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      The next morning, there were several changes at Geumho Station.


      First, Myeongoh Han was nowhere to be seen.


      He had made himself scarce as soon as the fight had started. By the time it was over, he had completely vanished. I had no way of knowing whether he was hiding somewhere in Geumho or if he had moved on to another station.


      “I guess he doesn’t want to travel with us anymore. Never liked that guy anyway. Besides, he’s not the only one who’s disappeared.”


      As Huiwon observed, there were only a few people remaining in Geumho. It wasn’t because most of them had died, though. In fact, more people had survived this time than in any of Junghyeok’s regressions in the original story.


      What really happened was that most of the people who lived through last night’s incident had left the station. I’m sure they each had different reasons for leaving.


      “Will they be safe here?”


      Sangah’s eyes were full of concern as she glanced at the remaining survivors.


      Apart from me, Sangah, Hyeonseong, Gilyeong, and Huiwon, there were only five others in Geumho Station.


      “What about the rest of you? Are you coming with us?” Huiwon asked impassively.


      This seemed to make them quite uneasy. A young woman holding a child’s hand spoke on behalf of their group.


      “…We’ll manage on our own. We have some coins left, so…”


      The mother and the daughter had survived the massacre. To be honest, I was impressed. If they had the grit to make it through last night’s bloodbath, perhaps they would be fine without us.


      Huiwon seemed to have the same idea. She nodded at the woman.


      “I see. Good luck to you, then.”


      The survivors visibly relaxed once Huiwon turned away. I wasn’t surprised they looked at us that way. After all, last night’s events must have been quite disturbing.


      I could understand how they felt about us. One of us had refused to share his coins, despite having enough to save a number of lives, and another had gone on a ruthless rampage. To them, Huiwon and I might not be any different from the Cheoldu Gang.


      Hyeonseong was sitting next to me with a dumb look on his face. I tapped him on his shoulder.


      “Hyeonseong?”


      “Huh? Yes!”


      The big man, who had been staring at Huiwon with a dazed expression, nearly jumped out of his skin when I called his name. I could guess what he was thinking. Something along the lines of “Is this really the same person who slaughtered all those thugs like a woman possessed?”


      “Is everything ready?”


      “Yes! It’s not perfect, but it’ll do. Plastic bottles for storing water, supplies for staying warm, and since we don’t have proper mess kits, I found…”


      In times like these, it’s nice having a soldier around.


      “…and there you have it. If there’s anything else you need…”


      I was about to say we couldn’t possibly need anything more than that, but I suddenly remembered something.


      “Oh, could you look for a portable backup battery?”


      “You mean for phones and stuff?”


      His confusion was understandable. After all, smartphones were all but useless without any kind of signal. I tried my best to wave it off nonchalantly.


      “I need it for something.”


      Hyeonseong replied that he’d look for one and began searching through the Cheoldu Gang’s stuff. Gilyeong and Sangah volunteered to help as well.


      Huiwon looked at me and asked, “Are we heading out now?”


      “Yes.”


      She didn’t even ask if she could join us, like it was the most natural thing in the world. That’s Huiwon Jeong for you. Of course, I was more than happy to have her. Judge of Evil… Even Junghyeok would covet someone like that.


      “There’s a lot that I want to ask you.”


      “Not now.”


      “Acting all mysterious, hmm?”


      Huiwon tapped my arm with her fist.


      
        [You have received 1,500 coins from character Huiwon Jeong.]

      


      “What’s this…?”


      “It’s your share. I felt bad keeping all the coins for myself. Don’t worry. I shared some with the others as well.”


      I immediately understood what she meant. She cut down most of the Cheoldu Gang by herself last night. In other words, these coins were from the people she killed.


      But…I didn’t feel too comfortable accepting them.


      “I wouldn’t have shared them if I were you.”


      After all, Huiwon couldn’t have known that I’d actually bagged more coins than her from yesterday’s events.


      “Well, I’m not you, am I?”


      She whacked my arm a few more times, then slung on her backpack and began to walk toward the tunnel.


      “Take your time wrapping things up here. I’ll go on ahead and clear the way.”


      “Don’t go too far. There will be some parts that are too dangerous to handle alone.”


      Huiwon waved her hand, as if to tell me not to worry, and strode off into the distance.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is delighted by your camaraderie.]


        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon chuckles insidiously.]

      


      I stared at the messages that popped up, then spoke.


      “You made a lot of coins yesterday, didn’t you? I bet you’re happy.”


      No response. I tried again.


      “Don’t pretend you didn’t hear me. I know you’re watching.”


      Ah-ha-ha-ha… You knew?


      Bihyeong’s voice sounded like a whisper.


      “How much did you make?”


      I…um…


      I glared at empty space without saying anything.


      Haah… Nothing gets past you, huh? Fine, here’s your cut.


      
        [You have received 4,500 coins from Goblin Bihyeong.]

      


      I knew it. That sly goblin bastard.


      The constellations sent me coins directly, without using the donation system. I don’t know why, but they asked me to give some to you later. Oh, and these messages, too.


      A cascade of messages followed.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is satisfied with your scenario.]


        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire tries her best to accept your decision.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is pleased with your scheme.]

      


      ……


      I see. So that’s why I wasn’t getting donation messages yesterday.


      I was wondering why I hadn’t gotten nearly as many coins as I’d expected, even though such a major event had taken place.


      
        [Coins Owned: 23,050C]

      


      I had invested quite a big chunk of the coins I’d earned last time in my stats, but I was already back up to a good amount. That meant it was time to increase my stats yet again.


      Shall I power up a bit?


      Since I wasn’t able to see my own attribute window, I had to mentally keep track of exactly how much I had invested in each stat.


      First, stamina, which is the most important stat at this point.


      
        [You have invested 1,200 coins in stamina.]


        [Stamina Lv.12 -> Stamina Lv.15]


        [Your body becomes more durable.]

      


      Then, since I don’t have any passive skills that help with offense, I need to keep my strength up.


      
        [You have invested 1,600 coins in strength.]


        [Strength Lv.11 -> Strength Lv.15]


        [Power surges through your muscles.]

      


      Just enough agility to dodge attacks.


      
        [You have invested 400 coins in agility.]


        [Agility Lv.10 -> Agility Lv.11]


        [Your movements become a bit quicker.]

      


      And finally, I need at least level 10 in magic power so I can sustain “White Star Weapon Aura.”


      
        [You have invested 1,200 coins in magic power.]


        [Magic Power Lv.6 -> Magic Power Lv.10]


        [Your soul becomes infused with mystical energy.]

      


      I could’ve increased my stats even more, but I decided to stop there because I knew I would have to spend a large number of coins once I got to Chungmuro. Not to mention…4,400 coins were gone in a flash… As always, it was hard to make money, but all too easy to spend it. I wouldn’t have had to use so many coins if I’d started with a decent baseline of stats, but…


      My base stamina had been one… TWSA’s average view count—no, even Gilyeong’s base stamina was probably higher than that.


      Oh, I forgot to tell you, but you received a scenario recommendation, too. You’re really something else. If things keep up, my channel will level up soon.


      “Yeah, of course.”


      Unlike other incarnations, I didn’t get any support from a sponsoring constellation. That was why it was crucial that I stayed ahead of the curve in terms of coins. But I couldn’t take full advantage of my contract with Bihyeong because his channel was still quite small.


      Messages and donations from a “small number” of constellations weren’t enough. In order to see some real coin, I needed this channel to grow into one that got the attention of a “large number” of constellations.


      “If everyone is ready, let’s head out. You didn’t forget anything, right?”


      My companions, who had already gathered in front of me, all nodded at once. They looked nervous. Yesterday’s events must have shown them what to expect going forward.


      And finally, the journey to Chungmuro began.
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      We were in the middle of the subway track, about halfway to Yaksu Station, when a message popped up.


      
        [The second main scenario has been activated.]

      


      
        <Main Scenario #2 - Contact>


        Category: Main


        Difficulty: E


        Mission: Make your way through the tunnel and meet with the survivors at the first site.


        Time Limit: None


        Reward: 500 coins


        Penalty for Failure: ???

      


      Seeing the message made it all feel real. Starting with the second scenario, things would play out around “major sites.”


      “The first site? Where’s that supposed to be?” Huiwon asked.


      There was no need to answer because another message appeared immediately.


      
        [The next major site is Chungmuro Station.]

      


      “Chungmuro? That’s not too far. Only three more stations, then—”


      There was a tremor, and ground rats popped up out of the dirt. A whole swarm of them, easily over thirty in total. Huiwon’s face darkened.


      “…Three more stations of this…”


      Hyeonseong stepped forward.


      “I’ll take point.”


      With the support of his sponsoring constellation, he had a whopping thirty-seven for his stamina-strength-agility total. Even though he made significantly fewer coins than I did, his stats were close to mine. This was why it was so advantageous to start out with high base stats. If I’d known this would happen, I would’ve done push-ups every day.


      “I’ll take the rear.”


      Despite his overall low stats, Gilyeong had been training diligently and could use his “Interspecies Communication” skill in dynamic ways.


      “Please let me help, too.”


      Sangah was using her magic threads to limit the movements of the ground rats. Her attack power wasn’t very high, but I had a feeling that her overall stats were similar to Huiwon’s.


      “There are a lot of ’em, but that’s about it. This is a piece of cake.”


      And lastly, Huiwon. It went without saying that she was capable of holding her own. Her overall stats were lower than Hyeonseong’s, but her exclusive skill alone more than made up for it.


      Judge of Evil’s main weapon—“Time of Judgment.”


      So long as her opponent was deemed an “evildoer” by the constellations, Huiwon Jeong would not lose.


      Soon, the last ground rat was taken out. Hyeonseong lowered his shield and wiped away the sweat on his brow.


      “Whew… That wasn’t too bad.”


      Actually, it shouldn’t have been this easy. Ground rats may have simple attack patterns, but thirty of them could easily overwhelm an unprepared party. Even I couldn’t have taken them on by myself without using “Bookmark.”


      We continued along the tunnel for some time until we finally spotted a platform.


      “It’s Yaksu! But there’s no one h—Oh…I guess that’s not entirely true.”


      Yaksu Station was full of human and ground rat corpses. Judging by their wounds, some of the people weren’t killed by monsters. Junghyeok Yu.


      “Let’s keep going. Chungmuro is only two stations away.”


      We continued on our journey. Dongguk University Station was less than one kilometer from Yaksu, so it made sense to keep going while we were still in good condition. When we were almost at Dongguk University, we encountered another pack of ground rats and defeated them.


      In terms of distance, we had only traveled about two kilometers, but the battles had been quite arduous. Everyone looked exhausted.


      “Let’s rest here for a bit.”


      “We’re just one station away from Chungmuro. Wouldn’t it be better to rest after we—?”


      “There’s no guarantee we’ll be able to rest there.”


      The group fell silent at my words. By now, they knew all too well that monsters were not the only dangerous things in the world. I glanced around and spoke up.


      “Looks like people left this station in a hurry. We might be able to find some useful stuff. Things like essential supplies.”


      “Um, in that case, we…”


      Upon hearing “essential supplies,” Sangah raised her hand furtively. She and Huiwon locked eyes and, without a word, nodded at the same time. I stared at them cluelessly until Huiwon asked, “Why? You wanna join us?”


      “No. Go ahead.”


      Even the most tactless person would’ve gotten the hint after Huiwon practically spelled it out. The world may have fallen, but humans’ bodily functions didn’t stop.


      Hyeonseong chimed in as well.


      “If we’ve got downtime, then I’m going to the restroom.”


      At first, that sounded like a ridiculous thing to do at a time like this, but on second thought, there was no reason not to use the proper restroom that was right in front of us.


      “Me too.”


      Gilyeong scurried to catch up to Hyeonseong. Watching the two of them walk away side by side, I thought they looked like brothers with a large age gap.


      “Are you going to stay here by yourself?” Sangah asked.


      “I’ll be taking a quick trip aboveground.”


      “What? But the poisonous fog… Will you be okay?”


      “Yeah, it’ll only be for a short bit.”


      “…Sounds fishy. Where are you going?”


      “I’m thinking of making a religious pilgrimage.”


      “A religious…pilgrimage?”


      I stared at Huiwon for a bit before answering her.


      “I may not look it, but I’m a man of faith.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Soon after, I was standing in front of Exit 6 of Dongguk University Station.


      Based on my research, it should be right around here…


      
        [You have been exposed to a poisonous fog.]

      


      As I expected, the air here was polluted by the plague rhinoceros’s gas.


      This time, I hadn’t bought an Ellain Monkey’s Lung, so I had to make this quick. I held my breath and sprinted up the escalator to Dongguk University. Soon, I came upon a bronze statue that had a blue-gray sheen.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe watches you expectantly.]

      


      The statue bore the likeness of a Buddhist monk who had lived during the mid-Joseon Dynasty. Even though it was just a statue, I could sense a mysterious sense of gravitas from the figure wearing a long, worn-out robe and holding a bamboo spear.


      I read the name that was emblazoned below the statue.


      THE STATUE OF THE GREAT MONK SAMYEONG


      Good. I came to the right place. It looks like no one else has been here, either…


      I stood before the statue and pressed my palms together in a respectful manner.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe is pleased with your gesture.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]

      


      Then, without hesitation, I channeled “White Star Weapon Aura” into my sword to activate Blade of Faith.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe is puzzled by your behavior.]

      


      And I cut the statue of the Great Monk Samyeong in half.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe is horrified by your action.]
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      A few minutes later, I was back inside Dongguk University Station, munching on ground rat meat. This was to treat my skin, which had been contaminated by the poisonous fog. It would take a while, but the meat of a subterranean species was enough to cure this level of affliction.


      Have you lost your damn mind? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?!


      Bihyeong’s outraged tirade was ringing in my ears.


      “Be quiet.”


      This isn’t something that can just be brushed off! You vandalized the idol of a constellation! Are you trying to ruin my channel? What are we gonna do if Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army starts spreading the word about what you did…?


      An idol of a constellation. There are constellations in every world, including on Earth and in Korea specifically.


      Still, “Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army”? I thought it was an extremely disrespectful epithet for a revered figure in Korean history, but I also realized that I was the last person who had any right to complain about that.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe is furious about your desecration of his idol.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is giggling.]


        [A very small number of constellations are amazed by how shameless you are.]

      


      Every idol was different, but each of them contained the power of the constellation sealed within it. By properly undoing the seal, an incarnation could obtain a fragment of the constellation’s power, such as an item or a skill. But undoing the seal by normal means was a long process, and I couldn’t be sure I’d obtain the skill I wanted. I glanced down at a passage from TWSA on my phone.


      
        “But the statue of the Great Monk Samyeong must’ve been sealed. How did you get the skill?”


        “There’s an old saying that goes, ‘If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him.’”


        “What? Wait, don’t tell me you—”


        “Ha-ha. I thought I’d try it out, and what do you know? It worked! Besides, it’s just a bronze statue, right? It’s a false idol.”

      


      In order to get through the final obstacle before Chungmuro Station, I needed a certain skill from the Great Monk Samyeong. And the surest way to get it was to destroy his idol. I mean, yes, I could also buy it from the Goblin Shop… But I had to save coins whenever I could.


      “How was your pilgrimage? Where’d you go anyway? A Buddhist temple? Or a cathedral?”


      I quickly turned off my phone. Huiwon and the others were gathered in front of me.


      “I have something for you guys.”


      “What is it? If you’re handing out crosses or something, I’ll pass. I’m not religious,” Huiwon said jokingly.


      I laid out the items I’d obtained.


      Luckily, the statue had spewed out not only the skill I needed but some items as well.


      
        [Prayer Beads of the Great Monk Samyeong]


        [Robe of the Great Monk Samyeong]

      


      A long robe that was little more than a tattered rag and old, worn-out prayer beads. My companions looked skeptical. I could guess what they were thinking, but in this world, items that looked old and worn were more likely to be the truly valuable ones.


      “They may not look like much, but these are very good items. They once belonged to a historical figure, after all.”


      “A historical figure?”


      “Do you know the Great Monk Samyeong?”


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe perks up at your words.]

      


      Huiwon looked clueless.


      “……Who’s that?”


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe is floored by incarnation Huiwon Jeong’s ignorance.]

      


      “Oh! I know!”


      Luckily, there was someone who knew. Of course, it was Sangah.


      “I read about him while studying for my Korean history certificate. He was a Buddhist monk who lived during the Joseon Dynasty, right?”


      “Yes, that is correct.”


      “He led a militia of martial monks and fought to defend Korea from Japanese invaders during the Imjin War…… He played a key role in the battles of Nowonpyeong and Ugwandong!”


      Sangah never failed to amaze me. I’d studied Korean history, too, but I didn’t know about those details.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe is deeply touched by Sangah Yu’s words.]

      


      I nodded and continued, “Anyway, these items are infused with his power.”


      “…Really?”


      “Whoa, you’re right!”


      Huiwon and Hyeonseong exclaimed after checking the items.


      “Dokja, how did you know where to get these?”


      “I just happened to spot his statue and thought I’d offer a humble prayer. Then these items fell from the sky.”


      “No way…”


      Even as I was saying those words, I knew it must’ve sounded like total rubbish. But when people spout such obvious nonsense, there’s usually a good reason. I looked directly at my companions and switched to a more serious tone.


      “I believe they are gifts from the Great Monk, who cares deeply about the future of Korea.”


      “Ah……”


      Those “Ah”s spoke volumes about how my companions really felt about my spiel. But I tried my best to ignore them and continue. This wasn’t for their ears anyway.


      “Just as he saved the country during the Imjin War, he bestowed his relics upon us to help us protect Korea. After all, we are going through a national crisis right now.”


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe gets misty-eyed listening to your speech.]

      


      And in such times of crises, swindlers and charlatans thrive.


      “…I suppose we’ve seen stranger things happen in this world. The Great Monk Samyeong might even be a constellation, don’t you think?”


      Surprisingly, Sangah was the first to appear convinced. I was sure she was just trying to spare me the embarrassment, though. The funny thing was, once Sangah voiced her agreement, the simpleminded Hyeonseong completely accepted it without a hint of doubt.


      “Great Monk Samyeong…”


      His eyes were so full of patriotic spirit that I half expected him to start reciting the soldier’s creed. Gilyeong also looked amazed.


      Only Huiwon shot me a sidelong glance to let me know she wasn’t buying any of it.


      
        [A constellation wearing a robe reveals his epithet.]


        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army forgives your transgressions.]

      


      I looked up, as if to say, “There. All good, right?” Bihyeong was staring at me, speechless.


      A constellation’s power and wealth were directly tied to their fame. That was why every constellation loved being mentioned and having their story propagated. And here we were, openly praising the Great Monk Samyeong. How could Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army stay mad?


      “Sangah, you should get the prayer beads since you knew about the Great Monk Samyeong.”


      “Really? Is it okay for me to have them?”


      “I’m sure he’d be pleased if you used them.”


      To be honest, those prayer beads weren’t that great, considering they were once worn by a constellation. Not every item once owned by a constellation was a constellation artifact. Besides, the Great Monk Samyeong wasn’t exactly a figure who was renowned around the globe, and that probably affected how good his items were.


      But it was still a B-grade item that granted increased recovery of magic power, as well as resistance to all things evil.


      Huiwon looked at her enviously.


      “Must be nice, Sangah, being so knowledgeable. I don’t know much history because I skipped school all the time.”


      “Ah…I…Um…”


      “Relax. I’m just kidding. Stop making that face. You’re making me feel bad.”


      I turned to Huiwon, who was pouting a bit.


      “I have something for you, too.”


      “You’re not talking about that old rag, are you?”


      “I am.”


      “No thanks. I wouldn’t wear that no matter how desperate I was.”


      “Come on, try it. It’ll be better than nothing.”


      Huiwon hesitated for a bit, then tentatively draped it around her. She tried to figure out a way to make it look stylish, but no matter what she did, it looked like a beggar’s tattered rags.


      
        [A constellation who likes monopolies criticizes your actions.]


        [A constellation who likes friendships approves of your actions.]

      


      If it had been the constellation artifact “The Great Monk Samyeong’s Bamboo Staff,” I’d have kept it for myself. But I didn’t need those two items at this point.


      For a while, Huiwon turned left and right in front of a glass door to check out her reflection, then looked back at me with a complicated expression.


      “It’s hard to explain but…I feel some kinda energy flowing into me.”


      The Great Monk Samyeong’s Robe was an item that increased an incarnation’s sense of justice and willpower. I had little need for it, but to Huiwon, who was passionate about everything she did, it could be quite useful.


      “Great Monk Samyeong, was it? I’ll remember his name.”


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army looks on with a pleased smile.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]

      


      “Why don’t you go offer a prayer? Who knows? Maybe the Great Monk will give you more gifts,” I told her jokingly.
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      I was just kidding, but Huiwon actually went to pray in front of the statue and got herself contaminated by the poisonous fog. As she heartily munched on a chunk of ground rat meat, she shot me a look.


      “By the way, someone had completely vandalized the statue. It wasn’t you, was it?”


      “……”


      “…Dokja?”


      “Anyway, let’s prepare ourselves. We’re almost at Chungmuro.”


      I instructed my companions, keeping my eyes on the pitch-black tunnel ahead. We had been traveling for twenty minutes, slowly but safely, relying on Gilyeong’s “Interspecies Communication.” Considering the distance between Dongguk University Station and Chungmuro Station was less than one kilometer, it could appear at any time.


      
        [A new sub scenario has arrived.]

      


      Right on cue.


      “Everyone, stand back.”
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        <Sub Scenario - Illusory Prison>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: D-F


        Mission: Escape the Illusory Prison within the time limit.


        Time Limit: 1 hour


        Reward: 300 coins


        Penalty for Failure:???
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        [Sub Scenario - Illusory Prison has begun.]

      


      Even Junghyeok Yu must’ve struggled quite a bit here.


      After all, this scenario was one of the most dangerous traps for the Regressor.


      Sangah sounded apprehensive.


      “Illusory Prison? What could that be?”


      She would find out soon enough.


      “It’s coming. Everyone, brace yourselves.”


      Even before I finished my sentence, a thick fog appeared out of nowhere. Before anyone could react, the fog filled the tunnel and obscured our vision in all directions. I couldn’t even see the others who should’ve been right next to me. All I could see was a heavily distorted scene, as if I were hallucinating on some kind of drug.


      “Ugh…I feel sick.”


      Huiwon screamed. She was probably seeing something different from what I was seeing.


      Dokja.


      A voice I didn’t want to hear. A voice I had forgotten about. It called out to me from somewhere within this fever dream. If it was like this for me, the others would be going through much worse.


      “…I feel weird. Dokja! Are you there?”


      “Dokja! Dokja!”


      My companions’ voices were growing distant, fading into the distorted scenery.


      Illusory Prison.


      A dimension in which people are forced to relive their traumas until they are driven mad.


      Dokja, you didn’t see anything. Do you understand?


      My vision grew blurry, and then the face of someone I knew shimmered to the surface. I glared at the empty space in front of me, then let out a bitter laugh, as if to deny that this was happening.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” has been activated.]


        [Your skill grants you immunity to the effects of Illusory Prison.]

      


      I felt myself relax as the unnerving sensation faded away.


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is impressed by your mental fortitude.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]


        [A curious constellation is sad they didn’t get to peek into your memories.]

      


      As the power of Illusory Prison weakened, I was able to sense the others nearby.


      “Everyone, calm down and take a deep breath.”


      The victims of Illusory Prison lost all awareness and lashed out at their surroundings, slaves to the madness filling their minds. That was why the greatest danger in an Illusory Prison came from your own companions. This was likely one of the reasons why Junghyeok Yu had decided to act alone.


      “Th-this is Private Hyeonseong Lee! It’s my fault, sir! I misheard the orders!”


      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Mom!”


      “G-get away from me, you sick bastards!”


      …Was it too late? I could hear my companions’ agonized screams. But not everyone was trapped in their trauma.


      “…Dokja?”


      Sangah emerged from the fog. The Prayer Beads of the Great Monk Samyeong were shining radiantly on her wrist. Good. It worked.


      I approached her and said, “Please cover me. I’m going to destroy this space now.”


      Sangah looked nervous, but she quietly nodded.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Dispel Evil” Lv.1 has been activated.]

      


      “Dispel Evil.” It was a stronger version of “Banish Evil,” which could be bought with coins. The reason I went as far as to destroy the Great Monk’s statue was to obtain this skill.


      
        [Exclusive Skill “Dispel Evil” Lv.1 nullifies the Illusory Prison.]

      


      As expected of a skill used by the Great Monk himself, it worked right away. If I’d settled for purchasing “Banish Evil,” this would’ve taken one minute at least. The fog began to dissipate, and I could make out my companions.


      “O-our oath! One! We are the soldiers of the Republic of Korea who loyally serve our country and our people!”


      “Ugh…Mom…no…”


      I could guess what kind of trauma each of them was being forced to relive. Hyeonseong had his head on the ground and his hands behind his back, as if he were being punished by a superior officer. Gilyeong was trembling with his head buried in his knees.


      Sangah rushed to their sides.


      “Hyeonseong? Gilyeong! Everyone, snap out of it!”


      Suddenly, a sword blade came flying at me from behind. Luckily, it wasn’t too fast, so I was able to dodge it in time.


      “…I’ll kill you all.”


      Huiwon was holding up her sword, glaring at the empty air in front of her with crazed eyes. My heart sank when I saw a red glow seeping into her pupils.


      A sign of “Demon Slaying.” This is bad.


      Whack!


      I struck the back of her neck to knock her out. Thankfully, her body went limp, and she collapsed to the ground. I’d given her the Robe of the Great Monk Samyeong because I’d anticipated this might happen, but it seemed her mental state was even worse than I’d thought.


      “Sangah, please look after Huiwon.”


      “…Of course.”


      “It’s not over yet.”


      
        [The condition to clear the sub scenario has been fulfilled!]


        [You have obtained 300 coins.]

      


      As soon as the clear message came up, monsters appeared in front of me. Oddities with bizarre, shimmering bodies resembling ectoplasm.


      A level-8 ghost species, specter.


      They were the ones that had created Illusory Prison. I activated Blade of Faith with “White Star Weapon Aura.”


      Kreee!


      Thankfully, it wasn’t a difficult battle. Once Illusory Prison was dispelled, the specters themselves didn’t pose much of a threat. With a bone-chilling screech, they were destroyed.


      
        [Specter’s Spirit Stone]

      


      The specters dropped an item. It could come in handy later, so I picked it up. Thanks to Sangah, the others were quickly coming back to their senses.


      “Is everyone okay?”


      The first to recover was the simpleminded Hyeonseong. When he heard what had happened, he sighed and bowed his head.


      “…Thank you. I could’ve done something terrible if you hadn’t stopped me. I owe you again, Dokja.”


      “Don’t mention it.”


      “My head hurts…”


      Gilyeong kept tapping his head. I quietly placed my hand on top of his little head. He was pretending to be okay, but this boy had no doubt suffered the worst trauma of everyone here.


      I could see a faint light ahead of us. Sangah pointed it out.


      “Dokja, it looks like we’re almost there.”


      I hesitated for a moment. Huiwon was still unconscious, and the others were in no shape for a confrontation.


      Is it safe for us to enter the station in this state?


      However, my concerns were addressed by someone else.


      A blade appeared out of the darkness, but it was only a warning with no intention to harm.


      “Who are you people? Don’t you know this is our hunting ground?”


      Framed by the dim light at the end of the tunnel, a young girl was facing us, a long sword in her hands. She looked to be around seventeen years old and was wearing a familiar school uniform. She had a zipped-up hoodie over it, as if to cover up her name tag, but it didn’t cover her face.


      “Wait, that girl…!”


      Sangah’s keen eye recognized her right away.


      Of course, I also knew her very well.


      After all, she was a major supporting character in TWSA.


      The sole survivor of Taepoong Girls’ High School, Jihye Lee.


      She was one of the reasons Junghyeok Yu had made a beeline to Chungmuro Station.


      “…You defeated the specters?”


      Jihye looked astonished when she saw the Specter’s Spirit Stone in my hand.


      “But how…? Master is the only one who can deal with those things.”


      I activated my skill right away.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated.]
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        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Jihye Lee


        Age: 17


        Sponsoring Constellation: God of Naval Warfare


        Exclusive Attribute: Scarred Sword Demon (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [Blade Proficiency Lv.3], [Demon Slaying Lv.1], [Perfect Senses Lv.2], [Ghost Steps Lv.1]


        Stigma: [Naval Warfare Lv.1], [Command Army Lv.1]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.13], [Strength Lv.12], [Agility Lv.13], [Magic Power Lv.9]


        Summary: She became a “Scarred Sword Demon” by killing her best friend. This character’s sponsoring constellation is favorably disposed toward your group.

      


      
        *A “Starter Pack” is currently in effect.
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      All according to the script.


      God of Naval Warfare.


      As I expected, Jihye Lee was matched with that constellation.


      She would be indispensable in the naval battles to come.


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army is overjoyed to reunite with an old comrade in arms.]


        [Jihye Lee’s sponsoring constellation heartily greets Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army.]

      


      Even though there were no subway trains running, I felt a light breeze. Looking at Jihye Lee’s hair swaying in the wind, it hit me.


      
        [Main Scenario #2 - Contact has ended.]


        [Rewards are being calculated.]

      


      Yes, I’ve finally arrived at Chungmuro.
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      We followed Jihye into Chungmuro Station. Sangah glanced at the once-familiar platform that was now littered with pieces of the shattered screen doors.


      “…This place has seen better days.”


      As we stepped up to the platform of Line 3, I spotted a group of people sitting by the walls.


      
        [You have entered Chungmuro.]


        [The third main scenario is currently underway.]


        [Channel #GIR-8761 is on air.]


        [Channel #BIR-3642 is on air.]

      


      Starting from Chungmuro, the scenarios were much bigger in scale, and there would be more goblin channels streaming them. Bihyeong’s got his work cut out for him.


      A few middle-aged men waved their hands when they spotted Jihye Lee leading our group and walked toward us.


      “Oi, little samurai. Bringing in some newbies, eh?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Samurai”? He wouldn’t be calling her that if he knew who her sponsoring constellation is.


      “Ugh, you’ve been drinking again?”


      “Ha-ha-ha! What else is there to do when the whole world’s gone to shit?”


      They were sporting rounded bellies and friendly smiles like you’d expect to see from old men around your neighborhood. They seemed awfully relaxed, considering they were living through an apocalypse. Moreover, each of them had a weapon casually strapped to their waist like it was the most natural thing in the world.


      Not at all like the nervous survivors in Geumho Station. This is where the real game starts.


      “Anyway, you fellas came through Dongguk University tunnel? Impressive… You must have a ton of coins.”


      One of the men’s eyes fell on Sangah.


      “Hey, miss. What’s your name? I can give you a good deal on a room. Interested?”


      “…A room?”


      “Ha-ha, guess you don’t know how things work around here, huh? Listen—”


      Jihye cut him off.


      “Stop harassing the newbies and get back up there…”


      “Aw, c’mon. They should know, too. It’s all for their own surv—”


      “…unless you wanna die.”


      They turned pale when Jihye pulled out her sword.


      “Kids these days…”


      “Hey, Mr. Kang, let’s just go.”


      The men walked away, glancing back at us reluctantly. Jihye waited until they disappeared into the hallway leading to Line 4, then sheathed her sword.


      “There. I brought you here, so you’re on your own. I’m done being your nanny.”


      This brat. Where’d she learn to talk like that?


      I looked around for a bit. Chungmuro was the stage for the third main scenario. This place had different rules than what we’d seen so far.


      “G-get away! If you come any closer, I’ll kill you all…”


      The voice came from a man standing near the center of the Line 3 platform. He was holding a knife and glaring at the people nearby threateningly.


      Beneath his feet was a tile roughly three square meters in size. It was emitting a faint green glow.


      “What’s wrong with him?” Sangah asked.


      “I’m not sure.”


      Actually, I could guess what was going on, but there was no need to make my companions worry at this point. There were a few others like him sitting on the ground throughout the platform. Unlike the middle-aged men from earlier, they looked exhausted and full of despair. I quickly scanned them, then turned to Jihye.


      “Junghyeok Yu is here, too, isn’t he?”


      Jihye had begun to walk away, but she whipped around at the sound of Junghyeok Yu’s name. She stared at me warily.


      “…Who are you?”


      Looks like Junghyeok’s already turned her to the dark side. I understood why he’d do that, though. God of Naval Warfare was one of the top constellations in all of Korea. If I were Junghyeok, I’d also have sought her out as soon as I’d arrived at Chungmuro.


      “I’m Junghyeok Yu’s ally who survived.”


      “His ally? That can’t be true.”


      She looked like she didn’t believe me at all. I shrugged.


      “He’ll understand if you tell him I said that. Where is he?”


      “…Master isn’t here.”


      “Really? That’s no good. There’s something I really need to tell him.”


      She frowned and glared at me for a bit. Then she made a face like she was betrayed.


      Ah, I see how she thinks of Junghyeok. And she’s already referring to him as “Master”…? I didn’t want to lose the general to him like this…


      Jihye called out to a boy who was dozing off in a corner.


      “Hey, you!”


      “Y-yes!”


      “Keep an eye on these people! I’m gonna go see Master.”


      The boy looked at us in bewilderment.


      “Who are they?”


      “Dunno. Says he’s Master’s friend!”


      At Jihye’s words, everyone on the platform turned their heads. Half of them looked at us curiously, while the other half stared at us in awe.


      “…You’re Mr. Yu’s friend?”


      The boy quickly ran over to gawk at me. He seemed to be around Jihye’s age.


      “Are you really a friend of Mr. Yu’s?”


      No one would be able to lie to those sparkling puppy-dog eyes. Well, no normal person anyway.


      “Yes, I’m his best friend.”


      Lately, I was realizing more and more that I wasn’t a normal person.


      Not here, at least.
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      While Sangah was taking care of the unconscious Huiwon, the boy told me about Chungmuro.


      Along with Jihye, he was one of the few followers of Junghyeok Yu.


      “…And that’s how we ended up following Mr. Yu. Um, are you listening?”


      “Yes.”


      Of course, I was hardly paying attention. I couldn’t care less about that psychopath Junghyeok Yu’s heroics. I summarized:


      “Junghyeok Yu arrived here three days ago and saved a few people, including Jihye, from a bunch of monsters. Something like that, right?”


      The boy was shocked by my radically abridged version of what must have been a heart-pounding adventure for him.


      “Um, I think there’s a bit more to the story than that…”


      It seemed this boy was already in Junghyeok’s fan club.


      I guess it would be strange not to revere a figure who appeared out of nowhere to save you with overwhelming strength.


      But I bet he didn’t know—he wasn’t saved because of Junghyeok Yu’s kindness. He just happened to be with Jihye Lee when the Regressor found them.


      While I was lost in thought, Hyeonseong spoke up in a polite tone.


      “Excuse me, but I’m curious about a few things. Can I ask you some questions?”


      “Yes, go ahead.”


      “How is the food being supplied around here?”


      “Well, it’s a bit embarrassing to say ‘supplied,’ but…we’re relying on Jihye for food. She hunts monsters, then asks Mr. Yu to cook the meat…”


      Hyeonseong took out a notepad and dutifully began to write something down. When did he make a checklist? As they say, you can take the man out of the army, but you can’t take the army out of the man.


      “What about drinking water?”


      “We get it from the Landlord Coalition upstairs in exchange for coins or food.”


      “…The Landlord Coalition?”


      I immediately sat up straight. It seemed like the story was about to become more interesting. The boy hesitated for a bit before continuing.


      “Before all this happened, there was a handful of landowners who controlled the real estate in Chungmuro. They’ve occupied the area upstairs, and we call them the Landlord Coalition.”


      The Chungmuro Landlord Coalition. This group appeared in TWSA as well.


      “What kind of people are they?”


      “Um, I don’t know how to say this…”


      There was no need to ask the boy. If I wasn’t mistaken, their leader, one of the “Ten Evils,” had Chungmuro under his thumb.


      “They are just landlords.”


      The boy replied with a sigh. In a sense, he was right. They were landlords. They rented out space for payment. Just then, Gilyeong, who had been quiet the whole time, spoke up.


      “Uh, Dokja?”


      “Yeah?”


      “I need to go to the restroom.”


      “Now?”


      “Yes.”


      The timing seemed weird. Besides, Gilyeong had never talked to me about something like that, so I was a bit taken aback. Sangah was standing next to Gilyeong, a light blush on her face.


      “…Uh, can I go, too?”


      I suddenly remembered Sangah and Huiwon going off to look for essential supplies back in Yaksu Station. I figured out what was going on. Gilyeong was awfully sharp for his age. Hearing this exchange, the boy who was gushing about Junghyeok Yu spoke up.


      “The restrooms are on level B2. But it won’t be easy to access them.”


      “Why not? Is there a problem?”


      “Hmm, it’d be better to see for yourselves… I was about to go up there, too. Would you like to come with me?”


      “Sure. Let’s go.”


      That was what I told him, but of course, it wasn’t because I had to go to the restroom. I wanted to check a few things upstairs.


      Junghyeok Yu’s recent actions were a bit different from how he acted in his third loop. I had to find out more about this disparity. I carried the still-unconscious Huiwon on my back as we ventured up to level B3.


      “Oh? It’s the newbies from earlier. Looking for a ‘room’?”


      The middle-aged men who were standing near the escalator whistled at us. The boy shook his head.


      “Sorry, we’re just going to the restrooms upstairs…”


      “Aw, that’s a shame. Well, take care.”


      They said that, but didn’t seem disappointed at all. Sangah watched them walk away, then tilted her head.


      “Um…they keep saying something about a ‘room.’ What does it mean? Something tells me they’re not talking about apartment units available for rent.”


      “What they mean is…that.”


      Where the boy pointed was a square tile. It was the same tile I’d seen downstairs, roughly three square meters in size with a green glow. There was something written in the empty air above it.


      
        [Green Zone 0/1]

      


      “They’re designated as ‘Green Zones’ in the scenario, but the people here call them ‘rooms.’”


      Nearby, two men were grappling with each other. They seemed to be fighting over the glowing tile.


      This time, it was Hyeonseong who asked.


      “What is it? Why are those two fighting?”


      The boy seemed to hesitate, as if his life would be in danger if he told us.


      “You’ll see soon enough once we get to level B2.”


      We saw more similar fights on our way up. Each “room” had a number written on it: from “0/1” for the smallest one up to “0/7” for the largest. I surmised that the second part stood for the maximum occupancy of each room.


      “Levels B1 through B3 are all under the control of the Landlord Coalition?” I asked the boy as I carefully scanned the area.


      “Yes. There are a few other small groups, but the Coalition owns the vast majority of the rooms.”


      Most of Chungmuro’s infrastructure was on levels B1 and B2, so the landlords essentially had all the power.


      “And Junghyeok Yu hasn’t done anything about it? Didn’t you say he saved everyone?”


      “Well…”


      The boy’s expression darkened. His lips twitched a few times before he managed to croak out, “He only said that we should stand on our own feet…”


      I could picture it. That sounded like something the Junghyeok Yu I knew would say. I was sure he never told these people to follow him. They were mesmerized by his overwhelming power and chose to place their hopes on him, all on their own.


      Soon, we arrived at level B2. The boy seemed nervous.


      “We need to be careful from now on.”


      There were far more rooms here than on the floors below. But there was no one trying to sell them to us like the old men from before, only the people who were jealously guarding their rooms, glaring at us threateningly if we got close.


      
        [Green Zone 7/7]

      


      We passed them by and headed straight to the restrooms.


      “Um…why are all these people standing here?”


      We stopped in the last bit of the hallway leading to the restrooms. A bottleneck had formed due to the dozens of people who were gathered here.


      “Let’s keep going,” I told my group as I tried to push the crowd aside.


      “Mr. Pildu! Please let me back in! I’ll never do it again!”


      “Please, I beg you! Let me stay just one more night! I’ll pay back the coins, even if I have to borrow them from somewhere.”


      People at the front of the group were quite heated.


      “Hey, you. Stand back. I said, back.”


      On the other side, people who looked like they were with the Landlord Coalition were standing in formation, brandishing their weapons. I instinctively knew…


      One of the Ten Evils must be here.


      I searched for him based on the description from the novel, but it wasn’t easy because they all looked similar. Do people start looking like that once they own real estate?


      I felt something squirm near my leg, and then a head poked out. It was Gilyeong. I sensed that things could get dangerous, so I was about to grab his shoulder, but somebody pushed him.


      “Ack.”


      Gilyeong lost his balance and fell to the ground on his hands.


      
        [Incarnation Gilyeong Lee has trespassed on private property.]

      


      The place suddenly got quiet, and a few Landlord Coalition members spotted Gilyeong.


      “Who the hell are you, brat?”


      At the same time, the crowd screamed and scrambled to move away.


      “Shit!”


      “G-get back! Hurry!”


      People who had gathered around moved back as if they had seen something horrible. Once the crowd cleared out, I could see a glowing red line on the floor.


      A man looked back and forth between the line and Gilyeong.


      “Hmm, are you lost, kid? Do you know where this is?”


      “Isn’t the restroom this way?”


      “Restroom? Ha-ha, it used to be. Anyway, you little shit, where are your parents?”


      “…Pardon?”


      “Didn’t they teach you not to trespass on other people’s land?”


      “Other people’s land,” huh? I see what’s going on here.


      The man made an ominous face and patted Gilyeong’s head.


      “Guess you don’t know. Then I’ll teach you now.”


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s stigma “Militarized Zone” Lv.3 has been activated.]

      


      Suddenly, there was the sound of whirring machinery, and mini turrets that looked like Gatling guns rose up from the ground.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong demands 500 coins as a fine for trespassing on his property.]


        [If you fail to meet his demands, all turrets in the vicinity will fire immediately.]

      


      “Pay up,” the man demanded.


      All the loaded turrets were aimed at Gilyeong.


      The boy staggered back and clutched my legs in a panic. The man spotted me and grinned.


      “Ah, you must be his guardian. In that case, you should pay the five hundred coins, right?”


      I looked at his outstretched hand and smiled.


      …Very funny, Junghyeok Yu.


      You’re letting these scum roam free, huh?
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      The Ten Evils.


      The exact roster and rankings varied depending on Junghyeok’s loop, but they were the ten people who acted as the main villains of TWSA.


      And Pildu Gong, the Armed Lord of Chungmuro, was one of them.


      So anyone who read TWSA until the end (in other words, just me) should know about this character.


      
        [Green Zone 56/70]

      


      As expected, the size of his “room” was on a different level. This whole area was his “Green Zone.”


      Should I try a straitlaced approach first? I nudged Gilyeong behind me and spoke up.


      “Why are you taking coins from people? Chungmuro Station is a public facility.”


      “Ha-ha. It was, until eight days ago. But not anymore.”


      For most ordinary people, five hundred coins wasn’t a small amount. Charging that much just for stepping on their land… What a bunch of thieves.


      “Fine, I’ll give you the coins. But I’ll pay in person.”


      “What?”


      “You’re not Pildu Gong, are you?”


      This guy had been blustering like he was the man himself, but I knew he was just a grunt in the Landlord Coalition.


      Where are you, Pildu Gong?


      I quickly scanned the area. Not him. Not that guy, either… Let’s see, where would I be if I were Pildu Gong?


      “Ha-ha, what a clown. Look, you think I’m joking—”


      “Mr. Gong, are you there? I’m here to pay the fine.”


      I ignored him and kept walking.


      
        [You have trespassed on private property.]

      


      Though the turrets immediately swiveled to aim at me, I didn’t stop. In truth, there was no guarantee I’d survive if they were to open fire. But in this situation, it was crucial that I put on a gutsy facade. That way, Pildu Gong wouldn’t look down on me.


      “That’s far enough. If you come any closer, I’ll kill you.”


      At last, Pildu Gong made himself known. From the direction of his voice, I saw a bench stacked with all kinds of necessities. And sitting on it was a middle-aged man, who looked up from his newspaper to lock eyes with me.


      He was just as the novel described. A rounded belly and a half-balding head. This man was Pildu Gong, the head of the Landlord Coalition.


      “Never seen you around here, but you’ve got guts.”


      “It’s bad enough that I have to pay. I shouldn’t have to feel all guilty, should I?”


      
        [Character Pildu Gong is intrigued by you.]

      


      Sheesh, I’m just so popular with the bad guys. First, Namwoon Kim, and now, Pildu Gong.


      “Smooth talker, aren’t you? But don’t get too cocky.”


      He spoke with an easygoing smile, like an old man next door. But I knew he was anything but.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated!]
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        <Character Profile>


        Name: Pildu Gong


        Age: 48


        Sponsoring Constellation: Defense Master


        Exclusive Attribute: Landlord (Rare), Real Estate Tycoon (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [Private Property Lv.3], [Patience Lv.1], [Calculate Profit Lv.2], [Leadership Lv.2], [Incite Lv.1], [Weapon Proficiency Lv.1]


        Stigma: [Militarized Zone Lv.3]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.9], [Strength Lv.11], [Agility Lv.10], [Magic Power Lv.19]


        Summary: He is the head of the Landlord Coalition in Chungmuro. The combination of his skill “Private Property” and his stigma “Militarized Zone” grants him unmatched prowess at fighting a large number of opponents. It is not recommended to make an enemy of him.

      


      
        *A “Starter Pack” is currently in effect.


        *A “Growth Pack” is currently in effect.
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      Armed Lord Pildu Gong.


      Reading his character profile, it hit me just how extraordinary this man was. He already had two attributes, and his magic power was level 19. So this is what it takes to earn a spot in the Ten Evils.


      “So what do you want? You’re clearly not here just to pay the fine.”


      And on top of that, he was sharp. For a brief moment, I debated in my head.


      Should I negotiate with him? Or take him down right now?


      If I’d gone all out from the get-go, I might’ve been able to defeat him. But his stigma, “Militarized Zone,” was not something to be taken lightly. If I chose direct confrontation, I’d have to risk getting seriously hurt by those turrets.


      What should I do? Increasing my stats wasn’t an option because I had to spend my coins elsewhere.


      “I’m saying this for your own good. You’d better not do anything stupid.”


      He looked behind me with a smile. Heavily armed members of the Landlord Coalition were already surrounding Hyeonseong and my other team members. I raised my hands and smiled.


      “Please relax. There’s only one reason a tenant would visit a landlord, right?”


      “Need a room, then?”


      “Yes. Please let my group into your Green Zone.”


      This was a necessary thing.


      To clear the third main scenario, we had to stay in Pildu Gong’s Green Zone. However, his response was as I expected.


      “The answer is no. I don’t accept outsiders. But I’ll consider it if you pay five hundred coins per person each day.”


      Five hundred coins each day? He spoke like he was selling some overpriced coin item. This guy’s worse than a goblin.


      “That’s a bit too much. But I can give you information.”


      “About what?”


      “About Junghyeok Yu.”


      Junghyeok Yu. At the mere mention of that name, the landlords’ faces suddenly changed.


      “Junghyeok Yu? That’s the crazy bastard who went on a rampage a few days ago…”


      “You…! How the hell do you know him? Answer me!”


      “Mr. Gong! He seems suspicious!”


      I knew it. Looks like I hit a nerve.


      I figured Junghyeok would be in a bitter conflict with the Landlord Coalition by now.


      But something wasn’t right. According to TWSA, he was supposed to be in an all-out war against them in the third loop. So where was he?


      Pildu Gong was eyeing me suspiciously.


      “What’s your relationship with Junghyeok Yu?”


      “We’re companions who went through hell separately.”


      “…‘Separately’? Not together?”


      “The point is that we’re very close.”


      “How can I believe that?”


      “If you don’t believe me, that’s fine. But you have nothing to lose anyway, right?”


      I answered like it wasn’t a big deal. Pildu Gong wouldn’t be able to refuse my offer. After all, Junghyeok was the only force that could threaten his hegemony in Chungmuro.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong has activated the skill “Calculate Profit” Lv.2.]

      


      “What do you mean, nothing to lose?”


      “……?”


      “How do I know you’re not a liar? Don’t underestimate your elders, kid. From my experience, bastards like you always run off without paying rent.”


      It was hurtful how specific that accusation was. But I couldn’t let him push me around here.


      “If you don’t believe me, then that’s too bad. It’s your loss.”


      My response seemed to throw Pildu Gong into uncertainty. I wheeled around without hesitation. It was crucial that I didn’t appear to have any second thoughts. That way, he’d be the one to have second thoughts.


      “Wait.”


      Bingo.


      “You haven’t paid the fine. Where do you think you’re going?”


      Oh, it was a second thought about something else. Greedy bastard. I turned around with an awkward smile.


      “How much was it again? One hundred coins?”


      “No, it’s one thousand coins. For you and the brat.”


      My brow twitched in annoyance. Do you think one thousand coins is pocket change…?


      “That’s a bit too much.”


      Even a goblin couldn’t take that much money from me. There was no way I’d cough up one thousand coins to Pildu Gong.


      He smiled.


      “Then you don’t make the cut to be my tenant. Die.”


      I instinctively pushed away the men surrounding me and ran toward my companions. There was the sound of an explosion, and then Hyeonseong was covering me with a shield. How reliable.


      “…Dokja.”


      However, Hyeonseong, whose strength and stamina were level 14, sounded nervous. Seeing his muscular arms trembling from the impact, I realized Hyeonseong may be strong, but with his second stigma yet to awaken, he couldn’t hold out against a full barrage from those turrets. Even worse, Huiwon was still unconscious. If we fought in this state, we’d end up losing someone.


      “Mr. Gong, why don’t you wait a little bit?”


      I had no intention of rushing into a fight and taking a loss.


      “What now?”


      “I wouldn’t fight me now if I were you.”


      “Why not?”


      I’ll let someone else take the loss.


      “Because you’ll die if you do.”


      Pildu Gong’s face darkened. After all, he must have noticed it, too—the presence that was coming up through the escalator.


      “You see, my best friend is here.”


      Never thought I’d be so happy to see that damn Regressor jerk.


      “Master, that’s him over there. He was lying about being your friend,” Jihye Lee was egging him on in a high-pitched voice as she pointed at me. Our main character walked dramatically toward us like he was in a movie all by himself. The way he was glaring at me was really something else.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu is greatly perturbed.]


        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” Lv.2 has been activated.]

      


      I felt dizzy all of a sudden and started hearing Junghyeok’s thoughts.


      [Already? How?]


      I beamed an innocent smile and waved at him.


      “Hi, Junghyeok.”


      [……]


      “How have you been, man? You look great!”


      [……]


      Jihye Lee and Pildu Gong looked back and forth between Junghyeok and me, as if they couldn’t believe the two of us could possibly be friends. The tension in the air was palpable.


      “These people don’t believe we’re allies. Can you tell them?”


      I knew Junghyeok better than anyone. He was a lunatic who killed people as if it were nothing. But he always kept his word…


      
        [A small number of constellations eagerly await incarnation Junghyeok Yu’s response.]


        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is watching to see if incarnation Junghyeok Yu will keep his promise.]

      


      …Especially when the constellations’ eyes were on him.


      [……]


      He stared at me quietly, then slowly opened his mouth. But I was faster.


      “Oh, and let us use the restroom, too!”


      Finally, Junghyeok pulled out his sword.
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      Soon after, we were back down on the Line 3 platform after safely using the restrooms—all thanks to my Regressor buddy. I gave him a bright smile.


      “Good to see you, jerk.”


      “…You’ve stayed alive, I see.”


      Long story short, Junghyeok didn’t actually call me his ally. Instead, he responded by wordlessly pointing his sword at Pildu Gong, who didn’t want trouble and begrudgingly let us go.


      “Were you hoping I’d die?”


      “I didn’t care either way.”


      Ally my ass. I got even more pissed off looking at his smug face. I wanted nothing more than to sock him in that chiseled jaw of his, but I couldn’t.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated!]


        [There is too much information about this character. Switching to a summarized view.]

      


      Show the full version.


      
        [Displaying the full version of character Junghyeok Yu’s profile.]
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        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Junghyeok Yu


        Age: 28


        Sponsoring Constellation: ???


        Exclusive Attributes: The Regressor <Third Loop> (Mythical), Pro Gamer (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [The Eye of the Sage Lv.8], [Close Combat Lv.8], [Advanced Weapon Proficiency Lv.5], [Protective Aura Lv.5], [Mental Barrier Lv.8], [Crowd Control Lv.5], [Reasoning Lv.5], [Lie Detection Lv.4]……


        Stigma: [Regression Lv.3]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.24], [Strength Lv.24], [Agility Lv.25], [Magic Power Lv.23]


        Summary: (The summary of this character is too long and cannot be loaded.)
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      I didn’t think much of it while reading the novel, but seeing him in person, he really was on a whole other level. The third main scenario had just begun, but the total of his stamina, strength, and agility was over seventy. Not to mention his skill levels were… Damn main character perks.


      “Got something to say?”


      He might be even stronger than he was at this point in the novel. That meant he’d been taking more risks… This is only his third loop. What could he be up to? I felt uneasy. I would have to look into it soon…


      “I asked if you have something to say.”


      “No, I was just looking at your ugly mug.”


      […As I thought, he’s got a backbone.]


      Backbone, my ass.


      Who even says that? Someone’s watched too many movies.


      [Still, his attitude is annoying. Should I just kill him?]


      “Kidding. I was kidding,” I said hurriedly, putting on a disarming smile. Junghyeok turned his head as if he weren’t interested.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is disappointed in you.]

      


      I had no intention of going after Junghyeok at this point anyway.


      In order to clear the numerous scenarios that lay ahead, I absolutely needed Junghyeok. Even if I didn’t actually ally with him, I was fully planning on using him every chance I got.


      …It’s the truth, so why does it sound like I’m making excuses?


      “Looks like you’ve formed a team.”


      Junghyeok looked at me and then the people behind me without any emotion on his face.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu is a bit disappointed in you.]

      


      …What? Why?


      I got my answer soon enough.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “The Eye of the Sage” Lv.8.]

      


      [I even left him Hyeonseong Lee, but he’s hardly grown.]


      I had no rebuttal to that because it was true. Hyeonseong would be much stronger now if he’d been with Junghyeok. But c’mon… I’m just an ordinary reader who found out about the future by chance.


      [I expected better.]


      It was more painful to hear someone’s thoughts than it would have been to hear them said out loud. Junghyeok continued to scan the rest of my companions—until he froze. His eyes were wide with disbelief.


      [……What is that?]


      He was looking at someone other than Hyeonseong, but unfortunately, the three of them were all next to each other, so I couldn’t tell who had caught his eye.


      [That’s…! But how?!]


      Who’s he looking at?


      I was dying to know, but I stopped myself from asking because that might have given away what kind of skill I had. Junghyeok didn’t know that I could read his thoughts. Judging by where his eyes are pointed…is he reading Huiwon’s info…? At that moment, Huiwon woke up, and their eyes met.


      “Whatcha looking at? Got a problem?”


      [……]


      Nice job, Huiwon. Let him know.


      [I should kill—]


      “Hey, Junghyeok!” I quickly interrupted. “I have a question.”


      He turned to face me. His eyes seem to be saying, “Let’s hear it.”


      “Why aren’t you doing anything about Pildu Gong?”


      “You should know the answer if you’re really a Prophet.”


      “Even Prophets don’t know everything.”


      To be precise, I couldn’t remember everything.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Lie Detection.”]


        [“Lie Detection” has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      This guy and his trust issues.


      “…I see. Your ‘Future Sight’ must still be low level.”


      Think what you want.


      “I haven’t killed Pildu Gong because I need him alive,” Junghyeok continued.


      “For the next scenario, right?”


      He didn’t answer, as if he wanted to gauge how much information I had.


      “I’m also aware we’ll need Pildu Gong for what’s coming, but only him. The same can’t be said for the rest of his gang.”


      [……]


      “Aren’t you the type to get rid of anyone you don’t need? Why are you letting them be?”


      […How tiresome.]


      What?


      “I have much to do.”


      He stared at me for a bit and continued.


      “You wouldn’t understand.”


      “Wait! This isn’t an issue you can just gloss over. If you don’t do something, most people here will—”


      Junghyeok’s eyes were cold as ice.


      “I don’t care.”


      I wasn’t really a humanist. I also didn’t believe that everyone was worth saving. So the reason I was so worked up was because I was annoyed by Junghyeok.


      “Can I hit you just once?”


      “Do you think you can?”


      A message appeared as I was raising a fist in anger.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Protective Aura” Lv.5]

      


      I put down my fist. That’s cheating.


      “Are you done?”


      “……”


      “Let’s go.”


      Jihye Lee flinched at his call, then scurried to catch up with him. She glanced back at me as though she’d been surprised by my words.


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army is touched by your sense of justice.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]

      


      Of course, that was a total misunderstanding.
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        [One hour and thirty minutes remaining until the third scenario is activated.]

      


      There was not much time left, and I had too many thoughts.


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army is infuriated by the people’s suffering.]


        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army calls for a civil uprising.]

      


      The Great Monk Samyeong was talking loudly in my head, but I couldn’t come up with a good idea.


      The third scenario would go on for exactly one week. It looked like Junghyeok was planning to sneak off and do his own thing during that time. Of course, I couldn’t let him have his way. I had to stop him somehow, but…


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is curious about what you are thinking.]

      


      “Junghyeok Yu, that son of a bitch.”


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is satisfied.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]

      


      In truth, the most urgent problem in front of me wasn’t Junghyeok Yu but Pildu Gong. We needed his help to clear the third scenario smoothly. But if we couldn’t get him to cooperate…


      I looked up to find Huiwon with a big smile on her face.


      “You were scared, weren’t you?”


      “…Huh?”


      “I mean, when you were talking to that Junghyeok Yu guy.”


      I brought up the issue of Pildu Gong right away because Huiwon had been unconscious the whole time. I definitely wasn’t trying to change the subject. She responded instantly.


      “Who the hell do they think they are? How could they take over public facilities and charge people rent?”


      “Those people are upstairs.”


      “I’m gonna go kick their asses.”


      Fuming with rage, Huiwon pulled out the ground rat bone sword. That reminded me it was time I upgraded their weapons. One more task in the already long list of things to do.


      “You can’t.”


      “We can beat them if we work together. Like we did at Geumho Station, right?”


      Huiwon looked confident. It was understandable, considering she had an ace up her sleeve in her new skill, “Time of Judgment.” Someone as quick and adaptable as Huiwon had surely realized how powerful her attributes and skills were.


      “What’re we waiting for?! Let’s go and punish them now!”


      And “Time of Judgment” granted enormous power when facing evildoers.


      
        [Character Huiwon Jeong has activated “Time of Judgment”!]


        [Constellations of the absolute good alignment remain silent at Huiwon Jeong’s request.]


        [The skill has been canceled.]

      


      Huiwon was flustered.


      “Huh? What…? Is it broken?”


      She tried to activate her skill again and again, but to no avail.


      “Why won’t my skill activate? Those bastards are clearly evil.”


      I smiled bitterly at her question.


      “From our perspective, maybe.”


      “…What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “I’m saying constellations might have different standards for good and evil than us humans.”


      “Ah…”


      “Sometimes, justice is nothing more than a majority decision.”


      And the constellations were the “majority” who held all the power to decide. Humans no longer had the right to determine what was just or not. We were little more than puppets of constellations.


      “What kind of bull—?”


      I looked at the others. They didn’t say anything, but they were probably thinking the same thing as Huiwon. Hyeonseong was wordlessly cleaning the iron shield, which had been damaged by Pildu Gong’s mana bullets. Sangah and Gilyeong were sitting on the floor side by side, staring at a cockroach.


      I fully understood their despair. Their experience of driving out the thugs in Geumho Station had made them feel empowered. But just three stations over, they were faced with a monstrous opponent that made the Cheoldu Gang look like a joke.


      Is it time to throw them some breadcrumbs and string them along?


      “But we’re not out of options.”


      “Huh?”


      “It won’t be easy, but we can beat Pildu Gong.”


      They all looked at me at once.


      “Is there really a way?” Hyeonseong asked.


      “What is it?”


      I lowered my voice while scanning our surroundings.


      “We need to get him out of his ‘Militarized Zone.’”


      “What’s ‘Militarized Zone’?”


      “It’s his stigma that is highly optimized for defense.”


      “Militarized Zone” was an incredible ability that allowed the user to put up automatic turrets in the area. This stigma was what made it so hard to fight against Pildu Gong. However, even “Militarized Zone” was nothing compared to its evolved form: “Militarized Fortress.” Once Pildu Gong had that, we’d have to mount a full-on castle siege.


      However, that didn’t mean he was invincible. He had a crucial weakness.


      “His ‘Militarized Zone’ deactivates the moment he steps out of the designated area. Those automatic turrets will be rendered useless. You see, defensive abilities like that tend to come with major limitations.”


      Hyeonseong and Huiwon sounded impressed.


      “Oh…so that’s his weakness.”


      “Did you figure that out after seeing him only once? Is your attribute ‘Know-It-All’?”


      It looked like my companions were starting to get used to me just knowing things. Sangah asked me a question this time.


      “But how can we make him move out of his spot?”


      “We should think about it from now on.”


      “Ah, I hate thinking,” Huiwon complained.


      Then everyone was quiet for a while. It was Hyeonseong Lee who offered up an idea first.


      “What about ambushing Pildu Gong when he goes to the restroom…?”


      “I guess you didn’t see the stuff beside his bench.”


      He never stepped out of his “Militarized Zone.” His bench was stocked with everything he could ever need. A sleeping bag, blankets, food, water containers for drinking and washing, and even a chamber pot. Of course, it was the tenants’ job to empty out the chamber pot each day.


      “That’s crazy. What is he, a hermit? Does he have treasure buried there or something? Why did he glue himself to that spot?”


      “Because it’s the biggest room in Chungmuro.”


      “‘Room’?”


      I realized that Huiwon didn’t know about the room thing. But there was no need to explain.


      
        [One hour remaining until the third scenario is activated.]

      


      Because she would find out about it soon enough.


      “We should start looking for a room first.”


      My companions all got up at the same time, which startled the people around us.


      “S-stay away…!”


      The man we’d seen earlier holding a knife and guarding a one-man room on the Line 3 platform was especially wary of us. However, it was another group of men who attacked him before we even got close.


      “Get out, bastard!”


      They ganged up on the knife man mercilessly. When he was pushed out of the Green Zone, its label was changed. He was no longer its owner.


      
        [Green Zone 1/1—> Green Zone 0/1]

      


      The men then turned on each other in a bloody brawl for the recently vacated room. Someone was stabbed in the leg, and another had his nose broken. Huiwon frowned.


      “Shouldn’t we stop them?”


      “Even if we do, the result will be the same. Some people will die.”


      “No one has to, though, right?”


      “That’s impossible in this scenario.”


      As soon as I finished that sentence, Bihyeong appeared out of thin air.


      Now, now. Shall we start the third day of the main scenario? Ooh, I see some new faces today. The more the merrier, right? Ha-ha-ha!


      He glanced at our group as he spoke.


      There was a total of three goblins in charge of Chungmuro. Seeing as how Bihyeong was out here explaining things, he must’ve drawn the short stick and been charged with taking care of small tasks. This was to be expected, since his channel was the smallest of the three.


      Soon, the third scenario appeared in front of our eyes.
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        <Main Scenario #3 - Green Zone (Third Day)>


        Category: Main


        Difficulty: C


        Mission: Occupy a Green Zone in the station to survive a monster onslaught that begins at midnight. This scenario lasts for seven days.


        Duration: 8 hours


        Reward: 1,000 coins


        Penalty for Failure:—
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      Hyeonseong’s eyes went wide.


      “Th-this is…!”


      The goal is simple. Occupy a Green Zone before others. Of course, you can take someone else’s spot by force. Better hurry, though! ’Cause you’ll die a horrible death if you’re not inside a Green Zone by midnight. Ha-ha! Well, good luck!


      My companions looked stunned. All the while, sounds of violent conflict continued to break out around us. There were screams of pain and flesh being torn.


      “Die! Just die already!”


      “N-nothing personal, man! I just want to live…!”


      My companions probably realized then that they were no longer bystanders in the brutal struggle happening in front of us.


      “Do we have to fight each other like that, too…?” Sangah asked in a shaky voice.


      “Not necessarily. We just need to find a room that’ll hold us all.”


      Green Zones came in different sizes. From one-person rooms to a big space that could hold seventy people, like Pildu Gong’s territory.


      “That is, if such a room still remains, of course.”


      Huiwon’s lips twitched.


      “Dokja, you have a real talent for making people uneasy… Anyway, let’s go now. There may be vacant rooms.”


      “It’ll be faster if we split up. Hyeonseong and Sangah can go together. Huiwon, you take Gilyeong.”


      “What about you, Dokja?”


      “I’ll go by myself.”


      No one asked if I’d be okay. It seemed everyone trusted me quite a lot. As we headed off to different parts of the station, Gilyeong spoke up.


      “Dokja, uh…what will happen if we can’t find a room?”


      “If we haven’t found anything twenty minutes before the scenario starts, let’s meet back here.”


      “Okay. Let’s move!”


      My companions split up like a well-coordinated team. Huiwon and Gilyeong went to level B2 while Sangah and Hyeonseong went to level B3. I turned on my phone after watching my group on their way. As soon as I opened TWSA, one sentence came up.


      
        There were no rooms left in Chungmuro.

      


      A clear and dry statement. I was certain my companions wouldn’t be able to find a room. That would leave them with one option: to kill other people to seize their room.


      But could Hyeonseong or Huiwon do that?


      Not everyone here was an “evildoer.” There were people who extorted others like Pildu Gong, but most people only bared their teeth in self-defense.


      Would Sangah or Gilyeong be able to face them and bare their own fangs?


      I’d have my answer soon.

    
  


  
    
      3


      About ten minutes after Bihyeong disappeared, there were casualties on the Line 3 platform in Chungmuro.


      There was only one room left in the area. No one here was particularly strong, so the weak faced off against each other, ready to kill for their own survival.


      “Die! I said, die!”


      
        [Thirty minutes remaining until the third scenario is activated.]

      


      I was quietly reading TWSA as my surroundings plunged into chaos. Today’s scenario would probably go as I expected. I had no choice but to remember every single word in the book in order to survive.


      What the hell are you doing?


      Bihyeong’s voice was followed by messages from the constellations.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is puzzled by your actions.]

      


      I instantly turned off my phone. I realized that I had never thought about it before, but why didn’t constellations have any reaction to me reading TWSA?


      In the original story, there was even a scene where they found out that Junghyeok was a Regressor and made a big fuss about how unfair it was.


      So they should’ve long since spoken up about my possession of this game-changing text file.


      Why are you just staring at a blank screen? You’re driving my viewers crazy!


      …A “blank screen”?


      I turned on my phone again. The screen was clearly showing TWSA.


      You mean this?


      Yeah! You think this is the time to be brainstorming? Get off your lazy ass, or you’ll die! Ugh, why did I make a contract with this idiot…?


      I suddenly had goosebumps. Goblins couldn’t read this text. Those beings with administrative access couldn’t read it, which meant constellations couldn’t, either. The author who sent me this text file…just what manner of being are they?


      “Gah!”


      The last scream rang out. Finally, the owner of the room on Line 3 was decided.


      
        [Green Zone 1/1]

      


      “…Please don’t come any closer.”


      Its occupant was awkwardly pointing his knife at me. Surprisingly, the winner was the boy who had guided us earlier. I still didn’t even know his name.


      “Relax. I’m not here to take your spot.”


      I emphatically stepped away to reassure him. Then I heard a voice from behind.


      “Really? You seem awfully relaxed. Guess you’re okay with dying.”


      Based on the rude attitude, I could tell who it was even without looking.


      “You’re quite laid-back yourself.”


      “Oh, no one’s gonna try to take my room. Unless they have a death wish,” Jihye replied as she waved the long sword in her hand. She wasn’t bluffing. The only people here who could match Jihye Lee were Junghyeok Yu and the members of the Landlord Coalition. She stared at me for a bit, then continued.


      “I hope you stay alive, though. It was impressive how you stood up to Master.”


      “Don’t worry. I won’t die. Besides, finding a room isn’t the only way to stay alive.”


      What I said was true. Not finding a room didn’t mean we had to die.


      There was a person in this station who had proven this was possible. Only three days ago, at that. Jihye Lee’s eyes narrowed.


      “Hey, do you know what you’re saying right now?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Are you strong? As strong as Master?”


      Junghyeok appeared from behind her as soon as she said this.


      “Go back to your room.”


      “Oh, Master. Yes, sir!”


      Jihye obediently went away. I was about to leave as well when Junghyeok asked me, “Are you planning to fight the monsters?”


      I shrugged.


      “You’ll die. And so will your group.”


      “We’ll see about that.”


      As he left, Junghyeok looked back at me, his eyes full of feelings I couldn’t discern. I didn’t activate “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint.” Not every emotion needed to be spoken.


      
        [Twenty minutes remaining until the third scenario is activated.]

      


      I heard people coming down from the transfer point. Hyeonseong, Gilyeong, and Sangah… Judging by their dark expressions, the result was what I expected.


      “We…couldn’t find a room,” Sangah said gloomily.


      “That’s okay. But where’s Huiwon?”


      “She said she’d try to negotiate with the people on level B2, but—”


      As if on cue, Huiwon came running, shouting with anger.


      “Two thousand coins for one night! Are you kidding me? I should just slice ’em up right now!”


      She was fuming with frustration.


      “Get this! Do you know what they told us upstairs?”


      “They hiked up the rent, didn’t they?”


      “Oh, you knew?”


      That was predictable because tenants would die if they couldn’t find a room in twenty minutes. Naturally, the landlords would raise the rent since they held all the cards.


      “What about you, Dokja? Any luck?”


      “Nope. I couldn’t find one, either.”


      “Oh…”


      I looked at their faces one by one. Finally, it was time to make a decision.


      “That leaves us two options.”


      Everyone’s eyes glinted at my words. But my explanation would dash their hopes.


      “The first one is easy, and all of us will survive.”


      Huiwon narrowed her eyes.


      “I get the feeling we’ll end up going with the other choice… So what’s number two?”


      “The second option is very difficult. There’s a good chance we won’t all make it out alive.”


      “Let’s go with the first choice then.”


      “What about you guys?”


      Hyeonseong was the first to respond. “If it means everyone can survive, we should go with the first choice.”


      Gilyeong nodded. Only Sangah hesitated.


      “Can I ask what it is?”


      I nodded and went up the stairs to the transfer point for Line 4.


      “Our first option is that.”


      They all turned to where I pointed. There were five people looking at us warily, holding up their weapons with trembling hands.


      
        [Green Zone 5/5]

      


      “They’re occupying a room for exactly five people. Their stats aren’t very high. It probably won’t even take all of us to—”


      “Hang on! Dokja, are you suggesting we should…?!”


      “Yes. We kill them and take their room.”


      My companions shuddered at my calm response. Huiwon had a look of betrayal on her face.


      “That’s your genius idea? You think we haven’t already thought of that?”


      “If that’s what you want, I can do it.”


      Gilyeong was the first to step up.


      “I’m not afraid. I’ll do it.”


      “Gilyeong, no!”


      Sangah grabbed the boy’s shoulder. I looked at her and continued, putting on a nonchalant tone on purpose.


      “Those people probably killed others for that room, too. And to be frank, we won’t survive the future scenarios unless we get used to that kind of thing.”


      “Dokja.”


      Huiwon cut me off.


      “I killed a man in Geumho Station. I did it because I wanted to, and I don’t regret it. But…”


      “……”


      “…Just because I’ve become a murderer, it doesn’t mean I enjoy killing people. I don’t want to become a monster.”


      “……”


      “…Dokja, I’d like to hear about the second option.”


      I closed my eyes for a moment after hearing Hyeonseong’s request.


      “Very well. I understand how you all feel.”


      Yes, I’ve heard enough.


      “Let’s go with the second option.”


      Everyone’s face lit up at these words. I had planned to use the second option from the beginning. I could kill others in order to survive. But I wouldn’t get the attention of the constellations by taking the easy route from the jump.


      However, the second option would require a great deal of determination, not only on my part but also on everyone else’s. So it had been necessary to find out how everyone felt and what they thought.


      Huiwon let out an empty laugh.


      “I knew it. Why did you test us if you were gonna go with number two anyway?”


      “I wasn’t testing you. Whatever your choice was, I would’ve respected it.”


      As I said that, I patted Gilyeong on the head as he looked at me with concern. Sangah sighed and then spoke up.


      “You’re so mean, Dokja.”


      “I’m sorry that I’m not nice.”


      “So what’s the second option?”


      “The second option doesn’t require us to kill anyone, but it’s a very difficult task.”


      My companions’ faces hardened at my grave tone.


      “If you choose the second option, you must follow my directions no matter what. Even if it makes no sense, please trust me. If just one person doubts my plan…”


      “……”


      “…we’ll all die.”


      Someone swallowed hard. Everyone nodded almost at the same time. Hyeonseong spoke for the whole group.


      “We trust you, Dokja. I mean, we’ve come this far because of you.”


      
        [Five minutes remaining until the third scenario is activated.]

      


      “Then follow me.”


      I led my companions to the train track of Line 3. I passed the broken safety screen doors and stood before the entrance of the tunnel to Euljiro 3(sam)-ga Station. Within the dark tunnel was a “Red Zone” glowing with a crimson light.


      “The monsters will likely appear from there and rampage through Line 3, then go up floor by floor.”


      “…So you want us to fight them here?” Hyeonseong asked nervously.


      “No, we can’t fight them. We’ll all die.”


      Fighting against hordes of those fearsome monsters and surviving until daybreak without the safety of a Green Zone was something only Junghyeok could pull off.


      This time, it was Huiwon who offered a guess.


      “Then should we run toward Dongguk University Station?”


      “That won’t work either. While the scenario is active, you’ll be killed the moment you step outside of Chungmuro.”


      “Then what…?”


      “For this operation, we have to split up. Hyeonseong, Sangah, and Huiwon, once the monsters appear, start running straight toward them.”


      “What…?”


      “Do you understand? Run straight toward them. Right before you crash into them, check the left wall. Then you’ll understand what I’m talking about. Got it?”


      My companions didn’t seem to get it, but there was no time to explain everything.


      “Just trust me. If you don’t, we all die. Don’t forget to check the left wall.”


      “Okay, Dokja.”


      Sangah was the first to reply. It looked like she had an idea of what my plan was.


      “And make sure you start running after the monsters appear.”


      I picked up a pebble and threw it toward the tunnel. It bounced off something, sending sparks into the air. Hyeonseong and Huiwon nodded in understanding now, too.


      “What about you, Dokja?”


      “I’ll find another way with Gilyeong.”


      This option wouldn’t work if my companions didn’t trust me completely. After all, who in their right mind would agree to run right into a swarm of monsters?


      The rest was up to them.


      
        [The third main scenario has been activated.]

      


      The barrier blocking the tunnel toward Euljiro 3(sam)-ga faded away.


      “Run!”


      The three, who had been crouched in preparation, began to sprint at my signal.


      Krrr…!


      Monsters began appearing in the red zone. Most of them were level-9 subterranean species ground rats. I spotted some level-8 subterranean species grolls in the mix as well. They were bear-like monsters with black manes. The sharp horn on each of their heads made them especially dangerous.


      A groll could be dealt with one-on-one, but it was a problem when there were a number of them. The word “pack” wasn’t enough to describe the mass of claws, fangs, and horns rushing at us. It was more like a wave, and we would die the moment it reached us.


      As Hyeonseong was about to clash with the groll at the front of the group, I yelled:


      “Now!”


      Sangah spotted the wall first—and the green tile with the faint light.


      “Oh!”


      It only took her a moment fully understand.


      
        [Someone has activated a hidden feature of Chungmuro Station.]


        [Hidden space - “Refuge of the Brave” has been activated.]

      


      When Sangah’s hand touched the wall, it lit up brightly, and the feature was activated.


      
        [Green Zone 1/3]

      


      Huiwon quickly moved to Sangah’s side and stuck to the wall.


      
        [Green Zone 2/3]

      


      But Hyeonseong missed his opportunity. A number of ground rats were already latching onto his shield.


      “Hyeonseong! Grab this!”


      Sangah used her skill “Lashing Thread.” The two women pulled up Hyeonseong to help him reach the wall.


      
        [Green Zone 3/3]

      


      They did it.


      Grrrrr!


      The monsters glared at the three people angrily but couldn’t attack them since they were in a Green Zone.


      “Dokja!”


      Sangah called my name, but I didn’t have time to look back. I was already running with Gilyeong on my back.


      
        …There are several hidden Green Zones in the third scenario. They appear on certain walls, but only after the scenario has started. Green Zones hidden on walls… Who’d have known? But if you think about it, perceiving them as “rooms” is a very human-specific approach.

      


      In TWSA, Junghyeok Yu succeeded in finding a few hidden Green Zones as he went through his many regressions. Refuge of the Brave was one of them. There were only two hidden Green Zones on the Line 3 platform.


      Crunch. A few ground rats came after me and bit my thigh. There wasn’t much damage because my stamina level was high, but if this kept up, I’d die by a thousand cuts.


      On my back, Gilyeong used his weapon to fend off some rats. But there were too many of them. Plus, the grolls were the fastest among these monsters. From ten meters away, the boy who had guided us earlier was looking at me in terror.


      
        [Green Zone 1/1]

      


      Like a coward, I was briefly tempted to take the easy way.


      Ha-ha-ha-ha! What a show. Now, same as yesterday, it’s time for a penalty!


      System messages followed the goblin’s loud voice as it echoed through the air.


      
        [The scenario penalty has been applied!]


        [A number of Green Zones have been deactivated.]

      


      “N-no…! G-gaaah!”


      Screams were reverberating throughout Chungmuro Station. The closest came from the boy from before.


      “Aaack!”


      The moment his Green Zone disappeared, his small body was ripped apart and swallowed up by ground rats. As this gruesome feeding frenzy bought us some time, I ran toward the aisle with Gilyeong on my back. But the monsters coming through the broken safety screen doors blocked the passage. I put Gilyeong down behind me and pulled out Unbreakable Faith.


      Shhhk!


      The blade made of “White Star Weapon Aura” sliced through monsters quickly. But their numbers didn’t decrease. I couldn’t believe Junghyeok survived this wave of monsters even for one night. He was a monster himself. Even if I invested all my coins into stats, I doubted I could do it.


      At that moment, Gilyeong spoke.


      “Dokja.”


      “Don’t talk to me now. I’m busy.”


      “It’s okay if you leave me and go.”


      “What?”


      “To be honest, I don’t understand. Why are you even helping us? You’d have a much higher chance of surviving on your own.”


      How could this little boy say such a thing so calmly while facing death? Perhaps his heart was already dead.


      “Yeah, you’re right.”


      Another swing of my sword, and another headless body of a ground rat fell to the floor.


      “I could do everything alone, survive alone, and make a cozy living for myself. That certainly would be easier, but…”


      Why did I do this? If anyone were to ask me that, I wouldn’t be able to explain clearly. But I could say this for certain:


      “…I once read a novel that flopped because the main character did just that.”


      “Huh?”


      I’m reminded of this every time—I’m not cut out to be the leading man. I’ll never be a hero or a savior. However…


      Gilyeong was trembling. I put him on my back again.


      “Hold on tight.”


      …Gilyeong Lee will not die. Not today.
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      As the wave of monsters approached, I controlled my breathing and focused energy on my legs. I kicked hard against the ground, and the level-15 strength concentrated in my legs propelled my body forward explosively.


      I’m breaking through.


      Ground rats bared their sharp fangs and came at us from every direction. The hard horn of a groll stabbed me in the waist. Although my body was tough due to my level-15 stamina, the relentless attacks from the monsters’ horns eventually made my skin bruise over and bleed.


      
        [The first bookmark has been activated.]

      


      “Bookmark” was activated, and Delusional Demon Namwoon Kim’s “Dark Awakening” surrounded my body. I rammed the horde of monsters head-on and surged forward. Fangs dug into my body, and ground rats bit down on my thighs. But I didn’t stop. Instead, I ran and ran as fast as I could.


      There it is.


      Finally, I saw the wall that was written about in the novel. Using the head of a charging ground rat as a jumping board, I leaped forward, toward the gleaming light of the two-person Green Zone.


      But…damn it.


      
        [Green Zone 1/2]

      


      It was already occupied.


      “……”


      I momentarily forgot about the wave of monsters behind me and stared at the figure inside.


      There stood the man who shouldn’t have been there.


      “Hey.”


      He looked back at me.


      “Can you step aside? I know you can survive out here.”


      “I’d rather not. I’m a bit tired today.”


      I wanted to slap his cocky face. I couldn’t understand it. How did Junghyeok Yu already know about this spot on his third loop? He shouldn’t start using hidden Green Zones until his fourth loop… Damn it. Had he already learned about this spot during his second loop, and it simply wasn’t mentioned in TWSA? Then why didn’t he use it on his third loop in the original story?


      Grrrrr!


      The growl of a ground rat came from behind. There was no time to curse the author. I could feel Gilyeong’s shaky breathing. I made direct eye contact with Junghyeok. We spoke at almost the same time.


      “I can take the kid.”


      “Take the kid at least.”


      I was relieved, even though he’d no doubt said that only because he knew the constellations were watching.


      
        [Green Zone 2/2]

      


      The Green Zone’s sign changed as soon as I let Gilyeong down. He’d be safe now.


      “No, wait! Dokja!”


      Gilyeong instantly tried to run back toward me, but Junghyeok firmly held onto his shoulder. I swung my sword at the ground rats coming for me.


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army closes his eyes.]


        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire gazes at you with pity.]

      


      But not before seeing Junghyeok’s mouth moving.


      “I told you you’d die.”


      A wave of monsters was rushing at me. There were no Green Zones left.


      “I told you I wouldn’t.”


      Ignoring the monsters, I reached inside my shirt. I really didn’t want to use this because I wasn’t sure what the side effects would be. Yet I had no choice but to trust “The Fourth Wall.”


      [Is that…?]


      A look of shock came over Junghyeok’s eyes. That’s right, you bastard. Do you get it now? Well, even if you understand, it’s not something you can ever try.


      I looked at the white stone shining in my hand.


      The Specter’s Spirit Stone.


      The item I had obtained after hunting a specter, a ghost species, on the way to Chungmuro.


      Crunch. Dozens of ground rats started ripping apart my body. I was bloody and bruised red.


      My body’s durability was rapidly decreasing as I put the spirit stone in my mouth. Something that looked like steam escaped through my teeth and turned into a fog that soon engulfed the entire area.


      
        [Illusory Prison has been activated.]

      


      The ground rats and grolls attacking me stopped all at once. Everything around me began to distort, including the platform, Junghyeok, and Gilyeong, who was desperately calling my name.


      Just like that, I had turned into a ghost species.
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      “Dokja.”


      I realized right away that this was a dream when I heard my mother’s voice.


      I struggled desperately not to fall into it, but it was difficult this time. It felt like I was sinking to the bottom of a swamp.


      
        [The effects of “The Fourth Wall” are temporarily diminished due to excessive immersion.]

      


      My expanded consciousness began to show me scenes from my past. The living room covered in blood. The cold corpse of a man. The back of woman looking down at the corpse. No. Anything but this memory. I mustn’t remember it.


      I shook my head hard and struggled for minutes until the scene finally began to disperse.


      Damn trauma…


      I, too, had memories I didn’t wish to dredge up.


      This was why I’d been so hesitant to use the Specter’s Spirit Stone. When consumed, this item temporarily turned you into a ghost species, making you invisible to monsters. However, it had the side effect of amplifying the user’s trauma.


      That was also the reason I couldn’t give it to my companions. If anyone else had used the spirit stone, their sanity would’ve been instantly shattered.


      …My head hurts like hell, but I think I’ll live.


      “The Fourth Wall” was really something else. That skill was the one reason I was relatively fine. Even a high-level “Mental Barrier” skill couldn’t be as effective as this. But that wasn’t all. If I’m right, this skill is—


      “Junghyeok Yu? Are you Junghyeok Yu?”


      I thought my trauma was rearing up again, but I didn’t recognize the voice. That meant the voice wasn’t from my memory. When I turned around, there stood a stranger.


      “…No, you’re not him. You look Korean. Who are you?”


      A foreigner with blond hair. The short girl in a sporty outfit stared at me in puzzlement for a long time.


      “I…don’t understand. I have seen the future many times, but I’ve never seen you…”


      The iris of the girl’s left eye was an ominous red swirl. Pages of TWSA rapidly fluttered by in my head. I knew this character. In fact, she was someone I couldn’t not recognize. But why now…?


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated.]


        [Character Anna Croft is using exclusive skill “Mental Barrier” Lv.6.]


        [“Character Profile” overrides “Mental Barrier” Lv.6.]


        [There is too much information about this character. Switching to a summarized view.]
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        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Anna Croft


        Exclusive Attributes: Prophet (Legendary), Savior (Legendary)


        Exclusive Skills: [Future Sight Lv.5], [Past Sight Lv.4], [Insight Lv.8], [Clairvoyance Lv.4], [Advanced Magic Proficiency Lv.4], [Mental Barrier Lv.6], [Lie Detection Lv.7], [Archdemon’s Gaze Lv.1]…
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      The fearsome ability to enter other people’s consciousness regardless of where they were. The bold plan to see into the future and use that foreknowledge to shape the world as she saw fit. There was only one person in TWSA who fit that description.


      “Anna Croft.”


      “…How do you know who I am?”


      She stared at me, her eyes wide with disbelief. I answered her.


      “I’m a Prophet, too.”


      
        [Character Anna Croft has activated “Lie Detection” Lv.7.]


        [“Lie Detection” has confirmed your words to be false.]

      


      Guess it doesn’t work on a real Prophet.


      “Reveal your identity. Who are you?”


      Anna Croft’s small lips were closed tightly, as if she couldn’t stand not knowing everything about me. I thought I understood what was going on. She must’ve detected my existence because “The Fourth Wall” was temporarily weakened. At least, if that skill was what I thought it was.


      Honestly…I was a bit disappointed.


      “Do you really not know who I am?”


      “…Pardon?”


      “The Angler Dragon’s Nucleus I sent you. You made good use of it, didn’t you?”


      Anna Croft’s mouth was opening slowly.


      “You used its magic power to implant that Archdemon’s Eyeball, right?”


      “I-it can’t be! You’re the one who requested Broken Faith from the auction house…?”


      The Archdemon’s Eyeball. That was a whopping one-million-coin item she got from her sponsor. Forget silver spoon, she was born with a diamond spoon in her mouth. I’m so jealous.


      “What’s your name? Answer me! How…?”


      
        [The effects of “The Fourth Wall” are gradually being restored.]

      


      “Why…can’t I see anything…?”


      Anna Croft’s vision was becoming blurry. As the ability of the Archdemon’s Eyeball, which allowed her to interfere with another person’s consciousness, began to weaken, she herself began to blur and fade away. I waved at her.


      “We’ll meet again someday. Wait for me on the other side of the continent.”


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” has been fully restored.]

      


      Finally, her form had completely disappeared. I was eventually able to relax once her presence was gone. Things were hard enough without encountering Anna Croft, of all people. I just can’t catch a break today, huh?


      
        [You have gained immunity to the effects of Illusory Prison due to your skill.]

      


      …Damn it, that took forever.


      My head was starting to clear. Although some unpleasant feelings remained, I felt much better. Repeatedly, I slowly breathed in and out.


      I went over some definitive facts to check if I was back to my senses. I was Dokja Kim. The world had fallen, and TWSA had become reality. This was…inside Illusory Prison. I had consumed the Specter’s Spirit Stone and become a ghost species for a while. After all, a subterranean species couldn’t attack a ghost species.


      Right, that was how it went down.


      That’s why…the world looks like this.


      My surroundings looked distorted, as if I were high on narcotics. I couldn’t tell how much time had passed. I felt uneasy.


      What happened to Sangah, Hyeonseong, and Huiwon?


      Junghyeok, that bastard… He better not have done anything to Gilyeong.


      Is the third scenario still underway?


      What if ground rats are still around?


      What if I wake up surrounded by monsters waiting to devour me?


      In that case…


      “…ja.”


      “…Please.”


      “…Dokja!”


      I woke up with a jolt.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Dispel Evil” Lv.1 has been activated.]

      


      Yes, it’s time to go back.
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      I exhaled forcefully.


      “Dokja!”


      My vision cleared as the fog lifted. The first thing I saw was the face of Sangah, who was helping me to sit up. Behind her, the concerned faces of Hyeonseong and Huiwon.


      “…What about the scenario?”


      “It’s over. We did it. We really made it out alive!”


      I see. We did it.


      I tried to move as I looked at my companions’ excited faces, but my body refused to listen. I must have been in a stiff posture for a long time.


      “It’s…too early to celebrate.”


      “Huh?”


      “We’ve only survived one day. Since yesterday was the third day…”


      Seeing my attempt to get up, Hyeonseong quickly rushed to my side and grabbed me.


      “Dokja! No. You haven’t slept at all!”


      “What time is it now?”


      “It’s 8:30 in the morning. The scenario ended thirty minutes ago.”


      It was 8:30 a.m. Luckily, I wasn’t out too long. Anyway, there was someone missing.


      “Where’s Gilyeong?”


      “Oh, he’s…”


      I had my answer before Huiwon finished her sentence. A few steps away from us, Junghyeok was standing with Jihye at his side. He was looking down at Gilyeong.


      Why’s Junghyeok with…?


      At that moment, I remembered. Junghyeok being shocked as he scanned my companions earlier. So the person he was looking at with “The Eye of the Sage” was…?


      “When did you complete……? …never happened before…”


      It may have been a side effect of the spirit stone, but I couldn’t hear what they were saying very well. Gilyeong spoke next.


      “Not too long ago.”


      “…Are you sure you won’t come with me?”


      “Yes.”


      “You’ll get much stronger than if you stay with him. Do you still—”


      “Even so, I’m not going with you.”


      “…Stupid kid.”


      Junghyeok frowned as he briefly glared in my direction before turning his back on us.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” has been activated.]

      


      […Dokja Kim, that lucky bastard. Still, he might be useful, so I’ll keep him alive for now.]


      I wanted to give him a piece of my mind but didn’t have the energy.


      “Dokja!”


      Gilyeong noticed I was awake and scurried over. I caught the last bit of Junghyeok’s thoughts before he walked off into the distance.


      [No time to waste. I need to clear a good portion today. If I don’t…]


      “Clear”? Clear what? Need to…concentrate… But I was too tired. I slumped in exhaustion, and Sangah rushed over to hold me.


      “Sangah…”


      “Yes!”


      “I’m sorry, but I need to sleep just a little bit…”


      And I fell asleep. No dreams. It was the best rest I’d had in a long time.
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      I woke up about two hours later.


      Hey, wake up already!


      As I was rudely awoken by a loud voice, I felt something thick and hard against my cheek.


      “Oh, Dokja, you’re up.”


      A pair of smiling lips. Huiwon was looking down at me.


      “I told Sangah to rest for a while. Since we didn’t get any sleep last night, either.”


      I turned my head and saw Sangah, who had held me earlier, now napping with her head against a wall. Huiwon laughed.


      “Was Hyeonseong’s lap comfortable?”


      I turned my head to see Hyeonseong talking in his sleep right above my face.


      “This morning’s roll call…will be conducted by the officer on duty…”


      …No wonder my “pillow” felt too high. I was on Hyeonseong’s lap. It vaguely smelled like a military-issue pillow, too.


      “Hmm…Dokja…”


      I felt something heavy on my stomach and looked down. Gilyeong was sleeping there, curled up like a cat. As I was about to get up quietly, I heard Bihyeong’s voice.


      Ha-ha. Finally up? These are for you.


      The messages came into my ears.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is deeply saddened by your trauma.]


        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon is intrigued by your past.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is curious about your mother.]


        [Constellations have donated 1,800 coins.]

      


      …Sick bastards. Got a good peek at my past, huh?


      That wasn’t the end of the messages.


      
        [You survived a night in Chungmuro without a Green Zone.]


        [You are the second person to complete the achievement, “Endless Dawn.”]


        [You have received 1,000 coins as a reward for your achievement.]


        [Coins Owned: 22,650C]

      


      At least, those coins were enough to meet my goal. There was a reason why I had endured the night. Huiwon yawned, then asked me:


      “What are we doing today? Same as yesterday…?”


      “No, that won’t work again. It was a one-time thing.”


      Of course, there was a chance we could luckily stumble upon randomly generated Green Zones today, too. Unfortunately, TWSA didn’t mention where hidden Green Zones appeared on the fourth night.


      “Then…”


      Huiwon’s expression turned serious. But there was no cause for concern.


      “Today, we’ll end the third scenario for good.”


      “Really?”


      I carefully laid Gilyeong down on the ground and got up to stretch.


      I wasn’t planning to do this originally, but Junghyeok was clearly up to something, so we needed to be prepared to make a move. We didn’t have time yesterday, but it’d be a different story today.


      “Let’s go dethrone a real estate tycoon.”


      “…How?” Huiwon asked.


      I answered while looking at Hyeonseong who was sleeping quietly.


      “We’ll use the secret weapon we’ve been saving up.”


      It was time to change the master of Chungmuro.
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        Hyeonseong Lee was nodding off like an officer on duty in a command center.

      


      If this were TWSA, that was how he would’ve been described. It might’ve been followed by something like…


      
        Hyeonseong Lee had no idea what was going to happen to him today.

      


      “Hyeonseong?”


      “…Oh, Dokja. Ahem, I dozed off for a sec. Did you get some rest?”


      “Yes, thank you. By the way, you were talking in your sleep. ‘Private Hyeonseong Lee’ and all that…”


      Hyeonseong’s face turned red.


      “W-well…I have some trauma from my enlistment days.”


      “Enlistment? Aren’t you an officer?”


      “Oh…I transferred to Korea Military Academy when I was a sergeant.”


      “I’ve heard that’s rare. I guess the military life suited you.”


      Hyeonseong smiled wistfully. An understandable response. Almost no one to stayed in the military because that life suited them. Rather, they did so because other life paths didn’t work out for them. Then, shall I get started?


      “Hyeonseong, it’s so reassuring to have you around.”


      “Sorry?”


      “I feel at ease with you taking up the vanguard. It’s like having a trusty shield protecting us.”


      “…Really?”


      Hyeonseong smiled awkwardly. It was a weak smile but showed my words meant a great deal to him. I talked to him a little more before walking away.


      According to TWSA, Hyeonseong’s attribute should have evolved in Geumho Station, as he protected people from the Cheoldu Gang. But that opportunity had gone to Huiwon instead.


      Huiwon, Sangah, and Gilyeong had already approached and were looking at me. I looked back at them and spoke in a whisper.


      “You saw my demonstration, right? Do what I just did.”


      “Yeah, I guess… Why are we doing this anyway?”


      Why? Because of this:


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee begins to feel a sense of duty.]

      


      As I watched Hyeonseong diligently clean his iron shield, I realized once again that “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” was a crazy skill indeed. Well, when it came to “characters,” at least.


      “I think it’ll help Hyeonseong. He seems a little down lately… A bit of encouragement could be what he needs to break out of it.”


      I told my companions this as if I were sincerely concerned about Hyeonseong. The naive Sangah nodded her head.


      “Is this a ‘power of compliments’ type of thing?”


      “That’s one way to put it.”


      “Got it. I also hope Hyeonseong can pick himself up soon!”


      Unlike Sangah, Huiwon looked a little bit suspicious about it.


      “Dokja.”


      “Yes.”


      “Is your sponsoring constellation ‘One-Eyed Fortune Teller’ by any chance?”


      “What’re you talking about?”


      “Gungye. Don’t you know Gungye?”


      Huiwon came up with her own epithet. For a second, I thought she might be the author of TWSA, but there was no way. Because Gungye’s epithet was “One-Eyed Maitreya.”


      “No, I just happen to have a special skill. Let’s just say it helps me understand others.”


      “I’m guessing you won’t tell me even if I ask you what it is. So I won’t bother to ask.”


      “Thank you.”


      “By the way, you’re not using that skill on me right now, are you?”


      The look on my face almost betrayed me. I was glad that Huiwon didn’t have the “Lie Detection” skill.


      “It’s not like this skill lets me find out everything about a person.”


      Huiwon looked at me as if she was considering something. Then she smiled.


      “Hmm, I guess not.”


      …What did she think just now? There was an edge in my voice as I went back to the topic at hand.


      “Anyway! Let’s do our best for Hyeonseong. First Huiwon, then Sangah, and last Gilyeong. Take turns talking to him when you have a chance.”


      “‘I believe in you, Hyeonseong! Stay positive!’ Something like that, right?”


      “Try to be tactful.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Got it.”


      This had to be done for this plan to succeed. The evolution of Hyeonseong’s attribute was a crucial step. If I’d known Junghyeok Yu was up to something, I would’ve made my plan earlier… Still, if I did my best, I could probably see some results today.


      Thankfully, the others carried out their roles somewhat smoothly.


      “It’s nice having such a dependable ally. You’re like a sturdy evergreen tree.”


      “Ha-ha. Thank you, Huiwon. You know, my favorite army song is ‘A Green Pine Tree.’”


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee feels proud.]

      


      “…I didn’t ask.”


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee feels a bit sullen.]

      


      “Hyeonseong, you’re one of the most upstanding people I’ve ever met.”


      “Oh…you give me too much credit. To be honest, someone like me—Never mind. I appreciate it, Sangah.”


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee begins to contemplate justice.]

      


      “Your muscles are so cool.”


      “Thanks, kiddo.”


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee’s self-esteem increases.]

      


      That sounded so fake, but it worked. Good thing Hyeonseong was so simple-minded. After a few more exchanges like that, the system’s messages began to change.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee’s attribute is awaiting the chance to evolve.]

      


      Good. Everything is going smoothly.


      “It looks like Hyeonseong feels a bit pressured,” Sangah whispered in a concerned voice.


      She was such a kind person. Even in a situation like this, she was worried about others. It was a quality that I didn’t possess.


      “He may be a little bit. But this is probably something he needs. Some people get stronger when they take on more burdens.”


      “Ah…”


      “Don’t worry. It’ll all work out. Anyway, Gilyeong, did you find out about the other thing I asked?”


      “Yup.”


      Gilyeong was standing nearby. A couple of cockroaches were perched on his little head with their antennae up.


      “They say she’s on the first basement floor.”


      “Thanks.”


      Hyeonseong should be okay now. Now it was time for me to go steal someone else’s follower. I went upstairs to the level above. Some members of the Landlord Coalition greeted me as soon as I arrived.


      “Ha-ha. If it isn’t Mr. Squatter.”


      “……”


      “You’ve got some nerve showing your face around here. I heard you survived last night without a room. Is that true? Junghyeok Yu must’ve helped you, huh?”


      I ignored them and kept walking. Thinking I was intimidated by them, the landlords jeered in a mocking tone.


      “Aren’t you tired of being his lackey? Join our group. Mr. Gong said he’d consider it.”


      I pretended not to hear them and counted the remaining Green Zones on each floor. One, two, three… I couldn’t miss any if I wanted my plan to succeed.


      “Of course, that’s only if you bring the women, too. Heh-heh!”


      There were eleven remaining Green Zones in total. It looked like quite a few rooms were gone after last night, but it was still a bit risky for my plan.


      “Hey, are you ignoring me?”


      “I heard you. Tell him I’ll think about it.”


      At my reply, the members of the coalition looked at each other and chuckled. Laugh while you can. I walked up the escalator away from the jeering landlords. Suddenly, a sword was pointed at my neck from behind. I didn’t sense her at all… There was only one skill this early in the scenarios that let someone move this quietly.


      
        [Ghost Steps]

      


      “I’m disappointed.”


      Jihye Lee. Attitude aside, her skills were top-notch. There was a reason why Chungmugong chose her.


      “You’re gonna join those bastards? With the women, too? Don’t you know what’ll happen?”


      “Of course I know.”


      Huiwon would decapitate them the moment they tried anything, that’s what would happen. But Jihye Lee didn’t know who Huiwon was yet.


      “And you’re still cozying up to those creeps? You shoulda just died last night.”


      “Put the sword down. I’m here to talk.”


      “Talk? You came here to see me?”


      “That’s right.”


      With that, Jihye obliged and moved her blade away from my neck. When I turned around, she wasn’t there anymore. I didn’t know how she did it, but she was already in front of the turnstiles on the first basement floor, blocking the way out. It looked like she used “Ghost Steps” to move.


      “What do you want? Spit it out.”


      “Why are you standing over there?”


      “Master told me to guard this passage. So don’t come any closer.”


      Jihye tapped a turnstile with her sword and made a throat-slitting gesture with her thumb. I looked at the passage beyond the turnstiles and saw the exit numbers to go aboveground. But not every number connected above. I suddenly had a bad feeling.


      No way… Junghyeok’s going that route?


      If he had told her to guard this passage, there could be only one thing he had in mind. He was secretly raiding the hidden dungeon in Chungmuro while the scenario progressed. That was good and all. After all, the main character getting stronger meant he could be more useful to me.


      The problem was that Junghyeok could not clear the dungeon in his third loop.


      I had to hurry things up.


      “I’m here because I need your help.”


      “My help?”


      “I’m going to take down Pildu Gong’s group today.”


      “…For real?”


      It looked like Jihye was trying to figure out if I was being serious.


      
        [Your understanding of Character Jihye Lee has increased.]

      


      “You won’t be able to do that on your own. Or with the rest of your ragtag bunch, for that matter.”


      “What about if you help us?”


      Jihye whipped around as if her pride was hurt.


      That was understandable. When she arrived at this station, she probably challenged Pildu Gong. And she was likely forced to run with her tail between her legs. If Junghyeok hadn’t saved her in time, she’d be dead.


      “There is a way. But it’ll only work if you help.”


      “…Master told me to stand guard here.”


      “If you don’t act, most people here will die.”


      “They’re gonna die sooner or later anyway.”


      “Is that what Junghyeok said?”


      Jihye’s eyes began to shake.


      “The boy we talked to yesterday is dead. You know that, right?”


      “…I know.”


      “He could’ve survived. He could be here right now, babbling on some more about Junghyeok’s heroics.”


      “That’s…”


      “Junghyeok might as well have killed the boy himself. He had the power to save him, but he didn’t.”


      I had mixed feelings as I spoke to Jihye. Here I was, smooth-talking this girl, but in reality, I was no different from Junghyeok. On the subway, and in Geumho station…I had also turned away from people I could’ve saved for no other reason than to increase my own chances. But hypocrites could be very persuasive.


      “I saw the scenario footage of you on the subway.”


      Jihye’s small shoulders twitched at the mention of it.


      “The one where you killed your classmate to survive.”


      “…Stop.”


      “I’m sure you didn’t want to do that.”


      
        [Character Jihye Lee is greatly agitated.]

      


      “You don’t know shit.”


      “Of course I don’t. I’m just blabbing whatever comes to mind.”


      “……”


      “But if I’m babbling, I might as well tell you this—if you turn your back on those people today, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life. I guarantee it.”


      
        [Character Jihye Lee is deeply torn.]

      


      I didn’t know much about Jihye as a “person,” but I knew her very well as a “character” from TWSA. If I left her alone, she’d become Junghyeok’s loyal subordinate. However, that was in the future—not yet. Although Jihye admired Junghyeok’s strength, she was fundamentally different from him.


      “If I help you, will people survive?”


      “Probably not everyone, but a lot of them will.”


      “…What do I need to do?”


      “I’ll start my plan at seven tonight.”


      I told Jihye my plan. I specifically told her the things she must do in order for said plan to work.


      She listened quietly, then gaped in disbelief.


      “Are you serious? You’re really going to do that?”


      “That’s right.”


      “…To be honest, I don’t think that will go well. And just to be clear, I haven’t agreed to help you yet.”


      “The choice is yours.”


      She said that, but I knew Jihye Lee would take action. There was a reason why Chungmugong chose this foul-mouthed brat.


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter likes your shamelessness.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]


        [Jihye Lee’s sponsoring constellation is interested in you.]


        [You have received another 100 coins as a donation.]

      


      With that, the board was set.
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      It was time for my plan. My companions and I were on the Line 3 platform. They were checking their weapons. It looked like Hyeonseong had done his job well.


      “I handed out the weapons like you asked, Dokja.”


      Everyone’s old weapons were quite worn out, so I had asked Hyeonseong to make new ones. The parts came from the level-8 subterranean species we fought last night—swords and spears made out of grolls’ horns. They wouldn’t last long, but they should be serviceable for what was to come.


      Huiwon smiled in satisfaction.


      “This is much lighter and stronger.”


      “Ah… Thank you, Dokja and Hyeonseong. I mean it.”


      Sangah bowed her head. We couldn’t fashion a blunt weapon with a groll’s horn, so Gilyeong was stuck with his old ground rat skull mace. I patted him on the head as he wordlessly stared at the ground. Poor kid. He looks disappointed…


      “This won’t be easy. It could get more dangerous than yesterday. Is everyone ready?”


      They all nodded, looking serious.


      “Then we’ll commence the operation.”


      From now on, it was a race against time. We’d have to work as quickly as possible before the Landlord Coalition figured out what we were up to. Hyeonseong and I started going up the stairs after the other three dispersed to each floor for their missions.


      “Dokja, I’m not so sure about this,” Hyeonseong admitted.


      Wait, you can’t say that. You’re the key to this whole plan. I tried to sound as firm as I could as I replied.


      “This has to go well.”


      But Hyeonseong looked unsure.


      “Seems like everyone’s really counting on me. It’s a lot of pressure. I don’t know if I can live up to that.”


      “Hyeonseong, you’ve earned every bit of the trust we’re putting on you.”


      “I appreciate you saying that. Honestly, this is all very new to me. No one’s ever relied on me like this, not even in the army.”


      It was the first time I’d heard of that. Now that I thought about it, I didn’t know much about Hyeonseong’s life back in the army. It was only briefly mentioned in TWSA.


      “When this scenario is over, I’d like to hear your story.”


      I said that without much thought, but Hyeonseong appeared to be quite touched.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee begins to open up to you.]


        [Your understanding of character Hyeonseong Lee has greatly increased.]

      


      “Sometimes, I get an odd feeling when I talk to you, Dokja.”


      “Pardon? How…?”


      “Almost like you’ve known me for a long time… It’s hard to explain, but…”


      Hyeonseong’s trailed off as he scratched his cheek.


      “Oh, I didn’t mean it in a weird way. I’m just saying…”


      “Yes, I know what you mean.”


      “Thank you. Actually, now I’m curious about your story too.”


      “My story?”


      “Yes, I’ve never met anyone like you before. There’s a lot I want to know about you. Like what you used to do before all this.”


      It felt strange. A supporting character from a novel I read was curious about me. It was weird and a bit embarrassing.


      “It’ll be a boring story.”


      “I still want to hear it.”


      Suddenly, a question popped into my head. If TWSA hadn’t become reality, would Hyeonseong Lee be living in the same world as me? Or was he a character who only appeared when the novel became reality? Whatever the case, one thing was certain—he had become a living character, and he was right in front of my eyes……and that was that.


      At that moment, a group of middle-aged men approached us.


      “Oh, it’s Junghyeok Yu’s pal. You here to negotiate?”


      The Landlord Coalition was here.


      “Hmm, it’s just you two? What about the others?”


      The man speaking had a woman by her collar. She was one of the people we’d seen occupying a five-person room yesterday. The man smirked as he noticed I was staring at her.


      “Oh, her? She kept refusing to sell her room, so… Anyway, don’t worry about her.”


      “H-help me! Please!”


      The woman looked at me desperately. Constellations of the absolute good alignment began to make a racket in my head. But I waited because I knew there was someone who needed to make a move first.


      “Let her go.”


      It was Hyeonseong Lee.


      “Who the hell are you?” asked the man in a mocking tone.


      Hyeonseong looked at me as if he was waiting for my permission. I nodded.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee wants to carry out justice of his own will.]


        [Character Hyeonseong Lee’s attribute is about to evolve.]

      


      The members of the coalition pulled out their weapons. There was a murderous glint in their eyes. I checked the time. Shall we get started? I increased my stats with coins.


      
        [You invested 1,200 coins in stamina.]


        [Stamina Lv.15 -> Stamina Lv.18]


        [Your stamina level has increased.]


        [You invested 1,200 coins in strength.]


        [Strength Lv.15 -> Strength Lv.18]


        [Your strength level has increased.]

      


      I needed to get maximum efficiency with minimum investment here.


      
        [Coins owned: 20,450C]

      


      Because I had to use the rest of my coins elsewhere.


      Boooom!


      The sound of small explosions rang throughout the subway station, followed by people’s screams. These were signals from my team.


      “Hyeonseong!”


      He nodded. We charged at the men in front of us. The members of the coalition went into a panic.


      “What the hell?!”


      
        [Exclusive skill “White Star Weapon Aura” has been activated.]

      


      “Gaaah!”


      The arm of the man who had the woman by her collar went flying through the air. His companions looked stunned as the blood gushed out of his wound like a fountain. Hyeonseong and I ignored them and kept running. The middle-aged men quickly came back to their senses and chased after us.


      “Those crazy bastards! Stop them!”


      We got to the aisle on B2. From here on was Pildu Gong’s private property.


      
        [You are trespassing on private property!]

      


      “Surround them!”


      The members of the coalition standing out front spotted us. There were fewer than I expected, as if some of the members were missing. Twelve up front and twenty at the back. It was still too many for the two of us to handle. Well, I wasn’t planning on dealing with them anyway.


      Hyeonseong moved ahead of me as we were about to collide with the landlords in the front.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee has activated the stigma “Great Mountain Push” Lv.1!]

      


      “Aaargh!”


      Hyeonseong charged forward with incredible force, knocking the men down like dominoes.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong has activated the stigma “Militarized Zone” Lv.4.]

      


      Soon, turrets began rising up from everywhere on the private property, loaded up with red magic bullets and ready to open fire. There was a total of five turrets. It looked like Pildu Gong’s “Militarized Zone” had leveled up since last time.


      “Dokja!”


      I ran to stand in front of Hyeonseong and took his shield. As soon as I held it up, a hefty force slammed into it, pushing me back.


      Boom! Blam! Kaboom!


      I felt like I was hit by a cannon. My arm holding the shield was in pain. The “Militarized Zone” with level-19 magic power was a force to be reckoned with. But it was manageable.


      
        [Your stamina level has exceeded 20 due to the boost from Unbreakable Faith.]


        [A powerful protection surrounds your body.]

      


      “If it isn’t Mr. Squatter.”


      I heard Pildu Gong’s cold voice coming from the other side of the shield.


      The coalition seemed to relax, seeing me and Hyeonseong pinned by the power of the magic bullets. The iron shield’s durability had decreased greatly. I could probably only block about a dozen more bullets.


      Pildu Gong spoke up, sounding amused.


      “You don’t look like you’re here to pay the fine. What is it?”


      “We’re done being tenants.”


      “Interesting. Are you trying to take my land?”


      “Well, not really.”


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s “Private Property” causes the stats of intruders to decrease.]

      


      ……There it is. This was what made Pildu Gong such a fearsome opponent—the debuffing effects of “Private Property” combined with the defensive prowess of “Militarized Zone.” The red-hot barrels of the turrets began to glow with a crimson light as they gathered magic power.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s mini turrets are preparing to fire magic bullets.]

      


      With the combined power of “Private Property” and “Militarized Zone,” almost no incarnation could challenge Pildu Gong at this point in the scenarios.


      “Die.”


      As magic bullets were about to be fired, I heard screaming in the distance. Wounded members of the Landlord Coalition were rushing here.


      “M-Mr. Gong! The ground is…!”


      A sword wound. Jihye had made her move.


      This was it. I looked at Hyeonseong.


      “Hyeonseong, now’s the time.”


      He blinked rapidly.


      “Take it all down.”


      Hyeonseong raised his fist high as if he had been waiting for this moment. His eyes looked nervous and anxious, but at the same time, his face was full of determination. He would not run or hide from this moment.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee’s attribute is evolving!]

      


      A blinding flash, then a silver aura began to surround Hyeonseong’s body.


      I felt a bit emotional as I watched. The evolution of Hyeonseong’s attribute was one of my favorite scenes in TWSA. Steel Blade Hyeonseong Lee was one of the strongest supporting characters in the novel. And this was why—


      
        [A new stigma has been unlocked due to the evolution of his attribute.]

      


      When it comes to a single powerful blow, few in all of TWSA could match him.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee has activated the stigma “Great Mountain Crush” Lv.1]

      


      All of Hyeonseong’s magic power was concentrated in his white-hot fist, and his arm bulked up to an abnormal size.


      “Hiiyah!”


      His fist slammed into the ground. An ear-piercing explosion echoed throughout the place as the broken ground scattered into the air. Members of the coalition cried out in shock.


      “Wh-what?!”


      Fissures spread across the ground, knocking the turrets out of position. Magic bullets missed their marks, blowing up all around the area. Smoke from the explosions made it hard to see. With an enormous quake, the B2 floor began to collapse.


      
        [The Green Zone has been destroyed.]


        [Character Pildu Gong’s private property has been destroyed.]

      


      I smiled at Pildu, who had turned pale at the sight of the crumbling floor.


      “Now, let us go back to a time when no one owned land.”
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      I couldn’t kill Pildu because he was needed to clear the scenario. But there was no way to make him leave his land. When face with this kind of dilemma, it can be helpful to focus on the very premise of the overall situation.


      If the problem was that Pildu was on his private property, you needed only to destroy said private property.


      “U-ugh… G-get me out.”


      “Y-you son of a…”


      The only issue was, I needed an enormous force to accomplish this. The kind of power capable of destroying a large property in a single blow. This was why I’d prioritized the evolution of Hyeonseong’s attribute.


      “Arrrgh…”


      The people who had fallen down to B3 were buried under the debris and moaning in pain.


      My plan had worked.


      Green Zones were gone, and the landlords had lost their rooms. Amid clouds of dust, Pildu Gong was glaring in our direction, his face contorted with rage. As he was about to open his mouth, Bihyeong’s voice came into my ears first.


      What have you done?! Aaaaah!


      Be quiet.


      Are you out of your damn mind? All the goblins in Chungmuro are going crazy because of you!


      I was well aware. I already had a headache from all the constellation messages.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is delighted by the mess you created.]


        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army supports your revolution.]


        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon revels in the chaos and carnage.]


        [You have received 300 coins as a donation.]

      


      “G-get that bastard!”


      “Kill him!”


      Members of the coalition were getting up one by one and yelling at us. I started running toward the lower-level platform with Hyeonseong.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated.]
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        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Hyeonseong Lee


        Exclusive Attribute: The Man Who Regained Justice (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [Bayonet Lv.2], [Camouflage Lv.2], [Patience Lv.1], [Justice Lv.2], [Weapon Proficiency Lv.3]


        Stigma: [Great Mountain Crush Lv.1], [Great Mountain Push Lv.2]
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      Hyeonseong Lee’s evolution was successful. To be precise, it was only the first step, but our group’s combat power was greatly enhanced with the addition of his “Great Mountain Crush.”


      “Hyeonseong, how many more times can you use that?”


      “Two at most.”


      Hyeonseong was panting and looked quite exhausted. That was understandable. A stigma on the level of “Great Mountain Crush” was like an ultimate skill that consumed a great amount of stamina and magic power. When it came to simple brute force, there weren’t many abilities of the same type that could match “Great Mountain Crush.”


      My companions, who had been scattered throughout various spots in the basement, were now running toward us.


      I asked Sangah, who was in the front of the group, “Did you get them all?”


      “Yes, we took them all down!”


      “I had no idea you could destroy the rooms like that. We struck the floor together, and it went kaboom!” said Huiwon, who was right behind Sangah.


      Sangah, Huiwon, and Gilyeong had each taken care of the small Green Zones. Most of them, except Pildu’s land, were for three people or fewer. There were slightly bigger Green Zones, but someone else would take care of them.


      Hey! Can’t you hear me? What’re you gonna do now?


      Meanwhile, Bihyeong was still ranting at me through Goblin Communication.


      What’s the issue?


      Did you forget? There are other channels than mine in Chungmuro! Don’t you know what’ll happen if you pull this kinda stunt?


      Of course I did. The constellations in Pildu Gong’s channel must’ve gone mad.


      Which channel is Pildu Gong?


      …Biryu’s. #BIR-3642.


      Isn’t that the goblin who was filling in for you before?


      Yeah, right. That jerk.


      What’s his viewership like?


      It’s mostly thrill seekers.


      A goblin whose viewership was mostly thrill seekers… That was why Biryu’s hosting style was so violent. This worked for me. Reactions for his channel would be hotter than I expected because they had to be quite frustrated.


      As soon as we went down the stairs to the Line 4 transfer platform, I spotted a familiar face. She was twirling her sword in the air.


      “Did you get ’em all?”


      “Yeah. It was easy.”


      Jihye Lee destroyed the bigger rooms for five to eight people. I had her take care of the ones Huiwon couldn’t handle alone. She was definitely a student of Junghyeok Yu…no, the incarnation of Korea’s greatest hero. There were no more Green Zones in Chungmuro.


      “Now what? Those bastards will come after us soon. Ah, speak of the devil,” Jihye quipped nonchalantly, as she glanced behind me.


      “By the way, I’m not helping you this time.”


      “I wasn’t expecting you to.”


      Huiwon squinted at Jihye as she stepped back.


      “What’s her deal?”


      I just realized that Huiwon wouldn’t know her, but there was no time for introductions.


      Hahhh… You’re in big trouble now.


      With Bihyeong’s words, a system message rang in my ears.


      
        [A bounty scenario has been activated.]

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      
        <Bounty Scenario - Assassination Request>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: C


        Mission: The constellations of Channel #BIR-3642 have requested the assassination of a specific character. Kill incarnation Dokja Kim in Chungmuro.


        Time Limit: 10 minutes


        Reward: 2,000 coins


        Penalty for Failure: None
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      I knew this would happen.


      Things were getting interesting. By now, every single incarnation in this station would be gathered on the Line 3 platform to hunt me down.


      “So whoever kills you gets two thousand coins?” asked Huiwon standing next to me.


      “Why? Are you gonna go for it?”


      “Nah, ’course not. If it were two hundred thousand coins, maybe…”


      Did she know how much that was even worth?


      “Dokja, get behind me.”


      It was Hyeonseong who moved first, stepping in front of me. Then Huiwon stood beside him. Sangah and Gilyeong positioned themselves on either side of me. It was quite an impressive defensive formation with me in the center. Huiwon smiled.


      “Looks like we’ll finally get to repay a little bit of what we owe you.”


      “Dokja, we’ll block them no matter what.”


      People began to gather around us, their hostility in open display. Not just the furious Landlord Coalition, but also the tenants who were blinded by the bounty. I turned to Gilyeong, who was gripping his weapon tightly.


      “Relax.”


      I glanced at the train track while patting the boy on the shoulder.


      “We’re not the ones they’ll have to fight.”


      I couldn’t remember the exact chapter, but there was a certain scene in TWSA. I didn’t have the time to check which loop it was, but at one point, Junghyeok, who had gone mad from repeated regressions, destroyed all Green Zones as soon as he arrived at Chungmuro.


      In other words, just like right now.


      
        [Due to the destruction of all Green Zones in the station, the main scenario system has become overloaded.]


        [The difficulty of the scenario has been adjusted according to the time remaining.]


        [The scenario has been updated!]
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        <Main Scenario #3 - Emergency Defense>

      


      
        Category: Main


        Difficulty: B-


        Mission: Monsters scheduled to spawn over the remaining days of the scenario will now appear all at once. Survive the onslaught of monsters during the remaining time.


        Remaining Time: 8 hours


        Reward: 1,000 coins


        Penalty for Failure:—
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      If the scenario had progressed normally, there should’ve been three days remaining.


      Once the Green Zone scenario became overloaded, the monsters that were scheduled to appear over the rest of the scenario were spawned all at once. In other words…


      
        [Emergency Defense has begun!]

      


      …a defense game had started.


      “Wh-what?!”


      People who were coming after me went into a panic. Threatening howls came from beyond the safety screen doors. We could see the shadows of monsters coming like an angry wave.


      “Shit! What the hell is this?!”


      The Line 3 platform quickly fell into chaos. People’s faces turned pale at the sight of the oncoming monsters. It looked like they had already forgotten about the bounty scenario.


      As grolls chomped down on members of the Coalition, others freaked out and ran away.


      This was our only chance. I yelled at my team.


      “Run up the stairs to the transfer!”


      We sprinted upstairs at full speed. As we neared the top of the stairs, a logjam of panicked people blocked our way.


      “Hey! Get out of my way!”


      “You wanna die?”


      I kicked some people aside and immediately pulled out my sword. The crowd stepped back, startled by the sight of the gleaming blade imbued with “White Star Weapon Aura.”


      “You still don’t get it, do you?”


      “Wh-what?”


      “You people won’t survive even if you make it up here.”


      Despair fell over the people’s faces. There were no rooms left anywhere in Chungmuro. That meant there was no place safe from the monsters.


      “What are we supposed to do, then?”


      “What else? Stand and fight.”


      “You’re crazy! Cut the crap and move! This is all because of you! If you hadn’t destroyed all our rooms…!”


      I lifted up the Blade of Faith and thrust it into the staircase.


      Craaaack!


      The staircase collapsed with a loud noise, sending dozens of people tumbling down. It was cruel thing to do, but it had to be done.


      “What the—?! Look for the other stairs! Hurry!”


      I don’t think so.


      I looked at Hyeonseong running toward the other side of the platform. There was only one staircase still intact. A moment later, there was a loud crashing noise.


      “No! Aaah!”


      Now stuck on the Line 3 platform, people were yelling in desperation. I didn’t know when she got here, but Jihye was already at the top of stairs with us. There was no trace of her usual playfulness in her face.


      “This isn’t what you told me earlier. If you leave them there, everyone will d—”


      “I know,” I replied, looking down at the floor below us, which had devolved into total chaos. Yes, if I left them like that, they would all die. And the swarm of monsters would step over each other’s bodies to climb up here. That was not my plan.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Bookmark” has been activated.]


        [“Character Bookmark” has been activated.]


        [Available bookmark Slots: 3]


        [Loading the list of bookmarks available for activation.]
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        <List of Bookmarked Characters>

      


      
        1. Delusional Demon Namwoon Kim (Understanding 35)


        2. Steel Blade Hyeonseong Lee (Understanding 65)


        3. Rabble-Rouser Inho Cheon (Understanding 20)
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      Activate the third bookmark.


      
        [The third bookmark has been activated.]


        [Duration is shortened because your “Bookmark” skill level is low.]


        [Duration: 5 minutes]


        [The character’s skill will be only partially effective due to your low understanding of this character.]


        [“Incite” Lv.2 has been activated.]

      


      I suddenly felt my tongue squirm in my mouth as if it had a will of its own. I guess this was how it felt to be Inho Cheon. I looked downstairs. I spotted a middle-aged man who was standing like a statue in the middle of the chaos.


      “Hey, Pildu! How long are you gonna stand there like an idiot?”


      He glared at me after hearing my voice.


      “You son of a—!”


      “You should get moving if you want to live. Depending on what you do, everyone can survive.”


      The power of “Incite” was ringing in the ears of the horrified people.


      “M-Mr. Gong!”


      “Sir, please help us!”


      I saw Pildu’s face contorting. I continued as if I had actually become the real Inho Cheon of Geumho Station.


      “The third scenario isn’t as hard as it seems. If everyone gives up their rooms and joins the fight, the number of monsters gets adjusted to a manageable level.”


      What I just said was half-true. If everyone in Chungmuro had banded together from the start and fought, there would’ve been far fewer casualties.


      In other words, the real trap of this scenario was the Green Zones.


      “Pildu, if you fight alongside these people, everyone can stay alive.”


      Those who fought together would live, and those who ran for their lives would die.


      
        [Jihye Lee’s sponsoring constellation reveals his epithet.]


        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare nods in agreement.]

      


      “There are no more rooms to run away to. Landlords, tenants…forget about all that and fight together. Otherwise, you’ll die.”


      The “Incite” skill worked best in an urgent situation like this.


      “That bastard…”


      “Mr. Gong! Please help us!”


      The members of the Coalition gathered around Pildu. If he ran away now to save himself, his Landlord Coalition would be completely destroyed. Quickly, he made his decision.


      “Damn it… Everyone, gather around!”


      People on the lower floor began to group around him.


      “It takes time to set up the ‘Militarized Zone.’ Hold them back for just a bit!”


      The core was Pildu Gong’s “Militarized Zone.” But its weakness was that it would take time to install whenever he moved positions. The air was filled with sprays of blood and the screams of people who had their arms and legs torn off.


      “Ack!”


      As I expected, the first ones to be sacrificed were tenants, not members of the Coalition.


      “Sangah.”


      “I’m on it.”


      She understood what she had to do even without my explanation. Using her skill “Lashing Thread,” she began rescuing people who could no longer fight. After all, they had already done their job if they’d bought even one second for Pildu to set up his “Militarized Zone.”


      “Ugh… Th-thank you.”


      One by one, the tenants were dangled up into the air, then pulled to the safety of the upper floor.


      The rescued tenants trembled as they covered their wounds. In spite of the situation, some of them furtively gripped their weapons when they spotted me.


      “Oh, you’re gonna go for the bounty?” I asked them with a smile.


      
        [The bounty scenario has timed out.]


        [The bounty placed on incarnation Dokja Kim has been annulled.]

      


      “Shame. You should’ve come at me a bit sooner.”


      “I-I’m sorry.”


      The tenants dropped their weapons in shame. Pildu’s voice rang out from downstairs.


      “Get out of the way!”


      
        [Character Pildu Gong has activated the skill “Private Property” Lv.3!]


        [Character Pildu Gong’s stigma “Militarized Zone” Lv.4 has been activated!]

      


      With a mechanical sound, five turrets rose up from the ground. In no time, a volley of red magic bullets crisscrossed through the air. The initial barrage was a direct hit, and the swarm of ground rats squealed in panic, momentarily pausing their onslaught. People cheered excitedly.


      “Get ’em, Mr. Gong!”


      “Yeaaah!”


      As expected of Pildu Gong. When it came to defense-type scenarios, there was no incarnation better than him. He was one of the Ten Evils for a good reason.


      “Die, you damn monsters!”


      Excited by the initial success, Pildu Gong began to fire his turrets like a madman. Hyeonseong Lee seemed amazed.


      “What an incredible stigma. Looks like he’s using up a lot of magic power, though. Is he going to be okay?”


      “It’s an efficient ability. He’ll be fine on his own for a while.”


      “If we don’t help him…”


      “He can handle them by himself. We’ll just get in his way if we go down.”


      Pildu’s sponsoring constellation, Defense Master, was crazy about this kind of scenario. He wouldn’t die here as long as his constellation supported him. That is, if Defense Master could continue to support Pildu.


      “Let’s sit back and enjoy the show,” I said sitting down and stretching out my legs.


      “…Are we off duty for now?”


      When Hyeonseong sat down with me, the others began to relax as well.


      “Thanks. I could use a nap since I didn’t sleep much,” said Huiwon.


      “Go ahead.”


      She lay down and was snoring within ten minutes. I did tell her to go ahead, but…this woman had nerves of steel.


      “…Is it really okay for us to relax like this?”


      Sangah sounded worried. I could see why she’d feel conflicted. After all, no other scenario before this had been so “easy.” All we were doing was occasionally pulling up people who were in danger.


      “Be glad you chose the right side.”


      “What about them…?”


      “It’s simple. They chose the wrong side.”


      Down below, Pildu was in a mess.


      “Gaaaah!”


      This is karma, you asshole.


      “Damn it! Damn it all…!”


      Pildu Gong’s screams echoes amid the endless onslaught of monsters.

    
  


  
    
      4


      It had been an hour since the battle began, and Pildu Gong was still fighting. The number of monsters didn’t show any sign of decreasing, but it was impressive he was holding out at all. This was why he was known as the best defender among the Ten Evils.


      “Die already, you bastards!”


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s “Private Property” has leveled up!]


        [Character Pildu Gong’s “Militarized Zone” has leveled up!]


        [Character Pildu Gong has acquired the skill “Barrier.”]

      


      Because he was using “Militarized Zone” nonstop, his abilities were leveling up rapidly. His sponsoring constellation must’ve been quite desperate, too. They were doing all they could to support their incarnation.


      Once this was over, Pildu would have leveled up quite a lot. If he could survive, that is.


      “Hnnngh…!”


      According to the scenario message, Pildu would have to last seven more hours. I wish I had some popcorn. Oh well.


      Jihye giggled as she spectated the action on the lower floor. This girl, who was screaming at me to save the people just a while ago… Like master, like disciple.


      “Anyway, where’s Junghyeok?”


      “How should I know? Master’s always busy.”


      Busy, huh…? Well, I’m sure he’s busy hogging all the rewards. Selfish jerk.


      “When did he enter the dungeon?” I asked Jihye, continuing to watch Pildu’s struggle down below.


      “Around nine in the morn—”


      She stopped talking and glared at me.


      “Hang on. How do you know Master’s in a dungeon?”


      I ignored her and calculated the time in my head. It was 8 p.m. now, so it had already been eleven hours, and he still hadn’t come out. That could only mean…


      Damn it, I have to do something. I used Goblin Communication.


      Bihyeong.


      The ball of fur, who had been snickering in midair, whipped around toward me.


      What do you want?


      Open the Goblin Shop.


      What? Not now! My subscriber count is going up by the minute!


      I could see what was going on. Pildu Gong’s popularity must’ve plummeted following my machinations. He had made a complete fool of himself and fallen for my trap. Those impatient thrill seekers must’ve left the channel he was on in frustration.


      And where would those constellations go after leaving his channel?


      
        [A large number of new constellations have entered the channel!]

      


      Of course, they would flock to Bihyeong’s channel, the one starring yours truly.


      
        [Channel #BI-7623 is preparing for expansion.]

      


      Heh-heh-heh. See? Now my channel is also—


      It was understandable why Bihyeong was so excited now. But this was no time for me to be excited as well.


      Hurry up and open the shop if you don’t want to lose all your subs. Just tell them it’s an ad break while you prepare for expansion.


      Ugh. I really don’t want to…


      Even as he grumbled, Bihyeong switched to ads and opened the Goblin Shop. It was finally time to spend the coins I’d saved up.


      Here’s five thousand coins. Upgrade me to a gold member.


      Bihyeong quietly glared at me for a bit, then sighed. System messages followed.


      
        [You have spent 5,000 coins.]


        [Congratulations! You have become a gold member of the Goblin Shop!]

      


      As my membership was upgraded, the background of the Goblin Shop changed as well. It sure feels great having a lot of coins. I spotted some newly added items. I put the ones I needed in the cart.


      
        * Sponsorship Contract - 10,000C


        * Medium Mana Recovery Potion (x10) - 5,000C

      


      A contract and ten medium mana potions… This should be enough for now. I spent a lot, but I would be able to get it back in no time, since the channel would be upgraded soon.


      Bihyeong began to yell at me once he saw what I’d purchased.


      What? Why’d you buy that contract? Did you forget our deal? You weren’t supposed to sign with a sponsor!


      What’re you talking about? Why would I contract a sponsoring constellation at this point?


      Even if I did, why would I spend my coins on a contract? Bihyeong was so dense.


      
        [You have spent 15,000C.]


        [You have acquired a sponsorship contract.]


        [You have acquired 10 Medium Mana Recovery Potions.]

      


      Sangah looked on curiously as the items wafted down out of thin air.


      “What’s that?”


      “This is a contract that will turn owner into property.”


      I carefully filled out the contract and wrote my name as Party A. Then I quietly waited. It was almost time for Party B to make a move.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s sponsor is asking other constellations for help.]

      


      Finally, Pildu’s sponsoring constellation began sending messages to other channels. Defense Master didn’t have that many coins to begin with, so this was expected. Not every constellation was rich.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband scoffs.]

      


      Due to his own stupidity, Pildu Gong was now stuck in this long, boring fight. The other constellations in his channel had likely stopped giving donations, and his sponsor was running out of coins… All according to my plan.


      Bihyeong finally caught on and muttered in disbelief.


      Hang on, you can’t be seri—


      I spoke to Pildu, who looked like he was ready to collapse from exhaustion.


      “Hey, you.”


      Kaboom, kaboom. He was firing away like a man possessed. He barely managed to raise his head to look at me.


      “Would you rather let it end like this or sign a contract with me?”


      “Wh-what…?”


      “I can’t be a sponsoring constellation since I’m just a human, but I can still be a sponsor. How about it?”


      “What’re you talking about, you little—?”


      “Shut up, Pildu. I wasn’t talking to you.”


      “What…?”


      As I spoke, I held the contract in one hand and a Medium Mana Recovery Potion in the other.


      “Hurry and answer me. Sign, and I’ll give you of all these.”


      Soon, messages popped up in front of my eyes.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s sponsoring constellation reveals their epithet.]


        [Constellation Defense Master stares at you in disbelief.]

      


      I see. I guess they aren’t ready to be Party B yet. No need for me to be anxious, though. They’re the ones running out of time, not me.


      Bihyeong turned toward me.


      Uh…have you completely lost your mind?


      What now?


      I’ve never seen any human sponsor a constellation.


      Is there a reason I can’t?


      That’s a constellation you’re talking to! Of course they won’t make a deal with a lowly human!


      That’s what you think.


      Constellation Defense Master was ranked lower than their power would indicate. Their home world perished in a scenario long ago. Because of that, no one told stories of Defense Master anymore.


      A constellation without a story couldn’t earn coins, and they would eventually fade away.


      This was why some constellations, including Defense Master, were obsessed with finding an incarnation. Because the world was reminded of their existence through the incarnation they chose.


      They don’t have any coins left.


      What?


      Pildu was rapidly weakening. Defense Master wasn’t like Monarch of the Small Fries. They genuinely cared about their incarnation. The fact that Pildu was dying meant Defense Master was out of coins.


      And if a constellation didn’t have coins, they naturally couldn’t make a new sponsoring contract with an incarnation.


      So what would happen to a constellation without an incarnation?


      If Pildu Gong dies, Defense Master’s stories will be forgotten.


      To a constellation, being forgotten meant death. Bihyeong stared at me with a hint of fear in his eyes.


      Just who are you…?


      If I could get Pildu under my control, that would be a great weapon. Even Junghyeok Yu tried to get him to join his group several times during his many regressions. Of course, he was never successful.


      “…Dokja, he really might die at this rate,” remarked Sangah.


      Pildu was biting his lip so hard it was bleeding. There were only two automated turrets left in his “Militarized Zone.” It was almost time to wrap up this game of chicken.


      
        [Constellation Defense Master wants to know the terms of the contract.]

      


      There we go. Bihyeong blinked in disbelief.


      …What? Wait, seriously?


      I immediately showed the contract to Defense Master.


      
        [Constellation Defense Master begins to review the contract.]

      


      On the floor below, Pildu Gong, who was now a bloody mess, screamed. He must’ve heard the messages about what his sponsoring constellation was doing.


      “Huh? What the hell is this message?”


      What do you think? It’s the sound of you being sold off.


      “Wh-what’s going on, Mr. Gong?”


      
        [Constellation Defense Master asks for some time to think it over.]

      


      Soon, I heard the good news.


      
        [Constellation Defense Master has added new clauses to the contract.]


        [Constellation Defense Master is willing to sign if you agree to the additions.]

      


      I read the contract right away.
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        14. Incarnation Dokja Kim (Party A) shall respect Defense Master (Party B)’s property rights and guarantee the survival of Party B’s property, Pildu Gong.


        15. Party A shall contribute to the well-being and betterment of Party B’s property, Pildu Gong.
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      A guarantee of Pildu Gong’s survival and growth. I was planning to do that anyway. I needed Pildu to stay alive and grow stronger so he could make himself useful to me. The third clause was the part that mattered to me the most.
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        3. Effective immediately, Party A shall have the authority to command (maximum 10 commands per day) Party B’s property, Pildu Gong.
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      I nodded after reviewing all the clauses of the contract.


      “Let’s do it.”


      Soon a white thread connected me and Pildu Gong. System messages started coming up.


      
        [The contract has been sealed.]


        [You have become a joint sponsor of incarnation Pildu Gong according to the contract.]


        [You have acquired the authority to command Pildu Gong according to the contract.]


        [The contract is valid for 5 years and will be automatically renewed unless updated.]

      


      With that, I’d easily put Armed Lord Pildu Gong under my thumb. If Junghyeok Yu had found out, he’d have fainted from shock. I mean, I wouldn’t have known I could use a sponsoring contract like this, if I hadn’t read TWSA to the end.


      I handed the Medium Mana Recovery Potions to Sangah.


      “Toss him a potion every forty minutes. That should be enough.”


      This way, he could clear the main scenario.


      Pildu turned to us after receiving a potion from Sangah.


      “What’s this?”


      “Drink it and fight.”


      Pildu was initially suspicious but opened and drank the potion. Blue smoke came out of his body, and the broken turrets returned to their original form.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s magic power has been replenished.]

      


      Pildu wiped his lips and looked up at me.


      “You fool. Do you think this’ll make me forgive you? As soon as I get out of here, I’ll—”


      “Shut your mouth, Pildu.”


      
        [You have exercised your authority to command Pildu Gong per clause three of the contract.]

      


      “Mmf, mmf? Mmmmf…”


      Poor guy. He doesn’t even know what kind of situation he’s in.


      “Get back to fighting, then. And don’t you dare mess with my people.”


      “Mmm! Mmf, mmf…!”


      Boom, boom, boom, boom, boom!


      Sangah’s eyes went wide after seeing Pildu obey my orders.


      “Dokja? What’s happening to him…?”


      “Simple. I turned ‘owner’ into ‘property.’ You don’t need to worry about Pildu Gong anymore.”


      It was at that moment the constellations’ messages blew up.


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is amused by your idea.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband drops his golden staff in shock.]


        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon thinks you forget your place.]

      


      …


      Even though I tried to make the contract in secret, some constellations were onto me. Defense Master wasn’t high level, but he was still a constellation.


      Constellations were shocked that I, a mere human, became a joint sponsor. Some of them were against me, like Abyssal Black Flame Dragon. However…


      
        [A large number of constellations have their eyes on you.]


        [A large number of constellations want to be your sponsoring constellation.]

      


      …there were far more constellations who realized my value. It was understandable why they wanted me, since they could use Defense Master’s power as well. It was then that goblin Biryu, owner of Pildu Gong’s channel, spoke up.


      Everyone! Why are you suddenly leaving the channel? P-please don’t go! If you wait a little more—


      Biryu—the bastard who had added a survival fee and a food penalty at Geumho Station—was pleading as he floated in midair because his channel was about to close down.


      Aieee! Oh n-no…


      Goblin Biryu’s form began to grow blurry.


      
        [Channel #BIR-3642 has been shut down forcibly due to a decrease in viewers.]

      


      Watching another channel disappear into nothing, Bihyeong muttered in a trembling voice:


      Uh…Dokja?


      Yeah?


      Is this…what you were after from the start? I can’t… What kinda monster have I signed with?


      I merely shrugged. Now that this was taken care of, I needed to move on. I turned to my companions who looked hopelessly confused about what was going on.


      “Sorry, but I have to go somewhere real quick.”


      “What? Now?”


      “It’s urgent. Hyeonseong and Sangah, please stay here. There’s not much to do. Just sit back and toss Pildu some potions until the scenario is over.”


      “What about Gilyeong and me?” Huiwon asked.


      “You guys are coming with me.”


      “To where?”


      “Hmm…it’s hard to explain. So there’s this jerk…”


      “A jerk?”


      “Yes. A real piece of work who’s hogging all the items while people are dying here. I’m gonna go smack him in the head.”


      And smack him I would. Hard.


      Huiwon thought for a beat, then asked, “Is he worse than Pildu Gong?”


      I debated it for a second.


      “Much worse.”


      “Then let’s go.”


      “I’ll explain more details on the way.”


      With Huiwon and Gilyeong in tow, I turned to go. But someone grabbed my shoulder. It was Jihye Lee.


      “Hey, wait! Where are you going?”


      She’s sharper than she looks.


      “Good timing. You should come with us.”


      “Where?”


      “Junghyeok Yu is in danger.”


      She scoffed, thinking it was joke.


      “What the hell are you talking about? Did you say Master is in danger?”


      The smile disappeared from Jihye’s face when she realized I was serious.


      “…For real? But how do you know that?”


      How did I know? When it came to Junghyeok Yu, I was the number one, no, the number two expert. I checked the time.


      “Junghyeok went into Exit 1 of the hidden dungeon, didn’t he?”


      “H-huh?”


      “And it’s been eleven hours since he went in, right?”


      “Y-yeah…”


      Jihye sounded confused.


      According to my memories, in TWSA, Junghyeok attempted the hidden dungeon of Chungmuro eight times in total. He failed two times and succeeded six times. The problem was the two failures happened relatively early—on the eighth and eleventh loops. And he died in the hidden dungeon of Chungmuro on his eighth loop.


      And currently, he was only on…his third loop.


      “At this rate, Junghyeok Yu will die today.”


      If my expectations were correct, our damn Regressor was going the “sunfish route” at this very moment.
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      We headed straight to the entrance of the hidden dungeon located on B1. Jihye and Huiwon were up front, and Gilyeong and I brought up the rear. I was reading on my phone.


      
        …Reeling from a splitting headache, Junghyeok Yu gave up.


        “This loop is over.”


        Thus ended Junghyeok Yu’s eighth regression.

      


      Surely not. That hasn’t happened yet, right? Damn it. Why can’t he just play it safe? This was only his third loop. If he were more cautious like he was during his second loop, everything would be okay all the way up to the later scenarios.


      I raised my head to see Huiwon looking at me.


      “Dokja, what are you staring at?”


      “I’m checking the calendar… With so much happening, I’ve lost track of dates.”


      I thought staring at a calendar might actually be more fun than this. Sometimes, even I wondered how I managed to read the entirety of this novel.


      Huiwon stared at me for a while, clearly suspicious, then turned to Jihye Lee.


      “Jihye, was it? Are you a sword kinda gal, too?”


      “Yup, I love swords.”


      “Right? They’re the best. It’s a nice feeling when you cut something.”


      “Sounds like you get it, too.”


      Huiwon smiled, then turned her eyes to Jihye’s sword. It was a shiny and fancy-looking sword. Junghyeok probably gave it to her.


      “That’s a nice blade you got there.”


      “Thanks! Master got it for me. And yours…”


      “Mine is… I-it’s pretty good, too.”


      Huiwon looked at her sword, which looked shabby in comparison, and quietly moved it to the other side of her waist, away from Jihye’s eyes. Although it wasn’t my fault, it felt like I let her down somehow.


      I picked on Jihye for no reason.


      “Hey, how come you’re so polite when talking to Huiwon but not me?”


      “Um…… You see, I kinda have a thing for badass ladies,” Jihye answered with a hint of awkwardness, and Huiwon playfully put her in a headlock, as if she were her cute little sister. I guess people with the “Demon Slaying” skill have some kind of connection.


      Jihye managed to squirm out of Huiwon’s headlock and turned to me.


      “By the way, why are you trying to save Master?”


      “That’s what friends are for.”


      “Cut the crap.”


      “Because he’s useful.”


      “…You sounded a bit like him just now.”


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is curious about your motive.]

      


      It was no wonder Jihye and the constellations were puzzled. It must’ve looked like I was rushing to save the guy who was trying to kill me at every chance.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is delighted by your determination to reform a comrade who’s strayed off the path of righteousness.]


        [You have received 100 coins as a donation.]

      


      And this one’s writing a whole fanfic. But unlike the expectations of Demonic Judge of Fire…as in, the Archangel Uriel, the reason I was here to save Junghyeok Yu was entirely personal.


      I was here to prevent his “regression by death.” His stigma, “Regression,” made him go back to the past every time he died. A downright cheat skill befitting the main character’s signature ability. The problem was, this ability caused complications for people around him.


      
        Leader, what happens to the rest of the world when you regress?

      


      There was a supporting character who asked Junghyeok that question shortly after the tally of his regressions reached double digits. Even though I forgot the supporting character’s name, I clearly remembered Junghyeok’s answer.


      
        …I don’t know. I simply choose the world in which I can save the most people.

      


      It might sound noble, but what he was really saying was that he didn’t give a damn about the worlds he abandoned.


      Indeed, there was no mention anywhere in TWSA of what happened to the timeline after he regressed. No explanation, scientific or magical, was given. This was why I felt uneasy.


      What happens to the rest of the world once the Regressor is gone? Does it reset with him? Or does it branch off as a parallel universe?


      I’d be less worried if it was the latter. But if it was the former, then my existence would be…


      “Dokja?”


      “Huh, yeah?”


      Gilyeong was looking at me in concern, his little hand gripping my shirt.


      “It looks like we’re here.”


      
        [You are approaching the boundary of the scenario zone. Please be careful not to leave the scenario zone.]

      


      A warning message came up. It didn’t matter because the hidden dungeon of Chungmuro was considered part of the scenario zone.


      As we turned a corner, Exit 1 came into view, followed by the ominously wavering dungeon entrance.


      
        [You have discovered a hidden dungeon.]


        [Someone has already discovered this dungeon. You cannot obtain the first discovery achievement.]


        [A new hidden scenario has arrived!]
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        <Hidden Scenario - Cinema Dungeon>

      


      
        Category: Hidden


        Difficulty: A-


        Mission: Defeat the Master of the Cinema Dungeon.


        Time Limit: None


        Reward: 4,000 coins


        Penalty for Failure:—
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      Jihye staggered back in surprise.


      “…What’s this? Cinema Dungeon?”


      Gilyeong looked surprised, too. Well, it was understandable since this was their first hidden scenario. Huiwon had something to add as well.


      “Cinema Dungeon… Sounds kinda romantic.”


      “Romantic,” huh? She could only say that because she didn’t know what a terrifying place this was.


      We entered the cinema. We were greeted by a familiar multiplex lobby.


      
        [You have entered the Cinema Dungeon!]

      


      Although we entered the dungeon nervously, it was deserted inside. From the basement to the eighth floor, the multiplex had a total of nine floors.


      “Dokja, the posters are all ripped up. Who’d do that?”


      “Not sure.”


      I said that, but I knew exactly what had happened.


      The Cinema Dungeon was all about those movie posters on the walls. Clear every stage and nab all the rewards—that was most likely Junghyeok’s plan.


      Apart from the ripped posters, there was nothing of interest in the basement. There were no items or monsters. The only thing of note was that the elevator door had been smashed up.


      “Is this really a dungeon? Why’s it so empty?” Jihye asked.


      “There will be stuff once we go up.”


      “Do you know something?”


      “I have an idea.”


      “How? You’re being really sus right now. Is this your second life or something?”


      That would be your master, not me. In fact, this isn’t even his second loop. He’s already on— Huiwon cut off my train of thought.


      “It’s because Dokja’s sponsoring constellation is Gungye.”


      “Really?”


      Ignoring the two women chatting, I started to make my way up to the first floor, but Gilyeong suddenly grabbed me. There was a cockroach on his head that was flailing its antennae rapidly. Jihye pulled out her sword at almost the exact time I put a finger on my mouth.


      “Shhh, someone’s here.”


      As we held our breath, we began to hear a faint noise. It was from the floor above us. I thought it might be Junghyeok Yu at first, but it wasn’t his voice.


      “…You sure you heard right? This place is supposed to be full of…”


      “Positive. I paid them a thousand coins for this scoop.”


      “You mean the Oracles, right?”


      “Yeah. They’re shady as hell, but their intel is the real deal.”


      There were different voices. We walked up the escalator step by step and got closer to the other group. We could make out four men gathering in the lobby. Jihye spoke in a whisper.


      “Who are they? I’ve never seen them in Chungmuro.”


      “They probably came here through the ground-level entrance.”


      “Ground-level? But there’s a poisonous fog up there. And the scenario’s still—”


      “The type and progression of the scenario is different for each station. They probably got through faster than us. And light poisoning can be treated by consuming the meat of a subterranean species,” I explained casually, but I was puzzled as well.


      …“The Oracles”?


      There was no mention of a group like that anywhere in TWSA. Junghyeok and I should’ve been the only people who even knew about the hidden dungeon at this point.


      What unknown variable was causing all this? I needed to find out.


      “Let’s head in then,” one of the men said.


      As if on cue, a blue spotlight came on from above. The bright light surrounded the men, and they soon disappeared before our eyes.


      “What just happened?”


      I didn’t answer Huiwon. Instead, I scanned the posters on the wall. This one’s ripped. That one, too… When I got to the end of the wall, I finally spotted the only poster that was intact. I read the text on it.


      A time forgotten by mankind, recreated.


      Damn it, Junghyeok. Of all the movies to leave behind… On his third loop, he really is—


      At that moment, the light grew bright again. There was a whirring noise, and a spotlight was trained on us. Jihye and Gilyeong stepped back in surprise, but there was no way to escape it. Because the spotlight was supposed to hit us.


      I turned to Huiwon at the last moment.


      “Do you like movies, Huiwon?”


      “Of course. Who doesn’t?”


      “Well, you might hate them once we’re through.”


      “Huh? What’re you—?”


      
        [You have been hit by a projector beam.]


        [The screening will now begin for this floor.]

      


      Our surroundings began to change. This time, “The Fourth Wall” did nothing, likely because this wasn’t a simple illusion. The old linoleum floor turned into green grass, and the concession stand with the popcorn maker transformed into a lush forest. The ceiling became an endless blue sky without a single cloud.


      “Where is this?” Jihye mumbled in confusion.


      She yelled loudly and hacked at the trees and grass around us, but nothing changed. Gilyeong stayed calm and began to search for bugs.


      I touched a tree nearby as a test. A hard texture with a hint of moisture. This place was a real rainforest right out of the Mesozoic Era. It felt incomparably more real than the specter’s Illusory Prison. Most likely the power of the master of the Cinema Dungeon, who was waiting on the eighth floor.


      “We’re inside a movie.”


      “It’s one weird thing after another…”


      A novel became reality, so it wasn’t that strange for a movie to come to life. Huiwon, who was quick to adapt, seemed to have already accepted this situation.


      “What movie is this?” Jihye asked.


      “You’ll find out soon enough.”


      “Can’t you just tell us? Hey, kid, what’re you—?”


      At that moment, a bush nearby suddenly rustled, and something popped out right in front of Gilyeong. It was an enormous insect that resembled a praying mantis. It was about forty centimeters long.


      Jihye grabbed her sword in panic and yelled, “Hey, kid! Get back! Quick!”


      But Gilyeong merely looked back at her, as if she were making a fuss over the most natural thing in the world.


      “This is a Titanoptera, an insect from the Triassic period.”


      “What?”


      Gilyeong stretched his hands toward the insect called Titano-something. The creature didn’t avoid his hands. The boy’s and the insect’s bodies were engulfed in a green light.


      Jihye looked at me with a dumb look on her face.


      “Who…is this kid?”


      “Jean-Henri Fabre.”


      It was a good decision to bring Gilyeong with me. With his ability, we might be able to get through this stage easier than I thought. The huge mantis moved its massive mandibles, and Gilyeong nodded. I guess he’s…talking with it…? This bizarre conversation continued for a while, until Gilyeong suddenly turned pale.


      …What’s going on?


      Gilyeong looked back at me urgently.


      “Dokja!”


      As soon as he called my name, I felt the ground shaking. Something was bearing down on us at an incredible speed, tearing through massive palm trees in its wake.


      Kraaah!


      A towering reptile emerged from the rainforest, its snout coated in blood. In front of the creature, a few men covered in blood were scrambling in our direction. They were the ones who had entered the dungeon ahead of us.


      “Gaaah!”


      “H-help!”


      Jihye slowly stepped back and turned to Huiwon.


      “I think I know what movie this is.”


      “Yeah, me too.”


      It was over ten meters tall and had a powerful, muscular body covered in a tough scaly hide—the most fearsome predator of the Mesozoic Era stood before us. Even at a glance, I could tell it was at least a level-7 monster. This was an absurd level of difficulty for a stage on the first floor of the dungeon, but I was excited. After all, the harder the challenge, the better the reward. I pulled out my sword.


      “Everyone, get ready.”


      Junghyeok probably skipped this movie after seeing what it was about. The main rewards of the Cinema Dungeon were tied to each film. He probably thought a movie that just had a bunch of dinosaurs wouldn’t yield any good rewards. But he couldn’t have known—there was a crucial reward hidden in this movie.


      “Are you serious? We’re gonna fight that thing?” Jihye sounded like she’d already had enough.


      “We have to defeat it before we can create an exit.”


      “Create an exit?”


      “Did you forget we’re in a movie?”


      Behind the T. rex’s massive frame, which was bearing down on us, I could make out the central lab of the island. And perched on the rooftop was a helicopter, our ticket out of this stage.


      We were inside a movie recreated by the master of the Cinema Dungeon.


      Naturally, there was only one way out.


      “Let’s make it a great ending.”
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      Its yellow eyes locked on to us, and an ear-splitting roar filled the air.


      
        [Level-7 Land Dragon Species Tyrannosaurus Rex has detected your presence.]


        [Tyrannosaurus Rex has activated the skill “Carnivorous Fear.”]


        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” negates the effects of “Carnivorous Fear.”]

      


      I was fine thanks to “The Fourth Wall,” but I still got goosebumps. I guessed this was the fear prey felt in the face of an apex predator.


      “Everyone, move!”


      My shout jolted Huiwon and Jihye out of their stupor. I picked up Gilyeong and turned to run in the other direction.


      Stomp, stomp, stomp, stomp!


      The monster’s enormous tail swung toward us, leveling the dense foliage in a huge arc.


      “Arrrrrgh!”


      The men who had been running from the T. rex were sent flying by the impact, coughing up blood. Luckily, Huiwon and Jihye had managed to get out of the way. I yelled as I put Gilyeong down on the ground.


      “Gilyeong, stand back! Huiwon and Jihye, spread out on either side!”


      Just then, a message came up.


      
        [Character Gilyeong Lee has activated the skill “Dinosaur Encyclopedia.”]

      


      …Eh?


      “The Tyrannosaurus rex is agile for its size but has a narrow field of vision, so it’s weak to attacks from a blind spot.”


      “What?”


      “I read that in the encyclopedia when I was young.”


      “When you were young?”


      “…Younger than now.”


      I had some things to say about that, but now wasn’t the time for idle chitchat.


      
        [Exclusive skill “White Star Weapon Aura” has been activated!]

      


      I swung my gleaming sword back and forth to draw the T. rex’s attention. Neither Jihye nor Huiwon was suited for the vanguard role. Gilyeong, even less so. That left only me to take the risk.


      “I’ll draw its attention, so get behind it and—”


      Before I’d even finished my sentence, Jihye and Huiwon were already running toward the back of the dinosaur. Good thing they were quick on the uptake.


      
        [Level-7 Land Dragon Species Tyrannosaurus Rex has chosen you as its target.]

      


      I had barely escaped its fangs when its hind leg kicked out at me. Before I could even swing my Unbreakable Faith, its tail swung right over my head. Chills ran up my spine. Since my stamina was over twenty, a single hit wouldn’t kill me, but nevertheless, it was too close for comfort.


      Perhaps I was the one who had been lucky. The real “sunfish” who died at the slightest touch might’ve been me, not Junghyeok.


      Shunk!


      Meanwhile, Huiwon and Jihye continued to land blows on the dinosaur from behind. A combination of “Blade Proficiency” and “Kendo.” Their dazzling swordplay left large wounds on the T. rex’s leg. If they activated “Demon Slaying,” we’d be able to take it down without much trouble, if a bit slowly.


      “Dokja, I’ll draw its attention.”


      This kid! I told him to stay back…!


      “No, Gilyeong, you should just—”


      “I can do it.”


      He suddenly stepped forward and began making some kind of signal with his hands. I was puzzled by what he was doing, until I saw a huge mantis fly in out of nowhere and poke the T. rex in the eye before flying away. It was the insect from earlier called Titano-something.


      Graaaah!


      T. rex’s eyes darted about wildly, trying to track the mantis’s dizzying movements. Judging by Gilyeong’s rapid hand motions, he was controlling the insect. I was amazed as I watched him at work.


      There was that encyclopedia skill from earlier too… Maybe Gilyeong is the real ace here? No wonder Junghyeok had his eye on this kid.


      Grah! Roar!


      Thanks to Gilyeong’s incredible feat, we suddenly had the advantage. The T. rex’s movements had grown noticeably slower. Meanwhile, Huiwon’s and Jihye’s eyes were beginning to gleam a deadly shade of crimson.


      Demon Slaying.


      Although this skill had the drawback of making the user weak against mental attacks, it was a great skill that increased one’s combat power the more they were immersed in battle. Two women with fiery eyes darting through the forest at dizzying speeds… It was truly a sight to behold.


      It reminded me all over again how sore I was about losing Jihye Lee to Junghyeok. Still, in terms of raw potential, Jihye had nothing on Huiwon. Judge of Evil really was that great of an attribute, and Huiwon didn’t even have a sponsoring constellation yet.


      Looks like the T. rex is on its last legs. Shall I go in for the killing blow?


      
        [Unbreakable Faith has been activated!]

      


      I concentrated all my remaining magic power on the blade. I didn’t have a sponsoring constellation, and I wasn’t fast like Huiwon or Jihye. But I was by no means weak. After all, I had a crazy powerful item that more than made up for all that.


      
        [Unbreakable Faith’s special effect has been activated.]


        [The aether’s element has changed to fire.]

      


      The blade instantly grew to over a meter long and was covered in flames. A great deal of my magic power was drained out of me at once, and I felt exhausted. I charged straight toward the rear of the T. rex.


      “Everyone, move aside!”


      The T. rex, which had grown visibly sluggish, stopped for a moment. That was enough time for me to climb up its tail toward its back. I almost slipped a couple of times because I didn’t have the “Sense of Balance” skill, but I avoided falling by stabbing my sword into the dinosaur’s thick hide.


      Graaah!


      Wounded and gushing blood from all over, the T.rex crashed to the ground and writhed in pain. I stabbed it indiscriminately, and each time, the wound burst into flames. The monster gasped in pain and glared at me with its yellow eyes one last time before flopping down belly-up.


      
        [You are the first to hunt the Level-7 Land Dragon Species Tyrannosaurus Rex!]


        [You have received 1,000 coins as a reward.]

      


      “Ah…… We actually did it.”


      “I told you we could.”


      Huiwon was panting as she looked at me proudly. A T. rex was a strong foe, even among level-7 monsters, so she had every reason to feel proud. A moment later, Jihye ran up to us, grumbling nonstop.


      “Come on. I almost killed it.”


      “No way. I needed to attack it a lot more,” I emphatically played up my contribution as I wiped my sword.


      “By the way, do they ever kill the T. rex in the movie?” Huiwon asked.


      “No, but wasn’t this more entertaining?”


      “…What?”


      “I mean, it’s an action-adventure flick. I say we lived up to that.”


      At that moment, a system message popped up.


      
        [The Cinema Master is satisfied with the altered ending.]

      


      “Whaaat?” Huiwon exclaimed in surprise.


      That was how this place worked. The key to clearing this dungeon was not to recreate the real ending but to come up with one that’d please the Cinema Master. And he happened to be an extreme enjoyer of fast-paced action and satisfying payoffs.


      “Do you get it now? Just destroy everything, and it’ll work out.”


      In other words, each movie would naturally end when all the obstacles to the ending were removed.


      
        [You can now move on to the next floor.]


        [Make your way to the lab with the helicopter on the roof.]

      


      “Let’s hold off a bit. We need to grab some rewards.”


      I then began searching near the T. rex’s body. Soon, we came across one of the men who had arrived before us. The rest of his comrades must’ve been devoured or mauled to death by the T. rex.


      “Hey. Wake up.”


      “Ugh…”


      Blood ran down the man’s back from a wound made by the T. rex’s claws. Judging from his exposed spine, there was nothing we could do for him.


      “Take a deep breath.”


      “Cough! H-help…!”


      I gave him a bottle of water we’d brought. He drank some, then coughed out more blood. As pitiful as he was, I couldn’t hold off questioning him any longer. There were things I needed to ask him urgently.


      “How did you find out about this place?”


      “Th-the Orac—”


      “Who are the Oracles?”


      The man’s breathing was growing ragged.


      “Th-the ones who received a revelation…”


      A revelation?


      “I…don’t want…to die…”


      He coughed up more blood, then stopped breathing, and his body went limp. Huiwon and the others came up behind me.


      “Is he…?”


      I looked down at the man and shook my head.


      A “revelation,” huh? What fancy-sounding nonsense.


      The only person in TWSA with such an ability was Anna Croft, who had the “Future Sight” skill. Then this could only mean one thing.


      …So I’m not the only one. But they don’t know as much as I do.


      The fact that they tested the waters by sending someone instead of coming here themselves proved it.


      “Dokja?”


      “Let’s take a break.”


      We covered the man’s dead body with large leaves and gathered around the T. rex’s corpse. We needed to hurry if we wanted to catch up with Junghyeok. But if we rushed off without proper rest, we could all die before we even reached him.


      I searched the T. rex’s corpse. I checked its head and inside its heart, but unfortunately, I wasn’t able to find its nucleus. But that didn’t mean there was no reward.


      Huiwon was drooling as she stared at T. rex’s body, which was had been seared in spots by my fire-imbued Blade of Faith.


      “…Can we eat this, by any chance?”


      “Yes, since it’s been cooked by magical flame. You can use a mana brazier to grill the parts that aren’t cooked.”


      We sat around the T. rex’s leg. Steam came from the well-done meat as I cut it.


      Gilyeong shouted excitedly, “New meat!”


      The impatient Jihye took the first bite while the rest of us each grabbed a chunk. It was a lot of meat—the kind of feast I could only dream of when I was an ordinary office worker.


      “Ah, this has to be the tastiest thing in the world…,” mumbled Jihye, savoring every bite with her eyes closed.


      The meat was delicious indeed. There was just the right amount of fat in between the muscle, so the texture was on another level compared to the meat from a ground rat. With every bite, my mouth was filled with the juicy, chewy taste of heaven… If Sangah were here, she would’ve wept with joy.


      As we ate in silence, I could feel my stamina recovering. The meat of a high-level monster species provided special effects, though we had to be careful since certain species weren’t edible.


      “Whew… That was amazing. It’s so good, but I can’t eat any more. I’m gonna cry,” Huiwon said, looking genuinely sad.


      After resting a bit, we headed directly to the lab located in the middle of the island.


      We encountered a few raptors, but having already killed a T. rex, we were hardly bothered by those small fries.


      Scattered throughout the lab were flasks and ampoules. There were also small incubators containing dinosaur embryos, as well as pieces of amber with insects embedded within, ready for extraction of blood samples. The only thing missing was people.


      Stepping into an inner chamber, I spotted some noteworthy items.


      
        [Stamina Amplification Ampoule]


        [Magic Power Amplification Ampoule]


        [Agility Amplification Ampoule]


        [Strength Amplification Ampoule]

      


      There they are. I quickly picked up the ampoules while the others were distracted. Just like the Angler Dragon’s Nucleus, these items were one of the few ways to increase overall stats in the early scenarios.


      Plus, it wasn’t just one or two ampoules here. I counted almost twenty bottles, enough to give me an enormous boost in power. This was why I’d saved up my coins instead of dumping them on stat upgrades. I was expecting this hidden scenario. After all, these ampoules could only be used on stats under level 30.


      “Hey, did you just pocket something?”


      …Damn, she caught me.


      “Huh? ‘Stamina Amplification Ampoule’?”


      Jihye snatched an ampoule from me. Her eyes went wide.


      “You weren’t trying to take them all for yourself, were you?”


      “O-of course not. I was gonna share.”


      “Huiwon, look! This guy’s trying to…!”


      The others came closer. Huiwon read the item’s information and was taken aback.


      “What in the…? There are items like this too?”


      “Well, this is a hidden scenario, so…” I couldn’t help but sound a bit annoyed.


      Damn it, this is not what I had in mind. Since I didn’t defeat the T. rex all by myself, I did feel a bit guilty about taking all the items. But I didn’t want to share them like this, either.


      
        [A few constellations who are fond of monopolies are displeased with the situation.]

      


      Jihye was staring at the Strength Amplification Ampoules as she spoke up.


      “Can I have the strength ampoules? My strength stat’s really low.”


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated!]

      


      Show the summarized view.
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        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Jihye Lee


        Exclusive Attribute: Scarred Sword Demon (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [Blade Proficiency Lv.4], [Demon Slaying Lv.1], [Perfect Senses Lv.2], [Ghost Steps Lv.2]


        Stigma: [Naval Warfare Lv.1], [Command Army Lv.1]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.13], [Strength Lv.17], [Agility Lv.13], [Magic Power Lv.10]
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      You sneaky little…! Lying with a straight face…


      “Huh? Huiwon, can I have it? Pleeease?”


      “Hmm, I think Dokja should decide since he found them…”


      To be honest, I didn’t mind sharing the ampoules with my group, but I didn’t want a single one to go to Jihye. She’s with Junghyeok, so why should I care…?


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire hopes you will do what is fair.]

      


      “What’s fair,” huh…? Right, I know just the game for that.


      “How about rock-paper-scissors?” I asked with a smile.


      “Rock-paper-scissors?”


      “The winner of each round gets an ampoule.”


      An expression of pure greed flashed across Jihye’s face.


      “I’m in!”


      “Well…okay, if that’s what you want, Dokja. But are you sure? One person could end up taking them all.”


      “Then they must be very lucky.”


      Jihye was jumping up and down in excitement. You’re thinking you’ll nab a few for yourself, aren’t you? Well, it won’t go the way you expect.


      “Let’s start with the strength ones.”


      I took out those ampoules and turned to Jihye.


      “You and me first.”


      “Are you sure? I’m really good rock-paper-scissors.”


      “Are you now?”


      I gave Jihye a radiant smile.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” Lv. 1 has been activated.]


        [Character Jihye Lee is about to play scissors.]
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        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is curious about your trick.]


        [A constellation who is fond of monopolies has donated 200 coins.]

      


      The winners were decided in no time. Gilyeong looked a bit excited, Huiwon appeared to be pleased, and Jihye was slumped on the floor looking devastated.


      “…This doesn’t make sense!”


      Unfortunately, I couldn’t read Gilyeong’s thoughts, so two ampoules went to him.


      “You don’t have to give me these…”


      “Take them,” I said, patting his head.


      I also gave Huiwon two stamina ampoules. She took them with a smile.


      “Thank you. I’ve been having a hard time because my stamina was low.”


      Jihye was the only one who didn’t win any.


      “How could you win eighteen out of twenty? You cheated, didn’t you?”


      “I’m just that good at rock-paper-scissors.”


      “Did you use ‘Mind Reading’ or something? Lemme just have one. Pleeease…”


      “Ask Junghyeok to give you one.”


      I emphatically opened an ampoule, staring right back at Jihye’s tearful, pleading eyes. Huiwon patted her on the shoulder. She looked at Jihye’s shiny sword, then back at me.


      “Uh, Dokja.”


      “Yes.”


      Huiwon scratched her head and hesitated before opening her ampoule.


      “Thank you for this.”


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Taka, taka, taka, taka. The sound of a helicopter. Gilyeong watched as the dinosaur island got farther away.


      “Dokja, can I take this guy to the next floor by any chance?”


      The giant mantis that had communicated with Gilyeong earlier was sitting on his lap. They seemed to have gotten closer. The mantis was rubbing its antennae on Gilyeong’s chin.


      “Sorry, but you can’t.”


      Disappointed, Gilyeong held up the mantis as if he was trying not to get too attached.


      “…Bye, Titano.”


      He had even given it a name. Unfortunately, monsters created for a movie couldn’t leave it. You could only take items with you. For example, the stat ampoules or the one I was holding.


      
        [Tyrant T. rex’s DNA Ampoule]

      


      This little golden ampoule was the reason why I’d chosen this movie. It increased all stats by ten for thirty minutes. The catch was that it could only be used in the Cinema Dungeon, but without it, you couldn’t beat the final floor.


      Especially if Junghyeok Yu is in the state I think he’s in.


      Gilyeong released the mantis, and it flew off into the night sky as the scenery began to unravel.


      
        [You have reached the first end credits.]


        [Cast: Dokja Kim, Huiwon Jeong, Jihye Lee, Gilyeong Lee]


        [You have each received 500 coins for your performance.]

      


      I was a bit dizzy when I came to and found that we had returned to the first floor. The poster of the movie we had just escaped from was torn on the wall, an indication that we had safely cleared it. Jihye was already grumbling.


      “How many more floors are there?”


      “Junghyeok probably cleared a few already, so it won’t be that bad.”


      We went directly to the second floor by escalator. With the number of theaters located on the second floor, there wasn’t much room for other stuff up there.


      “No change, huh?” asked Huiwon.


      We had been waiting a while, but nothing was happening on the second floor. No camera. No movie started, either. When I took a closer look, I saw that the posters on this floor were all ripped. Jihye had a revelation.


      “So just the movies with undamaged posters will screen?”


      I checked the ripped posters one by one.


      Guillermo del Toro’s Pacific Rim… Wasn’t that the movie with the giant fighting robots? What a shame. If the poster wasn’t damaged, I could’ve received “Reinforced Armor” as a clear reward.


      Christopher Nolan’s Inception… Well, I’m glad this one’s already ripped.


      “Wow, I wanted to see this movie.”


      I looked at the poster Jihye was pointing to.


      “Do you like superhero movies?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Then you should be glad. If the poster was intact, you would’ve ended up hating superhero movies.”


      “I guess you’re right.”


      The torn poster showed a green monster roaring at us. We continued on to the third floor.


      “It’s all cleared here, too.”


      As I’d expected, all the posters on the third floor were ripped. There were some particularly dangerous movies on this floor, so I was glad.


      James Wong’s Final Destination… How the hell did Junghyeok clear that one?


      “We’ll get up there faster than we thought.”


      Huiwon sounded excited, but I was getting more and more anxious as we went up. We needed some degree of luck to clear the Cinema Dungeon because not every movie here was mentioned in TWSA. That was because even Junghyeok couldn’t clear some of them.


      I heard a system message as we arrived on the fourth floor.


      
        [You have entered the fourth floor.]

      


      A spotlight engulfed us before we could look at any more posters. Huiwon put her hands together as if she was praying.


      “Please, don’t be anything with ghosts…”


      That wasn’t like Huiwon, so I glanced at her.


      “A ghost won’t die even if I stab it with a sword,” she reasoned.


      
        [The screening has begun.]

      


      There was a strange sensation of being transported to a faraway place, and our surroundings shifted. When we opened our eyes again, we found ourselves facing the ocean breeze on the stern of a ship.


      “This is…?”


      The smell of salt water and a wide open horizon filled my senses. Since work became my everyday life, I hadn’t seen the ocean in several years, or traveled anywhere, for that matter.


      “What movie would this be?”


      I looked to my side and saw Huiwon, who was wearing a long, flowing dress. From within the luxurious cruise liner, I could hear an orchestra and the chatter of excited passengers. It made for an extremely romantic atmosphere. I found it hard to believe this was a recreation of a movie…


      Ah, I think I know what this movie is.


      It was at that moment that I heard Jihye’s voice.


      “Ugh, I don’t feel so good…”


      I looked back to see Jihye throwing up into the air. Huiwon went to pat her back. Jihye gagged and looked like she was about to cry.


      “Sorry, I get seasick.”


      “It’s okay. Let it all out.”


      …I’ve been wondering about it for a while, but how the heck did this girl get chosen by Chungmugong? I mean I know why because I read the novel, but still…


      “Anyway, Huiwon…is this movie what I think it is? The one where the ship sinks?” Jihye asked.


      “Looks like it.”


      “And I guess you’re the female lead?”


      Jihye stared at Huiwon’s dress with envy. Then she yelled toward me.


      “Does that mean Dokja is your—Barrrrf!”


      It annoyed me that she had to puke specifically at that timing. Just then, Gilyeong appeared from behind us.


      “Dokja!”


      The boy was dressed in shabby clothes. I felt like I’d seen this outfit somewhere… Anyway, everyone was here.


      “We don’t have much time, so let’s think of how we should end this movie.”


      This ship would soon sink. But, unfortunately, there was no mention of how to clear this movie in TWSA. How could we make a satisfying ending on a sinking ship? Did we need to fight the ocean or something?


      Jihye was the first to speak up.


      “If the ship’s gonna sink anyway, how about we sink it first?”


      “That’s a bit…”


      This was hard. If this movie were about killing enemies and blowing things up, we could’ve created a cathartic ending.


      “Let’s try defeating the bad guy,” Gilyeong suggested.


      I wasn’t sure if there was a definitive “bad guy” in this movie, but I decided to go with it, since there was no better choice.


      “Let’s get rid of the villainous characters first.”


      We began to move. But how are we going to find the villain anyway? The last time I watched this move was…… Thankfully, I didn’t need to worry about it because a villain came to us. Right. It was then that I remembered there was a character who bullied male lead.


      A man in a tuxedo with slicked-back hair was glaring at us.


      “Hey, you!”


      He wasn’t pointing at me.


      “…Me?”


      …Oh, it’s you? I sighed as I looked at Gilyeong.
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      Soon, we kidnapped and confined the man we suspected to be a villain. But the Cinema Master didn’t react. I guess kidnapping wasn’t good enough…


      I hesitated a bit before I spoke.


      “Then let’s try—”


      “Let’s kill him.”


      Jihye beat me to it and pulled out her sword. Our tied-up prisoner began to flail in terror.


      “Didn’t you say the Cinema Master likes it quick and simple? So we should just finish him off, right?”


      To be honest, that was what I thought, too. No, I wasn’t just thinking it; I was almost positive that was the solution. After all, that had turned out to be the correct ending for a similar movie TWSA.


      But then, Huiwon, who had been staring at the terrified man, said something unexpected.


      “Still…he looks just like a real person.”


      “What?”


      “I know we’re in a movie but he seems too real.”


      It sounded weird coming from someone who had cut down evildoers without hesitation just a few days ago. Then again, she did also say that just because she’d become a murderer, that didn’t mean she wanted to become a monster.


      “Huiwon, this isn’t the time to get all sentimental. Are you saying we shouldn’t kill him?” asked Jihye.


      “No, that’s not what I mean…”


      “It’s either him or us. We’re real, living people, and this guy’s just a fictional character!”


      “Fictional character.” I was dumbstruck by what Jihye said.


      “…I guess you’re right.”


      “Even if he was real, he’s a villain who’s gonna do bad stuff! Is it bad to kill a villain?”


      Perhaps Jihye had a point. This man was a villain in this movie, and he’d do bad things. Therefore, it was okay to kill him. But the funny thing was, this was something Junghyeok Yu said often in TWSA.


      
        “The future is already decided anyway.”

      


      As I was about to speak, Jihye suddenly got up to pull out her sword.


      “Master’s in danger. There’s no time for second thoughts!”


      Her blade came down and pierced the man’s chest. Blood spurted out of his wound. It all seemed so real that it was hard to believe this was fake. Then I heard the system’s messages.


      
        [The Cinema Master is somewhat satisfied with the altered ending.]


        [The path to the next floor has opened at the stern of the ship.]

      


      “See? It worked.”


      Jihye cried out triumphantly. We had definitely found the correct solution. The Cinema Master was satisfied by our ending, and constellations would give us coins. Those coins would help us stay alive. That was how you survived the apocalypse.


      But…if we reached the end of this world in that manner, would we be able to look each other in the eye?


      
        [You have reached the second end credits.]

      


      I didn’t know the answer to that question.


      
        [Cast: Dokja Kim, Huiwon Jeong, Jihye Lee, Gilyeong Lee]


        [You have each received 500 coins for your performance.]

      


      We couldn’t get any good rewards for this movie, so we moved straight on to the next floor.


      
        [You have entered the fifth floor, the Room of Rewards.]

      


      We went up the escalator and finally came to the Room of Rewards.


      “The Room of Rewards? There’s no movie on this floor?”


      “This must’ve been where movie props were put on display.” I feigned ignorance, even though I already knew.


      Movie props, some of which I recognized, were displayed in glass cases in the middle of the room. There were iconic costumes and equipment used by characters in movies, as well as stage props. But these were more than just “props.”


      Huiwon walked up to one of the display cases and exclaimed, “Whoa, check out this sword!”


      
        [Mikazuki Munechika - Replica: Grade-A Sword]

      


      I looked at Huiwon, who was staring at the sword with sparkling eyes, and gave her a nod.


      “Looks like you finally got yourself a proper weapon.”


      “Wow…”


      With a single glance, I could tell it was an incredible sword. It was obviously a huge upgrade over Huiwon’s old groll horn sword. I had a feeling it was probably even better than Jihye’s sword.


      Huiwon picked it up and tried swinging it in the air a few times.


      “This is awesome! The blade’s razor-sharp, and it’s light as a feather!”


      I had never seen Huiwon this happy.


      
        [Character Huiwon Jeong feels deeply grateful to you.]

      


      These rewards on the fifth floor were the main reason you’d attempt the Cinema Dungeon. It was the perfect place for farming items for my companions that would serve them well through the early scenarios. Especially for Huiwon, who had been in desperate need of a good weapon, this would prove to be a massive boost in combat power.


      
        [Rewards are limited to two items per person.]

      


      They may not have been true constellation artifacts because they were movie props, but they were still grade-A replicas.


      This kind of grade-A item was almost like a cheat code in early scenarios.


      Incidentally, it looked like Junghyeok Yu had already been here, judging by the two missing items.


      “Let’s do this. We can only each take up to two items, so choose wisely.”


      I asked Huiwon to pick something out for Sangah, and I was going to do the same for Hyeonseong. I found the perfect thing for him.


      
        [Shield of Hercules - Replica: Grade-A Shield]

      


      Good… This is perfect for him. It was on another level from his worn iron shield and would allow him to bring out his full potential.


      Jihye, a self-proclaimed fan of superhero movies, was standing in a corner, seemingly struggling to pull something out.


      “Ugh, why won’t this come off?”


      I went to take a peek. Ah, so that’s what it was.


      
        [Mjolnir - Replica: Grade-A Blunt Weapon]

      


      The Hammer of Thor, God of Thunder, was there. If it were the real constellation artifact, it would’ve been an absolute game-changer… Still, the original was so powerful that even its replica was a formidable weapon.


      “Only the chosen few can lift that thing, right?”


      “Damn it, I’m special, too!”


      At that moment, Gilyeong appeared from behind us and reached for Mjolnir.


      “Hands off, kid! That’s mine—”


      Gilyeong easily lifted the hammer. He held it for a while before turning to me.


      “Dokja, can I keep it?”


      “Yup, it suits you.”


      Jihye looked devastated again.


      “Just my luck… So unfair…”


      I ignored her and checked out other items.


      Let’s see. What should I pick for the last one?


      
        [Reinforced Armor Suit - Replica: Grade-A Armor]

      


      Since I didn’t know what was going to happen from here on, I grabbed some armor. When I put it on, it wrapped snugly around my arms and legs.


      
        [You take 10% reduced damage from external attacks.]


        [Your ability to detect enemies has improved.]


        [Your movements have become more agile.]

      


      It felt a bit stuffy, but it was better than nothing, considering the kinds of battles we’d have to go through on higher floors.


      I guess it’s time to move on.


      There was no change to the dungeon, which meant Junghyeok was probably still alive. If we were lucky, we might catch up to him as early as the sixth floor, if not the seventh floor. In the worst-case scenario, he was already fighting the boss on eighth floor…but at the very least, he was still alive.


      Now, shall I go smack our dear Regressor in the back of his head?
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      Unfortunately, Junghyeok Yu wasn’t on the sixth floor.


      On the bright sight, the movie on the sixth floor was easy to clear. It was a thriller with a twist ending, which I had seen before. We were able to clear the movie quickly by killing the culprit since I already knew who it was.


      
        [The Cinema Master is satisfied with the altered ending.]


        [You have received 500 coins as an appearance fee.]

      


      Jihye was incredulous.


      “So the real culprit was—”


      “Stop. Don’t spoil it. Some people haven’t seen the movie yet.”


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter hates spoilers.]

      


      Anyway, the reward was quite unique, fitting for a thriller with a twist ending.


      
        [You have acquired the skill book “Sharp Observation.”]

      


      “Sharp Observation” was quite a useful skill.


      It let you see people’s overall stats. “Character Profile” didn’t work on people like Sangah and Gilyeong, so this would come in handy. My guess was that I received this skill because I figured out who the guilty party was despite their great acting.


      
        [You have acquired the exclusive skill “Sharp Observation.”]

      


      That said, I did feel a bit disappointed that it wasn’t a combat skill. I wished we had gotten a movie about gladiators or wars.


      This was a sore point for me because I still didn’t have a good passive skill for combat. I could purchase something like “Weapon Proficiency” from the Goblin Shop, but I didn’t want to spend coins on a low-grade skill.


      “I’m tired of movies already.”


      I agreed wholeheartedly with Huiwon. I didn’t want to even look at another movie theater for a while. I just needed to be satisfied with making a lot of coins from appearance fees.


      We headed to the seventh floor right away. I thought we’d find Junghyeok Yu there but… Damn. Most of the posters on the seventh floor were torn. That meant Junghyeok was already at the boss chamber.


      There was no time to waste.


      “Let’s run. We’re almost at the last floor.”


      We started running. We had to catch up to Junghyeok as quickly as possible before he lost his mind and gave up on everything.


      We ran down the hall and passed the theaters. The posters on the seventh floor were a collection of movies from countries all around the world that had set box office records.


      Please, please be all ripped up…


      But despite my wish, the last poster was intact.


      “Crap…”


      
        [The screening will now begin for this floor.]

      


      The blue spotlight enveloped my group, and the scenery changed at once. A moment of dizziness, and I sensed salty air on the tip of my nose.


      Once again, the stage was an open sea.


      But…it wasn’t a cruise ship this time.


      The stinging smell of cannon fire. The feel of a wooden deck underfoot. The moment I looked up on the shaky ship, we heard someone’s voice.


      “Everyone, get down!”


      The moment we ducked by reflex, a barrage of bullets zipped through where our heads had been. Soldiers who were hit crashed to the floor, clutching their bleeding wounds.


      “Turn back! Retreat!”


      Soldiers in Joseon Dynasty naval uniforms rushed to prepare the cannons. The ominous winds of a battle sent chills down my spine. The whirlpool of Uldolmok. The sound of maritime war drums.


      Damn it.


      Every Korean knew this movie. After all, it was one of the top box office hits in the history of Korean cinema.


      Huiwon came closer to me and mumbled as she looked at the horizon.


      “Um…how do we win against that?”


      The Cinema Dungeon only accepted decisive, satisfying endings.


      Boom! Boom! Boom!


      The enemy’s armada of three hundred and thirty ships blanketed the horizon. I quickly turned to assess our own forces. I mean, this movie’s based on a historic battle, so there’s still hope……right?


      “What the…?”


      There were supposed to be twelve ships on our side, but there was only one left. I rushed to grab a soldier nearby.


      “Where’s the admiral?”


      “…Th-the admiral?”


      “I’m talking about Admiral Yi Sun-sin!”


      The soldier did not seem to know who I was talking about. My heart sank. This was different from the movie I knew. The Cinema Master had changed the plot.


      The distance between us and the enemy was rapidly decreasing.


      It didn’t make sense. We had to win the Battle of Myeongnyang without Chungmugong’s help?


      I looked around urgently.


      “Jihye Lee!”
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      I had thought this might happen. In fact, I had brought Jihye with me not only for her combat power but just in case of this situation.


      
        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare regards incarnation Jihye Lee with sympathy.]

      


      It wasn’t hard to find Jihye. There was only one ship, and Chungmugong’s indirect message was coming from only one direction.


      “U-urgh… Hngh…”


      She was gagging uncontrollably in a corner.


      “Hey, are you okay?”


      Jihye looked up at me with teary eyes.


      “I can’t…I-I can’t do it…!”


      She wasn’t saying those words to me.


      
        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare tries to encourage incarnation Jihye Lee.]

      


      “N-no. Never! I’m not going out there! Urgh…!”


      She continued to vomit. I knew the reason why this girl who hated the sea and didn’t care about justice was chosen by Chungmugong.


      
        [Your exclusive attribute improves your memory of the pages you’ve read before.]

      


      Pages of TWSA flipped through my head. This scene was definitely in there, around chapter forty.


      
        “Hey, how did someone who’s scared of the sea like you get chosen by Korea’s legendary naval commander?”


        “I’m not sure. Apparently, one of my ancestors was an admiral. Maybe it has to do with that?”


        “…Wait, are you saying you’re a descendant of Chungmugong?”

      


      Around chapter forty of TWSA, when the connection between Jihye Lee and Admiral Yi Sun-sin was revealed, the few remaining readers were outraged, saying there was no way Korea’s greatest hero would give special treatment to someone just because they were related to him.


      However, as someone who had read every chapter except the epilogue, I knew that Jihye wasn’t a descendant of Admiral Yi Sun-sin, often referred to by his posthumous title of Chungmugong, meaning “Lord of Loyalty and Valor.”


      
        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare longs for his old comrade as he gazes at incarnation Jihye Lee.]

      


      
        “Then are you from the Deoksu Lee clan?”


        “Nope, I’m a Jeonju Lee.”

      


      Jihye was a descendant of Yi Eokgi, a comrade of Chungmugong.


      Admiral Yi Eokgi.


      With Chungmugong, he led the Korean army to victory at the Battle of Danghangpo and Hansando. When Chungmugong was framed for treason, Yi Eokgi was one of the few who spoke up in his defense. However, he didn’t leave behind enough stories to become a constellation.


      
        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare gazes at Jihye Lee with sorrow.]

      


      For this reason, Chungmugong had chosen Jihye. Lending his power not to his own bloodline but to a descendant of his brother-in-arms. It was an honorable act befitting Korea’s most revered hero.


      I was sure Chungmugong couldn’t bear to watch the descendant of his dear comrade become twisted by guilt and trauma after being forced to kill her friend.


      Well…according to TWSA anyway.


      
        [A bounty scenario has arrived.]

      


      
        <Bounty Scenario - Those Who Seek Death Shall Live, Those Who Seek Life Shall Die>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: B+


        Mission: The God of Naval Warfare has asked for your help. Encourage Jihye Lee, the incarnation of Chungmugong, and lead the Battle of Myeongnyang to victory.


        Duration: 2 hours


        Reward: One of Chungmugong’s stigmas


        Penalty for Failure:—

      


      I couldn’t believe what I was reading.


      It was rare for one historical-grade constellation to ask for a bounty scenario on their own. I thought something was odd, so I looked closer. The reward was extraordinary.


      …One of Chungmugong’s stigmas?


      In other words, I would gain the ability to use one of Chungmugong’s signature abilities without a sponsoring contract. I gave Jihye a shake.


      “Jihye, get up already. C’mon.”


      “No! Blergh… You guys take care of it!”


      “Can’t you endure it for just a bit?”


      “…Endure it? You don’t understand.”


      “You don’t understand”… Yes, you say that a lot. But I don’t have time to play along with your tantrum right now.


      “I do understand. Enough to know it’s not seasickness that’s got you like this.”


      “…What?”


      “This was your dead friend’s favorite movie.”


      Jihye flinched like a boxer who had taken a punch straight to the chin.


      It was obvious what scene was going through her mind. The scene of herself strangling her friend in the first scenario in Taepoong Girl’s High.


      “H-how…how did you…?”


      “Don’t ask me how I know. There’s no time to explain.”


      She looked up at me in disbelief.


      “Are you gonna die here after killing your own friend to survive?”


      Hooks penetrated the first-floor deck. I grabbed one that was flying at Jihye with my bare hand. She looked up at me, shaking uncontrollably.


      “Whether you flee or not, you’ll never be forgiven. But—”


      Rahhhh! The sound of a battle cry. The enemy were boarding the ship.


      “If you get up now, you can at least save a few people.”


      Leaving behind the trembling Jihye, I headed for the upper deck. Gilyeong and Huiwon were already surrounded.


      I pulled out my weapon. The enemy were ordinary soldiers. There was no way that I’d lose a one-on-one fight. The problem was there were too many of them.


      “Arrrgh!”


      I struck down enemy after enemy, but there was no end to them. In the distance, I could see their battleships firing cannons. If this ship sank, we were done. The movie would roll credits with a tragic ending, and we’d die here.


      “Jihye Lee!”


      Now I understood how great Chungmugong was. Just how did he manage to lead this battle to victory?


      “Snap out of it already!”


      This was a cursed scenario. Chungmugong or his allies weren’t here. No Captain Song Yeojong. No Commander Jeong Eung-Doo.


      Only a weak girl protected by Chungmugong.


      That girl staggered toward the upper deck.


      “I-I’m disgusting. I…don’t deserve to live…”


      Yes, you’re disgusting. And I’m even worse for using you like this.


      “There’s no such thing as deserving to live.”


      “Ah, ahhh…”


      Tears kept flowing from Jihye’s eyes. I stood in front of her using the Shield of Hercules to block incoming cannonballs.


      “But you lived, so take responsibility! Either atone for what you’ve done or continue to live your despicable life! It doesn’t matter how. Just keep surviving.”


      The ship was damaged all over from the constant cannon fire. I gave Jihye a cold stare.


      “Or do you really want to die here?”


      
        [You have a substantial understanding of character Jihye Lee.]

      


      I could sense different emotions from Jihye as she wiped off her tears. Rage, self-loathing, seething anger toward the world—it was a dense ball of negative feelings. But among those dark emotions, a single honest feeling was sprouting.


      [I don’t want to die.]


      Constellations were fickle. They didn’t always answer their incarnations’ pleas for help. Some didn’t even care if their contracted humans died. But…


      …no constellation abandoned their incarnation on the stage of their tale.


      
        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare reacts to incarnation Jihye Lee’s resolve.]

      


      A blinding flash of light, then a bright red aura emanated from Jihye’s body. You can thank me later, Junghyeok. Well, I guess I’m getting something out of this, too.


      
        [Character Jihye Lee has acquired a new stigma.]

      


      Scarred Sword Demon Jihye Lee would one day be known as “the Naval Commander,” thanks to this peerless stigma. The history of the battles Chungmugong had endured began to flow out from Jihye’s blade.


      […I still have…]


      Jihye looked at the ocean as she gripped her sword. There were innumerable enemies but no allies. She wordlessly brandished her sword at the world.


      […twelve ships left.]


      A bloodred battle aura surged forth from the tip of her sword.


      
        [Character Jihye Lee has activated stigma “Ghost Fleet” Lv.1.]

      


      Fsssh— Fog rose across the churning ocean. Pillars of water shot up everywhere. Twelve ghost ships materialized out of thin air.


      [If I can get revenge on our enemies…]


      The enemy banged their drums in a panic. Cannon fire fell upon the ghost fleet. But the intangible ships could not be damaged.


      […I will have no regrets even if I die here.]


      Finally, Jihye’s fleet began to advance. The twelve ships sailed through the barrage of cannon fire, cutting through the waves. Their white-hot cannons opened fire, and enemy ships in their way were reduced to splinters.


      Kaboom, boom, boom!


      The girl who did not cry commanded the battlefield.


      The enemy ships were overwhelmed before the might of the ghost fleet. Huiwon, Gilyeong, and I watched with our mouths agape, unable to take our eyes off the spectacle unfolding in front of us.


      This was the power of a real stigma.


      This was the power of Chungmugong, who never lost when it came to naval warfare.


      As the sun set, the screams of the enemy scattered over the smoke from the blazing cannons. The whirlpools of Uldolmok sucked up their dead bodies. The enemy fleet was wiped out. It didn’t even take one hour.


      
        [The Cinema Master is satisfied with the altered ending.]


        [You have arrived at the fourth end credits.]


        [Cast: Dokja Kim, Huiwon Jeong, Jihye Lee, Gilyeong Lee]


        [You have each received 500 coins for your performance.]

      


      As soon as we received the ending credit reward, more messages followed.


      
        [You have cleared the bounty scenario.]


        [You have received God of Naval Warfare’s stigma as a reward.]

      


      To be honest, I felt a bit hopeful. Perhaps I’d receive “Ghost Fleet.”


      If I had that, I wouldn’t need to rely on Jihye in the naval battles to come.


      
        [You have obtained the stigma “Song of the Sword.”]

      


      I couldn’t believe the message I’d just heard.


      The stigma “Song of the Sword.”


      It was something Jihye didn’t obtain until much later in TWSA. I couldn’t believe Chungmugong had given me something so valuable.


      
        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare expresses his gratitude.]

      


      In a way, this stigma was more useful to me than “Ghost Fleet.” Now I could be ready for whatever we faced on the eighth floor.


      The scenery around us shifted again, and we were back at the theater. Exhausted, Jihye stared at me.


      “…Hey.”


      “You rest here for a while. We’ll save Junghyeok.”


      “But…”


      “Listen to me.”


      I had acquired a powerful new stigma, but it was far too early to celebrate. It’d all mean nothing if Junghyeok regressed and this world ended. I had to save him to prevent that from happening.


      I drank up all the ampoules I’d saved up and increased my stats. The cost for boosting stats went up every ten levels, so I maximized efficiency by spending coins first, then drinking the ampoules.


      
        [You have spent a total of 4,000 coins.]


        [You have used ampoules for increasing overall stats.]

      


      
        [Stamina Lv.18 -> Stamina Lv.24]


        [Strength Lv.18 -> Strength Lv.24]


        [Agility Lv.11 -> Agility Lv.20]


        [Magic Power Lv.10 -> Magic Power Lv.15]


        [All your stats have been increased greatly.]

      


      We stepped onto the last set of stairs.


      “Everyone, get ready.”


      
        [You have entered the eighth floor, the rooftop garden.]

      


      The cinema’s eighth floor was the rooftop garden. It was surrounded by a transparent dome resembling that of an opera house. The moment I stepped onto the rooftop, I spotted what I’d been searching for all this time—the Regressor standing with his back to us.


      Ah… I suddenly grew angry at the thought of how much hardship we had gone through to save that bastard.


      Luckily, he looked just fine, ready to receive a good smack from me.


      “Hey, Junghyeok!”


      I ran straight to him and slapped the back of his head.
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      I felt indescribable catharsis as my palm connected with his head. Bastard, you know how much I wanted to hit you? But……this wasn’t the reaction I was expecting.


      “…Junghyeok?”


      He didn’t turn around.


      A gray-white aura was coming from his body, an ominous energy that gave me the creeps just looking at it.


      I instinctively stepped back. When I took a closer look at the aura, it was connected to the old man sitting on a bench on the eighth floor. The moment I saw the old man, I figured it all out.


      
        [The Cinema Master Simulation has revealed himself.]

      


      …Shit, so it’s come to this.


      Junghyeok Yu slowly turned toward me, his body enveloped in the gray-white aura.


      This was the worst thing that could have happened.


      
        [The Cinema Master Simulation has control over Junghyeok Yu.]

      


      Incredible murderous energy was coming from Junghyeok, who had lost all thought or reason.


      Right now, there is no “character” in the world who could stop him.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Force Palm” Lv.4.]

      


      I barely managed to open my mouth.


      “Hey, wait!”


      An intense pain spread across my stomach, and I felt like I was going to pass out. My surroundings were quickly fading away, and the pages of my life flashed before my eyes. I had let my guard down.


      
        …In his eighth loop, Junghyeok Yu died in the Cinema Dungeon. It wasn’t because he was weak. To be precise he was unlucky.


        Because the boss of the Cinema Dungeon is a terrible matchup for Junghyeok…

      


      I got my breath back.


      “Cough… Urgh.”


      
        [Reinforced Armor Suit has been damaged.]


        [Your defense has decreased.]

      


      I clutched my stomach with a trembling hand and staggered to my feet. What an unbelievable power. I had taken so many ampoules, but one punch did this to me?


      I realized I’d been sent flying across the entire rooftop and slammed into a wall.


      
        [Character Huiwon Jeong has activated “Demon Slaying” Lv.2!]

      


      Huiwon charged at Junghyeok with her eyes ablaze. I had to stop her, but I couldn’t move.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Hundred Step Fist” Lv.2.]

      


      At this point, Huiwon stood no chance against Junghyeok. She seemed to keep up with him for a few exchanges, thanks to her “Demon Slaying,” but soon blood began to seep out from between her lips from the internal damage she’d received.


      Currently, Junghyeok Yu was much stronger than I had expected.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated.]


        [There is too much information about this character. Switching to a summarized view.]


        [Only designated content will be displayed for the convenience of the user.]

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      
        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Junghyeok Yu


        Exclusive Attributes: The Regressor, <Third Loop> (Mythical) Pro Gamer (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [The Eye of Sage Lv.8], [Close Combat Lv.8], [Advanced Weapons Proficiency Lv.5], [Mental Barrier Lv.5], [Hundred Step Fist Lv.5], [Phoenix Walk Lv.1], [Sky Breaking Weapon Aura Lv.2]…


        Stigma: [Regression Lv.3], [Carryover Lv.1]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.28], [Strength Lv.27], [Agility Lv.26], [Magic Power Lv.25]


        *This character is currently not in control of his actions.
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      Ugh, I knew it. His new stigma, “Carryover,” had been activated.


      “Carryover” let him gradually regain skills he had learned in his previous loops. Junghyeok would become a real monster with this stigma.


      “Master!”


      At that moment, Jihye Lee came up from the lower floor. A fist that was flying toward Huiwon changed direction.


      “Eeek!”


      I didn’t know if it was because of Chungmugong’s blessing or “Ghost Steps,” which had leveled up, but Jihye luckily avoided Junghyeok’s strike. I yelled at her.


      “Junghyeok is being controlled right now! Target the Cinema Master!”


      But Jihye didn’t seem to have a chance to do that. After all, she couldn’t get closer to the Cinema Master without getting past Junghyeok.


      For a brief moment, Jihye and Huiwon made eye contact. Their swords moved toward Junghyeok at the same time.


      The combination of “Kendo” and “Blade Proficiency.” However, the joint attack that had brought down a T. rex did not work on Junghyeok.


      “Argh!”


      The barrage of punches from Junghyeok’s “Hundred Step Fist” struck Jihye’s face, and she went down bleeding.


      
        [Character Huiwon Jeong has activated “Time of Judgment.”]


        [The constellations of the absolute good alignment remain silent at Huiwon Jeong’s request.]


        [The skill activation has been cancelled.]

      


      “Shit… It won’t work on him, either?” Huiwon cursed.


      Of course not. His methods were ruthless, but Junghyeok ultimately acted for the greater good.


      Huiwon tumbled to the ground after getting punched by Junghyeok. At that moment, when everything looked hopeless, Gilyeong used the special skill of his new hammer, “Thunder of Mjolnir.”


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu nullifies the attack with “Electric Resistance.”]

      


      He turned toward us.


      Damn. I knew he was a monster, but…when did he get this strong? I grabbed Gilyeong’s shoulder and stumbled forward.


      “Gilyeong, I’m gonna need your help. You know what to do, right?”


      The quick-witted boy nodded right away.


      “Yup.”


      “Sorry.”


      “Don’t be.”


      Gilyeong began to mumble something. His eyeballs were slowly rolling back. I didn’t want to resort to this, but at this point, I had to use all my cards.


      
        [You have used Tyrant T. rex’s DNA Ampoule.]


        [All your stats are drastically increased for the next thirty minutes!]

      


      All right… Let’s do this, you damn sunfish.


      
        [Stamina Lv.24 -> Stamina Lv.34]


        [Strength Lv.24 -> Strength Lv.34]


        [Agility Lv.20 -> Agility Lv.30]


        [Magic Power Lv.15 -> Magic Power Lv.25]

      


      
        [Your body overflows with vitality!]


        [Your muscles gain explosive potential!]


        [You can move faster than ever before!]


        [A mysterious energy surges from your heart!]

      


      I would make up for my lack of skill with sheer stats. It would’ve been a hopeless gamble if Junghyeok Yu’s “Carryover” was complete. But at this moment, while his skill levels were still low, I had a chance.


      This wouldn’t last, but all I needed was a small window.


      
        [Exclusive skill “White Star Weapon Aura” Lv.1 has been activated!]


        [“White Star Weapon Aura” has leveled up!]


        [White Star Weapon Aura Lv.1 -> White Star Weapon Aura Lv.2]

      


      The spark of magic power at my fingertips felt different. I didn’t have to run at Junghyeok because he was charging at me. He must’ve sensed that I was in an empowered state. For the first time since we’d been fighting, he drew his sword.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Sky Breaking Weapon Aura” Lv.2.]

      


      Sparks flew as our blades clashed. Neither of us backed down one bit. I could sense incredible pressure in my hand gripping the hilt. His sword was ablaze with blue aether. It was beyond impressive. I was genuinely amazed.


      In the world of TWSA, a difference in the first digits of two people’s stats meant an overwhelming gap in power. And right now the first digit of my stats was three while Junghyeok’s was two. However, he wasn’t being pushed back in the slightest. If anything, I was one misstep away from being overwhelmed. I gritted my teeth.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” Lv.2 has been activated.]

      


      The moment my skill activated, a disorganized cacophony of Junghyeok’s thoughts filled my head.


      [I’m tired.]


      [How many more times…]


      […do I have to repeat this?]


      I flew into a rage. Is he already…?


      “Snap out of it!”


      I blocked his blade with all my strength and threw a punch at his chin. It was a sloppy attack, but I was able to anticipate his movements due to “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint.”


      Wham! My punch narrowly grazed Junghyeok’s chin, and he reeled from the first blow he’d taken.


      [Once regression begins, it’s back to square one again.]


      [My companions will lose all their memories, and the history I’ve lived will be erased.]


      “You moron!”


      [Then everything will repeat all over again.]


      As many people know, sunfish are actually quite tough in terms of physical bulk. The reason they have the humorous reputation of dying easily is because they are weak to stress.


      Just like the guy in front of me right now.


      The Cinema Master was able to control Junghyeok Yu because his mind was in an unstable state. Simulation’s physical stats were weak, but he had top-tier skills for attacking the mind. If Junghyeok Yu’s “Mental Barrier” skill was at least level 8, it wouldn’t have come to this.


      [For what reason must I…?]


      Junghyeok’s eyes were glazed over. Listening to his thoughts of short-sighted, juvenile self-pity, I was filled with anger.


      “You call yourself the main character?”


      As the reader who stuck with TWSA for all 3,149 chapters, I had every right to be pissed.


      “You’re acting like this after just three regressions?”


      I smacked him in the head again with all my strength. Is it a miracle? His movements seemed to slow down. I used this chance to kick him in the chest.


      “Do you really think that? Have you already forgotten what you resolved after you regressed for the first time?”


      [I’m the only one in this world who’s truly alive.]


      He sounded bitter.


      “You swore you wouldn’t get all sentimental like this!”


      Parrying his next strike, I yelled at the top of my lungs, “You swore that even if everything felt meaningless, you’d still push on for the greater good!”


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is unstable.]

      


      Who was I really talking to? Fiery sparks exploded every time our blades clashed. My eyes stung, and my skin felt hot. Perhaps, even as I yelled at him to come to his senses, I too was losing my mind.


      [I’m all alone.]


      As if I’d become Junghyeok Yu, as if I’d lived Junghyeok Yu’s life… My chest felt tight.


      “…All alone?”


      [I……]


      “Do you know what we went through to make it up here? And you think you’re what?”


      [I……]


      The skin on my palm was torn from the repeated impact of our blades. Blood flowed and flesh was rent. I swung my sword again and again like a madman. I gnashed my teeth until they cracked.


      “How dare you say you’re alone! When you got yourself killed like a dumbass in the Cinema Dungeon! When you were blubbering over your sister’s dead body! And when you croaked after being betrayed by the Prophet! Even when you had a child for the first time with your loved one…!”


      Though I was reciting events from Junghyeok’s life, my mind was thinking of different memories. Memories from my own life. Memories of TWSA, word by word.


      “When that child died, and you lost yourself!”


      The memories of my complicated family life and getting beaten up by bullies in my teens.


      “When you fought the demon king and faced off against the returnees!”


      The nightmare of my military service, the relentless harassment I endured from my superiors.


      “When you helped the otherworlders and battled the reincarnated! When you finally stood before the constellations!”


      Struggling to get a job, desperately sucking up to the higher-ups to keep that job, living day to day just to survive…


      “As I watched you struggle to push on…!”


      …but knowing that on the commute home, I’d get to read my favorite novel.


      “I also…!”


      My sword hand was trembling. I got way too carried away. Damn it. All I had to do was stall for time. I struggled to control my breathing and looked up. But…something was off.


      Did I imagine that?


      For a brief moment, light had returned to Junghyeok’s pupils.


      [You……]


      Sometimes, even if you can read someone’s mind, you’re unable to truly understand them. My heart sank when I saw Junghyeok’s expression.


      
        [“The Fourth Wall” is unstable due to excessive immersion.]

      


      Junghyeok’s eyes were looking directly at me.


      [Who…are you?]


      “What?”


      [Are you…?]


      I was taken aback by the sudden changes in his thoughts. Did he regain consciousness because of what I said? Was that possible? I was a bit thrown off. I hadn’t been counting on this to happen.


      
        [The Cinema Master Simulation panics.]


        [The Cinema Master Simulation reinforces his control over character Junghyeok Yu!]

      


      “Argh…!”


      Junghyeok’s eyes glazed over again.


      I knew it. I’d gotten hopeful for a moment, but it was impossible for him to break out of mind control on his own. There was a reason why I called him a sunfish. I was just thankful that he hadn’t already killed himself. The blue aether surrounding his sword began to shake.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu’s “Sky Breaking Weapon Aura” has leveled up.]

      


      Even as all this was going on, his stigma “Carryover” was strengthening his abilities. It was all thanks to his damn main character perks.


      Bzzzzt!


      “White Star Weapon Aura” was pushed back little by little as it collided with Junghyeok’s aura. I wasn’t sure if this was due to my skill’s limitation or the gap between our talents. I glanced over at Gilyeong. Only the whites of his eyes were visible, and his nose was bleeding. It was almost time.


      “Hey, Junghyeok.”


      After today, Junghyeok would become incredibly strong.


      “Remember when I asked if I could hit you just once?” I said, pushing back his blade with all my energy.


      Due to the unbridgeable gulf between our natural abilities, Junghyeok would grow into a monster over the next few years that I couldn’t hope to match.


      But not now. Not at this moment.


      “Well, you definitely said I could.”


      If I fought with everything I had, even for a brief moment, I just might be able to…


      
        [Blade of Faith has been activated!]


        [Unbreakable Faith’s special effect has been activated.]


        [The element of the aether has been changed to fire.]

      


      …overpower this damn monster.


      Fwooosh!


      The aether blade.


      Fully unleashed aether surged toward an opening in his stance. He flinched at the sheer force of my sudden attack and took several quick steps backward. He must’ve instinctively sensed that something was different. But it was too late.


      
        [Stigma “Song of the Sword” has been activated.]

      


      “Song of the Sword” was a top-tier combat buff bestowed by Chungmugong.


      
        [Your sword becomes infused with a verse written by Chungmugong.]

      


      I got a power-up based on the passage chosen at random, so it could be a bit unpredictable. However, it could give me the edge I needed right now.


      
        A rain of arrows and a barrage of gunfire…

      


      Luckily, the verse I got this time was from Chungmugong’s wartime diary. An incredible amount of magic power was drained from me, and the aether flaring around the blade of my sword instantly coalesced into a single point. I swung it straight at Junghyeok’s direction.


      
        …fell upon the battlefield with the fury of a thunderstorm.

      


      Fiery aether shaped like arrows rained down on Junghyeok. I could only sustain it for a brief moment due to my limited magic power, but that was enough.


      “Arrrgh!”


      Junghyeok’s body was covered in red-hot wounds from all the arrows.


      This damn world, where everything had a coin value and the constellations determined how the future unfolded, still needed Junghyeok Yu in it.


      So I will save you today.


      He was immobilized by the flames engulfing his whole body. Due to his “Fire Resistance” skill, he wouldn’t sustain any serious damage, but this would be enough to incapacitate him. I turned my gaze to the Cinema Master, who was sitting on the bench at the edge of the garden.


      
        [Cinema Master Simulation is extremely wary of you.]

      


      This was my only chance. I began running. From a distance, I could see the Cinema Master’s stunned face.


      However…


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Revive” Lv.2!]

      


      He was already coming after me.


      “Revive.” It was a downright cheat skill that let you instantly recover back to full health no matter how much damage you had taken, once per day.


      I couldn’t believe he already had this skill, too.


      Zoom!


      No matter how fast I ran, I couldn’t outrun Junghyeok, who was using “Phoenix Walk.” I was steps away from the Cinema Master when Junghyeok’s blade blocked mine. Now, I only had one last card to play.


      I yelled with all my might, “Gilyeong!”


      With that, a huge crack appeared in the rooftop garden’s ceiling. The black dome covering the whole area was beginning to shatter. Both Junghyeok, who had been charging after me, and the Cinema Master, who had been controlling him, looked up at the ceiling in astonishment.


      The barrier around a hidden scenario zone had been breached. Ordinarily, this would be impossible. But if an “extraordinary” being was involved, it was a different story.


      In the distance, Gilyeong was crying out, his nose bleeding uncontrollably.


      “A-ah…! Ughhh…!”


      Through the cracks in the dome, forelegs of a colossal insect appeared. More of the dome broke apart like shattering glass, and the ceiling was split in half. The Cinema Master screamed. A monster powerful enough to break through the boundary of a scenario zone. A gargantuan Monarch Species Insect that resembled a praying mantis. It was a monster that had been summoned to fight another monster.


      
        [Level-6 Monarch Species Insect Titanoptera has appeared.]

      


      I got goosebumps just looking at its fearsome form. This was the monster I had spotted facing off against a plague rhinoceros. It had been summoned all this way by Gilyeong’s “Interspecies Communication.”


      “Heh, heh-heh… Titano…,” the boy was laughing.


      Titano? No way… It sure looked like the insect we’d encountered in the movie, but it couldn’t be.


      Crick, crrrick!


      The mantis’s massive scythes flew toward the Cinema Master. Junghyeok stepped in to block it.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu has activated “Protective Aura” Lv.5!]

      


      With the sound of a tremendous explosion, the two clashed, and Junghyeok’s body was pressed down into the floor of the rooftop by the force of the attack. And yet, he held his ground.


      …Seriously, what a monster. He’s holding his own against a level-6 monarch species insect? When he’s already a mess physically and mentally? And he wasn’t just hanging on; he was even fighting back.


      Krrrrrr!


      A flurry of sword strikes. I couldn’t believe it, but Junghyeok was going toe-to-toe with the monstrous insect. I almost wondered if he had been going easy on me when we were fighting earlier. The Cinema Master seemed to have regained his relaxed, smug composure. Junghyeok was powerful. The Cinema Master was probably thinking that he could come out on top no matter what as long as he had the Regressor under his control.


      But you’re wrong.


      You should’ve kept your eyes on me.


      I ran toward the Cinema Master. “Interspecies Communication” wouldn’t last very long. Gilyeong had given his all to buy me this precious time, and I wasn’t going to waste it.


      
        [“Blade of Faith” has been activated!]

      


      The Cinema Master finally noticed me and yelled something in my direction.


      The Cinema Master Simulation.


      According to TWSA, this dungeon boss was a masterpiece painstakingly created by a constellation. However, he had deteriorated over a long period of time and was now serving as a boss of a mere hidden dungeon… Still, not just anyone could penetrate Junghyeok Yu’s “Mental Barrier.”


      A monster favored by a constellation. The Cinema Master was no easy foe.


      
        [The Cinema Master Simulation has activated “Simulacre”!]

      


      A skill that caused more severe delusions than a specter’s Illusory Prison.


      The space around me became distorted, and all sorts of phantasms appeared. Illusions of monsters that were indistinguishable from the real things: ground rats, grolls, plague rhinoceroses, and a T. rex… Every type of monster I had encountered came charging toward me. They tore at my flesh with their savage fangs and claws, but I didn’t stop. I wasn’t scared. They weren’t real. They didn’t exist. They were all…


      …figments from a novel.


      Time slowed when Blade of Faith was a hair’s breadth away from the Cinema Master’s neck.


      
        [The Cinema Master Simulation attempts to activate “Mind Control.”]

      


      “Mind Control” was a high-level mind-altering skill that had been used on Junghyeok Yu. But I wasn’t afraid of it because I had “The Fourth Wall.” Then an unexpected thing happened when Simulation got into my head.


      
        [The Cinema Master Simulation panics.]

      


      In the deep, dark abyss of the psyche, pages of TWSA swirled about.


      [Wh-what?! It. Can’t. Be! This…is…!]


      Countless bits of text floated in the dark void, glowing with a faint light. They were the stories I had read in TWSA.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” has been activated.]

      


      I could see the face of the Cinema Master, who was trying to invade my mind, change as he saw what was inside. He turned pale at the sight of the countless lines of text surrounding him.


      [Could. It. Be? You. Are…… Aaah!]


      And that was it. Oddly, Simulation looked like he was in awe. When Blade of Faith was about to cut his neck, his body dissipated like fog. Like an evil spirit touched by holy light and punished for the profane atrocities it had committed. The Cinema Master was extinguished as though he had never existed.


      I looked down at my hands in puzzlement.


      What just happened?


      
        [You are the first to defeat the Cinema Master Simulation!]


        [You have received 9,000 coins as a reward!]


        [The condition for clearing the hidden scenario has been met!]


        [You have received 4,000 coins as a reward!]

      


      More messages followed. When I turned around, Junghyeok slumped over as he was released from the Cinema Master’s “Mind Control.” Luckily, he didn’t die. Having overused “Interspecies Communication,” Gilyeong was in a similar state.


      “Dokja…”


      I ran to catch the boy’s limp body. Exhausted, he was breathing heavily in my arms.


      
        [The barrier surrounding the Cinema Dungeon has been lifted.]

      


      The barrier covering the dome had vanished, and I saw the monarch species insect looking down at me. I gulped nervously, wondering if we needed to run away, but surprisingly, the insect turned around as if it had lost interest in us. I let out a weary deep breath of relief. It was over.


      “……Are you okay?”


      Huiwon and Jihye staggered toward me, leaning on each other for support.


      “I’m fine. What about you, Huiwon?”


      “I’m okay. Jihye is, too, thank goodness.”


      Jihye looked like she had been beaten badly by Junghyeok. Her cheeks were swollen, so she couldn’t speak.


      
        [The third main scenario is about to end.]

      


      It looked like things were wrapping up down in Chungmuro Station as well. When I looked around, I could see that the sun was rising. If Hyeonseong had seen this spectacular view, he might’ve begun reciting “Pray for the Nation.”


      “Ah… Seoul is…,” moaned Huiwon.


      Under the dim light of early dawn, the view of the ruined city sprawled out before our eyes. The occasional sounds of explosions in the distance broke the silence. There was no more poisonous fog. There were dead bodies of plague rhinos crushed by collapsed buildings. We also saw some people fighting each other. I guessed they were from the groups that had finished the scenario before us. All those sights formed a citywide diorama contained within a vast dome.


      A far bigger barrier could be seen now that the smaller barrier surrounding this dungeon had been broken. Currently, Seoul was contained in this transparent dome.


      “It’s true…… Seoul is destroyed.”


      I had been well aware of that, but actually seeing it with my own eyes hit different. Looking at the collapsed buildings, I wondered if Mino Soft, where I’d used to work, was among them.


      I felt Gilyeong squirming in my arms.


      “Are you up now?”


      He nodded weakly and pointed up at the sky. A meteor shower was falling over the ruined city.


      The meteor shower was an omen of an upcoming main scenario. But there were more shooting stars than before. That meant a “hall” would open soon. The meteors were probably falling all over the world. Huiwon looked amazed.


      “They’re so damn beautiful…”


      But she couldn’t have known what terrible nightmares those beautiful shooting stars would bring upon the people unfortunate enough to be near where they landed.


      Far greater disasters were approaching.


      Gilyeong cupped his hands in prayer and mumbled softly. Huiwon and Jihye were also silent for a while. Perhaps they were making wishes.


      I couldn’t help but notice how funny this was. Making wishes upon seeds of calamity… Humans were probably the only beings in the universe who did such a thing.


      A moment later, Gilyeong opened his eyes and looked up at me.


      “Aren’t you going to make a wish?”


      I looked down at him for a bit and answered, “I did.”


      “What was it?”


      “You’re not supposed to say it out loud or it won’t come true,” Huiwon interjected.


      I looked at her, then at Junghyeok, who was unconscious, then back at the destruction of Seoul. Then I opened my mouth.


      “I wished that I could see the epilogue of a certain novel.”


      Gilyeong stared at me in confusion.


      I looked up at the sky without a word.


      Faint cracks were appearing in the skies of Seoul.


      By the time the sun came up, the Goblins would have devised a fresh new hell for us.
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        [Main Scenario #3 - Emergency Defense has ended.]


        [You have received 1,000 coins as a reward.]

      


      I thought the next main scenario wouldn’t start until midday. But less than ten minutes after the previous one ended, we were hit with a message.


      
        [The fourth main scenario is about to begin!]

      


      Damn. The third scenario just finished, but already…


      I went to Jihye right away.


      “You stay here with Junghyeok.”


      “…Are you sure that’ll be okay?”


      “You won’t be any help down there anyway. Besides, there’s no telling what Junghyeok will do once he wakes up.”


      Jihye nodded, looking at her mentor, who was still unconscious.


      “Just let me know when he comes to so I can smack him again.”


      I headed downstairs with Huiwon right away. Gilyeong had fallen asleep while counting the shooting stars, so I decided to carry him on my back.


      What was previously a dungeon was now an ordinary cinema, and the reward items on the fifth floor had turned back to mundane stage props, as if everything that had happened yesterday was just a dream. It was then that I heard Bihyeong’s voice.


      …You know what I’m going to say, right?


      Yeah.


      Phew… Seriously, you almost gave me a heart attack.


      I was a bit relieved to hear Bihyeong’s grumbling voice.


      Constellations were wealthy and powerful, but they weren’t omniscient. The sights and sounds of the scenarios reached them only through the video and audio feeds of the goblin channels. In other words…


      Did everything get properly censored? I got carried away and said way too much.


      Of course it did. Otherwise, my channel would’ve shut down. Information that sensitive gets filtered automatically.


      If I was right, what I’d said earlier would’ve been censored like this:


      “Do you really think that? Have you already forgotten your resolve after you [image: ] for the first time?”


      “How dare you say you’re alone! When you got [image: ]…when you were blubbering over your [image: ]’s [image: ]… Even when you had a [image: ] for the first time with your loved one…!”


      “When you helped the [image: ] and battled the [image: ] [image: ]! When you finally stood before the [image: ]!”


      I didn’t know exactly how much was censored.


      In fact, this was the bare minimum. It was probably censored even more heavily. If I recalled correctly, any information related to Junghyeok’s identity as the Regressor was censored like this in the early part of TWSA as well.


      No worries, the constellations probably didn’t hear anything. The problem is, neither did I…


      ……You, too?


      Now that was strange. There was information even goblins weren’t allowed to know?


      That’s right. Just what the hell did you say to him?


      Information that was kept even from goblins… I did have a pretty good guess. To think that restrictions of “plausibility” were already coming into play… My mind automatically recalled a line from TWSA:


      
        “Plausibility” is a vast deterring force that controls the flow of Star Stream.

      


      …I could clearly remember that line, but it wasn’t much help at this point. One of the reasons TWSA did so poorly was that it was full of concepts the author themself didn’t seem to quite understand.


      How are the constellations reacting to it?


      They are going nuts. Even now they’re grilling me to reveal what you said.


      Of course they were. From the constellations’ point of view, it must’ve felt like getting engrossed in a movie, only for the audio to cut out during the climax.


      Still, the smart constellations probably began paying closer attention to me and the implications of what I’d done, instead of wasting time complaining to Star Stream management. After all, the fact that my words were censored meant that I somehow had access to information I wasn’t supposed to have at this point.


      
        [A few constellations who enjoy uncovering secrets have their eyes on you.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is intrigued by your existence.]


        [You have received 2,000 coins as a donation.]

      


      Bihyeong continued as if he had forgotten something.


      There were too many comments during all that, so I didn’t bother showing you all of them, okay?


      That’s fine. In fact, keep doing that from now on. Show me only the messages from the ones who donate a lot of coins.


      …What am I? Your personal assistant?


      Bihyeong pouted a bit, then disappeared into thin air. Is it just me or is that ball of fur getting cuter? Anyway, that was one issue resolved. As for the other…


      “Aren’t you tired? I can take Gilyeong.”


      “Oh, I’d appreciate that.”


      I handed Gilyeong over to Huiwon. There was a serious look on her face. I hesitated a bit before talking to her.


      “Huiwon.”


      “Yes?”


      “What’s bothering you?”


      “No, I just…”


      She paused before speaking, then sighed.


      “Haaah…okay. I tried to hold it in, but that’s just not how I am.”


      As I thought, Huiwon was the type to get straight to the point, rather than trying to dance around it.


      “Dokja, who are you really?”


      “…Did you hear anything earlier?”


      “A little bit.”


      I thought she had been far enough from us, but unfortunately, she seemed to have caught some of it. After all, she was standing closer to us than Jihye was, and the censoring didn’t work on other humans…


      I stared for a bit at Gilyeong snoring softly, then decided I should tell her half the truth.


      “I know some parts of the future.”


      “Really?”


      “Yes.”


      Huiwon looked pensive. She appeared to be trying to figure out whether I was telling the truth or not. At some point, she seemed to reach a decision and bit her lip.


      “Does Sangah or Hyeonseong know about this?”


      “No, not yet.”


      Hearing my honest response, she quickly took a few steps away from me with Gilyeong on her back.


      “…You won’t suddenly kill me or something, will you?”


      “Why would I do that?”


      “I mean, that’s how it goes in movies and stuff. ‘You know too much about me.’ That kind of thing…”


      What sort of movies had this woman been watching? I felt like I’d become a bad guy somehow.


      “If that were the case, I would’ve killed you all by now. I’ve had plenty of chances.”


      “Actually, I thought that was strange, too.”


      “I didn’t mean that in a bad way. Actually, it was the opposite.”


      “Opposite?”


      I looked her in the eyes.


      “The scenarios will get more and more dangerous from now on. We’ll face countless life-and-death situations and be forced to give up things that are precious to us.”


      “…And?”


      “So…”


      Watching her eyes slowly fill with anxiety, I continued.


      “…please stay by my side.”


      “…What do you mean by that?”


      “I’m asking you to be my ‘companion.’”


      It was time to gather “my people” whom I could trust. Huiwon was the right person, since I had awakened her potential and I could read her mind. She looked a bit taken aback, then pursed her lips.


      “What, you didn’t think of me as one this whole time?”


      “It’s the opposite. Just because I thought of you as my companion doesn’t mean you did, too.”


      She seemed conflicted. I took a step back emphatically.


      “If ‘companion’ is too much, consider it an arrangement. I need your strength, and you need my knowledge. It’s a give-and-take. What’s important is that we maintain this relationship into the future.”


      “This is a bit sudden… Do I have to answer you now?”


      “Of course not.”


      With someone like Huiwon, it was better to approach slowly, rather than making an emotional appeal here and now. Indeed, she didn’t seem to mind.


      
        [Character Huiwon Jeong is relieved by your honesty.]


        [Character Huiwon Jeong begins to consider your suggestion sincerely.]

      


      She wouldn’t take too much time to make her decision. After all, I’d helped her get to where she was now, so it was likely that she subconsciously saw me as someone she could rely on.


      After this scenario was over, there would be a second round of Sponsor Selection.


      Huiwon would finally get a sponsoring constellation then. That’s when she would begin to reach her true potential.


      “Then can I ask you something?”


      “Sure.”


      “In the future you see, what am I doing?”


      I looked up at the empty air above us. This is being properly censored, right?


      “I don’t know.”


      “…What?”


      “Because you were not in the future I’ve known.”


      “What’s that supposed to…?”


      “That’s why this arrangement will be beneficial to you.”


      Her eyes went wide.


      Huiwon Jeong was a variable that wasn’t in the original story—one I discovered on my own. She now had an excellent attribute. If she could find a good sponsoring constellation, she’d play a key part in my plans for altering future scenarios.


      Especially when we had to face enemies who possessed other variables I didn’t know about.


      At that moment, we heard a loud noise from below.


      “Anyway, give it some thought. But for now, let’s hurry back.”


      We quickly passed the turnstiles and went down to the platform. There was a large group surrounding and threatening a smaller group. I realized what was happening right away. The Landlord Coalition. Looks like they still haven’t learned their lesson.


      “Where’s that bastard Dokja Kim? You’d better tell us now!”


      When I looked closer, I saw Hyeonseong, looking flustered among the Coalition members. I made loud footsteps on purpose as I approached them.


      “Hyeonseong. Sangah.”


      “It’s him!”


      As soon as we arrived on the Line 4 platform, one of the Coalition members shouted.


      I spotted a familiar face among their ranks. Evidence of the fierce battle from last night was visible all over his body. Even at a glance, I could tell his stats had leveled up a quite a bit. Very good.


      “Pildu Gong.”


      He glared at me, and a whopping eight turrets rose up from his “Militarized Zone.” He was surrounded by other landlords, who seemed to have regained their smug sense of superiority. Did they already forget I saved them? How ungrateful.


      “You little shit…! I’ll—”


      Pildu was about to say something, then flinched in surprise as electric currents began to form in the air.


      
        [The fourth main scenario will begin in five minutes.]

      


      Bihyeong appeared with the system message.


      Ha-ha-ha. How’s everyone been?


      People’s faces grew dark at the sound of his mischievous voice.


      Looks like you’re doing great!


      “You again? What is it this time?”


      Naturally, I’m here to announce the fourth main scenario.


      “Ugh…”


      Now, now! Settle down and listen to me. The whiney ones always die first, you know? Anyway, the next scenario will involve people from other stations. It’ll be one heck of an adventure! I’m sure you’ll love it!


      People’s faces grew even darker after they heard the scenario would involve people from other stations.


      They had gone through hell just to survive in Chungmuro. It was clear that things would spiral out of control once the other stations came into play. Bihyeong chuckled.


      But before you can start the next scenario, you have to first go through a selection process. With so many people, it’s gonna get chaotic, right? That’s why you need someone to impose order. In other words, you need to choose the leader of this station!


      A leader, huh? It’s finally begun.


      Think of this as a prelude to the main game, or a warm-up. The rules are… Well, you know how to read, right?!


      Bihyeong vanished with an evil smile, and a message window appeared in front of everyone.


      
        [A sub scenario has arrived!]
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        <Sub Scenario - Electing a Leader>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: E


        Mission: Take control of the white flag located in the middle of the platform.


        Time Limit: 30 minutes


        Reward: 1,000 coins, become the leader of Chungmuro


        Penalty for Failure:—

      


      
        *The leader will have complete authority over the group members.
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      Pildu Gong was already running toward the flag before the message window was completely up. Say what you will about that guy; he knows how to think on his feet.


      “Out of my way!”


      He pushed people aside like an out-of-control train and reached the flag in the blink of an eye.


      I don’t think so.


      Just as his thick hand was about to touch the flag, I spoke up.


      “Pildu! Get down!”


      
        [You have exercised your authority to command Pildu Gong.]

      


      “Ack!”


      I gently stepped on his back and grabbed the white flag.


      
        [You have pulled the white flag from the flag slot.]


        [You have become the leader of Chungmuro.]


        [You have acquired the right to walk the King’s Path.]
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      I felt powerful energy rush through my body when I grabbed the flag in my hand. Junghyeok was supposed to get this during his third regression, but…it should be fine.


      I mean, he’s plenty strong already, right?


      
        [Dokja Kim has taken the white flag.]


        [If the owner of the flag does not change for five minutes, Dokja Kim will have control of Chungmuro Station.]


        [Should someone take the flag from him, the five-minute timer will reset.]

      


      A timer appeared in midair.


      
        [5:00]

      


      Pildu turned pale and pointed at me.


      “Take the flag from him! We have five minutes to do it!”


      The Coalition members jolted back to their senses and came after me. Oh, so this is how you want to play it? Hyeonseong was looking at me.


      “Dokja!”


      “Hyeonseong, take this!”


      The Shield of Hercules flew from my hand and latched on to his.


      “Th-this is…!”


      “I got you a new one. Throw away the old one.”


      A grin of pure joy spread over Hyeonseong’s face.


      
        [Character Hyeonseong Lee has activated the special skill “Wide-Area Defense.”]

      


      A translucent defense barrier spread out from the Shield of Hercules and surrounded our group. Items grade-A and up came with useful bonus skills.


      “Ack! What the—?”


      People who ran headlong into the barrier that appeared out of thin air groaned in pain. They struck the barrier with their worn-down weapons, but their paltry grade-E or grade-F gear had no chance of breaking through. In the end, there was only one person the landlords could rely on.


      “Mr. Gong!”


      “Everyone, out of the way!”


      It looked like his “Militarized Zone” had improved quite a bit. I saw a small version of the ability already being deployed under Pildu’s feet. I surmised that he was trying to limit the area of effect to circumvent the long setup time. How clever. Looks like I’ll have to teach him a proper lesson this time.


      “I haven’t told you to get up yet, Pildu!”


      “Urk?”


      He dropped down again and banged his head on the ground.


      
        [You have exercised your authority to command Pildu Gong.]

      


      “Keep your head on the ground until I tell you to get up.”


      Hearing their leader’s screams, the rest of the Landlord Coalition went into a panic.


      “M-Mr. Gong?!”


      “H-help me get up! Hurry!”


      The Coalition members rushed to his side and tried to pull him up, but it wasn’t easy because he was a big guy.


      “And…those turrets are getting on my nerves, so turn them off.”


      
        [Character Pildu Gong’s “Militarized Zone” has been deactivated.]

      


      “Y-you son of a—”


      “And shut your dirty mouth. Be quiet for thirty minutes.”


      
        [You have exercised your authority to command Pildu Gong.]

      


      “Mmmmf!”


      Seeing their mighty leader neutralized with a few words, the landlords looked like they had lost the will to fight. Of course, my companions looked just as shocked.


      I put on a friendly smile and spoke. “I hope we’re on the same page now. Let’s talk…”


      I saw some people stepping back nervously. There were twenty-nine left. Out of that number, twenty were part of the Landlord Coalition. That left nine others, including my group. It was a modest number, but that was actually better. Having too many people would just make things more complicated.


      I looked back at them.


      “You have two choices.”


      Time to find out who’s on my side.


      “Leave Chungmuro and take your chances at another station, or stay here with me.”


      “Wh-why so suddenly…?”


      “Just give me an answer. Will you stay with us or try your luck elsewhere? You should decide before the main scenario starts. Otherwise, your life will be in danger.”


      People’s eyes darted everywhere. Some looked at me, while others looked at Pildu Gong or the tunnels connecting other stations. I could easily guess what they were thinking based on their looks.


      “I won’t stop you if you want to leave. But if you decide to stay, you’ll have to do as I say.”


      “Do as you say…?”


      “I won’t allow anyone to act like the Landlord Coalition. Also, I won’t allow a small group of people to act like tyrants.”


      A small number of people began coming over. They probably had a rough time under the Coalition’s rule and decided it couldn’t be worse with me. Some of the Coalition members were yelling.


      “I knew it! You’re gonna act like a king!”


      “I won’t deny that. But unlike a certain someone, I won’t collect taxes or survival fees.”


      “Can you guarantee our safety if we join you?” one of the Coalition members asked me.


      It was natural to worry about that since they had bullied the tenants.


      “I’ll protect you from outside threats as best I can, but I won’t interfere with what happens within the group. You’ll have to sort that out among yourselves.”


      “Th-that’s…”


      “I’ll give you one minute. You must decide by then.”


      I didn’t even have to wait that long. Everyone had already made their decision. Some of the Coalition members looked solemn and lowered their heads. They were relatively young members.


      “I know we’ve done some bad things in the past, but I hope you’ll forgive us.”


      “Welcome, though I’m not the one you should be asking for forgiveness.”


      
        [Some of your group members show trust in you.]

      


      However, some people made the decision to leave Chungmuro. They tried hard to pull Pildu up. I turned to speak to them.


      “Oh, you can leave him behind. He’s my property.”


      “What the…?!”


      “If you’ve made up your mind, leave here now.”


      My cold declaration made five of the Coalition members frown and step back.


      “Mr. Kang, you really aren’t coming? Nothing good will come of you staying with that bastard!”


      “Are you really going to work for him? You already saw what kind of nutcase he was! Everyone, let’s go!”


      But there were no more deserters.


      The five men who swore at us glanced back several times, looking like they weren’t so sure about leaving. They then headed to the tunnel toward Myeong-dong Station. They probably planned to go to another station to become new landlords there, but unfortunately, their plan would fail. Drifters like them were prey for predators in the fourth scenario.


      Five minutes passed, and system messages came up.


      
        [The sub scenario has ended.]


        [You have received 1,000 coins as a reward.]


        [You have become the true leader of Chungmuro Station thanks to the power of the white flag.]


        [The current size of your group: 24]


        [You have insufficient fame to gain the title of a king.]

      


      King, huh?


      Well, it was hard to get the title of a king with the white flag. To go through the King’s Path properly, I’d have to keep changing flag colors. But with the white flag came certain authorities.


      
        [The power of the white flag grants you the authority to command the Chungmuro group.]


        [You have the ability to punish members who disobey.]


        [Five people escaped from your group.]

      


      I was briefly tempted to give the deserters a taste of punishment but decided not to. Reign of terror was effective to rule people, but it didn’t suit me.


      “Let’s work together.”


      I made eye contact with everyone. Hyeonseong looked at me with trust in his eyes. Huiwon and Sangah seemed relieved. The rest of the people looked at each other with similar expressions.


      We still needed to work on some things, but it wasn’t a bad start.


      Bihyeong soon appeared overhead.


      Ooh, a leader has been selected. Then let’s get back to the main game!


      
        [The fourth main scenario has been activated.]
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        <Main Scenario #4 - Capture the Flag>

      


      
        Category: Main


        Difficulty: C


        Mission: (Hidden because the list is long.)


        Time Limit: 12 days


        Reward: 2,000 coins


        Penalty for Failure:???
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      I tapped on the mission.


      A message containing a long list came up before my eyes.
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        [Mission]

      


      
        1. Each station possesses a flag that can be planted in a flag slot.


        *The flag can only be held by the leader of each group.


        2. You must defend your flag slot from other groups. If a flag from another station is planted in your flag slot, you will lose your station. The group taking over the station gets to decide the fate of the group that lost the station.


        3. You may plant your flag in another station’s flag slot, but only the station leader has the authority to do so. If a leader dies, their authority will be transferred to the person who retrieves the flag first. If a flag is captured by another group, they get to decide the fate of the group that lost their flag.


        4. You must plant the flag in the flag slot of your designated station before the time limit. Failure to do so will result in the deaths of everyone in your group.


        5. Your group’s designated target is [Changsin Station].
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      Huiwon thought for a bit, then opened her mouth.


      “Guard our flag and flag slot and at the same time, plant our flag in another station. At least, I think that’s what it means. Did I get it right?”


      “That’s how I understood it as well. And Changsin Station is where we have to plant our flag,” Hyeonseong added.


      “Should be about right. Good to see we’re on the same page.”


      Huiwon narrowed her eyes and shot me a look. That was her way of reminding me that she knew that I knew. Since she found out I knew the future, she might find that annoying. I beamed at her. Sangah crossed her arms and spoke softly.


      “Do we…have to fight other people again?”


      Hyeonseong thought about it a bit and answered.


      “It says that once we plant our flag in their flag slot, we can decide what to do with the people there… So if things go well, we may be able to finish without any casualties.”


      “Oh, you’re right. It doesn’t say a group that loses their station has to die. Once we take over a station, we can let them join us instead…”


      “Yes, we may be able to clear the mission without killing anyone.”


      Hyeonseong answered with a smile. But I wasn’t comfortable with that. Sometimes, I thought Sangah and Hyeonseong tended to be far too idealistic.


      There was no such thing as a scenario without bloodshed.


      The fourth scenario would result in more casualties than any that came before. Huiwon cut them off while frowning as if she knew how I felt.


      “Which line is Changsin Station? We should find that out first.”


      Hyeonseong checked the subway map.


      “It’s on Line 6. If we’re using the tunnels, we can go through Yaksu…”


      “Then we’ll have to split up into two groups. A few people can go scout out our target while the rest stay here and guard our base. How’s that?”


      Watching the team discussing our options without any input from me, I felt an inexplicable sense of pride.


      
        [Chungmuro Station’s barrier will be deactivated for this scenario.]


        [You can now move freely between stations.]

      


      I approached Pildu Gong while others continued their discussions.


      “You may talk now, Pildu.”


      Although the restriction was lifted, he bared his teeth at me instead.


      “I know you hate my guts, but it’s time to adapt to the situation. Your days as a landlord are over.”


      “…”


      “I know why you’re so obsessed with owning land. But you have to let it go if you want to survive. You still have something you need to take care of, right?”


      Pildu seemed to waver. I continued talking.


      “I’m leaving you in charge of defending this place.”


      He was key not only for the third but also would be for the fourth scenario. Chungmuro would be safe with him as long there were no attacks from a monster on the level of Junghyeok Yu.


      “Why should I do as you—?”


      “This time, I won’t force you. And I promise you’ll be rewarded if you help me.”


      “……”


      “Give it some thought. And think about your family, even though they aren’t here.”


      Pildu’s eyes grew wide with my last comment.


      “How do you know about—?”


      Just then, we heard a noise from the tunnel. Headlights and loud honking came from the tunnel to Dongdaemun History & Culture Park Station.


      The sound of a motorcycle engine. A smoky smell.


      Something was approaching Chungmuro Station.
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      …The scenario has just started. Are we already…?


      I thought back to the original novel, but I couldn’t remember if the invasion happened this early. There must be some unknown variable at work. The headlights turned off soon, and in the dark, we started hearing people’s voices.


      “Ah, looks like Chungmuro’s finally opened up.”


      “Ha… Took ’em long enough to clear that joke of a scenario.”


      “Hey, quiet. They’ll hear you. And don’t you know scenarios vary from station to station?”


      When I gave my people a signal with my eyes, they grabbed their weapons and got up.


      What was important in a battle was getting into a good position before the enemy did.


      I led the way, followed by Hyeonseong and Huiwon. Sangah was at the back of the group. Since Gilyeong was still sleeping, we left him alone.


      A few seconds passed. We saw four men and women walking toward us. I opened my mouth.


      “Stop right there.”


      “Huh? My, my.”


      The man was surprised and stopped in his tracks after seeing my sword pointing at them. I saw a shiny white motorcycle. I heard people pulling out their weapons in the dark, but the man’s voice cut them off.


      “Hang on. Let’s calm down.”


      “Put down your weapons and approach slowly.”


      The man obediently placed his weapon down on the ground and approached us with his hands in the air. When I saw his face in the light, my first impression of him wasn’t bad. He had a pleasant, easygoing vibe. His eyes narrowed when he smiled.


      “You can relax. We’re not here to fight you.”


      “Then…?”


      “Let me introduce myself first. I’m Ilhun Kang, vice leader of the Dongdaemun group.”


      Ilhun Kang? Doesn’t ring a bell off the top of my head. And he’s the vice leader of Dongdaemun…? This isn’t how things were supposed to pan out.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated!]
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        <Character Profile>

      


      
        Name: Ilhun Kang


        Age: 31


        Sponsoring Constellation: Easygoing Gossiper


        Exclusive Skills: [Weapons Proficiency Lv.2], [Speech Lv.3], [Spread Rumors Lv.1]


        Stigma: [Incite Lv.1]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.12], [Strength Lv.13], [Agility Lv.13], [Magic Power Lv.10]


        Summary: He could not reach his full potential due to an unfortunate choice of sponsoring constellation. But he should still be useful as a pawn. He spreads both truths and falsehoods indiscriminately, so caution is advised.

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      A rumor expert, huh…? Was it already time for the likes of him to come into play?


      Ilhun looked at me a bit anxiously.


      “Then may I ask for a name…?”


      “I’m Dokja Kim.”


      “Ah, Dokja Kim, is it…?”


      Upon hearing my name, a look of confusion flashed across his face. But it was gone in a moment, replaced again by his easygoing smile.


      “Nice to meet you. You’re holding the flag, so you must be the leader of this station, right?”


      “That’s right.”


      Ilhun checked me out and thoroughly scanned all my companions. It looked like he was measuring up our combat power. He seemed to be a keen guy but picked the wrong opponent.


      “If you’re done sightseeing, why don’t you get to the point?”


      “Ha-ha. Excuse me. We had to make sure it was safe for us, too. Please understand.”


      He continued without missing a beat.


      “I’ll say it again—we’re not here to fight. We just came to make an offer.”


      I checked out Ilhun’s group. I didn’t see anyone holding a flag.


      “And why should I believe you?”


      “You saw the rules, didn’t you? If we wanted to fight you, we’d have to come with our leader. As you know, only the leader is able to plant the flag.”


      It was true. None of them seemed to have the flag, but…


      “What’s your offer?”


      “We propose an alliance.”


      Hearing the word alliance, the people on my side began to murmur uneasily. Ilhun continued in his signature affable tone.


      “You may not be aware because Chungmuro just opened up, but the fourth scenario has already been going on for two days.”


      “…Two days?” Sangah mumbled.


      Ilhun nodded.


      “Yes, the third scenario was different for each station, including the duration… Didn’t you know that?”


      We’d just finished the third scenario, so there was no way we could know. Chungmuro got a late start in the original novel, too.


      In other words, we were at a disadvantage in terms of intel.


      Ilhun’s alliance proposal was definitely a tempting offer at this point. We needed information, and they needed our power. The problem was what they were hiding.


      “I must say, it’s not easy to give you an answer right now. After all, we don’t know what you’re hiding from us.”


      “Hmm, I understand. You wouldn’t trust us if we suddenly asked you to join us with no preamble. In that case, I’ll reveal what we know first. Here’s the simple truth—Chungmuro Station isn’t our target.”


      “Why should I believe you?”


      “It doesn’t matter whether you believe me or not. Think about it. If we were targeting you, we’d have come here with our full force. After all, you would’ve been at your most vulnerable right after the station opened up.”


      That was quite persuasive.


      “But how do you know our target isn’t Dongdaemun?”


      “Ha-ha. We’re not worried about that. We already know which station is targeting us.”


      “Ah, ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend, so let’s work together.’ Is that the gist of it?”


      “Yes. Isn’t it beneficial for both of us if we help each other?”


      Ilhun nodded. It was Sangah who spoke up while I kept quiet.


      “I have a question.”


      “Sure, what is it?”


      “…Why Chungmuro? If you’re from Dongdaemun, you could’ve allied with a number of other stations.”


      That was a good point. Ilhun looked a bit flustered.


      “That’s, uh… As I mentioned, Chungmuro just opened up. What I’m saying is…the, uh, other stations have already formed alliances. But we figured you hadn’t yet… Ha-ha. I’m asking this just in case… Did you already form an alliance with another station?”


      Hmm…


      “No, we didn’t.”


      Ilhun looked truly relieved.


      “Team up with us. You won’t regret it. You see, we’ve come up with a surefire strategy.”


      “A surefire strategy?”


      “Actually, our group knows a key secret about this scenario.”


      Ilhun smiled and concluded his pitch.


      “I’ll let you know the details if you form an alliance with us.”
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      Shortly after, I exchanged opinions with Sangah, Hyeonseong, and Huiwon.


      “What should we do? Should we team up with them for now?” asked Sangah.


      “I’m against it. I don’t trust those people. Something about them rubs me the wrong way.”


      After Huiwon gave her opinion, Hyeonseong expressed his opposition.


      “But if they have information about this scenario, it might not be a bad idea to get to know them. Although they look suspicious like Huiwon said…”


      They all looked at me then. I shrugged.


      “Then first, let’s…”


      We called up Ilhun Kang and his group, who were looking over Chungmuro.


      “We’ll decide after meeting your leader.”


      “Oh, really? That’s great.”


      “Where’s your leader?”


      “He’s in Dongdaemun Station. If you don’t mind, we’ll escort you there…”


      “Let’s do that.”


      We hopped on their motorbikes with them. I took Hyeonseong, Sangah, and Huiwon and left Gilyeong with Pildu on purpose because he hadn’t woken up after using too much mental power for “Interspecies Communication.” Of course, I didn’t forget to order Pildu to protect him.


      “Then, let’s get going.”


      The engines roared to life and the motorbikes began to move.


      “By the way, Ilhun,” I said after about twenty seconds of riding.


      “Yes?”


      “Weren’t you told anything else about Chungmuro?”


      “Huh? What do you mean—?”


      “Say, about a really scary guy name Junghyeok Yu…”


      “Ha-ha. I don’t know what you’re talking ab—”


      With my signal, my companions jumped out of each bike’s backseat almost at the same time.


      “Sangah, now!”


      Sangah’s “Lashing Thread” stretched out and tied up the wheels of four bikes at once. The bikes lost balance and loudly collided into each other.


      Crash!


      “Aaack!”


      The Dongdaemun group members fell off their bikes screaming.


      Luckily, my team was safely dangling in midair while holding onto the threads Sangah attached to the ceiling. They were like a safety belt. What a great skill. If someone had told me her sponsoring constellation was Spider-Man, I’d have believed it.


      Ilhun Kang was covered in dust as he tumbled on the ground.


      “Wh-what do you think you’re doing?”


      “I should be asking you that.”


      I continued while looking down the tunnel.


      “You’ll need better stealth skills if you’re gonna ambush us.”


      I didn’t even have “Absolute Senses,” but I was able to catch them… After realizing something had gone wrong, Ilhun barked out a command.


      “Get ’em!”


      People who were hiding in the tunnel came out at once.


      I knew it. Their target was my flag.


      
        [Character Huiwon Jeong has activated “Time of Judgment”!]


        [Constellations of the absolute good alignment have approved the use of this skill.]


        [“Time of Judgment” has been activated.]

      


      “Huh? I was worried it might not work again… Is it just random?”


      Huiwon smiled as if she hadn’t expected this.


      “So hard to find certified bad guys.”


      Huiwon was running all over the tunnel. The only thing I could see were her “Demon Slaying” red eyes glowing. Someone cried out every time her shiny red blade moved.


      “Wh-what the…?!”


      “She’s crazy… Aaaack!”


      There were about ten people on the other side, but she cut them down with ease. It was great to see how much her abilities had leveled up since the hidden dungeon.


      I easily defeated Ilhun, as well, with my “White Star Weapon Aura.” I had fought Junghyeok a few hours ago so it was no sweat dealing with this small fry.


      “Dokja! Chungmuro is…!”


      I whipped around at Hyeonseong’s cry and saw that Chungmuro was in the middle of a battle as well. Some people must’ve attacked the station as soon as we left. I asked Sangah to tie up Ilhun, then ran straight to Chungmuro.


      A fierce battle was raging on the platform.


      But I decided to observe the situation first because there was something I needed to check.


      “Who the hell are they?”


      Dozens of Myeong-dong group members were using their weapons against my group. But the enemies’ weapons looked familiar when I looked closer.


      “Th-that’s the weapon Mr. Kim used to have!”


      It looked like the former Coalition members who had refused to join our group and left Chungmuro had already been killed by them. Drifters who didn’t belong to a group were little more than bags of coins for people like them.


      Among the enemies coming after us, the most noticeable one was a man who was wearing a red flag like a bandana.


      “We can deal with them later! Once we plant our flag, it’s over anyway!”


      There he is. Their leader.
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      “Clear a path to their flag slot!”


      Based on the direction they were attacking from, I surmised they were the Myeong-dong group.


      They must’ve been working with the Dongdaemun group.


      
        [Hyeontae Kim, the leader of Myeong-dong, uses the power of the red flag.]

      


      He had already upgraded the color of his flag to red.


      The color of the flag was a crucial factor in this scenario. As the flag changed color, it gained increasingly powerful effects. White, red, navy, brown, purple, and then black, in that order.


      
        [The members of Myeong-dong group have received a buff from the red flag.]


        [Their attack and defense have increased by 5%.]

      


      The red flag meant they had already taken over a station or killed another leader and seized their flag.


      They looked like a fairly strong bunch. But…taking on Chungmuro? Not a chance.


      
        [Character Pildu Gong has activated the stigma “Militarized Zone” Lv.6!]


        [Character Pildu Gong has activated the skill “Private Property” Lv.6!]

      


      Pildu made his move right on time.


      “You rat bastards…!”


      I was going use my authority if he dragged his feet too much. But I was glad that I didn’t have to. It seemed I could trust Pildu to defend Chungmuro Station.


      Eight automated turrets fired at once on the Myeong-dong group as they were going after the flag slot.


      “Wh-what the—?!”


      “Gaaah!”


      Blood and gore sprayed everywhere. In a situation like this, having Pildu Gong was basically cheating.


      “Everyone! Regroup!”


      The Myeong-dong group members hurriedly reassembled as one large group, but it wasn’t enough to combat the level-6 “Militarized Zone.” I was glad I let Pildu clear Emergency Defense by himself and rack up experience.


      After taking countless magic bullets head-on, the force from Myeong-dong was turned into Swiss cheese. Pildu Gong had been a terrifying foe, but it sure felt reliable having him as an ally.


      “W-we weren’t told about this!”


      “Fall back! Retreat!”


      However, there was nowhere to run.


      “Going somewhere?”


      
        [Unbreakable Faith’s special effect has been activated.]


        [The aether’s element has changed to fire.]

      


      The fire aether emerged from the blade and created a wall of fire that blocked their retreat. As the panicked enemy hesitated, Pildu continued his attack.


      “B-break through! Hurry… Urgh!”


      The leader of Myeong-dong took a direct hit, and the flag fell from his head. Pildu’s eyes twinkled at the sight of the flag. Has he still not learned his lesson?


      “Wanna get stepped on again?”


      Pildu was rushing for the flag, then stopped like a statue.


      “Damn it…”


      As I ran onto the train tracks and grabbed the flag, the Myeong-dong group leader’s eyes glazed over with despair.


      
        [You have acquired Myeong-dong group’s flag.]


        [Your white flag has absorbed the red flag’s accumulated points.]


        [Your white flag has evolved into a red flag.]

      


      I felt a stronger power was coursing throughout my body.


      
        [You are one step closer to the King’s Path.]

      


      Starting with the red flag, it powered up not only the leader but nearby allies as well. Along with overall stats and S-grade items, flags were one of the few ways to increase combat power. That was why groups would go after each other even if they weren’t the designated target.


      The leader of other stations who were king candidates were probably already at war to upgrade the color of their flags. In this world, one could never have enough power.


      
        [The remaining members of Myeong-dong group are awaiting your decision.]

      


      I grabbed one of the group members lying on the ground.


      “Why did you target Chungmuro?”


      Something about Ilhun Kang didn’t sit well with me. Never mind the fact that they knew Chungmuro was open, but they attacked us right away, as if they’d been waiting for the moment. That didn’t make sense. The way he observed our group members and that strange expression on his face after finding out I was the leader… They clearly had prior knowledge about Chungmuro Station.


      I put my sword on his neck.


      “Start talking. Who gave you guys information about Chungmuro?”


      I thought it was most likely the “Oracles.”


      I’d heard that named mentioned by the men in the Cinema Dungeon. A mysterious group that supposedly had secret information others wouldn’t know.


      I did a search through all of TWSA, but there was not a single mention of the Oracles. So who were they?


      There were two possibilities.


      Some variable I wasn’t aware of had caused a new Prophet other than Anna Croft to appear.


      Either that, or…there were other “readers,” like me.


      It was likely the latter. The Prophet attribute wasn’t something just anyone could obtain. Besides, they were called “the Oracles,” as in plural.


      Well, I’d better look into it more.


      “Don’t you think you…went a bit overboard?” I asked Pildu.


      “Hmph! They attacked first. Why would I show them mercy?” he scoffed.


      Unfortunately, the Myeong-dong group wasn’t in any condition to answer questions because they took on so much cannon fire. As soon as I tried to interrogate anyone, they coughed up blood and died. Eventually, there was only one person left.


      I looked down at Ilhun, who was being carried by Hyeonseong. He was tied by “Lashing Thread” and his eyes were darting about anxiously.


      “Did they plan this from the beginning?” Sangah asked me.


      “Most likely. Two groups attacked us as soon as our station was open. That means it had been coordinated in advance.”


      “I really thought he looked like a good person…”


      “Does it bother you that we couldn’t ally with them?


      “…A little bit.”


      “You shouldn’t be so trusting of others. Things won’t work out as you want.”


      Sangah looked right back at me.


      “I know, but still… I don’t want to lose my faith in people. I’ve come this far by believing in others.”


      “Hey, you two. How long are you going to keep yapping? Let’s hurry up and interrogate this guy,” Huiwon interrupted.


      Right, this isn’t the time to be giving life advice. I loosened the knot of thread covering Ilhun’s mouth. I could tell he was desperately trying to stay calm.


      “…What’re you going to do with me?”


      “That depends on the quality of your intel.”


      “And who decides that? You?”


      Even in a situation like this, he was keeping up that attitude. He was tougher than I thought. That meant I had no choice but to be tough on him as well…


      “The constellations deemed him evil. Should we try torturing him?” Huiwon asked.


      “Why bother? We’ll just kill him if he doesn’t talk.”


      “What?”


      I pulled out my sword without hesitation. Ilhun looked up at me as he trembled.


      “I’m gonna count to three. Start talking, or you’re dead. Last chance.”


      I even activated “White Star Weapon Aura” and made a show of driving the blade into the ground.


      “One.”


      Krshhh!


      The ground cracked from the power of “White Star Weapon Aura.” I started to move the blade toward Ilhun, spraying bits of dirt and concrete into his face.


      “Two.”


      The blade was at right in front of his nose, and its heat began warming up his face. If the aether blade moved just a little, it would cut his eyes.


      “Thr—”


      “Dongmyo!”


      I smirked. Torture? I didn’t need to resort to something like that. Ilhun was panting.


      “…D-Dongmyo Station! That’s where they are. The ones who told us about Chungmuro.”


      Dongmyo Station. Who had control of that area again?


      “Who are those people?”


      “Th-they call themselves the Oracles…”


      Suddenly, Ilhun wasn’t looking so good. His eyeballs rolled back, and his tongue stuck out like a dead person. I had a bad feeling.


      Could it be… Is he under hypnosis?


      “Sangah, gag his mouth with your thread!”


      Before he could bite down on his tongue, Sangah made sure he couldn’t move his mouth. I had goosebumps. They went as far as to use hypnosis to stop information from leaking out…? They were more thorough than I thought.


      But that actually made things easier.


      You could only hypnotize a person you’d met face-to-face.


      I mumbled while looking down at Ilhun.


      “Lucky guy.”


      That meant I could use him to pinpoint one of the Oracles.
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      Before setting off to explore, I went to the rooftop of the cinema building one last time.


      “He still hasn’t woken up yet?”


      Jihye flinched in surprise at the sound of my voice. Junghyeok was still lying unconscious on her lap. Must be nice, being the main character. Meanwhile, a lowly reader here is busting his ass…


      “What happened downstairs?”


      “Don’t worry about it. Just rest.”


      “Is Master…gonna be all right?”


      “He’ll be fine. Apart from some trauma, maybe…”


      “…Trauma?”


      “He’s weaker mentally than you might think. But he should get better after a good rest, so bear with it a bit longer.”


      “You sound like you know a lot about him.”


      “I do. More than anyone else in the world.”


      I answered her half-heartedly and wrote something on a piece of paper. I folded it and handed it to Jihye.


      “Don’t read it. Give it to Junghyeok when he wakes up, okay?”


      “…Sure.”


      She said that, but she’d definitely read it. Not that it mattered. I worded it so only Junghyeok would understand.


      Would this note also appear as [image: ] to the constellations?


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband hates [image: ].]

      


      I guess it does. I was about to turn around, but Jihye said something.


      “Um, earlier this morning, between you and Master…”


      I thought I could guess what she was about to ask.


      Damn it. Not just Huiwon, but Jihye heard all that, too? How stupid of me. I only worried about constellations but didn’t think about humans eavesdropping nearby. Even Junghyeok Yu would laugh at how stupid I was. How should I respond to her?


      “Are you two, like…um…”


      “What?”


      I decided to try playing dumb. But Jihye looked more serious.


      “I mean, you said…”


      “Said what?”


      “……‘You swore you wouldn’t get all sentimental like this!’”


      Jihye mimicked my voice. Hearing it from someone else’s mouth… I felt like I’d cringe to death.


      “‘Have you already forgotten what you resolved after your…f-first time…?’”


      “……?”


      Huh? That’s not right. Just how did this girl interpret what I said?


      “‘Why do you think I followed you here? Why do you think you’re alone? I’m right here!’”


      “Wait. Hang on—”


      “‘I’ll always be with you! Don’t lose hope! Think of our child!’”


      “I never said that.”


      “‘I came all the way here…for you…’”


      I stared at her, at a loss for words.


      …How did she possibly come up with that?


      “S-so it’s true? You and Master are really…you know…”


      I sighed.


      “You little…”


      “I-I mean, don’t worry. I’ll make sure he gets your love letter!”


      She clearly wasn’t listening to me, so I shook my head and turned around. Yes, it’s all up to you now, Junghyeok.


      Just then, a cascade of messages exploded in my head.


      
        [A large number of constellations are shocked by the truth behind the censors.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband respects your orientation.]


        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is delighted by your camaraderie.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter thinks this is ridiculous.]


        [You have received 600 coins as a donation.]

      


      …I’m surrounded by idiots.


      Everything Junghyeok needed to know was in the note.


      I quickly made my way down.


      I had to hurry if I wanted to get ahead as much as possible while Junghyeok was still getting his beauty sleep.

    
  


  
    
      5


      After the rooftop, I went straight to Myeong-dong Station with Hyeonseong and Sangah. Dongmyo Station was important, too, but there was something we needed to take care of first.


      Since I had taken away the Myeong-dong group’s flag following the group leader’s death, I needed to quickly occupy that unclaimed station.


      “Are you sure we don’t need to bring more people?” Hyeonseong asked, sounding worried.


      “We’re not going there to fight. It’s to decide what to do about them. The people of Myeong-dong will die if we leave them like this.”


      Unless they were extremely lucky, people who lost their groups, or “drifters,” would fall prey to other groups. Like what happened to the former Landlord Coalition members who left Chungmuro.


      But when we arrived at Myeong-dong Station, an unexpected scene was waiting for us. Everyone had already been killed. In an extremely violent manner, at that.


      Men in commando uniforms were standing around the flag slot. They flinched in surprise when they saw me, then quickly disappeared toward Hoehyeon Station. They used motorbikes, so it was unlikely we’d be able to catch up to them. It looked like they had been prepared to escape at a moment’s notice, as if they’d known I’d come. It was all very suspicious.


      “Who are those people? What happened here?” Hyeonseong asked.


      “I’m not sure.”


      “Even Dokja doesn’t know…”


      Hyeonseong swallowed nervously. The one bit of good news was that Myeong-dong Station’s flag slot was empty.


      
        [Myeong-dong Station is currently unoccupied.]


        [Will you take over this station?]

      


      I took the flag from my back and planted it into the flag slot. Then the same flag as mine appeared in its place.


      
        [You have taken over Myeong-dong Station.]


        [A station you have taken over cannot be seized by others unless someone captures your flag or takes over your headquarters.]


        [Currently occupied territory: Chungmuro (HQ), Myeong-dong]


        [Your red flag has accrued more points.]

      


      The red color of the flag got darker.


      
        [You have expanded your territory by taking over another station.]


        [A hidden scenario has arrived.]


        [King’s Path has begun!]
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        <Hidden Scenario - King’s Path>

      


      
        Category: Hidden


        Difficulty: A


        Mission: Occupy at least ten stations within the given time.


        Time Limit: 10 days


        Reward: The King Attribute


        Penalty for Failure: If you fail to occupy at least one station per day, you and everyone in your group will die.
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      Finally, this dreadful scenario had begun. Once I started this quest, there was no turning back. The destiny of a king was one of two: become the king or die.


      
        [A new candidate for the king began making his own path!]

      


      Capture the flag would now begin in earnest.
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      As soon as I returned to Chungmuro, I gathered my team and explained the scenario. Huiwon looked intrigued, but Hyeonseong looked like he had mixed feelings. Sangah looked worried as usual.


      “That sounds very hard… Will you be okay, Dokja?”


      “I’ll be fine.”


      Were they some kind of angels? Or just naive…? The normal reaction was to be jealous that I got the hidden scenario. But they were sincerely worried about me.


      “Still, it’s reassuring that you’re the candidate to be king,” Hyeonseong said.


      “Thank you.”


      “Wait, does that mean…I should start calling you ‘Your Majesty’?”


      I quickly waved my hand at Hyeonseong’s completely serious question.


      “…You’re kidding, right? Of course I don’t want you to—”


      “Your Royal Majesty, according to the hidden scenario, shouldn’t we go take over another station right now? The lives of your subjects are at stake, O king.”


      I smiled bitterly as I answered Huiwon.


      “We need more information on the people who attacked us. We’ll head to Dongmyo Station right away. Huiwon and Hyeonseong, will you come with me?”


      Sangah quietly raised her hand.


      “What about me…?”


      “Please stay here, Sangah.”


      “Oh…of course, okay…”


      I realized I made a mistake when I heard the disappointment in her voice.


      Sangah was probably questioning her own worth. She didn’t have Huiwon’s attack power or Hyeonseong’s stamina. Nor did she have an impactful ability like Gilyeong’s.


      “Sangah.”


      “…Yes?”


      All Sangah’s professional certifications and skill set had become useless in the new world. And yet, she was too nice to be jealous of others. So she was probably hurting in silence, mired in insecurity.


      “Not everyone can be good at the same thing.”


      “Yes, I know that.”


      Sangah smiled weakly. I carefully chose my words so I didn’t sound like I was lecturing her.


      “Do you remember what I said back in the subway? Dokja lives Dokja’s life, and Sangah should—”


      “Live Sangah’s life. Yes, I wrote it down and saved it on my phone.”


      I wanted to ask why she would write down something like that, but that was probably just how she was. She even looked a bit proud of the fact… How could anyone not like this woman? I sighed softly.


      “I need you right here, Sangah. Gilyeong’s still unconscious. We can’t leave him like that. And someone has to keep an eye on Pildu and lead the group members who are nervous.”


      Sangah seemed to waver.


      “Not to mention guard against Hoehyeon. They could attack while we’re gone. Sure, that’s what Pildu is here for, but we may need your thread depending on the situation.”


      She thought about what I said for a moment, then nodded solemnly.


      “I understand. That’s the only thing I can do right now so—”


      “That’s why…I’d like to appoint you to a new position. What do you think, everyone?”


      “Huh?”


      Hyeonseong and Huiwon thought about it for a bit, then nodded.


      “Sounds good. I trust Sangah.”


      “By your will, my king…”


      I glared at Huiwon and shook my head.


      
        [You use your authority as the leader.]


        [The leader of Chungmuro, Dokja Kim, has transferred a portion of his authority to group member Sangah Yu.]


        [Group member Sangah Yu has been appointed the vice leader of Chungmuro Station.]


        [Sangah Yu now has the ability to punish disobedient group members in the leader’s place.]

      


      Sangah looked at me like she couldn’t believe what had just happened. Then she spoke in a nervous tone.


      “Um…I’m not sure I deserve such an important position…”


      “Sangah, you’re the only one I trust for this job.”


      I truly meant it. Not everyone could be good at the same thing. But I knew she could certainly do this job well.


      From my experience, there was more to Sangah Yu than just “the pretty and kind-hearted HR employee.” No such person existed in this world. That was just a character from a novel or something. And Sangah wasn’t a character from the novel, and “Character Profile” proved it.


      After a long pause, Sangah raised her head.


      “I’ll do my best.”


      There was now determination in her eyes. That was the Sangah Yu I remembered.


      “I know you will.”
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      We went directly to the tunnel connecting to Dongdaemun History & Culture Park Station.


      There were three more stations until Dongmyo. We took the unconscious Ilhun Kang with us. To be honest, bringing him along was a burden, but I needed him in order to single out the Oracles. When I looked back at Chungmuro Station behind us, I could hear Sangah’s voice.


      “Everyone, please gather around.”


      She was the type of person who worked even harder when no one was watching. It looked like she had already organized the group members. I heard people receiving orders from her. She would have to decide how to guard the station and appoint people for each section. Most of the group was composed of former Coalition members, so there might be some troublemakers who refused to listen to a younger woman, but…


      
        [Sangah Yu, the vice leader of Chungmuro, has used punishment.]

      


      A scream of agony… It’ll be okay, right? Yes, everything will be fine.


      Huiwon stared at me, then spoke.


      “That was nice of you. Sangah seemed a bit down earlier.”


      “I didn’t do it to cheer her up. I did it because I know she’ll do a good job.”


      “Then gimme a title, too. Something that suits me.”


      “How about ‘Headsman’?”


      “…Never mind.”


      Huiwon grumbled and turned her head.


      “By the way, is it okay to just leave that jerk on the rooftop?”


      “You mean Junghyeok?”


      “I guess that was his name.”


      “He’ll be fine.”


      “You talk like you know him well. What’s your relationship to him?”


      “That’s…”


      I thought about it and asked Huiwon a question back.


      “Huiwon, do you have a younger sibling?”


      “…Yeah. Why?”


      “A sister or a brother?”


      “A little brother.”


      “How old is he?”


      “I think he’s in seventh grade…”


      “What’s it like having a younger brother?”


      “Annoying. He’s a huge pain and doesn’t listen… One time, he got in trouble at school, so I had to go in mom’s place…”


      Huiwon proceeded to give a long rant about her younger brother, then tapered off. She then just stared out into space.


      “But you’re worried about him, right?” I asked.


      “Well, yeah… I mean, we’re family.”


      “That’s similar to how I feel.”


      “You have a younger sibling, too?”


      “No, I’m talking about Junghyeok.”


      “Huh? Oh…”


      Huiwon thought about something for a bit and nodded a little later.


      “I thought you hated him. Guess not,” she said.


      “Oh, I do hate him. I got into so many fights because of that jerk.”


      In the early days of TWSA, I wasn’t the only reader of the series. For the first ten chapters, there were quite a few people who were curious about the new series. Even up to chapter fifty, there were twelve readers other than me.


      Back then, I was as crazy as Namwoon Kim… I fought with them all the time in the comments section. I wondered what those people were up to. Perhaps the so-called Oracle I was going after now was one of them.


      “You two seem to have gotten quite close.”


      After Hyeonseong said that, I realized Huiwon and I were too close as we walked.


      She smiled.


      “What? Are you jealous, Mr. Army Man?” she teased Hyeonseong with a smile.


      “A-ahem. I-it’s not that. I’m just…”


      Right. Hyeonseong Lee went to an all-boys middle and high school. Then he majored in engineering, then went to the army… Poor guy.


      “…Letting you know we’ve arrived at Dongdaemun Park.”


      From this distance, we could see the entrance to Dongdaemun History & Culture Park’s platform. Inside, we nervously clung to the tunnel wall as we carefully explored the station. We were prepared in case of any enemies that might be there. However, we worried in vain.


      “Strange. There’s no guard,” said Huiwon.


      It was the middle of capture the flag, but there was no guard at this station. That meant this station was claimed by another group. We went straight to the flag slot after confirming there was no other presence.


      
        [This station has been claimed by the Dongmyo group.]


        [In order to take over this station, seize Dongmyo Station’s flag or plant your flag in the station’s flag slot.]

      


      I knew it. At that moment, Ilhun came to. I thought he was having a seizure because his body shook violently. It was odd. I lifted the thread from his mouth, and he yelled.


      “N-no…!”


      “…What’s wrong with him?”


      “D-Dongdaemun…our station…!”


      Ilhun stuttered and drooled. I had a certain suspicion and put my hand on his shoulder. Then…


      
        [Character Ilhun Kang is currently a drifter.]

      


      Ilhun had been the part of Dongdaemun group until just now, but it changed.


      “What’s going on?” asked Huiwon.


      “It seems Dongdaemun Station has been taken over.”


      “…Eh?”


      I suddenly understood everything.


      The people who had leaked the information had planned this all along.


      “…Tsk, it was a double trap.”


      The real masterminds had goaded Myeong-dong and Dongdaemun into attacking Chungmuro, knowing full well that they didn’t stand a chance against us. And while those stations were left unguarded, they swooped in and took over Myeong-dong and Dongdaemun. The mysterious commandos we saw in Myeong-dong were probably with their group.


      But…how did they know we’d win? There was no way they could’ve known about me. After all, in the third loop, the leader of Chungmuro was supposed to be—


      …I see, so this is what those bastards were after.


      This confirmed it.


      The so-called “Oracles” who came up this plan had to be…


      Hyeonseong spoke up.


      “Someone’s coming.”


      Actually, a group of people was coming from the tunnel connecting to Dongdaemun. Even at a glance, I could tell they were very well-armed.


      Their items looked at least C-grade or higher. It wasn’t easy to acquire those weapons by completing ordinary achievements. They had very high combat power.


      The first one to address us was a man in the middle of the group. He had a slim build, and there were various items attached to his arms and around his neck.


      “Huh? Ilhun Kang? My, you’ve brought some unwelcome guests.”


      Ilhun trembled and then fainted with foam coming out of his mouth. So he must be the one…


      
        [Exclusive skill “Character Profile” has been activated!]

      


      I received a surprising message shortly after.


      
        [This character’s information cannot be viewed via “Character Profile.”]


        [This character is not registered in “Character Profile.”]

      


      Oh?


      The man looked at us.


      “Aren’t you going to introduce yourselves? Or…?”


      With that, the others in the group pulled out their weapons. I moved forward and answered.


      “We’re from Chungmuro.”


      “Chungmuro?”


      Just then, sparks flew into the air with a crackling sound.


      
        [Someone is using “Search Attribute” on you.]


        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” has blocked “Search Attribute.”]

      


      The man’s knees buckled as if he was mentally shaken.


      He hesitated before turning to me with panic in his eyes.


      “…Pardon me. May I ask your name?”


      I looked at Huiwon and Hyeonseong. Then I smiled and spoke with the coldest and deepest voice I could muster.


      “I am Junghyeok Yu.”


      Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint will continue in Volume 3.
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