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      I’d obtained my first fable. With this, my main goal for the fourth scenario had been fulfilled.


      “What’ll happen to us now?!”


      “Why the hell would you destroy the throne?”


      Some people were utterly confused about the situation, while others were terrified about how the goblin might lash out in anger. From their point of view, I was an unforgivable sinner who just made the fifth scenario harder than it needed to be. Some of them yelled at the goblin.


      “Bring back the Absolute Throne! We’ll participate in the scenario!”


      “Yeah! Let’s decide on the real master of the throne!”


      No one can change a scenario that’s already been completed. Whatever happens to you from now on is all because of that man.


      The mid-grade goblin’s response was as cold as ice. He pointed straight at me, and a gust chilly wind pelted everyone with raindrops.


      A kingless world, hm? Very well. Try living in it for yourselves. Let’s see how well you can survive without a leader.


      The goblin snapped his fingers, and one by one, people began to disappear like puffs of smoke. The crowd screamed and tried to run away.


      “Ack! What’s going on?!”


      …This wasn’t supposed to happen. I turned my head to see my companions—Huiwon, Sangah, Gilyeong, and others—calling out to me.


      “Dokja!”


      And then Sangah was gone, followed by Gilyeong, Huiwon, and even Minseob and Seongguk. It hadn’t even been a minute since the mid-grade goblin snapped his stubby fingers, and I was the only one left in Gwanghwamun. The goblin looked at me with a chilling smile.


      Remember. If this world falls, you are to blame.


      I opened my mouth to speak, but I was cut off by a loud snap.


      My surroundings became a blur, and I felt my body being transported somewhere. I vomited and gripped my head, which felt like it was being split open. I was already mentally drained, so I immediately lost consciousness.


      
        [You have received 10,000 coins as a reward for clearing the fourth scenario.]
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      I slept for a long time; I must have been quite exhausted by my excessive contact with constellations. I even had a dream—a dream about the time before the world fell to ruin.


      “Hey, Dokja, what’re you doing?”


      As soon as I heard that voice, I realized this memory was from when I was still in high school, a time when I got beaten up daily by the bullies in my class. Ah, right. I used to have to deal with this. It may sound petty, but being reminded of those days made me angry.


      “Huh? What was that look just now? Ooh, I’m so scared.”


      With that, the bastard put me in a headlock. I couldn’t breathe. My bleeding lips and numb cheeks, the humiliation of getting beaten up by my classmates… My arms, legs, and shoulders—I was aching all over. Although it was a dream, it felt more painful than in reality, perhaps because I didn’t have “The Fourth Wall” here.


      “What, are you mad? You gonna stab me, too? I mean, who knows? Maybe you’ll become famous like your mom.”


      My tightly clenched fist was shaking, but I couldn’t bring myself to hit him back. What was going through my mind in times like that?


      ……If I were Junghyeok Yu…


      That’s right. Those pitiful thoughts. TWSA was all I had back then. I glanced at my tormentor and saw the name tag on his uniform.


      Minu Song.


      I wonder what that bastard is up to these days. He was a delinquent and a bully in school, but I heard he got into a top university and found a good job. That was the first time I thought life was unfair. I had no idea if he was even alive now, though.


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

      


      The scene from my dream faded away, and I was left alone in the dark again.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” Lv.3 has been activated.]

      


      I began to hear voices.


      “Hey, are you hearing this? Are you okay?”


      “Sir?”


      “Dokja, where are you?”


      Familiar voices. I was hearing them through “Third-Person Observer’s Viewpoint,” the level-3 ability of my “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” skill.


      “Dokja, can you hear me?”


      Shelves lined with all kinds of wine—a bar. I saw Huiwon letting out a deep sigh with a frown on her face.


      “Ugh, of all places… Why’d it have to be my school?”


      Jihye was rubbing her forehead, which had a bump on it, as though someone had hit her.


      “Why…? What am I doing here……?”


      Poor Hyeonseong was stuck inside an army base nearby.


      I understood the gist of the situation when I saw their reactions.


      Everyone who was in Gwanghwamun had been transported to a place that held some meaning to them. That was why Jihye and Hyeonseong were in a school and an army base, respectively.


      It was no doubt the mid-grade goblin’s doing.


      My guess was that he had devised a scenario in which the incarnations were separated from their groups and forced to survive on their own, but something didn’t feel right about that. Even though this was apart from the main scenarios, it wasn’t something that could be enacted at a mid-grade goblin’s discretion. He would surely face consequences for this.


      I looked at my confused companions and muttered, “I’m fine, so stay safe, everyone. I’ll find you soon.”


      I knew they couldn’t hear me, but I hoped my thoughts would reach them somehow.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” Lv.3 has been deactivated.]

      


      My consciousness slipped back into my body, and I slowly opened my eyes. The sky over Seoul was still murky with storm clouds that swirled like a black hole. I stood up and looked around.


      An unobstructed vista of the city met my eyes. A complex cluster of high-rise buildings formed an uneven skyline.


      Come to think of it, I must’ve been transported to a familiar place as well.


      Based on the view, I seemed to be on the rooftop of a building somewhere in Seoul…


      “Where am I…?”


      Damn it, I was afraid it might be here.


      
        [A small number of constellations are intrigued by your mumbling.]

      


      “……Mino Soft.”


      I was on the rooftop of Mino Soft, the company where I used to work.


      
        [A small number of constellations are disappointed.]


        [A constellation who enjoys slow-paced stories is satisfied.]

      


      Judging by the constant messages, it seemed quite a few constellations had begun paying attention to me since I destroyed the throne.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband glares at the new arrivals.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter makes it clear they were here before it became mainstream.]

      


      Of all the places, why did it have to be here…?


      The streets of Seoul without a single car on them, office suites with no lights, crumbling skyscrapers… I felt a pang of emotion. It had been a month since I’d last gone to work here.


      It felt like yesterday that I last came to this very roof with Mr. Yun from my team to stare into space, as we always did after being grilled by our manager. It was a strange feeling. I used to test new video games for a living, and the next thing I knew, I was fighting real people with a real sword.


      …I wonder if Mr. Yun’s still alive.


      I turned my head to see a message blinking in midair.


      
        [There are ten days remaining until the fifth scenario begins.]

      


      The scenario was progressing as I expected. I’d known that Seoul Dome would get a ten-day grace period if the Absolute Throne was destroyed. I had to use that time to figure out how I would clear the fifth scenario without the power of the throne.


      
        [In the meantime, a sub scenario will be taking place.]
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        <Sub Scenario – Survival>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: C+


        Mission: Survive for ten days in the ruined city. You must eat three meals and get at least six hours of sleep each day. Do not forget to pay the 500-coin survival fee daily before going to bed. You will receive a clear penalty if you miss even one thing.


        Time Limit: 10 days


        Reward: None


        Penalty for Failure: Death

      


      
        *A [Coin Event] is in effect for this scenario.


        *Every monster appearing in this scenario has a chance of dropping coins when defeated.
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      I got the gist of what was happening. The original plan for the scenarios had been derailed, so the goblins had come up with a sub scenario to bridge the gap.


      And there was even a coin event.


      I’d thought we might get one soon, but I didn’t expect it to start already.


      Still, a daily survival fee of five hundred coins……? They had made it impossible to get through this scenario without the extra income from the event.


      Well then, shall I get going?


      There was no way I’d miss a chance to earn extra coins.


      “Bring them in! Hurry!”


      At that moment, I heard voices from below. I looked down and saw a group of armed individuals. They were dragging several people, bound in ropes, into the building.


      Mino Soft was located in Seocho-gu, and as far as I knew, there weren’t any factions led by a king in the area.


      …Then who are those guys?


      I watched the armed group until it hit me.


      I see. Those people are drifters.


      Everyone had their way of surviving in the apocalypse. Some became kings, some became subjects who followed those kings, and others became drifters who didn’t belong to any group.


      I recalled that Seocho-gu was supposed to be the drifters’ territory.


      I turned on my phone to look up some information about this area, but unfortunately, the battery was dead. I’d better find a way to charge it or look for a spare……


      I opened the rooftop door and headed downstairs. I passed the CEO’s office, and the offices for the planning and finance teams. As I reached the QA team’s office, where I used to work, my steps slowed for a brief moment.


      Call it a silly bout of nostalgia.


      I entered the office and began to go through every drawer in the hopes of finding a spare battery.


      At that moment, someone shined a flashlight at me. My hand reflexively shot toward my sword, but the person recognized me.


      “Huh?”


      “……?”


      “Dokja? Dokja Kim, it’s you, right?!”


      I could finally see the man’s face.


      “Mr. Yun?”


      “Whoa, it’s really you! I can’t believe you’re alive!”


      It was Mr. Yun, my coworker from QA.
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      “It was horrible, man.”


      He told me what had happened at Mino Soft, specifically the events that transpired after I’d clocked out on that fateful day.


      “Everyone who was working late got forced into the first scenario.”


      Mr. Yun covered his nose as he spoke.


      The halls were littered with rotting corpses, crawling with maggots. I even recognized some of the dead bodies, but there was no hint of sadness in Mr. Yun’s voice as he continued his story.


      “Get this—I killed that bastard manager Kim with my own hands. You know, the asshole who always yelled at us… I stabbed him in the neck with a pen, and blood gushed out like something from a video game…”


      “……Mr. Yun.”


      “S-sorry. Did that make you uncomfortable? Ha-ha.”


      With everything that happened, it was natural that Mr. Yun had changed. And yet I couldn’t help but feel a bit wistful seeing my old coworker act this way. No. Maybe that was his true self all along.


      “Are you here alone?”


      “Huh? Nah, there are others, too. What about you, Dokja? Where have you been?”


      “Oh, I was—”


      “I don’t think I saw you in the office. Are you with a group? Wait, were you clearing the main scenarios?”


      “Yes, I guess you could say that. I was in Gwanghwamun, then something happened…”


      Mr. Yun nodded even before I finished my sentence.


      “Ah, I see. You still have the worst luck, Dokja.”


      “……Huh?”


      “Didn’t you know? You don’t have to do all those scenarios. Usually, you can just hide somewhere and lay low until other people clear them. There’s no point in risking your life. Why not take it easy? It’s hard enough just to survive in this world.”


      He was right. Except for some scenarios that everyone was required to participate in, a drifter without a group could get by while others cleared the main scenarios. If anyone bothered to look, they’d find a surprising number of people like this within Seoul Dome.


      Of course, if they were discovered by a proper group, they’d be killed on sight. Drifters usually worked alone, so they made easy targets.


      “But don’t worry. You see, we drifters have our own thing going, too. There’s no rule that says you can’t form a group without a king, right?”


      We walked out of the Mino Soft building. We must’ve been in the heart of drifter territory, judging by the number of people around. I spotted the armed men I’d seen bringing in the captives. One of them addressed Mr. Yun.


      “Seongho Yun, who’s that with you?”


      “Oh, he used to be my coworker. I just bumped into him.”


      “Hmm… Is he a drifter? We don’t take people who belong to groups. You know that, right?”


      Mr. Yun nodded, and the man walked away.


      “Who was that?”


      “He’s the manager of our coin farm.”


      “Coin farm?”


      “Oh… I guess you don’t know about that.”


      An unsettling look briefly crossed Mr. Yun’s face.


      A coin farm. I suddenly remembered.


      People are already doing that?


      “Look over there.”


      He pointed to rows of carefully spaced iron cages. They must have been brought from police stations or zoos. Two people were locked up in one of those cages, and it was surrounded by a group of drifters who shouted excitedly.


      “Hey! What’re you doing? Beat his ass! No one’s gonna pay coins to see that weak shit!”


      The two men inside the cage were locked in a brutal fight. They howled like wild animals, covered in blood, with their eyes gouged out and guts spilling out of gaping wounds.


      
        [A constellation who is a fan of the colosseum is entertained.]

      


      On a closer look, I realized the other cages were occupied, too.


      It appeared each had a theme. They weren’t all about fights.


      Agonized moans and cries of despair rang out from every corner. I couldn’t see all the cages from where I was standing, but I had no doubt some of them were serving as stages for even more depraved spectacles than the gruesome deathmatch I’d witnessed. Human imagination is capable of truly hideous things.


      
        [A constellation who likes to watch others in pain is very excited.]


        [A very small number of constellations have donated 200 coins!]

      


      Unfortunately, there were constellations who would pay coins to see those imaginings brought to life.


      “Looks familiar, doesn’t it?” Mr. Yun said with a smile.


      “……”


      “In the video game industry, consumers were king. And in Mino Soft, the CEO was the king. Who do you think are the kings of this world?”


      “This is to get donations from constellations?”


      “That’s right. Turns out there are some real sick bastards who love this kind of stuff. We get coins from them and feed these poor wretches.”


      One of the men fighting in a cage collapsed with a groan. Mr. Yun deftly tossed a candy bar into the cage. The man who had survived the deathmatch crawled over and grabbed it. He wept as his bloodied fingers fumbled to unwrap the candy bar. There wasn’t a single spark of life in his eyes.


      A coin farm.


      The worst system of exploitation imaginable, devised by those who first grasped the wealth dynamics of this world.


      
        [A number of constellations are bored by what is happening inside the cages.]

      


      It looked like the earnings were small while it was still in the early stages. That was to be expected. Constellations had every spectacle of the universe to serve their voyeuristic proclivities; most of them would hardly care for the paltry shows being put on in those cages. At that moment, a strange look came over Mr. Yun’s face.


      “You’ve come at the perfect time, Dokja. You’re about to see something real interesting.”


      I saw several people being dragged into a large cage in the center.


      “Hey, hurry and get inside!”


      I stared at the group for a bit then turned to Mr. Yun.


      “……Aren’t they employees at our company?”


      “They used to be,” he replied, lighting a cigarette.


      A total of six people were locked up in that cage. All of them used to work for Mino Soft.


      “Help! Please let me out!”


      “Open the door! Hurry!”


      Some of them were higher-ups at the company—managers and directors—but now they were all locked up, screaming to be let out. It hit me again that the Mino Soft I once knew no longer existed.


      “Dokja, you once told me that there’s no sense of urgency in games these days, that gamers won’t open their wallets for lazy, run-of-the-mill stories.”


      I vaguely remembered discussing stuff like that with Mr. Yun.


      “I thought you had a point.”


      I wondered why he’d suddenly bring that up. Then I saw what was happening in the cage.


      “Hey, you. Take this.”


      One of the drifters tossed a dagger into the cage. It was a cheap, low-grade weapon. The person who picked it up was a new employee.


      
        [A few constellations are curious to see what will happen.]

      


      “Yo, rookie. You can guess what’s going on, right?” Mr. Yun asked.


      The young man looked like he didn’t know how to respond. Mr. Yun pointed at the others with his chin.


      “Do you know who those people are?”


      “Y-yes, I do.”


      “Who are they?”


      “Manager Lee, Chief Kang, Director Shin, and uh…,” the rookie mumbled with a shaky voice.


      “You still don’t get it, do you?” Mr. Yun scoffed.


      
        [A very small number of constellations declare that the colosseum is open for business.]

      


      “Where do you think you are right now?”


      The rookie’s body shimmered briefly, and he was suddenly clad in a gladiator’s armor. He looked utterly lost until a holographic message appeared in front of him.


      
        [Carry out your revenge.]

      


      Revenge. The rookie blinked at the word. He looked down at the dagger in his shaky hand.


      Mr. Yun goaded him on. “What are you waiting for? Did you forget what Manager Lee did to you?”


      At those words, Manager Lee finally realized who Mr. Yun was and yelled at him.


      “S-Seongho! What’re you saying…?!”


      The rookie’s eyes widened. Mr. Yun had just spoken out loud what everyone had known but kept quiet about.


      Manager Lee had stolen the young man’s presentation. Chief Kang had blamed his own mistakes on his subordinates. Director Shin used to treat employees like his personal servants and made them help with his private affairs…


      Perhaps these were just mundane facts of life, the small injustices every member of society had to deal with, petty acts of tyranny that were the natural right of the wealthy and the powerful. But the world had changed, and the privileges that were once taken for granted were no longer free of consequences.


      
        [A few constellations sympathize with the rookie!]

      


      “There you go. You know what to do, right?”


      The rookie raised his head.


      
        [A constellation who likes revenge plots is eager to witness the rookie’s payback!]


        [A few constellations’ eyes gleam in anticipation of a new story!]

      


      The constellations were beginning to show interest.


      
        [A very small number of constellations prepare coins for the revenge story.]

      


      The higher-ups in the cage yelled in panic.


      “H-hey! Wait! Let’s calm down and—”


      I stifled a deep sigh.


      None of the coin farms had set up a narrative like this in TWSA. Mr. Yun had come up with an idea no one had before.


      
        [A small number of constellations want the rookie to get his payback!]


        [Constellations who like the colosseum take out their wallets!]


        [A very small number of constellations promise to support the incarnation who wins.]


        …


        …


        …

      


      The rookie gripped the dagger in his shaky hand, and his former overlords stepped back in terror. There was a feverish glow in the young man’s bloodshot eyes.


      The drifters cheered as the atmosphere suddenly grew heated. I calmly counted their numbers. Ten surrounding this cage, and fourteen in the back preparing another stage.


      “Oi! We got a fresh batch! Move them into the cage over there!”


      To the people running the coin farm, the rookie’s revenge was just another stage to be quickly followed by the next. The constellations watched these cheap shows, and the drifters earned coins from them.


      “Put them in this cage!”


      There were several unconscious people inside a mobile cage. One of them immediately caught my eye. I could hear the drifters’ lewd snickers.


      “Look, this one’s got a pretty face. Not bad at all… Okay! Let’s set up a new stage with her in it.”


      A young woman with a petite frame, pale skin, narrow eyes, and a smooth black bob. I rubbed my eyes and looked at her again to be sure.


      It was the First Disciple, the plagiarist, Suyeong Han.


      She was lying unconscious in the iron cage.


      I surmised she had passed out, her magic power exhausted, after I’d taken her flag back in the cave where the kings had fought.


      Considering she had been transported here, she must have had some connection to a place nearby. She was a writer, so it could’ve been her management company, or her publisher.


      “Whoa, she’s a beauty. Hey, you dogs haven’t touched her already, have you?


      “Of course not. Don’t you know how many constellations are paying attention to this place?”


      “Good, good. This is gonna be some great content.”


      
        [A small number of constellations’ eyes glint with curiosity.]

      


      Some of the drifters were playing rock, paper, scissors. I didn’t need to ask to know what kind of stage they were planning. I quietly stared at Suyeong Han inside the cage. Her shirt and jeans were torn from the fierce battles she’d taken part in. She didn’t show any signs of waking up. At this rate, Suyeong Han would die.


      ……


      She was an enemy who would get in my way as long as she lived.


      After all, she knew more about this world than anyone other than me.


      The scenario plots have changed quite a bit from how they went in the original story, so a good chunk of her knowledge has become obsolete, but still…


      When I caught myself having this train of thought, I shivered in disgust at myself.


      …Why am I thinking like this?


      Kill people because they pose a threat to me, and save others because they will be useful?


      I’m not Junghyeok Yu.


      “Ooh, I see we have quite a promising product.”


      Mr. Yun flashed a sly grin at me, apparently misunderstanding why I was staring at Suyeong Han.


      “Dokja, if you promise me something, I can give you first dibs on her. How about it?”


      “……What do you mean?”


      “You belong to a group, right? Introduce us to them. You see, we’re thinking of expanding our operations, and judging by your gear, you’re rolling with the big shots…”


      I stared calmly at him before speaking up.


      “I can arrange that if you want. But in exchange, I ask that you stop this.”


      “Huh? Ha-ha, Dokja. What’re you talking about?”


      I pointed at the people locked up in cages.


      “Release all these people.”


      “What?”


      I didn’t repeat myself. Mr. Yun’s eyebrow twitched when he realized that I wasn’t joking.


      “Dokja, is this how you treat your old buddy? C’mon, I thought you were someone who gets it. Don’t be that way. This isn’t like you.”


      There was a strange hint of derision in his smile.


      “Dokja, my friend. You were always reading web novels by yourself, right? You used to wear those drab clothes every day, and you only talked to me and a handful of others who started at the same time as you. Well, I guess there were a few hypocrites who pretended to be nice, like Sangah Yu.”


      “……What does that have to do with this?”


      “Deep down, you’re enjoying this, too, aren’t you?”


      Mr. Yun’s comment hit me out of nowhere. It felt as though a knife had pierced my heart.


      He put his hand on my shoulder and continued, “C’mon, we were both on the QA team. You remember the way the rest of the company looked at us, right? They treated us like cheap labor with no skills for any real job other than testing video games.”


      “……”


      “Dokja, don’t you see who’s in that cage? It’s the bastards who looked down on us.”


      The imprisoned Mino Soft employees were looking at us. People I didn’t know very well. People who didn’t know me very well, either, or didn’t need to.


      “It’s over now. Finance, development, whatever—it doesn’t matter which team they were on. We, the QA team, have the biggest advantage in this world. Ha-ha. Dokja, you used to test bugs in a video game, too, so you noticed, right? This world is a game. One full of bugs at that. There are so many loopholes, and no one can take advantage of them better than we can.”


      Even as I was listening to this spiel, countless messages from constellations flashed through my mind.


      Their demands for more provocative, bawdy, and cruel stories were superimposed over Mr. Yun’s face.


      Feelings of inferiority can turn a person into a monster.


      “Do you have any idea how many coins we make every day? Five thousand. We earn five thousand coins a day… Can you imagine? None of those damn scenarios pay that much. It’s just like the monetization schemes our dev team used to come up with! We’re printing money! Don’t you understand what this means?”


      I slowly closed and opened my eyes. Up till now, I was only listening to Mr. Yun out of courtesy for an ex-coworker I used to commiserate with on the rooftop. I was about to open my mouth, but someone spoke before me.


      “I—I can’t…”


      It was the rookie in the cage.


      “I can’t do this… I—I just can’t!”


      The young man’s desperate voice instantly quenched the heated atmosphere. I looked down at him, collapsed on the ground and shivering uncontrollably. Just because someone is armed with the blade of revenge doesn’t mean they can use it.


      
        [Some constellations are sorely disappointed by this sudden turn of events.]

      


      Messages came in from constellations whose entertainment had been ruined.


      Mr. Yun clicked his tongue and stepped forward. At that moment, Manager Lee, who had been observing the situation, picked up the dagger that had fallen to the ground.


      “G-gaaah!”


      
        [A constellation who likes to see humans reveal their ugly side chuckles.]


        [A constellation who likes tragedy is getting ready to open their wallet.]

      


      Mr. Yun’s eyes twinkled with amusement. The rookie’s revenge plot had failed, but the constellations were about to see a different spectacle. Manager Lee lifted the dagger high, then slammed it down onto the rookie’s head…or he would have, if I hadn’t stopped him.


      Clang! My sword pierced the cage and blocked the blow.


      “Wh-what—?”


      “What have you done?!”


      Shocked by my unexpected action, some drifters pulled out their weapons. Inside the cage, the frightened rookie looked up at me, and manager Lee dropped to the floor in a panic. When I turned my head, Mr. Yun was looking at me with disapproval. I smiled back at him.


      “Where’s the fun in a story like this? It’s too simple. I’m disappointed, Mr. Yun.”


      “……What?”


      “If your goal is to earn as many coins as possible, there’s a better way.”


      The look of surprise on his face changed to something more sinister.


      “What is it? You know a way to spice this up?”


      I nodded.


      “You cater to constellations who are hungry for more stimulation.”


      “Aha, shock value! So how do we crank this up? I knew it. You’re the man, Dokja!”


      Mr. Yun’s eyes were gleaming expectantly. I nodded at him.


      “I’ll tell you. Actually, it’s a method our group uses all the time.”


      “Sounds great.”


      “What constellations really like…”


      
        [Blade of Faith has been activated!]

      


      “…is this.”


      With a metallic screech, my sword sliced through the bars of the cage as though they were mere corn stalks. I swung mercilessly at the furious drifters who were coming at me. I cut their legs and severed their Achilles tendons. They crashed to the ground.


      “Gaaah! You bastard!”


      “My leg! My leg!”


      Cutting through the sprays of blood, I swung my sword at the cage with Suyeong Han in it.


      “And this.”


      I cut off the hand of the drifter who was guarding the cage, then the ankle of the man who had been approaching Suyeong Han’s limp body.


      “And this. That’s what constellations like.”


      A bit of blood splattered onto my cheek. I quietly wiped it off and continued to cut off the drifters’ arms and legs. The rookie and the high-ranking employees screamed and escaped their cage. I heard Mr. Yun’s voice.


      “Wh-what have you done?! What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


      “This is my thank-you for setting up a situation that constellations really like.”


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


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband lets out a cathartic snort.]


        [A large number of constellations who were disgusted by the depravity of some constellations are greatly pleased by your decision.]


        [You have received 8,000 coins as a donation.]

      


      Mr. Yun’s face turned pale as he slumped to the ground. I smiled at him.


      “Why bother creating a farm when it’s so easy to earn coins?”


      “Y-you bastard… Get him!”


      There were quite a lot of drifters. About two dozen of them quickly surrounded me and approached with their weapons drawn.


      I wasn’t sure if I could defeat them all without breaking the rule of no killing, but I wasn’t worried. If things went south, I could easily get away.


      I stepped back and picked up Suyeong’s light body.


      But then she suddenly opened her eyes and spoke.


      “…What the hell are you doing?”


      “You were awake?”


      She frowned at me, but her voice sounded weak.


      “I was pretending to be unconscious so I could wipe them out all at once……”


      “Really? Then I’ll leave you to it.”


      A look of desperation came over her face. Her small hand grabbed my shirt.


      “…You realize the constellations will leave your channel if you save me, right? They hate when the plot takes detours like this.”


      “Some of them are into this sort of thing. So do you want me to save you or not?”


      
        [A constellation who has been waiting for a harem quietly clasps their hands together.]


        [A constellation who insists that “the enemy of my enemy is my friend” is delighted.]

      


      Suyeong continued to frown as she spoke.


      “…This is a cliché, you know? The main character saves the pretty damsel in distress. You said you didn’t like clichés, but that was all talk, huh?”


      “There are two things wrong with what you just said.”


      I effortlessly cut the leg of a drifter charging at us.


      “First, I’m not the main character. And second…”


      
        [You have saved the life of a fellow human.]


        [You have gained 1 karma point.]


        [Current Karma Points: 14/100]

      


      I gained karma points when the system determined that I had “saved” a person’s life.


      In other words, there was a high chance that Suyeong Han would have died if I had left her there.


      “…you’re not a pretty damsel.”


      “…Let go of me, you—!”


      I dropped Suyeong without any hesitation. She barked at me.


      “Don’t actually let go!”


      “Fight with me. You’re a self-proclaimed cliché enjoyer, right? Well, it doesn’t get any better than this.”


      “No matter how much I like clichés, joining hands and fighting beside a former enemy… That’s too much, even for me.”


      Despite her grumbling, Suyeong Han and I made a good team. I wounded the drifters’ legs, and she swooped in to finish them off. We took down our enemies one by one until there were only a few left.


      The surviving drifters were in a panic. They abandoned the coin farm and began running away.


      Suyeong could barely stand, but she was grinning from ear to ear, her eyes locked on the coins she’d earned by killing the drifters.


      
        [You have obtained a total of 18,400 coins.]

      


      Judging by the amount I’d earned, she must’ve gotten a tidy sum as well. It was a shame that I had to split the earnings with her, but I may not have been able to dispatch all the drifters without her help, so I decided to think of it as commission fee.


      I turned around and spotted Mr. Yun, collapsed on the ground.


      “Ha-ha… You damn psychopath. I knew there was something wrong with you. I should’ve listened to the rumors…”


      “The hell’s he saying? You talk too much for a side character.”


      In the blink of an eye, Suyeong closed in on Mr. Yun and ran her sword through his neck. Blood gushed out, and my old coworker’s eyes glazed over.


      Just like that, one more person who remembered the Dokja Kim from reality was gone.


      Suyeong stared at me and grumbled.


      “…What’s wrong? Sad to see your ol’ buddy die?”


      “Not really.”


      “Then why do you look so hurt?”


      I wasn’t expecting that from her at all, so I was a bit taken aback.


      “And earlier, you were listening to all his bullshit. Why bother? Constellations nowadays don’t like slow buildups.”


      I stared at her blankly, then smirked. Of course. That’s what she meant.


      “Sounds like you’re the one who needs to get with the trend. You get more coins if you let them babble on for a bit before killing them. Don’t you know there’s no payoff without proper buildup?”


      “You’re wrong. Readers—I mean, constellations like it better if you just kill them right away. You’re not even a writer, so don’t act like you know anything.”


      “I know better ’cause I’m Dokja. I’m a reader.”


      She was fuming, but I ignored her and started going through the items that had dropped on the ground. Most of it was garbage, but I found a decent suit.


      
        [Old Gentleman’s Suit]

      


      It was a B-grade item. Its defense stat wasn’t that high, but it was better than nothing. I couldn’t keep using the Robe of the Great Monk Samyeong to cover myself up, anyway… That reminds me, I need to start farming for better items.


      Based on where the drifters were running to, it looked like their base was in that direction.


      I have to deal with the drifters at some point anyway, so this worked out.


      If I was remembering correctly, in Seocho-gu, there were a few meteorites that could be used in the fifth scenario. Since I’ve been transported here, I might as well grab those.


      But for now, I need to find a backup battery…


      
        [You have saved the lives of fellow humans.]


        [You have gained 11 karma points.]


        [Current karma points: 25/100]

      


      A group of people who had been eyeing me nervously began to inch forward. They had been locked up in cages earlier.


      Some of them seemed to realize that I was the one who had saved them and looked at me expectantly.


      I waved them off before they could say anything.


      “I can’t help you from here. You’re on your own.”


      The brief glimmer of hope in their eyes turned to despair, but I really wasn’t in any position to help them. It might sound cold, but everyone has to save themselves.


      “I didn’t take all the items, so grab what you need. And once you’re in better shape, try going to Chungmuro. There might be people there who can help you.”


      Before I even finished my sentence, the crowd rushed forward and scrambled for the items on the ground. Their eyes were burning with an all-encompassing fervor—the will to survive.


      Watching them, I suddenly realized why the goblin had sent me to this place.


      “That’s mine! Leave it!”


      “I—I got it first!”


      People who had been helpless victims moments ago were now pointing their weapons at each other. Once freed from their cages, the prey had no qualms about becoming predators.


      A kingless world.


      This was what the goblin had wanted to show me.


      He’d wanted me to see that a world without a king was no different from a savage wilderness. The laws and ethics we used to follow and the trust in our fellow man — how fragile and meaningless it all was.


      It was an unexpected voice that caused the people to stop fighting.


      “Do you all wanna die?”

    
  


  
    
      3


      All eyes turned to Suyeong Han in surprise.


      The small woman was crouched on the ground. She watched the crowd in front of her, then spat.


      “Are you all stupid? Wake up! Use your damn brains if you want to live. Why would you antagonize the precious few people who could become your allies? What if you run into others like those drifters from earlier?”


      “Th-that’s…”


      “In this world, the only people who will treat weaklings like you as their equals are other weaklings. Even if all of you banded together, it may not be enough, but what’re you doing now? Fighting over a few crappy items?”


      Her words seemed to whip them back into sense. Their faces turned red with shame.


      The mid-grade goblin couldn’t have known.


      One of the people he had callously dropped off in this hellhole was a web novel writer who was all too familiar with this kind of situation.


      “You already have weapons and basic necessities, don’t you? Haven’t you ever seen any survival movies? It’s always the selfish idiots who get killed first! Let’s say you’re able to snag a few more pieces of that junk; do you really think you can be as strong as this guy?”


      Following Suyeong’s finger, the survivors looked at me, then their faces darkened. The violent flare in their eyes quickly reduced to a simmer.


      “Unless you’re confident you can reach a level where no one can touch you, start by looking for allies you can trust. Isn’t that common sense?”


      So the plagiarist can say things like that, too. Not bad.


      Her speech seemed to have been quite effective. People began looking at each other awkwardly. Once someone broke the ice, they would be able to form a coalition. With just a few words, Suyeong Han had drastically improved the odds of survival for those people. I turned to her.


      “Hey, that line just now…”


      “You got that?! Then do the right thing!”


      With that, she whipped around and began running. But she was exhausted, so she didn’t get very far.


      “Huff, huff! Why are you following me?”


      “Do you plagiarize even when you’re just talking?”


      
        Unless you’re confident you can reach a level where no one can touch you, start by looking for allies you can trust.

      


      This line was from TWSA—Junghyeok’s response to a survivor asking for advice.


      “I didn’t plagiarize it. It’s a line from my own novel!” she yelled.


      “Then why are you running away?”


      “…For no reason! And why are you chasing me?”


      She still wouldn’t admit that she plagiarized TWSA. I grabbed her by the back of her neck.


      “I saved you, and now you’ll pay me back.”


      “P-pay you back? What are you gonna do to me?!”


      I smiled, seeing her squirm.


      “Hand me one of your backup batteries. I’m sure you have a whole bunch, don’t you?”


      Her face crumpled into a spectacular frown.
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      I hadn’t planned on taking Suyeong Han with me at first.


      Considering what she’d done, she wasn’t exactly someone I could trust to have my back.


      Still, her Avatar skill was quite versatile, and there were a few things I wanted to find out from her. And most importantly, she would be very useful in helping me clear this sub scenario…


      “I don’t have any now. I lost them all in Gwanghwamun.”


      “Then let me read your novel.”


      “No. If you want to read it, pay for it.”


      “How can I? All the websites are down.”


      I took her phone. She panicked and grabbed my shoulder, reaching out desperately.


      “What the—? Give it back!”


      The file was right there on her home screen. How sloppy.


      
        SSSSS-Rank Infinite Regressor.txt

      


      Let’s see… I was a bit nervous as I opened it. I worried it would be invisible to everyone but the owner, like my file was.


      But I had been concerned for nothing.


      It seemed she had been reading it recently. The text file opened to the middle of a page.


      
        …Junhyeon Yu quietly opened his stat window to check out the skill he’d just obtained—“The Eye of the Wise Man.”
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        <Character Info>

      


      
        Name: Junhyeon Yu


        Age: 27


        Contracted Constellation: ???


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


        Exclusive Skills: [The Eye of the Wise Man Lv.1], [Close Combat Lv.1], [Weapon Proficiency Lv.1], [Mental Barrier Lv.1], [Lie Detection Lv.4]…


        Stigma: [Regression by Death Lv.3]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.24], [Strength Lv.24], [Agility Lv.25], [Magic Power Lv.23]
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        Junghyeon Yu chuckled softly after checking his stat window.


        “Fu-fu. I finally got ‘The Eye of the Wise Man.’ What a lucky start for this regression.”

      


      I had to stop reading because it was too ridiculous. I stared at Suyeong Han.


      “Do you have no conscience?”


      “…What?!”


      “You lifted his character info straight from TWSA. If you call yourself a writer, shouldn’t you have at least changed it up a bit?”


      Suyeong Han hesitated, then mumbled quietly. “TWSA uses ‘Sponsoring Constellation,’ and mine uses ‘Contracted Constellation.’ It’s totally different!”


      “…It’s totally not. But putting that aside, don’t you think the main character’s name is going a bit too far? You even got confused yourself and wrote it as ‘Junghyeon’ there. Did you literally copy and paste? The author of TWSA would cry if they read this.”


      Suyeong Han’s face was a deep shade of red as she yelled, “What’s your point anyway? What do you want to know?”


      “How many chapters of the original novel did you read?”


      “Ninety-ni— Hey! Give it back!”


      I knew it, she’s the one who kept up until chapter ninety-nine. What would the author of TWSA say if they found out that the person who read their novel the second most was the plagiarist who copied their work?


      Well, they were the type of person who was happy about the plagiarism incident, saying the controversy ended up getting them more views. They would probably say, “Thank you for reading up to chapter ninety-nine. You’re a true fan.”


      “If you’ve read that far, then you must know where the meteorites landed. By the way, do they appear in your novel, too?” I asked with a sigh.


      “There’s no such thing as ‘meteorites’ in my novel!”


      That was surprising. I was sure she would’ve copied that, too.


      “They’re called ‘seal stones’!”


      So she did copy them.


      “All right, then. I’m planning to go find one of those ‘seal stones,’ so get ready.”


      “You mean a ‘meteorite’?”


      “Can we settle on one term? Anyway, you know about them, right? Since you found one already.”


      “I did, but…”


      It was Suyeong Han, the First Disciple, who had found the meteorite that contained the fire dragon I killed in Anguk Station. I almost died because of her. Wait, that reminds me…I’d put the dragon’s body parts up for auction. Have they sold yet?


      I left Suyeong Han to brood and called Bihyeong.


      Bihyeong.


      There was no response. I had a feeling all the goblins of Seoul Dome were in an emergency meeting, since the scenario had concluded in a way they didn’t intend.


      Well, I say “meeting,” but they were probably saying things like “This scenario is ruined anyway, so let’s just sell as many coin items as we can.”


      At that moment, the auction house and the Goblin Shop appeared in front of me at once. You don’t have time to respond, but you’ll still do what you can for me. Is that it, Bihyeong?


      
        [A large number of constellations complain about the sudden ad break.]

      


      He even remembered to run ads.


      
        [“Fire Dragon Scale” has sold for 8,000 coins.]


        [“Fire Dragon Bone” has sold for 5,000 coins.]

      


      Surprisingly, someone had bought those expensive items…


      …even the one I hadn’t intended to sell.


      
        [“Fire Dragon Bone” has sold for 22,222 coins.]

      


      ……Even the extra bone I put up for auction just because I had nowhere to store it?


      Someone must’ve desperately needed Fire Dragon Bones.


      Damn. If I’d known, I would’ve listed them for 99,999 coins. The only incarnations who had that kind of wealth at this point were Anna Croft, who had the support of an entire Nebula, Ranveer Khan in India, and Feihu in China. That was about it… Not sure which one it was, but thanks.


      I opened the Goblin Shop and purchased a few items I needed. As soon as I was finished, Suyeong Han spoke up, as if on cue.


      “So why are you taking me along? You could go on your own.”


      “You said it yourself; the most important thing in a survival story is finding an ally, right?”


      “……?”


      She gave me a suspicious look. I took out one of the items I’d just bought and held it out to her.


      “Here, sign this.”


      
        [You have used the item “Temporary Oath.”]
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        <Temporary Oath>

      


      
        Dokja Kim (Party A) and Suyeong Han (Party B) shall be under a contract for the duration of the sub scenario.


        Party A and Party B shall not harm each other until the sub scenario is over.


        Party A and Party B will take turns sleeping during the contract to safely fulfill the scenario’s sleep condition.


        ……


        6. While the contract is in effect, Party A shall have the final say on the course of action.


        7. While the contract is in effect, Party B shall fully cooperate with Party A and follow Party A’s orders to the extent that it does not endanger Party B’s life.


        8. While the contract is in effect, Party A guarantees Party B’s life.


        9. The effect of the contract will end the moment the sub scenario is over. Any party that breaks the oath will be eliminated.
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      Temporary Oath. This item may not be as powerful as a sponsoring contract, but it’s perfect for a short-term contract. Suyeong Han glanced at it, then shot me a bewildered look.


      “Did you really think I’d sign this?”


      “Don’t if you don’t want to.”


      “…And why am I Party B? All my life, I’ve never been Party B.”


      “Good. It’s important to try new things.”


      Suyeong gnashed her teeth. Even though she complained, I knew she’d sign it. She had no other option, after all, since her magic power was completely exhausted. We were in the heart of drifter territory, and going around by herself in her current state would be suicide.


      “…Fine. I’ll sign it. But on one condition.”


      “What is it?”


      “We share information. What do you say? There are a lot of things I want to ask you. You better tell me the truth, ’cause I have the ‘Lie Detection’ skill.”


      She already has that skill? Even I haven’t acquired it yet.


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has activated the skill “Lie Detection.”]

      


      …She does have it.


      Suyeong asked me a question right away.


      “Just what kind of attribute do you have?”


      “I don’t know.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      Suyeong stared blankly, then rubbed her temples.


      “…Is this broken?”


      “No, your skill is working fine. Hurry up and ask the next question. I’ll answer three things you want to know. You already used one, by the way.”


      “You don’t know your own attribute? How’s that possible?”


      “I really don’t know. Next.”


      Suyeong narrowed her eyes and reluctantly moved on to the next question.


      “Why did you give up the throne?”


      I knew she’d ask that.


      “You completely ruined my plan. If it weren’t for you… Do you have any idea how hard I worked to prevent the apocalypse? Trying to lead those dumbass Disciples… If I’d sat on the throne, I could’ve prepared the city for the next scenario and—”


      “If you had sat on the throne, Seoul would have fallen.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      Suyeong frowned.


      “Why does this thing keep glitching?”


      “There’s nothing wrong with your ‘Lie Detection.’ And it’s not just you—if anyone had sat on the throne, it would’ve ruined us all.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      Her eyes grew wide.


      “…How do you know that? What number renouncer are you? How do you know something even I don’t?”


      “I’m not a renouncer.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      Suyeong was shocked. Her lips twitched for a few moments before she managed to croak out her next question.


      “How far…did you read TWSA?”


      “You’ve already asked three questions.”


      “This is the most important one! Answer me!”


      Suyeong’s lips were trembling.


      “Wait, are you—? Nah, no one could be that crazy… There’s…no way…”


      At that moment, we heard a sound like a horse’s hooves in the distance.


      I grabbed Suyeong, who was mumbling to herself in disbelief, and hid behind a nearby building.


      Something was approaching.


      Those silhouettes…look human…? I used “Character Profile” on the group that was rapidly closing in on our location, kicking up a cloud of dust in their wake.


      
        [The characters’ information cannot be viewed via “Character Profile.”]


        [These individuals are not registered in “Character Profile.”]

      


      …They’re not characters?


      When I looked closer, I realized they were covered in fur.


      They had human faces and walked on two feet, but they had wolflike bodies almost twice as big as a regular person. The one at the head of the pack was clutching a human man by the collar.


      “Grrr…! Where did they go?”


      “Th-they should be around here, sir! They destroyed the coin farm—”


      Whack— With a sickening sound, the man’s head flew off. He was one of the drifters who had been outside Mino Soft. The creatures jumped on his body and began to devour it in a frenzy.


      I had a pretty good guess what they were.


      “…Humanoid monsters?” Suyeong muttered, having reached a similar conclusion.


      Drifters had their own ways to survive. Some of them remained human and set up coin farms, while others gave up their humanity to become a different species.


      Kraaah—!


      Unlike humans, these beings had a limit to how much they could grow, but in exchange, giving up their humanity meant they enjoyed an explosive spurt of power in the early scenarios. The demonic beings summoned by the goblins on the first day were a kind of humanoid monster as well. The ones in front of us seemed to be a type of humanoid monster known as werewolves.


      “…They must’ve used the power of a meteorite.”


      We were only five scenarios in. The only way for a human to evolve into a werewolf at this point was by using a meteorite’s power. This meant the drifter group had already taken control of the meteorite that fell in Seocho-gu.


      Suyeong let out a soft exclamation when her eyes fell on one of the werewolves.


      “I know that one. He’s a renouncer.”


      “…How do you know that?”


      “I can tell. It’s my privilege as the last renouncer.”


      “Your privilege?”


      “I can see renouncers’ locations and attributes.”


      She sounded rather smug about it. Now that I think about it, Minseob Jung told me that the First Disciple came to see them as soon as the scenario started. If Suyeong had a skill to locate renouncers, this seemingly miraculous feat could be explained. All she had to do was send out her avatars and look for them.


      “That’s why I was suspicious of you,” Suyeong continued. “You’re clearly a renouncer, but you didn’t show up in my skill…”


      She glared at me, then looked at the humanoid monsters again.


      “Several people rejected my offer back then. That drifter is one of them. I didn’t think much of those people because most of them died early on, but it looks like this one survived and got stronger…”


      “Who is he anyway?”


      “His name is Minu Song.”


      Minu Song?


      There was no character TWSA with that name.


      So why does it sound so famil—


      
        [Level-6 humanoid monster, werewolf Minu Song scans his surroundings.]

      


      I could see his face as he turned his head in our direction.


      Oh… Could he be?


      A memory came to me. The dream I’d had several hours ago, the one about getting bullied back when I was in high school. It had been many years, but it looked like him.


      Minu Song… Yes, it’s definitely him. But how’d he become a renouncer? There was no way that delinquent would have read something like TWSA.


      “What number renouncer is he?”


      “He’s…an odd case. Not like the other renouncers.”


      “How so?”


      Suyeong thought about it for a second, then continued, “According to my skill, he is…a renouncer who only read chapter 173.”


      At that moment, Minu Song sniffed the air and turned toward us.


      His eyes, which had turned yellow, seemed to say…


      Found you.


      The beast got down on all fours and began to sprint toward us. Before I knew it, Minu Song was right in my face. His inhuman speed completely caught me off guard. His agility stat must have been over forty.


      “Was it you?”


      His voice was closer to a bestial growl than a human speech. Minu Song had completely transformed into a humanoid monster.


      
        [Level-6 humanoid monster, werewolf Minu Song has activated “Carnivorous Threat” Lv.5!]


        [Character Suyeong Han has activated “Mental Barrier” Lv.3!]


        [Character Suyeong Han has mitigated some of the effects of “Carnivorous Threat” Lv.5.]

      


      The monster moved in a blur and had its claws around Suyeong’s neck before she and I could react.


      “Kuh…!”


      Even considering her current state, Suyeong Han was no ordinary incarnation. And yet, she had been subdued in an instant.


      A level-6 humanoid monster.


      It was the worst enemy we could face at this point. This wasn’t like the time I fought the level-5 fire dragon. Back then, I’d had several advantages I could leverage, and the giant dragon’s lumbering movements had been easy to read.


      But this…


      “I said, are you the ones who destroyed my coin farm?”


      Although it was a question, he sounded like he knew the answer. His eyes were yellow like those of a rabid beast, and his sharp fangs were bared in a dangerous snarl.


      “What’re you doing? Wake up!”


      Suyeong’s shout jolted me into action. I activated Blade of Faith, and Suyeong used her “Avatar” skill. At the same time, Minu Song delivered a powerful kick.


      Whack!


      In an instant, the newly generated avatar was decapitated, and I found myself hurtling through the air.


      
        [Level-6 humanoid monster, werewolf Minu Song is using “Acceleration” Lv.5.]

      


      Before I even hit the ground, the werewolf caught up to me and let loose a barrage of strikes faster than my eyes could follow.


      Head, shoulder, stomach. He struck me all over my body. The air was knocked out of my lungs. From somewhere nearby, Suyeong’s desperate voice rang out.


      “Dokja Kim!”


      …What? He may have become a monster, but he shouldn’t be this strong.


      It was too late to avoid his attacks. I hurriedly increased my stats and curled up defensively.


      
        [You have invested 16,000 coins on stamina.]


        [Stamina Lv.24 —> Stamina Lv.50]


        [Your body now has the toughness of a giant.]

      


      The pain rapidly decreased until finally, it was tolerable.


      But things didn’t end there.


      “Dokja Kim? Where have I heard that name…?” Minu Song muttered.


      I saw his face between my arms, which I’d put up to shield my head. At that moment, I realized why I was being overwhelmed. It wasn’t that he was too strong. The problem was with me.


      
        [Your will to fight has decreased due to the effects of “Carnivorous Threat.”]


        [Your movements are slower due to the effects of “Carnivorous Threat.”]

      


      This doesn’t make sense. I’ve defeated a level-5 fire dragon. He should be nothing to me at this point. I have “The Fourth Wall”…


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is unstable.]

      


      This had happened a few times in the past, like when I was fighting Junghyeok Yu in the Cinema Dungeon, and when I was seeing the world through his viewpoint as he cut down the Disciples who attacked Chungmuro… But Junghyeok isn’t even here, so why is this happening?


      Minu Song growled as he lifted me up by the collar and extended his claws.


      “…You look familiar. You know me, don’t you?


      “Hey, Dokja. What’re you doing?”


      I heard a voice I knew all too well on top of the werewolf’s growl.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is unstable.]

      


      I grabbed him by the wrist and answered.


      “No, I don’t.”


      “Really? I feel like I know you.”


      “Stop reading that stupid shit and go buy some snacks for us.”


      
        [Level-6 humanoid monster, werewolf Minu Song has activated “Enhanced Memory” Lv.3.]

      


      “I know you.”


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is unstable.]

      


      ……Damn, so that’s it. Now I understand what kind of skill “The Fourth Wall” is.


      The corners of Minu Song’s mouth curled up into a grin.


      “Interesting. How did a loser like you survive till now? All you did was read books.”


      “……”


      “You’re the guy I beat up after you got caught reading a web novel during computer class! Don’t you remember?”


      Anger swirled inside my head.


      “I’m Minu Song. Don’t you remember your own classmate? Well, whatever. I’ve actually been looking for you, in case you were somehow still alive.”


      Countless times, my seventeen-year-old self had thought, I wish I were stronger, so I could rip this bastard apart.


      “Remember that novel you were reading back then? Where can I find it?”


      As soon as I heard that, I remembered something. Minu Song, sitting at my desk and scrolling through the web novel I was reading while his gang beat me up.


      Wait, was that…?


      “What a nerd, reading this lame shit.


      In a bizarre twist of fate, the novel he read on my phone back then just happened to be…


      Minu Song punched me in the gut, and I flew backward. The moment my body crashed into a building, Suyeong’s avatar lunged at him.


      Crash!


      Rubble from the collapsing building fell onto me.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is unstable.]

      


      “The Fourth Wall.” A skill I’ve had from the beginning. I still didn’t understand it fully, but I knew one thing for sure.


      This skill allowed me to perceive this world as “fiction.”


      Actually, I’d been thinking that it was a bit strange. How decisive and proactive I’d been, even though I’d never been like that in real life, and my ability to calmly assess the situation as if I were an outsider looking in. It was all thanks to “The Fourth Wall.”


      “Shit… What the hell are you doing?”


      An angry voice jolted me back to reality. When I pushed the rubble aside, I saw the furious Suyeong Han standing between me and the werewolf. She had summoned dozens of avatars to fight Minu Song and the rest of his pack. As she desperately held back our assailants, blood streamed from her nose, and the veins on her forehead were twitching.


      Even with her magic power all but depleted, she was squeezing out every last bit of energy she had left to control so many avatars. I hate to admit it, but she’s really something else.


      “Didn’t you tell me to trust you? So why are you just sitting there moping?”


      As I slowly got up, the wounds I’d suffered before raising my stats throbbed all at once. The pain was definitely real. I had forgotten that “The Fourth Wall” had been numbing any pain I’d have felt.


      
        [A large number of constellations are taken aback by an unexpected turn of events.]

      


      I forced myself to stand up despite the pain and dusted off my shoulders.


      “I was having an awakening event.”


      “…What?”


      “Where’s the fun if I easily win all the time? There should be some hardship now and then.”


      “Oh, is that why you were lying there after getting your ass beat?”


      “I needed some time to think. That’s all.”


      
        [A large number of constellations are relieved.]

      


      “The Fourth Wall” was a skill that made me see reality as fiction. And there could only be one reason it was unstable.


      “Kraaah—!”


      It meant I was perceiving Minu Song as a part of “reality,” as the bully who beat me up and made my teenage years miserable.


      “Do you…know that guy?”


      She catches on fast. Must be because she’s a writer. Suyeong hesitated for a moment, then quickly added:


      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I overheard you talking……”


      I figured there was no point in denying it to someone who had “Lie Detection,” so I answered truthfully.


      “Yeah, I know him.”


      “I see. I think I get the gist…”


      “It was a long time ago. Just your average childhood trauma.”


      “There’s no such thing as average trauma. Every trauma is serious.”


      Suyeong wiped the blood from her nose and spat.


      “Ptoo! So what’s the story? Tell me. The great and generous Suyeong Han shall help you complete your awakening event. You know, like how it happens all the time in TWSA; a character hears a few sappy words from someone and suddenly gets crazy power-ups.”


      “What am I? Hyeonseong Lee?”


      Ultimately, it was up to me to overcome my own trauma. If “The Fourth Wall” would waver like this every time I met someone who reminded me of a painful memory, I’d be in big trouble.


      Besides, I’m twenty-eight years old now.


      I’m not the seventeen-year-old high schooler terrified of the bullies in his class.


      
        [A constellation who likes revenge plots reveals their epithet.]


        [Constellation The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late is rooting for you.]


        [Several constellations join in rooting for you.]


        [A bounty scenario has arrived.]

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      
        <Bounty Scenario — Overcome Your Trauma>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: C


        Mission: Several constellations, including The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late, have requested a bounty scenario for you. Overcome your trauma within the time limit and escape the ghosts of the past.


        Time Limit: 1 hour


        Reward: ???


        Penalty for Failure: Disdain from The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late
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      I had seen the One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late constellation in TWSA.


      If I’m right, they’re a constellation from a different planet… Makes sense. Considering what we’ll be dealing with for the fifth scenario, it’s about time we started seeing more constellations from other worlds.


      Anyway, I suppose this is what they call a blessing in disguise.


      I threw the Robe of the Great Monk Samyeong at Suyeong.


      “Wipe the blood off your nose and stand back.”


      “What?”


      “You’ve done enough.”


      I pushed Suyeong’s avatars aside and jumped into the pack of werewolves.


      
        [You have invested 6,000 coins on agility.]


        [Agility Lv.30 -> Agility Lv.40]


        [You can move as swiftly as the wind.]

      


      
        [You have invested 15,500 coins on strength.]


        [Strength Lv.25 -> Strength Lv.50]


        [Your muscles bulge like a monster’s.]

      


      I should’ve done this from the start.


      I was too cautious after getting a taste of the storm of plausibility.


      
        [Unbreakable Faith’s special ability has been activated.]


        [The element of the aether has changed to “Holy.”]

      


      Vween— The familiar sound of my blade changing elements. There was no way I’d lose this fight. I couldn’t think clearly because “The Fourth Wall” was unstable, that was all. But now I could see that I had a way to defeat those monsters. In fact, I had multiple options.


      Shhhk!


      A single swing of my sword, and several werewolves slumped over lifelessly. The werewolves’ element was darkness, so my holy-infused blade was anathema to their very being.


      Moreover, I didn’t need to worry about the penalty for killing my own kind.


      Humanoid monsters weren’t categorized as humans. In other words…


      …These monsters are not my kind.


      I spotted Minu Song among the pack of werewolves. His eyes widened as they met mine.


      From behind me, Suyeong called out, struggling to catch her breath, “Hey! Are you gonna be okay?”


      I didn’t answer her. Despite my burst of confidence, the fact was that we were still outnumbered.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is wavering.]

      


      But it’s different from earlier.


      “I’m fine. The awakening event is complete.”


      I charged straight toward Minu Song.


      Grrrr—!


      Several thoughts went through my head. If I used Ganpyeongui to call a constellation like the Hunter of Hexagram, I could defeat him easily. But there was no way that I could overcome my trauma by fighting like that.


      I have to fight him with my own power this time.


      Minu Song activated the “Acceleration” skill, and his body moved like lightning. His agility was probably around level 40 at most, but the level-5 Acceleration skill gave him an explosive burst in speed.


      Without any footwork skills, I had no choice but to take a different approach.


      
        [You have invested 7,000 coins on agility.]


        [Agility Lv.40 -> Agility Lv.50]


        [The swiftness of a gale envelops your entire body!]

      


      If I don’t have the right skills, then I only need to make up for it with sheer stats.


      I easily sidestepped Minu Song’s claws and swung my sword upward at the same time.


      “Gyaah!”


      As his severed arm spun through the air, I lopped off his other arm as well. Minu Song lost his balance. I didn’t miss the opportunity to cut off his leg, too.


      The armless, one-legged Minu Song let out an ear-splitting roar, and his arms and leg immediately began to grow back. It was “Physical Regeneration,” the special ability of werewolves.


      Even so, it’s regenerating way too fast… Is he under someone’s blessing? Fine by me.


      
        [Constellation The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late is watching you closely.]

      


      The goal of the bounty scenario isn’t to kill him but to overcome my trauma. The constellations won’t be satisfied if I kill him off too quickly.


      I deactivated Blade of Faith and raised my fists instead.


      
        [You have invested 8,000 coins on strength.]


        [Strength Lv.50 -> Strength Lv.60]


        [Your power has caught the attention of giants.]


        [Your overall stats are nearing the limit for the scenario.]

      


      I grabbed the fully regenerated Minu Song by the collar.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is unstable.]

      


      Looking at his face, I thought I could see the seventeen-year-old Dokja Kim as well. It was an old memory, but not the kind you can laugh off because it’s been so long. With a bitter smile, I spoke directly to my old tormentor.


      “Minu, I didn’t greet you properly earlier, did I?”


      “What…?”


      “Nice to see you, man.”


      I slammed my fist down on his stomach.


      “Argh…!”


      “But you know, if you had a shred of decency, shouldn’t you apologize before anything else?”


      I held him up with one hand and kept punching him with the other.


      I hit him in the chest, stomach, and face.


      “You were just a loser who used to read fantasy novels…!”


      “That loser who used to read fantasy novels is all grown up now.”


      “You son of a…!”


      “But it looks like you haven’t matured at all.”


      I let loose another merciless barrage of punches. Minu Song’s teeth shattered, his stomach bruised over, and bones in his arms and legs broke. The werewolves surrounding us growled in alarm but kept their distance, seemingly overwhelmed by the sheer brutality of the scene playing out before their eyes. I didn’t need a skill like “Carnivorous Threat” to fill them with terror.


      True fear comes from facing a power on another level.


      After about ten minutes, Minu Song began to beg, struggling to form words with what was left of his mouth.


      “U-urgh…! S-stop!”


      “Why should I?”


      “I-I’m sorry. I apologize. I—I was young and stupid back then…!


      Hearing those words made me freeze for a moment. Young and stupid, huh? Yes, I’m sure he was. I’m old enough to understand that now. But…


      “You don’t get it, do you? I’m not beating you up to get an apology.”


      There are things that you can understand but cannot forgive.


      “I’m not the one you should apologize to.”


      “What do you mean…?”


      I looked down at the bloody mess that used to be Minu Song’s face and thought back to my teenage years.


      I was weak and powerless. All I could do was read. I didn’t remember much from that time, but I was sure the seventeen-year-old Dokja Kim still lived on inside me. My trembling fist was proof of that. Suyeong Han was right.


      There’s no such thing as average trauma.


      Of course this wasn’t enough to completely heal my old wounds. I’d continue to have nightmares every now and then, and the seventeen-year-old me would forever be stuck in that time, reliving that painful memory over and over again. Nothing would change.


      “Urgh! Kuh…! S-stop…”


      I should have been the bigger person and stopped the violence. I knew that.


      “Guhhh!”


      But why?


      “Please, no more…”


      Why can’t I stop beating him?


      I looked down at my fists in surprise—they seemed to be moving in spite of my brain telling them to stop. Minu Song moaned weakly, inches away from dying. In an attempt to calm down, I recalled passages from TWSA. What would Junghyeok do in this situation? I thought of a scene from his fourth regression.


      
        “You betrayed me. Die.”

      


      And another from the twelfth loop.


      
        “You’re the bastard who betrayed me in my last regression. Die.”

      


      And another from the twenty-seventh loop.


      
        “Just die.”

      


      It was so ridiculous that I burst out laughing. Yeah, that’s the kind of guy Junghyeok is. And I was a guy who had grown up reading stories about that man.


      My fists finally stopped after the bloody pulp that used to be Minu Song lost consciousness. It looked like he was still alive, since he was breathing, albeit shallowly. I stared at him for a while.


      “…Maybe I haven’t quite grown up, either—”


      My face was reflected in a puddle of werewolf blood.


      It was the face of twenty-eight-year-old Dokja Kim. How much of the seventeen-year-old Dokja Kim still remains? I don’t know. But one thing’s for certain—


      “After all, I still read that fantasy novel.”


      I had survived.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is stabilizing.]


        [You have fulfilled the conditions of the bounty scenario.]
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      Minu Song’s blood dripped to the ground and formed a puddle. My blood-soaked fists felt numb. He didn’t open his eyes or speak; the bits of reddish froth that occasionally seeped out of his mouth were the only indication he was still alive. His broken body seemed to have given up on regenerating.


      “Crazy bastard… Who beats a werewolf to death with their bare hands?” Suyeong asked.


      The other werewolves had already been killed by her or had run away.


      I looked down at Minu Song and replied, “He’s not dead.”


      Now I can look at him without it affecting “The Fourth Wall.” I hadn’t completely gotten over my trauma, but the memories of the past seemed to sting a bit less.


      
        [Constellation The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late is rooting for you.]


        [Constellation The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late wants to gift you a stigma.]

      


      They’re giving me a stigma? Really?


      Since this bounty scenario wasn’t the request of just one constellation, I didn’t expect to be rewarded a stigma. I mean, I’ll still take it, of course.


      
        [You have obtained the stigma “Self-Justification.”]


        [Constellation The One Who Overcame the Trials a Little Too Late smiles at you, the new owner of their stigma.]


        [You now possess a defense mechanism that will protect you from any trauma.]

      


      This was so absurd that I stared blankly for a few seconds.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband laughs hysterically.]

      


      “Self-Justification”? Isn’t that just a fancy way of saying “making excuses”? Are they making fun of me?


      “Hey, aren’t you gonna kill him?” Suyeong asked.


      “Huh?”


      “I mean this guy.”


      I looked at Minu Song’s limp body on the ground.


      Should I finish him off? I guess it won’t count against my “King of No Killing,” since he’s not human.


      
        [The sponsor of werewolf Minu Song is glaring at you.]

      


      Plus, the constellations on Bihyeong’s channel will like it.


      
        [A large number of constellations want you to complete your revenge.]

      


      I stared at Minu Song for a bit, then slowly turned around.


      “Let’s go.”


      “What? Are you serious?”


      “Yes.”


      
        [Some constellations are disappointed by your hypocrisy.]


        [A large number of constellations are confused by your decision.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is watching for your next move.]

      


      “You’re really not gonna kill him? I bet he has a lot of coins.”


      “Yeah.”


      “Then can I do it?”


      “If you want, sure. You’ll regret it, though.”


      “Regret it?”


      I shrugged then walked past her. To be exact, I walked in the direction that the pack of werewolves had come from.


      Their base was probably at the end of this road. And if my guess was right, the meteorite that helped them become werewolves would be there, too. I had to collect meteorites in order to prepare for the Catastrophes.


      Suyeong, who had been walking beside me, quickly glanced in my direction, then made a suspicious movement.


      Suddenly, the number of footsteps multiplied, but they were moving away from us. To be precise, they were headed toward Minu Song.


      Avatars… Yes, I figured she would do that.


      I let her indulge her greed, a tacit expression of gratitude for her not calling out my hypocrisy earlier. Then soon…


      “Agh! What are all these?”


      Suyeong began to have a seizure and cried out in horror. I could guess what kind of messages were flashing through her head. Something like…


      
        [The Demon King Architect of Discord has learned of werewolf Minu Song’s demise.]


        [The Demon King Architect of Discord will remember the incarnation who dealt the final blow to his minion.]


        [The Demon King Architect of Discord will order his minions to hunt down this impudent incarnation.]


        [Final Blow Dealt By: Suyeong Han]

      


      She stared at me, her face drained of all color. I flashed her a radiant smile.


      “I told you you’d regret it.”


      Minu Song was a minion of Andras, the Architect of Discord, one of the seventy-two demon kings.
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      Constellations weren’t the only entities that held influence within the world of Star Stream.


      There were incredibly powerful beings that refused to become constellations, retained their physical bodies, and continued to wander the scenarios: the demon kings.


      “You’re a real jerk, you know that?”


      Just as constellations had their incarnations, demon kings gathered minions. They targeted incarnations who had set foot on a path of corruption, soon to turn into humanoid monsters or demon species.


      Andras, the Architect of Discord, was a somewhat low-ranking member of the seventy-two-demon-king caste system.


      One of his symbols was a wolf.


      The reason Minu Song had possessed an abnormally powerful “Physical Regeneration” skill had been because of Andras’s blessing.


      “How…how could you do this to me…?!” Suyeong stammered.


      “Don’t worry. I know a guy who was cursed by a demon king just like you, but he didn’t die right away.”


      “Is that supposed to comfort me?”


      Myeongoh Han was cursed by the Demon King God of Wrath and Lust… I wonder what he’s up to these days. Is he even still alive?


      “Look on the bright side. Architect of Discord isn’t that high-ranking. And becoming an enemy of a demon king will make constellations of the Absolute Good Alignment like you, so you’ll get more donations from them.”


      “I don’t care what archangels think. The constellation I’m going to pick as my sponsor doesn’t have a good relationship with the angels anyway!”


      I was about to say, “What, are you planning to choose a demon king or something?” but the words stuck in my throat.


      …Wait, what did she just say?


      “The constellation you’re going to pick?”


      Suyeong caught my train of thought and clasped her hand over her mouth.


      “Are you telling me you don’t have a sponsor yet?”


      It wasn’t out of the question. After all, I didn’t have one either.


      In fact, the majority of the people who stumbled their way through the first scenario wouldn’t have sponsoring constellations. Though it’d be more accurate to say that they didn’t get any offers.


      What surprised me was that someone as strong as Suyeong Han didn’t have one.


      “Just to be clear, it’s not that I didn’t get any offers; I chose not to pick one. I mean, you only get to choose once, so it’s stupid to make your choice right at the beginning, don’t you think?”


      “I guess you’re right.”


      True, it was better to delay selecting a sponsor if you could. After all, there were plenty of good ones out there and you’d have better options once you’d had a chance to show your worth in the early scenarios.


      Sponsor Selection initially happened soon after the first scenario, and subsequent rounds were set to take place right before scenarios in which Catastrophes appeared.


      The fifth scenario was one of those, so Suyeong would be able to participate in the second round of Sponsor Selection, which would soon take place.


      “Do you have anyone in mind?” I asked her, feigning nonchalance.


      Suyeong looked confident.


      “Oh, it’ll blow your mind. He’s already shown interest in me, too.”


      “So which one is it?”


      Is she getting the Great Sage, Heaven’s Equal or something?


      “Have you heard of Abyssal Black Flame Dragon?”


      
        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon watches for your reaction.]

      


      I hesitated before answering.


      “Yes, great idea. He is an excellent constellation.”


      Abyssal Black Flame Dragon was Namwoon Kim’s sponsor in TWSA. And considering the Delusional Demon was up there with the Steel Blade as the strongest supporting characters in the novel, Suyeong’s choice wasn’t bad.


      
        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon feels a bit hurt.]

      


      Anyway, didn’t that guy say he wasn’t interested in me anymore……?


      Suyeong’s eyebrow twitched at my dry reaction.


      “What’s with that tone? Who’s your sponsoring constellation that you’re looking down on me?”


      “No, it’s because I’m so jealous.”


      “Really?”


      “Really.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han is using “Lie Detection” Lv.1]


        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be false.]

      


      “Do you wanna die?”


      Abyssal Black Flame Dragon, huh? I sincerely hope she gets him as her sponsoring constellation. He’d be perfect for her.


      
        [A constellation who likes harems is enjoying the chemistry between you and Suyeong Han.]


        [You have received 500 coins.]

      


      Suyeong seemed to receive the same messages. She frowned.


      “What the hell is this…?”


      Sadly, the harem constellation’s wish wouldn’t come true. Suyeong and I would only be working together for ten days. She was cooperating with me for the time being, but that didn’t change the fact that she was dangerous and a potential enemy.


      “I think we’re here.”


      Soon, we arrived at the place I suspected was the werewolf’s base.


      It was near Bangbae Station. We could smell blood coming from the maze of tall buildings in the area. A battle was taking place, judging by the screams of people and werewolves. Suyeong spoke first.


      “Looks like we were a step too late. Someone’s already taken care of this place.”


      There were no guards around; the base was empty.


      When we went deeper, we discovered a coin farm much bigger than Mr. Yun’s.


      This kind of depravity was inevitable in a fallen world.


      No doubt I would see countless more places like this as the scenarios continued.


      It looked like the coin harvesting was over, judging by the empty cages.


      Suyeong, who had been walking in front of me, suddenly clasped her nose.


      “Urgh. What the hell is that?”


      After passing the cages, we arrived at the werewolves’ living area, where an even more horrifying scene was awaiting us. Human thighs were hanging on hooks like pieces of meat in a butcher shop. It was all too clear what they were for.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” mitigates your mental shock.]

      


      I had only read about this, so this was my first time seeing it in person.


      According to TWSA, there were a few ways a human could evolve into a different species. One of them was cannibalism—eating their own kind.


      Suyeong swore.


      “Those monsters…”


      Most humanoid monsters evolved by accident. Usually, it was the people who failed to clear the sub scenario Hunting for Food who started down this dark path. And once they got a taste, they wouldn’t be able to stop; turning into a different species took away any guilt they had about killing and devouring humans.


      “I guess even you get upset seeing something like this.”


      “Of course. How can any human being be okay after seeing this?”


      “Other oracles told me that you’re only interested in using the information you possess to rule the world.”


      “Who told you that?” Suyeong scoffed. “That’s almost as ridiculous as when some jerk online accused me of plagiarism.”


      “……”


      “Ruling the world? That’d be nice if I could. But my goal for now is to stop the apocalypse. What do you think I gathered the Disciples for?”


      “Those Disciples all seemed like trash, though.”


      “They were trash from the start! Is that my fault?”


      Blam! Blam! Blam! Blam!


      We instinctively held our breath. There was an explosion of loud noises coming from ahead. The sound of flesh bursting apart. The sound of gunshots.


      Strange. The military should’ve been wiped out a long time ago.


      We went around the buildings toward the gunshots.


      Even if the army had survived, they couldn’t fight werewolves with guns. That was absurd. But when I saw what was in front of me, I realized I was wrong.


      It was a mound of werewolf corpses.


      The bodies with gunshot wounds had turned black. Suyeong and I blurted out almost at the same time:


      “…Elemental ammo.”


      “Bullets infused with holy power…?”


      I spotted people in the distance aiming their guns at us.


      They were all armed with modern firearms and wearing prison uniforms.


      Suyeong nervously grabbed my shirt.


      “Hey, do you remember me saying there was someone like you in Seodaemun prison?”


      “Yeah.”


      “These people are her group.”


      Suyeong pointed to a woman wearing a mask. She had long hair and wore a trench coat over her blue prisoner’s uniform.


      “She’s the leader. Judging by her actions and how fast she was able to power up, she has to be a renouncer, but I can’t see her info at all.”


      I see. So they’re the ones from Seodaemun Prison that Suyeong told me about… But why didn’t such a powerful group take part in the war for the throne?


      “They’re drifters, too. Quite formidable ones at that…,” Suyeong continued, eyeing the pile of dead werewolves. “Well, they’ve just become the strongest drifters I know.”


      A woman with a gun began walking toward us, but it wasn’t the leader.


      I pulled out “Unbreakable Faith,” and Suyeong prepared her avatars. It was at that moment the woman’s gun moved. We ducked reflexively, but the gun was aimed at the mound of werewolf corpses.


      Ra ta ta ta ta ta!


      The gunshots made the pile of dead bodies collapse. Then something hidden under them was revealed.


      “That’s…!”


      It was a shiny rock, about two meters by two meters. One of the meteorites we were looking for in order to prevent catastrophe. The yellow meteorite.


      As I suspected, the werewolves had been drawing power from it. The woman stared at the meteorite, then slowly turned to us.


      “Are you Dokja Kim?”


      She knows who I am? How?


      When I took a closer look at her, I realized that she was older. She probably wasn’t forty, but judging by her small wrinkles, she looked like she was in her late thirties.


      I exhaled softly, then put on my best impression of a certain Regressor’s haughty glare.


      “You’re mistaken. My name is Junghyeok Yu. Dokja Kim is the person I hate the most.”


      “…Junghyeok Yu?”


      “That’s right. So tell the renouncer over there she’d be a fool to mess with me. Tell her that. She’ll know what I mean.”


      When I glanced at Suyeong, she was looking at me like I was out of my mind. I gave her a subtle signal, trusting her to be sensible and play along.


      But the woman replied drily, “We already know you’re Dokja Kim. You can stop with these pointless lies.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed those words to be true.]

      


      Suyeong nodded. This woman definitely knew who I was.


      “Our king said that she’ll leave this meteorite with you.”


      Yet another unexpected development. Not only does she know me, but she’s letting me have the meteorite for free…?


      “Who are you people?”


      “We serve the King of the Drifters.”


      “Is that masked person your king?”


      The woman nodded. I stared at their king, who was watching from a distance. When I looked at her closely, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu. But something was off.


      “A king, you say…? But it doesn’t look like she has a flag.”


      “Our king does not care for such trinkets.”


      ……Trinkets? The woman continued.


      “Our king has another message for you. ‘We will take care of the Catastrophe in the north. The other four are in your hands.’”


      Before I asked her anything, she turned around as if her job was done.


      Suyeong yelled after her. “Hey! What’re you talking about? At least explain yourself before you leave!”


      The woman ignored her and walked away.


      “What was that about? Do you know that woman?” Suyeong said turning to me.


      “Of course not.”


      I activated “Character Profile” right away.


      
        [This person is not registered in “Character Profile.”]


        [You can check this person’s information once you’ve updated “Character Profile.”]

      


      Is it already time for another update? I nodded.


      
        [Update has been completed.]


        [Some characters have been added.]

      


      A window appeared.
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        <Character Profile>


        Name: Yeongran Cho


        Age: 37


        Sponsoring Constellation: Joseon’s Top Spiritualist


        Attributes: Runaway Model Prisoner (Common), Enforcer of Justice (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [Prison Escape Lv.3], [Patience Lv.6], [Time of Enforcement Lv.3], [Shooting Lv.4]…


        Stigma: [Transformation Lv.2]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.30], [Strength Lv.34], [Agility Lv.36], [Magic Power Lv.28]


        Summary: Summary is currently being prepared.

      


      
        *A “Starter Pack” is currently in effect.


        *A “Growth Pack” is currently in effect.
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      Wait, what? “Joseon’s Top Spiritualist”?


      
        [Constellation Joseon’s Top Spiritualist is wary of you.]

      


      I couldn’t believe someone already had Jeon Woo-chi as their sponsoring constellation. Not to mention her attribute—Enforcer—wasn’t as strong as Huiwon Jeong’s Judge, but it was a formidable attribute.


      Just how powerful is the king if her subject is this strong?


      I activated my skill at the king right away.


      
        [This character’s information cannot be viewed via “Character Profile.”]


        [This character is not registered in “Character Profile.”]

      


      When I made eye contact with the masked king, a sharp pain went through my head.


      I reflexively turned away. My heart was racing. “The Fourth Wall” was okay for now, but I could feel that if I continued to look at her, it would’ve been more shaken than when I was facing Minu Song. Although I had “Self-Justification,” I didn’t want to risk anything since I wasn’t sure how effective it would be.


      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Suyeong asked with concern.


      “……It’s nothing.”


      “The Fourth Wall” had been activated. That meant she was a person from outside the novel who had a significant influence on me.


      In other words, I knew her.


      But there was only one person who left a deeper trauma in me than Minu Song.


      I see…… I guess she survived after all.


      But I didn’t expect her to be in Seoul.


      Since she was their king, I now understood how someone could assemble such a powerful group, and why they were wearing prison uniforms.


      The drifters started to move.


      They formed ranks and walked back the way they had come from. They marched in formation like well-trained soldiers. From their restrained movements, it was clear that they felt genuine loyalty to their king, more than any other group I’d seen.


      The King of the Drifters led her group from the head of the formation. She didn’t have a crown like the Tyrant King nor a royal robe like the King of Beauty, but there was no question about her authority.


      I looked around the ruined base they left behind. The survivors who had been rescued from the coin farm by the drifters were huddling among the broken cages. Next to the survivors were blankets and other necessities that must have been provided by their saviors. The survivors stared after the drifter group with deference.


      I had forgotten—one did not need to sit on a throne to be a king.


      Even in a kingless world, there could still be kings.

    
  


  
    
      2


      A little later, I checked on the yellow meteorite the drifters had left behind.


      The Moon Stone. That’s what this meteorite was called. Actually, it was an asteroid that orbited another star in a different dimension.


      It was just as described in the novel—the magic power that tingled my hand when I touched it; the faint light that glowed from within; the white stripes that covered its surface. This yellow meteorite contained a power that could be used to fight the Catastrophes.


      A few moments later…


      
        [The Moon Stone is offering to advance you to the next level.]

      


      I declined the meteorite’s offer, and it rescinded its power.


      The Moon Stone was infused with the essence of night, which meant the werewolves we’d encountered had most likely drawn power from it. That was why they’d been able to evolve into werewolves, which were a high-ranking strain of humanoid monsters.


      
        [The Moon Stone feels an inexplicable connection to you.]

      


      But the true power of this meteorite wasn’t in evolving people into humanoid monsters. Even hundreds of werewolves wouldn’t be able to prevent the upcoming catastrophe. If there were thousands of them, it may be helpful, but that many humanoid monsters and servants of demon kings roaming around the city would be a different kind of catastrophe in its own right.


      “I feel like I’m doing some kind of volunteer work… Did you figure anything out?”


      While I was checking out the meteorite, Suyeong had been helping the survivors. I was surprised to see her acting so charitably, until I realized she was doing it for coins.


      
        [Constellations of the Absolute Good Alignment are touched by Suyeong Han’s kind actions.]

      


      Having become the enemy of a demon king, she was probably raking in donations from constellations opposed to them.


      Ah, the duality of man.


      The second round of Sponsor Selection was approaching, so Suyeong must’ve been mindful of the constellations’ eyes. After all, there were ones even more powerful than Abyssal Black Flame Dragon among those of the Absolute Good Alignment. I took a look around.


      “The ‘Avatar’ skill is quite useful, isn’t it?”


      Dozens of avatars were efficiently cleaning up the area. Werewolf corpses were being incinerated, and the horrifying butcher hooks once used for human meat were being removed. Suyeong’s nose was bleeding with the effort of controlling so many avatars at once. I was starting to wonder why she was going so far to earn coins when she noticed I was staring at her.


      She wiped the blood from her nose and asked, “So when are you gonna tell me?”


      “Tell you what?”


      “About what happened earlier.”


      I realized Suyeong wasn’t talking about the meteorite.


      “You’re still thinking about that?”


      “How could I not?”


      There were two renouncers she didn’t know about, and they seemed to be connected somehow. As the last renouncer, Suyeong was naturally curious about them.


      “She’s probably someone I know.”


      “…But you said you didn’t know her.”


      “Not the woman who talked to us. Their leader.”


      “The King of the Drifters?”


      I nodded. “That woman is not a renouncer. She never read the original novel.”


      “What? Then how does she know so much about this world?”


      “Because I told her.”


      Suyeong looked like someone hit her on the back of the head with a hammer.


      “You told someone about that boring story? Why?”


      “I needed something to talk about when I saw her.”


      I paused for a bit before continuing.


      “I had nothing to fill the silence with other than TWSA.”


      Suyeong looked as though she wanted to pry further, but hesitated when she noticed that my expression had darkened. She probably had a lot of questions, such as who the King of the Drifters was and how I was related to her.


      But she kept quiet for a moment, then continued in a nonchalant tone.


      “I don’t understand what your relationship with her is. But is it okay to just leave her be? If more people than us know about the future…”


      Although I understood her concern, I thought it would be okay.


      The King of the Drifters was a woman with strict principles. At the very least, she wouldn’t abuse her knowledge of the future to cause harm.


      “The real issue now is this thing,” I said as I tapped the Moon Stone. “Because I’m going to wake it up now.”


      “What? Wake it up?” Suyeong looked at me like I was crazy. “You’re gonna awaken a Catastrophe?”


      “Why are you surprised? You’ve done it, too, haven’t you?”


      Suyeong Han had instigated the Oracles into awakening the Lesser Dragon Ignir on the Night of the Oracles.


      “Hey, that was a Minor Catastrophe. This is—”


      “This isn’t a Catastrophe.”


      “…Then what is it?”


      “Didn’t you pay attention to what you were plagiarizing? You really don’t know what comes out when this scenario starts?”


      Suyeong shot me a look, then began to go through her novel on her phone.


      “Wait, so this meteorite is…?”


      “You found it? I guess you copied it correctly, at least.”


      “Shut up. But still, is it really okay to wake it up when the main scenario hasn’t started? What if we get in trouble for plausibility again?”


      “This should be fine.”


      “But that mid-grade goblin has it out for you…”


      “That’s why we have to wrap this up while he’s not around.”


      If my guess was correct, he was getting grilled by management at this moment.


      “I’m going to start infusing it with magic power. By my calculations, it should hatch in about ten hours. I’ll do four hours, you do six.”


      “Why do I have to do six?”


      “Your magic power level is higher than mine.”


      The number of Suyeong’s working avatars suddenly decreased.


      Nice try.


      “Be honest. What level is it?”


      “Do I have to tell you?”


      “It’s information I need to clear the scenario.”


      
        [“Temporary Oath” is in effect.]

      


      Suyeong frowned.


      “…Level 55.”


      To be honest, I was surprised. I thought it might be over forty, considering how many avatars she could control at once, but fifty-five… It was almost at the maximum level allowed for this scenario.


      Judging by her relatively frail stamina and strength, she must have dumped most of her coins on her magic power.


      “Change of plans. I’ll do it for two hours and you do eight.”


      “Hey! That’s not fair! And I’m low on magic power.”


      I asked Bihyeong to open the Goblin Shop and purchased several bottles of Medium Mana Recovery Potion.


      “Then use these.”


      “What’s this?”


      “Coin items.”


      “……Your sponsoring constellation must be generous. Are you sure you can just give these to me?”


      “I’m the one who’s generous.”


      Suyeong glared at me. “They’re not laced with anything, right?”


      “I’ll go first.”


      I put my hands on the Moon Stone and started infusing it with magic power while thinking about what would hatch from it in ten hours.
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      How long was I asleep? I opened my eyes to the sound of a voice urging me awake.


      “Hey, wake up! It’s started moving!”


      Suyeong had her hands on the meteorite and was yelling at me, looking like she didn’t know what to do. With a loud noise, a crack appeared on the surface. It was similar to what happened when the fire dragon’s red meteorite hatched. Of course, what emerged from this one wouldn’t be hostile, but…we could still be killed if we said something wrong.


      Fwoosh!


      The light shot straight up from the meteorite and brightened the night sky. We were filled with awe just looking at the powerful entity that was awakening before our eyes.


      Pieces of the Moon Stone fell to the ground like broken eggshells. Through the cracks, a radiant silver mane could be seen. If this creature had been a hatchling, I could’ve had it imprint on me and gained control of it, but what surfaced from the Moon Stone wasn’t so naive.


      
        [You have met a living creature from another world for the first time in the scenario.]


        [Your affinity with otherworldly beings has increased.]


        [You have received 2,000 coins as a donation.]


        [As a bonus, you have received a skill to facilitate communication with otherworlders.]


        [You have obtained “Otherworld Interpreter” Lv.1.]

      


      Suyeong swallowed hard next to me. I understood her nervousness. Meeting with a being from another world signaled the start of the fifth scenario.


      And this scenario was on a completely different level compared to the ones before. A single mistake, and all of Seoul could be lost.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Otherworld Interpreter” Lv.1 has been activated.]


        [Your understanding of this language is additionally boosted due to the effects of item “Imyuntar Tribe’s Protection Amulet.”]

      


      The amulet I received after defeating the fire dragon would be quite helpful for what was about to happen.


      
        [Beginning auto translation.]

      


      A voice came from within the shining Moon Stone.


      “#%#$… Curses, has it already begun?”


      The large creature that had been crouching in the meteorite stood up as it grumbled. It reminded me of a wolf because of its silver mane, but it was on another level compared to mere werewolves. I knew what race it belonged to.


      
        A towering body over three meters tall. A ruling species of Chronos which can transform at nightfall. They are warriors of the wind, with monstrous stamina and the strength of giants.

      


      This being was one of the five ruling species of Chronos.


      “I am a great First Wolf.”


      
        In Chronos, they are called “Imyuntar,” the First Wolf.

      


      “I am Lycaon, of the Imyuntar.”


      Every living thing in the area held their breath as Lycaon’s roar echoed into the night. His presence was so powerful Suyeong instinctively hid behind me after meeting his eyes. Of course, I stood my ground.


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


        Name: Lycaon Isparang


        Age: 371


        Sponsoring Constellation: Shadow of a Destroyed World


        Attributes: Noble Imyuntar (Heroic), Humiliated Survivor (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [The Way of the Wind Lv.9], [Advanced Weapons Proficiency Lv.9], [War Cry Lv.8], [Sage’s Insight Lv.4], [Steel Skin Lv.8], [Acting Lv.4]…


        Stigma: [Guide to Destruction Lv.1]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.75], [Strength Lv.75], [Agility Lv.75], [Magic Power Lv.75]


        Summary: He belongs to one of the five ruling species of Chronos. After losing his world, he has resigned himself to Star Stream, where he serves as a guide in the scenario. He gazes at the world with eyes full of regret and longing.
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      Lycaon had incredible skills and stats, appropriate for a hero from another world.


      His total stats averaged seventy-five, which was well beyond the cap at this point. He could kill most of the station leaders with one strike.


      Lycaon looked at me with interest in his big blue eyes.


      “Are you the ones who woke me up?”


      I nodded.


      “I see… That must mean the time has come. Congratulations on clearing the tutorial scenarios, warriors of another world.”


      Tutorial my ass. Lycaon seemed to be mimicking the goblins for dramatic effect, but it just sounded ridiculous to me.


      There was no such thing as a tutorial scenario.


      Every scenario was real, and people who were killed couldn’t come back to life. How could that be called a “tutorial”?


      “You, who face the apocalypse. First, I offer my sincere condolences as one who came from a world that has already fallen to catastrophe.”


      Lycaon spoke while looking at the sky.


      The Great Hall had taken over the skies of Seoul. The swirl of dark clouds resembled a black hole, increasing in size by the minute. Lycaon would have witnessed the Great Hall on the day his world was destroyed.


      Every otherworldly being that appeared as a part of the plot had lost their home world in a scenario.


      “However, you may relax now that I am here. I am a guide who came to deliver this world from doom. I shall train you to fight against the coming Catastrophe and impart to you the wisdom that will see you through these dark times. And I will……”


      For someone who had been hatched in a hurry, Lycaon was doing a solid job of reciting his lines. He had likely received a manual from the goblins. After going on for a bit, Lycaon suddenly stopped.


      “Hmm… Are you the only two to wake me up?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Strange. Have you not cleared the fourth scenario? If you cleared it correctly, the five guides, including me, should have hatched in the same place… Where is the master of the Absolute Throne?”


      Lycaon was right. Originally, the five guides, including him, were supposed to have been summoned the moment someone claimed the Absolute Throne.


      “We don’t have a king,” I said to Lycaon.


      “No king? …Don’t tell me the master of the throne has perished? Impossible. Nothing should be able to kill the master of the throne at this point.”


      Grrrrr.


      Lycaon expressed his distrust with a threatening growl.


      “The Absolute Throne has had no owner from the start.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “We completed the fourth scenario without claiming the Absolute Throne.”


      Anger flared up in Lycaon’s eyes.


      “You are lying. That is impossible! The fourth scenario does not end until someone claims the Absolute Throne.”


      “It can also be cleared by destroying the throne.”


      Lycaon looked stunned. He narrowed his eyes as if trying to discern whether what I said was true. Then he opened his eyes wide.


      “It can’t be…”


      It was quite a sight, seeing this great hero from another world in such a flustered state. Lycaon’s mane quivered as he stared at me.


      “I sense the trails of countless constellations within you… The throne… Are you the one who—?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Such profane offense! How could you…?”


      Lycaon swore a blue streak, so we couldn’t catch the rest.


      “Hey, is it that big of a deal that the throne was destroyed? But you said…,” Suyeong whispered to me, eyeing the great wolf, who was shouting indignantly.


      It looked like Suyeong had followed my conversation with Lycaon through “Otherworld Interpreter.” Before I could answer her, Lycaon cried out.


      “Why did you do it? Does that mean no one here is protected by the ‘Great Divinity’?”


      “No.”


      “Ah! Constellations of Star Stream have forsaken Chronos! This world is doomed! Creatures with less intelligence than kobolds have caused a great calamity!”


      Watching Lycaon’s despair, I started to feel a bit annoyed.


      Right. This is what the so-called guides really are. They act like they were sent to help, but that’s not the real reason they’re here.


      However, I won’t let them get away with it in this loop.


      “Lycaon Isparang, Prince of the Imyuntar. It’s too early to give up.”


      The change in my tone drew an immediate reaction from the sole survivor of that proud race. The whole city block rang with his angry roar.


      “Insolent human! Show your respect before the great species! You know not what grave sin you’ve committed.”


      “Did the shock of losing your world mess with your head? The Imyuntar was the ruling species on Chronos, not on Earth.”


      Lycaon looked stunned by my response.


      I continued before he could say anything.


      “Your world was destroyed by five Catastrophes.”


      “What—”


      “Of those five, it was the dragon that razed the southern continent, your home. Correct?”


      There was profound disbelief in Lycaon’s eyes.


      “How do you know that?”


      “Fire Dragon Ignir. The Catastrophe of Hellfire. That’s the name of the calamity unleashed upon your people.”


      Lesser Dragon Ignir, the Minor Catastrophe I had killed, was the premature form of Fire Dragon Ignir. It was originally a Major Catastrophe that could burn down a small city with its fiery breath and blow away an army of lesser creatures with a single flap of its mighty wings. The southern continent of Chronos had been destroyed by that unfathomable beast hatched from a meteorite.


      Lycaon ground his teeth.


      “You speak as if it’s a story that does not concern you. You will regret that. Your world will be the next to burn in that hellfire!”


      “Don’t worry. Ignir won’t come to this world.”


      “What?”


      “I’ve already killed it. The Catastrophe of Hellfire isn’t coming.”


      Lycaon looked astonished, as if he’d just heard that his home world had been restored. Then his lips curled up into a snarl.


      “Is this what passes for humor in this world? Amusing, but it’s about to be destroyed.”


      Well… I didn’t think words would convince him.


      I reached into the inner pocket of my jacket and took out a blue amulet. Then, like magic, Lycaon’s laughter disappeared.


      The Imyuntar Tribe’s Protection Amulet.


      Lycaon shakily reached for the amulet on my palm, then he quickly dropped his hands.


      “H-how…? Why does someone like you have that…?”


      The Imyutar Tribe’s Protection Amulet was evidence that the catastrophe dragon had been slain.


      “Lycaon of the Imyuntar. Show your respect before the protection amulet, the symbol of your tribe.”


      The haughty wolf slowly lowered his body. He first dropped to his knees, then bowed his head. His eyes darted about as if he couldn’t accept what was happening.


      “Do it properly.”


      Finally, his head hit the ground. Since Lycaon was over three meters tall, his eyes were only lower than mine when he was lying prone on the ground. I quietly looked down at him. Who knew killing the fire dragon would end up helping me like this?


      Suyeong kept looking back and forth between Lycaon and me in confusion. Her scheme as the First Disciple had nearly gotten me killed, but I had to admit this was going smoothly thanks to what she’d done.


      Lycaon spoke with a quiver in his voice.


      “O great dragon hunter… Please forgive me for not asking earlier, but how shall I address you?”


      “My name is Dokja Kim.”


      Despite the gravity of the situation, I couldn’t help but be reminded of how uncool my name sounded. This scene would’ve been so much better had I said, “My name is Junghyeok Yu.”


      “Lycaon, there is something you need to do for me,” I quickly added, to get past the awkwardness.


      Lycaon cautiously lifted his head.


      “Teach me the secret of your tribe—‘The Way of the Wind.’”


      Lycaon’s eyes slowly widened.


      This was why I awakened Lycaon. Since the fire dragon, which was supposed to have been the Catastrophe of the South, had already been dealt with, the first Catastrophe to kick off the fifth scenario would be the Catastrophe of the East.


      And in order to fight it, I had to acquire the secret technique of the Imyuntar Tribe.


      “The Way of the Wind.”


      It was the only answer to the Catastrophe of Questions.
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      One hour later, I was explaining the situation to Suyeong since most of my conversation with Lycaon wouldn’t have made much sense to her.


      “So you’re saying the reward you got for killing the fire dragon was that protection amulet, and it’s something important to Lycaon’s tribe?”


      “That’s right.”


      “I still don’t understand… Are you saying the fire dragon you killed still counts as a Catastrophe? Even though it was a ‘minor’ one?


      “Yes.”


      “…Then there are four Catastrophes to stop instead of five in the fifth scenario?”


      “You said you didn’t understand, but it sounds like you grasped it just fine.”


      Suyeong frowned.


      “I don’t understand. What you killed back then was a lesser dragon, right? Why does it count as a Catastrophe when it was just a nerfed version of the real thing? Is this one of those convenient loopholes TWSA is full of?”


      “…Anything hatched from a catastrophe meteorite is considered a Catastrophe. That’s what came out in place of Ignir, so the real Ignir won’t appear in this scenario. Besides, the real thing didn’t appear in TWSA, either. It was actually Ignir as a hatchling. I mean, this is only the fifth scenario. If a bona fide dragon appeared now, we’d stand no chance.”


      “You’re a real smooth talker. Are you a spokesman for TWSA? You’re the author, aren’t you?”


      The scenarios can seem unfair and insurmountable at first, but in reality, the difficulty was balanced so that people could just barely complete them if they put their lives on the line.


      Emphasis on barely; they were still soul-crushingly difficult.


      Lesser Dragon Ignir, which was a weakened version of Ignir’s hatchling form, easily killed all the Oracles, who were stronger than most other incarnations. But that wasn’t all. The dragon killed me once as well. In other words, I wouldn’t have stood a chance without the special ability of King of No Killing. If the dragon had been unleashed in Seoul, it would have continued to grow stronger, and Seoul would eventually have met the same fate as Lycaon’s home world.


      But naturally, Suyeong didn’t know any of that and interpreted it in the most irritating way possible.


      “I guess these Catastrophes aren’t all that, huh? I was nervous because TWSA makes them sound like a huge deal, but if you could defeat one, the rest must be pushovers, too.”


      “I got lucky with the fire dragon. The ones we’re going to face will be just as horrible as they are in the original story. They’ll be catastrophes in every sense of the word.”


      Despite myself, I quite enjoyed watching the plagiarist squirm at my invocation of the original story.


      “Seriously? Then what should we do?”


      “Obviously, we’re gonna use that guy.”


      From a distance, I saw Lycaon preparing for training.


      “He does look pretty strong. Is he gonna fight for us?” Suyeong asked.


      “He may not look it, but that guy’s a coward. Besides, the scenario guides aren’t allowed to directly fight against another world’s Catastrophes. We have to handle our own problems.”


      At that moment, Lycaon called out to me.


      “O Symbol Master, everything is ready.”


      “Symbol Master” was the title for the person who wore the protection amulet, the symbol of Imyuntar Tribe. I had asked Lycaon not to call me that several times because it felt a bit weird, but he insisted he couldn’t call me anything else.


      “I will teach you the secret technique of my tribe—‘The Way of the Wind.’”


      “The Way of the Wind” was a hidden skill that, when properly trained, granted the ability to freely control the air. Only those with the Imyuntar Tribe’s Protection Amulet had the right to learn this skill.


      It would’ve been Junghyeok who learned it if everything went according to the original story, but not this time. He’s strong enough as he is. There’s no way I’m gonna let him have this skill, too.


      “Then I will begin.”


      For three hours after that, I trained until I was covered in sweat.


      It would’ve been great if it were as simple as getting a message like, [Would you like to learn this skill?] and pressing the Yes button, but there was no such shortcut. This was a skill that could only be obtained by learning it directly from an otherworlder.


      Still, all those years I’d read TWSA seemed to pay off, and I was able to copy Lycaon’s movements little by little.


      Rather, I thought I was copying them.


      After about an hour, Lycaon spoke up hesitantly.


      “Symbol Master. I am sorry to tell you this, but…”


      “What is it? Are you done teaching me?” I asked, struggling to breath.


      “No, that’s not it…”


      “…Then is there a part I’m not doing correctly?”


      “Well, to be precise…”


      “Stop beating around the bush and tell me already.”


      “…you are doing everything wrong.”


      His words were so bluntly honest that I immediately slumped to the ground like I had been punched. The Great Hall in the sky suddenly seemed a lot bigger, as if it was mocking me.


      Lycaon looked at me for a moment, then delivered the finishing blow.


      “Symbol Master, it seems you…don’t have any talent for ‘The Way of the Wind.’ No, to be honest, you do not seem to have much talent for any skill.”


      At this rate, the world might be destroyed because of me.
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      More hours passed like that until the whole day was wasted. There were only eight days left until the fifth scenario. I didn’t give up and kept practicing ‘The Way of the Wind,’ but I didn’t get any better.


      “Grrr. Symbol Master, perhaps you should give up and—”


      “…Why can’t I get it?”


      “Why? ’Cause you suck at it, that’s why.” Suyeong, who had been watching my futile attempts, snickered.


      “This doesn’t make any sense.”


      “It totally makes sense. You’re not the main character. Did you think you were Junghyeok Yu just because you’ve been doing well?”


      Her words stabbed me like a knife because they were true. I frowned in frustration.


      “But I understand it in my head.”


      “Yeah, yeah. Everyone’s a genius in their head.”


      “I’m serious.”


      It was true. I remembered most of the passages from TWSA about learning “The Way of the Wind.” Because I was so frustrated, I even took a break about an hour ago to get a backup battery from the survivors and read the file again.


      “In my left hand, a swift gale, and in my right hand, a raging storm. Where the straight line and the curved line collide, the Way of the Wind shall open.”


      “H-how…? So you really do understand it!”


      Lycaon was amazed.


      I had just parroted a line from a scene in TWSA in which Junghyeok had an epiphany about “The Way of the Wind.”


      In TWSA, it only took five minutes for the main character to grasp this skill. An overly dramatic training montage, a few edgy lines from Junghyeok about a “raging storm” and such, and suddenly, he could control the wind.


      Such a simple process, and yet, I couldn’t do it after two days of training.


      “So how do I apply it?”


      “Pardon? But you just said it perfectly… There is no explanation better than that.”


      “No, that’s just a metaphor.”


      “It’s not a metaphor, Symbol Master. You have to do exactly that.”


      I was about to lose my mind. I had all the information I could have, directly from the author’s own words, but it wasn’t enough this time. That was because every description of this skill in TWSA was just cool-sounding nonsense without any practical instruction. The Fourth Wall was useless as well. It allowed me to assess the situation calmly and decisively, but didn’t grant me a talent I didn’t possess.


      I took out my frustration on Lycaon.


      “Oh yeah? Then try this. ‘One wind meets another to form taegeuk, and again, one wind meets another to form yin and yang.’”


      “Taegeuk” and “yin and yang” were terms from Earth, but Lycaon seemed to understand them.


      “Incredible! Where have you heard such a profound phrase?!”


      “Stop trying to change the subject and show it to me.”


      “I supposed it goes like…this.”


      Lycaon moved his hands and wind formed all around him. Two winds came together and began to swirl. Then two more winds imbued it with hot and cold energies.


      …I couldn’t believe it.


      He pulled that off just by hearing some vague words? Then why can’t I do it?


      I refused to back down.


      “Then how about this? ‘Four winds meet to form the cardinal points, and four more join in to form the eight trigrams. Therefore, wind exists everywhere, and at the same time, nowhere.’ Let’s see you try that!”


      That was the epiphany Junghyeok had during his ninth loop. To my satisfaction, Lycaon seemed absolutely stunned this time.


      “You can’t, can you?” I gloated. “Well, now you know how I feel.”


      “Simp—I mean, Symbol Master. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”


      
        [Level-5 humanoid monster Lycaon, Prince of the Imyuntar, has experienced a great enlightenment.]

      


      Lycaon suddenly dropped into a lotus position and began to meditate.


      
        [You have had a big role in the evolution of Lycaon, Prince of the Imyuntar.]


        [Lycaon, Prince of the Imyuntar, feels grateful to you.]


        [A few constellations from Chronos, the lost world, express their gratitude.]


        [They have donated 2,000 coins.]

      


      I finally realized what was happening. It wasn’t that he was stumped by my words—the damn wolf was having an epiphany.


      Suyeong was laughing so hard that she’d fallen over on her back. I was in despair. I felt that, for all my knowledge of TWSA, I didn’t know a single thing about myself.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is amazed by how pathetic you were.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is disappointed by your imprudence.]

      


      Looking at the messages floating in midair, I even wondered if I should just pick a decent constellation to be my sponsor. Of course, that wasn’t possible because of my contract with Bihyeong.


      Is this why you destroyed the throne? Idiot.


      When I looked up, I was surprised to see the transparent figure of Bihyeong there.


      I spoke to him through Goblin Communication.


      Is it okay for us to talk? What about that mid-grade goblin?


      You won’t see him for a while. He’s being disciplined. He won’t be coming back until the fifth scenario starts. Oh, and my channel leveled up again. I might get promoted to mid-grade next month. It’s all thanks to you.


      Good for you.


      What? You don’t look too happy. My promotion will be advantageous for you, too, you know?


      You’ll just get busier as a mid-grade.


      Bihyeong smirked.


      Heh, don’t worry. Sure, I might not have time for other incarnations, but do you really think I’d neglect you? Of course, management is grilling mid-grade goblins a lot lately…because a certain someone has messed up the plausibility.


      I thought I knew who Bihyeong was talking about.


      Oh, I’m not talking about you, of course.


      Bihyeong was probably referring to Junghyeok Yu. After all, he was getting stronger at a rate that didn’t seem plausible. To others, it must’ve looked like he was using some kind of cheat code.


      You see, there’s a guy who has gotten stronger at an abnormal speed. But apparently, not even management can do anything about him… He must have some crazy powerful sponsor.


      And plausibility would continue to be a nonissue for the Regressor. Plausibility wasn’t a problem for a constellation that could handle it. And Junghyeok Yu’s sponsoring constellation was certainly capable of that.


      By the way, don’t you wanna buy “Growth Package”? If you buy it now, I can give you a discount. You’re having a hard time because you can’t learn that skill, right? If you buy this package—


      I’m not buying it. Growth Package only works on a skill you’ve already learned, and you know it. Nice try, but stop trying to rip me off.


      Careless usage of “Growth Package” could result in a penalty. There was a reason even the powerful Junghyeok Yu didn’t use it.


      Tch, you knew about that…?


      Bihyeong smacked his lips in disappointment.


      But maybe it’s time for me to do a bit of shopping.


      
        [Coins Owned: 62,372C]

      


      After selling parts of the fire dragon, I had quite a lot of coins left, even after investing so much on my overall stats. If I had forty thousand more coins, I could’ve bought “Heaven Dragon’s Walk.” Unfortunately, it wasn’t time for that.


      Bihyeong immediately brightened up.


      Oh really? Is there something you want to buy?


      You guys will have new coin items soon, won’t you?


      …How did you know that? Did you plant a spy among us?


      It’s obvious since a new scenario is going to begin soon. Let me know when that happens. I’ll buy something.


      Oh? Did I hear that right? A stingy jerk like you—


      I turned off the Goblin Communication because I had nothing more to gain by talking to Bihyeong, and it was just making me more frustrated.


      When I turned around, Lycaon was still in the middle of having an epiphany. Suyeong had moved over and was watching me with her chin on her hand.


      “What’re you gonna do now?


      “…I don’t know. I’m thinking about it.”


      “Why don’t you let me learn that?”


      “Huh?”


      “Or tell the survivors over there to learn it.”


      I looked at the people who had settled down around us.


      The coin farm had been destroyed two days ago.


      The rescued survivors were working together to help those who had been injured.


      The reaction here was very different from what happened with the victims of Mr. Yun’s coin farm. Maybe Suyeong’s hypocrisy had changed these people.


      Perhaps it was true—hypocrisy could be a virtue.


      Suyeong spoke up. “‘The Way of the Wind’ or whatever. As long as someone can use it, doesn’t matter who, right?”


      “…Right. We just need someone who can use it.”


      “Then why are you being stubborn about doing it yourself? You just want to hog all the attention from constellations, don’t you?”


      She wasn’t wrong, but she wasn’t completely right, either.


      “Only the owner of the protection amulet can learn it.”


      “Then let me have it.”


      “The amulet can’t be traded.”


      
        [Incarnation Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      I clicked my tongue.


      “You’re the only one I know with bigger trust issues than Junghyeok Yu.”


      “Speaking of which, based on the original story, he was supposed to learn that skill, no?”


      “That’s right.”


      “Why are you making your life harder? You could’ve just let him handle it. It’s not too late. Let’s look for Junghyeok Yu. Just help him get stronger and use him. He can probably learn it even without the amulet.”


      “Junghyeok doesn’t listen to other people.”


      “I’ll try seducing him.”


      I stared at Suyeong wordlessly, then looked away.


      “You can’t.”


      “……Are you making fun of me?”


      “Even if we did find him, it’d just cause more problems.”


      Not even Junghyeok Yu could learn “The Way of the Wind” without the amulet. That meant he’d try to take it from me by force. Except it was bound to me, and the only way to take it off my hands would be by killing me.


      In other words, Junghyeok would definitely try to kill me.


      And not just for the amulet…


      “As you know, he and I didn’t exactly part on good terms last time we met. If I see him again, Junghyeok will kill me.”


      I could remember it vividly—Junghyeok’s broken body flying through the air after taking a one-hundred-strength punch from me. Even after he lost consciousness, his eyes continued to glare at me, like he couldn’t wait to rip me apart.


      “…Well, I guess you have a point. He certainly didn’t hesitate when he cut off my head.”


      Suyeong rubbed her neck as if remembering what happened in Chungmuro Station.


      “Besides,” I said, “even if I wanted to find him, I have no idea where—”


      At that moment, I heard people clamoring in the distance.


      “Someone is hurt! Please help! He’s badly wounded!”


      It looked like someone had found another injured person nearby.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire looks forward to a show of your camaraderie.]


        [Several constellations want you to treat the injured.]

      


      Uriel sent a message, soon followed by ones from other constellations.


      What is happening?


      I took Suyeong with me. And when I saw who the injured person was, I glared at Bihyeong, who was floating in midair.


      Bihyeong was chuckling and feigning ignorance.


      For the record, I had nothing to do with this.


      Surrounded by a small crowd, Junghyeok was waiting for me, bleeding all over.
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      I quietly stepped away from Junghyeok and snapped at Bihyeong.


      You did this, didn’t you?


      Even if Junghyeok had been nearby, the timing was too perfect. My guess was that Bihyeong had activated a sub scenario to make the survivors bring Junghyeok to me.


      Why do you always doubt me? Do you have any proof?


      Of course I didn’t have any proof. But I had my suspicions.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire eagerly awaits your next action.]


        [You have received 500 coins as a donation.]

      


      Exhibit A.


      “…Looks like we found our guy,” Suyeong whispered to me as she stared at Junghyeok. “What now?”


      “What else is there?”


      “We should save him, right? I mean, he’s the main character.”


      Of course we should save him. But if I do it now, he’ll kill me for sure. Suyeong seemed to share my concern and eyed Junghyeok warily, as if he’d wake up at any moment.


      “You have any items to put restrictions on him?”


      “Most of those don’t work on Junghyeok.”


      “Then can we lock him up somewhere…?”


      “He’ll just kill himself if we do that.”


      “Right. Since he can simply regress… Damn it. By the way, what happens to us if he does that?”


      It seemed that question only just occurred to Suyeong. What will happen to this world if Junghyeok regresses? That was also my biggest worry.


      “Let’s make sure he doesn’t, because no one knows what’ll happen.”


      When you’re unsure about something, the right thing to do is to assume the worst. If this world is reset, I might not exist anymore.


      Anyway…who did this to him?


      I took a close look at his condition. There was a big circular bruise around his midsection. His organs were likely damaged, and all his ribs were broken. Looks like his injuries were caused by a single powerful blow… But who could’ve possibly done this to—?


      I looked at my own fist in disbelief.


      “What’s wrong? You look concerned all of a sudden.”


      “……It’s nothing.”


      This situation suddenly made a lot of sense. Yes, a level-100 strength punch. That’d do it… But that means he’s been like this for two straight days…


      I started to feel bad for him. My relationship with Junghyeok might never recover at this point.


      I finished examining his stomach and turned my gaze toward his face. At that moment, goosebumps ran down my entire body, and I instantly took a dozen steps backward.


      Junghyeok was glaring at me with tears of blood dripping from his eyes.


      His lips were twitching, no doubt trying to say, “I’ll kill you, Dokja Kim.” I noticed Suyeong had disappeared, then realized she had bolted to a far corner.


      Keeping a safe distance, I yelled at Junghyeok, “C’mon, man. Get over it already.”


      “……”


      “It was a fair fight. Don’t you think you’re being petty? I mean, you tried to kill me, too.”


      Junghyeok continued to glare at me.


      Damn it… I had no choice. Junghyeok had to survive, even if it meant he’d kill me later. Even if I managed to stop the Catastrophe of Questions without him, the world could still be destroyed if I lost Junghyeok here.


      Why did this piece of work have to be the main character of TWSA? If it was Hyeonseong or even Huiwon, the story would’ve been easier to navigate.


      …Now’s not the time to complain.


      I decided to activate my skill. It was obvious what Junghyeok was thinking, but I had to be sure.


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

      


      And then, something amazing happened.


      [Dokja Kim.]


      I opened my eyes wide and looked at Junghyeok.


      …Is he talking to me?


      [You can hear me, right? Considering your actions up till now…]


      ……What?


      [Tell me if you can hear this. If you don’t act now, this world will be…]


      I wasn’t sure what to do, so I continued to stare.


      […Damn it. Was I mistaken?]


      Junghyeok’s eyes slowly closed. I hesitated for a bit, then carefully walked toward him. Judging by his condition, Junghyeok didn’t have the strength to fight me. And I didn’t sense any hostility from him, either.


      “Hey, Junghyeok, can you hear me?”


      He seemed to struggle just to open his eyes briefly, then close them again.


      Strange. If he took this much damage, his “Revive” skill should’ve activated automatically. Why is he like this?


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


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


        Name: Junghyeok Yu


        Age: 28


        Attributes: Regressor <Third Loop> (Mythical),


        Pro Gamer (Rare), Supreme King (Heroic)


        Exclusive Skills: [The Eye of the Sage Lv.8], [Close Combat Lv.9], [Advanced Weapon Proficiency Lv.9], [Mental Barrier Lv.8], [Hundred Step Fist Lv.6], [Phoenix Walk Lv.1], [Sky Breaking Weapon Aura Lv.5]…


        Stigma: [Regression Lv.3], [Carryover Lv.3]


        Overall Stats: [Stamina Lv.60], [Strength Lv.60], [Agility Lv.60], [Magic Power Lv.60]


        *This character is currently under a status effect.


        *This character is currently affected by Thousand Spirits Poison.
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      Junghyeok’s other stats were fine. He was still the most powerful incarnation in Seoul, and his skill levels had gone up since the last time I had seen him.


      The problem was a status effect.


      Even he didn’t have powerful immunity skills this early on. Poison was one of the few weaknesses he had at this point.


      Looks like he’s gone and gotten himself poisoned.


      On closer inspection, I noticed bluish veins showing throughout his body. The symptoms indicated that it hadn’t been too long since the poison had begun to spread.


      Luckily, he can survive this.


      But something gave me pause. To my knowledge, there should’ve been only one person who could use Thousand Spirits Poison at this point.


      The woman who had brought Junghyeok to us was watching with concern from a distance.


      “Uh… Are you, by chance, Dokja Kim?” she asked.


      Her question caught me by surprise, and I nodded without thinking.


      “The whole way here, that man kept telling me to take him to Dokja Kim…”


      He what? My mind was suddenly flooded with all kinds of thoughts as I looked down at Junghyeok’s face, which seemed to be turning greener by the minute.


      Suyeong, who had bolted to safety, carefully approached me again.


      “Hey, what the hell’s going on?”


      She urged me by poking my shoulder, but I didn’t answer.


      I thought it over, then spoke to Bihyeong.


      Bihyeong, open the Goblin Shop.


      Now do you believe me? Told you I didn’t do it.


      Just open the shop.


      After checking how many coins I had, I looked for items that could treat Junghyeok.


      Thousand Spirits Poison… Ellain Forest Essence alone won’t be enough to cure him. I quickly checked some ingredients and finished purchasing items.


      
        [You have purchased “Midday Rendezvous” x1.]


        [You have purchased “Old Barbara’s Branch” x1.]


        [You have purchased “Novice Daltun’s Horn” x2.]


        [You have purchased “Detox Potato” x1.]


        [You have purchased “Einter Temple’s Purification Water” x2.]


        [You have purchased “Ellain Forest Essence” x1.]


        [You have spent a total of 7,370 coins.]

      


      I hadn’t expected to spend that much. I asked the survivors nearby to bring me a small pot, then poured all the ingredients inside, but not before I started a fire in the Mana Brazier.


      “What’re you making?” Suyeong asked me.


      “An antidote.”


      “So you decided to save him?”


      I answered with a nod.


      “I think he…came looking for me specifically.”


      “For you? Why?”


      “I don’t know.”


      “To seek help? I mean, not even Junghyeok Yu would’ve come all the way here just to kill you in that state, would he?”


      “No. There’s no way he’s here to ask for help.”


      “How do you know that?”


      “I just know. That’s the kind of person he is.”


      I stoked the fire in the Mana Brazier. The concoction began to boil as the blue fire flared up. If I had to name it based on its color and appearance, it would be something like “Failed Monster Intestine Soup.” Despite how awful it looked, it was an excellent antidote.


      Suyeong crouched down next to me and stared at the horrible-looking soup.


      “By the way, was Junghyeok Yu really that bad in TWSA?”


      “…What?”


      “I was just thinking. I mean, he does save a lot of people and does plenty of good things, right? Sure, he does some messed up stuff, too, but all his actions are ultimately for the greater good. He fights to save the world. And I hate to admit it, but when he killed me, it was because I was the villain in that situation.”


      I thought about it, and Suyeong wasn’t totally wrong.


      I answered with a grin, “You’re defending Junghyeok? It’s not very persuasive from the person who ran away from him even farther than I did earlier.”


      “Running away from him has nothing to do with it. I’m just saying there’s more than one side to a person.”


      I never expected her to say something like that. She smiled, acting all cool as she continued.


      “Just like the fact that my work was never affected by TWSA, even though you keep insisting it was plagiarized.”


      “…You almost had me convinced until you said that.”


      But despite saying that, I was torn.


      What kind of person is Junghyeok Yu? Can I really say I know him well? I used to be able to answer that with confidence because I had read all of TWSA, but it felt like my answer was melting and being diluted in the soup I was watching boil.


      Is there more to Junghyeok than what I know of him?


      The soup was soon ready.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is touched by your act of kindness.]


        [The constellations of the Absolute Good Alignment support your act of kindness.]


        [You have received 3,000 coins as a donation.]

      


      This was a rare occasion in which I earned coins but it felt like a net loss. Damn it.


      I approached Junghyeok with the soup. I fed him using a spoon Suyeong grabbed from a store nearby. She mocked me as I blew on the soup to cool it down.


      “Just like a devoted wife.”


      “Then you wanna do it?”


      “Nope.”


      Even if Suyeong wanted to, I wouldn’t have let her.


      Because of the messages I got every time I fed Junghyeok.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is touched by your act of kindness.]


        [You have received 500 coins as a donation.]

      


      Who knew I’d earn coins for every spoonful? What a lucrative business model.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is touched by your act of kindness.]


        [You have received 300 coins as a donation.]

      


      I thought saving him would be disadvantageous to me, but it turned out to be a big win. This is why people need to help others in need. That said, I began to feel strange after about ten spoons.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is touched by your act of kindness.]


        [You have received 400 coins as a donation.]

      


      …Is it really the “act of kindness” that has her so excited?


      After feeding him the whole bowl, I waited for the antidote to take effect. After quite a bit of time, Junghyeok moaned weakly as he began to wake up. His body was still a mess, but he had begun to recover from the poison. I quickly took out an item I’d just bought.


      
        [You have used the item “Midday Rendezvous.”]


        [Currently waiting for the recipient to accept.]

      


      Midday Rendezvous was an item that allowed you to have a private one-on-one conversation with a designated target. If I had more coins, I would’ve learned “Telepathy,” but I didn’t have much to spare, so Midday Rendezvous was my next best choice.


      
        [The recipient has agreed to converse with you.]


        [“Midday Rendezvous” has begun.]

      


      Once I sent a message to Junghyeok, a small window popped up before my eyes.


      
        Hey, can you hear me?

      


      Good. It’s connected.


      I purchased this item for three reasons.


      First, Junghyeok’s tongue was paralyzed due to the Thousand Spirits Poison. Second, I didn’t want to expose more information to Suyeong Han than she strictly needed.


      The third reason was the most important—I didn’t want to confirm Junghyeok’s suspicion that I could read his thoughts.


      Junghyeok’s reply came up at that moment.


      
        You must go east right now.
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      I frowned at Junghyeok’s message.


      Go east? I save him, and the first thing he does is order me around?


      I was a little annoyed. But he continued before I could say something.


      
        The Catastrophe of Questions is waking up.

      


      …What?


      Junghyeok seemed frustrated that I wasn’t getting it. He frowned and kept talking.


      
        Someone is going around awakening the Catastrophes.
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      Later, Suyeong and I left for Gangdong-gu, leaving Lycaon behind as he was still in the middle of having an epiphany.


      We were moving as fast as we could.


      “Is it okay to leave the wolf guy behind?”


      “The Imyuntar can sense the master of the protection amulet, so he’ll come for me when he wakes up. More importantly…”


      I glared at Suyeong as she ran beside me.


      “Can’t you carry this guy? Use one of your avatars.”


      “Hell no.” Suyeong blanched and moved away from me.


      “Weren’t you saying Junghyeok might not be a bad guy earlier?”


      “That’s that, but this is different. Would you carry someone who cut off your head once?”


      I couldn’t argue with that. Junghyeok spoke to me through Midday Rendezvous.


      
        Just leave me here. I don’t need your help.


        Drop the ego before I ditch you for real.

      


      I couldn’t see his expression because I was carrying him on my back.


      
        How long before you can move on your own?


        Two days.


        You’re gonna kill me when you recover, aren’t you?

      


      I was half-joking, but it made me nervous when this jerk didn’t answer.


      I slowed down on purpose.


      
        I can’t help you if you’re going to be like this. How can I trust someone who wants to kill me? Make an Oath of Existence and I’ll help you. Swear you won’t kill me until the end of this loop.


        I can’t do that.

      


      What a petty guy.


      
        At the very least, swear you won’t harm me until the fifth scenario ends. I really can’t do this unless you promise me that much.

      


      Junghyeok thought about it for moment.


      
        I swear it.

      


      I was a bit surprised he agreed to it without arguing.


      Oath of Existence. A self-imposed constraint.


      Blue flame rose from Junghyeok’s body, then went into his heart.


      If he broke the oath, that blue flame would immediately burn away his heart. As I was about to breathe a sigh of relief, Junghyeok continued…


      
        I won’t kill you. But…


        But?


        …I’ll get back at you for hitting me.


        What?

      


      I was stunned for a second. He’s thinking about that? In this situation?


      
        Is this because of what happened two days ago?

      


      Junghyeok didn’t answer me again.


      Crap, I knew he agreed to the oath too easily.


      
        ……Just one hit. But go easy on me, okay?

      


      If this put us on better terms, it wasn’t a bad deal. With my current stats, I wouldn’t die, at least.


      Soon, we crossed Cheongdam Bridge and entered Gwangjin-gu. I sensed that our surroundings were changing little by little. There were plants I had never seen before, and the stench of rotting bodies was replaced by that of monster excrement.


      We came upon a colossal plant with vines going around entire skyscrapers.


      
        [A level-7 plant species yanaspleta is wary of you.]

      


      I turned to Suyeong, who was about to draw her weapon.


      “Don’t make any sudden movements. It’ll be fine as long as we don’t attack first.”


      “Don’t monsters like this usually attack with their tentacles?”


      “Only in cartoons and stuff. This one is gentle. Be careful not to step on the roots over there.”


      From atop a building, a plant that resembled a sunflower followed us with its eyes. It looked a bit scary, but it wasn’t a threat to us. Still, its presence here wasn’t a good sign.


      Plant species monsters normally appeared after the Great Hall opened up completely.


      “Looks like Chronos’s Terraforming has begun.”


      Terraforming.


      The fifth scenario was a battle of worlds. Humanity must defend against the onslaught of the otherworld. Just as Seoul was being invaded by Chronos, China was being invaded by the Third Murim World and Japan was likely being invaded by the Hundred Demons World.


      Suyeong was using her avatars for reconnaissance.


      “Damn it. This area is full of monsters.”


      “The awakening Catastrophes must have sped up terraforming.”


      “Who the hell is waking them up?”


      “Someone like you. You awakened the fire dragon, remember?”


      Suyeong pouted.


      “…Well, you dealt with it just fine, didn’t you?”


      “Yeah, because the mid-grade goblin applied a penalty to it. And no, it wasn’t just fine. Don’t downplay what happened because you didn’t have to fight it.”


      “Well, maybe there will be a penalty this time, too. Isn’t it better for us if we defeat the Catastrophe while it’s weak?”


      “That’s meaningless to the Catastrophe of Questions. I doubt the goblin would grant another penalty anyway.”


      Suyeong and I moved quickly, avoiding monsters as we went. Low-level monsters feasted on corpses in the streets. Judging by the carnage, it looked like Junghyeok had come this way.


      I can’t believe he made it through here in that state. He’s not the main character for nothing.


      I spoke to him through Midday Rendezvous.


      
        I have a question for you.


        ……


        Why did you come to me? To be honest, I thought you would’ve just killed yourself if things got that bad…


        Kill myself? Don’t be ridiculous.

      


      He wouldn’t think it was so ridiculous if he saw himself in his eighth loop.


      But it was his next words that took me by surprise.


      
        If I was going to give up so easily, I wouldn’t have started this journey in the first place.

      


      For the first time in a long while, I got the same feeling as when I first started reading TWSA. Suyeong might have been right. The Junghyeok Yu I thought I knew was in a weakened mental state after experiencing countless tragedies; he gave up easily and killed people without a second thought.


      But Junghyeok Yu in this loop wasn’t like that yet.


      Maybe I didn’t really know Junghyeok as he was in his third loop.


      
        [Your understanding of character Junghyeok Yu has increased.]

      


      Junghyeok paused before continuing.


      
        You were the only one I could think of. I thought the one who destroyed the Absolute Throne might be able to help.

      


      
        You’re not gonna call me out for destroying the throne?

      


      
        I don’t want to linger on something that’s already done. Besides, I also had my reservations about the Absolute Throne. I’m sure you did it to get rid of the otherworldly divinity’s influence.

      


      
        ……You knew about that?

      


      This was the first time I’d had an honest conversation with Junghyeok, and I was surprised. This guy’s more reasonable than I thought. More importantly, was he always this smart?


      Junghyeok continued.


      
        To be honest, I don’t think your solution was a bad one. The problem was what came after. Because you destroyed the throne, all the guides were scattered to different places, and meteorite collection was jeopardized. That’s why terraforming went faster in Gwangjin-gu and Gangdong-gu. Drifters are using the power of the meteorites.


        Terraforming doesn’t speed up just because someone is using a meteorite.


        One of the Ten Evils got their hands on a meteorite containing a Catastrophe.

      


      The Ten Evils. When I heard that, my heart sank.


      I was expecting it, but to actually hear it was different.


      
        By any chance, was it Seolhwa Lee, Poison Beauty?


        ……So you knew.


        Well, she’s the only one who can use Thousand Spirits Poison.

      


      But there was something I didn’t understand.


      
        Then why were you poisoned? You wouldn’t have fought Poison Beauty head-on.


        I was trying to persuade her.


        Persuade her?

      


      I recalled a scene from TWSA. Junghyeok explained.


      
        I thought I could make her my companion.

      


      Companion… I see. Now I remembered.


      Poison Beauty Seolhwa Lee had been Junghyeok’s companion in the second loop.


      The Ten Evils weren’t bad people in every loop.


      Just as Armament Lord Pildu Gong had changed in this loop, Seolhwa Lee became one of the Ten Evils in a few timelines, including the first one. Every other time, Seolhwa Lee was one of the few companions Junghyeok could trust.


      
        That wasn’t like you.


        I know. How pathetic.


        ……


        She wasn’t the Seolhwa Lee I remembered. I knew that. But even just for a moment, I wanted to believe she was still in there. The woman from my memories.

      


      The loneliness in his voice made me open my mouth without thinking.


      It was brief, but Seolhwa Lee had been Junghyeok’s lover in the second loop.


      
        I understand.

      


      Junghyeok was quiet for a bit.


      
        You sound like you’ve experienced regression.


        I don’t need to be a regressor to understand that.

      


      I understand… I knew those weren’t words one should say lightly, but I still wanted to say it to Junghyeok. He had never had anyone’s sympathy before, nor would he ever again, so I thought it was okay for at least one person to tell him that.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu is greatly perturbed.]


        [Character Junghyeok Yu is faintly comforted by your words.]

      


      
        Strange. You’re definitely not a regressor… Is this another prophet ability?

      


      When I didn’t answer, Junghyeok continued.


      
        Don’t think my opinion of you has changed. You’re still the shameless bastard who kidnapped my sister.


        I told you I didn’t kidnap her. I was protecting her. I know you already confirmed that through “Lie Detection,” so why do you keep—

      


      “Dokja!”


      Suyeong’s urgent cry cut our conversation short. Cheonho Bridge, which would bring us to Gangdong-gu, was ahead. The Great Hall was shining in the sky, bright light spilling out of it.


      Damn it. Already?


      We entered Gangdong-gu, where the strange foliage was denser. Creepy-looking trees grew between buildings. Small monsters seemed to have made a home in those trees, jumping from one branch to another.


      Half of Gangdong-gu had already become a different world.


      Suyeong bit her lip.


      “Are we too late? What should we do if the Catastrophe has already woken up?”


      “It probably hasn’t. If it did, the scenario should’ve started.”


      We walked some more and noticed some signs scrawled on the ground. They looked like graffiti, but they were territorial markings.


      It was a warning not to come any closer. We were now in Poison Beauty’s domain. She was moving faster than I thought.


      “Judging by how well these defenses have been set up, they’ll be quite troublesome to deal with… Do you have a plan?” asked Suyeong.


      I didn’t. Because we weren’t here for a head-on fight.


      “Our only goal is the meteorite. We just need to steal it. I’ll buy time, so you take care of the meteorite.”


      But it won’t be that easy.


      Things might’ve been different if we had more support, like the King of the Drifters, though.


      Junghyeok interrupted.


      
        There’s no need to rush. Even if it has begun, the Catastrophe of Questions can be suppressed early on.

      


      Suppressed? What was a cocky comment that could have only come from Junghyeok.


      
        And who would do that? You, in that sorry state?


        Of course it’ll have to be you. Weren’t you planning to?


        What makes you think that?


        I’m assuming you’ve already awakened a guide and snagged “The Way of the Wind” for yourself.

      


      Judging by Junghyeok’s irritated tone, he was totally mad that I stole “The Way of the Wind” from him. I smiled.


      
        I didn’t learn it.


        ……Why not? Did you not have enough time?

      


      I wish that was why.


      
        No. Turns out I don’t have the talent.

      


      I sensed profound contempt from Junghyeok’s silence.


      
        You… Then you should’ve just—

      


      “Someone’s there.”


      As soon as I heard Suyeong’s voice, I pulled out “Unbreakable Faith.” Anyone in this area was likely working for Poison Beauty.


      I put Junghyeok down and handed him to one of Suyeong’s avatars.


      “……Only for a little bit, all right? Take him back as soon as this is over.”


      The sound of murmuring voices grew closer, but something felt off. One group on the move shouldn’t be this loud. Soon, the clear voice of a woman came from the front of the group.


      “Everyone, run toward Cheonho Bridge!”


      They weren’t from Poison Beauty’s group. Someone was helping people who had survived Poison Beauty to escape from Gangdong-gu.


      The survivors were unarmed and gasping for breath as they ran for their lives. They soon spotted us.


      “G-get out of my way! Hurry!”


      With that, arrows rained down all around us. A loud swish, and the man who had yelled at me crashed to the ground. A black blotch spread rapidly from the arrow in his back. Poisoned arrows.


      “Get them!”


      Every member of the Poison Beauty group was shooting arrows into the air.


      As we took cover behind a building, a barricade of threads spread out before us like a spider web, and arrows got tangled up in it. My eyes went wide.


      “…What kind of skill is that?”


      More threads shot toward Poison Beauty’s group. They were like steel wires, and anyone unfortunate enough to trip on them had their legs and feet sliced clean off.


      “Gyaaah!”


      All the threads led back to one woman. An incarnation floating in the air, wearing a form-fitting black combat suit. Two daggers shot out from her hands, weaving through the web of magic threads in a mesmerizing motion.


      She skillfully controlled the threads and mowed down Poison Beauty’s followers in the blink of an eye.


      There was no hesitation in her strikes, and her movements were precise, like a beautiful and deadly dance. Even at a glance, it was clear she was no ordinary incarnation, both in terms of her stats and her skills.


      
        [This character’s information cannot be viewed via “Character Profile.”]


        [This person is not registered in “Character Profile.”]

      


      On top of that, I couldn’t use “Character Profile” on her.


      “Hey, that woman……,” Suyeong muttered under her breath.


      But she didn’t have to say anything. I already knew who that woman was.


      “……Sangah?”


      It had only been two days since we’d gotten separated, but she wasn’t the Sangah Yu I’d known.
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      Kshk!


      Every time Sangah’s daggers moved, an enemy was cut down.


      She’s incredible. Is that really the Sangah Yu I know?


      There weren’t many skills for battling multiple enemies. At this point, Armament Lord Pildu Gong’s “Militarized Zone” and Suyeong Han’s “Avatar” were just about the only ones that would be effective against of a crowd of that size. And yet, here was Sangah, single-handedly taking down an entire group.


      How did she get so strong? Is this what it looks like to be naturally talented?


      Junghyeok spoke to me as if he’d read my mind.


      
        She improved faster without you. It seems you don’t have a knack for helping your companions grow. It was the same with Hyeonseong Lee.


        She got that strong because I helped her at the beginning, all right?

      


      Actually, I hadn’t done much for her, but I wanted to say that.


      Damn it. Why’d she have to improve so much in the short time I wasn’t there?


      Now it looks like I was holding her back.


      “Hey.”


      Suyeong snapped me back to reality. This wasn’t the time to be gawking at Sangah’s overwhelming prowess. Regardless of how strong she was, there were numerous enemies, and she was fighting alone.


      “Sangah, this way!”


      She flinched upon hearing my voice.


      It looked like she was just as surprised to see me here.


      “Suyeong, cover us.”


      She activated the “Avatar” skill as if she’d already known I would say that.


      Dozens of her avatars charged at the enemies. While they distracted Poison Beauty’s minions, I was able to reunite with Sangah.


      “Dokja? What are you doing here…?”


      “Let’s talk after we get out of this.”


      I could see more of Poison Beauty’s followers pursuing us from distance. Luckily, the survivors had made it onto Cheonho Bridge, which would lead them out of the area. The problem was how we were going to get out.


      
        Go to the high-rise behind us. Securing a good vantage point is top priority.

      


      Junghyeok was an effective strategist in these situations. Even though I’d read all of TWSA, I couldn’t match the amount of tactical experience he had. However, it was what he said next that caught me off-guard.


      
        And that woman… I would watch out for her, if I were you.


        Watch out for her? Which one?

      


      He didn’t say any more.


      We quickly went and hid inside a nearby skyscraper. Poison Beauty’s group couldn’t track us because the commotion had sent the nearby monsters into a frenzy. They searched the area for a while, but soon gave up and returned to Gangdong-gu.


      I looked back at Sangah.


      “Sangah, are you okay?”


      “Yes, what about you?”


      “I’m doing fine, thanks.”


      We had only been apart a few days, but it felt awkward.


      It was like running into a friend from high school ten years after graduation.


      I opened and closed my mouth several times, eyeing her combat suit and bloodied knives.


      “Uh……”


      I had so many questions for Sangah but couldn’t think of which one to ask first. In the meantime, she glanced at Suyeong, then at Junghyeok, who was being carried by Suyeong’s avatar. Finally, she turned back to me with a complicated smile.


      “Looks like you’ve been through a lot, too, Dokja.”


      It was time to get caught up on each other’s stories.
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      Sangah had ended up in Gangdong-gu after the Absolute Throne was destroyed. Luckily, someone else had been in the same place.


      “You were with that guy?”


      “Yes, Pildu helped me a lot.”


      They’re on a first-name basis now? They must had gotten quite close.


      “Where is he now?”


      “We were separated two days ago while fighting the Gangdong group. He tried to save me…”


      And the surprises kept on coming.


      Pildu Gong, one of the Ten Evils, risked his life to save someone…? Sangah bowed her head and continued with some difficulty.


      “Last I saw him, he was luring them toward the Han River…”


      There was a flash of anger on Sangah’s face as she bit her lip. Suddenly, I understood why she didn’t hesitate to kill Poison Beauty’s people.


      “He should be okay, so don’t worry,” I said, trying to comfort her.


      Because I was under contract with Defense Master, I could tell if Pildu Gong was dead. I would have received a penalty, but that hadn’t happened. This meant that Pildu Gong was still alive somewhere.


      He was one of the Ten Evils, just like Poison Beauty. He wouldn’t die that easily.


      “Where did you get that suit and those daggers?”


      “Oh, these…”


      Sangah had been wandering the area after being separated from Pildu Gong when she had come across a green meteorite. Green meteorites contained rare items.


      Checking Sangah’s new gear, I remembered that there was indeed a meteorite containing such items around Cheonho-dong in TWSA.


      
        [Ancient Assassin’s Dagger]


        [Floating Cat’s Leather Suit]

      


      Both of them were S-grade items of excellent quality.


      Ancient Assassin’s Dagger dealt more damage the farther away the target was, and Floating Cat’s Leather Suit made the wearer’s movements more agile the longer they stayed in the air.


      “They’re great items.”


      “Yes, they’re the reason I was able to fight well.”


      Seeing Sangah’s smile, Suyeong, who had been listening quietly, made a skeptical face.


      “Hmm, are you sure that’s it?”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Let’s say you were lucky enough to randomly find some nice gear, but those items alone don’t explain how you can fight like you did earlier. Just who is your sponsoring constellation? How were you able to level up ‘Agile Movement’ and ‘Reinforced Knife Fighting’ so fast? Even if you’re using a growth pack, such rapid improvement is simply not feasible.”


      “……And who are you?”


      “Me? The First Disciple.”


      Sangah wordlessly unsheathed her dagger.


      “Sangah, wait. She’s not an enemy.”


      She turned to me, her eyes filled with suspicion.


      “So you’re friends with her now?”


      “It’s not like that…”


      “That woman killed our people in Chungmuro. Have you forgotten?”


      Sangah had been the vice leader of Chungmuro while I was gone. She seemed to have gotten quite close to the group members at the time.


      “Chungmuro? Ohhh, I remember now. You’re that girl.”


      Sangah now narrowed her eyes at Suyeong’s sneering tone.


      “Hey, Dokja. I know I’ve done some bad shit, but you’d better think carefully about this one. There’s something fishy going on with her.”


      “You…!”


      “She wasn’t this strong when I saw her back in Chungmuro. Don’t you think it’s strange? Even if she has a fable-grade constellation as her sponsor, there’s no way she could’ve improved so drastically so fast. Maybe if she has an SSS-grade growth skill…but how many constellations in Korea could afford something like that for their incarnation?”


      In my heart, I wanted to deny what Suyeong was saying, but my head knew that she had a point. Junghyeok’s cryptic warning also bothered me. Besides, Sangah was still hiding who her sponsoring constellation was. When I met her eyes, she didn’t seem to know what to do.


      After seeing Sangah’s magic thread, I’d assumed her sponsoring constellation was Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth, or Ariadne from Greek mythology.


      But Ariadne didn’t possess the level of fame and influence to have sponsored this degree of growth in Sangah.


      And the way she moved earlier… That looked like “Hermes’s Stroll.” But the incarnation of Ariadne shouldn’t be able to use Hermes’s stigma…


      I was about to say something when an unexpected voice butted in.


      Everyone! How have you been?


      What timing. I looked through the window. The silhouettes of floating goblins contrasted against the sunset.


      This scenario’s participants must be very impatient! There’s still a week left until the main scenario begins, but some of you are already awakening Catastrophes. Guess you’re just that curious about the next scenario, huh?


      The goblin speaking wasn’t Bihyeong, but he was there as well. It looked like low-grade goblins were managing the scenario during the absence of the mid-grade goblin.


      The goblin in charge is gone for a while, so this was gonna be a bit of a breather for you, but… Ha-ha. You should know by now that we can’t let an event like this go to waste.


      This is bad. This is very, very bad.


      If you’re that eager to get started, then I just have to give you a scenario, right? I mean, what kinda goblin would I be if I didn’t?


      A scenario, in this situation? That can only mean…


      
        [A sub scenario – Stop the Catastrophe has arrived.]

      


      …a Catastrophe is about to hatch.
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        <Sub Scenario - Stop the Catastrophe>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: S-


        Mission: A mysterious group based in Gangdong-gu is trying to awaken one of the Catastrophes. Defeat them and stop the Catastrophe.


        Time Limit: 2 hours


        Reward: 22,000 coins


        Penalty for Failure: Early appearance of the Catastrophe of Questions
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      If we got a scenario to Stop the Catastrophe, Poison Beauty’s group must’ve gotten a scenario to Protect the Catastrophe. These damn goblins are trying to incorporate this unexpected development into the scenario.


      I immediately turned to my companions.


      “This is no time to be fighting amongst ourselves. Let’s take care of that first.”


      For the first time, both Suyeong and Sangah nodded in agreement.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Poison Beauty’s group was based in Cheonho-dong in Gangdong-gu. There were lots of churches and cathedrals in the area.


      If they intended to hatch a Catastrophe, putting their base in an area with a lot of religious buildings was a smart choice. The prayers of lost people created the best environment for catastrophe meteorites to hatch.


      Suyeong, who had just patrolled the area, gave her report.


      “The path least affected by terraforming is north-northeast of there. Near Cheonjung-ro 16-gil. If we can break through, that would be the fastest route to their base. It’ll be heavily defended, though.”


      I nodded. We didn’t have much time, so we needed to take the fastest route.


      “That’s fine. We’ll move through buildings as much as we can. Sangah and Suyeong, you two take point. And please, don’t fight.”


      “…Okay.”


      Junghyeok couldn’t assist us now, so he decided to stay on the building rooftop with the help of Suyeong’s avatar. He was in charge of monitoring the situation. He didn’t complain, and he gave me advice.


      
        Defeat them before the Catastrophe hatches. Without the “Way of the Wind” skill, it’ll be almost impossible to deal with the Catastrophe of Questions.

      


      Naturally, that was my plan as well.


      “Let’s go.”


      With that, we leaped from the rooftop. Suyeong led the way with her avatars. Dozens of them showed up instantly and ran through the streets, drawing the attention of the Poison Beauty group.


      “What the hell?! Kill them!”


      As soon as a group began to chase after Suyeong’s avatars, translucent threads flew through the air.


      “Gaaah!”


      Men pursuing the avatars were caught in the thread, and their legs were cut off. But that wasn’t all. There was another thread already set up right where their necks would be as they tumbled forward.


      Pshhk!


      Heads flew through the air. A terrifyingly efficient trap that took the angle and trajectory of the targets’ fall into consideration. Suyeong sucked her teeth.


      “Oof, how cruel.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from you.”


      In spite of the hostile banter between them, the two women seemed to have no trouble fighting together. In fact, they made for a deadly combo.


      Thanks to them, I was able to easily evade the enemy and get to the center.


      It wasn’t hard to find the catastrophe meteorite. It was huge, over eight meters high, and emitting an ominous energy. It was basically saying, “I am the Catastrophe!”


      I could sense a powerful being within, even more dangerous than the fire dragon.


      If I can’t stop it, Seoul will be destroyed for sure.


      A woman was standing next to the meteorite.


      I looked at her flowing white hair and lips red like a flower on a snowy mountain. So this is Junghyeok’s type, huh?


      The moment her cold eyes glared at me, incredible power emanated from her entire body.


      She was making my skin tingle just by unleashing her killing intent. The pressure from her was different from Pildu Gong’s. It was almost as if she was flaunting that she had the power of the meteorite behind her back.


      “……Who are you?” asked Poison Beauty Seolhwa Lee, one of the Ten Evils.
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      There were three ways to awaken a catastrophe meteorite.


      First, let the meteorite hatch on its own according to the scenario. Second, draw from a meteorite’s power in advance. Finally, the third and fastest way, artificially inject it with magic power.


      About a dozen people were praying around Seolhwa Lee. I could see faint magic power coming from their bodies and connecting to the catastrophe meteorite.


      The ritual of hatching.


      They had chosen the third way.


      The meteorite was already vibrating with power. At this rate, the Catastrophe would awaken in thirty minutes.


      I glared at Seolhwa Lee as I spoke to her.


      “Stop this now, unless you want to get everyone killed, including yourselves.”


      “……”


      “What are you thinking?”


      Something was odd. In the original third loop, she drew power from a catastrophe meteorite, but she never did anything as foolish as awakening it prematurely. Junghyeok must have sought her out because he knew that.


      “Stop hatching the Catastrophe, now,” I said, gripping my sword emphatically.


      Seolhwa Lee looked back at me. “And if I say no?”


      “Then you’ll die here.”


      Poison Beauty Seolhwa Lee smirked at my threat. With a wave of her hand, the people praying turned toward me at once.


      
        [Level-8 humanoid monster, Insect Man Minhyeok Nam is hostile toward you.]


        [Level-8 humanoid monster, Insect Woman Minji Jeong is hostile toward you.]


        [Level-8 humanoid monster, Insect Man Gabil Kim is hostile toward you.]

      


      Antennae rose up from their heads and their hands turned into claws. Apparently, the drifters here had turned into insect humanoids instead of werewolves.


      Something was bothering me.


      …That’s strange. Turning people into humanoid monsters isn’t one of the powers granted by this meteorite.


      “Kill him!”


      Insect humanoids came at me, extending their legs and wings as they leaped into the air. I pointed my sword at them.


      
        [Blade of Faith has been activated!]


        [Blade of Faith special ability has been activated.]


        [The element of the aether has changed to “fire.”]

      


      A white flame split the air. Insect humanoids were weak against fire. The aether flames surrounding Blade of Faith spread to the skin of the insect humanoids. In the blink of an eye, all of them were ablaze.


      “Skreee!”


      The flames quickly spread and burned the skin of the insect humanoids. I sliced off their legs and wings.


      “Kiiiih!”


      They screeched as I unleashed my magic power and incinerated them. This wouldn’t count against my “King of No Killing” since these people were inhuman. It was the same with werewolves. No penalty.


      I charged through the flames and went straight for Seolhwa Lee.


      Klang!


      For the first time, my attack was blocked. Seolhwa Lee’s nails and arms had turned bluish black in color. A catastrophe meteorite could greatly amplify one’s stigmas. By channeling its power, Seolhwa Lee had gained “Poison Claws,” which could block Blade of Faith. But just because she could block it didn’t mean she was immune.


      “Kegh!”


      Sparks flew, and Seolhwa was pushed back five or six steps. At this point, I had higher overall physical stats than the other incarnations, with the exception of Junghyeok. Despite lacking talent, I was by no means weak.


      “Give up. It’s bad for you, too, if a Catastrophe hatches. There’s no penalty for failing this sub scenario anyway.”


      There was something off about Seolhwa Lee’s eyes as they flicked anxiously to the meteorite.


      She was not just trying to obtain power from the meteorite. Rather, it looked like her goal was the Catastrophe itself. That was strange. Even to someone who didn’t read the novel, it should have been clear that awakening the Catastrophe could result in the destruction of Seoul.


      Why is she trying to hatch the Catastrophe?


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

      


      
        Name: Seolhwa Lee


        Age: 26


        Sponsoring Constellation: Divine Doctor Guam


        Attributes: Skilled Physician (Rare), Poison Master (Rare)


        Exclusive Skills: [Weapon Proficiency Lv.7], [Femme Fatale Lv.4], [Poison Emission Lv.5], [Concoct Poison Lv. 4], [Detoxification Lv.5]…


        Stigma: [Poison Claws Lv.4], [Thousand Spirits Poison Lv.4], [Crossroad of Life and Death]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.44(+10)], [Strength Lv.42(+10)], [Agility Lv.44(+10)], [Magic Power Lv.35(+10)]


        Summary: The summary is currently being prepared.

      


      
        *This character is infected by a parasite.


        *A parasite is controlling this character’s body.


        *A portion of Parasite Antinus’s stats have been transferred to this character.
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      Damn it.


      I was hoping that wasn’t the case…!


      
        [Your exclusive attribute improves your memory of the scenes you have read!]

      


      Pages of the novel flipped through my head and a few sentences from different pages flashed before my eyes.


      
        There are five ruling species in Chronos. The Parasite in the east, the Velkia in the west, the Imyuntar in the south, the Mistilen in the north, and the Inbago in the center.

      


      I easily avoided Seolhwa’s Poison Claw attack and kicked her in the back, causing her to lose her balance. She hit the ground with a moan. I turned to her.


      “The fifth scenario is based on ‘the Catastrophe of Chronos.’”


      Seolhwa’s eyes darted about.


      “On the day Chronos was destroyed, the five ruling species of that world each selected one hero. The five heroes would overcome the humiliation of being the sole survivors of the apocalypse, and carry on the legacy of their fallen world.”


      “……”


      “Through a contract with the goblins, they were sent to another world. In exchange for meeting other species and helping them overcome the Catastrophes that were about to befall their world, the five would be allowed to live on.”


      “Kreee.”


      The sounds that came out of Seolhwa Lee’s mouth weren’t human.


      “In this world, they would be known as guides.”


      “……Kiiiih. How does a mere human of Earth know such things?”


      How do I know? Because I read it more times than I can count.


      “You’re not Seolhwa Lee.”


      Prematurely awakening a Catastrophe—no human in their right mind would do such a thing.


      “Antinus, Queen of the Parasite. Your role is to be a guide, so why are you trying to awaken a Catastrophe?”


      Only a fallen guide would dream of doing a such thing.


      
        [Level-5 monarch species insect Antinus glares at you.]

      


      The Parasite species live off of hosts.


      Seolhwa Lee was currently being controlled by one of the guides.


      I looked at the corpses of the dead insect humanoids. As with Lycaon, it was not within the power of a catastrophe meteorite to accelerate a human into becoming a nonhuman species—that was a power granted by the guides from Chronos.


      “I’m guessing you infected the people here. Why did you do that?”


      “Kiiiii…!”


      “What do you gain from awakening the Catastrophe prematurely? As a guide, isn’t it your goal to help earthlings overcome the Catastrophes and build a new world with us? This world is being terraformed for your kind, so why are you trying to destroy it?!”


      “Kiii, kiiiih…!”


      “What you’re doing goes against your duty. It’s not too late, so come out of that body. Carry out your mission as a guide, Antinus!”


      I didn’t want to kill Seolhwa Lee if I could help it. I was sure Junghyeok had felt the same when he’d tried to talk to her.


      It was the same in the original novel—Poison Beauty didn’t become one of the Ten Evils until she was infected by the Parasite. If I could get Antinus out of her body, she wouldn’t become one of the Ten Evils.


      That was why Junghyeok had tried to talk to her, despite it going against his style. He tried in vain to protect her, his lover from the previous loop, from the Queen of the Parasite.


      A notification from “Midday Rendezvous” was blinking in the air.


      
        Kill her.

      


      It was Junghyeok.


      
        The survival of this world is more important than her life. Act wisely, Dokja Kim.

      


      Junghyeok was too far away for me to see the look on his face. Putting the fate of the world over concerns for a former lover…perhaps that was a quality of someone born to be a hero.


      
        Are you sure you’re okay with that?


        It doesn’t matter.

      


      Junghyeok’s voice was firm. But I was certain about one thing: If Seolhwa Lee died here, Junghyeok would break one day.


      One by one, the deaths of those around him would eat away at his memories and erode his sanity bit by bit.


      “Kiiih! How can a lowly human…?!”


      The Queen of the Parasite was talking through Seolhwa’s mouth. Her deep hatred for humans was evident in her voice. I actually knew why she hated humans so much, but I couldn’t afford to care about an insect’s feelings at this time.


      “Kiiih, I’ll kill you.”


      Black liquid began to ooze out of her entire body. Seolhwa Lee’s specialty, Thousand Spirits Poison, was activated in earnest. The black liquid shot out of her “Poison Claws.”


      Tsss—


      I quickly retreated a few steps. The Thousand Spirits Poison melted the ground where I once stood. Junghyeok had escaped with only a poisoning because he was so outrageously strong. Any normal incarnation would have been melted into a bubbling puddle like the patch of ground in front of me.


      Junghyeok asked me a question.


      
        Do you have a way to deal with her Thousand Spirits Poison?


        I do.

      


      Seolhwa Lee’s poison spread through the air toward me. It moved like a living creature with its own will, trying to find my weak spots.


      A few drops splashed onto my thigh and arm. The parts of my clothing touched by the poison began to melt. A triumphant smile spread across Seolhwa Lee’s face.


      But she celebrated too early.


      I ignored the poison and ran toward her. I struck her stomach with all my might.


      “Kiiiiiih!”


      She flew through the air with a horrible scream. Where her poison touched my skin, it turned brown briefly before turning back to normal.


      Seolhwa Lee’s eyes went wide.


      “…Kiii! ‘Absolute Immunity’?”


      There was fear in her voice. Anyone with that skill would be a terrifying enemy for those who fight using poison. But I had no such thing.


      “Antinus, do you even know the sponsoring constellations of the person you’re infesting?” I asked, putting my hand in my pocket. “Of course you don’t. You wouldn’t have entered her body if you did.”


      I pulled out a book from my pocket.


      
        [A constellation who is concerned about the decline of Korean traditional medicine reveals his epithet.]


        [Constellation Divine Doctor Guam stares at you in astonishment.]

      


      “…Kreee…?”


      
        [Donguibogam (Incomplete)]

      


      One of the greatest records of Korean traditional medicine, past and present. It was an item that came from the five-man dungeon, the Principles and Practices of Eastern Medicine, in the King’s Qualification scenario.


      “I went through a lot of trouble to collect this.”


      During the King’s Qualification scenario, while everyone had been scrambling to get their hands on the Four Tigers Evil Slayer, I had gone around bagging other items.


      There were so many items that people overlooked because they didn’t know their value. I paid special attention to the volumes of Donguibogam.


      
        <Internal Bodily Elements> 4 volumes.


        <External Bodily Elements> 4 volumes.


        <Miscellaneous Disorders> 11 volumes.


        <Herbs> 3 volumes.


        <Acupuncture> 1 volume.


        <Table of Contents> 2 volumes.

      


      Donguibogam, or The Principles and Practices of Eastern Medicine, was a constellation artifact that could be completed by collecting all twenty-five volumes. Unfortunately, I was only able to get eight of them, but even incomplete, it had an effect on par with that of an S-grade detox bead.


      
        [You are under the effect of “Donguibogam (Incomplete).”]


        [Your body has temporarily gained the ability to resist poisons.]

      


      Seolhwa Lee was in a panic.


      “It can’t be! Thousand Spirits Poison is supposed to—”


      “I know. It’s not normally something that can be neutralized with a detox bead. But it can be neutralized with Donguibogam. Do you know why?”


      
        [Constellation Divine Doctor Guam looks on with a bittersweet smile.]

      


      A constellation in the sky emitted a dim light, as if to affirm my statement.


      “It’s because the constellation that created the Thousand Spirits Poison is the author of this book.”


      
        A person with the best intentions is capable of the greatest atrocities.

      


      That was how Divine Doctor Guam was described in TWSA.


      Divine Doctor Guam Heo Jun. According to TWSA, Heo Jun devoted himself to the study of poisons instead of medicine toward the end of his life. As with many of the great people who became constellations, Heo Jun’s knowledge and expertise had reached heights far greater than what was recorded in the history books.


      
        If I can make a poison that can kill anyone, then I shall gain the knowledge to create a medicine that can save everyone.

      


      Heo Jun had been exiled after King Seonjo’s death. And for the last seven years of his life, he was fixated on one question—how can someone’s poison be someone else’s medicine? Then, during the final days of his life, he reached a conclusion.


      
        What decides the effects of a poison is someone’s spirit, not their body.

      


      A poison devised by examining a thousand spirits. The result of that study was what flowed out of Seolhwa Lee’s body. In fact, Donguibogam was a record of Heo Jun’s failed attempts to perfect the Thousand Spirits Poison (to be precise, that was the account that was given in TWSA).


      I moved past the Thousand Spirits Poison and let loose a barrage of attacks on Seolhwa Lee, which sent her body flying.


      Once her poison was neutralized, Seolhwa Lee wasn’t a difficult opponent. After all, it was Thousand Spirits Poison that made Seolhwa Lee famous as one of the Ten Evils. If I hadn’t obtained Donguibogam, I would’ve become a mere footnote in her legend of notoriety…but unlucky for her, I was the worst opponent she could have.


      
        [Constellation Divine Doctor Guam looks at you apologetically.]


        [Constellation Divine Doctor Guam hopes you will let this slide.]


        [You have received 300 coins as a donation.]

      


      The Parasite infection had nothing to do with Divine Doctor Guam. Seolhwa Lee wasn’t attacking me out of her own will.


      Even so, he wants my forgiveness for only three hundred coins…?


      
        [Constellation Seoae’s One-Stroke Calligraphy hopes you will let this slide.]


        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army hopes you will let this slide.]


        [You have received 300 coins as a donation.]

      


      I ignored the constellations and approached Seolhwa Lee. She was crawling away from me in terror. I sensed Junghyeok watching us. If I killed Seolhwa Lee here, it would leave a deep wound in him.


      I looked at Seolhwa Lee on the ground.


      “Hey, you.”


      Actually, I was speaking to Antinus, who had possessed her.


      “You better come out while I’m asking nicely.”


      “Kree?”


      “It’s not too late. Go back to being a proper guide. You can teach people your skills and get along with them.”


      “……”


      “And who knows? If you work hard, maybe you’ll become a constellation someday.”


      Antinus, Queen of the Parasite, was a powerful hero despite her appearance. The restrictions of plausibility kept her from being able to use her full power, but if she kept working as a guide, collecting her own history, she could become a constellation herself.


      “I despise…you wretches…”


      The problem was that she considered humans the enemy, to the point that her hatred of our kind left her blind to all else.


      I briefly looked at the catastrophe meteorite, which was vibrating intermittently.


      “It was truly unfortunate that your world was destroyed, but that doesn’t mean you should destroy this world, too. Do you really want to repeat the same tragedy here?”


      “…Your kind will all…die!”


      I sighed at the cackling Antinus. If she wouldn’t leave Seolhwa Lee’s body on her own, I had no choice but to make her leave.


      I didn’t want to use this because it’ll be painful for Seolhwa Lee, not to mention I’d have to fight Antinus after she comes out of her host.


      I looked at the sky. Since I owed a debt to the constellations in Korea, it was time for me to yield.


      
        [The special ability of “Donguibogam (Incomplete)” has been activated.]


        [“Donguibogam - Chapter on Acupuncture” imparts to you the mystical essence of Korean traditional medicine.]

      


      The Donguibogam I had was incomplete, so I couldn’t perform miracles like concocting powerful poisons or saving dying people, but I could do basic treatments.


      For instance, expelling a parasitic bug from a person’s body.


      For a seamless procedure, Seolhwa Lee’s body should be restrained, so I had no choice but to grab her arms from behind. Anyone watching might think we were lovers in an embrace. But I can say with certainty that I had no ulterior motive. I mean, who’d be crazy enough to try something with Junghyeok Yu’s ex-girlfriend?


      
        [Exclusive skill “Pressure Point” Lv.2 has been activated!]

      


      I began poking Seolhwa Lee’s pressure points here, then there. Parts of her body began to turn red. I planted a needle made of magic power in each red spot.


      “Kreee! It hurts! It hurts!” Seolhwa Lee cried out.


      I kept at the pressure points.


      “Kiiiih! Kiii! Kreeee…!”


      Bit by bit, her screams changed from the sounds of an insect to the voice of a human. Removing a parasite with acupuncture…Korean traditional medicine was really something else.


      
        [The mystical essence of Korean traditional medicine has been activated!]


        [Constellation Divine Doctor Guam looks down at you with a big smile.]

      


      I stood back and left Seolhwa Lee to catch her breath. Where the black poison used to ooze out, a yellow viscous fluid now flowed out of her body. That yellow substance was the true form of the parasite, a monarch species insect.


      “Ngh… Urgh…”


      I guess the constellations should be satisfied with this.


      
        [Constellation Divine Doctor Guam is grateful for your kindness.]


        [You have received 500 coins as a donation.]

      


      Seolhwa Lee was struggling to open her eyes. She looked dazed after being infected by a parasite. Her senses were probably in disarray, and it was possible she couldn’t see me well.


      “Who…are you?”


      I knew what would happen if I answered her question. That was how Junghyeok recruited her in his regressions, after all. My identity wasn’t important here.


      “Junghyeok Yu sent me.”


      
        Dokja Kim. Don’t say anything unnecessary.

      


      Junghyeok’s angry voice rang in my ears.


      Seolhwa Lee’s facial expression changed.


      “…Junghyeok Yu? Who is that?”


      “You’ll find out soon.”


      Poison Beauty must join Junghyeok in this scenario.


      After the Oracles had appeared and the Absolute Throne had been destroyed, the trajectory of this world changed from what I knew, little by little. It wasn’t good to repeat the same mistakes from the original story, but a completely unknown future wouldn’t do me any good, either.


      So it was crucial that I rectify the flow of the plot during key moments like this.


      Leaving some things to happen as they did, while redirecting other events.


      There had been surprises and setbacks, but little by little, Junghyeok’s current loop was falling closer in line with the ideal situation I had envisioned. And Poison Beauty—or rather, the Sage of Medicine—Seolhwa Lee could serve as an excellent reference point in my plan.


      “Hey, Dokja! We’re finished over here!”


      I turned around to see Suyeong and Sangah approaching me, covered in blood.


      I was surprised. Just the two of them already dealt with that many people?


      Although I had handled Poison Beauty, I still couldn’t believe those two wiped out the rest all on their own. I had a whole plan for dealing with the remaining enemies, which was now unnecessary.


      Sangah and Suyeong together might have been as powerful as Jihye Lee’s “Ghost Fleet” or Pildu Gong’s “Military Zone.”


      “Wait! Don’t come any closer!”


      I stopped them. Any closer and they could be infected. The battle wasn’t over.


      “Kiiiiih… Human…!”


      The yellow liquid that oozed out of Seolhwa Lee was congealing in one spot in midair.


      Antinus, the Queen of the Parasite.


      She was a troublesome foe when she was infesting a host. But when she was out, she was downright terrifying. The yellow ooze finally took on a bug-like shape.


      Her body was comprised of nutrients she had absorbed over a long time. She had an elegant frame with slim but powerful legs, dragonfly wings, and a tail like a scorpion’s. Every part of her body, except her face, was covered by a chitinous exoskeleton, but her overall form resembled that of a humanoid more than an insect.


      The real battle begins here.


      “Get away from her! Before you get infected!”


      Antinus’s sharp tail stung my midsection.


      
        [You are under the effect of “Donguibogam (Incomplete).”]


        [Your body is immune to the parasite’s sting.]

      


      She was faster than I could keep up with, despite my agility being over fifty. I barely managed to grab her stinger. A split second too late, and it would have pierced my stomach.


      “Kiiii.”


      Using my hold on her tail against me, Antinus threw me to the ground. Intense pain spread throughout my entire body.


      Antinus was strong. Outside of her parasite form, she was even stronger. Her power rivaled that of a level-5 monarch species insect.


      At full combat power, she would be as strong as the lesser fire dragon I had hunted before. Her world may have fallen, but she was a hero who represented an entire race of beings. Just like Lycaon, who emerged from the yellow meteorite, she was a force to be reckoned with.


      There was a way to defeat her, though.


      A guide going on a rampage during a scenario was clearly against the rules. Not only had she killed some people, but she tried to hatch a catastrophe meteorite prematurely. That meant she had given up on plausibility.


      Zzzzt.


      The signs of the storm of plausibility were already hitting Antinus. A little more time, and her body would fall apart without me having to attack her. In other words, I would win if I could stall.


      The problem was how much damage I would sustain while buying said time…


      Just then, the Imyuntar Tribe’s Protection Amulet began to vibrate in my pocket.


      Vmmm.


      Oh, right. I had this. I cracked my aching knuckles and turned to Antinus.


      “Sorry, but I’m not your enemy.”


      Swoosh!


      A silver beam shot down from the sky with a sonic boom. A body over three meters tall, with a magnificent silver mane, appeared before me. There stood Lycaon, Prince of Imyuntar, emitting a powerful energy.


      “I’m here at your command, Symbol Master.”


      Lycaon bowed to me and then turned to look at Antinus. It was reassuring to have this humanoid monster on my side.


      “Antinus.”


      “Lycaon…?”


      “What is the meaning of this?”


      The Queen of the Parasite laughed.


      “Did you forget our mission? Why are you fighting against humans?”


      “Kee-kee! Our mission? Was there such a thing?”


      Lycaon’s expression hardened at her mocking tone. “We are guides. It is our duty to help the people of this world against the coming catastrophe and show them the right path.”


      “Have the goblins already bewitched you? Wake up, Lycaon.”


      “You’re the one who needs to wake up, Antinus.” Lycaon’s voice grew louder. “Did you forget the sacrifice of the warriors of Chronos? Did you already forget the moment the five tribes were annihilated? We must stop the catastrophe in this world, cooperate with the creatures here to protect the terraformed planet, and rebuild the civilization of Chronos here! That is our sacred mission!”


      Rebuilding the civilization of Chronos.


      Antinus wasn’t laughing anymore.


      “That’s not possible,” she said. “This planet will be destroyed. That’s how every scenario ends.”


      “No, it’s different this time.” Lycaon glanced at me. “My Symbol Master eliminated a Minor Catastrophe even before the fifth scenario began. He possesses our tribe’s protection amulet. He may be able to stop the apocalypse.”


      “Who cares about the Minor Catastrophe? Had we faced a lesser Catastrophe, we could’ve defeated it as well.”


      “Earth is only in the fifth scenario! No planet has defeated a Minor Catastrophe during such an early stage. Think wisely, Antinus. There is still hope for this planet!”


      Antinus’s compound eyes blinked slowly. She let out a wail that was closer to an insect’s screech. Though it didn’t sound human, I could tell it was filled with anguish and sorrow.


      “I’ve had enough of your hypocrisy! We’re here to stop the catastrophe, you say? If you truly wanted to help them, why didn’t you object when Earth was chosen as the next target?”


      “That’s……”


      Suyeong, who had been listening to this exchange, quietly moved to my side.


      “What’re they talking about?”


      It looked like Suyeong didn’t know the detailed history of this scenario. The guides didn’t have such serious conversations in Junghyeok’s third or fourth loop. But this wasn’t the right time to explain things to her.


      “Lycaon. You’re the same as me,” Antinus continued. “We’re here to make these wretches feel the despair they brought unto our world!”


      “You will die if you do such a thing. Star Stream’s plausibility will not abide a guide acting on their own.”


      “The Antinus you knew died with my people on our home world.”


      “…So you won’t listen to reason.” Lycaon revealed his fangs and radiated hostility. “Then our conversation is over!”


      “Kee-hee-hee! Lycaon! Pitiful wolf of the Imyuntar! Did you forget the history of Chronos? Wolves have never won against insects!”


      The battle between the Prince of the Wolves and the Queen of the Parasite began.


      When Lycaon roared, the airflow in the area changed. Some winds rushed while others slowed. Some winds moved forcefully.


      “I’m not the Imyuntar you once knew!”


      The winds gathered at once, pressuring Antinus from all sides. Lycaon’s upgraded “The Way of the Wind” was about to be revealed.


      “Kee-hee… How amusing! Let’s see how much that ‘way’ of yours has improved!”


      Antinus made her move first.


      Boom boom boom!


      Antinus used her tail to strike the barrier formed by “The Way of the Wind.” With the sound of cracking leather, sparks flew into the air. Both Suyeong and I looked up at the sky.


      This was a fight between level-5 humanoid monsters, a battle beyond the physical differences between two species.


      Antinus found a gap in the atmosphere and leaped. In a flash, she landed right in front of Lycaon.


      Kshhk!


      Antinus’s shape changed. Her tail was now like a sharp blade and shot for Lycaon. Though it was a single strike, the battle would be over if it connected.


      But Antinus’s movements suddenly slowed. It was as if some repulsive power was pushing against her tail.


      “Kiih?”


      On the other hand, Lycaon’s movements grew faster. The additional speed nullified Antinus’s attack. Her tail merely cut the air.


      
        [Level-5 monarch species insect Parasite Antinus has activated “Accelerating Wings” Lv.8.]

      


      Antinus’s wings spread wide, then suddenly, her vibrating body disappeared.


      “Accelerating Wings” was an S-grade movement skill.


      Her wings, which were beating thousands of times per second, propelled her body so fast that it looked like she had teleported. Antinus’s arms took on a sickle-like shape and swiped at Lycaon’s back.


      
        [Level-5 monarch species insect Parasite Antinus has activated “Mantis Break” Lv.8.]

      


      There was a loud noise as her sickles cut through the wall of wind. Her attacks were so quick that I didn’t think Lycaon could evade them this time.


      But he did.


      Once again, his movements quickened while Antinus slowed down right at the critical moment. As Lycaon deftly dodged the barrage of her attacks, Antinus’s compound eyes flared angrily.


      “What skill is that? ‘Instant Acceleration’?” asked Sangah in shock.


      “No, it’s called ‘The Way of the Wind.’”


      “The Way of the Wind” was the Imyuntar tribe’s secret skill. At first glance, it looked like both Lycaon’s and Antinus’s relative velocities changed, but it was his ability. The air around them flowed according to his will.


      “Kree! That pesky wind…!”


      Antinus realized this, too. Wherever she moved, there was wind. It hindered her movements, while Lycaon controlled it freely.


      The wind slowed the Parasite’s “Mantis Break” strikes and limited how fast she could speed up with “Accelerating Wings.” Depending on how it was used, “The Way of the Wind” could grant faster movement, limited flight, or serve as an evasive or offensive ability.


      That was why I needed it.


      If I could learn that skill, it would single-handedly compensate for a wide range of areas I was lacking in.


      “Queen of the Parasite! Bow down before the might of the wind!” Lycaon roared.


      The wolf of the wind made his move. Lycaon’s sharp claws blew through Antinus’s wing. His stormy kicks attacked her midsection. Using wind acceleration, his strikes broke Antinus’s exoskeleton.


      “Gyaaah…!”


      Her wings shredded by half, Antinus began to fall.


      Lycaon wouldn’t have won without the enlightenment I had given him. I thought it would only be beneficial to him, but it had helped me out, too.


      Bzzap!


      More signs of the storm of plausibility appeared on Antinus’s body.


      “I won’t let it end like this…!”


      Antinus spread what was left of her wings and prepared for a crash landing.


      
        Dokja Kim! Kill her! Hurry!

      


      I was already running toward Antinus before Junghyeok spoke.


      
        [Blade of Faith has been activated!]

      


      I could get caught up in the storm of plausibility, but that wasn’t important.


      “My home, my tribe, my children…”


      Antinus was going after the catastrophe meteorite.


      “I’ll make you pay for destroying my world!”


      She aimed all her magic power at the meteorite. Lycaon urgently ran to block the magic. I swung Blade of Faith at Antinus’s head.


      Her insect mandibles smirked at our efforts.


      …Did we stop her?


      When I turned around, a pale-faced Lycaon was looking at me.


      “Grrr… Symbol Master. I’m sor—”


      And then, everything went silent.


      Light exploded from the meteorite, and my body was thrown back. A piece of meteorite struck me in the head. The entire world shook, as if I were concussed. I watched the explosion send Lycaon’s massive frame flying through the air.


      Guides could not withstand the power of a Catastrophe. A history of failure could not be rewritten.


      
        [You have failed to clear the scenario.]


        [The Catastrophe of Questions has arrived in this world.]

      


      The fate of the world was hanging in the balance, but I was buried under a pile of rubble. My vision went dark. When I finally regained consciousness, Junghyeok’s voice was in my ears.


      
        Dokja Kim! Wake up! Hurry!


        …I’m trying.


        Get up! You may be able to stop the Catastrophe if you act now.

      


      To be honest, I thought that was impossible. I didn’t have “The Way of the Wind,” and the Catastrophe of Questions was already awake. I thought I should fall back and regroup, rather than go for what was likely a suicide attack here.


      Junghyeok spoke as if he had read my mind.


      
        Is that who you really are? A weakling?


        What?


        I’m asking if everything you’ve said to me was a lie.

      


      I bolted upright.


      That bastard…


      
        You lectured me not to give up on this world, but you’re giving up just because of a mere Catastrophe?

      


      Despite the situation, I laughed. I never imagined I would be hearing something like this from Junghyeok Yu of all people. How embarrassing. Just kill me now.


      
        Of course not, jerk. I was just thinking for a second.

      


      I didn’t want to admit it, but Junghyeok was right. How could I, the only reader to completely finish the novel, say it was impossible? It was way too early for that.


      I emerged from the wreckage of the building and began running.


      Ka-boom.


      The eight-meter-tall catastrophe meteorite was split in two. Something must have hatched out of it. I looked around but didn’t see the Catastrophe.


      “Hey, what’s going on…?”


      A flustered-looking Suyeong approached me.


      I didn’t see Sangah, but I heard a soft voice.


      “This is…”


      There was a boy about ten steps from us. He looked like a high schooler. He was totally naked.


      “This place…could it be…?” the boy mumbled.


      He kept looking around, incredulous at what he was seeing.


      As I listened to his mumbling, one thought filled my head: I need to kill him right now. But I couldn’t move.


      
        [The Catastrophe of Questions is weak from hatching prematurely.]


        [As a penalty for hatching it prematurely, you may not attack the Catastrophe of Questions for three minutes.]

      


      Damn it… We get the penalty? Not him? What the hell is wrong with those goblins?


      The boy took big steps toward a woman lying on the ground nearby. She was one of the Poison Beauty group.


      “It’s a person!” the boy shouted at the woman, who was covered in dirt. “Hey, are you okay?”


      “Uh, ngh… Who…?”


      “Um, may I ask you something?”


      No. Don’t answer him.


      I wanted to yell at her, but my voice didn’t come out.


      “Where am I? And what year is it?”


      “Wh-why would you ask…?”


      “Don’t ask me questions, just answer. What year is this?”


      The woman began answering, as if bewitched by a strange energy from the boy.


      “W-we’re in Seoul, and the year is…”


      I heard a system message as soon as she responded.


      
        [The first question has been answered.]


        [The first seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]

      


      “Ha…ha-ha… Ha-ha-ha!”


      “Why are you laughing…?”


      The boy laughed out loud as he spoke to the panicked woman.


      “Hey, do you have any idea how much I’ve been through? You don’t, do you?”


      “H-huh?”


      “You haven’t lived for a hundred years, have you? In a place where you were the only human being… Did you know there are other dimensions?”


      “Other…dimensions?”


      “So there’s this place inhabited by disgusting bugs, werewolves, bird people… Oh, let me give you a quiz. Think you can guess the correct answer?”


      The panicked woman opened her mouth, but no sound came out.


      “Out of insects, wolves, and birds, which species is the best at it?”


      “B-best…at what?”


      The boy laughed as if he was enjoying this. It made my skin crawl.


      “Then how about this? Which of their meat tastes the best?”


      As I listened to the Catastrophe of Questions, I thought it was inevitable that Antinus was set on destroying Earth. After all, her world had been destroyed by a human from this planet.


      The woman couldn’t answer the boy’s question.


      “P-please don’t kill me…”


      With a splat, he crushed her head. The boy chuckled and spoke as he looked around.


      “Well, I’m sure it’s the standard setup from here on. I beat up some S-rank incarnations, or whatever they’re called…bust up the corrupt association… No, wait. Before that…”


      
        [The penalty for the premature hatching has ended.]


        [The force restraining your movements has been lifted.]

      


      Crap, it’s too late. Before I could yell, the boy had already moved farther away. Unfortunately, he had found his next victim.


      “Ha-ha! You’re so pretty!”


      I swore to myself.


      Sangah, get away!


      She pulled out a dagger and stared at him warily.


      “…Who are you?”


      The boy grinned at her.


      “Wanna know?”


      His hand shot out faster than the eye could follow and grabbed Sangah by her chin.


      “Should I tell you?”


      The Catastrophe of Questions was one of the five Catastrophes that had destroyed Chronos.


      A human from Earth who had been transported to another world, then back—a returnee.
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      Returnees.


      This is how they were mentioned for the first time in TWSA:


      
        Some people go back in time. Some people travel to different dimensions. And some people are reborn. In other words, everyone has a different way of adapting to a fallen world.

      


      
        Of the three ways to survive the apocalypse, they embody the second. Beings who destroyed other dimensions to survive.

      


      “Answer me. Aren’t you curious about my identity?”


      Returnee Ilsang Myeong. He was one of the returnees from Earth, and he was the boy who was summoned as a hero to Chronos.


      “Hmm… This is where you blush and lower your gaze shyly, don’t you know? But I guess someone as pretty as you isn’t that easy, huh?”


      The Catastrophe of Questions was as creepy as I remembered.


      “What…?” Sangah opened her mouth in bewilderment.


      “Sangah, you mustn’t answer him!”


      She began to turn toward me, but Ilsang Myeong forcibly yanked her chin to face him again.


      “What are you looking at? Keep your eyes on me! Wait, is he your boyfriend?”


      “Get your hand off me.”


      Sangah shook off Ilsang Myeong’s hand. She swung her dagger threateningly. Ilsang Myeong smirked.


      
        [The second question has been answered.]


        [Returnee Ilsang Myeong’s second seal has been released.]

      


      “So he is your boyfriend. While I was busting my ass in another dimension for a hundred years…”


      The boy’s cold gaze fell on me. Even though Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint wasn’t active, it was clear what his look meant.


      “…you people were living it up in this peaceful world, huh?”


      Ilsang Myeong pointed his right arm at me. As purple particles began to coalesce around his hand, I hit the ground to duck for cover.


      
        [Character Ilsang Myeong has activated “Lesser Red Fire Cannon”!]

      


      Red Fire Cannon. The flame that destroyed the eastern continent of Chronos and incinerated the entire race of monarch species insects who lived in the forests.


      It felt as though the atmosphere itself was on fire, and I held my breath as I was engulfed in flames. The pain of burning skin. I swore to myself. Damn it. It hurts. It really hurts! But…


      …it’s actually not as bad as I thought…?


      When I looked at my skin, the flames were gone. There was soot here and there, and it stung a bit, but the pain was tolerable.


      That was the “Red Fire Cannon” that terrorized the insect species?


      When I looked up, Sangah was engaged in fierce combat, dagger in hand. She was fighting better than I expected. It looked like the Catastrophe of Questions was caught off guard by Sangah’s proficiency.


      “What? Why are you so strong? Are you a returnee, too? Or have I become weaker?”


      That was strange. The Catastrophe of Questions with two seals undone should be far more powerful than this.


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

      


      
        Name: Ilsang Myeong


        Age: 17 (127)


        Sponsoring Constellation: Mass Production Maker


        Exclusive Attributes: SSS-Rank Hero (Heroic), Catastrophe of Questions (Legendary)


        Exclusive Skills: [SSS-Rank Growth Acceleration Lv.10 (Currently Lv.1)], [SSS-Rank Swordsmanship (Currently Lv.1)], [Red Fire Cannon Lv.9 (Currently Lv.1)], [SSS-Grade Footwork (Currently Lv.1)]…


        Stigma: [The Answer Is Already Decided and All You Need to Do Is Respond Lv.7 (Currently Lv.2)]


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.99 (Currently Lv.55)], [Strength Lv.99 (Currently Lv.55)], [Agility Lv.99 (Currently Lv.60)], [Magic Power Lv.99 (Currently Lv.55)]


        Summary: The Catastrophe of Questions who destroyed Chronos. All of his abilities are sealed due to a penalty of the scenario. His abilities increase as his seals are released. Once all the seals are released, the true power of the Catastrophe will awaken. If you want to live, do not answer his questions. You’re probably dead either way, though.
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      All the SSS-rank stuff looked scary, but after reading his profile, I understood why he was so weak.


      The goblins were fair, if nothing else.


      Right now, Ilsang Myeong is weaker than he was in the original story.


      “Suyeong! Sangah!”


      I wasn’t sure if Bihyeong had helped us or not, but this was our chance.


      “Hit him with everything you’ve got! We have to kill him now!”


      While he was in this state, we might be able to do it even without “The Way of the Wind.” I dumped all my coins on my stats.


      
        [Stamina Lv.50 -> Stamina Lv.60]


        [Agility Lv.50 -> Agility Lv.60]


        [Magic Power Lv.25 -> Magic Power Lv.60]


        [You have spent a total of 39,500 coins.]


        [All your stats have reached the limit allowed for this scenario.]

      


      I charged as I activated Unbreakable Faith.


      “Remember! Do not answer his questions!”


      Ilsang Myeong’s curiosity was piqued by Unbreakable Faith.


      “Whoa! That’s an aura blade, isn’t it?”


      Because the boy’s highest stat was agility, I narrowly missed him.


      “Are you a martial artist from Murim or something? How can you use an aura blade already? This is crazy!”


      I ignored Ilsang Myeong and activated a stigma.


      
        [Stigma “Song of the Sword” Lv.1 has been activated.]


        [Your blade is imbued with words left behind by Chungmugong.]

      


      Random verses written by Chungmugong appeared before my eyes, and soon I heard a message.


      
        [The twenty-eighth. Weather: Clear. I went to the office and took care of some paperwork.]

      


      And nothing happened. Damn it. What horrible timing to get a dud from Chungmugong. “Song of the Sword” drew from the general’s wartime diaries, but not every line was about fighting enemies. In fact, most of it was mundane stuff, like…


      The sky was clear.


      Then Chungmugong went to his office and did paperwork.


      If I kept my own “Endtime Diaries,” today’s entry would go like this:


      The sky was dark.


      Dokja Kim got beaten up.


      Wham!


      Ilsang Myeong kicked me, and I tumbled to the ground. His expression grew serious. He examined my Unbreakable Faith with a sigh.


      “Phew, I knew it. It’s not a real aura blade. What the hell was that? I was scared for nothing.”


      “You talk too much.”


      A woman’s voice, as cold as ice. While I was stalling for time, dozens of Suyeong’s avatars went after Ilsang Myeong.


      “Die!”


      Suyeong’s relentless onslaught kept his strikes at bay, but since her strength stat wasn’t so high, her attacks didn’t do much damage to the returnee. On top of that, Sangah couldn’t fight properly with so many of Suyeong’s avatars in her way.


      Ilsang Myeong smiled as Suyeong’s small fists struck him.


      “Ooh, another pretty girl! How old are you? A middle schooler?”


      “Shut up! Just die!”


      Ilsang Myeong’s expressions turned strange as he was pummeled.


      “…C’mon…why’s everyone like this? Did I do something wrong? When a dashing returnee like me appears, aren’t you supposed to welcome him with open arms? I’m gonna kill all the scary monsters, you know?”


      “What the hell are you talking about? Damn psycho!”


      “Whoa… That was so mean. Wait, the way this is playing out feels like…”


      Ilsang Myeong’s expression changed again.


      “I see! You people are from the Hunter’s Association, aren’t you? They’re always the first ones to screw with a fresh returnee.”


      “What’re you even talking about…?! There’s no such thing!”


      
        [The third question has been answered.]


        [The fourth question has been answered.]


        [The fifth question has been answered.]


        [The returnee Ilsang Myeong’s fifth seal has been released.]

      


      Ilsang Myeong smiled and nodded.


      “With a reaction like that, you’re definitely from the Hunter’s Association.”


      …This is the worst.


      A powerful wave of energy surged from Ilsang Myeong and destroyed all the avatars within his proximity. He burst out laughing.


      “Now it’s time for the overpowered hero to do his thing!”


      Suyeong moved back and looked at me incredulously.


      “What’s happening to him?!”


      I exhaled to show my frustration.


      “Didn’t you hear me? I said not to answer his questions.”


      “I didn’t! I just swore at him!”


      “Don’t say anything, period. That bastard will take those as an answer, too.”


      To the Catastrophe of Questions, a question isn’t about getting an answer.


      Whatever the answers, they all boost Ilsang Myeong’s power.


      “Who should I kill fir—?”


      He was cut short by Sangah, who appeared behind him. Her eyes left no doubt that she meant to kill him here.


      
        [Hermes’s Stroll]


        [Theseus’s Resolve]


        [Arachne’s Web]

      


      Even without notifications from the system, I recognized Sangah’s skills. There would be descriptions of those skills in the Gigantomachia scenario later.


      Those are definitely stigmas belonging to the constellations of Olympus.


      Shocked, Ilsang Myeong fired his “Lesser Red Fire Cannon” to keep her away, but Sangah charged straight at him, taking the full brunt of his attacks.


      “What the…?”


      Impossible. Barring some kind of special event, there was no way for a single incarnation to possess multiple stigmas. Even I only have two.


      Sangah hadn’t even read TWSA. How did she get all those stigmas?


      “Go easy on me! It hurts, you know!”


      Sweat ran down her forehead. Her magic thread extended and contracted in a dizzying array. Her dagger struck mercilessly every time Ilsang Myeong showed the slightest opening. Sangah’s body was wreathed in a flame of her own life force.


      In just two days… It’s far too drastic a change.


      At that moment, I realized something.


      A single incarnation wielding the stigmas of multiple constellations. It’s not unheard of. There are a few examples in TWSA, like with Anna Croft, a prophet from the US… But that would mean Sangah is…


      “Dokja! Now!”


      On her signal, I activated Blade of Faith and aided Sangah’s attack. Suyeong joined us, too. As the three of us synchronized our attacks, we began to drive Ilsang Myeong into a corner.


      He was pushed back, and his movements slowed. My Blade of Faith slashed at his stomach and shoulder.


      “Damn it…!”


      Blood gushed out. Ilsang Myeong withdrew and mumbled something.


      
        [Character Ilsang Myeong has used “Blink” Lv.1]

      


      His form became a blur. I felt anxious. I couldn’t let him get away. I turned my blade and hacked at his side, but when the blade touched him, his body disappeared.


      The only thing left was a splash of blood.


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter sighs in disappointment.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband rages at the anticlimax.]


        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon chides you to do things properly.]


        [The agitation of some constellations has reached a dangerous level.]

      


      “Shit, he got away!” Suyeong yelled.


      “It’s okay. He’s injured, so we’ll get him next time.”


      
        [Some constellations have calmed down.]

      


      “And Sangah, you did grea— Sangah?”


      There was no response, so I went to her. She had passed out on her feet.


      “What’s wrong with her now?” Suyeong asked.


      Then it hit me. “Theseus’s Resolve” was a stigma that pushed an incarnation past their limits to temporarily amplify their combat power. That was how Sangah was able to battle the Catastrophe for a time. I looked at her for a moment before scooping her into my arms. I handed her body to Suyeong.


      “Am I a nanny or something? Why are you dumping all the unconscious people on me?”


      “There’s no time. Hurry up and find the Catastrophe. Send out more avatars.”


      “I think I know where he went.”


      “Show me.”


      I couldn’t let him go. We almost had him.


      “I don’t remember it well, but… He gets stronger every time his questions are answered, correct?”


      “That’s right. He starts out weak but gets stronger every time he hears an answer. Returnees are too powerful, so they usually get penalties when they come back to their world. You saw the seals being lifted, right?”


      “I did. How many are there total?”


      “Dozens. When they’re all undone, it’s over.”


      So far, five seals had been released.


      Thankfully, the goblins hadn’t started a scenario on him yet.


      If there was a mission, people from all over Seoul would be after him. Some idiots would answer his questions and lift all his seals in no time, so it was truly a relief that the goblins hadn’t drawn attention to the Catastrophe of Questions.


      …But right as I was thinking that—


      Hmm, very impressive. Even though he’s under a penalty, he is a Catastrophe. And yet, the three of you gave him a hard time.


      Suyeong and I looked up at the same time.


      Don’t you think you’re being too greedy? They say sharing is caring.


      “Shit.”


      As soon as Suyeong cursed, the messages came up.


      
        [A new sub scenario has arrived.]


        [Sub Scenario — The SSS-Grade Hunt has begun.]
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      1


      A goblin’s voice was broadcast loudly.


      A group of low-grade goblins watched us like spectators to a show, Bihyeong among them. When we made eye contact, he quickly looked away and began to whistle, trying to hide that he knew me.


      The goblin in the middle opened his mouth.


      Dear incarnations of Seoul! I regret to bring you tragic news. Unfortunately, due to some people’s incompetence, one of the Catastrophes has awoken in Gangdong-gu.


      He smiled and shot me a knowing look. That bastard…?


      Haah… I can almost hear everyone’s sighs from here. I see some of you are already trying to leave Gangdong-gu. But hear me out. You’ll regret it if you run away now. This Catastrophe could be an opportunity for you.


      The goblin continued, clearly in his element.


      Trying to stay alive, scrounging for coins… It’s been rough, hasn’t it? I know how you feel. Your old life was destroyed in a single moment, and some strange being started collecting coins from you. People you thought were friends are now trying to murder you. You may have thought, “Well, at least I don’t have to go to work anymore,” but now the stars in the sky are telling you, “Hey, dance for me, and I’ll give you a hundred coins.”


      
        [A small number of constellations are chuckling.]

      


      But the goblin wasn’t laughing.


      I understand how shitty it must feel. “The world’s gone to hell anyway, so I might as well live however I want!” You finally summoned the courage only to realize the new world has already been divided into the haves and the have-nots. Oh, the despair you must’ve felt. You bent over backward to secure a sponsoring constellation, only to realize they’re a joke compared to the mighty gods and heroes other lucky bastards ended up with. I know all about the anger against an unfair world.


      
        [Some constellations object to goblin’s speech.]

      


      Judging by the way he spoke, this one knew what he was doing. Normally, low-grade goblins didn’t have the guts to do such a thing. Saying one thing that rubbed the constellations the wrong way could spell the end for the channel, after all.


      But that only applied to goblins with small channels. It was a different story with the ones in the big league.


      They knew the rules of a story.


      You can’t have a successful channel by pandering to the audience and trying to please everyone’s tastes.


      A true storyteller knows that they are supposed to address the characters, not the audience.


      I’ve prepared this especially for you poor souls who just can’t catch a break. For those of you who are destined to be losers no matter how hard you work, this is your chance to finally become a winner!


      I closely observed the goblin making the speech. He had one horn on his head. To match his single horn, he had only one leg showing through his white cape.


      Wait, is he…Dokgak?


      A giant screen appeared in midair. The screen depicted a young man who appeared to be on the run while bleeding from his wounds.


      You see, that boy is practically a walking SSS-grade item! Worth his weight in gold. His name is Ilsang Myeong. He’s one lucky bastard who was chosen and sent to another world. You’ve all imagined that at least once, no? Being summoned to a different world, gaining special powers, sharing a night of passion with a cute elf girlfriend, being loved and respected by all as the hero who saved the world! That’s right. This lucky asshole who got to enjoy everything you’ve never had is the Catastrophe you must hunt!


      I had thought it was strange that low-grade goblins were put in charge of a scenario that should’ve been managed by mid-grades… Who knew the host goblin of a major channel would be here?


      I can already hear your complaints. You may be asking, “But how do we defeat an SSS-grade?” Ha-ha. Don’t worry. He is under a penalty right now, and his power is still sealed. He may be strong, but he’s practically a walking treasure chest that will open when you gang up on him and beat his smug face in.


      “…Damn, he’s good.”


      Suyeong clicked her tongue. Being a writer, she had figured out the goblin’s true intention. If you call a Catastrophe a “Catastrophe,” no one will go near it.


      But if it’s advertised as “a walking treasure chest”…?


      Your life isn’t over yet. Actually, you’re quite lucky. The sub scenario I’m providing now will be a great tool to change your life. Today is your only chance. Get moving! Only those who make the first move will become the masters of SSS-grade items!


      Now that they’ve heard this, incarnations from all over Seoul will gather in Gangdong-gu.


      
        [The sub scenario has been updated.]

      


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      
        <Sub Scenario - The SSS-Grade Hunt>

      


      
        Category: Sub


        Difficulty: B - ???


        Mission: Eliminate SSS-rank hero Ilsang Myeong.


        Time Limit: None


        Reward: 5,000 coins, an SSS-grade item (random)


        Penalty for Failure: Destruction of Seoul Dome.
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      The worst-case scenario was underway.


      Although the promised reward was quite hefty, it was nothing compared to what would happen if we failed.


      “We have to find him quickly, before we all die.”


      “…Is that even allowed? Can a goblin do something like that without causing problems with plausibility?”


      “The deficit in plausibility is canceled out if enough constellations decide something will be entertaining.”


      This was why the goblins preferred a provocative story. If a large number of constellations liked a story, they’d take on the burden of plausibility. Of course, if it failed, the goblin would be hit with the brunt of the consequences, but there was no chance of that happening here.


      
        [Many constellations show interest.]

      


      If things went as Dokgak intended, Seoul would fall before the fifth scenario even began.


      Suyeong summoned her avatars with all her magic power and sent them out. After about five minutes, she said, “Found him. He’s about two kilometers northeast.”


      Suyeong and I took off. Before long, we heard voices.


      “There he is! Over there!”


      “It’s the guy who came back from a different dimension!”


      People had already gathered around him. Ilsang Myeong was surrounded, but he didn’t seem bothered in the slightest. In fact, there was a big smile on his face.


      “Yup, that’s right! It’s me!”


      “Lucky bastard! I heard you had a hell of a time there.”


      “I guess I had some fun, yeah.”


      “I’m so jealous… Everyone! Kill him!”


      I was surprised by how many people had inferiority complexes.


      Ilsang Myeong dodged a few swords that came at him.


      “If you’re jealous, do you want me to send you there?”


      “What? We can go, too?”


      “Of course you can. But are you sure you want to go?”


      “Damn right I do! It’s gotta be better than this hellhole…”


      Ilsang Myeong nodded and extended his right arm toward the crowd.


      
        [The eighth seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]


        [The ninth seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]


        ……

      


      “Then have fun. Though I’m not sure if you’ll have a better time there.”


      “What?”


      
        [The twelfth seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]


        [The thirteenth seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]


        [The fourteenth seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]


        ……

      


      I felt a wave of despair when I saw the cascade of notifications.


      It was too late.


      “Because I destroyed that world.”


      
        [Returnee Ilsang Myeong has activated “Red Fire Cannon” Lv.3!]

      


      I grabbed Suyeong and ducked behind a building. A purple flash lit up the concrete jungle. Six large buildings were instantly leveled, and an entire street disappeared. People who ran after him were completely disintegrated.


      A lone individual who could be categorized as a Catastrophe.


      That was the true power of a returnee.


      Suyeong slumped to the ground next to me.


      “What the…? How’re we supposed to fight that?”


      We were shaking, not from the skill’s effect, but from terror.


      “We can do it,” I replied, trying my best to shake off the creeping fear.


      “Don’t be stupid. Let’s go back. There’s no way we can defeat him.”


      “If we get him now, the reward will be even better.”


      
        [Character Suyeong Han has activated the skill “Lie Detection” Lv.2.]


        [Character Suyeong Han has confirmed your words to be true.]

      


      Her eyes went wide.


      “…Really? You were acting like it was hopeless earlier.”


      “I had a change in outlook, all right?”


      Only half of what I said was true. I did originally plan to defeat the Catastrophe of Questions after letting him power up a bit in order to earn my second fable.


      But that plan had been contingent on learning “The Way of the Wind.”


      “Anyone else want to go to another world? Raise your hand. I’ll send you there right away!”


      People ran off screaming. Ilsang Myeong approached us. I heard Junghyeok’s voice from a translucent window in midair.


      
        You don’t stand a chance in a head-to-head battle.


        I know. But I still have to try.


        Why did you let it come to this?


        What?


        You had plenty of chances to stop this. If you’d killed Seolhwa Lee, or fought with Lycaon to kill Antinus, this Catastrophe could’ve been prevented.

      


      I had my reasons. I didn’t kill Seolhwa Lee for Junghyeok’s sake, and I simply couldn’t find the timing to jump in when Lycaon and Antinus were fighting.


      
        I’m not a regressor like you. I have to be more cautious. If I fail, I’m done. I have to think before I—


        Cautious? Stop being so arrogant. Do you think you’re a constellation? You can’t control everything just because you know the future.

      


      That felt like a gut punch.


      I hated to admit it, but Junghyeok was right.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” is active.]

      


      Arrogance from knowing the original story, the belief that I’d be able to think of something no matter how far things strayed from the plot… That hubris might have all led to this.


      
        Then if you’re so good, why don’t you fight him? Instead of relying on a guy like me.


        There may be a way to beat him, even without “The Way of the Wind.”


        What are you talking about? You need that skill to fight the Catastrophe of Questions.

      


      Junghyeok didn’t reply for a while.


      
        My attribute is Pro Gamer. What’s yours?


        Huh?


        I’m asking what you’re good at.

      


      …What I’m good at?


      I felt a tingling in the back of my mind, like I was missing something important. But I didn’t have time to think about it.


      “Found you. Another hopeful traveler.”


      Like something out of a horror movie, Ilsang Myeong’s face popped up around the corner of the building. Suyeong gasped, and I took a step back.


      “…Huh? It’s the Hunter’s Association people.”


      Ilsang Myeong walked toward us with a smile.


      “Good. I wanted to see you guys again. Do you know you ruined my debut?”


      “…”


      “I wanted to live as a good guy. Kill some cocky S-rank incarnations, destroy evil groups, make love to some pretty girls. But look at me now. I’ve become a villain! What are you gonna do about that? Huh?”


      Instead of answering, I grabbed my sword.


      
        [Stigma “Song of the Sword” Lv.1 has been activated.]


        [Your blade is imbued with words left behind by Chungmugong.]

      


      
        [Today I am truly prepared to face death, so heavens, grant me the strength to destroy our enemies.]

      


      Verses written by Chungmugong flashed through my head. Thankfully, the great general had my back this time.


      
        [The effect of stigma “Song of the Sword” is active.]


        [You are determined in the face of death. Your combat power has increased.]

      


      I squeezed out all the magic power I had at once.


      
        [Blade of Faith has been activated!]

      


      Blade of Faith looked like it was about to explode. I ran toward the Catastrophe.


      Klang!


      Ilsang Myeong effortlessly slapped Blade of Faith aside with his hand. Extreme pain ignited in my palm. Although it was only a single strike, I clearly knew Ilsang Myeong’s overall stats were way above the scenario’s cap.


      “Huh? Want to fight me? Seriously? Didn’t you see me light up those idiots earlier?”


      I clenched my teeth and tried to remember some TWSA pages.


      What am I good at? That would be reading.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” Lv.1 has been activated.]

      


      I could hear the Catastrophe’s movements.


      
        [Right shoulder]

      


      Whoosh!


      
        [Left thigh]

      


      I couldn’t evade his strikes even though I knew they were coming. The Catastrophe’s fists glowed purple as they flew at me mercilessly.


      
        [Stomach, stomach, stomach, stomach, stomach, stomach]

      


      Blood burst from my mouth and my vision blurred. But I didn’t give up. Think harder, Dokja. Think!


      
        [Character Ilsang Myeong is impressed by your perseverance.]


        [Your understanding of character Ilsang Myeong has increased.]

      


      Information from TWSA alone wasn’t enough to beat him. This was different from when I fought a warden of the dark. I couldn’t fight him while calculating everything.


      
        [Strong-Weak-Medium-Weak-Strong-Weak-Medium-Weak]

      


      My head spun with all the information flowing through while my body was assailed. Although I used a stigma, this was all I could do. If this kept up, the winner was already decided.


      I jumped back and wiped blood from my mouth.


      …Should I use Ganpyeongui?


      I felt torn. Borrowing a constellation’s power should be my last resort. If I got a blessing from a powerful historical-grade constellation or the Seven Stars of the Big Dipper, I could probably win, but I might be in danger from the plausibility. More than that, I didn’t want to owe any of them anything again.


      Ugh, I wish I had even a little bit of talent for this… Or I could steal someone else’s talent.


      Huh? Wait… Steal?


      A dull shock swirled around in my head. Knowledge was my greatest weapon. But I’d gotten so overwhelmed with information that I’d overlooked the most important thing.


      How stupid. I should’ve tried this first.


      
        [Exclusive skill “Bookmark” has been activated.]


        [“Character Bookmark” has been activated.]


        [Available bookmark slots: 4]


        [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 75]


        3. Rabble-Rouser Inho Cheon [Understanding 20]


        4. Empty slot
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      Nothing was different except that one more slot had been added.


      I tapped the empty slot.
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        <List of Characters Currently Available to Bookmark>


        1. Poison Beauty Seolhwa Lee [Understanding 10]


        2. King of Beauty Jiwon Min [Understanding 25]


        3. Tyrant King Yonghu Jeong [Understanding 10]


        4. Reclusive Loner Donghoon Han [Understanding 30]


        5. Prophet Anna Croft [Understanding 1]


        6. Armament Lord Pildu Gong [Understanding 30]


        …
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      As I thought, Junghyeok wasn’t on the list. Since he was a main character, he could only be on the list when certain conditions were met.


      Also missing from the list were non-characters like Suyeong, Sangah, and Gilyeong. That didn’t matter because they weren’t the one I was looking for.


      I scrolled down the list and finally found the character I wanted. I knew he’d be there. How could I have forgotten that he was also a character?


      I assigned the character to the fourth bookmark without hesitation.


      
        [The duration will be decided based on the level of your “Bookmark” skill.]


        [Duration: 30 minutes]


        [Your understanding of this character is quite high. You may choose to borrow some of this character’s skills.]

      


      I chose a skill. Then I was surrounded by a silvery storm. I felt the ferocious valor of a wolf surge within me.


      Damn it, I was stupid.


      Why did I try so hard to learn this skill?


      I’m not a regressor or a returnee.


      
        [Character Lycaon, Prince of the Imyuntar, has been registered in the fourth slot.]


        [The fourth bookmark has been activated.]

      


      I’m a reader.


      
        [“The Way of the Wind” Lv.8 has been activated.]

      


      And this is how I fight.

    
  


  
    
      2


      Whooosh!


      An invigorating wind wrapped around my body as I thought about some lines from TWSA. As Suyeong realized what skill I was about to use, she summoned her avatars.


      “But you said you couldn’t learn that skill!”


      “Step back.”


      “The Way of the Wind”


      In my left hand, a swift gale, and in my right hand, a raging storm. Where the straight line and the curved line collide, the Way of the Wind shall open.


      Words that once went over my head now became reality. I sensed the wind rising from my feet.


      Ilsang Myeong’s fist was suddenly at my nose. His punch should’ve connected, but it missed. The skill’s power was filling the overwhelming gap between our abilities. This was the Imyuntar tribe’s secret weapon.


      Ilsang Myeong’s eyes lit up.


      “…Huh? You’ve gotten faster.”


      I didn’t answer him and focused on my newfound understanding of the wind. I was in a fight against time.


      I only had thirty minutes left to use the bookmark.


      “Aha! I see. That’s the wolves’ skill, isn’t it?” Ilsang Myeong gave me a condescending look. “It’s just one stupid skill. Stop acting like you’ve reached enlightenment or something.”


      “……”


      “Did you know? I killed the King of the Wolves with my own hands.”


      I’m sure he did.


      I thought about all the lives that had been extinguished on Chronos.


      Then I thought of Lycaon, Prince of the Imyuntar, and Antinus, Queen of the Parasite…


      They survived to become part of a scenario happening on another planet, even after their home planet was gone. If Earth was destroyed, that would be my fate as well.


      Ilsang Myeong used his right hand to fire “Red Fire Cannon.”


      
        [One wind meets another to form taegeuk, and again, one wind meets another to form yin and yang.]

      


      I mustered every bit of my imagination to visualize those abstract words. Hot and cold energies gathered and swirled before my eyes. Then the wind began to shift in a different direction.


      Pzzzzt!


      Cannon fire collided with the wind, sending an explosion of energy in every direction. Every aether attack was transmitted through a medium. If the medium was scattered, the attack would be, too.


      Ilsang Myeong seemed a little surprised.


      “…Not bad. So you have a little trick like that, huh?”


      He bit his lip and made a run for it.


      
        [Character Ilsang Myeong has used “Blink” Lv.4!]

      


      “Blink” again? But it wasn’t hard to catch up to him. By closing my eyes and focusing on the wind, I could sense every presence nearby.


      I moved as fast as Junghyeok’s “Phoenix Walk” and caught up to Ilsang Myeong. He grabbed anyone he saw on the street to ask them questions. I kicked him in the back.


      Whack!


      Ilsang Myeong flew through the steel frame of a building. Although the kick was powerful enough to break bones, he got up, unharmed.


      
        [The twenty-fourth seal on returnee Ilsang Myeong has been released.]

      


      Ilsang Myeong released his next seal before I got to him.


      “…That tickles.”


      He was acting like this was all a game. The bastard probably believes he will win, no matter what. As his seals were released, Ilsang Myeong’s wounds healed, and more of my magic power was consumed.


      “Ha-ha-ha! Try to stop my attack this time!”


      Speeding up my movements with “The Way of the Wind” wouldn’t be enough. If it was, Chronos wouldn’t have been destroyed in the first place.


      I had to use that.


      But I needed someone to buy time while I—


      …Eh?


      I spotted a dark shape descending at an angle from the sky. It looked like a hawk, plunging directly at Ilsang Myeong.


      Wham!


      The tremendous impact left behind a small crater on the ground. Ilsang Myeong was on the ground, and someone familiar was on top of him. My jaw dropped.


      “…Junghyeok?”


      This guy…didn’t he say he needed two days to recover?


      I instinctively took a few steps back as Junghyeok strode toward me. He’s not here to hit me during all this, is he? But he stopped about two steps from me and turned around.


      “Get started.” He stood with his back to me as if he knew what I was about to do. “I’ll handle him.”


      Suyeong was lying on the ground nearby.


      “Damn. There’s our overpowered main character…,” she mumbled.


      Despite the resolve in his voice, Junghyeok appeared to be in bad shape.


      He hadn’t fully recovered yet. His sickly blue veins were bulging out all over his body.


      Ilsang Myeong had surfaced from the crater and was sneering as he spat out blood.


      “Haaah, this is annoying… Now I really look like the bad guy.”


      After all the attacks landed on him, he didn’t appear to have sustained much damage. I can’t believe he’s weak compared to the returnees who will show up later.


      Ilsang Myeong and Junghyeok charged toward each other.


      I activated “The Way of the Wind.”


      
        [Four winds meet to form the cardinal points, and four more winds join in to form the eight trigrams. Therefore, wind exists everywhere, and at the same time, nowhere.]

      


      It was time to use the verses that had enlightened Lycaon.


      The wind swirled, and a mysterious wall shaped like the eight trigrams began covering the area. It created a small dome, putting us into a tight enclosure that made me feel suffocated.


      It was just a matter of time now. Ilsang Myeong looked stunned when Junghyeok rebounded from one of his strikes. He finally realized this wasn’t a game.


      “What’re you trying to—?”


      Next, I extracted all the air from the dome.


      My ears popped, and all sound disappeared. Outside the dome, the wind whipped wildly, but inside it was calm, like the eye of a storm.


      “…!” Ilsang Myeong opened his mouth. “…?”


      He kept opening his mouth, but no sound came out. There was no sound because there was no medium. Ilsang Myeong was inside of a perfect vacuum.


      Pssssh.


      The difference in pressure squeezed the air from my lungs. I quickly inhaled it back.


      Outside the dome, Suyeong appeared to be yelling something.


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

      


      [What is this?]


      I began hearing Ilsang Myeong’s thoughts.


      [Why can’t I speak? Is it some kind of magic?]


      Understandably, Ilsang Myeong was in a panic and yelling. Every returnee has a penalty. This was especially true for returnees who had conditions to quickly regain their original powers.


      
        [The penalty for the Catastrophe of Questions has been activated.]


        [Returnee Ilsang Myeong’s power has been weakened.]


        [Returnee Ilsang Myeong’s twenty-fourth seal has regenerated.]

      


      [Aaah! No!]


      Returnees can become weaker just as easily they gain strength.


      
        [Returnee Ilsang Myeong’s twenty-third seal has regenerated.]

      


      Why did the Catastrophe of Questions keep asking questions?


      The answer was simple: If he failed to ask a question for a certain period of time, the penalty was reactivated and his power was sealed again.


      [Shit! Open up! Let me go!]


      Ilsang Myeong struck the wall of air with his fists again and again, but it wasn’t damaged so easily. Even “Red Fire Cannon” wouldn’t work in a space devoid of transmission medium.


      
        [Returnee Ilsang Myeong’s twenty-second seal has been regenerated.]

      


      “The Way of the Wind” could create “Vacuum Prison.” I knew it was the optimal counter for the Catastrophe of Questions.


      [Gaaaaah!]


      Ilsang Myeong came at me. He probably thought the “Vacuum Prison” would collapse if I died, but I didn’t allow that to happen. Using “The Way of the Wind,” I avoided Ilsang Myeong’s attacks as I decreased the size of the prison.


      Krooom!


      As the walls shrank, I created a narrow path and escaped the dome with Junghyeok. Ilsang Myeong was the only one left inside.


      […Those bastards!]


      Returnees were certainly powerful beings. The dome began to crack as Ilsang Myeong gave it all he had. When I raised my hand, wind filled in the cracks. The dome began to shrink.


      Drip—


      My nose began to bleed with the effort. My ultimate goal was to make “Vacuum Prison” small enough that Ilsang Myeong couldn’t move, but it wasn’t easy to control. Damn. It seemed so easy for Junghyeok. Why is it so hard for me?


      “Don’t try to control the wind by force,” Junghyeok said. “You have to guide it.”


      At the sound of Junghyeok’s voice, my understanding of the wind reached another level. I had been too fixated on creating a wall. The key was to remove all transmission mediums from around his body.


      [U-urk… Gaaah! I can’t breathe!]


      Ilsang Myeong struggled and scratched at his neck as he bled from his eyes.


      I heard Junghyeok’s voice again as Ilsang Myeong’s last struggle began.


      “…Not bad. So you’re not entirely lacking in talent.”


      
        [Character Ilsang Myeong has activated “Greater Red Fire Cannon” Lv.3.]

      


      Ilsang Myeong’s right arm was engulfed in a black flame.


      Ka-booom!


      “Greater Red Fire Cannon,” created by burning his own body as fuel, shot out of the dome.


      I grabbed Junghyeok and ducked. A dull shock wave flew over the top of my head. Ilsang Myeong’s “Greater Red Fire Cannon” continued as if he were trying to exhaust all his magic power.


      But the wind continued to blow.


      Each time “Greater Red Fire Cannon” broke through the wall, the wind instantly filled the gap. No matter how much Ilsang Myeong tried, nothing changed. The only problem was that the flames from his attacks spread uncontrollably, wreaking havoc on the injured people all around us.


      “Stay focused, Dokja Kim,” Junghyeok said, seeing my expression. “It doesn’t matter if those people die.”


      “That may be true for some.”


      But not all of them.


      I got up and faced the flames head-on. The wind churned the red fire inside the dome. Horrible pain followed as some of the red fire escaped and came at me.


      The fire burned my skin, and I was slowly losing feeling in my extremities.


      I can do this. He’s not that strong anymore.


      At that moment, I exceeded my limit and reached another level.


      It felt as if my body was one with the wind as my senses dulled.


      
        [A constellation who likes hard work enjoys your pain.]


        [A latent talent within your soul has awakened.]

      


      I controlled “Vacuum Prison” with my left hand and dispelled the “Greater Red Fire Cannon” with my right. I was experiencing another level of “The Way of the Wind.” I freely controlled the wind at my fingertips in a perfect flow state.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” has thinned temporarily.]

      


      This is how characters see the world.


      No matter how closely I read the novel, no matter how curious I was, I could never truly know. But now, I understood the story on a level I couldn’t have before.


      Reading and understanding are two different things.


      Perhaps I didn’t understand even one percent of this world.


      At last, I sensed Ilsang Myeong’s “Red Fire Cannon” weakening.


      [Die, bastards! Die!]


      The power of “Red Fire Cannon” was falling rapidly. Luckily, I still had enough magic power to keep it at bay, but something was off. Sure, I’m in the zone right now, but I shouldn’t have this much magic power…


      “…I’ll be the one to kill you,” Junghyeok snarled from behind me.


      …I did think my back felt a bit hot. Was Junghyeok sharing his magic power with me?


      Soon, Ilsang Myeong’s attacks ceased.


      
        [All of returnee Ilsang Myeong’s seals have regenerated.]

      


      Junghyeok and I looked at each other.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Way of the Wind” Lv.8 has been deactivated.]

      


      Ilsang Myeong was holding his throat as he looked at us, fear in his eyes.


      “K-kuh, gak…!”


      He was trying to run away while struggling to breathe. I threw Blade of Faith at him.


      “Aaargh!”


      Ilsang Myeong fell to the ground with my sword in his back. He could no longer use “Blink” to escape. I ran up and grabbed him by the neck.


      “Haah…Not so talkative anymore, are you? Anything else you wanna ask?”


      “Guh…”


      “I’ll kill you if you ask any questions. Don’t even think about it.”


      Returnees. They were some of the cruelest, most arrogant characters in the world of TWSA.


      And Ilsang Myeong was the worst of the bunch.


      “Gaaaah!”


      He looked as if he had been wronged. There was fear in his eyes. His blood-covered mouth struggled to form words.


      “Th-this can’t be…”


      Looking at his pitiful face, I recalled his backstory from TWSA.


      
        I-I’m the hero? I’ve been chosen to be the hero? For real?

      


      Ilsang Myeong was a seventeen-year-old high school student. A once-innocent boy who was chosen to be the hero and sent off to Chronos.


      I’m sure he never wanted to end up like this. He may have never wanted to annihilate all the living creatures on a planet and become a cruel and ruthless mass murderer.


      But that’s what he became.


      “You’re the one who chose to become a Catastrophe.”


      It was too late to change that.


      
        [Your understanding of character Ilsang Myeong has increased.]

      


      Ilsang Myeong’s face contorted one last time.


      “I—I was supposed to be the main chara—”


      Unfortunately, the boy who wanted to be a main character didn’t finish his sentence, as the real main character ran his sword through his heart.


      I looked into Ilsang Myeong’s lifeless eyes. For a being who destroyed a whole planet, he died in vain.


      
        [You are the first in this scenario to fight and defeat a returnee!]


        [Main contributors: Dokja Kim, Junghyeok Yu]


        [You have received 40,000 coins as a reward for this achievement.]


        [You have gained a new fable.]


        [Fable of “The One Who Opposes the Miracle” has been added.]


        [You have acquired the possibility of a new stigma.]
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      In this world, a few lines of messages are all that remain after someone’s death.


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is somewhat satisfied.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is nodding, although they are a little dissatisfied.]


        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is delighted with your fable.]


        [Someone recommended your scenario to Star Stream.]


        [You have received 25,000 coins as a donation.]

      


      I stood up and slowly looked around. Gangdong-gu was in ruins. Only one Catastrophe was here, and only briefly, but entire infrastructures had been destroyed and all the high-rise buildings had collapsed.


      Some people groaned, clutching their wounds, while others wiped away their tears. Some of them bowed to me. But most were cold corpses lying on the ground.


      I had read every chapter of TWSA. I thought I understood each setting, went over every explanation, and grasped what the author’s intentions were. But the novel had never described the deaths of these people.


      I turned to see Junghyeok surveying the same scene. He’s probably witnessed this countless times, all by himself.


      “Junghyeok.”


      He looked at me. I tried to say something, but I couldn’t.


      “…It’s nothing.”


      Scenarios will continue and I will witness moments like this again and again. And I’ll see all kinds of other scenes that weren’t put into words.


      A translucent window with an unexpected message appeared before my eyes.


      
        [Goblin Dokgak invites you to his channel.]

      


      Who’s inviting who? I was flustered for a moment, but I pretended not to see it. The message came up again.


      
        [Goblin Dokgak invites you to his channel.]

      


      When I looked up, I saw a group of goblins looking down at us.


      I immediately spotted the sender of the message—a one-legged goblin with a smug grin on his face. Bihyeong was cowering behind Dokgak. He looked miserable, glancing back and forth between me and Dokgak.


      Abuse of power exists among goblins as well.


      …I think I know what’s going on.


      I took a quick breath and spoke in an intentionally rude tone.


      “What are you doing? Aren’t you going to give me my rewards?”


      Dokgak’s thin eyebrows twitched.


      Oh, of course. My apologies. I have made a dumb mistake.


      Dokgak is a formidable opponent. He’s not like Bihyeong, who’s a pushover, or the mid-grade goblin, who’s all ego. There’s a good reason he’s the storyteller of a major channel.


      
        [Sub Scenario - The SSS-Grade Hunt has ended.]


        [Calculation of rewards has begun.]


        [You have received 50,000 coins as a reward.]

      


      Despite the situation, it felt good to receive so many coins.


      I couldn’t believe I got a whopping fifty thousand coins from one scenario.


      Sub scenarios were created at the goblins’ discretion, so most of these coins were probably from Dokgak’s own pocket. He couldn’t have been happy about that, but he was smiling nonetheless.


      There’s no greater joy for us goblins than a good story. How could I not be pleased?


      Dokgak said quietly, as if he read my mind. He was a storyteller with major channels, including one in the Tokyo Dome, so fifty thousand coins must’ve been pocket change for him.


      Which incarnations are doing well in Tokyo Dome at this point?


      I guess it’s either Oda Nobugana or Miyamoto Musashi, since historical-grade constellations are the focus at this point.


      I see… He’s comfortable because the incarnations in his domes are making tons of money, isn’t he?


      “Why don’t you hurry up with the additional rewards already? That can’t be all of it.”


      Ah, of course. I must give it to you. You are the one who has made the scenario entertaining.


      That bastard’s sarcastic tone made it more aggravating.


      If not for Dokgak, the Catastrophe of Questions scenario could’ve ended easily.


      Bihyeong, who had been watching nervously, talked to me through Goblin Communication.


      Hey…


      But Dokgak interrupted before he could continue.


      Bihyeong, prepare the reward.


      Bihyeong looked surprised.


      Pardon?


      Prepare the reward. Do I have to repeat myself?


      Oh? What’s this?


      Bihyeong hesitated before opening his mouth.


      But, sir, you’re the one in charge of this scenario…


      Bihyeong.


      As if flexing his muscles, Dokgak’s bold aura used oppressive force against Bihyeong. A goblin’s power was directly connected to the size of their channel.


      I guess it’s true that your channel has been doing better lately.


      At the sound of Dokgak’s sullen tone, Bihyeong’s body got even smaller.


      N-no, that’s not it, sir.


      Korea and Japan are running the sixth scenario together. Did you forget that?


      I am sorry. I will prepare the additional reward right away!


      Do it right now!


      Yes, sir!


      Bihyeong and I had had our ups and downs, but I didn’t like seeing him treated this way. Dokgak was reminding me of Minu Song, my bully in high school.


      
        [The calculation of additional rewards has begun.]


        [You have received the Parasite Tribe’s Protection Amulet as a basic reward.]


        [There are additional rewards to choose from.]


        [You contributed the most to this scenario.]


        [You will have first choice of additional rewards.]

      


      The translucent catalogue appeared before me.


      It looks like they’re giving me pretty good items for taking down a Catastrophe.


      
        [Infinite Dimension Space Coat]: SSS-Grade


        [Black Flame Fingerless Gloves]: SSS-Grade


        [Sylphid’s Jump Boots]: SSS-Grade

      


      SSS-Grade reward items.


      I scanned the offerings.


      First, Infinite Dimension Space Coat had a hidden subspace in its inner pocket that could be used for storage.


      Next, Black Flame Fingerless Gloves increased the power of darkness and fire aether skills.


      Lastly, Sylphid’s Jump Boots had a special option to give the user a leap skill three times a day.


      They weren’t quite at the level of constellation artifacts, but these items would be relevant until the tenth scenario or so.


      Someone who didn’t know much about TWSA might ask, “They’re SSS-grade items, so why can you only use them until the tenth scenario?” But that’s how it worked in TWSA, so there was nothing I could do about it.


      There would be a significant upgrade of Star Stream items between the early, middle, and later scenarios. Even if items were the same grade, the difference in performance could be immense depending on when you got it.


      That was why constellation artifacts were so valuable. Unlike other graded items, they didn’t need to be upgraded. They were free from the limit of plausibility and regained their original powers as more scenarios opened.


      …Please choose your reward.


      Bihyeong sounded gloomy. The poor guy was a mess after getting grilled by Dokgak. He spoke to me through the Goblin Communication.


      I personally recommend the Infinite Dimension Space Coat. It has a hidden option, and you can easily upgrade it later.


      But he’s still doing his job as my manager, huh?


      The quick-witted Dokgak glared at Bihyeong.


      Bihyeong?


      …Yes!


      You have to explain the items to the constellations. Did you forget?


      Oh, right!


      Bihyeong began explaining the items to the constellations in Seoul Dome.


      I used this time to talk to Junghyeok.


      “Hey, which one are you gonna choose?”


      Even though I had the first choice, I decided to let him pick first, since he’d helped me and all.


      …I definitely wasn’t hoping he’d hold back when he hit me, or anything like that.


      “Junghyeok?”


      There was no answer.


      He was just glaring at me.


      “Did you pass out on your feet again?”


      I waved my hand in front of his eyes a few times, but there was no reaction.


      
        [Character Junghyeok Yu is using “Recovery Hibernation” Lv.3.]

      


      …Well, it’s a wonder he was able to fight at all in that condition.


      He must have been in bad shape if he had to use “Recovery Hibernation.”


      I left a brief message for him through “Midday Rendezvous.”


      Seeing what I was doing, Suyeong interrupted me. “Can I choose one for him?”


      “Go ahead, if you want Junghyeok to go after you later.”


      Suyeong went quiet.


      To Bihyeong, I said, “I choose Infinite Dimension Space Coat.”


      But it wasn’t Bihyeong who replied to me. Dokgak nodded and snapped his fingers, and the catalogue disappeared.


      You’ve chosen an excellent item. Let’s move to the reward space.


      The reward space?


      According to protocol, an additional reward cannot be given here.


      Get a load of this guy.


      “Where are we going?”


      I’ll take you to my goblin’s gamtu.


      Goblin’s gamtu—it’s a traditional Korean headdress that’s often associated with goblins in folk tales, but in TWSA, it was also a kind of room in which each goblin hid their real identity.


      “I’d rather not. I’ll take my reward here.”


      His gamtu was his own space. Who knew what he would do to me there.


      Besides, there is no protocol about going to a goblin’s gamtu to receive an additional reward.


      Bihyeong looked at me nervously.


      Dokgak’s eyes narrowed.


      Hmm… If you keep complaining, I might cancel your reward.


      “Go ahead.”


      Star Stream was very thorough about giving rewards. A goblin couldn’t just cancel the rewards, even if it was for their own sub scenario.


      Dokgak’s smile grew wider.


      How amusing.


      You’ll regret it if you keep acting like this.


      Goblin Communication. When Dokgak slowly opened his mouth, I heard two voices one after another.


      I have heard much about you lately, Dokja Kim. You are so famous that even constellations outside of Korea know you.


      I’ll cut straight to the point. Join my channel.


      I heard you weren’t intimidated by goblins. I see that rumor is true.


      I am planning to expand my channel to Korea. I can give you anything you want.


      How interesting. I can’t believe a goblin would try to scout me like this.


      In sports terms, this was like a player on a small local team getting an offer from the major league. It was an attractive offer if you thought about it like that.


      But joining his channel would cause other problems.


      I knew Dokgak well.


      “You must be mistaken. I actually get scared easily, like I am now by just talking to you. So I’d appreciate if you could give me my reward already and piss off.”


      The smile faded from Dokgak’s face.


      Interesting. You’re humble as well.


      What an arrogant human. You’ll be humbled soon enough.


      “…What do you mean?”


      Soon, Bihyeong’s channel will be gone for good.


      Dokgak had a strange smile on his face.


      If that is your response, I have no choice. I was going to announce this after giving out the rewards, but…


      …Huh? Announce what?


      Dokgak turned his gaze from me to the sky. He looked up at the shining constellations for a beat, then opened his mouth. His voice was loud enough to echo through Seoul.


      Dear constellations who have watched the current scenario, I’m afraid I have some unpleasant news to share with you.


      Low-grade goblins quickly moved away from Bihyeong. He looked confused. When goblins act like that, something bad is about to happen.


      Unfortunately, we have discovered a channel has illegally manipulated the scenario in Seoul Dome.


      
        [Many constellations are paying attention to Dokgak’s statements.]

      


      That channel is none other than goblin Bihyeong’s #BI-7623. After an investigation, low-grade goblins in Seoul Dome concluded that his channel disrupted the plausibility of the scenario through excessive manipulation.


      …Wait, what?


      Thus, as representative of the low-grade goblins in Seoul Dome, I formally request that upper management conduct a plausibility review on Bihyeong’s channel.
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      Suyeong looked bewildered.


      “Huh? What’s going on? Why is that goblin suddenly questioning the plausibility?”


      “He’s messing with us, obviously.”


      “But why?”


      Why? Dokgak’s doing this because I refused his offer to move to his channel.


      I watched as he floated in the air and submitted a report to upper management.


      A plausibility review…


      I couldn’t believe he was using that against us.


      I had suspected major channels would pick on Bihyeong’s channel for no reason, but I didn’t expect it to happen like this.


      Bihyeong turned pale and glanced back and forth between me and Dokgak. He looked like he was about to cry.


      Oh no. What should I do?


      Tell me the truth. Did you get caught about our contract?


      Bihyeong shook his head.


      Then did they find out that you opened the Goblin Shop for me earlier?


      N-no, I don’t think so…


      Are you sure?


      K-kind of…


      Then there’s nothing to worry about. Besides, even if you did get caught, those aren’t grounds for a plausibility review. We didn’t break any rules.


      It was true. An incarnation signing a stream contract and using the Goblin Shop were unprecedented, but there was no rule saying I couldn’t.


      Bihyeong nodded, feeling reassured by my words.


      O-okay.


      Who’s supposed to be the goblin here? Me, or the one looking like a helpless child?


      I looked at the low-grade goblins, including Dokgak.


      
        [Channel #BI-7623’s manipulation of the scenario has been reported.]


        [Management is currently reviewing the allegations.]

      


      If I’m right, the allegations of a violation will fall apart unless that jerk has some kind of proof that we were going against the course of plausibility…


      The enemy was hiding information, and I had no current way to find out what it was.


      But there was one thing I could do.


      “Hey, stop stalling and pay me my reward. Can’t you see the constellations are getting tired of this?”


      I cannot do that. This is more important than paying out rewards.


      Have you changed your mind? If you accept my offer, I can make everything go away.


      I quietly looked at Dokgak.


      I see. You really want to do this, huh?


      “What is the problem? Please enlighten me. What kind of illegal things did this channel do? Do you have proof?”


      If Dokgak had some kind of proof, all would be revealed. If he was bluffing, the chaos would be over soon.


      Dokgak smiled as if he’d been waiting for me to say that.


      Do you really want to hear that? You’ll regret it.


      “Go ahead.”


      You are also involved in this matter, Dokja Kim.


      “…Me?”


      A flood of thoughts went through in my head. Is this about using information about the future? But all that should’ve been censored to goblins and constellations. If that was it, I would’ve been hit by the storm of plausibility already…


      Do you see the screen here?


      I looked at the big screen floating in midair. Battles I had fought were playing on it.


      The first clip was my fight with Seolhwa.


      This is evidence.


      “…Evidence of what?”


      The clip ended with me sparing Seolhwa Lee’s life.


      Dokgak switched scenes.


      This is more evidence.


      The second clip showed me watching the battle between Lycaon and Antinus.


      What is he getting at…?


      Finally, a third piece of evidence.


      My companions and I attacked the Catastrophe of Questions as Ilsang Myeong’s seals were released. I felt a knot forming in my stomach.


      Did you notice the common factor in those scenes?


      At that moment, I realized that he wasn’t talking to me.


      Dear constellations, did you figure it out?


      Everyone went quiet.


      The battle against Poison Beauty, the battle against Antinus, and the battle against the Catastrophe of Questions. There is one common element in those three fights.


      Those scenes played in a loop.


      Dokja Kim could have stopped the Catastrophe by killing Poison Beauty…


      Dokgak pointed at Poison Beauty.


      …or by killing Antinus.


      He pointed at Antinus.


      He could have stopped the Catastrophe of Questions before his power was unsealed.


      He pointed at Ilsang Myeong. Then he pointed at me.


      However, Dokja Kim didn’t do so…on purpose.


      “Wait! You…!”


      I finally realized what Dokgak was trying to do. An icy chill went down my spine.


      I see. This was his plan all along…


      Dear constellations, incarnation Dokja Kim has colluded with Bihyeong, the storyteller of the channel, to hide his true power in order to manipulate the scenario. He distorted the natural flow of the scenario to stage fake crises.


      The last scene played. I was defeating Ilsang Myeong using “The Way of the Wind.”


      It was all to act out a cathartic ending and…


      This bastard’s plan was never about requesting a plausibility review…! Dokgak’s ulterior motive is…


      …trick you into donating more coins.


      …to end Bihyeong’s channel.


      
        [Some constellations are devastated by this revelation.]

      


      Actually, the evidence Dokgak presented didn’t violate any plausibility rules. It was common for a goblin to guide an incarnation to make a scenario more exciting.


      But the problem was that there were constellations who disliked that. The moment constellations think I’m not serious about scenarios, they lose interest. It’s like the alienation effect in a play. When the fourth wall between characters and the audience collapses, the audiences loses interest.


      And that was what Dokgak intended.


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army’s mouth is agape.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband chuckles.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter shrugs as if they don’t care.]

      


      Some constellations were surprised, some constellations didn’t think much of it, and some constellations didn’t care. The other constellations were the issue.


      
        [Some constellations have lost interest and are leaving the channel.]


        [Constellations who are suspicious of the fairness of the channel are leaving.]


        [Some constellations are requesting a refund of coins.]

      


      Constellations started unsubscribing from the channel.


      
        [The channel’s size has decreased.]

      


      Messages kept coming. Bihyeong was pale and shrinking by the minute. His horns grew smaller. I sighed.


      “This channel is done.”


      There was only one thing I could do. I spoke to Dokgak while looking at the decreasing number of constellations.


      “You’ve made your point, so give me my reward. I’ll accept your offer.”


      The corner of Dokgak’s mouth curled up slightly.


      I’m glad to see you’re not a complete fool.


      Bihyeong’s eyes went wide in disbelief.


      Y-you…!


      “Don’t look at me like that. I have no choice, you know,” I said, and shrugged.


      Bihyeong’s horns were quivering from betrayal.


      He looked scared.


      Bihyeong, do you trust me?


      What?


      Just trust me this once. I mean, it’s not like you have anything to lose, right?


      I ended Goblin Communication, then turned to Dokgak.


      “Let’s get going.”


      Sure. Then it is sweet reward time.


      Dokgak snapped his fingers and our surroundings changed. We were now in a room that made me think of a luxury hotel suite. Or that was my impression. I actually had no idea what such a luxury hotel suite would look like.


      Is this Dokgak’s gamtu?


      I looked around apprehensively. A fancy-looking table and chairs sat on a plush carpet. There was a cabinet filled with all kinds of wine and liquor. I recalled that goblins were said to enjoy drinking.


      I slowly walked to the window. What I saw there did not resemble anything I’d ever seen on Earth.


      …Whoa.


      An infinite darkness dotted with shiny stars. It was like a grand universe flooded with jewels. Constellations in their orbits and rotations formed a huge galaxy.


      Despite myself, I was genuinely touched by the scenery.


      So this is Star Stream.


      The majestic flow of stars overlooking all scenarios. Every story started from there.


      “It’s breathtaking, isn’t it?”


      When I looked back, there was Dokgak.


      “Even I sometimes lose track of time while looking at it.”


      “Right now, you’re…”


      “Oh, are you surprised? Yes, this is my real voice.”


      This was the first time I was hearing a goblin’s real voice. I had only heard their voices through the broadcast. That meant this was Dokgak’s true form. His eyes were calm and bright.


      “You aren’t thinking of doing something stupid, are you?”


      “Huh? Oh, you think I’d try to attack you?”


      “Ha-ha-ha.” Dokgak burst out laughing. “So you do know how foolish that would be.”


      “I’m not crazy enough to take on a goblin.”


      “I like that. Now, let’s sign the contract.”


      Dokgak snapped his fingers, and another goblin appeared with the contract. It was Bihyeong. He was bound and gagged with restraints formed by letter symbols. He glared at me with resentment.


      “I have brought Bihyeong as a witness. You can only sign a contract with me after you break your contract with him, anyway. Bihyeong will cover the penalty for breaking the contract.”


      I was a bit surprised. This bastard knew about my contract with Bihyeong.


      In other words, Dokgak had approached me because he knew I was the person to attract constellations looking for incarnations.


      I pretended to be calm.


      “Do what you like. I don’t really care.”


      “It is great that you catch on quickly. Would you like to review the terms first? This is my first time writing up something like this.”


      I read the contract.


      It was plain that it was made to exploit me.


      All donations split 50/50. There were a few conditions to limit my freedom.


      Worst of all, I was Party B, not Party A.


      Dokgak turned to me with a smile.


      “What do you think? This is the industry standard, but I can make some adjustments if you like.”


      Standard my ass. Even Bihyeong didn’t open with such a shitty contract.


      I nodded. “Well, it’s not bad. But I have a suggestion before I sign.”


      “A suggestion? What is that?”


      “It’d be a shame for just me to move to your channel, right? There are some powerful constellations on Bihyeong’s channel.”


      “Oh? Like who?”


      “Prisoner of the Golden Headband, Abyssal Black Flame Dragon, Demonic Judge of Fire…”


      Dokgak’s eyes grew wider with each epithet I listed.


      “Prisoner of the Golden Headband? Not bad, Bihyeong. I cannot believe you have such a constellation…”


      Bihyeong could only make muffled sounds since his mouth was covered.


      I continued talking. This was the most important part.


      “To be honest, it’s a waste to leave these constellations on Bihyeong’s channel. I want you to help them move to yours.”


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is checking to see if you’re being truthful.]


        [Constellation Secretive Plotter seems annoyed.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband would highly prefer to avoid the extra hassle.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband asks if you are really going to change channels.]

      


      Dokgak smiled as if his interest had been piqued.


      “Help? How?”


      “Connect your channel to me.”


      “But then you’d be double-booked.”


      “That’s okay. This way, constellations can easily transfer to your channel through me.”


      “Hmm, that’s true. This sounds fun.”


      “And I’m actually a little curious, too.”


      “Curious?”


      “I want to see what kind of constellations there are on your channel if I’m going to enter into a contract with them. I’ve been stuck on this backwater of a channel, so I’m curious what it’s like out there. May I?”


      I feigned looking at Bihyeong with disgust. Bihyeong looked hurt. Dokgak looked satisfied.


      “Bihyeong, you had a contract with a great incarnation. But it’s over now.”


      Dokgak waved his hands in the air and the system changed.


      “Very well. I’ll give you a taste of the major league.”


      In next moment, it felt like a new cord had been plugged into my body, connecting me to another channel.


      I blinked, then felt the gaze of countless eyes on me.


      One, two, three… All of the hairs on my body stood up. This was different from when I was on Bihyeong’s channel. I felt the presence of many through all those eyes. Amazing. So this is the goblin channel dominating the Tokyo Dome.


      “How do you feel about moving up to the big leagues?”


      It looked like the channel had constellations from other countries.


      This bastard has subscribers from different continents and different dimensions as well? How many coins could I make on a big channel like this? I couldn’t even hazard a guess.


      “That was amazing. Your channel is huge.”


      “Then shall we talk about the contra—”


      “I want to introduce myself first. Is that okay?”


      “…Sure.”


      Dokgak didn’t seem happy about that, but he allowed me to proceed.


      I closed my eyes and began to speak.


      “Dear constellations of Tokyo Dome, can you hear me?”


      
        [Some constellations of Tokyo Dome are looking at you.]

      


      “I’m sure some of you have heard about me. I’m Dokja Kim, who destroyed the Absolute Throne and became King of the Kingless World. For your information, I don’t have a sponsoring constellation…so, well… That is all. Nice to meet you all.”


      
        [Constellations of Tokyo Dome are paying attention to your words.]

      


      I only briefly introduced myself, but a few constellations were already approaching me.


      Good. That’s not a bad start at all.


      “By the way, I am going to hold a little event to celebrate connecting to this channel. Think of it as a collaboration between Korea and Japan… If you’re curious, please join channel #BI-7623 right now. That would be much appreciated. For those who come early, there will be a raffle for a coin prize, so—”


      The connection was dropped with a beep.


      When I looked, Dokgak was glaring at me.


      “What the hell are you doing?”


      “Huh? It’s just a small event.”


      “Who said you could—? Do you want to die here? Did you think my channel’s constellations would fall for your little tri—”


      Oh, they will fall for it.


      Because you cut me off right as it was getting interesting.


      His facial expression began to change.


      “W-wait, constellations! Where are you going?”


      The tide was turning. The number of constellations in Bihyeong’s channel was increasing.


      
        [A large number of constellations have joined channel #BI-7623.]


        [The channel has leveled up.]

      


      I put on my best smile.


      “So many of you have come. Thank you.”


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband is annoyed by the appearance of all the riffraff.]


        [Constellation God of Naval Warfare is wary of the constellations that are his historical enemies.]

      


      “Wait, please don’t fight. I didn’t ask you to come here to fight other constellations.”


      
        [A constellation who likes to wield Muramasa is nagging you to start the raffle.]


        [Some constellations are asking when the coin event will be held.]

      


      “Please, calm down. I’m going to do it soon, but think about it—what use are coins without your own incarnation to spend them on? Now, now, let’s slow down.”


      
        [Some constellations look at you with dissatisfaction.]

      


      “In case some of you didn’t hear me last time, I’ll say it again: I am Dokja Kim, and I do not have a sponsoring constellation. I won the War of the Kings, and I stopped two catastrophes before they started. No matter how hard you search, you won’t find many incarnations in this world who are stronger than me. I’m probably the strongest of the incarnations who don’t have a sponsoring constellation. But…I admit it’s getting hard to keep this up.”


      Dokgak went pale as he caught on to what I was up to.


      “Wait! You…!”


      I smirked at him. He’d accused me of staging cathartic endings.


      Yeah, I’ll show you what a real cathartic ending is.


      “The fifth scenario is about to happen in Seoul Dome. I’m sure you know what that means. Yes, that’s right. The Sponsor Selection event you’ve all been waiting for is happening soon.”


      There was even less than a week left until the next scenario.


      A special event was hosted before every catastrophe scenario began.


      A party for every constellation in Star Stream.


      “I am going to host a surprise event to celebrate. If this channel has over ten thousand subscribers by the day of the sponsor selection…”


      
        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband swallows hard.]

      


      “…I am planning to take one of the constellations on this channel as my partner.”


      
        [Constellation Secretive Plotter is looking at you with interest.]

      


      “Young or old, strong or weak, it doesn’t matter. I don’t care if you’re from this country or even this planet. As long as you have the desire to see the end of this story with me…”


      
        [Constellation Bald Leader of the Peasants’ Army wipes his brow.]

      


      “…I’ll take anyone. I’ll be waiting for you all here. Ten thousand. You got that? Please tell other constellations about this, too.”


      “W-wait! Wait! Hang on!”


      Dokgak was screaming in panic, but it was too late. There was a flood of messages. The sudden influx of indirect messages made me dizzy.


      A few moments passed.


      Dokgak looked lost for a while, but then there was a seething fury on his face.


      He seemed to have come to a decision and raised his hand toward me.


      “Incarnation Dokja Kim. You will have to die here!”


      I knew he was going to be like this.


      I pretended to be calm, and I smiled.


      “A lot of constellations are watching. Aren’t you afraid of what would happen if you killed me?”


      “Do not underestimate the master of Tokyo Dome.”


      There was no patience left on Dokgak’s furious face.


      “You don’t think I can handle the plausibility of squishing a bug?”


      Dokgak snapped his fingers. It was an effortless gesture, as though he really were killing an insect.


      Zzzzzt!


      Powerful sparks went off around me. This was Dokgak’s specialty, called “Bursting Balloons.” The electricity would spread through my body and pop it like a balloon. My organs would expand and burst, scattering everywhere. I would turn into dust and disappear into the universe.


      Or that’s what should have happened.


      “…Why isn’t it working?”


      Dokgak snapped his fingers two more times, but nothing happened to my body. Even the sparks stopped appearing.


      “What…?”


      He looked down at his fingers in confusion, but they weren’t the problem.


      A massive shadow loomed up behind me and darkened the area. It gave me chills.


      “Hey,” someone said.


      It was a voice I recognized in an instant. Goblins used the system, and only a goblin could stop another goblin from using the same system. It made sense.


      “Were you having fun?”


      I was hearing Bihyeong’s voice for the first time. Dokgak was shocked.


      “H-how did you break the letters of restraint…?” he stammered.


      “Oh, that. I just flexed and they snapped right off.”


      Dokgak turned red.


      “You are merely a low-grade goblin, Bihyeong! What do you think you’re doing?”


      “Low-grade? You’re still one of us, even though you have a lot of subscribers.”


      “I haven’t moved up on purpose. How dare you go against me? I’m the master of a major dome!”


      “Oh, yeah. Speaking of which, there were so many great constellations in your dome.”


      Bihyeong strode toward Dokgak threateningly.


      “They’re all on my channel now, though.”


      Although Bihyeong was the same, he looked bigger than before, somehow.


      His gigantic shadow confirmed my suspicions.


      As I mentioned before, a goblin’s power increases as they get more subscribers.


      Dokgak staggered back in terror.


      “H-how…?”


      “You sure were mouthing off earlier. Something about how I illegally manipulated the scenario?”


      A shadowy arm grabbed Dokgak by the collar to pull him up.


      “That’s rich, coming from a bastard who tried to steal my incarnation… Where did you learn such shitty manners?”


      “U-ugh…There will be consequences if you do thi—”


      “I don’t give a crap!”


      The shadow’s right arm expanded abnormally.


      Bam!


      The shadowy punch sent Dokgak flying through the roof to the other side of the universe.


      That wouldn’t kill Dokgak, but he’d be out of commission for a while. Bihyeong wiped sweat from his face. He exhaled to release a bit of anger.


      “I was too worked up. That jerk probably flew all the way to the Andromeda Scenario.”


      “Andromeda Scenario?”


      “Yep. It’s a scenario where you regain your common sense. Anyway…”


      Bihyeong sighed gently and turned to me. Because his channel had grown, he had grown physically. He was much stronger and emitting a cold energy. I swallowed nervously.


      I was acting on my own earlier. He might have a grudge against me—


      “Do you know what I’m seeing now?”


      It was hard to tell if Bihyeong was smiling or crying, but I had an idea after seeing his eyes.


      “No, I don’t. But I can guess.”


      Maybe that was how goblins looked when they were happy.


      I looked up.


      “I think what you’re seeing isn’t much different from what I’m seeing.”


      
        [The channel has leveled up.]


        [The channel has leveled up.]


        [The channel has leveled up.]


        …


        [A constellation who likes K-Pop wishes to become your sponsoring constellation.]


        [A constellation who likes to use a Japanese sword wishes to become your sponsoring constellation.]


        [A constellation who likes to gender swap is curious about what your true intentions are.]


        [A constellation who enjoys subcultures is interested in you.]

      


      Endless notifications filled both of our ears.


      Soon, the whole world would become our stage.
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      Since this was my first time in a goblin’s gamtu, I looked through some documents that were scattered on the table while Bihyeong was busy with the constellations.


      
        [A Report on the Status of Singularities]

      


      …Singularity? When I curiously flipped through a couple of its pages, the document turned into dust. It was probably virtual information from the system rather than real paperwork.


      Bihyeong turned to look at me. “…Hey, what are you doing?”


      “Huh? Nothing.”


      Bihyeong eyed the dust floating over the table, then shot me a suspicious look. He sighed.


      “…Do you think we will be okay?”


      “Why? Having second thoughts?”


      His eyes darted around as if he was gauging the situation. He spoke wistfully to me through Goblin Communication.


      The thing is…you can lose subscribers just as easily. The constellations who left Tokyo Dome will go back to it eventually, and Dokgak will probably exact his revenge on us. But we shouldn’t worry about that until it happens.


      And what were you thinking, telling a lie like that? What are you going to do if we get over ten thousand subscribers? It’s over five thousand already.


      I silently shrugged and Bihyeong continued to nag.


      When you signed the contract with me, one of the conditions was to not select a sponsoring constellation. I know you were thinking on your feet back there, but how could you be so reckless?


      I’m sure it’ll work out somehow. Worst case scenario, you break the contract for me.


      That’s not possible.


      Seriously…? I risked my life for you, but you wouldn’t do that for me?


      Bihyeong’s face darkened.


      The thing is…


      Well, I was stupid to expect anything from this guy.


      Whatever. I have a plan, so don’t worry.


      …Really?


      Yeah. Anyway, give me my reward already. You have the authority now since Dokgak isn’t here, right?


      Ah, right.


      Bihyeong finally fiddled with the system. A white coat fluttered down from the sky. One look at its slick design, and I could tell that great care had been put into both form and function. I first checked its inner pockets.


      
        [Infinite Dimension Space Coat’s special feature “Pocket Dimension” has been activated.]

      


      This coat’s hidden option is the ability to store all sorts of items without the “Inventory” skill. It was the perfect item for me, since I had many items that were difficult to carry around, like Ganpyeongui, the Dragon Jar, Donguibogam, and Mana Brazier.


      “…Wait, it wasn’t white in the catalogue.”


      “Other colors were out of stock.”


      “Out of stock? Are you saying there were more than one?”


      “Didn’t you know this was a mass-produced item?”


      I remembered something, so I checked the item’s options.
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        <Item Information>

      


      
        Name: Infinite Dimension Space Coat VER.1.1 (Made by Mass Production Maker)


        Grade: SSS


        Description: A tailored coat for returnees. Although it is a mass-produced item, it received an SSS-grade for mysterious reasons. As an additional option, a pocket dimension can be activated in the coat’s inside pocket to assist returnees who cannot activate their own attribute windows. Of course, one must be cautious since its space cannot be expanded.
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      Even seeing it again, it felt weird. The pocket dimension was useful, but I didn’t think it was worth an SSS-grade…


      Even the Heart of the Ancient Dragon Ignitus is only SS-grade…


      To tell you the truth, it got the SSS-grade due to its creator’s clout.


      That was understandable. Constellation Mass Production Maker was famous among returnees, after all… And its inflated rating aside, it was a cut above other items that could be acquired this early on. With this, I’d gotten everything I needed.


      “Let’s go back now.”


      Bihyeong snapped his fingers, and the scenery began to change. I blinked and I was out of the goblin’s gamtu and back on Earth. Seeing me appear out of thin air, Suyeong freaked out and stepped back.


      “Hey! Where have you been?”


      “I had to take care of some stuff.”


      “…I don’t know what it was, but since you’re wearing new clothes, I guess it went well.”


      Suyeong eyed my coat enviously, then looked at Junghyeok, who was unconscious while standing up. She looked back and forth between my white coat and Junghyeok’s black coat.


      “What?! Did you and Junghyeok get matching couples’ outfits?”


      “…It’s just a coincidence. It’s a common design.”


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is giddy with joy for an unknown reason.]


        [A constellation who likes gender swaps is excited.]

      


      …I was reminded that some unique constellations had joined the channel. Who the hell is the constellation who likes gender swaps? Was there such a constellation in TWSA?


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is wary of the constellation who likes gender swaps.]

      


      Speaking of the coat, I decided to check on Junghyeok. Luckily, his recovery was proceeding smoothly. His breathing was stable and his wounds were healing.


      “Hey, let’s get out of here before that guy wakes up.”


      Junghyeok was unconscious with his fists tightly clenched. It wasn’t hard to imagine what he would do as soon as he opened his eyes.
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      I left Gangdong-gu with Suyeong. After her avatar had carried Sangah on its back for a while, I took over. Sangah was still unconscious from overexertion.


      I went back to where we’d had the battle with Antinus, but couldn’t find Lycaon. I didn’t see his corpse, either, so I presumed he must still be alive, but I didn’t understand why he hadn’t come to find us. He might have been seriously injured after being hit by the hatching Catastrophe…


      Suyeong looked over her shoulder.


      “Is it really okay to leave Junghyeok Yu there?”


      “It’s fine.”


      “She’s Poison Beauty. Can you trust her?”


      I had asked Poison Beauty Seolhwa Lee to watch over the unconscious Junghyeok.


      “Poison Beauty isn’t a bad person. She was only like that because she was infected by the parasite.”


      In Junghyeok’s regressions where the guides weren’t corrupted, Seolhwa Lee wasn’t called “Poison Beauty,” but “the Sage of Medicine.” She would probably be called that from now on.


      “Once Junghyeok wakes up, take him to Gaebong-dong. There should be an army base there. Unit 5603. Go in and you’ll find a certain pitiful soldier waiting for you.”


      Taking Junghyeok’s advice, I had revealed Hyeonseong’s location to Seolhwa Lee.


      It was cocky of me to think I could level up my comrades on my own. It doesn’t matter whether I finished reading TWSA, there’s only one of me, and I have limited time and information at my disposal. The right trainer for Hyeonseong right now is probably Junghyeok, not me.


      “I’m hungry. Should we eat that?”


      I pointed at a plant monster wrapped around a high-rise building.


      
        [A level-7 plant monster yanaspleta is looking at you.]

      


      A humongous eye turned to us, freaking Suyeong out.


      “…You wanna eat that?”


      “We should, since there’s nothing else to eat. It’s quite delicious according to TWSA. And it’s not fully grown, so it’ll be easy to hunt.”


      “Ugh…”


      Suyeong begrudgingly summoned her avatars. Soon we were hacking at the plant monster’s stems and cutting off the tentacles it attacked us with. The yanaspleta died soon after we pulled it from its roots. Being able to take down a level-7 plant monster this easily made me feel like I had grown stronger again.


      “You’ll have some too, right?”


      “…Maybe.”


      “Then I’ll cook it.”


      I began cooking the yanaspleta the way I read it in TWSA. I peeled off the hard skin from the stem, revealing pink flesh that reminded me of crab meat. I sprinkled it with some herb salt that I got from a grocery store nearby.


      Suyeong seemed excited. “What is this? Are you sure it’s a plant?”


      “It is.”


      “Can we eat it like salad?”


      “Of course not. I’m going to grill it.”


      Using tree branches, I skewered some yanaspleta to barbecue them on the Mana Brazier. I put the brazier on medium heat, but because it was a level-7 plant monster, it took a while to cook. When one side was cooked, I flipped them. I repeated the process a few times, adding more herb salt. As they cooked, an aroma like grilled meat wafted through the air.


      “It smells good.”


      “Wait, you can’t just eat it.”


      I stopped Suyeong as she reached for a skewer and handed her a cup of tea, which I had been warming next to it.


      “Drink this first, then eat. You have to drink this before eating yanaspleta stems.”


      “What is it?”


      “It’s boiled sap from the stem.”


      At first, Suyeong looked suspicious. Then her expression changed to look more impressed. She began to eat as soon as she finished the tea.


      “Slow down.”


      “…Wait, this is so good. You should become a chef.”


      “Maybe I should, in the apocalypse.”


      She looked like a five-year-old chewing a mouthful of food. I couldn’t help but smirk at how ridiculous she looked.


      
        [Some constellations who like to cook are curious about your food.]


        [Some constellations who like a fast-paced, violent story are complaining.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband tells the newcomers to be quiet and watch.]

      


      There was one week left before the fifth scenario.


      I had already subdued two Catastrophes: Fire Dragon Ignir, the Catastrophe of Hellfire, and Ilsang Myeong, the Catastrophe of Questions. Things were going well. Junghyeok Yu will wake up soon and get to work on the Catastrophe of the west with Hyeonseong Lee, and the King of the Drifters will take care of the north.


      Now I have to watch out for the Catastrophe at the center.


      “Sangah.”


      She was supposed to be unconscious, but I’d seen her mouth twitch a few times.


      “I know you’re awake. Come and eat with us.”


      Sangah didn’t get up. But I heard a growling sound from somewhere.


      “I guess she’s still asleep. We’ll have to finish the rest, then. Wow, this part is just like tender sirlo—”


      Sangah got up and spoke with a very quiet voice. “…W-wait!”


      There was no way she could pretend to be unconscious after smelling this. After all, she must’ve been ravenous after expending so much energy.


      I shot a look at Suyeong, who was still stuffing her face. “Hey, get up if you’re done eating.”


      “Why?”


      “Do you really have to ask?”


      Suyeong had to have known that Sangah was awake.


      “Tch. Putting me on the spot like that…”


      And she probably knew that Sangah wasn’t getting up because she was there. Suyeong could be selfish and mean.


      “I’ll go for a walk. Make sure to leave some for me.”


      After grumbling for a bit, Suyeong disappeared into the dark, but not before shoving another skewer into her mouth.


      Sangah only approached after Suyeong was gone.


      The skewers crackled on the brazier. I gave one to Sangah. She hesitated, but eventually took it. She carefully took a bite, and then another. Sangah slowly finished the skewer.


      “…It’s delicious.”


      If anyone saw her now, how could they imagine her wielding a dagger?


      “Slow down.”


      But the twin daggers sheathed at her waist were proof that she was, in fact, the same woman.


      It had been a month since the apocalypse.


      So many things had happened.


      Sangah and I ate in silence, and I continued to watch her. The food was literally out of this world.


      Sangah mumbled something as she stared at the fire in the brazier.


      “I guess…there’s no going back anymore, right?”


      She didn’t elaborate, but I nodded.


      “Probably not.”


      Sangah’s hands were shaking. She killed people with those hands. She used those hands to take someone else’s freedom, so she could survive. Her hands had been covered with other people’s blood. Now she covered her face with those hands. Her shoulders shook intermittently, but there was no sobbing, likely the last bit of pride this woman had left.


      “It’s not your fault, Sangah.”


      I couldn’t read her mind, so I didn’t know if what I said comforted her, but she began to cry out loud. Her tears fell without stopping, and she dropped her food on the ground.


      She cried like that for a while before eventually calming down.


      If anyone eats a level-7 plant species yanaspleta’s stem without drinking its sap, it works like a powerful soporific. I watched Sangah fall into a deep sleep.


      “It’s really not your fault.”


      What I said was meant for Sangah, but…


      “So…”


      …it was also for someone else.


      “…why don’t you reveal yourself already?”


      The silence of the ruined city was occasionally broken by the cries of monsters. But at that moment, there was a silence that made it seem like I was talking to myself. I didn’t look away from Sangah.


      “Playing dumb, are we?”


      “…”


      “I don’t know why you’ve been watching, but I’m sure you know me by now.”


      The blade of Unbreakable Faith gleamed in the darkness.


      “I won’t hesitate to accomplish my goal.”


      I pointed the blade at Sangah’s neck.


      “So you’d better speak up fast if you don’t want me to kill your precious incarnation.”


      It was the start of a game of chicken. I waited a bit, then pushed the blade against Sangah’s neck. It made the slightest cut, and a trickle of blood came out.


      Sangah opened her eyes.


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” mitigates your mental shock.]

      


      A strong gust of wind pushed me away from Sangah’s body.


      A powerful presence made my chest tighten. Light surrounded Sangah. Her eyes lit up, and she looked at me. Within her pupils were the shadows of distant constellations. A voice like thunder echoed in my ears, as if it were trying to rupture my skull.


      “You lowly human.”


      I smirked as I wiped some blood from my mouth.


      Finally, they revealed themselves.


      Those damn constellations of Olympus!
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      In the world of TWSA, constellations were divided into two groups: free constellations with no affiliations, and constellations that belonged to a specific nebula.


      “How dare a lowly human humiliate the great stars?”


      Some of the famous nebulas based on Earth were Asgard of Norse Mythology, Eden from Revelations, and Olympus, to which the constellation in front of me belonged.


      “Don’t be cocky. You’re not even a real god.”


      Sangah’s expression changed when she heard me. I was a bit surprised that a constellation would directly descend into Sangah’s body, but I was right.


      “The plausibility in the early scenarios doesn’t allow the descent of the gods of Olympus.”


      “How…?”


      At this point, there was nothing in Seoul that could balance out the plausibility of an Olympian descending here, so the whole city would’ve been annihilated in an instant, followed by massive storms of plausibility.


      The gods of Olympus tend to think with their loins, but I guess they’re not completely stupid.


      I watched the magic threads swirling around Sangah’s entire body. “I guess you’re the best they can afford to send due to the current plausibility, Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth.”


      There were historical-grade constellations in Olympus, just like there were historical-grade constellations in Korea.


      Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth.


      It was the epithet of Ariadne, the lover of Theseus.


      “The constellations of Olympus must be quite stingy, sending the one with the lowest cost of plausibility.”


      “Silence! How dare you…!”


      The magic threads spiraling around Sangah shook the area. A loud energy left cracks in the ground.


      I shouldn’t take Ariadne lightly.


      She may have been the lowest of the bunch, but a constellation with the power of a fable behind her was still a being many orders more powerful than mere humans or monsters.


      But I know they can’t attack me here.


      Bzzzt!


      Sparks flew through the air. The shackles of plausibility were rattling.


      Judging by her state, it wasn’t a complete descent.


      But even if she was only partially here by hijacking Sangah’s body, it must have been a huge expenditure of plausibility.


      Besides, Ariadne is a constellation belonging to a large nebula. No doubt her actions will be revealed to other powerful beings.


      Krrroooom—


      The Great Hall roared in the sky over Seoul. My ears were ringing, and a chill of fear ran through my body. Sangah’s face turned paler as Ariadne descended.


      “You’re running out of time. You should get to the point.”


      This was the reality of constellations.


      They were the most powerful beings in Star Stream, but they were bound by the heavy shackles of plausibility.


      “You’ve attracted the attention of gods from different dimensions.”


      “…How could a human know that?”


      “That’s not important now, is it? You aren’t here to argue with me, are you? I’m sure the constellations dealing with the plausibility don’t want that.”


      More thunder came from the Great Hall. As I suspected, it was too early for a historical-grade constellation’s descent.


      “I am going to ask you three questions. If you answer me, I will answer your questions as well.”


      “Are you proposing a Three-Question Exchange?”


      “Yes.”


      Three-Question Exchange. It was a way for constellations to exchange information with minimal cost of plausibility.


      Ariadne glared at me as if she disapproved.


      “A human knows how constellations make a deal…”


      “So are we doing this or not?”


      “…Wait.”


      Sangah’s eyes closed. Ariadne was probably contacting other Olympian constellations through their own communication system.


      
        [A constellation who doesn’t want the fun to stop is intrigued by your suggestion.]

      


      It looked like we had spectators as well.


      Ariadne finally opened her eyes.


      “Very well. I accept.”


      Then came the notification.


      
        [The sacred Three-Question Exchange begins.]


        [Both sides can ask and answer three questions.]


        [You must sincerely answer every question.]


        [Each side can refuse to answer only one question.]


        [This will not end until each question is properly asked and answered.]

      


      “Then I’ll go first.”


      “As you wish.”


      
        [This is your first question.]

      


      “Why are you possessing Sangah’s body?”


      “…”


      “Isn’t your home base on a different continent? Aren’t you guys busy enough with the scenarios there? Why are you here…?”


      “We are here to watch the singularities in this timeline.”


      
        [Your first question has been answered.]

      


      “Singularity?”


      “Is that your second question?”


      Damn it, she’s clever. Your question is considered answered as long as you vaguely understood the response.


      “No. You ask.”


      
        [Constellation Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth is using their first question.]

      


      “What are you?”


      “Me? One of the singularities you’re watching.”


      
        [Constellation Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth’s first question was answered.]

      


      Ariadne was flustered.


      “…How did you know that?”


      “So I really am a singularity, huh?”


      I couldn’t believe she fell for my trick and proved me right.


      Ariadne narrowed her eyes.


      “You…!”


      “Don’t be mad. It’s a trick your kind uses all the time, isn’t it?”


      
        [A constellation who doesn’t want the fun to stop is amused by your wit.]

      


      Ariadne’s energy was hostile.


      But this is how the Three-Question Exchange has to be done. You lose if you give your opponent a straight answer.


      Make the most of your questions, while leading your opponent to waste theirs. That fierce psychological war is the essence of Three-Question Exchange. I continued.


      
        [This is your second question.]

      


      “The second question then. What is a singularity?”


      “They are beings like you.”


      Nice try. I couldn’t accept her answer this time.


      “Answer properly. We could be at this all day.”


      “…Specifically, there are those who are mentioned in the divine oracles.”


      “You need to be more specific. I can’t even guess what you’re talking about.”


      Ariadne thought about it for a moment.


      “We didn’t intend to observe you. It was a coincidence that you were discovered.”


      …A coincidence?


      “We were going to monitor someone else. A being who carries a huge destiny on their shoulders, and who destroys plausibility. A singularity is that kind of being.”


      I understood what a singularity was right then and there.


      
        [Your second question has been answered.]

      


      It looked like those damn Olympian gods had already found Junghyeok in this loop. A nebula on the level of Olympus possessed the means to extract information even from heavily censored plot points, like those regarding the Regressor. Especially because they had Hermes, who was an excellent information tracker.


      Besides, beings on the level of the twelve gods of Olympus had likely noticed that things became distorted in this world because of Junghyeok…


      But something was off. The secret of the regressor wasn’t something Ariadne, a historical-grade constellation, could access.


      “With that answer, it’s my turn now.”


      
        [Constellation Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth is using their second question.]

      


      “Who are you going to select for your sponsoring constellation?”


      This was unexpected.


      
        [A constellation who doesn’t want the fun to stop pays close attention to your answer.]


        [Some constellations who are fans of Korea are getting nervous.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband fervently chants his epithet.]

      


      This isn’t good. Well, I guess I have no choice.


      “I won’t answer that. It’s no fun if I spoil that now, right?”


      
        [You have used the right to refuse to answer.]


        [You cannot use the right to refuse to answer again.]

      


      Ariadne continued right away as if she had expected this.


      
        [Constellation Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth is using their third question.]

      


      “Then this is the last question. How did you know that we were watching you?”


      Damn it. This was what they were after from the start.


      Ariadne probably phrased this question carefully.


      She knew she couldn’t get a real answer from me by simply asking my identity, so she crafted the question in a way that would force a specific response.


      I thought about it for a bit before I answered.


      “I read a lot.”


      “What?”


      “It’s because I read a lot of books.”


      I guess she didn’t understand, since there was no message that she got her answer. I couldn’t talk about TWSA here, though. Even if I could, it would be censored, and I didn’t want to explain all the details to them.


      “We Koreans know your mythologies very well.”


      “…What do you mean?”


      “You guys are famous in Korea. Popular enough that they make children’s cartoons out of your stories. You don’t know you’re famous in Korea, do you? Most Koreans know you’re from Olympus.”


      Ariadne’s eyes darted around, as if she was agitated.


      “That’s not possible. How could a small country in the East know—”


      “Labyrinth of Crete.”


      “…!”


      “The monster who is half-human, half-beast.”


      Ariadne’s eyes were getting bigger.


      “The lover who forgot about you; being abandoned on Naxos Island; your steamy affair with the god of wine… Should I continue?”


      “Th-that’s enough! You’ve made your point, so stop!”


      
        [Constellation Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth’s third question has been answered.]

      


      Ariadne looked offended.


      “How does a human from a tiny country know my fable…?”


      I was relieved. I had managed to overcome the situation.


      There was a reason why the cost of Ariadne’s plausibility was low. I was glad she was here as the representative of Olympus.


      The Great Hall grew more unstable. I spoke with haste.


      “So, my last question. What is the divine oracle you guys have received this time?”


      Ariadne thought for a long time. She narrowed her eyes as if she were weighing an invisible scale before she answered.


      “I…cannot answer that.”


      
        [Constellation Abandoned Lover of the Labyrinth has used the right to refuse to answer.]


        [All the questions and answers have been exchanged properly.]


        [The sacred Three-Question Exchange has ended.]

      


      I expected that, but it was still disappointing.


      That was the most important question.


      
        [A constellation who doesn’t want the fun to stop is disappointed that the fun is over.]

      


      Ariadne frowned as she watched lightning bolts fall from the sky.


      “I played along because my husband was curious about your story. But that ends here.”


      She spoke faster, as if she realized there was really no more time left.


      “There is only one reason that I have descended here. This is a warning from Olympus: Do not interfere with what we are about to do. We are working to save this world from ruin, and this woman will grow into a trust shield against the fall.”


      “Why did you choose Sangah?”


      “It is meaningless to seek the reason. Even the three sisters who weave the threads of destiny know not.”


      Damn it. It’s always destiny, destiny, destiny with these Olympus bastards.


      “Heed my warning, incarnation, prisoner of the scenario. The course of destiny is shifting. The flow of the stars shall converge into a single point, and the story that will decide the fate of constellations shall begin.”


      “What are you talking about? Do you mean Gigantomachia?”


      “…I can’t believe you know about that, too. But do not be so arrogant as to believe you understand everything just because you have some information.”


      The sparks flying around Sangah’s body seemed to reach their limit, signaling the storm of plausibility.


      “You will never understand, since you are merely a pawn. But please remember, when the end arrives, if you are not on the right side—”


      At that moment, a bolt of lightning struck Sangah. As her body burned, I sensed Ariadne’s energy leaving her.


      “Ahhhhh…”


      It sounded like a tear in the fabric of space and time. Sangah went limp like a marionette whose strings had just been cut. I rushed to catch her. It was at that moment that I sensed a gaze from up in the sky.


      I mustn’t look up now.


      No one told me, but I knew instinctively.


      If I do…


      
        [Exclusive skill “The Fourth Wall” mitigates your mental shock.]

      


      But before I knew it, I was gazing up, as if possessed. Far above, deep within the Great Hall, something gazed back. It was the entity that had expelled Ariadne’s presence. A shadow that vaguely resembled a tongue, or a tentacle… …but fundamentally unlike anything in this world. A terror out of space, unfathomable and beyond any words, was looking at me.


      Outer Gods.


      It felt like time slowed. Sweat ran down my forehead and back. The pain was indescribable and I couldn’t breathe. My mind was nearly wiped out under the stifling weight of time. When I finally managed to breathe in and blink, the Great Hall had returned to normal. I was trembling and grinding my teeth.


      I will eventually have to fight them.


      I saw Suyeong running toward me. The roar of disturbed monsters filled the moonlit night. People who were struck by lightning cried out.


      There were several names for scenarios related to the end:


      Ragnarok, Gigantomachia, Armageddon…


      I didn’t know which end Ariadne was talking about, but I was certain something I hadn’t experienced before was underway.


      But that’s what I was going for. Because if things went according to the original novel, I would never get the ending I wanted.


      I carefully lay the unconscious Sangah on the ground. Her body felt like it could break with one touch. Her fists were clenched tight, as if she was determined not to lose to her own sponsoring constellation.


      Humans are weak.


      The great constellations only fear the plausibility, but there is one thing they overlook. Every mythology from Earth was born from the weak humans that constellations looked down on.


      I gently touched my fist to Sangah’s.


      
        [The power of a fable stirs deep within your soul.]


        [Your first stigma is about to blossom.]

      


      I’ll create a story that can stand up to any mythology.
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      At the same time, a silver wolf was running through the dark.


      “Kiiih… This damn wolf.”


      The Queen of the Parasite frowned as she looked at her body. She couldn’t believe that the body she’d managed to infest was that of an Imyuntar.


      Of course, she was grateful to be alive at all. When her body had been ripped apart by the storm of plausibility, she would’ve died if the unconscious Lycaon hadn’t been nearby. Her basic survival instinct saved her. It was only possible because Antinus was a Parasite.


      Drip, drip, drip.


      Black blood fell from where Lycaon’s body had been struck by a piece of the catastrophe meteorite. A Catastrophe was anathema to a guide. Antinus didn’t have much time left.


      “… I will have to find a new host.”


      Antinus shivered at the thought of the humans who killed the Catastrophe of Questions. Those humans had stopped the Catastrophe that had destroyed her home planet. She despaired at the unbelievable scene before her and resolved once again: I’ll get my revenge. I’ll make sure the humans who left my home, Chronos, in ruins will go extinct, no matter what it takes…


      It was at that moment when her antennae sensed something.


      “This energy is…?”


      It felt strangely familiar and reminded her of the monarch species insects back on her home world. Her pace quickened. If she could parasitize a being who had this much potential, she would be able to exact her revenge.


      When she arrived, she came face-to-face with the unexpected.


      She couldn’t believe that this kind of being existed on earth.


      “S-skreee—!”


      She screamed instinctively, as the moonlight glinted off the boy’s eyes, making them gleam in a way that sent shivers down her spine.


      “Whoa, it’s a bug I’ve never seen before,” said Gilyeong with an innocent smile.
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      When I opened my eyes, it was already morning.


      Suyeong pouted as she watched me jolt awake. She was the last one on night watch.


      “Did you have a nightmare?”


      “I guess so.”


      The firewood had burned all night and was now ash white. I raked through the embers with one hand and placed the other on my throbbing head.


      What I’d seen through “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint,” which I had activated unwillingly…


      Will Gilyeong be okay…?


      “Where is Sangah?”


      “She went to scout the area,” Suyeong replied, looking annoyed as she played with her phone.


      “What are you reading?”


      “A novel.”


      “Yours?”


      “Of course. What else?”


      I guess it would be weird to be reading something else right now.


      “Do authors enjoy reading their own work?”


      “I do.”


      “Even though you already know everything?”


      I’d thrown out the question without much thought, but Suyeong rubbed her temples for a bit, then gave me an unexpected answer.


      “I sometimes get different feelings even when I read the same thing.”


      “What?”


      “Even authors don’t have a complete command of their own work. When we look back, we find many holes in the story. Reading is essentially filling in those holes.”


      “I’m not sure I understand.”


      “…After a while, you can read your own work as if it’s someone else’s. Every human eventually becomes a stranger to themselves.”


      This was so unexpected from Suyeong Han that I was genuinely impressed. Who knew she could wax poetic like that?


      “Now that I think about it, it’s especially true for you, since you took someone else’s novel to write yours.”


      Suyeong screamed so loudly I had to cover my ears. She turned off her phone and glared at me.


      “What’re we gonna do now?”


      “What is there to do? We have to wait until the next scenario starts.”


      “Cut the crap. You know what I mean. You do have a plan, right?”


      I let Suyeong talk since it looked like she had a lot to say. And she kept talking.


      “Let’s say Junghyeok Yu takes care of the west, and the King of the Drifters takes care of the north. What about the center?”


      “Simple. We band together and fight.”


      “There’s an easier way. Did you forget?”


      I paused for a moment, then looked at Suyeong.


      “Did you plagiarize that part, too?”


      “…I didn’t. I just remembered it while reading my novel.” Suyeong continued awkwardly, “Anyway, I’m right, aren’t I? To my knowledge, there is one way to stop the Catastrophe in the center.”


      Suyeong was right. If we did that, we could easily clear the fifth scenario and stop all the Catastrophes.


      Suyeong frowned at me. “You’ll take the easy way, right?”


      “I… Let’s figure it out while we’re on the move.”


      At that moment, Sangah approached, waving. She had finished scouting the area.


      “You’ve been in a good mood since she joined us,” Suyeong grumbled.


      “Well, it’s good to have someone I trust.”


      “Tch, the untrustworthy one is gonna go cry in a corner.”


      We took our time getting ready to leave. There were only five days left until the fifth scenario. We then slowly made our way west along the Han River.


      We had two goals now. One was to find Pildu Gong, who had gone missing around the Han River. The second was to collect coins by killing nearby monsters. Since there was a special event, we decided to collect as many coins as we could.


      “Sangah, to my right! Suyeong, to the back!”


      While we were on the road, we hunted level-7 monsters whenever we came across them.


      Now that Sangah was with us, we were able to hunt not only level-7 monsters, but also level-6 ones. I had a thought while watching her in action.


      The Olympus constellations probably have no idea that I summoned them on purpose.


      They used up all the plausibility they could afford, so it would be a while before they could interfere with Sangah again.


      After the battle was over, I told her, “Sangah. Try to only use one stigma if possible.”


      “Oh… Sorry. I gave you a lot of trouble when I passed out last time, huh?”


      “No, it’s not that.”


      A person with support from a nebula was special, but being sponsored by a nebula didn’t mean all the nebula’s constellations sponsored Sangah. The basic rule of Star Stream was that an incarnation could only have one constellation. The cost of going against this rule fell on the incarnation and their sponsoring constellations. Constellations had a way to escape the damage, but not the incarnation.


      “Using multiple stigmas at the same time will put a strain on your body.”


      I’m sure the bastards of Olympus didn’t tell her this, but there is limit to what an incarnation can handle in a story.


      Every stigma held a constellation’s history and fables. Indiscriminately mixing them would do harm to a human’s body and mind.


      If Sangah continued to use the stigmas of multiple constellations, it would rapidly decrease her lifespan. At this rate, she probably only has…


      “Thanks for worrying about me,” Sangah said with a slight smile.


      That was when I realized it.


      “You’ve been doing it knowing the risk?”


      “Dokja, do you still see me as Sangah Yu, the model office worker?” Sangah asked. “I’m not like you, Dokja. I can’t really do anything in this new world. All my credentials, certificates, and volunteer hours are useless here.”


      “Did you think becoming stronger would make everything okay?”


      “A little.”


      She was right. Having power could solve some of the problems of this world.


      “I decided to build a resume that’s useful in this world. That’s all.”


      Sangah had several scars on her hands. To me, those scars were like holes. Suyeong had said something earlier about re-reading to fill in holes in a story. If that was what a reader was supposed to do, I might not be able to do it right.


      I felt a vibration in my pocket. When I turned on my phone, there was a message highlighted in yellow.


      
        Dokja, are you okay?

      


      It was Donghoon Han, the Reclusive King of Shadows.


      I was caught off guard by the message.


      
        I’m only contacting you now because the internet connection has been bad. It was hard even with my power…

      


      Based on all my unread messages, Donghoon had been trying to reach me for some time. All the messages arrived at once as soon as I had a connection to the internet.


      To lift the mood, I showed the messages to Sangah. When she smiled, it made me feel like I wasn’t a completely useless reader.
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      Although I was only reconnecting with Donghoon, I was able to hear about others from him.


      
        We’re around Yongsan-gu. Gilyeong is with us.


        Gilyeong is there?


        Yes.

      


      I could locate my team.


      We needed to regroup. I found Hyeonseong and Huiwon through the “Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint” skill. I wondered what had happened to Minseob or Seongguk, but it wasn’t easy to keep track of them. They had some advanced information, so they should have been able to take care of themselves.


      And Jihye… Well, I’m sure Junghyeok will take care of her.


      
        Stay in Yongsan-gu. We will head there. Try to contact the others if you can.

      


      There was no reply. It looked like the internet was down again. I turned to my companions.


      “We should cross the river.”


      We were south of the Han River, and Yongsan-gu was north of the river.


      “You want to cross that?”


      Suyeong looked at me as if I was crazy. Not that her reaction was unwarranted. She and I looked at the river.


      Grrr…


      Shadows teemed beneath the churning waters. Sea serpents from the Dongho Bridge had now spread throughout the river after the water level had risen. Those sea serpents were why we had been following the river without crossing.


      “We all saw Cheonho Bridge, right? It was destroyed.”


      Angler dragons were level-7 monsters. We could hunt them if we tried, but there were too many of them. It wasn’t just one or two. It would take days to hunt them all.


      Or should we just swim across the river? That was impossible.


      “Let’s move alongside the river. There may be a bridge still intact.”


      We walked several hours toward the lower part of the Han. Unfortunately, we couldn’t find a bridge still standing.


      Instead, we found a group of drifters.


      Before Suyeong could grab her weapon, Sangah made a move. She took some meat out of her backpack. This annoyed Suyeong.


      “What are you doing?”


      “These people are starving.”


      “So what? Are you going to feed them? Are you out of your mind? Don’t you know that people are the most dangerous beings in the apocalypse?”


      “I could easily kill them all if I wanted to.”


      Suyeong went quiet at the murderous look on Sangah’s face.


      “Or I could choose to save them.”


      Sangah quietly divided the monster meat into pieces and gave it out to the drifters. Some of them bowed in appreciation.


      “Hey, shouldn’t we—”


      “It’s leftovers. They can have it.”


      I walked away from Suyeong as she was about to lose it and took out some yanaspleta stems.


      Not everyone in this world can hunt. There are probably all kinds of studies about monsters being done right now.


      A man who took a stem from me kept bowing.


      “Ah, I really appreciate it…”


      “Please, don’t mention it. We should share in these difficult times.”


      Of course I am a very different person from Sangah. This was a strategic move.


      
        [A few people really like you.]


        [Your understanding of Character Yuin Shin has increased.]


        [Your understanding of Character Gangcheol Ma has increased.]


        [New characters have been added to Bookmark.]

      


      “You’re so fake,” Suyeong said in a snide tone.


      “…I do good things sometimes.”


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire is touched by your good deed.]


        [You have received 400 coins as a donation.]

      


      Suyeong was glaring at Sangah.


      “Damn, I didn’t think people like that existed in real life.”


      I agreed with her. Even before the end of the world, Sangah had seemed more like a heroine straight out of the pages of a book than a real person. Now that fiction had become reality, it was basically true…


      A child from the group of drifters approached me, interrupting my thoughts. It was a girl around Gilyeong’s age.


      “Do you need something?”


      The girl had round cheeks and big eyes that almost looked foreign, her pupils tinged red. She was an adorable girl with a slightly exotic vibe. She stood in front of me and bowed deeply.


      “Thank you.”


      What a polite kid. I looked around but didn’t see anyone who might have been her parent.


      As if reading my gaze, the girl spoke up, “They’re gone.”


      “Both of them?”


      She gave a small nod.


      I was a bit taken aback. To think a young child without a guardian had survived to the fifth scenario… Such a thing is almost unheard of in TWSA, unless she dropped out of the sky or someth—


      …Wait. Dropped out of the sky?


      Right as I activated “Character Profile,” she spoke again.


      “I’ll be going now. Bye.”


      Did she really come here just to thank us? I reached out to stop her, then reflexively glanced at Suyeong Han. Luckily, she was looking somewhere else.


      “Be careful out there.”


      The sun went down, and the day grew dark. I gathered Sangah and Suyeong.


      “Let’s camp here tonight.”


      We looked for a place to sleep. Since it was too cold near the river, even with a fire, we decided to take shelter in a ruined building. Suyeong, who looked like she had been holding it in for some time, spat out a warning at Sangah.


      “Just watch. The drifters you helped earlier? They’ll be back. You saw the way they were eyeing our weapons, right? People like that always repay kindness with a knife in the back.”


      Suyeong declared that all humans were evil and trash who would repay a favor with betrayal. I watched Sangah’s face for a bit before chiming in.


      “Just because it’s the apocalypse doesn’t mean there are only bad people.”


      “Wrong. They’re all bad. Most of them, anyway.”


      An hour passed.


      “They’ll be here any minute, drooling over our food and items.”


      Two hours later—


      “Hmm, those bastards are patient.”


      Three hours.


      “……? This can’t be right.”


      Finally, after four hours, we heard soft footsteps. Sangah’s face darkened, and Suyeong grinned triumphantly.


      “See? I told you.”


      Just as she drew her weapon and whipped toward the doorway, a figure entered.


      “Um… Excuse me?”


      Suyeong froze.


      It was the polite girl who had thanked us. Her cheeks were slightly flushed as she held something out.


      “I…brought this for you…”


      In her hands was a rolled-up blanket. I didn’t know where she had found it, but she must have been concerned that we would get cold. Suyeong looked surprised, and Sangah stared, dazed, at the girl.


      Even in the apocalypse, not all good deeds were repaid with betrayal.


      
        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire smiles benevolently.]


        [You have received 2,000 coins as a donation.]

      


      It was Sangah who broke the silence.


      “Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”


      “It’s nothing…”


      “By the way, are you alone? It’s dangerous to be out by yourself at night.”


      “It’s dangerous all the time these days,” the girl replied like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


      Sangah’s face darkened.


      “Would you like to stay with us?”


      “Sorry?”


      “You’ll be safe with us.”


      Sangah looked at me, as if asking my permission, but the girl replied before I could say anything.


      “It’s okay. I don’t want to be a burden.”


      She bowed politely and scurried toward the exit. At that moment, a knife came flying out of nowhere and stuck into the ground at her feet. The young girl yelped in surprise and fell on her bottom.


      The stunned silence was broken by Suyeong’s threatening tone.


      “Hold it right there. You’re not going anywhere.”


      “What do you think you’re doing?”


      Sangah’s voice was cold as ice as she glared at Suyeong.


      But Suyeong was looking at me.


      “Dokja Kim. You know what needs to be done, right? I’m sure that’s why you suggested we stay here tonight.”


      I closed my eyes.


      Damn, I thought she didn’t notice… Guess I was wrong. Then again, she’s the type of person who uses “Detect Attribute” on everyone she meets, so of course she knew.


      Suyeong’s lips twitched.


      “Aha. Being a hypocrite again? Because she’s a kid?”


      “……”


      “So you want to play good guy again, huh? Fine. I’m the villain, so I’ll take care of it.”


      Suyeong cracked her knuckles and stepped forward, but Sangah stood between her and the little girl.


      “Stop.”


      “Move. Or are you gonna kill her?”


      “Kill her? She’s just a child. Why—?”


      “‘Just a child’?”


      Suyeong snorted and raised her hand toward the girl.


      “I told you to stop,” Sangah repeated, this time with her dagger pointed at Suyeong’s neck.


      Suyeong responded by summoning a dozen avatars.


      “Dokja, tell her. Hurry, before I lose it and kill them both,” she growled.


      ……I was afraid it would come to this. I sighed and opened my mouth.


      “In five days, that girl…”


      The child gazed up at me with innocent puzzlement, and I was filled with an indescribable sorrow.


      “…will destroy Seoul.”


      Sangah looked like she had been slapped. If we hadn’t encountered this child, I could have glossed over it, but now I had no choice but to face the harsh reality.


      This accursed scenario would never allow the happy ending we wanted.


      
        [Constellation Abyssal Black Flame Dragon grins.]


        [A large number of constellations are intrigued by the new development in the scenario.]

      


      Looking at the constellations’ messages, I was filled with disgust like I hadn’t felt in a long time.


      “She is…the last Catastrophe of the fifth scenario.”
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      The girl didn’t die that night. Sangah was firmly against it, and I sided with her.


      “……Do what you want.”


      Suyeong stormed out, leaving Sangah and me in the ruin. I’d put the girl to sleep using “Pressure Point.” Sangah gently brushed the sleeping girl’s hair, then turned to me.


      “This child is a Catastrophe?” she asked with a heavy voice.


      “Yes.”


      “Do you know that because of your special ability?”


      “You could say that.”


      I recalled a passage from TWSA.


      
        The finale of the fifth scenario, the Catastrophe of Floods, was the most dangerous and tragic Catastrophe.

      


      Sangah bit her lip.


      “Does that mean she’s like…the Catastrophe of Questions?”


      “Similar, but not quite the same.”


      The Catastrophe of Floods. If she were to use her full power, it would cause devastation that would make the Catastrophe of Questions seem like a joke. Returnee Ilsang Myeong had rampaged through half of Gangdong-gu, but the Catastrophe of Floods was on a whole other level.


      If she were unleashed, Seoul would be destroyed in less than an hour.


      “But I just can’t picture her turning into something so horrible. Will this child really become a Catastrophe in five days?”


      In a way, Sangah was right.


      As of this moment, this girl wasn’t a Catastrophe.


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

      


      
        Name: Yuseung Shin


        Age: 11


        Sponsoring Constellation: None [Two constellations are currently interested in this character.]


        Attributes: Beast Tamer (Rare), Remorseful Killer (Common)


        Exclusive Skills: [Taming Lv.5], [Interspecies Communication Lv.7], [Agile Movement Lv.6], [Interspecies Friendship Lv.4]…


        Stigma: None


        Total Stats: [Stamina Lv.12], [Strength Lv.12], [Agility Lv.16], [Magic Power Lv.24]


        Summary: She has excellent talents and a rare attribute, but she has been overlooked by constellations due to her softhearted nature.
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      Yuseung Shin.


      Her name was an unmistakable proof that she was a Catastrophe.


      This child would definitely destroy Seoul in five days.


      “I heard that they’re hatched from meteorites. But that doesn’t seem to be the case for her…”


      “You’re right. She wasn’t hatched from a meteorite. She’s a human child who was born and raised on Earth. And in five days, she’ll still be human.”


      “Then why…?”


      “The Catastrophe of Questions was originally from Earth as well.”


      Sangah’s eyes went wide.


      “Then, like that returnee, this girl is…”


      “Yes and no.”


      “Huh?”


      All Catastrophes originating from Earth were returnees who came back after destroying other worlds. Yuseung Shin had brought ruin to Chronos, so she was technically a returnee, too, but there was more to it than that.


      Of the five Catastrophes that destroyed Chronos, she was special. And the most dangerous.


      “The Catastrophe that will arrive isn’t the child in front of us, but her future.”


      “What?”


      “Her self from several decades in the future will return to Earth to destroy it.”


      This nice, innocent, polite girl would go on to become the most terrifying Catastrophe.


      “That’s why Suyeong said we should kill her—to prevent her future from coming to pass.”


      Once she was unleashed as a Catastrophe, not even Junghyeok would be able to stop her.
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        Junghyeok Yu looked down at the gaping hole in his chest. It was a critical wound he wouldn’t be able to heal without activating “Revive.” His eyes burning with rage, he glared at the woman who had inflicted this deadly strike.


        “Yuseung Shin… Why the change of heart?”


        “Change of heart? I haven’t changed,” Yuseung laughed. “Unlike you, leader, I’m not a regressor who can move between timelines. I’m the same Catastrophe you met in your previous regression.”


        “Then why…?”


        “This is your third loop, right? I must’ve given you a chance in your second. The fact that we’re both standing here means you failed. Even with all the information I gave you, you failed. Again.”


        As Yuseung held eye contact with Junghyeok, her expressionless face changed to a wistful smile.


        “This world can’t be changed. You’re still the same, and nothing different will ever happen.”


        She gazed up at the Great Hall in the sky.


        “That’s why I believe this world must come to an end.”

      


      Going through the passages of TWSA, I felt a pang of nostalgia. I was reminded all over again why I could never put it down.


      “Hey, what’re you doing?”


      I hurriedly turned off my phone screen. It was Suyeong.


      “Did you decide what to do?”


      “I’m still thinking.”


      She frowned at my indecisive answer. She shot a wary glance at Sangah and Yuseung on the other side of the room and whispered, “Did you forget? Junghyeok Yu was almost killed by her in his third regression.”


      “But he didn’t die.”


      “Close enough. The important part is that he didn’t stand a chance against her in a head-on fight.”


      What Suyeong said was true. In his third regression, Junghyeok Yu nearly died because of Yuseung Shin.


      “If Delusional Demon Namwoon Kim hadn’t jumped in and killed her…”


      And that Delusional Demon wasn’t in this loop.


      “For the record, I’m against keeping her alive. And here’s a warning—I bet I’m not the only one.”


      
        [Some constellations who don’t like frustrating stories are anxious.]


        [Constellation Prisoner of the Golden Headband lets out a groan, sensing that things are about to get slow and complicated.]


        [Constellation Demonic Judge of Fire expects you to make a wise decision.]

      


      It seemed like our conversation wasn’t getting heavily censored.


      I guess it’s about time they started lifting the censorship from some key information…


      Sangah, who had been talking to Yuseung and sighing repeatedly, walked over to us.


      “Dokja, no matter how I look at it, this isn’t right.”


      She looked desperate.


      “The future hasn’t happened yet. If we take good care of her, maybe she wouldn’t become a Catastrophe? You know, like some kind of butterfly effect…”


      The oncoming Catastrophe was the future Yuseung Shin, and we were in the past that would lead to that future. Sangah was raising a good point. However…


      “The incident that turns her into a Catastrophe happens in the far future. There’s nothing we can do now.”


      …the butterfly effect doesn’t happen that easily.


      A butterfly flaps its wings, and it causes a storm on the other side of the world. It was possible in theory, but it was important to consider how long it would take for the wing flap to turn into a storm.


      The brief hope in Sangah’s face quickly vanished.


      “But you never know…”


      “As I said, there’s nothing we can do. Besides, even if we can change her now, it won’t affect the Catastrophe that will arrive in five days.”


      In fact, Junghyeok had tried the same thing several times. He found Yuseung Shin as soon as the scenarios began and did his best to comfort and support her, to no avail. No matter what we did for Yuseung, it wouldn’t prevent her future self from arriving. And when she did, she would destroy Seoul.


      Sangah’s voice sounded weaker.


      “…Why does she become a Catastrophe? Just what happens to her in the future that could cause that?”


      “I’m afraid I don’t know.”


      Of course I knew, but I didn’t tell her. Instead, I walked toward the girl, who was sitting on the floor, munching on some meat.


      “Do you like it?”


      “…Yes.”


      I could feel Sangah and Suyeong watching me.


      Dokja, you won’t do it, right?


      Kill her.


      You wouldn’t go that far, would you?


      Kill her and be done with it.


      The truth was, even if I killed Yuseung Shin, it wouldn’t have helped. But if we didn’t kill her, even the smallest thing could ruin Seoul. In the long run, it would be better to let Yuseung live.


      As she ate, Yuseung looked at me oddly.


      “Can you see the future, mister?”


      “…Huh?”


      “I…become a very bad person in the future, don’t I?”


      It sounded like she had overheard us talking.


      I answered her honestly.


      “Probably.”


      “How bad a person will I become?”


      “Probably the worst person in Seoul.”


      “Will I be as bad as the Joker or Thanos?”


      “Maybe.”


      Yuseung lowered her head. “That’s not surprising.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “Because I’m already a bad person.”


      Even without hearing the details, I may have understood why she said that. I knew what the young Yuseung had done to survive.


      
        [Your understanding of Character Yuseung Shin has increased.]


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

      


      [I killed him.]


      She killed her own puppy in order to survive the first scenario.


      [I’m sorry.]


      Stealing a coat from an old man who was knocked unconscious by someone else.


      Tricking a woman who took care of her in order to keep her green zone.


      Turning someone over to his pursuers for a little bit of food.


      Things anyone in this world would do.


      But no one could justify it nonetheless.


      [I’ll be punished. I’m not good enough to be alive.]


      Her fearful eyes turned calm. People with a death wish had the same look, no matter how old or young they were.


      “You…can kill me. I’m ready.”


      If I were the main character of this story, I would’ve killed Yuseung Shin without hesitation.


      However, I was a reader. And a reader should make his own decisions.


      I put my hand on Yuseung’s head.


      “Don’t worry. Your death isn’t part of the ending I want.”


      If we killed this kid, Junghyeok’s regression would be meaningless. If the person who had to fight to change the past killed someone because their future was decided, what would be the point?


      I’m going to make sure this kid lives, for Junghyeok.


      Yuseung looked uneasy.


      
        [Character Yuseung Shin feels a faint trust toward you.]


        [Your understanding of character Yuseung Shin has increased.]

      


      “But I should die, so—”


      “There’s another way to stop the Catastrophe.”


      I heard Suyeong sigh over my shoulder. Sangah was looking at me while biting her lip.


      “It’s possible if you help me.”


      The ending I want was impossible from the start.


      But if I change small impossible things one by one, the impossible ending might occur someday. And Yuseung will be a small cornerstone of that impossible story.


      I asked Bihyeong to open the Goblin Shop and purchased some items.


      Yuseung wasn’t convinced.


      “But what can I do? I’m just a kid. I have no sponsoring constellation, either…”


      “Who says you don’t have one?”


      
        [You have sent incarnation Yuseung Shin a “Starter Pack I”]

      


      Yuseung stared at me with her mouth agape.


      
        [You have sent incarnation Yuseung Shin a “Starter Pack II”]


        [You have sent incarnation Yuseung Shin a “New Scenario Commemoration Pack”]

      


      …


      Yuseung’s face went pale as the notifications appeared.


      “Wh-what are all these…?”


      “It’s okay. I’m rich.”


      “Who…are you really, mister?”


      “I’m Dokja. Dokja Kim.”


      I put my hand on the head of the kid who had just lost all sense of reality.


      “In the next five days, you’ll become stronger than anyone here.”


      What I said was true.


      Beast Lord Yuseung Shin.


      In the distant future, this child would become one of the hundred most powerful people in the world.


      The girl who could become a Catastrophe would be my first incarnation.


      Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint will continue in Volume 5.
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