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"The last game is 'Treasure Hunt'."

When she first heard it, Yoo Sangah recalled the memory of the day she joined Mino Soft.

The day she saw the legendary "Quest Interview" she had only heard about.

"You're not doing that again, are you?" asked the nervous HR employee.

"I am indeed doing it."

"Ha, that's ridiculous. It's the weekend."

"Anyway, it's an in-house picnic."

Executive Director Kang, who was speaking through a megaphone, continued in a loud voice as if he had guessed the employees' feelings.

"Now, each treasure is linked to the main quest, and there is a reward for those who complete all the quests."

"What kind of reward, huh?"

"Well, I'll give you a tumbler again."

Complaints erupted from the employees' mouths.

On weekends when she could rest, Yoo Sangah couldn't have felt good because she was rushing out and hunting for treasure in the middle of the mountain.

Kang, who was also annoyed, continued.

"This game will be reflected in next quarter's personnel review. Do you have any motivation now?"

The hum of the employees changed from simple irritation to a more serious atmosphere. While some people asked what company in the world would give extra points for personnel evaluations as a quest, others muttered, "Yes, this is how Mino Soft works."

And Yoo Sangah thought of a certain someone.

He would be good at this, she thought. Almost at the same time, phone vibrations echoed from all around.

Yoo Sangah reflexively took out her smartphone. It was an announcement that an update was added to the in-house application.

"Everyone's updated, right? Now, here we go."

[MINO SOFT ver.4.24 has been updated.]

[Do you want to activate 'Treasure Hunt Mode'?]



The app immediately loaded the camera screen once she approved GPS and camera integration. Just how many developers had they run ragged for an in-house picnic?

"If you turn on the AR camera in the app and look around, you'll see things differently than usual. By the way, you can get your AR glasses from Manager Lee."

"Uh, it's still a prototype, so handle it with care. Now, come grab yours one by one."

Yoo Sangah also saw this product at the company's prototype exhibition.

[MINO GLASS]

"Wow, as expected of Mino Soft's class!"

"Are we making our own hardware now?" People gathered in front of Manager Lee after receiving the glasses.

Yoo Sangah also received one.

"Be careful not to get hurt, and let's search hard for the treasures!"

"It's like Pokémon Go."

"If you're running out of battery, grab one here." Yoo Sangah stared down at the portable batteries packed in a plastic box.

Staring at the portable batteries with the "MINO" logo neatly printed on them, she hesitated for a moment before taking two.

[The screen connection is complete]

[Let's start "Treasure Hunt"]



The augmented reality screen was linked to the smartphone screen when she wore the large AR glasses.

"Wow, the development team must have had a hard time."

"...Mine is a bit translucent."

"Isn't it dangerous to see the surroundings so they made it transparent?"

"Oh, I'm getting motion sickness, so I'll just look at my smartphone screen instead. Can I?"

They've been preparing for this outing for quite a while.

Moreover, the main event itself was quite something. "...Didn't you just call us here to test a new product, not for an in-house outing?"

The atmosphere was similar to the day they had huddled together in the company interview room.

With employees moving quickly while talking, it felt as though they were a QA team testing a new game.

Yoo Sangah tapped the '!' icon on the app.

Then, as if waiting, the "Treasure Hunt Rules" popped up on the screen.

1. You can team up with any employee you want. However, when you form a team, your prize will be split in half.

2. There are three clues in total, and the person who finds all three clues can locate the treasure.

3. You can also take other players' clues according to the rules.

It seemed to reflect the CEO's fondness for survival games.

"Let's hurry up and go and 'get' them."

Employees scattered as if they had promised.

Teams were already starting to form here and there.

"Manager Lim, do you want to join us?"

"Mr. Cheon Myeongwoo?"

"You're in the QA team, right? Don't you know this system well?"

The HR and finance team members were the most eager, as if they felt disadvantaged compared to the development departments.

"Yoo Sangah, will you be on the team with me?"

"Oh, I was going to ask someone to join me first."

"Come on, Sangah, let's do it together."

"I'm sorry."

She had someone she wanted to partner with...

People backed off, unable to push further against Yoo Sangah's apologetic, troubled smile.

Among them was Han Myeongoh, head of the finance team.

She heard murmurs behind her.

"Already? With who?"

"She's probably just saying she doesn't want to, you know?"

Yoo Sangah pretended not to hear and slipped away.

The employees soon forgot about her and began teaming up among themselves.

She was used to this kind of company event, but it was just as tedious as it was familiar.

Yoo Sangah minimized the company app and checked the text messages she had ignored earlier.

[When will you come home?]



As she drafted and deleted replies repeatedly, employees passing by chatted about promotions.

If they received extra points on their performance review this time, their promotions next quarter would be guaranteed. It seemed only Mino Soft would do something like this.

Getting promoted would be nice.

Yoo Sangah had worked hard in her own way, too.

No, it was a given. She organized her portfolio diligently every month and studied foreign languages.

Just in case, she worked on new certifications and studied coding in her spare time.

To present herself well to executives and clients, she kept up with fashion trends, jogged an hour every day, and did Pilates twice a week.

[If you're going to keep doing that, pretend you don't have parents]

[Sangah, your dad and brother...]



But if someone asked if all of this was truly for a promotion...

「 You don't seem to like games very much. Why did you apply? 」

Mino Soft interview day.

She thought she had hidden it completely.

Furthermore, she hadn't expected to hear that from a fellow applicant, not even an interviewer.

Yoo Sangah had snapped back, unlike her usual self.

"Can't I make a living doing what I like?"

Right after, she thought, 'Oh dear. That wasn't like me at all.'

She had tried to smooth it over with a belated smile, but he replied first.

"Is that so?"

The man hadn't seemed particularly offended. He looked naive, yet kind.

Kim Dokja.

A man whose expressions she couldn't read.

"That's true."

As if just trying to get by, Kim Dokja had answered in a half-hearted voice, scratching his cheek.

A cheap, rumpled suit and a tie with an awful, drab color. His hair was messy. His face was neat enough, but it was hard to give him a passing grade based on first impressions.

Yoo Sangah had added another comment before she knew it.

"You might want to fix your interview outfit."

She regretted it the moment it left her mouth. Realizing she shouldn't have said that, she smiled quickly and said she was joking.

"I wore it exactly as the internet recommended."

Seeing the man look a bit depressed, Yoo Sangah had felt conflicted. Should she offer advice here, or just smile and walk away like a normal person? The hesitation didn't last long.

"It would look better if you changed your tie."

"I'll change it for my next interview. If you don't mind, can I give you a piece of advice?"

"What is it?"

Kim Dokja pointed forward and said,

"Right now, choose the third option."

Just like that day, three options stood before Yoo Sangah's eyes now.

[1. Treasure hunt main route]

[2. Give up and eat hamburgers given by executive director Kang]

[3. Treasure hunt hidden route]



Yoo Sangah calmly scanned her surroundings.

Kim Dokja was nowhere to be seen near the QA team. She hadn't run into him in a while, but had he skipped the event entirely?

It would be just like him. She looked down at the portable battery in her hand. If the game had already started, she needed to hurry, too.

[* The main route is the route for normal game progress. You can earn rewards upon completion, and you won't be eliminated even if you fall into a trap]

[* Hidden routes are much more difficult and have a higher chance of elimination. You can get extra points]



Ultimately, after reading the descriptions, Yoo Sangah chose the third option just as she had back then.

[You chose the hidden route]

[Follow the marked path]



Immediately, an arrow icon appeared on the AR screen.

The other employees who chose the hidden route alongside Yoo Sangah immediately bolted in the direction of the arrow.

"Oh, I'm leaving first."

"Take your time."

"What's going on? Is this hidden?"

Yoo Sangah didn't budge, watching the others rush off in a hurry.

「 If a path is labeled 'hidden' so openly, it's usually a trap. Who writes down secrets so blatantly? 」

Yoo Sangah waited.

Ten seconds, twenty seconds, then a full minute passed.

Faint screams began to echo from ahead.

"Whoa, what is this?!"

And about ten seconds later, notifications of the eliminated employees began flashing at the top of the app.

[Employee Byun Hyunjae is out]

[Manager Lee Haneul is out]

(···)

Just as she expected, it was exactly like back then.

"How did you know that?"

"You just know when you see it. There was similar advice in a web... book I read. 'Be wary of secrets that are openly written as secrets.'"

It was a simple enough concept.

However, few people could put into practice what they only understood in theory.

What had she said in response? Had she asked him for the book's title?

It was time to move. Yoo Sangah tied her shoelaces tight and began to follow the arrow with light steps.

Bloody bodies lay scattered along the ridge. They weren't real people, of course—it was just the AR simulation.

The terrain was getting rough, so Yoo Sangah switched off the Mino Glass screen and began navigating down carefully, monitoring the surroundings through her phone.

Sometimes she saw items that seemed to be spilled by avatars.

[Unusual item]

[Secret diary of Manager Lee's dreams and hopes]

[Suspicious, bloody traitor's USB]

[CEO's secret book]

(···)

At this point, she couldn't tell if this was a picnic or a beta test for a new game.

Perhaps the line between them was blurred. Or maybe, as Kim Dokja might have said, it was a secretly developed test of employee loyalty.

It felt as if Kim Dokja was right there saying, "That item looks useful."

Surprised, Yoo Sangah spun around reflexively. A small figure right next to her fell to the ground with a grunt.

It was a woman wearing sunglasses, a mask, and a cap. The mask looked oversized on her small face. Yoo Sangah reflexively reached out to help.

"I'm sorry."

"I'm fine. Sorry, I was peeking at your phone."

"Oh, yes."

"Are those glasses AR devices? It's my first time seeing that model." Yoo Sangah blanked out for a moment. It had been a long time since she had dealt with someone who went so entirely at their own pace.

"Oh, yes. Well, it's still a prototype."

She caught a glimpse of cat-like eyes behind the slightly lowered sunglasses. Looking at her petite stature and the absence of an employee lanyard, she didn't seem to work here.

The girl looked around and grumbled.

"Why are there so many people today? Is there a company picnic or something?"

"And what kind of game is this? Is it getting officially released? An AR game?"

"Yes."

"Then I'll get out of your way. I suppose you're testing it."

Yoo Sangah stared at the girl's face for a while and smiled.

Then, she pulled down her mask, smiled, and put it back on.

"Show me the game." The girl held out a cat-like hand. Yoo Sangah wasn't used to such bluntness and didn't know how to respond.

Moreover, although she didn't want to judge by age, the girl in front of her looked like a teenager no matter how she looked at her.

"It's a company secret."

"A secret? I love secrets. I won't tell anyone, so just give me a tiny hint."

As Yoo Sangah turned to walk away, the girl suddenly reached out and tapped the smartphone screen.

"Go if you want, but pick that up before you leave. It's a must-have item."

"What?"

"The CEO's secret book."

Yoo Sangah picked up the item shown on the AR screen.

[CEO's secret book]



Explanation: Literally, the CEO's secret book. When you fall into a trap, you can revive only once in exchange for the CEO's secret.

It was a really useful item.

"...What do you do for a living?"

"Me? I'm a writer."

"Are you a scenario writer for our company?"

"I don't work here. By the way, what company is this?"

Yoo Sangah decided to play along. Normally she wouldn't have, but she felt a bit more relaxed today. "It's Mino Soft," she said.

"Oh, that company that mass-produces pay-to-win gacha games. I know them."

"Well—"

She was going to make an excuse, but it was true.

The self-proclaimed writer spoke animatedly.

"Their recent mobile game had an insane monetization model. No matter how much people defend mobile games, they have no conscience."

"It really is."

The girl shrugged, tapped something on her phone, and turned the screen toward Yoo Sangah.

"I'm the top player."

[Rank 1: Genius Pretty Girl Writer (NEW)]



To maintain the number one spot on the server, she must have spent a fortune... Was she some third-generation chaebol? Yet, she didn't seem like the type.

"You said you're a writer. What did you write?"

"Do you read novels?"

"A little bit."

"What do you read?"

"Raymond Carver, Haruki Murakami, and..."

"Alright, alright. I've heard enough."

Yoo Sangah, slightly irked, narrowed her eyes.

"...what did you write?"

"Hmm, well. Just know that it's very famous."

"Did you write a novel that you can't say?"

"No, there's nothing I can't say."

Yoo Sangah asked, tilting her head.

"Is it an R-rated novel?"

"No."

"Is it a web novel then?"

"Pretty much."

She couldn't see her eyes because she was wearing sunglasses, but she thought she knew what expression it was.

"You're an interesting type. I sometimes write characters like you in my novels."

Why did Kim Dokja's smirk suddenly flash in her mind? Today was indeed a strange day. Yoo Sangah clenched her teeth to hide her annoyance and spoke.

"And what type is that?"

Yoo Sangah smiled outwardly while grinding her teeth inside.

"The type that suddenly changes when given the chance, striking the opponent's neck like this."

Yoo Sangah remained expressionless for a moment, watching the girl who was holding her own neck with both hands in demonstration.

A few seconds later, Yoo Sangah smiled.

"You wouldn't understand even if I told you."

The girl stared at Yoo Sangah like she was a rare specimen, letting out an involuntary chuckle.

"Wow..."

"What?"

"I was actually a little scared just now." Of course, she didn't look scared at all.

If anything, she looked thrilled. Muttering, "A well-executed cliché always catches you off guard," she began typing on her phone's memo app.

Yoo Sangah didn't know if the girl was actually a writer, but a quick glance showed the memo app was packed with text.

Checking the screen, Yoo Sangah realized she was walking up the mountain path side-by-side with the girl.

There were no fellow employees around. Everyone seemed to be scattered looking for clues.

[The first clue is nearby]



And there's a good timing notification.

She hadn't intended to try this hard, but she was actually making progress.

The girl spoke to Yoo Sangah, who was searching for the treasure by panning her camera.

"Do you mind if I watch?"

"You've already been watching."

"Isn't that it?" Where there had been a simple bush, a computer now stood tall on the AR screen.

It was a retro model from the 1990s, with a bulky CRT monitor and a horizontal desktop case—rendered in augmented reality.

She couldn't believe they even had such a device. Seeing that the acquisition button did not appear, the computer itself did not seem to be a clue.

When she pressed the screen and turned on the computer, a game soon appeared on the monitor.

The game logo, colorful illustrations, and the main character's lines began to cross from the monitor on the screen.

「 I'm not going back. 」

Perhaps because it was a prototype, the storytelling was rough. She couldn't tell what it was about, but it seemed rather aggressive, showing a shirtless man wielding a sword on screen.

"...This is a bit like the novel I read."

"A novel?"

"His novel hasn't even been gamified, yet someone turned it into a game? What kind of crazy bastard did this?"

A memory surfaced in Yoo Sangah's mind.

The contractor from the QA team. A hazy memory of a pale face and an awkward smile. For some reason, he had once asked her for feedback on a game's setting.

The girl, growing impatient, tapped Yoo Sangah's screen without asking.

Then the intro skipped, and the game began.

[Controlling Avatar to win the dance competition]

[If you win the competition, you will be recognized as the "true lord" of Gorgon]

"Is it a fighting game?"

"Do you know how to do it?"

"Not at all."

Fortunately, the controls were simple, making it easy even for a first-timer.

The two of them swept through the round of 16, the quarterfinals, and the semifinals, finally reaching the finals.

"It's like an entrenching tool. Extremely cost-effective."

"An entrenching tool?"

"A weapon specialized in thrusts. Just keep thrusting and you win. You don't even need other skills."

"I think thrusting is the only option in the first place."

No matter what input she entered, the character only thrust. A quick thrust. A normal thrust. A heavy thrust. The skill names were incredibly lazy.

The two, who went to the round of 16, the quarterfinals, and the semifinals at once, are about to play in the finals.

[The final round of the dance competition begins]

[If you win the final round, you can get the first clue]



At that point, a cutscene suddenly appeared.

The woman in fairy clothes who appeared in the cutscene said,

["You came all the way up here. But it's a shame. The final match won't be as easy as you think."]

"What's with that line?"

["The crowd here gathered to see if you really deserve to be a lord. In other words, it's not just your force that we're curious about."]

The girl grumbled at the lengthy cutscene.

"...Is this a visual novel, not a fighting game?"

The screen rippled. As the distortion cleared, a new scene appeared.

[You're climbing a rugged mountain range with your colleague]



In a vast rocky landscape reminiscent of the Grand Canyon, the pitons securing the protagonist's rope to the rock face were beginning to pop out one by one.

With a scream, the last anchor gave way, leaving the party dangling in the air, suspended by a single rope. The cutscene was surprisingly tense, causing Yoo Sangah to clench her fists.

[Leader! If this keeps up, we won't hold on much longer!]

[You must choose. If you don't cut the rope below...!]

She suddenly knew what this was about.

Soon the screen stopped and options appeared.

1. "More people need to live. Cut the rope and sacrifice one person." [Button A]

2. "Life is all precious. Even if it is annihilated, it does not cut off anyone's rope." [Button B]

[You must decide in 60 seconds.]



Yoo Sangah and the girl, checking the choices, murmured almost at the same time.

"Trolley dilemma."

"It's asking if you'll sacrifice the few to save the many."

If the game's premise was correct, the protagonist was participating in a dance competition to be recognized as the 'Lord.'

And the person who created the game was 'Mino Soft,' and it was the general employee who played the game.

[50 seconds left]



Then the answer was simple.

"I think the answer is option 1, sacrifice the few," the girl said.

This was a game designed by a corporation. And corporations wanted leaders who would sacrifice the few for the sake of the organization. That was how corporate logic worked.

The logical choice, both inside and outside the game, was to ensure the survival of the majority.

Yoo Sangah opened her mouth.

"The person hanging at the bottom might be the most capable one."

"But we can't all die together."

"A company doesn't run on a one-man show. Maybe the answer lies in something beyond conventional logic."

"Maybe. But honestly, if I were a corporate executive, I'd view anyone who chose option 2 as unfit."

She was right. From a corporate perspective, option 1 was correct. That was the girl's opinion, and Yoo Sangah agreed. But still...

"Isn't there a way for everyone to survive? I feel like I shouldn't pick either of those options."

Watching the timer tick down, Yoo Sangah's eyes wavered.

[40 seconds left]



For a moment, a faint memory became clear.

There was no doubt that the person who made this...

"If it were Kim Dokja..."

"What?"

"The developer. I remembered he was working on this."

The girl's finger froze. "...What did you say his name was?"

"Kim Dokja. Do you know him?"

The girl was captured through the AR screen.

*Bzzzt.* For a split second, something resembling sparks crackled over her sunglasses on the screen.

Surprised, Yoo Sangah lowered her glasses and looked at her directly. There were no sparks. Her cat-like eyes were simply staring back.

Was it an illusion? The prototype glasses might be malfunctioning.

"I don't know him. It's a weird name. Just hurry up and choose."

Was it an illusion?

[15 seconds left]

"If you don't choose, I'll press it."

[10 seconds left]



If she were Kim Dokja... With ten seconds remaining, Yoo Sangah racked her brain. It was a corporate quest, but Kim Dokja was the one who designed it.

Would Kim Dokja really set option 1 as the correct answer?

「 I'll attend the team dinner, but I have to leave by seven. 」

Or did he choose option 2, where everyone dies, as the answer?

「 I'm not going to the picnic. I hate hiking. 」

A smile played on Yoo Sangah's lips. Her finger moved toward the screen before she knew it.

[5 seconds left]

"Huh? Hey!"

Her finger passed right by button A and button B, heading toward a completely empty spot.

It was a choice that made no sense, one that didn't even exist on the screen. She might be eliminated for this, but still...

[Button C has been entered]



Yoo Sangah chose button C.

Then the cutscene came up.

["I'll choose number 3"]

["What? That option doesn't exist."]

["No. 3. It's a ridiculous setup. If the rock wall is the problem..."]



Yoo Sangah and the girl stared blankly at the cutscene. Intense wind pressure was forming in the main character's drama on the screen.

["You can break the rock wall"]



A cinematic showing the massive rock wall shattering from a single thrust played, followed by a grand subtitle.

["The World After The Fall" is coming to you soon]



Was it a game teaser video?

The girl murmured in disbelief.

"No way, it was a scam like this?"

Yoo Sangah didn't reply, just staring blankly at the display.

The girl nudged Yoo Sangah's arm with her elbow.

"How did you know that was the answer?"

"...I figured it would be something like this if he was the one who made it."

[The first clue is 'Coordinate A'.]

"I get the gist of it. We collect three clues to find the coordinates of the final treasure."

Finding the first clue was a pleasant surprise, but they were now deep in the mountains. Why did they end up here when she had simply been following the arrow?

Was the GPS malfunctioning? The terrain had grown rugged enough that walking while looking at the AR screen was becoming dangerous.

She had made a choice completely unlike her usual self.

Yoo Sangah wondered—what if she had been the protagonist from the cutscene, hanging on that rock wall with this girl?

"I would have had to cut the rope."

"What?"

"How long are you going to follow me?"

"Aren't we in the same party now? Come on, this way next."

Normally, she would have killed some time, exchanged pleasantries, and headed home. Tonight, she had a language lecture and Pilates scheduled.

She had a class to attend, and not much time to waste. But still...

「 Can't I just live doing what I like? 」  「 It's just to make a living. 」
[image: icon]Story 2 — Someone Who Remembers You





[NOTE 1][NOTE 2]

This story is for you who have nothing more to read at the end of the world.

One year and 364 days ago.

On the day you were not with us, something strange happened in Seoul.

Seoul, which had been designated as a scenario closed space, was reopened, and an area with a castle larger than Yeouido appeared in the place where the original Gwanghwamun was.

The 73rd Demon Realm.

People still call the land like that. Even though the Demon King is no longer there, they still imagine that he is here.

―Recover Seoul from the Demon King who colluded with the dokkaebi!

Someone called you the devil.

―In honor of the savior who saved the Korean Peninsula.

Someone admires you as a savior.

But to some people, you were neither a savior nor a Demon King.

But, they remembered you.

“How old am I now?”

Lee Jihye muttered as she looked up at the sky where the rain was pouring down.

“How old are you, Yoosung-i?”

Shin Yoosung looked at the sea off Haeundae, where a wet wind was blowing.

"I don't know. But one thing is for sure, I’m two years older.”

The two girls looked at the sea and fell into long contemplation.

If you think about someone too long, everything in the world looks like a trace of that person.

“Have you not contacted the Constellations?”

"No. How about you?”

"No."

Seagulls passing by, seashells lying on the beach, and even a cuttlefish sea creature washed up in the foam. A small marine species that had lost several legs was flapping along the shore, breathing heavily.

Grade 9 marine species: Little Cuttlefish.

Shin Yoosung, who reached out to the creature, used [Advanced Multi-species Communion] to establish a rapport, and then completed the taming with [Tame]. The creature quickly clung to Shin Yoosung's palm and wrapped around her leg.

"That's not Ahjussi."

Since you had already disappeared and returned twice, the company still believed that you might come back as if nothing had happened.

“So what? He was here, and I saw it.”

“Then I am going to collect all the monsters I see.”

The man who raised a "calamity".

Shin Yoosung thought about you. She thought again and again about the first time she met you.

“Oh, I got a call from Sangah yesterday.”

“Oh, me too.”

“Are you going?”

"Yes."

A swarm of insects flew in from afar with a rumbling sound.

The boy who followed you like a god was riding a huge golden scarab and posing like a Greek hero.

Shin Yoosung, who was looking up at the boy, asked,

“Where did you get that again?”

“Isn’t it cool?”

Lee Gilyoung smiled triumphantly, stroking the beetle's horn.

“I evolved it with the factors I got this time. ‘The Horn of Unbreakable Faith’.”

Lee Jihye clicked her tongue. Shin Yoosung asked, narrowing her eyes,

"That's not the original name. Did you name it that?"

“What is that squid?”

“Tentacle calamity Kim Dokja.”

“Where did you get that monster?”

Lee Jihye, who had been listening to the conversation from afar, lay down on the shore with an expression of 'here they go again.'

She saw something like a shooting star falling in the distance.

Since meteorites had often fallen since the fifth scenario, Lee Jihye didn't care much. Given its size, it didn't seem to contain any great items, and even if it housed a monster species, it wouldn't be a big deal.

After you disappeared, the incarnations of the Korean Peninsula became quite strong. Now, even civilian incarnations could overcome most sub-scenarios if they joined forces.

So, if you leave it alone, someone will figure it out.

For today, even Lee Jihye was tired of fighting, and preferred to watch the kids bicker.

Shin Yoosung and Lee Gilyoung took smartphone-like devices out of their pockets, arguing.

“Hey, Shin Yoosung. What level are you?”

"37."

"I'm 38."

"Actually, it's 39."

“Oh, I leveled up on the way. I am 40.”

It was pretty obvious what they were playing.

They were playing the new game, *King of the Monster Collectors*.

*King of the Monster Collectors* was a game created by the 'Mass Production Maker'. It was a real-time collection RPG where players raised their levels by registering various monsters in an encyclopedia.

Interestingly, you could only register information on monsters you had actually encountered. If your completion rate reached a certain level, you could receive a reward from a constellation.

[You have already collected 150 species! Well done.]

Your voice shyly gave compliments, matching the image of the white coat you wore every day.

Shin Yoosung, who was staring at you in the game, spoke in a sharp tone.

"It's different from his voice."

“Who did the dubbing?”

"I don't know."

Anyway, the sales of this weird game made by the constellation were better than expected, so the coin flow into the industrial complex was quite good. If the citizens didn't starve while you were away, it might have been thanks to that silly game.

The children who were quarreling with each other laid side by side with Lee Jihye, looking up at the sky.

To be precise, most of them were looking up at the stars.

It was a habit the children had developed after you disappeared—looking up at the sky whenever they could and counting the stars. Searching for a star whose light was so dazzling that it was hard to see.

"It's falling a lot today."

Something that is not found in the sky.

"Right."

Only then did Lee Jihye realize that something was wrong.

Falling meteorites were a common occurrence, but this time there were a few more.

Especially that black meteorite.

“Is this your first time seeing that color?”

Lee Jihye remembered the story you had told her a long time ago.

There are various meteorites in this world. Some have items inside them, while others contain monster species.

And... what was the black meteorite?

The meteorite drew a long tail and moved away quickly.

"Seoul... no, Gyeonggi Province."

She had a bad feeling.

As Lee Jihye and Shin Yoosung bolted upright, Lee Gilyoung summoned three giant scarabs as if he had been waiting.

"Let's go."







After you disappeared, some people became quite sensitive.

Of course, they had been sensitive before, but they became even more so.

Gong Pildu, who had just finished off a hamburger, put on a thick newsboy cap. The woman sitting across from him asked,

“Is there any hair loss medicine in the dokkaebi’s bundle?”

Gong Pildu was startled, but he tried to answer calmly.

“There are, but they are too expensive. And you have to keep taking it.”

“Rumor has it that Jecheon Daeseong-nim also suffers from hair loss.”

“Are you trying to pick a fight?”

The woman smiled brightly. To borrow your words, she was a woman who felt like 'the protagonist of a novel.' She was popular wherever she went, and people naturally followed her.

I don't know about other areas, but people in Seoul call her the Moon Goddess.

Such a weird nickname... it must have been given by constellations obsessed with Murim.

“Are you not coming back to the industrial complex?”

“Hey, what would I even do there? I'm sure I'd just be made a gatekeeper again anyway.”

“It’s our second anniversary soon. We decided to gather every year. He might really come back this time.”

Gong Pildu was silent for a moment.

“Do you really think he will come back?”

“He will be back.”

"He didn't come back last year, did he?"

“We don’t know about this year.”

“Let’s get up.”

Gong Pildu, approaching the counter, looked at the owner of the hamburger shop and asked,

“Is business going well?”

“Business is better than ever. All the other stores are out of business. You can pay in coins. Please give me ten coins, in particular.”

Gong Pildu paid without saying anything. He was grateful just to be able to eat a hamburger in this day and age.

The name of the shop was 'Supreme King Hamburger.' It was the only restaurant open in the area.

After staring at the name of the store for a while, Gong Pildu complained to the owner.

“What does 'Supreme King Hamburger' even mean? The king of burgers?”

“He is the most popular incarnation in Korea.”

“You should have named it 'Bald-Headed Burger'.”

The boss, who smiled modestly, looked at Yoo Sangah.

“Miss Yoo Sangah, we're launching a set menu next month. Can we use your name for it?”

"Of course."

"Thank you!"

The owner bowed his head to see them off.

Gong Pildu licked his lips and came out.

“Did he get your permission for the menu?”

“It didn’t taste that good.”

The two walked and exchanged casual banter. In the past, they enjoyed this, but now, it felt hollow because the past was gone.

"It's the first time since then that we've talked for this long."

He didn't specify when, but it was clear what Gong Pildu was reminiscing about. The days they had spent together were still vivid in their memories.

Back then, Yoo Sangah had been weak and Gong Pildu had been hostile. Yet, the two enemies had joined forces to fight the apostles, defeat monsters, and protect Chungmuro.

Just because time had passed didn't mean they could look back on those days as 'enjoyable.' Still, one thing was certain.

Gong Pildu and Yoo Sangah had become colleagues.

"That's when I met that guy."

There was a statue of you where Gong Pildu's gaze fell.

The Demon King of the 73rd Demon Realm, holding 'Unbreakable Faith' in one hand.

There are statues of you everywhere these days. Often, a strange laurel crown is placed on them, and they are frequently vandalized by those who hate you, but fortunately, the statue here was intact.

But Gong Pildu didn't seem to like how decent you looked in stone.

“No matter how you look at it, they made a mistake. The guy wasn't nearly this handsome.”

“It looks fine to me.”

“You don’t have an eye for men.”

Yoo Sangah smiled quietly. From a distance, she saw the 'S-Class Ferraghini' that she had once ridden in.

"Anyway, you're coming to the second anniversary, right?"

“Why would I go anywhere? I'm going to live here. I even bought the land.”

“The land here?”

Yoo Sangah looked back at the street as if it was new.

A street swept away by monsters. The word 'Seongnam' was written on the broken sign.

Seongnam, Gyeonggi Province. Come to think of it, this place was once called that.

Gong Pildu looked back at the ruined city and said proudly,

“It hasn't been restored yet, but it'll be a major city soon. More and more incarnations are migrating here. Above all, with my [Armed Fortress], we can handle any siege.”

“You speak like a retired father who returned to farming.”

"Do I look like that?"

"No."

Yoo Sangah smiled at the bewildered Gong Pildu.

Perhaps this was the new Chungmuro for the landowner Gong Pildu.

It wasn't Seoul, but it was the closest metropolitan area to Seoul.

This position Gong Pildu chose may be the distance between Gong Pildu and others.

“You must be healthy.”

"Okay. Next time you come to visit—"

It was then that Gong Pildu's complexion changed. He felt the magical energy around them distort, followed by a warning from a constellation in the air.

[The constellation 'Defense Master' warns!]



Gong Pildu's fortress deployed in an instant to protect them both.

But the timing was a bit late.

Along with a terrifying explosion, a merciless aftershock swept across the area.

The fortress wall, pierced by flying debris, collapsed. It was unbelievable. No matter how hastily deployed, Gong Pildu's fortress was supposed to be unmatched in defensive power.

"Pildu!"

Yoo Sangah pulled Gong Pildu behind nearby cover and extracted the shards embedded in his body. It took her less than three minutes to apply the first-aid treatment she had received from Lee Seolhwa and use [Arachne's Web] to seal his wounds.

Taking a breath, Yoo Sangah examined a fragment that emitted a strange magical aura.

[The constellation 'Defense Master' warns about the magical power in the fragments!]



Yoo Sangah had seen a magical wave similar to this before.

Yoo Sangah's expression hardened, and she immediately stood up.

“Stay here.”

“Don’t go. Don't move alone.”

Gong Pildu instinctively stretched out his hand.

Yoo Sangah looked down at Gong Pildu for a moment.

Yoo Sangah knew why Gong Pildu was talking like that.

However, Yoo Sangah is someone who remembers you.

"It's okay. I'll be back soon."

Yoo Sangah, smiling brightly, headed for the explosion with quick steps.

It wasn't difficult to locate the source. A black hemisphere with a radius of 500 meters was centered around the impact point.

The way it was constructed...

It was the same dome in which Seoul was closed.

Yoo Sangah confirmed the ominous magic rising from the top of the hemisphere. Looking closely, she could feel the power of a giant story between the spells.

Yoo Sangah took a deep breath and reached her hand toward the barrier without hesitation, when...

“Weren't you told not to act like Kim Dokja?”

Someone grabbed Yoo Sangah's wrist.

Yoo Sangah, who knew the owner of the hand, asked with a light smile,

“What 'Kim Dokja behavior'?”

“No playing the hero, please.”

Yoo Sangah, looking back with calm eyes, slowly blinked and replied,

“You're one to talk.”

Han Sooyoung stood there with a displeased expression.

Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah analyzed the shape and material of the hemisphere. From the sensitivity and intensity of the magic wave to its opacity.

Even though they had finished analyzing the barrier, the rest of the company still hadn't arrived. It was strange. Usually, Yoo Joonghyuk would be the first to show up.

“The material is almost the same as the dome that closed Seoul.”

“Do you know why it appeared?”

“I think a meteorite fell.”

“I wonder if that was the sound of a meteorite?”

Han Sooyoung had also come to hear the roar. There were also reports of a black meteorite appearing.

Han Sooyoung put her hand on the hemisphere.

[A sub-scenario is currently being activated internally.]

[Additional people will start entering in 5 minutes.]



“It’s also a scenario.”

5 minutes.

A few incarnations had gathered around.

Yoo Sangah, who was searching for information through her connection with the nebula, said,

“Most of the black meteorites are summon stones.”

In other words, the event had been triggered by someone nearby.

Han Sooyoung thought of the prophets who might be scurrying around like rats, but no specific name came to mind.

“Are there any guys left who can summon something like this?”

“As far as I know, no.”

"What about the Association? Do we have jurisdiction?"

“I contacted the president of the Association, but he isn't answering.”

“I told you. We should have beaten up Cho Jinchul a long time ago.”

[The constellation 'Abyssal Black Flame Dragon' raises its head, asking what is going on.]

[The constellation 'Seoae Ilpil' shows curiosity.]

[The constellation 'Bald General of Justice' looks with twinkling eyes.]

[Some constellations have entered the channel.]



Perhaps because it was the first major event in a long time, messages from constellations monitoring the area began to flash.

Han Sooyoung looked up at the top of the dome. A haze was constantly rising from the peak. It looked dangerous—a place she would never enter under normal circumstances.

Han Sooyoung looked at Yoo Sangah. The moment their eyes met, they knew. Both were thinking the same thing.

“It is similar to the magic wave I saw then. And those stories.”

The Indescribable Distance.

The final day of the 73rd Demon Realm when the 'Nameless Mist' appeared. The day the stars fled and only one constellation stood to block the disaster.

The two of them felt a magical energy similar to the haze before them.

[The constellation 'Maritime War God' strongly warns!]

[The constellation 'Bald General' recommends that you never touch it.]

[The constellation 'Heungmu the Great' can't overcome his anxiety and bites his nails.]



It was a moment they never wanted to experience again. If such a disaster struck, no one could protect the Korean Peninsula.

However.

Han Sooyoung was thinking. Maybe this is an opportunity.

“He must have made a deal with one of the ‘outer gods’.”

As expected, the quick-witted Yoo Sangah was thinking the same thing.

“I guess so.”

“The one that appeared inside is one of those ‘outer gods’.”

"Right."

Who knows? Maybe the entity inside knew about the missing Kim Dokja. It might know why he had vanished from the world, or how to bring him back.

[The sub-scenario begins!]

[You can enter the confined space!]

[Current limit: 398/400]



Given the strict limit on entries, it was clear the rewards would be substantial. And it was related to the outer gods.

There was no point in further worrying.

“Let’s go at the same time.”

"Great."

“Aren't we acting like Kim Dokja?”

Han Sooyoung thought for a while before answering.

“In a sense.”

The two entered the scenario at the same time.

And thirty minutes later, a woman who had sworn to cut you in half with the sword you gave her when you returned arrived at the scene.

"You two, seriously..."

Jung Heewon struck the opaque dome several times with her sword and let out a deep sigh. The man beside her tried to comfort her.

“Still, isn't it reassuring that they went in together as comrades?”

“Do they look like comrades to you?”

“Come to think of it, has Uriel contacted you yet?”

“I think something is wrong with Eden.”

After you vanished, Jung Heewon had lost contact with Uriel.

In other words, if a large-scale scenario occurred in Seongnam, she would have to fight without the help of a sponsor. In preparation for such a situation, she had received guidance from the Transcendents, but it was still not a situation where she could feel safe.

A large scarab flew in with a hissing sound in the distance.

“Heewon-onni!”

“Oh, are you here?”

Lee Jihye, Lee Gilyoung, and Shin Yoosung. The members of Kim Dokja's Company had gathered after a long time.

As Lee Hyunsung flexed his massive biceps, Lee Gilyoung threw a light punch at them. It seemed to be their unique greeting. Once finished, they both pulled out their phones and opened *King of the Monster Collectors*.

“Hyung, how much of your encyclopedia is filled?”

“About twenty species. How about you?”

“I have 150.”

“Wow. Can you show me?”

Jung Heewon whispered to Lee Jihye,

"It's the first time I've seen them talk."

“Since Kim Dokja left, we've grown distant. It feels lonely. By the way, is Master not here yet?”

"I don't know. I thought he would be there, but he wasn't."

A rattling sound echoed. Thinking it was her master, Lee Jihye turned, only to see Lee Seolhwa pushing a wheelchair. A bald head peeked out from the chair, looking like a baby in a stroller without his usual hat.

Lee Jihye smirked.

“Oh, did you get a hole in your stomach, Ahjussi?”

“Shut up.”

“Who did that to you? I'll avenge you.”

“I just got clipped by a meteorite fragment.”

Gong Pildu took the fragment from his chest.

A fragment of an unsettling demon.

Lee Jihye opened her eyes wide.

"What is this?"

Lee Seolhwa said, looking at the fragment,

“I analyzed the residue earlier. It contains stories from the outer world.”

"The outer world?"

For a moment, a cold silence fell.

The party looked back to the hemisphere at the same time.

Lee Jihye asked first,

“What about Sangah and Sooyoung?”

"They entered first."

"No... why..."

The faces of the group darkened.

No one in the group was ignorant of the terror of the outer gods. They had already faced them twice.

The first was the 'Eater of Dreams' in Dark Castle, and the second was the 'Indescribable Distance' in the industrial complex.

They had managed the first somehow thanks to you and Yoo Joonghyuk, but the second couldn't even be called a fight. How could they say they 'fought' a disaster that forced even the constellations to flee the channel?

“Could that 'mist' be back?”

Shin Yoosung's voice trembled with anxiety.

The mist of death that had taken you from them.

A cataclysm that consumed entire worlds: the Indescribable Distance.

Jung Heewon spoke in a gentle voice to reassure the child.

“It won’t be that god. The atmosphere is a bit different.”

Lee Hyunsung also nodded in agreement.

They didn't know it yet, but whatever was inside the dome wasn't the Indescribable Distance. However, it was definitely related to the outer gods.

Jung Heewon, thinking about something, shook her head.

“I think I know why the two entered first.”

"Why?"

Lee Jihye asked, but no one answered.

Everyone in the party was lost in their own thoughts in silence. Everyone seemed to realize something.

Except for Lee Jihye.

"What? What? Let me know too!”

Shin Yoosung raised her head and asked Jung Heewon,

"Are you going to enter right now?"

“Ideally, I'd like to wait for Yoo Joonghyuk, but we should head in immediately. The enemy won't wait for us.”

If the outer god did not descend properly, there was a good chance of winning.

“We can't get in. There's a queue.”

The one who poured cold water on the atmosphere was Lee Gilyoung, who had been pounding on the dome since earlier.

“There's still a queue.”

“Queue?”

When Lee Gilyoung pressed the dome hard, a message came to mind with a sparks.

[A sub-scenario is currently in progress.]

[Current limit: 400/400]



“Is there any way to break it?”

“Go, Horn of Unbreakable Faith!”

A gigantic scarab that flashed behind Lee Gilyoung rammed the outer wall of the dome with its golden horn.

*Boom! Boom!*

Lee Hyunsung activated [Great Mountain Push] and Shin Yoosung ordered the Chimera Dragon to fire a breath, but the barrier remained unscathed.

Lee Jihye, who was wielding a sword, grumbled.

“It's hard to summon the fleet here... and Heewon-unni hasn't fully recovered her strength yet, right?”

The most destructive skill they had was Jung Heewon's [Hellfire]. However, without Uriel's sponsorship, her stigma couldn't be fully unleashed.

“Damn it, where is Master when we need him? What about Kyrgios-nim?”

“He went to train with Jang Hayoung.”

“What about the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint?”

“This isn't a high-level scenario area, so she can't interfere. She already used too much probability to help us back then.”

In the end, there was nowhere to turn for help. They didn't know if a miracle would happen and a large number of constellations would appear to lend probability, but...

[A small number of constellations are ignoring the situation in Seongnam City.]



Of course, they didn't have the guts to help.

Shin Yoosung muttered as she looked up at the sky where the dark clouds were creeping in.

“It’s time for him to come out soon.”

As if waiting, a message came through the air.

[Shhh, shhh]



The audio feedback of a test broadcast echoed. The group sighed.

[It seems that our incarnations on the Korean Peninsula have been very bored. Since you made an unplanned development like this, I must work harder.]



Jung Heewon shook her head.

“Again, that repertoire. Is there a manual somewhere?”

“It definitely seems like an intro based on the manual.”

“Even the games made by the Mass Production Maker are better than this.”

“I don’t think the scenario was intended by the dokkaebi, but what happened?”

When they heard the voice, it wasn't Bihyung, nor was it Biyoo. Biyoo couldn't even speak beyond 'Baaat' yet.

Where did the new dokkaebi come from?

The dokkaebi was slightly taken aback by the company's sullen reaction, but somehow continued to speak.

[… Well, since you want a scenario like this, I can't stand still.]

[Sub-scenario has arrived!]

[Only incarnations that have entered the closed space can participate in this sub-scenario.]



The incarnations who noticed the abnormal situation in Seongnam City had already gathered around the dome.

The incarnations who read the message grumbled.

“So if you can’t go in, you won’t be able to participate.”

“Are you asking people outside to just watch?”

Then the dokkaebi smiled.

[So, this time, I created a unique scenario so that people outside won't be bored. You will enjoy this very exciting scenario. It feels like becoming a constellation.]



“A constellation? What does that mean?"

Even while listening to the dokkaebi's long nonsense, the company did not appear to be very nervous.

Looking at past scenarios, it was rare for a sub-scenario's difficulty to be abnormally high. Almost all the catastrophic scenarios they had faced were main scenarios.

It should have been.


[Sub-scenario - Advent of the Outer Deity]

Category: Sub

Difficulty: ???

Clear Conditions: Stop the deity from descending into Seongnam City's closed area.

Reward: Preservation of the Korean Peninsula Scenario Area. 100,000 coins, additional compensation paid to the person with the highest contribution.

Failure: The rise of the "new world" in the metropolitan area.

* This scenario has a limit on the number of people (400).

* Incarnations outside the confined area can cheer incarnations in the confined area to obtain cheering rewards.



“Does this make sense? Is this a sub-scenario?”

Lee Jihye raised her voice, saying it was absurd. Other members of the company had similar expressions.

No matter how weak a deity from the outer world was, it still possessed divinity.

Outer gods from another universe that even constellations feared.

If such an existence descended on the metropolitan area, the entire Korean Peninsula could be annihilated.

[Select the incarnation you want to cheer for.]



After a while, the incarnations in the closed area began to appear on the screen.

Lee Jihye, who was looking at the screen with anxious eyes, bit her nails and asked,

“What did Ahjussi tell us to do in a situation like this?”

Jung Heewon licked her lips and murmured,

"Well, if he were here..."

“Wow, that’s crazy.”

Han Sooyoung, who received the sub-scenario, opened her mouth.

[Currently, multiple incarnations are watching you.]

[Additional rewards will be given to the incarnation that has made the greatest contribution to eradicating the 'outer god'.]



“Now you are telling me openly. ‘Here is the deity of the other world’.”

“You came in knowing this.”

“If you were really sure that was the case, would you have come in alone?”

[Incarnation ‘Lee Jihye’ is cheering you on.]

[Incarnation ‘Lee Gilyoung’ is cheering you on.]

[Incarnation ‘Gong Pildu' is cheering you on.]



Looking at the messages that popped up one after another, Han Sooyoung clicked her tongue.

“It sucks.”

“Try using [Avatar].”

"I already am."

Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah were approaching the epicenter, taking cover behind large and small buildings. The concentration of magical power increased as they entered the central area of the closed zone. On the way, they found several fallen incarnations, all dead.

“There it is.”

After about ten minutes, the impact site appeared. Judging from the meteorite fragments in the vicinity, there was no doubt that the main meteorite had fallen nearby.

“The avatars I sent earlier were killed around here.”

Cries could be heard from between the ruined buildings.

Yoo Sangah and Han Sooyoung looked at the scenery in front of them while holding their breath.

Fifty meters ahead, groans echoed from a half-destroyed church. Erosion had already begun, the outer walls covered in bizarre, writhing vines.

After a while, monsters broke through the floor and emerged.

Their appearance was too deformed to be a normal monster species.

A monster shaped like a lion, with clusters of tentacles instead of a mane.

Undoubtedly, it was a fragment of an outer god.

However, Yoo Sangah's complexion was not that bad.

“I think it will be fine.”

"What's the basis for this?"

“I saw it through the [Hermes Network].”

“Did you use that stigma again?”

“Outer gods are terrifying, but they aren't all fully formed. Those aren't outer gods themselves, but merely fragments. Tiny fragments.”

Certainly, if it were not the main body of an outer god, they could fight. They had already faced outer gods twice, after all.

"Still, it's probably a 4th or 5th class monster."

“There are some guys who look like they are in the 2nd or 3rd grade. Let's go.”

Having found the source, there was no longer any hesitation. The two jumped from the building's outer wall at the same time.

*Roar!*

The monsters that discovered the two threw their heads back and cried out in unison.

About ten entities could be seen in front.

The [Black Flame] rising from Han Sooyoung's fist crushed the first monster that charged.

[Story, 'Undefeated Iron Fist' begins its storytelling!]



Han Sooyoung's black flames formed a unique pattern, taking the shape of knuckles on her fists. Her rapid punches smashed into the monsters' faces. Imbued with the power of her stories, the punches were devastating, sending the monsters collapsing to the ground with shrieks of pain.

Subsequently, [Arachne's Web] deployed by Yoo Sangah bound the feet of the creatures in front.

[Story, 'The Master of Steel Wire' begins its storytelling!]



Then, two threads extended from her hands and severed the heads of the bound monsters. Black blood sprayed into the air with a hissing sound.

Han Sooyoung applauded.

“Oh, that’s scary.”

“You've acquired a strange story.”

Suddenly, the only target left was a monster the size of a house.

Tentacles protruding from the monster's mane flew like whips, tearing the ground apart.

An ominous story of another world was contained in each tentacle. It was the same power that had pierced Gong Pildu's stomach.

"I'll lure it in, so let's finish it off."

"I see."

Han Sooyoung ran up the outer wall of the building on the right.

*Crash!*

The tentacles collapsed the lower part of the building and chased after her in an instant.

Using the destructive power of [Black Flame], Han Sooyoung pierced a hole in the side of the building and climbed up in a spiral. The tentacles followed her by a narrow margin.

After running around several buildings, the length of the tentacles reached their limit. The moment the monster tried to retrieve the tentacles, Yoo Sangah cut off their lower ends.

But the initial web had only been bait.

Another layer of [Arachne's Web] flew in, binding the beast's limbs. Of course, given its massive size, webs alone couldn't neutralize it entirely.

“Haah!”

Dropping from the air, Han Sooyoung drove her fist straight into the head of the cocooned monster. [Black Flame] erupted like a vortex with a thunderous boom, incinerating the beast.

[The constellation 'Bald General' is proud of the growth of the incarnations.]

[A small number of constellations are surprised at the power of the incarnations of the Korean Peninsula.]



During the time you were gone, no one sat idle. They relived the day they lost you over and over.

If only they had been stronger back then, if only they had possessed greater stories.

They tried hard not to repeat the same mistake twice.

When Han Sooyoung blew on her fists to extinguish her [Black Flame], Yoo Sangah said with a faint smile,

“It reminds me of the old days.”

It was rare for the two of them to fight side-by-side like this, making them recall the same memories simultaneously.

Back when you were still in Seoul during the fifth scenario.

“We didn’t get along very well back then.”

"And we do now?"

"At least we aren't trying to kill each other."

Seeing Yoo Sangah smile so warmly, Han Sooyoung rubbed her own neck with a grimace.

[Fragments of the 'nameless things' disappear.]

[You have obtained 3,000 coins as a reward.]

[A part of 'Nameless Things' announces its death to the outer world!]

[An outer world god served by the 'nameless things' curses incarnation 'Han Sooyoung'.]

[Incarnation 'Han Sooyoung' is already cursed by a Demon King!]

[Curses of a lower level do not work on incarnation 'Han Sooyoung'!]



"Anyway, I'm tired of that bastard's curses."

“Who was the curse from back then?”

“Andras. Of course, I got caught up in Kim Dokja's scheme...”

That had happened while she was dealing with Song Minwoo on Kim Dokja's behalf. Han Sooyoung ground her teeth, swallowing the rest of the sentence.

“Seeing as you haven’t had any problems after that, it must not have been a great curse.”

“Anything would be better than the curse of the ‘Demon King of Salvation’.”

Han Sooyoung said while collecting the items dropped by the creatures. Still, they were quite strong, so there were many useful items. Some of them looked like fragments of stories.

「 The Truth Behind Kim Dokja's Reader Affinity. 」



At first, she thought she was seeing things. Han Sooyoung eyed the story fragment warily, deliberately picking up other items around it first. Yoo Sangah watched her quietly and asked,

"Are you going to take it?"

"Well… no."

"Then I'll take it."

The moment Yoo Sangah stretched out her hand toward the fragment of the story, Han Sooyoung grabbed her hand.

“I've changed my mind. I'll take it.”

A silent war of nerves flared between them.

The moment their fingers brushed the fragment, your bewildered face flashed in their minds.

This convinced them both.

This was either a memory of you, or a memory that belonged to you. They didn't know why it was here, but it was undeniable.

“I really need this.”

"Okay? What are you going to do with it?"

Han Sooyoung thought fast and spoke.

“I'll keep it to threaten him later. I feel like I can extract a lot from him with this.”

"I can't give it to you if you have such impure intentions."

"And what do you need the fragment for?"

“It could be a precious memory for Dokja. We should keep it and return it to him.”

“It might not be a big memory, right?”

“Then I'll just keep it.”

“Hey.”

It was then that a tentacle crawled out of nowhere and shot forward. Surprised, Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah simultaneously drew their weapons.

However, the tentacles were not aimed at them.

"Uh?"

The shards of stories snatched by the tentacles quickly retreated toward the church.

After a moment, the church's walls shuddered like the organs of a beast, emitting a sickening groan.

Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah exchanged a brief look, then kicked open the main doors of the church in unison.

As expected, the interior of the church was being eroded by the outer god. The landscape looked like the insides of a bizarre creature.

“W-Who are you?”

There was still a living person in the lobby. It was a middle-aged man dressed like a cult member.

A normal human being inside a monster's intestines was suspicious to anyone.

“What is this? Where is the fragment of Kim Dokja?”

The man took four or five steps back in terror, but he couldn't match Han Sooyoung's speed. When she approached him in an instant and grabbed him by the collar, he recognized her.

“Huh? The Black Flame Empress?”

"That's my nickname. Where is the fragment of Kim Dokja?”

The middle-aged man's body shook helplessly under Han Sooyoung's threat. But his terrified face gradually twisted into a cruel smile.

“You are finished now. Even if the proud ‘Demon King of Salvation’ returns, this advent cannot be stopped.”

"He rises again!”

Han Sooyoung slapped the middle-aged man across the face with all her might. The man collapsed to the floor with a pathetic groan.

“Who is he?”

“Geuh uh uh...”

“Hey, idiot. Who are you talking about?”

“Gaaaaa!”

Tears welled in the man's eyes as she grabbed him by the hair. It wasn't a normal slap; it was one packed with the heat of her [Black Flame]. Unable to bear the pain, the man whined,

“You, Nirvana… … .”

"Nirvana?"

Han Sooyoung remembered that name. She couldn't forget the hardship he had caused when he occupied Seoul while they were in Peace Land.

Yoo Sangah had almost been brainwashed by him. Even the monstrous Yoo Joonghyuk had been pushed to his limits back then. Of course, that was in the past.

“Nirvana was killed by Kim Dokja. Why are you doing this when the Salvation Association is ruined?”

“If it weren't for him...”

“It pisses me off just thinking about it. Why do you idiots keep inviting disaster when carrying out the scenarios is hard enough? Do you think this is a joke? Do you enjoy seeing monsters? Have you survived this far without learning anything? You were saved by Kim Dokja from the brink of death multiple times—”

“Who... asked him for help?”

"What?"

The man's bloody eyes burned with rage.

The moment she looked into those eyes, Han Sooyoung realized something.

The man's voice became clear.

“I hate the 'Demon King of Salvation.' Everyone here hates that bastard.”

Everyone here.

At those words, Han Sooyoung sent a signal to Yoo Sangah. Taking out her dagger, Yoo Sangah headed for the chapel of the church. The man followed her with a fishy smile.

“We lost our families because of him! I lost my comrades! If it weren't for the Demon King of Salvation, if only he hadn't existed—”

Of course, it wasn't because of you that they lost their families.

However, Han Sooyoung didn't bother arguing. Deep down, the man probably knew the truth.

They just needed a target to vent their anger. In your absence, you were the perfect scapegoat.

Han Sooyoung let out a sigh and let go of the man's hair.

“Kim Dokja couldn't save everyone. So what? Did Nirvana save you? Nirvana was just another pawn in the scenarios. What do you think will change by clinging to his ghost?”

“L-Lord Nirvana always said... there are beings far greater than the stars. If we borrow their power, we can escape the scenarios.”

How to escape the scenarios.

It was only then that Han Sooyoung understood their purpose.

“So you summoned the outer god?”

“Kuh, keuh…”

"There's no way the summoning could have been successful with your strength alone. Who helped you?”

The man's lips quivered, and his eyes slowly rolled back.

Surprised, the moment Han Sooyoung activated [Black Flame], tentacles flew from somewhere and wrapped around the middle-aged man's body.

"What—"

Yoo Sangah's voice came from the chapel.

"This way!"

Han Sooyoung ran toward the voice.

It was the main chapel, the largest area in the church.

"What is this?"

The chapel floor was lined with coffins covered in grotesque tissue. Incarnations lay inside them, still alive judging by their groans. Their eyes rolled back as sucker-like tentacles clung to their temples.

“What kind of crazy bastard does this—”

Han Sooyoung drew her dagger. The incarnations were still breathing, so if they severed the tentacles now...

"Wait!"

Yoo Sangah pointed to the system message in front of her.

[Currently, 397 incarnations have been offered as 'sacrifices' for the Advent.]

[When removing the connected tentacle, if a new 'offering' is not introduced within 10 seconds, the previous offering will die.]



Reading the notification, Han Sooyoung grimaced. She had cleared countless scenarios, but none had such a cruel condition.

In this state, saving one person meant condemning another. If no replacement was provided, the saved person would die anyway.

“Damn it. What should we do?”

Then, a voice came from the last coffin.

“This is the path you guys have chosen.”

As if cursing them, the middle-aged man spoke.

“If you save someone, someone else dies. What you do doesn't mean anything—”

The middle-aged man's words were cut short as a sucker clamped onto his head, extracting something from his mind with a sickening slurp.

[The outer god absorbs 'memories' and descends.]

[Incarnations whose necessary memories have been absorbed are released at the same time as the descent of the divine power.]

[Currently, the descent of the 'outer god' is in progress.]

[The current memory fulfillment rate is 54%.]



The memories of 398 people were feeding into a massive cocoon in the center of the chapel. Han Sooyoung approached it. Its exterior was thick and defensive, covered in complex stories woven solely to protect it.

After a moment of hesitation, Yoo Sangah said,

“Wouldn’t it be better to let it descend?”

“The goal of the scenario is to stop the god of the other world, right?”

"It's okay to stop it after it descends."

Han Sooyoung frowned.

She hated this. If the man was right, all the victims here were members of the Salvation Association. People who hated you so much that they wanted to summon an outer god to destroy the world.

Should she risk her life to save them?

“There is even a coffin with a child in it.”

Han Sooyoung sighed and said,

“First of all, let’s check what kind of deity will descend.”

Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah simultaneously reached their hands toward the cocoon, but withdrew them quickly as tentacle suckers shot out from it.

Han Sooyoung slashed the tentacle with her dagger. The tentacles shrunk with a hiss, but Han Sooyoung's expression remained serious.

[The current memory fulfillment rate is 55%.]



In just a brief moment, the rate had increased by 1 percent.

“I think I just forgot something.”

At that moment, it felt as if some memory had been sucked out, but she couldn't figure out what she had forgotten.

Besides, there was a bigger problem.

“Did you just see that?”

“… I saw."

An infinitely ominous aura emanated from the cocoon.

It had clearly seen Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah.

Inside was the seed of an outer god from the far reaches of the universe. A divinity that far surpassed the status of a narrative-grade constellation, whose very presence could break a mortal's mind.

If it hatched, Seoul would perish.

If the cocoon couldn't be destroyed, the only way to stop the descent was to cut off the memories feeding it.

Yoo Sangah, whose face had turned pale, bit her lip and said,

“I don’t mean to let all 398 people die.”

“If we don’t stop it, Seoul will perish.”

“I became strong so I wouldn't have to sacrifice anyone. If the deity of the other world descends, I will stop it.”

"You? How?”

"Somehow."

A blue light flashed in Yoo Sangah's eyes. The power of her nebula surged around her.

Realizing what Yoo Sangah was about to do, Han Sooyoung stopped her.

“Are you kidding me? Are you willing to give your life to save these guys?”

Yoo Sangah looked at Han Sooyoung without a word. Han Sooyoung saw the shadow of a familiar figure in Yoo Sangah's eyes.

“If you were Kim Dokja, you would have done this.”

"No. Kim Dokja would never do that.”

"No, he would."

“He wouldn't. What a selfish bastard he is. Do you know how much trouble he caused me?”

“Why did Han Sooyoung stay with such a selfish person?”

Han Sooyoung shut her mouth for a moment. Yoo Sangah continued,

“Kim Dokja is someone who has power and won’t turn away if there is someone in front of him he can save. He is the one who must choose the third option in front of two options that require someone to be sacrificed.”

“That’s because the third option had the best reward.”

“I say that because it's the truth. You can't choose the third option without being prepared to carry the weight.”

Han Sooyoung slowly closed her eyes. Numerous potential futures flashed behind her retinas.

What if she listened to Yoo Sangah, or what if she stuck to her own choice?

The final question that came to mind was:

“Why did Kim Dokja entrust Seoul to Han Sooyoung?”

A cold energy settled in Han Sooyoung's eyes as she opened them.

“Then our cooperation ends here.”

The two daggers pulled from her belt emitted black flames. The black flame of the 'Abyssal Black Flame Dragon' emanated from her back.

“I have to kill these guys.”

Then, Yoo Sangah's expression also turned cold.

“Sooyoung, why do you always do that? Why don't you look for ways to save everyone?”

“I'm not a good person. In a world where Kim Dokja is called a Demon King, I might as well act like one, too.”

Seeing Han Sooyoung like that, Yoo Sangah took a combat stance. The power of her stigma enveloped her.

“Then I'll have to stop you to save them.”

The two figures vanished at the same time.







"Both of them are crazy."

Jung Heewon muttered.

Watching the battle between Yoo Sangah and Han Sooyoung reflected on the screen, the spectators outside were divided.

“As expected, the Black Flame Empress! You have to have that kind of determination.”

“No, what kind of determination is it to kill 398 people!”

Before they knew it, the spectators outside were divided, some supporting Han Sooyoung and others backing Yoo Sangah.

“The Empress is right. If we can save Seoul by sacrificing them, of course we should.”

“Since when did it become natural to sacrifice the few for the many?"

Some wanted to argue, but they remained quiet because the atmosphere around Jung Heewon was so tense.

In the meantime, the dokkaebi, ignorant of their feelings, chattered freely in the air.

[Haha, things are getting interesting! In that case, the one who wins out of the two will face the 'outer god'...]



It was at that moment that a tentacle suddenly rose from the top of the dome, snatching the dokkaebi.

[Kuuuuaaaaaaaaaap!]



The tentacles dragged the dokkaebi into the confined space.

After a moment,

[The channel is temporarily closed due to an unexpected error.]



The dokkaebi was kidnapped right in front of their eyes, and the channel cut off.

Everyone was stunned by the shocking event.

The first to recover was Jung Heewon.

“Everyone, fall back!”

The boundary of the dome was expanding, and tentacles began writhing out of the barrier.

Lee Hyunsung spoke in a tense voice,

“There seems to be no limit to how far they can stretch.”

“Hyunsung-ssi, block that side!”

To make matters worse, the screen transmission was completely cut off.

After Shin Yoosung and Lee Gilyoung evacuated the nearby incarnations, they opened the [Monster Gate].

"The north is under attack!"

A cluster of tentacles extending northward caught the fleeing incarnations, dragging them toward the dome.

Just then, the sound of gunfire echoed.

*Bang! Bang!*

The heavy munitions fired by Gong Pildu's [Armed Fortress] held the northern tentacles in check.

“It’s been a while since we all got together.”

A voice spoke from nearby.

A middle-aged man with slicked-back hair in a neat suit, looking pale.

He was the man who had been a minor villain in your life before the scenario started.

Lee Jihye pursed her lips.

“You said you were going to North Korea, so why are you here?”

“I went and nothing was there.”

“Just back off, you won't be any help anyway.”

“Even if I look like this, I'm still a Demon Count—Aaaargh!”

When a tentacle snatched Han Myeongoh's leg, Lee Hyunsung grabbed the appendage with both hands and ripped it away with raw strength.

"Heewon, it's too much for us to hold. The damage will only increase.”

Even the dokkaebi had been captured. Lee Gilyoung was desperately fighting back the tentacles with his net, but his magic power would eventually run out.

“Can we request support from other regions?”

“There's no time. The Wanderers might support, but...”

Jung Heewon shook her head.

“Heewon-noona! Can't we enter the dome?”

Lee Gilyoung pointed at the tentacles.

The victims caught by the tentacles were being dragged inside the dome. If they used that to their advantage, they could enter.

Lee Hyunsung said,

“We can't all go in. We need troops to guard the outside.”

So, who should go in?

Then, someone stepped forward.







The stone walls of the church collapsed, leaving large craters in the floor.

Traces of the clash of power between the Black Flame Dragon and the outer god's influence.

When the dust settled, Yoo Sangah was standing there.

She looked at Han Sooyoung with blank eyes, then lost her strength and collapsed forward.

“I told you. You can't beat me,” Han Sooyoung muttered as she caught Yoo Sangah.

It was a battle decided from the beginning.

It was Yoo Sangah, after all. She couldn't bring herself to fight Han Sooyoung in earnest.

“In the end, I'm just more ruthless than you.”

With Yoo Sangah unconscious on the floor, Han Sooyoung stared at the cocoon.

She wondered if she could destroy it with [Black Flame].

If it failed, the results would be catastrophic. The sacrifices would die, and Seoul would be devastated by the half-hatched outer god.

What should she do?

Han Sooyoung looked up at the sky through a crack in the ceiling.

“There is no way there are no loopholes in this ridiculous scenario.”

That's what you always said.

“Kim Dokja. I'm really having a hard time.”

Even though she knew you couldn't hear, Han Sooyoung spoke the words anyway.

She took a deep breath and smirked.

She thought of you, who had never complained even while dying alone multiple times.

“It makes me angry.”

The moment she closed and opened her eyes, the magical energy flowing from her body took shape.

The power materialized into human forms.

[Avatar]



The figures resembling Han Sooyoung multiplied past ten, then a hundred, and soon reached 398.

An avatar for every single sacrifice.

She didn't know if this would work.

But the moment she understood the premise of the scenario, Han Sooyoung knew there was no other way.

This outer god was an entity that hatched by absorbing human memories.

Therefore, what the entity needed wasn't '398 humans,' but '398 memories.'

“Start.”

At her command, Han Sooyoung's avatars pulled the suction cups from the victims and attached them to their own heads.

Intense sparks crackled through the chapel as the memories of the avatars began to drain.

“Ugh—”

A backlash of probability surged through Han Sooyoung's body. Splitting her mind into 398 avatars at once was taking a massive toll.

Yet Han Sooyoung maintained her concentration. Spitting out blood, she focused on feeding the entity modified memories, splitting them into as many small, fragmented pieces as possible.

“What are you doing?”

“Are you awake?”

Yoo Sangah staggered to her feet, looking at Han Sooyoung. Grasping the situation, her face went blank.

“What are you thinking? You can’t sustain that many avatars.”

“I have to. There is no time limit for this scenario, and the dokkaebi in charge was eaten.”

Han Sooyoung looked at the hatching gauge, which read 78%.

“If I feed it memories as slowly as possible, I can maintain this state for a long time.”

It was madness. No matter how high her stats were, there was no way she could sustain this state for long while maintaining nearly 400 avatars.

Yoo Sangah didn't like this.

Because the way Han Sooyoung was solving this problem...

「 I will not kill the disaster. 」



It was the exact same way you had solved scenarios in the past.

“Then you'll die.”

"I won't die."

“Even if your stamina holds, your memories will drain. If you forget him—”

“You'll just have to remember for me. After all, I'm writing a masterpiece.”

Yoo Sangah narrowed her eyes.

"I'd rather—"

“You think it's better to let the outer god hatch and try to make a deal with it?”

"What?"

“That was your plan, wasn't it? Did you think I wouldn't know?”

No matter how strong the constellations of the Korean Peninsula were, they wouldn't risk confronting an outer god for Yoo Sangah. If they were that helpful, they would have stepped in during the Indescribable Distance crisis.

So, there was only one way Yoo Sangah could try.

“She must have been trying to make a deal with the outer god to protect Seoul. Using her life as collateral.”

Just like Kim Dokja had saved the industrial complex before. She figured she could do the same.

Yoo Sangah shook her head.

“It's true I was planning to make a deal, but I'm not that self-sacrificing.”

"Then?"

“To be honest, I'm not interested in saving Seoul.”

What did she want then? Han Sooyoung didn't ask.

“I will help, too.”

“How? Just help the incarnations escape.”

“You can't do this alone.”

“If you stay, we'll both get trapped.”

“Better than you being trapped alone.”

Just then, the cocoon shuddered, emitting sparks.

[The 'memory seeker' looks at you.]

[The 'memory seeker' wants more proper memories!]



The memory fulfillment rate gauge had stopped rising.

The ominous magic flowing from the cocoon pressed down on Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah.

“I'm feeding you! What do you mean by 'proper' memories?!”

[The 'memory seeker' wants a specific memory!]



“Tell me what it is!”

Han Sooyoung fell to her knees under the spark's pressure.

Yoo Sangah stepped forward, clenching her fists.

After a moment, a small fragment of a story appeared in Yoo Sangah's hand. She tossed the fragment toward the cocoon.

The cocoon glowed white, absorbing the memory.

The pressure in the chapel subsided. The entity seemed satisfied with the offering.

[The 'memory seeker' asks for more related memories!]



Surprised, Han Sooyoung asked,

“What did you give it?”

“A fragment of a story.”

“Which one?”

Yoo Sangah, looking paler than before, replied,

“That entity... it's only consuming memories related to Kim Dokja.”



It wasn't just any memory; it wanted memories of you.

Han Sooyoung asked,

“Do you think it knows about Kim Dokja?”

The cocoon didn't answer.

“Maybe the stories about him are known as a delicacy among outer gods...”

“Is that why it stole the fragment of Kim Dokja's story earlier?”

Han Sooyoung let out a sigh.

Even now, the cocoon was eagerly sucking in the memories.

“I can't help it. Tell me later who Kim Dokja was.”

Yoo Sangah threw another fragment of her story into the cocoon like firewood.

“If I have any memories left.”

“Stop. Someone has to remember him when he comes back.”

“Others will remember.”

“Do you want me to be the only one who forgets? I don't even remember much. I didn't think much of him.”

“I don't have much either.”

The two were silent for a moment.

“It has been two years already.”

Two years. Time had flown by.

The time after you left passed faster than before.

“Sooyoung, you didn’t even come to the first anniversary last year.”

“What would I do there?”

“On the first anniversary, we all gathered and talked about Kim Dokja. Even Yoo Joonghyuk came, though he did nothing but cook.”

"..."

“I want to hear about Dokja, Sooyoung.”

Han Sooyoung lowered her eyes.

Since you disappeared, Han Sooyoung had never spoken about you seriously with anyone. After a long silence, she opened her mouth.

“Kim Dokja...”

Han Sooyoung's lips moved.

It wasn't a grand story. Just a memory of a single day they had spent together.

Yoo Sangah nodded.

“Did he?”

"At that time."

"Really?"

"Really."

Slowly, the two of them spoke of you. As the stories flowed, forgotten memories returned to life, painting a clearer picture of you where only a faint outline had remained.

“Did you two really only go to a beef dinner?”

"Yes."

“I feel sorry for you.”

Everyone becomes a writer when they speak of the things they hold dear.

“Did you fight in the comments?”

"He didn't know it was me."

A story about you.

Is that really you? What does it mean to remember someone?

What is the purpose of repeating memories over and over again when they will eventually fade?

“What else did he like?”

“He used to enjoy food made by Yoo Joonghyuk before.”

“He even ate the food I cooked.”

“Well, he really would eat anything then.”

And the outer god greedily consumed their stories.

Watching the cocoon glow red like a bonfire, the two talked about you again and again.

To remember you is to talk about you.

Something they couldn't bear to leave unspoken.

As the stories continued, the memories faded, but they felt your presence becoming more vivid.

As if each story created a new memory. As if you would walk out of the living narrative at any moment.

"We are here!"

Shin Yoosung stood at the entrance of the chapel.

Seeing the two, she rushed toward them. Han Sooyoung scratched her cheek awkwardly.

“As you can see, I was holding this monster back. If it gets out, we're finished.”

“The outside is being secured. This is no time to be sitting here. Who are these people?”

Yoo Sangah calmed Shin Yoosung down and explained the situation—what they were facing and why they were talking about you.

Shin Yoosung's expression turned complex after hearing the story.

“So we can't defeat it before it descends, and that's why we're stalling?”

"Yes."

“And this monster only eats memories of Dokja-ahjussi?”

"It seems so."

“Then we just need to keep feeding it stories to buy time.”

"Right."

“But won't it eventually descend anyway?”

“We buy time. Kyrgios-nim and the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint will be back by then.”

Shin Yoosung looked dumbfounded by Han Sooyoung's reckless plan.

“Is there no other way?”

Han Sooyoung looked back at her avatars.

“Well, I could just kill all my avatars.”


[Sacrifice Status]

- Currently, 398 incarnations have been offered as 'sacrifices' for the Advent.

- When removing the connected tentacle, if a new 'offering' is not introduced within 10 seconds, the previous offering will die.



The condition to clear the scenario was to stop the outer god's descent. If the sacrifices were eliminated, the descent would fail.

“But I don't know if the victims will be safe if I kill the avatars. And if 400 avatars disappear at once, Sooyoung won't be safe either.”

"The backlash of losing so many memories at once will be immense."

Han Sooyoung's avatars were created by sharing her own memories. If they were destroyed all at once, her mind would suffer a devastating blow.

"That's why you've been talking about pathetic things."

In the end, they were cornered.

Shin Yoosung sighed at the two of them, then sat down beside them.

"I'll send the incarnations out for now."

The monsters summoned through her [Monster Gate] began carrying the sleeping victims out. Because Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah were constantly feeding it memories, the entity didn't care about the escape of its sacrifices.

“Can I talk about Ahjussi, too?”

“It will help buy time.”

Shin Yoosung thought deeply.

“It feels like we're at a very quiet funeral.”

“Is Kim Dokja the deceased?”

“But isn't the gauge filling up too fast?”

“Tell it some useless memories.”

“Useless memories…”

Silence fell over the three of them. A heavy silence.

Han Sooyoung suddenly stood up.

“Forget it. Let's just destroy it. We've saved the people.”

“Shall we break the cocoon? If we attack together, we might shatter it.”

Yoo Sangah spoke, her eyes exhausted but determined.

Just then, Shin Yoosung spoke.

“What is Ahjussi doing right now?”

Shin Yoosung looked down at her phone.

[You have collected 150 species! Well done.]

*King of the Monster Collectors*.

Kim Dokja was right there in the game.

[Well done.]

Shin Yoosung listened to the voice recording over and over.

[Well done.]

A voice very similar to Kim Dokja, but not his own.

Shin Yoosung looked up, clenching her fists, and conjured a small fragment of a story.

“Ahjussi... sometimes stares at the wall and dances alone!”

Shin Yoosung tossed the memory fragment into the cocoon. The entity absorbed it and shuddered.

Yoo Sangah, looking exhausted, asked,

"Did he really do that?"

"No."

"What? Then..."

“I just made it up. I thought it would be funny.”

The cocoon began to contract and expand violently, making a popping sound.

Han Sooyoung shouted,

“What did you do?! What if you feed it the wrong thing!”

[The 'memory seeker' exclaims that the taste is strange!]

[The 'memory seeker' struggles in pain!]

[The 'memory seeker' demands another memory!]



"Uh..."

Shin Yoosung looked at the screen, surprised.

“The gauge decreased.”

[Currently, the descent of the 'outer god' is in progress.]

[The current memory fulfillment rate is 77.5%.]



It had been at 78% earlier, but the satisfaction rate had actually dropped.

Han Sooyoung's eyebrows twitched.

“Wait, this.”

What you always said came to mind.

In any scenario, there is always a way to clear it.

Maybe that wasn't what you meant, but it didn't matter. Since you were always tricking constellations with outrageous fabrications, she figured she could do the same.

“Make up any memory related to Kim Dokja!”

Yoo Sangah spoke up immediately,

“Kim Dokja was a diligent office worker.”

“He tried to copy Yoo Joonghyuk's hairstyle once!”

The gauge shrank further.

"Uh?"

The three of them stared at the gauge and began shouting lies.

“Kim Dokja told Lee Jihye she was pretty.”

Han Sooyoung wove their lies into fake memories and distributed them through the avatars.

[The 'memory seeker' struggles in pain!]



The cocoon convulsed again.

[Currently, the descent of the 'outer god' is in progress.]

[The current memory fulfillment rate is 75.3%.]



Han Sooyoung looked at the cocoon and said,

“If we feed it too much nonsense, it might self-destruct. Mix in some real ones!”

Han Sooyoung looked at Yoo Sangah.

“Honestly, you had a thing with Kim Dokja at the office, right?”

"Yes?"

[The 'memory seeker' eats the memory.]

[The 'memory seeker' feels a strange taste.]



“Kim Dokja fed dirt to Yoo Joonghyuk!”

“That's plausible.”

[The 'memory seeker' eats the memory.]

[The 'memory seeker' feels a taste that penetrates the universe.]



“Kim Dokja said he wanted to quickly finish the scenario and go back to work.”

"That's too obvious of a lie."

[The 'memory seeker' eats the memory.]

[The 'memory seeker' starts gagging.]



They continued feeding it absurd fabrications. The cocoon turned green and began to vomit up the memories it had consumed. Seeing the rate plummet, the three of them shouted in rapid succession.

“What Kim Dokja likes is—”

“*SSSSS-Class Infinite Regressor*!”

“Anna Croft!”

“Intermediate Dokkaebi Paul!”

“Tomatoes!”

[Aaaa]



To deliver the final blow, Shin Yoosung opened her mouth.

“Kim Dokja will come back to us today.”

[The 'memory seeker' refuses to remember!]

[The current memory fulfillment rate is 1.21%.]

[The 'memory seeker' escapes from the cocoon!]

[The 'memory seeker' hatches in an incomplete state!]



The cocoon exploded, and the entity awakened.

A cloud of ominous magic rose, but its power was severely weakened.

It resembled a giant maggot.

[Guaaaaaaaa!]



The incomplete 'memory seeker' shrieked, glared at the three of them, and soared toward the ceiling, attempting to flee to find real memories elsewhere.

"Catch it!"

Han Sooyoung tried to ignite her [Black Flame], but she was out of magic. As her avatars vanished one by one, she yelled,

“Shin Yoosung!”

Shin Yoosung ordered her tamed monsters to charge the beast. However, the entity's resistance was fierce.

Even weakened, it possessed the divinity of an outer god. It wasn't something ordinary monsters could defeat.

[Incarnation 'Yoo Sangah' activates the stigma, 'Arachne's Web'!]

[Arachne's Web blocked the movement of the entity.]



Yoo Sangah shot web after web until her magic was entirely depleted.

[The 'memory seeker' is greatly indignant!]



A storm of magical energy swirled around the entity as it swelled, threatening to detonate the entire area.

Yoo Sangah bit her lip, glaring at the beast.

They were missing a final blow.

The monster was bound, but no one had the strength left to finish it.

Just then, the ceiling of the dome shattered with a thunderous roar.

Dazzling arcs of white light pierced the darkness, striking the entity.

Two black wings.

A sword covered in brilliant light severed the creature in two.

[The 'memory seeker' screams and leaves the scenario!]



Even weakened, it took an overwhelming force to defeat it in a single strike.

Shin Yoosung murmured in disbelief,

"....Ahjussi?"

She took a step toward the shadow. The illusory wings vanished, leaving a black coat in their place.

The man looked down at the stories scattered on the floor and stepped on one of them.

The protagonist of the story you had read for so long stood there.

[Story, 'Demon Realm Judge's Witness' is active.]



As if those memories were no longer needed.

Yoo Sangah let out a weary laugh.

“You're late.”

Yoo Joonghyuk nodded.

Yoo Sangah limped out of the church, supported by Han Sooyoung.

Shin Yoosung guarded the front while Yoo Joonghyuk watched their rear.

They walked out to see their companions running toward them—Jung Heewon, Lee Hyunsung, Lee Gilyoung, Lee Seolhwa, Gong Pildu, and even Han Myeongoh.

Yoo Sangah smiled and said,

“They said they were busy, but everyone came.”

Near the disappearing boundary stood the statue of the 'Demon King of Salvation,' its wings fractured from the shockwave.

Yoo Joonghyuk silently looked up at the statue.

“It was reckless.”

"I know."

“If I hadn’t come, you would all be dead.”

“I knew you would come.”

Yoo Sangah gazed at the statue.

A system message echoed in the air.

[The sub-scenario has ended.]

[The top contributor to this scenario is...]

[A number of constellations support the activities of the incarnations on the Korean Peninsula...]

[The incarnations who succeeded in cheering are rewarded...]



These were messages they would normally analyze closely.

But today, Yoo Sangah didn't care about the rewards.

Did it really matter who the top contributor was?

Han Sooyoung's shoulders trembled. She looked around hurriedly.

“Where is the outer god fragment?”

“I dealt with it.”

"How?"

"Yoo Joonghyuk."

"Damn that bastard."

Han Sooyoung turned to curse him, but Yoo Joonghyuk was already gone.

"Fast bastard."

In the distance, the group was cleaning up.

Shin Yoosung boasted about registering an outer god fragment in her encyclopedia while Lee Gilyoung looked on in envy. Lee Hyunsung, Jung Heewon, and Lee Seolhwa tended to the wounded. Han Myeongoh and Gong Pildu scavenged for items. Lee Jihye wandered around, looking for Yoo Joonghyuk, who had already vanished.

Exhausted, Han Sooyoung and Yoo Sangah sat down together on the broken wing of Kim Dokja's statue.

It was deep into the night, past midnight.

The ruined streets and the injured incarnations were a familiar sight, yet one they could never get used to.

Gazing at the ruined streets from the statue's wing, Han Sooyoung thought:

You didn't come back this time either.

In fact, you felt even more distant. As time passed, they would only forget you more. How many more scenarios would they have to clear before they forgot you completely?

“… Sooyoung?”

"What?"

“Shall we all live together?”

Han Sooyoung blinked in surprise.

"Why?"

“I live with Sookyoung-ssi. Living alone has its hassles, doesn't it?”

Han Sooyoung smirked.

“Well, it's annoying having to gather every year.”

“If you don't like it, you can keep living alone.”

“Is the food at your place good?”

"Not bad."

“I tend to work odd hours.”

“If you live with us, your routine will go back to normal. People who work hard during the day sleep at night.”

Han Sooyoung stared at Yoo Sangah in disbelief, and Yoo Sangah smiled.

"Just now."

"Just now?"

“That entity took 1% of my memories.”

“Ah, it did.”

“I think I forgot something.”

"Forgot what?"

“If I knew, I wouldn't have forgotten it.”

“True.”

“But I think I know what it was.”

“What?”

“There was a novel I wanted to write.”

Yoo Sangah tilted her head.

"A novel? What is it about?”

“I don’t know. I forgot the first sentence. Since it only consumed memories of Kim Dokja—”

“It must be about him, then.”

"No, it doesn't have to be."

The two looked up at the sky.

It was a clear night, the stars shining brightly. Yet, there were still stars they couldn't see.

Yoo Sangah said,

“If you can't see a star, look at the empty space beside it. Sometimes, that's how you spot the stars that are hidden.”

“I don’t see anything.”

“If you've forgotten the main story, you can always write a side story.”

Han Sooyoung blinked, then smiled faintly.

A prequel before the main story.

"That's funny."

Somewhere in the night sky, the main story might be floating, carried away by an outer god.

But since they had forgotten it, there was nothing they could do.

So the only story she could write now was a story about the memories she had lost.

Han Sooyoung stared at the darkness beside the stars for a long time.

A long, quiet side story. A story of days longer than the main quest itself, written and rewritten until it would eventually fade.

She imagined the moment when you would finally return, reading this story with a look of disbelief.

One by one, the stars faded as the dawn began to brighten in the distance. Han Sooyoung watched the light, licking her lips.

“I remembered the first sentence.”

“What is it?”

If you are indeed reading these words. Then the sentences I write will finally find their meaning.

Han Sooyoung took a deep breath and began the long story.

“This story is for you, who have nothing more to read at the end of the world.”



[Side Story 2 - End]


[CLICK TO READ CHAPTER COMMENTS]



Note [1]: Note: This story takes place during the three-year period when Kim Dokja disappeared due to his deal with the Secretive Plotter. This is a side story written by Han Sooyoung to Kim Dokja so she wouldn't forget him. Therefore, whenever she says "you," she is referring to the reader / Kim Dokja.

Note [2]: Have a nice read!
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[NOTE 1]





【Is he really here?】

【It's possible.】







Yoo Joonghyuk's day started like this.

After making strong coffee and cutting a few slices of rye bread he bought yesterday, he grilled a piece of chicken breast that had been marinated to soften it. Eggs were being fried in a small pan. It was important that the yolk remained intact and that the fried egg retained its original shape.

Yoo Joonghyuk fried the egg whites for a moment, then gently lifted the pan to place the eggs and cooked chicken breast on a plate. He added red amaranth and washed lettuce, and finally poured the tomato juice that Yoo Mia would drink into a cup.

"Yes!"

When he picked up the plate and looked back, he saw Yoo Mia climbing onto the chair next to the dining table with sparkling eyes.

Yoo Joonghyuk placed two plates and two cups in their usual positions.

Looking back and forth at the food on the plate, Yoo Mia pouted.

“Veggie.”

“Yes, it's vegetables.”

“Veggie doesn't taste good.”

“This vegetable is delicious.”

“But hum, I want some sausage.”

“There are eggs.”

“Yes.”

“Chicken breast, too.”

"Boring."

"Eat it."

Yoo Joonghyuk furrowed his dark eyebrows and said to Yoo Mia,

“What you eat represents who you are.”

Yoo Mia glared at her tiny fist and then at the egg on the plate. The girl seemed to be muttering something like 'I don't want to eat.' Yoo Joonghyuk looked at Yoo Mia for a moment. He chewed and swallowed a piece of egg and opened his phone.

— Sliding downhill without braking. Does Team Ash's reputation end here?

— 'The fall of the Ash Dynasty is approaching.'

— Ash faces the risk of losing his ticket to the play-off round after consecutive defeats.

— Losing 2–3 to Viking, Ash's failure to qualify for the play-offs is right in front of him.

— Rumors of discord within Ash's team…

Looking at the articles that appeared like mushrooms after rain on the portal homepage, darkness briefly clouded Yoo Joonghyuk's eyes.

Team Ash.

That was the team he won the championship with for the first time, and it was currently one of the top esports teams in Korea.

But recently, his team had been in decline.

Yoo Joonghyuk read the comments under the article.

— Ash lost again?

— Turn off the stream.

— My blood is boiling :)))) Honestly, it wasn't Yoo Joonghyuk's fault that we lost this match?

— (Comment has been hidden due to report)

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at the last comment for a long time. Although he couldn't see the content, he could guess a part of it through the replies below.

— But Yoo Joonghyuk is truly an orphan, so it probably won't hurt him at all, right?

Orphan.

Yoo Joonghyuk glanced at the word with expressionless eyes. Such words could not affect him. On the contrary, it was the words that didn't appear that bothered him.

— (Comment has been hidden due to report)

How long had he been staring at the screen? The screen timed out and turned black, reflecting his face.

Suddenly, the muscles in his right arm contracted. Lately, this had been happening often. Even when he was eating, typing, or controlling the mouse. Perhaps it was due to a lack of nutrients.

"Obaboni."

She couldn't pronounce 'oppa' or 'oraboni' correctly yet [1]. Thinking back, Yoo Joonghyuk had never taught her the word 'oraboni,' so he was suddenly curious to know where she had learned it.

Yoo Mia just pointed her fork at the plate in front of Yoo Joonghyuk.

“Please.”

“……?”

“Please rest.”

Yoo Joonghyuk sat deciphering the meaning of that sentence for a while, then he skewered the egg Yoo Mia had saved and ate it right in front of her.

“Ugh! Mia's snack!”

Yoo Mia puffed her cheeks.

Looking at the girl's identical dark eyes, Yoo Joonghyuk realized that a new day had begun.







“Joonghyuk, are you still eating well?”

They were driving to the team's practice room.

Manager Kang Woohyun looked worriedly through the rearview mirror at Yoo Joonghyuk.

"Your face looks so thin. You have to eat well to play well."

“I eat well.”

“Just lettuce and chicken breast, right? What kind of diet is that? Let's eat some rice. Beef, too.”

Yoo Joonghyuk did not respond. But he felt a bit strange. Why did people keep asking him what he ate?

“If you eat and drink enough, you're lucky.”

Yoo Joonghyuk didn't know if Kang Woohyun really felt lucky or if he was just making small talk. He didn't know since when, but he always found it difficult to understand people's inner feelings.

— Player Yoo Joonghyuk, how do you feel today?

The reporters at the venue always asked him the same questions.

How do you feel today, how do you evaluate your opponent, do you have a strategy, what score do you think you will win by, and what are your thoughts on the recent controversies?

Sometimes Yoo Joonghyuk would answer frankly, sometimes he wouldn't say a word. But no matter what he said, the articles always had headlines that had nothing to do with his actual opinions.

If so, why did they ask? Yoo Joonghyuk couldn't find the answer, but at least he understood one thing.

That was their job.

“Have you been reading the comments lately?”

As soon as he raised his head, he caught Kang Woohyun's worried eyes in the mirror.

“I told you not to read them. They're just jealous of you. That's why they write things like that. There's no need to read those words and get upset."

Maybe because he saw him staring at the phone, he thought it was like that. Actually, that wasn't a misunderstanding. In fact, there was a comment showing on his phone screen.

— I heard that Yoo Joonghyuk has a very rude personality in real life.

Yoo Joonghyuk stared at the comment. Contrary to Kang Woohyun's words, Yoo Joonghyuk did not feel particularly upset.

— Wasn't it Yoo Joonghyuk who made the atmosphere in the team so toxic? Everyone knows it.

If someone held a grudge against him, he just needed to be prepared to face that hatred. Then, everything would remain under his control.

— What do you guys know?

But…

— What do you guys know to say that? How do you know that Uncle Yoo Joonghyuk is that kind of person?

Usually, only the same few accounts commented regularly. But this was the first time he saw this username.

[Demon King's Daughter (siny****)]

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at the short comment for a long moment, as if analyzing an opponent he had encountered for the first time.

“Joonghyuk, we're here.”

From a distance, he could see the flashy exterior of the building where the team's practice facility was located.

Yoo Joonghyuk turned his eyes back to his phone. He tried to find the comment he had just read, but it was gone.

Had it been deleted? Or had he misread it?

“According to the schedule, you'll be busy until late tonight. Let me take care of Mia, okay?”

“Thanks anyway.”

“Is Mia still slurring her words? Do I need to take her to a doctor? My parents...”

Kang Woohyun, who had been chattering, seemed to suddenly realize he had crossed a line. He awkwardly closed his mouth and laughed.

"Let's go. Don't worry about Mia.”

“Thank you.”

“Ah, recently a few new managers arrived. If you meet them, say hello. One of them seems to be a big fan of yours."

Yoo Joonghyuk nodded slightly and looked at Kang Woohyun for a moment before getting out of the car.

"What's up? Do you need something?”

Yoo Joonghyuk thought for a moment whether to ask Kang Woohyun if he had eaten breakfast, but then he shook his head and headed to the practice room as usual.







[‘■■■’ has changed her username to ‘Daughter of the Demon King’.]

[‘The Demon King's daughter’ says there's a new feature here.]

[‘■■■’ has changed its username to ‘Flying Golden Poison’.]

[‘The Demon King's daughter’ says that it's a bit creepy.]







Yoo Joonghyuk went upstairs, crossed the hallway, and went straight to his personal practice room.

This room was designed specifically for Yoo Joonghyuk. It was about 16 to 20 square meters wide, equipped with a modern computer system and specialized gaming furniture. Various sports drinks and nutritional supplements were arranged neatly. At first glance, it looked like an ordinary gaming room.

Except that all four walls of this room were made of glass.

— Please be mindful of others.

This room was a kind of disciplinary measure from the supervisor, who rarely listened to Yoo Joonghyuk's input.

Anyone passing by could freely observe him in the practice room like a monkey in a zoo. And Yoo Joonghyuk could see them, too.

— Player Yoo Joonghyuk has excellent mechanics but lacks team coordination. He needs to be trained to accept the gaze of others.

— From the moment they go on air, professional gamers must receive the media's judgment. The room will help him get used to the pressure that awaits him every second.

That sounded like nonsense, but the sponsors accepted the supervisor's proposal. They even came to the facility to watch Yoo Joonghyuk practice alone from the other side of the glass.

But Yoo Joonghyuk didn't care. He was used to being the center of attention. Besides, he preferred not having to engage in unnecessary arguments with team members. Except for the supervisor and manager Kang Woohyun, the only person who talked to Yoo Joonghyuk in the gym was coach Park Jinsang.

“Joonghyuk, let's start.”

Park Jinsang tapped his glasses to signal, and Yoo Joonghyuk nodded. He relaxed his arms and shoulders with some simple stretches, took a deep breath, and put on his headphones. Game audio filled his ears, and the game logo appeared on the screen.

Yoo Joonghyuk's main genre was RTS (Real-Time Strategy).

A game where players control structures, predict enemy strategies in real time, gather resources, and build units to wage war. Its appeal lay in combining appropriate units to attack, or organizing surprise raids on the enemy's weak points at the perfect moment.

*Bang! Bang!*

Gunfire echoed in his ears. The screen shifted rapidly.

Yoo Joonghyuk was the commander on the battlefield. Every unit was under his control. In his mind, he calculated the cost of this battle, the next battle, and the one after.

Whatever needed to be sacrificed was sacrificed. He obtained the points necessary to win.

The units he created fell, crying out in pain. The monsters on the opposing side roared. The sound of the ground collapsing, structures exploding, and objects breaking to pieces filled the game.

Finally, when the smoke cleared, Yoo Joonghyuk looked up at the sky from among the ruins of the battlefield.

[VICTORY.]

Looking at the victory symbol, he felt no emotion. To him, the battlefield was just a routine that repeated every day. Not sad, not happy, not angry. There was only killing, death, destruction, and loss.

And victory.

Right after, his practice opponent changed. His condition was good. His arms didn't cramp. Seeing the opponent's strategy, Yoo Joonghyuk immediately took the initiative. He exploited every opening, ending the match quickly.

[VICTORY.]

After each match, he took a short break of less than five minutes and went straight to the next. He analyzed his mistakes and worked to improve them.

And then he won again.

Yoo Joonghyuk continued to play methodically. At that moment, a voice he had never heard before reached his ears.

“…But how can you watch him? How is it possible… in a room like that…”

He looked around and saw the door to the room was slightly ajar. On the other side of the door, two people were talking. One was coach Park Jinsang.

And the other... who was it?

*Bang! Bang!*

Yoo Joonghyuk quickly focused back on the match.

That was a mistake. The special forces unit fighting on the front lines was destroyed in a moment of inattention, and the battle situation immediately favored the enemy.

[?? =)))]

His opponent teased in the chat box.

The coach sounded a warning.

Yoo Joonghyuk tried to salvage the match, but the loss was too great. Even operating at maximum capacity, he was overloaded. Yoo Joonghyuk simulated the remaining local battles in his head, concluded there was no chance of winning, and surrendered.

[SURRENDER.]

Looking at the defeat screen, Yoo Joonghyuk sighed softly. When he took off his headphones, the noise from outside became louder.

“As a supervisor, can't I do as I please? Anyway, we can't leave people here like that.”

When he left his seat and went out, he saw Park Jinsang talking to a short-haired girl who was arguing with him.

“Ah, hello!”

When the girl turned her head, her brown hair swayed. He had never seen her before. Yoo Joonghyuk nodded slightly and looked at her name tag.

[New Manager: Y.S.]

It seemed she was the new employee Kang Woohyun had mentioned.

“Ah, yes… are you okay?”

Hearing her ask such a random question, Yoo Joonghyuk didn't know how to respond.

“Hey, I'm sorry, Joonghyuk. She just arrived, so she's still learning the ropes—.”

Park Jinsang quickly interjected.

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at the new girl's face. She looked like a teenager. Her eyes were clear and her skin pale.

Usually, when people met Yoo Joonghyuk's gaze, their reactions were the same—either staring in surprise or quickly looking away.

But this new employee did not turn away or waver. Instead, her face was calm, as if his presence was entirely normal.

“Oh, right. Are you hungry?"

The new employee handed Yoo Joonghyuk a small paper bag. Yoo Joonghyuk silently looked at it. She ignored his cold attitude and continued,

“It's dumplings. You like this, right?”

Dumplings?

Yoo Joonghyuk raised his eyebrows.

"I don't."

“What's the matter…”

The new employee pouted and offered again,

“Well, you should try it, it's delicious—”

“Hey, Joonghyuk eats almost nothing but lettuce and chicken breast. He only eats what he cooks himself. Joonghyuk, finish up and go eat. As for the new girl, stop talking nonsense, go over there and help the others!”

Park Jinsang nudged Yoo Joonghyuk. Yoo Joonghyuk glanced at the new employee's disappointed face and walked to the cafeteria.

Lunchtime was fifty minutes—far too short to absorb the calories needed for his body and brain to recover, and fit in some stretches.

When he got to the cafeteria, instead of lining up, he sat down with the lunch box he had packed in the morning.

Park Jinsang smiled, looked at Yoo Joonghyuk, and said,

“I'll go get some food first.”

While Park Jinsang went to line up, a few other players passed by Yoo Joonghyuk's table. They were the players who had just practiced with him. Some of them glared at him and whispered. It was a common occurrence, so Yoo Joonghyuk ignored them and continued eating.

There was a reason Yoo Joonghyuk insisted on bringing his own lunch.

In the final match of last season, Yoo Joonghyuk had suffered food poisoning after eating food prepared by the management team. The management claimed only Yoo Joonghyuk was poisoned and denied responsibility, but no matter how hard he thought, Yoo Joonghyuk couldn't recall eating anything else that day.

Since then, he always brought his own food.

“Enjoy your lunch.”

He raised his head and saw the new employee sitting across from him.

She was eating the dumpling she had offered him earlier. Yoo Joonghyuk replied gruffly,

“Eat to live, not live to enjoy food.”

“But if you eat delicious food, life is much better.”

The new employee took a large bite of the dumpling. Looking closely, the wrapper had a perfect elasticity and the filling was incredibly plump. To package dumplings like that, her skills were not ordinary.

“Did you make it yourself?”

“As expected... Want to split one?”

"No, I don't like them."

“Try a bite, maybe you'll like it.”

“You don't need to try to know.”

“But Uncle…”

Yoo Joonghyuk was silent for a moment before answering,

“Don't call me Uncle.”

“What do you want to be called?”

Yoo Joonghyuk had never been asked such a question. Anyone who wanted to address him had to think carefully about how to do so. The way they addressed him usually determined his attitude toward them. However, this new employee was letting him decide.

“Call me player Yoo Joonghyuk.”

“Player Yoo Joonghyuk……”

The new employee muttered, then suddenly pulled out a notebook and began jotting something down.

"What is it?"

“It's nothing.”

“What did you write?”

“It's just... I think a lot of people will want to hear this story. But if I forget it, I can't tell it again.”

The new employee scribbled in her notebook, her pen scratching rapidly. Looking at the barely-readable words filling the white page, Yoo Joonghyuk suddenly wondered about ways to remember the past.

If he kept a diary, would he remember his history?

Suddenly, his biceps cramped, and a buzzing sound filled his ears. He felt choked, as if water were pouring into his head.

Immediately after, he saw white walls surrounding him. High, solid walls he couldn't break or scale. The sound of writing echoed from the other side.

*Scratch. Scratch.*

Someone was writing on the wall. But he couldn't read a single word. They were like hidden comments—existing, yet forever unreadable to him.

“Player Yoo Joonghyuk?”

When he regained consciousness, the new employee was looking at him with concern.

“Are you okay?”

"I'm fine."

“Are you sure you're feeling alright?”

Yoo Joonghyuk glanced at her notebook, then at her worried face. To Yoo Joonghyuk, people's thoughts were as difficult to read as the words on the other side of that wall. But her expression was one he could understand.

She was worried about him.

Yoo Joonghyuk answered firmly,

“Don't worry about it.”

After speaking, Yoo Joonghyuk felt a twinge of regret. Her question had come from a good place. He shouldn't have answered so coldly.

But her face remained calm. It was as if she expected him to answer that way, or was simply used to it.

Someone patted Yoo Joonghyuk on the shoulder and sat down.

“Oh, are you talking to the new manager?”

It was Park Jinsang. His tray was half-empty; he had probably been talking to other players before moving here.

Park Jinsang looked at the new manager as if she were an oddity and joked,

“Being scolded by Joonghyuk on your first day? Should I fire him?”

The new manager ignored him, taking another bite of her dumpling. Seeing her attitude, Park Jinsang clicked his tongue.

“Kids these days are so bold. Hey Joonghyuk, the supervisor watched your morning practice and left some feedback."

Yoo Joonghyuk nodded, and Park Jinsang continued,

“He didn't have time to watch the whole thing, but his response is the same as usual. Perfect control. The build orders and compositions are textbook, absorbing past feedback well. But—”

Except for his cold personality, the supervisor had accurate eyes. Yoo Joonghyuk had to admit that. Seollal community stars trained by him always sent gifts.

“He says your gameplay is too predictable. Everything is strictly by the book, lacking variation. And above all...”

He had heard this criticism forever. Fast mechanics, precise counters, but sticking rigidly to the plan.

The conclusion was always the same.

“There's no soul in your play.”

No soul. Every time he heard that, Yoo Joonghyuk wondered how that could even be fixed.

Yoo Joonghyuk didn't believe in souls. He felt silly talking about things he couldn't see. To him, humans were simple: they ate when hungry, and slept when tired. Food created energy to move, think, and survive. That was all.

To him, the supervisor's comment was like an incomprehensible poem rather than advice.

“Playing without a soul? What does that mean?”

The new manager asked. Park Jinsang answered,

“It's just a figure of speech. It means we don't feel any passion or determination. If this guy doesn't see an immediate path to victory, he surrenders.”

Supervisors weren't the only ones who said that. Yoo Joonghyuk calculated wins and losses so quickly that fans called him an 'AI.'

But the new manager's expression was strange. Park Jinsang asked,

“Why are you smiling? Is something funny?”

"A little."

"What?"

“No, it's nothing.”

Park Jinsang glared at her for a moment before turning back to Yoo Joonghyuk.

“Anyway, don't take it to heart. What does he know about you? He just wants to break you, Joonghyuk. He's the one who put you in that glass room."

Coach Park Jinsang began cursing the supervisor. Why did they hire foreign supervisors in Korea anyway?

The backbiting continued until the food was gone. The new manager stood up and shook her head in frustration. When the other players left, the coach lowered his voice.

“Kids these days don't know what real fear is.”

Park Jinsang stared in the direction of the new manager, his eyes turning cold.

“If she knew what you and I went through, she'd probably faint.”

Looking at Park Jinsang's dark eyes, Yoo Joonghyuk realized they were getting to the point.

“Meet me in the monitoring room.”







「 ...I told you. Can you believe it? 」

【Also... cute.】

【...You really...】







[1] Oppa/oraboni: Honorific terms used by females to address older males. 'Oraboni' is a archaic, formal version of 'oppa,' rarely used in modern speech.







After the afternoon schedule ended, Yoo Joonghyuk went to the monitoring room. Park Jinsang leaned back in the supervisor's chair, putting his feet on the desk.

“You know what? This is my seat.”

But a sponsor had installed the foreign supervisor instead. It was frustrating for Park Jinsang, who had built the team from scratch.

“Can you believe what we've achieved in the last three years?”

Park Jinsang gestured to the trophies in the display cabinet. Looking at them, Yoo Joonghyuk recalled the past. It was the history of Team Ash.

At the end of that history was Yoo Joonghyuk's own name.

[Total Record: 64 Wins, 5 Losses, 1 Draw]

[MVP: OVERLORD Yoo Joonghyuk]

Two years ago, along with the championship, he had received that plaque.

That year, Yoo Joonghyuk had become a star in the esports world.

“Joonghyuk, don't talk about this out there. The kids might get sensitive.”

Park Jinsang sighed, lighting a cigarette. Acrid smoke filled the room, the ventilation fan on the ceiling whirring loudly.

“Do well.”

Park Jinsang exhaled, looking completely different from his lunchtime persona. The easy smile was gone, replaced by a cold, hardened face.

“Do you know how much we've struggled lately? Have you forgotten how far we've come?”

He grabbed Yoo Joonghyuk's shoulder. This was the true face of the man Yoo Joonghyuk remembered.

Coach Park Jinsang.

He hadn't started in esports. He was a 'broker'—someone who ran illegal gold-farming operations and private betting sites using cheap labor. In the underworld of dark gaming [1], everyone knew Park Jinsang.

“Do you want to go back to that? Back to eating instant noodles and playing for pennies in that damp semi-basement?”

As he thought of Park Jinsang's past, memories of his teenage years surfaced. Yoo Joonghyuk's life had been bound to this man since then.

“Who discovered you? It was me. I brought you here. If you keep playing like this, what happens to me?”

Park Jinsang was a bad man. But he was also the one who recognized Yoo Joonghyuk's talent and pulled him out of that drafty basement.

"I will try."

“Try? I know you work hard, Joonghyuk. But let's try in other ways, too. A friendlier face, a softer tone... is that so hard? Otherwise, we can't even sign sponsors.”

Park Jinsang stubbed out his cigarette.

“Anyway, that's that. I called you today for another reason. Tomorrow is the final match before the playoffs, right?”

Park Jinsang tapped his fingers on the table. Yoo Joonghyuk remembered that habit. The first day he met him at Director Kim's camp, Park Jinsang had tapped his fingers just like that before taking him away the next day.

And on his first day here, Park Jinsang had said:

— From now on, you must never lose a match.

But now, with the same expression, Park Jinsang said,

“Just lose one match.”

Lose.

“I'm not telling you to throw it obviously. Just... make it look like you tried your best, but fell short. Understand?”

Yoo Joonghyuk responded instinctively,

“I told you I won't do that.”

“And that's why I'm in trouble. Just one match, nothing more. Have you seen the lineup for tomorrow? I've already coordinated with the others.”

“I don't sign contracts to lose.”

“A contract? I'm asking you a favor...”

Yoo Joonghyuk glanced at the office door, studying Park Jinsang's face. The atmosphere was growing tense. Yoo Joonghyuk knew exactly why Team Ash's performance had tanked recently.

It wasn't just his form or the supervisor's tactics.

It was because of the man sitting in front of him.

Park Jinsang lit another cigarette, this one smelling different.

“Don't be foolish, Joonghyuk.”

Park Jinsang.

Coach of Team Ash.

A broker who manipulated match results behind the scenes.

He hadn't brought Yoo Joonghyuk here to win.

“Your share alone is 700 million won. Do you know how much money that is?”

He did. 700 million won was more than his salary for two years—and more than Park Jinsang had pocketed from him.

“Think about it. The RTS market is dying. Everyone is playing AOS games now. The leagues are closing down. We can't end up with nothing. You have to take care of Mia, don't you?”

If his share was 700 million, the total pool must be massive.

Perhaps Park Jinsang stood to make billions.

Yoo Joonghyuk stared at him, calculating.

What could 700 million won buy?

He could move out of the team house and rent a proper place in Seoul. He could send his sister to a better daycare, buy her clothes, and take her to the hospital.

And maybe... he could pay a detective agency to find their parents.

But still.

“I got food poisoning before the finals last season.”

His voice was ice-cold. Park Jinsang knew what that tone meant, nodding slightly.

“Was that your doing as well?”

The day before the finals, Park Jinsang had asked him to throw. Yoo Joonghyuk had refused, and the next day he had suffered severe abdominal pain. They lost the finals, and the team fell apart.

Park Jinsang took a slow drag of his cigarette.

“You should have just agreed.”

He sighed.

“Why can't you be practical? It was a hard match anyway. You always know when to give up.”

“I have never given up. I always do my best.”

Park Jinsang glared at Yoo Joonghyuk's worn jacket and the lunch box in his hand. He flicked his cigarette butt away and spat,

“Joonghyuk, if a dog eats human food, does it become human?”

Yoo Joonghyuk remembered the dark semi-basement camp.

He had boosted accounts for others to survive. Park Jinsang took the profits, and Yoo Joonghyuk took the scraps.

But he couldn't live like that anymore. He had Mia now. He wanted to earn a living cleanly, no matter how small.

But Park Jinsang didn't care.

“I'm telling you this for your own good. Why are you so stubborn? Do you look down on me?”

Park Jinsang stood up, his eyes wild. Yoo Joonghyuk stared back, cold and unwavering.

Like two beasts refusing to yield an inch of territory, they locked eyes. The silence stretched until Park Jinsang finally broke the tension with a forced laugh.

“Fine, fine.”

His expression smoothed back into 'Coach Park Jinsang.' Waving a hand, he said,

“Get out.”

Yoo Joonghyuk turned and left.

Behind him, Park Jinsang lit another cigarette, waiting a moment before pulling out his phone to make a call.







“Hey, you look really handsome.”

The taxi driver kept talking all the way home. It happened every time he rode in a cab.

“I used to also—”

Yoo Joonghyuk ignored the chatter, letting the driver ramble.

“You must get tired of people staring.”

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at his reflection in the window.

Perhaps his face was the only legacy his parents had left him. It had helped him survive.

He didn't understand how people could judge someone purely by their face, but he knew he should show polite gratitude when complimented.

"Thank you."

He paid the fare and got out. A light rain was falling from the gray sky.

He entered the passcode and stepped inside. The lights were off. Yoo Joonghyuk paused.

“Yoo Mia?”

There was no response. Beneath the dim hallway light, Yoo Joonghyuk gripped his umbrella like a weapon.

"Woohyun?"

Still silence. No one was home. Had this ever happened before? Instinctively, his mind raced with worst-case scenarios.

He stepped quietly into the dark living room. The only sound was the low hum of the refrigerator. No sign of life.

He flipped on the lights to dispel the darkness, scanning the small apartment.

“Answer me if you're there! Yoo Mia!”

Outside, the night streets were quiet. A few students were smoking in an alley, avoiding his gaze. A group of men sat drinking at a street stall. Anxious, Yoo Joonghyuk grabbed a drunk man and asked,

“Did... did you see...”

He wasn't used to speaking to strangers. He took a breath and described her:

“A small girl. About a hundred centimeters tall. Hair tied in pigtails, wearing blue. She looks like me.”

The drunk man mumbled and passed out on the table. Yoo Joonghyuk let go of him and asked the others nearby.

“A little girl? No, didn't see anyone.”

No one had seen her. Yoo Joonghyuk looked toward the overgrown park near the edge of the road. If she had gone that way, someone must have spotted her. Beyond the park lay a large, dark supermarket. Had she walked that far?

Could she even walk that far?

Yoo Joonghyuk started to run.

“Yoo Mia! Yoo Mia!”

How long had he been running? He stood before the closed gates of the supermarket. He had searched every convenience store, playground, and alley along the way. His mind felt fogged.

He had no experience with this.

He had read books, searched online, and bought everything necessary to raise his sister alone. He studied how to discipline and educate her.

Some books were useless, others offered advice he couldn't apply. Some talked about things he had never received from his own parents.

But none of them explained what to do when she went missing.

*Treat it like a game.*

Yoo Joonghyuk told himself.

*It's just a game. The objective is to find Yoo Mia. Think logically.*

But the more he tried to reason, the more his thoughts tangled.

In a game, if a match was lost, he could surrender. There was always another game.

But if he lost this...

His heart hammered against his ribs. He sprinted through the streets, shouting her name.

A cold numbness spread through his arms. His estimation of a successful outcome plummeted. It felt like playing a losing match against an invisible opponent.

A game he couldn't forfeit.

He realized he couldn't do this alone. He needed to call for help. He blamed himself for not calling the police immediately. But as he unlocked his phone, he remembered Kang Woohyun's warning:

— It's best if outsiders don't know.

— Why?

— If people find out you're raising her alone, it'll complicate things. You found her with just a note. If they demand a DNA test...

— She looks exactly like me. She's my sister.

— Even so, if she isn't, or if the legalities are messy... she could end up in an orphanage. I'll help you, so keep it quiet.

Yoo Joonghyuk called the police anyway. The line was busy. He tried again. On the third attempt, someone picked up.

He reported his sister missing, giving their names and ages.

— What are the parents' names? And the child's date of birth?

“Her date of birth is...”

He couldn't remember. He didn't know her actual birthday.

— What is your address?

“The address...”

His mind felt blank, as if his memories were being erased.

Yoo Joonghyuk looked back at the dark street. He walked this path with her every day to buy groceries. But now, it looked entirely foreign.

The police officer asked if they should dispatch a car, requesting more details about her disappearance.

But Yoo Joonghyuk felt a sudden wave of hopelessness.

She was gone.

A child who looked just like him, whose name, age, and origins were a mystery, left on his doorstep.

"I'll call back."

Yoo Joonghyuk hung up and turned back.

Maybe she was hiding in an alley he had missed. Maybe she had wandered back home.

“Yoo Mia!”

He didn't need the police. He needed people who knew him.

People who would help him search without demanding explanations.

Names flashed through his mind—Kang Woohyun, Park Jinsang, the players, even the new manager he had met that morning.

His breathing grew ragged.

He stumbled through the dark.

Was she here... or there?

The darkness began to blur his surroundings.

He felt himself slipping back into that damp basement camp. Hundreds of identical chairs. Director Kim telling him to sit 'anywhere.'

'Anywhere' was his seat.

“Yoo Mia!”

The smell of damp earth and alleyways.

He leaned against a brick wall, panting. It wasn't just physical exhaustion. His vision swam, and his limbs felt heavy, like he was a child again.

Was it stress? Lack of sleep? Or had Park Jinsang drugged his food?

No, he hadn't eaten anything from the coach. But then... the smoke.

The smoke in the monitoring room.

*Coughing.*

In a flash, he was back in that room. The smell of sweat and instant noodles. The rapid click of mice.

The basement camp.

He realized he had never left. He was still trapped in that room, playing for scraps.

Mia was gone.

He would never see her again.

Yoo Joonghyuk sank onto a chair, defeated. Suddenly, the chair beside him spun around, and a hand gripped his shoulder.

"Uncle."

He looked up to see a teenager with a tattoo on his arm. It was one of the kids who had been smoking in the alley.

“Hey, Uncle. We're talking to you. Are you deaf?”

“Uncle? He's actually pretty handsome.”

“I've seen him somewhere. Are you a celebrity?”

“Idiot, it's just the lighting.”

They surrounded him. The leader stepped forward, holding out a pack of cigarettes and a ten-thousand-won bill.

“Hey, Uncle. Run to the convenience store and buy us these. You can keep the change.”

Yoo Joonghyuk stared at the bill. When he didn't take it, the boy shoved his shoulder.

“Hey. Are you deaf?”

Yoo Joonghyuk let out a hollow laugh.

“You laughing?”

The boy raised a fist. But no sound came out.

[(Comment has been hidden due to report)]

The boy muttered something, but it was silent.

[(Comment has been hidden due to report)]

Yoo Joonghyuk didn't care anymore.

He closed his eyes. Nothing in this world could surprise him now. Even if the world ended tomorrow, it wouldn't matter.

At that moment, a soft *swoosh* cut through the air. A silver needle flashed, embedding itself in the boy's neck.

The boy gasped, collapsing to the ground.

Yoo Joonghyuk blinked.
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The other teenagers screamed, backing away.

Another *swoosh*, and more needles found their targets.

[(Comment has been hidden due to report!)]
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The teenagers collapsed one by one. The smoke cleared.

The scenery shifted. When Yoo Joonghyuk opened his eyes, he was standing at the mouth of the alley. He coughed, looking up at two figures standing under the street light.

“It's done.”

“Oh my god, they're just unconscious. Do you know what unconscious means?”

A familiar voice.

Under the bright light stood two figures, one tall and one short.

The smaller one spoke,

“The light is red. Running is dangerous.”

“It's fine. Pedestrians have the right of way. Just hold my hand.”

The woman's voice was gentle, like falling snow.

Under the light, her hair shone pure white.

The woman, holding the child's hand, walked toward Yoo Joonghyuk. The child looked up, pointing at him.

"Obaboni."

Yoo Joonghyuk closed his eyes.







【Is it okay to interfere this much? If Uncle ■■ or Sister ■■ finds out...】

【Hmm... but those people will like it.】







[1] Dark Gamer: A term referring to players who make a living by selling in-game currency and items for real cash.







Yoo Joonghyuk didn't believe in miracles. Everything was the result of effort and consequence.

But there was no other word for what happened that day.

Yoo Joonghyuk sat up, gasping for air. Beside him, Yoo Mia was sleeping soundly.

It was just a dream.

But the smell of smoke and the memory of the white-haired woman remained vivid.

He unlocked his phone.

[54 missed calls]

“Obaboni. What's wrong?"

The rustling woke Yoo Mia.

Yoo Joonghyuk looked around the messy apartment. The memories of yesterday returned.

He asked Yoo Mia what had happened.

Her explanation was simple:

“I woke up on a bench in a park, and a white-haired lady was taking care of me.”

"And?"

"Bi-sa."

“Visa?”

“We ate bi-sa! I was hungry!”

She meant pizza.

“I see.”

Yoo Joonghyuk recalled the woman who had used the silver needles.

Why had she helped them?

One thing was certain: she had brought Yoo Mia home safely and left.

She hadn't harmed his sister.

Yoo Joonghyuk sighed.

“Not everyone who buys you pizza is a good person. From now on, you must never—”

“She was nice. She looked like you.”

“Why did you go to the park?”

“I was just there when I woke up.”

“What is the last thing you remember before that?”

“The argument.”

Before waking up in the park, she remembered eating dinner prepared by Kang Woohyun and falling asleep on the sofa.

Yoo Joonghyuk checked his messages. Amid the angry texts from management, he saw a message from Kang Woohyun:

— Joonghyuk, I'm sorry.

He called back immediately, but there was no answer.

Was he apologizing for losing Mia?

Or for disappearing?

How had that woman found her?

Park Jinsang's words echoed in his head:

— Just lose one match.

Yoo Joonghyuk prepped a simple salad, his thoughts aligning.

Last night, Kang Woohyun took Yoo Mia.

Today was the final match before the playoffs.

Park Jinsang wanted him to throw.

“Yoo Mia. You're coming with me today.”

“Yay! I get to go with you!”

“Just for today.”

Usually, family wasn't allowed at the venue, but he would find a way. He recalled the face of the new manager from yesterday.

“My arm hurts.”

While Yoo Mia ate her breakfast, Yoo Joonghyuk checked the time. They were going to be late.

His phone rang.

— Where the hell are you?

It was another coach from the team. Yoo Joonghyuk didn't recall his name.

“At home.”

The coach yelled,

— Are you crazy? Why aren't you answering? Are you protesting your manager's resignation? Hurry up!

“Kang Woohyun resigned?”

— Didn't he tell you? Just get here. I've sent a replacement manager to pick you up. Hurry!

The coach hung up.

The doorbell rang immediately. The camera showed a familiar face waving at the screen.







【I thought he liked dumplings from the moment he was born.】







“Ah, are you still eating? Sorry.”

The new manager stepped inside, eyeing his salad.

“Do you only eat vegetables? You should give the kid a bit more variety.”

"Bi-sa."

“Pizza? You want pizza?”

She patted Yoo Mia's head.

Yoo Joonghyuk frowned.

“We have to go.”

“The car is outside. Let's move.”

She gestured toward the door. Yoo Joonghyuk buckled Yoo Mia into the back seat, and the new manager started the engine. Her movements were slightly clumsy.

“Here we go.”

Yoo Joonghyuk checked the match schedule. They were currently on the first match. His was fifth. If they delayed, they would forfeit.

But Park Jinsang would likely draw out the matches to a 2–2 tie, setting up the final ace match. He had probably bribed the opponents to stall.

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at the new manager.

“What is your name?”

“My name? Check my coat pocket.”

She pointed to the jacket on the passenger seat. The name tag read:

[Y.S. Manager]

“That's an abbreviation.”

“Guess my name before we arrive.”

Y.S... Y.S.

Yoo Joonghyuk thought for a moment.

“Yoosung.”

She paused.

“Close.”

Yoo Joonghyuk frowned.

“You won't tell me?”

“No, I'd rather not.”

The car merged onto the main road, but traffic was crawling near the bridge.

“What a traffic jam. Swimming across would be faster.”

“Why don't you then?”

“Well, why don't we? Or we could ride a giant fish across the river.”

Yoo Joonghyuk stared at her. Was she normal? Was she working for Park Jinsang?

The coach's texts kept flashing.

— Where are you?

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at Yoo Mia sleeping on his lap, calculating the remaining time. They would be late, but they could make it before his match.

Suddenly, *screech!*

Several black sedans cut them off from both sides.

The new manager grimaced.

“Ugh... what a pain.”

The sedans blocked the road, trapping them.

It wasn't a coincidence.

“Did you make enemies again?” she asked.

Yoo Joonghyuk didn't answer.

“Someone definitely has a grudge.”

Men in suits emerged from the sedans, surrounding their car. They gestured for them to get out.

This was Park Jinsang's doing. The stakes of the bet must be massive.

Yoo Joonghyuk's expression hardened.

“Hold on tight.”

The new manager slammed the gas. The car surged forward, weaving through the gaps. She turned sharply into a side street, losing the pursuit.

“Should we go to the police? We might miss the match.”

Yoo Joonghyuk stared at her.

“Or... should we just keep going?”

He couldn't read her expression in the mirror. He still doubted her, but her words offered a choice.

“Want to go to the Han River? Eating pizza by the river is nice.”

"Bi-sa..." Yoo Mia mumbled in her sleep.

If she were working for Park Jinsang, she would have let them capture him.

“Did you hear something?”

“I've heard and seen many things. We should run. Anywhere is better than here.”

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at his sister.

She was right. The logical choice was to run, seek protection, and hide.

If he didn't show up, Park Jinsang's plan would succeed, but Yoo Joonghyuk would be safe.

“Go to the venue.”

"Why?"

Yoo Joonghyuk knew his limits. He wasn't cut out to be an actor or an artist. He couldn't sing, act, or charm sponsors.

But there was one thing he could do.

“Obaboni plays games. He's a good gamer.”

Yoo Mia whispered, holding up a pinky finger.

The manager remained silent.

Yoo Joonghyuk had no memories of his family or childhood. He had grown up alone, surviving by his own means.

He patted Yoo Mia's head.

“I have to play. At least for now.”

If he fled, he would destroy his career. With his reputation already tarnished, running away would finish him.

If he couldn't play, he couldn't support Mia.

And Park Jinsang would only corner him again later. He couldn't run forever.

He decided to trust the manager.

“Go to the venue.”

She smiled.

“That's how you protect the world.”

Protect the world. It sounded like something out of a fantasy.

“But, Uncle.”

“……?”

“One day, you won't be able to play games anymore.”

She continued,

“What will you do then?”

“I've never thought about it.”

“You should. What will you do after you retire?”

“Retirement is a long way off.”

“But the world could end tomorrow.”

Yoo Joonghyuk couldn't keep up with her line of thought.

“Monsters could appear in Seoul.”

“There will still be games to play.”

She stared at him, amused.

“Maybe, but... wouldn't there be other things to do? Duties, perhaps.”

Yoo Joonghyuk envisioned a ruined Seoul, filled with monsters.

Surprisingly, the image didn't bother him.

It felt familiar, like the darkness of the basement camp where he had fought to survive.

“I will survive, no matter what.”

“And then?”

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at his phone.

“Maybe... I'll search for the one who created this world.”

He didn't know why he said that.

“I see.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“Since when did you like dumplings?”

“...What?”

The sedans appeared in the mirror again. The manager accelerated, weaving through traffic with ease.

“What did you do before this?”

“I worked at a company.”

“Which one?”

“Just... a company.”

“Why did you leave?”

“Because the president kept dying.”

Yoo Joonghyuk couldn't tell if she was joking.

“When did you get your license?”

“I don't have one.”

"What?"

“I never had time to get one... but I'm used to steering things. Probably because I used to ride a dragon.”

A dragon?

Suddenly, *crash!*

The world spun. Shattering glass rained down as the impact slammed into them.

Yoo Joonghyuk shielded Yoo Mia.

When the spinning stopped, he checked his sister. She was safe. His right arm was bruised and sore.

He looked for the manager. The front of the car was crushed.

The match didn't matter now.

He had to get her to a hospital.

But the driver's seat was empty.

*Knock, knock.*

He looked out the window. The manager was standing outside, tapping the glass. He carried Yoo Mia out of the wreckage.

“Are you okay?”

“I'm fine. The venue is just ahead. Run! You can still make it!”

It was a massive crash, yet she was standing without a scratch.

“Player Yoo Joonghyuk.”

The men in suits approached.

“I'll handle them. Go do what you have to do.”

It was absurd. She was just a young girl against several men.

“Just come with us quietly—”

The lead man suddenly collapsed. The others froze.

The manager stood over him, lowering her leg from a high kick.

Yoo Joonghyuk stared in disbelief. Was he still dreaming?

“Run, Uncle!”

The manager yelled.

“Don't worry. Sookyoung-ssi is probably done handling the situation by now. And after today... you won't have to worry about them anymore. At least until the world ends.”

Yoo Joonghyuk didn't understand, but he knew two things:

The manager was far stronger than these men.

And he had to run.

The manager smiled at him, a look of quiet confidence that felt strangely familiar.

She knocked back another man, waving him away.

“Don't give up! You're the best at that!”

Yoo Joonghyuk carried Yoo Mia and ran.







【Did you find the fragment of the story?】

【Yes, the collection is complete.】

【As expected, Uncle ■■ is here... How are the manager and that coach?】

【Very interesting.】







Yoo Joonghyuk made it to the venue. Despite the coach's lecturing and the supervisor's glares, he sat down for the final match.

The score was 2–2.

It was the deciding ace match. His opponent was his main rival.

Perhaps because of his bruised arm, his play was off from the start.

His arm throbbed, and his focus wavered.

He thought of Yoo Mia in the waiting room. Park Jinsang was nowhere to be seen.

— Player Yoo Joonghyuk is struggling. The match is heavily in his opponent's favor. A GG seems imminent.

— Yoo Joonghyuk is known to GG quickly when behind.

But Yoo Joonghyuk didn't surrender. He fought for every point, exploiting his opponent's mistakes to win local skirmishes.

— What a match.

— This isn't Yoo Joonghyuk's usual style.

His opponent grew tense.

Yoo Joonghyuk fought with everything he had, controlling every unit.

He thought of the manager who had stayed behind to fight, and the white-haired woman who had saved his sister.

And he thought of the parents who might be watching him from somewhere.

Though the units fell and the defeat was decided, he fought until his last structure crumbled.

— The match is decided!

He took off his headphones, looking at the ruins on the screen.

The game was over, but as he stepped out, the crowd was cheering.

In the crowd, he thought he saw the blonde manager and the white-haired woman.

But when he reached the lobby, they were gone.







After the match, Yoo Joonghyuk asked the staff about the new manager.

— What are you talking about? Didn't you arrive in a taxi?

No one knew her.

— I'm not sure. We only hired one new manager this year. Anyway, great effort today. Even though we lost, the fans loved it.

Yoo Joonghyuk was silent.

They had lost, failing to make the playoffs.

But the team atmosphere had shifted.

— The playoffs don't matter now. The Association is in chaos. They might cancel today's results.

— What?

— Haven't you seen the news?

Park Jinsang had turned himself in to the police before the match started, covered in blood. He confessed to match-fixing, providing a list of every player and sponsor involved.

— The team is done, but you're clear, Joonghyuk. You weren't on his list.

Walking home, Yoo Joonghyuk felt a strange lightness.

"Obaboni, did you win?"

“Looking at the overall results, I didn't lose.”

“So you won?”

“In the end, yes.”

"I see."

He checked the articles on his phone.

— A legendary match despite the loss. Yoo Joonghyuk's play had soul.

Below the articles, the comments read:

— Best match of the season. The Supreme King's play has evolved.

— He wasn't on the broker's list. He really plays clean.

The hidden comments were gone.

He read the headlines:

— Association cancels all today's match results.

— Match-fixing list revealed...

“Obaboni. Hand.”

Yoo Joonghyuk put down his phone and held Yoo Mia's hand.

Night fell over Seoul.

A couple was eating hot fish cakes across the street. Yoo Joonghyuk held Mia's hand and crossed the road.

He looked up at the stars shining in the dark sky.

“What are we eating tonight, Obaboni?”

The human body is formed from what it absorbs.

Yoo Joonghyuk still believed that. There was lettuce in the fridge that would go to waste. But strangely, the manager's words echoed in his mind:

— But the world could end tomorrow.

It felt distant, like a star from another universe. But today had already been full of absurdities.

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at the sky and said,

“Pizza.”







[NOTE 2]

I knew it. I thought I would see it again in the end.

You said it on the Island of the Reincarnated. Because you knew it would be like this.

What? Did you read it from the beginning this time? It may be a lie, but if it's true, I'll be a little happy.

If you're reading this, it probably means a book has been published.

This manuscript was not actually meant to be uploaded. According to our plan, one serialized manuscript is enough.

I don't know if you'll remember, but some of the content in this manuscript is another version, or a missing version, of our time. Maybe it's because the contents of the story "Kim Dokja's Company" that everyone has is a little different, but sometimes there were conflicts of opinion while writing the manuscript.

Well... it should be natural. Because memory is always like that.

Someone's memory is right, wrong, this is missing... As we talked like that, we were persuaded, and we voted on the memories we had different opinions on. But just because you decided on one through voting, you can't throw away the other story, can you?

In this book, some of the stories that received fewer votes among the group are also included.

Which of the serialized version or the book version is the true story? I don't even know anymore. We talked so much. Come now, what does it matter? Just because some memories are true, must the other memories be false? Whether this story is true or not, it must be the story you and I and the others shared, the story we lived and talked about.

So I just want you to read this story kindly.

You are the best reader I know.

I feel strange after writing this. I'm leaving the manuscript just in case, but in fact, my message will never reach you. In other words, this is a letter that will never reach you.

I don't know if you can even read it [from a full ■ viewpoint].

Regardless, if this ■gi is delivered to you, it's probably ■■■ ■ ■■ Serious ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■. ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■... ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■... ■■■■■■■■■■■■■... ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ Kim ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■... ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■重■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■...

Help ■
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[image: icon]Chapter 552 — Yoo Joonghyuk's Birthday





[NOTE 1]





"Ahjussi, when is your birthday?"

He couldn't recall when he first heard that question.

Was it during the second turn? Or the third turn?

But regardless of the turn, he didn't bother to answer such questions, believing that the answer wouldn't benefit the person asking.

Yet, there was a time he had answered, just as he did now.

“August 3rd.”

“August 3rd? Are you sure?"

"I promised to make it that day."

The boy frowned.

“A promise? How can anyone choose their birthday that way?”

He pulled out the Heaven Shaking Sword and began cleaning it. The boy was right. Nobody could choose their own birthday. But did that matter?

"Who did you promise?"

"You don't need to know."

"Was it a woman?"

He frowned slightly at the boy.

He could see Kim Namwoon grinning in the distance, seemingly guessing the situation.

As the gears of time turn, many memories fade. Some got caught between the cogs and vanished, while others were intentionally discarded by Yoo Joonghyuk. Yet, there were memories that never faded.

For example, the memory of the first time he learned swordsmanship from the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint.

“Again? What a stubborn brat.”

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint looked at Yoo Joonghyuk with annoyed eyes. Clenching a large pipe between her teeth, she glared at him and blew out a puff of smoke.

“We aren't recruiting right now. I won't accept you as a disciple.”

Without a word, Yoo Joonghyuk pointed to the paper pasted on the gate.

[Recruiting disciples at all times.]



The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint frowned.

“It is true I recruit disciples, but I don't accept just anyone.”

"I'm not just anyone."

“So it seems. Well, your face is qualified at least. You can be my servant if you want.”

"Teach me martial arts."

Hearing his blunt, demanding tone, the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint swept her gaze over him and muttered,

"Even if I teach you, it doesn't mean you can learn."

“Have you already decided before trying?”

“My martial arts are not meant for small brats like you.”

"I'm not small."

"And it is not a style suited for men."

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint said, tapping her pipe. It looked like an idle gesture, but Yoo Joonghyuk could sense a profound martial technique in the rising smoke.

"Even if you learn from me, you won't surpass me."

"How do you know if you haven't tried?"

“Why are you so stubborn about learning my martial arts?”

Yoo Joonghyuk raised his head, his eyes shining.

"Because it's the only true martial art left in Murim."

It wasn't that Yoo Joonghyuk hadn't tried to learn other styles.

He had visited the Namgung Clan, the birthplace of the Sword Emperor. He had also gone to the Zhongnan Sect to learn the sunset-splitting sword. But they were all superficial.

In this First Murim, true martial arts no longer existed.

The techniques once revered as martial arts had been standardized into [Skills], distributed as [Skill Books] that anyone could learn at their convenience.

But Yoo Joonghyuk knew that with such skills, it was impossible to pull down the constellations in the sky.

“I need the power to kill constellations.”

Humans can kill constellations.

The existences that the Star Stream called Transcendents.

Among them, the strongest was the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint standing before him.

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint let out a soft sigh.

“If you can beat him, I'll reconsider.”

Breaking the Sky Master stepped forward. It bared its teeth and growled in Yoo Joonghyuk's direction.

Looking back, that was the start of their tedious relationship.

After much struggle, Yoo Joonghyuk finally succeeded in snatching the food bowl of Breaking the Sky Master. The first task the Sword Saint gave him was:

"Thrust thirty thousand times."

"It's impossible to thrust thirty thousand times a day."

“Thirty thousand is nothing. In another world, someone thrust their sword ten billion times over forty years.”

"Stop lying."

"Learn how to use honorifics first."

As he suffered through his training, Yoo Joonghyuk wondered if it was really possible to get stronger this way.

Every day, he was struck for his poor form.

Just like that, weeks turned into a month.

"How many times have you thrust?"

“I have thrust ten thousand times... Master.”

"How about slashes?"

“I have slashed twenty thousand times... Master.”

“I told you to do twenty thousand of each.”

"Stop hitting me."

Yoo Joonghyuk was struck again.

Though the strikes were light, they stung as if he had been hit twenty thousand times.

One month, then two months passed.

In short, Yoo Joonghyuk still hadn't learned the [Breaking the Sky Swordsmanship].

Although the Sword Saint accepted him, all she did was lounge on the porch, admire his progress, teach him basic forms, and send him on trivial errands.

“When will you teach me swordsmanship?”

“Go to the Changcheon Peak in the Second Murim. Pick the Hundred Spirits Grass and bring it here.”

And so, Yoo Joonghyuk was chased by the Nine Great Sects. He had to exert all his strength to scale the peak of Mount Changcheon. After countless battles with the Taoists of the Kunlun and Wudang sects, slipping in the rain and tumbling down cliffs, he finally succeeded.

"I've picked it."

“Leave it there.”

“Why did I have to pick this?”

Looking at the stem of the Hundred Spirits Grass emitting a pleasant scent, the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint smiled.

“This herb has an air-purifying effect.”

“Will you teach me swordsmanship now?”

“A treasure map has appeared in the Fourth Murim. It shows the 'Secret Realm of the Elixir.' Enter the realm and bring back the pill left by the ancient master.”

"What?"

Breaking the Sky Master barked beside her.

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint said,

“She has been feeling weak lately, so she needs an elixir to replenish her strength.”

So Yoo Joonghyuk once again set out to find spiritual medicine for the dog.

He thought the Fourth Murim would only have weaklings, but its masters were formidable. Especially the Ten Great Masters. At his level back then, he was no match for them.

Yet, facing them and returning alive was a valuable experience.

“Go to the Demon Realm in the Third Murim and bring back the Thousand-Year Glacies. It's so hot lately that I don't feel like teaching.”

He almost died in the Demon Realm. He encountered the Heavenly Demon who ruled it. Even if the Ten Great Masters of the Fourth Murim joined forces, they couldn't defeat him.

Yet, that Heavenly Demon was only the ruler of the Third Murim. According to the Sword Saint, the true Heavenly Demon of the Star Stream was far more powerful.

“Go to the Shaolin Temple and steal the Great Return Pill. Watch out for the monks.”

Yoo Joonghyuk had heard of Shaolin's reputation, but he thought of them as simple monks. Having fought the Heavenly Demon and the Ten Great Masters, he believed he could handle them.

Due to a moment of carelessness, Yoo Joonghyuk was captured by a monk. He was shaved bald and locked in the Repentance Cave for three months.

He barely escaped, stealing the Great Return Pill after surviving the Eighteen Arhats Formation.

“You took quite a while this time. What happened to your hair?”

Yoo Joonghyuk's bald head was the work of the Shaolin Abbot.

But fortunately, despite losing his hair, he had learned Shaolin's [Hundred Steps Godly Fist].

Just like that, a year passed, and his hair grew back.

Afterward, Yoo Joonghyuk repeatedly risked his life to complete the errands she assigned. The quests were so difficult that he often thought it would be easier to just regress and start over.

The Star Stream was vast, filled with countless masters.

How much stronger did he need to become to see the end of these scenarios?

Occasionally, he would swing his sword to attack the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint without warning.

And he would almost die.

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint was someone whom even the Abbot, the Heavenly Demon, and the Ten Great Masters combined could not defeat.

Though his body was battered from training, Yoo Joonghyuk was satisfied. His master was stronger than the Heavenly Demon.

“Why did you decide to teach me, anyway?”

"Because you're handsome."

"What does that have to do with anything?"

"There won’t be another opportunity to hit a disciple this handsome."

Another year passed.

During that time, Yoo Joonghyuk faced many masters, fought, and won.

As his fame spread throughout the First Murim, so did the reputation of the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint.

“I was the one who defeated those masters, yet your reputation is the one that grows.”

“Because the world recognizes me as an excellent master.”

“A master is supposed to instruct.”

“Come to think of it, you've stopped asking me to teach you swordsmanship lately.”

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint smiled, sitting on the porch as usual.

The young ladies of prestigious families who had come to watch him practice eventually stopped coming, and the cool night breeze returned.

Two years had passed since Yoo Joonghyuk came to Murim.

Panting, Breaking the Sky Master climbed onto the porch, laying down by Yoo Joonghyuk's legs.

Breaking the Sky Master was stronger than him. She had entered the sect before him, making her his senior. Having consumed the ancient elixirs and the Great Return Pill, she had become the strongest beast in Murim.

*Woof.*

Yoo Joonghyuk sighed softly and stroked the dog's back. Breaking the Sky Master wagged her tail lazily.

The sound of a running stream echoed from a nearby mill. Grasshoppers chirped in the dark. The leaves of the Hundred Spirits Grass swayed, releasing their scent into the cool air. The heat of the day gradually dissipated.

The night sky of Murim was beautiful.

"Tell me your story."

Normally, if his master asked, he wouldn't speak a word of his past. He was always on high alert, rarely opening up. Perhaps he spoke tonight because he felt this turn was already doomed.

Or perhaps it was because the soft fur of Breaking the Sky Master was rubbing against his leg.

Or the smoke rings she puffed into the night. Or the chirping of the grasshoppers by the stream. The stars in the cold sky shone so brightly that he felt as if his story would simply drift away into the night.

Whatever the reason, Yoo Joonghyuk opened his mouth and began to speak.

He spoke of the first day he entered the scenario.

He spoke of how he began to regress, repeating his life.

Yoo Joonghyuk spoke to himself, sharing a story no one else could understand.

He didn't care if the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint was listening. But it was rare for him to want to talk about himself, and she was there to listen.

Like an ancient tree that had weathered centuries, the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint quietly listened to his tale.

Only her Mirror Eyes shone in the darkness, showing that she was listening intently.

Mirror Eyes—the eyes that could peer into the emotions of others.

Staring into those eyes that held neither judgment nor pity, Yoo Joonghyuk felt a strange sense of peace.

When he finally finished speaking, the night was late.

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint thought for a moment, then spoke,

“You sounded like a brat with no parents from the start.”

Yoo Joonghyuk paused, asking,

“Are you insulting me?”

“You're like a brat who fell from the sky.”

Yoo Joonghyuk silently gazed up at the sky.

Perhaps she was right. He didn't know his parents' faces.

"Do you know when you were born?"

"I don’t know."

"Did no one tell you?"

Yoo Joonghyuk shook his head.

Of course he had a resident registration number. But he knew it wasn't his real birthday.

“I only know that I was born in the summer.”

The sky in the Murim world was beautiful.

And beyond that glittering Star Stream, there must be someone who created all of these scenarios.

“Why do you want to become a Transcendent?”

Yoo Joonghyuk did not answer, simply looking up at the stars. The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint gazed up as well.

Sometimes, emotions could be shared simply by looking at the same scene.

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint slowly stood up and drew her sword toward the sky. It was a magnificent stance—subtle yet powerful, elegant yet restrained.

Her sword swept toward the horizon, and as if she had cleaved the sky, starlight fell around them.

Yoo Joonghyuk watched the stars fall. Even though he knew it was an illusion, he couldn't look away.

How long had it been since he had seen such a beautiful sight? After a moment, the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint returned, carrying a small bag.

"Eat it. It's my favorite."

Steam rose from the bag as she swung it.

Yoo Joonghyuk frowned.

"I don't eat food made by others."

“I bought it for you. Eat.”

"No."

"Let's see. Today..."

Under the glittering starlight of the summer night, her sword carved the characters for 'August' and 'Third' into the dirt.

“Disciple. From now on, today is your birthday.”



If only that had been the end of his birthday memories.

But as always, the Star Stream did not tolerate happy endings.

Exactly one year after that summer night, it was a scorching, humid summer. On a stormy night...

The Breaking the Sky Sword Saint was besieged by the Heavenly Demon and the Blood Demon.

Thousands of martial artists clashed. The Sword Saint stood alone to defend her world against the Returnees' Alliance.

Yoo Joonghyuk leaped through the air, carrying his wounded master on his back.

Both he and his master knew the wound was fatal.

“Master!”

Despite his cry, the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint did not respond.

After bringing her to safety, Yoo Joonghyuk poured the elixirs he had gathered over the years into her mouth—the Hundred Spirits Grass, the Great Return Pill...

But her aura only grew weaker.

Her stories were crumbling away.

Yoo Joonghyuk cursed.

*Please.*

Her presence had been like a vast forest, but now only a broken stump remained. The storm had come, the thunder had struck, and the tree had fallen.

What if he went back in time?

If he regressed, he might be able to save her.

However, if he regressed, this specific version of his master would vanish forever.

She opened her eyes and looked at him. Her large hand cupped his cheek.

“My disciple.”

"I haven't even learned the Breaking the Sky Swordsmanship yet."

"You have already learned it, haven't you?"

The Sword Saint knew his talent. Yoo Joonghyuk could learn anything he saw. He had already memorized the [Breaking the Sky Swordsmanship] just by watching her.

Yoo Joonghyuk shook his head.

“Didn't you say you would make me a Transcendent? You said you would make me strong enough to kill constellations and destroy the Star Stream...”

If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have become strong.

I...

“Joonghyuk-ah.”

His master's eyes stared at him.

“You are already stronger than me.”

Yoo Joonghyuk's shoulders shook. He wanted to deny it.

“You are simply refusing to surpass me.”

Yoo Joonghyuk's head dropped. His breathing grew heavy, his fingertips twitching.

The past year had been so peaceful that he had forgotten the weight of his fate.

And now, it was about to repeat.

“Master, I...”

"I know."

Her large hand rested on his head.

With a faint smile, the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint whispered,

“My handsome disciple... I hope you won't learn the Breaking the Sky Swordsmanship in your next life.”

Her words echoed in his head.

He shouldn't have sought her out. He shouldn't have tried to learn her swordsmanship. He shouldn't have come to Murim.

“I want you to live a peaceful life. To lounge on a porch and eat dumplings made by someone else.”

She knew what he planned to do.

She knew he wanted to destroy the sky with her swordsmanship.

That was why she had hesitated to teach him. She wanted him to give up.

“But you still went to pick the Hundred Spirits Grass. Even knowing why I asked, you still completed the task.”

That was why she had sent him on those arduous quests.

“Scaling the Changcheon Peak, entering the Secret Realm of the Elixir, stealing the Thousand-Year Glacies and the Shaolin pills... repeating it over and over, until you turn twenty-nine and reach the age of independence [1].”

Yoo Joonghyuk's hand trembled, but no sound came out.

“And I will ask you about your birthday again. Everyone will celebrate when you turn twenty-nine, without knowing what that day truly means to you...”

Her eyes slowly grew dim.

“Even so, don't hate people too much, my disciple.”

He was a Regressor.

A lone traveler carrying the weight of all timelines.

“They are simply glad that you were born.”

Her hand slipped from his grasp. Yoo Joonghyuk raised his head.

The Star Stream was still there.

Though only one star had faded, the sky looked different.

Yoo Joonghyuk slowly stood up.

Just as a tree grows with light and water, a story grows by feeding on tragedy.

In the scenarios, people only became stronger by losing what they loved.

The sky of Murim was no longer beautiful.

Yoo Joonghyuk gripped his sword.

At that moment, he was neither a constellation nor a nebula.

But to the stars watching from the far reaches of the universe, Yoo Joonghyuk shone brighter than any of them.

And so, Yoo Joonghyuk became a Transcendent.







The video ended with a flash of light.

Sitting on a park bench, [41] watched the recording and murmured,

“Do you have such memories?”

The Secretive Plotter slowly shook his head.

He often borrowed the memories of other Yoo Joonghyuks to reconstruct his past, but this was the first time he had seen this memory.

“Do you remember? You're the Yoo Joonghyuk who holds all memories.”

【There are memories that even I don't know, 41. Just as you have forgotten parts of your own life.】

[41] was silent.



Out of all the regressions, the 41st turn was the only Yoo Joonghyuk who had forgotten most of his life. That was why even the Secretive Plotter didn't know everything about that turn.

【Perhaps this is a newly observed memory.】



The memories of Yoo Joonghyuk, who had lived through 1,863 regressions, were as vast as the universe.

Among them were moments that had occurred but were never recorded. It was simply how that universe was structured.

As if remembering something, the Secretive Plotter pulled a notebook from his coat.

[Kim Dokja's Comment Records]

[41] stared at it, eyes wide.

“What is that?”

【It's a record of the comments he left behind.】



“Why do you have that?”

The Secretive Plotter did not answer, turning the pages until he stopped at a specific entry.

「 Author-nim, when is Joonghyuk's birthday? 」

The Secretive Plotter stared at the comment.

Had Kim Dokja left this before or after the Sword Saint named his birthday?

His phone vibrated with an incoming text.

[Captain. You're coming today at eight, right? Everyone is waiting.]

An attached photo showed everyone making dumplings together. Lee Jihye, her cheeks dusted with flour, held up a peace sign. Kim Namwoon stood beside her, scowling. Lee Hyunsung held a torn dumpling with a worried look, while Uriel was crafting a massive, sheep-shaped one. At the edge of the photo, he spotted the hand of a young boy.

The Secretive Plotter replied,

[I don't eat food made by others.]

A response came instantly.

[What about this?]

It was a photo of a dumpling the size of a human head. It was far too large for a human to consume, and certainly did not meet his standards.

Written on the massive dumpling in ketchup was:

[Dumplings made by others]

The Secretive Plotter stared at the screen before typing,

[If it's dumplings made by others, then I...]

He paused, then held the backspace key, erasing the line.

[41] smirked, his fading afterimage dissolving back into the Secretive Plotter.

The sun had set. His watch read seven in the evening. Normally, this would be when the paid service of the scenarios began. But no matter how long he waited, the scenario did not start.

Beside the time, the date read:

[August 3rd]

It was a day on the solar calendar that had nothing to do with him.

The sun was not his sponsor, so the solar calendar held no meaning for him. [2]

No one lived in the same time as he did.

But even so...

Those who remembered him said that today was his birthday.

He no longer found that fact sad.



[Side Story 4 - End]







[NOTE 2][1] Age of independence (而立): Derived from the Confucius phrase "Thirty, and stood firm" (三十而立), referring to reaching age 30 and being independent.

[2] Why the Secretive Plotter feels August 3rd in the solar calendar has nothing to do with him:

In Murim, time follows the lunar calendar. The day the Breaking the Sky Sword Saint chose as Yoo Joonghyuk's birthday would have been August 3rd on the lunar calendar, which doesn't align with August 3rd on the solar calendar. Furthermore, as the Secretive Plotter, Yoo Joonghyuk exists outside of normal time. Thus, the calendar holds no significance for him. Let's keep this in mind.
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Note [1]: Note: This is a side story that contains important spoilers from the epilogue of Omniscient Reader’s Viewpoint. It is recommended to read this after finishing the main story.
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Countless stars fell every night.

Not every falling star was a constellation. Most were planets that merely appeared to be stars — or perhaps not even planets, but stellar debris.

But Yoo Joonghyuk patiently gazed at the meteor shower. He wondered if, among so many fragments, there might be just one he missed.

“Just now.”

[No, that wasn’t him.]

Biyoo shook her head, but he insisted firmly.

“No, I’m certain of it.”

It was just a fleeting glimmer of starlight — an impossibly faint ray of light from a single streaking meteor.

[I’m telling you it wasn’t, Captain.]

Biyoo, floating inside the small spaceship, sighed deeply.

[I know what ahjussi’s presence feels like. And that wasn’t it.]

The two of them had been wandering the universe together for a long time now.

Staring into Yoo Joonghyuk's eyes, which had lost their light, Biyoo thought that some timespans were long enough to drive a person mad.

“I am right.”

Then again, how could a man searching for a single star for so long ever be sane?

“It was him.”

Perhaps it was because he had lingered too long in the empty void of space. At some point, Yoo Joonghyuk had become plagued by frequent hallucinations, his old stories malfunctioning as time accelerated the corruption of his soul.

He had only made it this far by reading Han Sooyoung’s novel, clinging to the stories which felt as fragile as fading starlight.

[Captain.]

Biyoo also knew it was time to stop their journey. The system’s power was weakening, the [Cloud System] that transmitted Han Sooyoung’s manuscripts often malfunctioned, and finding a world line to transmit the manuscripts to was becoming just as difficult.

“Biyoo, this is the last time.”

Biyoo wavered at his words.

The last time.

[If this isn’t ahjussi, we stop for good. Understood?]

When Yoo Joonghyuk nodded, Biyoo piloted the spaceship in pursuit of the vanished meteor shower.

The scattered lights of the universe trailed along the cockpit, and soon enough, the tail of the meteor Yoo Joonghyuk had pointed out came into view.

“There.”

The spaceship entered a pursuit trajectory. Biyoo opened her mouth slightly.

[Ah.]

Astonishingly, it did look like a fragment of Kim Dokja.

[What the—? It's actually real. Like a fragment of him that hasn’t reincarnated yet—]

The moment she said that, the spaceship shook. It felt like it had collided with something soft, like a barrier. The surroundings trembled, and a vast light spread before their eyes.

【Yo u  can no t  en ter  t his  pl ace.】

A terrifying chant from far away pierced their minds. It was the chant of an outer god.

The great being overseeing the dimensional realm was warning them.

They could not cross this 'wall’.

[What’s that supposed to mean? We’ve crossed the Final Wall! There’s no wall we can’t overcome!]

But the spaceship was stuck, as if mired in a swamp.

It was then that Yoo Joonghyuk flung open the cockpit.

[Captain?]

It happened in an instant.

A fierce aura of [Breaking the Sky Swordsmanship] surged from Yoo Joonghyuk’s Black Heavenly Demon Sword.

A strike delivered with his entire soul. Yoo Joonghyuk’s blade struck the surface of the wall. Astonishingly, a tiny crack appeared.

[Wait! Stop!]

Biyoo reached out desperately, but her short arms couldn’t reach Yoo Joonghyuk.

The surroundings swirled, and Yoo Joonghyuk’s incarnation body was pulled by an immense gravitational force. The dimension tore apart, and his body was flung about chaotically.

It felt like every bone in his body had shattered. He could barely breathe, and moving even a finger was a struggle.

Slowly rising, Yoo Joonghyuk recalled the moments before he lost consciousness.

He remembered squeezing through the crack in the wall, reaching for the fleeing fragment of Kim Dokja. The moment he thought he’d touched the fragment’s edge, he recalled hearing the outer god’s chant.

【Every thing  is  al read y  writ ten  an d  at  t he  sa me  ti me  i t's  be ing  writ ten.】

“Where. . . Biyoo.”

Leaning against a cold wall, the surrounding scenery came into view.

An unrealistically bright midday sun.

Familiar architectural styles. Graffiti smeared across the walls, and an old neon sign flickered, as if its owner forgot to turn it off.

People glanced at him as they passed through the alley. A wave of dizziness brought back an old memory.

「“Obabeoni.”」

The voice of Mia calling him. A world that was endlessly cold and cruel to him, who had neither parents nor relatives. A memory of his youth, devoid of scenarios, dokkaebi, or constellations.

Yoo Joonghyuk couldn’t understand why this memory surfaced now. Perhaps it was because this alley, this atmosphere, resembled a scene from his childhood.

His breathing grew labored. Uncomfortable memories floated endlessly in his mind.

“Ahjussi, are you okay?”

When had it started? A presence with an unsettling aura, like a neon sign in broad daylight, stood before him.

“Are you hurt?”

A small girl, barely ten years old.

Yoo Joonghyuk stared at the girl’s face, feeling an odd sense of déjà vu. The girl looked up at him, too. As if sensing something in their exchanged gazes, she pulled something from her pocket.

“Want this?”

Yoo Joonghyuk blankly stared at the chocolate the girl offered. Did she mistake him for a beggar based on his appearance?

He was about to say he didn’t eat such things when someone called the girl from afar.

“Ahgassi! You shouldn’t go that way!”

“Okay, I’m coming.”

This was a world where the scenario hadn’t yet begun.

Watching the girl’s retreating figure, Yoo Joonghyuk wondered if this was all a cruel dream he’d conjured.







Half a day after entering this worldline, Yoo Joonghyuk gathered basic information about it.

First, this world was Earth before the 'scenario' began.

After roughing up and interrogating a couple of street thugs, he confirmed this worldline was indeed Planet 8612, as he remembered.

Second, the 'system' operated faintly here.

There was no trace of the scenario, but the system’s power wasn’t entirely absent. The proof was Biyoo's intermittent voice.

—Captain, can you hear me?

In a world where the system was completely blocked, even such communication would have been impossible.

—This place is protected by special probability. Your abilities won’t work fully here.

Yoo Joonghyuk felt it too.

The moment he entered this planet, all the powers he’d awakened as a transcendent were thoroughly sealed. He couldn’t use the power of his stories either.

This world likely didn’t permit his strength.

But that wasn’t the only issue.

Thud.

Yoo Joonghyuk tapped the transparent barrier before him.

“It seems I’m trapped.”

No matter which direction he walked — left, right, forward, or backward — it was the same. After about two kilometers, he’d encounter this transparent wall. All he could do was circle the same spot, like an insect trapped in a jar.

—Can you break it?

“Not with my current abilities.”

This wall was designed to confine only him. The proof was the crowds passing through it without restriction.

—Hang in there. I’ll find a way to get you out. If I can analyze this story barrier…

That was the last of Biyoo's voice.

“Biyoo?”

He called out several times, but there was no response.

Watching the setting sun, Yoo Joonghyuk muttered, “This is troublesome.”

Hunger was creeping in. After reaching transcendence, he could suppress hunger through the cycle of stories, but that was impossible here.

A crisis, huh.

It would’ve been nice if there was something to hunt, but in a world without scenarios, there were no monsters.

Stealing food from a convenience store wasn’t an option either. Aside from lacking money, his incarnation body had a quirk — it would reject food not prepared by his own hands.

Facing starvation in the middle of a city, someone approached him.

“Hey…”

And it wasn’t just one person.

“Can I get your number?”

“I don’t have a phone.”

“Come on, don’t be like that.”

Looking at the people amiably asking for his number, Yoo Joonghyuk recalled a conversation with Lee Jihye long ago.

「“You lived starving before the scenario started? Really?”」

「“Yes.”」

「“Why? With your face, you could just sit still, and someone would feed and clothe you.”」

What had he said back then? Had he scolded her, saying the world wasn’t so easy?

“If I give you this, will you give me your number?”

Looking at the cookie offered by the woman, Yoo Joonghyuk frowned. “I don’t eat food made by others.”

The women, amused by his reaction, giggled among themselves and soon left. Feeling oddly hollow, Yoo Joonghyuk stared at the cookie in his hand.

Could he have solved meals this easily?

Then what were all the hardships he endured as a child?

Perhaps all his misfortunes stemmed from Han Sooyoung arbitrarily crafting his past.

“Damn it.”

The cookie crumbled in his hand and fell to the ground.

Hunger grew stronger.

He could last a day or two, but without Biyoo's help, he’d starve on the streets. He needed calories. Energy to maintain his muscles and keep breathing. He needed food he cooked himself. He had to find a place to make that food legally within this two-kilometer world. And so, Yoo Joonghyuk…

—Housekeeper wanted

.…finally saw that flyer.







“You’re here for the interview?”

In tattered clothes, unable to use [Clean Body], his face unwashed, Yoo Joonghyuk somehow managed to meet the interviewer. The interviewer was a neatly dressed secretary in a semi-formal suit.

Sitting in the reception room, Yoo Joonghyuk calmly surveyed the house. From the ashtray on the table to the paintings on the walls, everything was visibly expensive.

Yoo Joonghyuk was sitting in the reception room of a wealthy household, interviewing for a housekeeper position. If Kim Dokja knew of this, he’d never let him live it down.

“So, your name is.....”

Yoo Joonghyuk tried to say his name, but for some reason, his lips wouldn’t move. It felt as if a great will was controlling his tongue.

This world seemed to reject the name ‘Yoo Joonghyuk.’

As if that name hadn’t yet been born in this world — or wasn’t allowed to exist.

After a moment’s thought, he said, “Yoo Joonhyun.”

“Joonhyun-ssi.” The secretary nodded, eyeing his attire, then said, “Well, the thing is, we’re only hiring women for the housekeeper role.”

Yoo Joonghyuk frowned. If that was the case, why had they let him into the reception room?

“But you could apply for the facility maintenance team. We recently had an opening.”

A large house like this would indeed need such staff.

“Can the maintenance team use the kitchen?”

“Well, no, the maintenance team handles the garden or security…”

“I want to be a housekeeper.”

The secretary looked troubled.

He’d somewhat expected this. A wealthy household wouldn’t hire an adult man of unknown origin as a housekeeper.

Still, Yoo Joonghyuk didn’t give up. Not until he figured out why the fragment of Kim Dokja had come to this place.

After some thought, he said, "I can use martial arts exclusive to women.”

The secretary paused, as if processing his words, then signaled to the security guards.

“I’ll show you now.”

“Could we see some ID first?”

Yoo Joonghyuk stood abruptly and began performing [Breaking the Sky Swordsmanship]. Without a sword, his martial arts were expressed solely through hand movements.

As the secretary stepped back in surprise at his fist slicing through the air, someone opened the reception room door.

“What’s this? Are we hiring a taekwondo instructor too?”

“Ahgassi.”

The secretary waved in relief.

“Who’s this?”

The secretary introduced Yoo Joonghyuk to the approaching child, who nodded.

“Oh, the new ahjussi?”

Yoo Joonghyuk recognized her. She was the girl who had given him chocolate when he first arrived in this world.

The child, extending her small hand with an oddly mischievous smile, said, “I’m Han Sooyoung.”

Yoo Joonghyuk looked at her for a moment before shaking her hand.

“Yoo Joonhyun.”

“Can you cook?”

Yoo Joonghyuk nodded.

“Cook me some ramen.”

Without complaint, Yoo Joonghyuk stood before a pot. Taking a deep breath, he lit the stove, and intense heat began to tickle the pot’s base.

Crackle!

He tossed thinly sliced green onions into the pot with olive oil, stirring the ingredients evenly as if using a wok.

Soon, the savory aroma of sizzling onions filled the air. When the measured water boiled, he tore open the ramen packet. The scent of powdered broth spread softly, and the noodles slowly sank into the water.

Like a master tempering a fine blade, Yoo Joonghyuk lifted the noodles into the air several times, adjusting the temperature.

“Whoa.”

As everyone watched the cooking process, transfixed, Yoo Joonghyuk’s chopsticks moved. His precise movements checked the texture of each noodle strand.

When the egg yolk coated the springy noodles, the prepared bowl shyly made its appearance. The ramen was complete.

“Eat.”

Han Sooyoung stared blankly at the ramen before picking up her chopsticks. The sound of slurping echoed quietly.

After finishing the entire bowl, broth included, Han Sooyoung asked with an impressed expression, “Do you clean well too?”

Instead of answering, Yoo Joonghyuk grabbed a brush from the bathroom and began cleaning. The reception room was spacious, but compared to the training grounds of the Breaking the Sky Sword School, which he swept and polished daily in the First Murim, it was nothing.

Ten minutes later, Han Sooyoung, inspecting the gleaming reception room, said to the secretary, “He’s hired.”







If Kim Dokja were here, he’d probably have something to say.

「“Something’s off. No matter how you look at it, a rich household wouldn’t hire you. An adult man with no ID using weird martial arts? This isn’t some ‘Cold-Hearted Handsome Housekeeper’ story.”」

As much as it annoyed him, Yoo Joonghyuk would agree. He wasn’t thrilled that, aside from cooking for himself, he had to cook f