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PART ONE
INSIDE THE GAME WORLD



CHAPTER 1

THE RELUCTANT MENTALIST


Light flickered beyond the blindfold shrouding my eyes. My arms, firmly bound behind my back, had gone completely numb due to the lack of circulation. Below my bent knees, which had been in this awkward position for what felt like an eternity, I couldn't feel anything anymore.

Perched uncomfortably in this position, I strained to listen as intently as I could, for sound was now my only lifeline. The troubling part was that the situation I pieced together from the noises was equally grim.

Ever since my capture and arrival at this unfamiliar place, I had been subjected to groans accompanied by the gruesome sounds of flesh being torn apart. Now, all I could discern were the sounds of someone taking a severe beating. It was painfully obvious that the person had been rendered completely incapacitated, unable to utter a sound.

I longed to cry out for my mother. It had been a long time since I felt this desperate need, especially since I had grown into an adult. I wished I could just beg for my life, sprawled on the ground. I would have done so immediately upon being captured if not for the firm hand pressing down on the back of my neck. However, I understood the implicit message behind that silent warning: stay quiet if you want to live.

Suppressing my breath to survive, another heavy thud of flesh being struck resonated nearby. Startled, I attempted to raise my head, but the pressure from the hand on the back of my neck intensified, rendering me immobile.

"Ah, you can untie that one."

"His hands too?"

"Yes."

This was the first time I heard a voice other than the groans and blows. Yet instead of feeling relief, my trembling intensified. The periodic beating ceased as soon as that voice spoke. If there was an order to this inexplicable violence, it was now my turn. Why did I have to endure this? The injustice of it all made me want to cry, but I fought back the tears with all my strength. As I stifled my sobs, the person behind me clicked their tongue. Although my restraints on my arms loosened, I couldn't move immediately. After a moment, the clatter of metal hitting the floor reached my ears, followed by the gradual removal of my blindfold. The sudden rush of light stung my eyes, causing me to squint.

"Ah…."

The light danced painfully on my retinas, inducing a mild dizziness. I lowered my head to shield my eyes and caught a glimpse of the opulent carpet that adorned the floor through my blurred vision. I stared at an extravagantly patterned carpet that seemed straight out of a movie—specifically, a forgettable B-grade action flick where the villain sought to eliminate a witness who had glimpsed their face. 

Perhaps, if I didn't make eye contact, they might spare me? I clung to that faint hope and tightly shut my eyes. However, it seemed my captor had never watched such movies; they wasted no time yanking my hair and forcing my head up. The pain of my scalp being tugged, coupled with the fear for my life, caused my body to tremble uncontrollably, and my teeth chattered audibly. I thought I heard someone click their tongue once more.

Was this where I'd meet my end? The notion of dying in such an absurd place filled me with bitterness, and I somehow managed to crack my eyes open. A voice from behind me attempted to diffuse the situation.

"Greenie, treat him with some respect."

"…Yes."

Respect? Now, at this juncture? Could there genuinely be such a thing as a respectful abduction?

If they had wanted to be respectful, they shouldn't have kidnapped me in the first place! I struggled to contain my rising anger and strained my ears to assess the situation. As I did so, I couldn't help but notice the peculiar tone in the voice of the unknown person. It was leisurely, with deliberate pauses between words, giving off a nonchalant vibe. Despite the circumstances, they sounded gentle and kind.

However, their personality must have been the complete opposite of their soothing voice, considering they had captured someone as innocent and law-abiding as me. Or perhaps they had mistaken me for someone else? Even though they had finally released my hair, I clung desperately to that last sliver of hope, praying they would realize their error.

In the meantime, the name 'Greenie' sounded strangely familiar. Was it perhaps the name of a neighborhood dog? Despite trembling with fear, I tilted my head in curiosity at the familiar name. Simultaneously, my eyes adjusted to the bright light, allowing me to examine the place where they had brought me.

It resembled someone's office, lavishly decorated as if no expense had been spared. Sunlight streamed in through a window on the far side of the room, casting a gleam on the dark wooden desk. The tall man leaning casually against the desk seemed like the owner of this opulent space. Dressed in a white shirt, brown suit pants, and a tuxedo vest, he exuded an undeniable air of danger.

As our eyes locked, he greeted me with a seemingly pleasant smile. The man casually tossed aside whatever he had been holding. The person in his grasp, barely recognizable due to being covered in blood, hit the floor without making a sound. Judging by their agonized squirming, they weren't dead, but they certainly appeared to be on the verge of death.

In that moment, the man noticed the bloodstains on his unique black leather gloves, which exposed the backs of his hands. He clicked his tongue softly, and even that sound carried an air of leisure. It was the kind of sound that might infuriate someone with a less patient disposition.

I, too, felt as if I were on the brink of losing my breath. It was only now that I recognized the man standing before me.

"I shouldn't be in this state if I'm supposed to welcome guests," he remarked casually, despite the gruesome circumstances. 

He removed his gloves and dropped them to the floor. A metallic clank echoed as they hit the ground, a sound that didn't seem to match with leather.

For a brief moment, I glanced at the sinister-looking gloves before returning my gaze to the man. He had already retrieved another pair from the desk drawer and was now approaching me. I instinctively knew that it was my turn now. If I didn't comply with his wishes, my blood would stain this new pair of gloves.

Inwardly, I prayed that he wouldn't come any closer as I met his gaze. As he drew near, my line of sight gradually moved upward. The man was undeniably handsome, with broad shoulders, neatly groomed hair, and a prominent forehead. But the blood splatters on his cheeks gave him a bizarre and unsettling aura, making him look like a madman, albeit a remarkably good-looking one.

"Is your name Yeon Seonwoo?" he inquired, shattering my last hope of being mistaken for someone else. He spoke in his characteristic, languid tone, and his demeanor exuded arrogance and boredom, which seemed entirely out of place given the circumstances.

It was terrifying to witness such a man sitting in front of me, chuckling absurdly, as I swallowed my anxiety. If I wasn't mistaken, he was the protagonist of this world, capable of bending everything to his will. A person who could obtain and achieve anything he desired. But why on earth would someone like him kidnap an ordinary person like me?

"Master, there's... blood on you," a voice suddenly emerged from behind, gently wiping the blood from the man's cheek. 

I was so startled that I momentarily forgot to breathe, not realizing there was someone else still present. However, my captor seemed unfazed by my reaction as the person behind him carefully cleaned his face. It was blood, not paint or sauce, that they were wiping away so nonchalantly.

"Apologies for my rudeness in front of guests," the man said, his impoliteness extending beyond just the blood on his face. 

I wanted to question him about the impropriety of abducting me against my will and imprisoning me, but I refrained and instead lowered my gaze, mindful of who he was. It appeared that he was pleased with my submissive demeanor, as his smile took on a sinister twist. 

Cursing under my breath, I realized he had deliberately shown me this violent scene to make it clear that I would meet a similar fate if I didn't comply.

Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! I thought, feeling a sense of dread creeping over me.

"Yeon Seonwoo?"

While I was silently cursing to myself, the man called out my name once more. All I wanted to do was shout that I didn't know him and demand why he had dragged an innocent person into this chaotic situation. However, I wisely chose to bite my tongue, sensing the oppressive atmosphere that surrounded us.

Instead, I replied meekly, "Yes."

"Are you truly Yeon Seonwoo?"

Inside, I screamed, “No! I'm not the Yeon Seonwoo you're looking for!”

But outwardly, I forced out, "...Yes."

I clenched my teeth, feeling the dissonance between my mind and my mouth, a peculiar sensation I couldn't escape. The dread of being in deep trouble gnawed at me.

"I've heard you're a skilled mentalist. Is that true?"

He was clearly taunting me. But I knew, deep down, I wasn't the person he sought.

"I am a mentalist, but my skills are far from exceptional."

I tried to couch my honest thoughts in a positive light. Had I pushed it too far, though? The man fell silent for a moment, his head slowly tilting. His once-smiling face had transformed into a menacing, hardened expression, making him appear even more intimidating.


CHAPTER 2

TRAPPED IN A GAME WORLD


Seeing his expression change instantly reminded me of a lion leading its pride, lounging on a vast rock in the grasslands but ready to unleash its predatory instincts when its family faced danger. The person before me concealed a violent, untamed nature. I had no clue when they might bare their fangs, so I wished they wouldn't act so seriously around me. My heart felt like it was about to stop.

"It'd be a big deal if you do that; you might end up like that guy over there."

Seriously! Did you intentionally show me that?!

Suppressing the urge to confront him, I put on the most pitiful and submissive smile I could muster. I knew it. I couldn't stand being like this either.

"Please, can you spare me?"

"Of course, I have to spare you. You're a guest I brought here with great effort. That man is still alive, too."

Technically, he was 'alive.' The issue was that he was barely 'alive.' Could someone who was merely breathing really be considered alive? I instinctively scowled at his words since I hated pain more than anything else, but I quickly bowed my head again. My current goal was to suppress my anger, be as adaptable as the tongue in my mouth, and get released without being hit even once.

"Yeon Seonwoo."

"Yeah?"

I deliberately drew out my words and let out a slightly choked sound, hoping that if I put on a pitiful act, pretending to cry, he might show me some mercy. Then, the hand below my chin abruptly grabbed me and raised my head. 

The sudden contact startled me, and I gazed at the man with a flustered expression. As our eyes met, he slowly examined my face and gave me a soft smile. It should have been heart-fluttering to see such a handsome person smile like that, but instead, it sent shivers down my spine.

"I don't really like it when people pretend to cry, you know?"

"I-I'm not pretending! I'm really crying...."

If anyone could hold back tears in this situation, they deserved a medal! I tried to squeeze out the tears by scrunching my eyes, but the man looked down at me strangely.

"Don't let your words slip."

Damn it. He's so rude, speaking informally to me like that. Feeling scared and angry, I glanced at the man and accidentally met his gaze. I quickly pretended not to care, lowered my eyes, and nodded obediently. Finally, he seemed satisfied and released my chin. Crying meant losing, and by that logic, I had already lost. I really wanted to cry.

"Alright then. Shall we get to answering my question? You know who I am, right, Yeon Seonwoo?"

Who wouldn't recognize that face that appeared whenever the TV switched on? I prided myself on knowing even more intimate details about the man. So, I cautiously nodded, and the man's cold gaze softened slightly. However, the icy glint in his eyes didn't wholly vanish.

"Who am I?"

Who are you? Who the hell are you? I wanted to shout in frustration at that question, 'The protagonist of this damn game world!'

"You're Hunter Lee Jehee…"

Hiding my genuine emotions, I answered politely. Jehee smiled brightly, the same smile I had seen hundreds of times on TV. Yet, his face still felt unfamiliar, and I dropped my gaze to avoid it. Shit, I'm so scared I think I'm going crazy.

A month before being captured by Jehee, I had a rather peculiar awakening one morning. As I tumbled out of bed, I was immediately struck by the unfamiliar surroundings of the house.

It wasn't my cozy, cherished one-room apartment. It felt as though I had been transported to an entirely different place while I slept.

"Wh-what's happening? Where am I?" I stammered in confusion, jumping up and sprinting into the living room. 

I scanned the entire house, but to my bewilderment, I was the sole occupant of the space.

Had I perhaps gotten inebriated and accidentally wandered into someone else's house? But I hadn't consumed a drop of alcohol the previous night. Instead, I had wrapped up work early, returned home, and gone to bed contentedly after completing the final level of the game I'd been engrossed in for a week. So, why had I awakened in this unfamiliar place?

"This is insane..."

Feeling utterly perplexed, I continued to explore the house. The place where I had awoken resembled a typical family home, a standard 20-pyeong villa with a conventional layout. Standing frozen in the living room and surveying my surroundings, I decided I should depart before someone mistook me for a burglar. I worried that the owner might suddenly appear and shout, "Thief!" So, I frantically checked for my phone and wallet, desperately searching for cab or bus fare. To my relief, I found someone's wallet.

As I attempted to retrieve some money from the wallet, an intense and uncomfortable sensation washed over me.

Hunter License


Name: Yeon Seonwoo (YEON SEON WOO)


Hunter License Number: SP9002-B7853MH5801


Nationality: Korean (Korea)


Address: XX-X, Sadang-dong, Dongjak-gu, Seoul


This person is a registered hunter of KHU.


Korea Hunter Union




"...What on earth is this?"

The mysterious object labeled 'Hunter License' displayed a photograph of me. My familiar name, which I had used for 29 years, was written next to it, but the rest of the contents were a confusing jumble of words and numbers. Hunter? Was this something out of a novel like 'I Fell into Another World and Became a Hunter'? The absurdity of the situation was beyond belief, prompting me to emit a dry chuckle as I slumped onto the sofa.

Just then, it seemed I accidentally pressed the remote control beneath me, and the wall-mounted TV came to life, displaying the news.

The sudden announcement of Hunter Lee Jehee, the Master of Yeolmu Guild, calling off his engagement has left many citizens both surprised and puzzled.

It's been just over a month since the engagement was announced, and numerous individuals have contacted the guild seeking clarification on this news.

However, the guild has remained tight-lipped, only fueling suspicions further.

Hunter Shin Sora is currently confirmed to be in seclusion, cutting off all communication with the outside world, while Master Lee Jehee is attending the World Hunter Union Conference, making it difficult to reach him...

"What's going on...? Is this some kind of reality show?"

The anchor's grave tone didn't quite match the usual content of a comedy show. It was clearly news, but the story was unbelievably absurd. Guild, hunter, master—these terms were too ludicrous to be taken seriously. 

Could such nonsense be broadcasted on the news, a platform that should prioritize public interest and fairness? Moreover, what was up with the names Lee Jehee and Shin Sora? They were the names of the main characters in the game I had immersed myself in until just yesterday, prompting me to burst into laughter.

"Has the news gone completely bonkers...? Hold on a moment, Lee Jehee from Yeolmu Guild?"

I tilted my head, an unsettling sensation creeping up the back of my neck. I had encountered the name Hunter Lee Jehee countless times in the game 'D-Rank Hunter's Regression.' With a stern expression, I examined the hunter's badge in my hand once more. 

I slowly raised my gaze to the TV screen and absently muttered, "Status window."

Yeon Seonwoo Lv. 52


Trait Rank: C-Rank


Primary Trait: Supporter


Secondary Trait: Mentalist


Awakening Trait: - (Non-Awakened)


Physical Attack: 52


Magic Attack: 204


Physical Defense: 82


Magic Defense: 30


Abnormal Status Resistance: 1,052


↳Expand




I sat there, utterly stunned, as I gazed at the board hovering in the air. The Yeolmu Guild, Lee Jehee, Shin Sora, the hunters, and this transparent, blue-tinted board that materialized when I uttered the words "status window." It was all an exact replica of what I had seen in D-Rank Hunter's Regression—a game known for its insane freedom but lack of a save function, making it incredibly challenging.

"This can't be happening...."

My eyes instinctively darted back to the TV screen. There, a strikingly handsome man, uncannily resembling the 3D character from the game, waved his hand. Below him, the caption read, 'Master Lee Jehee departs to attend the World Hunter Union Conference.' 

Was I going insane, or had the world taken a turn for the surreal?

Without wasting another second, I hastily grabbed my phone and connected to the internet. My fingers raced across the keyboard, typing in keywords like Hunter, Guild, and Lee Jehee into the search bar. Articles popped up, depicting Lee Jehee as a living, breathing person. 

It was utterly mind-boggling.

How was this even possible? Lee Jehee was unquestionably the protagonist of the game I had been playing. The very title, 'D-Rank Hunter's Regression,' was a direct reference to the game's central character, Lee Jehee. It followed a typical storyline where you assumed the role of Lee Jehee, gathered allies, leveled up, and ultimately saved the world from impending doom.

I, too, was a player who had experienced the game's ending. 

In a virtual realm offering an abundance of choices, I had single-mindedly pursued the affection of Shin Sora, disregarding the favorability of other characters. Consequently, in the game I played, they had become engaged in the ending. As someone who held a deep affection for Shin Sora among all the game's characters, it had been immensely gratifying.

Even though I hadn't explored all the possible endings, I had considered it a fitting conclusion to my gaming journey. However, the news now reported that Lee Jehee and Shin Sora's engagement had been broken. This revelation came as the first search result when I looked up Lee Jehee. 

If this was indeed factual, then that meant...

"…Are you kidding me?! Am I now trapped within the very game I once played? And not just any game, but one that has already reached its conclusion?!"

The moment this realization dawned on me, I clutched my head in sheer disbelief and let out a piercing scream. It was a surreal and unbelievable truth, but it was my new reality.


CHAPTER 3

AN UNEXPECTED FAVOR


Damn it, if they were going to thrust me into a game without my consent, they should have dropped me near the beginning. Then, like other protagonists, I might have had a glimmer of hope for returning to reality if I managed to clear the game. But instead, I found myself abruptly thrown into a game that had already reached its conclusion, and I had absolutely no clue about what I was supposed to do.

"Shit..."

I found myself in what appeared to be Jehee's office, kneeling and rubbing my eyes with my hand as tears threatened to spill over. This whole situation, the fact that I, not the real Yeon Seonwoo, had to endure this doggone ordeal, it was all so unfair.

It had been a full month since I arrived in this world. 

At first, I thought I had merely entered a game, but here I was, in a world with another Yeon Seonwoo who shared my name and face, and I had somehow become them. Although this other Seonwoo never made an appearance in the game, they were a hunter, a somewhat enigmatic character who ran a private business known as the Happiness Management Clinic because they had no special abilities as a Supporter. 

No wonder I hadn't noticed them in the game; their circumstances were just too pitiful.

As I desperately searched for a way back to my own world, I gradually learned about how this world's Yeon Seonwoo lived. It wasn't easy to make a living in the game world, that was for sure. Living off someone else's money was a tough gig in any world. The silver lining, though, was that I could utilize my abilities as a hunter without any issues.

"Come, have a seat."

At that moment, Jehee, who had been lost in thought while sitting on the sofa, gestured toward the chair across from him. I stood up hastily but then hesitated. My legs had gone numb from kneeling for so long, and they refused to cooperate. However, in this place, there was no one on my side.

When I hesitated to take Jehee's offer, the intimidating guy behind me grabbed my arm and forcefully pulled me up.

"Ouch! You crazy bastard!" I screamed in pain as my legs throbbed. "It hurts! Cramps! I've got cramps! Stop it!"

The man, giving me an odd look, paused in his tracks. 

I shot him a glare.

"Greenie, he's in pain. Let him go."

"Okay."

As soon as I heard that nickname, my eyebrows furrowed in recollection. I now remembered who he was – Psycho Green, Han Chorok. He was one of the characters from 'D-Rank Hunter's Regression,' a man who had been following the protagonist, Jehee, since he took him in as a child. Han Chorok was a loyal hound who would mercilessly crush anyone for Jehee's sake, and he had the skills to back it up as an S-Rank Sword Master-class hunter. 

If my memory served me right, his awakening trait was... Berserker, right? The berserker with a seemingly gentle face, Han Chorok. Damn it, I almost got myself killed by a mad dog just now. I silently thanked my lucky stars that my head and neck were still intact, squinting my eyes innocently as I lay face down. It would have been a real hassle if I had gotten into a brawl. I needed to be cautious around these dangerous individuals – one being a regressor who had become the world's strongest after countless regressions, and the other, his loyal sidekick.

"Yeon Seonwoo, let's just have a chat like this. Take a seat comfortably."

So, I was supposed to comfortably lie on the floor. It was so comfortable that it brought tears to my eyes. 

Suppressing my sarcastic thoughts, I glanced up at Jehee, who was seated on the sofa. Due to the height difference, my gaze naturally tilted upward. Annoyed by his condescending posture, I gritted my teeth and forced a stiff smile.

"Your consideration is truly... overwhelming." I mumbled through clenched teeth. Nonetheless, as long as I maintained this humble smile, Jehee seemed satisfied.

"I tend to be that way."

What a heartless jerk. Was it because of his nature that he had dragged me into this situation like this? As I glared at him in irritation for his nonsensical response, a metallic sound resonated through the room, and a blue-tinted sword materialized over my shoulder.

Damn it, I would have understood if you had just told me. 

Why resort to threatening me with a sword?

"Don't even think about getting cocky in front of the master. Consider this your sole warning," came the stern caution.

I wanted to protest, insisting that I, a genuinely decent person, didn't possess such arrogance. However, recognizing the futility of reasoning with someone who wouldn't grasp it, my eyes turned to Jehee. It was a silent plea for his intervention.

But to my dismay, all I received in response was his laughter, with no intention of assistance. 

"The kid is touchy about arrogance. Watch your step."

Kid? Where was the "kid" here? Surely, he couldn't be referring to that tall, greyhound-like individual who appeared to be well over 180cm, right?

With a mixture of exasperation and resignation, I glanced at Han Chorok and dutifully uttered, "I'll be cautious. Very cautious, so please, put that away...." 

As they say, survival takes precedence over pride.

Finally, Jehee made a gesture signaling Han Chorok to stand down. Upon seeing the sword sheathed, I let out a long sigh of relief and settled onto the floor.

Jehee seemed entertained by my submissive stance. "I appreciate your cooperation. Shall we cut to the chase?"

"Yes!"

He liked cooperation, did he? Perhaps because I was genuinely cooperative? No, it was more likely because I was utterly powerless. Despite that, I maintained a bright smile in my response, hoping he wouldn't misconstrue my intentions.

"Greenie, bring me the information you've gathered on Yeon Seonwoo."

"Yes."

In response to Jehee's command, Han Chorok approached the table adjacent to the sofa. He picked up the file, displaying impeccable manners, and handed it over to Jehee. The man seemed unbothered even by such a small task.

Suppressing the urge to click my tongue, I observed the proceedings in silence.

Jehee, revealing with a lack of interest that he had thoroughly investigated me, tossed the file my way. "Yeon Seonwoo, I've heard you're a Supporter with mentalist abilities, specializing in inflicting status effects. Is that accurate?"

"…Yes, that seems to be the case."

I retrieved the file that had fallen to the floor before me, quickly scanning its contents before responding. If the information in this report was correct, Jehee knew more about 'this world's Yeon Seonwoo' than I did.

"I don't appreciate vague answers. Give me a proper one, alright?"

He appeared irritated once again, his words curt. But how could I provide a comprehensive response when I didn't possess all the answers?

"Yes."

Reluctantly, I acquiesced, and Jehee slowly shifted from his casual position to an upright posture. Now that we were getting to the heart of the matter, I straightened myself and concentrated on his words.

"Your specialty lies in inducing sleep or manipulating emotions through status effects, correct? I've heard you run the Happiness Management Clinic using these abilities."

Feeling somewhat uncomfortable, I nodded. 

The peculiarly named 'Happiness Management Clinic' established by this world's Yeon Seonwoo mainly catered to hunters grappling with depression. They suffered from symptoms such as insomnia, fatigue, and emotional numbness, and Yeon Seonwoo would provide them with the necessary emotions to alleviate their struggles. Although the effects were temporary, surprisingly, visitors kept returning, and there were a substantial number of regulars.

He probably never anticipated being apprehended and brought here due to this.

I couldn't fathom why I had to endure the consequences of a person who shared my name and face.

"Then, may I request a favor?" 

"...From me?" 

"Yes.”

“A favor from Hunter Lee Jehee?"

"I'm not a fan of long conversations. They're quite bothersome." 

Jehee met my eyes with a smile that sent shivers down my spine. The ominous feeling was so palpable that I quickly averted my gaze.

"No, it's not that. I just genuinely don't understand. There must be plenty of others who can use status-related abilities like me..."

My question was only logical. Jehee, having achieved the highest stats through countless regressions, had wealth, prestige, and power at his fingertips. So why would he summon a C-Rank like me for a favor?

"Because I require your unique talents."

Was this Lee Jehee's idea of flattery? In a game where everyone around him could potentially be a love interest, he had lived as the protagonist, spouting such lines indiscriminately. I recalled the comments on game guide websites that dubbed it charming, and I furrowed my brow.

Nevertheless, it appeared that Jehee sensed my dissatisfaction, and his expression remained gentle. "Just follow my instructions. Knowing the reason won't change your circumstances."

Oh, thank you for the reality check. I offered a strained smile to Jehee. Living without power truly made for a miserable existence.

"But if things don't go well..."

I began to raise my eyes, attempting to broach the subject of potential failure. However, Jehee's gaze shifted slowly, causing me to falter in mid-sentence.

Following his gaze, I spotted the person from earlier, barely clinging to life and covered in blood. In essence, his gaze was a silent threat—did I want to end up like that?

What was going on? What in the world was happening? 

Even when playing the game, Jehee seemed a tad unhinged, but he was still a hero who protected the weak and saved the world. What could have possibly transformed him to this extent? Could a person change so drastically just because the game had ended?


CHAPTER 4

SLEEP AND SECRETS


One month into the game, I had already heard countless tales of Lee Jehee's heroics. The man had achieved legendary status by halting the Outbreak and defeating the ultimate adversary, the Keymaster. His name was everywhere - in articles, news stories, and even entertainment shows. People were utterly captivated by Lee Jehee, and he basked in the spotlight. His deeds were even enshrined in textbooks as the savior of Korea.

But he wasn't some fictional, caped crusader from a movie or a comic book hero dressed in flashy attire. Lee Jehee was a living legend.

"There's no reason it won't work. Just do what you usually do," he assured me, his confidence unwavering.

"But what do I usually do?" I asked, genuinely perplexed.

"Put me to sleep," he replied, and added, "...And help with my insomnia."

It appeared that his troubles extended beyond just insomnia. A sinking feeling told me that this was about to get complicated.

I discreetly frowned at Jehee, then forced a sigh, attempting to appear at ease. "But, you see, my level is low, and my Trait Rank is only C-Rank. I'm not entirely sure I can perform it effectively. Perhaps it would be wiser to find someone else. I'm being honest here."

I gazed into his eyes, silently conveying that my reluctance stemmed from concern for his well-being.

The truth was, I didn't want any part of it. It was a well-known rule that those who held the secrets of the powerful often had short lives; even if they remained silent, they could meet a grim end.

Having devoured countless books and movies from a young age, I was acutely aware of this fact.

"It's possible because you're Yeon Seonwoo," Jehee explained. "Abnormal status effects are typically associated with attack skills, which wouldn't affect me. My defense and resistance are high, so regular skills wouldn't be very effective either. In contrast, Supporter abilities can be used regardless of resistance, such as the Heal skill, which works on anyone."

With Jehee's explanation, I began to understand why he had brought me here. Sleep-inducing status effects were usually tied to attack skills, making them ineffective against him. On the other hand, Yeon Seonwoo possessed a support skill capable of inducing abnormal status effects.

He had started as a Supporter with his Primary Trait and transitioned to a Mentalist with his Secondary Trait. Mentalists, a rare class, lacked many of the conventional skills needed in dungeons, and the few they had were relatively weak compared to other Supporters. It was evident why Yeon Seonwoo had abandoned the path of a hunter and established a clinic with such a peculiar name - a profession that, in a gaming context, would prompt players to reroll their characters simply due to its impracticality in combat. 

However, it appeared to be the perfect fit for Jehee's unique situation.

"So... you're asking me for a sleep-inducing effect, Hunter Lee Jehee?" I clarified.

"Yes," he affirmed without hesitation.

At this point, Han Chorok impatiently rolled his eyes, silently urging me to get on with it.

I found myself in a predicament. What choice did I have?

"Shall we begin?"

"...Okay."

There was no alternative.

[image: ]


Following our tense exchange, Jehee guided me to an adjoining space connected to his office. The room was dimly lit, with just one chair, seemingly designed as a deliberate resting spot—a place to unwind during the workday.

"Let's get started. Relax and close your eyes," Jehee instructed.

Curiosity piqued, I followed him into the dim room. Meanwhile, he reclined comfortably on a chair, looking entirely at ease. As I cautiously approached, Han Chorok, who had trailed me in, unsheathed his sword once more.

"Don't try anything funny," he warned.

"Unfortunately, I'm not that kind of person," I replied.

"Don't forget that I'm keeping an eye on you."

With his overwhelming presence, it was impossible to forget. I swallowed hard and settled into the chair, trying my best to relax. I raised both hands in a gesture to show that I meant no harm, all the while keeping an eye on the sword pointed at my throat. Han Chorok's glare remained unwavering. If not for Jehee's laid-back voice, I was certain he would have continued to scrutinize me.

"Greenie, you can go and take care of other things," Jehee said.

"But..."

"It's fine. Go ahead."

Reluctantly, Han Chorok left the room, giving me a final distrustful glance, even though it was Jehee himself who had instructed him to do so. I must have appeared like an easy target. I couldn't help but smile at his apparent attitude, though he still couldn't shake off that suspicious gleam in his eyes.

"I'll be waiting outside. Call me if you need anything," Han Chorok said as he exited the room, his gaze lingering on Jehee.

As I watched Han Chorok's shoulders slump, I heard laughter and glanced down. Jehee, practically reclining in his chair now, chuckled.

Unsure of what else to say in this peculiar atmosphere, I settled on the safest words. "You two seem to have quite the relationship."

"It's unique and troublesome but also adorable."

I blinked in response.

Jehee was known for his flirtatious behavior with everyone in the game, regardless of gender. He was undoubtedly a natural-born charmer. Calling a grown man "adorable" was utterly ridiculous, but it seemed to amuse Jehee.

However, when he opened his eyes, I quickly adopted a more humble expression. Observing my mouth almost forming a laugh, Jehee's eyes narrowed with amusement.

"How long are you going to keep doing that?" he asked.

"Ah, yes. Then, let's begin," I replied, eager to move past the awkward exchange.

"Alright."

The stakes were high now. Any mistake on my part could lead to the same fate I had witnessed earlier. 

With a trembling heart, I positioned myself behind the chair where Jehee lay and took a deep, silent breath. I wasn't certain how effective my ability would be on him. However, regardless of the rank difference, a healer's skill usually had some effect, so it shouldn't be entirely ineffective. Unlike offensive skills, which varied greatly depending on factors like defense and status resistance, buff-type abilities were generally more reliable.

With trembling hands, I reached out and touched my fingertip to the philtrum area on Jehee's face as I activated the Status Transfer skill. 

A status window appeared.

[Preparing Status Transfer. Please set the status to be transferred.]




Using one hand to support Jehee's head and the other to navigate through the settings, I noticed that 'Sleep' was at the top of the list, perhaps because many hunters visited the clinic for insomnia. Without hesitation, I selected it, and the skill was activated.

[Activating Status Transfer skill. Applying 'Sleep' status according to the settings.]




As the skill activated, a warm energy gathered at my fingertips. I could feel the energy flowing into my target, and I glanced down at Jehee's condition. His face slowly relaxed after a slight frown. 

Had it worked? 

Had I succeeded?

I hadn't used this ability extensively, so I was still getting the hang of it. I kept my hand in place, concentrating intensely to maintain the skill. After a while, I could barely discern the faint sound of steady breathing.

With a silent sigh of relief, I carefully withdrew my hand, taking care not to disturb Jehee. The Status Transfer skill only required contact during activation, continuing to function flawlessly as long as I remained within a certain range.

Once I was sure that Jehee was sound asleep, I moved away from the chair and settled down in a corner, crossing my legs. As the Sleep skill continued to exert its influence, I could sense my mana slowly depleting. 

I let out a small sigh of relief, knowing that I had successfully fulfilled Jehee's request.

Leaning against the wall, I closed my eyes, intending to spend the remaining time in reflection.

'D-Rank Hunter's Regression,' or 'DHR,' was a well-known action role-playing game renowned for its high level of freedom. It also incorporated elements of a dating simulator, enabling players to achieve various endings with any character.

'With any character' meant precisely that. In this world, players could pursue relationships regardless of gender, and as long as they accumulated enough affection points, they could attain the ultimate ending. This aspect resonated with many players, making the game a hit among individuals of all ages and genders.

Furthermore, the game's slightly whimsical storyline and characters were set in Seoul, making it especially beloved among Korean players. However, the primary catalyst for the game's popularity was its protagonist, Lee Jehee.

When the meticulously crafted, handsome 3D character made appearances in subway station advertisements, it caused quite a sensation. Even before its official launch, the game had gained immense popularity through word of mouth. Despite the significant drawback of lacking a save feature, it had garnered enough following to warrant fan cafes. Thanks to that, the game's development company found itself swimming in profits.


CHAPTER 5

IS THIS A SLAVE CONTRACT?


Driven by my curiosity about its overwhelming popularity, I decided to dive into the game. As I downloaded it, the game's introduction provided some intriguing details. "DHR" revolved around a D-Rank hunter named Lee Jehee, who became a "Transcender" through his awakening skill and underwent regression each time he met his demise.

In the game, you assumed the role of Lee Jehee, who had just awakened as a D-Rank hunter. 

The catch? 

There was no save feature, so every time your character met their end, you had to start from scratch. However, as a regressor, your character retained the skills and ability points they had acquired through leveling up upon respawning. Consequently, "DHR" offered dynamic rewards and progression paths depending on your recruited companions, the point of death, and your method of advancement.

The key to success lay in determining the right moment to meet one's end, making it challenging to clear dungeons or build relationships with characters without referring to strategy guides. Hence, I often met my demise intentionally while consulting strategy guides, racking up around three hundred deaths to boost the protagonist's ability points.

However, my mental state nearly crumbled when I attempted to take down the Keymaster and failed. At that moment, I contemplated quitting, regretting my involvement in such a maddening ordeal.

"DHR" was essentially a single-player PC game that emphasized cooperation, requiring you to gather NPC companions. Your mission was to recruit the companions you desired, explore dungeons, develop characters, and occasionally quell outbreak events. The ultimate goal? Defeat the final boss, the Keymaster, to witness the game's ending.

As per the game's lore, Lee Jehee might have seemed like an S-Rank on the surface, but his stats were off the charts, depending on the number of regressions he experienced. In my previous playthrough, where I reached the ending, over three hundred regressions had propelled Lee Jehee to the pinnacle as both a Sword Master and a Magician. As a regressor, he had exclusive access to hidden skills and top-tier items, making him the potential ruler of this virtual realm.

However, Lee Jehee wasn't a one-dimensional hero; he existed in shades of gray, not entirely good or evil. He adhered to a motto of ruthless coldness towards his enemies, without displaying warmth or tenderness towards his companions. For someone like Lee Jehee, who never knew when he would be thrust back into the past, the present was but a fleeting illusion. Could he truly reveal his authentic self to anyone? Could he ever find the present moment to be natural?

The character description hinted at the answer—it was a resounding no. Lee Jehee harbored no intention of fully embracing the present, for he was constantly haunted by the specter of resetting everything. It left me wondering if he had teetered on the brink of insanity.

I knew from playing sub-quests that he had gone to great lengths, even resorting to murder, just to see how the future would change. Collecting all the death endings even unlocked a secret skill, adding to my fascination with his character.

In essence, he was a handsome madman, but it was all in good fun when he was confined to the game world. Now that the game had become a grim reality, the prospect was nothing short of terrifying. Lee Jehee was unaware that he had reached the end, which meant he could once again plunge into madness without hesitation.

As soon as I realized I had been transported to the game world, my initial instinct was to keep my distance from him. I wanted to avoid him at all costs and figure out a way to return to the real world. Since Yeon Seonwoo wasn't a character within the game, I assumed it wouldn't be difficult to steer clear of him. On the contrary, getting close to him should prove more challenging.

However, my seemingly foolproof plan crumbled when Lee Jehee took it upon himself to seek me out. Most of the visitors to the Happiness Management Clinic were hunters, and Yeon Seonwoo's role was to temporarily provide them with the desired emotions to help them cope with their problems. Could it be that Jehee sought the same service? Maybe his mind had been affected by numerous regressions and battles, which might explain the failure of his engagement with Shin Sora. If that were the case, the timing couldn't be more perfect.

In reality, as long as my safety was guaranteed, this situation wasn't all that bad. If I could get closer to Jehee, I might learn more about this world and discover an easier path back to reality. After all, he was the protagonist of this game world.

The most significant challenge in the game wasn't the dungeons. Of course, failing to clear dungeons periodically led to outbreaks, with monsters pouring out. However, with proper management, this wasn't usually an issue. Instead, dungeons served as excellent hunting grounds for character growth.

Outbreaks, on the other hand, were a different story. These massive surges of monsters emerging from random gates presented the most formidable missions in the game. The cause of these outbreaks was a creature known as the Keymaster, capable of creating these gates. Initially, the Keymaster could appear in any dungeon at random, and if left undefeated, it would trigger an outbreak.

The problem lay in the fact that defeating the Keymaster was a formidable task, akin to facing a final boss. The Keymaster, with its high intelligence and ability to wield magic at will, was rated S+ Rank. Consequently, I spent two days tirelessly venturing through dungeons in an attempt to conquer it. On the third day, I finally achieved victory.

However, the moment of triumph quickly turned into confusion as the scene shifted abruptly, and I never found out what reward I had received for defeating the Keymaster. It felt as if something was concealed, an Easter egg of sorts, but since I had merely witnessed the ending and shut off the game shortly thereafter, I remained in the dark. I hadn't come across any information about it in the game community where I searched for strategies.

Could it be that the ultimate reward from the dimension-manipulating Keymaster was somehow connected to my current predicament? If that were the case, the opportunity to gather information from Jehee was even more priceless. 

After all, he was the one who had defeated the Keymaster.

However, the greatest concern looming over me was the lack of a guarantee for my own life. 

"Still, I suppose I have no choice but to remain inconspicuous," I murmured without realizing it.

I cast a furtive glance at Jehee's sleeping form, anxious that he might have awakened. Fortunately, it seemed my skill was working as intended, and he remained sound asleep, not making a single sound. Were it not for the gentle rise and fall of his chest, I might have doubted whether he was still breathing.

As I observed Jehee with care, a slow smile crept across my face. I needed to make the most of this situation and extract every bit of information from Jehee. For the moment, setting aside my pride was a small sacrifice to make. I planned to exploit every opportunity and then leave him behind, ultimately escaping from this wretched world to return to my own.

It was in that moment, shrouded in darkness, that a wicked grin curled upon my lips.

Ring!

Yet another status window popped into view.

['Ambitious Heart' achieved, 'Ambition' added to the Status Transfer settings.]




[20 setting points collected, unlocking the 'Dreamer' skill.]




[Note: 'Dreamer' skill can only be activated on targets affected by the Sleep status.]




This was beyond incredible! I never anticipated witnessing the creation of a new skill like this. To incorporate a Status Transfer setting, I had to experience that specific status myself. I swiftly brought up the skill menu and examined this newfound ability with a strange mix of emotions.

It was undeniably gratifying, but simultaneously, it felt like I was drifting further away from the familiar reality I once knew, which was not entirely pleasant. It was akin to confirming that I had been thrust into an entirely foreign world.

With a complex and indescribable sense of emotions, I let out a deep sigh and contemplated how to return to my world and extract the essential information from Jehee. The enormity of the task weighed heavily on my mind, causing my head to throb with the daunting challenge ahead.


PART TWO
IS THIS A SLAVE CONTRACT?



CHAPTER 6

MANA RECOVERY


I found myself seated on the floor, staring vacantly ahead, attempting to gather my thoughts, when I sensed my strength gradually slipping away. Alarmed by this sudden sensation, I conducted a quick self-assessment and then slumped onto the floor.

What's happening? Why is this occurring out of nowhere?

In a state of panic, I glanced at my quivering arms propping me up against the floor. That's when a crimson status window ominously materialized, delivering unsettling news about my dwindling mana.

[Warning: Mana shortage! If skill usage persists without mana replenishment, vitality will diminish.]




A beep accompanied by a flashing red light compelled me to cease my skill usage and swiftly dismiss the status window. Nevertheless, under normal circumstances, the person upon whom I had employed the skill would remain asleep for a considerably longer period. Frequently, the Sleep status would induce a deep slumber.

Yet, Jehee defied expectations and promptly stirred awake. Emerging from his nap, he silently blinked up at the dimly lit ceiling.

I observed the figure before me, lost in contemplation, unresponsive. Silently, I assessed my physical state, holding my breath.

My mana was incrementally replenishing, courtesy of my self-healing ability. The depletion of my mana had caught me off guard, leaving me perplexed. After all, it had been only a month since I arrived in this world; my knowledge was still limited.

I reminded myself to refrain from using any skills until my mana fully regenerated. Shifting slightly, I could feel my strength gradually returning.

Jehee, with his characteristic drowsy tone, eventually inquired, "How much time has elapsed?"

Seated cross-legged in the corner, I glanced at the cold watch on my wrist. Its thin cracks bore testament to rough experiences, yet it remained functional. I mentally noted to seek reparation for its damage.

"Roughly an hour and a half," I answered.

Hearing this, Jehee shifted his gaze from the ceiling to me. His expression, inscrutable, his eyes lifeless and unnerving. 

I turned away, feigning indifference, yet couldn't quell the shiver that ran down my spine. Did those hollow eyes belong to someone who had endured unimaginable trials?

Jehee, who had been silently observing, asked curiously, "Why did you cease using your skills?" His voice, slow and groggy, likely from just awakening.

With feigned confidence, I replied, "My mana has been depleted."

"Ah... it was level 50, right?"

It wasn't 50; it was 52. How significant could two levels be? I glanced at Jehee, who had, without realizing, attributed an extra two levels to someone. The dimness of the room shrouded my scrutinizing gaze.

"It's 52," I corrected.

"I see. Level 52," he echoed.

His tone left me wondering. Was he mocking me? It certainly seemed so.

Watching Jehee chuckle, suspicion bloomed within me. He rose slowly, scrutinizing his body, then stood before me. His posture, in the thick of the tense atmosphere, seemed threatening, causing my throat to dry up.

However, his next words dissipated the tension.

"It appears you're fond of lounging around like this."

Sitting on the floor? Was it not enough for him to mock me, but now he sought to demean me as well?

In that moment, I realized how swiftly anger could overshadow fear.

"It's not about preference. I don't have the stamina to stand for ninety minutes straight. I couldn't find a suitable place to sit, and the range of the skill I used was limited, so I had no choice."

Look around. Other than your spot, do you see any chairs? I wish he would apply his thoughtfulness to what really matters, instead of wasting it on petty concerns.

Masking my irritation with a laugh, I retorted with a veiled barb. Yet, Jehee, absorbed in the most peculiar details, showcased his distinctive personality.

"A long-distance skill? If the skill you used is long-range, then why did you initially touch my forehead?"

To an observer, it might seem he had an underlying reason for touching me. Perhaps due to the high regard everyone held for him, he radiated an unwarranted confidence.

But honestly, I couldn't care less about your forehead, buddy!

"The activation requires contact. Once activated, the skill only needs the target within range. Of course, the contact point doesn't have to be the forehead, but isn't it equally strange to grab someone's hand or foot?"

Choosing to grasp someone's cheek or neck while they're lying down would be just as odd. Hence, I selected the most reasonable option from Jehee's perspective, but he really deviates from the norm. He's quite the eccentric...

"What's the skill's range?"

"About the size of this room."

The room's size, roughly two square meters, perfectly matched the skill's effective radius.

Jehee scanned the area again, as if to confirm my words, then abruptly left the room. Hesitantly getting up from my seat, I followed him, and another question naturally arose.

"Do other skills work similarly?"

"The ranges are similar, but the triggers differ depending on the skill..."

Is this guy subtly digging into personal matters to steal secrets? 

In this world, as I've learned, skill information is secretive and vital, only shared among close friends. Even at the clinic, they only verified a Hunter's Certificate without delving into one's class or guild. Skills are a sensitive subject for Hunters.

I almost stopped myself mid-sentence, realizing I was on the verge of disclosing too much. Entering the office and seeing Jehee head towards the sofa, he seemed to sense my reluctance and let out a soft chuckle.

"He's not following us."

"Right.” Jehee smirked. “Thankfully, he didn't."

Why does life have to be this way?

Normally, I would have berated someone for such nosiness, but with Jehee, I just couldn't find the energy. Instead, I laughed awkwardly. Then, I caught the office guardian, clad in green, looking at me as if I were a simpleton.

What's with that stare? Keep looking, and I might just disappear.

"Please, feel free to make yourself comfortable. If the floor is to your liking, you're welcome to sit there." The man gestured towards the floor beside the sofa with a feigned kindness. Had he shown even a hint more hostility, his fate might have been different.

"Haha, thanks for the offer, but I'll choose the sofa over the floor. I'll sit here."

"Of course, make yourself at home."

He granted permission with a semblance of grace. I managed a forced smile, suppressing any sign of irritation. If he tries to provoke me further after this, he's no ordinary individual.

Nevertheless, I've complied with his request. It's time for serious negotiations. I need to make a memorable impact. Summoning my courage, I was about to speak when suddenly, he pulled out a transparent glass bottle from seemingly nowhere and tossed it onto my lap.

Did he just take that from his inventory? 

Catching it reflexively, I observed the clear liquid inside.

"Drink it."

His abrupt command to drink left me puzzled. Holding the bottle in my left hand, I waved my right hand over it, activating a skill.

[Emotion Skill activated. Analyzing emotions attached to the item.]




A yellow-hued, transparent spear materialized above my fingers, evoking a sense of familiarity as if from a video game.

[Emotion Analysis Complete.]




[Superior One Shot Mana Potion. A high-grade crafting potion for instant mana replenishment. Creator: Yeom Dongmae]




A premium mana potion? His offering this now? Considering my limited mana capacity, this is a substantial gift. Why is he giving it to me?

"Um, why are you giving me this?"

"You said your mana was fully replenished. This potion is crafted by a guild member, so rest assured, it's not poison."

"...Okay, thanks."

His reassurance somehow increased my apprehension. The thought of poison hadn't crossed my mind... But it couldn't be poisoned, could it?

With caution, I examined the bottle again, then subtly raised my eyes, aware of his expectant gaze, curious if I'd drink it.

Refusing to drink would mean justifying my reluctance, potentially escalating the tension. Therefore, I cautiously removed the cork and sniffed the contents.

Using such an exceptional potion felt extravagant, but since it was given to me, why not? My mana was still slowly replenishing after being depleted, and my fingertips felt a faint tingling.

To my relief, there was no unpleasant odor, so I opted to drink it with gratitude. If he had intended harm, he had opportunities earlier; poison now seemed improbable.

Bringing the bottle to my nose, I noticed a mild peach scent. It was comforting, familiar. Closing my eyes, I took a small sip. To my surprise, it was tasteless.

Expecting a trace of peach, the bland, water-like flavor was somewhat disappointing. I briefly questioned if it was just tap water.

Holding the now-empty bottle, doubts crept in. Was it really just water?

[The Superior One Shot Mana Potion's effects have completely replenished your mana.]




For a brief moment, a warm sensation radiated from my body before disappearing. The feeling of my mana reserves filling was undeniable, like a parched well suddenly overflowing.

Energy coursed through my body, and my fingertips tingled with vitality.

"Oh..."

"Now, let's get down to the remaining matters."

As I marveled at the surge of energy, Jehee's words sparked a sense of eagerness.

I contemplated his potential offer. As the guild master, his generosity was likely substantial.

I considered requesting a promotional piece rather than monetary compensation. Something like, "The guild master of the Yeolmu Guild, renowned as both a hunter and a hero, visits the clinic." Jehee might find such a proposal agreeable. It's understated, yet impactful.

The idea felt right. I braced myself for the negotiation.

My gaze fixed on Jehee's lips, anticipating his proposal. Then, with a slight smile, he mentioned a figure that seemed astronomical… 

"Mr. Yeon Sunwoo, I would like to extend a formal invitation to you. Join the Yeolmu Guild."

"Wait, that's... I mean, really?"

His unexpected proposal caught me off guard. 

Join the Yeolmu Guild? 

Me?


CHAPTER 7

TERMS AND CONDITIONS


"Please come in as my exclusive supporter," he said, his tone implying a lucrative offer. "Your compensation will align with that of A-grade hunters. Given the nature of the job, your working hours will be flexible. However, should you exceed nine hours, additional overtime pay will be provided. Moreover, if we venture into dungeons together, a separate incentive awaits you."

"Wait a moment!" I interjected, raising my hand to halt the deluge of contract terms. The contract before me, though penned in Korean, seemed to resonate dimly in my ears.

"Exclusive supporter? So, you're asking me to join the guild?"

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Because I need you."

...What sort of absurdity was this? This man had a habit of spouting work-related jargon indiscriminately, context be damned. Consequently, my initial shock was rapidly replaced by annoyance.

"So, you require my skills?" I asked, trying to clarify his intentions.

"Yes."

His response came with a look that questioned the necessity of my inquiry. Fighting the urge to demand he articulate his thoughts more clearly, I managed a coy smile, feigning collaboration.

"So, to utilize my skills, must I join the guild?"

A direct "yes" eluded me, but my silence was far from a tacit agreement.

He noticed my reluctance and turned his gaze to the tatami-covered floor, his expression laced with regret. It was as if he was contemplating dismissing someone who had been needlessly suffering.

The bruises on my body were still starkly visible, as though they were a canvas he had painted with his bare hands. This reminded me of my resolve to leave this place unscathed.

"It's not that I'm averse to the idea..."

"...Then, please state your terms."

If refusing to join the guild was a term, would he acquiesce, like the man before? I abhorred pain above all else, yearning for a painless demise if it meant departing in one swift moment.

Thus, I was hesitant to entangle myself further with this man, Jehee. Yet, the words had already slipped from his lips. Once he was committed, there was no going back.

From the outset, the man in green exuded an air of arrogance, evident in the way he raised an eyebrow, as though he was the master of all he surveyed. His proposal, while seemingly benign, carried an undercurrent of coercion.

I pondered leveraging this to my advantage. It seemed my previous attempts to gain his favor had now evolved into an opportunity to become his exclusive supporter.

...Still, I questioned the prudence of this decision.

"I do have a request," I said cautiously.

"Please, proceed," he responded.

"My condition for joining is access to information about dungeons or outbreaks, preferably pertaining to other dimensions."

Dungeons served as gateways to alternate dimensions, and outbreaks indicated the emergence of portals to these realms. Knowledge of these could be my ticket back to my own world.

My true aim was information that could reconnect me with my past life. However, I shrouded my request in ambiguity, a tactic that left me feeling uneasy, especially given Jehee's silent contemplation.

His expression, now unreadable, seemed to study me intently. His prolonged silence heightened the tension until he finally broke it.

"Why do you need that information?"

His blunt inquiry was typical, revealing his irritation. Concealing his true feelings was never his strong suit.

"I'm simply fascinated by these phenomena. My experience in dungeons is limited, and isn't it natural for hunters of this era to seek such knowledge?"

His response, or lack thereof, was a stoic gaze that seemed to pierce through me.

I met his scrutinizing look with a feigned smile of innocence, trying to appear just curiously intrigued.

Whether he believed my act or not, Jehee eventually replied after a moment of heavy silence, his voice barely above a whisper. "Our guild doesn't possess extensive data... but I can provide what you need."

His emphasis on "I, personally," suggested that such information was within his exclusive reach.

Encouraged by this revelation, my smile grew more genuine, tinged with newfound optimism. 

"Perfect. Let's incorporate this into the contract. I'll specify the information I need, and you'll obtain it to the best of your ability."

My excitement was palpable, a beacon of hope igniting at the prospect of finding a path home.

"Thank you! So, to whom should I speak to formalize joining the guild?"

"Who else but me? As your exclusive supporter, it's my responsibility."

"...Really?"

The thought that the guild master would personally handle my enlistment seemed implausible. My initial surge of enthusiasm waned at his response. I cast a quick glance at the unyielding man in green beside me, seeking some reassurance. However, his indifferent demeanor offered no solace.

It was naive to expect understanding from someone so detached.

"Isn't there a different process?"

"Why? Does your dislike for the guild extend to me as well?"

Yes, I disliked him. Anyone would after witnessing his ruthless demeanor. Yet, voicing my true thoughts had always been a challenge in this place. 

I quickly attempted to defuse the situation with exaggerated gestures. 

"No, no, it's not like that at all. Truth be told, I'm actually a big admirer of Hunter Jehee. That's why I'm so nervous around you. I'm struggling to articulate my thoughts, and I fear I might not handle the contract negotiations well."

"Hmm. A fan of mine? You mean Yeon Seonwoo?"

"Y-yes! Isn't everyone in South Korea a fan?"

"For a 'fan,' you seem unusually bold."

"I was once more articulate..."

Fabricating such stories was indeed a taxing endeavor.

I laughed nervously, while Jehee, who had been silently observing me, raised his hand and pointed. The man in green, who had been passive just moments before, sprang into action with a sense of urgency.

It was ironic how he had been so unresponsive when I had sought his assistance earlier...

"Check the left drawer of the desk. You'll find a contract there. Bring it to me."

"Yes, sir."

Jehee's decision to allow me to proceed with the contract was clear, but his silence, paired with a smug smile, felt like a tacit challenge.

The man in green moved with a confidence that seemed to amplify his physical presence. His stature, next to the sofa and the dark wooden desk, was notably imposing. Even compared to Jehee, who was certainly not lacking in height, this man had a presence that was both taller and more robust.

I couldn't help but feel a pang of envy. Both of us were hunters, yet the difference in our physicality was stark. My own average height and unremarkable physique stood in stark contrast to his. My modestly defined abs only made a brief appearance during strenuous activities, far from impressive.

The unfairness of it all gnawed at me. In the gaming world, progress and physical improvements seemed more tangible, more directly linked to your level and stats. Could it be that with increased levels and improved stats in this world, I might also experience a physical transformation?

Lost in these thoughts, I watched as the man in green placed an envelope on the table and slid it towards me. His demeanor towards Jehee had been strictly professional, but now he just stared at me with a look that seemed to question my hesitation. I responded with an awkward chuckle, unsure of how else to react to his intense scrutiny.

I yearned for someone to understand the turmoil of thoughts within me. Grasping the envelope, I extracted two contracts. The first was a standard guild membership form, which I examined closely to ensure it wasn’t a trap or a scam. It seemed straightforward, with spaces for personal information and the general terms of guild membership.

Somewhat relieved, I then examined the second document, the exclusive supporter contract. Returning to the first contract, I paid closer attention to its details. What exactly were the implications of this agreement?

The contents of the 《Exclusive Supporter Contract》 raised several red flags for me. The obligations outlined were extensive and, frankly, concerning.

Support Duties and Compensation: This clause obligates Party B to perform support duties as requested by Party A. The duties are not clearly defined, which could lead to a wide range of tasks being demanded. The compensation aligns with that of an A-grade hunter, which is a positive aspect, but the vagueness of the required duties could be problematic.

Mandatory Accompaniment and Overtime Pay: Party B is required to accompany Party A whenever requested, highlighting a significant commitment of time and availability. The provision for overtime pay acknowledges the possibility of extended hours, but it also implies a potentially heavy workload.

Disclosure of Personal Information: Party B must disclose their information window upon request. This requirement raises privacy concerns, despite Party A's commitment to confidentiality. The necessity and scope of the information to be disclosed are not detailed, which could lead to uncomfortable situations.

Well-being Maintenance: Party B is responsible for maintaining Party A's mental and physical well-being. This clause extends beyond typical supporter duties, suggesting a more personal and comprehensive caretaker role. It places a significant burden on Party B, potentially involving tasks far beyond professional support.

Covered Expenses: Party A's agreement to cover expenses related to Party B's supporter activities is a standard and fair provision. It ensures that Party B is not financially burdened while performing their duties.

The overall impression of the contract was one of modern-day indentured servitude. It appeared to demand near-total commitment and subservience to Party A, significantly restricting my personal freedom and autonomy. The terms seemed excessively controlling and disproportionately favored Party A, raising serious concerns about the balance of power and the nature of the relationship being established.


CHAPTER 8

RING OF SERVITUDE


"Excuse me, I have a question," I began, eyes scanning the contract with a mix of curiosity and caution.

Jehee responded with a nod, his demeanor shifting to one of attentive readiness. "Certainly, ask away."

Despite his gentle and accommodating expression, I couldn't help but feel a twinge of suspicion. His ability to deceive seemed almost too polished, too practiced.

"I'll overlook the fact that there's a name on this contract I didn't write... But what exactly is this document?"

"It's an exclusive supporter contract, as is clearly stated."

"It's not some sort of exclusive slave contract, is it?"

"Ah, interpreting it as a slave contract? That's an intriguing notion..."

My words faltered, trailing off into the air. Did he find this merely an interesting topic? Doubts clouded my thoughts as I scrutinized the contract, searching for his hidden agenda.

Jehee, noticing my intense gaze, spoke with a mixture of kindness and a teasing undertone. "Staring at it won't alter its terms. Mr. Seonwoo's decision is what matters. Why persist in this pointless exercise?"

You sly man. Your intimidating smiles won't sway me. I'm not one to be easily intimidated.

"It's not just that," I replied sharply, my focus unwavering. "This section here, detailing the contract's duration, it's too vague. My specific requirements are nowhere to be found."

I pointed out the ambiguous clause on the contract duration, challenging Jehee with my gaze. True to form, Jehee glanced at the pointed section, offering one of his disarmingly charming smiles. Despite the allure of his smile, I remained steadfast, steeling myself against its distracting effect.

Jehee, noticing my determined posture, allowed his smile to waver slightly as he casually responded, "I'll make sure to include your conditions in the special terms. The duration might not seem problematic at first glance, but your concern is quite interesting."

Unaware, are you? 

I thought back to his earlier expression when we discussed the contract's term.

"I've dedicated years to the guild in a non-combat role. I have other commitments, and dungeon delving doesn't align with my interests. Therefore, I'd prefer my guild affiliation be limited to times when my role as an exclusive supporter is active."

Jehee's gaze softened at my explanation, his face becoming pensive yet unreadable. His thoughtful demeanor left me uneasy, unable to guess at his underlying thoughts.

After a moment's silence, Jehee spoke. His responses, often delayed when it came to others, seemed quicker when it involved influencing someone. "Understood. Let's define the duration of your exclusive support and adjust the guild affiliation period accordingly. What time frame do you have in mind?"

"A month, perhaps?" I suggested, proposing a relatively significant period.

Jehee's reaction was a relaxed smile. "If you're thinking of a different duration, feel free to let me know."

I had clearly stated my preference for a month-long term, but Jehee's feigned ignorance was pushing my patience to its limits.

"Fine, make it two months then."

Jehee raised two fingers in a playful gesture, his smile shifting from amusement to a semblance of irritation. "You said you disliked lengthy negotiations. If you're going to increment it month by month, then I'll just set the term myself."

In a moment of desperation, I blurted out, "Wait, let's do six months! Or better yet, a year. We'll start with a year and can discuss renewal later."

Grasping at his hand, almost as if to physically restrain him from changing the contract, I realized the futility of my action. Did I truly possess the strength to challenge Jehee? Sweating profusely, I found myself inadvertently entangled in the intricate web of the contract.

Negotiating was indeed a task not for the faint of heart.

"Very well," Jehee conceded, "In accordance with Mr. Seonwoo's request, we'll set the duration to one year. We'll also include your specific requirements. Is there anything else you'd like to add?"

I hesitated, then said, "On my way here, I... my watch..."

I was growing increasingly frustrated, struggling to maintain composure while trying to extract some benefit from this agreement.

Somewhat caught off guard, I placed my gold-plated watch on the glass table. Observing quietly, Jehee unexpectedly removed his own watch, placing it over the contract. His was a high-end luxury brand, far more valuable than my modest gold-plated piece – an item that could fetch a handsome price on the secondary market.

"And what else?" Jehee prompted.

"Nothing more," I replied quickly, sensing a hint of impatience in his tone. It was time to wrap up this negotiation.

Pleased with what seemed like a favorable outcome, I reached for the watches, but Jehee swiftly raised his hand to stop me

My confusion mounted as Jehee casually declared, "Keep the watch. It's for your peace of mind. Chorok, swap the watches."

"Yes, sir," came Chorok's prompt response.

The situation was bewildering. Was Jehee actually replacing my watch with his own? And why was Chorok tampering with the perfectly functional watch on my wrist?

"I don't need this," I protested.

"Please, just remain still," Jehee insisted.

"Fine," I relented, albeit with reluctance.

Jehee's expression hardened, a clear signal for me to hold my tongue. I watched, hands drawn back, as Chorok, appearing almost from nowhere, carefully removed my watch and set it on the table.

A flicker of suspicion arose within me as I observed the exchange. To my relief, Chorok simply swapped the watches and retreated discreetly.

The watch now gracing my wrist felt out of place, an imposing presence compared to how it had looked on Jehee's. It was undoubtedly valuable, and I mentally earmarked it for sale on the secondary market at the earliest convenience.

"Now, let's finalize the contract," Jehee announced.

A wave of relief swept through me, glad that this strenuous negotiation was nearing its end. But then, as Jehee spoke, he gestured, and the contract levitated in front of us. His hand passed over it, causing the edges to glow with a golden hue.

With a crisp snap, the contract floated back towards me. I stared at it in astonishment. The document had transformed, now accurately reflecting our agreed terms.

Was this some kind of magical item?

My amazement was interrupted by a distinct clicking sound. I looked up to see Jehee had summoned an item onto the table – a ring.

Confused, I looked at Jehee, a question evident in my eyes.

"What's this now?"

Jehee explained, "This ring is part of the contract. Once you wear it, the contract activates and maintains its validity. Additionally, it will enhance your mana."

The revelation about the ring's true nature left me stunned. Hesitantly, I picked it up and, with a silent protest directed at Jehee, slid it onto the middle finger of my right hand. As it settled, the 'Unidentified' status vanished, unveiling the ring's attributes:

[High-Quality Servant Ring: Establishes a master-servant bond with the wearer of the 'High-Quality Master Ring'. Be a devoted servant, attentive to your master, and win their favor.]




[Mana increase: 1000.]




[Health boost: 100.]




[Magical defense enhancement: 1000.]




[Resistance to status abnormalities: 100.]




My eyes widened in disbelief at these specifications. A master-servant bond? The concept was utterly ludicrous. Who was the master in this scenario?

Slowly lifting my gaze to Jehee, I questioned with a mix of disbelief and reluctance, "...Master?"

"If that terminology is more comfortable for you, then yes," he responded casually.

"No, that's not it. The ring... it seems there's been a mistake..."

Frantically, I tried to remove the ring, but it stubbornly refused to budge from my finger. As I struggled, a new status window appeared:

[The High-Quality Servant Ring allows the master to monitor the servant's location.]




[Enables the master to summon the servant daily.]




[Activates the 'Charming' passive skill.]




[Embrace your role as a devoted servant to gain your master's affection.]




"This is absurd… fuck…"

I couldn't contain my frustration any longer and let out a curse, my annoyance overflowing.


CHAPTER 9

BEAUTY POINTS


Locked in a tense gaze with Jehee, my face twisted into an expression of frustration as I spat out curses. In response, a menacing red status window appeared:

[Warning: Master's mood has deteriorated, resulting in a loss of -1 Beauty Points.]




[Warning: Beauty Points skill status is now negative, initiating the 'Melancholy' status effect.]




I felt a heavy weight on my shoulders, draining my energy. As I blinked, meeting his eyes, he playfully winked and seemed to dismiss the virtual status window with a sweep of his hand, followed by a sweet smile.

I was in deep trouble.

The tears that threatened to spill – were they a reaction to the ring's status effect, or were they genuine?

"Our master even manages to look beautiful while smiling," Jehee commented with a forced chuckle that soon turned into a genuine laugh, giving me a thumbs-up.

Then, suddenly...

[Master's mood has improved, awarding +1 Beauty Points.]




[Beauty Points skill status has been restored to 0, dispelling the 'Melancholy' status effect.]




"You're adapting quickly, already negating the status effect. Keep it up, but be careful with your actions." Jehee continued, his smile unwavering, while I stood speechless, a curse dying on my lips. Deep down, I knew this situation was all wrong.

My initial fear was justified. My first year was looking to be a disaster.

[image: ]


The reality of my predicament hit me as I returned home, feeling like a prisoner trapped in an absurd contract.

"My situation is completely hopeless," I mumbled to myself, rummaging through the kitchen cabinets. Despite living in this house for a month, I still couldn't navigate it properly.

After a long search, I finally found what I was looking for and grabbed it – a bottle of cooking oil.

"I know it's a long shot, but..."

The air was thick with tension as I uncapped the cooking oil, hoping against hope for a way out. I dipped my finger in the oil and twisted the ring vigorously, but it just spun in place, refusing to budge.

"Why won't this cursed ring come off!" I exclaimed in frustration.

[Master has activated the Servant Summoning skill. Summoning in 3, 2, 1.]




Panic surged through me. "No, cancel it! Cancel the skill!"

[Warning: Servant summoning cannot be revoked by the Master!]




[Warning: Servant summoning cannot be revoked by the Master!]




"Skill cancellation?" I murmured in despair.

Frozen in place, I felt a chill run down my spine as a calm voice emerged from behind. The bottle of cooking oil slipped from my grasp, clattering to the floor.

"Curse the laws of gravity!"

With a heavy heart, I bowed my head in defeat. But before I could fully sink into despair, I sensed someone closing in from behind. In this awkward situation, I instinctively hid my hand in my sleeve.

The man behind me asked in a nonchalant tone, "What are you up to?"

"Just... nothing important," I mumbled, evasive.

"Why are you hiding your hand then?"

Suddenly, a large hand reached out, grasping my oily one and lifting it up. The oil dripped from my fingertips, staining the back of my hand and the sleeve.

The sight of the sleeve soaking up the oil was a sad sight indeed. How could anyone understand this feeling?

"I was trying to cook," I lied.

"But you said you were doing nothing."

"Cooking is... like doing nothing for me..."

How much longer would I have to spin these weak excuses? How much more could I take?

Determined, I looked up, trying to pull my hand away, but his gentle grip was surprisingly strong.

The man, with an unreadable expression, finally asked, "The watch?"

I remembered then that I had taken it off as soon as I got home.

Caught in a quandary, I weighed the consequences of revealing the truth about the watch. Would it trigger another tense episode like the one I had barely avoided earlier with my feeble excuses?

"I took it off to wash my hands," I replied, trying to sound nonchalant.

"Modern watches are usually water-resistant, especially those from that brand," he pointed out, a hint of challenge in his tone. "You seemed quite fond of it earlier. You're aware of its features, aren't you?"

"Yes, I am, you cheeky young man. But who was it that roughly grabbed my wrist earlier?"

"I couldn't help myself; it's an exceptional watch..."

"But I was hesitant to react, thinking it might be a special gift from Jehee Hunter."

Despite my efforts to remain composed, my voice betrayed a hint of agitation. Only then did he release my wrist. The grip hadn't been painful, but the sensation lingered, and I found myself rubbing my wrist, feeling unsettled.

"Be more careful next time. A watch like that deserves to be treated with care."

Was his concern really for the watch's value? If it was indeed so precious, wouldn't a simple monetary exchange have been enough?

"Yes," I replied, hiding my true feelings behind a mask of innocence.

Glancing around the transformed space, I noticed the stark change from a normal villa room to a grand living room with marble flooring. The house's overall cold, imposing atmosphere made me smirk inwardly. I decided to probe further.

"Where are we exactly?" I asked.

"What does it look like to you?" he countered.

I silently wished for a straightforward answer. Clenching my fists, I replied with a twisted smile, matching the crookedness of my words.

"It looks like your residence. Quite impressive."

"Does it?"

His reluctance to give a clear response was frustrating. Was my luck so poor that even a simple conversation had to be this challenging?

With a renewed effort, I tried again to free my hand from his light but firm grip.

The man, still with that inscrutable expression, slowly spoke again.

"The watch?"

"Oh, right..." I murmured, recalling the careful removal of the watch as soon as I had arrived home.

Anxiety bubbled within me, pondering the potential fallout of this admission. Would it trigger another confrontation, similar to the one I had narrowly dodged earlier with my desperate excuses?

"I just took it off briefly to wash my hands."

"Most modern watches are designed to be water-resistant, especially those from high-end brands," he noted, a hint of skepticism in his voice. "You seemed quite taken with it earlier, so surely you're aware of that?"

I mustered a semblance of enthusiasm, attempting to divert the conversation. "Ah, the thrill of working with Hunter Jehee! It's thanks to you that I get to visit such a magnificent home. I've always dreamt of living in a place like this."

My voice, though strained, tried to convey a sense of cheer. Just then, a welcome status update appeared before me:

[Master's mood has improved, granting +1 Beauty Points.]




[Beauty Points skill status is now balanced at 0, 'Melancholy' status effect has vanished.]




What a peculiar and exhausting situation. Was I entangled with a madman?

Feeling drained, I sighed and looked up. Jehee was still grinning, seemingly amused by my predicament. His amusement only added to my discomfort.

"Are you finding this funny?"

"It's rather intriguing," he replied.

"What's so intriguing about it?"

"Maybe it's Yeon Sunwoo's obvious annoyance with me?"

His implication that my irritation was unjustified irked me further. He clearly enjoyed toying with me.

But arguing seemed pointless; it would only worsen Jehee's mood, making my situation more unbearable.

Feeling cornered by this absurd skill, I sensed I was being manipulated, while the so-called Master appeared entirely unbothered.

"Where's the bathroom?" I asked, lifting my oil-stained hand in resignation.

Jehee, who had been standing with crossed arms, casually pointed towards a door in the corner of the living room. His nonchalant gesture only heightened my frustration.

Was I really expected to endure this for an entire year?

The oppressive weight of my situation weighed heavily on me, causing my shoulders to droop, though not from the 'Melancholy' effect.

"I'll go wash my hands," I announced, ending the conversation and making my way to the bathroom he had pointed out. Once inside, the starkness of the black tiles struck me, casting a somber ambiance over the space.

This bathroom felt more like a chamber from some gothic tale, with its dark tiles. Would adding gold trim and faucets make it even more dramatic?

With a cautious approach, I turned on the faucet, letting the cool water flow over my hands, washing away the oil. I vigorously scrubbed with hand sanitizer, hoping against hope to slide the ring off. The foam mingled with the remnants of oil, but the ring remained steadfastly in place.

"Do I need to amputate my finger or something?" I muttered to myself, half-joking, half-desperate.

In a world like this, with its healers and magic, reattaching a severed finger might not be as daunting a task as in my own world. But the thought of enduring such pain, even temporarily, was unnerving. Pain was something I had always avoided at all costs.

Lost in these thoughts, I rinsed my hands, the ring still firmly on my finger, a constant reminder of the bizarre and troubling predicament I found myself in.


CHAPTER 10

STATUS SCREEN TROUBLES


Resigned to my fate, I returned to the living room where Jehee lounged on the sofa, his posture reminiscent of a wilted seaweed. His casual demeanor seemed to mock my internal turmoil.

"If you're done, come sit," Jehee directed, his voice carrying an air of command akin to calling a pet. I suppressed the urge to frown, maintaining a neutral face as I chose a seat as far away from him as possible.

My mind raced with questions. Was he going to impose another bizarre demand, like the sleep state again? I stared at him, trying to decipher his next move. Then, unexpectedly, he broke the silence.

["Lee Jehee" has sent a party request. Auto-rejection in 30, 29, 28...]




[〈Accept〉 or 〈Reject〉]




"Is time running out?" I mused aloud, feeling the pressure of the ticking clock. "But why?" I questioned, my curiosity piqued despite my irritation.

"If you reject, the Master's mood will suffer, and his 'Cuteness Reception' skill will diminish. Is that what you want?" Jehee replied, his tone laced with a veiled threat.

This man's duplicity was maddening!

["Lee Jehee" has sent a party request. Auto-rejection in 11, 10, 9...]




With growing agitation, I watched the countdown. Reluctantly, I accepted the request, but not before ensuring my information settings remained private. Only then did I allow myself a brief moment of relief. I couldn't help but shoot Jehee a defiant look, a small gesture of resistance.

["Yeon Seonwoo" has joined "Lee Jehee's" party.]




[Under the top-tier Servant ring's effect, when the Master and party are together, they receive a slight boost in experience points.]




[Under the top-tier Servant ring's effect, when the Master and party are together, their physical and magical attack power each increase by 100.]




[Under the top-tier Servant ring's effect, when the Master and party are together, their defense increases by 200.]




[Under the top-tier Servant ring's effect, the Master's information screen is accessible.]




[A Servant's role is to faithfully serve their Master! Review the Master's information and become a beloved servant. ♡]




This was absurd. 'Beloved servant'? And why was there a heart symbol? Was the status screen glitching? The entire situation felt like a farce, and I couldn't help but wonder how much more of this I would have to endure.

Frustrated, I virtually punched the heart symbol on the status screen, causing it to disappear. However, the mental strain it caused lingered.

Throughout my gaming experiences, I had never come across such odd status messages. Even in games where protagonists had complex, flawed characters, they never reached this level of absurdity.

"What about the information viewing settings? Aren't you going to unlock them?" he inquired, trying to sound assertive despite my growing unease.

The room was silent for a moment.

If I didn't unlock the settings, I'd be at the mercy of the Master's whims. Upon arriving home, I had quickly checked for any debuff skills. But among the options for removing status ailments, none mentioned the peculiar "Melancholy." It was evident that the cunning status screen was applying effects that I couldn't counteract by myself.

What should I do? Should I try to ignore this depression and press on?

"The information disclosure is a private matter," I said, my voice lacking conviction.

Hesitantly, I glanced at the screen, noticing Jehee's slightly raised eyebrows. Then, frustratingly, the status screen reappeared.

[Warning: Due to the Master's bad mood, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's bad mood, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's bad mood, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Since the "Cuteness Reception" skill status is now negative, the status ailment "Melancholy" is applied.]




How could someone's mood drop so drastically to -3 all at once? This sudden shift to -3, and the application of Melancholy, made my heart race with growing frustration.

Am I the only one feeling this frustrated? I can be angry too! A sense of unfairness twisted my thoughts decisively.

"It seems the contract covers this, but do you require a more thorough explanation?" I asked, barely masking the irritation in my voice.

Jehee's unyielding stance was evident, and the man who had previously lounged on the sofa, now stood up, his demeanor changing from a disheveled state to something more commanding. Despite his intimidating presence, I held his gaze steadily, mustering as much confidence as I could.

"I understand the contract requires me to share information upon the Master's request," I began, "but it puzzles me why Hunter Jehee feels the need to ask. I'm here to support you as best as I can, and accessing my information screen seems unnecessary."

"The reason is straightforward," he replied, his tone measured. "I need to see how willing Mr. Seonwoo is to follow my requests."

"Just inform me of your needs, and I'll comply," I said, trying to keep my voice steady.

[Warning: Due to the Master's foul mood, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's foul mood, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's foul mood, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Since the "Cuteness Reception" skill status is now -5 or lower, the "Melancholy" status ailment persists, and some skill usage is restricted.]




The familiar red status screen flashed again, seemingly a mirror to Jehee's mood.

"Alright, I get it, you're in a bad mood! But consider that I'm not exactly thrilled either!"

"You seem rather grim," he observed.

"Is it not obvious? Or perhaps someone here is a bit slow to catch on? I can comply by applying a status ailment; there's no need for full disclosure of my information. I'll just provide the list of status ailment settings."

I hoped this compromise would be enough to navigate the situation without further aggravating his mood or my own frustration.

Confronted with the relentless barrage of red status updates, my frustration boiled over. It felt as if the status screen itself was being used as a tool to manipulate and control my actions, deepening my sense of helplessness in this bizarre situation.

I stood there, my body tired but my will unyielding, facing off against Jehee. His earlier words echoed in my mind: "Fairness is key, isn't it?" This idea of reciprocity, although it sounded reasonable, was laced with complexities I hadn't fully anticipated.

I remembered the fleeting message I had initially ignored, too preoccupied with other matters. This recollection led me to question if there was a hidden catch, a downside to their end of the deal that I wasn't seeing due to the skill's strange influence.

As these thoughts swirled in my head, my irritation seemed to fuel the continuous stream of red status updates.

[Warning: Due to the Master's agitation, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's agitation, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's agitation, the "Cuteness Reception" skill decreases by -1.]




[Warning: "Cuteness Reception" skill at -10 or lower. "Melancholy" status removed. "Sexuality" status applied.]




I stared at the status screen, utterly bewildered. The sudden shift from "Melancholy" to "Sexuality" left me reeling. A newfound energy started coursing through my body, unexpected and confusing. It was as if the game, or the universe itself, was playing a cruel joke on me, leaving me to navigate these shifting statuses and their unpredictable effects.

With each new development, it became increasingly clear how complex and manipulative this game world was. I found myself questioning not just the intentions of Jehee, but also the very nature of the world I was entangled in, where emotions and physical states seemed to be at the mercy of some unseen, capricious force.

The intense sensations flooding my body left me feeling exposed and vulnerable, a stark contrast to the usually composed figure I strived to maintain. As I turned towards Jehee, a mixture of surprise and concern was evident on his face. He seemed to be analyzing the situation, a slight smirk forming on his lips as he grasped the gravity of my reaction.

"Wow..." he uttered, a hint of amusement in his tone.

"Master!" I exclaimed, a part of me recoiling at the term.

Internally, I was in turmoil. 

This can't go on, I thought. I need to stop this before my mood causes further complications. It's unbearable, feeling like this, especially in front of him.

Determined to regain some control, I approached him, my pride taking a backseat to my desperate need to conceal my body's involuntary responses. Kneeling before him, I mustered a forced smile.

"Do you want to see my information?" I asked, my voice barely steady.

The room was shrouded in silence.

I quickly added, "I've made my profile public. You can check it now. Please, hurry."

My hands shook as I navigated the information screen, granting him access. It felt like a moment teetering on the edge of reason and desperation. Jehee, watching in silence, his expression unreadable, made a subtle gesture. Immediately, a new status notification appeared.

[Party Leader 'Lee Jehee' is currently viewing 'Yeon Seonwoo's' information.]




Despite this act of transparency, I couldn't help but wonder if it would be enough to ease his mood. There I was, kneeling and pleading, vulnerable in a way I had never been before. The whole situation felt surreal, leaving me to ponder the complex dynamics of this game world and the characters within it.

Ignoring Jehee was like trying to hold back a storm with a paper umbrella. My intent to give him a taste of his own medicine crumbled under the weight of my anxiety, compelling me to break the silence first.

"Um, Hunter Jehee?"

"Yes."

His response, devoid of even a glance in my direction, sent a spiral of discomfort coursing through my body. It was as if a fever was brewing beneath my skin. Yet, he remained fixated on the information screen, oblivious to my growing impatience.

"When will your mood improve?"

"Your stats are a mess. Is it strange that my mood isn't improving when I see this?"

His words ignited a fire of frustration within me. I exhaled sharply, a gust of annoyance escaping my lips. Then, unexpectedly, he reached out, his fingers grazing my head in a mockingly gentle caress.

"Don't be impatient. Just wait."

His touch, light as a feather on my scalp, sent shivers down my spine, heightening my senses. I recoiled, jumping back from his gaze that had finally left the screen to rest upon me.

His cold, scrutinizing eyes seemed to dissect me, traveling from my face down to my chest, and then lower. Following his gaze, I looked down, my heart sinking at the mortifying realization.

This is insane!

"I need to use the bathroom!"

Whether it was the blush of embarrassment or the heat from the status ailment, I couldn't tell. All I knew was that I needed to escape. I bolted towards the bathroom, but fate, it seemed, had another twist in store as a new status screen materialized before me.

[Master's mood brightens, nudging the "Cuteness Reception" skill up by +1.]




[Master's mood brightens, nudging the "Cuteness Reception" skill up by +1.]




[Master's mood brightens, nudging the "Cuteness Reception" skill up by +1.]




[Alert: "Cuteness Reception" skill now at -7. The status ailment "Sexuality" dissipates, replaced by "Melancholy."]




[Alert: "Cuteness Reception" at -5 or below maintains "Melancholy," limiting certain skills.]




The irony of my mood lifting in such a circumstance was a stark revelation of my own flawed nature.

As the inner turmoil began to ebb, a wave of lethargy washed over me. My strength sapped, I found myself collapsing back onto the sofa. From the couch's direction, a voice tinged with amusement floated over.

"Need help getting to the bathroom?"

"...No, I can manage."

His words, laced with mockery, only fuelled my irritation. Awkwardly, I rose, acutely aware of my ongoing embarrassing predicament. The dissipating status ailment had done little to alleviate my immediate problem.

The absurdity of the situation was undeniable. Not just the current dilemma, but the daunting challenges that lay ahead. It was imperative to carefully manage my stats, ensuring the "Cuteness Reception" skill didn't plummet below -10. Falling below -5 meant further constraints on my abilities...

In essence, it meant capitulating to him, regardless of the situation.

"Ugh... I should've seen this coming."

Resigned, I sat on the cold bathroom floor, waiting for the crisis to subside. This, I realized, was going to be a far more daunting task than I had anticipated.


PART THREE
C-RANK DUNGEON, YOU SAY?



CHAPTER 11

AWKWARD CONVERSATIONS


A week had flown by since my induction into the Yeolmu Guild, marked by an uneventful routine.

My primary duty was assisting Jehee to sleep, a ritual that involved administering a high-grade mana potion each night. The combined effects of the potion and the Servant Ring's enhanced mana capacity allowed her a solid five hours of sleep every other day.

However, this left me grappling with sleep deprivation.

"Ugh, I'm so sleepy it's driving me crazy."

As I stretched and yawned, my hand instinctively covering my mouth, Director Yoon's gaze bore into me with a mix of concern. 

"If you're tired, you should rest. We have no appointments today, and your presence isn't mandatory."

"I have just a few days left here. I want to give it my all until then. Have you come across any new job leads?"

"Not yet. It's proving quite a challenge. Maybe because of Professor's kindness, my expectations are too high."

Director Yoon's sigh, heavy with worry, stirred a sense of unease within me. She had been my anchor in this parallel world since day one, teaching me survival tactics and helping me adapt.

I vividly recalled the day I awoke in that strange house, bewildered and lost. It was Director Yoon's call that jolted me back to reality, her voice on the other end questioning my absence from work. Though taken aback, her insistence led me to the clinic where she patiently tutored me on managing it effectively.

Throughout the tumultuous period of adjusting and coping with my inhibited abilities, she was a pillar of support. In gaming terms, she was akin to a tutorial NPC – invaluable and irreplaceable.

Adapting to this new reality within a month was largely due to Director Yoon's guidance, enabling me to make logical decisions even in these extraordinary circumstances.

But it was her influence, too, that compelled me to join the Yeolmu Guild, leading to the impending closure of the Happy Care Clinic, a place I had grown fond of. The clinic was set to cease operations at the week's end, temporarily shuttering its doors. While there was a possibility of it reopening in a year when the contract expired, I knew I wouldn't be around. By then, I needed to return to my own world, leaving the responsibilities to the actual Yeon Seonwoo of this realm.

"You're selling Director Yoon short. She's more capable than you think. Keep your hopes high; a suitable job will surface soon." 

Jehee, hearing my earnest assurances, responded with a chuckle and a playful retort. "Isn't that overdoing the compliments?"

"I'm not saying it just for the sake of it," I protested, but Director Yoon, sprawled over the reception desk, just sighed deeply.

"I understand, you don’t have to reassure me."

I offered her a comforting smile, the kind an obliging child might give while performing an unwelcome task. "It's just a joke. You know I'm appreciative."

Reaching out, I gently patted her shoulder as she rested her head on her arms. Even as I discovered the most plausible route back to my world, a sense of unease lingered. It was akin to the trepidation a child feels when facing an undesirable but necessary task.

Suddenly, Director Yoon raised her head, continuing our conversation with renewed interest.

"I was just teasing. I read online that getting into the Yeolmu Guild is extraordinarily difficult. Do you realize how fortunate you are?"

"Thank you," I said, my gratitude sincere yet tinged with a bittersweet note.

When playing from Jehee's perspective, I had assumed recruiting new members would be a more formidable challenge. Yet, from my own viewpoint, the difficulty in finding new recruits seemed even more daunting. This disparity filled me with a sense of perplexity.

I straightened up from my slouched posture, offering an awkward smile. Director Yoon, catching my gaze, returned a warm smile of her own.

The thought crossed my mind – Jehee's relentless use of her summoning skill without considering others' circumstances felt somewhat cruel. It was her actions that ultimately led to the closure of the clinic, a decision I couldn't help but lament.

As we conversed, the sound of an alert paper pinned to the clinic's door caught our attention. A face, large and somewhat familiar, cautiously peered through the glass door.

"Oh? Kim Hyun Oh? Today isn't your appointment day. What brings you here?"

Director Yoon recognized the regular customer, his imposing stature contrasting starkly with the narrow gap in the glass door.

Standing by the reception desk, I was half-drowsy until my gaze landed on the familiar face. It dawned on me – he was a customer who had visited thrice in the past month.

"Hello. I heard the clinic is closing this week, so I wanted to come by to say goodbye and offer my regards."

Hyun Oh, with the demeanor of a Warrior class member, bore an innocent expression that seemed at odds with his robust build. He scratched his head sheepishly, extending a shopping bag emitting a tantalizing aroma.

The smell immediately awakened my appetite. Curious, I reached for the bag, unveiling its contents. Inside, egg tarts were arranged neatly, their golden crusts promising a delightful treat.

"Thank you, this is really thoughtful of you," I said, placing the bag on the reception desk. 

Kim Hyun Oh seemed somewhat out of his element with the gesture, his awkwardness betraying a lack of familiarity with such exchanges. Yet, beneath that, his playful nature was unmistakable.

Director Yoon, who had been quietly observing, suddenly paled upon noticing the bakery's name on the bag.

"This place is renowned! People line up for these treats. We're truly grateful, Hunter Hyun Oh!"

"Really? From such a famous shop? I'm doubly thankful now."

Recognizing the bakery's logo, I reiterated my thanks to Hyun Oh. He responded with a blush, waving his hands in a bashful, yet teasing manner. His red face and exaggerated gestures hinted at his playful intention.

"Oh, it's nothing! I was just nearby on a support mission and thought I'd bring these for you to enjoy."

His face, now a deep shade of crimson, extended down to his neck. Both Director Yoon and I couldn't help but laugh at his endearing embarrassment. As our eyes met, there was an unspoken bond of camaraderie, sealed with a shared, mischievous spark.


CHAPTER 12

SERVANT SUMMON


Our gazes locked briefly, an unspoken understanding flickering between us. I stifled a laugh and beckoned Hyun Oh, the hunter, to join us.

"Just as we're about to order lunch, why not join us? Any particular dish you fancy?"

"Oh, no, I merely stopped by to greet you. I should be leaving now."

Hyun Oh appeared almost on edge, poised as though ready to make a swift exit. I gestured again, insistent, implying it would be remiss to let him depart after his kind gesture. 

Director Yoon, standing by his side, echoed my invitation. "Don't hold back; come join us. It's only fitting after your kind visit. If you're free, let's share a meal."

"Well, if it's not too much trouble... I'll join you, then." Hyun Oh acquiesced with a hesitant nod and trailed behind us. 

Picking up my shopping bag, I led the way to the reception area's waiting zone.

Reaching a waiting area adorned with a round glass table, I set my bag down, while Director Yoon took a seat opposite me. Hyun Oh, attempting to fit his large build into a limited space, looked around uneasily.

From our first meeting, I had perceived Hyun Oh as somewhat introverted and bashful. Eager to ease the atmosphere, I initiated a conversation about the meal.

"What's your preference for lunch?" I inquired.

"I'm easygoing with food; I'll eat whatever's available." Hyun Oh, still emanating a sense of rigidity, sat up straight and responded in a formal, almost militaristic tone, as if addressing a superior officer. 

Aiming to relax him, I offered a warm smile and gently patted his arm. Our eyes met inadvertently, an unexpected connection sparking in that moment.

Feeling the intensity of the gaze upon me, I reflexively lifted my hand to my cheek, trying to mask the growing discomfort. Thankfully, Director Yoon's action of pulling out her phone to make a call provided a much-needed diversion from the burgeoning awkwardness.

...What was that moment about?

"Since Seonwoo is likely picking up the tab today, go ahead and choose something lavish. You're now a part of the Yeolmu Guild, so it's only fair he treats. Right, Seonwoo?"

"Ah, yes," I replied with a light chuckle, playing along. "Please, order to your heart's content. I'm open to anything."

I observed Director Yoon browsing through delivery options on her phone. Turning back to Hyun Oh, I prepared to inquire once more about his meal preference.

Hyun Oh, previously absorbed in his thoughts, seemed taken aback yet again, licking his lips nervously.

"Yeolmu Guild?" he queried.

"Yes, it's a temporary arrangement. I've shut down my clinic for now to join them," I explained.

"I see. Congratulations on joining the Yeolmu Guild."

"Thank you. But remember, it's just temporary. I might return to my clinic soon."

"Nonetheless, congratulations."

As Hyun Oh offered his well-wishes, a subtle smile played on his lips, yet his expression seemed somewhat clouded.

Is he uncomfortable with the Yeolmu Guild?

Pondering over his distant demeanor, I was suddenly pulled back by Director Yoon's stern gaze. She looked at me intently, her eyes narrowing, which made me instinctively tense up.

"You never mentioned reopening your clinic!" she exclaimed.

I laughed nervously, feeling cornered by her sharp tone, and raised my hands in a mock gesture of surrender. "The future's unpredictable. I can't leave our esteemed Director Yoon in the lurch with uncertainties."

"But if you do reopen the clinic, will you call me?" she asked, her tone softening slightly.

"Of course. If I restart, you'll be the first to know. I'd be lost without you."

I put on an exaggeratedly distressed look, pleading with my eyes, which finally seemed to mollify Director Yoon. She resumed scrolling through the menu. But just then, an all too familiar notification popped up, obstructing my view with its countdown.

Recognizing the familiar countdown of the Servant Summon skill, my frustration boiled over.

"Damn it...!"

"Yes?" Director Yoon's voice was tinged with confusion.

"Seonwoo?" Hyun Oh, the hunter, echoed, equally puzzled.

My outburst had clearly caught both Director Yoon and Hyun Oh off guard. But before any further questions could be asked, my world shifted dramatically. My vision blurred, contorting as if disrupted by static, the familiar sounds of the office fading away. Suddenly, I found myself tumbling backward, landing unceremoniously on my backside.

"Ugh, damn it!"

Cursing under my breath, I massaged my sore buttocks, taking in my new surroundings. I was back in the same office I had visited a week prior. Slumped on the couch, Jehee lay like a ragdoll, while Greenie, his guardian, offered me a sympathetic glance.

Frustration bubbled within me.

"What's going on all of a sudden?"

Jehee, nonchalant as ever, beckoned me inside. "I called you to discuss something. You can stay on the floor if you prefer it to the couch."

His flippant attitude irked me.

He had summoned me abruptly, showing no regard for my situation. My fist clenched in anger, but noticing Greenie's icy gaze on my tightened hand, I quickly relaxed it and wiped it on my pants.

I reminded myself of the stakes—one life, one chance. Sometimes, survival meant swallowing pride.

"How many times must I remind you that the floor isn't my preferred spot?"

I managed to curb my annoyance, moving reluctantly to a couch across from Jehee.

Until now, Jehee had been lying with his eyes shut, seemingly disinterested. But as I settled, his eyes opened, meeting mine. They were dark, piercing, devoid of any humor.

"You seem particularly irate today."

As I typed a quick message to Director Yoon, likely concerned by my sudden disappearance, Jehee's voice sliced through my focus.

"You ought to manage your 'life' better instead of complaining to me. Isn't that part of our agreement?"

His words halted my fingers mid-text.

What's happening here? Jehee isn't quite himself today.

My instincts, sharp as ever, were signaling a warning. There was something off about Jehee's demeanor, urging me not to rile him up. It was a gut feeling, a survival instinct kicking in.

"I should have everything sorted by week's end," I said, trying to maintain a neutral tone. "But why the summons? Is there a problem?"

After sending the message, I slipped the phone back into my pocket. As I did, my wristwatch clinked against the fabric—a timepiece I'd held onto, unable to part with it on the second-hand market.

I took a breath, bracing myself for whatever Jehee had in store, a mixture of caution and curiosity guiding my approach.

Jehee's gaze lingered on my watch with an unreadable expression before he signaled to the green-haired man, who obediently lowered the document he was holding, offering me a clear view.

"Take a look. This is the reason for your summoning."

Intrigued, I reached for the document on the table, scanning from the top. It detailed a new C-rank dungeon's emergence in the northern part of the city.

Nowon, maybe? Considering the Yeolmu Guild's location near University Road, it was a fair distance away.

I recalled from my first month in this world that, following the Outbreak's end, Seoul's dungeons were divided into five regions. The Yeolmu Guild managed the north, Neon Tetra the east, the Union handled the west, the south was left to smaller guilds, and the central region was government-controlled.

A new C-rank dungeon in the north meant the Yeolmu Guild had the responsibility to clear and manage it.

But why share this with me?

"It appears to be a report on a newly discovered C-rank dungeon," I remarked.

"You're quick to grasp," Jehee responded.

"But why am I looking at this?" I frowned, puzzled. 

Jehee leaned back, his usually pale complexion appearing even more ashen, as if he were in pain.

Is he suffering from something?

As I observed him, puzzled, he abruptly spoke, his usual irritation evident in his tone.

"Considering your woeful stats, I thought some improvement was necessary. If we continue journeying together, higher-ranked dungeons will be inevitable. What if you perish from a single monster strike? Level up a bit before that happens."

His point, albeit valid, was delivered with his characteristic irksomeness.

"So, you're suggesting I venture into this dungeon?"

"Yes."

"Today?"

"Why not tomorrow? It's only a C-rank dungeon."

His nonchalance was grating.

To him, C-rank might be trivial, but for me, it's a serious matter. I can't just dive in unprepared; my life is at stake.


CHAPTER 13

CLASH OF PERSONALITIES


"No, wait. Give me a moment to prepare. Currently, I have nothing but this ring with me."

"I'm fully ready on my side. Just follow my lead and try to blend in, okay?"

Each word exchanged today crackled with a sharper edge, as if the prior attempts to diffuse the tension were slowly fraying. A sense of unease shrouded our conversation, making even the simplest dialogue feel like it was prodding a slumbering beast.

With my life teetering on a precipice, I couldn't avoid asking the most vital question.

"So, who will be joining me?"

He faced me, his expression as unreadable as a blank slate, his eyes heavy with a burden he couldn't voice. His stare, stripped of any identifiable emotion, lent a chilling air to our interaction. I averted my gaze slightly, concentrating on the matter at hand.

"I'd feel safer with Hunter Lee Jehee at my side. But what about you? You seem... different. Your complexion..."

As I pointed out his pallor, lines of concern briefly creased his forehead before his stoic mask returned, his lips curving into a slight smile.

"It's inconsequential. Don't trouble yourself over it."

His tone suggested it was a mere trifle.

"That's easy for you to say, but you're my anchor, Jehee. Your 'inconsequential' matters to me. Are you battling a headache?"

"...Yes, it's stress-induced. But rest assured, I can still navigate a C-rank dungeon without issue."

Ah, it was a stress headache. No surprise he hadn't sought healing; it stemmed more from the mind than the body. He appeared resigned to just bear it.

Following his explanation, Jehee, visibly strained, sank deeper into the sofa, his hand waving dismissively as if to quell my worries.

I was tempted to ignore his discomfort and proceed...

But entering a dungeon with him in such a state risked giving me a stress headache of my own. Without Jehee at his best...

"Just hold on for a moment."

I made my way towards the sofa, just having risen from my chair. Greenie fixed me with a menacing glare, a reaction I'd grown accustomed to whenever Jehee was involved. His penchant for eye-rolling at such moments was almost predictable.

A light, disarming laugh escaped my lips, a feeble attempt to diffuse the palpable tension. Edging closer to where Jehee sat, I reached out my hand.

Ideally, hand-holding would have been straightforward, but today, like many others, his hands were sheathed in black leather gloves. His attire, a crisp white shirt under a navy blue dress vest, offered limited options for skin contact.

I pondered whether to request him to remove the gloves. Having held hands with Jehee during his slumbers over the past week, I was nearly desensitized to his touch. After a brief hesitation, I began to peel off the gloves, revealing more of my hand. But his penetrating gaze, sharp enough to seemingly slice through my cheek, halted my actions.

His eyes narrowed, scrutinizing me, as if trying to unravel my motives.

"Alright, you win," I conceded.

I withdrew my hand from the task of removing his gloves, instead placing my palm over his eye. Jehee blinked, visibly caught off guard, resembling someone who had been unexpectedly jolted. Fighting the urge to scratch at the sensation of his eyelashes against the inside of my palm, I pressed slightly firmer. My hand enveloped his eye comfortably, and I sensed a slight twitch from him.

Why was he scrutinizing me so intensely? I was baffled by everyone's peculiar behavior towards me today. Kim Hyun-oh Hunter had acted similarly, and now him.

"Alright, let's begin."

[Awaiting preparation for state transition. Please select the desired state for transition.]




As I fixed my gaze on the state message window, an adjacent window sprang up, offering a variety of settings. I scrolled through the extensive list and selected the option labeled 'Relaxing.'

[Activating the state transition skill. 'Relaxing' state will be applied as per the chosen settings.]




Upon initiating the skill, a gentle warmth spread from beneath my palm, seeping into Jehee. Moments later, the tension that had previously gripped his eyes dissolved, giving way to a subtle smile. He exhaled a serene breath, visibly relaxed.

I intended to maintain this for about ten minutes, hopeful it would alleviate his headache. Preparing to withdraw my hand, I began to pull away.

However, as I tried to retract my hand, a firm grip ensnared my wrist. Looking down, I was met by a pair of captivating, beautifully arched eyes. In those deep, ebony depths, a hint of enigmatic light flickered, reminiscent of a young creature battling the odds.

"You seem more adept than I initially thought."

"Or perhaps your estimations were too superficial," I retorted.

"Mind your language."

What concerned me was the unsolicited involvement of another. Greenie had, unnoticed by me, drawn his sword and now pointed it threateningly at my throat.

This was risky; an unexpected strike could put me in harm's way.

"You're overstepping. I did this for your benefit. Should I stop using the skill now?"

"Don't be presumptuous. It's not about my reluctance to act, but rather my choice not to."

His voice resonated with a low growl, the sword's blade pressing more insistently. I yearned to retort—after all, his casual tone coupled with the sword's presence was infuriatingly arrogant!

Biting back my frustration, I raised my hands in a gesture of surrender, keeping my emotions in check.

I had to be cautious. To Jehee, I was almost like a deity, having replaced the family that deserted him and the false gods who wronged him. In his eyes, I was a mere 1-star, daring to defy that sanctified image.

"Greenie, that's enough," Jehee said firmly.

"...Master, he seems to misunderstand his place," Green responded, his voice laced with a hint of disapproval.

Jehee, now relieved of his headache and more himself, stepped in, attempting to calm Greenie. There was a newfound clarity in his voice, the fog of drowsiness lifted.

Despite this, Greenie remained stubbornly poised, his sword still threateningly pointed at me. My hand stayed raised, and I met his gaze, now turbulent with dark, swirling emotions. Our eyes locked, and I couldn't help but wonder about his erratic behavior. Was there a chance he might lose control and attack?

The concern was not unwarranted, given the strange, almost unsteady look in his eyes. The rational spark that once flickered there seemed to have dimmed, sending a chill through me.

The possibility of him going berserk loomed in my mind as I contemplated withdrawing my hand.

But before I could move, a slender finger deftly intercepted, sliding the blade between my fingers. Despite the apparent sharpness of the sword, capable of cutting with minimal effort, Greenie's black leather gloves remained intact.

Greenie's lost composure was now apparent, making Jehee's intervention seem even more critical than the threat of the sword itself. This was precisely why I had always been reluctant to engage in hand-holding, despite its necessity.

"You could introduce him to such principles gradually," I suggested.

"...You're too soft with him, and he fails to grasp his position," Green retorted, clearly frustrated.

"There's value in patience," Jehee countered, always the voice of reason.

With a resigned attitude, Greenie sheathed his sword as Jehee gestured. The weapon disappeared as if into thin air, likely stored in his inventory — a revelation for me.

Yet, I couldn't overlook Greenie's irrational behavior. To convey my irritation, I clenched my fist and frowned deeply.

Who was the one being overly lenient, and who was the one demonstrating excessive patience? The unpredictable man before me? Or the thoughtful individual beside him?

"Regardless, unless the meanings of 'lenient' and 'considerate' have suddenly shifted in the dictionary, it seems neither term quite fits either of you," I observed, trying to inject a bit of lightness into the conversation. Raising my hand in a gesture of polite inquiry, I asked, "If you don't mind me asking, is this kind of playful banter and wordplay a regular occurrence between you two?"

Originally, I had thought of their exchange as 'nonsense,' but I chose the words 'playing around' instead, as a diplomatic alternative. However, Greenie seemed slightly offended by the suggestion, his expression souring.

Conversely, Jehee seemed amused, his chuckle indicating he found the situation somewhat entertaining. This was the first time the usually stoic man showed a hint of genuine mirth. 

In contrast, Greenie exhaled, his sigh sounding like a release of built-up pressure, and then spoke. "See? He's bold. Sometimes, it's necessary to be direct..."

"Why? I think it's refreshing and enjoyable," countered Jehee.

His comment seemed to cut through the tension, easing the atmosphere. Everything seemed to revert to normalcy, and I resumed my initial position. Greenie straightened up, adopting a more formal stance, while Jehee shifted from his relaxed sprawl on the sofa to sit up straight.

With the situation apparently resolved, I deactivated the skill, feeling the 'Relaxing' effect slowly recede. I clenched and then unfurled my hand, observing the transition. Jehee watched me with a curious expression, prompting me to explain.

"I read about the skill last time, but there's still a lot I don't fully understand. With so many skills beyond the initial state, it's going to take a while to get used to them. It seems the 'Relaxing' state is exactly what it sounds like."

Why do you act as if you know my skills so well?

Suppressing my curiosity to delve deeper, I maintained a courteous demeanor and replied, "When it comes to settings for state-altering skills, it often pays to trust your instincts."

That had been my takeaway after a week of using the skill. While I hadn't experimented with all the possible settings, so far, my intuition seemed to be a reliable guide.


CHAPTER 14

UNUSUAL SENSE OF CAMARADERIE


"Alright, let's regroup," Jehee said, refocusing our attention. "I've already informed the support team, so they'll be here shortly with some supplies. Once we're equipped, we can venture into the dungeon together."

"But, they did promise to level me up, and I won't pass that up. However, can we at least plan this better? I was right in the middle of lunch when I got pulled into this," I protested.

Jehee offered a gentle smile imbued with a hint of regret.

"There's much you need to understand," he remarked softly. "You often seem to overlook the situation you're in."

"What do you mean by that?" I asked, puzzled.

"The contract binding us should be at the forefront of your mind, Seonwoo. Remember, that's the very reason for this agreement," he reminded.

Highest priority? The thought almost made me laugh aloud.

"So, you're suggesting I should place the contract above even my own life? Why would I do that?" I asked.

"This contract isn't a partnership of equals. As explicitly stated in the document, you are 'B,'" Jehee stated bluntly.

Silence fell as the weight of his words sank in.

It was a harsh but true observation, reflecting an undeniable reality. I had, indeed, entered this contract under distress and coercion.

True to Jehee's words, I had momentarily lost sight of my subordinate role.

"Okay, okay, I apologize. I might have overstepped with the 'B' reference. But can't we discuss this over a meal? Even a 'B' needs to eat, Master," I conceded with a mix of resignation and wit.

[Master’s mood improved, gaining +1 Loveliness.]




My words carried a resigned tone, yet they seemed to lift Jehee's spirits.

Was it really pleasing for him to be called 'Master'?

"...Is this some sort of charade?" I questioned, half in jest.

"Haha," he laughed softly.

[Master’s mood improved, gaining +1 Loveliness.]




Was there sincerity in this after all?

As I oscillated between skepticism and acceptance, my gaze shifted between Jehee and myself, my nose crinkling slightly in thought.

A knock interrupted my musing, and I turned to see a man with vibrantly dyed hair and a fashion-forward look, akin to a pop idol, enter the room, carrying something in his arms.

"Enter," came the prompt invitation.

"Isn't the whole point of knocking to wait for a response before entering?" Jehee quipped, a playful edge to his voice.

"What's the point in waiting? You'd just invite me in anyway," the man retorted, his tone laced with a hint of sarcasm. His initiation of the conversation was unexpected, yet intriguing. Despite his seemingly reluctant demeanor, the slight amusement dancing on his face suggested he was partly jesting.

This man, with his jest and demeanor, likely played a pivotal role in this game. But who exactly was he?

"I've brought all the usable protective gear I could find, as requested. But I'm curious, why the sudden interest in a C-grade dungeon? Our esteemed nobleman here usually finds dungeon exploration with others quite tedious."

"That's precisely my question. Why am I involving myself in such a bothersome endeavor?" Jehee mused, rifling through the pile of protective gear on the table.

The man, his hair a striking mix of green with pink streaks, and his eyes, a steely gray behind round lenses, donned an outfit that was an eclectic mix of style and functionality, with straps dangling from his sleeves and pants.

His appearance jogged a memory.

Baek Taera.

Guild master of the Yeolmu Guild, a renowned healer from both the first and second awakenings. His unique "Blaze" awakening skill had catapulted him to S-grade healer status.

Yet, he was more infamously known not as "Blaze" or "Baek Taera," but by another moniker.

Creepy Healer Baek Taera.

A man of contradictions, his outward handsomeness belied a cruel disposition and a perverse sense of humor. He was not one to offer help unless it served his twisted amusement, and was known to resort to violence with little provocation. In short, he was a complex and challenging figure.

"Your brother should be well aware of that; why consult me?"

"I'm as baffled as you are. Seonwoo, here, take this."

In the unsettling company of Taera, a figure I preferred to avoid, I observed the unfolding scene with cautious silence, hoping to remain unnoticed. But Jehee, seemingly aware of my discomfort, deliberately highlighted my presence.

As Jehee ceased speaking, Taera's unsettling pale gray pupils shifted towards me, sending an involuntary shudder through my body. I remembered those eyes weren't the result of cosmetic lenses; their unusual hue stemmed from Baek Taera's relentless use of his powers on his once sightless eyes, a transformation that occurred before his first awakening.

"So, is this the reason my brother is oddly fixated on a C-grade dungeon?" Taera mused, his tone laced with curiosity and a hint of suspicion.

I instinctively recoiled, avoiding Taera's invasive gaze as he leaned closer, examining my features. Despite maintaining a strained smile, the discomfort was palpable.

Taera, known infamously as the "Creepy Healer", was, in reality, one of Jehee's loyal followers. It was Jehee who had guided Taera through dungeons, navigating the challenges of his blindness, and nurtured him into a formidable Hunter. The number of times I had been saved by Taera was countless, far exceeding the digits on both hands.

Taera's influence extended beyond his role as a healer; he possessed significant control over half of the game's strategic forum. As an S-grade healer, he was an indispensable ally to Jehee and a beloved character among the game's community. His striking appearance spurred players to share intricate strategies, especially those extending from Jehee's narrative arc. Some players even advocated for an alternate storyline centered on the enigmatic green-haired character.

It became increasingly clear that the game's design, accommodating both female and male protagonists, influenced the dynamics between these characters and Jehee. Their behavior, tinged with what seemed like jealousy over Jehee's attention, began to raise questions. Even now, the green-haired man stood beside Jehee with an air of pride, as if basking in his own achievements.

"It would be greatly appreciated if you could grasp that I have no interest in that boy, nor any desire to venture into a C-grade dungeon. Frankly, if I had expressed such an interest, you probably wouldn't bear the nickname 'Creepy Healer'"

"Why should my view matter? If you choose to go, then what can I do? You’re being ludicrous."

Silence.

Observing the scene, I couldn't help but notice the green-haired man beside Jehee mirroring the same sentiment, shaking his head in agreement.

I sighed internally, channeling patience deep within. There's a saying: 'Thrice the patience can prevent a murder.' Since homicide wasn't an option, I was prepared to endure, even a hundredfold, if necessary.

As I contemplated the visage of patience personified, my eyes casually drifted over the protective gear set aside by Jehee. A top adorned with the guild's emblem, pants that seemed mundane, but another piece of gear caught my attention, distinct in its uniqueness.

[Emotion skill activation. Initiating emotional response to the item in question.]




[Attempt unsuccessful.]




[Unidentified item: Emotional response failed due to insufficient user stats.]




Frustration crept in. How did I manage with such a lamentably low level? The emotion skill's efficacy was tied to the Hunter's level, meaning without leveling up, improvement was unattainable. However, it appeared that for consumable items like potions or materials, emotional responses could be triggered irrespective of their grade.

As I mulled over the failure of the item emotion skill, the pressing need to level up became evident.

Meanwhile, the verbal duel between Taera and Jehee continued.

"So, you're seriously considering delving into a dungeon for such trivial reasons? Abandoning all your hard-earned progress?"

"That's exactly why I have a capable guild master like you."

"Oh, indeed! Do you think I assumed the role of guild master for such menial tasks? The influx of subpar recruits forced the request acceptance team to halt their activities, and we even had to hire additional staff. Do you really expect me to comply with this?"

Taera, with one hand on his hip and the other raking through his tousled hair, presented a dichotomy of appearances. His faded pink hair, a testament to repeated bleaching and dyeing, suggested a softness, but this was sharply contradicted by his contorted facial expressions and rigid posture.

Jehee, unfazed by Taera's demeanor, responded with a playful chuckle. "Well then, perhaps we should just let go of those subpar members."

"And why recruit them in the first place if they're below standard?" Taera retorted, his frustration evident.

"To keep you appeased," Jehee quipped.

"Argh! This is maddening!" Taera exploded, his hands frantically tousling his hair further. 

I couldn't help but empathize with his frustration, annoyance, and anger towards Jehee.

In such moments, the impulse to confront Jehee was strong, regardless of his status or level.

As Taera vented, I found myself silently aligning with his sentiments. There was an odd sense of solidarity in our shared frustration with Jehee.

Still engaged in their heated debate, Taera seemed oblivious to my presence.

"Do you think this is a casual gym gathering? If recruitment was necessary, you should have handled it!"

"He came to me directly, asking to join the guild. It seemed like a futile effort, so I allowed it," Jehee explained.

"Excuse me..." I interjected.

"Then it's your responsibility to deal with the consequences, not mine," Taera shot back.

"That's too bothersome."

"Excuse me?"

"Really, what is it? Can't you see we're in the middle of a discussion? It's impolite to interrupt without even knowing the subject."

I was caught off guard by the sudden attention. A misstep in my words could have dire consequences.

As Taera's fierce gaze bore down on me, Jehee intervened, patting Taera's back and addressing me. "Do you have something to say?"

"No, it's just that I heard about the recruitment for the request acceptance team, and I was wondering if it's possible to make a recommendation."


CHAPTER 15

PARTY LEADER BENEFITS


"Recommendation from an acquaintance? Really? You think bumping into Jehee makes you his acquaintance?" Taera challenged.

My response came swiftly, "Why would I claim to be Jehee's acquaintance? I'm introducing a contact of mine."

I was utterly perplexed. Aligning myself with someone like Jehee was the last thing on my mind. Why would I seek a connection with someone so cunning, who offered nothing more than a dubious ring under the guise of a contract?

[Warning: Due to the Master's displeased mood, your favorability rating decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the Master's displeased mood, your favorability rating decreases by -1.]




"What's the issue?" I protested, baffled. 

Jehee’s mood had soured suddenly. I hadn't uttered anything offensive. How could I possibly enhance my favorability under these circumstances? In frustration, I rose sharply, fixing Jehee with a glare. He responded with a casual shrug and a smug smile, only fueling my irritation.

Yet, it wasn't Jehee who replied, but Taera. "What do you mean, 'why'? Have you lost your mind?" he retorted sharply.

The irony wasn't lost on me – Taera was the one overstepping, always meddling in matters concerning Jehee. He didn't know the full story. 

"I wasn't speaking to him," I shot back.

"To him? Ha! It's been ages since I've faced such treatment, but surprisingly, I'm not even mad."

Taera stood defiantly, his sarcastic laughter echoing my dismissive words. His posture was a clear threat: “You might be the first to challenge me, but I can easily quash that challenge.” So, I opted for silence.

Then Jehee, who had been observing silently, calmly addressed Taera. "Taera."

"What?"

"Say hello. Meet Yeon Seonwoo, who claims to be my fan."

"...A fan?"

"Yeah. If a recommendation from an acquaintance isn’t feasible, how about we consider one from a fan?"

Taera's confusion mirrored my own as he furrowed his brows. "What are you getting at, Jehee?" 

The situation was becoming increasingly baffling.

Our gazes met, and I subtly shook my head, signaling that my frustration wasn't directed at him. Still, unease clung to me as I tightly gripped my protective gear, readying myself for any potential danger. However, Taera's reaction to my equipment, marked by a peculiar chuckle, made it evident that his behavior was disconcerting, not just to me but to others as well.

"That's amusing," he commented dryly.

I shot back, "What's so funny about it? Let's share the joke because I'm certainly not amused."

"Alright then. I’ll accept the recommendation from a fan," Taera declared, his expression a mix of amusement and devilish charm. "Seonwoo, right? Give me the details of your recommendation. I’ll have a headhunter on it immediately. You do know, in our guild, not just anyone gets to join the request reception team. Seize this chance while you can." 

His proposal, delivered with a sly grin, made me realize the unique nature of the guild’s leadership.

[image: ]


The newly discovered dungeon was nestled within a neighborhood park in Junggye-dong. An imposing iron gate stood in the center of the park, marking the dungeon's entrance.

Contrary to my expectations of a more fantastical arrival, we journeyed to the location in a guild vehicle. Surprisingly, the ride was quiet, with each member engrossed in their devices, creating an atmosphere of focused anticipation.

An hour later, we reached the park. As I stepped out of the car, the sight of the dungeon's entrance prompted a nervous swallow. The prospect of entering such a place was both exciting and intimidating.

Standing before the gate, I reassessed my gear. The protective equipment, crafted by Yeom Dongmae and worn over my black guild uniform, felt cumbersome and restrictive, a constant reminder of the challenges that lay ahead.

[Superior chest protector made of Amata leather. Creator: Yeom Dongmae]




[Superior arm protector made of Amata leather. Creator: Yeom Dongmae]




[Superior leg protector made of Amata leather. Creator: Yeom Dongmae]




[Lesser shaman's bauble. Wear Level Restriction: Lv. 50 and above]




My curiosity about Yeom Dongmae grew. A member of the Yeolmu Guild, skilled in creating superior protective gear, yet an unfamiliar name in the gaming world. Who was this elusive craftsman? The mystery added an intriguing layer to our impending dungeon exploration.

Yeom Dongmae's craftsmanship had afforded me the luxury of donning these exceptional protective gears, unfettered by any level restrictions. However, the dungeon-sourced weapon I possessed was bound by level constraints, relegating me to lesser equipment.

Despite its inferior quality, the weapon's price exceeded that of my protective gear, suggesting it was likely beyond my financial reach.

"Could this be a gift?" I wondered, barely concealing my eagerness as I admired the significant stat boost from my equipped items. I yearned for more practical gear like this, rather than some peculiar ring. Speaking under my breath to ensure privacy, I summoned my status window.

[Yeon Seon-woo Lv. 52


Trait Grade: C


Primary Trait: Supporter


Secondary Trait: Mentalist


Awakened Trait: - (Unawakened)


Physical Attack: 152


Magic Attack: 1,508


Physical Defense: 3,614


Magic Defense: 2,785


Status Resistance: 1,152


↓Expand]




Reviewing my enhanced stats, thanks to the superior gear, I was genuinely impressed. The cumulative effect of the set bonuses had significantly bolstered my abilities. With this upgrade, I felt confident that I wouldn't be easily vanquished by C-grade dungeon monsters.

As I surveyed my equipment and status, my companions, who had exited the car with me, were similarly engrossed in checking their own gear, their hands gesturing through the air as if manipulating invisible interfaces.

Present were Lee Jehee, Han Chorok, Baek Taera, and Kim Hana, our designated guide. Witnessing these key characters from the game gearing up for the dungeon was both intriguing and heartening.

The idea that all these individuals had congregated solely to aid me in a C-grade dungeon seemed almost unbelievable. With such an assembly, it felt more akin to a team prepped for an A-grade challenge.

And having Hana as our guide was the icing on the cake. As a guide, she was a pivotal figure in dungeon raids. Rangers, known for their exploration and mapping prowess, excel in navigating dungeons. Hana epitomized this, being a top-tier Ranger class hunter. Her awakened trait, 'Equalizer King,' placed her among the elite in archery, renowned for her mastery with the divine bow. Her silent demeanor only added to her mystique as a formidable character.

Taking Hana into a simple C-grade dungeon did indeed feel excessive. As I contemplated this, my gaze fell on her, absorbed in the sight of the dungeon entrance. However, my observation was interrupted by a sudden hand on my shoulder, causing me to startle.

If I had anticipated Jehee being so close, I might have feigned ignorance.

"What, what's up?" I stuttered, caught off guard by his abrupt approach.

"Guilty conscience? You jumped like you’ve done something wrong," Jehee teased, a trace of amusement in his voice.

"Guilty? As if someone as upright as me would ever be!" My protest sounded overdone, even to my ears.

"Upright?" He raised an eyebrow, stepping back with an air of skepticism that rendered any rebuttal from me moot.

"So, why did you call me over?" I asked, eager to shift the conversation.

"You need to disable the party member information viewing permission. It's still on, isn’t it?" he reminded me.

"Oh, right." 

His comment reminded me about the permission settings I had previously enabled. I promptly accessed my status window and turned off the viewing permissions. As I did so, the party window popped up, showing that I was already part of Jehee's party.

[‘Jehee’ has requested to join your party. Auto-decline in 30, 29, 28…….]




[〈Accept〉 or 〈Decline〉]




[‘Yeon Seon-woo’ has joined ‘Jehee’s party.]




[Party leader ‘Jehee’ has transferred all rights to experience and item acquisition to ‘Yeon Seon-woo’.]




"Wow." 

I hadn't fully grasped that the game allowed for such settings, which were particularly handy for leveling up new party members in dungeons. The notion that I was now benefiting from this generosity was unexpected.

Seeing my reaction, Taera couldn't help but comment, "You look so pleased with yourself, grinning like that."

With a smile still playing on my lips, I replied, "I'm not grinning that much."

He shot back, perplexed, "Are you missing a few screws or something?"

"Just a regular guy here," I maintained, keeping my lips tightly sealed as I spoke. 

This only seemed to irritate Taera more, his expression turning icy as he called out sharply, "Hey." 

Instantly, I regretted my earlier demeanor.

"...Yes?"

"Just remember, I’m the healer. I can bring you back from the brink, understand?" His reminder was stern, underscoring his critical role in our upcoming venture.

"Yes, exactly that," I responded, a hint of unease in my voice, intrigued yet wary of Taera's healing capabilities.

"Do you really want to experience endless pain without any visible injuries, up until the brink of death?" he prodded, his tone implying a warning.

"No, no, I get it!" I quickly assured him, eager to avoid any such experience. "Believe me, pain is the last thing I want."

As I cautiously edged away from Taera, who slowly relaxed his fists, I felt a sudden, firm hand on my shoulder. Whirling around, I was met with Jehee's presence, right by my side. His unexpected proximity caught me off guard yet again.


CHAPTER 16

MONSTER HORDE


Jehee placed a hand on our shoulders, one on Taera's and the other on mine, as we stood side by side, a weary smile, edged with a flicker of annoyance, playing on her lips. 

"Let's not squander our energies on trifles," Jehee urged. "Let's wrap this up quickly and escape this place, okay?"

"…Alright," came the subdued reply.

I was taken aback. Was this really Taera, the renowned Guild Master, responding with such meekness? Yet, I remained silent, the fear of provoking him and enduring a brutal beating tempered by a last-minute healing too palpable to dismiss.

Lost in thought, I barely noticed as Jehee, his grip firm on my shoulder, guided me forward. Chorok, who had been loitering at the entrance, glanced between Jehee and me, then, with the petulance of a sulky child, turned and flung the door open himself. Inside, darkness reigned supreme, as if shrouded by an impenetrable black veil.

The sight was foreboding, an omen of something terribly sinister.

Yet, Hana strode into the darkness without a hint of hesitation, followed by a visibly irked Chorok. I, however, balked at the threshold, my feet rooted in resistance. But the formidable Jehee, undeterred, pulled me along with effortless strength.

Are we really plunging into this? Is this actually happening?!

With the dungeon's entrance before me, a scene once confined to the realm of games, I squeezed my eyes shut. In that moment, Jehee, Taera, and I crossed the threshold as one.

This marked my inaugural venture into dungeon exploration.
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In a blink, darkness enveloped my sight, only to be swiftly replaced by a blinding light. Even through closed lids, the brilliance was overwhelming, prompting me to shield my eyes with a hand as I gradually opened them. The expanse of a vast meadow unfolding before me was breathtaking.

To witness a landscape, previously confined to a digital screen, in tangible reality was nothing short of astonishing. My gaze roamed, drinking in the tranquil, verdant panorama – a sight so alien to urban confines. A breeze, carrying the earthy aroma of grass, played with my hair.

Above, a sun-like orb bathed the landscape in radiant light, and afar, a dense forest loomed. In the sprawling field, a charming deer with sparkling eyes grazed on the greenery...

“Kieeeek!”

“Waaah! What on earth is that?!”

The deer, a monstrous facade masquerading as a gentle creature, suddenly reared up on two legs, its guise of grazing abandoned. Its chest transformed into a grotesque face, seemingly possessed by malevolent spirits, and it unleashed a roar that split the air.

"This is nightmare material!" I exclaimed, my voice trembling.

At that moment, Hana, a member of our party, invoked her attack skill 'Dead Shot'. With a graceful movement, she raised her hand, and a spectral longbow began to materialize, its form growing more tangible by the second. She drew back the bowstring, no arrow needed, and let it fly. Instantly, dozens of arrows materialized above her and rained down upon the monsters like a relentless storm.

Dead Shot, it appeared, was less about unerring accuracy and more about unleashing a barrage of a hundred arrows.

One by one, the notifications popped up.

[Party member ‘Kim Hana’ has vanquished ‘Giant Horned Deer’.]




[You've gained 70 experience points from ‘Giant Horned Deer’, defeated by Hana.]




Repeatedly, each slayed creature adding to our tally.

I hastened to adjust my settings, silencing the incessant flow of experience point notifications in my status window, which had become a near-blinding blur. Amidst this chaos, Chorok, another of our comrades, weaved through Hana's arrowstorm.

He brandished a long sword, the blade longer than his own stature, and executed a sweeping horizontal slash that cleaved through the monsters in a single, fluid motion. Without pausing to survey the fallen, he immediately prepared for another skill.

"Chorok, enough with the slashing!" I wanted to shout, watching him relentlessly cut down foe after foe.

With a masterful execution of 'Attracting Slash,' Chorok magnetized the monsters in our vicinity, drawing them in like iron filings to a magnet, only to effortlessly dispatch them. Within moments, just the two of them had obliterated the entire swarm of monsters. Had I not silenced the experience gain alerts, my vision might have been overwhelmed by their relentless flickering.

"Wow, that was something else,” I remarked.

Taera scoffed. "You think dungeon raids are child's play?" 

Does he have to retort to everything I say? Was I seeking his commentary?

Ever since we entered this dungeon, Taera had been hovering around me, arms folded, a silent spectator with an all-too-vocal presence. His inaction, coupled with his constant, unsolicited remarks, grated on my nerves. Rolling my eyes in exasperation, I heaved a sigh and turned away, only to catch Jehee's eye.

Jehee, who had been stretching nonchalantly, quipped, "Feeling a bit worn out, aren’t we? Got any skill to perk you up?"

"Just spit it out. Which skill do you want?" I snapped, my patience frayed by their veiled probes.

Annoyed, I activated one of my skills. This wasn't a debuff but a supportive area effect, requiring no physical contact.

[Party member ‘Yeon Seonwoo’ activates the support skill ‘Refresh’.]




Upon its activation, I sensed mana draining from me, replaced by a revitalizing coolness that enveloped my being. The immediate alleviation of fatigue was so palpable that even Taera, usually unflappable, looked taken aback. Chorok and Hana, fresh from their monster-slaying spree, paused and turned, evidently caught off guard. But it was Jehee’s intense gaze that was most conspicuous.

"It's quite entertaining, actually."

"What is?” I inquired. “My skill?"

Jehee donned a smug smile. "No, you, Yeon Seonwoo."

"…People might get the wrong idea if you say things like that. They could think you're into me."

Back in the game, he did catch some flak for this — his indiscriminate flirtations with every character.

Was it just with the female characters? I seemed to recall there were also murmurs about his interactions with the males, sparking speculation among the players about his intentions. But it appeared he, the subject of these rumors, remained blissfully unaware of the intrigue he stirred.

"What if I am indeed interested?" he retorted, his tone laced with ambiguity.

"…Excuse me?" I blurted out, dumbfounded, feeling as though I'd been hit by a thunderbolt. My gaze locked onto Jehee, searching for any hint of jest in his flawless, infuriatingly handsome face. But the real conundrum was… "…Do you actually have a thing for guys?"

Taera, who had been eavesdropping, erupted into boisterous laughter, clutching his sides. He laughed so hard, tears streamed down his face. "That's classic Jehee for you, always misunderstood. How many times has it been now?"

"So, it's come to this..." I looked up at Jehee, who met my gaze with a smile both gentle and disarmingly charming.

[Warning: Due to the Master's displeasure, your favorability rating decreases by -1.]




[Warning: Negative favorability skill status triggers the status effect 'Melancholy'.]




Jehee's smile now felt like a weapon. If he didn’t appreciate such comments, maybe he should adjust his behavior!

"Why did I just get a status effect? And what's 'Melancholy'? I've never encountered this status effect before?"

My affliction was apparent on the party status window. Even Hana, previously engrossed in her monster-hunting, cast a glance my way. Unfazed, Chorok continued his relentless assault.

Psycho Green. The moniker couldn’t be more apt.

Yet, the real challenge was not Chorok's indifference but placating Jehee's mood. I felt a drain on my energy, my legs starting to buckle. Surrounded by non-humans in this perilous dungeon, self-preservation was paramount. Showing weakness here was not an option.

"I meant that you attract a diverse crowd because of your exceptional talents! That's the 'so, it's like that' I intended!"

"What's this... Jehee, this guy seems a bit odd."

The odd one is you.

Taera could throw whatever looks he liked; my focus was solely on Jehee, who, thankfully, broke into his typically exasperating smile.

[The Master's mood improves, raising your favorability rating by +1.]




[Favorability skill status back to neutral, 'Melancholy' status effect lifted.]




Jehee was a riddle wrapped in an enigma. Predicting what might irk or please him was a constant battle, leaving me feeling somewhat vanquished. As I drooped my shoulders in resignation, Taera looked between where a status window might appear and Jehee, curiosity etched on his face. Yet, Jehee seemed disinclined to delve into the matter.

"He's merely a fan of mine," Jehee clarified, trying to keep the conversation light.

"No, it feels like there's something deeper between you two…" Taera retorted, his eyes narrowing with suspicion.

His gaze then shifted, landing pointedly on the servant ring adorning my finger. An identical master ring was conspicuously present on Jehee's finger as well. The implication was unmistakable, and it hung heavily in the air between us.


CHAPTER 17

EMBARRASSING REACTION


Taera, his eyes narrowing thoughtfully, couldn't suppress a soft chuckle as he probed, "That ring, you treat it like a burden, but is it actually your way of flaunting a couple's ring?"

His question hit uncomfortably close to home. Yet, the term he used was too significant to overlook from my perspective.

"A couple ring?! That's quite an exaggeration," I protested, trying to dispel the growing speculation.

"Really?"

"Yes, definitely not that."

"Then what exactly is it?"

As I struggled to articulate a response, Jehee interjected. He inserted himself between Taera and me, his hands firmly on our shoulders, guiding us away from the conversation.

"We've cleared this area. Time to move on,” Jehee urged.

Taera's response was laden with suspicion. "...That's suspicious."

The situation left me pondering. Was there a clause about confidentiality in our agreement? As far as I remembered, there was no such stipulation. The ambiguity of our relationship and the purpose of these rings seemed to only deepen the mystery, fueling more questions than answers.

Sighing, I trudged forward, unable to resist Jehee's silent urging to drop the conversation. We were the only living beings left in the vast field strewn with monster carcasses.

Chorok, who had been securing the perimeter, approached Taera and me. 

At that moment, Hana, usually expressionless, unexpectedly voiced her concern. "Are you alright?" she asked, her voice carrying a rare hint of empathy.

"...Me?" I responded, slightly taken aback.

"Yes, you," she affirmed, her gaze steady on me.

Why did her simple inquiry resonate so deeply with me? Hana's tone and expression remained neutral, yet her single question seemed to dissolve the pent-up emotions I had been harboring.

Hana, in that moment, felt like a lifeline...

[Warning: Master's mood has worsened, leading to a -1 decrease in Lovability.]




[Repeated warnings indicate a continued drop in Lovability and the activation of the 'Melancholy' effect.]




This situation was becoming intolerable!

I felt a sudden weakness overwhelm me, and Jehee's hand on my shoulder seemed to grow heavier. Stumbling, I found myself inadvertently leaning into her for support. This was not at all what I had planned.

The sudden dip to -3 in my mood left me bewildered and struggling.

"What's going on with him? Is he under some kind of status effect again?"

"Are you okay, Seonwoo?"

"No, far from it,” I confessed. “I feel like I'm about to fall apart."

The collective concern of the party members was evident, but it only served to heighten my embarrassment. 

Seeking answers, I quietly addressed Jehee, hoping the others wouldn't overhear. "What's the deal with this act?"

"What do you mean?" 

"Why are you so upset? What's troubling you?"

Jehee responded with nothing but a smile, a silent enigma. Then, with an air of nonchalance, he lifted my weakened body, folding me over his shoulder with ease.

"Ugh!"

"Take this."

"And then?"

"I'll carry him, Master."

Taera questioned Jehee's decision to carry me, while Chorok, clad in his distinctive green, was quick to volunteer, treating me as if I were just another item to be transported. It seemed my discomfort was of little consequence to them, not even to Hana, who, despite her concerned look, directed her questions only to Jehee.

"This is really painful!"

"Master, let me carry him."

"Fine, Chorok, carry him. Hana, keep mapping. We need to finish this and leave."

"No, doesn't anyone see how much pain I'm in?!"

I felt a surge of annoyance. It was obvious Jehee had orchestrated this situation intentionally.

The burden of my struggling body weighed heavily on my shoulders, leaving me gasping for air. In that moment, Hana swiftly prepared to use a skill.

Only Hana seemed dependable...

[Party member 'Kim Hana' activates the support skill 'Exploration.' Assistant: Jehee.]




With a graceful gesture, Hana reached into the air. A bird-like form materialized above her hand, its shape crystallizing out of thin air.

The bird, materializing thus, exchanged a brief glance with Hana before soaring skyward. Hana would utilize the bird's vision to survey the entire dungeon, relaying crucial information to us as we navigated the perilous terrain.

As we approached the dense forest, Hana's directive was clear and concise: "Let's head to the front of that forest and regroup."

With her command, the party moved in seamless unison. Hana led the way, her pace swift and decisive, with Chorok, cloaked in green, keeping pace just behind her. Jehee, who had started a bit later, caught up effortlessly, appearing as relaxed as if on a leisurely walk. Taera, not wanting to be left behind, sprinted closely behind her.

Meanwhile, I was still perched awkwardly on Jehee's shoulder, gripping whatever I could to avoid tumbling off. Amidst the rush and the wind rushing past, a faint voice reached my ears.

"So, in the future, please be mindful of your gaze."

His words puzzled me. Was he referring to my gaze? If this was a veiled warning to keep my observations to myself, it was already effective. 

Yet, as I contemplated his enigmatic statement, I dared not open my mouth, fearing that the breakneck speed might cause me to bite my tongue. In this dungeon, my end might not come from monstrous claws or fangs but from sheer stress or the humiliation of this bizarre ride.

Ah, the indignity of it all.

[image: ]


At the forest's edge, our party paused for a breather, except for me, still draped over Jehee's shoulder. Desperate to be set down, I resorted to lavishing praise.

"Jehee's shoulders are as broad as the ocean, and his spirit as vast as the heavens."

These days, of course, everyone knows the sky is marred by pollution.

"I am truly honored to be a fan of Jehee. I'd shout it from the rooftops if there were a place to do so."

Thankfully, there was no such place for announcements. Not a fan of social media, I had no plans to broadcast this sentiment in the future either.

"Jehee always looks after me so thoughtfully. The care is as gentle as silk."

Ironically, silk was the fabric I loathed most. But desperate times called for desperate measures.

With each over-the-top compliment, my Lovability score inched up, gradually freeing me from the status ailment. Yet, despite knowing the ailment had lifted, Chorok continued to carry me. It took a plea, raw and sincere, to finally persuade him.

"...Please, have mercy. Let me down."

At last, responding to my heartfelt appeal, Jehee acquiesced and Chorok lowered me to the ground. Collapsing onto the grass, I touched the earth, my relief so profound it bordered on tears.

Never had I imagined that feeling the solid ground beneath me would bring such immense relief, nor that I would stoop to such depths of flattery for self-preservation.

Sighing heavily, I reconciled with my bruised pride. Damn it, indeed.

Relief washed over me as my feet finally touched the ground, but it was mingled with a sense of self-reproach for resorting to such extremes just to be let down.

Sighing in frustration, I chastised myself inwardly. Damn it, indeed.

Hana then announced our next move. "We need to traverse the forest. Once everyone's ready, we'll proceed."

She gestured to the party, her attention momentarily on the bird that had been circling overhead. As it descended to rest on her arm, its form began to blur, gradually fading into nothingness, signaling the end of her skill.

At the cue from the announcement, the party members, already prepared, rose to their feet, making final adjustments to their gear. Hana, ever efficient, beckoned to Chorok, explaining the path ahead in hushed tones. Following their lead, Jehee and Taera also stood, ready to embark.

Yet, Taera's persistent proximity puzzled me. Why was he always so keen on engaging me in conversation? When had we become this acquainted?

"That ring, did Jehee give it to you?" Taera persisted.

"What if he did?" I shot back.

"If he did, then he did. Why the 'what if'?" Taera was curious.

"I'm just saying I'd rather not delve into the details. Haven't you been told you lack subtlety?" I scoffed.

"...I seem to hear 'I'm sorry' from you quite frequently. Would you like me to give you a reason to say it again?"

Taera seemed to have a penchant for veiled threats, his approach to conversation more confrontational than conversational.


CHAPTER 18

INSECTS OF HORROR


As I surreptitiously licked my lips, my gaze shifted to Jehee, who stood beside me. His faint smile, barely perceptible, affirmed my choice to hold my tongue.

Seizing on Jehee's subtle hint, I steered the conversation elsewhere. "You know," I began tentatively.

"What? Feeling remorseful?" Jehee prodded, an edge in his voice.

"Remorseful? Hardly." I retorted, a hint of incredulity coloring my tone. "The word 'sorry' is foreign to my lips. But why persist in this informal banter? You're aware, aren't you?"

Jehee's smile twisted wryly. "Oh, do you find me too affable? You've just stepped into the fray, haven't you?"

Beside me, Taera, his arm nonchalantly draped over mine, quirked a smile. Yet, his demeanor lacked Jehee's daunting presence. It wasn't that Taera was more approachable; rather, it underscored the veiled menace in Jehee's quiet amusement.

"It's not that," I hesitated, "but your informal tone..."

"I speak as I wish. Can't I?" he interrupted sharply. "Before you arrived, I gauged your level. A mere 52."

"Just 52," I muttered, the phrase stinging. "Such an unpleasant term."

"And what has your level to do with informal speech?"

"Well, those of lower stature tend to bite their tongue, unable to retaliate or win in a confrontation."

Silence.

"Annoyed? Then elevate your status."

I grimaced, stung by his words.

A wave of irritation washed over me at the response from someone who appeared barely into their twenties. I resolved then and there to level up. Firm in my decision, I pressed my lips together, determined not to engage further. Yet, Taera poked my side again with his elbow, an action that grated on my nerves.

"Why, though!" I couldn't help but exclaim.

"Why? You seem overly dependent on Jehee, don't you think?"

"Trust Jehee? Hardly." My words dripped with sarcasm. "But of course, he’s the epitome of reliability. The national hero, Jehee. My faith lies solely in Hunter Jehee!"

[The Master's mood improves, and you receive +1 charm.]




I marveled inwardly. My mood lifts on the back of such blatant fabrications? It's baffling. Even Taera, usually oblivious, could see through my insincerity. Why then does Jehee react this way?

"I'm perplexed why you'd resort to falsehoods to appease Jehee’s mood. Is there a deeper motive than what's apparent?"

"I... I'm not sure."

"If you don't have the answer, who does?"

"I genuinely don't know..."

"Why not be forthright about what's happening? Why shroud it in these peculiar curiosities? Is there... some fondness for it?"

The apparent overconfidence in his question bordered on absurdity. Was this an extreme case of narcissism? I struggled to comprehend how he construed any sort of affection from my behavior.

"Are you out of your mind?" I retorted incredulously.

"It's you who's lost it. Why this incessant fawning?"

"Who's fawning...?" I mumbled under my breath.

Taera's brow furrowed at my muttered response. Just as he was about to speak, Hana's urgent shout diverted his attention.

"Everyone, halt!"

At Hana's command, Chorok instinctively hoisted his sword. The wind whipped around us, stirring the leaves into a frenzied dance, creating an ominous atmosphere. I edged closer to Jehee, a sense of foreboding creeping over me.

[The Master's mood improves, and you receive +1 charm.]




I chose to disregard the baffling status update that appeared. Delving into its meaning would only drag me into its absurdity.

Sssss...

But what was that sound? The wind died down, leaving an unsettling silence. A soft, sinister hiss reached our ears. I tensed, swallowing hard. Then, as if on cue, something plummeted from the trees above. Our group's gaze instinctively converged on the spot.

Suddenly...

"Aaargh!"

To say it resembled a mosquito would be an understatement. This was a monstrosity, the size of an adult's thigh, squirming on the ground, its grotesque head snapping viciously.

More insects, aroused by the commotion, descended with heavy thuds. It became clear: we were in the midst of a colossal mosquito nest.

The first of these abominations, its monstrous maw gaping, spewed a jet of red liquid like a water cannon.

"Argh! This is madness, damn it!"

The mere sight of the creature set off a wave of revulsion through me, compelling me to shield my face with my arms. At that precise moment, Jehee, previously clinging to my waist, leaped back nimbly, evading the creature's spewed fluid.

I latched onto the guy's shoulder, swiveling to dodge the liquid. Amidst the chaos, our party seemed to be handling the monstrosities effectively, as indicated by the constant updates in the status window. However, I was too drained to even glance at it.

[The Master's mood improves, and you receive +1 charm.]




"Does the sight of bugs unnerve you?"

"Who wouldn't be unnerved by something of this magnitude?"

Jehee laughed heartily at my tense response, while Taera reacted differently.

"What's the fuss? It's not extraordinarily large for a monster, is it?"

Not large? Was he serious?

In a moment of incredulity, I forced myself to scrutinize the monster once more. The insect-like beast boasted a vertically split mouth, its sharp teeth glaringly visible as it oscillated its jaws, readying another vile spray. The creature's size magnified the horror of its fur-covered body and numerous squirming legs, sending a chill through me.

I instantly regretted my decision to take a closer look. Had I known, I would have never ventured into this dungeon, regardless of the potential for leveling up!

Overwhelmed with regret and fear, I sought refuge by pressing my face into Jehee's shoulder. Unlike these seasoned hunters, my only brush with dungeons had been in video games. My proficiency with skills was purely accidental.

Biting back the urge to voice these thoughts, I clung to Jehee, praying our eyes wouldn't meet and etch this nightmarish image into my memory for days.

With a tsk, Jehee remarked, "If you're this terrified, perhaps you should stay put here."

Just then, a calm voice accompanied by a clicking sound of a tongue reached my ears.

The status window was a flurry of activity, displaying the flurry of skills employed by Hana and Chorok. Meanwhile, Taera's actions had gone unnoticed by me, leaving me uncertain about his current situation. Contrary to my assumption that he would be in the thick of the action like Jehee, Taera had erected a protective shield and stood comfortably behind it.

Observing him poised behind the shield, Jehee, still clasping me tightly, leaped skyward. From this elevated vantage point, my eyes met Taera's, and through the translucent barrier of his shield, our gazes locked. It seemed his annoyance stemmed more from my reliance on Jehee than from any concern for my safety.

Despite this realization, I found it impossible to break our eye contact.

The shield suddenly seemed enticing, a haven of safety. Lost in this thought, a warm breath tickled my ear, followed by a voice laced with amusement.

"Are you coming?"

The voice was so gentle, so teasing, it almost seemed like an illusion. Hesitantly, I looked up into a pair of eyes narrowed in a mischievous smile.

The dilemma presented itself clearly: seek refuge within Taera's shield or remain with Jehee. A perplexing choice indeed.

"Together..." I began, intending to suggest joining Taera, but the words faltered on my lips. It wasn't just the diminishing smile on Jehee's face that stopped me.

My gaze shifted reluctantly from Jehee, whose smile was fading into an unreadable expression. His dark eyes contrasted starkly with the scene before me, where Taera stood, his shield radiating a soft, inviting glow. I allowed myself a moment to be captivated by its allure before meeting Jehee's eyes once more.

The dilemma was clear: Lee Jehee, the game's protagonist and arguably the strongest character, presented a more reliable option, even if our bond was merely contractual. The safety promised by his white shield was undeniable, yet a sense of regret lingered.

With a resigned nod, I silently acknowledged my decision. Jehee responded with a soft chuckle, a sound that vibrated through my tense frame. Suddenly, a brilliant light enveloped me.

[Congratulations, Hunter Yeon Sunwoo! You have successfully leveled up!]




[The Master's mood improves, and you receive +1 charm.]




Blind to these notifications with my eyes shut, I couldn't help but wonder why Jehee, skilled as he was, refrained from using his abilities.
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The leveling up was a stroke of fortune, courtesy of Hana and Greenie's relentless assault on the mosquito horde. It was a peculiarly satisfying feeling.

My contribution had been minimal, merely closing my eyes and clinging to Jehee in a mix of fear and reliance. But as the chaos subsided, I opened my eyes to find Jehee standing there, his gaze fixed on me with a look of bemusement. Our eyes met, an unspoken understanding passing between us.

Caught in Jehee's gaze, I tilted my head, perplexed by his expression. Mirroring my action, he tilted his head too, his lips curving into a playful, enigmatic smile. Intrigued by this silent exchange, I turned slightly, only to find that we were the focus of all eyes around us, each pair reflecting a mix of emotions.

Feeling a surge of self-consciousness, I made a feeble attempt to appear nonchalant as I subtly distanced myself from Jehee.

"Check the information window," Jehee suggested, his voice carrying a relaxed, almost indifferent tone.

Following his prompt, I accessed the information window, and there it was, a testament to my progress: Level 53! 

I had indeed leveled up, a small victory amidst the chaos and uncertainty.


CHAPTER 19

INTO THE UNKNOWN


"I never realized you could advance in levels even in a C-class dungeon," I muttered under my breath.

If only Baek Taera weren't so relentlessly counting the seconds beside me, my joy would have been unmarred. I shot him a fleeting, dismissive glance, then refocused on the glowing information screen.

Though I'm loath to admit it, the thrill was overwhelming. My face betrayed my ecstasy, unable to mask the exhilaration that made my heart race like the true hero of this tale.

[Achievement Unlocked: 'Exhilarating Excitement'. 'Thrill' has been added to your status transition settings.]




Gaining a new skill and leveling up simultaneously! But how had the original Yeon Seon-Woo managed to live without achieving this until now? Perhaps his emotions had been somewhat stunted?

I endeavored to temper my expression, struggling to maintain composure. Am I truly morphing into the game's protagonist? A hero revered and admired, a magnet for women's affections…

"What skill have you just gained?"

My heart, previously alight with exhilaration, plummeted. The unexpected soft voice near my ear made me jerk my head up, only to find myself too close to an unsettlingly handsome face—a living example of what it means to be a protagonist in this world.

Sometimes, even a mere face can jolt you back to reality. A bitter taste lingered in my mouth.

"How did you know?" I asked, my voice losing its enthusiasm, as he subtly gestured towards the air with his eyes. It must have been this accursed ring that informed him through the status window, though he seemed unaware of the specifics.

"It's nothing significant, just a new setting value I've acquired."

"Did you get it by leveling up?"

"Sort of like that."

[Warning: Master's mood has deteriorated, resulting in a -1 to Favorability.]




The commotion seemed trivial. A frown creased my brow, puzzled at his annoyance, when suddenly my chin was seized, forcing my gaze upward.

Jehee's grip, more intimidating than the blade of a furious Taera, captured my chin, compelling me to meet his eyes. His black leather glove felt cool against my skin, rendering me momentarily speechless.

"Give me a proper answer," he demanded.

"..."

"Answer."

His authoritative tone, eclipsing all other thoughts, prompted me to look at him. Finally, in a faint voice, I mumbled, "It appears that directly experiencing certain emotions or states turns them into setting values."

"What's the new one you acquired?"

"…Thrill."

Only then did he release my chin. As I rubbed the spot where his grip had been, I shot him an annoyed glance, only to catch him making a thoughtful noise. Then, his eyes curved into a cunning smile.

That spelled trouble.

"Were you really that elated about leveling up?" he asked with a smirk.

"…No, I wasn't," I responded, trailing off.

"Sure, let's assume you weren't," he said, half-mocking.

"I genuinely wasn't!" I insisted.

His quick wit was undeniable.

Even as I verbally denied it, I subtly edged away. Around us, others who had been tending to their gear or sipping potions began to stir, preparing to move. Hana gestured towards a particular direction, addressing the group.

"Now, we should venture into that cave. Everyone, prepare yourselves."

A cave...

As we left the forest behind, a massive cave entrance loomed before us. While everyone busied themselves with final status checks before advancing, I inwardly prayed we wouldn’t have to enter that foreboding cave. Its dark, lightless entrance seemed particularly menacing.

Yet, it seemed our path was set. I couldn't help but let out a deep sigh.

Taera's interruption, as he prodded me from behind, caught me off guard. Turning around, I was met with his stoic expression, his arms crossed.

"Hey," he said simply.

Curious, I asked, "What is it?"

"Do that thing again," he requested.

"Which thing?"

"That thing you did before, the refreshing one."

Was he referring to the Refresh skill?

Taera's gaze shifted away, his face rigid, seemingly unaccustomed to asking for help. Despite his sullen demeanor, he still managed to look striking, prompting me to openly gaze at him in admiration.

Feigning indifference, he rolled his eyes and squinted, as if to mask his embarrassment.

Such a temper.

"If you dislike it, just say so. Why the stare?" he huffed.

"Why are you irritated?" I tilted my head, perplexed. "I was just admiring you for being handsome. Really."

"…What?"

Truth be told, Taera's features were more pretty than rugged, but I avoided using 'pretty' knowing he wouldn't appreciate it. Swiftly changing the topic, I readied the skill.

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has activated the support skill 'Refresh'.]




Releasing the mana, a cool, invigorating sensation coursed through me, dissipating fatigue and infusing a sense of vitality.

"It's quite pleasant. Not overly powerful, but it's like the relief of sinking into fresh sheets after a shower."

"Hmm. It's not the kind of sensation you'd expect in a dungeon," Taera remarked.

It was clear they appreciated the skill. Their reactions were a testament to it.

"If we could convert this into a one-time buff item for sale, it could be lucrative... You don't possess a crafting skill, do you?" he inquired.

Taera, ever the entrepreneur of the Yeolmu Guild, was always scheming to monetize abilities.

"No, I lack that skill."

"Well, figures. Your level is just 52," he said with a dismissive shrug.

His tactless commentary was grating. Even the word 'only' felt like a slight.

"It's 53 now," I corrected.

"52 or 53, it hardly matters without a crafting skill."

I bit back the urge to ask if he had the skill, just in case he did.

"Enough of this. Let's move on," Jehee interjected, slicing through the idle chatter. 

Were we really about to venture into that bleak, daunting cave?

Casting a wary eye towards the cave's dark maw, I then sneaked a peek at Jehee. He was gazing into the distance, his expression a mix of boredom and irritation, but his eyes shifted, seemingly catching my glance.

"What's up?" Jehee inquired, catching my hesitant gaze.

I quickly shook my head. "…Nothing."

"Are you frightened?"

I swiftly denied it. "No, I'm not."

Jehee offered a reassuring smile. "If you're scared, I can hold your hand."

His hand, clad in the leather glove, reached out towards me. At this, I involuntarily recoiled, my face contorting in distaste. Unfazed, he simply shrugged and lowered his hand, as if saying, 'alright, suit yourself.'

Hana had already started to lead the way, with Taera vigilantly following. I trailed behind Jehee.

Taera, walking beside me, murmured under his breath, "Coward. If it were me, I'd have accepted his hand. You never know what's lurking in there."

His words made me second-guess my decision. Perhaps I should have accepted Jehee's offer.

With a surge of nerves, I followed the group into the cave, my gaze flitting around apprehensively. The last thing I wanted was to stumble upon any unsettling, skittering insects.

[image: ]


My scream echoed through the dungeon.

"Does he have to be so loud?" Taera grumbled, clearly annoyed by my reaction.

"Aah, aah!" My panic didn't subside.

Taera's earlier comments were lost on me. How could I remain composed when faced with person-sized moths flitting around, releasing a strange powder and shooting thread-like substances? It was a scene straight out of a nightmare.

[Party member 'Kim Hana' has activated the attack skill 'Bee Sting'.]




[The 'Bee Sting' effect has inflicted 'Fear' on the surrounding monsters.]




Hana, with her usual calm demeanor, observed, "It looks like that bug transformed into these."

Her S-rank composure was alien to me. While I had been frantically dodging the monsters and eventually cowering in a corner, she remained unfazed.

"The monster isn't particularly strong, but it's troublesome due to their numbers," Jehee noted, nonchalantly dusting off his hands before unleashing his skill.

[Party leader 'Lee Jehee' has activated the attack skill 'Phoenix'.]




A colossal firebird materialized, its beak wide open, and began to ravage the cave. The moth-like monsters were swiftly consumed by the flames, resulting in a thick plume of black smoke.

[Party leader ''Lee Jehee' has defeated 'Giant Cave Moth'.]




[Party leader ''Lee Jehee' has defeated 'Giant Cave Moth'.]




[Party leader 'Jehee' has defeated 'Giant Cave Moth'.]




[(......)]




As the moths fell one after another, Jehee's expression soured at the pungent smell of burning that filled the cave. He waved his hand, as if trying to dissipate the smoke.

[Party leader ''Lee Jehee' deactivates the attack skill 'Phoenix'.]




[Party leader ''Lee Jehee' activates the attack skill 'Ice Tree'.]




Jehee, evidently disturbed by the lingering stench of smoke, promptly shifted his strategy. The fiery phoenix, which had been tearing through the moth monsters with its incendiary claws and beak, vanished. In its stead, icy trees erupted from the ground at a breathtaking pace. Their branches, like sentient tendrils, skewered the immobilized moths, which had been rendered motionless by Hana's 'Fear' skill. The creatures quickly amassed into a grotesque mound of lifeless forms.

[Party member 'Han Chorok' activates the attack skill 'Gravity Slash'.]




[Party member 'Han Chorok' defeats a 'Giant Cave Moth'.]




[(......)]




Chorok, a short distance away, was in a frenzied battle of his own. His sword arced through the air with ferocity, leaving a trail of moth corpses in his wake. Yet, despite our combined efforts, the swarm of moths seemed inexhaustible, their numbers undiminished.


CHAPTER 20

APPEARANCE OF NIGHTMARE


As we first stepped into the cave, I had the impression it was devoid of life. However, the moment I lowered my guard, Jehee's Light item cast a revealing glow, unveiling creatures that, camouflaged against the cave walls, erupted into flight. It was a nightmarish tableau I hoped never to see again.

[Party member 'Kim Hana' activates the attack skill 'Sure Shot'.]




[Party member 'Han Chorok' activates the attack skill 'Sword Wind'.]




[Party leader 'Lee Jehee' activates the attack skill 'Wind Breath'.]




The cave transformed into a maelstrom of chaos as our party unleashed a torrent of skills. Winds, sharpened to a razor's edge, screamed in every direction; arrows poured down like a relentless storm, and in the midst of this tumult, Chorok, ever the wild one, danced his deadly swordplay.

[Party member 'Baek Taera' activates the support skill 'Efficiency Enhancement'.]




[The 'Efficiency Enhancement' skill boosts the attack power and movement speed of the party members.]




[Party member 'Baek Taera' activates the support skill 'Healer's Touch'.]




[Under the 'Healer's Touch' skill, the party members experience continuous health regeneration.]




Even Taera, who until then had remained an observer, sprang into action, deploying his skills. His intervention accelerated our monster-slaying pace, and soon, the onslaught of creatures began to thin noticeably.

"Hey, are you just going to stand there forever?" Taera, who had been fervently casting support skills at the forefront, spun around. 

The cave, illuminated as bright as day by Jehee's Light item, highlighted the scorn in his gaze directed at me. However, his look of disdain wasn't enough to spur me into action.

"I might as well be invisible here."

"You're racking up experience points without lifting a finger, and now you complain? Aren't you going to join in?"

"I'm a rock, a mere rolling stone in this cave."

"Rock, indeed."

That's right, I'm the rock, and you're the thick-headed one. Just leave this unresponsive stone be. I tuned out Baek Taera, embodying someone utterly deaf to the world.

Jehee cut in. "Just ignore him. It's a miracle he's not knocked out yet."

Hearing a hint of amusement in his tone, I shot Jehee a sharp look. While the ever-active Chorok and Hana whirled about, he remained stationary, content with just deploying his skills. Nonetheless, he had an air of self-satisfaction, probably because his magic had accounted for over half of the fallen monsters.

"It looks like we've nearly cleared it out." Hana, joining us, gestured towards the now-open path deeper into the cave. 

Taera, feeling slighted by the lack of support from his allies, turned his head away abruptly. 

He's behaving like a petulant child. Maybe this will help him cool down.

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' activates the support skill 'Refresh'.]




As I cast Taera's preferred Refresh skill, he finally looked back with a somewhat softened expression. I offered him an awkward smile, hoping to defuse any lingering tension.

"Let's keep moving and take them down as we go."

Hana, following Chorok's lead as he continued his unrestrained swordplay at the front, rallied the party. 

Taera, still feigning sulkiness, beckoned us with a flick of his fingers. 

As I rose to my feet, Jehee motioned for me to join him. "Come over here."

"Right!"

I realized the safest spot was nestled between Baek Taera and Jehee. Hurrying to my designated place, the party gradually resumed its advance.

"Such disloyalty," Taera muttered under his breath.

"That comment wasn't meant for me, right?" I asked, half-joking.

"Who else here embodies disloyalty as you do?" he retorted.

"But coming from Baek Taera, that seems a bit rich..."

How could he, notorious for dissolving a party over minor disagreements and turning former comrades to foes, have the audacity to lecture about loyalty?

"What about me then?"

"People often fail to see their true selves. I understand."

Hana, leading the way ahead of us, couldn't help but let out a soft chuckle. Her laughter echoed off the cave walls, drawing a raised eyebrow from Taera.

"Hey, don't laugh at that!"

"I wasn't laughing," she replied, her face straight.

Despite having clearly seen her giggle, Hana denied it flatly. Her poker face redirected Taera's suspicious gaze towards me, the usual suspect.

Amidst our playful bickering, we continued forward, the cave's ceiling arching higher above us. We followed the straight path until it opened into a large, circular area under a vast dome-like ceiling.

The cavern's round expanse, sealed at the rear, signified the end of our path. To anyone familiar with such adventures, it unmistakably resembled the arena for a final boss confrontation.

"This must be the last area to clear," Hana observed, pausing to dispatch her mouse scouts across the vast space. These tiny creatures, her loyal scouts, had been with us since we first stepped into the cave.

"It's starting." Her words, spoken with a hint of weariness, were the prelude to the sudden tremor that rocked the ground. 

I struggled to maintain my balance, teetering until Jehee's firm grasp on my arm steadied me. Raising my eyes from the quivering earth, I watched as a sinister black mist began to coalesce in the center of the chamber, slowly taking form.

The sudden system notification jolted us.

[A nightmare monster 'Nightmare (S-Rank)' has appeared.]




[With the arrival of 'Nightmare', the 'Time of Nightmares' begins.]




[Special Clear Quest: End the 'Time of Nightmares' and clear the dungeon!]




From the swirling black mist, a humanoid monster with two horns and a sinuous tail emerged. It resembled a human in its basic shape, but its purplish skin, glowing red eyes, and a grotesquely wide mouth tearing to its cheeks marked it as unmistakably otherworldly.

"What? An S-rank? In a C-rank dungeon boss fight?"

"Something's off here!"

"Brace yourselves, it's coming!"

Taera's voice trembled with alarm as Hana swiftly notched an arrow. 

Chorok, signaling readiness, positioned himself protectively in front of us, sword aloft. 

Confusion rampant, Jehee enveloped me in a protective hold.

[The nightmare monster 'Nightmare' activates the attack skill 'Nightmare's Roar'.]




[Party member 'Baek Taera' activates the defense skill 'Healer's Sacrifice'.]


[A mana-based shield is formed by 'Healer's Sacrifice'.]




[The shield from 'Healer's Sacrifice' is shattered by 'Nightmare's Roar'.]




"Ugh!" the party collectively groaned.

"...Baek Taera!"

The Nightmare's ferocious attack was thwarted by an invisible yet impenetrable shield. In that very moment, Taera, his mana draining to an ominous zero, clutched at his eyes, his legs wobbling beneath him.

The 'Healer's Sacrifice,' a signature defensive maneuver unique to healers, utilized the caster's mana to absorb an equivalent measure of damage. The disintegration of such a shield indicated that Baek Taera had exhausted his mana reserves completely.

Consequently, the skill that had been our beacon of light in the dark abyss ceased. This was the reason why Taera's eyes, now shrouded in darkness, lost their usual spark, staring blankly into the void.

"Are you okay?!" I darted towards Taera, his form teetering on the edge of collapse, and encircled his shoulders with my arm. Just then, a spectacle of blue light burst forth before us, painting the scene in an ethereal glow.

[Party member 'Kim Hana' unlocks her awakening trait.]




[The Divine Archer, Dongmyeong the Strong, reveals himself.]




[The Divine Archer, Dongmyeong the Strong, unleashes the awakening skill 'First Strike of the Army's Banner'.]




Enveloped in a cyclone of blue luminescence, Hana's eyes transformed, her pupils adopting the color of the deepest oceans. Before her materialized a crossbow of celestial magnificence, its glow a testament to its power.

As Hana, now levitating amidst the swirling azure, positioned herself upon the crossbow's stirrup, her frame stretched like a bowstring at its limit. A spectral arrow, infused with the essence of the blue energy, appeared, ready to unleash its fury. The concentrated energy, now resembling a celestial boulder, hurtled forward as Hana released the bowstring. The arrow, a comet trailing a ribbon of sapphire light, impaled the Nightmare's abdomen with lethal precision.

[Nightmare monster 'Nightmare' suffers a catastrophic wound.]




[Party member 'Han Chorok' initiates the secret technique 'Moonlight Slash'.]




"Chorok, no!"

In a heartbeat, the tide of battle shifted.

While I steadied Taera, Hana, in a majestic display of power, unleashed her awakening skill upon the Nightmare. In tandem, Chorok, ever the bold warrior, readied his secret technique. 

Jehee, assisting me in supporting Baek Taera, wore an expression of deep concern, his eyes reflecting a turmoil I hadn't witnessed in our week-long journey together.

[Nightmare summons the attack skill 'Nightmare's Dominion'.]




"Chorok!"

Hana, our team's stalwart ranged damage dealer, and Chorok, the intrepid melee fighter, were at starkly different vantages in the battlefield. Chorok, in his audacious charge towards Nightmare to deploy his secret technique, had ventured perilously close to the beast. The gravest concern was that Nightmare, even in its grievously wounded state, remained a formidable adversary.

As Hana's cry, laden with a mix of fear and determination, pierced the air, Nightmare's unleashed skill enveloped Chorok in its malevolent embrace.

[Han Chorok's attempt to launch 'Moonlight Slash' is thwarted.]




[Han Chorok succumbs to the 'Sleep' status effect under 'Nightmare's Dominion'.]




[Han Chorok is rendered helpless in the fray.]





CHAPTER 21

FACING REALITY


"It can't be...!" 

The words "Combat Incapable" on the status window paralyzed me. I stood frozen, unable to believe it. As a proper supporter, I should have quickly activated my status abnormality removal skill. Instead, I could only stare in shock as Han Chorok collapsed.

I was just an ordinary person, barely proficient with support skills. In a game, you can swiftly use a potion or a skill to save a character in combat incapacity. But reality proved starkly different. My mind went blank, incapable of even considering my next move.

Jehee, who had been safeguarding Baek Taera beside me, acted with the speed of a shooting star. He darted to Chorok, who lay on the ground, then swiftly returned to us. Hana, newly awakened, rose with Baek Taera's assistance. Their exchanged glances with Jehee were grave. 

Hana's gaze then turned to me, heavy with seriousness. "Seonwoo, can you run?"

"Y-yes!"

"Follow us!"

I heaved myself up, following Hana's urgent command. The eerie howls of beasts echoed from behind, sending shivers down my spine and making my hair stand on end.

We fled through the cave, its floor littered with butterfly corpses, marking our exit from the final clear location.

Our attempt to clear the C-rank dungeon had ended, not in triumph, but in bitter failure.

[image: ]


Upon reaching the forest's entrance from the cave, Baek Taera, freed from Hana's aid, quickly retrieved a mana potion from his inventory and consumed it.

As the mana surged within him, his previously unfocused black eyes shifted to a calming shade of gray. Those gray eyes, far from ordinary, had once seemed somewhat off-putting to me, but now, in our moment of need, they appeared unexpectedly reassuring.

Baek Taera's question, tinged with frustration, hung in the air: "Why did an S-rank boss appear in a C-rank dungeon?" But no one had an answer; instead, we all focused on Han Chorok, who lay motionless on the ground. Joining in the collective concern, I decided to take action.

"Give me some space," I urged, gently nudging Jehee aside. I reached for Han Chorok's hand, which lay limply on the ground, and raised it without hesitation.

[Party member 'Jehee' is preparing the support skill 'Status Ailment Removal.' Please select the status ailment to be removed.]




As the status message indicated the skill's preparation, a selection window appeared. From the brief list, I chose 'Sleep.'

[Party member 'Jehee' has activated the support skill 'Status Ailment Removal.' 'Sleep' status selected for removal.]




[The caster's skill cannot remove the status ailment of 'Han Chorok.']




A heavy silence descended. My mind raced with questions: Why isn't the ailment being removed? Is my level insufficient? What's going to happen to Chorok? The message of failure left me dumbstruck, a sentiment echoed in the shocked faces of my party members. Despite the grim situation, I persisted, desperately trying to activate the skill again.

[The caster's skill cannot remove the status ailment of 'Han Chorok.']




[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has failed to remove the status ailment.]




[The caster's skill cannot remove the status ailment of 'Han Chorok.']




[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has failed to remove the status ailment.]




[The caster's skill cannot remove the status ailment of 'Han Chorok.']




[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has failed to remove the status ailment.]




[(......)]




Regrettably, the message window showed nothing but a relentless sequence of failures. Yet, surrender was not an option.

Thrust into this unfamiliar world, my life had been unremarkable, and this dungeon presented my first genuine challenge. I had never seen real pain or death before. Maybe, until now, I had treated everything too much like a game.

Han Chorok, standing before me, was a living, breathing human, not just a character on a screen. This was a problem I couldn't just ignore.

[The caster's skill cannot remove the status ailment of 'Han Chorok.']




[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has failed to remove the status ailment.]




[The caster's skill cannot remove the status ailment of 'Han Chorok.']




[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has failed to remove the status ailment.]




[(......)]




"Please, stop."

"But..."

"Yeon Seonwoo," he implored.

"What about Han Chorok?"

"If we stop now, what will become of him? There has to be another supporter, someone stronger than me. We must find them..."

"I won't let Chorok die. Let's not worry, and calm down for now," he reassured. Jehee, with a firm hand on my shoulder, met my gaze with calm assurance. His voice, as leisurely as a flowing stream, sounded casual yet was laced with confidence.

He was Jehee, the man who had shaped his desired future through countless regressions, ready to do it all over again if necessary. He was the hero who bore the weight of this world's salvation, the true protagonist.

Only then did I let go of the hand I had been clutching so desperately, taking a step back. Taera, who had been observing silently from a distance, also moved closer. A burst of silver light emanated from his body, his previously gray eyes shifted to red, and a white cloak unfurled behind him, bearing the character '救命' (rescue).

[Party member 'Baek Taera' is activating his awakening ability.]




[The God, Hwata, appears.]




[The God, Hwata, activates the awakening skill 'God's Vision Chapter 1 - Diagnosis.']




Anxiously, we awaited Taera's diagnosis. Eventually, the silver light surrounding him waned, and his eyes returned to their original gray. Brushing back his disheveled pink hair from his weary face, he spoke with a somber tone. "He's not dead. There's no physical harm. It seems he's fallen into a deep sleep due to a status ailment."

Though relieved he wasn't dead, the news still unsettled us, casting a hush over our group. Even Baek Taera, usually so imposing, remained silent.

In this weighted silence, Jehee was the one to break it. "Let's stop our dungeon exploration and leave for now. Our first priority is finding a way to wake Chorok."

Hana's input was both unexpected and insightful. The urgency called for thoughtful planning rather than rash decisions. Her perspective added a new layer of complexity to our challenge.

"That's true. Leaving now will reset the dungeon. We can't be sure we'll encounter the same boss upon returning. And if Chorok disappears before we find a way to wake him, we'll lose any lead," Hana said, her voice tinged with gravity.

Reflecting on this, I realized it mirrored the mechanics of a game. Exiting a dungeon without defeating the boss meant a reset, with no assurance of the same conditions upon return. This was especially problematic in our current scenario: a C-rank dungeon with an S-rank boss, a rare and challenging anomaly.

Jehee met Hana's gaze, his expression turning to one of thoughtful determination after a moment of contemplation.

Her eyes, sharp and resolute, turned towards the cave's entrance.  "I'll remain in the dungeon. You all go outside and look for a way to awaken Chorok. If you're unsuccessful, bring him back here. Once we conquer that monster, Chorok should awaken." 

Baek Taera's casual remark cut through the tension, "Well then, count me in. I can't leave this bizarre dungeon without a healer, right, Hana?"

Hana's faint smile in response to Baek Taera's words conveyed a deep trust in him.

Their collective gaze shifted to Jehee, seeking his approval. Their eyes radiated confidence, a testament to their belief in Jehee's abilities to revive Han Chorok or, if needed, confront the formidable monster.

Their bond was palpable, so cohesive that an outsider like myself felt unable to interject.

"Alright. I'll return soon with Chorok. We'll do this together," Jehee declared decisively.

At Jehee's words, broad smiles broke across Hana and Taera's faces.

I observed them in silence, the realization dawning that this world was no longer a mere game to me. It had morphed into a reality where danger lurked at every turn, and the lives of those close to me hung in the balance.

Feeling the weight of this newfound reality, I covered my mouth with my hand, closed my eyes briefly, gathering my resolve, and then reopened them, ready to face the challenges ahead.


PART FOUR
THE DREAMER



CHAPTER 22

DREAMER'S REALM


Leaving behind Hana and Taera's concerns, Jehee drove to the creature's residence with a sense of purpose. He effortlessly carried the unconscious Chorok, who was roughly his height, and gently laid him down on an empty bed in the guest room. I stood by, feeling somewhat lost and unsure of my role in this situation, merely observing.

Yet, this didn't mean there was nothing for me to do. Before leaving the house to gather information on Nightmares or to find someone capable of curing the status ailment, Jehee asked me to monitor Han Chorok's condition.

With Jehee's departure, a profound silence enveloped the house. The only sounds punctuating the quiet were my occasional movements and the subtle rhythm of Han Chorok's breathing.

In the oppressive silence, I studied his face, eerily still as if lifeless. Previously, I only saw him with furrowed brows, clutching a knife, but now, his face retained a hint of youthful innocence. To someone who only knew him from the game, his real face appeared oddly unfamiliar.

Was this incident a wake-up call, urging me to grasp the situation's seriousness? I had been too casual, treating this as merely a game world. Over a month since my arrival, and it still didn't resonate as reality, revealing my lack of realism.

In the game, I could restart when things went awry, but I've learned reality doesn't conform to those rules. Here, the only person with that power was Lee Jehee.

If he takes his own life...

I might have felt less burdened if it had occurred in a dungeon Jehee had coerced him into. Yet, regardless of circumstances, it was a dungeon I entered for my own reasons. In there, I was useless, like a fool.

Shouldn't I act now? Do everything in my power. Standing idly by, lost in thought, wasn’t an option.

"Why are you just standing there?"

I knew who it was the moment the front door opened and footsteps headed directly toward this room.

Jehee, having just returned, leaned against the door, his gaze lingering on Chorok. His face was etched with fatigue, his voice rough and subdued, a stark contrast to his usual deliberate speech.

Was this weariness recent, or had it built up over repeated regressions? This thought sparked a twinge of empathy for him, who might face another regression. He, who repeatedly put himself in dire straits...

"Lee Jehee," I called out.

At my gentle call, he shifted his gaze to me. It was the first time I had addressed Jehee by name instead of "Master" or "Hunter." Such was my desperation.

"There's something I want to try."

"..."

"My level is low, so the outcome might not be as expected, and I might fail. But I still want to give it my all."

Jehee remained silent, just gazing at me with dark, intense eyes. After a long pause, he finally spoke, his voice, laden with exhaustion, breaking sharply. "How much do you think I can trust what you say in this situation?"

...So he doesn't trust me. 

Understandable, considering we've only known each other for a week. Expecting trust so soon would be unreasonable.

I nodded. "That's true. I get it. We can't exactly read each other's minds."

"..."

"Any success on your end?"

"A different supporter is arriving tomorrow afternoon. If that doesn't work, there are still other options."

Securing a supporter with the skills to counter an S-class monster's status ailments is challenging. Firstly, the number of people with a supporter class is limited, and among them, high-grade ones are exceedingly rare.

Then, as Hana suggested, our only option might be to defeat an S-class monster. If we can quickly form a team and succeed in clearing the dungeon, Chorok will recover.

And if we fail, Jehee is ready to regress, committed to saving Chorok, even at the cost of his own life. Restarting from the beginning is hardly an ideal option for him, but he's willing to do it for Chorok.

Han Chorok would be touched to know this. The thought unexpectedly made me laugh.

"Then, before you resort to your method, may I try mine? There’s nothing to lose. I assure you, I have no intention of harming Chorok. Given my low level and my role as a supporter, I couldn’t cause harm even if I wanted to. Isn't that why you sought me out?"

Jehee didn’t voice any objections, but his piercing gaze lingered on me, as if scrutinizing my true intentions. He gradually stood up from leaning against the door frame and walked over with a measured pace.

"Explain your method. I’m listening."

Encouraged by his return to a formal tone, I quickly lifted the information display restriction on the information window. Since we were still in a party, it seemed appropriate.

"Please, take a look at my skill window."

[Party leader 'Lee Jehee' is viewing 'Yeon Seonwoo’s' information.]




As I brought up my skill window, I glanced at the familiar notification message. My gaze drifted down to the skill name at the bottom.

"It’s a skill I recently acquired. This will be my first attempt using it."

"..."

"I believe it’s worth a shot."

Lee Jehee stood with his arms crossed, his fingers tapping rhythmically as if immersed in deep thought. I observed him anxiously, though I strived to maintain a relaxed demeanor.

"Dreamer..." he muttered.

It was a success. My smile grew confident as his voice echoed, casual yet deliberate. Lee Jehee was convinced. It was a permission granted not out of trust, but as a gamble. Nonetheless, achieving my aim was all that mattered.

[image: ]


The skill 'Dreamer' came into my possession on the day Jehee forcibly brought me here. Overwhelmed by the realization that I had indeed entered another world, I hadn't properly explored its capabilities. Since then, it had slipped my mind, never receiving a second glance.

[Active Skill: Dreamer]




[Level 1 Effect - Establishes a connection with the dream of a sleeping target.]




[Level 2 Effect - Allows you to craft a specific dream for the sleeping target. (Unavailable due to level restrictions)]




[Condition: The skill ‘Dreamer’ can only be activated on a target affected by the ‘Sleep’ status ailment.]




While Jehee momentarily stepped away, I scrutinized the skill, seeking to understand why Chorok's status ailment remained unaltered. It was the only action I could take in this harrowing situation.

That's when I stumbled upon ‘Dreamer’. An unfamiliar and unexpected find, it offered a glimmer of hope amidst the despair.

"I probably won't be able to sustain it for long. The skill drains a significant amount of mana."

"That's true. It does consume more mana than most skills."

"Yes, and that’s why I'm uncertain about what I can achieve in the limited time. I might end up accomplishing nothing, but... I'm determined to give it my all."

Lee Jehee's responses were characteristically brief. However, unusually, his reticence didn't unsettle me. My mind was too preoccupied to register such nuances.

With a mix of determination and anxiety, I took Chorok's hand. Its warmth suggested he was merely deep in slumber, whispering to me not to lose hope.

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' has activated the support skill ‘Dreamer’.]




[Yeon Seonwoo, we wish you a successful journey.]




A successful journey, huh?

The status message's odd wording left me momentarily stunned, but before I could express my bewilderment, drowsiness overtook me. The activation of the skill had swiftly induced sleep.

I wanted to voice my frustration, but the overwhelming heaviness of my eyelids won. My head sagged forward as darkness swiftly enveloped my sight.
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The first sensation I experienced in this bizarre realm was the movement of my fingers, like suddenly awakening from a deep slumber with a mind crystal clear.

Upon regaining consciousness, a cacophony of voices filled my ears. Curious, I opened my eyes to an extraordinary scene.

Is this... inside Han Chorok's dream?

I found myself in the midst of a circular staircase spiraling endlessly into the unknown. Looking around, I was met with dim walls projecting scenes reminiscent of an old movie, casting hazy images akin to snippets of a film.

This explained the noise that greeted me upon awakening. The sounds from each scene overlapped, creating a dissonant symphony.

That must be Han Chorok.

As I examined the images on the walls, it became clear that the central figure in these blurry vignettes was consistently the same person. There were depictions of a very young Chorok, barely recognizable, a slightly older version, and finally, him as he is now.

I was indeed inside Chorok's dream.

With this realization, I shifted my gaze from the wall and peered up the staircase. It spiraled upwards endlessly, mirroring its downward counterpart. This place was nothing more than the staircase and the walls reflecting Chorok's life.

It seemed evident that I needed to descend this infinite staircase. I let out a brief sigh and began to move slowly. Gradually, my pace quickened, and soon I was almost running down the stairs, barely glancing at the images.

"There's no time."

Thankfully, the space wasn't shrouded in darkness. The light reflecting off the walls provided enough illumination to navigate the steps safely.


CHAPTER 23

RACE AGAINST TIME


Is this the remnants of a dream or the dream itself? The transition from the youthful Han Chorok to the adult version reveals various appearances. These resemble a movie of someone's life. It felt like secretly glimpsing into someone's life and thoughts. This prompted me to avert my focus. If someone delved too deeply into my life, I would feel uncomfortable.

Wouldn't it be unwelcome to dream about being by Lee Jehee's side until death? That's why I focused on the stairs, hastening my descent. I kept descending, feeling like an eternity. Yet, the monotonous scenery slowly filled me with dread.

I began to wonder if I should have been ascending instead. Anxiety overwhelmed me, and I halted to glance back. Suddenly, my legs weakened, and my energy drained. I nearly stumbled but steadied myself against the wall.

What's happening?

The moment was disorienting. Sitting on the stairs, I checked my body, biting my lip at the inexplicable occurrence. Had I not experienced something similar before? Like the first time I exhausted all my mana putting Jehee to sleep, the symptoms mirrored that day.

Could it be that I had depleted all my mana already? 

This troubling thought arose, considering the 'Dreamer' skill's high mana consumption. It seemed a real possibility. I hadn't even begun my task. Must I now give up and deactivate the skill?

I remembered that when mana depletes, it's the life force, not physical strength, that diminishes. When mana hits zero, it's not health but lifespan that reduces.

Furrowing his brows, he wondered what to do next, when a faint light emanated from his body and his energy returned.

Could it be... did Jehee do something?

It seemed unlikely for me to suddenly feel energized; undoubtedly, Jehee had intervened from the outside.

Gradually regaining strength, I leaned against the wall to stand up and looked down at my hands. They were empty, yet felt full of power. Clenching my fists, I began to move his legs again with renewed vigor.

Before I became immobilized again, I needed to find out what had happened to Han Chorok, if only that. Fortunately, since it was a dream, I could run without getting out of breath, and I planned to do so as long as time allowed.

"Hey, Han Chorok! Chorok, you bastard! Where are you?!"

Desperately, I called out Han Chorok's name in a continuous, frantic stream as I rushed down the seemingly endless flight of stairs. Each step did little to alleviate the grip of anxiety that clung to me, transforming this descent into a nightmarish journey through an abyss of uncertainty.
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The room, meticulously prepared for guests, had never truly expected to accommodate anyone. Jehee found himself perched on the edge of the bed, gazing down at the two slumbering figures, an unexpected surprise coursing through him.

Chorok's visage was one he knew well, having witnessed it daily. Counting every instance of Chorok's regressions, he had spent more time with that face than Chorok had lived in total.

Shifting his attention from the intimately familiar Chorok, Jehee observed the person lying beside him, their face partially obscured by an arm. The closed eyes belonged to the most unfamiliar countenance he had ever encountered in his long and monotonous existence.

Seonwoo was a person of great emotional depth. Despite his attempts to conceal his feelings, his subtly arched eyebrows often gave away his thoughts. His features, while unremarkable, possessed a certain cleanliness, yet his ever-changing expressions negated that impression. His round, light brown eyes exuded a vibrant energy, conveying an array of emotions. They could appear fierce, especially when he narrowed them in irritation.

It was akin to a small white puppy baring its teeth and growling, a humorous individual who wielded sharp words with a stern expression but then softened with sweet words. To Jehee, Seonwoo was precisely that. Like a puppy ready to erupt into frenzied barking, yet ultimately yielding, tucking its tail, and settling beside him with an air of acquiescence, pressing its warm body against him.

That's precisely what made him intriguing.

Over the passage of countless years, heavy and substantial emotions had settled at the deepest recesses of his heart. To Jehee, the emotions of joy, anger, sorrow, and pleasure held little importance. What truly mattered was whether he found solace in the current reality shaped by the intricate web of cause and effect, nothing more.

Yet, the curiosity that persistently clawed its way through that solid emotional barrier, even if just slightly, brought a glimmer of joy to Jehee. This time was no exception. Seonwoo, who often seemed inclined to avoid everything, had cast upon him a gaze of unwavering determination. It marked a departure from his customary behavior of averting his eyes with an uneasy expression.

The reason why the image of those tender, light brown eyes, so distinct from their usual demeanor, continued to linger in his thoughts was perhaps precisely because of that contrast.

A supporter solely for me...

Someone dedicated to me alone, my confidant.

Amidst the complex emotions stirred by that phrase, Jehee cast a gentle smile upon the slumbering Seonwoo.

[Warning: Servant 'Seonwoo's' mana is dropping to dangerous levels. Please attend to your servant as the master!]




[Warning: Servant 'Seonwoo's' mana is dropping to dangerous levels. Please attend to your servant as the master!]




[Warning: Servant 'Seonwoo's' mana is dropping to dangerous levels. Please attend to your servant as the master!]




[(......)]




As if sounding the alarm, a crimson status window incessantly flashed, drawing Jehee's attention to Seonwoo's dire condition. It had been an exceedingly long while since he had witnessed such a dire warning. There had been no recent events that would justify such a perilous status message for Seonwoo.

His gaze instinctively darted to the wristwatch on his arm. A mere thirty minutes had elapsed, and yet Seonwoo's state had deteriorated significantly. After a brief moment of contemplation, Jehee extended his hand into the air and clenched it into a fist. In his palm, a vial of mana potion materialized.

But how was he to administer this elixir to someone in the throes of slumber?

Jehee regarded Seonwoo with a furrowed brow. The serene, untroubled face of the sleeping figure showed no indication of stirring. If he didn't rouse soon, Seonwoo would meet an unfortunate fate.

Alternating his gaze between the mana potion cradled in his hand and Seonwoo, Jehee released a brief sigh. With measured steps, he rose from his seated position and approached where Seonwoo lay face down.

Seonwoo's hand rested atop Han Chorok's. Moving cautiously, Jehee lifted Seonwoo without disturbing their connected hands and gently made him lean against his shoulder.

Exhausted from slumber, Seonwoo's head tilted towards Jehee's chest, his lips slightly parted. Observing this in silence, Jehee felt an unusual tension course through his muscles. Then, as if sensing his hesitation, a new crimson status window materialized.

[Servant 'Seonwoo’s' mana has dropped to ‘0,’ causing a decrease in life force. Please attend to your servant as the master!]




There was no time for hesitation. Jehee bit open the mana potion and poured its contents into Seonwoo's mouth. Holding Seonwoo with one arm, he used the other to gently open Seonwoo's mouth and pressed his lips against Seonwoo's, transferring the life-saving potion. Gradually, the elixir coursed its way into Seonwoo's system.

After a moment, Jehee carefully withdrew his lips and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, his gaze fixed quietly on the person in his embrace. The once pallid complexion was slowly regaining its natural hue. Jehee, feeling an unexpected wave of relief, released a breath he hadn't realized he was holding, his expression tinged with bewilderment. Though they had been apart for just a week, he couldn't fathom why he felt such intense relief. His features betrayed his inner turmoil.

As he was about to lower Seonwoo with a complex expression on his face, he suddenly halted in his movement.

The 30-minute countdown had begun anew. Would Seonwoo awaken within this critical window? Jehee's brows knitted with worry as he glanced at his watch. If Seonwoo remained unresponsive after those 30 minutes elapsed...

Lost in contemplation, he tightened his grip around Seonwoo once more. 

He's my confidant, after all.

Resigned to the circumstances, Jehee drew the body closer to him. The supple, warm form conveyed a palpable sense of life, as though serving as a gentle reminder to both Seonwoo and Jehee that they still existed, that they were indeed alive. It felt as though they were being impelled to fiercely fight and embrace life with all their might.
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"Ah, damn it! This damned staircase!"

Curses slipped through my teeth in a continuous stream. Although my physical strength wasn't diminishing, what was the point of endless stairs like this? What era was this to still have stairs? Wouldn't it be better to have an elevator or an escalator installed?

I kept descending the stairs, the only path available, but I wasn’t even sure if it was the right way. I had never experienced entering someone else's dream before. I was clueless about where I was or what I was supposed to do, just aimlessly searching for Han Chorok.

During my descent, my legs had nearly given out twice. Fortunately, each time, a faint light emerged from my body, quickly restoring my energy. But not knowing the cause was starting to make me uneasy.

It seemed to be related to mana, but I couldn’t be sure. I had a hunch that Jehee was helping me somehow...

"Ah, fuck! I don’t know anymore!"

My coarse swearing echoed in the confined space. The echo, rebounding off the walls, felt like it was mocking me, and I felt like I was cursing myself.


CHAPTER 24

ABYSS OF DESPAIR


The anxiety that had gripped me relentlessly had now escalated into sheer fear, threatening to engulf me entirely. Trapped on these seemingly endless stairs, I felt a mounting terror, the dread of never finding an escape growing with every passing moment.

In this paralyzing numbness, I couldn't even muster a curse, but at last, I glimpsed the culmination of these eerie stairs in the far distance. There, where the darkness seemed to thicken, a change in the scenery finally presented itself. Instead of the spiraling walls, a black floor began to emerge.

Spurred by this altered view, I quickened my steps, my heart pounding erratically, only to stumble and tumble forward as my momentum couldn't be halted in time when I reached the end of the stairs.

"Fuck, is this how I meet my end?" I exclaimed, sprawled out on the inky floor, feeling as if the darkness were consuming me whole. Gazing upwards from my prone position, I could discern nothing but an impenetrable void.

In those moments when I could catch a glimpse of the faint green light reflecting on the walls, there was at least a glimmer of hope that I was headed in the right direction. However, this desolate space allowed no room for such comforting thoughts.

"Where am I now?" I said aloud, mustering a semblance of courage as I slowly picked myself up. 

Surveying the indistinct surroundings, I noticed a faint light blinking in the distance.

"Sigh. It's so blatantly beckoning me to follow that it's almost worrying," I muttered, squinting at the flickering light and releasing a heavy sigh. Despite my growing unease, I found myself with no other option but to heed its call.

My slow strides soon gave way to a brisk run, the elusive light remaining frustratingly distant, despite seeming so close.

"I swear, if I encounter that Nightmare again, I'll confront him head-on!" I shouted in frustration, pushing myself to sprint even faster.

As I ran with my head down, then lifted my gaze, a figure appeared in the distance, and the echoing voices of people reverberated through the vast, enigmatic expanse.

"I told you I don't want a child like that!" a man's voice erupted in anger.

"Is that something you say in front of a child? Did I give birth to her alone?" a woman retorted, her voice charged with anger.

The voices of a man shouting about not wanting a child and a woman vehemently responding filled the space, with a young Han Chorok, appearing no more than five years old, silently observing their heated exchange.

It was a heartbreaking scene. Both parents, utterly unprepared to shoulder the responsibilities of parenthood, were too engrossed in blaming each other to notice the innocent child caught in the crossfire. A cynical laugh escaped my lips as their argument escalated into a physical altercation. Both being hunters, their fight was protracted and fierce, and I couldn't hide the disgust etched on my face.

Then, as if the scene were a mirage, it blurred and shifted. Chorok underwent a sudden transformation, now appearing as a teenager. It was difficult to gauge his exact age, but he still bore the marks of frailty and vulnerability. His hunched shoulders, as if perpetually on edge, compelled me to take a step forward.

"Chorok, you mustn't lose faith. You're a good child, and you'll heed the guru's teachings, won't you?" uttered a middle-aged man with a sleazy demeanor, his hand gently caressing young Chorok's head. His lascivious gaze unsettlingly roved over the boy's undeveloped frame. 

This was a scene I had encountered in the game.

Abandoned by his parents, Chorok had found himself in the clutches of an orphanage run by a cult, a group that adhered to a bizarre and twisted religion.

"You must offer your heart to the gods. Only then can you attain paradise."

The crazy bastard’s words were as deranged as his actions. Who could possibly believe that offering one's heart would lead to paradise?

With a sinister smile etched across his face, the man took Chorok's hand and led him to what resembled an ominous operating table. He gently placed Chorok down and caressed his head once more.

"Don't fret, my child. It will all be over swiftly. Let's reunite in paradise," the man murmured, his voice dripping with an unsettling calm.

Recent news stories had circulated about a peculiar religious group that targeted hunters, believing that a hunter's power resided within their hearts and that by acquiring those hearts, they could gain their extraordinary abilities. The orphanage where Chorok resided was an integral part of this bizarre cult, where they deemed the hearts of children who displayed hunter abilities as sacred offerings to their malevolent deities.

In the game, it was Lee Jehee who intervened at this critical juncture, saving Chorok from this horrifying fate. This scene marked the early stages of the game, and just like Jehee, I had always prioritized rescuing Chorok as my first companion. After rescuing him, I had entrusted him to another facility, with the promise that he would seek me out once he had matured.

The story of Han Chorok was undeniably tragic. In most of my playthroughs, I had adhered to strategy guides that suggested advancing the main storyline with other characters was more beneficial. Now, however, I regretted not following my heart and nurturing Chorok's growth more closely.

To young Chorok, Lee Jehee had been nothing short of a deity, a living god, in stark contrast to the false ones who demanded hearts. For a child, a parent was akin to a god, and for Chorok, that role had been embodied by Lee Jehee. 

I wished I had made sure in the game that he grew up feeling cherished by Jehee's side, even if they weren't his biological parents. My remorse over following a strategy that had led me to abandon him weighed heavily upon me.

As I watched, my heart heavy with regret, the middle-aged man reached for a knife. In this chilling nightmare, there was no Lee Jehee to swoop in and rescue young Chorok.

The scene then shifted once more. It was now the adult Chorok, the one I had come to know, facing Jehee, who appeared impatient and disinterested.

"Go ahead, leave," Jehee muttered dismissively. "Walk your own path, Chorok. I'm weary. Irritated. So don't seek me out any longer."

After Jehee had spoken, he turned his back and walked away, leaving Chorok, now a grown man, standing motionless, his gaze fixed on Jehee's retreating form. Despite his stature, Chorok still emanated an aura of vulnerability and powerlessness, his tear-streaked face evoking sympathy.

This wasn't a past event like the others; it was Chorok's deepest fear for the future: the fear of abandonment by Jehee.

Chorok stood there, tears streaming down his face, his eyes locked on the fading figure of Jehee. And then, the illusion shifted once more, returning to the image of his quarreling parents.

This relentless nightmare, a cruel concoction of shattered family hopes and the haunting fear of losing his savior, was the dreadful result of Nightmare's skill, "Ruler of Nightmares." It plunged its victims into a profound, inescapable dream of despair, rendering them utterly incapable of awakening.

"What a cursed skill," I muttered under my breath, my gaze fixed on Chorok.

Slowly, I moved closer to him, gently placing my hands on his quivering shoulders. His body trembled under my touch, and I decided to remove my hands from his shoulders, instead covering his ears with my palms.

"Hey, if you don't want to hear it, then don't. Why subject yourself to such vulgar conversations? If anything, you should be cursing them," I whispered, attempting to offer him some semblance of comfort.

Young Chorok remained silent, but with the sound of the quarreling couple effectively blocked, his tense shoulders gradually relaxed. As the argument between his parents continued, I went a step further, using my hands to shield his eyes as well.

"Don't listen, don't watch, just turn away. Don't stand there and let yourself be hurt by all of this," I urged, my voice soft yet resolute.

The illusion persisted, and soon, Chorok transformed into his teenage self. The sleazy middle-aged man approached him, his smirk oozing with disgust.

"I've found you, you bastard!" the man sneered.

I couldn't bear to watch this torment unfold. Without hesitation, I threw a punch at the middle-aged man, driven by an overwhelming urge to protect Chorok from this nightmare. In the back of my mind, I worried that my actions might not have any real impact in someone else's dream, but to my surprise, the man comically tumbled over, his expression a mix of shock and bewilderment.

It was a dream, after all—a dream woven from Chorok's desires and hopes for a better outcome.

"Hey, what are you waiting for? Join in and give him a good beating! Even if it's only a dream, exact your revenge. That's what dreams are for!"  I called out to Chorok while standing over the fallen man, but he stayed frustratingly immobile. Frustration and urgency welled up within me, so I resorted to dragging the man's arm, forcing him in front of Chorok.

Chorok, his face devoid of expression, gazed down at the man who had once caressed his head. Then, he stepped firmly onto the man's outstretched hand, causing a pained cry to escape the man's lips.

"Ah! Chorok! What are you doing? The gods will be furious with me for this!" the man wailed in agony.

As Chorok's foot bore down on the man's hand, the man's screams intensified, his face reddening with bulging veins. Witnessing Chorok's shoulders flinch in response to the man's torment, I quickly delivered a resounding smack to the back of the man's head.

"It's merely a dream; there's no need to make such a fuss. Gods, my foot! Shut up, you wretch!" I yelled angrily at the man.

Despite my loud outbursts, Chorok remained silent. He briefly shifted his gaze to me, then just as swiftly, returned his focus to the man beneath him, increasing the pressure on the man's hand with his foot.

The man's agonizing screams persisted until his form appeared to dissolve into the surrounding darkness, fading away into nothingness.


CHAPTER 25

DREAMER'S DILEMMA


And just as the tension in the air reached its peak, Chorok, now towering above me, suddenly materialized. His imposing presence made me pause in my tracks, a sense of trepidation washing over me. Standing there, caught between Chorok and myself, an all too familiar figure stepped in.

"Enough, just go," the figure calmly interjected.

"Go on your way, Chorok," another voice added.

"I'm tired now. Annoyed. So don't come looking for me anymore," the voice of Lee Jehee echoed through the tense atmosphere.

Was this a divine opportunity? A cue to unleash my anger in this very moment? When else would I have the chance to confront this despicable figure and pummel his face?

I fixed a stern gaze upon his retreating figure, my face contorted with determination. But then, unexpectedly, he spun around.

Fuck, that startled me!

Although he wasn't actually Lee Jehee, merely the sight of that face sent my heart racing, not because of its handsomeness, but out of sheer fear. Fear that he might have sensed my malevolent intentions.

Startled, I stood upright, but he continued to walk away, only to halt abruptly, blocked by my presence in his path. As I looked up in surprise, I found myself face to face with his emotionless visage, his gaze directed downward.

...Could I apprehend him?

"Hey, Han Chorok!"

"..."

"Han Chorok, you bastard! Snap out of it!"

I obstructed Jehee's path with my body and called out to Chorok. Jehee was so massive that I couldn't discern Chorok's actions behind him. All I could do was employ my arms to press against Jehee's chest and abdomen, exerting all the force I could muster to keep him from moving.

"Fuck, I can feel his abs through his shirt," I muttered under my breath.

Considering that Chorok knew Jehee better than anyone, this dream version of him probably wasn't much different from the real thing. I needed to restrain myself from picking a fight with this guy in the future.

"Hey, you! Instead of doing this, grab onto him! If you hate being left behind, grab his leg and cling on!"

"..."

"What, you don't have hands or feet? Why can't you grab him? Just seize him with the madness of a Berserker and tie him down..."

At that very moment, the strength seemed to drain from my body, and my legs wobbled.

As I struggled to regain my balance, the illusion before my eyes suddenly dissipated, and there stood Chorok, as annoying as ever, steadying my unsteady form.

"You're making quite a commotion, you know."

"...Han Chorok?"

"What's the matter? Not happy it's me?"

"..."

When did this scoundrel come to his senses? How much did he overhear? Typical of him, always sly. If he was awake, he should have spoken up immediately. He just listened to all of it?

"Ahem, well, you do realize I was just trying to help, right?"

"..."

He appeared utterly oblivious.

In the meantime, a faint light emanated from within me, and my energy surged once more. As I straightened up and released the hand that Chorok had been holding, he glanced around our surroundings, looking bewildered.

"Where are we?"

"In your dream."

"...Why are you in my dream?"

Am I being absurd here? Can't one appear in someone's dream if they've made a lasting impression? Is it really so unbelievable that he's regarding me with disbelief? Especially considering that I saved him?

"One of my skills enables me to do that."

"Are you genuinely... inside my dream?"

"Yes."

"Why?" Han Chorok furrowed his brows, evidently struggling to comprehend. 

Realizing that I needed to trigger his memory, I hastily inquired about what he remembered. "What's the last thing you recall? Do you remember us entering a dungeon together? And the appearance of an unbelievable S-rank monster there?"

"...Ah."

"Do you remember how you recklessly attacked it and got severely injured? You remember that part, don't you?"

"..."

For a moment, I felt his intense gaze upon me. It was a sure sign that he had returned to his senses. The way he glared at me, as if he wanted to kill me, was unmistakable.

I began to think that perhaps he still wasn't entirely himself.

"You really are... excessively arrogant."

"Remember, you're alive because of this 'arrogant' guy here. Is this how you treat your savior?"

"My savior? Was I... dead?"

"...This isn't the time to debate that. Anyway, now that we've escaped that nightmare, let's figure out how to wake up from this slumber. Employ your brain for once."

This guy never lets an opportunity pass without a snarky comment.

However, acknowledging the necessity of finding a way to awaken, he began to assess his body. Then, he cast a glance down at me, wearing an expression I didn't particularly appreciate.

"How do we wake up?" Han Chorok questioned.

"I don't know that either," I replied honestly.

"...And you still have the nerve to talk about being a savior. You're really shameless."

"What are you saying? Do you have any idea how hard it was to get here? I went through so much trouble to come and save you, and this is how you..."

It felt like rescuing someone from a nightmare only to be asked for a reward. How could someone be so ungrateful? No wonder he was dubbed Psycho Green.

In his typical fashion, Chorok didn't miss an opportunity to add his snide comments. "Use your head too. Did you jump into someone's dream without even thinking about how to get out?"

"See, there's always a reason why people criticize you. It's not for nothing that you're called a psycho..."

"I can open my inventory even in a dream."

What was he talking about? Opening his inventory? Was he planning to pull out a sword and start threatening people again?

Honestly, this guy... Even if I didn't make a big deal out of saving him, wasn't this a bit too much?

I glanced down as he seemed to be absently manipulating something in the air. Regret for saving him couldn't help but creep into my mind.

"Should I... try to wake up first and then wake you up?" I questioned.

"What if you can't wake me up?"

Hmm, that was indeed a problem. It meant having to return to this place to find him again, and that was no small feat. Just thinking about those stairs made my teeth grind in frustration.

"Um... When do people usually wake up from dreams?" I asked, trying to break through his stubbornness.

"I don't know, do I?" he retorted, his tone filled with annoyance.

Why so confident when he didn't have an answer? It was incredibly frustrating.

"Isn't this my problem? Isn't my life on the line here? It's your problem too, so how about offering a sincere response?" Exasperated, I sighed,

Chorok appeared to take the matter seriously, lost in contemplation. "People usually wake up... when they're extremely scared, or when they're so sad that they cry, right?"

That was a reasonably valid suggestion. 

I responded earnestly to his sensible idea. "Right. People typically awaken from sleep when their emotions become intense... Ah, can you use skills too? If you can open your inventory, maybe you can access your skill window?"

Han Chorok stared blankly into the air again. "It opens."

"Then let's use an awakening skill! If we overflow with rage, we'll wake up from the dream!"

"...Are you serious?"

"Why would I joke about something in this situation?"

"..."

"If you have a better idea, then go ahead with it."

I conveyed this with a tone that suggested he could do whatever he pleased, which only deepened the furrow on Han Chorok's forehead. Perhaps I had teased him a bit too much.

After all, who had asked him about the inventory? Why provoke someone notorious for holding grudges?

"And if I become a Berserker from that, can you handle the aftermath?"

"Lee Jehee will take care of that. He's here with us."

"...Master is with us?"

For a moment, Han Chorok's eyes widened in surprise, and then he blinked those large eyes of his. Then, as if attempting to conceal his reddening cheeks, he slightly turned his head away.

It almost looked like the reaction of a bashful bride, which made me feel somewhat queasy.

Ah, geez, my eyes.

"Well then..."

"Huh? What did you say?"

Suddenly, it felt like I had bumped into something, and then my vision brightened sharply.

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo’ has deactivated the auxiliary skill 'Dreamer.']




A familiar window popped up before me. Blinking rapidly, I waved my hand to dismiss the window. At the same time, I squinted against the blinding light.

That bastard Han Chorok, using a skill without a word... But why was Lee Jehee's face so... close?

As soon as I cleared the status window, I found a face glaring down at me, and the angle, despite looking up from below, did nothing to diminish its intimidating presence. I couldn't help but wonder why I was in such a peculiar position, nestled in this guy's arms.

"Rrrrrr..."

"Huh?"

Before I could even begin to question what was happening, a growling sound diverted my attention. It resembled the deep, resonating growl of a formidable beast.

With my stiff neck, I turned to the bed and saw Han Chorok, his eyes wide open, his face twisted in an aggressive snarl, baring his teeth.

[Party member 'Han Chorok' has unlocked the Berserker trait.]




[The Berserker, Han Chorok, has activated the awakening skill 'Frenzy.']




"What?"

Han Chorok had indeed awakened from the dream, harnessing the Berserker's awakening trait. Our plan had succeeded. But suddenly, the voice questioning whether we could handle the aftermath echoed in my ears.

"Uh-oh... that."

In my shock, I gestured towards Chorok, signaling Jehee. Meanwhile, Chorok's skin took on a greyish hue as he shot up from the bed.

His muscles swelled to the point of bursting, and he grew in size, his eyes now entirely black, rolling slowly as if he were a predator searching for prey.

"Shh, don't make a sound."

"..."

The breathing of Chorok, now in a frenzied state, was far from normal. Even if Jehee hadn't cautioned me to remain silent, I would have been too stunned to speak. My breath caught in my throat.

From Chorok came an unsettling, inhuman growl.

"Rrrr..."

After glaring at me and Jehee for a moment, Chorok abruptly extended his hand. In an instant, a sword materialized in his grip. Startled by his menacing transformation, I froze, and Jehee, still holding me, cautiously began to retreat.


CHAPTER 26

CHAOTIC MORNING


Locked in a tense staring contest with Jehee, Chorok suddenly sprung upwards, nearly reaching the ceiling. In a seamless motion, his slender longsword transformed into a colossal battle axe, its rear end sharpened to a point like a spear.

A deafening boom reverberated through the room, accompanied by startled cries.

"Aaah!"

"Oh no..."

With a single, mighty swing of the axe, the bed was cleaved in two. As if this act served as a gruesome signal, Chorok's eyes, previously dark and shimmering, now gleamed with a malevolent red hue as he turned, searching for a target. 

At this spine-chilling sight, I clung tightly to Jehee's neck and yelled in panic. "Do something! Use an engraving skill or anything!"

"Stay quiet. Making noise will only draw more attention."

"No, how can you be so calm at a time like this, ah!"

This time, the massive axe swept horizontally, and overwhelmed with the fear of impending death, I squeezed my eyes shut and buried my face in Jehee's shoulder. In this huddled position, Jehee, bent low, charged out of the bedroom and into the living room.

[The enchanter of party member 'Han Chorok' issues a command.]




[The Berserker refuses the command.]




[The enchanter of party member 'Han Chorok' issues a command.]




[The Berserker refuses the command.]




[The enchanter of party member 'Han Chorok' issues a command.]




[The Berserker obeys the command.]




Amidst the fierce combat between Jehee and Chorok, they continued to alternate between issuing commands and defying them. After two refusals, a welcome status message finally appeared: Lee Jehee, as Han Chorok's enchanter, had successfully commanded him.

Among the Berserker's awakening skills were 'Berserk' and 'Enchanter Designation', and, naturally, the enchanter for Chorok was none other than the protagonist, Lee Jehee.

The only means to quell the maddening frenzy of a Berserker was through the commands of their enchanter.

"Krr, krrk, krrrk…"

Even though his movements were restrained, forcing him to kneel in place, Chorok continued to twitch, his grey skin swollen and pulsating. His eyes still shimmered with inner light as he glared at both Jehee and me.

"Why is he still like that? Didn't you stop the berserk?" I questioned.

"The engraving skill only makes him obey commands; it doesn't stop the berserk. We have no choice but to hold him until the berserk ends," Jehee explained.

Fuck, this wasn't something that had happened in the game!

"Then... he definitely can't move?" I inquired desperately.

"Yes," Jehee confirmed.

Damn it! Blast it! If only I didn't feel this guilt towards Chorok!

The guilt of having abandoned young Han Chorok repeatedly during gameplays still lingered in a corner of my heart.

I first patted Jehee's shoulder to signal that I needed to get out of his embrace, then looked at him with pleading eyes, silently asking him to save me if anything happened. I wasn't sure if he understood.

With a heart full of anxiety, I cautiously approached Chorok. He sat on the ground, knees bent, arms hanging loosely as if bound by invisible chains. The problem was that he still held the axe in his hand.

"Chorok, you're good, right?" I cautiously called out to him.

"Krrk!"

"Aaah!"

Startled by my voice, Chorok, who had been bowing his head, raised it abruptly and bared his teeth. Up close, he truly looked like a wild beast.

Fortunately, he seemed unable to move, so I took steps around his back. Then, very slowly, I reached out my hand towards the nape of his neck. My fingertips trembled at the touch of his muscular, swollen, grey neck.

"Krrk! Krrrk!"

"Stay still, please just stay still... Ugh."

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' is preparing the auxiliary skill 'State Transition'. Please set the state to be transitioned.]




[State Transition skill activated. According to the set values, the 'Relaxing' state is bestowed.]




As soon as I activated the skill, a familiar sensation washed over me. A warm energy gathered in my hands and spread through Chorok's nape.

However, Chorok, transformed into a Berserker by his awakening traits, proved to be a formidable challenge to calm. Despite his struggles and continuous growls, I chose not to deactivate the skill. There was no indication, as before, that the skill had failed.

Time seemed to stretch out endlessly as I maneuvered around Chorok's agitated state, joining Jehee to closely monitor the situation.

After what felt like an eternity, the rumbling in Chorok's throat gradually subsided, and he lowered his head, becoming motionless. The muscles that had swollen so greatly began to return to their original size, and the grey tint of his skin slowly regained its natural color.

"It worked, didn't it?" I inquired, seeking confirmation from Jehee as I observed Chorok's transformation back to his familiar state. Only when he nodded did I feel confident enough to deactivate the skill.

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' deactivates the auxiliary skill 'State Abnormality Inducement - Relaxing'.]




[Party member 'Han Chorok' deactivates his awakening traits.]




Finally, the awakening traits were deactivated. I gazed at Han Chorok, who remained on the floor, head bowed, and asked in a trembling voice, "Han Chorok?"

"...What?" came his reply, his voice heavy, as if emerging from a deep slumber. 

Slowly, he raised his head, and I let out a sigh of relief as I saw his eyes returning to normal, with the whites once again visible. 

It had been a success. We had awakened Han Chorok from his dream and successfully calmed his berserk state.

However, just as Chorok had been sitting quietly, he suddenly collapsed to the side.

"...What?" I gasped in surprise at the sight of Chorok. 

Just moments ago, he had been rampaging like a wild beast, and now he lay helplessly on the floor like a vulnerable protagonist. Without hesitation, I rushed over to him, refraining from picking him up and instead gently poking his cheek with my fingers. 

Jehee, calmly observing the scene, spoke in his usual relaxed manner. "When the Berserker state ends, that's perfectly normal. It's a power that pushes physical abilities to their limits. Since it wasn't sustained for long this time, he'll wake up soon."

"Then maybe we should take him back to the bed to let him lie down..."

As I spoke to Jehee, I followed his gaze. Through the gaping hole where the door had once stood, I saw the bed split in two, collapsed on the floor.

"He'll wake up soon, like I said. Instead of that..."

I surveyed the ruined room with a dazed expression. 

Jehee approached me from behind, wearing a casual smile even in the midst of his wrecked house. I heard his faint laugh and turned to look up at him. Uncharacteristically, there was a hint of emotion in his eyes as he gazed down at me.

"You're more useful than I thought."

The meaning behind his words eluded me, though it seemed like he was implying something. 

Too drained to offer a retort, I sighed and shook my head.

This day had been excruciatingly long.


PART FIVE
DUNGEON CLEAR



CHAPTER 27

UNUSUAL COMPANY


As Jehee had predicted, Chorok awoke after a short while. The moment he opened his eyes, Chorok rushed to Jehee, bowing apologetically.

I observed the scene with a skewed gaze, waiting for my turn to be acknowledged. After all, I had been the one who had endured the most, not Lee Jehee.

However, Chorok merely gave me a passing glance as he hurried past, never offering a word of thanks.

Ungrateful bastard. Spit. 

I vowed to myself that I wouldn't be in a hurry to help him again.

With a cold, disdainful glare, I took a seat on the sofa. By that time, Jehee and Chorok had already delved into a serious conversation about how to clear the dungeon.

"Where are the others? Are they safe?" Chorok inquired.

"As you can see, both Seonwoo and I are fine. The other two should be okay as well," Jehee reassured him.

"Should be okay...?" Chorok's complexion darkened.

"Hana and Taera chose to stay behind to prevent the dungeon from resetting. They're waiting there."

As the conversation unfolded, Chorok's guilt-ridden face grew even grimmer. Jehee silently watched him, neither reproaching nor comforting, simply waiting for Chorok to grapple with his emotions.

Meanwhile, I lay on the sofa with a weary expression, blinking my groggy eyes.

I was far too drained to engage in such a weighty conversation. Jehee had summoned me around lunchtime, dragged me to the dungeon, and then I had spent the entire night using my skills on Chorok.

Thanks to the mana potion Jehee had provided, my nearly depleted mana had recovered, but I couldn't help but wonder...

Just how long had I been using the 'Dreamer' skill?

I mustered the strength to lift my limp body and checked the watch on my wrist.

5 AM. 




Dawn was steadily approaching. Realizing that the passage of time had far exceeded my expectations, my mind began to race with calculations.

I had started using the skill around 2 AM, so even after accounting for the time spent calming down Berserker Chorok and tidying up the disheveled house, I had been using the 'Dreamer' skill for roughly two hours.

...But something about that didn't sit right with me.

"I understand. I'll be back soon," Chorok said.

"Alright, see you in front of the dungeon," Jehee replied.

"Yes."

As Chorok walked through the living room and headed toward the front door, I watched his seemingly fine back with a dumbfounded expression. I quickly turned to Jehee for answers.

"Where's he going?"

"...What were you doing instead of listening?" Jehee responded with a brief pause and a faint frown. His nonchalant attitude grated on my nerves, and I couldn't help but frown in return.

People tend to lose focus when exhaustion sets in; it's not something to be overly critical about.

"I got lost in my thoughts for a moment. What's bothering you? You really won't tell me?"

"I was preparing for re-entering the dungeon."

...Is that the extent of it?

He appeared determined to cut the conversation short, providing no further elaboration. Even as I continued to stare at him, hoping for more, he maintained his silence. I couldn't help but wonder how he managed to breathe with such apparent irritation.

"Well then, can I ask you something else?"

"Would you truly refrain from asking if I requested you not to?"

Tch. He was so touchy and sensitive.

But withholding my questions was not a tendency of mine, especially not when instructed not to. Furthermore, this was an issue of genuine importance.

"No, I'm asking because earlier, I used a skill for two hours, right? But according to my calculations, with my mana reserves, that should have been impossible. I'm curious about how that happened."

After I posed my question, he appeared on the verge of saying something, only to clamp his mouth shut.

Lee Jehee was rendered speechless.

Under ordinary circumstances, I might have playfully teased him for this rare moment, but an unsettling feeling held me back. I remained silent, a sense of curiosity and apprehension coexisting within me. It was as though I longed for answers but dreaded what they might reveal.

He kept his hand over his mouth, appearing troubled, before finally speaking, his voice laden with gravity. "I used potions to continuously replenish your mana."

I see. That approach did make sense. 

But... how had he administered them to someone who was asleep?

"Is it... possible to just apply the mana potion on the body for it to take effect?"

"…Are you genuinely asking that?"

Jehee gazed at me with an expression that seemed to convey, "How could you be so uninformed?" It wasn't the reaction I had anticipated. He should have appeared as though he were saying, "You didn't know that?" 

Clearly!

He looked at me, lips sealed tightly, then couldn't contain his amusement and broke into a smirk. "Aren't you going to ask more?"

"…Yes."

"Why? I would have been happy to explain."

"I'm not curious anymore. As long as it worked out, that's all that matters."

"Hmm."

[Master's mood has improved, charm received +1.]




Why does he have to be in such a good mood now? Has he lost his mind? I wondered, bewildered by the abrupt change in his demeanor.

My gaze remained fixed on him, my eyes wide with surprise as a notification flashed before me. His grin, adorned with a sly twinkle, sent shivers cascading down my spine.

"Stop it!" I pleaded.

"What should I stop?" He inquired innocently.

[Master's mood has improved, charm received +1.]




"That... that thing! Stop doing that! Why now, of all times...!"

"This?" He continued to tease, a mischievous glint dancing in his eyes.

Huh? Wait a minute...?

As I stood there, my flustered expression mirrored Jehee's sly smile, making him look like someone who could have effortlessly devoured a dozen people.

"Ah, do you want my mood to worsen?" he teased with a hint of danger in his voice.

[Warning: Master's mood has deteriorated, charm received -1.]




[Warning: Master's mood has deteriorated, charm received -1.]




[Warning: Master's mood has deteriorated, charm received -1.]




I couldn't comprehend what was happening. After slowly wiping away the confusion from my face, I stared at Jehee, my features a canvas of bewilderment. Why was this mood seemingly influenced by his words?

[Master's mood has improved, charm received +1.]




[Warning: Master's mood has deteriorated, charm received -1.]




"…What did you just do?" I questioned.

"What do you mean?" Jehee responded innocently.

"This, uh… when did it start being controlled…?"

"From the first day," he explained casually. "I tried it a few times as a test, and it worked."

His words transported me back to 'the first day' he mentioned. I recalled that bizarre day when I was abruptly summoned while desperately trying to remove the ring. Back then, his mood had wildly fluctuated, and at one point, he was rapidly losing -3 points, succumbing to that dreadful status effect... 

Wait…

As I blinked slowly, unable to tear my gaze away from him, his eyes narrowed slightly, almost as if silently asking, "You've just realized that now?"

"It's important for you to see clearly, right? Especially when it comes to me?"

The situation left me reeling, my thoughts a whirlwind of frustration and disbelief. 

"Wow... That, damn... Crazy... What kind of bastard... Huh! Did I just go through all that trouble to save that Han Chorok, huh? All this effort...!" I muttered silently, my irritation bubbling to the surface.

This was a stark reminder of why one couldn't always afford to be too nice. It was maddening.

But what power did I truly possess in this situation?

"What can I do… How can I appear in a good light to you?" I implored, my voice tinged with desperation.

"Do you want to move in? To this house," he suggested, catching me off guard.

"…Excuse me?" I stammered.

"It's tiring to come and go every night, isn't it? Didn't you say you'd have no regrets if you lived in a house like this?" 

His words were a stark contrast to my earlier flattery, and I couldn't fathom the idea of leaving my spacious home to live with a man as enigmatic as him.

The proposal felt so absurd that laughter eluded me.

"No? It's not tiring at all. I'm fine. I'll keep coming and going as I do."

"Is that so? Then do as you wish." He reclined on the sofa once more, closing his eyes with apparent indifference.

His words struck my heart like a massive rock, creating waves of turmoil within me. And then, just like that...

I couldn't tear my gaze away from his relaxed face, even as I let out a long, weary sigh and sank back into the sofa. My eyes, dry and stinging from prolonged wakefulness, stared blankly at the high ceiling.

I was truly exhausted.

[image: ]


Before I could fully recover from my fatigue, I followed Jehee to the dungeon and climbed into the car. Much like our arrival, I settled into the passenger seat, resting my head against the window and drifting in and out of sleep.

After a while, I was abruptly awakened by an eerie silence enveloping me. Startled, I quickly scanned my surroundings. Jehee, who had been in the driver's seat with his eyes closed, lifted his eyelids upon noticing my movement. 

"Are you awake?" he asked.

"…How long was I asleep?"

"Not long. If you're awake, you should get out. Chorok will be arriving shortly."

Why hadn't he woken me when we arrived? This unnecessary guilt weighed on me.

He maintained his usual leisurely tone, seemingly unaffected by just waking up. He always seemed to savor those moments right after rousing from sleep, remaining sparing with his words.

It occurred to me that someone who often suffered from insomnia wouldn't have fallen asleep so quickly.

After confirming my wakefulness, Jehee stepped out of the car, and I hesitantly followed suit. The park, which I was visiting for the second time, felt strangely familiar. Jehee walked ahead towards the imposing iron gate and stood there quietly, gazing at it. The clock had ticked past 6 in the morning, and the breaking dawn bathed the surroundings in a soft glow, making his figure more pronounced.

...Ah. So, that's the aura of a protagonist.

As dawn pushed back the darkened sky, light caressed his silhouette. Despite his seemingly aloof expression, he exuded an aura as though he were lost in deep contemplation. I watched him with a mixture of envy and admiration when I heard the sound of a car approaching from not too far away. A black vehicle drew nearer.

Is that Chorok?

Curious about the preparations he had alluded to for entering the dungeon, I focused intently on the approaching car. Shortly afterward, a black sedan came to a stop behind Jehee's car. The engine was silenced, and the car door swung open, revealing not one, but two individuals stepping out.

While I chose to pay minimal attention to the person emerging from the driver's seat, presumably Chorok, my gaze fixated on the passenger alighting from the back seat. In that moment, I let out an astonished gasp.

"Hey, long time no see."

"Yeah. Thanks for coming."

It's Shin Sora! Shin Sora is here!

Shin Sora, stepping out of the car and heading straight toward Jehee, playfully punched him on the forearm as a form of greeting. Her shoulder-length bob swayed as she moved, her small face and round eyes perfectly mirroring the gentle appearance I had seen in the game.

To actually witness Shin Sora in the flesh!

"Why are you spacing out?" 

"…Huh?" I stammered, my attention divided between Jehee, who appeared irritated while receiving Sora's greeting, and Sora herself, who seemed entirely at ease hitting him.

It was then that Chorok, whom I hadn't initially noticed had arrived, addressed me. Surprised by his initiation of conversation, even though his tone carried a somewhat confrontational edge, I snapped back to reality and glared at him.

"Who's spacing out here?"

"Get your head in the game. This isn't an ordinary C-grade dungeon," Chorok admonished.

"So, didn't you ever think of not taking me with you to that dangerous dungeon? That would make things easier. You wouldn't have to deal with an extra burden," I voiced my concerns, doubting my own worth in this endeavor.

In that instant, both Jehee, who was conversing with Sora, and Chorok, passing by me with a displeased expression, came to a sudden halt. As they turned to face me, I could discern a flicker of realization in their eyes, acknowledging the validity of my suggestion. Nevertheless, neither seemed inclined to readily concede to their oversight.

"Who do you think we're going to this dungeon for?" Chorok exclaimed incredulously.

For whom? Obviously, for your master, who had promised to level me up.

As I stared at him in disbelief, he appeared to harbor some semblance of guilt, averting his gaze and turning away.

"You really have no conscience, do you."

Then, Jehee, perhaps the least considerate among us, blurted out something nonsensical.

All he needed to say was that they hadn't thought of that and propose that I wait outside. Wasn't this just their way of evading the admission of their oversight?

"No, it's just...!"

"Who is this person?"

Just as I was about to exclaim for them to leave me behind, a stranger with a strikingly attractive face approached me. Taken aback by the sudden appearance of this finely featured individual, I instinctively leaned back. I was so startled that I found myself momentarily at a loss for words.


CHAPTER 28

SHIN SORA'S ARRIVAL


"Who are you? Can't you speak?"

"Well, I am…"

Avoiding her strikingly beautiful face, I rolled my eyes, carefully crafting a poised self-introduction. But that notion quickly dissolved under the weight of an arm draped over my shoulder. When I glanced up, I was met by a sleek, handsome countenance.

How could I possibly execute a suave introduction with this man beside me? And what was with this pose? It appeared completely misconstrued. I cast a sideways glance and observed his lips curving gracefully.

It seemed that those mischievous lips had just enunciated the word 'eyeballs'... Why did he always obsess over other people's eyes? What had he ever done for my eyes?

"He's my exclusive supporter."

"You entered into a contract with an exclusive supporter? Impressive! Who would make such a pitiable and regrettable choice?"

"Yes, pitiable and regrettable indeed..."

[Warning: Due to the Master's upset mood, your charm has decreased by -1.]




Damn, now even speaking the truth causes an uproar. Fine, do as you please. Whatever I do, you'll just manipulate it to your liking, anyway.

"So, you're aware of his terrible personality, huh... What's your name?"

"My name is Yeon Seonwoo. As you've heard, I'm a supporter."

"I'm Shin Sora. I'm here today to act as a mercenary at the request of Lee Jehee."

After a brief handshake, we stepped back, and a familiar window appeared before me.

[Party leader 'Lee Jehee' has invited 'Shin Sora' to the party.]




"Please take care of me."

"Yes, I'll do my best too."

Sora smiled brightly, her beauty radiating effortlessly. For a moment, I forgot who she was, the character she portrayed. 

Why had she become my favorite character again?

[image: ]


As we entered the dungeon, the same vast meadow as before stretched out before us. Scattered here and there, deer grazed on the lush grass. Monsters had regenerated after a certain period. However, unlike our initial entry, the plains were not completely overrun by them; they were scattered more sporadically.

[Party member 'Shin Sora' has defeated a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




"Is it because it's been a while since I've been in a C-rank dungeon?"

[Party member 'Shin Sora' has defeated a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




Sora turned toward us, her smile radiant, even as her hands efficiently dispatched monsters, triggering a continuous stream of status messages.

"These mobs are too cute."

[Party member 'Shin Sora' has defeated a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




[Party member 'Shin Sora' has defeated a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




[Party member 'Shin Sora' has defeated a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




[(......)]




Shin Sora, who had just described the monsters as adorable, swiftly moved on to another creature, skillfully using her shield's edge to sever its neck. With each powerful swing of her solid, hefty shield, nearby monsters met a swift demise.

"Kiee... Ack!"

"Oh, look at this one! It even makes noises?"

[Party member 'Shin Sora' has defeated a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




The monstrous creature, which had been emitting eerie sounds, abruptly had its cry silenced as a swift blade sliced through its neck. It crumpled to the ground, leaving me in wide-eyed shock, trembling. In stark contrast, Jehee and Chorok averted their gazes with expressions of pure disdain.

"They're as endearing as our Chorok," remarked Sora.

I remained silent.

The creature, now described as cute as Chorok, twitched with its neck partially severed by the shield. Sora swiftly dispatched it with another precise strike of her shield. She then turned to Chorok, her expression radiant. 

I could understand why Han Chorok nervously fiddled with his own collar.

"Cute Chorok, when will you join our guild, huh?" Sora inquired.

"But your guild only accepts female hunters," Chorok pointed out hesitantly.

"That's true," she admitted, "So, if you rid yourself of that thing you're wearing, we'll gladly welcome you. It's not like it's useful for anything."

Chorok's silence spoke volumes.

"Chorok, you know your sister adores you, right?" Sora's tone turned affectionate. "Come to us when you're ready, my dear."

[Party member 'Shin Sora' has vanquished a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




[Party member 'Shin Sora' has vanquished a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




[Party member 'Shin Sora' has vanquished a 'Giant Horned Deer.']




I couldn't help but think that if Sora adored someone twice, she might personally employ her shield to eliminate whatever she deemed useless. Her cheerful smile now took on an almost unsettling quality.

Sora had a penchant for believing that a man who couldn't breach her formidable defenses wasn't a true man. It was worth noting that she herself was an esteemed S-rank hunter, specializing in defense, her primary attribute being Warrior and her secondary, Paladin.

So far, the only person who had managed to penetrate Sora's shield, both figuratively and literally, was probably Jehee. That could very well explain why she had accepted his proposal.

It struck me as rather peculiar that two individuals who had been engaged and subsequently broken it off could find themselves in the same place like this. Despite the incident being over a month old, the public's fascination with Shin Sora and Lee Jehee remained unabated.

As I cautiously observed the pair, my gaze unintentionally locked with Jehee's. He raised an eyebrow, seemingly inquiring why I was studying him so closely.

"Hmm?" he inquired.

"......What?" I responded, feigning innocence.

"You were just looking at me."

"Me? No, I wasn't."

I nonchalantly shook my head and redirected my attention to Sora, who was currently engaged with a formidable Giant Horned Deer or something of that sort. Standing before her, Chorok was stumbling over his words, his demeanor awkward and flustered. Regardless of the circumstances, it was rather entertaining to watch, particularly because it was immensely satisfying to witness his discomposure.

"Are you really that concerned about your master's former fiancée?" he asked, his disbelief evident in my tone.

"Are you out of your mind?" I retorted sharply.

In response, he emitted a brisk, eerie laugh that sent shivers down my spine. At this rate, I could almost anticipate another notification about the master's fluctuating mood.

"If it's not that, then why are you so cautious?" he inquired.

"...I don't know who's been spreading rumors about me being cautious. Why would I even care about Hunter Lee Jehee's encounters? It's none of my business."

Thanks to Sora's relentless efforts, the vicinity had been largely cleared of threats. Just as it seemed like a peaceful moment had arrived, a crimson warning materialized before us.

[Warning: Due to the master's perturbed mood, your charm has decreased by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the master's perturbed mood, your charm has decreased by -1.]




[Warning: Due to the master's perturbed mood, your charm has decreased by -1.]




[Warning: As your charm skill has gone into the negative, you are now afflicted with the 'Melancholy' status.]




Damn it!

All of a sudden, as my charm skill plummeted into the negative, I felt my vitality drain away, replaced by a familiar, overwhelming sense of desolation. 

Sora, who had been playfully taunting Chorok, turned her head with a perplexed expression. It must have appeared quite peculiar to her—someone who wasn't even near the monsters, suddenly succumbing to a status ailment.

Before Sora could inquire about the unfolding situation, Jehee had promptly and unceremoniously lifted me from the ground. Just as before, my upper body found itself bent in half and slung over his shoulder.

Could it be... was this negative status all part of some elaborate scheme?

As Sora drew closer, her gaze oscillating between me and Jehee, she questioned, "What's going on here?"

"What do you mean?" Jehee replied innocently.

"Why are you carrying Seonwoo like that?"

"He's too slow to keep up. We need to move quickly, and he can't match our pace. Besides, he's afflicted with a status ailment."

Sora's skepticism remained apparent. "Hmm."

"..."

"Hmm?"

"Nothing." Shin Sora finally responded.

Isn't this typically the part where they say, “What do you mean, nothing?”

Sora, who had emphatically shaken her head, causing her hair to flutter near her cheek, sported a mischievous grin. Without further words, Jehee signaled with his eyes toward Chorok and then sprinted toward a distant forest at an astonishing speed.

"Ow, it hurts! That really hurts!" I exclaimed.

"Keep your mouth shut. You might bite your tongue."

He's warning me a bit too late. I've already bitten it. 

Damn him.

[image: ]


Unlike our previous encounter, when we had halted at the forest's edge after sprinting across the field, our group pressed on deeper into the woods. The relentless swarm of bugs cascading from the canopy remained an annoyance, spewing some unknown liquid from their mouths.

"What is this! Ew, don't let that strange stuff touch my precious shield!" Sora exclaimed in dismay.

She clung to her shield protectively, quickly taking refuge behind Chorok. The irony was not lost on me, considering how ruthlessly she had wielded that same shield to dispatch the deer earlier.

In her stead, it was Chorok who now led the way, silently handling any monsters that crossed our path as we continued deeper into the forest. Then, abruptly, he came to a halt. 

Sora, sensing something amiss in our surroundings, also paused.

Behind us, Jehee, who had been carrying me over his shoulder, finally set me down gently. As I landed safely on the ground, my face still bore traces of apprehension, wondering what awaited us next. My hand instinctively covered my mouth, the pain from my earlier tongue-biting mishap still fresh.

Damn that Lee Jehee.

While I inwardly cursed him, a familiar voice reached my ears. It was the reason for Chorok's sudden stop.

"It's a relief. You've awakened safely."

Hana descended gracefully from a tree, her expression filled with relief as she rushed toward us. She affectionately patted Han Chorok's shoulder. Following her, Taera, his eyes sharp and piercing, pinched Han Chorok's cheek.

"Don't make us worry, you rascal!"

"Ow…" Han Chorok grumbled, though he made no effort to fend off Taera's pinching and obediently apologized. "Sorry."

As Chorok complained about the pain, it struck me as somewhat unusual that he didn't push Taera away. Was I the only one who found his behavior out of character?

The rest of the group appeared unperturbed, taking the scene in stride. I remained a silent observer amidst their interactions.


CHAPTER 29

TENSIONS RISE


After ensuring that Chorok remained unharmed, Hana cast a warm gaze toward us, her delight evident. She hurried over to Shin Sora, who clung to her shield protectively.

"Sora! How did you get here?" Hana questioned, her eyes filled with curiosity.

"Hello, Hana. I came because Jehee asked for help. Are you okay? I heard you stayed in the dungeon," Sora replied, concern etched in her voice.

"I'm fine. Taera was with me, you know," Hana reassured.

"Hmm. I don't find him very reliable. Our Taera is a bit feeble, except when he uses Heal," Sora remarked, a hint of skepticism in her tone.

Hana's words piqued Sora's curiosity, prompting her to glance at Baek Taera. Taera, who had noticed Sora's presence earlier, averted his eyes as if he had seen something he shouldn't have. However, Sora wasn't about to let it slide.

"Oh? You make eye contact and don't even say hello?" Sora teased.

"...Hello, Sora," Taera responded reluctantly.

"Hello, Taera. Looking as pretty as ever today? So, how about joining our guild?" Sora continued, a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

Taera remained silent, his discomfort apparent.

It was clear from this interaction that their relationship held a particular dynamic. With an uneasy expression, Taera discreetly moved away from Sora and sought refuge behind Chorok, who also appeared quite uncomfortable.

This tableau painted a vivid picture of their relationships within the group. At the apex of this hierarchy undoubtedly stood Lee Jehee, closely followed by Shin Sora. And, at the very bottom, like prey, I found myself.

"Why did you bring this risk again? You should have left it outside," Taera grumbled, shooting me a scowl as he leaned against Jehee weakly. 

In that moment, I witnessed Chorok's flinch.

"That's true. It does seem like a dangerous place for Seonwoo. Why not wait outside?" Hana's rational observation brought an undeniable tension to the faces of the two men, who exchanged silent glances. 

Jehee, however, brushed her comment aside and turned his focus back to me. 

"Enough with the conversation. Let's keep going," he ordered.

"Ah, this posture is unbearable!" I protested.

"Stay put. If you tumble and injure yourself, it's your responsibility."

"How am I supposed to stay put when it's so painful? You might as well give me a piggyback ride!"

Jehee sighed. "I don't make a habit of carrying grown men."

Who in their right mind would want to be carried as a hobby? This is preposterous! Yet, Jehee paid no heed to my protests and swiftly prepared to continue. The rest of the group, who had been exchanging pleasantries, followed suit.

Resigned to my fate, I let out a sigh and readied the skill I had prepared.

[Party member 'Yeon Seonwoo' activates the support skill 'Refresh.']




"What's this?"

The other party members, familiar with this skill from previous encounters, graciously accepted it. Hana, who had endured hardship waiting behind in the dungeon, appeared particularly thankful. Even Taera subtly curled the corners of his lips, indicating his satisfaction. After all, I had strategically used the skill for those two, achieving my intended purpose.

However, Sora, experiencing 'Refresh' for the first time, appeared surprised as she examined herself. Then, belatedly checking her status window, she approached me as I dangled upside down from Jehee's back, leaning in to meet my gaze.

"What is this?” she asked. “I've never seen this skill before." 

"Just, you know, a skill that brings a sense of rejuvenation. It doesn't possess any extraordinary abilities beyond that."

"No extraordinary abilities? But it feels remarkably satisfying. ...You're Yeon Seonwoo, right?" 

"Yeah, yes," I replied, trying to disengage, but Sora persisted in conversing with me.

Did anyone actually desire to be hanging upside down on their fiancé's back, engaged in conversation like this?

With a reluctant nod, I entertained Sora's suggestion.

"Seonwoo, would you consider joining our guild?"

"What? No?!"

"Oh, don't dismiss it so hastily. It's disheartening. You could at least pretend to ponder it."

How could I even entertain the idea of joining that guild when it would essentially entail tearing myself away from this situation?

Fearing that I might burst into tears, I clung to Jehee's clothing as if it were my lifeline. However, Sora displayed no inclination to give up easily. As she prepared to speak again, assuming the role of a legendary salesperson atop the pyramid scheme, I watched her with apprehensive eyes. 

Suddenly, the scenery spun around.

It occurred because Jehee abruptly shifted his posture. "Why are you attempting to recruit someone from another guild?"

"What? Our guild is exceptional. It's perfectly normal to explore different options before committing. I'm simply offering a suggestion."

"Put an end to this nonsense and stop tempting Seonwoo."

"What, are you now protecting your exclusive supporter? You don't even bat an eye when it's Chorok or Taera."

In response, a chuckle escaped Jehee. I could sense the slight quiver of his shoulder, where I hung precariously.

Don't laugh, you rascal. It's causing my bones to ache.

"This man can't be part of your guild."

"Why not?"

"Because they might be easily influenced, lacking in loyalty."

"…Are you sure you want to share such valuable information with me?"

"That's precisely why I'm advising against it. If you bring it up again, I'll be upset."

"…Tch."

I was on the verge of protesting against the disloyalty label. While I didn't owe any allegiance to Jehee, my devotion to my 'precious' surpassed anyone else's. However, Jehee's sudden assertiveness left me speechless.

[Master's mood improves, increasing 'Charm' by +1.]




[As 'Charm' skill status reaches 0, the 'Melancholy' status effect disappears.]




"You heard that, didn't you?"

"What, uh, what..."

"Don't even consider switching guilds. I won't take it lightly."

Is this guy out of his mind?

Shin Sora's guild, the Amazones Guild, exclusively catered to female hunters, as I remembered from the game.

They suggested I join by "detaching my precious," but why would I? Even if it hadn't been particularly useful thus far, it was precious for a reason. Men only had two of them, and they served as the last line of defense for a good reason!

Unable to utter a word due to the rapid pace set by Jehee, I resorted to punching his back in frustration. It was a way to express my discontent, but later, I found myself bewildered by how close we had grown. Normally, he would have reacted sensitively and said something, but this time, he remained silent.

Reluctantly, I was growing closer to these people. And that was becoming rather... troublesome.

[image: ]


We ran tirelessly, plunging into the cave's depths.

As soon as we were inside, Jehee conjured a light source that hung in the air. Its radiance drew the attention of several giant moths clinging to the cave walls, but they were swiftly dispatched by arrows that came from behind, piercing through their wings and sending them crashing to the ground.

[Party member 'Kim Hana' activates the attack skill 'Triple Shot’.]




[Party member 'Kim Hana' has vanquished 'Giant Cave Moth'.]




[(……)]




"Are we heading straight for the Nightmare?" Hana inquired, dealing with the menacing creatures.

Jehee nodded while maintaining his pace. "With Sora with us, we'll go directly."

[Party leader 'Lee Jehee' activates the attack skill 'Wind Breath'.]




[Party leader 'Lee Jehee' has defeated 'Giant Cave Moth'.]




[(……)]




A colossal whirlwind materialized before us, cleaving through the path as though it were alive. The moths obstructing the whirlwind's course were effortlessly torn asunder.

"So, all I need to do is hold on?" Sora inquired as she caught up to Jehee, who nodded once again. 

Meanwhile, Chorok, running on the opposite side to avoid Sora, chimed in with a serious tone. "Even with Sora here, she's S-rank. Can we handle this with just us?"

"We must wrap this up swiftly," Jehee declared. "While Sora fends off the attack, Hana, you and I will go on the offensive. If the creature lacks self-healing abilities, the fatal wounds inflicted by Hana should not have fully healed yet. We'll activate our awakening skills as soon as we enter."

"…Is this truly safe? This dungeon... it appears unusual," Chorok expressed his concern, an uncharacteristic hint of uncertainty in his voice.

Hanging onto Jehee's neck, struggling to maintain my balance, I turned to glance at Taera and Hana, who were following closely behind. Their expressions mirrored the seriousness of the situation. Sensing the atmosphere growing tense, Sora's face also adopted a grave demeanor.

"Yes, it's peculiar.” Jehee nodded. “Similar to the dungeon where the Keymaster emerged."

Ah, now it made sense.

Listening to Jehee's response, I finally comprehended why everyone was unusually on edge.

The unexpected presence of a boss monster in a C-rank dungeon was a cause for concern. It reminded us of the situation in the dungeon where the Keymaster had emerged. An air of apprehension hung over the group.

The worry was that, even if we managed to defeat an S-rank monster, the appearance of an S+ rank Keymaster afterward might prove to be too much for us to handle on our own.

"What do you mean by 'Keymaster'? Why would the one we defeated before reappear?" Sora inquired, her surprise evident as she overheard the conversation between Jehee and Chorok. 

Uncharacteristically, Jehee chose to offer a gentle explanation. "It might not be the same one we defeated previously. Just like monsters can regenerate, there's a higher chance a new one has emerged. ...For now, let's hope that's not the case."

Following that, Jehee lapsed into silence. Sensing his mood, the rest of the party members abandoned their usual playful demeanor and adopted a more somber attitude.


CHAPTER 30

NIGHTMARE'S ATTACK


Listening quietly to the conversation, I felt a surge of terror that threatened to overwhelm me, to the point where I believed I might actually faint.

Why would they bring me to such a treacherous dungeon? They ought to have left me behind! It's not as if we're embarking on a mission of certain death!

Furthermore, if they anticipated that this dungeon held such great peril that they needed to enlist the services of mercenaries, why had they stopped at just Shin Sora? It would have been far wiser to have a few more individuals join us.

In 'D-Rank Hunter's Regression,' the characters were primarily S or A-rank hunters. However, upon my actual arrival in this world, I soon realized that high-ranking hunters were a rare commodity. In fact, a guild master with an A-rank status was considered exceptionally high-ranking.

Thanks to the privileges afforded to me as a returnee, Jehee had assembled a group of talents with the potential to achieve S-rank status in the future. Within his guild, he had several S-rank hunters, which might as well have represented the entirety of S-ranks in Korea, aside from Sora and a few rivals from competing guilds.

Therefore, I had initially assumed that a C-rank dungeon would be a walk in the park. 

Why am I even here...

"Depending on the situation, Chorok might have to employ his awakening skill again. If that happen, Seonwoo, you must react swiftly."

What is that supposed to mean? Were they just using me as an excuse for bringing me here, or is this their way of crafting a justification for their earlier mistake?

Until moments ago, no one had offered an explanation for my presence, leading me to lean towards the latter interpretation.

Jehee's words not only startled me but also appeared to catch Chorok off guard. He glanced up, his expression a mix of surprise and confusion. His gaze shifted from Jehee to me, and as our eyes met in the middle, he seemed somewhat relieved before turning away with a slight pout.

His behavior held a striking childlike quality, which was understandable given his true age.

"What are you suggesting? Are you saying that he can calm Chorok's frenzied state?" Taera, who had been cautious and silent until now, suddenly interjected.

Jehee, appearing irritated, averted his head, pretending not to hear, and continued to stride forward. 

Breaking the silence, it was Chorok who spoke up, his expression resolute as he addressed the group. "Yes, he possesses an extraordinary ability to enter dreams and deactivate the Nightmare Dominator skill. He also helped stabilize me when I used my awakening skill to break out of a sleep state."

"...Really?" Taera's eyes widened in astonishment, casting a skeptical glance in my direction.

Is that true, or are you jesting? His skepticism hung in the air, making me feel uncomfortably self-conscious. I shifted my gaze, inadvertently locking eyes with Sora, whose enthusiasm practically radiated.

Oh no, I shouldn't have made eye contact! Now, she'll...

"You're amazing, Seonwoo! Are you sure you don't want to join our guild?" Sora's voice brimmed with excitement, her words carrying the weight of temptation.

I knew this moment was inevitable. Once again, my cherished freedom hung in the balance.

"Yes, I have no plans to join," I replied firmly, my voice laced with determination.

"Isn't that a bit too harsh?" Sora's disappointment was palpable.

"No, I don't believe it's too harsh," I maintained my stance, resolute.

Amidst our exchange, Jehee chuckled, the vibrations of his laughter coursing through the neck and shoulders I held onto as my lifeline.

The rest of the group couldn't resist joining in the laughter. Taera quickly clamped his hand over his mouth to stifle his burst of amusement, evidently aware of Sora's potential response.

"Taera, if you let out another laugh that showcases your teeth, you might end up with dental implants for life, you know?"

It was quite understandable why he exercised caution. Threatening a healer with a lifetime of dental implants was akin to promising to endlessly regenerate their teeth just to extract them once more.

Even I would have been too frightened to reveal my teeth if I were in his shoes.

Taera, apparently sharing my sentiments, tightly sealed his lips, maintaining a stern expression. As I observed his unusual behavior, Sora's tone shifted from threatening to unexpectedly gentle, though the lingering impact of her implant threat still prevented her from appearing entirely kind.

"Seonwoo, seriously give it some thought. Our guild is genuinely fantastic. Everyone is incredibly friendly, and they genuinely look out for you."

That's a lie. I know precisely what Amazoness is like. It's a place where the law of the jungle reigns supreme, and their motto is 'Only the strong survive!'

And she claims they look out for you? That's an exaggeration if I've ever heard one.

"Why does she keep insisting I join? Why would she want someone as weak as me? I pondered, my thoughts swirling like a tempest in a fragile teacup.

"Well, that's nice. But I'm sorry, I really can't. I'm under a contract that doesn't allow me to move freely," I replied, my voice tinged with resignation, a hint of the chains that bound me.

Curse this Servant Ring, a shimmering shackle on my desires. My freedom, a distant dream, remained elusive until I could pry this ring from my finger. Fortunately, Sora, perceptive as ever, swiftly grasped the veiled implications of my response.

"So it's Jehee, right?! He must have used his charming skills to completely bewitch you and imposed some strange restrictions! I knew he’d do it again!" Sora exclaimed, her eyes reflecting a mixture of concern and intrigue, her words laced with the allure of an unsolved mystery.

"Wait, 'again'? Did you just say 'again'...?" I questioned, a knot of curiosity tightening in my chest.

"We're almost there. Everyone ready to get serious?" Jehee abruptly halted, his words laden with a sense of urgency, disrupting my attempt to delve deeper into the enigma at hand.

I struggled to hasten the completion of my sentence, but the person I held awkwardly jostled, causing me to emit a subdued "Eek!" as I grappled to maintain my equilibrium.

Meanwhile, Sora, deep in conversation with Jehee, remained oblivious to my efforts.

"That guy, he's really sly. Everything belongs to him, apparently," Sora remarked with a throaty cough.

"It's not like that, cough!" I managed to interject, my voice trembling with frustration.

"Remember not to mess with him recklessly. It really makes him angry," Jehee continued, his tone weighed down by a heavy seriousness.

"Oh, no... uh!" I struggled to regain their attention, my words lost in the winds of their discourse.

"Ugh, it's annoying. He has a good eye for people... If he thinks someone is useful, he lures them in," Sora lamented, her words a mournful chorus of truth.

Hey, listen to me too! 

I pleaded silently, my attempts to insert myself into their conversation thwarted by Jehee's unrelenting interruptions.

But still, isn't it polite to at least look at someone when they're trying to say something? I wondered, my gaze desperately seeking solace from Chorok and Taera, but they averted their eyes, and Hana, my last hope, remained preoccupied with the dungeon's survey.

"Nightmares are still present. Shall we enter now?" Hana’s voice pierced the growing tension, its resonance demanding attention.

"Let Sora go in first to secure the position, then we'll follow," Jehee suggested, his words a strategic melody.

"Are thinking tanks some kind of invincible iron stones, huh? I feel pain when I get hit too, you know?" Sora grumbled, her complaints punctuating the air, though her actions belied her words as she briskly warmed up, lifting the shield she had been carrying, and then swiftly entered the final clearance zone, activating her awakening skill.

[Party member 'Shin Sora' has unlocked her awakening trait.]




[The Apostle of God, Heretical Inquisitor appears.]




[The Apostle of God, Heretical Inquisitor activates the awakening skill 'Faith's Worth.']




A burst of golden energy erupted from Sora, propelling her toward the forefront of the Nightmares. Her once-white battle armor transformed, adorned now with a layer of radiant golden armor and a crimson cape that danced in the air behind her.

Clad in her resolute plate armor, Sora firmly planted her shield into the ground, closed her eyes in deep devotion, and joined her hands in prayer. Her voice, a soft murmur, resonated with unwavering faith as she began to speak.

"Count it all joy when you face trials of various kinds, knowing that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. Under the trial of faith, I vow to persevere without a shred of doubt."

[The faith of Heretical Inquisitor 'Shin Sora' is proven, activating 'Unbreakable Guardianship.']




As her prayer flowed from her lips, an immense golden shield materialized before her. This shield, born of her steadfast faith, was impervious as long as her belief remained unshaken. Shin Sora, true to her character in the game—a person of simplicity and unwavering resolve—had no intentions of wavering in her faith.

The eternal custodian of the unbreakable shield—Shin Sora.

"Let's go."

Jehee, who had carried me all this time, was the first to reach behind Sora, gently placing me on the ground. As I stood safely behind the golden shield, I gazed at him in a daze, only to witness a peculiar smile on his lips as he extended his hands toward the heavens. In an instant, two ebony swords, capable of swallowing even the light, materialized in his grip, adorned with crimson patterns that glowed ominously.

A dual-wielding swordsman. 

Jehee's zenith of power wasn't in his magic but in the mastery of these twin swords.

His usually somber eyes now sparkled with an unusual radiance. For a fleeting moment, our eyes met—his dark, now-illuminated orbs locked with mine.

Before I could fully comprehend the unfolding events, Jehee, like a released spring, surged forward and vaulted into the air toward the Nightmare's location. The Nightmare, sensing an impending assault, readied its own attack skill. Fortunately, Sora's prayer had already been set in motion.

"Be strong and courageous. For all your life, no one will stand against you, and I pray that all blades set before you shall turn towards me. I pray to face them with strength and courage," Sora's voice, filled with unwavering faith and determination, continued to echo as she invoked her 'Self-Sacrifice' skill.

[The Apostle of God, Heretical Inquisitor activates the awakening skill 'Self-Sacrifice'.]




[All attacks from the monster 'Nightmare' are now directed towards the Heretical Inquisitor 'Shin Sora'.]




The 'Self-Sacrifice' skill was a form of taunt, a divine command that compelled the Nightmare to focus all its fury on Shin Sora, the Heretical Inquisitor.

[The monster 'Nightmare' activates the attack skill 'Scream in the Nightmare'.]




The Nightmare unleashed a horrifying cry as its grotesquely split mouth widened, a swirling vortex of ominous black energy forming in front of it.

The condensed black sphere shot forth with malevolent intent, targeting Sora directly and heading straight for the golden shield that protected her.


CHAPTER 31

THE DEFEAT


[The 'Scream in the Nightmare' from 'Nightmare' collides with the 'Unbreakable Guard' and dissipates.]




[Party member 'Lee Jehee' activates the secret technique 'Flying Heavenly Sword'.]




The otherworldly wail, or whatever unnatural force it represented, crashed against the golden shield with a bone-chilling resonance. Slowly but surely, it withered away into oblivion. As the skill faded, Jehee executed a breathtaking leap, scaling the heights where Nightmare loomed. With precision, he hurled his blade, lodging it firmly in the very core of Nightmare's being.

Gracefully landing on the ground, Jehee launched forward once more, soaring skyward in a grand display of martial prowess. Utilizing the sword anchored within Nightmare's abdomen as a stepping stone, he vaulted higher, driving his remaining sword deep into the beast's flesh. The force was awe-inspiring, cleaving a path from Nightmare's abdomen up to its shoulder.

[Nightmare has sustained a critical injury.]




"ROOOOAAAAR!" Nightmare bellowed, writhing in torment as it grappled with the grievous wound. A thick plume of black smoke, an eerie substitute for blood, billowed from the gaping gash.

In my previous gaming sessions, I had often grumbled about the absence of blood in such encounters. But now, that swirling smoke, sinister and inexorable, held a macabre fascination. Its slow ascent painted a haunting picture, more ominous than any crimson fluid could have ever been.

As the chilling scene unfolded before me, I found myself frozen in place. Taera, standing at my side, playfully jolted me back to reality with a friendly tap on the back.

"What are you freezing up for?"

"Uh, it's just..."

"What, you think we're going to lose?"

"..."

"Don't worry. We won't lose. No, even if we do, Jehee won't," Taera assured me, his confidence shining through like a beacon of hope. His handsome countenance blossomed like a field of vibrant flowers, radiating an almost ethereal beauty.

In his gaze and expression, there was an unspoken message—trust in him. Even in the darkest of moments, when all seemed lost, trust in Lee Jehee.

His assured smile had a calming effect on me, causing my tense shoulders to relax, the burdens of fear and doubt slowly melting away. As Taera had proclaimed, the protagonist, Lee Jehee, was an indomitable force. With that thought in mind, even the resounding roars of Nightmare lost their capacity to inspire dread.

Yet, complacency would be our downfall.

[Nightmare activates the attack skill 'Return of the Nightmare.']




[The first effect of 'Return of the Nightmare' skill brings 'Nightmare' to this place.]




As these ominous status messages unfurled before us, long, sinewy tendrils erupted from the ground, each adorned with menacing, barbed spikes that looked capable of rending flesh with ease.

In a sudden, terrifying spectacle, a colossal black tendril erupted near our protective shield and descended with unrelenting force.

"AAAAAHHH!"

Taera's commentary cut through the chaos, his words laced with a touch of dark humor. "Look at that scream. Told you, it's like renting out the whole dungeon."

As I slumped to the ground where I stood, Taera chuckled lightly, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. He nonchalantly crossed his arms, clearly unfazed by the impending danger. True to his earlier confident proclamation, the menacing black tendrils struck the golden shield, only to be forcefully repelled.

However, these inky appendages were not so easily deterred. They regrouped, snaking their way around the entire barrier, shrouded in ominous black smoke.

[The second effect of the 'Return of the Nightmare' skill initiates Nightmare's self-healing.]




"Everyone, be careful. It seems like just being near those tendrils drains mana," Jehee cautioned, stepping back from his fierce assault on Nightmare. 

The party members exchanged knowing glances and acted swiftly, dispersing in a well-coordinated maneuver. Yet, a quick glance at the party window revealed that everyone's mana had already been halved.

Even as they moved away, the undulating tendrils drew closer, relentlessly siphoning their mana reserves. With each stolen droplet of magic, Nightmare's health gradually rejuvenated.

"Hey, that thing's health is filling up slowly!"

"Then we'll just have to reduce it again," Taera spoke with a relaxed demeanor, an aura of determination radiating from him. A brilliant silver light erupted from his body, signaling the activation of his Awakening trait.

[Party member 'Baek Taera' activates his Awakening trait.]




[The Divine, Hwata appears.]




[The Divine, Hwata activates the second stage of the 'Divine Vision Chapter 5 - Protection of Blood' Awakening skill, 'Nourishing Sound.']




With the activation of his Awakening trait, Taera's once-grey eyes transformed into a deep, mesmerizing red. Before him materialized four imposing acupuncture needles, each adorned with the character for 'rescue' (救命). These formidable needles swiftly found their marks, flying towards the party members and piercing the backs of their necks.

Taera, his grip firm on the long crimson threads trailing from the needles, began to consume mana potions with unyielding confidence.

[Hwata, 'Baek Taera's' 'Nourishing Sound' skill effect sacrifices his mana to continuously replenish the party members' mana.]




Thanks to this extraordinary ability, the party members' mana reserves started to replenish at an astonishing pace. With these needles in place, their worries about mana depletion vanished like a distant memory, replaced by the sensation of an unending transfusion.

But those needles... they looked undeniably painful. Hwata's skills were infamous in the game for their discomfort. Fortunately, they were not employed on me. Witnessing my companions battle with these needles embedded in their necks only heightened their heroic stature.

As their mana surged, a shadowy figure streaked past Taera and lunged at Nightmare. This enigmatic silhouette brandished a colossal axe and commenced a furious assault.

[Party member 'Han Chorok' activates his Awakening trait.]




[The Berserker, Warrior of Fury, emerges.]




[The Berserker, Warrior of Fury initiates the 'Frenzy' Awakening skill.]




[Nightmare's self-healing falters under the relentless onslaught of the Berserker's ferocious attack.]




With each thunderous swing of the colossal axe, ominous black smoke erupted from Nightmare's hulking form. The relentless onslaught proved too much for the creature to withstand, as indicated by the status message.

"Way to go, Chorok!"

But my moment of admiration for Chorok's prowess was cut short as Nightmare, undaunted by its injuries, pressed on with its next move.

The creature, which had hitherto fixated solely on Sora, abruptly shifted its malevolent gaze to Chorok, who wielded his massive battle axe with wild abandon. Nightmare emitted a menacing growl, clearly preparing for a retaliatory strike.

Hana, who had been providing cover from a distance, wasted no time in activating her Awakening trait.

[Party member 'Kim Hana' activates her Awakening trait.]




[The Divine Archer, Dongmyeong the Strong  materializes.]




[The Divine Archer, Dongmyeong the Strong  initiates the 'First Strike of the Army's Banner' Awakening skill.]




Drenched in a radiant blue aura, Hana's pupils took on an enchanting cerulean hue. She gracefully ascended onto the stirrup of the ethereal crossbow that materialized before her, drawing the bowstring with determined finesse. A swirling vortex of blue energy coalesced before the pristine arrow. With a release, the arrow streaked through the air, its path unerring as it bore down upon Nightmare.

The arrow, charged with potent energy, found its mark, striking Nightmare's heart with pinpoint precision, driving right through its chest. A cavernous hole erupted in Nightmare's core, supplementing the previous damage Hana had inflicted to its abdomen. The once-intimidating creature now stood battered and broken.

[Nightmare sustains a critical injury.]




The astounding part was that, despite enduring such a devastating blow, Nightmare clung to life tenaciously, a testament to its formidable S-class rating. It stood resolute, preparing for its next assault.

[Nightmare activates the attack skill 'Lucid Dream.']




However, before Nightmare could fully unleash its nightmarish ability, Jehee, the astute leader of our party, took preemptive action.

[Party Leader 'Lee Jehee' activates the support skill 'Levitation.']




[Party Leader 'Lee Jehee' employs a hidden skill to initiate a 'Stacked Skill.']




[Party Leader 'Lee Jehee' unleashes the secret technique 'Sword Qi.']




Jehee harnessed his hidden skill to concurrently wield two abilities. Suspended in the air by the power of magic, he retrieved two swords from Nightmare and allowed his shoulders to relax. With each deliberate breath, his shoulders rose and fell rhythmically. Then, he extended his arms and swiftly sliced the swords through the air.

Dark Sword Qi, manifesting itself in the form of ethereal blades, surged forward with incredible speed towards Nightmare. The formidable force of the Sword Qi, slicing through the atmosphere, expanded in size with each passing moment.

Before long, the Sword Qi had grown to a size equivalent to that of a full-grown person. It reverberated through the surrounding air, severing Nightmare's shoulders in a single, devastating strike. In an instant, the once-mighty creature found itself devoid of both its arms.

[Nightmare sustains a critical injury.]




[The critically injured Nightmare fails to activate its attack skill 'Lucid Dream.']




[Nightmare becomes incapacitated due to the critical injuries.]




...Isn't it an unwritten rule not to attack during transformations or spellcasting? Thanks to Jehee's timely skill activation, Nightmare found itself incapacitated, denied the opportunity to retaliate.

It was an audacious tactic, no doubt, but what mattered most was that Jehee was on our side. While one might critique the underhandedness of such maneuvers when employed by our adversaries, cunning tactics from our side often paved the path to victory.

Undeniably, the tide of battle had swung dramatically in our favor. Could it be possible that we were teetering on the precipice of triumph? The question flitted through my mind as these extraordinary warriors orchestrated their attacks with seamless precision, driving the formidable S-class giant monster into a defensive stance.

Just then, Sora, having confirmed Nightmare's incapacitation, concluded her prayer and rose to her feet. As her invocation subsided, the golden shield dissipated, but her resplendent armor still enshrouded her. Triumph radiated from her countenance.

"Is it finally my turn? Alright, everyone, step back. Don't risk getting caught in the fray and injured. Those without faith are subject to my judgment!" 

Upon hearing Sora's resolute words, Hana swiftly grasped my shoulder and pulled me away. I staggered behind her, my gaze transfixed by the unfolding spectacle. Particularly memorable was Jehee's persistent efforts to persuade Chorok to retreat.

[Party member 'Han Chorok's' Enchanter issues a command.]




[The Berserker, Warrior of Fury, rejects the command.]




[Party member 'Han Chorok's' Enchanter issues a command.]




[The Berserker, Warrior of Fury, rejects the command.]




[(……)]




[Party member 'Han Chorok's' Enchanter issues a command.]




[The Berserker, Warrior of Fury, finally complies with the command.]




Amidst a series of commands and refusals, a final command took hold, and Jehee swiftly withdrew from the frontlines.

Chorok, with a rough growl, initially seemed to resist, shaking his head side to side, but he eventually took several steps back, retreating until his back pressed against the unforgiving cave walls.

After a momentary hesitation, he obediently knelt down. His slumped shoulders and bound arms appeared to be restrained by unseen forces, eerily reminiscent of something I had witnessed at Jehee's house.

With all the party members now safely distanced from the impending spectacle, Sora retrieved her shield from the ground. Her gaze remained unflinching as she fixed her eyes upon Nightmare.

"Be bold, for I have conquered the world!"

[The Divine Apostle, Heretic Inquisitor, activates the Awakening skill 'Immediate Judgment.']




With this new notification illuminating our status window, Sora surged forward, ascending into the heavens until she nearly grazed the cavern ceiling. A brilliant burst of radiance erupted from her being, the telltale sign that the 'Immediate Judgment' skill was about to unfold. Beneath the towering form of Nightmare, a colossal cross-shaped formation manifested, signaling the onset of judgment.

[The Heretic Inquisitor's plea awaits judgment.]




[The verdict is delivered: 'Heretic'.]




[Immediate Judgment target confirmed: Nightmare - the Monster.]




As Nightmare was declared a heretic and marked for annihilation, countless chains erupted from the golden cross structure, ensnaring the monstrosity and compelling its head downward. In that fateful instant, Sora, shield held high, descended with blistering speed and executed a swift, decisive decapitation of Nightmare.

[You have successfully defeated Nightmare.]




[As a reward, you obtain the weapon item 'Superior Staff'.]




[As a reward, you obtain the special item 'Collector's Orb'.]




[As a reward, you obtain the high-grade crafting item 'Horn of Nightmare'.]




[As a reward, you obtain the high-grade crafting item 'Heart of Nightmare'.]




[Congratulations, Hunter Yeon Seonwoo! You have successfully leveled up!]




[Congratulations, Hunter Yeon Seonwoo! You have successfully leveled up!]




[(……)]




The status messages confirming the defeat of 'Nightmare' and the subsequent notifications about the rewards began to cascade. Among them, the messages celebrating my ascent in levels were particularly noteworthy. In that triumphant moment of vanquishing Nightmare, I had surged ahead by an astonishing five levels. My level had now soared to 58, and the dungeon stood unequivocally cleared.

['The Disappearance of Nightmare' marks the conclusion of the 'Time of Nightmare'.]




[Special Clear Quest Completed! Check your rewards.]




It felt almost surreal, like a dream within a dream. The fact that we had defeated an S-class monster, the extraordinary abilities exhibited by my companions, and the abrupt leap of five levels in my status sheet—everything appeared as if it belonged to a different realm.

It was hard to wrap my mind around it all. Yet, I had to accept that this was my reality, the tangible world in which I now existed. There was no room for excuses or dismissals; it was the undeniable truth.

Volume 1 End





OEBPS/image_rsrc3EZ.jpg





OEBPS/image_rsrc3F0.jpg
x





cover.jpeg






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   





