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Chapter 372

A dark and silent alleyway in the city.

A lone pedestrian slipped into the narrow passage, casting a long shadow behind a utility pole.

“Hic!”

Thud. 

Having bumped into the utility pole, the man lifted his head.

“Fuck…!”

The heavy stench of alcohol poured from his mouth.

He was in such a drunken state that anyone passing by would instinctively avoid him. With blurry eyes, he muttered curses to himself.

“Money, money… Fuck, fuck, this fucking….”

Thwack, thwack! 

He kicked the utility pole over and over.

He was dying to vent his rage on someone—anyone.

500 million won.

The debt, which he had accumulated trying to cover sports gambling losses with cryptocurrency, had spiraled beyond first- and second-tier banks and into the hands of private loan sharks. 

And yet, even as he posted things like ‘Is the Han River water temperature warm these days?’ on the internet, and even as he drank himself into despair….

Somewhere in his mind, he still couldn’t fully grasp the gravity of the situation.

It just didn’t feel real at all.

I owe such an astronomical amount of money?

I actually have to pay it back?

My life is ruined?

‘Surely there must be some way out, right?’

“This… uh, this can’t be happening, hic,”

The moment his bloated ego was consumed by a mix of despair and delusional hope.

Flash.

A harsh light stung his eyes.

“Ugh…?”

The drunkard squinted.

Looking closer, the light from the utility pole was reflecting off something attached to the pole itself.

It was….

“A flyer?”

It was a flyer.

A tacky laminated advertisement, often called a leaflet.

{Seeking Employees

URGENT!

…Major Corp Specializing in Ghost Stories}

Black text on a yellow background.

Some parts of it were torn, letters missing here and there, but the context was clear.

A job recruitment advertisement.

And two massive words struck his money-starved brain.

Employment.

…Major Corp.

“…Bullshit. Why the hell would a major corp… hic, ugh? Do something like this, huh? Why hang up flyers?”

Even a brain soaked in alcohol could tell that much.

The drunkard looked at the final phrases at the bottom of the cheap flyer—‘Insane welfare benefits’ and ‘Start work today!’—and was about to kick the pole in anger again when….

Stumble.

“W-Whoa,”

He suddenly lost his balance and fell forward.

His flailing hand grabbed the flyer tightly.

Crinkle.

The flyer crumpled in his grip….

And the back side of the paper became visible.

“…?”

There was more text there, as if it had been scribbled with a black marker.

{Daily wage provided immediately upon application!

500,000 won in cash}

Five hundred thousand won.

“…….”

Not fifty thousand, not five million, but five hundred thousand won!

It was a large yet strangely realistic sum.

An amount that felt actually attainable.

But also an amount that fell into the ‘high pay’ category, enough money to squander on pleasure.

That caught his eye.

And then….

‘One big score, maybe…?’

Money that could serve as investment capital.

Hope exploded like fireworks in his brain.

‘If I work hard for a month, uh, and get paid… put it all into crypto or gambling…and it hits big…’

This time for sure!

Hope swelled in the drunkard’s head as he thought of ‘getting his money back,’ and he swallowed hard.

Even if it was a bit illegal or dangerous, wasn’t it worth a shot?

And wouldn’t anyone else think the same and call? Are there even any spots left?

He grew impatient.

“Where….”

Where do I contact them?

The man scanned the flyer again. Then, at the bottom of the flyer, he noticed slips of paper cut vertically, the kind designed to be torn off.

The place where a phone number is usually written.

070939312535 [1]

In a fit of impulsivity, the drunkard tore one off.

Riiipp.

Then he pulled his smartphone out of his pocket and dialed the number for the ‘Major Corp Job’.

070, 9393….

Ring… click.

“Hello. I heard you’re looking for people. …No, I’m asking if you’re actually hiring? I saw the flyer, 500,000 won, yeah, is that for real? In cash?”

…….

“…Am I going to do it? I called because I want to do it. Now? You want me to do it now? Yes, yes. I can do it now. Where, hic, should I go? That… uh?”

“Look at the number again?”

“What does that… huh?”

…….

“Why is there one more digit in this number, uh, weird, uh, uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuu-”

…….

“Come this way.”

Click.

…….

…….

Thud.

The smartphone fell onto the ground of the dark alleyway.

-The number you have dialed does not exist. Please check the number and try again…

Beep.

Silence followed the sound of the call disconnecting.

The smartphone screen, which had been blinking on the ground, turned off.

…….

Now there was no one left in the alley.

In that place where only the light from the utility pole remained, the flyer’s laminated surface briefly reflected it once more.

{Hiring Complete}

Even the crumpled bottom of the paper, which had been hidden beneath folds.

{Daydream Inc.

Namhae Branch} [2]

***

“Soleum-ssi.”

“…….”

“Soleum-ssi!”

Ah.

I jerked my head up.

In the bright office, my supervisor stood next to my monitor, tapping it with his hand.

“Have you not been feeling well lately?”

And here comes the universal workplace sarcasm…!

I reflexively put on a professional smile and answered.

“I’m sorry. I was a bit slow to respond, wasn’t I?”

“No, I’m not saying this to get an apology….”

I’m not sincerely apologizing either.

“…I’m saying it because I’m worried. You’re just staring at a blank monitor when you’re supposed to be on break.”

“…Haha.”

Ah, so that’s what it was….

I gave an awkward laugh and took my eyes off the monitor.

‘Is this… post-lunch drowsiness or something?’

I did seem to be a bit spaced out.

It was five minutes before the end of the lunch break.

The air-conditioned office was reasonably quiet. Most of the employees had already returned to their desks.

Just like the supervisor in front of me right now.

“Your performance is great, so why are you still so cautious even during lunch break?”

It turned out that he was interpreting it very positively.

“Look for something fun or whatever. Didn’t you used to be into something, Soleum-ssi? That….”

……Wait.

Wait a minute….

“You know, ghost stories.”

“…….”

The moment I heard those words.

A strange chill ran down my spine.

An odd feeling like trauma, yet also like nostalgia.

An otherworldly sensation.

I….

“Yes.”

I barely managed to answer.

“Thank you. Haha, I think I might have caught a cold from the air-conditioning… I think my head went a bit fuzzy while I was relaxing.”

“Sure, sure. Take care of yourself while you work.”

“Yes.”

Let’s relax.

Being too tense would be awkward.

Well, it’s fine even if it looks awkward, but since there’s no need for it, I should just put my mind at ease….

“Huh?”

The supervisor cast his gaze behind me.

Toward where my bag was.

“Ah, do you carry things like that too, Soleum-ssi? It’s cute, all fluffy like that.”

“…Pardon?”

“I mean the doll on your bag. It’s a rabbit, right?”

“…!”

I turned my head, startled.

The spot where my bag was sitting. There….

“Oh, looking closer, it’s a dog.”

A trendy white dog character was hanging from it.

……Not a pink rabbit.

“…Yes. That’s right.”

Tingle.

A tingling sensation spread through my chest like electricity discharging.

Relief. Or… a sense of emptiness.

“Did your girlfriend give it to you?”

“No.”

“Ayy, you don’t have a girlfriend?”

“…No.”

“…….”

“…….”

“My bad….”

“It’s fine….”

The supervisor left after saying some generic well-wishes like ‘Anyway, watch out for the AC.’

Phew.

I leaned back with a sigh.

A KakaoTalk message I remembered because of that conversation flashed through my mind….

-Hey Kim Soleum, want a blind date?

-You should definitely take this one lol

-Don’t tell me you developed a crush-phobia because of ‘that incident’? Lolol

“…Ha.”

-Screw off.

I tossed my smartphone onto my desk.

Then I stared at the ceiling where the air conditioner was blowing, glanced outside the blinds where the summer sunlight was in full bloom… and finally looked back at my desktop monitor.

July 7th.

A somewhat familiar date was displayed there.

And I immediately realized why that date was so familiar.

It was the day I went to the pop-up store.

And at the same time….

It was also the day I returned home.

‘Ah.’

That’s right.

365 days had passed before I knew it.

***

The day I returned from the site of the <Dark Exploration Records> pop-up store.

In other words…the day I finally returned home.

I had slipped back into my original daily life with surprising speed.

My original life, where ghost stories didn’t exist.

Going to work, leaving work, meeting family on holidays.

The routine of daily life, which had only changed from school to workplace over the past few decades, once again created a peaceful rhythm.

Human complacency and resilience functioned remarkably well.

To the point where, before I knew it, the fact that I was sucked into another world, into a ghost story, felt like a dream–a figment of my imagination.

Every time I fell asleep comfortably in my family home, every time I returned home after laughing with—and meeting friends and acquaintances without a single worry, it felt even less real.

‘…It feels like a lie.’

That I went to the world of <Dark Exploration Records>.

That I’d worked at a suspicious pharmaceutical company that granted wishes and a supernatural government agency.

That I had met the characters there as actual people.

And yet….

“…….”

Sometimes, I would flinch.

—Stay tuned!

When I heard that phrase on a TV talk show.

When the subway announcements crackled with static, when I filled the bathtub with water, when I heard the store’s jingle while shopping at a supermarket, when I saw an advertisement for a counseling program, and….

Whenever I happened to come across <Dark Exploration Records>.

[The Horrible Truth of the ‘Panacea’ Developed by 7 Researchers from a Famous Pharmaceutical Company / Qterw-B-486]

“…….”

Friday night after work.

I briefly turned on my smartphone in bed, then quickly scrolled past the W-Tube video that popped up in the algorithm.

Because it made the fading scene of ‘reality’ surge up my spine with a prickle.

‘Whew.’

Of course, that wasn’t the only reason.

Because I could no longer consume it as mere interesting stories.

When reading about the actions or the fates of people I had actually met, how could it not feel ‘unbearable’?

I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy <Dark Exploration Records> like I used to.

At the same time, even imagining myself enjoying it as a ‘wiki’ again… felt repulsive.

I felt like I shouldn't do that.

“…….”

My thoughts began to trail on.

If the world of <Dark Exploration Records> that I went to still existed.

Would that world still be connected to this world?

If so, how much time had passed over there since I returned?

How is everyone living their liv—

“Stop.”

…Enough.

There was no point in dwelling on it.

“I can’t find out anyway.”

I couldn’t find out even if I looked at the <Dark Exploration Records> Wiki.

Because ever since I fell into that world, events had been unfolding differently from the Wiki, like a butterfly effect.

However….

‘…What if that was also reflected in the Wiki?’

Given the nature of the Wiki being updated in real-time, wouldn't it be impossible to know what… is happening right now?

If I checked right now….

“……."

No.

Let’s not be dragged around by impulses and restlessness.

I barely made it back home. Let’s not go looking for trouble.

‘It’s just because it’s nighttime.’

These thoughts and worries that come up late at night usually disappear once morning comes.

“Instead of doing this on a weekend night, please, just go to sleep….”

Fortunately, I was successful in that.

Leaving the living room light on, I tossed my smartphone onto my nightstand and lay down on my bed.

Just like that, I fell asleep.

And then….

My eyes shot open.

“…!!”

It was a dark and vast indoor space.

I was standing there. In the basement of a department store… Where the lights were turned off because business hours had ended.

Wooooo—

Areas selling sportswear, designer brands, and character merchandise. In the middle of that department store basement, which would surely be modern and atmospheric if the lights were on,

There was an empty space.

Wooooo—

A place where the interior had been stripped away, exposing the concrete underneath.

As if everything had been torn out, it was empty and desolate, like a vacant commercial space with a ‘For Lease’ sign….

However, there was one thing still remaining.

The worn-out sign at the entrance.

[Prophecy of the Apocalypse: Dark Exploration Records]

“…….”

Right.

I am standing in the very place where the <Dark Exploration Records> pop-up was once held and then demolished.

But I didn't panic.

“It’s a dream.”

That’s right. This is a nightmare.

And it was a situation I had experienced several times already.

At some point, I had started to occasionally dream of wandering through the demolished space of the department store basement where the <Dark Exploration Records> pop-up was held….

The first time I screamed, but from the second time on, I was fine.

Because I knew it was only a dream.

“It doesn’t exist in reality.”

Right.

“There’s already another pop-up running at this location.”

I had even visited this department store’s basement again. In that space filled with idol fans, there wasn't a single trace of the <Dark Exploration Records>.

“So a space like this doesn’t exist in reality.”

It’s all my imagination.

It’s just a place created by my subconscious.

I knew that.

But….

“…….”

Dreureureu…

The moment it became quiet.

I heard it.

Dreureureu…

From deep inside the demolished pop-up space,

From a place I could not see,

I heard a sound.

Dreureureu…

The sound of something operating.

The sound of something spinning.

A sound that reminded me of an action I myself had performed.

That was….

The prize roulette.

Dreureureu…

Tuk

Someone was spinning the roulette.

A sound coming from a pitch-black corner, from an inner area I couldn’t see from this distance.

Only that sound could be heard.

Dreureureu…

Tuk.

No!

‘I imagined it.’

I…I imagined it….

It’s clear that I’ve been traumatized because I spun that roulette and ended up at Daydream’s new employee orientation.

I’m fine during the day, but when I fall asleep, my subconscious causes this to happen. It’s fortunate that this is a lucid dream. The fact that I could think it through like this proves it.

So I can be at ease.

This was all just a dream my mind created!

But….

Dreureureu…

Tuk.

“…….”

…What if it wasn’t my imagination?

Tuk.

My head felt like it was going to explode, caught between fear and curiosity.

‘No.’

I took a shaky breath.

And…

Eventually,

Unable to resist, I turn my head.

Over there,

I stared into the dark place beyond the sign…….

…….

Beep beep beep beep!!

Thud!

I rolled off the bed.

“…Gah!!”

Dammit.

I reached out and turned off the smartphone alarm ringing loudly.

My entire body was drenched in a cold sweat.

“Haa….”

I could have turned off the alarm since it was the weekend, but like a fool, I had left it on….

Still thanks to it, I woke up.

“This is driving me crazy.”

I sighed as I picked myself up and sat on the bed.

Fortunately, my sense of reality returned quickly.

Because this wasn't a desolate underground space, where the pop-up had been demolished, but my studio apartment bedroom with sunlight streaming in.

“……Whew.”

…It seems my nightmares were getting worse.

‘I didn’t hear a roulette sound before.’

This was the first time.

This was exactly the kind of experience that would circulate on the internet under a title like ‘(True Story) I Had a Terrifying Dream.’

And given that I barely escaped that ghost story in my dream, the plausibility was certain.

“Haha….”

I lowered my head and saw the screen where the alarm had just stopped.

The device that allows me to access the internet… my phone.

“…….”

—These thoughts and worries that come up late at night usually disappear once morning comes.

Usually, that was true.

But today, they didn't disappear.

So….

‘It might be better to just face it right now.’

I swallowed hard and swiped the smartphone screen.

I opened the browser and, for the first time in a very long while, entered the familiar keywords into the search bar.

<Dark Exploration Records>.

Soon, the search results were displayed, and a website link appeared at the very top.

My heart pounded.

Squeezing my eyes shut then opening them again, I….

[Prophecy of the Apocalypse: Dark Exploration Records]

Clicked the page link.

Soon, the website home page filled with familiar text…….

…….

“Huh?”

I blinked.

- - -

The apocalypse has arrived.

Thank you very much

- - -

That was all.

On the blank, white page, there were only two sentences, displayed without any special effects. 

“…….”

Even when I tapped all over the screen, the page didn't react.

‘Did the site itself… vanish?’

Leaving only this page?

‘Wait… Hold on.’

-What's this?

-The bastard sold the site and ran away lolol

-?????

-Everyone, please calm down. Of course, this is a very disappointing situation, but let’s wait a bit. Although it would be unacceptable if they made such a shameless decision.

└It's so funny when an otaku tries to be dignified like this

-Please tell me it's a lie, my commute dopamine is gone—

On the emergency communities and social media I hastily found, people who used to read the Wiki were screaming in their own ways.

-Does anyone have a backup?

-Lol, it’s not like there are copyright issues, so of course someone does lol Please come forward, please

What on earth is this?

‘…It disappeared the very moment I clicked on it?’

No, maybe that was just me being self-conscious… but a chilling sense of foreboding continued to crawl up my spine.

A sense that something was off.

-The wording is way too suggestive, isn’t it? I’m telling you, this is an event, right?

└You think? Ever since they launched that cash-grab pop-up, it was obvious that the site would be sold eventually lol

The phrasing.

I quickly returned to the <Dark Exploration Records> page.

- - -

The apocalypse has arrived.

Thank you very much

- - -

Come to think of it.

‘…Why is there no period at the end of the second sentence?’

Was it a typo?

But that sense of discomfort still lingered, unsettling me.

Just like… when exploring the ‘Darkness’.

That sensation—the flash of warning from my survival instincts whenever I had overlooked something in a ghost story, came back to life once again.

“…….”

I took a screenshot of the page.

Then I opened it in an image editing app and adjusted the brightness and saturation.

The moment I set the range and pushed the contrast to the extreme….

“……!!”

It was revealed.

- - -

The apocalypse has arrived.

Thank you very much

- - -

- - -

After you returned home,

The apocalypse has arrived.

Thank you very much

Ireum-nim.

- - -

I froze.

—------

TL Note:

[1] This is not a real phone number. ↩

[2] Namhae (남해군): A county located in the southwestern part of Gyeongsangnam-do. The administrative district consists entirely of islands, the most important of which are Namhaedo and Changseondo, which are connected to the mainland by a bridge through Hadong-gun and Sacheon-si, respectively. (- NamuWiki). ↩

The winner of our fan art contest for Part 3 Launch was JuliaKenni! Congratulations! We’ll host more events in the future, so join the Discord!
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Chapter 373

Ireum-nim, who returned home.

What that sentence, shown by the modified <Dark Exploration Records> website, pointed to was….

It was definitely me.

Every single word was so unmistakable that I couldn't think of anything else.

“…….”

A chilling sensation crept up my back.

I immediately closed the screenshot of the edited image.

Even so, the strange feeling didn't fade.

It was the feeling of being in a dark alleyway and realizing that what you thought was a streetlight's shadow was actually a person staring at you intently.

“……That,”

Why hasn't anyone else discovered this?

Surely people must have thought of digging into the website, so how could no one have extracted this sentence using such simple modification?

“It’s strange.”

It was strange.

…Like a ghost story.

That was why all of this felt so chillingly direct.

However, there was one fortunate thing.

It was the fact that I was surprisingly calm.

‘…Why?’

Ah.

‘It’s because I’m used to it.’

The mind that had survived in <Dark Exploration Records>.

The brain that had actually experienced countless ghost stories stopped avoiding the situation and began to face it after just one year, working quickly to grasp the circumstances.

“…First, the sentences.”

My hand quickly opened the screenshot again.

- - -

After you returned home,

the apocalypse has arrived.

Thank you very much

Ireum-nim.

- - -

…The end.

At first glance, it seemed to imply that my returning home was the cause of the apocalypse, but if I read it carefully again, it wasn't a matter of causality.

It meant that the apocalypse came some time ‘after’ I returned home.

‘It’s simply chronological order.’

But….

‘In that case, there’d be no reason to thank me afterward.’

That.

…….

…….

‘Does it mean… thank you for just going home while knowing the apocalypse was coming, choosing to leave it be?’

…Right.

I certainly did know.

<Dark Exploration Records>.

The ghost story wiki where three groups of organizations collected and managed dangerous Darknesses, documenting their respective management methods and exploration cases.

To sustain this worldview, one prerequisite was necessary.

‘…That Darknesses are so rampant in the world that they’re worth collecting.’

Especially considering the nature of dopamine-seeking content, which creates increasingly provocative and dangerous ghost stories over time….

This world would inevitably become more dangerous and horrific, leading to a single conclusion that satisfied the narrative consistency.

‘…The world ended due to a containment failure.’

-Everyone eventually died due to a Darkness that humanity could not handle.

The gloomiest and most chilling ending, perfectly suited for the genre.

[Apocalypse Prophecy: Dark Exploration Records]

Ultimately, every ghost story in the wiki is a prophecy and an omen of the end.

Creating various eerie phenomena and props based on that premise… that is the worldview of <Dark Exploration Records>.

It was also a very convenient setting for creation.

—If ghost stories like this existed, humanity would be doomed lol

└Uh, yeah, that’s why it was doomed.

It allowed for an easy answer to the question, ‘How can these ghost stories be managed?’

They couldn’t be managed, and everything went to ruin… just like that.

“…….”

So, I knew it too.

—There was no need to consider things three years later. Because, either way, this world….

When I woke up in the world of <Dark Exploration Records>, the reason I only looked at the present and made choices without considering the future was definitely because of this.

‘The world wasn’t going to last long anyway.’

If I couldn't go home, I’d most likely die a horrific death anyway….

“…….”

Right.

The people who sent me home would all die soon.

The people of Field Exploration D-Squad, the Agents of Hyunmu Team 1, all the other field agents, the superiors of the elite squad, the people from the Security Team, everyone….

“…Stop.”

‘Whew.’

I clenched and unclenched my fists.

‘Think about understanding the situation at hand first.’

The taken-down website, the hidden message that seemed to target me. In other words, based on the situation….

“…It seems they know about me.”

To be precise, about Ireum-nim, who visited the world of <Dark Exploration Records>.

“…Who is it?”

Let’s find out.

I accessed the internet again.

‘First, as far as I remember, the wiki site wasn't run by a specific individual from the start.’

Ghost stories that became famous on social media gathered to naturally form the site, which was maintained through donations and advertisements.

‘But there has to be someone paying the server fees and maintaining the website address.’

And it wasn't hard to find.

The social media account of an early operator of <Dark Exploration Records>.

Perhaps they had already received many inquiries about the website being down, because the relevant post was pinned at the top.

—I’m getting a lot of terror-like inquiries about a certain wiki site being blown up, but I haven’t been involved with that site for quite a while. Please look elsewhere for more information.

They had already stepped down from management.

└No, so if it’s not you, who’s running it now?

└I don’t know. I quit because life got too overwhelming. There might be a few people left who are still involved.

So, I searched for the accounts of all those ‘remaining people.’

The result.

—No, I said I don’t know. I already said I wasn’t involved even when the pop-up was going crazy. I have nothing to do with it, damn it.

—No inquiries related to DER.

—I’m in Germany right now. I don’t run the wiki. I quit two years ago.

I realized a startling fact.

‘There is no one.’

No one was running the wiki site.

Everyone who was once part of the management of the Dark Exploration Records website had already stepped down.

And that meant….

—Oh, so everyone just happened to quit before the pop-up event? lol

—How can not a single one of them show up? Since when was DER an unmanned online store?

—Fuck, it’s so obvious lol. They’ve got something to hide.

—I wonder how much they pocketed during the pop-up tsk tsk.

—Wow, what a free ride.

It meant everyone had quit before the pop-up store as the starting point.

It looked as though they were backing out to avoid responsibility after making a commercial profit. That was why people were whispering, ‘It must be a money issue.’

‘It’s a realistic judgment.’

It was natural to suspect that.

But in my mind….

I made a slightly different judgment.

“…….”

A chilling premonition from someone who had actually experienced supernatural phenomena and ghost stories.

‘…What if there really is no operator?’

A wiki site maintained on its own.

What if… it had become a ghost story itself?

“…….”

What if ghost stories were manifesting in reality here as well?

“No… wait.”

Wait, let's not jump to conclusions and start panicking just yet.

‘If that were really the case, social media wouldn't be able to contain it.’

It would have spread and gone viral. There’s no Disaster Management Bureau in reality, so if real ghost stories suddenly appeared, there’s no way rumors wouldn't spread.

So, I’m just making a very small-scale assumption. Just an assumption….

—What if only the <Dark Exploration Records> wiki became a supernatural phenomenon?

And.

—What if I’m the only one who can notice it?

“…….”

It seemed like those words were addressed to me personally. Only I realized that.

‘Wait a minute.’

Then, the ruins of the pop-up store I see in my dreams, could they also….

‘…Could they be real?’

Goosebumps ran down my spine.

I jumped up from my seat.

“This is driving me crazy.”

I had endured it by thinking it was just a nightmare.

‘But could something even bigger have happened?’

Examples of people who ignored ghost stories as ‘nightmares’ or ‘just their imagination’ only to end up in terrible situations flashed through my mind.

And my mind, which had read too many of those, naturally came up with horrific endings.

‘Damn it.’

Cold sweat broke out on my forehead for the first time in ages.

With the urge to tear my hair out, I frantically scratched my head.

‘…What should I do?’

And then I realized.

“Seriously….”

In the end, if I wanted to properly understand this situation, there was only one answer.

Not leaving it be.

“I have to strike first.”

If it can’t be avoided, I must deal with it.

I would assume all these phenomena were actual ghost stories and conduct a proper exploration.

‘And the clue serving as a link is….’

I had already found it.

“…The pop-up store.”

And I still had evidence of that link.

One in my dreams.

And one… in reality.

“…….”

I started walking away from the bed.

My body headed toward the entrance.

But instead of opening the door and leaving, I bent down….

And opened the cabinet in the entryway.

Drrrr.

When I checked the bottom shelf of the open cabinet, there was a familiar shape inside.

“……Whew.”

A black box.

<Dark Exploration Records Merch Box>.

The item I had brought from the pop-up store.

The very thing I used when I returned home.

I couldn't bring myself to throw it away, but I also couldn't bear to have it lying around where people could see it, so I had stored it like this.

I took the box out, placed it in the living room, and opened it.

Inside, I could still see the pink rabbit doll.

I picked it up.

“…Hello.”

It was funny, but a smirk spread across my lips.

My heart pounded.

It wasn't just fear, but a strange sense of familiarity and tension.

‘Seriously… I went through such tear-inducing hell.’

No, was it because we were together throughout all that hell?

“…Let’s do this.”

The ghost story approach.

First, I backed up all the wiki content from the site before it went down onto my smartphone.

It’s not difficult if I use the cached page function of search engines.

‘With this, <Dark Exploration Records> is saved.’

Next, I thought of a device to set up in the bedroom.

It was simple. Using string, I’d hang a paper cup filled with cold water over the headboard of my bed, and using ice, I’d anchor the string to the floor.

This way, as the ice naturally melted, the string would release, and the water would pour onto my head, waking me up.

It was an emergency exit device just in case.

‘Lastly….’

This item, no… the black box containing the merchandise.

“…….”

Looking at the merch, I naturally thought of a method I knew.

A gimmick used in a certain high school ghost story within a nightmare.

A way to take a real-world object into a dream.

“…….”

I tucked the merch box under my pillow.

It was a huge box that made my neck quite uncomfortable, but I resolved it by padding more blankets under my body to match the height.

“…Whew.”

Yes, that’s right. This is how tense I felt.

I didn't know if I’d be able to sleep in this state, but I really wanted to avoid taking sleeping pills and doing something that would flag me for ‘why I can’t wake up’….

After tossing and turning for quite a while, I finally drifted off into a deep sleep at dawn.

And I opened my eyes.

The dark basement of the department store.

In the cleared-out spot where the pop-up store used to be.

Looking down, I saw the merch box held in my hands.

“Ah.”

It worked.

‘Is it really a ghost story?’

I don’t know whether to be happy or cry that I was right….

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

“…!”

I almost jumped out of my skin.

‘No, then that roulette sound is actually….’

A Darkness.

And I realized once again.

…You can break out in a cold sweat even in a dream.

‘Whew.’

There was no one around to talk to.

After some thought, I opened the box, took out the rabbit doll, and put it in my pajama pocket.

Unlike the actual items they used to be, the merchandise didn't show any mysterious reactions, but even so, it was strangely comforting.

‘…Let’s go.’

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

I squeezed the rabbit doll one more time before letting go, then slowly moved my feet.

‘I’m glad I put a few more things in the merch box.’

Click. I turned on the flashlight I had brought.

A fairly bright beam illuminated the empty pop-up store site. Scraps of talismans, traces of dark red blood effects, discarded wrappers, and rusted steel shelves.

Uuugh.

‘I forgot that what’s barely visible is actually more terrifying…!’

I haven’t even done a horror escape room once since coming home…!

My heart, which had been lulled into security by the past year of daily life, was screaming, but I didn't stop walking.

Splash.

And every time I took a step….

The sound grew closer.

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

Finally, I arrived near the source of the sound.

…Beyond the shelf.

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

“…….”

Now, the sound I heard was accompanied by a faint mechanical hum. What was it?

‘Hah.’

Near the spot where the counter had been in the pop-up store.

‘It’s right in front of me.’

My heart thudded.

Should I turn off the flashlight…? No, it’s already too late. I’d rather secure my vision.

I managed to steady my hand, which was becoming slick with cold sweat.

And then, I peeked my head just a little past the shelf to see the sight there….

“……!!”

I saw the roulette.

…But it wasn't moving.

‘What?’

I froze and moved my flashlight, but nothing changed.

The roulette was just sitting there, not working at all.

The sound continued.

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

‘…Wait a minute.’

A lightbulb went on in my mind.

This wasn't the sound of a roulette.

I had been imagining the identity of the sound however I wanted. As the device that had most impressed my subconscious at the pop-up store, the roulette where I had won the merch box.

But… I was wrong.

‘The sound of a roulette spinning isn’t loud enough to be heard from several meters away.’

If so.

‘……!’

I suddenly turned my flashlight to the side.

Another object was revealed in the darkness.

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

The day I fell into the world of <Dark Exploration Records>.

Actually, I hadn’t only used the roulette.

There was something else I used afterward.

—Ah! We’re giving away on-site manufactured merchandise, we just need your name!

[Dark Exploration Records Character Maker]

‘…The ID card vending machine!!’

The 3D printer-like facility where I had pulled out the ID card for ‘Daydream Inc. Employee Kim Soleum.’

The strange sounds I had heard were coming from that black vending machine.

And even now….

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

The vending machine was operating.

A ‘Dark Exploration Records Character ID’ fell from it.

“…!”

Hundreds of them were already piled up on the filthy like a mountain.

It looked like a stone tomb.

New ones continued to be printed and fell on top of it.

Countless ID cards from the Dark Exploration Records.

‘…Ah.’

Drrrrrr…

Thud.

One more newly printed ID card fell onto the pile.

Then, it hit another ID card and bounced off, rolling right to my feet.

“…!”

[Super■■ Disa■■ Management Bureau]

Agent ■■■

New Inv■■igation Team

I had clearly seen it being freshly printed.

‘…It’s worn out.’

The ID card was cracked and faded here and there. The name part was barely visible as if it had been scraped away with a knife. Moreover….

‘Blood…?’

What looked like bloodstains were dried on it in places.

“…….”

And even if that weren't the case….

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

—Do you like it? You’ll cherish it, right?

—Liar.

‘Clearly, after I pulled the ID card from there and grabbed it….’

I had fallen into the world of Dark Exploration Records.

“…….”

A bizarre, unpleasant feeling.

I didn't pick up the ID card and carefully moved forward.

‘Whew.’

There were no strange signs that sent a shiver down my spine. The Character Maker was still just making ID cards.

‘Let’s look closer.’

Relying on the flashlight in the darkness and silence, I looked at the vending machine more closely.

The vending machine panel. The place where I had entered my name. In other words, the place where it should say ‘Dark Exploration Records Character Maker’….

…….

…….

Ah.

[Dark Exploration Records Character Maker]

Saying that you would cherish it forever

You’re a liar where’s your ID

Thump.

Thump-thump-thump-thump-thump-thump!

The panel emitted a pulsating sound as letters surfaced of their own accord.

[Dark Exploration Records Deceased Maker]

Supervisor Kim Soleum

Where is your employee ID card?

Crazy.

[Dark Exploration Records ■■■ Maker]

Where is it?

I don’t see it?

I hurriedly looked down. Cold sweat fell to the floor.

That, I mean the merch box… no.

‘It’s not in there.’

It’s not even an item per se. I completely forgot about things like company ID cards at some point. I never even thought to pack it!

‘In the first place, what kind of employee packs their ID card from a company they quit!’

Especially when I was working like a serf in another department while my whole body was melting away, why would I even care about something like that…!

‘Please, just stop!!’

[Dark■■■■ ■■■■■■ ■■■■■ ■■■ Ma■■]

Liar

Liar Liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar-liar

Goosebumps erupted all over my back.

Suddenly, my mind went hazy at the primitive ghost story devouring the space.

'Why is it doing this...!'

Was it a pop-up store ghost? No, no! Responding comes first. And wait a minute.

If this is a <Dark Exploration Records> style ghost story....

'...Manual.'

A method that could serve as a manual has a high probability of working. So....

I responded accordingly.

"…!"

I grabbed one of the ID cards piling up under the vending machine.

Of course, I wasn't going to insist that this was my ID.

It was the opposite.

"There are many ID cards piled up here."

I caught my breath.

"They look worn out, as if everyone kept and used them for a long time. But I don't see any owners here."

Therefore.

"Even if you cherish it, couldn't it be lost like this?"

Meaning, I am the same.

…….

Will it work?

'If it doesn't, I'll have to use another method.'

At that moment, as I was desperately racking my brain.

[Dark Exploration Records Character Maker]

The panel stopped.

The cursor was blinking.

'It's cleared up.'

I watched it, holding my breath and not even blinking.

And then.

Vrrr—

'Rebooting?'

The sound of the vending machine had changed.

The outpouring of ID cards stopped.

Then, a clean blue light turned on the vending machine, and the panel was reset.

[Dark Exploration Records Character Maker]

▶Loading...

'Phew.'

The red color disappeared.

'In genre grammar, it's a good sign.'

In ghost stories, isn't this a safety marker cliché? The moment I let out a sigh of relief instinctively.

[Dark Exploration Records Character Maker]

▶Awaiting Administrator Authentication

Administrator?

[Dark Exploration Records Character Maker]

Verification Question:

You’ll cherish it, won’t you?

"……."

Wait a minute.

'This question is....'

I turned my head to the ID card I was holding in my hand.

- - -

[Church of the Luminous Unknown]

■■■ ■■

White Cult

- - -

No way.

"Wa—"

The nightmare distorted.

I saw the scenery of the pop-up store warping, and the form of the black vending machine before my eyes with only its outlines remaining....

Things disappearing within the darkness.

Would you like to restart?

…….

…….

……!!

[Religious activity time will soon end. Workers, please check this week's allocated workload.]

[When in a hurry, Dream Money, Dream Life!]

I opened my eyes.

The first thing I felt was immense thirst.

A pain as I had been trapped in a barrel for three days without drinking a drop of water.

Next... I realize I don't even have the energy to cough properly.

"Kh-ugh, ugh,"

A cough that barely made a sound exited my mouth before getting stuck.

'B-breathe.'

This is crazy.

[Religious activity time will soon end. Workers, please check this week's allocated workload.]

[When in a hurry, Dream Money, Dream Life!]

I expected to collapse to the ground. But my body was already sprawled on the floor.

'What?'

My body won't move. As if even the strength to move my diaphragm had run out, as if my head lacked oxygen–my hazy brain with no energy left operated slowly, and as everything faded....

"This bastard's gonna die?"

"Aww, there there."

Something cold poured over my head.

Something entered through my open mouth.

...Moisture.

Water!

"Cough! Gasp, choke!"

Survival instincts kicked in, and I swallowed as much of the water pouring onto my head as possible. It went into my nose and respiratory tract, making me choke, but I didn't have the luxury to care.

Cackling noises poured into my ears.

"Fuck, you're so damn nice, giving him water."

"I'm a bit like that, right, bro?"

"Eat up, pigeon, coo-coo-coo-coo!"

And thwack, my head turned to the side.

'...?'

The next moment I realized.

Someone had nudged my head with their foot.

I stayed sprawled on the floor.

"Prostrating himself again."

"His passion is amazing even though religious activities are over. Huh?"

"Hey, pay back the money for the water tomorrow. Work your fucking ass off to pay it back. Got it?"

I heard the sounds of the two people cackling as they disappeared after dropping an empty plastic bottle on my head.

But I had no time to feel humiliation or anything like that.

Because of the sight before my eyes.

"...!"

An altar.

A ritual table with a pig's head was right in front of me. The rice cakes and apples were withered and dried up.

{For Religious Activities}

An A4 paper printed with those words was stuck to the table.

'What is...'

But there was something even more shocking.

As I raised my head in this room floored with yellow linoleum where the altar has been placed, I saw a nameplate hanging on the dingy wall.

{Daydream Inc.

Namhae Branch}

...!?

'Daydream...?'

Wait, this is a Daydream Branch? I couldn't understand this situation at all. I lowered my eyes further along the letters of the doorplate.

'But why am I sprawled out here like this...'

{Daydream Inc.

Namhae Branch

Cleanup Team}

"……."

If I faint again, can I act like this never happened?

Please.

Chapter 374

Daydream.

To think I’d be discarded by this piece-of-shit company twice.

‘Help me.’

It wasn’t even the headquarters where I originally worked.

Namhae Branch…?

What the hell is that?

There wasn't even an entry for it on the Wiki!

Clearly, after returning home, I had succeeded in recalling the things I couldn’t remember from the Wiki.

Even though I had stayed away from the <Dark Exploration Records>, that much was certain.

The entries on the Wiki that I suddenly couldn’t recall at some point, like Sekwang Metropolitan City or the departments of the Disaster Management Bureau.

‘I speculated that perhaps I had gradually forgotten them as I became assimilated and buried within the world with ghost stories.’

...Or maybe it was because of the situation I was in regarding the ‘Good Friend.’

Whichever it was, it left a strange, lingering discomfort, but in any case, it meant I now remembered the Wiki I had read without any sense of dissonance.

But the Namhae Branch?

‘What is that? I don’t know….’

Of course, I knew Daydream had branches.

…In that, ‘Ah, so that’s the setting’ kind of way.

Daydream Inc. consisted of a headquarters in Seoul, branches located throughout the provinces, and several special overseas divisions…

It would be stranger for such a large pharmaceutical company to only have a headquarters and no branches.

It would be even stranger for ghost stories to only occur near Seoul.

So, this kind of setting had more natural plausibility.

But the thing was.

‘…Specific details weren’t set for each branch.’

If it had been that detailed, it’d no longer be part of the ghost story Wiki’s universe, but rather a report exposing corporate wrongdoing…

This was, first and foremost, a Wiki for writing about ghost stories, and for Daydream, collecting Dream Essence was what mattered.

It was fascinating to see a branch in person like this, but….

{Daydream Inc.

Namhae Branch

Cleanup Team}

The Cleanup Team?

The Cleanup Team I knew?

-They’re just meat shields. It’s like an extra life given to employees with a brain, so don’t worry about it.

Why was the name of a team used for slaves and suicide squads appearing here….

When things don’t go as planned, a distinct chilling unease arises.

And besides that.

‘…Isn’t the environment way too different from headquarters?’

For the record, I was still collapsed in front of the old ritual table.

These were the thoughts I had for about six seconds after seeing the ‘Daydream Inc. – Namhae Branch’ doorplate.

Drenched in water, with absolutely no strength in my body.

This is driving me crazy.

“H-hugh,”

Just what kind of state is my body in?

I barely managed to push myself up, letting out something close to a wail (though it probably sounded more like the feeble buzzing of a mosquito).

Then, the pig’s head, rice cakes, and fruit on the ritual table came properly into view.

…They drew my gaze in a strange way.

“…….”

‘Am I… incredibly hungry right now?’

For a moment, the thought that I lacked strength because of starvation flashed through my mind….

‘Touching a ritual table… in a ghost story company within a ghost story universe would be a suicidal act.’

It was a practical judgment that went beyond mere foreboding.

On trembling legs, I stumbled past the ritual table with its withered food and stepped out the door.

‘I’m going to die, seriously….’

Beyond the door was a worn-down hallway.

It was completely enclosed, with an atmosphere strangely like an underground tunnel.

‘It feels like an abandoned mine from the 80s….’

[Religious activity time will end shortly. Workers, please check your assigned workload for this week.]

[When in a hurry, Dream Money, Dream Life!]

Furthermore, what was with this announcement broadcast?

‘Workers? Workload?’

It felt similar to what I heard when I was in the Guard team, but it felt strangely like an advertising slogan and lacked any sincerity. What should I call it….

‘It’s like a moneylending business.’

Like a loan shark.

‘Ugh….’

Then, I witnessed a line of people trudging along the far end of the long hallway. Perhaps the person who poured water over my head was among them.

‘That way… I guess.’

I reflexively followed them while keeping a slight distance. Fortunately, the few people who glanced back at me seemed uninterested and returned to their conversations.

Everyone’s attire was the same.

‘Short-sleeved T-shirts and elastic-waist pants….’

The ochre color made them look like prison uniforms or indoor wear for some collective training camp.

And there was something that particularly stood out.

‘…Stickers?’

Every single one of them had a red sticker attached somewhere on their body.

‘What does it say?’

I squinted, barely managing to read it.

[image: ]
“…….”

Don't tell me they classify employees like that here?

I looked down at my own body. Feeling around the same ochre clothes, I finally felt the texture of a sticker attached to my neck.

I had one too.

‘…Can I peel it off?’

The moment I gripped the corner to check….

[Hey, you there, worker!]

“…!”

[Worker Z999, what you were about to do is a violation of the work rules. Stop it.]

…It was a human voice.

It was coming from a speaker in the corner of the hallway, the same one that had been playing the announcement broadcast just now.

I carefully let go of the sticker and forced myself to speak.

“I didn’t… peel it. I was just touching it.”

[Yeah, yeah. If you’re caught again, there’ll be a points penalty. Move to your designated breakroom.]

The business-like voice, thick with annoyance, cut off just like that.

‘Are they monitoring me?’

But the voice just now was far too ordinary; there was no hint of contamination.

It didn't feel like the Guard team.

‘…Hmm.’

At least I had a destination.

‘They told me to go to the designated breakroom.’

I started walking again, and as I continued to follow the people, the indoor space soon changed slightly.

It was a passage that brought to mind the view of a dilapidated corridor-style apartment.

[The rest area is now closed. Good luck this week too! Get rich!]

Thud.

The moment I entered that hallway section, the fire door behind me slammed shut.

The sound of an electronic door lock engaging echoed.

‘Confinement…?’

“Fuck….”

“I really fucking hate working.”

However, as if they were used to it, the people each scanned their stickers in front of the doors in the hallway and entered their rooms one by one.

I looked at the doors the people had already entered.

There were doorplates on the iron doors, which had small barred windows like a prison.

{Y 210 ~ 215}

I thought I had seen similar numbers on the red stickers on people's bodies earlier.

‘And the number they called me earlier was….’

-Worker Z999.

…Okay.

Dragging my feet in my still fragile state, I moved forward.

After walking down the hallway for a while, I found the doorplate at the very last room.

{Z 990 ~ 999}

With a short beep, the door opened.

And the terrible environment inside took my breath away.

‘Wow.’

A small space not even the size of a single room.

A floor with exposed concrete, cobwebs, mold, and even an exposed dirt wall on one side. A foul-smelling pit that likely served as a toilet.

And a few thin mats with cheap cotton bursting out were strewn about the room.

…That was it.

Forget a refrigerator, there wasn't even a chair.

‘What is this?’

A prison cell from the 80s wouldn't be this bad.

Moreover, if the 990-999 on the doorplate meant it housed workers with those numbers….

‘This place houses ten people?’

It wasn’t even like an old prisoner-of-war camp.

How is this a breakroom in any way?

It’s an abandoned prison….

With a look of disbelief, I scanned the messy, dilapidated interior once more. And the moment my gaze landed on a mattress in a dark corner of the room….

I noticed another silhouette.

‘Eh?’

Someone was lying on the mattress.

It was a corpse.

“…!!”

I almost ran out of the room, but only ended up stumbling due to my lack of energy.

‘Crazy.’

What is this now?

I wanted to scream and cry, but there was no other way to grasp the situation. Screaming internally, I examined the corpse….

‘Hah.’

The person lying there, staring blankly into space with eyes wide open, was a male who looked about my age, wearing the same ochre clothes as the other workers.

Something like a chocolate wrapper was sticking out of his pocket. Up to that point, it could be seen as somewhat normal, but,

‘His, his condition….’

Black ashy liquid had flowed out of every orifice of his facial features and dried, and he was clutching the area near his heart with his left hand.

It looked like he had died of a heart attack.

“Wow, please….”

This was not ordinary. Anyone could see it was a death caused by a ghost story.

I groaned as I read ‘Classification: Worker, Z993’ written on the sticker attached to the man's exposed wrist.

It seemed he had been one of my nine roommates in this body’s current situation….

“Ah….”

This is really driving me crazy.

And what’s even crazier is that my body is reaching its limit.

‘…I’m dizzy.’

Now I know for sure.

I felt like I was going to lose my mind from hunger.

…And my eyes began to flicker toward the corpse.

“……Hah.”

A scream naturally wanted to escape, but I had no other choice.

I rummaged through the corpse’s pockets.

‘Ugh.’

Foil-wrapped chocolate, candy, and… a notebook.

Unable to wait any longer, I immediately tore off the chocolate wrapper and shoved it into my mouth.

“Phew.”

Incredible.

The sugar rushed from my stomach to my head.

Everything became chillingly clear and clean. My body, having momentarily regained its vitality, moved quickly as I took large bites of the chocolate.

‘Information.’

I opened the notebook the corpse had.

5/5 (Probably)

I think I contacted them after seeing a poster about Daydream giving out money? Or something? I don’t really know, anyway, I woke up here.

They said I could make 50 million won just by holding out for a month, so I started working right away.

Because of security issues, no outside contact is allowed while working, but instead, they said if I hold out for a total of 100 days, it’s 500 million won. Are they serious? Who could resist this lol.

It seems like they divide the worker grades into X, Y, and Z.. I went to X. Looking at the rooms, it seems the smaller the alphabet, the better.

The Z rooms are no place for humans to live lol. I guess because it’s a big company, their level of motivation is different.

‘The place I’m in right now….’

The following pages were filled with complaints about the internal facilities and general life here at the Daydream Namhae Branch.

He grumbled about being disconnected from the outside world, asking if this was some kind of deep-sea fishing vessel.

‘Hmm.’

I turned to the next page.

5/7

Been scouting for a few days.

Aside from me, it seems everyone gathered here is a debtor or a gambling addict junkie. Their eyes are weird.

It feels like they’re gathering desperate people to do dangerous work, but let’s earn some money quickly and get out.

For now, they’ve been making me light wooden dolls on fire with a lighter every day. It’s nothing much; they burn well. I don’t even know why they pay millions for this kind of work.

Are they looking into some psychic phenomenon? Lol. I wonder if they offended some ghosts while making medicine. I don’t believe in ghosts, so it’s fine.

“…….”

I can see the future….

Sure enough, from a certain point, the handwriting in the diary began to look hurried and strange phrases appeared.

5/10

The wooden dolls aren't burning properly.

I forced them to burn by pouring oil on them, but then something weird appeared in my dream today.

Something like a faceless ghost was laughing loudly while it grabbed my ankles, held me upside down, and dipped me in and out of the water.. I don’t know. I had sleep paralysis and I feel like shit.

I asked if I could quit, but they said if I don’t finish 30 days, they’ll pay me the minimum wage, so I stayed for now.

It’s probably just my imagination. I bought a bottle of beer at the commissary today. It was damn expensive.

5/12

Can't sleep.

5/14

Couldn't sleep today either.

5/16

I couldn’t take it anymore so I said I’d quit, but the manager keeps avoiding the subject. He keeps telling me later, later, and making me work.

His words keep changing. He said I have to finish 30 days first. I can’t quit before that? What is this?

5/16??

Please don’t make me do the wooden doll thing. Please let something else come out.

“…….”

5/35472

They told me to burn the wooden dolls again.

I said I couldn’t do it, I wouldn’t do it, so my number changed. I ended up in the last Z room. Still, I can’t do the wooden doll job. I won’t go out.

“…….”

And the last page.

I’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesa vemeI’msorrypleasesaveme

Thud.

I closed the notebook.

Cold sweat pooled between my fingers.

“…Hah.”

This is, by all accounts, the record of a civilian who died after being repeatedly thrown into ghost stories without knowing anything.

‘They do this kind of work… at the Daydream branch?’

Are they luring people who ‘won’t be missed if they disappear’ with high pay and throwing them haphazardly into ghost stories?

And they don't even let them quit?

‘Was there… such a setting?’

Even when I tried to recall if there was any mention of the branches, there wasn't anything specific, but I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

As for what kind of déjà vu….

‘Come to think of it, the Daydream in the early <Dark Exploration Records> felt like this.’

You know, the Daydream from back when Sergeant J3 was the B-Squad Leader.

It had the flavor of a time when people were ruthlessly ground up by ghost stories with their bare bodies, without proper items or equipment.

In the past, that was the standard…….

…….

‘Wait a minute.’

“The timeline… doesn't match.”

Right, it’s strange.

Just because it was written in the early days of the <Dark Exploration Records> Wiki didn’t necessarily mean it’s chronologically a story from the past.

In the case of the Disaster Management Bureau, that aspect is somewhat there due to the history of the agents, but Daydream is different.

‘In the first place, many of the early Daydream ghost stories were from the perspective of the 2020s.’

That couldn't have been a story from the time of Wolf Leader of B-Squad, whom I met.

If so, those nameless, numbered Daydream employees who died off like disposable parts without any countermeasures in those ghost stories….

‘They were from the branches.’

Unlike headquarters, the branches had preserved the flavor of early Daydream as it was…!

‘While headquarters was hiring regular employees, making manuals, and collecting Dream Essence, were they running this place like a factory, grinding people up because it was cheap...?’

I was speechless at the perfect plausibility.

It’s driving me crazy.

To think of such a capitalist ghost story-like idea…….

[Personnel check completed.]

“…!!”

The announcement broadcast on the speaker changed.

[Lights out.]

[In times of need, Dream Money, Dream Life!]

Then, the hallway lights went out.

“…….”

Personnel check completed?

This room was currently in a state of ‘1 corpse, 1 human.’

‘Then the other eight people are….’

Don’t tell me they’re all already dead?

You’re saying I’m the sole survivor of this room?

‘You crazy Daydream bastards.’

What the hell is this insane survival rate?

Is this why it’s the Cleanup team?

‘To think the day would come when I’d cry out that life was better when I was a regular employee at the headquarters.’

Even the fatal flaw of not being able to let my guard down because of a roommate was heaven compared to this.

At least the roommate there was alive.

And the place to sleep was a state-of-the-art officetel in a prime location near a station…!

“Hah…”

I stood up, staggering.

Using the pitch-black hallway outside as a mirror, I reflected my image in the glass between the bars.

It seemed to be me, with a hollow-eyed expression… but it was too dark to be sure.

‘Wait….’

In the first place, I grabbed the Church of the Luminous Unknown ID in my dream, so why did I wake up at a Daydream branch?

‘Of course, I’d rather die than wake up in the Church of the Luminous Unknown….’

Curses rose to my throat, but since the intense blood sugar spike from the chocolate was ending, I just let out a sigh.

And this time, I checked the sticker on my neck.

‘I can’t leave before completing a month of service… I see.’

And if I reverse-calculate the remaining period based on the ‘500 million won for 100 days of work’ mentioned in the notebook….

There are 14 days left.

[image: ]
“Exactly two weeks.”

I have to endure that to make it 30 days before I can leave this crazy place.

Once I do, I’ll have freedom of movement and even a large sum of money.

I took a deep breath.

‘…I know how to go home now.’

And there was a sense of composure that came from the fact that a place to return to actually existed.

I also knew why I had fallen here and what state I was in.

Right.

‘…I know myself well.’

Even now, as all the hardships I’d experienced in this ghost story world passed through my mind, sighs and anxiety naturally arose.

But I also knew what kind of help I had received and what things I had accomplished at the end of all those experiences….

“…….”

The faces of several people came to mind.

That was why I could state with such confidence now.

‘That I’m actually in a better state than before.’

Because it meant that after 14 days, I could do anything without being restrained.

And….

‘…I can also look for other people.’

The faces of the acquaintances I had known here came to mind.

‘I wonder how everyone is doing.’

An inkling of expectation, ill-suited for the situation of having barely returned home only to be dragged back into a ghost story, almost rose up, but it evaporated as soon as I made eye contact with the corpse.

Please!

‘First, I’ll endure and escape…!’

Chapter 375

And so, another weak and pathetic morning dawned.

-Morning has begun. All workers, please prepare for today’s tasks~

I woke up in the cramped worker breakroom along with the corpse. My body was still in a trashed state.

I had harbored a sliver of hope that I might be back in my own bed at home, but it was a baseless expectation.

‘Sigh….’

Of course not.

‘There’s no way this ghost story world would be that easy.’

I rubbed my face with my dry palms and got up from the worn-out, torn mattress.

My body, which had consumed nothing but chocolate, complained of joint pain, and my head felt dizzy. Even in that state, I struggled not to look at the stiff corpse with its eyes wide open at the far end of the wall.

‘Sigh.’

I lay there, staying as far away as possible, brainwashing myself into thinking it was just a mannequin. Though, because my physical condition was so poor, I had slept as if I were unconscious…

‘Being in such a trashed condition actually helps in this way.’

-The morning roll call will be conducted in 10 minutes. Have a prosperous day~

Even the morning announcements felt like something from an illegal labor dormitory for debtors. It really felt like I was going to lose my mind.

Entering a ghost story in this condition was a different kind of terror than when I was in the Security Team.

‘The days when I was a regular employee, when merchandise would come down from the mysterious black box, feel like a dream….’

However, even in this miserable state, my head could still function.

And the plan was clear.

‘…Good.’

After taking a deep breath, I staggered and stood by the door.

Beep!

A moment later, the door opened.

I immediately scanned the hallway outside.

People in shabby uniforms were emerging from every worker breakroom door lined up along the hallway.

…Just as written in the diary, people with strange, hollow eyes.

[Workers in the Z800s and 900s, begin moving. Do not delay.]

The indifferent voice of a staff member gave instructions over the announcements, and the workers began to move as if accustomed to it.

‘Whoops.’

Following them, I gritted my teeth and moved my feet.

But as I got closer, almost joining the group, some workers openly frowned and avoided me, or hurled curses when our eyes met.

“Fuck, what are you staring at?”

There was even someone who tried to kick me away.

Though he was stopped in a different sense.

“Hey, hey, why would you even touch something so filthy?”

“Fuck, if you stick to me, my foot’s coming out first next time.”

“…….”

No… this is driving me crazy.

‘I guess it’s because I’m the very last number.’

Let’s just move on. I barely have enough calories to spend on walking….

‘Geez.’

Even in this abysmal environment, a strong hierarchical structure could be felt within the ‘worker’ group. Or rather, it might be even more prevalent because the working environment was such a sewer.

‘For now, let’s not stand out.’

I mustn't forget that today is about scouting. I quietly followed at the very end of the line.

After walking a bit more, the end of the hallway came into view.

The passage to the ‘Rest Area’ was still closed. The place where I had first opened my eyes, where the withered ritual table was.

Instead, the side door was open, revealing a new space.

‘…!’

…It was a spacious indoor area divided into three sections like a stable.

{Work Waiting Area}

The atmosphere of shabby and rusted facilities remained the same, but a clean sign, in Daydream’s standard format, was attached to the top as if it had been added later.

And in each section stood ‘staff’ wearing clothes that looked like full-body hazmat suits.

‘They’re the personnel.’

It was my first time seeing people who weren't workers inside here. And the logos and name tags on their uniforms….

Were very familiar to me.

‘They’re Guard Team staff.’

Daydream security name tags. The moment they entered my sight, my mind seemed to accelerate reflexively.

‘This really is a facility under Daydream.’

The moment I realized it, a shiver resembling relief briefly brushed past my chest.

[Yes, yes. Get your task assignments from the person in charge.]

The Security Team members holding clipboards approached the people packed into the sections, checking them off starting from the smaller numbers, much like a labor market.

I stood quietly in the corner where the Z-group was gathered, observing the crowd of workers out of the corner of my eye.

The ones in relatively… better conditions were, as expected, the X-group.

“Number 491? Uh, that crazy kid, I don’t know. He wouldn’t come out of the room.”

“Did you hear? Fuck, they say he lost his mind. Hilarious.”

“His IQ level is so low he loses his mind because he’s scared of ghosts~”

I recognized the two men from the X-group who were snickering while talking about a Y-group member who couldn't make it to the roll call.

‘They’re the bastards I saw when I first opened my eyes.’

The ones who poured water on my head and hit me at the ritual table.

Let’s see, checking their numbers on the red stickers attached to their bodies….

‘X145, X141.’

They were definitely earlier numbers than my Worker Z999.

Considering what was written in the diary… those seemed to be among the better numbers in this workplace.

-It seems they roughly divide the worker grades into X, Y, and Z.. I went to X. Looking at the rooms, it seems the earlier the alphabet, the better.

‘Are they acting all high and mighty because they have a good ranking here…?’

If they run into a single Darkness the wrong way, they could end up like the person in my room in an instant.

For a moment, I almost felt pity for those humans who didn't realize they were running barefoot through a field of unexploded mines, but I soon snapped out of it. Their situation would obviously be better than mine, a Worker Z999….

And people who pour water on someone’s face and hit them aren't normal anyway. Let's move on.

Regardless, I had checked the overall state of the workers.

‘…As you go further back in groups and higher in numbers, do there tend to be fewer people per room?’

And if I looked closely, some people in slightly ‘strange’ states caught my eye one by one….

For instance, someone clutching a set of Rubik’s Cube tiles without the numbers and spinning them like crazy, someone mumbling to themselves, someone whose hair was half-burnt, and someone standing barefoot with a blank expression were visible right near me.

‘…It must be contamination symptoms.’

Are they even receiving treatment? It’s impossible to tell.

But the opportunity to find out came soon enough.

“Yes, yes…. All three of us from our room are here.”

…After the roll call for the room in front ended, a Security Team member came before me.

“…….”

I looked to see if there were any identifiable physical characteristics, but these Security Team staff members at the Namhae Branch were strangely featureless.

Since they were covered in identical full-body hazmat suits, everyone looked the same.

‘They seem… mass-produced.’

Instead of the eerie and dangerous atmosphere felt from the Security Team at headquarters, there was a strong sense of dissonance that comes from looking at an impersonal, non-human group.

I looked at the head of the hazmat suit and spoke.

“…Hello.”

No answer came back.

The security staff member with the clipboard looked at my number and indifferently checked the Worker Z999 slot with a circle.

And on the item just above mine, which still said ‘Z993’, he indifferently checked it with an X.

Good, now.

“That person, I think he’s dead….”

The checking stopped.

“He, he keeps… doing this, shouldn’t he have been sent to… a place like a medical room?”

I spoke in a deliberately clumsy voice, as if saying whatever came to mind out of fear.

A short, dry silence followed.

And then the security staff member raised his hand….

And pointed toward the back of the waiting area.

“…….”

When I turned my head, I saw a worker notice posted on the wall.

{Additional purchases of items and services necessary for living can be made on a voluntary basis.

(CASH ONLY, NO CARDS)}

What kind of crazy nonsense is this?

‘Could it be… even the medical room is a service the worker has to purchase on their own?’

Someone save me, seriously….

What kind of capitalistic hell is this? The working environment itself was nothing short of a ghost story.

However, asking a question like ‘Do I happen to have cash’ would clearly seem too suspicious for someone who had already spent over two weeks here, so I stopped there.

I’d have a chance to figure it out naturally.

“O-okay….”

I muttered, and the morning roll call for workers concluded with the Security Team member passing me by with his clipboard.

And then, the long-awaited ‘work’ began.

[Groups X, Y, and Z in the 990s will move together.]

About a dozen workers, including myself, were blindfolded and moved somewhere on foot, then moved again while loaded onto a transport vehicle.

Whirrrr-

The creaking noise and the engine exhaust made it difficult to figure out where and how we were moving.

What was certain was that we arrived somewhere after about 5 to 10 minutes.

[Yes. Arrival confirmed.]

[Workers, remove your blindfolds and prepare to disembark.]

When the blindfolds were finally removed, a rusted space was revealed.

And only then could I see that I was riding in something like a minecart on an old rail.

‘Hmm.’

The interior was closed off like a lounge and brought to mind a tunnel or a prison facility, but the humidity was strangely high, with drops of water falling to the floor.

Drip.

A gloomy and dilapidated feeling.

‘If you keep them quarantined in a place like this, won't even a safe ghost story turn crooked….’

They really went all-in on the branch concept. Which bastard made this?

[Workers, everyone disembark!]

Regardless, I got off according to the announcement, which was the same here as everywhere else.

[Security Team, please check that their arm guards are worn.]

Soon, a fairly thick wristband, looking like a blood pressure monitor, was fastened around my left forearm.

And it was locked so that I couldn't take it off myself.

‘…Whew.’

Around me, I could hear the higher-numbered workers mumbling unverified evil-averting incantations, or the lower-numbered workers chatting and laughing.

Under the security staff’s supervision, I ended up standing in front of a door in the middle of a hallway indistinguishable from the outside.

[Deploying Worker Z999.]

The iron door opened with a screeching sound.

And I was shoved inside the door by the security staff member. My weak body was moved without resistance.

‘Wait.’

Like this, without even a manual?

Screech, thud.

But before I could say anything, the door closed behind me.

‘Wow, please.’

This is driving me crazy, seriously….

I was trapped.

Instinctive fear began to rise.

‘I’m going to experience a ghost story from now on….’

Tension reflexively gripped the back of my neck. It had been so long since I was trapped in a dark, sealed space with something obviously terrifying that I squeezed my eyes shut.

The reason I didn't scream might have been because I lacked the energy for even that….

“…Whew.”

Regardless, to get out of here safely, I have to do my job properly.

After taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes and looked straight ahead.

“…….”

The dark interior.

In the unpaved containment cell, concrete walls were visible beside the dirt floor.

Amidst the damp, humid smell, a single red lamp dimly cast its light downward into the dusk. That light eerily illuminated a dilapidated chair. And sitting alone on that chair….

…Was a wooden doll.

-For now, up until today, they’ve been making me set fire to the wooden doll with a lighter every day.

Cold sweat trickled down.

‘Darn it.’

It was the ghost story that the deceased Z993 had been in charge of.

-I’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesavemeI’msorrypleasesa vemeI’msorrypleasesaveme

As the last page of the diary came to mind, my mouth began to go dry.

Why this, of all things?

At the very least, it was a Darkness that had been proven to be lethal if mishandled. The greasy wooden doll had vivid burn marks all over its body, and every time I saw it, the contents of the diary came to mind, making my blood run cold.

‘But, what I thought while reading the diary was….’

[Worker Z999.]

“…!”

I suddenly looked up.

[Yes, you can hear me, Worker Z999. Now, try hitting that wooden doll.]

“…….”

A voice came through the announcements, as if speakers were placed somewhere in the room.

The indifferent voice of a researcher.

But….

‘Hit it?’

For now, up until today, they’ve been making me set fire to the wooden doll with a lighter every day.

Similar to the person before me, it was an action that anyone could see was unsettling.

‘Sigh.’

A situation where I wasn't autonomously clearing a ghost story but had to perform the task the researcher ordered.

And one that… had a high probability of backfiring!

[Don’t look around here and follow the instructions.]

“…Excuse me.”

No answer came back.

I stood still in my place.

[If you hold out and don’t do it, we’ll leave you there until you do. You know you won’t get your daily wage if you’re late, so why are you being like this.]

“……Researcher-nim. Are you there….”

[If you don’t implement it following the next instruction, you will receive a points penalty.]

“…….”

I turned my head.

Toward the ghastly wooden doll on the chair.

[I said hit it.]

I approached it step by step.

[Hurry up.]

Then, I raised one hand and struck the doll.

Chapter 376

Thud.

The wooden doll’s shoulder briefly shook with the twisted sound of lumber being struck by a fist.

Naturally, it was my fist hitting the doll.

Drip.

My cold sweat fell onto the wooden doll.

[Again.]

Thud.

The doll’s joints twisted, its arm turning at a bizarre angle.

The wooden doll had no facial features.

So, even though it couldn't look at me, I felt as if the smooth face of the sculpture, cast in shadows under the strangely red lighting, was staring at me intently. And…

The researcher’s indifferent voice came through the announcement broadcast.

[Yes, yes. Keep going until it breaks.]

…

“I don’t want to.”

Actually, you see.

‘Of course, I deduced what kind of ghost story it was the moment I read the diary.’

I had scoured my brain for every ghost story related to ‘wooden dolls’ recorded in the Dark Exploration Records.

I had narrowed it down to two or three.

And at this moment, I was certain which one it was.

“I said I don’t want to do it.”

I spoke again without lifting my head.

Silence filled the room.

And then.

[….]

The researcher was quiet.

‘As I thought.’

But the moment I pulled my body back, the indifferent voice spoke again.

[Ah~ that’s not enough. Let’s keep going.]

It only reacted to my movements.

‘They can’t hear my voice.’

They didn’t know what I was saying.

From the moment the researcher’s words overlapped with my question earlier, I was almost certain.

Right now, they must have installed speakers inside the containment cell just to give one-way instructions.

‘It’s a setup I’ve seen a few times in the exploration records.’

Records written solely by relying on CCTV footage.

An employee who entered the containment cell of Qterw-C-348 complained that it was too dark, an assumption based on the infrared camera. The researcher repeatedly instructed them to stay.

In the Wiki, such setups are used to increase the reader's tension by giving limited information, but why was it actually done this way?

It’s simple.

‘It’s a ghost story where sound has an influence.’

Yes. The researcher judged that auditory elements inside the containment cell could act as a contamination trigger.

‘A wooden doll, a ghost in a dream, the waterside. And here… concerns about contamination through hearing.’

Once those keywords were assembled, even without any manual hints, I could easily pinpoint the ghost story in this fragmentary situation.

‘So…’

This is the one.



Dark Exploration Records / Ghost Story

[I'll Let You Go Now]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Records>, Daydream Inc. identification code Qterw-C-2554.

The entity in question is found under the soil near the waterside.

Its size distribution varies from 12cm to 37cm, and while its materials—such as cotton, wood, brass, parchment, ■ ■ —are not standardized, they all take a human form consisting of two hands and two feet. It can be identified as an instance of Qterw-C-2554 via the enclosed talisman.

The talisman is severely damaged and covered in scribbles. After restoring and interpreting the inscriptions, it was determined that they contained the text for Sumang-gut, a ritual intended for drowning victims.

(The Saju of a drowning victim whose name has been erased is written, but no matching death record can be found.)

Anyone who comes into contact with the doll experiences hallucinations of ghosts, the waterside, drowning, and other terrifying scenes from that day onward. If left unattended, the person will die within 7 days.

Except for cases where suicide is ruled out, autopsy results confirm that the cause of death was drowning.



‘I really got stuck with a spine-chilling one…’

Whew.

Anyway, the wooden doll wasn’t the important part from the beginning. It was just one of the forms in which this ghost story manifested.

And burning or damaging that doll wasn't a decisive factor either.

‘The ghost story already started the moment I made contact.’

To put it another way, that is…

Thud.

‘Even if I break this, things won’t get particularly worse…!’

I moved my arms and continued to strike the wooden doll.

‘Uuugh.’

It was the kind of sensation one might feel when cutting the rope to enter a mountain shrine marked ‘No Entry.’

The instinctive dread of doing something wrong vibrated through my entire body, but I didn't stop.

Thud.

Just as the researcher demanded, my strikes continued until it was completely broken. Even though my body, in a state of near-malnutrition, screamed in protest, an adult man’s strength was enough to pull the doll’s joints apart.

Thus, the ominous wooden doll in the containment cell was completely…

Destroyed under my grip.

[Yes. That’s enough.]

I pulled my hands away at the researcher’s voice.

My knuckles were stinging, but that wasn't what was important.

What came next was what mattered.

‘Now…!’

I immediately lowered my head beneath the chair and began digging into the exposed dirt floor of the containment cell.

It had already been moderately dug up.

Because I had been subtly rubbing it with my feet while I was striking the wooden doll…!

[You may exit now… Worker Z999?]

It was to finish this quickly before a restraint was issued.

In one go, I dug out the dirt I had already loosened with both hands.

Then, I picked up the doll lying on the chair with its joints all pulled out and broken…I placed it in the hole I had dug, and covered it with dirt again.

[No…]

The moment I patted the dirt and stood up.

Ha-

“…….”

y l k c i u q e i d u o y s i h w i

A strange wheezing sound, like a tape being rewound, brushed past my ears.

A voice whispering right next to me, so close the breath seemed to touch my ear.

‘Fuck.’

Goosebumps rose on the back of my neck, but I squeezed my eyes shut and endured it.

Creak.

The containment cell door opened behind me.

‘Save me.’

I fled from the dark containment cell as if escaping.

As soon as I stepped out under the somewhat coercive supervision of the waiting security personnel, I heard the researcher’s voice.

[You there, what did you just do?]

It was a voice that sounded somewhat intrigued.

‘I have an excuse ready for times like this.’

I deliberately hunched my shoulders. And I spoke in a slurred voice, just like I had this morning.

“W-well, if it’s broken… then it needs to be thrown away, right? So, I threw it out… So it’s out of sight….”

As if my mind had gone a bit soft due to malnutrition and the harsh environment.

[……Hmm.]

They bought it.

‘Thank you, trashy environment…’

The fact that I can reasonably avoid suspicion even after doing this is the only advantage…

As I tottered forward, the security guard tried to remove the armband he had placed on my arm.

[Wait. Let’s leave that on. I want to see the progress by tomorrow.]

‘Of course.’

You want to record such a peculiar case, don't you? I figured a Daydream research staff member would make that kind of choice…

Thinking of whatever crazy researcher might be at the main office, I felt like I didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

I guess the branch offices aren't any different.

Ah, the difference is the financial pressure.

[If that band gets damaged, it’ll be docked from your salary. It’s extremely expensive. Got it? If you don’t want to work for years without getting paid, carry it more carefully than your own body.]

“Yes….”

He sounds just like a crazy office boss telling an employee to pay for a computer they broke.

[Did you feel anything strange while looking at the doll inside, or hear anything in there?]

Hmm.

For now, I shook my head.

[Hmm… I see.]

And so, I got back on the mine cart and waited for a while until the other workers finished their tasks and returned.

Phew.

‘First step… passed.’

I finally managed to relax.

I fell into thought while looking at the armband still wrapped around my forearm.

I lifted my hand carefully and, pretending to vow to protect the armband well, lightly stroked it and checked the contour inside.

…I felt the shape of a small cylinder.

‘As I thought.’

It seems a Dream Collector is inside.

‘They put the Collector inside the band, and the person in charge takes all the Essence the workers extract from the Darknesses.’

I knew this armband would have a function besides just tracking and recording.

‘Since the reason for all this in the first place is Essence Collection.’

The workers are just an outsourced labor force that don’t need to be let in on that…

But the fact that a Dream Collector is in my hands right now.

‘…means I can make the researcher jump in surprise with the solution grade.’

My physical condition was already so bad that I felt like I’d get sick within two weeks if I stayed in that room that didn’t even resemble a breakroom…

Hmm.

‘I really need to move to an earlier number.’

Even if I’m going to leave, I should do it before then.

Taking my hand off the armband, I mentally finalized what I needed to do.

A short while later.

Sitting in the cafeteria, I realized how this ridiculous labor environment for workers was being maintained.

“Hey, today’s a good haul.”

I had just received my allowance in cash.

Do you know how much it is?

It’s 1 million won.

‘Crazy.’

Beside me, I could hear the workers counting their money in excitement. I also almost got excited for a moment looking at twenty crisp 50,000 won bills.

‘Wow.’

Cash has the power to make people lose their rationality.

The impact of digits on an app screen versus a bundle of currency in your hand was different.

Why else would people use money guns for Parents’ Day events? There was something about dozens of 50,000 won bills that had the power to get people excited.

The dopamine reward circuit must be flashing like a gambler’s.

…To the point where it was hard to notice that several workers had not returned from their morning shifts.

‘Whew.’

“Hey, are you going back in for the afternoon?”

“Ayy, of course I have to go.”

For the record, I’m not going in.

-Don’t go into the afternoon work today. Just stay still and don't move as much as possible while wearing that. It’s best not to do anything unnecessary.

Because that’s what the researcher said.

I was obediently stuffing the ‘lunch’ placed in front of me into my mouth.

…At the very least, they provided meals for free.

But you see.

‘Wow, they even discriminate with food…’

The menu in the company cafeteria was better for those with earlier numbers, and more meager for those with later numbers.

Which meant I was eating the worst meal among these workers.

Even for a ghost story worldview, isn't this crossing the line…

‘I want to report this to the Ministry of Employment and Labor.’

For the record, the basic menu provided to the Z900s was a lump of cold rice and stir-fried anchovies.

Of course, it seemed like you could order additional items from other menus if you paid money…

But the prices were insane.

{Rice Cake Ramen – 10,000 won}

I couldn’t help but call them crazy.

If the stories in the diary of the deceased Worker Z993 were true, most workers would be in an environment where they’d be blinded by money. In this state, they’d naturally have no choice but to be reluctant about buying goods and services with their own money.

So naturally, they’d become obsessed with moving to the earlier numbers where they could ‘live well without paying money.’

They’d develop a more proactive attitude than just putting up with doing something slightly unpleasant.

It’s also easy to think that those who go missing were just weak-willed or unlucky, and therefore became victims of the ghost story.

‘The psychological manipulation is subtle.’

Since they're cut off from the outside world, they become even more isolated among themselves.

Moreover, if workers are forced to spend money, Daydream naturally gains the benefit of recovering a certain portion of wages they already paid out.

‘Whew.’

I suppressed a sigh.

For the record, there was one more reason for this sigh.

“Hey. Is it good?”

“Oh~ This is exactly the kind of food our 999 pigeon would love. Look at those stir-fried anchovies.”

It was because the X141 and X145 duo, having discovered me eating, had come over to loiter again.

Their purpose seemed clear.

“Our pigeon needs to pay us back for the water yesterday.”

“…….”

Extorting my daily wage.

‘You heartless bastards.’

You’re shaking me down for money I earned while almost dying?

It was probably because I, with the very last number, was the easiest target.

“Now, now, I’ll only take exactly half for the water. Just give me half. Only half.”

“Kyah, how conscientious can you be?”

“Let’s see…”

Not a chance.

I slid my hand into my shirt and deftly dodged the hands of the guys trying to snatch (what was likely) half of my daily wage, 500,000 won.

And before they could react, I quickly spoke while rummaging through my own shirt.

“I-I’ll give it to you.”

“Oh.”

“Here…”

And pretending to be flustered, I pulled something out from my shirt…

A cylindrical object.

“……What’s this?”

“Water.”

A plastic bottle of water.

It was the same logo as the one those guys had poured over my head yesterday.

‘I bought it from the stall in front of the cafeteria.’

The expressions on the two men went blank.

I held out the water bottle with an innocent expression, then, as if realizing something, I opened the bottle and poured half of it over my bowl of rice.

“Ah, I-I’ll only give you half.”

I definitely did it to get under their skin.

“Look at this punk.”

“Pigeon…. Hey, what the fuck, huh? You can’t read the situation?”

The atmosphere turned threatening in an instant.

One person raised his hand and tried to flick my face with quite a bit of force.

When the emotionally charged motion, intended to make a person feel like crap, came.

‘Okay.’

I deliberately hunched my body, making his hand hit near my forearm.

The moment the opponent’s hand roughly touched the band.

“Ah…!”

I recoiled in surprise, pulling my body forward, and looked at the opponent with worried eyes.

“Th-this… they said it was expensive, and that the person who breaks it won’t get their salary.”

“…!”

“Over there… he’s watching. It’ll be a big problem if we’re caught.”

I pointed to the security guard standing outside the cafeteria as if monitoring.

“…Fuck.”

The guy, rolling his eyes as he looked back and forth between the armband and the security guard, must have done the math, because he withdrew the hand that was about to grab my hair.

He was avoiding a situation where he’d have to pay for damages.

“Pigeon, the price of that water just doubled because of that.”

“You don’t even know what you just did, do you? I’ll kindly let you know soon enough. Look forward to it.”

They’re really trying to act tough…

I inwardly sighed as I watched the two guys return to their seats.

This is such a pain…

But I have to do what’s necessary.

‘They’ll probably try to beat me up in some hallway around tomorrow.’

We’ll see about that tomorrow. If it’s even possible.

“Whew.”

I finished the rest of the cold rice for now, and after thriftily drinking all the water the guys had left behind… I stopped by the shabby stall outside the cafeteria again.

“Please, give me this…”

And in my current situation, I spent a large sum of money to buy ‘preparations’ and returned to the last-numbered breakroom assigned to me.

‘They cleared the body…’

Worker Z993’s body was no longer in its place. However, the traces of water left by the corpse hadn’t been cleaned up yet.

‘Uuugh.’

I lay back down on my mattress, the one furthest from the now-gone corpse.

“Let’s just sleep for now.”

And so, in that terribly poor place, I was able to go to bed after checking my plan with a bit more energy than yesterday.

‘Whew.’

How much time had passed?

“…….”

I felt something.

Within the darkness of the shabby, narrow breakroom.

The area beneath the mattress I was lying on suddenly began to feel damp…

“…….”

Wait a minute.

Something strange appeared in my dream today

Something like a faceless ghost laughed and laughed while grabbing my ankles, lifting me upside down, and pulling me in and out of the water…

‘No way.’

No… I definitely buried it in the dirt.

My feet stiffened with tension.

…….

I opened my eyes.

And rolling only my eyes, I looked down.

And that’s when our eyes met.

Ha-

With a bizarre face laughing so hard its head seemed to split in half, it grabbed my feet.

‘…!!’

Strands of hair clung to my calves.

Its face was all bloated and mangled with only dim black eyeballs visible, round and bulging.

Bloated hands slipperily pulled at my feet. Cold, bumpy flesh crushed against my calves.

Goosebumps broke out over my body. I instinctively tried to pull my feet away, but they wouldn't move.

y l k c i u q e i d u o y s i h w i

The laughing face with torn flesh gradually drew closer. I was drenched in cold sweat.

My cold sweat had a fishy smell.

A nightmare.

‘Bite your tongue…!’

Wake up. Wake up from the dream somehow!

My hands twitched as I struggled to escape somehow, trying my hardest to move my fingertips as if waking up from sleep paralysis. No… Sweat dripped down from my body, and water began to seep up from beneath the mattress. I heard a splashing sound. The drowning victim was trying to pull my legs down. I couldn’t struggle anymore… I was completely helpless…

…….

It stopped.

It's youuu

I barely managed to notice.

‘…It’s buried!’

Beyond the mattress, the lower body of the drowning victim was halfway buried in the exposed dirt floor.

That’s why it couldn't grab me and drag me to the waterside. It couldn't pull me down beneath the mattress.

‘An opportunity…!’

I quickly flicked my fingers, trying to revive the sensation of waking up from a dream. I had to escape quickly…

…….

…….

And then, I realized it.

‘Ah.’

There was a small error in deceased Worker Z993’s diary.

It wasn't a dream.

He mistakenly thought he saw it in a dream, but that wasn't it.

‘I wasn't… asleep.’

It was real.

The ghost had really appeared in the breakroom where he was sleeping.

Just like now right in front of my eyes.

‘……!!’

Hee hee hee hee hee

I froze, dazed.

The ghost grabbed my feet and shook them. My body shook. All sorts of curses and screams echoed in my mouth, but I stayed frozen with terror, unable to speak.

Fortunately, it didn't last long.

Uh….

Because I fainted right then and there with my eyes open.

‘…It's actually a relief.’

The next morning. Waking up and heading to the workshop, I suppressed a sigh.

Think positively…. I can do this… please.

‘I experienced a bit of sleep paralysis, but at least I slept and recovered my energy now.’

Yeah. Waking up the next day and seeing muddy water stains soaked into the mattress and mold spreading on the wall made chills run up my head, but thanks to the morning roll call, I was able to leave the scene right away. How fortunate.

Not killing me right away, what a generous ghost story this is… I even tried spinning an absurdly optimistic take like that.

Though in reality, it’s draining the life out of me.

And in this physical state, if left for just one more day, I might actually die of a heart attack.

[Worker Z999, entering the containment cell.]

‘Can I just not go?’

Of course, not a chance.

I suppressed my tears as I prepared to enter….

Still, I knew. I had brought ‘the thing I prepared’ without any issues.

‘…Good.’

After patting the item I had tucked away, I moved my feet.

Creak.

The containment cell door opened, and once again, trapped me in a room alone with the wooden doll from the ghost story.

Chapter 377

Containment cell for ghost story Qterw-C-348.

A place with red lighting illuminating a solitary chair.

“…….”

I stared straight ahead.

The wooden doll lay in the shadow beneath the chair.

In the half-dug-up dirt floor, the doll’s neck and arms twisted and stretched outward.

…I had clearly buried it completely under the dirt.

An instinctive fear welled up.

The fear was worse than when I first saw it. Because of last night.

‘Whew.’

Looking at the wooden doll ‘half-buried in the dirt’ like the ghost I witnessed, I wiped away cold sweat. Its appearance was as if….

‘…It looked like it had struggled to crawl out but ultimately failed to escape.’

As expected, burying it in the dirt was an effective action.

[Yes. You just need to bury it in the dirt again.]

Therefore, I intended to follow the researcher's instructions to the letter.

On top of that… I planned to do a little something extra.

“…….”

As I dug a new pit under the chair with both hands, I thought about this ghost story.

‘The reason I specifically buried this in the dirt on the first day was….’

Because of a certain element present in the <Dark Exploration Records> document, but absent from the doll in front of me now.

Identifiable as an entity of Qterw-C-2554 via the enclosed talisman.

Precisely, the talisman.

Specifically… the inscription written on it.

The talisman is severely damaged and covered in scribbles. After restoring and interpreting the inscriptions, it was determined that they contained the text for Sumang-gut, a ritual intended for drowning victims.

It was a crucial hint.

‘The fact that the talisman was enclosed in a damaged state… likely means it wasn't functioning properly, or it was contaminated and produced the wrong effect.’

A broken talisman. It was a ghost story cliché.

…I had actually experienced a similar case in a certain high school, too.

To put it the other way around….

‘Normally, the countermeasure would be to restore the talisman to its original state and perform the ritual.’

But if I did that, the Darkness would be ‘terminated.’

‘That’s the Disaster Management Bureau’s way. It’s not the Daydream way.’

This company ‘manages and operates’ Darknesses.

‘They must have guessed the countermeasure, but they wouldn't have used it.’

They didn't remove the talisman without a reason.

They were definitely looking for a way for an employee to ‘clear’ it without terminating it.

If that’s the case, my task was simple.

‘I just have to find the Daydream-style clearing method.’

Finding cases of people who survived relatively long after coming into contact with the doll, or rare cases of those who survived entirely.

However, more than half of those cases were too personal or lacked context.

For example, a survival case like this:

Visited a temple after contact with the doll. Two days later, took vows to become a Buddhist nun.

Confirmed that the explorer’s Saju (Four Pillars of Destiny) lacked the element of water.

I couldn't do anything with stuff like that.

‘It’s not like I can change my destiny, and I’m not in a position to take vows.’

In the first place, this doll was a ghost story that appeared in ‘various unstandardized forms.’ It was meant to use ambiguity to instill fear, revealing only vague tendencies rather than consistent rules.

So, I narrowed it down.

‘Categorize the Exploration Records.’

And find the one category of trends most certain for me.

The one I had already identified.

Confirmed that the text for a Sumang-gut, intended for drowning victims, was written on it.

Sumang-gut!

‘I just need to look closely at descriptions of cases where actions similar to the ritual procedures were performed.’

Actions that touched upon a similar context, though not enough to terminate the ghost story.

Of course, unlike some people, I wasn't a ritual specialist agent from the Disaster Management Bureau, so I didn’t know all the specific procedures or methods.

But the important point wasn't the fine details; it was the core element.

Thus, I pulled out two things.

First.

Burying the doll in the dirt in its original state.



Exploration Record #5

A civilian (male, 20s) who discovered the doll on the ■■ coast of Pohang experienced hallucinations after posting a discovery thread on the internet.

After visiting a shaman, he followed her advice and re-buried the doll in its original spot.

Found dead 41 days later. Mud, water, and ■■ were found around the mattress under the deceased’s bed.



Burying it in the dirt dramatically delayed the time.

‘I doubt that restoring it to its original state was what really mattered. Rather, the process itself was likely a type of gut ritual.’

It had influence in terms of context.

That’s why I mimicked that situation on the first day–to buy time.

And….

‘Finding the ritual.’

Performed a rite for the doll.

The exploration records where that phrase appeared.

‘Many people expected shamanic or superstitious methods to work.’

Even if they couldn't interpret the talisman, it was human nature to first visit a shaman or a temple.

‘What a person does after seeing hallucinations of a ghost is all similar.’

They burned joss paper, recited incantations, sought divine readings, performed rites, burned incense, or made mounds and poured alcohol.

But only a few of those were effective.

Specifically….

Seeking a divine reading.

Performing a rite.

Making a mound and pouring alcohol.

These three.

And these three had something in common.

Did you notice?

‘Food.’

Rice is thrown when seeking a divine reading.

A ritual table is set when performing a rite.

The alcohol poured after making a mound also counts as food.

‘In the end, the fundamental procedure of the Sumang-gut written on the talisman is….’

Treating them to a meal.

So I prepared it, too.

Rice and alcohol.

“…….”

I took out the instant rice and beer I had purchased at the commissary yesterday.

Then, I opened the instant rice’s lid and placed it in front of the pit I had pre-dug.

After taking a deep breath.

“…….”

The doll that had been half-buried under the chair….

I picked it up.

The doll was completely intact.

All the joints I had broken had re-attached, looking as if nothing had happened. However, I knew.

This wooden doll remembered me.

No,

This drowning victim.

Ha—

…I heard a breath near my ear.

Goosebumps erupted on my neck.

y l k c i u q e i d u o y s i h w i

Ignoring it, I moved the wooden doll. My hands trembled. Thud, I dropped the doll into the newly dug pit and covered it with dirt again. The dirt shook and spilled from my grip. I moved my hands quickly.

Finally, the moment it was completely covered and out of sight.

‘Done—’

Drip.

A cold drop of water fell on top of my head.

…….

…….

I raised my head.

A face hung from the ceiling above me.

y l k c i u q e i d u o y s i h w i e m o c

Drip, drip, drip-drip,

Moisture fell onto my face, and the stench of water was overwhelming. The mangled eyes, nose, and mouth opened wide as arms stretched out from both sides to grab me.

T h e  m o u t h  m o v e s.

y l k c i u q e i d u o y s i h w i

I  s e e.

e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t e r e h e m o c u o y e i d u o y h s i w i y l k c i u q o o t

Ah.

Ah.

I understood.

This was….

Ha—

I had been hearing it backwards….

Like a tape played in reverse, the upside-down mouth moved.

I l i s t e n

o o t

t o o

y l k c i u q

q u i c k l y

e i d u o y s i h w I

 I   w i s h   y o u   w o u l d   d i e   q u i c k l y 

Flesh blocked the holes in my face.

o u y

y o u

e m o c

c o m e

e r e h-

h e r e.

“…….”

I shouldn't have understood.

I   s h o u l d n ' t   h a v e …   u n d e r s t o o d … !

“Urgh,”

Something with a salty stench poured out of my mouth.

“Urrgh.”

Mud. Sticky clumps of dirt from deep beneath the salty seaside mixed with my saliva and splattered onto the floor below. No, was it saliva or breath? Was it breath or mucus?

Y o u   c o m e   h e r e

“Hieek,”

The pain of drowning, the fear, the coldness, the loneliness turned my mind deathly pale. It strangled my throat. I couldn't lower my head. I was caught. I barely managed to pull the beer can from my chest. My hands shook as if floundering in water, the can, the can…….

I opened it.

Tsch.

With a brief noise, the beer foam, shaken to its limit, overflowed over my fingers and spilled down.

Quickly

My vision shook. A face covered in flesh and hair touched my forehead. I couldn't lower my head, my hands trembled, and then…

I wish you would die

Without hesitation, I turned the can upside down and emptied it.

“…….”

Glug, glug.

I heard the sound of flowing.

It was from over the spot where I buried the doll, the sound of liquid—not water.

Alcohol.

“…….”

I lowered my head.

The drowning victim hanging its head from the ceiling had vanished.

All that remained was the interior of the containment cell, bathed in red light.

The chair, alone.

With only the empty instant rice container rolling beneath it.

…….

…….

“Whew,”

It worked.

‘I almost died….’

I almost passed out from pure fear.

I forced my body, about to collapse onto the floor, to stand up.

My legs were really shaking.

‘It’s been so long….’

This sensation of dipping my foot into hell and then escaping…!

[…Worker Z999?]

“…Yes.”

Right, they can't hear me.

[Worker Z999, can you look at the door and wave your hand?]

I gladly did so.

[No way…]

A faint trace of shock bled into the researcher's voice.

The oppressive, damp gloom of the containment cell weighing against my skin had vanished before I knew it, and I…

I was fine.

[Fo-for now, come out.]

I’d be happy to.

“Whew.”

After taking a deep breath, I headed toward the open containment cell door.

[You there, don't move! Stay still!]

As soon as I stepped out of the cell, a security guard came at the researcher's command and immediately confiscated the armband on my forearm.

‘Okay.’

After that, no one told me what was inside or what the outcome was.

However, I knew.

‘What I did was definitely a clear by the standards of the headquarters' Field Exploration team.’

It was qualitatively distinct from the other workers who only dipped their toes into a ghost story for a few hours each morning before leaving.

That’s why I was certain.

Wiping away cold sweat, I thought.

‘A C-Grade must have popped up.’

I’m confident that this was a grade that these workers—who were told nothing by the branch office and treated as disposable—would have almost no chance of discovering by accident.

I was certain.

And so, that afternoon.

[Worker Z999, you are being summoned.]

I was summoned before I could even finish lunch, and under a security guard’s escort, subjected to a researcher’s persistent questioning in a place called the ‘Worker Communication Room.’

They were mostly questions he was dying to turn into a manual.

To the questions that could be summarized as ‘Why on earth did you do that?’, I gave simple and clear answers.

Just because.

“Well… it looked like it was hungry, so I wanted to share some food….”

[…So you gave instant rice to a wooden doll, is that it?]

“Yes….”

There was no reason.

Just ‘I was hungry, so I thought it might be hungry, too.’

I heard the researcher grit his teeth at the story that the ghost looked hungry before he launched into persistent follow-up questions.

[Why did you bring beer?]

“I had to pay back the water debt… and they told me to pay it back double.”

[Pardon?]

In a tone devoid of intelligence, I conveyed the words of the two workers who had threatened me.

“Everyone seemed to like beer… so I thought the doll might like it, too.”

[…….]

Yes.

I was going to stick thoroughly to the concept that ‘none of this was intentional.’

As if the actions of a mentally feeble person coincidentally happened to align well.

And this was also a tricky yet interesting subject to handle for a ghost story researcher.

[So… you don't really know, it just worked, right?]

“Pardon? Yes….”

Precisely, luck.

An element handled carefully because it was difficult to measure.

Scientifically speaking, some might argue that it’s merely a statistical anomaly, but in the ghost story worldview, luck holds significance.

No, it might be the most necessary talent of all.

‘Lucky people have the most survival exploration cases.’

Because they frequently encounter situations that they cannot logically understand, they have to handle the situation by relying solely on luck.

And exceptionally lucky exploration cases were always staples of the Dark Exploration Records.

‘They’ll definitely want to research it.’

Even if that researcher, whom I only heard the voice of, was the type to only obsess over points with no particular interest in research, it was fine.

‘Because they’ll want to deploy me here and there to see if they can extract more high-grade Dream Essence.’

It meant they would think about using me for longer, which meant they would at least want to manage me a bit better.

Now, let's push them a little more here.

“Ugh….”

I deliberately emphasized that my physical condition alone was truly trash.

[If you're not feeling well, go to the infirmary.]

“I shouldn't spend money…. I have to save up….”

[Sigh….]

The researcher sighed, as if his frustration and annoyance were surging.

‘But the thing about autonomy is that once you refuse, that's the end of it.’

Yet, he probably didn't want to pay me money himself.

‘Looking at the state of this branch, he’d probably have to cover it out of his own pocket.’

I shouldn't expect that kind of act from a Daydream researcher’s personality.

Instead, other options would to come to mind.

For example… a way to maintain this ‘promising’ worker’s condition so he could keep working—something he could do arbitrarily without spending his own money.

[Go for now, Worker Z999.]

“Yes…?”

[Something good is going to happen later, so don't forget who to thank.]

Thus, that very evening.

“Uh….”

“Sp-Special Transfer?”

I escaped being Worker Z999.

Dinner time.

Just before entering the cafeteria, a notice was posted in the work area.

{Special Reassignment

Z999 -> Y492}

It was a half-hearted thing, printed on a piece of A4 paper, but its impact on me was undeniable.

“Worker Z999?”

“Isn't that the very last number?”

“Who is it?”

“You know, that weird bas… hieek!”

He’s right here.

The whispering, like ‘Didn't he die already?’, stopped instantly. And I felt gazes aimed towards me as if observing.

The specific gaze that looked down on something at the bottom of the social hierarchy— mocking, avoidant, seeing one as an easy target for frustration—changed slightly.

—How did he do it?

It could be summarized like that.

Doubt and a bit of confusion.

‘I think troublesome things are going to happen.’

Because I felt like as soon as these people came to their senses, they would loiter around for something to scavenge.

‘The two X-Grade guys are enough trouble….’

Following the image I had set, I quickly grabbed my food and ran away before these people could catch me as an easy target.

And during this process, I felt mildly moved.

‘Wow, crazy.’

For Y-Grade, there was a crude meal packaging service!

“Y492….”

Furthermore, the menu was even a bit touching.

‘It’s tonkatsu….’

Warm fried pork came out with white rice and radish kimchi.

Unlike the diet of a few anchovies with cold rice, the fact that normal food was being served was enough to bring tears to my eyes. The tonkatsu looked like a mass-produced one fried at a rest stop, but even that was something.

I carefully accepted the food as if it were precious and bolted to the breakroom. I got there fast enough that those eyeing the situation didn't have a chance to follow.

“Whew.”

Success for now.

For the record, the sticker on my neck hadn’t been replaced during this process.

‘It seems like the change hasn't been reflected yet since it was just a rough reassignment to fill an empty Y-Group spot.’

-Once this week's work is over, you'll be officially reassigned again, but the point is that if you work harder, you could live in an even better place.

Recalling those subtle words, it seemed the researcher was also secretly hoping to boost work morale.

‘Sorry, but now that the environment is good enough to live in, I’m just going to hold out for two weeks like this.’

Actually, I didn't really feel sorry. Daydream research positions… their personalities seemed obvious.

I fell silent, thinking of a certain researcher at headquarters.

Anyway, I was a bit excited at the thought of returning to a liveable bedroom.

And even more so at the freshly packed, steaming tonkatsu!

“Let's pack quickly.”

I briefly packed my belongings at the Z999 accommodation, the worst worker breakroom.

Actually, there wasn't much to pack.

Since I had nothing.

‘I'll take the diary just in case.’

I packed the notebook left by the deceased 993, along with a few candies, chocolates, and water I had placed around the mattress.

Just as I slightly lifted the mattress.

‘…Huh?’

Rip. 

The end of the mattress, soaked in muddy water, tore.

“…!”

It seemed to be caught on something protruding from the floor.

‘What is this?’

I immediately checked under the mattress.

Perhaps because of my feet’s movements while caught by the ghost last night and because the mattress was soaked, the underside was worn down.

And beneath that, where there should have been concrete, was packed dirt.

‘…Did the concrete turn into dirt?’

It seemed parts of the floor here had turned into dirt because of the drowning ghost doll story. I shuddered.

However, within that dirt, something sparkled faintly.

‘…A handle?’

I brushed away a bit more dirt.

The clearly-revealed contour looked like part of a door or safe handle.

‘Was it embedded inside the concrete?’

Conscious of any surveillance cameras surely placed in this room, I dug it out of the dirt while pretending to tidy the mattress.

Like a piece of junk, only a fragment of the handle came away in my hand.

“Hmm.”

This... felt like those ceramic shards or screw bits you'd find while digging in the dirt of an old playground.

But it felt too strange to just throw away.

Something like this was embedded in concrete?

And at a Daydream branch, no less.

I recalled the layout of this place, which was like a closed mine.

Daydream had gone through the trouble of establishing a branch and containment facility here.

‘There's a high probability this place itself holds some... supernatural significance.’

But for something like a part of a handle to be hidden in the floor? It was significant no matter how I thought about it.

Didn't it seem like a symbol for escaping somewhere?

Or for storing something.

“Hmm.”

I examined the excavated piece more closely.

An unusual material, strange inscriptions, bloodstains, a sudden surge of panic or murderous intent while holding it... there was none of that.

‘Okay.’

First test passed. I'll take it for now.

I quietly tucked the handle fragment into my work clothes' pocket. I resolved to immediately throw it away if anything felt off.

And so, the preparations for the move were complete.

‘Let's move to the dorm and eat first...!’

I wondered if there would be anyone trying to cause trouble in the Y490-series dorms as well, but at this hour, everyone should be in the cafeteria.

“Good.”

I picked up my luggage, checked the hallway, and after confirming no other workers were around, I moved immediately.

And finally... I entered the room in the Y490s.

Click.

As I opened the door and stepped inside, a fairly spacious area came into view.

‘Wow.’

It was shabby, like an old apartment, but it had a living room finished with linoleum and two bedrooms. It seemed they divided the rooms by gender. I could even see locks...!

‘I'm going to cry.’

It finally felt like a place where humans lived.

Just as I was about to enjoy the small happiness of having a separate living space.

“…!”

The moment I looked under the sunken sofa in the living room, I froze.

Someone had collapsed there.

A worker with disheveled black hair in a complete mess.

‘Is it another corpse...??’

Oh, please.

But fortunately, they moved.

‘Phew....’

The sigh of relief was short-lived as I realized the person's unusual condition.

Wearing tattered work clothes, the person’s state looked wretched, gasping for breath and clawing at the floor with both hands.

Several fingernails, reaching toward the door, had already broken. Their hands were covered in scratches and calluses.

‘Who is it?’

Wait, there's someone left in the dorms at this hour? That's weird....

‘…Wait a minute.’

I remembered what I had heard yesterday morning at the worker waiting area.

-Number 491? Oh, that crazy kid. I don't know. They haven't come out of their room.

“…….”

That was Group Y, wasn't it?

‘N-no way.’

This person is that one.

I finally moved rooms, only to find a roommate who had already lost their mind from a ghost story’s side effects....

‘Sigh…….’

No, I was prepared for this.

‘I just need to not provoke them and get by.’

Still, being alone with them might lead to me getting harmed. I should be careful.

I decided to step back, leave the room quietly, return to Z999 for now to eat, and then come back later.

And as I turned my body….

…….

‘Should I just check their condition?’

They aren't dead yet.

If I could intervene and improve their situation, it wouldn't be a bad thing for me as a roommate.

And blindly leaving them alone might actually be more dangerous.

‘Phew.’

I held back a sigh and cautiously approached Number Y491 (presumably) in the living room.

“Excuse me, are you oka—”

The word "okay" was never finished.

“…!!”

…Because I realized.

This person looked familiar.

But, but….

‘This is someone who shouldn't be here….’

In shock and horror, I cautiously moved closer and confirmed the person's profile….

…….

It was indeed someone I knew.

‘Oh my god.’

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

A full-time employee of the Daydream HQ Field Exploration team.

The person who was an elite of the A-Squad was right here.

Chapter 378

I thought I’d seen it wrong.

But no matter how many times I looked, nothing changed.

The ‘insane person’ remaining in the Y-Squad dorm, Number Y491… was Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

She was lying on the floor in a mess, wearing tattered work clothes.

‘What on earth happened?’

Reflexively, I lowered my body and began to examine her condition more closely.

‘……The more I look, the worse it gets.’

Every time I peered closer, only groans of dismay escaped me.

I thought back to the Assistant Manager Jin Nasol I first met as a new employee.

Recalling her appearance—so pristine it seemed like she wouldn’t let a single drop of blood spill on her—the way she looked now, a total wreck reminiscent of a derelict hermit, was almost terrifying.

And her hands, covered in broken nails, scars, and calluses.

‘The place where her special equipment used to be….’

The area where that perfectly groomed, flashy nail—imbued with powerful abilities—had been was now a gruesome sight. I was speechless at the disparity.

And… her eyes.

‘…They’re out of focus.’

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol looked as if she had lost her reason–perhaps even as if she were possessed.

She laid there muttering something under her breath like she had lost her soul.

“…….”

Why on earth was an Assistant Manager from the Headquarters’ elite squad here in this state?

In a place like this that lures in debtors and gamblers to put to work?

‘It’s strange to simply conclude that this is… contamination.’

Even recalling the records where Jin Nasol appeared in the <Dark Exploration Records>, this character’s end was never specifically described.

But she wasn’t in a position where she would be left contaminated and drift all the way down here. It would have made more sense for her to be transferred to the Security Team or to go missing in a Darkness.

‘Something is wrong.’

I pondered.

And I decided to cautiously try the most intuitive method.

Lowering my voice so as not to be caught by any potential wiretaps, I whispered very softly.

…….

“Assistant Manager Butterfly of Elite A-Squad.”

At that moment.

A flash of light flickered in Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s eyes.

“……!”

Just like back then, her eyes narrowed, twitching rapidly as if trying to grasp her current situation. Then she whipped around to look at me.

Her mouth opened, and a harsh, hoarse voice came out.

“…Roe Deer?”

“…!”

She recognized me.

“You… why are you here?”

That’s what I want to say.

“A-Are you alright?”

“Do I look alright to you?”

Unlike before, there was no sharp irritation to Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s voice, but that wasn’t a good thing.

It was a voice that sounded utterly empty.

‘Still, she recognizes me….’

In this baffling situation, if there was one advantage, wasn’t it that I hadn’t entered someone else’s body but appeared exactly as Kim Soleum?

It seemed my identity and appearance had remained the same this time as well.

And anyway, seeing a familiar face definitely seemed to help clear Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s mind, but….

“First, please stand up….”

“…….”

Jin Nasol’s reaction subsided.

The sharp intelligence in her eyes faded.

And then.

“Painkillers.”

“Pardon?”

“I’m asking if you have painkillers.”

A hollow voice reached me.

‘Painkillers?’

“I-I don’t have any… but if I go to the medical room, they might give me some….”

“Shut up.”

“…….”

Is she… suffering from pain right now?

After a moment of thought, I pulled out one of the remaining items I had brought with me.

“U-Um… how about this?”

A beer can.

Since alcohol can sometimes act as a very primitive painkiller.

I had deliberately chosen something with a high alcohol content to serve the role of ‘liquor.’ I held it out in front of Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

“How about….”

Snap.

A hand snatched the beer with terrifying, brute force.

“…!”

The other hand popped the can, and she poured the beer into her mouth as if she were shoving it in.

Crush.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s fingers, gripping the beer, crumpled the aluminum can as if they could pierce right through it.

Gulp, gulp….

“…….”

Haa.

As she exhaled sharply, the can fell from Jin Nasol’s hand to the floor.

Thud.

“I wasn’t planning on drinking.”

She pulled herself up.

Her eyes were slightly blurred, but she spoke in a much calmer voice than earlier, when she had looked insane.

“That’s a bit better.”

I almost reflexively stepped back.

I barely managed to stop myself.

“Wow, that’s a relief….”

When I intentionally answered somewhat clumsily, her expression crumpled.

“Why is your way of speaking so….”

But soon, a sneering smirk hung sharply on Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s lips.

“Not that I’m in any position to talk, looking like this.”

“…….”

I shook my head slightly.

“Um… I don’t know who you are, but if it’s okay with you….”

“There are no wiretaps.”

……!

“I-I don’t know what you mean….”

“If they kept wiretaps running in all the rooms for these… cockroach-like humans, the data costs would be a waste. They turn them on and off, and I’m telling you they’re off right now.”

Like a rusty clockwork mechanism slowly restarting, Jin Nasol’s words initially came out blunt, but then creaked back into her original rational tone.

Finally, she pressed her forehead and gestured with her chin.

“Over there, near the door. It makes a high-pitched beep when it’s active, and it’s annoying.”

…It seemed she meant that when the wiretap is on, a high-frequency mechanical noise could be heard.

“Pardon? Oh, so the… beep… isn’t sounding…?”

“Yeah. Don’t make me say it twice. It’s annoying enough as it is.”

…….

“Understood.”

“…!”

I answered like the real Assistant Manager Kim Soleum.

“Even if the wiretapping is off, the CCTVs for worker observation must still be running, so I will continue the conversation like this.”

Then I looked at her.

Surprisingly, Jin Nasol avoided my gaze, looking slightly to the side.

“Assistant Manager. I suddenly found myself hired as a worker here after I regained consciousness. I was in the middle of assessing the situation, and now I see you are here as well.”

“…….”

“Why are you here?”

“What exactly do you think you can do by knowing that?”

“Just what on earth happened?”

“I’m asking what you’re going to do after hearing it.”

“We might be able to help each other.”

“Ha, after coming all the way in here, what….”

Her voice, which started mockingly, suddenly cut short, and she stared at me.

As if she had suddenly recalled something.

“You, you were the top recruit, weren’t you?”

“Yes.”

And I was also promoted in the shortest period of time.

“…….”

“I regained my senses two days ago.”

I pointed to the sticker on my neck.

Z999.

“I was in this state then.”

“You…….”

“And currently, I am Number Y492.”

“…!”

In just two days, I had jumped from the very last number, skipped a whole squad, and reached a front number.

“…….”

I felt her assessing gaze.

Jin Nasol’s eyes sharpened slightly, then she gave a small nod.

“…Fine.”

It seemed like a silent passing grade.

Her voice calmed considerably, and her posture straightened.

Soon, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol began to speak as if giving a briefing.

“But why I’m here is none of your business. My situation has nothing to do with you.”

“Understood.”

I didn’t expect much anyway.

“What’s your other question?”

“Just what is this Namhae Branch….”

“Why is it filled with nothing but messy trash?”

A sneer hung on her lips.

“Can’t you tell by looking? This place was made to use these so-called workers once and then throw them away. If someone at headquarters wants to earn points quickly, they grab them and send them here as management.”

“…!”

“That’s what the ‘Remote Duty Allowance’ is.”

If the management here earns points quickly….

“As I thought, it must be true that there are Dream Collectors in the workers’ armbands.”

“You’re still quick on the uptake. Yes. The Dream Essence collected here is consumed by the person in charge. Though they probably get commissions stripped every time it goes up the ladder.”

It was a pyramid scheme.

‘That researcher bastard who was doing the announcements must have received more points than a field exploration position….’

“Instead, there’s no salary.”

Wow.

‘So it’s a choice between points and money.’

I clutched my throbbing head.

Then I remembered.

—…New recruit Kim Soleum, did you perhaps not receive a business card?

The business card I had received from the orientation host after the Daydream Inc. entrance exam.

Kwak Jekang’s voice echoed in my head.

-If you want to earn points faster, contact that place.

‘…Don’t tell me.’

That business card really was linked to a branch appointment…!

‘It’s almost frightening.’

To think that the route here had been open since back then.

I had guessed it once before, but I wasn’t at all happy about the confirmation….

Of course, I would have been in a position to use workers like consumables rather than being a worker myself, so the situation would have been completely different.

Regardless, the rumor that the branch was hell was certainly plausible given this working environment.

But….

‘Then it’s even stranger that Assistant Manager Jin Nasol is here.’

Shouldn’t she have come as a superior and be grinding down the workers?

‘Was there a special circumstance?’

Something like that….

…….

‘Wait a minute.’

There was one.

“…Is your presence here perhaps related to the disappearance of Director Ho?”

“…!!”

Ho Yuwon.

The supernatural being of Sekwang Metropolitan City.

I recalled the Fox Counseling Room with the long-term leave sign. That counselor who should be carrying out a long counseling schedule with his clients.

‘But from Daydream Inc.’s perspective… Director Ho suddenly evaporated from that day on.’

And Elite A-Squad, where Assistant Manager Jin Nasol was… was Director Ho’s line!

To the point where everyone had been drafted for Director Ho’s project.

“Could it be that after Director Ho’s project disappeared, problems arose within the company….”

“Shut up.”

“…!”

“I told you not to ask about things irrelevant to your situation. Do you not understand?”

I was right.

‘Seeing this hypersensitive reaction, I hit the mark…!’

I stood tall, putting strength in my feet as I looked at Jin Nasol staring at me with ominous eyes.

She seemed to have barely regained her reason, so let’s not provoke her. Since it seemed difficult to dig further in this direction, I asked another question.

Something I had wanted to find out for a long time.

“Then, how much time has passed since Director Ho disappeared?”

“What?”

“I am asking about the duration.”

Ho Yuwon and I must have disappeared around the same time.

How much time has passed here since I disappeared?

Her mouth slowly opened.

…….

“Three years.”

What?

“Yeah. It’s been about that long.”

Wait a minute.

Three years?

‘I spent one year at home….’

To think that several years had passed here during that time.

I felt a dull shock in the back of my head.

‘Then now….’

Just how much has the situation changed?

One year and three years feel completely different. How much time is left until this <Dark Exploration Records> world goes to ruin? The other people, could they perhaps….

‘No.’

Even if I think about it now, it won’t answer that question. Let’s not get anxious for nothing. I took a deep breath.

‘At any rate, one thing is certain.’

Even in this state, she must be the most competent Darkness explorer here.

I looked at my former boss, who had lost her special equipment and her position, and eventually said.

“I’m going to survive for 14 days and get out of here.”

“…….”

“I still have the confidence to do so.”

If there’s something this person still possesses, it would be that.

Her experience investigating the Darkness.

“I don’t know what your wish is, but we might be able to find another way besides the Wish Ticket. Daydream Inc. isn’t the only group that deals with supernatural phenomena.”

This wasn’t just a persuasive statement; it was a fact.

“For now, how about making it our goal to get out of here and find another way?”

“…….”

“I’d like us to move as a team, at least until we get out.”

I waited.

Jin Nasol seemed to look at the floor for a moment, then finally raised her head.

“Give it a try.”

The light had returned to her eyes.

After disappearing into the bathroom for a moment, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol emerged with her appearance neatly tidied up.

The wrinkles in her shabby worker’s clothes had been smoothed out, and her outfit looked decent.

And all the shoulder-length hair that had been a disheveled mess was gone.

“…!”

“It was cumbersome.”

The eyes visible between the bobbed hair, cut precisely to barely reach her chin, were ominous and sharp.

“What are you looking at?”

“…I was just thinking that you’re still neat when you work.”

“Ha.”

Jin Nasol snorted, but she didn’t get angry.

Beep.

At that moment, the lounge door opened.

“…I’m saying, what kind of cigarette costs five thousand won a stick?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying. This company plays tricks because they really don’t want to give us any money… Uh?”

People from the Y-squad 490s flocked in.

And upon seeing Jin Nasol, one swaggering middle-aged man narrowed his eyes and pointed his finger.

“Oh, what’s this? This crazy bit— has come to her sen….”

“Hey.”

Ah.

“Don’t talk. You’re noisy.”

“Wha-what?”

“What.”

Jin Nasol, who had been pressing her brow, strode toward the man.

“Th-this one, she was muttering to herself and now she’s really gone cra—….”

“You didn’t understand me the first time?”

“What… Ack, gack…!”

I watched in horror as Jin Nasol choked the Y-squad member in the same lounge.

That’s right. This woman, she had this kind of personality…!

Muscles and veins could be seen on her arms beneath her tattered work clothes. Though her condition was a mess, that momentum was the same as ever… ah, no, that’s not it!

I hurried to stop her.

“U-Um…! Don’t waste calories. The alcohol buzz will wear off! Please stop…!”

“…….”

Thud.

Fortunately, Jin Nasol let go of the Y-squad man, dropping him onto the floor.

Though she threw out some more words.

“Keep your mouth shut from now on. Even breathe quietly. Got it?”

“U-Uh, uuuuh….”

“If you’re noisy, I’ll sear your tongue first.”

She seemed like a truly insane person.

This group of workers, the very definition of ‘strong against the weak, weak against the strong,’ glanced at Jin Nasol’s extraordinary way of speaking and momentum, then quickly slipped into their rooms instead of attacking.

They chose to avoid her for now rather than fight.

…Huh?

‘Wait, this way, we might actually avoid unnecessary trouble…?’

Since people who went into their rooms might still hear, I played my part.

“Um, i-it hurts if I get hit, so you shouldn't hit people….”

“That tone is annoying, so stop it already.”

“…….”

Yes, ma’am.

In any case, I decided to take on a new position.

Commonly known as the crazy thug’s lackey.

‘Good.’

It might be comfortable…!

“Um, then shall I go get some painkillers from the medical room…?”

Silence.

Soon, a flat voice answered.

“I have no money.”

“…….”

Just how have you been living….

“I-I’ll lend it to you….”

“Do whatever.”

And so, I voluntarily headed to the medical room….

Yes.

I hadn't been able to go earlier because I’d insisted to the researcher that I couldn’t get treatment in the medical room, but now I had an excuse to go voluntarily….

To anyone watching, wouldn't it look like I was being extorted?

‘Let’s take this opportunity to prepare a bit.’

For the record, there was no need to worry about how to go about purchasing things.

{Medical Room}

When I went inside, it was a self-service zone….

All medicines were to be purchased from a vending machine.

‘You crazy Daydream bastards….’

At any rate, I bought the painkillers.

Without hesitation, I also bought several spare first-aid supplies for myself, as well as several cliché medical items used as triggers or useful tools in ghost stories.

The price was horrendous.

‘210,000 won…?!’

One would think this was a dystopian country without health insurance. I swallowed a groan and paid the money with trembling hands.

Still, my heart felt light.

Walking down the hallway back to the Y-squad room, I organized my thoughts here and there.

‘I moved rooms, and I’ve gained a sort of ally.’

What will the next Darkness we’re thrown into be?

‘I wonder what the researcher chose after the wooden doll.’

I had a feeling they would give us something reasonably safe this time. It wasn’t just baseless optimism; it was because they seemed to have a long-term plan to ‘stably’ test my luck.

‘There’s a high probability we’ll be put somewhere with relatively low risk this time.’

And I thought the guess was pretty good.

…If it weren't for this variable.

[There is a special night assignment today.]

[All personnel from X100s, Y400s, and Z900s, begin moving to the workspace.]

“Huh?”

“What? Why are they saying we’re all going to the same place?”

That night.

We workers were all thrown into a single ghost story together.

Chapter 379

It is surprisingly common to find entries on the Wiki about Daydream Inc. throwing dozens, or even hundreds, of people into a single ghost story at once.

Because it's entertaining.

I had even experienced it firsthand shortly after I joined Daydream Inc.

A place where dozens of employees had died.

‘Manor of the Blind….’

My mouth still went dry whenever I thought of that mansion where a bizarre exhibition was held, where people’s features and limbs were collected as admission fees.

[Repeating the announcement. We will be starting a special night assignment today.]

So, I had a rough idea from the moment they mobilized over a hundred workers in the evening. The PTSD alarms were flashing brightly in my head.

‘This is a hundred percent it.’

They were going to herd all these workers into a single ghost story.

And usually, the survival rate for these Exploration Records is cut in half.

Because that’s what makes them interesting to read.

‘Damn it.’

I forced my face to relax as I felt my teeth grit.

Instead, I looked at Jin Nasol; she seemed to have guessed as well, her eyes sunken as she packed painkillers. As expected of the elite squad….

“The medicine's damn weak. Is this really all of it?”

“……Yes.”

I didn't know.

‘Let’s not trust her that much….’

In this bloodless, tearless, and absurd ghost story worldview, it was best for my well-being to trust only myself. No, I could even be betrayed by myself….

“Ah, fuck. I need to rest my body to work again tomorrow. What kind of bullshit is calling people out like this at night?”

“No, they said they’d pay double with night shift allowances included…!”

“Re-Really?”

“Fuck, that’s some major corporation-level payout!”

Two million won in cash.

At that magical phrase, the workers soon stopped resisting, even as they continued to grumble.

[Yes, yes. Wear your blindfolds.]

I desperately deduced and narrowed down the possibilities while being hauled away like cargo.

What kind of ghost story could it be?

[Get off.]

Soon, the minecart stopped, and we were guided to a single door.

[Now, line up. Yes. In groups of five.]

Groups of five.

‘An ambiguous number.’

Seeing them randomly divide the groups using the order people stood in line, I calculated and stood in the middle.

I debated whether to split up from Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, but decided against it. Even in the worst-case scenario where only part of the group survived, I figured Jin Nasol would keep working with me as long as both of us could still live.

‘Usually, it’s advantageous to move together.’

[Um… yes. That’s enough.]

After the security guards checked the workers and exchanged signals.

Finally, the containment cell was opened.

Creeeeeak….

“…….”

“Isn’t it… isn’t it too dark?”

The inside of the door was invisible.

The darkness was so thick it almost felt like a void.

“Hey, you should at least give us a flashlight if you want us to go in or whatever.”

“Can this many people even fit in there?”

[Yes. It’s plenty spacious inside. You’ll be able to see everything once you enter.]

“But still….”

[Ha…. Seriously.]

Irritation began to bleed into the researcher’s bored voice.

[Then back out of the task. Back out and take the points penalty.]

“…!”

[So either deal with the disadvantage or get in quickly. Don't you see you're wasting everyone's time right now, mister? Do you want no one to get any sleep tonight?]

“That….”

“Yeah, come on, why is a grown man making a fuss about it being dark.”

“We can go in, just go in.”

When several workers at the front of the line chimed in with pointed looks, the protesting worker fell silent.

Even though it was a demand that benefitted them as well, they instinctively chose not to offend the powerful researcher and held back.

‘It seems most of the workers… think that those who didn’t return after work were either fired or at the hospital.’

They probably assumed the high-numbered workers’ deaths were just rumors, or if they were superstitious, they believed ghosts had possessed them because of their weak spirits.

And since they were still fine despite doing the same work, they judged that they would be okay in the future as well.

‘It’s complacent, but realistic.’

Conversely, I read the expressions of the workers in the Z900s, either frozen stiff with anxiety or already half-vacant….

[Take the instructions and enter. Simultaneous entry for the same line.]

But the entry had already begun.

One by one, the workers at the very front entered the darkness.

And then it was my line’s turn.

“…….”

As I was the closest to them, the security guard handed a piece of paper to me.

Was it the same person from the first day?

“Th-Thank you….”

I took it.

The moment I stepped into the containment cell door, holding the slightly worn paper.

Thump.

The darkness swallowed us.

“…….”

Strangely, we didn’t bump into the team ahead.

We slowly walked forward.

One step.

Another step.

“No, just how far do we have to go….”

Just before the worker next to me finished his sentence.

Whoosh.

A brief gust of wind swept past.

And then, my vision opened up.

“……!”

It was the mountain breeze tickling my forehead.

The slope of a hill covered in dark blue branches appeared before me.

“A-A mountain?”

“Was it a door leading outside? No, but how is this possible?”

“No, why in a mountain like this….”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol gestured with her chin.

The paper in my hand.

‘Check it.’

I was already unfolding the distributed paper anyway.

If simply entering the containment cell was the entry trigger, then this was most likely the escape hint.

The inside of the folded paper revealed itself.

Refreshing Courage Test

Collect 43 stamps and receive a prize.

Visit the famous spots of Sagyeong Mountain within the sunless darkness to develop courage and self-discipline, and to train your mind.

Fairy Rock – Sagyeong Lodge – Osaek Mineral Spring

[image: ]
Prize collection point:

Information desk in front of the 1st-floor entrance of the Retreat Center

“…courage test?”

Excuse me.

Would it kill you to at least pretend not to be a ghost story?

‘Why is it so blatant….’

A courage test ghost story.

“Hey, let’s see that together.”

I obediently held the paper out quickly so the other team members could also see it.

At the bottom of the old-fashioned, tacky, and slightly crude notice, which looked like it had been made in Photoshop, a new line caught my eye.

This experience is available at all times for

organizations renting our Shinmaru Retreat Center.

Participation is possible at any time without application.

At that moment.

“Shinmaru Retreat Center?”

…!

“Do you know this place?”

“Uh… here, isn't this the retreat center where all those kids died in an accident?”

What?

A chill ran down my spine, as if cold water had been poured down my back.

Looking uncomfortable, the worker spoke while rubbing his chin.

“No, I definitely heard about it. Just before I came to this worksite… that, a bunch of students died.”

“…….”

“I heard it was a retreat center built by some cult. Didn’t they say they couldn't even find the kids' bodies?”

A gloomy silence descended.

“…And we’re in that place right now? Ha, wow.”

“No, first of all, let’s go back and ask the announcement broadcast people properly before moving….”

I turned around.

I saw the dim path on the hill.

The containment cell door was nowhere to be seen.

We were standing alone in the middle of a mountain.

“…….”

“W-What happened…?”

“No, the door we just came through… no.”

This won't do.

It was clear these people had never directly experienced such a blatant supernatural darkness.

“Is it just too dark to see?”

“I guess? Otherwise….”

“Ah, that must be it. Yes, because I can’t see properly….”

I quickly chimed in.

Because I felt like people might start panicking at any moment.

‘I need to find the escape route and get out fast.’

My brain whirled so rapidly it stung.

First, I had to quickly deduce what ghost story this was. So… a retreat center where a fatal accident occurred, a courage test….

‘It’s too cliché.’

These few scattered details were common enough to be used in any ghost story. Several representative ghost stories came to mind, but it was hard to be certain. Like the wooden dolls, it could be just one of many cases.

‘I feel like I’ll know immediately if I experience even one decisive gimmick….’

Tap, tap.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol tapped my back.

“Abandon them and move.”

“Excuse me?”

“The notice doesn't mention anything about a group size limit. I said let's go. Why carry around dead weight for no reason?”

“W-Wait a moment.”

In this terrifying mountain, five people feel overwhelmingly more reassuring than two…!

‘The more, the merrier—more people are less scary!’

I was squeezing out a cold sweat, trying to make up a rational excuse, when—

“Damn, I can't see shit. They said we'd see everything once we entered, but I can't see a damn thing….”

“Everyone.”

A worker chuckled and pulled something out. It was….

“A flashlight!”

“…!”

“This is what you call using your brain.”

With a tense yet somewhat proud face, the worker held up a small flashlight.

“Since they said it was night work, I tucked this away.”

“Kyah, this is why people need to be smart.”

“Phew, thanks to you, we can travel comfortably. Keep it a secret from the company, yes, of course!”

The faces of the people brightened a bit at the relief provided by light and a clear view.

Right. It’s true that on a mountain at night, lifting the darkness reduces the fear by more than half.

However, this was….

‘…Would Daydream Inc. really not have known he was smuggling that in?’

No, they definitely knew. There’s no way they wouldn't catch it with CCTV.

If they knew, why didn't they stop him?

When they themselves pointedly refused to give us flashlights.

-You’ll be able to see everything once you enter.

That refusal clearly showed intent. There must be a reason why the researcher didn’t give us any….

“…….”

Wait a minute.

“Now, now, let’s turn it on quickly….”

“Do not turn it on.”

“Huh?”

“I said, don’t turn on the flashlight.”

“Ayyy, look at him suddenly lowering his voice.”

“Is he the type to act tough when he’s scared?”

But the workers who knew me from when I was Z999 ignored my words and moved casually, snickering as if nothing was wrong.

“Whatever. He’s probably just scared he’ll actually see a ghost.”

Damn it.

“Now, now, there are no ghosts~”

The worker pressed the flashlight button….

Thud!

I kicked the man away and pinned him down.

“W-W-Whoa!”

I crushed him down to subdue him and knocked the flashlight away.

“Has this brat gone crazy!”

“Fuck!”

The workers rushed at me to pull me off.

‘Damn it!’

The flashlight rolled away.

Jin Nasol watched the situation with one eyebrow raised and then approached. It seemed like she was going to help me subdue him, but—

I screamed.

“Close your eyes!”

It was already too late.

“Hey!”

The flashlight, which had left the struggling worker’s hand, had already been turned on.

Ting.

The light scattered as it rolled across the ground.

Ting, roll, roll….

Dammit.

“Close your eyes…!”

“Ugh,”

After shouting at the worker pinned beneath me, I pressed his face down, buried my own head into the ground, and shut my eyes.

“What. Is he a psycho?”

“What do you mean, don’t look. It’s nice and bright.”

“Exactly.”

“Heehee~ It’s really bright even though it’s late at night.”

“I can see everything.”

“It’s good.”

“It’s good.”

“It’s goo—”

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAARGH.”

“Uuuuuhhh uuuuuuhhh uuuuuuhhh yeah gogoodgooditit’sggoodit’sgood”

“Wow…….”

“…….”

“…….”

“It was on the mountain.”

Silence.

…….

…….

Now, only the sound of the wind could be heard.

The hands trying to pull me off had disappeared at some point.

A muffled voice came from beneath me.

“H-Hey.”

…….

“Just now, just now what….”

“Do not open your eyes.”

Ha.

“Assistant Manager. Are you there?”

“Where else would I be?”

It seemed she had followed my instructions immediately.

‘As expected of an elite….’

The next moment, I stood up shakily.

Then slowly, I moved my feet… and began to walk down the path.

In the direction where light shone through my eyelids.

“…….”

My legs were trembling. But I didn't stop.

I walked back and forth a few times until I found the spot brightest behind my eyelids.

Thump. My foot hit something.

“…….”

With palms covered in cold sweat, I leaned down and picked up the flashlight, then flipped the switch off.

Click.

Has darkness ever been this welcome?

‘Phew.’

Only after I put the flashlight in my work uniform pocket did I slowly, very slowly, open my eyes.

I saw the dark mountain path.

That was all.

“……You can open your eyes now.”

When I turned my head, drenched in cold sweat, I saw the worker I had subdued and Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, who had already started re-reading the notice in her hand.

Two people.

Only those two were left.

“…Seong-gil, I mean, what about the others…?”

“I don’t know.”

I wiped away the cold sweat.

“I can’t see them.”

Right.

I remember.

‘There’s no way I wouldn’t know.’

This ghost story, where you must not turn on a light.



Dark Exploration Records / Ghost Story

[Let There Be No Light]

: A ghost story appearing in the <Dark Exploration Records>, with Daydream Inc. Identification Code Qterw-C-1010.

A ghost story where the gimmick of horror games–being attacked the moment the lights go out—works in reverse.

During the exploration, anyone who turns on a light—be it a candle, a lamp, or glow-in-the-dark item—disappears.

The most terrifying part is that not only the person who turned on the light but everyone who saw what was illuminated disappears.

It is unknown what the explorers saw or what kind of experience they had.

Explorers who enter will experience a courage test conducted at an abandoned retreat center located on the outskirts of Gyeongsangnam-do, and they cannot leave the ghost story until the test is properly completed.



This is driving me crazy.

‘So… it’s true they intentionally didn't take the flashlights away.’

They left us alone because they wanted a control group for what would happen if someone took one.

The result.

‘Right after entering, two out of the five people in this group disappeared….’

And it was impossible to even know what they saw or what happened to them.

“…….”

It had been a while.

That kind of experience where two living people I was talking with moments ago disappeared after saying something strange.

“U-U-Uhh… that,”

“Take a deep breath.”

But it wasn't the first time.

“I’ll handle this.”

Let's stay calm.

Wiping away my sweat, I removed the batteries from the flashlight and stuffed them back in my pocket.

The worker didn't ask to have it back.

Instead, he asked a question.

Because in the midst of shock and panic, people instinctively depend on someone who ‘seems to know what’s going on.’

“A-Are we not supposed to turn on the light?”

“Yes.”

“Why…??”

For the record, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol didn't ask how I knew.

Because she had already realized.

“You deduced it in reverse from the fact that they didn't give us flashlights, right?”

“Yes.”

“You’re still sharp.”

Jin Nasol, who had read the notice thoroughly once more, began to move.

“Then shall we go?”

“U-Uh, to find the others….”

“I mean we should go get the stamps. Because that’s the task written on the paper the company gave us.”

Before Assistant Manager Jin Nasol could repeat that this worker was a nuisance and that we should leave him behind, I quickly answered in his stead.

“And….”

Ha.

After internally squeezing my eyes shut once, I tried my best to speak in a steady voice.

“Yes. It would be best to move quickly, as the Assistant Manager said.”

But I knew.

There was one more condition required for this ghost story to be established.

‘A situation where it becomes absolutely unbearable not to turn on a light will arise ….’

Isn't it obvious?

Otherwise, it would just be a ghost story that could be passed by letting your eyes adjust to the dark and fumbling along slowly.

‘Such a thing has no value as an exploration record.’

To be interesting, it has to be horrific and chilling.

I swallowed hard.

‘Somehow… I just have to endure it.’

I have to bear it by thinking of tonight as a horror torture session.

And this time, I had a member of the elite squad walking ahead of me, someone who wouldn't be taken out easily.

That alone was a true comfort.

“…Let’s go.”

So, I gritted my teeth and stepped forward.

Into the darkness.

Chapter 380

Walking a mountain path at night is dangerous.

That was why this 'courage test' itself felt eerie and fundamentally out of place.

A retreat center event that made people go into the mountains in the middle of the night... Why would such a thing exist in reality?

Trudge.

'…Did the kids who died at the retreat center die in accidents during the courage test?'

I began to imagine it.

I tried to shake it off.

Trudge.

Our footsteps  echoed over the soil and broken branches as we advanced through the darkness.

After walking about 70m uphill.

'…It's a fork in the road.'

My eyes, now accustomed to the Darkness, spotted something between the trees.

"It's a signpost."

A grimy green metal sign was stuck into a tree.

Looking very closely, I could read it.

{«—Fairy Rock}

Jin Nasol moved left without delay.

'Fairy Rock was one of the places to get a stamp.'

But I ended up noticing another sign behind that one, half-corroded and barely visible….

{«—Fairy Rock

Shinmaru Retreat Center—»}

An inexplicable chill ran down my back.

'Ugh.'

I hurried after Jin Nasol.

The remaining worker also quickly stuck close to my side. He seemed afraid of being left at the very back.

I empathized with that feeling.

"Excuse me."

"…Yes."

Right. I was thinking that walking while talking like this might be less scary.

"I think... someone is following us from behind."

"……."

"I’ve been hearing footsteps for a while now."

Trudge.

I instinctively listened.

Beyond our overlapping footsteps….

…….

Rustle.

Trudge.

Rustle.

"You hear it, right?"

I heard it.

"This, surely…."

"It must be the other people who came in with us."

"Eh?"

I answered without even taking a breath.

"Since several teams of workers came in, there will naturally be other people ahead and behind us on this path. It must be one of those teams."

…….

"R-right. A lot of people came in."

"Yes. It's definitely that."

Definitely my foot.

'I'm going crazy, seriously.'

The horror torture has begun….

"So let’s walk faster."

"……."

The worker swallowed hard.

I kept my mouth shut again and headed forward.

"Wait! Then wouldn't it be better to wait and go together? Uh, in this situation, the more people the bet—"

"Really? Then you stay behind."

"…!"

"Whether you shut your mouth or stay behind, just shut up."

Jin Nasol said without even looking back.

"How many times are you going to whine about something that’ll be over once we just finish and go back?"

"No…."

"Does your brain not work? Do you have no learning ability?"

"……."

"One moment. Assistant Manager."

This wouldn't do.

I approached Assistant Manager Jin Nasol and whispered in a low voice.

"Speaking in that manner won't work."

"……."

"Isn’t the situation we’re facing different?"

"What's different?"

"Both you and I, Assistant Manager, are currently workers of this branch..."

"Ah."

The corners of Jin Nasol’s mouth curled up crookedly.

"Who would listen to a cripple who can't do anything without painkillers?"

"…!"

A dry voice came out.

"Certainly, there's no way anyone would listen to someone like that telling them what to do."

"No."

I responded calmly.

"It's because you are not their superior right now, Assistant Manager."

"……."

"I believe that to persuade someone in the same position, you must provide enough explanation for them to understand."

A short silence followed.

And then.

"Fine."

Jin Nasol muttered quietly.

"Both are true."

"……Assistant Manager."

"Fine. From now on, you do the talking."

Jin Nasol didn't get angry.

With a somewhat stoic movement, she simply took out another painkiller, chewed, and swallowed it.

"……."

A strange complicated feeling bloomed and then vanished amidst the fear.

'Whew.'

I moved my feet again.

The worker quickly followed again.

"Hey, since it's come to this, how about we do some self-introductions? I'm, what was it, Y463. I'm someone who used to run a tteokbokki shop in Busan..."

"It would be better to do that after we get out. I think even if I heard it now, I wouldn't remember because I'm scared."

"Ah, yes…."

The worker trailed off as if embarrassed.

"Haha…. Once I’m done with work, I'll buy some tteokbokki from the snack bar and set it up properly for you."

"……Thank you."

Please don't do that.

'Stop laying down death flags like "since he was as friendly as a next-door neighbor, his death would be a huge shock"...'

Doesn't he seem like a supporting character in a horror movie who can't survive until the end and exits early...?

"First, let's make it out safely. We can talk more afterwards."

Wait, doesn’t this also sound like a death flag?

'Sigh.'

Let's just shut up.

I barely managed to restrain my urge to run and continued to move slowly.

Trudge.

'…I can't even see silhouettes clearly now.'

The deeper we went into the mountain, the darker it became.

Groping through the pitch-black darkness heightened both tension and frustration.

This was the result of advancing while trying to ignore the footsteps echoing behind us.

"……."

"Stop."

"Yes."

The narrow path had suddenly opened up a bit, revealing what seemed to be a small clearing.

The soil was slightly easier to walk on.

"Is it a clearing?"

"Probably."

And as we walked a little further, I noticed something blocking the mountain path as if to deliberately cut it off.

Something massive.

"The rock. You check it too."

At Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s words, I cautiously reached out and touched what was in front of me.

The scratchy feeling of an old straw-knotted rope and a cold stone surface was felt….

Grab. Something caught my wrist.

"……!!"

I violently pulled my arm away.

'Crazy!'

The sensation of cold, frozen fingers scraped against my arm as they fell away. The movement caused me to collide with the worker behind me.

"W-what is it?!"

I shouldn't show it to this person.

Fear is contagious.

"…I lost my footing. I'm sorry."

"Ah…."

I mustn't faint, I mustn't….

'Just pretend you don’t know.'

Whew.

I gritted my teeth and slowly stared at the rock.

…I couldn't see it properly.

Within the darkness, the surface of the rock was deeply submerged in shadows, remaining a source of fear in the realm of the unknown and imagination….

I desperately craved light.

"Check behind the rock. There's a stamp."

"…Yes."

I stroked my arm once and moved my trembling legs.

Just as Assistant Manager Jin Nasol said, there was a lonely, old folding desk behind the rock. A plastic model stamp and an explanation were visible on top of it.

{Fairy Rock of Sagyeong Mountain}

There is a legend that a fairy wearing a five-colored winged robe slipped her foot from the clouds and fell, landing on a rock halfway up the mountain.

Traces of where the fairy sat remain on the rock's surface.

It's the first location.

I squeezed my eyes shut and grabbed the stamp.

There was dust piled up around it, and I could feel the texture rubbing off on my palm.

'…But the stamp pad ink hasn't dried.'

What on earth is it made of?

I endured the skin-crawling sensation and quickly pressed the stamp onto the stamp spot on the guidebook.

Refreshing Courage Test

Collect all 43 stamps and receive a prize.

Visit the famous spots of Sagyeong Mountain within the sunless darkness to develop courage and self-discipline, and to train your mind.
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Prize Collection Point:

Information desk in front of the 1st floor entrance of the Retreat Center

One complete.

And.

"Stretch out your arms."

"Ye-yes?"

"It didn't say the stamp had to be pressed on paper."

I pressed the stamp onto the clothes of everyone in the group as well. It was in case we lost the paper.

…Perhaps because my hand had been grabbed earlier, touching others felt somewhat eerie.

"Then let's go to the next one."

"…Yes."

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol moved without hesitation once again.

"Since visibility isn't secured, you could go a bit slower..."

"That’s not an issue. Walk."

Yes, ma'am.

Just as I thought that I might actually cry out of gratitude.

Rustle.

"…!"

…The footsteps I’d been hearing earlier echoed again.

But they were incredibly close.

'Right behind us.'

Rustle, rustle. I swallowed hard and prepared to grab the person next to me and run immediately—

"Uh? Aren’t those people?"

"See, I told you I heard footsteps!"

'…!'

I turned my head.

The silhouettes emerging from the trail… were wearing work clothes.

"Calling themselves a major corporation while making us do all kinds of crazy shit, seriously."

"This is why their stock price is tanking these days."

They were workers.

'It really was another team.'

In an instant, the tension completely drained away.

'Whew.'

To think my excuse turned out to be spot on like this.

"Huh? Over there…."

"We're from a different team."

"Oh, good work then."

Since they don't know who I am, there's no need to adjust my way of speaking.

I could vaguely see dim silhouettes waving their hands after noticing us.

Behind them, three other human figures seemed to be emerging from the trail….

"You guys must be the ones who came just a while ago?"

Wait a minute.

"Are you perhaps the team that entered first?"

"Yeah, that's right. No, don't tell me you guys are still getting that one stamp? We've already gotten one from another place too."

"…Where did you get it?"

"Oh, the mineral spring. We even had a sip of the spring water, gah~ it was refreshing. Felt like my headache and toothache just vanished."

…They even drank the water here while doing a courage test on a wild mountain?

'They've got guts….'

Or maybe I just know too much.

I held back a sigh and roughly checked the movement of those who had completely emerged from the trail.

One, two, three, four.

…Four?

"Where is the other person?"

"What?"

"Weren't there five people in your team?"

"Oh."

One silhouette shrugged its shoulders.

And then made a smoking gesture with its hand.

"Well, they said they were going to have a smoke and were late, so we just left them behind."

…!

To smoke, you have to light a lighter.

'If that's the case, then that person….'

They must have lit the lighter.

While I thought it was a relief it was only one person, it was a bitter and scary thing.

Especially given that the others didn't know at all.

"It’s not like they’re kids, they’ll follow on their own."

Whew.

"In any case, chain-smoking bastards are the worst."

…….

Wait.

No… I might be overreacting, but.

"…'Bastards'?"

"Huh? No, what, you want me to use polite language? Everyone's in a similar situation at rock bottom, so what's with—"

"No. That's not it…."

I swallowed hard.

'Kids', 'bastards'.

"The plural address seems to imply... multiple people."

"Yeah, that's right."

A disinterested voice.

"Two of them went."

…….

…….

I slowly turned my head.

One, two, three, four….

Still,

Four of them.

"Anyway, let’s get a stamp too. The stamp is over there, right? It’s more convenient for everyone now that there are more people."

They approach.

Four people are coming.

They get close enough for their forms to be distinguished.

Three silhouettes wearing work clothes.

And at the very back….

A silhouette not in work clothes.

"……Stop."

One.

"Huh?"

"What did you say?"

I pointed at the person at the very back.

"You, I said stop."

"What is this guy saying?"

"What is your number?"

"Ah~ what the hell is it with asking for a guy's number."

"I mean your work number."

"Work number?"

"……."

"……."

"What's a work number, mister?"

Fuck.

"What the— shit!"

A high-pitched voice squeezed as if forcibly imitating a child.

My body froze. The three companions turned around to the fourth human figure in horror.

"You, you, what are you!"

"Pardon?"

"Are you from another team?! When did you tag along!"

"I've been here the whole time, 

can't you see me?"

"What is this guy? His voice…."

"Come this way! Get away from it!"

But the workers from the other team ignored my words and moved haphazardly. The silhouettes mixed violently, wavering in confusion.

"Hey! A lighter, you have a lighter too! Light it!"

"Don't light i—"

Too far.

Too late.

"Hey."

Jin Nasol grabbed the back of my neck and whipped me around.

"Run."

Gritting my teeth, I started running towards the back of the rock.

"Hiek!"

"Wait... uh,"

"Aaaaaagh!"

"Jung-seok!"

The sound of someone losing their footing.

From beyond the rock, I heard something falling, rolling, and the dull sound of something breaking and shattering.

"Uhuuhuuk, uhuk,"

"L-li..."

"....."

"Beautiful."

"Beautiful."

"Wow."

Thump.

A bursting sound, like a watermelon splitting.

I tried not to imagine what had broken.

I tried to distance myself from the light and the witnesses.

Just as the sweet taste caused by exhaustion crept into my mouth.

"A-a cabin!"

Something else appeared at the end of the path. That silhouette was...

'A building...!'

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, who had run ahead, somehow found the doorknob in the dark and opened it.

We immediately jumped into the open door.

"Huff,"

The nameplate brushed past my nose.

{Sagyeong Lodge}

Thump.

The door closed.

Completely blocking any potential light.

'Ha.'

I clenched my fists...

Rustle.

"....."

A sound right in front of the lodge door.

Rustle.

"Ugh..."

I simultaneously covered the worker's mouth and my own. The sound of our strained breaths echoed frantically.

And then...

Rustle.

The sound passed by the lodge.

Rustle…

"..."

"..."

For a while, silence flowed inside the lodge, completely submerged in darkness...

'Whew.'

A terrified voice was heard beside me.

"W-what was that just now? Didn't someone die? Huh?"

"......"

"No, forget the stamps, I think we need to report this, report it... hiek!"

"Here it is. Bring the paper."

In the meantime, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol had walked through the lodge and found the stamp.

'I respect her..'

Of course, she completely ignored the one remaining worker in our team.

"W-wait a minute...!"

"Walk carefully."

Without pushing away the worker clinging to me in terror, I slowly walked toward the direction Jin Nasol's voice had come.

Honestly, what had just happened was so chillingly horrific that being close to another person felt less scary.

Cold sweat ran down my spine. I took another deep breath.

As I got closer, I could feel very faint natural light coming through the window on the lodge’s opposite side. At least I could distinguish the positions of my companions there.

And the silhouette of the stamp hanging on the wall next to the window was faintly visible.

'That's how she found it.'

There was no explanatory note like the one I saw at ‘Sagyeong Mountain Fairy Rock.’

'Let's do this quickly and get out.'

Gritting my teeth, I moved my hand quickly and pressed another stamp.

Refreshing Courage Test

Collect all 43 stamps and receive a prize.

Visit the famous spots of Sagyeong Mountain within the sunless darkness to develop courage and self-discipline, and to train your mind.

Fairy Rock - Sagyeong Lodge - Osaek Mineral Spring
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Prize Collection Point:

Information desk in front of the 1st floor entrance of the Retreat Center

Only one left.

'Please let this end quickly...

It was then, as I mused silently.

"Uh?!"

"..?!"

I thought my heart was going to drop.

Fortunately, the worker was fine, but his terrified voice didn't stop.

"Here on the side wall! On the side wall... there are tons of missing person flyers and advertisements, and something written about ghost stories..."

"...."

We're inside a ghost story, so of course there's stuff like that...!

‘Stop it…’

And I already know everything...

I really don't want to see it.

‘Of course it'll be terrifying.’

I wanted to cover the worker's mouth.

I was just about to shout "Stop looking and let's move" like Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

“.....Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau?"

‘...!!’

My head turned reflexively.

As he said, the worker was pointing his finger at one wall of the lodge, made incongruous by the numerous flyers posted there.

As I approached, I made out a few of the large letters.

{Looking for missing child}

{Phone repairs here!}

{Come to Shinmaru Retreat Center}

The old, worn-out, and tacky flyers stuck together like human faces created an even stranger eeriness.

But among them.

In my vision adapted to the dark, one flyer that must have been colorful entered my eyes, albeit in black and white…
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“...!!”

My god.

"Um, aren't we exactly in that situation right now? Shouldn't we contact them?"

"There's no way to contact them..."

But he stopped talking.

Beyond the worker, in the corner where the walls met, a rectangular outline protruded more than the flyers...

{Sagyeong Lodge Public Telephone}

※Please keep calls short for good manners ^^

It was there.

A way to contact them.

Chapter 381

Deep in the mountains at night, where a courage test was taking place.

An old-fashioned telephone attached to the wall of the lodge.

“A phone…!”

“Don’t grab it!”

I snatched the silhouette of the worker who was about to move.

“If you pick up the receiver, the light will turn on, won’t it?”

“…Ah!!”

“And in the first place, we don't even know if that thing works properly in this situation.”

It was obvious.

‘How can I trust a phone inside a ghost story?’

Even if it actually worked… there was no need to take the risk right now.

‘…Let’s just verify it.’

Whether there really was a device here that could send a rescue request to the Disaster Management Bureau.

It was a case I hadn't seen specifically in the Exploration Records, but just because it wasn't written didn't mean there wasn't a chance it existed.

“Hold on.”

I approached the phone and examined it.

It was a classic, ordinary telephone dial with about six speed-dial buttons above the number pad.

And on one of the speed-dial buttons, number 3, there was a label.

It was a phrase that seemed to be phrased indirectly so the ghost story wouldn't notice, but which could be understood intuitively just by looking at the flyer.

{24-hour Professional Call}

“…….”

This must be it.

I instinctively etched it into my mind. From behind me, I heard Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s indifferent voice.

“If there’s no danger, let’s move. There’s no need to dawdle.”

“…….”

“Why contact the Management Bureau anyway? They’ll only get in the way.”

From the perspective of only escaping, she was right.

But… the fact that I had to endure for two weeks as a worker of the Daydream Branch was a risk in itself.

‘You never know what crazy situation might happen in the meantime.’

Wouldn't it be good to connect with the Disaster Management Bureau just in case?

‘Let’s just look at it one more time.’

I looked at the flyer.
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But why did it have to be in the form of a trashy leaflet?

‘It looks like an illegal debt collection company….’

Of course, it was likely made to blend in with the lodge’s flyers, but for some reason, it made me want to squeeze my eyes shut.

The phrasing was also… extreme. ‘Immediate Safe Escape, Unconditionally Available’? Just how badly did they want people to call?

‘They’ve packed it full of promotional text.’

I scanned through it with a bitter taste in my mouth until I reached the very bottom…….

I snapped my head back.

“……!!”

“W-what is it?”

At the very bottom of the flyer.

A phrase written in tiny print.

TheDisasterManagementBureauDoesNotDistributeNoticesInThisFormatIfYouSeeThisPhraseTurnAroundAndRunAwayImmediatelyHurry

It’s a trap.

‘This is insane.’

It’s imitating the Disaster Management Bureau.

A chill ran down my spine. I instinctively backed away.

“Assistant Manager, we’re moving!”

I shouted to Assistant Manager Jin Nasol and began to leave the lodge.

‘Let’s just go.’

“Uh, aren’t you going to use the phone?”

“No. It’s a trap.”

“Hiek!”

The terrified worker hurried after me. Instead of letting go of his clothes I had grabbed, I simply dragged him along roughly.

‘If I had seen that and hurriedly picked up the phone….’

The light would have turned on, and I would have gone missing?

‘Ha.’

This is why you can’t let your guard down, even with cases that aren’t in the Exploration Records…!

Fortunately, I had noticed the measure the Disaster Management Bureau put in place. I wiped my forehead. However….

‘…Why did it say to turn around and run away?’

I was following it for now, but questions began to rise.

Given the circumstances, it seemed like a phrase put in place by the Disaster Management Bureau with the same method used to prevent Supernatural Disasters from imitating them, but….

‘Turning around and running away is a very proactive and conspicuous action.’

It wasn't a suitable behavior for every ghost story. It was the kind of instruction that would only be given when absolutely necessary.

‘What is it?’

In this ghost story where you have to ‘walk the mountain path at night while avoiding light,’ isn't running blindly a foolish move?

The key is to move carefully and quickly while avoiding light and not falling for tricks or fear.

Why did they ring the warning alarm so violently?

Can I trust this instruction?

No, isn’t it already too late since we moved immediately?

‘Let’s stay calm.’

I thought about it again.

Would the phone suddenly ring and the light turn on, or something like that? But there's still been no reaction so far.

‘If it's not the phone, is the notice itself dangerous?’

Since the notice itself was a trap.

‘But… come to think of it, it was tucked away too inconspicuously for a trap.’

It was also strange that I found it in the darkness of the lodge. That means….

…….

“A-Are you alright?”

It's this person.

“I meant, why did you suddenly stop walking like that….”

The worker I was holding.

This person had found the notice.

“…….”

When we first entered this ghost story. This was the person who tried to turn on the flashlight.

So I pinned him down to prevent him from seeing the light. Because I realized the ghost story’s gimmick.

The most terrifying thing here is that not only the person who turned on the light but everyone who sees what the light illuminates goes missing.

Right.

That’s why it was important not to see the light, even by mistake. All Exploration Records were written with a focus on that.

However.

If we interpret that sentence from the Wiki literally, rather than that principle.

Not only the person who turned on the light

‘Doesn't that mean the person who turned on the light is guaranteed to go missing…?’

Whether they see the light or not.

Whether I covered their eyes immediately or not.

“…….”

If that’s the case.

‘The person I’m holding right now is….’

“…….”

“…….”

“Excuse me.”

“…Yes.”

“Did you happen to notice?”

“……What?”

“You did.”

I ran.

The clothes I had thought were a worker's uniform until now somehow felt better to the touch as they slipped through my fingers. The worker tried to grab my arm from behind. I pushed him away and went for the door. I grabbed the doorknob….

Thump.

I was shoved to the side.

‘You…!’

I barely managed to keep my balance and didn't fall despite the irregular attack, but my body slammed violently against something….

Click.

The moment I felt something press against my back.

I realized.

‘…The switch!’

“Eyes!”

I barely managed to close my eyes.

At the same time, light pierced through my eyelids.

‘Crazy.’

My back was damp with cold sweat.

Just now, the light switch behind my back was pressed.

I tried to press the switch again, but….

Slap.

The worker high-fived my hand as it groped up the wall.

“There.”

It was deathly chilling.

With my eyes closed, I fumbled and backed away, grabbing a frame. It felt like a door. Light scattered beyond my eyelids. I swallowed hard.

Wait, what about the others?

“Assistant Manager!”

“I turned it on because it seemed too dark, 

even for a courage test.”

“Are you there?”

“Yeah.”

I felt incredibly relieved for a moment.

Where was the voice coming from? It wasn't that far. I have to keep making noise to lure it… I have to open the door and get out! I moved my foot….

“With this light, I think people will be able

to find their way safely! Right?”

It was right in front of my nose.

I could almost feel its breath.

It was putting its face right in front of mine.

‘Damn it, damn it!’

Groping the door frame with both hands behind my back, I slowly searched for the doorknob. And I spoke as calmly as possible.

“If you turn on the light, won’t the people who see it disappear?”

“They didn’t disappear! 

I think they went to a better place. 

After all, bright places are better than dark ones.”

I grabbed the doorknob….

“Hahaha, why are you moving so uncomfortably? 

You're trying to find the doorknob, aren't you?”

“…….”

Creeeeeak.

“I opened it for you!”

I lost my grip on the handle.

The lodge door had been opened by someone.

“Shall we go 

get our next stamp then?”

I couldn't see, but my movements were completely exposed to the opponent.

A surge of biological revulsion washed over me.

‘What do I do?’

With my vision sealed, how can I deal with an unknown entity that has its eyes open?

‘…No.’

That's not it.

“Assistant Manager. Just ignore it and move!”

Let's not deal with it!

‘The more you lose your composure and react, the more you get caught up.’

When a person loses their reason, they eventually act on instinct, and there's a very high probability they'll look at the light.

Because the body unconsciously considers having vision to be safer…!

‘And if this ‘worker’ intended to attack us directly, he would have done it already.’

So I have to walk. It’s better to trip and get a bit hurt than to open my eyes and go missing.

The problem was….

“Are you going to walk a mountain path 

at night with your eyes closed?”

Damn it.

Ignoring him, I groped my way step by step out of the door.

Tuk.

‘I just have to follow the dirt path.’

If I hit a tree, I can just grope my way along. Yes, slowly, slowly….

“You're moving too slowly.”

This thing right now.

It was speaking with its head right next to my face.

It was following me, walking beside me.

“I’ll guide you. A fork in the

road is coming up soon. If you

go right, you'll find the place

to get your stamp.”

This is driving me crazy, seriously.

“Assistant Manager! At the fork, we unconditionally go left!”

“What?”

“The people from the first group who appeared behind us said they brought water from the mineral spring.”

They followed the path and caught up to us.

“If so, this course is circular.”

Silence.

“So if we follow the path, we’ll have to keep going left like before to reach the mineral spring.”

“Wow, your brain really works,

doesn't it? I’ll really treat you

to some proper tteokbokki when

this courage test is over!”

I wish he would just shut up.

I struggled to walk without staggering.

Tug, someone grabbed me from the side.

“…!”

“It’s me.”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol pulled me along without hesitation. I don't know how it was possible with her eyes closed, but I followed her and whispered again.

“Ignore it, Assistant Manager. If it had intended to harm us, it would have done so already.”

“I told you I get it.”

…What if Assistant Manager Jin Nasol failed to close her eyes properly when the lodge light turned on?

What if this wasn't actually Assistant Manager Jin Nasol?

If that were the case, it was already over anyway.

‘I have to assume it’s her.’

I took a deep breath.

But.

“But… aren't you really anxious?”

“…….”

We walk.

“You can’t see what I’m doing.

I could totally trip you right now.”

Endure it.

“Should I?”


…!

“Should I? Should I?”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

The voice got closer.

“What am I doing right now? What

do I look like? Where are you going

right now? Aren't you curious?

Aren't you?”

I mustn't open them, even by mistake.

I mustn't just run, even by mistake…!

I wait.

I wait, and then….

“You're curious. Just a peek….”

Now.

“……!”

I reached out violently and grabbed the thing in front of me.

“Huh?”

I couldn't go on like this.

“Assistant Manager! Now!”

The person who moved without hesitation even with her eyes closed.

“Go get your stamp….”

Thwack!

“…….”

Just now.

Was that the sound of a massive beating in front of me…?

“Keep your eyes closed.”

That was all Assistant Manager Jin Nasol said.

After that, I heard muffled noises, something being dragged, and then a slamming sound from the side.

“Done.”

Muffled ‘mmph-mmph’ sounds could be heard from near the ground….

“He was so chatty I thought I’d go crazy.”

“…….”

I almost hesitated to open my mouth….

“Did you…subdue him?”

“Subdue? I sealed this bastard's vision too. While you were messing around looking at the phone, I tore down the curtains.”

“…!”

She covered him with curtains to block the opponent's vision too…!

“You said if he could harm us, he would have done so already, right?”

“…Yes.”

That was true, but how on earth did you find the opponent’s head, throw a cloth over it, and tie it up with your eyes closed….

‘Is this what it takes to be in Squad A….’

The bar for Daydream’s elite squad is high.

I marveled at her while my mind raced.

“Then we should go back and turn off the lodge light first.”

“Why?”

“It’s so bright that it’ll probably be visible even from quite a distance. We can’t keep moving with our eyes closed like this.”

…And I didn't want to make innocent people go missing, either.

“How annoying. Hold onto this. If you get possessed and let him go, I’m leaving you behind.”

Yes.

And surprisingly, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol went back to the lodge as if she teleported.

‘Whew.’

In the meantime, I was holding the head of the ‘thing that looked like a worker’ as it squirmed.

A moment later, the light that had been seeping through my eyelids vanished completely.

“It’s done. Open your eyes.”

I very carefully opened my eyes while looking at the ground.

Fortunately, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol didn't shove her face right in front of mine and say something like, ‘Did you believe me?’

‘Phew.’

I stood up, still wordlessly holding the ‘thing that had been a worker’…….

…….

“It’s gone.”

There was nothing under the curtain I held.

“…….”

“Move out.”

“Yes.”

A chill ran down the back of my neck as if I were possessed.

And after walking in silence, we arrived at ‘Osaek Mineral Spring’.

“That’s the stamp.”

The final moment had finally come.

Refreshing Courage Test

Collect all 43 stamps and receive a prize.

Visit the famous spots of Sagyeong Mountain within the sunless darkness to develop courage and self-control, and to train your mind.

Fairy Rock – Sagyeong Lodge – Osaek Mineral Spring
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Prize Collection Point:

Information desk in front of the 1st floor entrance of the Retreat Center

It's done.

‘Now… now all we have to do is get the prize and leave.’

The tension left my body, and I felt like I might collapse from relief.

Besides, having Assistant Manager Jin Nasol here was just so reassuring….

“Assistant Manager, how can you move like that with your eyes covered?”

“You can’t?”

“…….”

“Train harder.”

I wondered what she did before joining the company.

I almost looked at Jin Nasol with a bitter expression. Well, it wouldn't have mattered since she wouldn't have been able to see me clearly in this darkness anyway….

Splash.

…?!

“W-What are you doing?”

I was horrified.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol was dipping her hands into the mineral spring and splashing the water onto her face…!

‘What… what are you doing?!’

I almost turned around and ran, thinking she might be in that ‘worker’ state too.

But in the next moment, my eyes caught something.

The sign hanging above the mineral spring
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“…….”

I recalled the comment from a worker in that other group who had visited the mineral spring first….

-Oh, the mineral spring. We even had a sip of the spring water, gah~ it was refreshing. Felt like my headache and toothache just vanished."

‘No way.’

She remembered that and was trying it now after reading the sign…?

Because of the pain-relieving effect?

“This… the pain is really subsiding?”

This is insane.

Her remark was like a confirmation, and I clutched my forehead.

“Why did you do that…?”

“Why?”

Her dripping face snapped toward me.

Her eyes looked like they were about to turn fierce, but then they relaxed.

“This is an element unrelated to the light. The guy who drank it was fine too. What's the problem?”

“…….”

The problem is that it doesn't seem like something the original you would have done.

‘If it were back when you were in Squad A, you wouldn't have experimented on yourself in a ghost story without a manual.’

You would have fed it to someone else first, or at least found a plastic bottle to collect the water.

But she didn't do that now.

‘She couldn't resist putting it directly into her own body.’

It seemed like the keyword ‘painkiller’ was a trigger for the current Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

Enough to cloud her reason.

‘…Let’s not provoke her for now.’

I should talk to her after we get out; doing it now would only be asking for trouble. Let’s not act like a supporting character in a B-grade horror movie who dies in the middle because they caused a rift.

“…Yes. I understand. I was just startled because I didn't expect it.”

“Really? I guess you would be.”

Fortunately, Jin Nasol was more generous than usual.

Probably… thanks to the ‘painkiller’ she had just put into her stomach working well. Phew.

“Then, let’s go get the prize at last.”

“We should.”

I left Osaek Mineral Spring with a strangely more relaxed Jin Nasol.

And instead of retracing the path we had taken, we kept going straight. Because it felt uncomfortable to approach the lodge again.

In that way, we finally saw the first sign we had encountered.

{«-Fairy Rock

Shinmaru Retreat Center-»}

Phew.

I turned right.

To receive the prize and leave this place.

And I was even a little excited for this process, which was rare.



#Exploration Record 11

Three civilians who entered via an uncontrolled method (members of a mountain climbing club) were found in the hallway of the company's containment zone.

They stated they won the 3rd place prize at the Prize Collection Point after performing the courage test.

The prize (ebony prayer beads, silver ornaments) was determined to be an item.



You can get an item as a prize here.

Chapter 382

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol and I walked down the path at a brisk pace.

Since we were close to escaping and felt like we had seen all there was to see, our pace didn't slow, but I could feel the surrounding atmosphere changing….

{«-Fairy Rock

Shinmaru Retreat Center-»}

After turning right at the signpost.

'…Somehow, it feels damp…….'

A clammy, muggy sensation seemed to cling to my skin.

And strangely, each step I took on the path felt a bit more difficult. Feeling the bizarre sensation of my feet becoming heavy, I silently moved forward….

Eventually, we reached the end of the path.

“It’s over there.”

The point where the path ended was wide open.

And a concrete building filled my vision.

Under the dark, moonless night, that shabby and massive building stood as if eating away at the mountain.

‘Whew.’

Looking at the sign, which was visible even within the darkness because it was so large, I heavily stepped forward….
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Prize Collection Point:

Information desk in front of the 1st-floor entrance of the Retreat Center

The 1st-floor entrance was made of glass, as is common for retreat centers, so the interior was slightly visible.

‘…It’s a total mess.’

I was relieved that there was no need to go inside.

The window was visible on the right side of the entrance.

{Information Desk}

“It looks like a security office.”

“It must be for dual use.”

Like an information window, the top half was blocked by glass.

It was pitch black inside, like something dead. …So much so that I wouldn't know even if someone were there.

The glass also had a hole, commonly used for passing tickets or items.

“Am I supposed to push it in here?”

“Just a moment.”

Just in case, I politely ‘announced’ our presence.

“I have participated in the stamp event.”

At that moment.

A hand emerged from the darkness of the window.

“…!!”

It looked like the hand of an ordinary middle-aged person.

They were wearing a security guard's uniform…….

“Assistant Manager.”

I quietly handed the paper with the stamps to Jin Nasol. Assistant Manager Jin Nasol raised an eyebrow.

I spoke up quickly.

“I’d like you to have this prize, Assistant Manager.”

“Alright.”

Without declining, Jin Nasol placed the paper on top of the ‘guard’s’ hand.

The guard’s hand grabbed the paper and took it inside the window, disappearing….

Thud.

Then, something popped out of the window.

A small box repurposed from a cardboard box. It was quite deep and had a hole on top.

“I’m supposed to draw one, right?”

“It seems so.”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol reached in without hesitation and picked one out.

‘Let's see, the 8th prize was the participation prize.’

I think the supernatural effects started from roughly the 4th or 5th prize.

A colorful ball was pulled out by Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s hand, and when she turned the surface, a character appeared….

[3rd Place]

“…!!”

That's amazing.

Slide, the guard’s hand came out again and laid out a plastic-wrapped prize in front of the window.

Ebony prayer beads, silver ornaments

It was exactly as described.

The corners of Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s mouth quirked up as she picked up the black prayer beads, which had two silver ornaments subtly shimmering and intersecting.

“This is nice. I guess 3rd place is quite high?”

Yes.

“Congratulations.”

‘I guess members of the elite squad have good luck too….’

I swallowed my envy and raised my hand.

It was my turn.

“Then, I will submit mine as well.”

And then, I tore off a part of one of my work clothes’s sleeves.

Riiiiip.

“…!”

The poor-quality fabric barely tore under my weak grip strength.

On the cloth, the three stamps I had collected separately were stamped like a flyer.

“Just in case. I didn't have the flyer, so I stamped it here. …Here it is.”

I placed it on the guard’s palm.

Instead of throwing or pushing it away, the guard’s hand froze for a moment as if stunned, before disappearing back into the window.

“…You certainly know how to make use of a situation.”

It was nothing.

Seeing the prize box come out of the window again gave me a slight thrill.

One prize per person. What a great phrase….

“Thank you. I’ll take whatever comes out of this.”

“Yeah.”

Whew.

‘Good.’

Now that the prize ownership was settled, let’s think quickly.

Exploration cases I can refer to….

‘Hmm.’

First, given the duplicate prizes, it seems the prize draw is the type that ‘restores to its initial state’ every time this ghost story opens.

‘There was no nuance of winning specifically according to ability or using tricks.’

But overall… in terms of the trend.

‘It seems that people with more composure during the escape tend to draw higher ranks.’

For instance, the civilians in the Exploration Records who had previously drawn 3rd place were a mountain climbing club.

Meaning they were people who could move around in this environment while being relatively less flustered and less scared.

Besides that….

Includes a statement of winning the 4th prize at the prize collection point during an interview.

These were seven high school students who were wandering around as a group without knowing anything.

…Returned alone, covered in blood. Stated to have won the 2nd prize at the prize collection point.

This was a serial killer.

There was a counterexample too: a person who returned with their whole family missing, having lost their mind but clutching the prize tightly….

‘Conversely, it also means they were out of their mind and didn't have the capacity to be scared or nervous.’

Considering these and the situation where Assistant Manager Jin Nasol just drew…….

“…….”

Ah.

“I’ll draw now.”

I reached my hand into the box.

“Why are you thinking so hard? It’s just luck anyway.”

“I was wondering if there might be an element other than luck.”

“…!”

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol watched my hand inside the box.

“Did you notice something?”

“Perhaps.”

I formed a hypothesis like this.

‘The events at this retreat center don't seem to be that sophisticated or grand.’

Since they looked like they were just for show from the start.

In that case, let’s assume the prize draw remained like that too.

At this retreat center, they would have made the prize box and then put the drawing balls inside.

How would they have put them in?

‘They were most likely put in order.’

Very naturally.

From number 1 to number 9, one after another.

‘Then the lower the number, the earlier it was put in, causing it to end up at the bottom.’

In conclusion, the higher the rank, the higher the probability it's at the very bottom of the box…!

‘But in this situation, it’s hard to act proactively and reach all the way to the bottom of the prize box to draw.’

An explorer who doesn't know the situation would be afraid, and an explorer who does would be pressured by the light.

Either way, they are dominated by the urgency to draw a prize quickly and leave.

‘Conversely, it’s the same even if you choose a prize very carefully.’

Even if you try to pick up various prizes hoping for an item, there would have been no weight difference, making it hard to distinguish, and the more you rummage, the more the existing pattern disappears, until it truly becomes pure luck.

Ultimately, high ranks are drawn by people like this:

Those who reach deep into the box with a bit of excitement or expectation and pick one out from the bottom.

‘This fits the trend perfectly.’

People who seemed to have more composure 

during their escape.

So.

‘I’ll draw it properly in one go too…!’

I pushed my hand in deep.

I reached as deep as possible into the prize box within the ghost story, sent my hand to the very corner of the bottom, and grabbed a buried ball.

And I pulled it out.

‘Please.’

Even so, of course, the influence of luck cannot be completely excluded. It might end up being the 8th prize participation award.

‘Whew.’

Taking a deep breath, I turned the red circle held in my hand. I checked its surface….

[1st Place]

“…!”

‘Holy crap.’

It was the top prize.

My head tingled. This was something not even in the Wiki…!

‘Wa-wait.’

Surely 1st place doesn't mean an ending like being missing here, right? Even in a state of peak dopamine, I watched the window nervously.

Fortunately, the guard’s hand came out and dropped something.

Clear Water Opticians

It looked like an ordinary glasses case.

On the front of the black case, which had a wood grain texture, the name of the optician and a water droplet logo were engraved.

But when I clicked it open, inside was a pair of black-rimmed glasses with unusually clear lenses.

Even in this lightless place, it felt as if the frames were reflecting silver.

‘Wow.’

This was extraordinary.

I immediately tucked it carefully into the inner pocket of my work clothes.

Before I woke up as Worker Z999, I used to spend tens of millions or hundreds of millions like play money in the <Cosmic shopping mall> to buy items.

But now, it feels like dopamine is about to burst out because of this one thing.

‘Great.’

The harvest was good. Now, the return….

“I think you could fit some mineral water in that glasses case?”

“…I guess so?”

It won't work.

The moment we leave the retreat center area, it’ll be judged as cleared.

Hmm. No need to say it out loud…. She’ll find out soon anyway.

‘Let’s go.’

I walked energetically with Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

Leaving the retreat center building behind and walking away, once we leave the retreat center area…….

……Hmm?

‘…Why aren't the surroundings changing?’

I should be walking out of the containment cell door as I come to my senses while enveloped in the fog. Did I not walk enough?

“Assistant Manager, look over there….”

The moment I turned my head, I realized.

Assistant Manager Jin Nasol was not there.

Deep in the mountains.

I stood alone in the darkness.

“…….”

Wait a minute.

Could it be… am I the only one who can’t leave?

‘No.’

I moved my feet again, approached the retreat center building, and then left the area once more.

…It was the same.

I was still standing alone in front of the abandoned retreat center building.

“……Ah.”

I’m screwed.

I don't know what it is, but something went wrong. What? What’s the problem?

‘Do I need to find the other groups?’

No, that's not it. It's a foolish move to act recklessly just because you're scared and want to see someone.

‘Don't increase the variables for no reason.’

Meeting other people won't solve the problem.

The principle!

‘Why couldn't I leave?’

What is the difference between me and Assistant Manager Jin Nasol? The one who drank the water from the mineral spring was Assistant Manager Jin Nasol, and the one who threw the curtain over the strangely changed worker was also Assistant Manager Jin Nasol…….

…….

‘That worker.’

The worker had pushed me.

And.

Click.

As my body hit the switch, the light inside the lodge had turned on.

‘It was me.’

This time, I was the one who turned on the light.

Just like the worker who vanished.

“…….”

I didn’t need to see to know that my face must be pale right now.

‘Wait, wait a minute….’

But, I haven't gone crazy yet?

I didn't lure Assistant Manager Jin Nasol into a trap or act on some strange impulse as the worker did. No, to begin with, that might not have even been the worker.

‘The important thing is that I haven't been replaced or disappeared… right?’

I went around interacting just fine.

Even now… I don't feel particularly contaminated.

“What is it?”

Instinctively, I leaned my back against the retreat center wall and sank into thought.

‘…Is it a matter of intent?’

Strictly speaking, I didn't turn on the light myself. Someone pushed me, and the light accidentally turned on as I bumped into it.

‘I was involved in the process of the light turning on, but I didn't press it of my own volition.’

I could be seen as having been used as a tool.

‘But in the end, I was somewhat involved in the process… I see.’

Most importantly, I can't get out of this darkness right now.

“…….”

It seemed I was somewhat ensnared by this ghost story.

‘Ha….’

In this case, thinking in terms of genre tropes….

‘I probably have to find a separate way to escape.’

“Phew.”

Calm down.

I’ve done well so far. I can do it this time too.

‘Is there any incongruity that could be a hint, or some hidden truth of this ghost story?’

There was one thing that immediately came to mind.

The courage test paper.

Refreshing Courage Test

Collect all 43 stamps and receive a prize.

Visit the famous spots of Sagyeong Mountain in the sunless darkness to develop courage and self-discipline, and to train your mind.

Fairy Rock – Sagyeong Lodge – Osaek Mineral Spring
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Prize Collection Point:

Information desk in front of the 1st floor entrance of the Retreat Center

‘There were clearly 4 stamps, but it had been manually corrected to 3.’

It’s easy to dismiss it as a common ghost story trope because of the symbolism of the number 4, but if things are like this, another thought occurs.

‘If there is one more stamp…….’

There was only one candidate.

Something that had continuously appeared on signposts and was part of this courage test course.

Wow, this is really driving me crazy.

I broke out in a cold sweat as I looked behind me.

‘You want me to go in there?’

Alone?

Why are you doing this to me….

“Ha….”

…The fact that I don't know what might happen is the most nerve-wracking part.

‘Is there any element I can get help from or utilize?’

I scanned the area around the retreat center.

Right now, my knowledge about this retreat center consists of only my experiences and fragmentary, ominous hints from the Exploration Records. Among these, there is a lack of information helpful for ‘entering the retreat center’….

‘Let’s think more.’

You can do it. This isn't the first time you've been in a situation like this. You’ve already escaped from several similar predicaments.

I desperately wracked my brain.

Something that could be helpful….

Sagyeong Lodge Public Telephone

※Please use proper manners
and keep calls short^^

Wait a minute.

The lodge telephone and the flyer imitating a Disaster Management Bureau rescue request.

‘If it didn't know, it wouldn't be able to imitate it, would it?’

So the fact that it could imitate meant this ghost story knows the original….

How would it know?

Where would it have learned it?

‘It knows because there is a means to send a rescue request to the Disaster Management Bureau somewhere in this ghost story…!’

And if it wasn't found in the courage test sites I've visited so far, then all that’s left is….

“It’s only here.”

I looked back at the retreat center.

And this time, I moved my feet with more certainty.

Creeak.

The glass door opened heavily, revealing the dark lobby of the abandoned retreat center.

‘Rather than being further inside, it’s more likely for it to be here.’

Since the Disaster Management Bureau installed it, it would very likely be in a place at least somehow accessible to people. I first scanned the area thoroughly.

…….

‘Found it.’

And then I discovered it.

In the corner of the lobby, a dark rectangular silhouette lying on the floor.

I approached and observed it carefully.

‘It’s a telephone!’

The device, with its line still connected, seemed to have fallen from the wall.

My head tingled. Preparing myself to dash out at any moment, I observed it more cautiously….

‘This telephone also has speed-dial buttons, just like the one at the lodge.’

Among them, I noticed that number 3 was uniquely clean.

It was the same place as where the ‘24-hour specialized call’ label had been at the lodge.

As if a label had been attached and then removed.

And one more thing.

The screen area of this telephone, where a light would come on, was completely wrapped in black tape….

“…….”

I closed my eyes and picked up the receiver.

And carefully, I pressed speed-dial number 3.

Ring….

Ring….

Ring….

Click.

-This is the Supernatural Disaster Management Bureau. Are you currently in need of rescue?

The call went through.

Chapter 383

-Civilian.

The voice of the agent on the other end of the phone sent a thrilling shiver up my spine. Strangely, I almost felt excited.

It was the first time. Sending a rescue request to the Disaster Management Bureau as someone actually trapped in a ghost story.

There was a strange sense of pleasure in actually reenacting a scene exactly as I had read it.

Even putting that aside, I was simply deathly glad given the situation.

Wouldn't anyone feel that way if they were left alone in a ghost story, trembling with fear?

Do I need rescue?

“Yes! Can you determine my location?”

After a moment of silence.

-Are you currently performing a test of courage?

‘As I thought.’

They know this ghost story!

‘They hid it so elaborately; there's no way they would have placed it randomly.’

I gripped the phone tightly.

“Yes. During the test of courage… everyone else in my group disappeared, and I’m the only one left.”

[By any chance, have you discovered the stamps?]

“Yes! Everyone disappeared on the way out after completing the stamps.”

-…….

“…Hello?”

-Hmm. I see. An agent will be dispatched now, so it’s best if you stay away from the test of courage spot. Avoid contact with other objects or people as much as possible.

I could guess from the tone.

‘They’re assuming I’m a contaminated entity.’

They’re suspecting that something that already became a long-term missing person—because it couldn't get out when it was supposed to—was the one calling. Damn it!

‘In this situation, pretending to know the internal affairs of the Disaster Management Bureau will only make me more suspicious.’

But I needed information.

Since the Exploration Records for this ghost story on the Wiki were written strictly from the perspective of a Daydream researcher, the Disaster Management Bureau must surely know something else.

‘I need the additional information known by the Disaster Management Bureau.’

I made my voice sound frightened, pretending not to know anything.

“H-How long will it take? You’re a government agency, right? Is it possible it could take, like, more than several hours depending on the situation?”

-…That is a possibility.

“I don’t think I can hold out until then…. I’ve already experienced several strange things even now…!”

I said cautiously.

“Is there… anything I could try to do to get out of here on my own?”

-……Have you experienced a supernatural phenomenon before?

Was I being too rational?

No, let’s just push through like this.

“Yes. A few times before… This is like a ghost story, isn’t it? Do I need to, like, appease a grudge or something?”

-No, it’s dangerous! Touching things recklessly in that state could lead to an irreversible situation. You must… hold out and wait as long as possible.

“Then please tell me something so I don't make a mistake. I need to know what to avoid!”

Let’s push it.

“What is this retreat center? Someone I was with said there was an accident where children died here… is that true?”

-……One moment.

The voice on the other end seemed to hesitate at my earnest plea, and a brief silence followed.

‘…Are they checking with their superiors?’

Just as I was gulping, debating whether to push the atmosphere further, a quiet voice continued.

-The place you are currently in is a derelict building named the Shinmaru Retreat Center. It was operated by a religious group and closed 17 years ago.

Whew.

“Was it because of the accident I mentioned?”

-Yes. Five days before the closure, dozens of high school students who went out for a test of courage all went missing.

…….

-The trail connected to the retreat center is a circular course, so they say there was almost no risk of going missing or falling, even at night. There were even testimonies that they were actually witnessed returning to the retreat center.

-However, when the supervisor went to find the high school students, not a single one of them was in their room.

“…Were any of their belongings or personal items missing?”

-None. Everything was left as it was.

Students who vanished as if they had evaporated.

‘If they disappeared even after completing the course…….’

It means they vanished inside this building where I am standing right now.

Within the darkness of the silence, a chilly dread climbed up my back.

-Afterwards, dozens of bodies were discovered near the location of the test of courage.

-…It is said they were all smiling, even with their skulls crushed.

“…….”

-The rooms of those high school students remain exactly as they were on the 2nd and 3rd floors of that retreat center. The lights flicker on intermittently, so do not approach them. Do not touch any items either.

Ha….

“Understood.”

I swallowed hard. But….

-…You aren't asking why you shouldn't approach when the lights are on.

…!

Oops.

“…One of the people I was with told me not to turn on the lights. They said the person who went to smoke disappeared, and the others holding flashlights couldn't be seen.”

I responded with the truth.

Without revealing that the person was me.

-…I see. Anyway, this is all the background information I can provide.

The agent’s speech became a bit faster.

It seemed this was what they really wanted to say.

-The next things I have to tell you are more important. First, you must get away from the test of courage spot. It is recommended that you hide in a gap in a tree near Osaek Mineral Spring and keep your eyes closed.

“Does that include this retreat center?”

-…Yes. If you happen to enter the lobby in that retreat center, do not look out the glass windows. It is dangerous even if you don't turn on the light.

“And what else?”

-And, avoid symbolic objects. You must absolutely never come into contact with anything that looks like a religious symbol in that building.

“…If I end up in a situation where I have to make contact,”

I swallowed hard.

“Is it better to die, or is it better to make contact?”

-…….

The agent’s voice came out slightly muffled.

-Just… don't do it.

It seemed they couldn't bring themselves to say it’s better to die….

They had the judgment of an agent, but they probably didn't have much experience with this kind of thing.

“I understand. Thank you. Um….”

Rustle.

“…….”

My spine stiffened.

I heard a sound.

Rustle.

This is, this is…….

“Ah, fuck, is this the place?”

“That’s right, hyung! It’s totally kid stuff. Test of courage? Prizes and shit.”

Phew.

‘The sound was coming from the entrance…!’

It was the sound of someone receiving a prize at the information desk outside. Because it echoed against the glass, I couldn't gauge the direction….

‘Of all people, it’s those two again.’

I watched as the group, including the two from Group X who had tried to rip off Z999, left the retreat center while blustering. It seemed they hadn't been able to sneak in a single item and thus hadn't witnessed the abnormal incidents caused by light.

“What’s there to be scared of? They’re all just fucking cowards~”

Hmm. They really made me want to give them a scare….

“Since we’re already out, let's not go back like this….”

But soon, their silhouettes disappeared into the darkness. It seems they had returned.

“…….”

I was so damn envious.

And while I was doing that, the phone was as silent as a dead mouse.

I quickly spoke into the phone.

“Fortunately, it was just the sound of other people getting prizes and leaving….”

-Ah.

“Thank you for being quiet. You were being considerate in case I was in a situation where I’d be in trouble if I was caught, right?”

A brief silence followed.

-…Civilian, you are remarkably calm.

Hahaha, it’s because I practically lived in ghost stories until a year ago.

…I can't say something like that.

“I think it’s because I’ve calmed down a bit while talking to you. I was scared because all my companions disappeared and I was alone.”

-…….

“Don't worry. I have no intention of following other people or startling them. I’m sure there’s a way for me to get out too. For now… I’ll try to do as you said.”

-…One moment.

A short noise, as if they were looking for something, was heard over the receiver.

-This phone should connect one more time even if the line is pulled.

“…!”

-If it’s urgent, just run and use it. I’ll try to find anything that could be helpful.

This was… as good as betting that I was a human.

Installing this wouldn't have been an ordinary task.

-You must hold out and wait for rescue. Even if it takes a long time, please don't give up. We will do our best.

I almost felt a bit choked up.

It was even more so after a few days of being at the Daydream Branch where they grind up workers.

“Thank you. I’ll do my best….”

-Yes! You can do it.

Listening to those words, I took a deep breath and hung up the phone.

Click.

It felt like lingering regret clung to my hand.

‘…Actually, I also wanted to find out what happened to the Disaster Management Bureau after Sekwang Metropolitan City.’

I wanted to hear about the recent activities of… certain agents I knew, if possible.

‘But I don't have the luxury for that right now.’

I had to get out alive first to do anything.

“Whew.”

I carefully set the disconnected phone on the floor and, just in case, moved it slightly closer to the entrance.

Once the conversation was gone, the lobby, draped in gloomy darkness, felt even more overwhelming….

‘…More than half of the normal workers have probably left by now.’

They would be faster than me, since I’ve been losing time having incidents pop up and screaming internally every time I get a stamp.

Let’s move quickly before everyone leaves. That’d be less scary.

‘Let’s see.’

I organized the information from the Disaster Management Bureau I gained from the call in my head.

-The students disappeared after entering the retreat center.

-The rooms on the 2nd and 3rd floors remain as they were.

-The existence of a 4th stamp.

“…….”

It seems they disappeared and died due to some phenomenon while getting the 4th stamp at a certain location inside the retreat center.

‘And yet, the bodies were found outside….’

That part was unsettling, but for now, let’s pinpoint the potential location of the 4th stamp inside the retreat center.

‘If I were to look for a test of courage spot inside the building….’

Since the event was just for show anyway, they probably wouldn't have gone out of their way to create a themed space.

Wouldn't they have chosen a location that already had a long-standing image of horror?

As soon as I thought that, a location immediately came to mind.

‘…The basement.’

Ha.

I squeezed my eyes shut and entered the lobby to find the stairs.

This building, structured like an old school, seemed to have stairs at both ends.

I gritted my teeth and went to the left staircase first.

I didn't see any stairs going down.

However, the door to the supply cabinet next to the stairs was open.

‘Wow, seriously.’

I feel like I’m going crazy.

I suppressed my goosebumps and peered into the supply cabinet….

The space, which looked like a basement because it was strangely hollowed out, was moderately spacious.

Amidst various cleaning tools and supplies, a corkboard was leaning against the opposite wall.

A single piece of paper was pinned to it.

Below it, a single red string was pinned in the same way.

Dangling at the end of it was… a small, cylindrical, hollow object.

It was a stamp cap.

I looked at the corkboard where only the stamp cap remained hanging.

…Very faintly, there was a stamp mark left as if someone had tested it out.

“…….”

Following a fleeting hunch, I cautiously reached out and grabbed the board.

And I slid it to the side.

Creak, with a short noise, what was revealed was…….

Whooooosh—

A pitch-black hole.

An opening that could only be described as such appeared.

The path to the basement.

I groaned.

‘Based on the evidence… the stamp must be down there.’

Should I just wait until the agent comes?

I so desperately wanted to do that I tried to rationalize it somehow.

But,

‘…No.’

Among the agents’ items, the only one that might work was probably the Five-Color Cord, but I doubt they’d readily use an escape item meant for agents on someone as suspicious as me.

‘Besides, the moment we meet, my range of activity will conversely be restricted.’

Because they’ll suspect me of being a long-term missing person.

It would be even more suspicious if I claimed to be the former Agent Grapes.

In the worst-case scenario, I could see an ending where the agents die trying to control each other in this situation, or where I get humanely put down….

‘Whew.’

So for now… let’s just figure something out.

‘Let’s just take a peek.’

Eventually, I moved my stiff legs into the hole….

I fell.

“…!”

My body plunged downward.

‘Crazy!!’

There were no stairs.

My feet, finding nothing to step on in the air, fell straight down.

I quickly flailed my arms in all directions, trying to grab onto anything I could reach. My palms, arms, and the backs of my hands were scratched by things several times before….

“Urgh!”

I gripped something tightly with my hands.

‘This is insane.’

I barely managed to hang on due to my lack of physical strength.

My heart thundered all the way down to my two hands, which were holding on with all my might. Wow, this fear coming from pure survival instinct….

Slip.

“…!!”

I almost lost my grip.

It was because of the blood seeping from my palms.

‘Ha….’

Don’t panic, don't panic. I calmly tightened my grip on the hand that almost slipped and tried to pull my body up somehow.

Then… I realized I could see my surroundings more clearly than expected.

Why?

‘Since this is a basement, it should be almost pitch black.’

At that moment, something cold brushed past the back of my head.

Whoooosh—

Wind.

A mountain breeze was tickling my head, just like when I first looked around the mountainside…….

“…….”

It’s outdoors.

‘Wait, hold on.’

Why is it outdoors when I fell into a basement?

Is it because it’s a ghost story?

‘Did I fall into a new space?’

I hurriedly looked up….

…….

…….

I realized.

What I was hanging onto was a broken wooden floor.

And before my eyes….

There really was a basement.

{Shinmaeum Monastery}

The basement was filled with religious symbols.

Buddhist statues, statues of Mary, crosses, prayer beads, an unknown bull’s head bust, something filled with severed rat heads with eerie glowing eyes and split-open heads revealing blood-like red jade. As if every symbol of every religion that could be gathered had been shoved into this basement, packed tightly without a single gap.

I was overwhelmed.

The gruesome true identity of this retreat center pressed down on me from above.

-It was operated by a religious group and closed 17 years ago.

And I confirmed the words written under the massive nameplate in front of me as my eyes slid over them….

{Shinmaeum Monastery}

Only the name of paradise is

The love you cannot refuse

The chill froze me down to my throat.

It wasn't simply because of the dissonance from the eerie religious phrase or fear of the unknown.

It was because it happened to be a phrase I recognized.

‘…It’s the Paradise of Love.’

The place where Jang Heoun… no, the ‘Heouns’ were raised.

A bizarre religious facility disguised as an orphanage.

One of the new religions popular in Korea in the early 2000s.

I swallowed hard.

Using slogans like ‘You can meet your ideal type’ or ‘I will make you into your ideal type,’ they proselytized in a way that would appeal to the younger generation and reportedly gained fame on the early internet at the time.

In reality, they were an unethical, shamanistic pseudo-religious group that forced bizarre rituals on their followers to remodel their lives into something suitable for a being called the ‘Lover of Paradise.’

‘This place… was the Paradise of Love….’

And….

The thing they worship.

Lover of Paradise.

Something extremely beautiful and good that you must love.

A bizarre being that appears as one's ideal type to anyone.

Its true identity is….

“…….”

I realized.

‘The stamps.’

The drawings on the stamps weren't commercial products. That’s why they felt unique and strange.

‘If you combine all of them up to the final fourth stamp….’

They pointed to a certain location.

Descent.

Cliff.

Retreat center.

I recalled how my breathing became strangely short and my legs felt heavy when I was heading toward the retreat center.

It wasn't just my imagination; it was because it was actually an uphill climb.

‘This monastery… was built right on top of a cliff.’

And the stamp event was a walking course that circled down to the test of courage grounds below the cliff.

The monastery on the cliff would have definitely been visible from the test of courage grounds, but because ‘the lights couldn't be turned on,’ they wouldn't have been able to see it.

And… this retreat center on the cliff.

Through the passage that opened into the basement.

‘The students fell down here through a process similar to mine.’

From this position…. My eyes turned downward again.

‘…Fairy Rock.’

It was there.

Every single one of them must have died after hitting their heads on the back of that Fairy Rock.

We were wandering around the place where the students had died…….

I gritted my teeth.

But the thing is.

-…It is said they were all smiling, even with their skulls crushed.

Why were they smiling?

And if they already knew this monastery was on a cliff, why did dozens of people keep falling into this pitch-black hole?

‘If it’s the Paradise of Love.’

I formed one hypothesis about that.

…They saw ‘something extremely beautiful and good,’ all jumped off the cliff of their own volition, and died.

Because of this pseudo-religion group.

‘…Crazy bastards,’

Reflexively, I spat out a curse word, but in truth, I knew.

That was a conscious effort to feel anger, when in fact, what was coldly filling my head was… terror.

‘No.’

I’m scared.

It means that thing is somewhere in here.

Something that made the students jump down the moment they saw it….

…….

No way.

‘Could it be that even my coming down here, rationalizing it to myself after having already requested a rescue from the Disaster Management Bureau….’

…Was it influenced by that?

“……!!”

‘I have to get out.’

I have to get out.

The act of looking down began to feel extremely terrifying. Drenched in a cold sweat, I hurriedly began to dart my eyes between the religious symbols. I mean, the reason I intended to look through this basement in the first place was….

‘The stamp!’

Fortunately, before long, my eyes stopped.

A glint of plastic between a strange idol made of a burnt match bundle and an ominous golden incense burner.

It was the main part of the ink stamp.

‘Found it…!’

The sense of relief was almost suffocating.

I tried to pull one hand free and reach toward it. Quickly, just check if the floorboards I’m hanging onto won’t break and then…….

…….

It wasn't a floorboard.

What I was holding onto was an idol.

An ominous figure with exaggerated features carved in relief, its hands joined in front of its cylindrical body, facing forward, was wedged into the floorboards.

“…….”

The rough hemp rope wound tightly around the entire idol had dug into my palm.

And so….

My blood was soaking into the rope.

Drip.

Sweat fell from my chilled temple.

‘…No,’

No.

Even amidst the panic, I pulled my body up and reached out, finally getting my hands on the stamp in the corner.

Then, just above the torn sleeve of my work clothes, near the shoulder, I pressed the stamp as if connecting it.

‘It’s done.’

Let’s get out, quickly, quickly, quickly…….

…….

But.

Why has it been so bright and beautiful since a moment ago?

My lover, like a hawthorn tree

I froze.

Your love is

truly fair and lovely.

My heart began to overflow.

A sense of happiness akin to being immersed in the lingering emotions of a deeply moving movie. A soaking sorrow, a heart fluttering and joyful.

Far below my back, flowers bloomed, green vines grew, birds sang, and the radiant light turned a rosy hue.

Your smiling face is

like a balsam flower in full bloom,

and your tender gestures are

like our nostalgic childhood memories.

The joy of meeting family after being apart for a long time, a surging emotion, a warm lump in my throat, a desperate….

‘Shut up.’

Shut up, shut up!

Stop it!

In a state of frenzy, I clung to the mad religious symbols. Searching for a way to crawl up through my open field of vision, I instinctively exited the hole.

Upward, further up,

Just one more time….

“…!”

My body barely tumbled over the corkboard.

‘Ha.’

Quickly! As I ran forward, the sound following from behind— 

In your two open ears,

the lover’s call is as sweet as honey.

Ah.

With every step forward,

the scent of cedar is green and thick.

It’s following me. It’s following me!

The thing that was down there had climbed up the cliff and followed me to the retreat center’s ground level!

But….

In your heart that welcomes the returning spring,

like a lily of the valley holding morning dew,

I shall bloom fully.

It sounds so good.

From your fateful lover

whom you will turn around to meet.

An intense and alluring impulse.

Something beautiful and shocking had entered the retreat center.

It was following me.

If I just turned around now, I could see it. No, even if I just waited, it would catch me.

I would be able to see.

A love that could be seen if the light is lit. I….

“…!!”

I bit the inside of my mouth hard.

“Heugh.”

Blood glowed. I continued to flee—

My lover.

Your flight is like the final steps

of a young deer hit by an arrow,

like a gentle early summer shower.

My footsteps falter.

Your desperation is like a red apple

hanging on the highest branch,

and your excitement is like a new sprout

with morning dew.

Even in the ruins of the mountain monastery,

light glitters.

Our reflection is about to take shape

in the sunset light scattering off the glass walls.

Run…,

Your running will not be long.

You shall stop.

…….

For I have come in response to the call.

Turn around and meet me.

My lovely lover.

Willingly…

…….

Ring-a-ling-a-ling!

I suddenly snapped to my senses.

It’s the phone.

The sound of reality piercing through my head moved me. My feet unconsciously continued to run, and I reflexively snatched it from the floor.

The sound coming from the receiver.

-Civilian?

Ah.

I realized I was standing in front of the lobby door.

Holding a receiver with a severed cord in my hand.

……!!

Crazy.

“Agent!! Don’t come! I’m escaping now!”

-What do you mean…. Civilian!

“That’s right. Please keep calling me like that, agent!”

Please!

I kicked open the entrance of the retreat center, and throwing off my work shirt, I just tossed it at the information desk window.

“I’m submitting this too!”

The moment I saw an arm dressed as a security guard catch it, I exerted all my strength to stumble and roll out of the entrance of the abandoned retreat center….

I wait so long, yet

you do not look back.

It feels like my heart is tearing apart.

The thing behind me is truly beautiful. A sorrowful heart grows at the soft, pleasant voice. An ache-inducing whisper calls to me, so much that I cannot endure it without looking back. Thus, guilt and impulse surround me in a daze.

That is right.

I had to willingly witness it.

My beloved…

…….

-Civilian!

“Heugh!”

I wrenched my head forward. My skull, which had turned halfway back, twisted.

My arms had bent backward and wouldn't return. Don't mind the back, don't mind the back, talk about anything!!

“Thank you! Are you Team Hyunmoo? Or Team Baekho? Good luck with your duty, wherever you are!”

-How do you know that….

“I’m leaving. I wish you good health! Do not mobilize!”

This phone will be cut off soon anyway, so this much should be fine! With the phone in hand, I stepped outside the retreat center area with all my might…….

-…….

-…Transfer student?

‘…!!’

Splat.

At that moment, my foot touched the ground outside the retreat center area.

And in the next instant.

“Heugh.”

Thump.

…I was gasping for breath outside the door of a concrete-finished containment cell.

With a broken receiver in one hand, and a fair handprint left in smeared blood on the other.

[Z999, no, Y492 returning!]

“…….”

I lived.

[Security staff, recover those guards immediately! Hurry with the equipment!]

And I thought blankly.

Wow.

The essence grade for this… must be no joke.

Chapter 384

“What’s going on now?”

“What did he do?”

What happens when a short-term daily laborer, at the bottom of the performance rankings, pulls off crazy results twice in a row at a crazy pharmaceutical company?

And what if he didn’t do it over two weeks, or even two days, but twice in a single day, morning and evening?

Furthermore, what if, as a short-term worker, the second result he pulled off was something even a regular elite from the Field Exploration team, equipped with a manual, would find difficult to achieve…?

This is what happens.

[Wait a second! Wait, let’s hear a more detailed answer there! You’re saying you couldn’t get out of the retreat center?]

“Yes….”

This guy was really crossing the line.

‘I figured as much, though.’

The researcher, looking nearly half-crazed, confined me in an interview room-like space and squeezed testimony out of me almost all night long.

I thought he downed about five cans of energy drinks.

As I was about to collapse in the middle of it, he tried to administer a stimulant but gave up after seeing the state I was in.

Honestly, there was no need to act. I really felt like I was going to die….

And I was certain.

‘This reaction….’

The Dream Essence definitely turned out to be around B-grade.

‘It makes sense.’

I encountered an irregularity, and even ‘something difficult for human perception to handle,’ and came out alive.

However, objective understanding is one thing, and the researcher's perspective is another.

A daily laborer who pulled out one bottle each of C-grade and B-grade Dream Essence in a single day?

‘Wow, if this goes wrong, word might reach too high up the chain.’

So, I immediately decided on my stance.

After roughly treating my injured hand and waking up after a night of sleeping like the dead, I regained my senses….

I persistently pinned everything on Jin Nasol.

“So, she told me to keep my eyes closed, and that’s what I did….”

[And then?]

“She beat up the person next to us….”

[…….]

Basically, I claimed everything was Assistant Manager Jin Nasol’s hard carry, and I just tagged along.

‘Knowing she’s from A-Squad of the Headquarters, it’ll be very persuasive.’

I have to do at least this much so it doesn't seem too strange.

To be honest, it’s true that I survived without being retired at Sagyeong Lodge thanks to Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

However, for ‘some unknown reason,’ I couldn’t return with Assistant Manager Jin Nasol and wandered the courage test site.

Then, it felt like I stepped on something within the Darkness….

[…And you found yourself here when you woke up?]

“Yes, yes….”

[…….]

Even so, what are you going to do about it?

‘It was a good thing I pushed the luck-based narrative in advance.’

Even now, they probably wanted to verify it one more time via hypnosis or a truth serum, but they lacked the budget to use a guaranteed method, right?

From what I can see, this branch doesn’t even seem to have issued potions or a proper item maker.

‘But they’d want to observe me more before rashly using an unsafe method.’

No one wants to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs.

Eventually, the researcher changed the question.

[…Then what is this receiver? Hmm? You must remember holding it in your hand when you returned. Where did you get this receiver with the cord ripped out? The lodge?]

“I got it as a prize….”

[……]

[What rank was it?]

“6th place!”

I answered brightly.

For the record, most of the 6th-place prizes here are recycling items abandoned in the retreat center.

[…….]

In the end, the receiver, which looked useless to everyone, was returned to my hands.

‘Yahoo.’

The research staff at the Namhae Branch are more complacent than I thought.

I thought they might find out it was a Disaster Management Bureau item by inspecting it like crazy, but it seems it was judged as an ordinary object because its functions were lost and it didn't react.

I wanted to keep it as a souvenir for no reason, so this worked out well.

“You’re here.”

“Yes.”

I successfully retrieved the glasses case Assistant Manager Jin Nasol passed to me in a blind spot of the lodging.

Anticipating this, I had poked Jin Nasol while pretending to be supported by her before being transported to the interview room.

-Ex, excuse me… I can’t get up. Please support me….

‘I don’t think she’s the type of person to snatch it for herself just because she’s rank 1.’

Of course… I had a vague feeling that she might take it if she felt certain that ‘she could use it better.’

Since I’ve been recognized by her as a capable employee in my own way, that possibility was extremely slim.

‘Good.’

Things have been cleaned up nicely like this.

I had also kept completely silent about the fact that there was one more stamp inside the retreat center.

‘If I’d blabbed about that, they’d send every single worker into that basement from now on….’

Then it would be a mass slaughter. I really wanted to avoid that.

I thought of that underground space, tightly packed with religious symbols, and shuddered even now.

And the thing beneath it that had followed me…….

…….

‘Let’s not think about it.’

I must break free from its influence. I took a deep breath.

“What did you do this time?”

“Hahaha….”

Just what I’ve been doing every day since joining Daydream.

And so, the next day.

I saw the special notice that had been overwritten once again.

{Special Reassignment

Y492 -> X915

Y491 -> X916}

Wow.

“…Is jumping groups your specialty?”

“Hahaha….”

This time, Assistant Manager Jin Nasol was reassigned with me. Nice. This is important.

‘Assistant Manager Jin Nasol is a great tanker not just in ghost stories, but in society as well….’

If our groups were too far apart, it would be hard to plot together.

But I didn't expect that researcher to do this so quickly.

‘Hmm, is he controlling the variables?’

Since I moved up in groups and immediately produced higher grade Essence, he’s raising it once more… to see.

‘There’s definitely a possibility.’

Whatever the reason, better sleeping quarters and food were always welcome….

‘The food gets even better than this?’

Even the happiness of eating has returned, but how far will it go…!

During Group Y’s breakfast period, I felt a modest sense of anticipation while eating freshly heated instant rice with stir-fried spicy pork and seaweed soup.

And the dopamine-inducing events didn't end there.

[Those in the Y410s, this way.]

The darkness I entered that day wasn't very scary!

‘Finally, I’m having some real luck….’

I stifled a sigh of relief as I put a coin into a ‘coin purse.’ When kept inside, the face engraved on the coin would occasionally change to a crying expression. If you keep staring at that crying expression, you’ll hallucinate a future where you are crying.’

It’s normal to get something like this when you’re thrown haphazardly into unclassified ghost stories without manuals, and I finally got to experience it.

“Um, everything is finished….”

I was able to return to the break room first after quickly finishing the work.

“Whew.”

Since none of the workers who came with me on the mine cart were my roommates, I could remain alone in the break room.

‘It doesn't seem like the wiretaps are on right now.’

So, I could take out the item I had hidden in a blind spot.

It was the receiver.

I held the thing that had been connected to the Disaster Management Bureau in my hand and stared at it for no reason.

‘…He definitely called me a transfer student at the end.’

There was only one person who called me that.

Which made the lingering regret even greater.

“…It’s a waste that the connection isn’t working anymore.”

-It is working.

…!!

-Civiliam, is this a situation where it’s okay to speak right now?

I immediately gripped the receiver properly.

…A voice was coming from the receiver!

-And….

A slightly trembling voice could be heard.

A voice that sounded not mature–but surprisingly young, making me wonder how I only noticed just now.

-Are you the transfer student?

…….

I swallowed hard and lowered my voice to answer quietly.

“…Right. The transfer student who said he was from Grade 1, Class 5.”

-…!

‘…As I thought.’

Lee Gyeol.

The high school student from whom I borrowed a school uniform at Sekwang Technical High School was the one on the other side of this receiver.

“How did you know it was me?”

-Because your voice… is similar.

Ah.

A logical and simple reason was given. More than that….

“Did you become an agent?”

My goodness.

It felt like only yesterday that he appeared as a trapped entity within a high school ghost story, and I couldn't believe he was now talking as an agent. No, wait.

“Then your age right now….”

Aren't you barely twenty at most?

“A-Aren't you too young to be a field agent for the Disaster Management Bureau?”

-…I don’t know. I’m not that old.

For some reason, it’s a voice that sounded like he’s trying to speak more bluntly out of slight embarrassment!

-I’m not an agent yet. Just… while working part-time, I sometimes answer the phone here.

“Ah, volunteer work?”

-How is it volunteer work if I’m getting paid? I’m just doing it.

Oh. That kind of thing usually went to ‘smart civilians with no ties who got caught up in a supernatural disaster.’

‘It seems he’s getting along well with the agents.’

And he sounds like he’s preparing to take the Disaster Management Bureau civil service exam as soon as he’s of age.

Thinking that the Sekwang Metropolitan City situation seemingly settled better than I thought, I spoke with a lighter heart.

“I’m really glad to hear from you. Have you been well?”

-Yeah. Thanks to you. …The other kids at our school are doing well, too.

“…….”

That was a relief.

-What about you? Where on earth have you been for three years? Even when I asked the Disaster Management Bureau, I only heard that you had resigned.

“Um. I went back home for a bit.”

Once the topic reached that point, I finally couldn't help but ask.

This opportunity, I should be asking other things too, but….

“By any chance, how are the other agents?”

-…You mean Hyunmoo Team 1, right?

“For now, yes.”

I swallowed hard.

Just in case….

-Both of them… are doing well.

“…! I see.”

Thank goodness.

-Anyway, I don’t know how this call is happening either. It should have been cut off, but it keeps staying connected.

So he meant he didn't hang up and waited on mute until now.

‘My God.’

I was curious why it wasn't cut off, but first, I wanted to pay my respects to that patience.

-And I heard some strange noises from that side… Where are you? Are you sure you’re okay there?

“Hmm.”

I hesitated for a moment.

Should I request a rescue from the Disaster Management Bureau here?

‘Tsk….’

I don’t know if it’ll work.

‘This worker position is still a job, after all.’

If the Disaster Management Bureau could have legally saved us, wouldn't they have saved the Security Team in Daydream’s basement first?

Furthermore, if I can leave in two weeks, it might be better not to stir up trouble.

If a ‘commotion from a government agency audit’ breaks out for no reason and attention is focused, it could get a bit troublesome. Because they could track me down, the one who was originally ‘Supervisor Roe Deer.’

If I were to catch Director Cheong’s eye because of that….

‘Wow, absolutely not.’

Okay.

“The situation is a bit ambiguous to report right now.”

Of course, I can’t just let this opportunity go.

“Could I possibly get a direct number for rescue? I’ll contact you there if things go south.”

-…Alright.

Like that, I managed to get a number.

Even as I did so, I couldn't help but say.

“The fact that we can talk right now is irregular. Don’t just give your number to the other party like this. You should at least verify them.”

-You… speak just like an old man.

“…….”

-Another department already checked this phone. So it’s fine, right?

Yeah….

It makes me realize anew that our age gap really is that large….

After that, I thought I’d check one more thing since events had turned out this way.

“…By any chance, did you hear anything strange through the phone?”

Contamination, that is.

-Strange noises? When?

“When the phone was connected for the second time, when I said I was about to escape.”

I swallowed hard.

“Didn’t you hear something like that? Like a voice calling for a lover… a beautiful voice like that.”

…….

-I didn’t hear it.

Phew.

It seems only I, who was possessed, heard it…….

-I did hear some strange creaking sounds like flesh hitting flesh, though.

“…….”

-That was it. You were being chased, weren't you?

“…Uh, yeah.”

I swallowed hard.

“That… must be it.”

It was probably just that.

-Ah, it seems like it’s going to cut off soon. …Damn it. I guess it can’t hold out anymore.

And not long after, the phone began to fail.

-The number I gave you is the rescue number I received. Call whenever there’s a problem.

“…! Thank you.”

-Whatever.

A firm voice was heard.

-You deserve that much.

Click. The phone cut off.

“…….”

Sincerely, I was grateful.

‘Whew.’

Wow, having a conversation where I didn't have to be on edge for the first time in a while really eased the tension.

But at the same time, it also made me uneasy.

The ‘Paradise of Love’ facility I’d encountered in this ghost story.

And… the ‘Lover of Paradise’.

-The rough hemp rope wound tightly around the entire idol had dug into my palm.

-And so… my blood was soaking into the twine.

Did I ‘call’ it because my blood got on the statue in that basement?

‘Surely it won’t… keep chasing me, right?’

In the first place, what is the current state of my body?

I don’t have my previous tattoos, and there are no special signs of contamination. It means I’m an ordinary person staggering from malnutrition.

‘If that’s the case, I seem to have held out fairly well against the Paradise of Love monster.’

Maybe it was because I was already immensely vigilant after recognizing what it was.

‘Ha.’

I needed advice.

With that thought, one name reflexively came to mind.

‘Braun….’

I miss him very much, but I felt a small sense of crisis over the fact that I miss him….

‘I don’t know what’s right.’

For now,  unless I obtain a ‘Good Friend,’ I won't be able to officially summon him, so there’s no point in worrying about it now.

‘Two weeks… no, are there about ten days left now?’

Let’s hold out well.

Since I entered Group X, at least the food, clothing, and shelter have been upgraded one more time!

And my anticipation was rewarded even further.

[Group X has one more privilege.]

“W-What is it…?”

[It’s a pass for the rest area. You can use the rest area even if it’s not the weekend.]

The place where I had opened my eyes, the place with the withered ritual table.

The rest area of Daydream’s Namhae Branch had opened.

Chapter 385

First, let's talk about something happy.

The newly assigned Team X lodging in the 800s... surprisingly, looked like a decent accommodation!

It meant it actually felt worth sleeping in.

'The bedding is clean and high quality...!'

Instead of bunk beds, it was one bed per person. Yes, this is what a member of society wants. I nodded with satisfaction.

"It's roughly three people to a room, but you've got a single."

"Really?"

What kind of stroke of luck was this? I was about to cheer when...

"Yeah. The workers from your room have all gone missing."

"......."

"Great, isn't it? Since it's comfortable."

It's terrifying.

Did two out of the 'evaporated' thirds from the last courage test really have to be my roommates?

'No... wait. Was it that all three evaporated, and I was brought in to fill one of the empty spots?'

That seemed more plausible. I guess the three roommates must have formed the same team.

'Sigh....'

For the record, it seemed the explanation given to the other workers was that the missing persons were reassigned elsewhere because it had become difficult for them to perform their duties.

'The fact that it's not a complete lie makes it scarier.'

Between blocking resignations within 30 days and everything else, the Namhae Branch is really specialized in deceiving workers.

Because of that, my mood to enjoy the pleasant room condition vanished in an instant.

'It's scary being alone too....'

After tossing my luggage onto the bed near the door and heading out, I had to listen to a researcher—who had called me out again in the afternoon for a so-called exit interview—end the session by saying something like, "Be grateful I've been looking out for you like this."

Then, I heard this.

'An Off-Duty Zone Pass, huh.'

-Normally, it's a place that's only open one day a week, on Sundays. However, Team X gets one pass a week, so you can go even on weekdays.

They were saying they had given me such a great opportunity.

'Judging by the way they're talking... is there something good there?'

First, I asked Assistant Manager Jin Nasol.

Her response was:

"I've never been there either."

"Then would you like to go togeth—"

"Not interested."

"......."

Understood.

And so, I decided to use the Off-Duty Zone Pass during my remaining time today!

'Strike while the iron is hot. There might be a corner where items come out, so let's scout it in advance.'

The sooner I pull something, the more cards I'll have to play in a crisis.

Even if that weren't the case, going to a new area of the Namhae Branch that I hadn't seen on the Wiki was strangely exciting.

It felt like a restricted map was being unlocked.

[Pass confirmed.]

[Opening Off-Duty Zone. Good luck this week! Get rich!]

With that, the fire door that had been closed in front of my eyes opened, revealing the appearance of the 'Off-Duty Zone'....

"...!"

It was... a place that felt like a very tacky and old-fashioned rural nightlife district at night.

{Namhae Pub}

{Happy Lottery}

{Rhythm Karaoke}

{Sleep Management Center}

An arcade, a comic book cafe... it had a shabby assortment of things being sold at ridiculous service fees.

Still, since it was almost the only form of entertainment and recreation, it seemed the workers would end up buying into it. Since they had cash in hand.

The doors on both sides of the corridor were wide open, and inside, I could see light bulbs and lamps styled after old shops.

'Did they try to create some kind of atmosphere?'

When I first woke up here, I was nearly dead, and it was probably closing time, so I hadn't noticed because most of the doors were shut.

'There are no... staff.'

Maybe it's because it's a weekday. It didn't look like much, but for now....

"Hey."

"......."

"Hey, look at this brat, pretending he can't hear me?"

Wow.

As soon as I arrive, someone's picking a fight again.

'Right. This is why I didn't want to walk around alone....'

I turned my head with dead eyes. Some guy from Team X was pointing a finger at me.

"Wh-What is it...?"

"Oh-ho, what? You're asking what? It's because some brat who came in wearing Z999 is here!"

He shrieked while poking my neck.

"Where does a Team Z brat think he's crawling into!"

Sigh....

Should I just headbutt him?

It might be easier if I establish the hierarchy right now.

The moment I was about to open my mouth.

"Hey, hey, you idiot. Our pigeon isn't Team Z anymore, he's Team X."

"Huh, what?"

"Man, this guy doesn't check the announcements or listen to rumors. He just whines every day about the internet not working."

"Kang Hoon, why don't you go to the massage chairs and get some sleep? Hmm?"

Two men bantered and stepped in, putting their arms around the shrieking guy's shoulders to stop him.

After sending him toward the 'Sleep Management Center', they turned back to me and spoke.

"Wow~ Look who we have here, the pigeon."

Surprisingly, their identities were....

The two hopeless Team X jerks I saw as soon as I woke up here.

'What's this?'

Why are these bastards acting friendly?

I realized the reason in the next moment.

"Hey, hey, I heard the person you're hanging out with is carrying you."

"......."

"Why don't you introduce us? Huh? Your luck has really turned around."

"How much did you make in the last two days? Kid, don't be scared. We're just saying, let's have a drink with your Hyungs and talk since you're here."

It was because there was more to squeeze out of me now.

Since I was earning money much more stably than when I was Z999.

But since my social standing had risen a bit, they seemed to be trying to build a bit of rapport to use threats and cajoling more easily to extort money.

'Oh.'

You guys picked the wrong day.

I was planning to clear things up with you eventually anyway.

"Th-That is...."

"I said let's go."

Just as I was about to slowly formulate a plan to pretend to give in, follow them for a drink, and settle things with less hassle.

"Hey, young man!"

"Come over here! What are you doing there?"

'...?'

Turning my head, I saw a group of older workers gesturing toward me.

"You said you'd help with this. Hurry up!"

Pardon?

But in the next moment, I understood when I saw the workers' eyes.

They were signaling for me to run away.

"Ye-Yes...?"

Okay.

I made a run for it for now. Since there were witnesses, I'd execute the plan next time.

"Hey! Where is this brat going again...?"

"Hyung, Hyung."

The Team X guys tried to follow like throwing a tantrum, but seeing that there were four or five people calling me, they didn't rush in recklessly.

They did flap their mouths, though.

"Wow... misters, aunties, you're still here at that age? Your lives are totally trashed, huh?"

"Young man, come here~ Yeah~ They're just 40s and 50s who can't even get part-time jobs, but they're power-tripping here~"

That crossed the line.

'If I don't respond here, the people who helped me will look like fools, right?'

The moment I was contemplating, people grabbed my shoulders.

"Sigh."

"Look at them. I wonder why they want to act like that when everyone's in a similar situation."

"Ignore them. Just ignore them."

"Thugs like that should be kicked out so they can't work."

While the Team X duo stood there snickering to themselves, the people quickly led me to the opposite side.

"Are you okay? Don't get involved with that lot. Don't go even if they call you."

"Right. People like that are everywhere you go. We've come this far, so we should be careful, earn our lump sum safely, and leave!"

It made me realize once again.

'...There are good people here too.'

And... I'm lucky they're fortunate enough to have maintained their character.

I felt a strange sense of relief looking at the three or four people wearing Team X stickers.

Of course, this favor was possible because I appeared as a 'sane young man' who had risen to Team X, but that was still something.

"My goodness, he was always walking around looking so haggard alone, but he's such a decent young man. Yes."

"Life hasn't been easy lately, has it?"

"Still, you're better off than us because you're young. When you get out, don't waste your money; make sure to save it and learn a trade. Okay?"

"...Thank you."

...I hope these people also endure safely in Team X, get their money, and leave well.

"There is actually a bit of stuff here. Most of it is so expensive we just look, but occasionally there are things worth buying."

Afterward, I toured the Off-Duty Zone with these workers who were around the age of my uncles and aunties.

Most of it was priced absurdly high as if to fleece the workers of their money, and the occasional 'bait items' were only at the level of regular retail prices outside.

The workers I was with would occasionally buy things while checking their budgets, but most seemed to be holding back and saving their money.

"Charging 50,000 won for two hours at a comic book cafe! They're total thieves."

"Mr. Kim, didn't you say there was a manga you wanted to see?"

"Ah, no. Gosh, I'm not a kid, why would I be so obsessed with manga! Let's go quickly."

After some thought, I secretly purchased a bottle of very strong vodka from the pub.

The alcohol content was at the level of hand sanitizer.

'Alcohol of this proof has a chance of being used meaningfully in a ghost story.'

Thinking of the beer I used on the wooden doll, it was hard not to buy it.

The price was insane, as if a tenfold liquor tax had been applied, but I endured it with metaphorical tears in my eyes.

'Am I... not destined to save money?'

Aside from that, most things were for entertainment.

"When the weekend comes, one or two fools always show up spending money like water over there. Sigh...."

Expensive whiskey, high-end snacks not available at the commissary, or chilled domestic meat for grilling were also on display.

Even though it was an unmanned store, no one dared to steal, as it seemed everyone had witnessed the price paid by those who had already been caught.

'Doesn't seem like I'll have much to spend money on here....'

However, there was one place.

A place where my footsteps stopped.

{Sleep Management Center}

In that place where massage chairs were laid out, on one side... there were supplements and medications.

'They even have Daydream Hair Loss Medication.'

Surprisingly, this was at regular price.

But what was more impressive was when I discovered pills while looking through the supplements.

'These are... prescription drugs.'

Things that are illegal to obtain without a pharmacy prescription were openly visible.

They were mainly sleeping pills, diabetes medication, or immune-related products, but among them was this.

Painkiller – 300,000 (Super Powerful!)

I was horrified after checking the ingredient name.

'Isn't this a narcotic painkiller?'

It looked like an extremely potent painkiller, the kind hospitals only use when other ingredients don't work....

'...Should I buy it?'

It seemed Assistant Manager Jin Nasol was currently spending all the cash she received on buying painkillers.

I debated until the very end.

"......."

"Young man?"

"Ah, yes."

When I left the Sleep Management Center, I held a bottle of sleeping pills and a bottle of painkillers side-by-side in my hand.

'...Let's just keep them on me.'

And the final destination of this tour... was the very place where I had first opened my eyes.

The room with the ritual table.

{Religious Activity Room}

Looking at it now, that place used an entire hallway, with each room containing a different religious symbol.

...Perhaps because of the ghost story I had just experienced, I felt nauseous.

"Given the nature of the work here, there are often people who want to call upon 'God, Buddha, or the Heavens.' I guess that's why it's here."

"On Sundays, there's even a shaman who gives fortunes for a bit of money."

"Religious activities... at this age, it feels like I've joined the army again."

I see.

I listened to all those words while forcing myself to inspect various places.

Naturally, among them was the room with the dried-up ritual table where I had woken up.

"......."

Of course, it's the room at the very end.

The ritual table still had a dried-up appearance that felt somewhat ominous.

'...Waking up here means I was doing something here....'

I spent some time exploring this shabby place, but nothing special was visible.

'Hmm.'

Is there nothing? I was about to give up and leave the room.

Another spot caught my eye.

'Eh?'

There was one more room next to this one.

Only....

It hadn't been noticeable because it wasn't open.

{Authorized Personnel Only}

The door to the next room was tightly shut.

It clearly looked like an area not permitted for workers.

But.

"......."

'This,'

I looked closely at the door handle.

An object I had left hidden under my bed came to mind.

-...A handle?

The metal fragment that had come from the floor of the end room in Team Z, which looked like part of a handle.

'It looks exactly the same.'

That specific style was exactly on this door handle as well.

If that's the case.

'Is that door handle also a part for some "Authorized Personnel Only" room...?'

One located in this Off-Duty Zone?

"......."

"Young man? We're going to leave now. Unless you're going to offer a ritual meal or something, why don't we head out together?"

"...Ah, yes!"

I naturally turned my body.

'...It's too conspicuous to be wandering around looking for it alone right now.'

The CCTV and the people I'm with are all watching.

Besides, I don't necessarily need to uncover the secret of this door handle... but curiosity was rising.

'Let's keep it in mind.'

"Right. There's a bathhouse here too, but they've been saying it's broken or whatever; I've never seen it open."

"Ah... I see. That's a shame."

I etched all of this into my mind and turned around.

And let me say this for sure.

It wasn't long before I found that door.

* * *

That night.

With the help of being 'Assigned to a Sweet Ghost Story,' I was finally able to fall asleep in a bed that actually felt worth sleeping in.

Wow, it's pleasant.

'But both of the other beds in the room are empty....'

That was a bit scary, so I cleared away all the pillows and blankets, which made it feel a bit better. Whew.

Once I visually confirmed that it 'wasn't scary' with my hazy mind, a deep sense of relief washed over me and sleep came pouring in.

The bed is soft.

'Let's sleep.'

And so, into dreamland.......

.......

.......

RIIIIIIIIING!!

"...!!"

I sat up abruptly.

...Above my head, an alarm was blaring.

[Emergency Alert!]

[An emergency situation has occurred within the facility! All employees still inside the facility, please evacuate through the emergency exits!]

What?

[Emergency Alert!]

[An emergency situation has occurred within the facility! All employees still inside the facility, please evacuate through the emergency exits!]

All traces of sleep vanished instantly.
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