once before with Braun's help.

[Oh, it's 'Angel's Sigh'!]

That was...

-Director Cheong placed a small music box inside the incubator tank.

The cause of the Sekwang Special City Disaster Day.

"..."

"M-Mr. Roe Deer?"

"Ms. Goral."

"I'm going to meet the Researchers right now."

D-5 until the Day of Disaster.

Chapter 351

I no longer listened to any attempts to stop me, like, 'You just escaped from the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City after 293 days, and now you're saying you're going back underground?'

No, I didn't have the luxury.

"Is there a problem with this music box?"

"…I'm going in, for now."

With that, I immediately passed back through the door of the Fox Counseling Room and prepared to enter the Sekwang Special City Subway through the Long-Term Inpatient Room.

"You're going in? …Grapes-ie, wait!"

Agent Choi, who had been keeping a wary eye on Director Ho, ended up accompanying me, but I had no time to observe or mediate the conflict between Ho Yuwon and Agent Choi that I encountered in the counseling room.

I was just anxious, my blood running cold.

'What happened?'

Why… was the music box that caused the Day of Disaster also inside the Daydream Potion Maker?

"I'll guide you for now, Mr. Roe Deer."

Even during the process of entering the Long-Term Inpatient Room and 'accessing' the subway, the questions wouldn't stop.

The only fortunate thing was the realization that, the moment I opened my eyes, I had successfully entered the Sekwang Special City Subway.

The familiar sight of a modern platform came into view.

…Sekwang Station.

-Before your breath is cut short and you are offered up in a sacrificial rite, before you are trapped in this May 4th… to the place you were originally from, The Counselor had been right.

My intuition that I wouldn't be dragged in there because I hadn't died on the Day of Disaster, May 4th, was correct.

But that relief was short-lived.

I hadn't forgotten why I came here.

"Um, this way..."

As instructed, I took the train to Twilight Station, and the Sergeant guided me to the platform of the station where Delusion Home Shopping had been.

Creak.

And when he opened a fire hydrant in a corner...

A surprisingly large space appeared.

"...!"

The inside of the fire hydrant had originally been distorted, large enough for Yeongeun and me to enter together, but now it was almost the size of a living space.

It looked like seven adults could lie down comfortably.

However, one side was occupied by a massive machine...

The Potion Maker.

"They said they… expanded it… with an Item..."

Did they come up with this method after the Train Shelter disappeared?

The passage of several months hit me viscerally.

The shabby, lived-in space was furnished with items that seemed to have been scrounged from the subway. Judging by that, it seemed they hadn't been able to procure many daily necessities from the outside.

And two people who had been sitting on a mattress in the corner shot to their feet the moment they saw me.

"Employee!"

Two members of the research team.

Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa and Section Chief Kwak Jekang.

"Wow, we heard you were back! You came right away. We knew you would!"

Both of them looked quite worn and haggard.

It was even more striking considering how neat and tidy they had been at the company.

Kwak Jekang, in particular, looked even more wretched, perhaps because he was missing the top joint of his little finger.

But now, his eyes were gleaming like they were on fire.

The excitement of finally being able to savor new knowledge.

"Did you hear the story? About that music box!"

He then went to the machine and immediately began to yank open a drawer placed next to it. Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa, who was rushing over with him, was horrified.

"Section Chief, safety protocols…!"

Thud.

Before Kwak Jekang could grab the drawer, the Sergeant slapped it as if to block it.

"Back off. No… rash actions..."

"..."

A twitch went through Kwak Jekang's eyes, but he soon twisted his lips into a smile and stepped back with exaggeration.

"Of course! I should. I can't get in the way of you enjoying the fun of telling a researcher what to do for the first time in over a decade, can I?"

The Sergeant completely ignored his words, took an object from the drawer, and came this way.

Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa let out a low groan.

"Section Chief Kwak... He's always like that. Even though I told him it would be better not to provoke the Project members."

"…You've been through a lot."

"That's true, but compared to all the people who died, we're in better shape for having gone missing in the Darkness. And taking apart the Potion Maker is kind of fun..."

Instead of her previous tense demeanor, her tone was one of resignation, as if she'd just let things be.

But I was too on edge to offer her any words of comfort.

That thing.

The silver box the Sergeant was bringing over.

Kwak Jekang was following beside him, muttering.

"I mean, you've let me research freely all this time, and now you're doing this. You're really doing something useless!"

Watching him, Assistant Manager Lee Yeonhwa spoke to me in a very ambiguous tone.

"We never told the new employees who showed up… why we're fixing the maker."

"…Thank you."

It seemed she meant she had kept her promise to me.

And soon, the silver box arrived before my eyes.

"..."

"Should… I open it…?"

"It's alright."

I opened the box.

…Inside was a black music box, identical to the one in the photo Ms. Go Yeongeun had sent.

The jet-black, box-shaped music box, looking as if silver had tarnished, had intricate embossed patterns, and golden letters were engraved where the top and bottom met.

Angel's Sigh.

It really, truly was that.

"…Have you by any chance tried to open this music box?"

"Well, that thing, the lock wouldn't open!"

Hooo.

"So we forced it open."

…!!

"But it didn't make a sound. I wanted to disassemble it, but the mainspring itself wouldn't turn. Maybe I should spray some lubricant on it. Well, we were devising various other methods!"

"..."

Lubricant...

Liquid.

"By any chance, have you let this music box come into contact with Dream Essence Liquid?"

"…!"

The researchers' expressions changed.

"We haven't… but wait a minute!"

Kwak Jekang went to the Potion Maker and started opening something to inspect it.

"Hmm, this music box, it was hidden here, in the storage section where the Dream Essence Liquid comes down and meets the device to create the potion."

"..."

"So, if this maker had actually been supplied with power and operated, this music box would have eventually come into contact with the Dream Essence Liquid."

My god.

"Then you think this music box would play... hmm?"

I placed the music box back inside the silver box.

Cold sweat trickled down my temple.

'It was a trap.'

The moment I installed this Potion Maker on the roof of Sekwang City Hall, another disaster would have erupted.

If the researchers hadn't spent 293 days adrift in the disaster, taking this maker apart.

If they had only performed standard operational repairs, without discovering the music box...

'It would have been ruin.'

My heart turned to ice at the dizzying thought.

And if that was the case...

'I was led on.'

They had deliberately allowed me to steal the discarded maker.

When I infiltrated Daydream, they deliberately caused a commotion about a missing Potion Maker to steer the situation so that 'it would be easier to steal the discarded maker.'

With the music box planted inside the discarded maker.

Who?

There was really only one answer to that question.

'…It was Director Cheong.'

Goosebumps ran down my spine.

'Wait a minute.'

How much does she know?

Is she reading my mind? Just how far does the power of the employment contract extend?

Could it be that even at this very moment...

'No.'

I have to stay calm.

'The very fact that she set a trap means this attempt must not succeed, from Director Cheong's perspective.'

If anything, this situation reinforces the credibility of the method written on Lee Kangheon's note.

It means Director Cheong also thinks this is the right answer.

'Yes. That's right.'

My head cleared.

After some thought, I put the silver box containing the music box into my inventory tattoo, box and all.

"Hey, that…!"

I heard Kwak Jekang's shocked cry from behind me, but I didn't hesitate.

I knew how to appease him, anyway.

"Within a week, both of you may be able to escape this Darkness."

"...!"

"I visited today because there's something I need to prepare for that attempt. …Please teach me how to install that Potion Maker."

And so, I learned from the two researchers how to connect the Potion Maker to a power source.

'With this, I can go to the roof and install this maker instead of the dream incubator.'

But even as I made steady preparations, the eerie premonition wouldn't fade.

It was the same even after I finished learning how to install it and, in a fit of ominous anxiety, stored the Potion Maker itself in my inventory tattoo before stepping out of the fire hydrant.

"Hahaha! Then we'll be waiting with bated brea..."

Thump.

I fell silent, watching the fire hydrant door close before Kwak Jekang could finish his sentence.

"Are you… going back… now?"

"…Just a moment."

There was still something I needed to check.

I turned my head from the platform toward the stairs.

A familiar sign came into view.

[ Flower Golden Resort ]

Souvenir Pop-up Store

"Mascot!"

As I entered, the two 'Heowoons' shot to their feet and looked at me.

"We heard from the employees that you couldn't come because something else came up. Is your business finished?"

"We're so glad, Mascot!"

They were so full of welcome and relief that I wanted to chat more, but that wasn't the urgent matter at hand.

"Is the rent okay?"

The rent for this pop-up store space, paid with blood!

Payment Item: Fresh Blood (Human)

Security Deposit: 499L

Monthly Payment: 3L

Is that okay...

"Um, we got a few reminder notices… so we've been taking turns paying it ourselves. Don't worry…!"

"...Excuse me?"

"There are two of us, you see. If we take turns giving a little each week, the amount is bearable..."

"..."

I was at a loss for words.

"But you're… afraid of blood."

"It's okay. We put it in the mailbox and cut ourselves so we didn't have to see it, and, um… when we get a cut, the Resort treats it right away."

A bandage with the face of the yellow mascot character was stuck to Jang Heowoon's arm.

"..."

I felt a pang of guilt.

"I'm sorry. If I happen to be away for a similar reason next time, please tell them to deduct the blood from the security deposit."

"Huh? Yes. We will…!"

But as I said it, I knew.

Will there… really be a next time?

'If I succeed in ending the Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster… what will happen to this subway station?'

If the subway station is freed from the lockdown and the disaster's influence, its property of being 'a space where even the Contaminated can exist with their sanity intact' will also disappear.

Then these people...

...

Thinking of Supervisor Park Minseong's case on top of that made me feel even more uncertain.

Am I missing something?

Because I'm so anxious about the time limit, is there something I haven't checked?

The music box inside the maker was a trap I only discovered because I had enough time. Could there be other traps like that elsewhere?

Even if not, if I took enough time to investigate, I might be able to find other hints...

...

"Um, Mr. Jay."

I asked as we left the pop-up store.

"Do you… know Director Cheong well?"

"Well, at the company, as much as the other employees know… I know all that..."

I knew that much, too.

While waiting to hear from the researchers, I had looked into what I could find out about Director Cheong externally.

'She rarely makes public appearances.'

She doesn't appear at official functions or press conferences.

However, her name has been listed as a director since the current Daydream website was first created.

Meaning she's a being who has been at Daydream since long ago, before it was even publicly listed.

What I heard from asking the two Disaster Management Bureau agents who were with me was similar.

-A director who has been at Daydream for a long time, one who is like Daydream itself.

In the end, it all converged on that sentence.

That she felt like a typical Daydream Executive.

To find out more specifics from here...

'…I need to access the intranet.'

Using the intranet of one of Ho Yuwon's Project members was too blatant...

"By any chance, has anyone quit the project team?"

"Quit… you mean…?"

"More like, someone who quit working directly under Director Ho and returned to regular company duties."

"Hmm..."

The Sergeant seemed to sink into thought before speaking.

"There is... That… black Goat."

…!

Baek Saheon.

* * *

That evening.

The Daydream company housing building.

"Hello, civilian."

"Waaah!"

Baek Saheon, who had just closed his front door and turned his head, freaked out upon seeing me climbing through his window.

It was because I was wearing a mask on my face.

Was it called a Choraengi mask?

In any case, before he could open the front door and run, I hurriedly approached and held out my hand.

"Are you alright? …Don't be alarmed. It's me."

It felt like a 'it's me' scam, but I had solid proof.

The Paper Boat.

"..."

The expression on Baek Saheon's face changed completely as he looked at the paper I was holding.

"…Agent?"

"Yes."

I came this way because I thought it would be easier to talk, but I was actually planning to switch tactics the moment Baek Saheon lifted his blindfold to 'confirm' who I was.

I held out my hand.

"Nice to see you, civilian. It's been a while."

"…So you do know."

But this time, instead of lifting his blindfold, Baek Saheon just looked at me with an irritated expression and slapped my hand away.

"Why have you been so hard to contact…!? Were you planning to run off with my Item?"

"I was trapped in a Supernatural Disaster."

"..."

"I'm sorry. Thank you for your help last time. I needed to repay that, too."

I expected Baek Saheon to burst with irritation again.

But...

"Hey."

A calm voice came.

"Why on earth do you keep doing that job?"

"..."

"You can quit even now. Honestly, it seems like it's just low pay and a risk to your life."

"I know."

I smiled bitterly.

"I suppose I missed the right time to quit with a clear conscience."

"..."

Baek Saheon made a face as if he were clenching his jaw, then sighed and gestured with his chin.

"Have a seat or something."

"Thank you."

I sat down at the dining table of the company apartment I had once lived in, feeling a little nostalgic.

And I asked without thinking.

"I have a question, too."

"What is it?"

"Why do you keep working at Daydream, civilian?"

Baek Saheon paused for a moment as he was about to sit on the opposite side.

"I know that most people who work at this company have a desperate wish. Do you have… a wish like that?"

"..."

"I don't know."

"I had a reason for working here before, but it doesn't matter now."

"..."

"If I keep collecting points… well, I'm sure I'll find a use for a Wish Ticket eventually."

His tone somehow felt like he was trying to gloss over things instead of looking inward at himself.

It occurred to me that perhaps Baek Saheon knew exactly why he wanted a Wish Ticket...

Maybe that's why, as someone with experience, my mouth opened on its own.

"You have to be careful with the Wish Ticket."

"Ah, yes."

…He's reacting just like I did when I heard something similar from Agent Bronze. No...

"It's not that it's ineffective, but that it can be granted in an unexpected way."

"…Excuse me?"

"Daydream's Wish Ticket… is not some convenient item that grants the true desire deep in the user's heart."

I said seriously.

"I believe it's closer to 'we did grant the wish,' fulfilled within the scope of what it can grant, according to the wording of the wish."

"…How do you know that?"

"I had the chance to hear a user's testimony. That potion definitely grants wishes in a self-centered way, not a user-centered one..."

…Wait a minute.

Self-centered.

'…Isn't that like Director Cheong?'

-You should be grateful. I fulfilled your slogan for you.

For a moment, as I remembered why I had come here in the first place, I had a strange feeling.

The music box in the Potion Maker.

Director Cheong's manipulation.

The mutated state of the Wish Ticket that comes from it...

...Something felt off.

"Anyway… I understand."

"Civilian."

"What now?"

"Do you know Director Cheong Dallae?"

"…Is there anyone who works at a company and doesn't know their own department's director? Of course I know her."

...

"Could you possibly log into the intranet for me? There's something I want to investigate about that director."

"What?"

"I heard you can use the intranet on a PC in the company housing."

"Well…"

"I won't leave any records that could cause you trouble, civilian."

After all, the reason I came here was to find internal information in a way that wouldn't arouse Director Cheong's suspicion.

"This information is absolutely necessary. …Please."

I was about to offer some kind of condition.

Something that would tempt Baek Saheon.

But...

"…If you try to do anything weird with my account, I'm taking it back."

…!

"Thank you."

"Never mind. Just think of it as payment for telling me about the Wish Ticket."

Baek Saheon guided me to his PC.

…I felt a strange sensation as I followed him.

'So this guy has learned to show a little kindness…?'

He was certainly a far cry from the Viper in the Dark Exploration Records...

And perhaps even from how he was during the new employee orientation.

…Could I have had an influence on him?

A strange feeling washed over me, but I couldn't dwell on it for long.

"Here you go."

I quickly took a seat at Baek Saheon's PC and logged into the intranet.

"From there, the logo at the top..."

Baek Saheon's pretentious voice, which had started to explain, trailed off.

It was because I was already navigating my personal page on the intranet with practiced ease.

I went to the company-wide notice tab and started to read the posts in chronological order, from oldest to newest...

Instead of searching for 'Cheong Dallae' directly, I searched by her title, Managing Director, and then, if any related projects came up, I used those to search for more detailed documents.

"...!"

As I did, I realized something.

'There's an unusually large number of Dragon-related Darknesses.'

The Dragon-Head Coast Ghost Story.

The Dragon-Hunting Game Ghost Story.

The Hwangnyongsa Stone Pagoda Ghost Story.

The Han River Dragon Ghost Story...

All sorts of Darknesses related to Dragons were developed or researched under Director Cheong's authority.

Of course, since it was the development department, this could be seen as a matter of course. There was a wide variety of other Darknesses under Director Cheong's purview as well.

But.

'Even after Director Ho joined… Dragon-related Darknesses are conspicuously under Director Cheong's authority.'

It seemed that people from Director Cheong's line were assigned to them...

I was suddenly reminded of something.

The words of the expendable agent from the Blue Dragon Team I met in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

-I'm telling you, I smelled that vile Gangcheori here.

-I'm talking about the Daydream Director. That pseudo-religion nut!

Gangcheori is a ghost story about an Imoogi that failed to become a Dragon.

Could it be...

'Is Director Cheong that being?'

And I had never heard any of the current Agents mention this Gangcheori that the Agent in Sekwang Metropolitan City had spoken of.

"..."

I felt like I had grasped a hint.

And then I realized something else.

Among the beings within the 'Dragon-related ghost stories under Director Cheong's authority,' there was one I could meet right away.

A being who was friendly toward me, one I could converse with.

A  G o o d  C h i l d

"..."

In the dead of night.

I entered the Cheerful Theme Park through my inventory tattoo.

To meet the blue dragon Mascot of Blue Dream Water Park.

D-3 until the Day of Disaster.

Chapter 352

When I opened my eyes in the Flower Golden Resort, the first thing I saw was the giant Potion Maker.

The thing I'd put in my inventory was taking up almost the entire storage space.

Trying not to touch the Music Box next to it, I opened the golden door of the packed storage.

I 'felt' the storage space shimmer behind me and turn back into a formless volume...

And then.

"Good day, Mascot-nim."

I saw the Manager, dressed in a neat suit and a monocle, standing in front of the door.

The Caretaker.

The being whose employment contract I had inherited at the 'Horizon Lodge' was no longer a caretaker but was now working as my assistant manager at this Resort.

Still retaining the same arrogant air he had when we met at the lodge, he spoke to me with a polite attitude.

"Shall I report on the current profits and operational status of the Flower Golden Resort?"

"That's alright."

I walked down the hallway and out of the Resort, my form gradually changing.

By the time I rounded a corner and entered the Resort's lobby, I had transformed into a yellow, feline Mascot with flowering deer antlers on my head.

I ' m

g o i n g  o u t

"You're heading to the Bluedream Zone adjacent to the territory. I shall see you off."

I t 's  o k a y

I waved my two hands warmly at the mass-produced Mascots who were waving at me, and at the non-human guests who had come out to go to the newly opened theme park and were now greeting me as well, then moved quickly.

'I can't let myself be influenced.'

The moment I arrived at the Resort, a comfortable sense of omnipotence settled into my mind.

The feeling that this was my domain.

…This was the first time I'd taken a non-human form since regaining my human shape at the Balance Tribunal.

But this was the right form to have a proper conversation with the Blue Mascot.

'Be careful.'

I waddled my soft, fur-covered body forward.

And just beyond the Resort gate.

A figure that had been pacing and looking this way, as if it had sensed my return and was waiting, jumped and waved its hand.

A blue dragon character.

G o o d   C h i l d !

The Bluedream Mascot.

Perhaps because I was consciously keeping my distance, the Blue Mascot's voice sounded like complete 'Mascot Language,' just like before.

I ran to the gate.

W e l c o m e !

When I hugged the Mascot, the sweet and cool scent of the sea wafted from within the giant, cutely deformed plush doll...

G o o d   T o   S e e   Y o u

It was true.

The eeriness and unfamiliarity I used to feel when looking at the Mascot were still there somewhere, but a sense of gladness came first.

Maybe this is what it means to get used to something.

I

W a n t   T o   A s k

But the purpose of my visit today was to ask a question.

At my polite request to ask a question, the blue dragon Mascot nodded its head.

G o   A h e a d

Looking at the Blue Mascot, who thumped its chest as if to say 'ask me anything,' I asked quietly.

W h a t

W e r e   Y o u

O r i g i n a l l y ?

The Mascot's movements stopped.

The mass-produced blue Mascots that had been guiding the guests also froze for a moment.

With only the background music of the Cheerful Theme Park playing, I opened my mouth again.

B e f o r e

B e c o m i n g

A  M a s c o t

…

S t o p   I t

The blue Mascot's doll head looked down at me.

The eyes of the giant doll stared without reflection.

W e

A r e  M a s c o t s

...

But I had seen it.

I n s i d e

I t 's   T h e r e

I pointed at him.

At the something inside the mascot costume.

I

S a w   i t

!

What is inside you.

After the Cheerful Theme Park closed for the day, after the mascot costume lost its vitality, what was left inside.

The 'contents.'

Because of the advice to 'not look,' I hadn't seen it directly, but I knew from the shadow, the black silhouette, and the sound.

It was… the form of a melting dragon.

A long body, a tail, whiskers, scales...

Its identity, which I could guess from this deformed figure, was…

'…Could it be a Blue Dragon?'

And.

I  S a w 

S o m e t h i n g  e l s e

T o o

Magic Bunny.

I presumed that what was originally inside it had a form similar to a Western dragon.

I remembered.

The bizarre statue that looked as if it had been trying to create its original form by weaving together the body parts of guests it had collected.

Of course, Magic Bunny had already completely melted into an amorphous lump of flesh.

As if it had lost all its identity while inside the costume.

'…Perhaps, the costume itself has an influence.'

Magic Bunny had worn the costume of a red rabbit, but the Bluedream Mascot was a blue dragon.

What if that was the reason this being was holding on without completely collapsing?

Where on earth did the beings inside these costumes come from?

I had a theory about that.

 W e r e  Y o u

C a p t u r e d

S o m e w h e r e  E l s e ?

Another ghost story.

The Cheerful Theme Park was, of course, a board game created by the Cheerful Research Institute.

-Because ghost stories are influenced by concepts and rules, we tried to perceive everything as being for children...

Weren't the entities from other ghost stories processed into Mascots by the Cheerful Research Institute, which processes ghost stories into less dangerous toys?

If so, everything made sense.

...

 W h y

A  M a s c o t ?

The Blue Mascot's horns drooped.

Its round body slumped on the bench, looking shabby and pitiful...

T h e   p l a c e 

I   w a s 

D i s s a p p e a r e d

...!

I   C o u l d   n o t

P r o t e c t   i t

…A feeling like a bitter pain was transmitted.

Homesickness.

'Ah...'

And an image reflexively came to mind.

The image of this Mascot, sitting across from the tattooist at the Moonlight Tattoo Shop.

'That tattooist… was from the Mermaid Tomb.'

The deep sea.

Under the sea...

I looked around my surroundings.

At the theme park, designed to look like a seaside.

The appearance of the Blue Dream Water Park.

'...'

That Deep Sea City, contaminated by a Biological Disaster, had another name, albeit one caused by a hallucination.

'Sparkling Dragon Palace.'

That in itself was proof.

…It was the name of the place where a dragon had been.

M e r m a i d   p r i n c e s s

!

D i d  Y o u

C o m e  F r o m

T h e r e 

The Blue Mascot froze like a still life painting.

Then, as if looking around, as if it couldn't be caught, it glanced around the theme park and...

It took my hand.

That statement is

correct.

'~!'

A sharp pain like before didn't come, but the sense of being overwhelmed was immense.

As… a being occupying a similar role, I digest that overwhelming feeling very slowly. And I understand.

'I was right.'

This Blue Mascot was an entity from that mysterious Deep Sea City. The place that was destroyed as the Biological Disaster spread, becoming the Mermaid Tomb.

And that Biological Disaster...

-Don't worry. The function of that music box melody has already been thoroughly verified in a certain deep sea city!

It was instigated by Director Cheong.

For the verification of 'Angel's Sigh,' the music box melody that had caused a disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Probably… a state of Darkness that was 'developed and improved' at the Daydream Laboratory.

'...'

I 'moved' a mass-produced Mascot to bring me a piece of paper, then held it up for the Blue Mascot.

On it was the smiley face emoticon logo of the Cheerful Research Institute.

D o  Y o u  K n o w  I T

I  K n o w

It knew which group had created this Cheerful Theme Park and pushed it into being a Mascot.

…I could feel a faint aversion, but the nuance was closer to resignation than hatred or resentment.

I  k n o w

Because it had nowhere else to go, anyway.

I felt a faint sadness from within the mascot costume...

T h e n

D o   Y o u

K n o w  T h i s ?

I took the Blue Mascot's hand.

…I could feel the massive being inside the costume holding back its thoughts so as not to affect me too much.

I slowly moved my fist over its hand, forming a word.

Gangcheori

Countless meanings were contained and conveyed within it, like the language of Mascots.

The image of Director Cheong, filled with my fear and wariness, signifying something related to this theme park ghost story.

The Blue Mascot looks at me.

I hear it.

I

D o  N o t  K n o w  T h a t  N a m e

It doesn't know the being's name.

B u t

I  K n o w

It knows that a separate entity was involved in this matter.

At that moment.

I received a strange image from the Mascot's tightly held hand.

A low-quality videotape-like image, Mascots spinning crazily in front of a powered-down ride, a lump of flesh being injected into an empty mascot costume, the shape of a giant creature being crushed, a scream, the wavering sound of the Cheerful Theme Park's music, someone's hearty laughter...

The process of making a Mascot.

This time, I endured the explosion of images amidst a shock that felt like my eyeballs were being squeezed out. The information, which included the pain the other had felt, seemed to violently scramble my brain, but...

The laughter sounded familiar.

…It was the sound I had heard recorded on the panel on the rooftop of Sekwang City Hall.

'Director Cheong.'

Amidst the shock, I realize my deduction was correct...

'The Mascots were indeed dragons from different origins.'

She had taken powerful entities judged as 'dragons' from within ghost stories and deliberately crammed them into this theme park.

'…As if to mock them?'

No, it was a bit strange from the start.

'Can the being before my eyes be considered that evil and dangerous of a ghost story?'

Perhaps because I'd seen so many creepy ghosts and horrific entities in insane ghost stories, the Blue Mascot felt bizarre, but not evil.

If anything, it felt closer to a supernatural being.

'It deviates a bit from the original purpose of the Cheerful Research Institute.'

The result doesn't align with that research institute's priorities.

That, too, seemed to mean that Director Cheong was involved in this process...

'Did she deliberately… contaminate it with a biological disaster to make it a dangerous being?'

What on earth could be the reason?

'Does she want to suppress dragons?'

A clear tendency was emerging.

I decided that as soon as I got back, I would investigate the various legends related to the Imoogi named Gangcheori in more detail.

It was what I did best, after all.

Remembering and applying the rules and principles of a ghost story was the essence of the catharsis found in the clear cases of the Dark Exploration Records.

Figuring out Director Cheong's principles of action might help in ending the Sekwang Metropolitan City disaster.

'There's no time.'

There were now three days left until the lockdown broke and hell was unleashed.

Let's move quickly.

T h a n k  Y o u

Just as I was about to say thank you and get up, …the moment I looked at the Blue Mascot, a sudden premonition flashed through my mind.

'Blue dragon.'

Cheongryong.

And due to the Sekwang Metropolitan City incident, one Disaster Management Bureau team had its name completely erased, and that name was...

The Blue Dragon Team.

'...'

Looking at the Blue Mascot, I opened my mouth.

D o  Y o u  R e m e m b e r ?

B l u e  C l o t h e s

The garish colors of the theme park reflect in the black eyes of the blue dragon Mascot.

Dokkaebi flame. 

However...

 I  D o n' t  K n o w

The Mascot replied.

I  H a v e  F o r g o t t e n

...

I  S e e

I simply gave the Mascot a hug.

The Mascot seemed a little surprised, but it waddled and hugged me back, looking slightly shy and pleased.

I could hear the laughter of the theme park visitors and a formal tutting sound.

[Hmph, such pretense. At this rate, it will come off as detestable even through a camera.]

I was wondering why it was so quiet...

But that cold sweat-inducing insult actually lightened my heart a little.

G o o d  C h i l d

B e  C a r e f u l

And after the hug, the Blue Mascot speaks seriously.

S t a y

H e r e

I t' s  S a f e

...

Indeed.

If I stayed inside this theme park, I would probably be fine even if the Sekwang Metropolitan City disaster spread nationwide.

If I re-established my identity as the Manager of the Resort...

If I gave up on living as a human.

'I could even bring all my other acquaintances here to take refuge.'

I could just hire them all as Resort employees.

No, I'd have to hire them quickly before they died. Then they could survive peacefully in this Resort while retaining as much of their ego as possible...

But I couldn't.

Because I knew people who would never accept that.

And I wanted to survive as a human.

…That's why I wanted to go home.

I t' s   o k a y

Therefore, I just thumped my chest confidently.

A r e

Y o u

O k a y ?

Are you sure you won't end up melting like Magic Bunny?

I  W i l l 

E n d u r e

I hear a voice that sounds like a vow.

G o o d  C h i l d

S a m e  H e r e

That's right.

You could say we're in a similar situation.

In the sense that we ended up in this predicament thanks to Director Cheong.

However, the Blue Mascot seemed to be trying to tell me something until the very end.

M y  G i f t

R e m e m b e r   I t

Hmm. I think it's talking about the scale I received last time.

'It seems like it was torn from its original body...'

…Thank you.

T h a n k  Y o u

G o o d  C h i l d

I got up from the bench and left the Blue Mascot.

The blue dragon Mascot, waving its hands energetically, had a cute feel to it, as befitting a product of a theme park ghost story, but I now had an idea of the being beneath that costume.

Something suppressed and hidden.

So, inside my own mascot costume, I made a pained and complex expression.

An emotion that could not be expressed outside the costume.

* * *

Upon returning to the Resort, I immediately prepared to go back.

But the Manager approached me, saying he had something to report.

"This is the regular report on my remaining employment contract period."

...

Wait a minute.

Considering I was missing for 293 days, plus the time I was bounced from the Guard Team to the Project team before that...

It should be around 600 days…!

-The employment contract period you have inherited is 1241 days, 6 hours, 11 minutes, and 23 seconds, based on the solar calendar.

Phew.

No, there's still more than a year left.

 T h e r e  I s

S t i l l  T i m e

L e f t , R i g h t ?

"That is correct."

With the Sekwang Metropolitan City countdown at three days, this grace period feels more than generous; it feels ample.

"Shall I report again when the employment contract period has less than 365 days remaining, based on the solar calendar?"

Y e s

'Hmm.'

Does he perhaps want to continue working at this Resort?

I felt a sense of desire from this Manager, but I was in no position to care about that, so I was about to leave the Resort without a second thought when...

"Would you perhaps like to hear another report?"

...

"What kind of report?"

I changed back from a Mascot to my human form.

Fortunately, it was possible without much strain.

I felt a little uncomfortable and cold, but I forgot that sensation at the Manager's words.

"It is a report concerning the Resort pop-up store established in the underground Leased Space."

...!

He was talking about the space in Sekwang Metropolitan City's Twilight Station, where I had the two Heowoon stay.

"Is there a problem?"

"It is good news. In three days, there is a prospect of improved profitability for the said store due to a reduction in transmission fees."

A chill ran down my spine.

He meant that the Sekwang Metropolitan City lockdown would be lifted.

Once the lockdown is lifted, the transmission fees will change.

"…Is that all you have to say?"

"In addition, there is an opinion I wish to present."

The Manager said.

"If you permit it, I will take this opportunity to actively purchase additional land for the Resort, using the pop-up store as a channel."

...What?

"We can acquire the entire underground space and develop it into a complex resort centered around a monorail."

I understood his words a beat later.

He was suggesting we devour the entire Sekwang Special City Subway ghost story and turn it into a branch of the Flower Golden Resort!

This is insane.

If I were to grow the Cheerful Theme Park ghost story even bigger, my condition would...

"No. That's alright. Please put it on hold for now."

"…I will proceed as you have instructed."

The Manager withdrew.

[It sounds a bit presumptuous, but isn't it a decent proposal, my friend?]

No.

Phew, if I did something like that...

[All the people who fled underground could enjoy your charming little resort, a luxury they don't deserve! Just as Mr. Roe Deer advertised through dreams on the train.]

...!

[Of course, it all depends on your choice. Friend!]

...

'In the worst-case scenario, perhaps...'

...

...

"Manager."

I turned around.

"I'd like you to explain the method."

* * *

It was nearly midnight by the time I left the Resort.

"Grapes-ie."

"..."

"Where on earth have you been all..."

Agent Choi stopped talking when he saw my complexion.

I rubbed my face and smiled.

"I'm fine. …I was doing more research related to the conclusion."

"..."

"Agent Choi… were you talking with Ho Yuwon in the counseling room?"

"…You could say that."

I knew he was hiding something.

…He probably knew, too.

That I was hiding something.

Agent Choi put down the 'Potion Maker Repair Log' written by the Researchers that he had been reading and spoke again.

"Grapes-ie. About the conclusion method you're trying to attempt... It boils down to swapping the machine on the rooftop, right?"

"Yes."

And I added firmly.

"And for that attempt, it would be best for one person to do it first. The more people there are, the more mediums there will be for Contamination."

"…Is that so?"

"Yes. I'm saying this based on my experience of having gone there myself. And..."

I met Agent Choi's eyes.

"In the same vein, it would be most efficient for me, who has been there myself, to handle it quickly."

"...Is that so?"

"Yes."

"..."

"..."

"Alright. Let's do that."

Agent Choi stepped back.

I slowly held back a sigh.

"Then, shall we get ready?"

"…Yes."

D-2 until the Day of Disaster.

Chapter 353

It was past midnight,

and only two days remained until the Day of Disaster.

Inside the hideout, Agent Choi and I sat beside the still-sleeping Agent Bronze, each of us organizing our information.

Nothing had changed from when I had woken up a few days ago.

Silence flowed between us.

-The seal will be released in the evening of the day, around the hour of the dog… If you want to make a move before then, that morning is your last chance.

There really wasn't much time left.

Which meant we couldn't go on like this.

I let out a breath and put down what I was looking at.

"Agent Choi."

"..."

"What are you hiding?"

"What do you mean?"

"I know there's something you're not telling me. …We can't afford to spend our time like this."

I looked at him.

"This is an Annihilation-sanctioned supernatural disaster. It's a situation where even if we share everything we know and plan our operation together, there's no guarantee our attempt will succeed."

"..."

"Besides, the termination method I'm trying to use hasn't been definitively proven, so there are bound to be flaws. It'll be a problem if the people entering the Disaster aren't in sync."

"…Right. You know that well."

Agent Choi said in a casual tone, his eyes still fixed on what he was reading.

"Grapes-ie."

"..."

"The method you're trying to use is bogus."

...

"Excuse me?"

"I said it's bogus."

Thud.

Agent Choi placed the researchers' 'Potion Maker Repair Log' on the floor.

"I've memorized it all. I also heard from the researchers you smuggled out."

"That's…"

"But no matter how I look at it, I can't deduce that this machine has the ability to end the metropolitan city's Supernatural Disaster."

"..."

"You knew it too, didn't you? Your plan isn't just flawed, it's a complete gamble."

"It's not that bad."

"What do you mean, 'it's not that bad'? …Do you trust that note left by Lee Kangheon so much?"

"..."

"That's not a hint you found in a Supernatural Phenomenon, it's just a note someone left behind. And you're going to believe that?"

"I thought it was worth a shot, given the circumstances."

"No."

Agent Choi's eyes, sunken, stared at me.

"This isn't taking a shot, it's running an experiment."

"…!"

"'It might be true, so I'll risk my life alone to try it out,' isn't that it?"

"You too, Agent Choi…"

I said, suppressing my anger.

"While rescuing people until now, haven't you ever tried an escape method based on a small clue?"

"Of course I have. But willingly walking into a death trap is different! I don't do things like that."

"..."

No, you do.

If the flow of events hadn't changed when I cleared Looky Mart, you were the agent who would have gone up to the 4th floor and disappeared.

The words rose to my throat, but I couldn't say them.

And another thing.

"I'm not walking into a death trap."

"Oh yeah? Then let me ask you. You said people go crazy when they hear that damn music box, so how were you planning to prevent that? It didn't seem like you were looking for an Item these past few days."

"I told you. For some strange reason, I wasn't greatly affected by that mental contamination…"

"..."

"Agent Choi."

I realized.

"You never believed me from the start, did you?"

-So, you're saying that if the Disaster is terminated right before the seal is released… the civilians might survive.

That wasn't an agreement.

This man had no intention of cooperating with my attempt from the very beginning.

He didn't believe what I said.

"Suggesting we try to terminate it… was just a lie to reassure me."

"It wasn't a lie."

Agent Choi stood up from his seat.

"I'm just trying a different method."

"What kind of method? If you had such a method in the first place, shouldn't you have told me about it…"

Ah.

"You had no intention of moving with me."

"..."

"Come to think of it, it would be easy. After saying you'll enter the special city, you could just put me to sleep instead of letting me enter."

"Grapes-ie."

"You were aiming for that, just pretending to go along with what I wanted all this time, weren't you?"

"..."

"A different method? What's so different if you try it instead of me?"

"It is different."

Agent Choi looked at me with a weary face, then rubbed his face and stood before me.

He was about to speak in a calm voice.

"…Soleum. At the very least, I won't try a method I don't even know is a trap or not. I'll choose a method where I can predict the outcome as much as possible."

"I've already dismantled the trap."

"What if there's another one? What if the note itself is a trap? Do you think others can't think of what you've thought of?"

"Even so, we already discussed that things can't get any worse!"

"Right! Even if it's a trap, things won't get worse! Except for the person doing it dying or ending up in a state worse than death!"

"Stop it!!"

Agent Choi and I gasped for breath and turned our heads.

Agent Haegeum, who had just entered the hideout, was looking at us and shouted with a hardened face.

"This country might end in two days, and you two are fighting amongst yourselves? Do you have that much time to spare?"

"…The country won't end. The Disaster Management Bureau will re-initiate the seal."

I said, as if vomiting the words without realizing it.

"But Sekwang Metropolitan City will remain trapped in a ghost story where its citizens die repeatedly every day. That's…"

"Agent Grapes."

Agent Haegeum looked into me.

What I saw in her eyes was… a worried calmness.

"Where is that impatience coming from?"

"..."

"If I had heard that from Yeongeun, I would have understood. But you don't have any special ties to that city."

"..."

"Could it be that emotion… is it coming from that executive from the Fox Counseling Room, the one who was said to be a supernatural being of the special city?"

I was conflicted.

"…I may have been influenced, but that's not all it is."

It's difficult and frustrating to keep being vague and silent.

…What if I try being more honest?

I haven't been able to until now, so maybe if I confess everything this time, something might change…

After hesitating, I finally opened my mouth as if spewing it all out.

"I… want to terminate this Darkness, no, this Disaster."

"It seems like you have a personal reason. Why?"

"..."

Ha.

"I need Dream Essence Liquid."

I clenched both fists and lowered my gaze.

Maybe, this time…

"The liquid used to make Wish Tickets at Daydream. I… I really, this time… I've found a way to use it properly."

"..."

"It's not the dangerous kind of Wish Ticket the company gives out. It's the original. The Cheerful Research Institute, that organization originally developed it… and considering the group's purpose, it will really grant wishes, so-"

"...Agent Grapes."

"It's true. The Wish Tickets produced at Daydream were a distorted version, but this time, it will be real."

And Agent Haegeum…

patted my back.

As if calming down someone who wasn't in their right mind.

...

"You don't believe me."

I sank.

"Yes… I couldn't tell you because I thought that would happen. But-"

"Kim Soleum."

Agent Choi sat down in front of me.

And a pleading yet firm voice was heard.

"You can't go home."

"..."

Calm down.

"You've experienced it too. Don't believe anyone who says you can go back to before, to the past. Okay? But…"

This, he's saying this because he doesn't know my real situation… It's natural that a rational person wouldn't believe that I really have a home in a world other than this one. And he keeps saying something, but…

'The living must go on living.'

'You have to move forward, not be tied to the past.'

I know, I know it's that kind of advice and shock therapy for encouragement, but…

...

What the hell do you know?

"…!"

I lowered the hand that had almost grabbed Agent Choi by the collar.

But the words had already spilled out.

"I can go back! Because I'm not from here!"

"What?"

"This whole situation, this place is a ghost story and a Supernatural Disaster to me! I…"

"..."

"..."

"What does that mean?"

Ah.

I backed away.

"I'm sorry."

"Grapes, Kim Soleum…!"

I stumbled backward out of the hideout. Then I ran down, looking for a door.

"Kim Soleum!"

I was about to hang a nameplate on the door of an abandoned container, which could barely be called a door, and cross over to the Fox Counseling Room… but.

"..."

I stopped in my tracks.

'I can't go on like this.'

Don't be overwhelmed by the situation just because it feels unbearable. If I keep avoiding it, I'll just keep avoiding it.

...

Right.

"Agent Choi."

I turned around, head still bowed, took a deep breath, and spoke.

"I'm sure this seems frustrating from your perspective. You probably don't understand what I'm saying."

I could see Agent Choi's feet stop.

"And if you're already thinking of another, more certain method, I know my attempt might just look like throwing an egg at a rock."

"..."

"But in truth, I know that the 'certain method' you mentioned is also a crazy method where you shoulder the entire burden yourself."

"You–"

"So let's be fair."

I said, looking back.

"I, too, am going to try my best."

"..."

"If you ever feel like cooperating, I hope you'll come to the counseling room then."

I then opened the door and crossed over into the counseling room.

Click.

"..."

"…Mr. Roe Deer?"

I let out a deep sigh.

Then I sat on the floor of the counseling room and took out the Dream Essence Collector from within my tattoo.

It was intact.

'I can collect it.'

…I wonder how Agent Choi will react.

Even if the agents couldn't cooperate, there were plenty of alternatives.

'I can proceed with the plan.'

After all, getting help with entry, movement, and backup… is also possible from this counseling room.

'Hoo.'

I lifted my head and looked at Ho Yuwon, who was sitting at the waiting room table.

"What did you and Agent Choi talk about yesterday?"

"Pardon?"

"Did he, by any chance, ask you to secretly put me to sleep when it's my turn to enter, so I don't enter the special city?"

"..."

His mouth opened.

"That's right."

...

"He said he would try a more humane and safer way to seal the Disaster while saving the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City."

Just as I thought.

'Agent Choi was planning to interfere with the Sealing Ritual…!'

He was planning to interfere with the Disaster Management Bureau's Sealing Ritual, which would be conducted again as soon as the current seal was released, to change something.

The fact that Agent Choi had been tracking the Sealing Ritual at the Ritual Site for the past few days wasn't just to grasp the situation, but clearly in preparation for that method.

And of course, it wouldn't be an ordinary method.

'How on earth can one person handle a seal that was completed by repeatedly sacrificing hundreds of thousands, maybe over a million people, every single day?'

…And he planned to stop my method of trying to terminate it before the seal was released by pretending to agree, then backstabbing me.

'...'

Did Agent Haegeum… know too?

My head grew cold.

My mouth was dry with impatience.

"So, did you… agree to stop my entry and just put me to sleep?"

"I told him I'd think about it."

"..."

"But he did say that since there wasn't much time left, he needed an answer within today or tomorrow."

A peculiar smile graced Ho Yuwon's face.

"He seemed to dislike me quite a bit, yet he asked so earnestly."

"…I see."

Through the shock, a very faint, stinging feeling welled up and then disappeared.

Because I knew his decision was definitely made out of concern for me.

'Ha.'

If that's the case, it's better that things turned out this way before it got to that point.

'If anything, my head has cleared.'

I tried to think that way…

Besides, to be perfectly honest, I knew that there was definitely some truth in what Agent Choi said.

'…I barely delved into the possibility of failure.'

I only thought about how to make this method succeed. Thinking about the possibility of failure would only make me anxious, and there was no alternative.

Yes. Right now, I'm fixated on a single possibility.

Because this kind of termination would be an unparalleled good result, I'm interpreting all information with a bias toward that outcome.

…But if I step away from that.

The thing that feels most out of place to me right now is…

"Mr. Ho Yuwon."

"Yes?"

"Why isn't Director Cheong storming in here right now and harming us all?"

This.

Director Cheong almost captured me when I escaped from Sekwang Metropolitan City.

That means she probably has a rough idea of how much I've found out.

With her personality, would she just set up the 'Potion Maker's Music Box' trap and leave me be?

Is that rational?

"If the plan I'm making is truly effective, I'd think she'd try to stop this Project itself by destroying this counseling room, even if it's a bit of a stretch."

But Ho Yuwon, who had been looking at me with a slightly surprised expression, seemed to be lost in thought for a moment, then shook his head.

"Hmm. I don't think she would do that."

"Is there a reason?"

"Well, that's… because I am an executive of Daydream, and this Project is under my jurisdiction as an executive, right?"

...!

"I don't think Director Cheong would respect you just because you're a fellow executive."

"That's right. It's closer to her abiding by the rules of this pharmaceutical company."

A slightly sinister look flickered in Ho Yuwon's eyes.

"She can't just one-dimensionally attack an executive of the same rank, especially over a company project, without a proper reason."

"..."

"It's even more so for a company executive to use force to sabotage her own department's project that's producing good results, without any justification."

"…So she can attack through internal company politics, but she won't take matters into her own hands personally?"

"Correct."

I realized something.

Director Cheong had attacked Ho Yuwon with performance pressure and such while he was digging into Sekwang Metropolitan City with this project, but she didn't respond by trying to kill him on the street.

As for me, if she really wanted to put me back under her direct command, she could have tried to physically abduct me when I was out on project business, but she didn't…

"If there's one thing that being, who uses any and all means to achieve her goals, desires, and pleasures, cares about."

That is.

"Perhaps it's Daydream Inc. itself? Director Cheong probably prioritizes the rules of this company above all else."

I recalled Director Cheong, who always had the words 'my company' on her lips.

"…Perhaps, it might be the only rule she follows?"

"Perhaps so."

I nodded my head with a strange feeling.

…My mind felt a little calmer. Right.

'Probably… Director Cheong has more tricks up her sleeve.'

The most important thing is that my employment contract is in that executive's hands.

But I also made my own preparations at the Resort for the worst-case scenario, so I won't be taken down without a fight.

And I had absolutely no intention of just letting Agent Choi interfere with the Sealing Ritual.

'Then he'll be the one to die.'

Or he'll be the one to end up in a state worse than death. A chill ran down my spine thinking about what he was trying to handle.

It's more rational to first try my method, which has a chance of leaving even me, the one performing it, unharmed.

But I don't know if such words will get through to him.

Moreover, a groan escaped me as I remembered my own self-exposing outburst.

"..."

"Mr. Roe Deer. How about getting some sleep for now?"

"Pardon?"

"It seems you haven't slept properly for about two days. In this state, I'm worried you'll die on the street from a ridiculous mistake, let alone terminate the Disaster…"

"..."

"Shouldn't you sleep first before you go? That way you can make judgments with a clear mind."

"…What if the agents spirit me away while I'm sleeping?"

"You say something very disappointing."

I could see an expression that seemed to be blinking its eyes with a hint of pretense.

"You can just ask me to prevent that. I'm your employee too, Mr. Roe Deer."

Ah.

"You remember, right? I signed an employment contract too."

I remember.

"I promise. I won't arbitrarily hand over your identity, nor will I interfere with your sleep."

"…I understand."

I finally nodded my head.

Then I went into the Long-Term Inpatient Room and got on the bed.

"Sleep well, Mr. Roe Deer."

And so, I fell asleep.

…And when I opened my eyes again, I saw a being looking down at me from the bedside.

"Hello!"

A familiar person I hadn't seen in a very long time.

I opened my mouth, my voice hoarse.

"…Ms. Dolphin."

"It's been a really long time, hasn't it?"

The small, smiling employee's curly white hair sparkles in the sunlight beyond the counseling room curtains.

"I heard you're going in for the Darkness Termination this time!"

"..."

"I'll be providing my full support."

I nodded and shook her hand.

"Thank you."

…And until I re-entered the Sekwang Special City Subway, Agent Choi did not visit the counseling room.

Chapter 354

Re-entering the Sekwang City Subway.

"This way."

"Yep!"

I was walking along the tracks with Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, holding a flashlight.

There was enough space to stand to the side if a subway approached, and even if I were hit and killed, I would just wake up outside, so my steps were calm.

However, while keeping my ears pricked for any unexpected situations, I struck up a conversation with Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

Thanks to the sleep I'd gotten, my mind was clearer than before.

Even when I replayed my conversation with Agent Choi.

I realized it clearly.

'…He never believed me from the start.'

-So, you're saying you think you got caught up in a Supernatural Disaster and ended up here. The world suddenly changed, and you got some equipment.

Previously. 

When I told Agent Choi I was from another world and wanted to go back, I had been relieved by his calm reaction.

I thought he had accepted my situation.

But it wasn't acceptance...

'It was just… caution.'

Had he already decided back then that I couldn't be trusted?

'…Why?'

He had definitely seen children from other worlds at the Mermaid Tomb… and at the Sparkling Dragon Palace.

Things like parallel worlds aren't such a strange concept in this world of ghost stories.

Couldn't he have at least… believed that much?

"..."

For some reason, my mind felt dazed.

Into that haze, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's distinct voice rang out cleanly.

"Have you been well?"

Ah.

"I heard you fell from the Train Shelter onto the city and didn't wake up, but you still saved people even then!"

I managed a faint smile.

"That was, well, more Ms. Goral and Bronze's doing than mine."

"Huh? The three of you saved them together!"

Up to this point, the atmosphere was heartwarming.

"But those people from the shelter didn't seem that nice... Hmm, it would've been better if a few of the mean ones from there had died instead."

"...Pardon?"

"I heard Bronze hasn't woken up yet either. It just feels a bit unfair! I wish we could change it, even now."

Wow. 

The shock snapped my dazed mind to attention.

Right, this is who Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae was...

I barely managed to reply.

"…There was no way to do that. And, the people from the Train Shelter… most of them can't be called particularly bad people."

I added a final thought.

"People tend to act irrationally in extreme situations."

As I said that, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

I wonder if I looked that way too?

Every time I said I wanted to go home...

"That's true!"

As if in response, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae said.

"But even when one is under psychological pressure and makes a choice that makes you go, no!... with some people, even the wrong choices they make are kindhearted ones."

"..."

"Like you, Mr. Roe Deer."

"Me? …I don't think so."

"No. You were a really good person even when you were Mascot. Even at times when you didn't need to be good."

"..."

"That's truly amazing."

"…Thank you."

Her strangely subjective and firm words were oddly comforting.

"Anyway, Mascot's shop is doing fine, so I wasn't actually that worried while you were missing!"

"That's… a real relief."

I felt a sense of ease for some reason.

There was, strangely enough, a comfort in her extremism.

I'd broken into a cold sweat before, thinking she might stab me if I got on her bad side and she decided I was a bad person, but now I found her clarity refreshing.

In the way she gave unhesitating answers to any question.

That's why I ended up asking this.

A question I hadn't been able to ask before because it was sensitive and related to me.

"Um, may I ask what Dolphin's wish is?"

"Mine?"

"Yes. The wish you want to make if you get a Wish Ticket."

A smile spread across Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's lips.

A peculiar one.

"Should I be honest with you?"

"…I'd appreciate that."

"Okay..."

She moved closer and whispered in my ear.

"I've actually already saved up all the points for a Wish Ticket."

'...!!'

"500,000 points. All of them."

I turned to look at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae with eyes full of astonishment.

Her mouth was still smiling.

"The others have contracts to receive a Wish Ticket if this project succeeds, right? I just asked to be paid in points based on the grade of the Dream Essence Liquid we get."

Plus, she said she gathered them faster because she entered so many high-grade ghost stories for her regular duties.

And so, the points she had relentlessly collected surpassed 500,000 just a week ago...

"..."

"Oh, Assistant Manager Butterfly has probably almost saved up enough too, you know? She might have earned more points than me, but it seems she spends a lot on this company's special painkillers!"

"Then…"

I swallowed.

"Why… haven't you resigned?"

"..."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who had been talking as if her thoughts were flowing elsewhere, stopped and stared at me.

"I haven't decided on my wish yet."

What does that mean?

"…Didn't you join the company because you had a wish?"

"Weeell, I mean, I have a wish in my heart, but I'm still thinking about how to make it come true."

Ah.

"Because you have to make the wish in a single sentence?"

"Yep! And I want the actual world to change. Not for me to just go to a world where my wish has come true."

"That, I think, will be difficult."

"Right! That's what I'm worried about!"

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, walking unhesitatingly along the tracks, spoke just as unhesitatingly.

Her wish was...

"I wish only good people were left in the world."

"...!"

"So I thought about it, and it seemed kind of unfair for bad people to become good without any price… so originally, I was going to wish for all the bad people to disappear."

Cold sweat trickled down my back.

"Um, by any chance, the standard for a bad person is..."

"You know, the immoral and unethical people! The ones who push others in the Darkness to save themselves? I think it's about half the population!"

"…If, if you make that wish, all those people will disappear?"

"Yep!"

It felt almost like madness.

I wondered if this was how I sounded when I said I wanted to go home.

Utterly sincere to myself, but sounding like a madman's ravings to an outsider?

Is– is it that bad?

No, that seems rude to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, but then again, is it okay to be rude to someone who was about to wish away half of humanity without a second thought...

"But just going to a world where bad people are gone is kind of lame. I want the bad people who are here now to die."

Wow.

"…How about a wish to clean up the environment? Like, the development of sustainable energy resources..."

"Oh, that's good! Then it would be beneficial for the Earth in the long run, too."

Yes...

But Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae didn't say, 'I'll make that my wish.'

I don't think I'll ever be able to forget that fact...

'Hah...'

[Oh, my friend certainly has a talent for interviewing! What will you ask next?]

I'm not going to talk about that anymore...

I swallowed quietly and walked along the tracks.

"A train is coming."

And after letting a few trains coming from behind us pass.

"..."

"Is that it over there?"

"Yes."

I finally found the cursed subway zone connected to the line leading to the 'maintenance track' that the Train Shelter had escaped through.

Unlike the cursed zones in other stations, I could see a familiar feature.

For instance, when I shone my flashlight far beyond where the tracks connected, I could see something at the very end.

{Safety First During Maintenance

Workers Must Form Pairs}

Through that passage, the Train Shelter had escaped to the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City...

"..."

I glanced at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

It seemed she had only heard a summarized version of what the outside of Sekwang Metropolitan City was really like...

"Then shall we go in and check the route before we go for real?"

I shook my head.

"I'll go alone. I don't know from what point it counts as 'outside,' so I'll be very careful..."

"Huh? If we're going to be careful anyway, let's do it together!"

And Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae began to stride toward the maintenance track.

No...

I was about to say something, but in the end, I gave up and hurriedly followed her.

I had no confidence that I could persuade her... I'll just have to watch carefully and notice any signs.

And so we walked the straight track, up the inclined path.

Thanks to the grooves in the tracks, we could plant our feet securely and walk upwards.

"This is actually kind of nice. We don't have to worry about trains coming from behind anymore."

"...Yes."

Thump, thump.

Our footsteps echoed in the dark track.

Upward, ever upward.

Toward the surface.

"..."

To shake off the pressure, I asked slowly.

"So, how have you been with the new project team?"

"I've been great! There were a lot of familiar faces, so it wasn't awkward or anything. But it was a shame that a lot of the good people were gone."

Hmm.

"Oh! I eat a lot of snacks with the Sergeant! And Badger… hmm, he really only talks to me when we're in the subway."

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, in a bright voice, gave me news of the Guard Team and Team A.

"You can probably take people from Team A if you want this time, Mr. Roe Deer. Director Ho said they must cooperate."

"…I see."

It seemed most of the people I knew were doing well.

Of course, she wasn't just sharing bright stories in her bright voice...

"Oh, Assistant Manager Pony is doing well too, but she keeps hanging around the reopened Body Casino. I don't think she's going to live long!"

"…Yes."

You don't mean you're going to make that happen yourself, do you?

In any case, hearing about their daily lives had the effect of returning my sunken mental state to its original track.

I continued to talk as I walked the dark railway.

And then...

At some point, after walking up for a long time.

"..."

"..."

"I don't think we need the flashlight."

Sunlight shone on my head.

An exit was visible at the far end of the straight track.

The point where the underground ended.

Goosebumps rose on my skin as the natural light, piercing through from there, shone down the underground track and reached my eyes...

'…That's it.'

I knew instinctively.

That exit was the dividing line between the surface and the underground of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

However.

"Why don't we need the flashlight?"

"…Pardon?"

I heard Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's voice.

I raised my hand and pointed slightly at the exit where sunlight was pouring in.

"…Can you see it?"

"Hmm..."

Waving her flashlight, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae shrugged.

"A pitch-black exit? I see something like that."

"..."

It seemed the sunlight was visible only to me.

'Is it because… I've been to the surface once before?'

I had a feeling that was it.

Because I had once belonged to the 'outside,' my senses were probably open to perceiving it...

"Shall we go?"

"Wait a minute!"

I managed to frantically grab the shoulder of Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who was about to forge ahead again, but—no, why is she so strong?

"Let's go together. Slowly and carefully."

"Yep!"

I walked forward.

I kept the flashlight on, just in case.

"..."

The closer I got to the exit, the more I felt a strange pull and an impulse.

'…I feel like I'm going to be sucked in.'

Was it calling to me, the one who had escaped the blockade?

"Hmm, it doesn't look like there's anything there... Do you see something beyond it?"

"To me, yes."

It seemed that due to the blockade's influence, the surface outside felt like 'nothing' to Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae.

A state of Cognitive Impairment.

'Hoo.'

My hand gripping the flashlight grew sweaty with tension.

"…Dolphin. If things go wrong, can you pull me back?"

"Of course!"

I slowly took one step at a time, checking to make sure no sudden incidents occurred.

Thump, thump.

Only my height's worth of distance remained to the exit.

Then, the exit, which had only shown sunlight, began to shimmer...

'…Ah.'

It was a strangely distorted and obscured view of the outside.

Just like when I looked out the window from the Train Shelter after escaping to the surface, I could see the scenery beyond the track's exit.

But it was fainter than before.

It looked like I could almost see it.

It seemed to be… churning, somehow...

'…Is it because the blockade is being lifted?'

I suppressed the urge to jump in and finished my inspection in front of it.

'If I go out, it will definitely be the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City...'

That's it.

I was about to pull back when it happened.

Something began to appear in the churning scenery outside the exit.

"…!"

I stopped in my tracks.

My eyes, now accustomed to seeing the 'outside,' had distinguished a silhouette in the middle of the distorted view.

A person.

The silhouette of a large, familiar person.

"…Manager?"

Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

The leader of Team D, Lizard, was standing stock-still in front of the passage.

"…!!"

Wait, why is he here...?

I wondered if I was hallucinating, but the silhouette became clearer the more I stared.

And I was able to make out the silhouettes of two people behind him as well.

Wait, if there are two people...

'…The Assistant Manager and Agent!'

At their predicted identities, I almost succumbed to the urge to go outside the exit.

Don't!

"Yap!"

…I turned to look at Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who had pulled me back, and barely managed to speak.

"Thank you."

"Yep! Oh, is there something outside?"

"…Yes."

I clenched my fists and stepped back. Then I took a deep breath and thought.

Is there a way to communicate? I can't hear them, and I can't read their lips... Ah!

I took out a pen and paper and wrote.

Roe Deer is here.

"..."

Then I crumpled the paper and threw it out, beyond the sunlight.
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The exit leading to the surface.

The crumpled paper that left my hand flew in a parabola toward that place where the distorted figures were reflected…

and was swallowed.

"Oh."

"…Could you see the paper go through?"

"Not really, it just disappeared."

Hoo.

'Did that actually make it outside?'

I held my breath and waited.

The silhouettes outside the exit rippled as if a pebble had been thrown into a spring, and then…

…Thud.

"…!"

The crumpled paper flew back into the railway tunnel.

I resisted the urge to pick up the thing rolling on the ground, leaving it for a moment, and only after confirming there was nothing else amiss did I hastily grab it.

"How strange. It was like it disappeared for a second, then hit a wall and bounced back."

"…I see."

And the same words were written on the paper I unfolded.

I see.

…Section Chief.

Did you escape to the outside?

And the moment I read that sentence, I saw the Section Chief's handwriting disappear from the crumpled paper.

"…!"

…As if it were being dragged back to the surface of the sealed Sekwang Metropolitan City.

"..."

I pressed down hard and wrote a reply below the vanished words.

Yes.

I quickly wrote that I was able to get out with the Counselor's help, and that I was safe.

"Are there people out there who haven't woken up yet?"

"Yes."

And…

Was it impossible to escape through the outskirts?

…The three of them have still not woken up.

'Circumstantially, the escape… failed.'

It seemed that, unlike the train, there was a problem with leaving the city on foot.

'Is it because it was through the ground and not through the air?'

And when I thought about why these people were standing at this railway exit…

Perhaps Section Chief Lee Jaheon had a similar idea to mine.

So you came here to find a way back into the subway using the passage the Train Shelter came out of?

This maintenance railway was the only way we had experienced getting from the underground to the surface.

So he must have been researching whether it was possible to return to the subway, not to May 4th, by going in reverse…

Sure enough, a short answer was written on the paper I sent.

Yes.

Escaping through the outskirts is not suitable for those two.

So that was it…

Wait a minute.

'Does that mean he met those two over and over and brought them all the way here each time?'

How many times did you try?

Have you been trying continuously while May 4th repeats?

I anxiously crumpled it up again and threw it outside.

Once again, the paper was swallowed by the outside, and then it returned.

However.

It has not been repeating.

…Huh?

My mind went blank the moment I read the next words.

2 hours and 17 minutes have passed since 
Mr. Roe Deer disappeared from the collapsed station facility.

Wait.

You mean it's still

the same day I escaped?

...

Yes.

I steadied my mind, which had been on the verge of reeling.

[Oh, my goodness! It's as if only the time over there has frozen!]

What… on earth is happening?

But the moment I saw the exit, shimmering and reflecting the silhouettes, a prediction flashed in my mind.

An unstable seal.

'Did an issue with the Sealing Ritual cause May 4th to become fixed…?'

Like a cracked hourglass.

As if a hole had formed in the flow of time that was supposed to return to the morning of that day, letting the sand leak out so it never fills.

It seemed as if May 4th was slowly solidifying inside there…

Wait, just a moment.

'This raises the difficulty of the termination attempt…'

My original plan was to run to City Hall early in the morning, the moment the disaster began.

I would use the Cheerful Research Institute's Sekwang Station floor, dash through the corridors of that place before it burned down, and take the emergency stairs to the rooftop.

That way, I could end it when it was least dangerous, before the disaster alerts spread and pandemonium broke out.

The safest and most plausible method.

But if this is the case…

'That becomes impossible.'

I would have to carry out the termination attempt in the afternoon in Sekwang Metropolitan City, with the disaster in full swing.

Breaking through the rooftop where the cocoons had already swelled.

'…Damn it.'

It was dizzying just to imagine.

And even if I were to succeed.

'That's the end.'

The May 4th I experienced would become fixed.

The dead agents and people would remain as they were.

…The Counselor, too, would end up in the state he was in after sending me off, melted down.

"..."

Perhaps it would be better.

'Should I just let the Disaster Management Bureau… reseal it…?'

Should I make May 4th repeat again?

Then I could attempt the termination on the morning of that day. Under the best conditions…

'No!'

Sinking into thought, I froze cold.

'The moment it's resealed, I'll forget everything about Sekwang Metropolitan City too.'

It's an impossible plan to begin with!

From that point on, information and awareness about Sekwang Metropolitan City would be erased once more, so perhaps this time, not only I but also Ho Yuwon might forget about Sekwang Metropolitan City.

'Then it's just over.'

Everything about the Cheerful Research Institute, about Sekwang Metropolitan City… all of it.

Besides, that wasn't the only thing that bothered me.

'…I don't know what the hell Agent Choi might pull in the meantime.'

That man seemed to be aiming for the resealing attempt itself to cause some kind of trouble.

...

'Ha.'

Feeling like my brain was about to burn out from stress, I took a breath.

This is driv—

"Ooh."

…?

"This looks about right."

I turned my head.

Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, who had been next to me at some point, was rummaging around near the tracks.

After looking over the fallen materials scattered here and there, she picks up a long… piece of rebar…?

"What, what are you doing?"

"Making something to try out. Ugh-cha!"

Seonghae smiled, holding out the rebar, which was easy to grip.

"Try sticking this outside!"

I reflexively looked back at the exit.

And it hit me like a bolt of lightning.

"You mean to have them grab this from the other side?"

"Yep. They seemed to recognize the paper, right? So I thought they'd recognize the rebar too!"

"…!"

It was definitely worth a try!

"I'm strong, you know. Hurry."

I reflexively took the rebar.

"Dolphin, you said you couldn't perceive the exit, right?"

"Yep. So you have to stick it out, Mr. Roe Deer! If they grab it from the outside, we'll give it a pull!"

"Understood. Just a moment."

I will stick out an iron rod, please grab it. 
We will try to pull.

I threw the paper beyond the exit, then waited a moment.

Time seemed to flow properly only when I was communicating, so a short wait should be enough.

And after the paper returned.

Yes.

I grabbed the rebar and stuck it out of the exit.

"…!"

A strange resistance.

Or rather, a feeling of being sucked in. When the rebar was about halfway out, I tightened my grip on it.

"Oh, it looks like it's completely halfway gone."

Over my hand, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae's hand joined mine in gripping the rebar.

And after waiting a moment.

We slowly began to pull the rebar.

…A heavy resistance could be felt.

"Pull harder!"

I had no time to answer and just pulled on the rebar. With a crackling sound, the scenery outside flickered into sharp focus and then distorted again. I kept pulling, pulling on the rebar…

A limp right hand shot out of the exit.

"…!!"

Seeing the pale white hand resting on the rebar, I pulled even harder. After it came an arm, a left hand, a shoulder, and then…

The moment the rebar came completely out of the exit.

The bodies of two people hanging from it tumbled onto the tracks.

"Heup,"

I let go of the rebar and immediately grabbed them both with my hands...

Cold.

"..."

Cold, stiffly hardened, limp human forms were in my hands.

Beside me, Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae lifted Assistant Manager Eun Haje's arm and let it go.

Thud.

"Oh dear, they're corpses."

"..."

I looked at the corpse of Agent Bronze that I had caught as it fell toward me, at the pale complexion of the deceased.

The bodies of the two who had died in Delusion Home Shopping were in my hands.

"~!"

I endured the goosebumps and terror crawling up my arms. And slowly, slowly, I laid the two of them on the ground…

My heart was pounding violently.

But in the space left by the shock, a positive signal flashed briefly.

'…Is this a success?'

Right.

Originally, if you died in the subway, you were supposed to wake up outside, so for them to return as immobile corpses… isn't that actually normal?

'It seems like a sign that they woke up outside.'

It had been strangely twisted because of the Delusion Home Shopping contract, but looking at the situation now… it seems that passing through the even more distorted surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City might have released that restriction.

Perhaps they both woke up in reality.

My head cleared at that assumption.

'…But why can't I see Section Chief Lee Jaheon?'

I hurriedly lifted my head and stared at the sunlit exit…

...

"I can still see the silhouettes."

"Huh?"

There were still three of them.

I was holding the two corpses in my hands right now, but the two figures behind Section Chief Lee Jaheon that I had seen outside the exit were still visible.

"..."

My blood ran cold.

I put down the bodies and wrote a note with fumbling hands.

The bodies of the Assistant Manager and the Agent have come through.

But why do I still see three figures?

And did you intentionally not grab the iron rod, Section Chief?

A cold sweat ran down my back.

But the reply, this time too, was clear.

Yes.

"..."

I placed the two of them on the iron rod first.

Considering the difference in our physical strength, 
it was a decision made in case Mr. Roe Deer's plan 
did not proceed as predicted.

…It seemed he sent the two of them first in case I was dragged outside by Lizard's own insane physical strength.

I could understand that much. But…

However, the iron rod disappeared again at the exit, and the two of them fell into the subway tunnel.

They have now returned to their original positions.

Can you see them?

I can.

So, the dead bodies of the two people, judged as 'objects' via the rebar, came over here…

But they are also over there.

Reporter Eun Haje and high school student Ryu Jaekwan.

'...What on earth is this?'

What are they?

[My, what a puzzling situation!]

['What comes inside but also remains outside?' If this were a nonsense quiz, the answer would be something like a button, but unfortunately, the situation is quite literal.]

A literal situation.

I looked at the two bodies in my arms, then looked outside again…

And a thought occurred to me.

Wasn't my premise wrong?

'…They weren't alive in the first place.'

The two of them were dead bodies even inside the train.

It was just that their minds were trapped here, bound by the Delusion Home Shopping contract.

So, the conditions were different for them than for me or Section Chief Lee Jaheon from the very beginning.

Already trapped beings.

'Entering May 4th as corpses…'

And the two people I met were in a completely past state, with no memories, unlike the two of us.

That… perhaps.

It wasn't that they lost their memories.

'Were they truly beings from the past from the very beginning…?'

Were the minds of high school-era Ryu Jaekwan and reporter-era Assistant Manager Eun Haje truly dragged into that place and trapped…?

-Escaping through the outskirts is not suitable for those two.

"..."

Was it impossible to escape through the outskirts… because of this twist in time?

'This is insane.'

What the hell is the sequence of events?

No, first of all…

Are the two of them safe?

Is there anything else wrong?

I threw the paper toward the exit again.

And I opened the paper that came back.

Agent.

…It's high school student Ryu Jaekwan's handwriting.

The slightly trembling script, as if holding back fear, was written with firm pressure.

Both the reporter and I are fine.

I'm glad you're safe.

"..."

A sigh escaped me unconsciously.

'…How can I save them?'

First– first, I need to assess the situation.

"Assistant Manager Dolphin, could you please check for news from the Fox Counseling Room? I'd like you to see if Assistant Manager Falcon has woken up."

"You want me to go check by myself?"

"Yes. I'll stand guard here. There are people right outside, so I need to be prepared in case of an unexpected situation."

But I wouldn't keep communicating with the outside just because I was anxious.

If the time on the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City was truly solidifying, it would be better not to communicate unnecessarily and cause more time to pass.

I watched the letters disappear from the returned paper.

…The bodies, perhaps because they originally belonged here, weren't sucked back in.

"Just a moment."

Click.

When I turned my head, a toy handcuff was fastened to my wrist and connected to the railway track.

"…?!"

The strangely rusted plastic thing had the eerie graffiti 'Tagging Ghost' on it.

My hand felt strangely cold. As if caught by a ghost.

"Ah, it's a simple restraint Item. You asked me to hold you so you don't go out the exit, so I'm leaving something to do it for me!"

"…Thank you."

She's incredibly thorough…

"I'll be going then!"

And Assistant Manager Dolphin walked away behind the tracks.

And so, I was left in the sunlight with the two bodies.

"..."

Silhouettes were still visible outside the exit.

Worried that I might affect the time, I intentionally sat with my back to it and thought.

…My head feels heavy.

'No, I still have to do it.'

There's still time, and I will find the best option in this situation.

"I can do this."

Saying it out loud made me feel a little better.

Okay, first…

My deductions.

"First. Time on May 4th in Sekwang Metropolitan City is currently flowing very slowly."

The day I experienced is continuing, so it's impossible to aim for the morning of a repeating day to enter before the seal ends.

…The current situation. I have to enter in the afternoon and break through. By whatever means necessary.

"Second. The reporter and the high school student are truly people from the past."

The fact that Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Agent Bronze's bodies were recovered by the subway, but those people didn't come over, means their minds didn't originate from the subway in the first place.

It seems that the moment May 4th restarted, it revived the bodies and, to fill the void in their consciousness, it truly summoned people from the past…

And in all this, my task hasn't changed.

"Before it's resealed, termination…"

...

And.

If those two are really people from the past, will they return to their own bodies at that past point in time the moment the seal is broken?

How on earth did people from the past get in? Were only their minds drawn in?

"Was it mixed with a different past?"

"Since the Sekwang Metropolitan City Sealing Ritual deals with time, it's possible for beings from the past to appear jumbled up inside. …Grapes-ie."

…!!

I turned my head.

I saw a figure walking up from down the tracks.

Not short and petite like Assistant Manager Lee Seonghae, but a person with a much taller frame.

It was Agent Choi.

"..."

I reflexively almost backed away, then stopped when I realized the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City was behind me.

The handcuff on my wrist rattled.

Seeing it, Agent Choi's expression turned strange.

"What in the world is that…"

"..."

"No, it's fine. Whatever."

The bewilderment on Agent Choi's face was momentary, and it soon settled back into a weary complexion.

It was a completely unexpected encounter, but I clenched my fists instead.

'This is an opportunity.'

This must be the time.

I will somehow get this person's cooperation and improve the situation.

This wasn't the time to be emotional. It was a situation where I had to reach an agreement, share all the information I had, and persuade him.

'…I have to get something out of him.'

I stared at him with a clear mind.

Agent Choi gazed at the tracks and opened his mouth.

"…You weren't at the counseling room."

"..."

"I figured, if it was you, you'd probably be checking for a way in by now."

"..."

"…Want to sit there?"

With my back to him, I cautiously asked, preparing for any contingency.

"Did you come here to talk?"

"Yes."

And Agent Choi sat down first.

In a distant spot, at least twice an adult man's height away from me.

'How should I start?'

I chose my words calmly.

…This person doesn't believe me. If so, wouldn't it be better to say something that's easier for him to believe?

But the moment I thought that far.

"I'll tell you everything you wanted to hear."

…!

"Everything, right down to what I'm trying to do."

Agent Choi began to speak in a low, numb voice.

About the method he intended to use.
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From Agent Choi, who stood below the tracks, came a story told in a level tone, as if he were merely explaining something.

A shocking truth.

"The Sekwang Metropolitan City Re-sealing Ritual is already underway."

...!

"A ritual this massive takes at least three days. It's already started."

My head grew cold as I understood.

There was no way the obliteration of an entire metropolis could happen in a short amount of time…

Especially not when a 300-day countdown had been given.

It was no surprise that it had already begun and was in full swing.

"Of course, the method is different from a typical gut or rite, but the sentiment of 'giving it your all' is similar. Everything works out better when you put in the effort."

"..."

"It's a matter of timing, to align perfectly with the moment the seal breaks two days from now. Professional agents, who have already completed their seven-day Anban Gut and purification, are already holding their Divine Blades"

Agent Choi described it as if he could see it.

“The magic weapon to be used in the ritual is a myeongdo.[1] Think of it as a brass mirror. They'll carve incantations on the Sun-and-Moon Blade [2] to symbolize Sekwang Metropolitan City, cover it with the fresh blood symbolizing the sacrifice, and flip it upside down on the floor of the jeon-an..."

From somewhere, I thought I could hear the sound of gongs, of voices shouting at the top of their lungs, of drums, of bells ringing like mad...

And Agent Choi was looking at me.

"My plan was to switch the sacrificial blood that would be poured on the myeongdo."

My hair stood on end.

"…Don't tell me, with your own blood?"

"That's right."

"Are you out of your m..."

"Keep listening."

Agent Choi cut me off, continuing to speak nonchalantly.

"That would change the direction of the sacrifice. They probably prepared the blood of a spiritually powerful animal whose fortune was aligned to symbolize the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City… but now, that killing curse will come for me."

"..."

"Of course, that alone isn't enough. So, from the moment the seal breaks, I'll perform a separate ritual. Hmm, in the words of kids these days, you could say I'll be drawing aggro."

"How were you planning to substitute for the citizens of a metropolis all by yourself?"

"It's simple. I just have to match the numbers."

"..."

A sense of foreboding hung in the air.

"What's needed is the moment a life is severed, so… this is a sacrifice where cutting a life short is what's important. So I..."

"You're saying you'll die that many times?"

"..."

"You're going to die over and over again, as many times as there are people?"

"That's right."

Agent Choi said it calmly.

'Wait a minute.'

What kind of number was that, exactly?

'Hundreds of thousands of people are dying every day, so he's going to repeat that alone, every day...'

The number was so astronomical that it brought on a cosmic horror.

The hair on the crown of my head stood on end.

"Of course, the ritual wouldn't be completed just because anyone did it. I have my own credentials, which is why I'm even attempting something like this."

"A-are you crazy?"

Is he insane?

Is 'insane' even the right word for this situation?

"No. It's actually bearable. I won't have any memory each time I die, so I won't go mad."

Agent Choi said with a sigh.

"Of course, it's not like I intend to endure this state forever, or become some kind of living totem of suffering. I… I was planning on leaving hints, just like Team Leader Hong did at Sekwang High School."

"…!"

"Then you guys would come and save me someday. Right? Bronze and Grapes."

"..."

"Not a reckless attempt like this one, but after more research. It would be a bit different with Bronze-ie around."

The faint smile that had spread across Agent Choi's face changed back to a weary impassiveness.

And his gaze shifted to the corpse that lay between us.

To be precise, the corpse of Agent Bronze.

"…Agent."

"Don't worry. How many times do you think I've seen a colleague's corpse on a dispatch? …I know he's sleeping soundly outside, too."

But Agent Choi looked at the motionless Agent Bronze as if he were a son or a younger brother who had died in battle. He then reached out, stroked his hair, and quietly lowered his hand

"…Seeing as the body hasn't disappeared yet, he probably hasn't woken up outside. …The ritual on the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City must be holding him."

"..."

"When the seal holding the citizens is released, Bronze-ie will get out, too."

He said it as if making a vow.

Then, he glanced briefly toward the tunnel exit, which probably looked like nothing to him, before looking back at me.

"Shall we continue our talk, then? You were also curious about what I did to get you out of Daydream's Underground."

"..."

"It's simple. It's a kind of secured loan."

Agent Choi rubbed the back of his neck, then lowered his hand.

"If I fail to offer a suitable gift within a few years to… hmm, the 'certain someone' who found you for me, a few parts of me will disappear."

This is insane...

"It's a bit tough to find a gift that would satisfy them. If I can't, I'll have to try and guide it to my organs. Then I might end up living with a Dokkaebi flame, or I could become like one of the elders."

"..."

"There, that's everything."

I looked at him, feeling as if I'd been doused with cold water.

"Anything else you're curious about? If so, say it now."

Having nonchalantly spewed out a story that made my brain tingle, Agent Choi looked at me without a change in expression.

"The reason I didn't tell you all this until now is because hearing it would only make you worry, and there's nothing to be learned from it."

"..."

"Right? It's not like you're going to learn shamanic rituals like me."

His usual banter barely managed to mix into his voice.

I stared at him intently.

"Don't lie to me."

"..."

"Isn't it more that you just didn't want to deal with my worrying or opposition? Because you have no intention of regretting or changing your decision anyway."

"…If you insist on putting it that way, then yes."

"Does Agent Haegeum know about this decision? Did she agree?"

"It doesn't matter if she agrees or not. I'm the only one among us who can interfere with the Sealing Ritual."

Agent Choi's voice grew rough.

"This is a method I'm fairly confident I can pull off."

"..."

"But you decided to just do as you please, trust Lee Kangheon's note on your own, and said you were going to haul the Potion Maker to City Hall."

"Because persuasion wouldn't work."

"That goes for you, too."

"No, it's different."

I clenched my teeth.

"You don't believe a word I say, so there's no way for persuasion to work."

"Right. Because simply trusting someone contaminated by a Supernatural Disaster is a suicidal act!"

"..."

"We could both end up in danger. Do you have any idea how many agents have gone missing after following another missing agent? You..."

Agent Choi caught his breath.

"…Right. You said you were from another world."

"..."

"You know what? It's not like I didn't try to believe you."

Agent Choi's voice lowered.

"It hasn't been just a day or two since you disappeared, Grapes-ie. It's been 293 days. You could build a road in that time. Do you really think I wouldn't have even tried to check if what you were saying was true?"

…!!

"…You checked?"

"Of course."

Agent Choi gave a bitter smile, which then faded.

"The Ritual Site I prepared isn't just for peeking at the Sealing Ritual. …I picked a day with good weather and had my fortune told. To see if what you said was the truth."

I sucked in a breath.

Tension constricted my body.

"I chose the sentence carefully, too. I crammed in everything I could and followed the proper format..."

"Could it be, 'His bones and flesh were not born in this place, and is he a lost child wandering this world?'"

Agent Choi looked at me.

"An answer came down. Instantly."

"..."

"When I interpreted it, it was a very short and simple expression."

"No."

"..."

"It sounds like that when put into words, but it was actually a negation of every description I presented."

Agent Choi raised his hand as if he wanted to hold a cigarette, then lowered it and clasped it again.

"Grapes-ie."

"..."

"A few days ago, I… I was frustrated and impatient, and I chose my words poorly, didn't I? I went too far."

I looked into his blue pupils, which shimmered as if faded by the sun.

He looked exhausted.

"But, that's how little time and leeway I have right now. And… I want you to know that I'm not lying."

"..."

"You're from here. You were born here, and you're not lost on your way home."

A bitter smile reappeared on his lips.

"Not that saying this will convince you."

"..."

A strange feeling washed over me.

'Was that it?'

So that's why… he was so assertive.

Relief, emptiness, frustration, and a surge of resentment mixed together, kneading into a strange dough before scattering in my head.

And then, clarity.

"I understand."

My mouth spoke calmly.

A faint glint of hope flickered in Agent Choi's pupils, but it was overshadowed by a greater wariness.

Right. I knew it.

That makes sense.

"You're right. I've been influenced by too many ghost stories in a short amount of time and have only recently come to my senses. My obsession with home is clearly excessive."

I looked at the handcuffs.

"Maybe I'm something like one of the long-term missing persons from a Supernatural Disaster. Someone who's been suffering from fear and panic for so long that they can't tell right from wrong."

However.

"But even those people have a home to return to."

"..."

"It's the same for me, Agent."

I looked at him again and smiled.

"You chose the wrong sentence to ask when you had your fortune told."

"…!"

"I'm a case that doesn't fall under that example. If I had to put it one way, I was invited into this body. I'm not a lost child, I'm a guest."

"…A guest?"

"This sounds just as much like a pseudo religion, doesn't it? In any case, there's one thing that's certain."

His pupils wavered.

I spoke gently.

"Whether you believe me or not, you can't stop my choice. My choice is my own, and I will do what I believe is right."

"Th—"

"Just as you've already done, Agent."

Right?

"The reason you're being honest with me now is because you've already finished all the preparations for the Re-sealing Ritual, so I can't interfere."

"…!"

"I'm not angry."

I wasn't angry anymore.

I felt I had heard too much, too honestly, from the exhausted Agent Choi to be angry...

Even without the handcuffs, I didn't think I would have screamed my head off, grabbed him by the collar, and asked if he was crazy.

A calm judgment settled in.

"In your eyes, that must seem like the most certain answer. Someone, including me, could die by mistake, and you can't just choose another method for fun or because you feel like it."

"..."

"My method seems like an unverified gamble, and my idea of going home seems distorted in many ways."

"…Still."

Agent Choi's voice came out slightly cracked.

"Still, I'm always ready to listen to you. About home, or about anything."

"..."

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.

"…Thank you."

I knew.

He was passionate, firm in his judgment, chose self-sacrifice over fear, had a thirst for inquiry, and wasn't easily persuaded by things that weren't rational.

…He was a good person.

All the traits of an early Management Bureau agent.

He had always been that kind of person...

"But your judgment probably won't change."

The more I spoke, the more certain I became.

"Yes. We cannot convince each other."

Not for now, that is.

"Grapes-ie."

"But..."

I took a breath and gave a bitter smile.

"I still think we can cooperate."

"..."

"I think you're an amazing person, Agent. And until now… hmm. I can't say I've never lied. I was originally a spy, after all."

"..."

"I know I've said a lot of things that can't be verified. So I won't ask for your trust right now."

Agent Choi's eyes trembled slightly.

"I was just wondering if we could make a promise."

I made a pinky-promise gesture with my uncuffed hand.

"I'd like for us to cooperate so we can each attempt what we want in this Sekwang Metropolitan City matter. Without interfering with the process, and by helping each other in earnest."

"..."

"If even one of us succeeds, it's a good thing for the citizens. And if we don't cooperate, the probability of each attempt failing will only increase."

I deliberately stared him down.

"Even if it all looks like a suicide mission because you can't trust me, you can at least increase the survival rate, can't you?"

"You..."

"I'm kidding. But I am asking for your cooperation."

"..."

Looking at Agent Choi, whose head was bowed, I spoke bitterly.

"If you won't, then there's nothing to be done. I'll just have to try without any cooperation."

...

"You cheap bastard."

"Sounds like you're introducing yourself, Agent."

[Hahaha!]

I heard Braun's laughter, but Agent Choi was only letting out quiet breaths.

Then, a low voice emerged from beneath them.

"What do you want?"

"Let's write a contract. And you, Agent, can swear an oath to a supernatural being using your equipment."

"And you?"

"I'll stake my supernatural identity."

And so, I wrote on a piece of paper.

The two who vow below this paper must cooperate to achieve each other's goals and cannot interfere with one another.

This can be terminated by mutual agreement.

I first wrote beneath it.

GOLDEN

"Sign it."

"..."

Agent Choi met my eyes, did some sort of calculation… and finally, clenching his jaw, he stamped the hilt of his Executioner's Sword onto the paper.

A strange stain was left on it in place of a name.

As the 'Mascot of the Flower Golden Resort,' I could sense that the signature was valid.

[Excellent, my friend!]

'…Thanks.'

I felt like some octopus witch getting a signature from the Little Mermaid.

But I did it.

'Hoo.'

I felt like a mental wreck, but…

I tried to ignore Agent Choi, who had gone completely silent after signing, as if in regret...

At that moment.

"Do you… have to do this?"

...

"…Yes."

I looked at the silhouettes that were still beyond the exit, and at the corpses on the tracks, and collected my breath.

"I'll start explaining now."

"..."

"How I'm going to install the Potion Maker."

And so, the next day.

I stepped out alone through the tunnel exit onto the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

It was the day right before the seal was to be released.
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Chapter 357

High school student Ryu Jaekwan held his breath.

It had already been several hours since they had started moving through Sekwang Metropolitan City, following the researcher named Lee Jaheon, whose features were so perfect they were unsettling.

…It had also been several hours since the agent who had saved him had vanished beneath a pile of concrete rubble.

-Agent!

The shock of that moment still lingered, but another shocking event had just occurred.

"..."

Ryu Jaekwan looked at the subway tracks before him.

Just a moment ago, he had communicated with the agent, who had disappeared, through a piece of paper that had suddenly appeared from that tunnel.

He had no idea how it was possible, but a piece of paper had definitely popped out of thin air...

Relief and confusion washed over him.

"This is some spooky business."

"..."

"Hey, Researcher, are you sure we just have to wait here like this?"

"Yes."

In truth, following the agent's last words, they had intended to take the subway to a station as far from the city center as possible and then escape through a nearby mountain path.

But after many twists and turns, as they approached the edge of Sekwang Metropolitan City, beyond the mountain path...

A strange phenomenon occurred.

-Do not gaze.

…When he came to his senses, he and the other person were a good distance away from the mountain path, being carried by the researcher.

All he could remember was a powerful signal that said, 'there is nothing.'

An existential terror.

The memory of his mind nearly being consumed by that place made his heart pound like crazy...

-We will change our destination.

In the end, following the researcher's guidance, they had forged a new route and broken through to this place.

The entrance to a maintenance track.

Though it was relatively near Sekwang Station, the place, with only service tracks for an empty station, was desolate.

They had all turned off their smartphones long ago, and the strange 'march' was circling the downtown area, not here, so they could catch their breath.

The researcher had said that this place had the potential to regain its function as an exit to the outside...

That hard-to-understand statement hadn't come true, but a note from the agent had arrived.

But now, a good while had passed since he'd sent the last note, and there was still no reply.

"Hmm."

Ryu Jaekwan watched Reporter Eun Haje, the light in her eyes not yet extinguished, as she went in and out of the subway tunnel, exploring here and there.

But she soon came out, shrugging.

Her eyes, though trying to remain calm, looked confused.

"Doesn't seem to be anything special."

Anxiety crept up his legs.

But at that moment.

…Thump.

Something abruptly appeared out of thin air at the entrance to the subway tunnel.

A dress shoe, then a long leg in a suit pants, slid out.

Supernaturally.

"…!!"

The lower half emerged, followed by the torso above the waist. And then, what was revealed was...

A face.

"Hello."

"..."

"I'm glad to see you're all safe."

It was the agent.

…The man he thought might have died, crushed under a pile of concrete and rebar, turned to the three of them with a faint smile, impeccably dressed and with a clean face.

He was perfectly fine.

For a moment, a wave of relief and gladness surged up, but...

"We don't have much time."

The agent urgently grabbed their shoulders and pushed them into the tunnel.

"You need to be in the safest place possible. Get inside the tracks for now. That is the Subway Domain."

"Ah, okay."

Ryu Jaekwan looked back as he entered the tunnel.

He could hear the conversation between the researcher and the agent next to him.

The content, seemingly hinting at something, fueled his questions.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

"It's alright. …I received help from 'We Help' as well. I am ready."

What kind of preparation is he talking about?

What in the world happened?

If he really went outside like the researcher said, is it okay for him to come back in?

How did he get so clean in just a few hours?

But before all those questions could be answered, the agent was already moving.

As if without a shred of hesitation.

As if he had already finished all his mental preparations.

"I'll be going now."

The agent, after patting the rescued person's shoulder one more time, was already in the distance.

The figure in the suit ran beyond the tracks.

He was now wearing a mask he hadn't had on before. A mask with horns.

His last words remained in his ears.

"Before this day is over, you will be able to get out safely."

* * *

I ran forward.

Towards City Hall.

[It seems the grand finale is approaching once more. Let's get a move on, my friend.]

The surroundings were strangely quiet.

There were no more disaster alerts around Sekwang Station.

Only the sound of people marching echoed.

Perhaps, this was the point in time when the 'lump' I had seen when I fell from the train was being created...

'Could that lump be born from the cocoon at Sekwang City Hall?'

I lifted my head and stared at City Hall.

…The cocoon was now, absurdlyswellingupwhatisthatabnormalabnormalstrangeit'sswellinginastrangewaybiologicaldisaster! abiodisasterisspreadi-

 [Action!]

…!

[Here's the alarm you requested, friend! Mr. Roe Deer asked me to let him know immediately if he stared at today's destination. Now, our protagonist is ready to run again.]

'…Thanks.'

[My pleasure!]

I immediately took a candy from my pocket, unwrapped it, and put it in my mouth.

Nostalgia Candy.

My body and mind regained a clean and sharp state.

It melts quickly, but that's fine.

'I just have to keep popping them in.'

My pocket was full of them.

This was what it meant to have the full cooperation of the Daydream Director, Ho Yuwon.

-Mr. Roe Deer. If there's anything you need, I'll prepare it, whatever it is.

The moment I succeeded in persuading Ho Yuwon, I used the Daydream Director's capital to buy up all the necessary items.

Items that could be used in Sekwang Metropolitan City, as they weren't borrowed from an external being.

Verified ones.

This didn't mean I had read about other people's use cases and effects in the Dark Exploration Records.

It meant things I had used myself over time.

All those things I had carefully selected and experienced the side effects and benefits of in this strange and frightening world.

I now know what is effective and what can be used in this situation with minimal side effects.

There are also plenty of people around me to ask.

-Yeah... The Nostalgia series… should work...

-Right. Miraculous Objects from the same origin don't easily affect each other. Even if one is unilaterally more powerful. It's worth a shot to aim for that gap.

The Items I'd prepared rattled in my pocket. Instead of the inventory tattoo, which was packed full with the Potion Maker, my actual pocket was stuffed.

And from my waist, a bell chimed.

…It was Agent Choi's equipment.

After the signing, as if he'd never hindered me, Agent Choi had crammed countless 'pro-tips' into my head. It was a fast-track lesson so persistent and thorough it made my head spin.

And at the end, he handed me this.

An agent-issue Item he owned.

-It's a bell I kept in my Dokkaebi hat. It changed its properties on its own, even though I didn't pray to anyone for it.

-If you wear this, you'll encounter fewer corrupt things. Like how you'd slightly avoid those people on the street shouting 'Do you believe in the Way?'

-Now, you have to wear it from the start. You'll be a goner if you try to save it for later. Got it, Grapes?

I press straight on.

Perhaps thanks to the bell, both the crowd and the bizarre gazes pass me by.

But this bell alone won't be enough to reach the center of an Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster.

So I take out my next tool.

The most crucial guide.

-I need Yeongeun's cooperation for the termination attempt.

-Just tell me what to do. No, I want to go in myself this time.

That was impossible, as everyone went mad if they heard the music box.

While desperately persuading Yeongeun, I also asked her to create an Item.

An object that had lit my path and protected my companions several times when we fell into large-scale Darkness.

-Once more, please.

The Mysterious Candle Kit.

A product made by the Cheerful Research Institute, the same place of origin as this disaster.

Honor, Healing, Meditation, Wound, Lie, Anger, Interference, Protection, Strike, Gaze, Chaos, Dream.

A ritual to create a candle reflecting the properties of three cards drawn from this deck.

The dispositions and desires of the three people making it are strongly reflected.

Therefore, there was no one more suitable than Ms. Go Yeongeun.

A person with a strong sense of purpose for termination, a citizen of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Above all, a proven person.

-Should we do it right away?

This colleague had previously drawn 'Honor' at the Mansion of the Blind and 'Chaos' at Looky Mart.

And now, at this point, at the final destination of the journey, the card she drew was...

[Gaze]

A firm sense of purpose and a will that seemed to pierce a single point.

I accepted it gratefully.

But it doesn't end here. These word cards are originally meant to be drawn by three people.

And I knew the next suitable person.

To safely reach the rooftop, a sense of purpose that prioritized one's own well-being was also necessary.

-Wh-what is it?

-There's something you need to do. I'm asking you.

Baek Saheon.

That Daydream colleague, with his intense obsession for survival, eventually came to the counseling office and drew a card with us.

[Protection]

I recall that the card he drew the first time was 'Interference.'

It was a strange feeling.

-...

Baek Saheon finished the task with unusual quietness. It felt like he was observing me, but that was all.

And at this point, the final person was already decided.

The person who needed this candle.

Me.

"..."

I drew a card.

What came into my hand, which had previously drawn 'Lie' and 'Protection,' was...

[Meditation]

…A state of mind that seeks to reflect on the world, free from prejudice and pain.

"..."

The three of us, who had been Daydream colleagues, were the same people who had first made this candle.

But it was combined with entirely different keywords.

And thus, it was completed.

[Gaze, Protection, Meditation.]

A strong sense of purpose for termination.

The desire for self-protection.

And the user's own reflection.

These three elements combined, and the well-hardened candle was now in my hand as I ran toward City Hall.

"..."

However, I know.

※This toy was created to relieve the fatigue of modern Earthlings.

For safety, aliens, otherworlders, non-sentient beings, gods, and all other non-human sentient beings cannot use it. :)

…From the beginning, I couldn't light this candle.

If I held it, the flame would go out.

Now I know.

'It's true I didn't have the right to use it.'

Because I thought of myself as an otherworlder, having come from a different world.

…And in the first place, because my body wasn't human.

'And I didn't even know that properly.'

Because I didn't know who I was or how I was here, I couldn't even discuss my right to use it.

But now I can.

Because now I knew.

'I am...'

I am not an otherworlder now.

As Agent Choi confirmed in the ritual, my blood and flesh were born here.

And I am not a non-sentient being, a god, or a non-human sentient being.

Because I am living as a person.

Because exploring the Darkness extracts Dream Essence, and because I define myself as Kim Soleum.

'Therefore.'

By all the truths that I know.

And, despite all those truths.

If I can think of myself as a person...

I was a person.

I held up the candle.

The supplicant must hold this candle and, by the power of Gaze, reveal a protected form toward the object of meditation.

A blessing is granted to the supplicant holding the candle.

Explorer in the Darkness.

The flame ignites.

The light of the burning candle is a warm yellow. A small light burning alone in the darkness.

Following the path illuminated by that light, I was able to move forward.

Towards that destination.

I move my feet.

Now, only what I gaze upon appears correctly. I can ignore the surrounding environment.

The candle burns.

With a clear mind, I began to run again.

City Hall gets closer.

The flame flickers as if it will go out, and the candle melts at an abnormally fast rate.

But it did not go out.

I ran down a narrow path toward my destination.

Following the path lit by the candle, the emergency stairs appeared.

Traces left by the melted Counselor remained on the stairs. But I did not falter and moved my feet, heading for the rooftop just as I had with the Counselor back then.

The small flame burns.

There was no hesitation in the entire process.

I could still faintly hear the music box, but strangely enough, I was able to keep my wits.

And.

Creeak.

Once again, I open the rooftop door.

The rooftop floor was already swollen and didn't look like itself, but I could only see the Dream Incubator.

I went straight ahead.

My feet hit the unfamiliar surface of the cocoon, or perhaps kicked a fallen panel of trash, but I don't care.

I run forward, sit in front of the Dream Incubator, and calmly begin to disconnect it with one hand.

I did not let go of the hand holding the candle.

I had practiced for hours to do it quickly with one hand.

'I can do this.'

I tear off the panel at the bottom.

I cut the power by flipping the switch before tearing out the wires, and then I disconnect the wires one by one.

'Quickly, quickly.'

Tug, tug. With a tough sound, the heavy cables fall away.

'I can't just rip them out…!'

I have to disconnect them so they can be reconnected. Cold sweat forms on my palm.

And the moment I disconnect the last wire.

"..."

The light on the incubator goes out.

"…Hah,"

I gasped for breath.

The real problem started now.

…I had to put the candle down for a moment to safely take the giant Potion Maker out of the tattoo and set it up.

So I had already planned on the assumption that I would have to extinguish it.

"Gasp."

I took a deep breath, quickly put a new Nostalgia Candy in my mouth, and spat out the shrunken one.

And as I set the candle down… I immediately thrust my hand into the tattoo.

The music box sound drills into my head.

The cocoon lurches, endure it.

I can't hear the bell. 

I grit my teeth and pull out the Potion Maker, setting it down. 

Thud. 

I push the powered-down Dream Incubator aside...

...

It doesn't move easily.

'No.'

I pushedtheincubatorthemelodytomakeevenalittlespace

Pushed.

Pushed and shoved it, knocking it over to the side...

And then I realized.

[Oh my god.]

The bottom of the Dream Incubator was connected to the cocoon.

No, it was as if something that had pierced through the bottom of the Dream Incubator had become the cocoon; the inside, visible through the machine's breached bottom, was whitely contaminated and caked with the cocoon...

'…It's okay.'

This, too, is one of the scenarios I had anticipated. I swallow and stop pushing the half-toppled Dream Incubator, no, the shell of that cocoon, and turn my head back to the Potion Maker, Zzzzzzzk.

...

I knew instinctively.

The cocoon tore.

Perhaps, when the Dream Incubator stopped… the supply of Dream Essence Liquid from it was cut off.

The weakened cocoon seems to have torn slightly from the force of my pushing.

Just a little.

A tiny tear.

"..."

I replaced the Nostalgia Candy with a new one. My heart pounded. And I was about to grab the candle and light it, but...

I stopped.

'Is this actually a good thing?'

Hasn't one of the power sources for the Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster been lost?

I immediately got back to work.

My head is clear.

'No time to hesitate.'

It was time to make a bet. I left the incubator as it was and started pulling the wires to connect them to the Potion Maker.

While doing so, I remained vigilant and perceived it.

The cocoon that had swelled up to the rooftop was deflating.

The silhouette of its bottom is revealed.

"...!"

The silhouette that had swallowed so many people.

The lump I had seen, underneath it...

The end has come!

Paradise is here!

We have failed!

The candy completely melted.

I shoved another one in my mouth and continued.

The end has come!

Paradise is here!

We have failed!

It's getting closer.

I kept working. As the cocoon collapsed, beneath my feet, humanswriggledwriggledcan they be called human? What is this...

...

There's something there.

The end has come!

Paradise is here!

We have failed!

I looked again at the toppled Dream Incubator.

At its base, what was revealed as the swollen cocoon in the center subsided was...

The silhouette of a person.

Revealed through the tear in the cocoon.

The thing clutching the music box.

Its entire body is connected to the lump, letting out a bizarre scream. The music box sound rings out. It rings out endlessly.

The end has come!

Paradise is here!

We have failed!

That body, connected to the cocoon and melting away, is...

It was me.

Kim Soleum.  

Invited by the Cheerful Research Institute, I screamed in terror as I faced the existence of a world without ghost stories.

I screamed.

I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed.I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed.I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I screamed.I screamed.I screamed. I screamed. I screamed. I scream

[Action!]

[This is the alarm you requested, Friend.]

[How was it? This encore that I, the Host, added on a whim!]

"Gasp."

I exhale.

From my head, tingling with terror, the Host's cheerful and pleasant tone pops up, clearing my mind.

Fear and questions consume my mind. Why me? I want to know, I want to resolve this! This impulse that feels like I'm going crazy, like something tremendous is about to happen any second, like I'm about to explode!

But, but...

I lowered my head.

And again, with hands drenched in cold sweat, I continued to install the potion-making machine.

Without stopping,

I finished.
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(It's recommended to check the comments for images of some parts to help with visualization) 

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

May 4th.

City Hall Rooftop.

Sunlight.

A knocked-over Dream Incubator. Beneath it, a torn cocoon.

Fromwithinthecocoon,exposedtoview,amasshuggingamusicbox.RisingfromthatconnectedmasswasKimSoleum,TheInvitedOne,summonedfromaworldwhereghoststoriesdidnotexist. I look away.

The sound of the music box.

And...

My hand, installing the Potion Maker. It's convulsing.

"Hk,"

The last wire.

Faster, faster!

Cold sweat dripping, the movement of my fingers connecting the cord, the fear, the urge to glance at the candle, the upheaval beneath the torn cocoon, my wavering vision, the sound of the music box...

...

Click.

The moment the last wire connected.

I pressed the Potion Maker's power button. At the same time, I grabbed the candle with one hand.

 "...!!"

I can breathe again.

In my trembling hand, the candle cast a faint light, illuminating only the Potion Maker. 

I took a deep breath and backed away, pressing myself against the machine.

To get away from the cocoon revealed beneath the Dream Incubator.

To get away from... it, revealed through the torn cocoon!

[Oh, this is quite a splendid success, Friend!]

Don't look around. Don't listen to the music box! As the candle melts away at a frantic pace, I barely manage to get a grip, get a grip...

...

Finally, the Potion Maker's panel lights up.

◇HELLO FUTURE!

Beginning identity verification.◇

I let out a ragged breath.

A clean font appears on the modern panel.

I try to hold up Kwak Jekang's ID card, which I had prepared in advance.

From now on, there's no telling what will happen. It's all within the realm of prediction and speculation. So, I must react calmly...

◇Operational error detected!◇

My body freezes.

◇Auto-recovery in progress Error detected Unknown overpower stateeeeeeeeeeeeeee◇

 I hold my breath. 

◇Preparing for automatic system shutdown… Failure ◇

◇Preparing for automatic system shutdown… Failure ◇

◇Preparing for automatic system shutdown… Failure◇

 ◇Failurefailurefailurefailurefailurefailurefailurefailurefailurefailurefail ◇

◆

◆HELLO FUTURE! 

Beginning identity verification.◆

◆HELL■ ■■TURE! 

Begin■ing iden■■■■■■■■.◆

◆Turn around◆

 I turned my head. 

Kim Soleum, who was in the cocoon, is behind me. 

Below his waist, a mass made of countless human bodies is visible. 

The connected one. 

No, countless human bodies are holding onto him, and Kim Soleum, a mass formed below his waist, looks at me, hugging the music box.

 I look at the hand grabbing my foot. 

The hand of a Sekwang Metropolitan City civilian, protruding from the mass, was holding me. 

I turn my head. 

The last flame of the completely burnt-out candle in my hand was dying. 

... 

Kim Soleum approaches. 

The music box in his arms gets closer and closer. 

Kim Soleum comes even closer. 

I can see inside the music box in his arms.

A fantastical music emanates from within the wide-open music box. A sound that is serene, lovely, that activates cells and restores the body, but it is not for humans, and so the human body mutates into a being that can hear more of this music box melody, they malocclude and tangle together until they become greater, yes, I know.

...

That's right.

I know!

How do I know?

◆I am telling you◆

The Kim Soleum before me 'whispers'. This phenomenon was currently happening because a backflow was occurring in the Potion Maker.

The Potion Maker cannot withstand the rooftop setup for the Dream Incubator. 

Because Daydream had modified the Dream Incubator to reduce the power and Dream Essence Liquid needed for the machine's operation, and created the Potion Maker as a degraded version of it.

So this degraded version cannot withstand the powerful output equipped for the purpose of creating another world.

Thus, the machine was overloaded...

The being inside the cocoon used that.

This machine, which handles the mysterious energy source called Dream Essence, has the potential to be either sacred or malevolent in itself.

Kim Soleum, who had been trapped inside the Dream Incubator, inside the cocoon, can now communicate with the being before him—me—through the Potion Maker, which has become overloaded, lost control, and fallen into his hands.

Through him, through the music box, the amplified truth of the world is flowing into me.

He is telling me the truth.

But I am already immune to the dark truths of this world.

The chilling truth that this is the world of <Dark Exploration Records>, and that even the letters on a mere page were born for entertainment, is a truth that would likely only affect the residents here, is it not?

It has nothing to do with me.

So I'm fine. What is he saying? No? So that means...

...

...

Huh?

Huh?

Huh huh huh huh?

I've figured it out!

Yes.

Heeheeheehee!

I got it!

I've figured it out!

I looked at the person before me, nodded, and chuckled.

"So Kim Soleum was summoned to Sekwang Metropolitan City just fine!"

The Kim Soleum before me is the summoned Kim Soleum! The person summoned from a world without ghost stories to this world of ghost stories! An innocent citizen!

"And he's gone completely crazy because of the music box!"

The Angel's Sigh Melody isn't for humans, so it just contaminates anyone who listens to it for too long, right!

So Kim Soleum, being human, became prey for the Biological Disaster and became its central host.

"Just like the mermaid princess in the Mermaid Tomb!"

He became a ghost story himself!

A terrifying being!

It grows bigger and bigger, devouring the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City every May 4th! It spreads by disseminating 'the frightening truth of a world without ghost stories,' fusing with people, and growing inside the cocoon to be reborn as an even greater Lord ■■!

It sends out Disaster Alerts to deceive people!

Yes, it was Kim Soleum!

"Right. Kim Soleum read <Dark Exploration Records> on his Smartphone, so he used that phone to send Disaster Alerts to the citizens and effectively contaminate them!"

...

But then,

"Then… what am I?"

"Ah, you're telling me about that too!"

Yes.

At some point in time after this incident!

One of the researchers from the Cheerful Research Institute who survived and escaped this Sekwang Metropolitan City conducted follow-up research afterward.

"Uh-huh, I already knew that."

Because after I drank the Wish Ticket, I woke up in that broken Dream Incubator.

Ireum-nim Invitation Research 

A bizarre ghost story that spontaneously arose at Daydream's headquarters due to the influence of the Dream Incubator that Daydream stole.

The 'past Cheerful Research Institute' in the basement of the Daydream Main Building.

The research conducted by a Cheerful Research Institute researcher who had hidden there.

A success case.

Me.

They succeeded in awakening Ireum-nim’s mind inside a glass tube.

Whose mind is it?

Who is Ireum-nim?

Did I just vaguely think it was me?

He says he'll give me a precise description here. Right, so, that is...

The very Kim Soleum of this Sekwang Metropolitan City.

...

...

"Ah?"

Yes.

The researcher, in the basement of Daydream, tried to extract the mind of Kim Soleum from the sealed Sekwang Metropolitan City...

The resident of the 'world without ghost stories' they had already invited!

The ego of the insane Kim Soleum!

The necessary conditions for invitation and contract confirmed so far are as follows:

Maintain Ireum-nim's existing identity.

1. Forget existing attachment relationships.

2. Provide a survival objective.

3. Remove all sense of dissonance.

And so, the one they chose.

This is called by the product name 'Good Friend'.

Yes.

"So I was the Good Friend version of the Sekwang Metropolitan City Annihilation-sanctioned Class Disaster!"

Just like how I summoned Braun, the host of the ghost story talk show, into the Rabbit Doll and made him a Good Friend!

Just like the friendly, dependable, approachable, and communicable Rabbit Doll was in my daily life!

I am a Good Friend who can communicate like a moderate, everyday person, without being crazy, who just wants to go home!

A friend who feels no dissonance from not remembering what happened after being invited from Sekwang Metropolitan City!

And so, I was completed!

A human ego dwelling in a body made by recycling Daydream's Dragon Mascot!

"I see!"

Now I know!

The place I was originally from is inside that Kim Soleum's head!

If I die, I return to that Kim Soleum!

I can't go home!

I'll be devoured!

I'll go back!

ThesensationofdespairandunificationboilsuuuupinsidetheconnectedmindIfeel likeI'mbeingcontaminatedwhatisthisistheend... No, I won't collapse, because, because...

[Friend.]

The Rabbit Doll moves.

[The timing we've prepared together is approaching.]

...

Ah.

Do you remember?

This plush doll can move within a ghost story.

[Hoh, that's right! This was the place.]

The plush doll bizarrely moves its own arm out of my front pocket, unfastens a button, reaches inside my jacket, and pulls something out for me.

[Here, here you go.]

A candle.

The Rabbit Doll hands it to me.

I… grip the spare candle I had prepared.

The fire ignites again.

"...Heok!"

I back away.

I'm drenched in cold sweat.

But the candle of meditation, gazing, and protection makes me focus on a single point in my mind.

It makes me reflect.

"Hwoook,"

[An excellent preparation, Mr. Roe Deer!]

But I realize.

There's no telling how long this candle will last either.

Here at the city hall of Sekwang Metropolitan City, where the 'world without ghost stories' is arriving in a distorted form, Items are also beginning to fail to exert their mysterious powers...

Just as the Counselor disappeared while climbing the emergency stairs.

The Good Friend, too.

[No need for thanks. Instead I'll await your applause after this session of filming is finished!]

[…Hmm, I'm terribly tired. It wasn't like this even when I did a live broadcast for a fortnight! Oh, back then, the camera light never went out, not even in broad daylight or for a moment at dawn...]

The Rabbit Doll, having stopped moving, nearly tumbles out of my front pocket.

I hastily catch the Rabbit Doll with one hand and quickly put it back into the front pocket.

And I look at the burning candle.

A short reprieve.

◇The candle will soon go out◇

...

I tell myself while I'm still sane.

…speaking to myself, in many ways. 

Like before.

"You ask if I didn't expect this? …Of course not."

My, I… no, let's stop thinking. Panic feels like it could consume my mind at any moment. It feels like I could be sucked into that thing screaming, as if by gravity.

But.

But, I mean.

...

"I expected something else."

I raise my head and surmise what's beyond the rooftop.

The ground that must be below,

And below that, the… subway.

"The possibility that when I installed the Potion Maker, something unexpected would happen and I'd be in danger."

That included the probability that I would be contaminated, or become unable to maintain my sanity.

...

What that means is.

"Of course I prepared for everything."

I raised my hand.

* * *

Lee Seonghae raised her head.

A strange tremor was being detected from the tunnel wall.

"Hmm?"

A few others who were waiting nearby also shot up or showed signs of alarm.

Kim Soleum had recommended that the Project members wait outside as much as possible, saying 'you never know,' but most of the initial Project members had remained in the subway.

In the maintenance tunnel, at that.

And...

It had already been over a full day since Kim Soleum entered the surface through this part of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

—The flow of time is different, so even if I secure just about 20 minutes on the surface, a full day will have passed in the subway.

According to Lee Seonghae's calculations, roughly 25 minutes had passed on the surface.

And after more than a full day had passed, this vibration she was feeling now...

It was coming down from the exit, through the walls.

Lee Seonghae looked at the exit.

From that place that had been perceived as 'nothing there'...

Suddenly, sunlight began to pour in.

"...A sign that the seal is breaking."

"..."

The agent named Haegeum looked back at her fellow agent.

"Choi."

"Yeees. You are precisely correct, ma'am."

The agent called 'Choi' stood up from his spot.

The one who had been stubbornly sitting in the tunnel closest to the exit, as if telling a fortune, tossing and catching something, got up and dusted himself off without any lingering attachment.

There was no trace of panic, but his mask-hidden face showed no hint of what expression he was making.

"Please take care of Bronze, if you can."

"..."

"...I'll be going now."

"Wait."

Haegeum, who had been looking at Agent Choi with a complicated expression, spoke as if giving advice.

"Our minds will be flung back to our outside bodies soon anyway. …Just wait a little longer."

"..."

Lee Seonghae saw that one of the agents, ‘Choi’, was clenching his hand so tightly that the veins stood out and his skin had turned white.

Is he worried about Mr. Roe Deer?

Maybe that's why he's conflicted, unable to do something he needs to do!

'He's a good person.'

She liked that the agents were all decent people.

That included Ms. Go Yeongeun who was sitting next to her...

Huh?

Why isn't she here?

"Hey!!"

The voice of the person who had disappeared from next to her rang out from below the tracks.

"Something's wrong with the subway!!"

"...?!"

Yeongeun's flustered and stiff voice rang out, as if she had gone down to check the situation.

"What's wrong?"

Lee Seonghae immediately ran down without delay. She could hear people following behind her, but her eyes were fixed straight ahead.

And so she was the first to see it.

The subway tracks were aging.

"..."

As if being hit directly by the passage of time, dust was accumulating on the tracks in real time, and they were wearing down.

The surfaces exposed to the air were also starting to rust.

"...The time that's passed is being reflected! Everyone, back away!"

The effect of the seal breaking.

And that wasn't all.

Two people are standing at the far end of the tracks.

"Hello."

"Hello."

They approach.

A man in a well-tailored yellow uniform, with a cow mask and long, dark brown hair.

He was familiar.

Especially to Lee Seonghae.

"Oh, hello to you both!"

"Former employee Dolphin! A pleasure to see you."

"Do you wish to be rehired? If so, please speak to the Mascot!"

Familiar faces greet them cheerfully.

But unlike Lee Seonghae, the agents behind her are frozen.

Agent Haegeum asks the employee of the ghost story Resort, once called 'Agent Hwagak.'

"...What are you doing?"

"We are acting under the Manager's orders."

"And the Manager's orders come from the Mascot."

"What are those orders?"

"It's very good news!"

The employee who had been assigned to the Pop-up store, Bison, smiled and announced kindly.

"The Golden Flower Mascot has selected this place as the site for a theme park."

At that moment.

The golden architecture of the Flower Golden Resort began to devour the subway tracks, pushing its way in.
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A fantastical and bizarre moment.

The Sekwang Special City Subway tracks mutated as if being devoured.

"Ah…!"

As if the stalled years were all collapsing at once, the rapidly aging subway tracks flipped over, glittered gold in the air, and settled back on the ground.

They looked like an exquisite toy.

Elegant lines sparkled on the black and white floor, and the stained, shabby arched walls of the track took on a rapturous, smooth ivory hue.

That fantastical wave of change, pushing in from the far end of the visible rails in an instant...

Finally, it swept over the exploration team members.

"…!"

It brushed past every side of the people who had reflexively stepped back or raised their equipment.

"Oh."

Lee Seonghae sniffed the air.

Even the smell had changed.

Instead of the damp, stuffy underground air, there was a sweet and pleasant fragrance.

The scent of Cheerful Theme Park's golden zone.

The two figures in Flower Golden Resort uniforms, who had watched the entire scene without moving a muscle, spoke with a smile on their lips.

"Construction is complete."

"Confirmed."

The employees from the ghost story turned around after confirming that even the tracks had been neatly transformed.

And they walked back along the exquisite golden tracks.

"Wait…!"

Go Yeongeun dashed out as if urgently pursuing the two.

'Hmm.'

Lee Seonghae followed her.

The two twin-like employees, striding along the tracks at an unnaturally fast pace, eventually headed for the nearest station.

…Sekwang Station.

"…!!"

Go Yeongeun stopped in her tracks, dumbfounded.

What stood there was not a modern platform.

{Monorail City

Flower Golden}

An antique and elegant sign glittered in the train station.

The station was elegant and melt-in-your-mouth sweet, as if one had walked into a theme park painting, with rapturous golden lights, ivory pillars, and a purple velvet carpet on the floor.

All of it...

"Oh! It's really the Flower Golden Resort."

"…Are you talking about that pop-up store that was at Twilight Station?"

"Yep!"

Lee Seonghae approached the two bizarre resort employees without hesitation and asked amiably.

"What are you doing?"

"We are performing business maintenance, Dolphin!"

"We're about to check the train's operation. Would you like to watch with us?"

And at that moment.

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

A melody like a clear bell rang out.

It was an intuitively recognizable sound.

The signal for a train's arrival.

From the other end of the tracks, a train riding the golden rails began to come into view, entering the station.

"…!"

Go Yeongeun held her breath.

Chiiiiik-!

The subway had become an exquisite monorail.

Golden ornaments and crystal lights sparkled warmly on its glossy white body, and the head of the very first car was adorned with the face of a deformed feline character with a flowering tree for horns.

It was the Golden Flower Mascot.

The fantastical train stopped at Sekwang Station, no… the 'Monorail City' station.

And, as the platform screen doors, which had at some point turned into antique glass doors, opened, someone was disembarking from the first car of the monorail...

A yellow, round body with soft fur.

It was the Conductor Mascot.

The mascot, which looked identical to the head of the monorail, diligently stepped down and stood in Sekwang Station.

"Mascot!"

"This is a truly wonderful space. I'm delighted to be working here!"

The two employees ran over joyfully.

"Oh!"

And when even Lee Seonghae also ran up to greet it, Go Yeongeun felt even more peculiar.

"..."

When she lifted her head, the 'Mascot' in the conductor's uniform looked at her, then took something out from its chest and held it out.

As if calling to her.

"…!"

Go Yeongeun hesitated for a moment but eventually moved her stiff legs and walked forward...

What the Conductor Mascot held out was a flyer.

Cheerful Theme Park

Flower Golden Resort No.2

Monorail City Branch

Enjoy the attractions at each station by riding the cute monorail.

Stay in a special room with the theme of your favorite attraction.

With this coupon, you can stay at the resort with no additional charge.

Applicable Rooms:

Suite 
(Attraction Garden View)

"Ah, you've received a coupon. Congratulations, Goral."

"A lodging guide for our Monorail City branch guests is currently in production."

The two employees' voices sounded faint, as if echoing in her head.

Go Yeongeun, who had been blankly holding the flyer-like coupon, raised her head.

With a strange premonition.

…A mascot with horns.

A certain person who knew an uncanny amount about the new pop-up store at Twilight Station.

A person who showed a bizarre sense of guilt about Jang Heowoon's contamination.

...

"…Mr. Roe Deer?"

The mascot did not answer.

The large eyes of the character costume head, with its unchanging expression, stared at Go Yeongeun for a moment, then tapped the back of its hand a few times.

As if to pat her comfortingly.

And then it boarded the train again.

The mascot, sitting in the driver's seat, tipped its hat in greeting, and the train began to depart.

"There are people on the tracks…!"

"It's alright! The Flower Golden Monorail runs while avoiding obstacles on its own."

'Jang Heowoon's' gentle voice was heard.

Go Yeongeun reflexively turned her head.

She saw the corner of the gently smiling employee's mouth.

"Do you have any other questions, guest?"

"..."

It was a familiar face she had seen just a few days ago.

Over the past few months, Go Yeongeun had occasionally stopped by the pop-up store and chatted with the two of them. She had even brought books for Jang Heowoon, in case he might be bored...

But.

"…Mr. Bison?"

"Yes, guest Goral! I am a reception desk employee named Bison!"

It was different.

Something was different.

It felt like looking at something deeply contaminated.

He was clearly the same person, with the same body and memories, yet he seemed like a different being. As if the things that make a person human had vanished...

Was this what Jang Heowoon was like when he was quarantined at the Disaster Management Bureau for contamination?

Why did he suddenly return to this?

'Because the Special City has been unsealed…?'

Or, because this resort, which had been a pop-up store, grew larger…?

Just as she had an eerie premonition.

"Oh! You're here too!"

"…!"

"Isn't this place quite unique?"

A few new people appeared on the platform.

It was Kwak Jekang and Researcher Lee Yeonhwa.

"This is very interesting. Isn't one Darkness consuming another? To be able to directly observe such a phenomenon without it being artificially grafted! Haha! Very interest—."

Go Yeongeun quickly looked away from Kwak Jekang and made eye contact with Lee Yeonhwa in greeting.

Now that she looked, it seemed they had gotten off from the back of the monorail, and a mascot holding a Flower Golden Resort flag was leading the way as if to guide them.

Behind them, the drooping figure of the Sergeant trudged along with unmotivated eyes.

In his hand was a flyer coupon similar to her own, and within it, a handful of strange coin-like things could be seen.

Coins?

"Um, Sergeant. What is that..."

"Hmm..."

Although the two had hardly ever spoken, the Sergeant answered obediently.

"Mr. Roe Deer… gave them to me..."

"…When?"

"Before he left… when I asked if there was anything I could do to help… he told me to hand them out… later... Hmm."

The Sergeant held out what was in his hand. Go Yeongeun, who took it in a daze, read the word written on the golden coin.

No, it wasn't a coin, but a small badge.

EARLY

ACCESS

Early Admission.

"What is this..."

The two employees answered cheerfully, as if they had been waiting for the question.

"It's an early access pass. The holder can enjoy this wonderful Flower Golden Resort Monorail City branch for today only, before the official opening!"

…!

"It is an honor to host you! If you are satisfied with your stay, may we ask for a short review upon check-out..."

"W-Wait a moment."

Unable to bear it any longer, Go Yeongeun opened her mouth.

"It's okay. I'll be leaving now."

If the lockdown was being lifted, she couldn't wait.

Whether she left through the maintenance track Mr. Roe Deer had used, or went out to the real world and re-approached from there, she was determined to get to the surface.

…Because she felt she couldn't bear it if she didn't find her parents.

'My house...'

Before Auntie lost her memory, she had already told her the address. She was still repeating it to herself now.

She wanted to go there right away and find her mom and dad.

And, and if possible, she wanted to confirm Mr. Roe Deer's safety as well...

'What on earth is he doing?'

Was the termination attempt proceeding safely?

Was this resort his doing?

If so, what on earth was he preparing for?

Guilt, anxiety, resentment, and worry all mixed together as Go Yeongeun looked urgently at the two employees.

However...

"..."

"..."

"Excuse me?"

The two employees with brown, long hair and bow ties smiled faintly in unison, like a painting.

"There is currently no way to exit the Flower Golden Resort Monorail City branch."

"…Excuse me?"

"The guest entrance and exit gates have not yet been constructed, guest."

"What does that…!"

A rough voice cut in.

"That's probably literal."

"…!"

"The maintenance track is completely gone. And the entrance at the end of it is blocked. Oof."

Agent Choi's mouth was chattering away as if making a fuss, but his actions were swift.

He opened the glass door to the track and strode out as if he were about to grab the person opposite him by the collar, yet in contrast, he spoke smoothly.

"Employees, what's going on here? Why did the track that was here suddenly disappear?"

"We do not think! This is a matter decided by the Mascot."

Agent Choi's eyes narrowed.

"…Is that so? Then there's a new door where the original maintenance track entrance was. Why won't that door open?"

…!

"Was that also the Mascot's decision?"

"That is correct, guest."

"..."

Agent Choi paused before speaking.

"…What if I'm not a guest?"

"Pardon?"

"What if I have no intention of staying at this resort at all?"

"..."

The employees looked at each other.

"In that case, we regret to inform you that for security reasons, you must remain in the restricted access area until the grand opening."

It meant they were going to lock them in.

"Do you perhaps have no intention of staying?"

Go Yeongeun noticed it.

She felt a gaze.

…The yellow mascot that had guided the researchers was looking this way.

No, now that she looked… throughout the platform, or rather, what had now become a rapturous theme park resort station.

Mascots of the same appearance had appeared here and there.

A mascot holding a balloon, a mascot wearing a monocle, a mascot waving from the stairs.

All of them were looking this way.

"..."

Assistant Manager Manager Lee Seonghae's bright voice was heard.

"Nope! We'd all like to book a stay for now. Um, once the entrance is built, we'll be free to come and go, right?"

"Of course, guest Dolphin!"

A chill ran down her spine, and Go Yeongeun swallowed.

She felt a sense of dread and a strange premonition.

"Do you think… Mr. Roe Deer did this?"

"Yep. Seems like it."

"Of course he did. That fellow is the owner of this place, after all!"

Following that, Agent Haegeum also climbed onto the tracks.

"…Nunim."

"I've checked the other stations. It seems this entire subway has been transformed. And..."

Agent Haegeum's eyes sank as she looked at Agent Choi.

"You, you tried to open the door to the surface, didn't you?"

"Yeeep. That's right."

Agent Choi, admitting it readily, was calm.

"It's not like it's a big deal with the seal being lifted and all. This subway would have disappeared anyway, and the May 4th subway side would have remained..."

"..."

"Agent Choi?"

"So, he deliberately is keeping us, who would have bounced out to wherever once the city is unsealed, inside here, and..."

His voice hardened.

"He took over the entire supernatural phenomenon that was supposed to disappear when the seal was lifted."

"..."

Agent Choi approached one of the mascots.

“What is all this?”

...

"Why are you trying to trap people here?"

But the mascot had no answer.

The mass-produced mascot just drooped its ears and tried to give him a flyer, as if telling him to have fun.

"You..."

"Just a moment."

Go Yeongeun cut in urgently.

She was sorry to interrupt the interrogation, but her personal objective was urgent. And the question that would be most effective for her was...

To become an insider.

"I'm interested in working at the resort, so I have something I'd like to ask!"

"Ah!"

The employees showed immediate interest.

"You've come at a good time. We are currently recruiting new personnel!"

"Yes."

Go Yeongeun said calmly.

"By what means did you manage to turn this place into a resort so quickly? And also… are you planning to do this to the surface as well, not just the underground?"

"…!"

She could feel people's gazes on her.

The researchers' gazes, filled with interest.

"Yes! I will answer."

Go Yeongeun swallowed.

"To the extent that I am permitted to tell you, the Mascot has already completed the surveying of this place. Thanks to that, such rapid progress was possible."

"...!"

"By visiting all the important areas, inspecting all the tracks, and also evicting any groups or entities that were leasing or illegally occupying this property."

Ah.

Go Yeongeun realized.

'He's talking about Kim Soleum's exploration…!'

Kim Soleum had visited almost every single station in Sekwang Special City, and had either cleared or temporarily concluded a majority of them.

That act… had come back to help bring about this result...

"However, in the case of the library entrance, since it is a public facility, he did not acquire it through agreement!"

"And as for plans to expand to the surface, there are none yet."

...

"I– I see. Thank you."

Go Yeongeun staggered back.

Her head was spinning.

The result of the exploration.

Or what could be seen as a reward… a terrifying and rapturous resort expansion area.

Her jaw trembled.

Because no matter how she thought about it, this was not a reward a human could receive and carry out.

"…Is it really okay to do something like this?"

"Pardon?"

"I mean, that person, the Mascot, isn't he overexerting himself?"

"Absolutely not!"

The two employees chorused.

"The Flower Golden Mascot will become more powerful and great. His domain is gradually expanding!"

"So many guests will come from so many places. We've already received reservations. A celebrity, a talk show Host, is also on their way now!"

"IhopeMascotcomesquicklycomesquicklysoallofuscanbetogetherinthebeautifulGoldenFlowerResort..."

Ah.

"I understand."

Agent Choi yanked Go Yeongeun back, pulling her away from the employees.

"So if you expand the resort… the one called the Mascot becomes more powerful, is that it? I understand!"

Following that, as if to ward off evil, a light, ritualistic act was performed with his fingertips.

"Heup!"

In that instant, Go Yeongeun could breathe freely again.

And.

"Nunim."

A low voice was heard from beside her.

"I… just had a thought."

"..."

"The more powerful the Dokkaebi flame's are, the more likely it is that even if only a few body parts are replaced... The person will become an Elder. "

"..."

"This situation right now, wait a minute, don't tell me this damn bastard..."

"Right."

Agent Haegeum's anxious voice rang out through her clenched teeth.

"He's deliberately increasing his own Contamination, that bastard…!”

* * *

I knew.

'Humans go mad when they hear the Music Box.'

So, if a moment came when I felt I would go mad because of the Music Box… I just had to escape the premise.

-Become a non-human existence.

Wouldn't I then be free from the malevolent influence of the Music Box's melody?

However, I couldn't bring myself to abandon this identity I had barely reclaimed.

I had endured until now by thinking of myself as human.

'I want to remain human.'

Therefore...

-Instead of giving up on my own, what if I were naturally swallowed by contamination?

To a precarious level.

A level from which I could recover, given time.

But on the surface of this Sekwang Special City, which rejects ghost stories other than its own, it's not easy to increase one's contamination.

'Besides, if I become too contaminated, I might just disappear as a ghost story.'

Just like the Counselor did.

So, I needed just one moment.

-A single moment where I am overwhelmed by a more powerful contamination.

So that even if I were already mad or contaminated by a Sekwang Special City ghost story, that state could be momentarily pushed back.

How is that possible?

It's simple.

One of the ghost story identities I already possess just has to become extremely powerful, shatter the balance, and overwhelm me.

And so I did it.

By expanding the Flower Golden Resort.

'Ah.'

My mind and body twisted.

A domain twice as large.

A much grander role.

Down below, somewhere close, I become aware of the distorted subway of Sekwang Metropolitan City, the Flower Golden Resort built within it, and my role.

A golden-lit Resort.

The Golden Flower Mascot.

The moment all those sensations overwhelm me as a person.

My body distorts and twists into the shape of the Mascot.

At the same time, it melts.

I

must aim for this moment.

I am actually

I threw my body into the torn cocoon.

And...

Inside the cocoon, I tore the music box from Kim Soleum's arms with both hands.
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The music box touches my hand.

From between its decorations, black as ebony and intricate as a skeleton, a rich and lovely sound flows.

The sound of heaven, which brings vitality, happiness, and heals wounds, surges between my fingers like a stream.

Like a fragment of audible light.

But at the same time, I can sense it from the creature inside the cocoon—the mass of Kim Soleum and the civilians.

The sense of the advent of a 'world without ghost stories.'

It's pressuring to erase the existence of Flower Golden Mascot, a being from a ghost story!

My body is melting.

'I know.'

Here, people go mad and ghost stories disappear.

It's a double trap.

The elaborate malice of the one who planned this strangles me no matter which path I choose. A mental limit that keeps me from moving an inch. My body, having barely escaped that murderous malice, takes the music box...

Tududuk

From the cocoon,

I completely removed it.

The last thread of the cocoon that was holding on, Kim Soleum's left index finger, falls away, and the music box comes completely into my melting hand.

It settles.

...

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

SOUNDSOUNDSOUNDSOUNDSOUNDSOUNDSOUNDSTOPTHEPEACETHEMUSICBOXGIVESMELTINGMELTINGINTHETHEMUSICBOXTRUTHOHCALMPURE…

I closed the music box.

Thump.

...

...

Silence flows through my head.

At that moment.

Something tries to crawl out from the crack of the music box.

"…!!"

[Clatter.]

I held shut the music box that was trying to open again.

[Clatter, clatter.]

The music box moves.

[Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter, clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter.]

Something is squirming inside the music box. It's trying to open wide again to let out the sweet Angel's Sigh. It's trying to return to its host, to the Kim Soleum inside the cocoon. I...

[Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter, clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter.]

I frantically slammed my hand down on the music box.

CRASH! CRASH!

The Mascot's powerful strength shatters the box.

[Clatter-AAAAH! Clatter, clatter. Aah-clatter, clatter. Clatter, clatter-aah-clatter, clatter. Clatter-aah-clatter-aah. Clatter-cla-aack. Clatter, clatter-aah. Clatter, clatter-AAAAAAAAAAAAAAH.]

A bar or two of the melody escapes, but it ends like a death rattle as the silver gears and parts break and scatter onto the floor.

[Aah-clatter-clatter-aah-clatter-aah]

Something slimy flows out from the cracks of the broken music box. Like red tar, the parasitic creature flows out, mashed to a pulp. Bruises and wounds cover my hand, but I don't even breathe, desperately striking it again and again.

CRASH!

I strike.

CRASH!

I strike!

CRASH!

And, and...

It grew quiet beneath my hand.

"..."

I lifted my hand.

Beneath my fist, covered in bodily fluids and bruises, the completely shattered remains of the music box were revealed.

'Ah.'

The box that once held the Angel's Sigh had stopped moving, its traces scattered in pieces on the floor.

Biological tissue, blood, bodily fluids, and sparkling silver parts.

Only a single part remained intact.

A cylindrical, pure silver cylinder.

The core component that formed the melody, with braille-like bumps protruding from it, rolled across the floor and came to me.

"..."

I picked it up.

Inventory… no, I can't put it in the tattoo that no longer functions, so I barely manage to stuff it into my suit pocket.

My hand is trembling.

'…I did it.'

What's left...

It is just one thing.

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAH!

Inside the cocoon.

The moment the peace-inducing melody was cut off, the civilians of Sekwang Metropolitan City, clumped together in a mass, were screaming in agony.

Before they mutate again into some unpredictable, bizarre existence, I must end this disaster...

To do that,

'The finishing touch… is what's left...'

The core host inside the cocoon.

The mutated Kim Soleum.

Dealing with that will be the last step.

I drag my melting body forward.

The Potion Maker's panel flashes.

[I actually]

Don't look.

[I actually know everything]

Don't read it.

I didn't look before, either. Don't be deceived. Those are messages sent by the Kim Soleum in the cocoon to stop me. Don't read it.

Don't read...

[There is no 'Kim Soleum in the cocoon']

"..."

[It's myself]

Ah.

[I already know that the Kim Soleum in the cocoon is not a separate personality]

No.

[I know. Right?]

"..."

Actually.

The truth is...

'There's no way I couldn't have known...'

A truth I could have inferred but chose to ignore.

The Kim Soleum inside the cocoon.

Me, the Good Friend, Kim Soleum.

Different, separate souls and beings...

There's no such thing.

Because 'Good Friend' doesn't work that way.

I already knew from Host Braun, who burst out from the Rabbit Doll's body…!!

–The Good Friend ritual wasn't about summoning just a part of a non-human entity and trapping it in a doll to make a friend.

It was that the entity was only partially and restrictively revealed through the filter of the plush doll.

Filtering!

Good Friend is just a filter and a translation tool that strains the other's consciousness to make it easier for the inviter to communicate!

So there is no separate 'original Kim Soleum's mind' inside that cocoon.

It's just...

Me.

The crazed mind that was suddenly summoned here, listened to the music box with a bare body, and became the host inside the cocoon.

That is fundamentally me.

I'm just here, projected in a well-adjusted state that allows for normal thought.

That's what I'm explaining.

To myself.

[So if I destroy the Kim Soleum in the cocoon]

"..."

[It's effectively suicide.]

[It's destroying my real body that I'm supposed to return to!! And after that, I don't know what will happen to my mind or where it will go I'll be trapped in this Good Friend's body I'll have to keep living in a non-human body I don't want that! Isn't there some way to recover and use my original body isn't there something I can do maybe there's a way to reverse this I got rid of the music box so if I go back to my original body now I can return to my original body, let this city take care of itself]

I reached out my hand.

[No!]

Just as I tore off the music box, I prepare to tear Kim Soleum's body off the mass.

Just like Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who chased after me when I fell from the train, tore me off the mass when I was stuck in a loop.

Of course, I died right after that, left with only my upper body.

That's exactly what I'm aiming for.

[No! Please!]

A human body truly couldn't survive with only its upper half. Especially now that the music box is gone.

[Please]

There's no time.

I'm still melting.

The Mascot that swallowed the entirety of that distorted ghost story, which flowed separately from the surface in the subways of Sekwang Metropolitan City, and built a beautiful resort.

By the bloated identity of Flower Golden, by the ghost stories of Sekwang Metropolitan City that still haven't stopped.

'I have to hurry.'

Even if my hesitation is expressed through the panel, nothing changes.

The initiative of consciousness is with me. With me, who can think and act with a clear mind.

I plunged my hand into the cocoon.

[I'myouyouyouyouyouyouyouyouyouyouyouyouyouyoume me me me me me me me me me me meoneandthesameyou'reyouonlyoneit'syouI'mtalkingtomyselfrightnowI'msoscaredwhy amIlikethislet'sstopthisistoo cruelIknowI'mthesameIcan'tdothisIdon'twanttodieIdon'twantittoendIwanttogohomeIwanttogohom]

I grabbed the upper body inside the cocoon with both hands as if to pull it out,

"Just a moment."

...

"Have you perhaps considered another way?"

I stopped my hands.

A voice comes from behind me.

“Patient-nim”

* * *

A few minutes earlier, in front of the maintenance track.

"What is it now?"

Reporter Eun Haje realized that some kind of commotion was happening far away, on the roof of City Hall.

Probably at the destination of the 'Agent' who had suddenly reappeared from the maintenance track.

Curiosity and worry intersected.

Both awakened her professional instincts.

But...

"Do not stare."

"I got it, Mr. Researcher."

Because of this advice, and because the situation was so insane it was hard to believe it was real, she didn't look back at the rooftop.

Still, her mind tried to analyze with all five senses.

'…A vibration?'

And for some reason… a chill kept running down the back of her neck.

'What in the world is happening?'

As the desire to investigate and the instinct for survival intersected, creating a surge of dopamine, Reporter Eun Haje reflexively gave a bitter smile and swallowed.

And just as she was about to ask a question to her temporary companion who (frustratingly) had some information...

"Mr. Researcher?"

'Researcher Lee Jaheon' stood stock-still in front of the track.

Just like before, when he received the 'note' from the Agent from beyond the empty tracks.

"What are you doing...?"

Just then.

The shape of a door emerged from the shadows of the maintenance track.

"…!"

It was a fantastical moment.

The exquisite, ivory-colored door glittered with gold decorations, and a soft light shone down from a glass-like crystal lamp in its arch.

Antique and magnificent.

And it completed its nameplate.

* * *

FLOWER

GOLDEN

Flower Golden?

"What is this…? Do you know what this door is? If you know, tell me."

"Yes. It is the door to the Resort."

"Resort..."

She was so dumbfounded she was at a loss for words.

"How do you know that?"

"I have work experience at said resort."

What kind of explanation was that...

Eun Haje could only sigh.

And Ryu Jaekwan, the high school student who had been watching the door form with wide eyes, carefully asked.

"Should we go in?"

"Yes."

…!

"After entering, you must act with proper etiquette within the Resort area."

And Researcher Lee Jaheon really did grab the gold-wrought doorknob.

Click.

Without the sound of a hinge, the door opened smoothly, revealing the interior...

"…!!"

A dazzling interior revealed itself.

As if exploring a corridor in a fairy-tale palace or castle, it was made of sparkling crystal lamps, golden pillars, and exquisite, antique wooden walls.

There was no trace of the maintenance track's musty appearance.

"What is this...?"

"Hello."

"…!"

Ryu Jaekwan reflexively took a step back.

At the start of that fantastical space.

A person standing right next to the door was looking at them.

An adult male.

The man, wearing a slightly shabby blue jacket, had a rough and worn-out feel to him, as if he had been cut out and pasted alone into this dazzling space.

He could see a rather old blue jacket.

And bright blue pupils… and a large scar on his neck.

The person's eyes met his.

For a moment, he was about to become wary...

But the adult with the scar on his neck, upon seeing him, widened his eyes in surprise for a moment… then smiled warmly.

"…Nice to meet you, Jaekwan."

"You know my name?"

"I do."

The next moment, the high school student Ryu Jaekwan realized that the blue jacket he was wearing was the mark of an 'Agent.'

Ah.

"Are you, by any chance, a colleague of the Agent? I mean… the Agent who just went into the city."

"That's also correct."

The person, approaching him with a smile, answers in a warm voice while examining the group with eyes that seem to be examining the group for their condition and injuries.

"This Hyung is an Agent on the same team~ I'm his superior."

His eyes looked at the golden door that had opened and closed.

Ah.

"Are you perhaps… going to help now?"

"Yep."

"..."

"I'd really like to. I really..."

As the Agent was about to grab the doorknob with a scarred hand.

"This door is for employee use only, and is restricted for guests. Please use the gate."

"..."

The Agent let go of the handle and smiled with a shrug.

"Of course. Understood. Wait for the gate it is!"

"Yes."

"Are you going to meet the Mascot?"

"Yes."

"Excellent. Then let's go together, quickly~"

With that, the Agent began to walk in front of Ryu Jaekwan.

As he walked in silence, to keep from freezing up with tension in the new, bizarre environment, Ryu Jaekwan swallowed and caught his breath...

"You okay?"

"...what?"

A calm, warm voice came from the Agent, whose back was turned.

"You must have been surprised by all this happening so suddenly."

"Ah, no. I'm fine..."

"Hey. …It's okay not to be okay."

"..."

"You're still a student, but you've come this far so calmly."

A reassuring voice.

"Don't worry. You, student citizen, will be able to return home safely. …My hoobae, too."

Ryu Jaekwan realized that, embarrassingly, he was tearing up with relief.

"…Yes."

The Agent in front turned his hand and patted his back.

And he heard him exclaim.

"Alright, we've arrived."

At the end of the promenade… was a monorail boarding station.

If you wish to board the monorail 

Please push the button

"Button?"

"He means press this. Ugh-cha!"

When the Agent pressed a thick button with a horned cat drawn on it and waited a moment, an antique and elaborate monorail appeared from the other side.

"…!"

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The monorail stopped, its doors opened, and a resplendent passenger car, wider on the inside than the outside, revealed itself.

"This is insane."

Reporter Eun Haje's words echoed in the air.

The Agent shrugged his shoulders and spoke like a guide.

"Well, you civilians have pretty much chartered the whole thing. If you take this and get off not at a stop but at a place called a station...”

His voice stopped.

"..."

"Agent?"

"Hm?"

And Reporter Eun Haje, looking inside, muttered.

"There's someone else inside."

"Yes?"

Ryu Jaekwan also reflexively looked inside.

Inside the monorail train that seemed to have popped out of a story, sitting in a cute and elegant passenger seat was...

"We meet like this."

A very pleasant-looking young man in a gray suit.

"…!!"

Ryu Jaekwan recognized him at once.

He was someone he had been with just a few hours ago.

"Counselor!"

"…!"

A surge of relief once again washed over Ryu Jaekwan's heart.

"I'm so glad you're safe..."

"Wait."

The Agent blocked the high school student's path.

As if to protect him.

"…How are you here?"

...?

The 'Counselor' sitting in the cabin turned his eyes to look at them.

And Ryu Jaekwan felt a sense of dissonance.

Something...

"You speak very threateningly."

Unfamiliar.

"But I'll answer you. It's because I have an employment contract with the Mascot here."

"..."

"I can enter as an authorized person, you see?"

A smile filled with ecstasy spread across his lips.

"You..."

"Unfortunately, it seems you are not qualified, Agent. It happens."

Ryu Jaekwan reflexively realized two things.

The Agent and that 'Counselor' were not on good terms.

And...

"But I, in many ways, am qualified."

That Counselor had decided on something.
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The Agent with the scar on his neck stared silently at the Counselor inside the Monorail Train.

"…You're saying you have the right?"

"Yes."

The smile on the Counselor's face, which had seemed to contort with ecstasy, straightened out again.

"Have you perhaps forgotten? I'm from Sekwang Metropolitan City."

"..."

"And since I've made a contract with Mascot-nim, I couldn't be more of a relevant personnel. Ah, thank you."

The last words were directed at the Mascot who was handing him a souvenir sticker.

'…A deer? A cat?'

In any case, the mascot costume, which looked like something you'd see at an amusement park, waddled to the front of the Train and escorted the four people, waving its hands as if to welcome them.

Now that I looked, it was dressed as a Conductor.

"Sh-should we get on?"

"Yes."

Researcher Lee Jaheon began to board the Train without hesitation.

The Mascot spun around him as if delighted, then, as if remembering its identity as a Conductor, quickly cleared its throat and stopped.

Muttering something like, 'Cute little fella,' Reporter Eun Haje boarded, and Ryu Jaekwan hurriedly got on the Monorail after her.

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The golden Monorail set off with a cheerful sound.

The ivory walls of the beautiful track and the map of the theme park drawn on them flowed past the window... Cheerful Theme Park?

Ryu Jaekwan, who had been watching it, turned his head and met the Counselor's eyes, only then snapping back to his senses.

"Um… Teacher."

"..."

The Counselor stared at the high school student before him and opened his mouth.

"Mr. Ho Yuwon would be better than Teacher."

"What? I, I can't call a teacher by name like that…"

Ho Yuwon's gaze, scanning the bewildered high school student Ryu Jaekwan, landed on his school uniform.

"…Are you a student at Sekwang High School?"

"Huh? Yes…"

Silence.

'Why on earth is he asking something so obvious…?'

Just as Ryu Jaekwan stiffened from the strange sense of unease.

"…I see."

Ho Yuwon quietly looked at him and smiled.

"Even when you know it's not true, being deceived by the sight right before your eyes is a very human reaction, isn't it?"

"...?"

"It's fascinating… and strange."

The Agent with the scar on his neck watched with a guarded expression, but Ho Yuwon simply gazed at the high school student in the Sekwang High School uniform.

…As if looking at something nostalgic.

Then he smiled and said,

"I hope you have a happy Resort trip, and that you return safely. …Student Jaekwan."

The last words were somehow slightly awkward.

It was as if he were imitating something unfamiliar, or saying it for the first time in a very long time...

"..."

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

"Oh, looks like we've arrived."

The Monorail stopped, and a scene like a train station from a classic fairy tale appeared outside the window.

The Conductor Mascot stepped out of the Train car and once again guided the passengers as if escorting them.

When the high school student Ryu Jaekwan looked back at Ho Yuwon, he was still smiling.

"Go on out. I'll be the last one to leave."

"…Thank you."

The high school student Ryu Jaekwan reflexively bowed his head and exited.

Behind him, the Agent's and Ho Yuwon's eyes met.

"..."

"..."

Unaware of the strange atmosphere behind him, Ryu Jaekwan stepped out of the Train.

He heard the voice of a young woman talking brightly with Researcher Lee Jaheon.

"I'm so glad you're safe!"

"Yes."

"And…"

A person in a suit with a small build, wearing a dolphin mask, spun around to look at him.

"Oh! Agent."

Agent?

Ryu Jaekwan was momentarily flustered, but he soon came to the common-sense conclusion that she must be referring to the Agent following behind him.

But for some reason, he couldn't shake the feeling that the gaze from behind that dolphin mask had been looking at him...

Why?

"Did you two rescue them?"

"Yes."

"A proper rescue would include getting them safely home! So I'd like to know if there's a way for these two citizens to get out of here."

But the Dolphin mask had already naturally shifted her gaze from the high school student to talk with someone else, and Ryu Jaekwan naturally pushed the strange feeling to the back of his mind.

It was because he got the odd impression that everyone seemed to know each other.

Besides, the conversation was clearly about his own well-being.

'Can I really escape from Sekwang Metropolitan City through this Resort?'

"Really? It'd be nice to hang out for a day! This Resort seems super safe as long as good people follow the rules, hmm…"

But the Dolphin mask seemed to scan the appearances of Reporter Eun Haje and the high school student Ryu Jaekwan once more before nodding.

"Yep. It'd be best for you to return to where you were right away."

"Yes. I'll speak with the Mascot in charge."

"Yes, yes! Oh, I think it's that one over there!"

And Researcher Lee Jaheon strode toward the Mascot the Dolphin mask was pointing at.

In front of the stairs, a Mascot stood at a dark brown podium with ornate crystal flower tree decorations, which looked like an information desk.

The Mascot, dressed like a Manager with a vest and a pocket watch, looked at the high school student Ryu Jaekwan and even tried to shake his hand, just as people at an amusement park do.

"I– I'm good."

At that, the Mascot's ears drooped slightly as if dejected. Ryu Jaekwan felt a nameless sense of guilt...

"Um. This Mascot says they've already prepared a way out for you two!"

"Really? Then we'd better check it out~"

The people who had found a way out were discussing something about the current situation that Ryu Jaekwan couldn't understand.

The high school student Ryu Jaekwan, who had yet to pick up on the extremely anxious undertones hidden within, simply turned his head and saw another person quietly approaching the information desk Mascot.

Ho Yuwon.

The man stared silently at the Mascot, then spoke.

"You are not Mr. Roe Deer, either."

...

"He is not in this Resort. Is he? You are merely a part of him."

The Mascot nodded.

"Just like me."

Only a calm smile remained on the Counselor's face.

"Student Jaekwan! They're going to show us the way!"

"…! Yes!"

Snapping to his senses at Reporter Eun Haje's call, Ryu Jaekwan followed the others.

But the Counselor did not follow them, naturally slipping away as if he had other business.

Ryu Jaekwan had no idea that his and the reporter's appearance had diverted the attention and gazes that would have been focused on him...

But he did get emotional for a different reason. 

After some thought, he bowed his head deeply.

Ho Yuwon's eyes seemed to waver for a moment, then he raised his hand slightly in greeting.

Just as a teacher would.

"..."

"Should we go up these stairs?"

"Yes, yes, yes."

The Agent with the scar on his neck turned to the group and shouted.

"From here on, only I will accompany them. The rest of you, go about your business!"

And so the group was finalized again.

Following the Mascot's lead, Ryu Jaekwan climbed the ivory staircase carpeted in red with the others.

At the top, where a waiting hall should have been...

"Whoa."

A very elaborate indoor garden had been created.

Glass flowers, golden branches, and various yellow blossoms sparkled among the green leaves.

"What in the world is this place…?"

Because of the maze-like bushes, he couldn't even guess how wide it was.

But the guide's steps were confident and brisk.

The Mascot, who had led them along an outer path, soon pointed with a fluffy hand at a small but pleasant-looking brick house.

A nameplate was hung on the back door, hidden by a crystal lamp, in an old-fashioned cursive script.

{For Employee Exit

Unauthorized Personnel

Keep Out}

"Um, it says 'Keep Out' here…"

"…Hmm. They say it's okay."

The Mascot looked at the group and thumped its chest as if telling them to follow, then grabbed the doorknob.

And when it opened the door, a passage made of neat, dark brown wood, though not as splendid as the outside, appeared.

Along with a chalkboard that seemed to have a message for the employees.

[See you again next time! GOLDEN]

The Mascot stepped inside first and held the door, and the others followed.

But as the last Agent tried to step in, the Mascot stopped him.

"Ah."

The Agent stopped in his tracks.

"…Hmm, it seems I can't go from here. But the Mascot will go with you."

A faint, bitter smile spread across his face before it became calm again.

"See that door at the end? If you go through there and leave this Resort, you'll return to where you were."

"..."

"Stay healthy and well. Got it?"

Ryu Jaekwan felt a sense of urgency for some reason.

"Um, after I go back, how can I thank you Agents?"

"..."

Is it a secret government agency, so I won't be able to contact them anymore?

"…Hey, you can just make a call!"

But the Agent found a piece of paper in his pocket and scribbled a number with a ballpoint pen.

"I'll give you the number. Here! This is valuable, you know? It's the direct line to headquarters."

And he grinned.

"If you say you just escaped a Supernatural Disaster with the help of an Agent, they'll guide you kindly."

He spoke in a gentle but firm voice.

"They'll also check if you have any aftereffects or other problems. So even if it's not to say thanks, make sure to call, okay?"

"Yes. Thank you…!"

"Hey. It's nothing."

Beyond the smiling Agent's face, the face of the other Agent who had saved him also came to mind.

The person who appeared on a bicycle.

The sense of relief then.

And the lump in his throat now.

The high school student Ryu Jaekwan's eyes grew calm and heated at the same time.

"Um, is there… any way for me to work there too?"

"...!"

"I want to rescue people at the Disaster Management Bureau, too... Like you Agents."

"..."

"Of course."

For some reason, his voice was choked.

But the next moment, the Agent chuckled.

"But you'll have to grow up a bit more."

"What…!?"

"No, not your height, your age! You have to be at least an adult to take the test. Got it? For now,  grow up big and strong!"

"I– I understand."

"I'll be looking forward to it. Future hoobae Agent!"

Ryu Jaekwan's voice became firm.

"…Yes!"

"Then you should get going! Everyone's waiting."

"Thank you... Thank you!"

Ryu Jaekwan turned his head to bow to the Agent one last time, then followed the Mascot forward.

Still, because there were three of them, and thanks to the kind Mascot, it wasn't scary.

'To experience something like this.'

It really felt like a day he would never forget for the rest of his life...

And that wasn't just in a bad way.

The high school student Ryu Jaekwan walked to the end of the hallway and grabbed the door on the opposite side.

Click.

Through the door, beyond which nothing could be seen, the three people who had been trapped in Sekwang Special City walked out.

And disappeared.

Agent Choi watched his hoobae from the past return to his own timeline.

"..."

"Did he go back?"

"Noona."

Agent Haegeum appeared.

The Agent, who had been searching the other half of the area to find a way out of the Resort, had discovered the civilians and secretly followed them.

Agent Haegeum opened her mouth.

"…He won't remember."

...

"If only his mind was summoned here, most people would just consider it a nightmare. Since he has a spiritual constitution, there's a high chance he'll think it was real, but he'll probably forget all the specifics."

The name of the place.

The appearances of the Agents he met.

All the elements that could be realistically identified would be forgotten, but...

"He'll still remember being caught in a Supernatural Disaster."

"..."

"And he'll definitely remember that an Agent saved him from that Disaster. He'll even call the number he remembers."

A watery laugh mixed with Agent Choi's low voice.

"In the end, I'll get a random call, have a good laugh at the kid who can't even remember the Disaster clearly, and think that some future Agent must have saved him. And Team Leader Hong will introduce the kid who wants to work for us to the Ijeong Bookstore."

And.

"As more time passes… that high school student will become a fine Agent and meet you at the mountain cabin."

"..."

"Grapes-ie."

Agent Choi's voice, looking at the Mascot that had returned from the hallway, was low and cracked.

"The seal is breaking in real time. There's really not much time left."

...

"If you want to stop me from interfering with the Sealing Ritual, you should at least let me help you. You have to let me help with all my might. That was the promise."

He looks at the Mascot.

"If you're listening, let me out."

"..."

"I'll… I'll try my best to help you."

"How unfortunate."

Ho Yuwon, who had been faintly listening to the conversation from the bottom of the stairs, spoke to the Mascot as well.

"That's how one loses their role when the conditions aren't met."

The Mascot, who had taken its place at the information desk as if changing shifts, stared at him.

"I'll tell you a secret."

And Ho Yuwon whispered to the Mascot.

"I know where you are."

...

"This doesn't require any mystical ability; it's a simple fact. You're on the roof of City Hall, aren't you? Because you have to install the machine there."

Willpower entered his soft, counseling-like voice.

"And through the staff-only entrance that leads to the surface, I can finally go to Sekwang Special City..."

...

"So, I'm coming to find you now."

"And at this moment, I will do the thing that is most like me."

* * *

I looked back.

Ho Yuwon.

The being with the face of a Counselor stood still.

But its form was wavering.

Like my own melting state, its form was clearly collapsing rapidly!

Because it's a ghost story!

"Go ba…ck."

No, it's faster for me to destroy the being inside this cocoon right now.

Then everything will be fine. All of this, I gathered my jumbled body, somewhere between a yellow Mascot and a masked Roe Deer, and tried to tear off Kim Soleum again...

"Excuse me, I asked if you had ever considered another way."

‘There's no time! I'm going crazy, there's really no time, so why does he keep talking like this?!’

"I'm sorry. I keep speaking to you in this manner. You could call it an occupational hazard of being a Counselor."

He approaches.

‘Why...’

"I am finally standing here. In Sekwang Special City. Patient-nim."

Ho Yuwon looked around, his expression turning ecstatic, before returning to that of a Counselor.

"Do you perhaps remember what I said during our first session?"

A gentle voice speaks.

" 'When you're seized by a powerful impulse or idea that you didn't want, it's so agonizing.' "

"..."

"And the role of a Counselor is to help you break free from that in the proper way."

Ho Yuwon's gaze turns to the Kim Soleum inside the cocoon.

To be precise, to everything hanging beneath it.

…The civilians of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

[I’m scared]

 "I have always recommended regular counseling and long-term hospitalization to those who were struggling because they couldn't bear themselves and their situations."

‘...Wait a minute.’

"An indefinite hospitalization, permanent until they recover."

‘Wait, no way.’

"And now."

Ho Yuwon lowers his body.

As if to examine every being inside the cocoon.

"I think I've met the patients I truly wanted to recommend this to. The ones who need my recommendation more than ever before."

‘That means,’

"It's going to be a very long group counseling session, won't it? It might even take my entire life as a Counselor."

‘If he does that...’

"But it seems like it will be very rewarding. So much so that I wonder if I was a being reserved for this very moment."

"..."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

The beings, almost completely melted down, look at each other.

The Counselor and the Good Friend.

"Will you agree to the counseling?"

Ho Yuwon, dragging his half-melted body, approaches and presses a nameplate into my hand.

"Unless the patient, or their guardian, opens the door themselves, the counseling cannot begin."

"..."

"Because counseling is not compulsory; it absolutely requires consent."

I realize.

Kim Soleum in the cocoon, and the citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City who worship and cling to him.

I have the right to be both the patient himself and their guardian.

"I'm asking you."

...

"I don't know if you've noticed, but while I was talking, you've melted down quite a bit yourself, Mr. Roe Deer, and you no longer seem to have the strength to tear even one person from that cocoon. I think you'd be more at ease if you gave up."

‘Hah.’

"Don't give me such a scary look. I get afraid rather easily..."

I looked at Ho Yuwon, who, as usual, had that annoying look of fright on his face. 

The Director Ho I knew.

…A surge of emotion welled up in my eyes.

"..."

"Come on. Before we melt further into each other and all die together."

Ho Yuwon smiles.

"Let's try the best we can, Roe Deer-nim. That's why you came all this way, isn't it?"

He catches me with difficulty.

"Just as you wanted for yourself, try to recover instead of turning away."

"..."

"And..."

Ho Yuwon says.

"To the Ho Yuwon who survived as a Counselor, please introduce me to the patients you truly wanted to counsel, just like this."

...

I accepted the doorplate.

An unbearable emotion rises, but it eventually melts away as I move to the rooftop's Emergency Exit.

And I hung the doorplate on the door.

Knock, knock.

I knock, grit my teeth… and pull the doorknob.

"You did well. …Thank you."

The full view of the Fox Counseling Room pours out onto the rooftop.
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A gentle, warm sunlight dyes the rooftop gold.

A unique element of the Fox Counseling Room's interior.

A place where, even though there was surely nothing outside the window, the soft sunlight of a clear day always shone through the curtains.

A space prepared for the patients.

Click.

The door to the counseling room beyond the waiting room is wide open.

Unlike the waiting room, the counseling room inside usually had its door closed.

It was only opened to a person during a counseling session, or when the Counselor called their name, so I had only been inside a few times myself.

But it remains unchanged.

Whoooosh-

A comfortable space with a soft sofa, where a green garden can be seen beyond a large window.

The green leaves of the potted plant where the Fox Bead Fruits grow sway in the wind.

The Counselor, who was watching the scene with me, smiles.

He speaks in a relieved voice.

"Since there are many who have difficulty moving, the counseling room will come to greet them directly."

"..."

"Mr. Roe Deer. Is it alright for the patients to enter now?"

...

"Yes."

The full view of the Fox Counseling Room covers the rooftop.

Inside the torn cocoon, the gentle sunlight touches the mutated face of Kim Soleum.

Finally, I am fully revealed from within the cocoon.

I am taken out.

The citizens of Sekwang Metropolitan City, clumped together and stuck to the lower half of that torso, the countless distorted forms of human bodies, all enter the Fox Counseling Room as if being gently embraced.

A hidden place, a small space for the contaminated, visited by knocking, belonging to the Counselor.

That space willingly accepted all those distorted things hidden beneath the rooftop as its visitors.

No.

As patients who will now be with it for a long time.

...

"Welcome."

Next to me,

the Counselor's form completely melts away.

Like wrapping paper stuffed with countless unbearable things, like a cloth bundle filled to the point of tearing, it distorts and bulges as the outlines of its contents are revealed.

It grows faint.

The ghost story of the Counselor, which had swallowed whole the influence of Kim Soleum inside the cocoon that 'rejects all ghost stories other than myself,' and the mass of Sekwang citizens contaminated by it, was collapsing.

Unable to withstand that influence.

It blurs completely, like watercolor paint being diluted in water...

"Don't worry."

"..."

"Hmm, but now… I'm worried it will be difficult to accept existing patients. A moment will come when I'm… needed."

His voice fades.

As if it can no longer affect reality.

"…Don't worry."

I said with difficulty.

And I listen desperately.

"Based on their past counseling experience, everyone will find a way..."

"You're returning my own words to me again."

I hear the sound of laughter.

"That's right. And since I've made my choice, I will go to meet the moment I've been waiting for."

"..."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

The warm energy of the counseling room that had draped over the rooftop begins to disappear the moment the last citizen of Sekwang Metropolitan City enters...

Ho Yuwon looks at me.

"Goodbye."

"..."

"No, perhaps that expression isn't appropriate. We will continue to conduct counseling together, after all."

"..."

"It's just that Mr. Roe Deer won't be able to perceive it in your current form."

I finally opened my mouth.

"If we pull them out of the counseling room even now..."

"Pardon? I can't give up on the client who needs help the most. Surely you didn't see me as that kind of Counselor, Mr. Roe Deer? That's truly sad..."

I took a deep breath.

A soft voice is heard faintly.

"I'm just kidding, actually..."

...

"I'm not sad."

Ho Yuwon smiled and held out his hand.

"Ho Yuwon's first patient, and… last patient."

"..."

I also held out my hand to meet his.

We shake hands.

"Thank you."

Ho Yuwon's form completely collapsed.

The Counselor's form, disappearing from beneath my grasp, is sucked into the counseling room and scatters...

Now, the door to the Fox Counseling Room closes.

Through the slowly closing door, maybe, just maybe… I thought I saw the shape of a small fox's tail as it took a step...

Click.

The Emergency Exit on the rooftop was gently locked.

All around me became quiet.

The nameplate I had hung fell to the floor from the impact of the Emergency Exit closing, like an ordinary wooden decoration.

"..."

I caught it with both hands.

That nameplate, from which no mystery could be felt.

{Fox Counseling Room

(CLOSED)

I flip it to the back.

-On long-term leave-

Thank you for everything.}

"..."

I raised my head.

The sunset is shining.

A red and warm yellow light, as if it were the sunlight of the Fox Counseling Room, emerged from a gap in the clouds and draped over the rooftop.

Upon the broken Dream Incubator, upon the panel of the Potion Maker that had stopped working and turned off...

Inside the empty cocoon.

"..."

Sekwang Metropolitan City.

The day of May 4th was ending.

‘Ah.’

Below the rooftop, I can see the scenery of broken roads and sidewalks, a city devoid of people.

Everything was aging rapidly.

As if the past several years were pouring down all at once, the city catches up to the time outside.

But today, the contaminated citizens in this city will be safe even within the flow of time.

Because they will be receiving counseling in a safe state, without having to repeat their deaths, trapped again on May 4th.

By a Counselor who had desperately waited for that moment.

By a Fox.

"..."

"Mr. Roe Deer."

I turned my head.

I see the figure of a person with a Lizard's head opening the rooftop door and coming out.

"Section Chief."

That form, which had been a faceless Researcher, had returned to the familiar head of Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"You've returned."

"Yes. I moved immediately after waking up outside the Special City."

‘Ah.’

"…The blockade is being completely lifted."

"Yes. Cracks and fissures are currently forming, and there are over twenty points of entry."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon's gaze turns to the area below the rooftop.

"The blockade will soon disappear completely."

...

Sekwang Metropolitan City will thus be reincorporated as a part of reality.

And...

‘It's terminated.’

Finally, it was the end.

The liberation of the city.

I took a deep breath in and out.

"...You arrived very quickly, did you receive help from 'Us' ?"

"I am 'Us'."

So that's back too.

"However,"

I turned my head.

The corners of the Lizard's snout are slightly raised.

"existing as a separate entity from 'Us' was a unique experience."

"It was...Truly."

I feel my state, which had been swallowed by the Resort, slowly stabilizing.

My melting body regains its form.

And I, as a person who had been completely covered by the Golden Flower Mascot, also regained my identity.

Despite the identity and pressure of the overgrown Mascot, my identity maintains a precarious balance.

As if someone is observing my condition and constantly calming me down.

Even if the consciousness of the Good Friend, onto which madness is not projected, cannot know it.

As if I could feel that someone is surely conducting a counseling session with me even now.

"It was a… unique experience."

I carefully put the Fox Counseling Room's nameplate into my pocket.

I recognized the inventory function of the tattoo was back, but I chose not to use it...

...

No.

'Let's not get too swept up in it.'

I survived.

I am recovering thanks to someone.

Realizing that deep in my heart is the proper attitude for now.

I took a deep breath and spoke in a slightly brighter voice.

"…Are the other team members alright? I mean the Assistant Manager and the Agent."

"Yes. All said personnel have shown signs of waking up."

"...! That's a relief."

Truly, it was a relief...

A deep sense of relief spreads.

'Now I should probably let the people out of Resort No. 2.'

Of course, as a Mascot, I knew that everyone was doing well...

I clenched my empty hand that had been holding the counseling room nameplate until just a moment ago and looked down.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, who had watched me put the nameplate in my pocket intently, asks.

"Did Director Ho reach this place?"

"...Yes."

I said quietly.

"The Annihilation-sanctioned supernatural disaster of Sekwang Metropolitan City was terminated by Ho Yuwon."

"..."

"..."

"I see."

The Lizard replies.

"However, the fact that Director Ho was able to arrive here is due to your influence, Mr. Roe Deer."

"..."

"This attempt is an extremely exceptional case of Darkness Termination that occurred through Mr. Roe Deer's choice and effort."

I managed to reply in a small voice.

"Yes."

I swallow a lump in my throat.

And I try to speak in a calm voice again.

"Me, and the Fox Counseling Room, will probably be difficult to visit from now on. It has taken on a very… large-scale group of patients. It says it's closing its doors. The previous method of entry won't work anymore."

No matter how many times I hang the nameplate and open the door, the waiting room of the Fox Counseling Room with its warm sunlight will not appear...

"I see. That confirms why I was in an external space and not the Long-Term Inpatient Room when I awoke."

"…I see."

So in the midst of all that, he let out all the patients he was originally 'storing' in the inpatient room.

This is it.

"Well, as the Director in charge of the Project, Ho Yuwon wasn't the most comfortable direct superior."

I said in a bright voice.

"But he was a really great Counselor for his patients, wasn't he?"

...

"Yes."

The wind sweeps through my hair.

The empty shell of the cocoon is gradually breaking apart and disappearing from the rooftop.

I have a gut feeling.

Now, when I leave this city, this ghost story will completely disappear from this spot.

And...

"Director Ho's Project is over, then."

I said, looking back at Section Chief Lee Jaheon.

"Because the person in charge, the Daydream executive, is gone, and the Darkness to be explored is also gone."

"Yes."

But I wasn't disappointed by any of it.

‘No...’

‘I don't know.’

A poignant sadness, one I can't tell if it's relief or loneliness, spreads in my heart.

I try to think of good things.

Things to be relieved about.

'Are Yeongeun's parents safe?'

I really hope so. No, now that I think about it, Yeongeun ran out of the Resort as soon as I opened the gate for her.

She's probably on her way to find her parents' whereabouts right now.

I can see people who were hiding coming out from all over the buildings.

Everyone will go back home.

Home.

...

‘Can I go home now?’

If I get out of here and the Dream Essence Liquid is successfully extracted, and I can make the 'Children's Paradise Syrup' with it, can I go home...?

'There's a usable Dream Incubator.'

And I have the Pop-socket that will be my button.

A small hope springs forth.

[Oh, hope is like a wellspring of endless motivation. Congratulations, Friend!]

…!

'Braun!'

[Just arrived at your newly opened resort, oh, you've prepared an early admission ticket for me. Friend, the monocle is a charming touch that suits you well.]

I perceive the sound of the Host's dress shoes from somewhere, and the Mascot's intention to specially provide a personal monorail for this distinguished guest, welcoming him.

And a feeling of gratitude toward the being who helped me this far.

'…Thank you.'

[My pleasure, Mr. Roe Deer!]

A gentleness settles in my heart.

I hear the sound of two hands in gentleman's gloves lightly dusting their palms and boarding the monorail...

Now, when the Agents arrive at the rooftop, I'll hand things over and leave here...

[Now... Friend.]

‘Huh?’

[The time has come to remember what you have forgotten.]

...

‘Forgotten?’

[Hmm. That word seems overly serious. Right, the expression 'slipped my mind' would be more fitting!]

[Like after watching a deeply moving movie, you head home completely soaked in the afterglow, having forgotten about your dinner plans for that day.]

[And you realize on the subway. 'Oh no! I had plans!']

‘What does that mean?’

[Now, since the emotional climax has passed, let's think.]

[Let's re-examine the hints you've been given at this ending point!]

...

...

"Section Chi -ef."

"Yes."

"About the Project ending… I mean."

"Yes."

...

"Then, are the Project employees now in a state of having no job title or affiliation at the company?"

If so.

"Do we have to… return to our original jobs?"

That's the answer.

I screamed and looked up.
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A giant pupil.

A giant eye in the sky of Sekwang Metropolitan City is looking down at me. The eye that peeks at me through the contract is there.

A giant vertically slit pupil black thing glistening flame. Sooooooo many pupils look at me

An amused eye!

Oh dear.

Dragon.

I've received the report that the project manager has disappeared, and the source of supply, the Darkness, has disappeared.

In that case, the duties you were assigned in Director Ho's Project are also finished.

‘No...’

Gangcheori.

And it seems the reason the Dream Essence supply for that project disappeared in the first place, the party at fault is...

Countless joyfully curved pupils look at me from within th- th- those eyelids.

You.

You will be held liable for damages.

‘Ah.’

Now, come back and undergo the disciplinary action procedures.

I will calculate and bill you a very generous and reasonable amount.

I am forced to return by a great force of gravity by a contract that I cannot refuse! This time, this time too, I'm caught in the same trap and will become 130666...

‘No, it would be better to come as a person for now.’

Since you have to bring back the Dream Essence Liquid.

"Heup."

I-I-I try to maintain a human form and mind. I return, mushy and floppy. For a moment, I can do it. I gasp for breath and collapse on the rooftop, still in human form.

'Resist,'

‘Can I?’

‘What can I do? What do I have?’

Calm down, how do I calm down? No, there must be something I can do. A hint, a hint, the information given so far, about me, about Director Cheong...

...

‘Ah.’

‘I,’

‘realize.’

"No."

Hm?

"I cannot follow your words."

I say with difficulty.

"Because I've found out."

I raise my head.

I remembered.

What Ho Yuwon had said.

“Director Cheong probably places this company's rules as her highest priority.”

Right.

Director Cheong is a being who only cares about the rules of Daydream Inc.

"You prioritize the company regulations, the rules of Daydream Inc, above all else."

And fittingly, the employment contract was terrifyingly powerful.

‘But.’

"That's why you overlooked it."

That no matter how powerful a contract is, there can be a precondition that takes precedence over it.

That there is an undeniable logic, just as a fish cannot breathe out of water no matter how hard it tries.

"But before I made an employment contract with you, there was already a law that I had no choice but to prioritize on an ontological level."

That is...

...

"The Good Friend."

"I am, in essence, a Good Friend of the Cheerful Research Institute."

A truth that cannot be denied even if I tried.

Because I am a Good Friend of the Cheerful Research Institute, I cannot do anything that would harm the Cheerful Research Institute.

I am a 'Good Friend' in the first place because I am that kind of being.

Just as Braun, who was projected through the Good Friend, acted in a way that was advantageous and favorable to me.

All of it was a terrible restriction, a brutal truth.

A desperate fact that was burning my brain until just a moment ago.

However.

[There are two sides to everything, Friend.]

I look at the countless pupils.

"You betrayed the Cheerful Research Institute, didn't you?"

The Cheerful Research Institute will hate Cheong Dallae, and will never try to cooperate with her.

"Now that I know that fact, it means that I am, in essence, a being who is incapable of cooperating with you."

Therefore.

"As long as I am a Good Friend, your employment contract is null and void."

...

...

‘Hoooh.’

The sky tears apart.

Fire and brimstone and famine rain down. I feel Section Chief Lee Jaheon catch my body as I'm pushed back and about to fall over the edge of the rooftop, forcing me into a sitting position. All pain in my body disappears and my senses are overwhelmed.

An interesting argument.

Something…

is coming out

Then shall I try making you not a Good Friend?
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"You, Choi! Agent Choi!"

Agent Choi did not turn his head.

He watched as the Mascots created a gate on the passageway, once been a maintenance track for the subway.

And he watched the Mascots install a banner in front of the gate that had finally opened.

{Congratulations 

Gate Opening}

To Go Yeongeun, who ran out the moment the lights came on, they even gave a map sold at the souvenir shop, calling it an 'Early Access Commemorative Gift'.



Golden Map Sketchbook

A map Item that can be obtained from the souvenir shop at Flower Golden Resort second branch. In the form of a sketchbook, if one walks with a blank page open, a rough sketch of the route from the holder's location to the destination is drawn like a doodle. There are testimonies that the said doodle resembles the Mascot's handwriting.



It was an Item that would have deserved such a description on a certain Wiki that the Mascot's main body reads.

"…! Th-thank you."

Go Yeongeun left a short and sincere thanks and dashed through the gate, heading for Sekwang Metropolitan City.

To find her family.

The most surprising thing was…

"Why aren't they stopping her?"

…that the Mascots did not stop her.

Though they stared intently at her retreating back as if somewhat worried, they waved their hands or, depending on their position, bowed deeply from the waist.

They did not stop her from heading to Sekwang Metropolitan City.

That meant…

"…Is it over?"

...

"What you were trying to do is over. …I see."

The Mascots stand still and listen to Agent Choi's words.

Without being dejected or confused.

And so, they are certain.

The Supernatural Disaster outside has stopped.

They don't know if it's a termination or a temporary Seal.

But at this very moment, Sekwang Metropolitan City was clearly not the product of an Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster where humans went mad or died just by going out, but in a relatively safe, deactivated state.

However.

'Is the one who pulled that off okay?'

Neither conjecture nor prediction is possible.

Because there's no way of knowing what method worked or how.

Agent Haegeum recalls the Daydream Executive who had vanished at some point.

‘What on earth happened up there?’

It was a sentence that surfaced in this agent's mind, and probably in that Choi fellow's as well, as a very bad premonition.

And Haegeum is not sure…

Will that Choi bastard immediately chase after him into Sekwang Metropolitan City right away?

Or if he will go outside and try to ascertain whether the Sealing Ritual is in progress.

And it was self-evident that Haegeum herself had to choose one way or the other.

"Are you not stopping her?"

When she asked the Mascots politely, as a courtesy to her former employers, the mass-produced Mascots nodded their heads.

Right.

Agent Haegeum dusted herself off and stood up.

"Noonim?"

"Let's go out to Sekwang Metropolitan City together."

"..."

"It seems the situation is serious, so let's check the source of the situation right away..."

"Noonim."

Agent Choi lets out a smirk.

"You're worried I'll interfere with the Re-sealing Ritual and move according to the original plan, aren't you?"

"..."

"Hey, you shouldn't be like that. We're Agents, aren't we? We have to think of the civilians' lives first..."

But even as he says that, Agent Haegeum knows the look in Agent Choi's eyes as he glances at the gate connected to the vicinity of Sekwang Station.

"Choi, you punk."

Team Leader Lee, who had been watching him silently, says this.

"Are many lives more precious than one?"

"What?"

"All people are equally precious."

"…!"

"I know it's rational to look at whether the number is large or small. But don't get too buried in that."

About you. And about Agent Grapes.

"..."

Agent Choi's eyes momentarily cloud over before becoming clear again.

"That's..."

It was at that moment.

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The sound of a Train approaching can be heard from afar.

To be precise, it's the cute Monorail of the Flower Golden Resort.

It was a familiar sound. While sitting here, the test-running Monorail had passed by several times.

This time, too, it would have been something they just noted and moved on from.

But…

Both Agents froze for a moment.

"..."

"Something… real proper seems to have arrived, Noonim."

That's right.

The feeling of the sweat glands on their skin shriveling.

The sensation one would feel upon encountering a village guardian post, once a symbol of protection, tied with a red cloth and left standing alone on an abandoned mountain.

A chilling sense of crisis, a gut feeling for a Supernatural Disaster, stabs at the two Agents' brains.

And…

♩♪♬♬~♩♬♬~♩♪♪

The Train comes to a stop here.

Without a word to each other, the two Agents immediately headed down.

Extremely cautiously and quickly.

As they went down along the passageway… a voice is heard.

[My, thank you!]

It was the voice of a charming man, with a witty and prominent accent.

A clarity that seemed to pierce the ears.

A pleasant rhythm.

And…

[Haha, I thought it wouldn't be a bad idea to enjoy a short stroll before arriving at Monorail City Station.]

[Oh, isn't such a brief reprieve like cinnamon powder on top of hot chocolate? It's a kind of appetizer, stimulating the nose and building anticipation before the chocolate even touches the tongue and throat.]

An eloquent way of speaking.

"..."

The two Agents, having stopped in their tracks, look at the stopped Monorail Train.

It had a similarly round and elaborate shape to the ones that usually ran, but the decorations were subtly different.

For example, the Golden Mascot decoration near the front wore a red bow tie, and a neon-like sign flickered.

And the train door opens.

The wooden interior, with an overall slightly more antique and formal nuance, is revealed by the light pouring in from the garden…

casting a deep shadow at the train's entrance.

And.

[Hmm, we have company.]

Someone steps down from within the shadow.

Shiny, pitch-black men's dress shoes.

A leg clad in a fine, dust-free suit of a classic style smoothly emerges from above them.

The light travels up it, revealing the entire figure…

The body is–wires light darkness vacuum tube flow of electrons light and shadow loud laughter applause cheers tears sparkling confetti band sound classic signboard cheers of the audience– 

 A Braun-tube TV head looks at them.

"…!"

[Oh my, was this a situation that required a warning for photosensitive viewers? Hahaha, a pleasure to meet you...]

A huge figure got off the train.

At the end of the stylish suit, a firm, gloved hand extends forward.

[You must have become frozen from overwhelming emotion. It's fine! But wouldn't it be a shame to miss this opportunity?]

"..."

It was a suspicious statement.

Agent Choi took its gloved hand.

[Oh, you've mustered your courage. Very good!]

Body heat is transmitted even through the leather.

Agent Choi probably didn't know that he was feeling the exact same shiver his team's youngest hoobae had felt one day…

And at the next words, too.

[Well, I should introduce myself, shouldn't I? That's only polite! I'm Braun, the Host of the Late-Night Talk Show.]

Braun.

Talk show Host.

A title he'd heard before.

That was…

"…By any chance,"

The corner of Agent Choi's mouth twitches.

"…are you related in any way to a Rabbit Doll?"

...

...

[You've noticed.]

The old-fashioned TV head bends down to look at him.

[Haha, oh, haven't we met before? We did, when I was in the form of a small Plush doll.]

‘…!!’

[Hmm, no need to worry that the reception was a bit shabby. Not all viewers are wealthy, after all.]

[Since you all prepared a place for the little Plush doll with all your sincerity, I, too, enjoyed that place with sincerity. However...]

The Host's eloquent voice cuts off.

[Pinky.]

Agent Choi thought, breaking out in a cold sweat…

[That mischievous nickname was not to my liking.]

‘Am I screwed?’

[But an Entertainer must, by nature, let go of a certain part of themselves and endure some shame for the audience's enjoyment. That, too, becomes part of the fun for the audience.]

Phew.

"…Wow, you have a very strong sense of professionalism, Mr. Host?"

‘Grapes, that crazy bastard, what the hell had he been keeping on his chest?’ 

Agent Choi, contrary to his inner self armed with a cool tension, smiles affably and releases the handshake.

[Oh, are you interested in show business?]

"…What?"

[Unfortunately, it would be difficult. Sadly, my talk show is not currently in a crew recruitment period, and it requires extremely strict selection criteria.]

Both Agents were momentarily relieved, but.

[However, your eloquence, wit, and unique situational conditions are not bad... Hmm, I'll invite you once as a one-time guest.]

‘Fuck.’

"…Wow. I appreciate the offer, but I've been very busy, so it'll be difficult for me in the near future."

A Q&A with a powerful and unidentified ghost story was the same as walking on thin ice or a razor's edge.

But Agent Choi, who had been through this sort of thing more than once, grins while sweating coldly and skillfully redirects the conversation.

"…I'm looking for the Agent who used to travel with you."

[Oh, you mean Mr. Soleum.]

'…!!'

Agent Choi raises his head.

A black-and-white emoticon with smiling eyes appears inside the old-fashioned TV.

"…You seem to have a good impression of him?"

[Oh, everyone has a Friend they are closest and most attached to.]

And the Host, in a voice everyone can hear, makes a hand gesture of exaggeratedly whispering.

[In fact, that is also the reason I visited this small, as-of-yet unproven Resort. Although it possesses a considerably excellent artistic sense, a place newly run by my dear Friend is certainly deserving of a visit from this Braun!]

Just then, the Mascots approach and stare at these visitors as if observing them carefully.

"..."

Agent Haegeum, a former employee, reads a strange nuance from them, as if they were worried the visitors might fight, or as if they were observing them carefully.

The 'Host' jests to the Mascots.

[Haha, you need not worry! This Braun has visited this Resort in a formal and cultured manner, adhering to a rating suitable for television broadcast at any time.]

On the old-fashioned TV that served as a head, an emoticon that looked like it was whispering appeared again.

[The owner of this Resort places great importance on etiquette, you see. It would be wise to be careful, as one could easily be crushed under a mountain of astronomical debt that a poor government official would find difficult to handle.]

Agent Choi's mouth opens.

"That's… a great tip. Thank you."

[It is a good attitude to know gratitude. Then...]

"But by any chance,"

Agent Choi's voice rings out.

"do you know the whereabouts of that dear Friend?"

The Host's feet stop.

"…If you're truly a Friend who's with him at all times, you must know."

...

...

[Of course, I know.]

Agent Choi knew that Agent Haegeum was glaring at him with terrifying eyes.

But he couldn't bring himself to turn his head and kept his gaze fixed on the Host.

On the old-fashioned TV monitor that was staring at him.

[That last statement was an indirect provocation! Is that a method you use often? Of course, the viewers will love it. However.]

The voice becomes softer.

[If you do it habitually, you will also hear voices demanding other forms of entertainment...]

"..."

[The voice of the public demanding retribution from you, that is.]

Agent Choi froze, then broke into a cold sweat and grinned.

"Anyway, I'm glad you like it today, right?"

...

[Hoh, that was quite witty just now!]

"Thank you. So, are you sure you know where your Friend is, Mr. Host?"

Agent Haegeum almost yanked this damn brat's hair.

But the Host's eloquent answer came first.

[I know for certain. Oh, and… his location is changing right now.]

"…What?"

Agent Choi realized as he spoke.

Agent Haegeum was tapping him.

'Why?'

To make him look around.

The Golden Flower Mascots had suddenly begun to show a bizarre phenomenon.

"…!"

All of them are suddenly trembling violently.

And various strange Symptoms manifest. One frozen with both arms raised, something squirming inside a Mascot's head, a Mascot's head collapsing powerlessly as if the inside had melted before being restored, one clutching its head and stuck to the wall as if about to be absorbed.

If the Mascots could scream, the air would have been filled with desperate, life-ending screams.

An eerie silence.

[Oh... I see.]

...

[My dear Friend, he is now in the Burning Drought.]

* * *

I pant on the rooftop.

A giant eye that appeared in the sky.

The Burning Drought.

Director Cheong.

Gangcheori.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

nonono this is different from what appeared in the sky. 

The Section Chief is carrying me to the rooftop door.

Oh dear

A huge voice is heard from behind.

It grows distant.

You outsiders really don't know your place. 

Not only do you place shop advertisements on the company network, but you also find loopholes in the employment contract to try and poach my employee through underhanded means like now. 

Thud.

The sound of the rooftop door closing behind me is heard...

Whatever, it doesn't matter.

...

...

I didn't look back, but I knew.

The eye in the sky had disappeared.

"Gasp."

I start to go down the stairs, carried by Section Chief Lee Jaheon. No, I should get down and run myself now, but is there any point to this...

But it's a bother.

The rooftop door swings wide open again.

Come here.

A burning hand grabs me.

I was sucked up into the sky, screaming.

* * *

[Mr. Roe Deer!]

...

[Goodness. You seem to be in great shock. Are you alright?]

"I'm, I'm fine..."

I answered reflexively.

'Wh-what was that just now?'

I feel as if I had faced something absurd, or as if I had been swallowed into the maw of a tremendous monster and tumbled through its gastric juices.

Or the feeling of waking up with a start, terrified from a nightmare or sleep paralysis.

"..."

I raised my head.

It was an old office.

A desk, a whiteboard, a table for guests, a potted plant…

All of it was mundane, but from the types of furniture and office supplies used, I figured out the identity of this place.

"…Daydream?"

The style was identical to the office where I once worked as a new employee.

But it was completely worn out, and cobwebs and dust floated in the air.

"..."

‘What is this?’

I was definitely in Sekwang Metropolitan City.

On a rooftop in Sekwang Metropolitan City, to be precise.

And Director Cheong, Director Cheong, a giant eye in the sky...

"Urk."

I held back my nausea. The mind of a human who has witnessed something absurd screams again.

'Calm, stay calm!'

‘I can do this.’

First, I had to figure out what this situation was. I pushed myself up and looked around the dark office, finding a door.

The door was slightly ajar.

A yellowish light shone faintly through the crack.

"..."

I approached and put my eye to the crack in the door.

What I see there is…

"…!"

The hallway of a Daydream office, bizarrely splattered everywhere with a sticky liquid like blood.

The scents of flowers, blood, and something burning brush past my nose like a stale memory.

My eyes, adjusted to the Darkness, notice that the sticky liquid covering this place is a contaminated, dark golden color.

'…Hah.'

A ghost story.

Anyone could see this was inside a ghost story.

'…It doesn't seem to be a place that actually exists.'

I was 'sucked in' by Director Cheong.

‘Then, then… could this perhaps be something like Director Cheong's inner world?’

Just the thought of it sends a chill down my spine.

But let's be calm. It's not like this is the first or second time I've fallen into a ghost story, and there must be rules and a way to break through here, too.

'I have to think that way.'

There was a high probability that this was one of Director Cheong's tricks.

I clenched my fists and resolved to look for a hint...

Snip.

…From beyond the hallway,

Snip.

a sound is made.

Snip!

I see something running, leaving a messy trail of liquid.

That is…

'…A cloth doll?'

It was something with the proportions of what could be called a Plush doll.

And in the faint light of the lamp, I recognized its identity.

130666. 

'…!'

A horned, Deformed doll, almost identical in shape to when I wore the Guard Team’s suit, is running down this hallway.

'What is that?'

I first hid myself further to observe the entity...

...

‘Ah.’

I realized.

Snip.

This sound isn't coming from that 130666-like cloth doll.

From behind it.

Something is chasing it.

Snip.

A sound like something being cut.

The sound of a blade being sharpened, the sound of paper being cut.

The thing making the bizarre noise is getting closer. It's coming down this hallway.

The cloth doll wasn't running for no reason. I hurriedly almost closed the door. The sound was right in front of me…!

Thud.

I saw it.

Something in a Black Silhouette pounces on 130666's cloth doll.

...

Snip.

Snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip 

It's being cut apart.

The cloth doll is being cut apart. From inside, cotton, smoke, organs, and a murky golden liquid ooze out.

Snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip 

I finally see the form of the thing that pounced.

'Ah.'

It was, it was...

The Daydream Mascot Character.

A golden Dragon.

Dyed black and bizarrely twisted, it is cutting away at 130666's form with a pair of office scissors in its hand...

Snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip  snip snip snip snip snip snip snip snip 

‘What is that,’

‘What, what is that?’

I covered my mouth.

And I realized.

The soft, coarse texture.

"..."

I lower my hands and look.

I see a blunt lump of cloth with no fingers.

My breathing quickens.

I feel my entire body with those 'hands.'

This is, this is...

[Oh, so this is the appearance of the Good Friend you were thinking of.]

A Plush doll.

I was in the body of a dirty cloth doll, one that seemed to have copied the Exterior of Kim Soleum in a suit.

Just like the one being butchered outside the door right now.

I lower my head.

There's a label like a name tag attached to my chest.

Good Friend

(Daydream Main Building, ■■th Basement Floor

Product of Cheerful Research Institute)

"..."

Good Friend

Where, oh where are you hiding?

My eyes met with the Daydream Character's.



TL Notes: - 

Chapter 364

I backed away.

In the hallway outside the old Daydream office, a black silhouette was butchering the stuffed doll of 130666.

Its eyes were fixed on me.

The Daydream Mascot Character.

What was once a classically deformed yellow dragon had it's limbs, head, and face warped into a grotesque mess, as if they had been broken and reassembled.

Like a mascot costume that had been shattered to pieces and then crudely and crookedly sewn back together by a child!

I saw something squirming in every crack of that distorted doll.

Tiny bugs.

Worm-like things writhed in clumps, squirming out of the mascot costume.

A wave of nausea rose in me, and goosebumps prickled my skin.

That black Daydream character was drenched in a dark, golden liquid that had burst like blood from the butchered body of 130666.

In the glint of that liquid, something was momentarily revealed.

On the chest of that figure, something was attached, just like on mine.

They were…

Identities.

A bow tie, glasses, a cat tail, a fragment of a kindergarten handbook, a high school student name tag, a silver badge, a tattered barcode…

My Contaminations. 

My selves.

The symbols of who I was were attached like medals, smeared with the dark yellow liquid.

And in that fleeting instant, I understood. 

It's hunting me, one by one.

Then shall we make you not a Good Friend?

My identities as a Good Friend.

Me, embodied by those stuffed dolls.

Snip.

A moment passed.

Then the office scissors in the Daydream Mascot Character's hand plunged deep into the center of the stuffed doll's chest.

A fountain of blood burst upward.

The stuffed doll of 130666 raises its hands as if crying out in its final moments.

And then.

It fell.

"..."

Good Friend

Where, oh where are you hiding?

I slammed the door shut.

Thud!

…A tremor ran through it, the door had closed just in time. 

And then, I saw a small, sharp sliver of silver  emerge from the center of the door…

The blade of a pair of office scissors.

"..."

…Snip.

Snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip

The sound of the door being cut apart. 

I swallowed a scream and ran, shoving the nearest office desk against the door. Chairs, a filing cabinet, a planter full of soil — anything I could grab — i dragged them over and built a barricade.

But I knew.

'It won't hold for long…!'

I wiggled my arms and hands, now nothing more than lumps of cotton, desperately trying to find a solution to escape this situation.

A solution…

...

This is the world of the <Dark Exploration Records>.

And the ghost stories recorded in it all share one trait. 

A trait born from the fact that their creator wrote them for  the 'Exploration Records.'

'There are always rules.'

I will figure them out.

Figure them out, and devise a way to escape.

Just like I always have.

[Oh ho!]

I think.

If this were a ghost story I had read in the Dark Exploration Records…

Snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip

A familiar place from my past, a terrifying situation, the fact that I was just 'swallowed' by a massive Darkness entity…

My form, turned into a plush doll.

The description label on my chest.

These outward forms that reveal my inner identity as a 'Good Friend.'

"..."

In my mind, I write down a page.
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If this were the Dark Exploration Records, it would definitely be described this way.

Yes. And reading this from the perspective of a wiki enthusiast, I realize something.

'It's a classic mental world, all right.'

A lucid dream, an inner world, a materialized nightmare… something like that!

Either way, it means this is a ghost story that affects the explorer's mental identity.

And these kinds of ghost stories always have a cliché.

The 'waking up cliché' to escape from this place.

Exploration Record #??

Assistant Manager Kim Soleum deployed solo.

The employee confirmed that his various personas were embodied in the form of stuffed dolls.

Attempted to standardize and use escape methods from similar types of ghost stories.

First.

1) Falling

A method of waking up by falling from a high place (e.g., a rooftop). Mainly used when waking from a dream.

I checked the window, covered by vertical blinds.

…I can't see the outside properly. Besides, it's hard to see this as a simple dream, so the risk is too high.

'Next.'

Second.

2) Death

A method of disappearing by choosing death.

Mainly used through circumstantial reasoning that this place is a mental process, not a real physical world.

It was a cliché I had experienced while exploring the Sekwang Special City Subway.

But this time, I was swallowed by Director Cheong's maw. And if I thought, 'Let's just die before I get torn apart by scissors,' I might actually just die for real.

Think.

'Quickly…!'

Last.

3) Using an Exit

A method of finding a properly implemented exit in this mental world (tentative name) and leaving through it.

The most moderate and realistic escape method.

It's practically a formula now – going beyond cliché. 

It's so intuitive that it needs no explanation. It's also the method most commonly used in horror games if there are no tricks.

The only problem is how to reach the exit.

…And I can't use it right now.

'Because I'm trapped in this office!'

And it's not uncommon for there to be dead-end ghost stories with no exit at all…

Or for it to be hidden very, very well.

[Oh dear, then all three methods are quite unsuitable for the situation… Oh, my!]

Thud!

I quickly raised my head.

…The doorknob had fallen off.

Snip.

Through that empty hole,

the character's eyes stare straight at me.

Snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip.

‘Fuck. Ah, this is driving me insane… Calm down, stay calm.’

[Which method will you choose, Friend?]

...

‘I.’

'I never said I'd try one of the three in the first place.'

[Hmm?]

What matters is standardization.

And finding the pattern within it.

The common element that appears in all of them—'Falling, Death, Using an Exit'!

The core principle, that is…

'Symbolism.'

A clear symbolism of escaping this situation, this world.

A recognition.

[Oh ho!]

For example, the sentence 'I fell from a high place and woke up from a dream' is so familiar and universal. It's a 'clear recognition' that everyone has experienced at least once.

Death is the same.

'There's no act with a clearer recognition of disappearing from this world than death.'

Leaving through an exit was similar.

Because it's a universal escape method in reality, it's an escape method in ghost stories too.

It just comes with the ghost-story-like condition that 'one must find the correct exit by overcoming all sorts of adversities and analyzing hints.'

[How interesting! But how will you find a 'symbolic method' to escape this situation? There are no other hints, and no more time here!]

That…

It starts with this question.

'…Braun.'

[What is it, Friend?]

...

'How did you follow me all the way here?'

So, here's the thing.

If this really is a mental world created by Director Cheong, she would have noticed Braun intruding here. Since it's a world she created.

So, what I mean is.

'Did you perhaps secretly follow me in?'

[Oh, to that question… I can say 'no.']

In that case.

'…You were here from the beginning, weren't you?'

...

[Correct!]

I knew it.

A space where my 'Good Friend' Braun was originally present.

This place is…

'This place is not Director Cheong's mental world at all, but mine.'

Right.

I'm in a situation where I'm being chased by the 'Daydream Mascot' that has infiltrated my own mental world…!

[Oh, brilliant!]

And Braun's reaction just now gave me even more certainty.

[oh ho.]

Now, the conditions have changed.



??? (Working Title: Someone's Nightmare)

: A ghost story appearing in the Dark Exploration Records, identification code for Daydream Inc. is undetermined.

A Darkness that occurs upon being caught by the bizarre hand gesture of Director Cheong Dallae, the head of the development department at Daydream Inc.

The explorer is chased by the company mascot in an old Daydream office, and their intimate identities appear in a materialized form.

/This is an unknown place implemented based on the explorer's psyche,/ and these identities are presumed to be the characteristics within the explorer that Director Cheong Dallae is tracking.

Do not get caught.

Do not get killed.



Do you know what this means?

It means I no longer have to agonize over various case studies of 'how to escape a mental world.'

Because I already have a standard.

'Me.'

Because this is my dream.

So let's think.

Do I have something like that?

A waking cliché.

A symbolic method, established through experience.

...

'I do.'

I yanked open a company cabinet and rummaged through it like a madman.

Thud!

Behind me, the pounding sound of the door being torn apart echoes, and finally, the door gave way and collapses. But I don't look back. I continue to search the cabinet until–

 I found it.

A personal item commonly seen in an office during winter.

"…!"

And I frantically draw several outlines on it with a black marker.

Thud!

I cover the insides with correction fluid, and finally, I dot two spots on each with a red ballpoint pen…

And so it is completed.

Thud!

A white Lizard blanket.

The very method I used to escape when I was trapped in the May 4th loop of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Crack.

Without a moment to check the white lizards with red eyes covering the old blanket, I immediately threw it over my head…

Snip.

I realized that the arm that was supposed to grab the blanket hadn't moved.

I looked down.

My cotton-filled arm was rolling on the floor.

A pool of golden liquid soaked the floor…

A sharp pain tore through my shoulder.

'!!'

Snip.

‘It hurts like hell. It hurts!’

Snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip, snip.

But there's no time to flinch in pain. The Daydream Mascot seized my head. I somehow manage to shove it away with all my might and grab the blanket with my remaining arm…

And cover my head.

The moment that old cloth covers my head and upper body, and darkness falls.

The floor gives way.

…!!

As if being sucked into a giant swamp, I was pulled down as if falling into a sinkhole.

The sharp sensation of the scissors that stabbed my shoulder is imprinted on me, following me down…

...

...

"Heok."

I raised my head.

Silence.

I looked behind me, but the Daydream Character was nowhere to be seen. The blanket that had been covering my head was also gone.

'Did I… get out?'

I hurriedly tried to get up.

Then, I turned my head at a strange sensation.

Golden liquid was trickling down from where my left arm had been.

And the stabbing pain radiating from my shoulder.

"…!"

I frantically fumbled with my remaining right arm to feel the outline of my shoulder.

…A pair of office scissors was lodged deep in it.

[Goodness! Are you alright?]

There was no time to whine even if I wasn't.

I barely managed to grab the office scissors and pull them out, then tore off the cloth suit jacket wrapped around my cloth body and wrapped it around my wound.

It didn't seem to be stopping the bleeding either way, but the immediate hemorrhage was blocked by the cloth.

Since my cloth body contained that liquid in the first place, perhaps it was only natural that wrapping the torn part with cloth was enough…

'Hoo.'

I pulled myself together and looked around again.

But I realize.

That something is strange.

"..."

I am standing in a dark, formal hallway.

This isn't the hallway of the old Daydream office.

It's an old but elegant and elaborate space, with faded golden decorations here and there.

A rather large, stately wooden hallway continues on, covered with a reddish-gold carpet.

From above, a flower-shaped chandelier with golden leaves reflects the light opaquely.

"..."

I approached the chandelier and gently brushed away the accumulated dust with my remaining right hand, as if wiping it off.

My cloth hand wipes away the dust, revealing the letters within.

FLOWER GOLDEN

"..."

Flower Golden Resort.

However…

'This isn't my Resort.'

It was different.

The style and arrangement were different.

Only the structure was similar…

'But it looks familiar.'

I know the reason for that, too.

Because I've seen this Resort in a state of abandoned, ancient ruin before.

Right before I became a Mascot.

'…The ruined yellow zone.'

And so I realize.

This is the original Flower Golden Resort.

This must be what it looked like before it closed down after the previous Mascot died.

Or right after it closed.

'…Wait a minute.'

If the method of using the 'white Lizard blanket' as a trigger worked and I escaped from the old Daydream office.

'Could this place be… my mental world, influenced by that Daydream Character Mascot?'

The Daydream Character is a yellow dragon.

Thinking of that, an idea naturally comes to mind.

'Both the blue and red zones of the Cheerful Theme Park are presumed to have originally had dragons as mascots…'

Then was the one in the yellow zone before… also a yellow dragon?

And when I met the 'Kim Soleum in the cocoon' I realized something else:  a good portion of the components making up my 'Good Friend' body were recycled from that Daydream Character, the yellow dragon…

'Did Director Cheong turn the yellow dragon into the Golden Flower Mascot, and then recycle it into my body after it was killed by Magic Bunny?'

I feel like throwing up. My stomach should be churning, but a plush doll's body doesn't do that.

Somehow, that was even more horrifying.

'Hoo.'

In any case, I had to move quickly.

'Director Cheong won't let me go that easily.'

She will definitely come after me again.

I ignored the sharp pain in my shoulder as much as possible and got up.

And I staggered down the hallway.

This time, my destination was very clear.

'The Resort exit…'

This time, I was planning to use the most intuitive method...

[Oh, a familiar door.]

I stopped in my tracks.

In the middle of the hallway, I see a nameplate on a lone door.

Authorized Personnel Only

It's the Resort management office.

The very core of this Resort, where I had begun to function as a Mascot.

"..."

What could be in there?

Fear clawed at me, screaming to run, to find the Resort exit right now. That this time, I might really get out of here.

Even if not, it tells me to choose the safer path.

But.

'Even if I escape this place, my chances were slim.'

I'll end up facing Director Cheong anyway.

Director Cheong will try to eliminate 'me as a Good Friend' in other ways.

And she wouldn't hesitate — not out of effort, but out of sheer willingness to use anything, no matter how desperate or deranged, to force that employment contract into effect.

If that's the case…

'Wouldn't it be better… to find more hints here?'

Since I realized this place originated from my own mind. I might be able to uncover something useful.

It should be easier to explore one's own dream than someone else's.

'...'

I made up my mind. 

And I raised my one remaining, stiff arm,

and opened the 'Authorized Personnel Only' door.

Creeak.

With a soft scrape of the hinge, the door swung open, revealing the dark Resort management office.

Machines.

A chair.

A desk.

Everything is deathly still.

"..."

I approached the desk.

And I recall what was in this desk drawer.

'…The Resort employee employment contract.'

With a strange, sinking intuition, I pulled the drawer open.

Rattle.

The wooden interior is revealed, and the paper inside shows itself…

Employment Contract

My contract.

The Guard Team employment contract that Director Cheong Dallae held out and I signed.
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Chapter 365

With trembling eyes, I looked inside the drawer again.

But the object inside hadn't changed.

A labor contract.

What lay there was unmistakably the contract I had signed.

After I drank the Wish Ticket, after learning the truth and watching my identity collapse, Director Cheong had appeared and offered me this lifeline.

Or perhaps, a fatal noose.

It's a contract. All you have to do is sign. I promise you very humane treatment.

In the end, I signed.

I signed to live, and I worked for the Guard Team as 130666...

But why was it here, inside the management office of an abandoned resort within my own mindscape?

…Wait.

'Could this be the binding force of the contract that constrains me?'

Had it taken shape deep inside my inner world, inside this very drawer — a drawer that symbolized a place where 'Resort Employment Contracts' were kept?!

If so.

If so…!

With a trembling hand, I grabbed the labor contract.

It felt real to the touch.

And then.

Riiiiip.

I tore it.

The labor contract that had bound me split cleanly in two down the middle.

A rush of liberation surged through me. I lifted my eyes, breath catching—

Then looked down again.

The labor contract was whole.

Untorn.

"..."

I tore it again.

Riiiiip.

I blinked.

The labor contract was whole.

I tore it again.

Riiiiip.

I blinked.

The labor contract was whole.

I tore it again.

Riiiiip.

I blinked.

The labor contract was wh—.

'Stop!'

I stopped my hands, panting for breath.

It seemed the simple act of tearing it wasn't enough to destroy this labor contract.

Right, it couldn't be that easy...

Good Friend

Where, oh where are you hiding?

My body froze.

…From far down the hallway, I felt a presence approaching.

A Contaminated Daydream Character was coming this way...

"..."

This time, I didn't touch the door.

Instead, silently, I crawled behind the management office desk and curled up.

Thump.

Please.

Thump.

Just pass by.

Thump.

The sound grew even closer .

Thump.

And then.

Thump...

...

...It was moving away.

'Ha.'

Drenched in a cold sweat, still unable to move, I strained my ears to the receding sound.

I could feel the vibrations as the thing, having failed to notice me, headed down the other end of the hall...

'Am I… a little freer?'

It seemed the Mascot was having a harder time tracking me here than in the dilapidated Daydream office.

'Is it because I escaped once?'

Of course, if this dragged on, there was a high probability that another Good Friend hunting method would emerge.

So, I had to get a grip.

Quickly, quickly!

'What do I do?'

I gritted my teeth, looking at the contract still in my hand.

If tearing it doesn't work...

Right.

'…What about editing the contents?'

A pen!

Reaching out, I silently rummaged across the desk and quickly found a pen.

A fountain pen.

Hurriedly, I dipped it in ink and drew a line across the contract.

'I edited the Resort employment contracts this way.'

To make them safer, to ensure there would be as few problems as possible for the people working there. So maybe, with a similar method, my labor contract could also...

"..."

The ink on the paper vanished.

As if it had never been there, the trace of the fountain pen slid off the labor contract and fell to the floor.

Drip.

It didn't work.

As if to say I had no right to edit it.

'Ah.'

Right. I had been able to modify the details of the Resort employment contracts to some extent because I was the principal party, the employer.

Besides, a contract that has already been signed cannot be altered unilaterally.

Without mutual agreement with Director Cheong, no, even then, I didn't know if it could be modified.

Only one thing was certain.

I had no authority.

[A dead end, my friend.]

[Will you look for another path?]

Right.

At a dead end, one had to find a new path.

A method for which I had authority to execute.

An action that could affect this contract.

…There was one.

"..."

I…

took the labor contract.

And 'read' it.

In the Wiki form.



130666's Labor Contract

The standard Guard Team contract used by Cheong Dallae, the Managing Director of Daydream Inc.'s Development Department.

Kim Soleum's signature is written at the bottom.

It is now irreversible.

The effect of this contract originates from the authority of the Yellow Dragon. Cheong Dallae is using the core of this authority, which she seized from said Dragon entity after it was demoted to a Daydream Mascot.

(The remaining entity is presumed to have been inserted into a certain theme park ghost story at the ■■ Research Institute. For detailed records, see the Cheerful Theme Park entry.) 

A faint trace of the core remains on the contract. It resembles an eyeball, reminiscent of the wish-fulfilling orb of the dragons in legends.

Cheong Dallae places the collected dragon cores into a giant eye, dozens of pupil■■ ability■■■■■contract■■■■■■■■■■



!!!!

The shock originating from the content was the first thing to rock my brain.

But immediately after.

"Blaaaaargh."

‘No, no!’

‘I'm melting, I'm disappearing!’

Just reading it was unraveling me, dragging me back to to that numb, empty state of 130666!

It hadn't changed.

I understood.

'If I edit it, it's over.'

If I tried to edit this with my Wiki ability, my hard-won identity as a person would dissolve.

I might melt away and never be able to regain my human form!

I barely managed to pull myself together… no, no, it was easier than I thought. It's okay. I've done this before, so the recovery is fast. I didn't even try to edit it, so, phew.

'Even though I'm in a Good Friend Doll form and not a real human body, this thing still melts.'

Perhaps it was because this was a mindscape. I held back a sigh and looked at my arm.

As expected, my severed arm had not regenerated.

If anything, that brought back a sense of reality in this bizarre mindscape.

"..."

Tearing it, editing its contents, and using Wiki were all useless.

So what should I do now?

'Stay calm.'

First… the information I just read.

There are always hints in information. 

I took a deep breath and looked down at the contract again.

A faint trace of the core remains on the contract.

That was true.

On the paper's surface, like an anti-counterfeiting mark, there was a strange, pale gray circular pattern with a golden sheen.

'The authority of this contract was originally the ability of Daydream's yellow dragon character, and Director Cheong stole it?'

And.

The remaining entity is presumed to have been inserted into a certain theme park ghost story at the ■■ Research Institute.

The rest was put into the yellow mascot...

The realization struck me.

'I've never seen the other Mascots hire employees.'

Neither did the Blue Dragon and Magic Bunny.

Only me.

Only the Golden Flower Mascot had been signing employment contracts with people.

It was possible because the contracts were in this drawer.

'The form of that ability… was it passed down from the previous mascot?'

The puzzle pieces were falling into place.

My Good Friend body was recycled from a part of the dead yellow mascot.

The dead yellow mascot was recycled from a Daydream character.

And that Daydream character's original identity was...

The effect of this contract originates from the authority of the Yellow Dragon. 

A Yellow Dragon.

'Was Daydream really just catching anything that resembled a dragon in the Darkness and turning it into a mascot…?'

Was this… stemming from her identity as Gangcheori?

This obsession with dragons.

Whether it was her ability or her nature.

'Don't tell me the reason she specifically bound me with a contract was...'

Because a good portion of my body was made from a dragon?

A chill ran down my spine.

Either way, Director Cheong must have found a certain amount of amusement in the desperation and misery of a breaking opponent...

That petty malice felt enormous.

Like being an ant watching a shoe descend from the sky, an almost cosmic horror.

My mouth went dry.

Then Director Cheong's gianteyeappearedinthesky, dozensofeyeballsspinningroundandroundandround… Shut up!

Anyway, the numerous strange pupil silhouettes I had seen in Director Cheong's eye in the sky were...

All body parts ripped from other dragons and shoved into her own eye?

Cores that could be called wish-fulfilling orbs?

Did she meticulously 'collect' one every time she encountered an entity in a ghost story that could be roughly identified as a dragon?

'Is she insane?'

She was like a creature from a gory horror movie. I gritted my teeth against the shiver crawling up my spine and looked at the contract again.

'Then what,'

‘What can I do?’

It is now irreversible.

My stomach churned as I recalled the words clearly written on the contract.

'Can a person… find a loophole to escape this?'

This situation itself felt like the plot of a ghost story.

A person trapped in a ghost story struggles for a long time to get out, and at the very moment escape becomes possible...

They realize that because of a mistake made at the very beginning, escape was impossible from the start.

 A despairing and terrifying story.

I...

[Is this a moment where you require the help of this Entertainer, my friend?]

"..."

'Braun.'

[My friend calls for me!]

'How about you arrange a live broadcast of you and Director Cheong having a proper showdown... I think the ratings would explode.'

A hellish silence followed.

Yeah. I knew it wouldn't work.

[Hmm? It's not that it wouldn't work!]

…!

[But Mr. Roe Deer, let us recall a classic fairy tale. The knight who rescues the princess captured by the evil dragon is always rewarded. And what kind of reward is that?]

His voice dropped.

[A reward where the client gives up their most valuable possession.]

…!

[Traditionally, that would be the right to the throne! Of course, it must be a paltry kingdom to entrust the resolution of a royal kidnapping to a passing knight...]

[And, oh, this story, though varied to this day, has a very solid basic structure.]

...

In short, it meant that once that showdown was over, I, the client, would have to gladly change jobs again and join his talk show crew as my 'reward'.

Or...

Since the stakes were so high, I would have to give a bigger, more powerful reward, and something even more terrible would happen.

Like becoming a permanent talk show prop.

…A groan escaped my lips.

'Let's just forget it.'

Hah.

[Hmm, then how about some encouragement? As everyone knows, whether in a quiz show or a survival show, the audience's cheers and support are a great source of strength!]

[Sometimes, that can be the final touch, an incredible variable. Now then...]

I felt a huge hand patting my shoulder.

[You can do it, Mr. Roe Deer.]

…Strangely, it was as comforting as always.

I took a deep breath.

'I can do it.'

Right.

The fact that he was talking like that meant there really was a way.

'What else should I think about?'

I can do it. A loophole, a counter-intuitive idea, a hidden truth that can be read from the context...

'Find it!'

I racked my brain.

The Wiki page I just saw, all the legends about Gangcheori I had scoured over the past few days, and the contract right in front of me.

'Obsession with dragons...'

...

Wait.

If Director Cheong really was, like the Gangcheori of legend, 'a being who failed to ascend and become a dragon'.

If she was in at least a similar state–

Wouldn't it make sense for her feelings toward dragons to be more than simple malice or obsession?

'An inferiority complex?'

But no — she didn't show the passive‑aggressive traits that usually come with that. Her malice felt like something woven into her very being.

'In that case...'

Let's simplify this situation and assume it's human society.

If I saw someone in my field doing the same work as me, but they had better qualifications and status...

'Competitiveness.'

And the psychological desire to break them to prevent them from surpassing me.

Eliminating the competition.

'...'

Right.

Director Cheong is keeping dragons in check!

'Doesn't that mean… she feels a certain level of threat from dragons?'

Because they are, perceptually, beings superior to her!

In the end, it was an act of preemptively defending her own weakness.

Seen this way, her actions seemed more akin to nipping dangerous elements in the bud to prevent any unexpected situations from arising.

'That fits perfectly with Director Cheong's pattern of behavior.'

Scheming, setting traps, and eliminating variables.

I swallowed.

If I were a real dragon, I would have devised some kind of counterattack… but I didn't have that ability.

'Dammit.'

I nervously twirled the fountain pen in my hand...

"..."

Wait a minute.

I looked at my cloth arm, stuffed with cotton.

And with the fountain pen, I drew a stroke on it.

The black ink left a mark as it passed over the cloth...

And it remained.

As if it was within my authority.

[Hoh.]

With the pen, I began to draw more complex strokes.

About a certain mark that I had no problem reproducing because it was originally mine.

: 恩主 :

The inventory tattoo.

The Caretaker's employment contract brand worked successfully even on my cotton doll arm, connecting to somewhere.

I stuck my hand inside it.

It connected.

'Phew.'

Urgently, I first shoved the contract inside.

'If it's just moving it, not destroying it...'

Thankfully, the contract went into the tattoo quietly.

And it did not reappear in the drawer.

'Phew.'

Holding back a sigh of relief, I reached in again.

And, besides the Potion Maker, I carefully took out a certain item that had been in here...

"..."

It was a single blue scale.

The huge scale, which filled both my cotton-stuffed hands, shimmered with an iridescent blue light.

A gift for a good child. 

C a l l  M e

It was the gift the Blue Dragon Mascot had given me.

A scale meant to call him.

'…Was Gangcheori an imoogi that symbolized fire and drought?'

And the dragon inside this mascot...

Was the master of the deep sea.

"..."

I took that scale.

And clenched it tightly, as if in prayer.

And I called.

The Blue Mascot.

No...

Its original form, within.

* * *

Agent Haegeum was running.

She ran, her feet moving through the dilapidated buildings of the ruined Sekwang Metropolitan City and the overgrown weeds that had suddenly sprung up with the passage of time.

She wasn't alone.

Beside Team Leader Lee, an agent from another team was running with her.

And though they weren't moving together, a good number of those who had been on standby at the Resort have likely entered Sekwang Metropolitan City as well...

Anyway!

"Noona."

Agent Haegeum climbed the stairs toward city hall, exchanging a look with Agent Choi.

Something unusual was definitely happening on the roof...

"Oh, hello there!"

"…!!"

Turning her head, she saw another agent running up energetically from below.

"Are you agents from headquarters? The one who just ended this city's Disaster was… huh, it's the Hyunmoo Team folks!"

He wore a Lion Mask.

And the moment she saw his appearance, Agent Haegeum remembered what Kim Soleum had told her, as if struck by lightning.

The agent he said he saw inside Sekwang Metropolitan City on May 4th.

"It's been a while, Team Leader!"

Agent Chogae waved at her.

…But Agent Haegeum had no memory of this agent.

But there was no time to get lost in sentiment!

"Something unusual is happening up here!"

"I know! Well, hey, this is exactly that, Gangcheori!"

The Lion Mask tilted strangely.

"Oh, you know a lot about Gangcheori? Let's talk while we run! Is that thing up there?!"

In the meantime, Agent Choi swooped in and asked, practically herding the three of them to run upwards naturally.

"I know it well! That's a nasty Gangcheori! A really nasty piece of work..."

Agent Chogae paused.

"Why is it so powerful? Was it always this strong?"

"..."

This agent must have remembered the Gangcheori from before the Sekwang Metropolitan City Disaster.

"…Anyway, is it true that a Daydream Director is up here??"

"Wait, this… this is really serious. Right now, only two people from the Hyunmoo Team are..."

FLASH.

A tremendous light flashed in the emergency stairs.

"…!"

The three people climbing the stairs reflexively grabbed their magic weapons and stopped in their tracks.

Agent Choi immediately glanced outside.

The outside, which had been bathed in sunset just a moment ago, had turned gray.

The sun hadn't set.

It had been swallowed by clouds...

Pitter-patter-patter.

Agent Choi's blue pupils widened.

Fine, silver threads of water.

It was raining.

Then the light just now was...

"Oh. Lightning."

"..."

The Blue Dragon Team agent, from behind his Lion Mask, smiled faintly.

"Our lord comes, bringing rain and lightning."

In the skies of Sekwang Metropolitan City,

Something that had been summoned appeared.
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I lifted my head.

Water was filling the resort hallway.

It was slightly murky — not the clear, disinfected blue of a theme park pool, but something closer to rainwater.

Ruuuumble…

The water poured in, forming waves.

I watched as the thick current — which, strangely, did not enter the open management office — surged through the dark hallway of the Flower Golden Resort.

That overwhelming vista.

And...

G o o d  C h i l d

I stepped towards the water's edge.

And, unable to think of a more fitting title, I called out.

"…Venerable one?"

C o m e  H e r e

The rainwater rippled, took on an outline, and splashed into the empty air of the hallway.

As if beckoning.

"..."

I put my hand into the waterway.

My cloth hand got soaked and was sucked heavily into the water.

Strangely deep.

"…!!"

Splash!

And just like that, I sank.

My breath… my breathing was not difficult.

It was peaceful.

'Ah.'

I lowered my head.

I watch as the scale in my arms shimmer even in the opaque water, then dissolves away...

And then.

Ruuuumble…

The current surged, flowing fiercely toward the other end of the hallway.

'…!'

The hallway scenery changed in an instant.

The water around me cushioned the movement, keeping me from crashing into anything. Even submerged, vision blurred, I saw it.

'A Daydream Character!'

The Dragon character from Daydream, holding a pair of office scissors, is finally submerged by the massive wave it encountered, its cotton stuffing getting soaked as it sinks.

'Ah.'

Its outline flickered in the current.

The blackish-golden liquid covering the character was washed away.

The Daydream Character — its shoddy stitching fully exposed — seemed to spot me and tried to raise its scissors, but it was swept away by a current stronger than itself.

A wave.

It tore the creature apart. 

The worm-like things that had been squirming in the gaps of the Daydream Character also scatter.

Into the deep water.

The remaining scraps of the Daydream Character drifted downward, settling like sediment on the hallway floor — sinking as if to the bottom of the sea.

I watched the overwhelming sight in silence.

Ruuuumble…

The water kept flowing. 

I pass through the hallway and finally emerge into the vast lobby of the old Flower Golden Resort.

There, too, the water lapped at the walls.

The lobby doors, unable to withstand the water pressure, burst open, and the waterway surged forward again.

What's taking me along the path is...

N o w

H e r e

…Outside the resort.

All the way to the gate.

"..."

I carefully pull myself out of the water.

I walk to the gate and look beyond the yellow zone.

It's where the blue zone used to be.

In my mental world, that place was…

"..."

The Blue Dream Water Park is now submerged.

A vast expanse of water covered everything: the swimming pools, the wave pool, the lazy river, the artificial ponds.

The sea.

That place had become the sea...

"..."

A strange lump rises in my throat.

The act of cutting out a piece of the sea and cramming it into a swimming pool.

The act of adding preservatives so it wouldn't rot, even when stagnant.

I couldn't understand… why all of it felt so cruel.

Or whose emotions these were.

I

A m  O k a y

"…!"

I lower my head.

The 'wave' ripples and speaks.

H e r e

"..."

I see it.

The gate I must pass through.

◎ E X I T ◎

Please Come Again

It seems I can exit my mental world if I go through this gate...

Then I can wake up.

Thanks to the one inside the Blue Mascot who answered my call, I had been saved from being murdered as the persona of the Good Friend.

But.

'…If I leave, Director Cheong will just use another method.'

So...

A r e  Y o u  W o r r i e d ?

…!

"…Yes. I am worried."

The wave ripples.

I t ' s  O k a y

I

W i l l  H e l p  Y o u

I knew what those words meant.

That it… would deal with Director Cheong.

That was a possibility I had hoped for to some extent when I used the scale.

That its identity as the 'Master of the Deep Sea' would be conceptually advantageous against Gangcheori, who is symbolized by fire and drought.

Because in a ghost story, that's what matters. 

'But… is it really okay?'

I knew I should just nod eagerly.

Whatever Director Cheong did while stuffing that Dragon into the Blue Mascot, whatever might happen when it confronts her...

It's offering to help.

My situation isn't one where I can afford to worry about ghost stories. At this rate, my ego will collapse and I'll be permanently stuck in the Guard Team's basement.

It wouldn't be strange to be panicking.

I know that, but...

...

"Thank you. But… I think it might be too dangerous."

I crouched down and smiled faintly at the waterway.

"Director Cheong has already harmed you once, venerable one. There's no guarantee she won't do it again."

Yes.

It felt good to say it.

This feels right.

"So, I would appreciate it if you could just lend me what power you can without revealing yourself..."

But.

N o

"…What?"

I

A m  A l r e a d y

H e r e

"What!?"

H e r e

It was saying it had already answered my call — that it had arrived on the rooftop of Sekwang City Hall during closing time

 Wait, wait a minute!

"It's– it's dangerous!"

Besides, if it did that, it might not be able to return to being a Mascot!

Without a Manager to hand over operations to like I did, that was a suicidal act. A Mascot isn't supposed to leave the theme park! That identity was a restriction, but it was also a source of authority. If it lost all that by doing this...

"…You might disappear."

I t ' s  O k a y

Droplets formed on the wave, as if soothing me.

I t ' s O k a y

"..."

No.

This wasn't reassurance that it would be okay.

It was comfort.

And.

I

W a n t  T h i s

A guarantee that this is an act the Dragon itself desires.

Because in addition to helping me, it has its own karma to resolve with Director Cheong.

"..."

In that case.

"So that doesn't happen… I will do my best to assist you."

I explained my plan.

The wave seemed to listen intently, and then the great Dragon beneath the wave Agreed.

"…Thank you."

And.

N o w

G o

The waterway, like a hand, gave me a gentle push.

'Ah.'

I lost my balance and fell...

Past the exit gate.

* * *

"Grapes-ie!!"

I opened my eyes.

Plink. Plonk.

Raindrops were falling on my face.

Just like in the mental world, the rain soaked my body...

I reflexively lifted my head.

The giant eye that had appeared in the sky was now gone.

Director Cheong's eye.

Dark clouds, heavy with rainwater, are covering it...

'Ah.'

"Are you conscious? Hurry!"

Someone pulled me up.

When I turned my head, I saw not only a Lizard's face but also blue jackets… Wait, wait a minute!

'The agents?'

Did they get here in that time?

 I scrambled to my feet–

'Ugh!'

My arm is broken. …Coincidentally, it was the same arm that was torn in the mental world.

'Was I caught again on the emergency stairs, dragged into the sky… and then dropped onto the rooftop?'

Gritting my teeth and I looked around.

Among the people surrounding me, I saw an unexpected person.

"Agent Chogae?"

"Oh, the agent from the subway!"

The Lion Mask bobbles.

"That Gangcheori seems to have lost its strength from the Azure Dragon's energy. In this gap, quickly..."

You.

"..."

From the sky.

A huge, heavy voice echoes.

To evade.

You have a talent for making things difficult.

I swallowed.

The agents moved me behind them, bracing themselves without looking up.

Not a very obedient attitude.

"Director of a pharmaceutical company, have you ever heard of a Ministry of Employment and Labor audit?!"

Agent Choi!

"Killer word choice! For a second there, I thought I'd been caught in a supernatural phenomenon that sent me back to the 80s!"

It seems the state’s foot soldiers have developed a habit of speaking carelessly. 

Trespassing without permission in a place you shouldn't be.

"Huh? Since when did the Sekwang Metropolitan City become a Daydream corporate city?"

I saw the cold sweat trickling down Agent Choi's neck.

'What are they doing?'

Now that I look, the agents are preparing something.

Agent Chogae shakes the Lion Mask as if to draw its attention.

Surely you don't believe in these dark clouds and rain?

Are you waiting for the Dragon King of the East Sea to appear with lightning?

"You know it well, Gangcheori! You'd better run with your tail between your legs…"

Unfortunate. That one has been unemployed for a long time.

"…What did you say?"

My, it seems you haven't heard the news in years.

That after he lost his job, he struggled to find new work… and finally took a job opportunity I arranged for him.

What could I do when he said he wanted to work, even in a vulgar profession like wearing a character costume and acting cute.

I had to help him.

Insulting remarks pour down.

Agent Chogae froze.

The Lion Mask trembled.

However, he won't be able to leave that little amusement park now.

He's being treated according to his abilities.

"You..."

Go on, call out with all your might again. Calling the Azure Dragon… well, you all have your vain rituals, don't you?

...

"There's no need to call."

I placed a hand on Agent Chogae's shoulder.

"Agent,"

Because.

"He is already here. …Down below."

I pointed below the rooftop.

Thunk.

On the roadside of the old Sekwang Metropolitan City.

A Fire Hydrant on the side of the wide road suddenly bursts open from all sides.

And.

Ruuuumble…

Water shot up.

"...!!"

From the rooftop, it looks like a painting.

The streams of water from Blue Dream Water Park spread across the ground in an instant, covering the roads.

Small, neat finishing touches appear on the outskirts of the roads where the water pools.

The tiles of Blue Dream Water Park.

Yes.

-I've already expanded a second branch of the theme park in the subway system there...

-Since that infrastructure is in place, how about a temporary opening of Blue Dream Water Park next to it? The cost won't be great.

-Like a pop-up.

And so it was done.

Following a proven method, the swimming pool filled the subway maintenance tracks like a sea and flooded onto the surface, revealing the theme park of dreams.

A brief hallucination that will vanish once people fill Sekwang Special City again and daily life resumes.

A fragment of Blue Dream Water Park.

But that alone was enough.

This is...

"Director."

I said.

"He has come for you."

A massive form emerges from the water of the water park.

"…!!"

A waterway.

Rippling and dancing as it soars into the air, it had no fixed form.

But an appearance is projected onto it, according to the symbols imagined by civilization and stories.

The streamlined body of a snake, the eyes of a rabbit, the ears of an ox, the talons of a hawk, the paws of a tiger, and...

The antlers of a deer.

All of it is wreathed in cloud-like fins and winding whiskers as it soars to the sky.

Ascension.

"Gangcheori is… fire and drought."

"..."

"Behold, the waterway that drives out fire and drought."

A trembling voice is heard.

"The procession of Our Lord."

The Dragon's form enveloped the city hall, casting a shadow over the rooftop.

But as it drew closer, I saw–

Its form is crumbling in places. 

Missing scales, parts of its claws whitened and worn down, the cruel and merciless traces of torture, as if chunks of its flesh had been pickled in a jar of saltwater.

And yet...

It is so powerful.

Divine. 

Beautiful.

I feel like if I got any closer, I would want to pluck out my eyes and offer them.

"Don't look too closely! You might not be able to handle it!"

Ah.

At the same time as Agent Haegeum's words, I gasped for breath and let my gaze blur.

But even blurred, its silhouette and presence pressed down on the rooftop — awe and terror intertwined.

The Azure Dragon.

Its massive form flashes amidst the dark clouds.

A divine figure.

And...

A gaze.

Flash.

Lightning strikes, illuminating the sky.

A faint voice can now be heard from beyond the dark clouds.

As the Five Elements say, sugukwha, water overcomes and suppresses fire...

Fire and drought crumble before the procession of the Dragon King of the East Sea, who has brought the rain.

Yes.

And, and...

Did you… think of something like that?

A non-verbal expression — amusement — rippled through the massive voice.

You all… are truly old-fashioned.

"..."

What ancient story are you talking about?

Wait...

Behold.

The sky opens.

A  H E A D  M A D E  O F  A  G I A N T  E Y E

Whereaheadshouldbeacrystalshimmers. 

Insteadofaheadthereisagianteyeballtransparentenough toseethroughinsidenumerouscirclesglitterandlookaroundspinningroundandroundthecrystalisapowerfulenergysourcethatshouldnotbegazedatitflashesinvariouscolorsandthenisinvadedbyblacknessahhhhhhhhhh

Now.

The countless eyes see.

Do you think I fear water?

Something that is neither dragon nor snake.

A Disaster that was once clearly of a similar form now rolls dozens of pupils in a giant eye like a massive crystal ball, in place of the head that should rightfully be on its body.

Each and every one of those pupils is a Divine Power. Beyond fire and drought, sulfur and floods and hell surge.

Disaster.

Disaster!

"No."

"No no no no no."

Avoicelikeacorporateexecutivegivingadviceflowsfromwithinthesky

Yes. Not anymore.

This is all self-improvement.

Would it do to live for long ages in society with the title of executive and not have this kind of development?

This is all just the obvious law of the world, how could you not know? You all...

The rain stops.

Aren't you all just lazy!?

The clouds are torn apart, and the waterway in the shape of a Dragon convulses, its incomplete form laid bare. But it is still powerful and does not disappear. It resists.

I know I shouldn't look at that desperate and unbearable sight and try to lower my head again, but I can't.

A wicked gaze turns toward us.

Dozens of eyes.

Did you believe that as the years flow and the rivers and mountains change, everything would stay the same?

Yes, this insane, a massive being has already stolen and grafted Divine Powers from countless ghost stories over the ages it took for the rivers and mountains to change. The characteristics of fire and drought are now just a fraction of it now! I– I made a miscalculation. Time is on Cheong Dallae's side, and in that time, that thing has already become a more powerful and indescribable being...

"But even as the years flow and the rivers and mountains change… some things remain."

…!

I turned my head.

A faint fog has now settled on the rooftop.

No, a cloud.

The Dragon's power, shielding us — however briefly — from the Corrupt gaze and voice.

For a moment, I can breathe.

And...

I see the agent in the Lion Mask, raising a hand to point at the bizarre Disaster.

"Just as that being's identity hasn't changed over all those long years. Greedy, ill-tempered… even its malicious nature of harming people."

"..."

"It's the same."

I turned the words over in my mind.

Ah.

"…Actually."

"Hm?"

"There's no error in the folklore, either."

I remember.

"That's because the Gangcheori folktale was already passed down in various regions in the late Joseon Dynasty as a monster that brought about disasters other than fire and drought."

It even includes things that are opposites in the Five Elements, like storms and hail.

"But there is also something that doesn't change."

I noticed it. That is...

"That it is a disaster that ruins farming."

That core remained the same.

"Gangcheori… is still the disaster called Gangcheori."

...

"Right. That's it! Still a disaster!"

Agent Chogae looks back at me.

"And our ancestors devised a way to fight this Supernatural Disaster since long ago."

The corners of his mouth turn up in a smile.

As if he's noticed that I'd led the conversation this far to draw this conclusion.

"Dependable agent, do you know the method?"

I do.

"…Chasing Gangcheori."

The ritual that is the origin of the rain-calling ceremony.

A rite to call for rain by chasing away the natural disaster that ruins farming, named 'Gangcheori'.

"That's right!"

A clap.

"Do you know how to do it?"

"I do."

But I hesitate for a moment before adding.

"In theory."

"That's enough."

From behind, Agent Choi grabs my back.

And as he retrieves the nearly broken bell from my waist, he pats my back.

"I'm taking this, Grapes-ie."

"..."

"Now, let's do it together."

I lifted my head.

"Oh, Civilian, you're going to help too? Great!"

Beyond where Agent Choi and Section Chief Lee Jaheon are talking.

Agent Haegeum is looking at the sky.

"The reason for chasing it hasn't changed."

She sheathes her sword.

"It's corrupt identity hasn't changed."

She takes out an instrument.

"And the divine being who will listen to our plea is here."

She looks at me.

"The ritual will work just as it always has."

...

"Let's make it a lively one!"

The sound of a small gong rides the beat and rings across the rooftop.

Chasing Gangcheori.

The rain-calling ceremony had begun.



TL Notes: - 

Chapter 367

"Ooh."

Lee Seonghae lifted her head.

A raindrop landed on her nose.

From the sky, now swallowed by dark clouds, rain began to fall in soft pitter‑patter drops.

"Are you okay?"

"Yes, yes."

And next to her was someone running toward their destination.

Go Yeongeun.

‘Oh, I'll follow Ms. Mountain Goat.’

Lee Seonghae had decided to help this employee and had left the Resort for Sekwang Metropolitan City.

And in the hands of the anxious-looking Go Yeongeun, the map she had received from the Mascot was held tightly, spread open.

"..."

She had already come quite a long way.

She ran, practically crossing the city, entered a residential area, and kept moving.

Without a moment's rest, she continuously looked at the map while walking along the street, and then…

She came to a dead stop.

"..."

A house stood before them.

A slightly old detached home in a redevelopment zone.

A navy‑blue roof. Red brick walls.

Go Yeongeun stared at it, trembling.

A familiarity her body remembered.

A closeness that remained even if the knowledge had vanished.

She recognized it.

Her home.

Someone burst out the front door.

Someone she knew.

Her family.

"Yeongeun!!"

"…Mom,"

Go Yeongeun tightly hugged her family, who were repeating, "Oh my god, what is happening, oh my god." And she experienced a full-body wave of relief and a welling surge of emotion.

'Oh.'

Lee Seonghae watched with a pleased, calm expression.

She didn't understand the thrill of the moment, but it seemed good…

Then she suddenly lifted her head.

"..."

The rain had stopped.

And a strange vibration began to be faintly felt from the walls and the floor.

"…!"

In her family's embrace, Go Yeongeun snapped her head around.

One accustomed to Supernatural Phenomena, to the Darkness, keenly notices the abnormal signs.

"Assistant Manager, just now..."

"Oh."

"…Was that from the direction of City Hall?"

The direction the others went.

Where Kim Soleum is.

"Hmm. Just a moment."

Lee Seonghae took out a small, telescope-shaped Item and checked ahead.

Toward the Sekwang City Hall building, far in the distance, barely visible in the hazy view due to the dark clouds.

"Looks like there's something on the roof. Hmm..."

"..."

Under the dark sky, Go Yeongeun catches her breath.

Will they be okay?

…Even though she had already chosen her priorities, she clenched her teeth against the stabbing moral judgment, the anguish, the internal conflict — and finally asked:

"What does the situation look like?"

"Hmmmm..."

Lee Seonghae was completely oblivious to the other's conflicted state of mind, but she could clearly describe what she saw.

So she answered with a voice full of conviction.

"It looks like a festival!"

* * *

I lifted my head.

A sound rings out across the sky.

Listen!

The voice of the lead chanter.

After it, clear striking sounds ring out as if building to a climax.

Chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang…

Amid the sounds of a kkwaenggwari and bells, full of syncopation and ornamentation, the heavy sound of a gong rings out.

Woooong—

I look at Agent Haegeum. 

At her steady gaze.

At the giant gong held in her hand.

"The joyous sound of the gods of heaven and earth rings out."

Chasing Gangcheori is the prototype of a rain‑making ceremony.

And if there is one universal pattern in primordial rain rituals across cultures, it is this:

People cry out earnestly to the mighty being who governs the rain.

It's natural.

Because they are asking for rain.

They try to negotiate, try to please the other party.

However.

"We cry and cry!"

Chasing Gangcheori is different.

This is an attempt to drive out the natural Disaster symbolized by drought.

Exorcism. Expulsion.

Not an act of negotiating with the opponent, but of driving them out.

"Get the hell out!"

One of the most ancient exorcism rituals in tradition.

But there is another peculiar point.

This is not something solemnly performed alone by a single, capable, superstitious authority figure.

It is done by a crowd.

People who live together gather and make noise.

That is Chasing Gangcheori.

Oooooooooooooooh!

They shout at the top of their lungs and joyfully clap out a rhythm.

The golden plate of the kkwaenggwari vibrates and trembles like the wings of a hummingbird.

Agent Haegeum raises her arm as if to strike the sky itself, then brings the gong down and strides across the rooftop.

As the Dragon coils through the clouds above, the Agent runs.

She runs.

Will you chase away the drought!

If so, you must ride the mountain ridges and make a clamorous noise to confuse Gangcheori.

If there are no mountains here.

Then this giant building must be the mountain.

Oooooooooooooooh!

They run and leap around the rooftop.

Like a pungmulnori1 performance.

Their feet trace every contour — railings, ladders, water tanks.

No hesitation. No fear of falling. Only powerful, joyful, fast steps.

And behind the gong‑bearer, those with instruments and those clapping join in, creating a glorious cacophony.

Oooooooooooooooh!

The massive sound of the gong, as if it will tear the sky.

The sound of the kkwaenggwari2.

The ring of bells.

Clapping.

All those intense, percussive sounds rise and fall, forming a chaotic harmony that bounces off the rooftop and into the sky.

Chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang…

At that sound, the Dragon made of waterways shudders, its scales and insides rumbling.

Ripples spread across its body, and it moves more vividly, as if waking.

…My, oh my.

A huge eye peers down from between the thick clouds, but the violent, metallic sound waves rebound upward, obscuring its vision again with a shimmering haze.

The rippling wave of the Disaster, as if growling in displeasure, is canceled out by the noise.

I realize.

All this spiritually potent noise served a dual purpose: to exclude and expel the target they were trying to chase away, and to protect the minds of those performing the ritual.

"Do not stay here!"

It doesn't stop.

There is no set rhythm. The primordial ritual, in which such details were not standardized, naturally leaves the choice of rhythm to the crowd.

Naturally, the most familiar rhythms harmonize with each other.

Gutgeori3. 

The sky distorts.

"Alright, alright, let's go, let's go!"

I opened a bottle of water. I followed alongside Agent Choi and sprinkled it.

He shakes the bells like he's dancing, and with a nimble flick, he catches the droplets I scatter on the bells.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon tears a steel railing from the rooftop and ties the bells to its end, turning it into a pole.

When Gangcheori is confused and paces its head,

Flick water on its nose.

It's a procedure derived from the tradition that Gangcheori, with water in its nose, can no longer breathe fire.

Here, the fire is of course symbolic, and its meaning is…

'To make it so Gangcheori can no longer bring disaster upon this land.'

This was interpreted as the action of flicking water droplets toward the sky.

But since that strange Disaster is actually visible in the sky here…

"Let's go!"

The people head for the mountaintop.

To perform the ritual at the closest possible place.

Above the rooftop entrance.

Onto the rooftop structure.

They leap up in joyous frenzy.

The following footsteps and the percussive sounds make the sky ring.

Oooooooooooooooooooh!

A strange conviction rises.

A sensation felt at the end of the ritual.

A tingling.

'It's working.'

The pleasure of knowing the correct answer to a problem.

The sense of accomplishment just before crossing the finish line.

The anticipation of turning the corner just before arriving home.

The intense premonition of the ritual's performers, of its participants, envelops me.

This will succeed.

And I was definitely not the only one who felt it.

Block the Disaster,

And make it fall flat!

So it can't sit on the mountain ridge.

Make it get up and flee!

The movements and footsteps of everyone around me begin to align with uncanny precision.

A trance.

Afterimages trail behind every motion on the rooftop.

The golden arcs of percussion instruments, the clapping hands, the falling droplets from the bells — all draw lines in the air, forming a pattern.

The Dragon rides those lines, rippling through the sky.

Everyone intuitively knows that all of it is heading toward completion.

But that means…

Oh, please.

It means the subject of this ritual knows it too.

Gangcheori.

"Do not stay here!"

The lead chanter's shout, belted at the top of their lungs, splits the sky.

From the being hidden by clouds and golden noise, a dull voice is heard.

To be subjected to this again after all these years.

Chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang-chang…

It's unpleasant, but also interesting...

Annoyance and distortion twist through its voice.

It is clearly being affected.

Congratulations. You'll succeed soon.

Yes.

But, you know.

Let's not listen.

What do you plan to do after you've driven me out?

I'm curious whose permission you have to be chasing me away.

Threats and interference, I naturally thought it would try them.

The gathered people continue the ritual, unchanged.

It's pure curiosity.

What do you think you have to back you up, mere individuals that you are?

Who will handle the aftermath of chasing me from this place?

If you disappear, there's no need to…

But I will return.

"..."

That wasn't the typical movie villain's declaration of recovering their strength and returning someday.

It was an inevitability.

A dry statement of something guaranteed.

Oooooooooooooooh!

As I bent down on the rooftop to provide a stepping stone for Agent Choi to jump onto the sky–

I realized something.

'Ah.'

Farming is a one-year cycle.

And we are chasing away the disaster that ruins the farm work.

What that means is, this ritual is not a permanent expulsion ritual, but…

A seasonal ritual.

When the time comes again, it must be done again.

Drought, storms, hail, wildfires, all the disasters that ruin farm work return with the seasons under the name of terror.

So…

Chasing Gangcheori is a one-year reprieve.

Are you doing something as stupid as taking out a loan from a loan shark to pay off a bank debt?

Hahahaha...

When it returns, it's over.

Besides.

'It's not like we've bought a year's time…'

We… are not living in ancient times where chasing away Gangcheori was the end of it.

That monster is in the modern world, breathing in our daily lives.

As my boss, as the boss of the person next to me, as a corporate figure exerting influence on the government, as a powerful business partner…

As a powerful factor that can make life miserable.

'Ah.'

Right.

Director Cheong can make anyone's life a living hell without even being present.

Because there's a system to do it for her.

Social and supernatural power.

A system that will act in her stead, even in her absence, because it knows she will return.

"..."

Right now.

Haven't I burdened these people with an outrageous grudge?

Am I not just distributing the terrible consequences of an unbearable future among everyone here?

These people are all willingly sharing it — for me, and for this city…

'No.'

I realize.

This Chasing Gangcheori ritual will definitely work, and Director Cheong will disappear for a while.

And I can get a temporary reprieve from being dragged into Daydream.

However–

In the meantime, these people's lives, and perhaps everyone connected to this ritual… everyone in Director Ho's Project… will become miserable.

'I can't know the fate of Sekwang Metropolitan City either.'

This was a foreordained Disaster that couldn't be avoided no matter what I chose.

On this rooftop filled with the premonition of success, I felt myself falling.

'...'

And I realize.

No, I knew it all along.

That there is only one way to prevent all the calamities I foresaw.

The powerful condition that would allow this rain-making ceremony to truly exert its full effect as a year of freedom.

"..."

Yes.

This was the only way.

'In that case,'

I have to do it.

Oooooooooooooooh!

I see Agent Choi on the rooftop structure, holding the pole with the water‑drenched bells, planting his feet.

Originally, I was supposed to support him as his stepping stone. But - 

 I straightened my body.

And…

"What are you doing—!"

I jumped up with him.

"…!"

Agent Choi clenched his teeth and reflexively grabbed me to keep me from falling. I used that as support and together–

Oooooooooooooooh!

I cling to the Dragon.

I climb the curves of the water that has taken form, the body of the Dragon, heading upward.

Alone.

"Grapes-ie!"

At the very place where I was supposed to flick water onto that black, many‑eyed spinning thing in the sky—

I took out the employment contract.

"…!!"

And.

I read.



130666's Employment Contract

The standard Guard Team contract used by Cheong Dallae, the Managing Director of the Development Department at Daydream Inc.

Kim Soleum's signature is written at the bottom.

It is now irreversible.

The effect of this contract originates from the Authority of the Yellow Dragon, and Cheong Dallae is using it by seizing the Core of this authority from the Dragon entity that was demoted to a Daydream Mascot.

(The remaining entity is presumed to have been inserted into a certain theme park ghost story at the ■■ Research Institute. For detailed records, see the Cheerful Theme Park entry.)

A faint trace of the Core remains on the contract. It looks like an eyeball, and this form is reminiscent of the wish-fulfilling orb of the Dragon in folklore.

Cheong Dallae placed the Dragon Cores she collected into a giant eye, using dozens of eye■■ ability■■■■■contract■■■■■■■■■■



I read further down.



A faint trace of the Core remains on the contract. It looks like an eyeball, and this form is reminiscent of the wish-fulfilling orb of the Dragon in folklore.

Cheong Dallae placed the Dragon Cores she collected into a giant eye, using dozens of eyeballs as a symbol of her ability.

All of this authority is stored in the form of contracts, classified into respective binders, and placed on the bookshelf in Cheong Dallae's private office.

The original of Kim Soleum's contract exists within the Authority of the Yellow Dragon binder.



Now…

I delete.



/-/ 130666’s Employment /-/  Contract

The standard Guard Team contract used by Cheong Dallae, the Managing Director of the Development Department at Daydream Inc.

/-/ Kim Soleum's signature is written at the bottom. /-/

/-/ It is now irreversible. /-/

The effect of this contract originates from the Authority of the Yellow Dragon, and Cheong Dallae is using it by seizing the Core of this authority from the Dragon entity that was demoted to a Daydream Mascot.

(The remaining entity is presumed to have been inserted into a certain theme park ghost story at the Cheerful Research Institute. For detailed records, see the Cheerful Theme Park entry.)

A faint trace of the Core remains on the contract. It looks like an eyeball, and this form is reminiscent of the wish-fulfilling orb of the Dragon in folklore.

Cheong Dallae placed the Dragon Cores she collected into a giant eye, using dozens of eyeballs as a symbol of her ability.

All of this authority is stored in the form of contracts, classified into respective binders, and placed on the bookshelf in Cheong Dallae's private office.

/-/ The original of Kim Soleum's contract exists within the Authority of the Yellow Dragon binder. /-/



In exchange for my freedom, I collapse.

My identity — recovered and grown through so many experiences and realizations — melts away.

The self and reason I had carefully nurtured scatter.

Grief, despair, and panic surge up as if to kill me, then melt away with everything else.

Joy and resolve, too.

Melts away.

But I don't stop.

Like sand pouring madly from a broken hourglass, everything that is me drains away, but I pour new emotions and resolve over it, barely managing to use it as a momentary driving force.

All that's left…

Is to overwrite.



Contract

The standard contract used by Cheong Dallae, the Managing Director of the Development Department at Daydream Inc.

The effect of this contract originates from the Authority of the Yellow Dragon, and Cheong Dallae is using it by seizing the Core of this authority from the Dragon entity that was demoted to a Daydream Mascot.

(The remaining entity is presumed to have been inserted into a certain theme park ghost story at the Cheerful Research Institute. For detailed records, see the Cheerful Theme Park entry.)

A faint trace of the Core remains on the contract. It looks like an eyeball, and this form is reminiscent of the wish-fulfilling orb of the Dragon in folklore.

Cheong Dallae placed the Dragon Cores she collected into a giant eye, using dozens of eyeballs as a symbol of her ability.

All of this authority is stored in the form of contracts, classified into respective binders, and placed on the bookshelf in Cheong Dallae's private office.

*/However, recently, due to an arbitrary machination,/



Please.



*/Cheong Dallae has lost the contract of one pupil./



Just a little,



*/This is the Authority of the Yellow Dragon,/



more.



*/and it is currently in the hands of Kim Soleum./



It's complete.

"..."

However, recently, due to an arbitrary machination, Cheong Dallae has lost the contract of one eyeball.

This is the Authority of the Yellow Dragon, and it is currently in the hands of Kim Soleum.

I look at the contract in my grasp.

The contract of the Yellow Dragon was in my hand.

With my collapsing hand–

I tore it.



TL Notes: 


1. Pungmulnori (풍물놀이) is a vibrant traditional Korean folk performing art that blends percussion music, dance, acrobatics, and singing. It translates literally to "wind object play" (referring to the musical instruments) and "play"—essentially meaning the playing of Korean folk instruments.


2. A kkwaenggwari (pronounced "kwang-gah-ree") is a small, flat, handheld brass gong used in traditional Korean folk music. Struck with a hard wooden mallet, it produces a sharp, penetrating, high-pitched sound that cuts through other instruments.


3. Gutgeori (굿거리) is one of the most common and important rhythmic cycles in traditional Korean music (gugak). It is a 12-beat rhythm (12/8 time) that is typically moderate in tempo and is widely used in folk songs, shamanic rituals (gut), court and folk dances, and storytelling performances like pansori.

Chapter 368

Ziiiiikk.

On the rooftop filled with the sounds of gongs, cymbals, and bells, another, more dissonant tearing sound rang out.

The sound of me ripping paper.

What foolish…

Director Cheong stopped speaking.

Dozens of eyes simultaneously fixed on the torn paper in my hand.

They must be familiar with it.

After all, this is what was written on it:



Contract

The subject hereby enters into the following contract.

The subject (hereinafter "Party B")  transfers the exclusive and complete ownership of the Core to Cheong Dallae (hereinafter "Party A"), and shall permanently forfeit the right to use the Core.

Party A shall grant Party B a new role, and Party B shall comply with the rules of employment for said role and faithfully perform the duties assigned.

(Party A): Cheong Dallae

(Party B): Yellow Dragon



Clauses so far from legal formality they bordered on tyranny.

This was the standard contract Director Cheong used to seize the Core from a Dragon.

And the designated subject was already written.

'Yellow Dragon.'

The Core of the Yellow Dragon, the one who possessed the 'Authority of Contract.'

This very contract was the repository of all of Director Cheong's contracts, the anchor of her absolute authority.

And as if to prove that this contract itself stemmed from the authority of that 'Yellow Dragon's Core,' it had a faint, circular pattern.

Just like my contract had.

And so, a three-part syllogism emerges:

1. Director Cheong's contracts derive their power from the Yellow Dragon's Core.

2. I edited the Wiki, turning my contract into the Yellow Dragon's contract, the very proof of the Authority of Contract itself...

And I tore it.

3. Therefore, all contracts held by Director Cheong are, at this moment, null and void.

This logic holds.

And at this moment, Director Cheong's eye in the sky is watching.

...

...

A furious tremor descends upon the rooftop.

The pupils within the transparent lens dart about erratically, bulging and popping like inflammations inside the eye.

The Dragon's Cores have lost the foundation of their authority.

Come back! You ■■ things who have no place to go after being ■■ by me! Re■urn and keep your pl■ce!

A sound no human can withstand echoes.

The festering Azure Dragon wraps itself around its people on the rooftop, trying desperately to shield them.

They didn't die.

I feel Agent Choi — blood streaming from his eyes, nose, and mouth — grabbing me, trying to pull me back to the rooftop.

But my lower body is already gone, and my organs and chest have collapsed.

And this was not what he should be doing right now.

With an arm that is little more than a skeleton, I struck the pole Agent Choi was holding.

Jingle.

"..."

Agent Choi flinches for only a moment, then lifts his head.

To Gangcheori.

And to his own magic weapon, the one that must perform the final rite.

"..."

He avoids looking at the giant eye with dozens of pupils bulging out in all directions, and with staggering effort, takes a step forward...

Tuk.

He shakes the bell at the end of the pole.

The moment a droplet splashes from it and touches the inside of the lens–

(Unintelligible sound)■■■■■■■■■■

The sky closes.

The great Disaster departs.

The resolution of the rolling eyeball with its dozens of pupils gradually blurs.

Agent Choi collapses, vomiting blood.

At that moment–

■■■■■■■!

The Azure Dragon opens its mouth and soars.

Its claws curl around and grasp the disappearing giant eye.

!!

The surface of the lens cracks slightly, and one or two pupils, unable to withstand the pressure, pop out.

A golden something, one of the Dragon's Cores, a wish-fulfilling orb, disappears into the Azure Dragon's mouth as if drawn by gravity.

And...

■■■…

The sky had closed.

"..."

"..."

In the silence, everyone on the rooftop realized:

The 'Chasing Gangcheori' ritual had succeeded.

Woooooo-

The Azure Dragon descends.

Agent Choi and I slide off its body as it lands softly on the rooftop.

A divine light flashes.

Its streamlined body, shimmering with gold, indigo, and blue, coils tightly around the rooftop, and its massive face draws near to the people there.

It drops something in front of me.

Thud.

… a cracked, golden orb.

Yellow Dragon's Core

Cheong Dallae's 33rd pupil.

It symbolizes the Authority of Contract.

Cheong Dallae was able to store her collected Cores and Divine Powers as a file cabinet through this pupil.

However, due to certain circumstances, it has now been ejected from the lens and drawn to the body of its original owner.

It flickered for a moment, then burrowed into my crushed body.

And it vanished to a place unknown.

"Agent Grapes."

Agent Haegeum tries to support me, but I just slide down.

I can see the Azure Dragon's eyes looking down at my mangled form.

Its gaze lingers as if it wants to help more, as if it wants to tell me something more… but in the end, it has no choice but to lift its head.

Because the time had come.

The Azure Dragon leaves the rooftop.

But the festering shape of its body was no longer the same.

Parts of its flesh glowed as flesh and scales filled in.

As if it were taking on a complete silhouette.

Woooooo-

Rain begins to fall.

The Azure Dragon, having reclaimed its Core, cuts through the rain, engraving its mystical and divine form in the air.

The brilliant, shimmering waterway disappears back into the swimming pool covering the roads of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

Without a splash, without a ripple.

Woooooo-

The swimming pool of Blue Dream Water Park vanished with the ebbing tide, sucked back into the fire hydrant.

Only the quiet sound of rain remains.

"..."

This should have been a scene so mystical and moving it brought tears to my eyes.

But I felt nothing.

"Grapes-ie…!"

I knew.

My final attempt had succeeded.

Managing Director Cheong Dallae would no longer have the luxury of bringing hell upon the ritual participants.

Because she would need time to fully control the Dragon's Cores, the pupils she had managed so stably, organized in a file cabinet, the Authority of Contract.

Because all the special contracts she had made with her workers had lost their binding force and effect.

She would need time to recover.

A year.

Perhaps even more.

Director Cheong Dallae would surely find another way, but until then, there would be a sufficient grace period.

And in return for that...

I am no longer here.

"You did it."

"..."

"You did it, Kim Soleum? You..."

"Stand back."

I no longer have a form.

I am disappearing.

My cognitive abilities remain, but they are  refining into something inhuman. 

The protrusions of personality and emotion melt away, leaving only their traces.

I feel no fear at the end of my ego, which I had tried so hard to protect, to maintain until the very last moment.

What remains now is pattern recognition, situational analysis, and a vague consciousness.

I can perceive something indescribably great or terrible head-on without going mad or being wounded.

Because everything that could be wounded has disappeared.

Or.

Because I have become such a thing.

"Mr. Roe Deer."

Section Chief Lee Jaheon, 'We Help,' looks down at me.

I look back at them.

I read the intention to trade for the Yellow Dragon's Core from that alien, plural entity.

But I know that because of this Core, I am showing signs of life, a collapsed form that has not died...

For the sake of survival, I can't make a trade. 

Even so, the single entity inside "us" that is  inhabiting Section Chief Lee Jaheon's identity does not leave.

"Can you hear me?"

Everything except my right arm has melted away.

I try to affirm by nodding but realize I have no spine to support my head.

"Agent Grapes!"

My head slams onto the floor.

Tinkle.

I hear the sound of the Jade Drop.

...

...

It has no effect.

It brings me no enlightenment.

To return the way I came, there must be a path.

But I have no path.

It's all gone.

Because if I had left one, I wouldn't have been able to edit the Wiki.

Tinkle.

"Snap out of it, Kim Soleum! Snap out of it and..."

A hand grabs the collapsed pile of flesh. Bone fragments, contaminated golden blood clots, and organ tissue ooze between its fingers.

Smoke rises.

"Agent Choi!"

"Wait, so..."

I pushed the person who was about to be contaminated away with smoke.

A voice comes from within the Black Smoke.

"You said you wanted to go home."

...

"Huh? You remember, right?"

Home.

‘...Ah.’

I realize the last of my willpower, a single grain-of-sand-like crumb of emotion, had been scraped from the bottom.

With that strength, I flick something out of the pocket of the suit jacket lying on the floor.

A cylinder. 

A Dream Essence Collector.

What had been my last hope pops out of the pocket and rolls across the rooftop floor.

Clang!

Clatter, clatter, clatter...

"..."

It was empty.

I had ended the Supernatural Disaster in Sekwang Metropolitan City. 

And driven away Managing Director Cheong Dallae.

I had succeeded in all of it.

The possibility that an incredible, high concentration of Dream Essence might have been produced all at once, enough to make Children's Paradise Syrup in one go.

That possibility...

Ended as a possibility.

Because only humans can collect dream essence.

"…Soleum."

My body has completely collapsed.

A lump settles onto the rooftop floor.

I no longer have a form.

My humanity, regained and built up through countless attempts and countless realizations, hits rock bottom, revealing the true identity of my flesh.

The recycled corpse of the Yellow Dragon.

The consciousness of one who has read the <Dark Exploration Records> that dwells within it.

A resident of a 'world where ghost stories do not exist.'

I am no longer human.

I feel no fear, anger, or sorrow about it.

I feel no joy or relief that the people on the rooftop are safe.

I feel nothing.

I cannot move.

I am just a formless lump.

Therefore, Kim Soleum does not exist.

* * *

Agent Haegeum looked at the melted lump of flesh before her.

The thing that had been 'Agent Grapes.'

The agent who had charged at Gangcheori had now lost his form.

Only a lump remained.

From the heap of black-contaminated, golden-tinged red flesh and bone, black smoke rose every time the flesh pulsed.

That bizarre and strange puddle.

…Nowhere in it was there a trace of the person who had been a new employee at Daydream, the youngest agent of Team Hyunmu 1...

Only the suit and mask tangled beneath it seemed to prove that, until just moments ago, this had been a person.

Agent Haegeum felt her breath catch in her throat, but she managed to suppress it.

"Agent Choi."

"..."

"From this point on, Agent Grapes is… redefined as a completely contaminated state, a ghost story entity."

Agent Haegeum's cracked voice echoed across the rainy rooftop.

"Using Dokkaebi flame… we will first isolate 'Agent Grapes' and move him to a safe location."

"..."

"Right now… wait, there!"

Squelch.

Section Chief Lee Jaheon detached the tank from the broken Dream Incubator and began scooping Kim Soleum's mangled flesh into it.

Agent Haegeum, who had opened her mouth to stop him, soon closed it with a grim expression.

Because she understood. 

She understood the feelings of someone who had been on the same team. 

Squelch.

Having succeeded in putting the entire lump into the tank, Section Chief Lee Jaheon quietly asked the tank, as if he believed it could converse:

"Do you need help? Indicate with smoke."

The lump only pulsed.

Still, Section Chief Lee Jaheon moved.

He searched Kim Soleum's jacket and found the Nostalgia Candy.

Then he reached into the tank, rummaging through the collapsed lump, found the digestive organs, and pushed the Nostalgia Candy into them.

The candy dissolved in an instant.

Nothing happened.

"..."

"..."

"…Agent Grapes."

These veterans, who had explored ghost stories many times, understood...

He could not be restored.

That it was a complete transformation into an irreversible state, and that all possibilities had already been exhausted.

Clatter, clatter… thud.

The empty Dream Essence Collector, which had been rolling across the rooftop in the rain and wind, brushed past the tank and came to rest at someone's feet.

Agent Choi picked up the empty cylinder at his feet.

The thing Kim Soleum had so desperately brought with him, The Dream Essence Collector.

"..."

Agent Choi clenched it tightly.

And he spoke to the lump.

"Yeah… you were trying to collect the solution in here, huh? To make a Wish-Granting Potion. To go back home."

...

"Soleum, I've been thinking about it for a while."

Blood streamed down his face, but he didn't wipe it away. He just stared at the empty cylinder in his hand.

"You said it, didn't you? ‘This situation itself, this place is a ghost story and a Supernatural Disaster to me’… you said that."

Raindrops fall into the Black Smoke in the tank.

"Why would you say something like that?"

Lightning flashed.

In the rain, the agent spoke to the lump.

"You know… when we get a rescue request from a Disaster? There are quite a few cases where a ghost story is just messing with us, you know?"

"..."

"No, actually, you should assume that's the more likely case. It's rare for a civilian to make a rescue request in their right mind."

A drop of water slid from his hair.

"It's either a trap… or it's already too late."

...

"But sometimes… sometimes, there are cases where you can really save them."

His head bowed.

"A moment when it really was a civilian, and you had to believe their words."

...

"You have to be good at telling those people apart, and… no, even if you can't, you have to try to send them back if you get the chance."

...

"Yeah, that seems right."

The agent looked at Kim Soleum.

He tried to look.

"So, I think..."

The man in the blue jacket reached into his pocket.

And he took something out.

An object that looks similar to the one Kim Soleum had.

A Dream Essence Collector.

"Here."

A golden light shimmered inside it.

Collected by a person who went through the Flower Golden Resort, the Sekwang Metropolitan City Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster, and Chasing Gangcheori away.

"You have to go home… Soleum-ah.”

The Dream Essence Liquid.



TL Notes: - 

Chapter 369

Agent Choi found the Dream Incubator.

The very same device that had once been installed in the underground laboratory — the place where he had caught Kim Soleum spying — was now being kept safely in the subway‑turned‑Resort's facilities.

As cherished as the desperate wish of the person who had found it.

"..."

Agent Choi poured all the liquid from the Dream Essence Collector he was carrying into it.

DE 01410000

1,410,000.

An amount so enormous that any member of the Daydream Field Investigation Team, who collected Dream Essence as part of their daily work, would have been horrified to see it.

It was, after all, from a highest-grade Darkness.

Moreover, it wasn't just cleared, but concluded.

The concentration of Dream Essence, condensed from an Annihilation-sanctioned supernatural disaster that had been sealed for ages, was terrifying.

However. 

"…It's not enough."

It was less than a third of the five million points Kim Soleum had predicted would be necessary.

It made sense.

Agent Choi hadn't contributed much to eliminating the direct cause of the Sekwang Metropolitan City supernatural disaster itself.

That had been the work of Kim Soleum and Ho Yuwon.

The only reason such a massive amount was extracted despite that was because he had played a decisive role in 'Chasing Gangcheori' at the very end...

Because that had been the fundamental source of the incident.

"Don't worry."

Even so, Agent Choi said it calmly.

Because–

"I wasn't the only one carrying a Collector."

And the next person arrives.

Those who remember Kim Soleum.

"This way, sir."

"Yes."

The lump in the tank perceived it.

Lee Jaheon, a body inhabited by an alien entity, entered the small research facility in the resort.

He performed a check, as if inspecting the Dream Incubator's safety and condition.

And once that was done, he inserted the Dream Essence Collector he was holding without hesitation.

DE 02665000

The number updates.

And one more.

DE 03013000

"…Civilian, do you have two Collectors?"

"Yes."

The first was from successfully escaping the repeating May 4th of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

And the total points this man had accumulated by later returning to the rooftop, joining the final stages of Kim Soleum's conclusion, and contributing to 'Chasing Gangcheori' was even greater than Agent Choi's.

"..."

The lump in the tank knows.

That belongs to 'Us'.

Lee Jaheon's Collectors were clearly items issued by both the company and the Project that he had 'deliberately not returned'.

To have handled things so cunningly meant he had intended to use them for something else.

The lump perceived the will of 'Us' regarding this choice.

And strangely, it confirms that 'Us' did not consider this a loss. It had judged this as a payment in exchange for saving a single entity.

The very entity performing this act.

Lee Jaheon.

"..."

Lee Jaheon said nothing as he finished.

He merely watched the tank quietly.

The tank containing the lump that had once been 'Kim Soleum'.

Inside the transparent tank he had torn from the Potion Maker, the lump that still intermittently spewed Black Smoke pulsed.

Beside it, the Mascot costume lay limply on the ground.

They had tried to put it on Kim Soleum, hoping it might give him form like the Guard Team Uniform, was a meaningless failure.

It didn't work.

The melted flesh, bones, and mass of organs remained as they were.

But Lee Jaheon was not shaken.

He simply said this:

"I will call the next person."

The lump in the tank sensed a small being  entering the Resort.

"Hello!"

Lee Seonghae had just escorted Go Yeongeun to her family and left Sekwang Metropolitan City for the outskirts, and had now she had returned to the Resort.

The employee's tone as she spoke to Agent Haegeum was as cheerful as ever.

"She was reunited with her family safely!"

"That's wonderful to hear."

But soon, she saw it.

"Oh."

Someone who had been reduced to pulp at the end of the rooftop festival.

What had once been  'Kim Soleum', now just a remnant of flesh, pulsing and twitching in the tank.

"Huh."

Lee Seonghae was not sad.

Because appearance isn't important.

But since he probably wouldn't prefer being in that state, if she could help, she should!

"I'll just put this in for now."

DE 03193000

Lee Seonghae's points weren't as high as those who had directly participated in the ritual, but they were still significant, as she had successfully returned from a high-grade disaster.

But she pours it in without a second thought.

She's already collected all her Wish Ticket points anyway!

And…

"Good people should live well."

Because in Lee Seonghae's standards, that is simply the correct state of affairs.

However.

"But we're still short on points, aren't we?"

Her eyes drifter to the mass-produced Mascots standing outside the facility.

The Resort was still intact.

But those Mascots had lost their vitality.

They only gave a few responses, 'like a theme park mascot should', as if they were machines or kiosks performing only set tasks.

That in itself makes people recall Kim Soleum's current state...

But Lee Seonghae thinks of something else.

The certainty that going in and out of this Resort won't accumulate many points.

"Even if we find another high-grade ghost story, it won't be as efficient as Sekwang Metropolitan City. We could all die trying to conclude it just to extract more liquid!"

"I see."

But Lee Jaheon replies calmly.

"There are still people left."

The next person comes.

"So… this is Roe Deer."

"Yes."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje and Agent Ryu Jaekwan.

The people Kim Soleum had desperately tried to pull out of May 4th had finally awoken.

Coming to their senses in the middle of a Seoul street or in a well, the two were brought to the Resort by their respective team members.

And of them, the one who arrived first...

"...Hoo."

Eun Haje looked at the lump of flesh in the tank.

The lump perceives the other's gaze darkening.

And it knows.

This person had already experienced countless superiors and subordinates who had gone missing, their 'last sighting record' a horrific state within a ghost story.

An irreversible state.

An immutable horror.

A miserable end.

To reverse this, only one thing came to a daydream employee's mind:

A Wish Ticket.

Of course, she also considered the possibility that Kim Soleum could just go to a worldline where he was fine.

'But if the original Wish Ticket exists...'

It was a gamble worth taking, the former Field Investigation Team assistant manager judged.

"Alright."

The lump watches as Eun Haje, too, unsparingly plugged her Collector into the incubator.

The number rose again.

The golden liquid rippled, reflecting light upon the Black Smoke.

This person's Dream Essence Collector, naturally, had an incredibly high concentration of the potion gathered within it.

Trapped in the subway for a long time, entering an Annihilation-sanctioned Disaster, then escaping through the high-grade Resort.

Even if she hadn't contributed to the conclusion, it was an insane, irregular case.

As far as Eun Haje knew, there was virtually no precedent for someone surviving long-term in such a crazy high-grade Darkness with their Dream Essence Collector intact.

'Well, to be precise, it was closer to long-term death than long-term survival.'

But she came out alive, didn't she?

That's what's important.

She almost let out a reflexive whistle as she saw the insane number rising in the incubator.

DE 03971000

A hollow laugh escaped her.

"Oi, this doesn't feel real. If I reported this to the company, I could get at least five Wish Tickets, right? Maybe more, if I negotiate."

...

"Of course, I have no intention of doing that. You know that, you Roe Deer punk."

Assistant Manager Eun Haje, who had been speaking cheerfully, slowly let the grin on her lips soften.

Then she leaned close to the tank and spoke in a low voice.

"Thank you."

...

"I know you went all out and pushed yourself to save me and that agent. And…"

Her voice sounds gentle.

"I now remember accompanying you as a reporter."

...

"Thinking back, I think I had a crazy dream like that a long time ago."

And.

Eun Haje, who had spoken of the events on the surface of Sekwang Metropolitan City, whispered in an even lower voice.

"…Don't worry about Minseong."

...

"The team leader and I will take care of him."

The lump did not react.

It is just a piece of flesh spewing Black Smoke.

But Eun Haje smiled and tapped the tank.

As if she had heard a reply.

"…I'll be going now."

And the next person arrives at the Resort.

"..."

The lump in the tank perceives the being entering the room with a hardened expression.

Blue eyes, a massive frame, black hair.

It was the first agent from the Disaster Management Bureau that Kim Soleum had met.

He appeared here, safe and sound.

"..."

Ryu Jaekwan approached and stood close to the tank.

And he spoke.

"Agent-nim."

...

"I mentioned before… that an agent from the Disaster Management Bureau saved me when I was in high school, on my way to school."

He spoke to the lump.

"So… we meet like this."

...

"It's not uncommon to meet acquaintances from the past or witness scenes from the future in a supernatural phenomenon. But–"

Ryu Jaekwan took a breath.

"I never thought I would be one of those cases..."

...

"I've always wanted to thank you. Both of you."

...

The lump in the tank perceives the agent's eyes staring at it.

That is all.

Ryu Jaekwan, who had been looking at the pulpy, Black Smoke-wreathed 'Agent', took out… his Dream Essence Collector.

"I don't know… Agent-nim."

...

"My judgment hasn't changed."

If your home is gone, you can build a new one.

Clinging to an unattainable wish might lead to a terrible end.

If you can't turn back, it might become too late.

But—

"..."

Ryu Jaekwan looks at the lump.

If it's already too late.

If this is the only thing they can try.

…If it's what the other person desperately wished for–

"Still, I wish to repay you."

The Dream Essence Liquid Ryu Jaekwan collected flowed into the incubator.

DE 04749000

It glitters.

Lee Jaheon, who had watched the entire scene, spoke.

"The next person is coming in."

There was also Dream Essence Liquid pending in Director Ho's counseling office.

Dream Essence from the Project that were being temporarily stored, not yet offered up to the company.

When the counseling office closed, those cylinders were ejected outside along with those who were inside.

Fortunately, among them, there was a being who instinctively sought out and plundered 'things lost in their territory'.

"Here…"

A gaunt man in shabby clothes.

The Sergeant, who himself looked worn out, holds out the Dream Essence Collector he was carrying.

"This was being stored in the counseling office… hmm."

What began as a slow and rough motion soon transformed into a surprisingly efficient one, skillfully finding the insertion port with practiced ease.

The liquid was drawn in from the Collector.

DE 04974100

Those points, unrelated to the time of the conclusion, were not an absurdly high, but it was still golden liquid that would slosh and fill the incubator.

"..."

The Sergeant said nothing.

He didn't express shock or sorrow like the others, nor does he talk to it as if Kim Soleum were there, perfectly fine.

He doesn't ask about this situation where Kim Soleum tearing up Director Cheong's contract has set the Guard Team free of their restrictions and constraints.

He simply stroked the tank once, then quietly lies down in a corner.

As if waiting.

The inside of the incubator was now filled with holographic light.

The self-illuminating thing filled the small research facility. It was like a small pond filled with Wish Tickets.

It was a scene that felt almost transcendental.

But...

"..."

That was it.

DE 04974100

The points stopped there.

With 25,900 points short.

Without reaching 5 million.

The lump feels no emotion.

But it could calculate.

That there was no one else left to come.

No one remaining who would willingly hand over their Dream Essence Liquid to help 'Kim Soleum'.

"Should we get the rest from another Darkness?"

"We'll have to, civilian. We've already picked out some candidates, so don't worry."

The agent with the scar on his neck taps the tank, trying to sound cheerful.

"Grapes, you just wait, okay? …We'll be back soon."

The lump knows.

They won't be back.

Because Resort No. 2 will soon disappear.

By the time these people enter another ghost story to gather the remaining 25,900 points, this place, with the Mascot's influence weakened, will no longer hold and will soon collapse.

And everything would end.

The Dream Incubator would vanish along with the Resort, and the lump, too, will disappear with it, to be stacked and abandoned in a warehouse behind the Resort.

Forever.

For an unspeakably long time.

Even predicting all of this, there was no reason to struggle.

Because there is no desire.

Because there is no fear.

The lump simply existed. 

And it is about to end—

...

Knock, knock.

"Who… Noonim?"

"Everyone."

Agent Haegeum opens the door, panting, and enters the facility.

"I brought one more."

The lump perceives the one entering through the door.

An unexpected person.

"What is it?"

Baek Saheon.

The daydream employee wearing an eyepatch looked disgruntled but also slightly anxious.

"I heard there's liquid."

"Hey, we have no intention of giving it to you."

Baek Saheon's annoyed voice rings out.

"I heard that agent was in danger, so I came to make a deal. That person. The one who came to Jisan. The one wearing glasses."

"…Right."

"Where is he?"

Everyone's gazes gather.

Baek Saheon entered the Resort's research facility, rigidly.

And he, too, saw what the others were staring at.

The lump of flesh.

"...This is the agent?"

"..."

"...That–"

But Baek Saheon swallows his words.

His face shifted beyond denial to a stark, immediate acceptance—paling first, then collapsing into anger.

A sneer twisted his mouth.

"I knew this would happen!"

His eye burned.

"Uselessly trying to save people, it was obvious it would end like this. I don't know why he even bothered. This is what you get for it..."

Agent Choi, clenching his teeth, tried to intervene with a smile, but the tirade died before he could.

Baek Saheon's voice trembled and stopped.

...

"Hey, can you understand me?"

The lump cannot respond.

"Hello?"

Baek Saheon stepped closer to the tank.

And he speaks.

The conjecture he couldn't voice.

The reason he couldn't take his eyepatch off to check this being's Halo.

The identity of 'the agent who came to Jisan Village'.

"Are you… actually..."

The agent who can't be contacted when a certain person goes missing.

An agent who seems to know him strangely well.

That was...

...

...

"Ah, never mind."

Baek Saheon took his hand off the tank.

He couldn't get an answer now anyway.

No–

Perhaps he wasn't ready yet...

So he only said this:

"Pay me back later."

He turned back to the others.

"If I give you this, you can definitely save him, right? You're not going to divert it somewhere else, are you?"

"We are not."

"...Ha."

Baek Saheon finally took the Dream Essence Collector from his pocket.

When the Project started to go sideways with Kim Soleum's disappearance, he had deserted it.

But because the administrative processing for his issued Collector had been delayed, and no return request came, he had dragged his feet without returning it.

He had calculated that when the Project blew up, he'd have to return it anyway, but maybe he could get a slightly better deal by handing it over to the company side.

And he had come to this moment.

"…Here."

He takes out the Dream Essence Collector and plugs it into the Dream Incubator.

DE 04974100

And so,

DE 05002160

The points were gathered.

The amount Kim Soleum needed to go home.

All of it.
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Chapter 370

The lump looks at the sparkling Dream Incubator.

At the liquid inside it.

DE 05002160

Over five million Dream Points ripple in a brilliant display of colors.

The lump continued to watch.

Even though it felt no meaning in it.

"Soleum. Just wait a moment, okay?"

Even as people took turns standing guard, like a fire watch.

 

Even as the Mascots outside would intermittently freeze mid-movement as if glitching.

Even when, at some point, he was left all alone.

He remained there, in the dark research facility, with the iridescently shimmering Dream Essence Liquid.

With the astronomical essence of dreams, gathered as a result of what Kim Soleum had done.

And then–

"Hello."

A person opened the door and stepped inside.

The brilliant light of the Dream Essence cast sparkling light and shadows across her face.

"…Soleum."

Go Yeongeun.

This person, who is Kim Soleum's batchmate, was about to close the door, but then noticing Agent Haegeum following her, she left the door slightly open and walked in

And she looks at the lump in the tank.

Her face was hard to see in the shadows.

"I rescued my family safely."

The light rippled.

"Thank you. Thanks to you… I didn't get lost, and I was able to make it home."

The lump perceived the sketchbook paper in Go Yeongeun's hand.

The map the Mascot had given her.

A map that guides one to their destination.

"You helped me."

...

"So… I came because I wanted to help with anything I could. I heard that you… needed me."

Go Yeongeun took a deep breath, then cleared her throat, trying to adopt a more everyday tone.

"I saw all sorts of people at the Resort on my way here. And not just people..."

She hesitated slightly.

"At the Resort… I saw a bizarre entity with a TV for a head, who claimed to be a friend of Mr. Roe Deer."

...

"He said his name was Braun."

Go Yeongeun's gaze drifted to the items placed beside the tank.

Kim Soleum's belongings.

Especially the pink Rabbit Doll placed on the neatly folded suit.

But her eyes soon returned to the lump.

"He told me something. That he wanted to give me a hint."

The Host had apparently said:

"That this time, a specific sentence won't be needed to make a wish. That, simply, the wish will just be granted."

...

"He said that was a truth Soleum had confirmed."

The truth Kim Soleum had discovered.

The traces left in the Cheerful Research Institute.

The confirmation of a product similar to the Children's Paradise Syrup among the pharmaceutical company's potions.

It is called a Wish Ticket.

The lump also perceived the words that had been deleted and unreadable at the time.

Because it was that kind of being.

"When I checked, the agents really were in possession of such a document."

Presumed to be a degraded version, with the incubator's cultivation function removed and the required liquid concentration for production arbitrarily lowered.

Degradation examples:

• Requires verbalized sentence expression.

• Deterioration of the world-line alteration function.

• Compromised wish fulfillment instead of the advent of paradise.

Daydream's 'Wish Ticket' is a degraded version.

And if the degraded version requires a 'verbalized sentence expression,' it means the original does not.

Meaning it grants the wish the user thinks of, exactly as it is, without distortion.

And the reason the Host of the Late-Night Talk Show gave Go Yeongeun that hint was...

"Since Soleum can't make a wish right now… I will make the wish for him."

Someone who would not steal the chance to make a wish.

Someone who was sufficiently close to Kim Soleum.

And the most rational, wisest wisher among the people 'Kim Soleum' knew, the one with experience. 

Go Yeongeun looked at the lump with a hardened expression.

"Soleum."

Her hand gripped the side of the tank.

The lump saw her fingers, pale and trembling.

"Honestly… I'm not as rational a person as you think I am, Soleum."

A desperate voice was heard.

"And I'm not a genius, either."

...

"This situation, too… I don't know if I can really make your wish for you, exactly as you want it. Because–"

A trembling voice spoke the truth.

That is...

"I only found my mom."

"My dad was out, and he couldn't make it back home..."

...

"I– I think I might wish for my dad to come back, without even realizing."

Her voice shook.

"But when I told Agent Choi that, he performed a divination ritual to check on my father's whereabouts. And then… he told me."

The trembling subsided.

"That my father had not passed away."

...

"He's just… receiving some heartfelt counseling from someone."

A sharp breath.

When Go Yeongeun lifted her head, her eyes were firm.

"So, I might be able to do it."

...

"No, I will do it. Of course, I can't ignore the possibility that I might waver in the process, so Agent Haegeum will hold onto me. To make sure my resolve and  sincerity don't falter."

The lump sensed the shadow of an Agent approaching.

"The others are… protecting the Resort to make sure no other problems arise in the process. …Because the Mascots have stopped. I'm just telling you in case you were curious."

The lump did not react.

Looking at the pile of flesh, Go Yeongeun steadied her breath.

"Then… I'll begin."

Go Yeongeun put on a pair of gloves.

They belonged to Ryu Jaekwan, an Item that blocks contamination from supernatural phenomena of fracture level and below.

But Ryu Jaekwan had calmly and quickly explained that it could withstand even higher grades for a moment...

"Yeongeun. This is a ritual, so the one who will ingest it must be in charge from the beginning."

"…Yes."

Go Yeongeun nodded at Agent Haegeum's words.

And she plunged her gloved hand into the pile of the Yellow Dragon's flesh.

Splurch.

The lump knew.

The gloves were a ridiculously fleeting defense.

Her hand was already beginning to melt.

This thing was toxic.

But Go Yeongeun gritted her teeth and rummaged through it, through the organs, flesh, and bone — until finally...

"Foun– d it."

She pulled out her half-melted hand.

In her grasp was a small, disc-shaped object, dripping with a dark golden liquid and bits of flesh.

A Pop-socket.

Go Yeongeun hastily took a mouthful of the regeneration potion Agent Haegeum held out.

Then, without delay, she wiped the liquid off the Pop-socket and heads to the bottom panel of the Dream Incubator.

The traces where a button had once been torn off.

◎

There… she attached the Pop-socket.

Just as Kim Soleum had done one day in front of Agent Choi.

…Click.

Kim Soleum's objective was achieved.

"...It's done. Now, we move on to the next step."

The voice of the Agent with the Four-Sided Divine Sword rang out.

"It will be more stable for the subject of the ritual to participate directly, so at this most opportune moment… Kim Soleum will participate."

Screeeak.

The lump perceived movement.

The tank was being pushed.

Someone was moving it — J3, who had quietly entered the room and gotten up at some point, was moving the tank.

The mangled pile of flesh inside the tank swayed, sloshing against the walls.

And when it arrived in front of the Dream Incubator...

"…Here."

J3 lifted the tank and tilted it forward, half-spilling its contents.

Splurch.

The lump slid out, colliding limply with the front of the incubator. 

The liquid smeared across the bottom panel.

But it was also a decisive action.

As the weight of the flesh pressed down...

Click.

The lump had pressed the button on the Dream Incubator.

The button to produce the 'Children's Paradise Syrup.'

Whirrrrrr—

The sound of the machine activating rang out.

DE 05002160

The numbers on the panel fluctuated wildly.

And dropped.

DE 04999999

The inside of the Dream Incubator's tank churned violently.

DE 03999999

The iridescent, hologram-like lights condensed, and a golden light seeped out between them.

Within the massive liquid, points of condensed light flashed.

The people stared blankly at the sight...

At the milky-way-like stream of light.

DE 02999999

It poured downward. 

People who wish upon a shooting star.

People who imagine that paradise lies on a distant star.

Perception and symbolism.

All those dreams of wishes and paradise gathered into a single point, as if pouring out all at once.

A brilliant star twinkled in the black universe.

And...

DE 00999999

It was sucked down to the bottom of the tank.

Whirrrrrr—

All of the overflowing, ecstatic liquid–

DE 00002160
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disappeared.

"..."

Click.

The machine stopped operating.

And the sound of something popping out from the bottom.

"...!"

With a trembling hand, Go Yeongeun picked up what had fallen into the Dream Incubator's dispenser.

Children's Paradise Syrup

(Grape Flavor)

★★★★★★★

A single glass bottle revealed itself.

Light scattered from beyond the crude font and standardized label.

There was no sketch of a famous painting of a cherub blowing a trumpet, no grapevines, and no beautiful, stylized border decorations.

And yet– 

it was overwhelming.

It looked like a dream.

"..."

The clue Kim Soleum had found.

The original version of the Wish Ticket, finally created.

Go Yeongeun stared blankly at it, now that it had finally taken form.

Inside the glass, a syrup as dark as the universe swirled and glittered on its own.

Light seemed ready to pierce through it.

As if filled with stars, the syrup shimmered and flashed with a different luster each moment.

As if she were holding midnight starlight in her hand.

"..."

"..."

Just then, a humming sound rose from the Agent with the Four-Sided Divine Sword.

The Dokkaebi flame, riding the melody, snapped Go Yeongeun back to herself.

"…!"

A tuning that led the way.

Go Yeongeun came to her senses, took a deep breath, then unsealed the bottle and swallowed it.

The brilliant liquid disappeared past her lips...

And she wished.

The promised wish.

‘Please let what Kim Soleum wants come true.’

It could perhaps be summarized in such a sentence.

And this was a sentence with far too many loopholes to be used for a Daydream Inc. Wish Ticket.

Because there are ways to escape the timing, the subject, and even the scope of what 'what he wants' means.

Saying such a sentence to a Wish Ticket would have been treated as an act of foolishness.

So, just in case, Go Yeongeun did not think of the sentence.

She thought only of the emotion and the desire.

And the Children's Paradise Syrup accurately discerned the context and essential meaning of that 'wish.'

Gulp.

The person named Kim Soleum as she knew him.

The new employee of Daydream, who worked for Team Hyunmu 1 of the Disaster Management Bureau, and who did his best to get through ghost stories.

A coward.

A person who tried not to get lost in the midst of fear.

The thing that person had constantly wished for.

The thing he wanted...

The Dream Essence Liquid, pouring toward its goal, read the implications and gave the wish a concrete form...

I want to go home.

And for someone to go home, a prerequisite was needed:

That subject had to exist in this moment.

Therefore...

Kim Soleum.

Now exists.

"…!!"

I blinked.

I could see a hand inside the lump.

No, the lump was coalescing, and I was being revealed from within it.

Kim Soleum's body found its form.

Hands, feet, legs, torso –  my vocal cords and mouth returned to their proper places. It was possible. Like a shipwreck washed ashore by the tide, I found the strength to reassemble myself.

The first thing I felt was discomfort.

Fear, panic, dread, anxiety, worry, pity— thick, overwhelming sensations came first.

And then they sharpened. 

The terror of seeing someone die, the unease of lying to an Agent, the queasiness of seeing long-term missing persons, pity, fear, anxiety—I could now perceive everything in between.

And the good things, too.

Yes, the good things...

Joy, pleasure, thrill, relief, the exhilaration of high-fiving a teammate after a narrow escape, the overwhelming emotion of safely rescuing someone and getting out unscathed myself, the delight of meeting someone I was happy to see.

Longing.

...

Gratitude.

'That's right.'

Thanks to the people who unsparingly poured out the Dream Essence Liquid, who drank the Paradise Syrup and made a wish for me, who went to such lengths to do all that, I returned to being human.

'The situation right now must be crazy.'

I hurriedly lifted my head.

I wanted to thank them first. Then I had to quickly help get the situation under control...

...

There was no one around.

No, to be precise, I couldn't see anyone.

Something rather cozy and opaque was surrounding me...

"…?"

I reached out my hand.

I touched something.

'…A membrane?'

A round shape.

Egg-shaped.

It felt as if I were inside an egg.

'What is this?'

Feeling flustered, I moved my body with the intention of tearing the membrane and getting out...

Tuk.

"..."

Something caught my foot.

I looked down.

At the bottom of the tank I had been in, something that wasn't there before had appeared.

A black box.

A familiar shape. It's…

The Dark Exploration Records Merch Box.

The beginning of all this.

The Item box I had received after winning first place on the roulette wheel at the pop-up store was there.

"..."

I bent down and opened the box.

Inside it, there were stairs.

Stairs that, even at a glance, were far deeper and longer than the depth of the box.

A single sheet of paper, a notice printed on A4, is stuck to the top, fluttering.

->

The Way Back

<Dark Exploration Records> 

Pop-up Store

.

.

.

.

Ah.
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Chapter 371

"..."

I held my breath and looked at the stairs leading down below.

It was the way back.

Long, stretching far beneath the box, and at the end of those dark stairs...

Was the place I was meant to return to.

[Oh, you've finally achieved your long-held goal. Congratulations, Friend!]

…!

"Braun!"

I picked up the Rabbit Doll lying on the messy suit beside the tank.

[Yes, Mr. Roe Deer. You've found the way. And fortunately, the reception seems to have improved!]

My mind that had been quiet now hears the sound of applause and the friction sound of someone tapping on the antenna above the tv screen.

'Once again, I was unable to hear that voice...'

Just like when I was 130666, right after I made the contract with Director Cheong.

The lump that was only my cognitive ability couldn't perceive the Good Friend. Maybe… it was because I was in a state where I couldn't make friends.

I felt nauseous when I remembered my previously crushed state, but more than that, I felt joy.

Not being alone is always reassuring.

Even if the one by my side is the great Host with a TV for a head who wants to make me a staff member on his talk show… we've been together for a long time.

The words came out naturally.

A thought that popped up as I thought of the membrane surrounding me.

"By any chance… did I enter the egg that was inside the Dream Incubator Tank?"

[Hmm. An interesting and clever guess! Whether that's true or not, isn't this space, in any case, one created by a bottle of syrup from that incubator to grant your wish?]

…My wish.

I reflexively looked at the stairs inside the box again.

Even the paper guide that read, 'The Way Back, <Dark Exploration Records> Pop-up store.'

It was then.

-Agent Grapes?

…!

A faint voice came from outside the membrane.

"Agent Haegeum!"

I shouted reflexively.

"I'm safe. I'm okay!"

-Good!

It seemed a bit noisy outside, but the membrane blocked almost everything, so only a frustratingly small voice reached my ears.

-Has anything changed?

"What? I… there's a path here."

-A path?

"Yes. …it's the path, back home."

...

After a brief silence, her voice returned.

-Does it look safe?

"I can't be sure. But given the circumstances..."

The prototype of the Wish Ticket. The complete 'Wish-Granting Syrup' containing five million Dream Essence Points had worked properly.

"I think… I might be able to return home safely."

-...

A hoarse voice is heard.

-And you want to take that path.

I catch my breath.

"…Yes."

-Right. I understand.

And then the surroundings seem to get a little noisy again.

Were Yeongeun or the Head of Security trying to say something? It was frustrating not being able to hear them clearly.

'I want to talk to them.'

I spoke while pressing myself against the membrane.

"Excuse me, are the others there? I'd like to at least say hello..."

But–

-No, it's better if you don't.

"…What?"

-The egg is getting smaller.

Ah.

I realized.

The membrane surrounding me was shrinking.

As if it would get smaller and smaller until it collapsed, or until I broke through it...

-It started when we began talking.

-It seems that interaction with the outside world has an effect. It would be safer to minimize it.

"..."

I naturally understood.

The 'Children's Paradise Syrup' had even given me a grace period to choose.

Either break through that shell.

Or return home.

"..."

I look at the stairs.

-Agent Grapes. Have you decided on your path?

"...Yes."

I say it.

The goal I had repeated endlessly.

My wish that these people had tried so hard to grant.

"I want to… go home."

-…Right. I understand.

 Agent Haegeum's voice reached me.

-In that case, don't you dare look back, just walk straight ahead.

-You're bound to get lost if you look back.

"...Yes."

I nodded, taking a deep breath.

In the meantime, the membrane gets smaller.

'Ah.'

There isn't much time.

I spoke quickly.

"Thank you!"

Yes.

"Could you please tell everyone… that I was truly, very grateful?"

I could have met my end in this Resort.

Adding one more to the list of missing persons in ghost stories, leaving a creepy exploration log ending on the wiki.

I was grateful that they prevented that from happening.

"I've received so much help until now."

To my team superiors, who helped a new employee who would appear and disappear unpredictably.

To my batchmates.

To the Guard Team Chief.

To the 007 agent I met through a secondhand transaction.

To… a certain agent who, despite doubting me until the very end, answered my call for rescue.

"Thanks to you all, I'm returning home safely from a Supernatural Disaster."

-...

-Okay. I'll definitely tell them.

"...Yes."

A lump of heat rose in my throat.

In that moment, Agent Haegeum spoke slowly, as if reciting.

As if she was relaying the words of someone standing beside her, someone who had been in the room for a while but whose presence she hadn't announced to me.

-Return safely, Citizen.

And that was the end.

No more sounds could be heard from beyond the membrane.

"..."

I stood up and checked myself.

…I'm wearing a black suit.

Just like...

[You look the same as when you started, Mr. Roe Deer!]

"..."

[Oh, are you also contemplating a farewell to this Braun?]

"…!"

[Hmm. A great ending line is a concern for every Entertainer! But since we are friends, there's no need to worry about such trivial matters...]

The words slipped out before I could stop them.

"…Are you okay with it ending like this?"

[Hm?]

The Good Friend said he'd follow me anywhere.

He'd watched and narrated my every move as if broadcasting, lent me a ridiculous sum of money, and then tossed out advice only at the most critical moment...

I said it even though I knew there was no need to invite trouble by saying such things.

And...

[My, my, Mr. Roe Deer.]

The Entertainer spoke.

[All shows are more enjoyable and anticipated because they have an end.]

[However, when the guest will visit the studio again to tell another fun story is entirely up to the guest's own will.]

"..."

[Was it fun?]

Objectively, it had been horrific.

But for some reason, I didn't feel like answering that way here.

"…To some extent."

[That's a very aspirational answer. You're not satisfied, but it was fun. Well done!]

[In that sense, it seems it's about time to wrap up this shoot.]

The cheerful Host's voice comes from the Rabbit Doll.

[It has been a great honor to accompany you on this program as your Good Friend, the witty host.]

"…Me too."

I swallowed.

"I was grateful, too."

[My pleasure.]

[Well then, that's all for today's show...]

...

[Cut!]

I carefully tucked the Rabbit Doll into my suit.

And then,

I stepped down below the black box.

Thud.

The dark stairs supported my weight.

My body entered the box.

It was dark, and I couldn't see anything.

It felt narrow and suffocating.

But far below, a faint whitish light glimmered. 

I kept walking.

Thud.

With every step down the dark stairs, a new thought surfaced.

The things I was leaving behind.

The stories still in motion.

Thud.

What would happen to Sekwang Metropolitan City now?

Would the agents be able to solve the Disaster Management Bureau's problems?

Shouldn't I have handled the aftermath with them as well? 

I might have been able to come up with a good idea.

Thud.

Director Cheong's contract has been nullified, so what will happen to the Guard Team in the meantime?

Will Mr. Jay be okay?

Assistant Manager Minseong will need a way to recover from the Contamination.

I feel like there might have been a way I could have helped...

Thud.

And what happened to Agent Chogae?

Did the figure wearing the Lion Mask disappear, leaving only the agent from the Dokkaebi Workshop? Or did they merge?

Did the students, teachers, and agents of Sekwang High School escape safely?

…Is Ho Yuwon still counseling?

Am I still left there?

Thud.

With each step down the stairs, the urge to look back grew stronger.

I was getting farther and farther away, slipping out of the stories that once included me.

People I wanted to talk to more, whose futures I wanted to know, came to mind...

Thud.

I want to know the next story.

It feels like there's so much left to do.

I'm curious.

I miss them. 

I imagined what would happen if I turned around right now, ran back up the stairs, and tore through the membrane...

...

But I don't look back.

Thud.

I moved forward.

Thud.

I walked, watching the whitish light source grow closer and closer.

I keep going straight down the narrow stairs.

Thud.

At some point, I can no longer hear any other presence.

And...

"..."

I stopped in front of the light.

It was a door.

The whitish glow leaking through the crack was the light source I'd been following…

I had reached the end of the stairs.

Click.

I opened the door.

The indoor scenery of a department store unfolds before my eyes.

A vibrant pop-up space, filled with young students and their guardians.

[Apocalypse Prophecy: Dark Exploration Records]

Creeak, thud.

The door behind me closed completely.

The shape of that door shimmered faintly on the marble floor.

It was an Emergency Exit.

"..."

I looked down at my hands.

Somehow, I was holding a Dark Exploration Records Real Merch Box.

I opened it with one hand. 

…At the very top, I see the 'Good Friend' Rabbit Doll keychain I received as a prize, still in its packaging.

Bzzzzing.

My Smartphone vibrates.

[Younger Sibling: Oi Kim Soleum mom said to come visit this weekend]

I opened my contacts.

Dad, Mom, Younger Sibling, Friends. Everyone I wanted to see were all there.

And when I opened the gallery, I saw photos.

Records that tell me what kind of person I am. The familiar and missed traces of Kim Soleum's life, left intact.

But this is my returned world, one without any trace of the people I had been close to for the past few years.

[Younger Sibling: if you saw answer rn]

"..."

[ok]

After replying, I put the clean Smartphone, now without a Pop-socket, back in my pocket.

And I walked out...

I passed by the <Dark Exploration Records> Pop-up store.

A place overflowing with people.

"This is a must-buy."

"Ah, it's sold out..."

Amidst the excited young visitors, I glanced at the line for the pop-up's roulette wheel.

The staff at the front was explaining the rules, but I couldn't find the employee who had made me spin it.

"..."

I kept walking and left the department store.

Without looking back.

I didn't stop.

I took the familiar bus, retracing the path I came on.

Back to where I was before coming to the pop-up store.

I arrived.

Beep-boop-beep-boop.

I press the familiar passcode and open the door.

"..."

The place where I originally was.

It was home.

"...Haaa."

I exhaled.

A very long, slow sigh of relief, as if letting everything go.

I take off my shoes, set the giant black box by the entrance, and hurried inside.

A comfortable scent.

A familiar and cozy place.

Surrounded by things I knew well, I set down my Smartphone.

I take off my suit and changed into my pajamas.

The tension drained from my shoulders, replaced by a warm, overwhelming fatigue. 

A safe, comfortable drowsiness.

'Tonight… I had to entertain a client.'

Right,

I had to go to work again.

But before that–

"..."

I set an alarm and lay down on my bed.

And I fell asleep.

A very sweet and peaceful sleep.

It was a rest.

<End of Part 2>
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"There wouldn't have been a_ at the original entrance, so the beings in
the camcorder won't perceive it."

At that moment.
"Do you know how to get out? Hey, is anyone there?"
A voice came from outside.

The three of us got on the bed and huddled together. Baek Saheon seemed to hesitate
before gritting his teeth and lowering himself onto the bed.

The footsteps grew closer....

The door opened, revealing a Daydream researcher with a bewildered expression.
"...The camcorder!'

T hastily turned off my camcorder and folded Baek Saheon's as well. But....

"Is someone there?"

...I saw it—a fleeting glimpse on the camcorder's screen.

What had happened in this sanatorium.

"I'm sure I heard a voice...."

Through the camcorder, the patient, who looked like a researcher, had their
abdomen opened under their hospital gown.

They were on an IV drip—a bizarre sight with their organs arranged grotesquely and
fixed in place with brightly colored thread.

moss v
10:41PM Today

Where is this bed from...

To my understanding they're saying that when the
darkness copies features from a lower floor to an upper
floor, sometimes it doesn't match and an anomaly
occurs. But if the original entrance doesn't have a
hospital bed, how was it copied over? Unless the
hospital bed was originally in the annex.

I'm assuming the bed was originally in the annex, and
because the darkness changes things to be hospital-
themed, this annex-bed was left untouched. But since
that place in the entrance doesn't have a hospital bed,
the beings can't perceive it. Essentially, the bed is a
bug allowed to exist in its original form but without
being perceived by the patients. And this extends to
things "a part of the bed", which the gang becomes
when they climb on it.

But this means that Kim Soleum has a working
knowledge of every room in the annex, knew the bed
the would be here, knew it would bug out the instance,
and led everyone to this room. Truly insane....

Idk if this makes sense or not, but if it does it hurts my
brain enough to warrant a tl note ;w;
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