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      Chapter 1
    

    [Yesterday, at 1 PM, another incident occurred where over 100 citizens simultaneously disappeared. According to testimonies from the missing people’s friends and family, it is said they vanished in an instant, in a way that is almost impossible to believe.]

    
      Bleep.
    

    Recently, people had been disappearing as if they were teleporting.

    At first, the government tried to conceal this fact.

    However, with so many people disappearing, it was impossible to hide the truth.

    I couldn’t help but mutter to myself.

    “Where on earth are they disappearing to?”

    So far, only one thing had been discovered.

    Only healthy men and women between the ages of 20 and 40 were disappearing.

    It felt as though someone was luring people to a place where they had to perform physical activities.

    Because of this, outdoor activities among the young and middle-aged had drastically reduced.

    “Just staying at home doesn’t prevent you from disappearing, though.”

    I shook my head in confusion, not understanding people's psychology, as I grabbed the doorknob.

    
      Pock.
    

    And in an instant, the scenery before my eyes changed.

    “......”

    I had been teleported.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    The sound of waves crashing brought me back to my senses.

    When I opened my eyes slightly, I saw the ocean.

    “......”

    The vast ocean was glistening under the sunlight.

    I realized I was lying face down with my chest flat against the ground. Slowly, I lifted my body and looked around.

    “......”

    No matter where I looked, all I could see was the ocean.

    When I slowly turned around, I saw the ocean behind me as well.

    ‘An island...?'

    The land, which was barely 10 meters across, felt more like a small piece of land than an island. I got up and looked around.

    “......”

    If it had been anyone else, they might have panicked in this situation, but I immediately began thinking critically to assess my surroundings.

    I had been trained for this.

    ‘Missing persons, teleportation, island...'

    Could this be where people between the ages of 20 and 40 end up when they disappear?

    The first thing that came to mind was that some divine being had kidnapped humans and dropped them onto this island. Perhaps they were being watched or observed?

    ‘If that’s the case, I might be alone now, but soon I might meet other people.’

    I checked my body first.

    I was still wearing the same white shirt, suit pants, and shoes that I had when I left home, but everything else was gone.

    Even if I had been carrying something, it wouldn’t have mattered now.

    Whoever had teleported me seemed fair in a way, I thought with a small smirk.

    I was fine physically, so I started walking toward the edge of the island.

    I took in the view, trying to estimate the size of the island.

    ‘About the size of a two-room apartment...’

    If a typhoon hit, I’d die in an instant.

    ‘I need some shelter.’

    I returned to the center of the island for now.

    “......”

    The reason I went back to the center was because I noticed a wooden sign stuck in the ground.

    [07:48]
 [This is your base.]
 [Protect your base.]

    I touched the sign with my hand, but it was just an ordinary wooden board.

    However, strangely enough, the numbers written in black, as if burnt into the sign, were decreasing.

    This made it even less likely that the person who had kidnapped me was human.

    ‘I’ve been here for about a minute, maybe two. If I woke up and thought about it, it's been about two minutes. That means the countdown started at 10 minutes... What’s going to happen after 10 minutes?’

    Would I meet someone else once the countdown ends?

    Suddenly, my lips became dry.

    “Heh heh...”

    I never thought that I, someone who loves people, would become frightened at the possibility of meeting someone else.

    The change in my surroundings had naturally caused my feelings to shift.

    I briefly debated what to do and then stared at the sign again.

    [06:35]

    A minute had passed while I was thinking.

    I grabbed both ends of the flat side of the sign with both hands.

    At this point, the only thing I could use as a weapon was the sign.

    I put some force into it and pulled the sign out of the ground.

    “Ugh!”

    
      Thud.
    

    “Oh!”

    When I pulled the sign out, I discovered that the sign wasn’t meant to be a temporary weapon after all.

    There was a thin but sturdy rope tied to the end of the sign’s pole.

    I dropped the sign and grabbed the rope, pulling it up.

    
      Swoosh, crinkle.
    

    
      Snap.
    

    After pulling the rope about six times, a Boston bag appeared at the end.

    I dusted it off and opened the bag.

    “......”

    Inside were a knife, a 2-liter bottle of water, and nine energy bars.

    Despite the bag’s size, this was all that was inside. Still, seeing the contents lightened my mind a bit.

    “If I hadn’t found this, I probably would have died...”

    It was incredibly unhelpful to hide survival supplies under the sign like that.

    But this led me to another realization.

    ‘Enough supplies to last about 3 days, maybe up to 10 days.’

    If I hadn’t found this, an ordinary person would have died within a week.

    ‘And probably, most people wouldn’t have been able to find this.’

    I could also deduce one more thing.

    ‘I’m probably not going to meet anyone else right now.’

    Giving out this amount of supplies and bringing in more people would just mean that one of us would die here.

    Of course, I expected something else to happen.

    Then,

    [00:00]

    The countdown reached zero, and just as I had feared, my expectations were wrong.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    In an instant, everything around me became blindingly bright, and I had to close my eyes to shield myself from the light.

    When the light disappeared, a man, about my age, was lying on the ground.

    I stood about three meters away, examining the man.

    He wore blue jeans and an ivory-colored polo shirt, with hair flowing down to his ears. The man seemed slightly younger than me.

    ‘Is he a college student?’

    I glanced around his surroundings, checking if there was anything else with him, but there was nothing on the ground.

    “Ughhh...!”

    While I was scanning the area, the man suddenly screamed and jolted upright, as if he had regained his senses.

    He looked around, and when he saw me, he froze.

    “What, what is this?!”

    The man looked at me with a somewhat fearful gaze, then slowly began to stand up.

    ‘Should I fight him? Or try to talk?’

    The decision I made now would play a decisive role in my survival... or escape... or whatever it was that would help me survive here.

    ‘If I share food with him, my survival time will be cut in half.’

    Of course, it might not last a week, but I couldn’t ignore this possibility.

    ‘But if we’re together, our combat ability will double. If there’s an external threat, our chances of survival will more than double.’

    Depending on the situation, the decision I make now could either drastically increase or decrease my survival chances.

    While I was thinking, the man glanced at the knife I was holding and subtly began to distance himself.

    Then, he surveyed the surroundings more thoroughly.

    “What the hell! What the hell... Hah... Hah...”

    When the man saw that the area was surrounded by ocean, his face contorted in frustration.

    He cursed and then exhaled heavily.

    “Damn it! I’ll kill you! I don’t know who you are, but I’ll kill you! Come out!”

    The man clenched his fists as if he was ready to break something, emitting a threatening aura.

    I started to feel uneasy.

    ‘He’s too emotional. And when he’s angry, he doesn’t look around.’

    What he was showing wasn’t just panic.

    Normally, in a situation like this, the first reaction wouldn’t be anger.

    The normal reaction would be to check if the man with a knife is a threat.

    His well-built body suggested that he probably worked out.

    ‘He probably didn’t care about people’s gaze before.’

    From his behavior, I could deduce a lot.

    This man wasn’t afraid of me.

    He wasn’t ordinary.

    ‘If he were ordinary, he would have controlled his anger when he saw my knife. Keeping him around might be a liability.’

    I concluded that staying with this man was too dangerous.

    The problem was, I couldn’t just send him somewhere else.

    “Damn it! Just you wait. I won’t let this go.”

    After throwing a few more punches in frustration, the man seemed to calm down, then looked at me.

    “What are you doing here?”

    “......”

    “There’s only the two of us here, right?”

    The man briefly glanced at my knife again, then quickly shifted his gaze to check me out.

    Then, his eyes focused intently on the Boston bag I was holding in my left hand.

    I had hidden the sign and rope inside the bag, so there was nothing he could find here.

    As I silently stared at him, the man limped over and changed the position of his weight, stepping toward me.

    “You’re asking me?”

    This guy is dangerous.

    If he didn’t know, he might have just thought he was casually shifting his stance.

    But with that move, the man had just created the perfect distance between us.

    Smiling to myself, I took a half step back and replied.

    “As you can see.”

    The man, noticing I was aware of his moves, showed a fleeting look of frustration.

    ‘He’s more calculating than I thought. This guy was acting from the beginning. His anger was just an act.’

    Returning to his indifferent expression, the man turned his attention to my bag.

    “So... What’s in that bag?”

    “You’re quite curious.”

    “Damn, who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”

    “......”

    “Do you know me?”

    The man was trying to shake my concentration with his words and actions.

    No matter how I looked at it, this man was like me.

    He might be different in personality, but just like me, he had immediately assessed this place when he arrived.

    He instinctively understood what was necessary to survive here.

    “Damn, just because you have a knife, you think you’re special? You’re not answering?”

    He tried to provoke me, but his actions hadn’t changed from the first time I saw him.

    What I did was keep my gaze on him.

    When I didn’t flinch, the man shifted his approach.

    “Hmm... Shouldn’t we help each other?”

    “......”

    “You planning to stab me?”

    The man seemed to have figured out the situation completely and had a reality check.

    ‘Yes. Right now, I need to calm the situation down, but eventually, if it comes to a fight, I’ll have to kill him.’

    That’s the thing I was most worried about.

    Killing him would be easy.

    But afterward, I wasn’t sure if I could keep my mental stability.

    The man saw my uncertain eyes and smiled.

    “Let’s make this easy. What’s in the bag? Survival food, right?”

    “......”

    “Don’t answer, that’s fine. In the end, you’ll give me half.”

    With a confident look on his face, the man stepped back.

    Looking at him, I couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

    ‘I don’t think I’ll be sharing anything.’

    The man was backing off now, hoping I’d let my guard down. Even if I didn’t, he probably thought the situation would turn in his favor.

    Because the surroundings were slowly turning to twilight.

    Night would soon fall.

  
    

    
      Episode 2
    

    “Captain Han! Wake up, Instructor Han Ji-hoon!”

    I suddenly woke up from sleep, possibly because of a dream I had when I was at the Special Warfare Command, or perhaps due to someone calling my name.

    
      Swoosh.
    

    When I opened my eyes, I was back in reality.

    The waves were crashing, and the sun was setting.

    Maybe I had dozed off for a bit after spending a lot of energy digging a trench for cover in the middle of the island, or maybe it was the stress from the situation, but it seemed like I had briefly drifted off.

    I thought I had been asleep for a long time, but when I looked around, there wasn’t much of a difference from before I lost consciousness.

    
      The sun hasn’t set yet.
    

    My limbs and eyelids were heavy, but I could still make out my surroundings.

    
      Step.
    

    I heard the sound of sand being stepped on from behind me. Was the man approaching because he thought the darkness was enough? Without turning around, I spoke.

    “That’s far enough.”

    When I spoke for the first time, I heard the man laugh dryly.

    “I’m hungry, can you give me something?”

    “...”

    I turned my head to check the man.

    He might have thought it wasn’t obvious, but his attire had changed subtly from earlier.

    
      The cuffs are covering his shoes completely. He untied his belt.
    

    What used to be pants that showed my ankles when the sun was up now covered his sneakers.

    
      He’s probably hiding it behind his waist.
    

    I silently watched the man for a while, then got up. Now was the time to be sure.

    I climbed out of the trench and stood facing the man.

    
      Thud.
    

    I threw a dagger at his feet.

    The dagger stuck into the ground, and the man hesitated as he stared at it.

    “Pick it up. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

    “...”

    “If you want food, try taking it from me.”

    “...You think I’m an idiot? Are you confident?”

    The man kept his eyes locked on mine and slowly crouched down to pick up the dagger.

    He glanced at it, smirked, but didn’t charge at me right away. He seemed to hesitate, fiddling with the dagger as if deep in thought.

    
      This won’t be easy.
    

    I didn’t know what the man’s background was, but his behavior was similar to mine.

    He assessed his surroundings the moment he opened his eyes, and once he understood the situation, he began his act.

    But when it came time to fight, the man was hesitating because, like me, he didn’t know what would happen next.

    To solve his hesitation, I charged toward him.

    
      Thud.
    

    I ran across the sand like I was sprinting on asphalt, and the man swung the dagger in surprise.

    I grabbed his wrist, spun him like a top, and threw him.

    
      Thud.
    

    I twisted his joint, knocked the dagger away, and shoved my fist into his temple.

    “I think your hesitation is solved. Want to try again?”

    “...”

    The man, now pinned beneath me, wore a dazed expression.

    It seemed he didn’t expect to be overpowered so quickly.

    I let him go, stepped back, and grabbed the dagger that had fallen on the ground. I put it back in its sheath and looked down at the man.

    “I’m only keeping you alive because I don’t know how this situation will turn out. If I see you as a danger, I’ll eliminate you first. Got it?”

    “...”

    “Answer me.”

    “...”

    Still in denial about reality, the man just looked up at me. I moved closer and kicked him in the stomach.

    
      Thud.
    

    “Ugh…!”

    “Answer me.”

    “Cough, gasp… crazy…”

    
      Thud.
    

    “Answer me.”

    “Ugh…! Fine! I’ll answer!”

    I kicked him once more, targeting his weak spot, and finally, he shouted in frustration.

    
      Phew...
    

    I wanted to throw the man into the sea and relax, but the issue was the mission written on the wooden sign.

    [Protect the base.]

    This clearly didn’t mean protect the island from the man.

    
      If that were the case, I would have completed the mission as soon as I started.
    

    Subduing an average man was easy. There was no way I was kidnapped here just to do something like this, so the mission was clearly something I couldn’t anticipate.

    Spare the man was like a one-time token.

    If I needed to sacrifice a life during the mission, I could always throw him into danger later.

    I pulled a bag from the trench, took out an energy bar, and threw it toward the man’s chest.

    
      Thud.
    

    It seemed like the man was ready to talk, so I thought of trying to negotiate.

    He glanced at the energy bar, picked it up, and slapped it against his palm to tear the wrapper. He took a bite, but after a few chews, he frowned and spoke.

    “The dagger, a bottle of water, and nine energy bars. That’s all?”

    “...?”

    “You need to protect this place from the unexpected.”

    “Hmm...”

    “Chew slowly. Only eat half.”

    “Oh...!”

    Power and information.

    It seemed the man realized survival was the top priority. The malice in his eyes faded, replaced by some understanding.

    I continued.

    “This is definitely one person’s worth. To survive together, we’ll have to ration, especially the water. Until the mission is over, we’ll be thirsty.”

    “The...! The sea…”

    “What are you going to do about it? Do you know?”

    “...”

    The man shut his mouth.

    I wasn’t unaware of how to get water, but I had no intention of telling him.

    
      I’ll wait a little longer.
    

    The man, realizing that my presence might help with survival, only mouthed the energy bar, but didn’t swallow it. It seemed like a silent agreement had been made between us not to attack each other for now, and the conversation halted.

    Then, the sun disappeared completely, and darkness surrounded us.

    
      Gurgle.
    

    At that moment, an unknown sound reached my ears.

    
      Gurgle. Grrrk.
    

    “...”

    “...”

    The man hurriedly turned his head, looking around.

    I quietly approached him from behind and whispered.

    “Into the trench.”

    He nodded.

    He entered the trench silently, and I followed, listening carefully to the sounds around us.

    
      Gurgle. Oooh.
    

    The sounds seemed like bubbles rising or something being sucked in from all directions.

    
      Damn…
    

    There was something surrounding the island.

    I quickly took out the sign, hit the man’s arm with it, and handed it to him.

    “If something appears, don’t swipe to the side. Stab down.”

    “Got it…”

    We held our breath, preparing. From the sea, a shadowy shape was coming up toward the island.

    
      Gulp.
    

    The man saw it and tightly gripped the sign, swallowing hard.

    I wasn’t much different from him.

    
      Gurgle.
    

    Around 2 meters in height. Its neck wasn’t visible, and the sharp head connected directly to its body. At the tip of its head were antennae, 3 meters long.

    Its face had no features, just a large round mouth filled with long teeth reflecting the moonlight.

    On its arms were pincers the size of a man’s thighs.

    
      Five of them.
    

    As they fully emerged on the island, their antennae swayed left and right.

    
      Gurgle. Gurgle.
    

    They made sounds, but I couldn’t tell if they were communicating with each other or searching for us.

    
      Are there any weaknesses?
    

    The large pincers on their arms suggested it would be hard to face them head-on.

    The one fortunate thing was that I had dug a trench.

    The problem was the size of the island.

    The length of their antennae was pretty long, so without the trench, we would have been exposed to them as soon as they touched us.

    
      For now, we can assume they can’t smell.
    

    If they could, they would have attacked already.

    I pulled a dagger out of the sheath, threw it to the side, and then threw the dagger sheath toward the monsters.

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Squeek!
    

    The sound of the dagger sheath hitting the ground caused the monsters to rush toward it and crush it with their pincers.

    
      They’re sensitive to sound.
    

    It’s clear that any noise during a fight would be disastrous.

    
      They must have a weakness.
    

    Otherwise, this would all be impossible.

    The missing people weren’t just “men.” Women in their 20s to 40s were likely in the same situation as me.

    The ones who planned this situation were definitely fair in their distribution of danger.

    The women would also have to survive against such monsters, so these monsters must have some clear weakness.

    
      Grrr. Grrk.
    

    “...!”

    No sound and no contact with the antennae. That was the rule.

    
      What exactly are they?
    

    We hadn’t been noticed yet, but we couldn’t just sit here indefinitely.

    There was no guarantee the monsters wouldn’t keep searching.

    
      For now, I’ve figured out they lack sight. They also don’t have a sense of smell.
    

    They rely on sound and their antennae for perception.

    This was where the breakthrough might be.

    
      The key is the antennae.
    

    We could avoid making noise, but the antennae were the real threat.

    If we can block them, these monsters would be blind.

    This was the only way to survive.

    I tapped the man and gestured for him to come closer, then whispered in his ear.

    “It’s the antennae. We need to take them out. Don’t engage head-on.”

    “How...?”

    “You’ll be the bait.”

    “What…?”

    The man’s face twisted at the suggestion.

    “Or do you want to die?”

    
      Damn...
    

    “You’re not going to stick your body out.”

    “Then?”

    I pulled the rope that had been tied to the sign from my bag and connected it back to the sign.

    Whispering, I gave him the plan.

    “Fish for them. When I give the signal, throw the sign. I’ll move and cut the antennae. Afterward, slowly pull the sign back.”

    “Ah...!”

    “You can do it?”

    “Damn, even if I can’t, I’ll do it.”

    The man nodded.

    We both nodded at each other and slowly crawled out of the trench.

    Holding a dagger in one hand, he slowly moved in a crouch like in slow motion.

    At that moment, feeling something approaching, I raised one hand and foot, shifting my body sideways.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    The antenna passed right in front of me and returned to the monster.

    “...”

    I sighed quietly and started crawling again.

    After some distance from the trench, I squatted and raised my hand toward it.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      Thud.
    

    The man threw the sign in response to my signal, and the monsters rushed toward it, surrounding it with their antennae.

    
      Grrr.
    

    The monsters surrounded the sign, probing it with their antennae.

    I moved silently behind the closest one, slowly raised my dagger, and swung it horizontally, cutting off its antenna.

    I then stepped back like a four-legged animal.

    
      Squeek!
    

    The monster whose antenna was severed let out a scream, and the other four extended their antennae toward it.

    
      Okay. Success.
    

    The man seemed to notice the success and began slowly pulling the sign back.

    
      Swoosh.
    

    It’s possible. We can survive.

    If I take care of four more, we’ll make it.

    Just as I was thinking this, the sign got caught on one of the monster’s feet.

    
      Thud.
    

    
      Grrr.
    

    And just then, the monster stepped on the sign.

    
      Ugh... damn...
    

    I couldn’t help but curse.
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      Chapter 4
    

    The man’s head was kicked away with a soccer-style kick.

    
      Thud.
    

    “Ugh...!”

    The man collapsed into the pit with a thud, but he didn’t drop the sign he was holding, suggesting that he was regaining consciousness. I waited for him to get back on his feet without entering the pit, but the man pretended to be unconscious and remained still.

    I chuckled, then stepped into the pit as the man wanted.

    As I reached for him, he swiftly flipped his body and swung the sign at me.

    I slightly leaned back to avoid the sign and thrust my dagger into his open armpit.

    
      Thunk.
    

    “Ugh…!”

    The man dropped the sign and clutched his shoulder as a look of fear slowly appeared in his eyes. I gazed down at him coldly.

    
      ‘What a fool.’
    

    The man had rushed things too quickly.

    He probably thought I couldn’t handle the two monsters. Given their appearance, it was reasonable to think so.

    But the man had failed to predict me.

    By only looking at my short hair and seemingly trained combat movements, he likely judged me to be an average soldier, which led to his failure in his plan.

    As I moved in to finish him off, the man desperately swung his hand.

    “C-Could this be a mistake?!”

    I chuckled at his words.

    The monster still had its hearing intact. He had made noise to try to kill me.

    He had hoped to create a variable by summoning the monster once the situation turned against him.

    Quickly, I rolled out of the pit.

    
      Rrraaww.
    

    As I climbed out of the pit, the monsters fell into it.

    I stood up and watched as the monsters tore the man apart.

    
      ‘You made the noise yourself.’
    

    Though the man likely thought he was outsmarting me, I had deliberately spared him because the monsters would recognize me. I hadn't created a situation where he would not be a threat by accident. He had just failed to think it through.

    
      Crack.
    

    In the end, the man met his demise in agony.

    At that moment, I heard voices in my head.

    Actually, I could have killed him when he first became hostile. If I had done so, I wouldn’t have needed to risk summoning the monsters into the pit.

    The reason I couldn’t finish him with my own hands was because of a past trauma.

    As the voices echoed in my head, memories from the past started to surface, and my vision blurred. I quickly shook my head to shake off the thoughts.

    
      ‘That was in the past.’
    

    Now, I needed to think of my trauma as a luxury.

    I took a deep breath to gather my focus.

    
      Grrrk.
    

    After dealing with the man, the two monsters briefly paused.

    But once their bodies collided in the narrow pit, they started fighting each other.

    
      Snap, crack.
    

    In the end, one monster had its arms ripped off and its head was severed.

    
      ‘Without the antennae, they can’t distinguish allies from enemies.’
    

    When the surrounding area quieted down, I slowly approached the pit.

    It was too dark to see everything in detail, but I took my time and examined the monster.

    
      ‘Aside from the head and claws, they’re similar to humans.’
    

    They weren’t just superficially human-like.

    
      ‘They can communicate with each other and even assess situations. Their intelligence is similar to that of humans.’
    

    I stepped closer and stabbed the monster’s back with my dagger to test its durability.

    
      Grrrk.
    

    The monster suddenly began thrashing around as its back was pierced.

    I took a step back and observed as it gradually calmed down.

    
      Thunk.
    

    Once it calmed down, I stabbed the monster again, this time in different places.

    At first, it would thrash and calm down repeatedly, but after a while, it stopped reacting so violently.

    
      ‘Is it giving up?’
    

    I remained silent as I thought about the monster's behavior.

    It was much more serious than I had initially thought.

    
      ‘It’s not running away?’
    

    A monster that looked similar to a human, with the intelligence to assess situations, had been overwhelmed by fear yet didn’t flee. This could only mean one thing.

    
      ‘It’s been ordered by someone.’
    

    I suspected that the monster was following orders from someone, an absolute being.

    If not, it would make no sense for it to defy its natural instinct for survival.

    
      ‘Why are they doing this?’
    

    An unknown entity had trapped humans on an island and was testing survival by releasing monsters. I couldn’t imagine it being anything human.

    
      ‘For now, I’ll rest.’
    

    I made sure to keep a safe distance from the monster before sitting down.

    Though I wanted to deal with the monster and rest comfortably, there was still more to learn.

    The next morning, the monsters were gone as if they had never existed.

    I sighed as I observed the disappearance of the monsters, which seemed to vanish without a trace, like they had been deleted.

    This confirmed something for me.

    
      ‘It’s definitely not something humans have planned.’
    

    I folded my arms and fell deep into thought.

    
      ‘Abduction to the island. Monsters that don’t exist on Earth. Survival for an unknown purpose.’
    

    Thoughts spiraled into one another, but I couldn’t reach a conclusion. However, one thing was certain.

    
      ‘If I want to survive, I have to solve the mission.’
    

    I stood up and scanned my surroundings.

    The sky was a brilliant blue, with fluffy white clouds scattered about. The shimmering sea looked lively and vibrant under the sunlight.

    But seeing that, I couldn’t help but feel frustrated.

    “Why did it have to be the sea?”

    The sea was one of the worst places for survival.

    It meant that many of the things I had learned would be useless here.

    Moreover, on this small island, there wasn’t anything with which I could create tools.

    I sighed briefly and headed toward the pit.

    “I at least know how to spend the night without fighting the monsters.”

    I hadn’t thought about it during the battle, but while thinking, I had figured out how to avoid the monsters at night. I was planning to prepare for that.

    When I reached the pit, I jumped down and began collecting the items inside.

    “Hmm?”

    Then, I noticed a change in the sign.

    [This is your base.]
 [Protect your base.]
 [POINT: 5]

    I stared at the sign intently.

    “Points?”

    Points usually refer to scores.

    If I thought about it simply, it could be the evaluation of the battle I had fought the night before.

    But the person who created this situation must have wanted to make it obvious. It was displayed on the sign rather than kept secret, which meant they were demanding better survival from the survivors.

    It meant there was a differentiation. And it meant that the outcome would change depending on how the mission ended.

    
      ‘The 5 points mean the monsters I caught are worth...!!’
    

    I started calculating the points, but I quickly found a flaw.

    I had caught four monsters the previous night. So, the score should have been 4 points.

    But the sign said 5 points.

    A chuckle escaped me.

    “Does that mean humans also count as points? Well, I guess this place isn’t that different from reality.”

    It seemed there would be another encounter with other people soon.

    
      ‘It’s a shitty situation, but I’ll accept it for now.’
    

    I had planned to avoid the monsters today, but knowing there were points, my mindset changed. I didn’t like it, but I had no way to reverse the situation at the moment, so I decided to play along as planned.

    
      ‘And I’ll give it my all.’
    

    With that in mind, I tightened my grip on the sign and began digging into the ground.

    
      Nightfall
    

    The monsters gathered around the island.

    There were five monsters this time.

    But unlike the first night, the monsters didn’t head to the center of the island.

    They were communicating with each other, making various noises as they stretched out their antennae.

    But around the island, there was a 2-meter deep pit that circled the whole island.

    
      ‘The monsters are 2 meters tall. Their antennae are 3 meters long. If the pit is deeper than 1 meter, they can’t reach anything.’
    

    The monsters needed something to touch with their antennae to identify and attack it.

    I figured the monsters must be perceiving the center of the island as empty space.

    
      ‘They probably won’t dare step into the pit. For humans, it would feel like standing at the edge of a cliff.’
    

    The monsters seemed to be in a panic, swinging their antennae wildly as they tried to figure out how to move forward.

    It was actually quite simple.

    
      ‘Anyone who had been hiding in the pit to avoid the monsters would have survived.’
    

    Now that I knew how people had survived the monsters, I needed to find an efficient way to attack them.

    Their antennae were their biggest weakness, and that would be my target.

    I moved away from the center and toward one of the monsters.

    
      ‘I just need to cut off their antennae.’
    

    I had already prepared the right weapon.

    I tied the string from the sign to my dagger, creating a weapon similar to a chain sickle.

    I wrapped the string around my hand and slowly began spinning it above my head.

    
      ‘If the string were a bit longer, it would be perfect.’
    

    It wasn’t long enough to truly be called a chain sickle, but it was much safer than using the dagger directly.

    The sound of the makeshift chain sickle cutting through the air filled the night.

    The monsters reacted.

    The first monster to react stretched out its antennae, and I redirected the dagger part of the weapon toward its path.

    
      Swish.
    

    As the blade and antennae crossed, the antennae was effortlessly severed.

    
      ‘Sometimes, speed is more powerful than strength.’
    

    A whip can break the sound barrier, and when it does, its tip can easily cut through flesh and bone. It’s the speed that kills.

    As the monster whose antenna was cut screamed, the other monsters began to lash out with their own antennae.

    The monster didn’t realize that its own kind’s antennae were hitting it, and it began attacking recklessly.

    The monsters, now unable to communicate, recognized the one attacking as an enemy and attacked it.

    
      Snap.
    

    The severed monster was torn apart by its own kind, and I slowly selected my next target.

    The screams of the monsters drowned out the sound of the string cutting through the air, and my next strike was even easier.

    
      Whip. Slash.
    

    Once again, I cleanly severed another antenna.

    As the next monster began to lash out wildly, the area turned into chaos.

    In the middle of it all, I silently attacked, ending the battle faster than expected.

    
      ‘Just five minutes.’
    

    Despite taking some time, I finished off all the monsters in just five minutes after the last two monsters froze in place like mice caught in a trap.

    
      ‘Day 2, complete.’
    

    Though it hadn’t taken much time, I felt an overwhelming wave of exhaustion.

    
      ‘I’ve been tense this whole time...’
    

    Once the threat was gone, my body became heavy with fatigue. I realized that a part of me had been terrified all along.

    I collapsed to the ground without another thought.

    “Hard...”

    Survival wasn’t difficult.

    What worried me was if I was being dragged into this without being able to predict what would happen next. If that happened, my mind might crack eventually.

    But then I chuckled softly.

    “Whining. Other people are probably struggling to survive against the monsters right now.”

    The future would come when it came.

    If I prepared in advance, I would be fine.

    Mental energy, too, needed to be replenished when it was spent, so I decided to sleep without thinking any further.

    I lay down and closed my eyes.

    
      7th Day, Morning.
    

    I woke up to a sound coming from somewhere.

    Ding. Mission Successful.

    
      Rewards are being distributed.
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      Swish.
    

    I swiftly swept away the goblins on the side of the road and turned around.

    
      Clang.
    

    As expected, shadows were waiting behind me, aiming for that exact moment.

    The shadows that were blocked by the barrier wavered as if startled, but I swung my kitchen knife horizontally, slicing them into two pieces in one swift motion.

    
      “Unexpected. These guys are more afraid of the kitchen knife than me.”
    

    While dealing with the monsters, I discovered two new things.

    The first was that the newly appeared spine monster was a parasite. The spine monster would sneak behind a human and latch onto their spine. Then, somehow, it would turn the human into something resembling a zombie. The difference from a real zombie, however, was that the monster didn’t spread the infection; instead, it stayed attached to the spine and sucked the life out of the human.

    Once the spine monster drained the human until they were emaciated, it would fly off in search of new prey.

    The second was the advantage of unique weapons. Monsters didn't aggressively attack those with unique weapons. I thought it might be because the weapon was infused with the power of Black Stones, and they could sense it. Because of the monsters’ reactions, fighting was easier than expected.

    “Endless.”

    The problem was that no matter how many monsters I defeated, the alley in front of my house never got clean. Once I thought I had killed enough, a group of monsters would enter from the opposite side, and when I cleared them, another group would appear from the other direction.

    Eventually, I gave up on hunting and decided to deal with monsters on both sides of the alley until I quickly leaped back home.

    I landed in the yard, suppressed my presence, and remained still. Whether it was due to the kitchen knife’s influence or because my movements were too subtle, the monsters didn’t climb over the wall.

    After spending a little more time confirming my safety, I started walking again.

    
      Click.
    

    I opened the front door, entered, and locked it.

    With blood splattered all over my body and clothes, I decided to shower first before thinking about anything else.

    
      “If the water supply gets cut off, even a shower will be a luxury.”
    

    For now, water scarcity wasn’t a concern, so I took my time with the shower, then headed to the kitchen to open the fridge.

    
      Ssshh, Thud.
    

    I opened a can of beer, gulped it down, and took another can to sit on a box in the living room.

    “Hmmm…”

    The mission had started very differently from what I expected. No one probably predicted things would go this way.

    
      “This is too much.”
    

    Modern firearms were ineffective against the monsters. I briefly thought there might be new weapons that could deal with them, but quickly shook my head.

    
      “If there were something that powerful, they would have shared it with everyone and fought the monsters. That would be advantageous.”
    

    The returnees, the government, and the military, all of them had suffered catastrophic damage.

    Day 1 of the mission. I already felt like I had witnessed the world’s collapse.

    
      “Death was inevitable. It was always part of the plan.”
    

    My thoughts became overwhelming and suffocating, but at the same time, another part of my mind was busy trying to interpret the mission.

    
      “Is this mission indefinite? How long will the first stage last? Could the second stage start immediately after completing the conditions?”
    

    I continued sipping my beer as my mind wandered. Before I realized it, I had finished the beer.

    I then stopped thinking and headed for the bunker.

    When I reached the bunker door and pressed the button to communicate, Hwang Tae-seop, after confirming through the CCTV, opened the door.

    
      Thud.
    

    He closed the door and I walked in, informing him of the situation.

    After hearing everything, Hwang Tae-seop wiped his face.

    “Ha… This is different from what Ji-hoon said…”

    “The destruction of social facilities will happen faster than we expected.”

    “I’ll prepare accordingly.”

    We had talked before about when social facilities like water and electricity would stop functioning. Our estimated timeline was between 3 months to a year, but with monsters overtaking the world, we had to prepare for the worst.

    
      “Maybe no more than a month.”
    

    
      Day 6 of Survival.
    

    After finishing hunting nearby monsters, I headed for the shower. Just then, the lights went out with a “pop.”

    “Already?”

    Social facilities, if unmanaged, could last at least a month. This had to be a deliberate power cut.

    Clicking my tongue, I walked to the shower.

    “Both this and that…”

    I checked the water, and fortunately, it hadn’t been cut off yet.

    As I was about to finish my shower and check on my plans, I suddenly remembered something important and quickly finished up. I put on my pants and rushed to the kitchen, opening the fridge.

    
      Ssshh, Thud.
    

    I gulped down a cold beer and sighed.

    “Today will be the last of this.”

    The bunker also had a fridge, but the beer at home after a hunt and shower tasted completely different, and I wasn’t ready to give up that little happiness.

    While drying my hair with a towel, my gaze fell on my necklace.

    [Han Ji-hoon. 25]

    [Strength: 139, Endurance: 126, Mental: 128, Immunity: 125]

    [POINTS: 61,723]

    Unlike on the island, monsters here gave 5 points each. After hunting about 2,000 monsters for 6 days, I had accumulated more points than I expected.

    I wasn’t planning to spend them yet.

    While hunting, my stats had slowly increased. I planned to use the points when they no longer increased.

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    But then I realized I hadn’t gained any stats today.

    I crossed my arms, thinking about how to allocate the points.

    
      “I can’t use them all. I’ll spend 50,000 points first.”
    

    After deciding on the total amount, I reached for the syringe in the shop but stopped.

    
      “Do I really need to buy it?”
    

    In reality, my strength wasn’t dependent on stats.

    While hunting, I had noticed that although very subtle, the particles of the stone absorbed into me with every monster I killed. It was a minimal amount, but after continuous hunting, I started to notice it.

    So, the power of the stone was gradually strengthening.

    
      “But I need to take care of my body too.”
    

    Although I didn’t feel any physical deficiencies yet, I decided to buy the syringes.

    Strength 300, Endurance 200.

    It took about an hour to inject them all.

    [Han Ji-hoon. 25]

    [Strength: 439, Endurance: 326, Mental: 128, Immunity: 125]

    [POINTS: 11,723]

    I didn’t distribute them equally. For now, having greater strength to fight longer was the best approach.

    To test my improved body, I needed to go outside again, but I decided against taking my knife with me. There was still one more small happiness to enjoy today.

    I dressed and immediately headed for the bunker.

    
      Creeeak.
    

    As the bunker door opened, Hye-ji was jumping up and down, waiting for me.

    I could finally understand why fathers become doting on their daughters.

    “Uncle!”

    She ran over and jumped into my arms.

    “I told you not to wait.”

    “I missed you!”

    “Did you?”

    “Didn’t you miss me?”

    “Of course, I missed you.”

    Carrying her, I entered the living room and saw Hwang Tae-seop coming out of the communication room. When he saw us, he smiled brightly.

    “Welcome.”

    “Is everything alright?”

    “We’ve set up more places with individual communications.”

    “Good work.”

    Changes were happening not just for me, but for the world as well. The monsters’ behavior and distribution had changed over time.

    The most dangerous change was the concentration of monsters moving in a wave.

    Hwang Tae-seop was broadcasting this information via radio frequency.

    In addition, he had been spreading the news of my activities to others. More and more places were using radios for communication.

    Hwang Tae-seop patted Hye-ji’s head.

    “Your uncle needs to talk for a bit.”

    “Okay.”

    After setting Hye-ji down, she went to play on the sofa as we began our discussion.

    “Power’s been cut off.”

    “Already?”

    “Water may also be cut off sooner than expected.”

    “I’ll keep that in mind.”

    I updated him on the situation and our plans.

    “Now, the monster distribution around the house has thinned out. Starting tomorrow, I’ll expand the area. Don’t worry if it takes longer than expected.”

    “Understood.”

    “You should be able to go outside the bunker soon.”

    At the mention of going outside, Hwang Tae-seop’s face brightened. Then, he suddenly remembered something and shared a new piece of information.

    “Oh, I got a report today that someone was seen sweeping away monsters with a huge sword.”

    “I see.”

    Some people had occasionally seen me hunting, and their reports were reaching Hwang Tae-seop.

    “Are you going to keep hiding it?”

    I nodded at his question.

    “It’s better not to reveal it. Spread rumors that it’s just a rumor.”

    “I’ll do that.”

    “Be careful.”

    I warned Hwang Tae-seop and Hye-ji to be cautious of others.

    I had no problem if my identity spread, but my warning was for their safety.

    The next day.

    I decided to extend the hunting area as planned.

    
      “The goal is a safe zone.”
    

    In fact, this was a necessary mission I had set for myself. First, I would build a fence connecting the southern Umyeonsan and Maebongjae mountains to the northern Bangbae Park. Then, after connecting the National Cemetery, Kkachisan Park, and Gwanaksan, I could create a safe zone around Bangbae and Sadang.

    To do that, I needed to build a fence, which I could purchase in the shop.

    [Fence] 3m wide, 2m tall.

    POINT: 10

    Building a long fence would require a massive amount of points, but it was something I had to do. The first fence needed to be built between Maebongjae and Bangbae Park.

    I set my course and started hunting. Luckily, it wasn’t too far.

    
      “500 meters in a straight line.”
    

    I began clearing monsters near my home, and after about 100 meters, I started encountering groups of monsters.

    With a wry smile, I swung my knife.

    
      Crash.
    

    As I swung the kitchen knife, the monsters in front of me turned into mush with a thunderous sound.

    
      Whooooosh.
    

    Then the air pressure from the front blew away the monsters behind me.

    “Is this right?”

    The overwhelming difference in combat power made me question whether I was doing the right thing. Monsters couldn’t even approach me, and it felt almost unfair.

    The hunting speed was different from yesterday.

    
      “Already 300 monsters.”
    

    Normally, when monsters gathered, I would hide until they dispersed before resuming hunting. But now, I was crushing every monster in sight, so there was no need to stop.

    After about an hour, I had reached the main road. The monsters filled the street, and in the distance, I could see my target, Bangbae Park.

    
      Caw.
    

    The monsters saw me and screamed.

    This triggered the wave of monsters.

    
      Whooooosh.
    

    I blew away the monsters around me with air pressure and crouched, focusing my strength on my kitchen knife.

    
      “I can finally measure my full combat power.”
    

    Until now, I had been clearing the path while walking, but now that a wave had formed, I could go all out.
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      Chapter 14
    

    My expectation that I would have to exert all my power was off the mark.

    There were moments when it was tough, but I got so immersed in the battle that my stress melted away.

    As I mindlessly swept through the monsters, stone particles were absorbed in chunks.

    Perhaps because of that, my dropped stamina started to replenish.

    Then, I became dissatisfied with the broken kitchen knife and, using the power of the stone, made a new one to resume hunting, only to be startled.

    
      "My stamina isn't coming back."
    

    I had been using strength to maintain the weapon, and maybe I was using more than I was gathering, so my stamina wasn't refilling.

    Breathing heavily, I finally absorbed the stone weapon again and held the broken kitchen knife.

    At that point, hunting became stable again, and I was able to finish the wave.

    Looking at the slowly setting sunset, I dealt with the remaining monsters nearby and then leapt into the air.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    I landed on the rooftop of a 13-story building and stretched my body lightly.

    
      "Refreshing."
    

    Now, I just had to set up the barbed wire and return.

    Taking a short break, I drank some water and pulled out my necklace.

    [Han Jihoon. 25]

    [Strength: 439 Endurance: 326 Mental Strength: 130 Immunity: 126]

    [POINT: 316,723]

    When I checked my points, I doubted my eyes again.

    
      "What the hell? This doesn’t make sense."
    

    My current state is infinite growth, with an imbalance. No matter how I think about it, it's overpowered for the mission.

    
      "I can think of only one possibility."
    

    What popped into my mind was Sre's greedy eyes demanding the Black Stone.

    
      "This is too much power for you."
    

    Now, I somewhat understood why Sre had been so obsessed with the stones.

    A mix of excitement and worry welled up inside me because it felt like something significant had changed.

    
      "Why haven't they eliminated me yet?"
    

    If their goal is humanity's extinction, removing me, who is causing the crack, would be the logical move.

    
      "Maybe… they don't know?"
    

    For a moment, I thought they might not know about my existence, but after some reflection, I found the answer quite easily.

    
      "I haven’t broken the rules."
    

    They don’t intervene in missions.

    When I infiltrated the monsters' waiting area, Sre summoned me to steal the stone. They didn’t say a word about the invasion.

    In other words, they can’t harm any beings involved in a mission due to the rules they set.

    Once I figured that out, I felt a little relieved.

    After drinking the rest of my water, I was about to go down to set up the barbed wire.

    However, before I jumped down, I noticed some movement around me, so I stopped to observe.

    
      "People?"
    

    Surprisingly, survivors had come out onto the streets.

    Looking at them, I couldn’t help but smile.

    They were out because of me.

    As the wave passed, the monsters had retreated like the tide, and the survivors had taken the opportunity to gather food.

    
      "Hmm..."
    

    I briefly watched over the people, worried they might be attacked by monsters, but soon stopped.

    It was better to focus on the real solution: setting up the barbed wire.

    I leapt to the ground.

    
      Thud.
    

    After landing, I started building the barbed wire from the direction of Bangbae Park.

    It was roughly 200 meters to the beginning of Maebong Jae-san.

    After crossing the subway and the main road, it was finished faster than I thought.

    I checked my points and smirked.

    
      "It doesn’t even show."
    

    A lot of unexpected things had happened today, but they were all good for me.

    I walked lightly, but that was a hasty judgment.

    
      "Aah!"
    

    On my way back, screams echoed from all directions.

    Though I couldn’t see it, I could tell what was happening from the sounds.

    On one side, people were in a standoff over food, and…

    
      "Damn! Give it to me!"
    

    
      "If you come closer, you’ll die. Want to test it?"
    

    
      "I found it first."
    

    On another side, an animal overtaken by its instincts was rampaging.

    
      "Huff, huff..."
    

    
      "Ahh..."
    

    And on the other side, a murderer drunk on blood was rampaging.

    
      "Hehehe..."
    

    
      Thud.
    

    
      "Ugh..."
    

    People were either dying or fleeing.

    No, those people were a minority. Most were casually robbing, assaulting, and killing.

    My steps slowed and then stopped.

    
      "......"
    

    What am I even struggling for?

    
      The next day.
    

    I quickly returned after saving the chased people, and as it got dark, I hurried back home. I landed in the yard after jumping over the fence but froze when I sensed movement inside.

    
      "Are you crazy?"
    

    If it was a nearby survivor, they must have seen me, and yet they intruded — that meant they were risking their lives to sneak in.

    I never thought anyone would enter my house, no matter how much they had nothing left to take.

    I slowly walked over and opened the front door.

    
      Click, clunk.
    

    As the door opened, the movements inside stopped.

    Entering the living room, I saw six people — men and women.

    
      "The woman is a returnee. Two are a married couple. Three are ordinary men."
    

    I quickly deduced the relationship and weapons of the six.

    A woman in her early 30s with a basic sword at her waist seemed to be the leader.

    Though the others hesitated, there wasn’t much room for them to move.

    At that moment, Hwang Tae-seop appeared from the kitchen and calmed the situation.

    
      "Hey, hey, it’s okay. We’re on the same side."
    

    Hwang Tae-seop’s words made the tense people exhale in relief.

    I watched as they slowly gathered in one spot, and Hwang Tae-seop approached.

    
      "You’re here?"
    

    He gestured to a young man who then went down to the bunker and returned with a man in his mid-30s.

    The newly arrived man had a kitchen knife strapped to his back.

    
      "Kang Tae-san. Say hello. This is Han Ji-hoon."
    

    "Oh, so you're Han Ji-hoon? Nice to meet you."

    The man named Kang Tae-san reached out his hand.

    I looked down at Kang Tae-san’s hand, then turned my gaze to Hwang Tae-seop.

    
      "What’s going on here?"
    

    Hwang Tae-seop looked troubled, and then Kang Tae-san interrupted.

    
      "Hey, I know you’ve been doing a lot, but there’s a line."
    

    Looking at Kang Tae-san again, I saw a confident expression.

    
      "You need to know how to treat the leader. If Hwang Tae-seop isn’t a returnee, what’s the point of acting like this?"
    

    I was at a loss for words because of the absurdity. But the atmosphere felt off.

    The people in the kitchen and living room seemed to agree with Kang Tae-san’s words, glaring at me.

    
      "Ha."
    

    I was about to flip everything over in irritation when a small voice came from behind.

    
      "Dad..."
    

    Hye-ji, who had come up from the bunker, called her father in fear of the tense atmosphere.

    Hwang Tae-seop rushed over, picked up Hye-ji, and hurried back to the bunker.

    The tension dispersed instantly, and the situation fizzled out.

    
      "The position ruins the person."
    

    I understood Hwang Tae-seop’s thoughts, and I knew that the people gathering weren’t malicious.

    But treating me like this was wrong — whether intentional or not.

    I exhaled deeply and turned around, heading to the shower.

    
      The next morning.
    

    When I returned after finishing the barbed wire from Maebong Jae-san to Umanseong, the number of people had increased.

    Some had moved boxes to other places, and those who had settled in the expanded living room all looked at me as I entered.

    I noticed Hwang Tae-seop in the kitchen, discussing something with unfamiliar people at the dining table.

    As the living room grew quiet, Hwang Tae-seop noticed me and stood up.

    
      "You’re here? I have someone to introduce."
    

    Hwang Tae-seop gestured to a young man, who then went down to the bunker and returned with a man in his mid-30s.

    The new man had a kitchen knife strapped to his back.

    
      "Kang Tae-san. Say hello. This is Han Ji-hoon."
    

    "Ah, so you're Han Ji-hoon? Nice to meet you."

    Kang Tae-san reached out his hand to me.

    I stared at Kang Tae-san's hand, then turned my gaze to Hwang Tae-seop.

    
      "What’s going on here?"
    

    Hwang Tae-seop looked troubled, and then Kang Tae-san spoke.

    
      "I heard that you’ve been doing things your way, but there need to be rules in a group. From now on, follow the rules."
    

    Ignoring Kang Tae-san’s words, I looked at Hwang Tae-seop and told him my thoughts.

    
      "As planned, I will take care of the monsters up to Sadang-dong."
    

    
      "See? Han Ji-hoon!"
    

    When I ignored his words, Kang Tae-san slammed his hand on the table, but continued.

    
      "But that’s where we stop."
    

    
      "You insolent..."
    

    As Kang Tae-san raised his voice and stood up, I swiftly moved and grabbed his head with one hand.

    When he realized I had moved, Kang Tae-san froze in the same position, my hand pulling his head toward me.

    
      "Do you want to die?"
    

    I whispered quietly, and Kang Tae-san swallowed hard.

    
      "If you meet my eyes again, I’ll rip your head off. Got it?"
    

    His body stiffened, and his mouth seemed to freeze too.

    
      "Answer me."
    

    
      "......"
    

    
      "Shall I rip it off now?"
    

    
      "I... I understand."
    

    After hearing his answer, I finally released his head.

    I looked down at Kang Tae-san, who dared not meet my gaze, then turned to Hwang Tae-seop, who was staring at me with his mouth agape.

    I gave Hwang Tae-seop a puzzled look, then walked out of the living room and grabbed the front door.

    This would be the last time I came here.

    
      "This feels disgusting."
    

    Once outside, a sense of loneliness filled me, and my irritation rose again.

    Originally, I planned to hunt in Sadang-dong today, but I didn’t feel like hunting in this mood.

    I decided to leave this place for now and leapt into the air, kicking the ground hard.

    As I jumped across rooftops without a clear direction, I quickly became disoriented.

    Then, I spotted a gleam in the distance and turned my head.

    
      "Huh?"
    

    The gleam turned out to be someone’s hair.

    There, Sre was looking at me with a blank expression
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      Chapter 17
    

    
      Swish.
    

    I gently placed a particle about the size of a bead on my hand and rolled it around, then transformed it into a weapon.

    Then, a sword smaller than a finger appeared on my hand.

    I spread it out and turned it into a barrier, and it transformed back into a small bead.

    
      ‘If I use it like a part of my body, it can firmly bond together.’
    

    Physical transformation had become possible simultaneously with thought through practice.

    But when I tried to do something magical, no method came to mind.

    For now, I slowly moved the bead toward the leg wrapped in bandages.

    
      Thud.
    

    The bead hit the bandage and stopped.

    Just in case, I tried to wish for ‘healing’ on it, but nothing changed in the bead.

    Thinking maybe it was too hard, I tried to make the particles penetrate the bandage, but only the man’s groans grew louder; there was no sign of improvement.

    
      ‘Hmm…’
    

    I eventually realized that this method wouldn’t work.

    It seemed clear that healing did not happen while the particle was holding physical force.

    Come to think of it, I had never deeply considered the Black Stone.

    
      ‘I understand it’s energy that makes up the universe. But what exactly is it?’
    

    What exactly is this that enables magical or divine powers?

    
      ‘How can I perform such feats?’
    

    Though I didn’t know the method, I didn’t doubt its possibility.

    When Yanir was angry, the very space itself tightened around us.

    For now, instead of pondering the origin of the Black Stone, I focused solely on healing.

    
      ‘Healing… healing…’
    

    Then I realized I had chosen the wrong word.

    I wanted to make the wound better. I wanted a simple physical change.

    
      ‘Rather than healing, it should be considered treatment.’
    

    Narrowing the scope, something felt like it could be grasped.

    
      ‘Treatment is ultimately returning the injured part back to its original state.’
    

    The human body tries to self-diagnose and correct damage.

    
      ‘Come to think of it, it already has this ability.’
    

    Humans already possess natural healing power.

    Treatment is ultimately aiding or maximizing natural healing ability.

    
      ‘Maximize it. Maximize… my natural healing power. If I transfer that to this person…’
    

    Once the idea clicked, the method naturally came to me.

    I closed my eyes completely and hypnotized myself into believing I was severely injured.

    
      ‘My whole body is bleeding and one arm is broken. I must heal quickly.’
    

    At first, it was hard to immerse myself, but adding the situation made my heart beat faster little by little.

    
      ‘This is a battlefield. There’s no time to be still. Comrades are dying even now. Move. You must survive!’
    

    Then I saw a comrade get shot.

    
      Vroom.
    

    At the same time, I felt the Stone inside me shift into a different form and opened my eyes.

    I quickly drew out the Stone’s power, and felt a blue glowing wave on my hand.

    Carefully, I placed it on the man’s leg, and the wave slowly soaked into it.

    
      “Ugh… uuuu… whew…”
    

    The man’s leg relaxed, and his groans stopped as he exhaled deeply and grew quiet.

    
      ‘I did it!’
    

    I wanted to dance with joy, but instead I just smiled silently at the man.

    
      The Next Day
    

    I went outside mixed in with the food supply team.

    When I grasped the hand of Lee Hyun-do, who came to see me off, he suddenly said something.

    “Thank you.”

    “For what?”

    “Just….”

    I tilted my head, and Lee Hyun-do laughed casually.

    “Everyone might not know, but I’ll remember what you did.”

    “Anyway, see you next time.”

    “You’re always welcome.”

    After the brief greeting, I headed to where they were building the fence.

    
      ‘Let’s finish quickly and train.’
    

    Though I succeeded with ‘heal’ yesterday, I needed practice to become proficient.

    I quickened my pace thinking about finishing the fence and training.

    
      Tap.
    

    When I reached the place where the fence was unfinished, monsters were still roaming since it wasn’t complete yet.

    With no one around, I quickly took care of the monsters.

    
      Wham, wham.
    

    Each time I stomped the ground, monsters appeared and disappeared, chasing me until they gathered in one spot.

    I wiped them all out at once and resumed setting up the fence.

    
      Click, click, click.
    

    The installation proceeded smoothly until I reached the national cemetery.

    
      “It’s done.”
    

    I installed the last fence and looked back.

    Seeing the fence lined up in a row brought me peace of mind.

    If people join forces to catch the monsters inside the fence, they can build a sturdier structure.

    Feeling relieved, I ran to the roof of a nearby building.

    After confirming no one was there, I blocked the entrance and sat comfortably on the floor.

    
      ‘Goal: 10 seconds.’
    

    It took three minutes to activate ‘heal’ yesterday.

    To use it in an urgent situation, I needed to be able to do it within at least 3 seconds.

    That wasn’t possible yet, so I set today’s goal at 10 seconds and began training.

    While practicing healing intensely, I received a notification.

    
      [Ding. Mission has entered stage 2.]
    

    
      [Now, boss soldiers appear.]
    

    
      ‘This is…!’
    

    I hurried to the railing and looked down.

    
      Thud.
    

    A gigantic figure was walking along the main road.

    
      ‘Giant, Cream.’
    

    If left as is, the fence would be useless. I immediately jumped toward the giant.

    As the giant’s head neared, I struck it midair and landed on the ground.

    
      Puhwak.
    

    The giant collapsed, tilting as if its head had exploded, shaking the ground.

    
      ‘Hmm…’
    

    But there was more than one giant.

    The sounds of giants falling and monsters roaming the road mingled as giants appeared between buildings.

    There were dozens visible, so I had no idea how many were there in total.

    
      ‘I have to quickly clear at least inside the safe zone.’
    

    If I left it like this, all the fences we had built would be useless.

    I couldn’t let that happen.

    It wasn’t time to worry about buildings collapsing, so I didn’t hold back.

    I braced my feet and ran forward.

    
      Boom.
    

    My swift movements caused sonic booms and nearby glass shattered, but I didn’t care since the building would soon collapse anyway.

    I tore through the monsters standing frozen in place, killing only the giants quickly.

    
      Crack.
    

    I stopped briefly from exhaustion, and the walls of the buildings I passed ripped and fell to the ground.

    
      “Hoo…”
    

    I caught my breath and moved again.

    At first, I killed giants without much thought, but after catching my breath, Lee Hyun-do’s face popped up in my mind, so I headed toward the subway station.

    Ignoring the giants on the other side, I reached the subway station quickly.

    But the entrance was already broken open, and monsters were clamoring to get down first.

    
      Crash.
    

    I blasted them away and went down.

    Inside, the place was packed with monsters.

    I needed to check inside first, so I moved straight through, clearing the way quickly.

    Passing through the ticket gates, I arrived at the waiting area where four giants were roaring in front of a secret space.

    
      Thud.
    

    One of them stretched its arm inside and was stirring, so there seemed to be survivors.

    I threw a kitchen knife at it and ran.

    
      Thunk.
    

    The giant pierced in the side by the knife flew and crashed into the wall, and the others turned their bodies toward me.

    
      Gently…
    

    As I reached them, knives dropped simultaneously toward me.

    
      Clang, clang, clang.
    

    I blocked the sides of the knives with my palms, staggering the monsters.

    I punched their thighs one by one.

    
      Thud.
    

    The monsters fell shouting, placing their heads at a good striking position.

    
      Pow, pow.
    

    Three punches burst open the heads of three of them.

    I soccer-kicked another that was trying to get up after being thrown against the wall.

    
      Crack.
    

    Its neck broke and it collapsed again.

    Leaving that behind, I headed to the secret space door.

    Inside, bodies of monsters and humans were mixed messily in piles.

    And at the innermost part, people stood aiming weapons.

    
      “Han Ji-hoon?”
    

    Fortunately, Lee Hyun-do was alive.

    I quickly glanced around.

    
      ‘Seven people…’
    

    Only seven people remained alive out of hundreds.

    
      “Come out.”
    

    I needed to move them to a safe place.

    Turning around, I pulled the kitchen knife stuck in a giant’s body.

    I bought one more knife from the store, held one in each hand, and blocked the monsters coming down.

    
      Swish.
    

    I crossed the knives and when the monsters approached, swung them sideways.

    
      Slash.
    

    Monsters right in front were cut down all at once, then I crossed the knives inward and slashed again.

    
      Shing.
    

    While the monsters were sliced like scissors, Lee Hyun-do led the people out.

    
      “We’ll break through. Watch the sides.”
    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    I glanced at those preparing to run out, then broke through.

    
      Slash, slash, crack.
    

    I quickly crossed my hands and chopped the monsters into pieces while running, and the people hurriedly followed.

    When we escaped the subway entrance, monsters were already swarming around.

    The people despaired.

    
      “Damn….”
    

    
      “This is the end….”
    

    
      “Damn it….”
    

    Among those about to give up, Lee Hyun-do shouted.

    
      “Even if we die, kill at least one before we go! Stop acting like we’re already corpses!”
    

    
      “The captain’s right! Everyone, pull yourselves together!”
    

    Lee Hyun-do’s resolve was echoed by Jeong Min-seok.

    
      ‘He’s alive?’
    

    I hadn’t noticed inside, but stepping into the light, Jeong Min-seok stood next to Lee Hyun-do.

    It was a situation full of camaraderie, and now that we were outside, there was no way to die.

    
      ‘No need to hold back anymore.’
    

    If the buildings collapse, it wouldn’t matter.

    To me, regular monsters and giants were no different.

    I looked back at Lee Hyun-do and spoke.

    
      “Just hold the defense for a moment.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    As soon as I finished, I leapt forward.

    
      Bang.
    

    While people tumbled from the shockwave, I swept the incoming monsters in a circle all at once and returned to the people.

    
      “Stay back and follow me.”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    Covered in dust, Lee Hyun-do looked at me baffled.

    I looked around and found a high-rise building away from the main road.

    
      ‘That will do.’
    

    I found a somewhat quiet building and led the people there.

    Even if surrounded, a high-rise has no easy exit, but the entrance is smaller than the subway station, perfect to block giant intrusion.

    With some structures, even regular monsters can be kept out.

    We could hold out for a while.

    
      Tap tap, tap.
    

    After climbing stairs quietly to avoid noise, I blocked the stairs with nearby structures.

    Only then did the people breathe a sigh of relief.

    
      “We survived…”
    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    Once the situation settled, I slowly approached a window.

    Outside, people hiding in basements and low buildings were being attacked by giants and running away.

    
      ‘They won’t let anyone live.’
    

    This attack had halved the number of safe hiding places.

    Thinking about how the mission would proceed, I saw a woman struggling as she ran through an alley.

    She was carrying a child in her arms.

    
      ‘Uncle….’
    

    For a moment, Hye-ji’s face came to mind.

    At the same time, Hwang Tae-seop popped into my head and anger flared.

    Hwang Tae-seop wasn’t my concern.

    But if I let Hye-ji die when I could save her, I’d regret it forever.

    I looked at Lee Hyun-do.

    
      “Can we hold out here?”
    

    Lee Hyun-do glanced out the window and nodded.

    
      “We have to try.”
    

    We nodded at each other and broke the window, then jumped down.
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      Chapter 18
    

    I rescued the woman who was holding a child and set them down inside a building, then headed straight for the bunker.

    If I jumped high and went straight, I would arrive quickly, but since I was helping those I could save along the way, it took quite some time.

    Still, it didn’t even take 30 minutes before I reached in front of Hwang Tae-seop’s house.

    “……”

    But was I too late? The fence around the house was broken.

    I rushed inside and saw signs that monsters had ravaged the place and corpses lying dead.

    Going down to the basement, the bunker door was also torn off.

    The only relief was that the child’s body was not inside the bunker.

    I went back outside and searched the house, then found a message stuck on the refrigerator in the kitchen.

    
      [Sanmu Building]
    

    I didn’t know who wrote it, but it showed where people had evacuated.

    If it was the Sanmu Building, it wasn’t far from here. I went outside and jumped upwards.

    
      Thud.
    

    I looked down as I rose into the air.

    
      There it is.
    

    Spotting the Sanmu Building, I landed back on the ground and jumped in its direction.

    After a few jumps, I landed on the rooftop and descended the stairs, looking for signs of people.

    At the 5th floor, I sensed the presence of people — perhaps they had properly evacuated.

    When I reached the 5th floor, about a dozen people were there, but suddenly they pointed weapons at me, startled by my sudden appearance.

    “Who are you?”

    “Stop.”

    Looking over the people, I recognized a few familiar faces.

    
      Hwang Tae-seop… you survived. And Kang Tae-san too.
    

    But Hye-ji was nowhere to be seen.

    When those who knew me stepped back, the others understood the situation and also stepped back.

    I walked toward Hwang Tae-seop.

    “Ji-hoon…”

    Hwang Tae-seop gave me a look full of regret, but I didn’t care what he was feeling.

    “What about Hye-ji?”

    When I asked about Hye-ji, Tae-seop turned his head without answering.

    “Huh.”

    A bitter laugh escaped me.

    I snapped my fingers toward Kang Tae-san, who was quietly hiding among the people.

    He hesitated and then approached.

    “Hye-ji?”

    “Well… while running away, she got stung in the leg by a goblin’s poison…”

    “So?”

    “There was nothing we could do! Tae-seop got stung in the arm too, so he couldn’t carry her!”

    I couldn’t understand what they meant by “nothing they could do.”

    Slowly, I turned my head toward Hwang Tae-seop.

    Seeing that he wouldn’t even meet my eyes, I felt hollow.

    
      “You said you’d do anything to save Hye-ji, even give your life? But you’re fine with dying?”
    

    He was not the same Hwang Tae-seop from our first meeting, who said he would give his life for his daughter.

    “Why didn’t you just die with her?”

    “Huh… Hye-ji…”

    Hwang Tae-seop collapsed and wept at my words, but his pitiful act only made me loathe him more.

    So I decided to send Hwang Tae-seop to hell.

    Kneeling on one knee before him, I whispered:

    “Did Hye-ji die trembling in fear? Or did she die watching her father abandon her?”

    “Waaaah…”

    I stood up, leaving Hwang Tae-seop clutching his head, and as I walked away, one clear fact struck me:

    Until recently, we fought on opposite sides.

    
      The rich and the poor, conservatives and progressives, men and women, old and young.
    

    But not anymore.

    
      The era of polarization is over.
    

    Now, all that remains for us is life and death.

    
      We are living in an age of extremes.
    

    And that extremity ended up killing innocent Hye-ji.

    I arrived at where Lee Hyun-do was.

    He had taken a position on the 6th floor of an eight-story building, resting with others.

    When I entered, he gestured to me.

    Glancing at the desks gathered and barricaded together, presumably the old office, I sat beside him.

    “How did it go where you went?”

    I shook my head at Lee Hyun-do’s question.

    Actually, I didn’t need to return here.

    But I thought about the mother and child I dropped off and decided to stop by briefly.

    
      It’s a burden to Lee Hyun-do.
    

    No one knew how the mission would proceed.

    Lee Hyun-do was barely surviving himself, and the mother and child would certainly be more of a hindrance than help.

    I asked Lee Hyun-do about his plans.

    “What will you do?”

    “Do what?”

    “You seem like you’re trying to build a force.”

    “Me?”

    His eyes widened, surprised that I guessed right.

    With a bitter expression, Lee Hyun-do sighed.

    “It just happened like this. I didn’t want to take civilians on. And you’re the same, huh?”

    He glanced at the mother and child, then continued:

    “If I can save them, I will. But things are getting a bit tight…”

    “Do you need anything?”

    When I bluntly said I’d help, Lee Hyun-do looked at me intently.

    Then he spoke:

    “You. I need you.”

    “...”

    “Is working together a problem?”

    “Anything else?”

    When I declined, Lee Hyun-do thought for a moment and then made the best choice.

    “How do I get as strong as you?”

    If I were to name the most valuable thing I had now, it was undoubtedly the Black Stone.

    Next in value was the method of obtaining the Black Stone.

    What Lee Hyun-do wanted was only possible by acquiring a Black Stone.

    
      Soon, others will create them too.
    

    Many humans had died, but surely some who overcame the crisis were close to being superhumans.

    If they start herding monsters, Black Stones would be generated.

    Since it was a secret bound to be revealed soon anyway, I didn’t mind teaching Lee Hyun-do.

    “Gather and kill monsters.”

    “Hm?”

    “Killing about a hundred monsters? Black particles will appear. Then kill the boss soldiers. You must not move around.”

    “What did you say to do?”

    Lee Hyun-do repeated as if mishearing, but I had no further explanation.

    “A Black Stone will appear. Eat it.”

    “So… I’m supposed to go out to die, and if I’m lucky and don’t die, then kill giants in that state?”

    “I don’t know how much time is allowed. But you have to catch them pretty quickly.”

    “Pretty quickly? Like an hour?”

    “It took me 5 minutes.”

    I explained a bit more, but doubt remained in Lee Hyun-do’s eyes.

    “Is that possible?”

    “It has to be. To get stronger.”

    “Is that how you got strong?”

    I nodded, and Lee Hyun-do sighed deeply.

    “I don’t see how that’s different from saying acing the college entrance exam was the easiest thing.”

    I had nothing to say, so I decided to leave.

    As I stood, Lee Hyun-do quickly got up too.

    “Leaving?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Will you come back?”

    I hesitated for a moment.

    Honestly, if it weren’t for the hunting, I wanted to stay with Lee Hyun-do.

    He was strong but cared for the weak, so I could trust him.

    I nodded slowly.

    “If I don’t die, we’ll meet again.”

    “You mean me? If I don’t die, we’ll meet again? Haha…”

    I reached out my hand toward Lee Hyun-do.

    He looked at it, then firmly grasped my hand.

    “If we meet next time, let’s do it together. I’ll get stronger.”

    I nodded at Lee Hyun-do’s words and headed outside.

    Outside, it was already dark.

    But from today on, I had no plans to sleep and began preparing for full-scale combat.

    I hoped Lee Hyun-do would join me, but right now, I couldn’t care for anyone else.

    
      My enemy is far stronger than any monster.
    

    With my current combat power, I might hold my own against Slay.

    But if I faced Yanir, I was sure my chance of winning was less than 1%.

    
      Yanir isn’t even a high-ranking official. At best, a manager of the operatives.
    

    There must be someone above the managers, and above them, someone who decides things.

    Even climbing a few steps above Yanir might barely reach the top of the pyramid.

    Knowing how insignificant my power was, now that giants had appeared, this moment was crucial.

    
      I must gather the Black Stone’s power to the fullest.
    

    My goal wasn’t big.

    
      First Gangnam. Then Gangbuk.
    

    The 50 million monsters and giants in Seoul.

    Before anyone else hunts them, I planned to kill them all myself.

    
      Let’s begin.
    

    Urging myself with no time to hesitate, I started hunting.

    First, I headed toward Gangnam, where monsters were most numerous, killing the ones attacking me.

    
      Kaboom.
    

    After killing enough monsters and the area quieted down, I purposely made a loud noise to trigger another wave.

    
      Screech.
    

    
      Crunch.
    

    When a wave forms, nearby humans avoid it, so I could use my full strength without worry.

    
      Black Stone!
    

    I picked up the Black Stone on the ground and put it in my pocket, continuing the hunt.

    Falling into a trance-like state, I repeated the process of moving, making loud noises, and killing, until tall buildings surrounded me.

    Seeing the road signs, I realized I was already in Gangnam.

    
      Shall I start from the center?
    

    Hunting heavily in the center, then clearing the outskirts before moving to Gangbuk seemed the plan.

    When I began hunting again near the center of the buildings, waves of monsters came from all directions.

    
      Gugugugu.
    

    The ground trembled as monsters charged.

    I tensed, preparing to face the oncoming monsters.

    
      Graa.
    

    
      Caw.
    

    As monsters swarmed to overwhelm me, I tightly gripped the kitchen knives in both hands and spun around.

    
      Krkkkk.
    

    The charging monsters, those pushed along, and those jumping on others were shredded by the spinning blades.

    After about an hour of non-stop spinning, I got confused about my position and leapt into the sky.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    Blood washed away by the wind, I breathed in fresh air, and my fatigue vanished.

    I suddenly turned my head and saw the sun rising.

    
      Beautiful.
    

    I soaked in the world brightening with dawn.

    Did the sun know? That its fate depended on humanity.

    Today was the third day since I settled in Gangnam.

    
      Clang.
    

    Throwing away a broken kitchen knife, I caught a giant’s kitchen knife with my hand.

    
      “Give me some better weapons already!”
    

    In three days, I lost count of how many kitchen knives I bought.

    Sometimes when a giant died, its knife remained, but it was faster to buy new ones than to pick up used ones.

    For the first time, I was annoyed at the organizers.

    No, the annoyance wasn’t just because of the lousy weapons.

    [Han Ji-hoon. 25]

    [Strength: 3,439 Endurance: 3,667 Mentality: 10,128 Immunity: 10,125]

    [POINT: 10,182,736]

    After hunting nonstop for three days without sleep, I had amassed over ten million points.

    But I had no idea how to spend them.

    
      Injecting takes at least three days.
    

    If I had to spend three days hunting and three days injecting, what kind of stupid balance was this?

    
      Work harder, organizers.
    

    Grumbling, I opened the shop and bought kitchen knives, holding them in my hands.

    
      Kaboom.
    

    Today, too, I became a human blender, shredding monsters, but this time both knives in my hands broke simultaneously.

    
      Clank.
    

    I threw my knives at the monsters and jumped into the air.

    “No way!”

    Landing on the rooftop, I breathed heavily.

    “I want weapons suited for the situation! We don’t do updates like this! How can this be a civilization better than ours?”

    I shouted angrily at the sky.

    Of course, this was more than just venting.

    If I messed up, they summoned me. They were always watching, so I was complaining.

    But I immediately realized I had made a big slip of the tongue.

    [ Ding. The shop is updating.]

    I opened the shop to check the update.

    [Enhanced Strength Improvement Syringe] Strength +10

    POINT: 1,000

    The syringe was exactly as I wanted, newly sold as an enhancement that instantly boosts stats by 10.

    The problem was with the weapons.

    [Enhanced Ampoule] Improves durability, cutting power, and penetration depending on the equipment. (There is a chance of failure.)

    POINT: 10,000

    I couldn’t take my eyes off the parenthetical note next to the description.

    It was so absurd and ridiculous that I muttered, looking up at the sky:

    “Is it okay for a divine being to do this?”

    The organizers didn’t give better weapons; instead, they introduced a ‘probability system.’
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      Chapter 20
    

    “I’m Park Sanghee.”

    “Han Jihoon. I have a few questions.”

    “First, let’s go to our hideout. It’s dangerous here.”

    Park Sanghee gestured and led the way to another building.

    As we crossed between buildings and reached the edge of the concrete jungle, Park Sanghee headed toward the rooftop door.

    “We stay here.”

    Following the three of them downstairs, we arrived at a floor that wasn’t divided into rooms but was a single open space equipped as living quarters.

    On one side were food supplies, utensils, and sleeping areas; on the other side, weapons and armor were neatly arranged.

    While looking around, Park Sanghee pointed to a sofa placed to the side.

    “I think you’re the first person I’ve seen who’s stronger than me.”

    As soon as we sat down, Park Sanghee spoke with admiration.

    With the conversation opened, I asked directly:

    “I want information. Do you communicate with the government? Why did you separate from the military?”

    Park Sanghee tilted his head at my question.

    “You don’t know? That can’t be. If you’re as skilled as you are, the government would definitely know.”

    “Why?”

    “Why? Because those people still use devices. They can even pinpoint locations via satellites.”

    “Hmm…”

    His words made the back of my head tingle.

    
      So the electricity cut early because the government deliberately blocked it.
    

    What I suspected turned out to be true.

    “What about the military?”

    “When the mission started, the soldiers in Seoul merged with the government, and the front-line soldiers grouped among themselves. Sort of independent? But the front lines have nothing. Those people came down to Seoul.”

    “Are they on good terms?”

    “There’s nothing bad between them. The government needs strength to survive in Seoul. But where exactly are you from?”

    From the brief explanation, I understood the situation.

    Before answering Park Sanghee’s question, I asked one more.

    “I get the feeling you’re friendly with both the government and the military, is that right?”

    Park Sanghee nodded as if that was obvious.

    “I don’t mind either way. Actually, both sides offered to recruit me.”

    “They come looking for you if they want you?”

    “Of course. I heard about it, so I know. Otherwise, how would I?”

    “I see. I’m not affiliated.”

    Park Sanghee’s eyes lit up at my answer.

    “Really? Maybe you and I…”

    “No thanks.”

    I immediately rejected him, and Park Sanghee looked disappointed but tried to hide it.

    “That’s a shame. Things are getting more dangerous these days. I was thinking about joining the government side myself. If you came with me, I might not have to.”

    Despite his blunt proposal, I was more intrigued by the government part.

    
      It’s better to see with my own eyes than to hear secondhand.
    

    The government didn’t care about people, but they had definitely prepared before the mission.

    I wanted to see what their plan was with my own eyes.

    So I made a counter-proposal to Park Sanghee.

    “You haven’t joined because you find something suspicious, right? Want to find out together?”

    “Uh… hmm…”

    Park Sanghee seemed caught off guard, then after a moment’s thought, he agreed.

    “You’re right. They bring information and whatever we need, but it feels… uneasy. So I’ve been postponing joining until I get stronger.”

    “A sense of discomfort?”

    “Yes! Exactly! They’re kind, but it feels dangerous. You know? That’s how the mission was.”

    “You have good instincts.”

    I understood what Park Sanghee was trying to say.

    Though his explanation was awkward, he was a perceptive person.

    But suddenly, I wondered why I didn’t sense any power of the Stones from him.

    So I asked gently.

    “Have you ever seen a black stone while hunting?”

    At my question, Park Sanghee hesitated and became wary.

    He seemed to know but something felt off.

    To ease his suspicion, I took out a black stone from my pocket that I hadn’t absorbed yet and showed it.

    “This thing.”

    “Hey! You carry that around?”

    Park Sanghee was startled and waved his hand as if telling me to put it away.

    I put the black stone back in my pocket, and Park Sanghee smirked.

    “That’s a Black Stone. You don’t know its value?”

    I’m probably the human who knows the Black Stone’s value best.

    I noticed our conversation’s focus had shifted strangely but said nothing.

    “The reason the government recruits strong people is because only the strong can get Black Stones.”

    “So?”

    “So what? Black Stones are a high-level energy source. Their uses are infinite. Making electricity is basic, and they say they’re making weapons and armor with it too.”

    “I see…”

    I fell into thought for a moment.

    
      They don’t know the true use of the Black Stone.
    

    Even Park Sanghee, who receives information from the government, didn’t know the true use.

    I wasn’t sure if this was only Park Sanghee’s ignorance or government manipulation.

    I resolved once again that I should join the government.

    
      The next day
    

    As we prepared to head to the government’s location, I asked where it was, and Park Sanghee’s unexpected answer came.

    “Bukhansan?”

    “They plan to build a new fortress in a place with nothing.”

    Since there were no people, there were no monsters either, so building a fortress in the mountains wasn’t a bad choice.

    But that meant getting further away from the city center.

    
      They never planned to rescue anyone from the start.
    

    The government clearly had no intention of protecting citizens.

    While thinking, Park Sanghee headed north and took the lead.

    “I’ll clear the way. Han Jihoon, watch the rear. And you two, just don’t die.”

    “I’m confident I won’t.”

    “Let’s do well today too.”

    Park Sanghee took the vanguard position.

    I stared quietly at the two men beside him, Choi Myungchan and Kang Minwoo.

    I didn’t talk to them yesterday—not because I lacked time, but because I didn’t want to.

    
      Parasites.
    

    Park Sanghee probably looked after them all this time, taking on danger to support them as reliable comrades.

    But there was no gratitude or respect in their eyes.

    
      They’re addicted to familiarity’s poison.
    

    It wasn’t always like this.

    At some point, they must have started to think it was natural for Park Sanghee to stand in the most dangerous position.

    Even now, they joked and showed no tension.

    Feeling disgusted, I looked at Park Sanghee’s back.

    
      The reason he offered recruitment to me right away was because he was lonely.
    

    His frail shoulders and small back looked sad.

    But without showing it, I handled monsters at the rear and followed the path Park Sanghee was breaking through.

    As we moved and arrived at a place where the Han River bridge was visible, we decided to rest.

    We made a nearby villa our resting place.

    Looking out the window at the river, I felt something strange from the other side of the bridge.

    
      What is that?
    

    After watching for a while, I found the cause of the odd feeling.

    
      There are too few monsters.
    

    There were some scattered monsters, but no matter that it was by the river, there couldn’t be this few.

    “Shall we go now?”

    Park Sanghee tried to leave, but I stopped him.

    “Wait.”

    “Why?”

    “Look across the bridge.”

    “Where?”

    Park Sanghee came to the window and looked across but didn’t feel the same intuition.

    “It’s a trap.”

    “A trap?”

    “There are too few monsters.”

    “Huh?”

    After I explained, Park Sanghee carefully surveyed the riverside and made a complicated face.

    To get to Bukhansan, we had to cross the bridge.

    We could detour, but if the forces strong enough to clear the area near the bridge existed, they wouldn’t leave other bridges untouched.

    
      We have no choice but a frontal assault.
    

    While Park Sanghee was contemplating, Choi Myungchan and Kang Minwoo approached.

    “Sis, do you think it’s okay?”

    “If there are raiders gathered, it’s dangerous.”

    “Hmm... It’s probably the same on the other side. Crossing here is right. Bukhansan is just a bit further.”

    Park Sanghee explained the situation, but it was useless.

    “They won’t just rush us like monsters. How can you block them all?”

    “If they’ve taken the bridge, there are probably many people. Let’s just turn back. We’ve done fine on our own.”

    I felt sorry watching the two only caring about safety and ignoring the risks.

    
      Maybe that’s for the best.
    

    After much thought, Park Sanghee glanced at them briefly and made a decision.

    “Shield up.”

    
      After crossing the bridge
    

    When we reached a place with buildings and started to relax a bit, attacks came from all directions.

    Arrows.

    Park Sanghee urgently deflected an arrow flying past.

    Sure enough, it was a trap.

    I also blocked arrows flying from behind while scanning the surroundings.

    
      There aren’t as many enemies as I thought.
    

    There were about twenty visible raiders but no monsters.

    Others were probably dealing with monsters in the distance.

    Suddenly, bullets flew in.

    Bang.

    Ping.

    The bullet hit Kang Minwoo’s shield.

    Myungchan and Minwoo shouted at Park Sanghee.

    “We have to break the encirclement first!”

    “Sis! Let’s get inside that building!”

    Minwoo’s suggestion to enter a building made me laugh.

    It sounded like a plan but was clearly fear-driven.

    
      Stupid. If you go inside, you will definitely die.
    

    Without them, Park Sanghee and I could leap over buildings to move freely.

    They didn’t realize they were causing the encirclement.

    Biting his lip, Park Sanghee eventually headed for a nearby building.

    Crack.

    As soon as we entered, we broke the entrance.

    Then we filled the space by buying a bunch of miscellaneous items from a shop to stall for time.

    “This way!”

    Looking back, Park Sanghee was waiting at the emergency stairs.

    Climbing up, Myungchan and Minwoo stood awkwardly by the rooftop door.

    Minwoo spoke, looking troubled.

    “We can’t get out. There’s a sniper in another building.”

    Trying to go out on the roof, the sniper fired, and they had to come back inside.

    Park Sanghee sighed deeply.

    It was a desperate situation.

    
      This is it.
    

    I understood another reason why Park Sanghee wanted to join the government.

    He must have felt burdened by Myungchan and Minwoo, unable to strike them down himself out of pity.

    So he planned to join the government to naturally separate from them.

    But now, the moment to decide had come.

    Even now, Myungchan and Minwoo kept whining.

    “What do we do? Should we go back down?”

    “We have to decide before we’re completely surrounded.”

    Watching them made me lose patience.

    “You two, you know Park Sanghee can leap over buildings, right?”

    They looked at me but didn’t answer.

    Their eyes were full of surprise, meaning they knew Park Sanghee’s ability well.

    Yet, fearing abandonment, they tried to exploit Park Sanghee’s weak heart.

    The funny thing was Park Sanghee knew this too.

    When I looked at him, he avoided my gaze and said one thing.

    “I can’t abandon them.”

    Both the fool who let it happen and the parasites who exploited it annoyed me equally.

    If I had to save one, I’d save the fool.

    I was about to tell him to snap out of it when the situation abruptly changed.

    Whoooooosh, crack.

    I heard unfamiliar sounds from outside.

    Opening the rooftop door to check, my mouth dropped open.

    Whoooooosh, crack.

    On the rooftop of a high-rise stood a new giant holding a bow, shooting arrows made of light.

    Hakuna had appeared.
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    I first assessed the situation by looking at Hakuna.

    
      “It’s a 5-day interval.”
    

    Five days had passed since the giant appeared, and now Hakuna showed up.

    That meant there was a high chance that the guy called Black Shadow would appear five days later.

    “That's…!”

    Park Sanghee, who came up to the rooftop behind me, saw Hakuna and her eyes widened.

    At that moment, one Hakuna spotted us.

    
      Snap.
    

    In an instant, Hakuna’s figure disappeared and suddenly she was standing on our rooftop.

    She teleported and swung her bow.

    I raised my arm and blocked the bow with my kitchen knife. Then Hakuna teleported back to her original spot and fired an arrow.

    
      Whiiing, crack.
    

    I deflected the flying arrow with the kitchen knife.

    
      Clang.
    

    Surprisingly, the arrow pushed the knife for a moment, then split apart and vanished.

    
      ‘No one else could block this.’
    

    Because the force was concentrated on a single point, it seemed to exceed normal physical limits.

    
      ‘Much stronger than Cream.’
    

    To fight the giant Cream, you needed at least a strength stat of 100. In contrast, to block Hakuna’s arrow, you’d probably need strength over 500.

    The arrow’s penetration power was not something to underestimate.

    Hakuna shot another arrow, this time aiming at Park Sanghee.

    I shouted toward Park Sanghee:

    “Don’t block the arrow!”

    Hearing me, Sanghee dodged toward the stairs instead of defending.

    
      Crunch.
    

    The arrow pierced the rooftop floor as if melting it, passed through the adjacent building, and finally pierced the ground before disappearing.

    Hakuna’s arrows concentrated all their power on penetration.

    Teleportation and piercing sniping — attacks specialized for killing returnees.

    “Han Jihoon! Come back!”

    Park Sanghee shouted from the stairs, but I had no intention of retreating.

    
      ‘Teleportation. And penetration. That’s definitely Stone’s power.’
    

    I was sure Hakuna’s attack used Stone techniques, and I was excited to learn them.

    Since humans active because of Hakuna probably hid somewhere, there was no need to move slowly anymore.

    “You stay there. Don’t stick your body out.”

    After ordering Sanghee to wait, I moved at my own pace for the first time in days.

    
      Ding.
    

    At that moment, it felt like all movement completely froze.

    I kicked off the ground and dashed toward the nearest Hakuna.

    As I got closer, I swung my knife, but surprisingly, Hakuna reacted to my speed.

    
      Snap.
    

    The targeted Hakuna vanished swiftly and reappeared on another building.

    
      ‘Does this not depend on speed? Or does she predict movements and teleport in advance?’
    

    Normally, Hakuna shouldn’t have been able to keep up with my speed.

    Yet she teleported.

    That made me more eager to learn.

    
      ‘I will definitely learn this.’
    

    I abandoned the idea of killing Hakuna in one strike and slowed my speed to jump across rooftops.

    Then, not only the targeted Hakuna but also nearby Hakunas simultaneously shot arrows at me.

    
      Whiiing, crack.
    

    
      Whiiing, crack.
    

    When a dozen or so arrows flew at me, I didn’t take it lightly and defended carefully.

    
      Clang, clang, clang.
    

    I knocked down each arrow, and the sound of metal hitting metal echoed like bells.

    
      ‘How do they make this?’
    

    I carefully examined how they made arrows out of light while clashing blades.

    But since the arrows were literally made of light, I couldn’t understand what was what.

    In the end, I had no choice but to use another method.

    
      ‘Use Stone’s power.’
    

    I stopped blocking arrows and slowly summoned Stone’s power while dodging.

    
      Shh.
    

    Black particles emerged, surrounding my blade, and I pushed it toward the arrows.

    
      Clang.
    

    This time, the arrows again pushed and then were cut apart and vanished — but the feeling was different than simply clashing with the blade.

    My eyes lit up as I kept colliding arrows and blades.

    
      Clang, clang.
    

    As the sun lowered and the surroundings darkened, the light spreading around like oxidation made it never feel truly dark.

    After some time, I was gradually understanding the arrows.

    
      ‘These aren’t arrows. They only look like arrows; their essence is the same. These are beams of light condensed in a straight line.’
    

    Light arrows were like a kind of black hole.

    Light was gathered in a straight cylindrical form and fired through the bow — that was the principle of shooting light.

    The core was how to create the cylinder and how to condense light instantly.

    Now that I understood the principle, I just had to figure out how to do it.

    I stopped defending and resumed chasing Hakuna.

    
      Whiiing, crack.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    As I leapt toward Hakuna, she fired an arrow and teleported.

    I blocked the arrow and followed again.

    
      Whiiing, crack.
    

    
      Whoosh.
    

    We repeated this endless hide-and-seek, which seemed simple but dragged on.

    After some time, when Hakuna teleported, I teleported along too.

    
      Whoosh.
    

    
      Swish.
    

    I appeared behind Hakuna on another rooftop and cut her throat.

    I shouted with joy after successfully teleporting.

    “This is it!”

    Teleportation was surprisingly easy to learn.

    Following Hakuna, I noticed she kept disappearing in squares, so I expanded a space first to occupy the area.

    That let me understand her movements.

    A strange sensation appeared between the space where Hakuna stood and the space she moved to — the two spaces swapped.

    It was difficult to grasp the spatial exchange at first, but it was certain that Stone’s power existed simultaneously in both spaces, so I mimicked it similarly.

    By repeatedly spreading and withdrawing power, I grasped the principle and succeeded in teleportation, then cut her throat.

    
      ‘Even disconnected spaces are linked by Stone’s power. Where the power stays, I am there. The key is the movement of power.’
    

    Once I succeeded once, the next was easy.

    
      Crack, snap, crack.
    

    Teleporting continuously, I caught up with Hakuna and cut her throat.

    After about an hour of roaming, the Hakunas disappeared.

    After beheading the last Hakuna, I ran back to the building where I first stood.

    
      ‘How do they gather the light?’
    

    It was a shame I couldn’t grasp the detailed principles of the light arrows, but I postponed that.

    
      Thud.
    

    I landed on the building where I had parted with Park Sanghee.

    But no one was inside.

    I found Park Sanghee’s message after inspecting the building and returning to the rooftop.

    
      [It’s been two days and you haven’t come. Leave now. If you’re safe, definitely come to Bukhansan. – Park Sanghee]
    

    Only after reading the message did I realize two days had already passed.

    
      ‘Hmm…’
    

    I pondered for a moment.

    Hunting seemed more important than going to Bukhansan to find Park Sanghee right now.

    I had been feeling a strange discomfort since catching Hakuna.

    
      ‘Things won’t go smoothly like this.’
    

    Five days after the giant appeared, Hakuna showed up.

    But Hakuna was no threat to me, and the guy called Black Shadow who would appear in a few days didn’t seem much different.

    
      ‘Judging by the weapons in the shop, the mission ends after Black Shadow appears.’
    

    No weapon better than Black Shadow’s was in the shop, so I thought I was right.

    But if I imagined myself as the organizer and evaluated the current situation, this mission was a failure.

    
      ‘Many people died, but not enough to consider extinction.’
    

    Humans were surviving quite well despite the harsh conditions of monster attacks.

    No, not just surviving — they were adapting and using the changes in the new environment.

    
      ‘The progression feels like they’re preparing for one big blow.’
    

    Though I had no proof, the growing sense of crisis made me feel it wasn’t time to worry about the government.

    
      ‘Let’s hunt. Visiting the government will wait until I’m satisfied with the hunt.’
    

    In the end, I postponed checking on the government.

    No matter what crisis comes, the strong can break through it.

    But I want more than that.

    
      ‘I want to be strong enough not to feel the crisis.’
    

    Again, forgetting the flow of day and night, I immersed myself in hunting.

    Since Hakuna appeared, people’s activities had noticeably disappeared, making hunting easier.

    I stopped my blender-style hunting with one more enhanced kitchen knife.

    I strapped two blood-red kitchen knives on my back and checked my points.

    [Han Jihoon. Level 25]

    [Strength: 48,439 Stamina: 48,667 Mental: 10,128 Immunity: 10,125]

    [POINT: 12,380,726]

    Checking the gathered points, it seemed the day for Black Shadow’s appearance was near.

    “Hm… The hunting speed has increased, so I’m not sure.”

    Since my estimate was based on previous hunting speed, I wasn’t certain if this was day 20 of the mission.

    But anyway, I had to raise my stats before Black Shadow appeared, so I stopped here.

    I settled on a nearby rooftop and began the tedious work.

    
      Pshh.
    

    As I grabbed syringes and injected repeatedly, all kinds of thoughts crossed my mind.

    
      ‘Why can’t this be updated to raise stats with just clicks? And I wish the power of Black Stone was quantified too.’
    

    I internally complained about the system I disliked.

    I had once voiced these complaints during training and got a bitter taste, so I didn’t say it aloud.

    
      ‘They probably only use the good stuff for themselves.’
    

    The organizers must be able to quantify Black Stone’s power and have an integrated system better than the shop’s.

    
      ‘Maybe that’s what the thread was giving me earlier.’
    

    While thinking about how to get the organizer’s system, noise broke out below.

    “Catch them!”

    I listened closely and heard quite a few people moving nearby.

    
      ‘Did they crawl out now that it’s quiet?’
    

    After Hakuna appeared, people hadn’t been active at all.

    No matter how much I didn’t sleep or eat, I occasionally felt mentally tired.

    At those times, I would refresh myself by buying delicious food at the shop or drinking beer after a shower.

    During those moments, I sensed people moving around.

    “Kill them!”

    It was the same situation now, but unlike usual, one group was chasing another.

    
      ‘They should be hunting monsters instead of wasting time like that.’
    

    Actually, all monsters nearby were wiped out by me, so there was a gap in the waves.

    That’s why people could run around shouting like that.

    Anyway, bored with repetitive work, I leaned on the railing, injecting myself, and enjoyed watching the chase.

    “Hurry up!”

    “Ugh, ugh…”

    The chased group was about ten people, led by a returnee holding a kitchen knife, mixed with civilians.

    The chasers numbered about thirty, all returnees.

    Half of the chasers split off and went ahead of the chased group.

    “Got them!”

    The chased group’s leader tried to break through, but couldn’t because the chasers blocked the way with superior numbers.

    Eventually, the chased group was surrounded.

    Among the looters, a guy who looked like a biker gang from a ruined world, with a shaved head, stepped forward and lost his temper.

    “Hey bastards. Why are you running? Got all the time in the world?”

    At his words, the leader of the surrounded group wearing full gear shouted.

    “If you want something, we’ll give it! There’s no need to do this!”

    The shaved guy laughed loudly and ordered the others:

    “Kill everyone but the women.”

    The looters didn’t hesitate and drew their knives.

    
      Ping.
    

    They charged with arrows and ruthlessly killed people.

    Not just killing instantly, but playing around with wounds before finally cutting throats.

    I frowned at their cruelty as the leader charged at the looters with rage.

    “You bastards! Are you even human?”

    The leader’s desperate screams made the looters laugh heartily.

    The shaved guy even blocked the leader’s knife and sneered.

    “Isn’t this dumb? Power is law now. Got it?”

    “Die!”

    “Heh. Got that kind of power? Hey, this is tiring. Just die already.”

    The leader could have escaped alone anytime but kept fighting the looters until the end.

    His situation reminded me of fighting the organizers.

    
      ‘Just run away.’
    

    I can’t save everyone. To save humanity, I must get stronger first.

    But I wanted to save the leader.

    Moreover, the looters acted like this because murders went unpunished.
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      Chapter 22
    

    The looters flinched and tried to flee, so I threw a kitchen knife at one of them who showed his back.

    
      Whish, whish, whish.
    

    The spinning kitchen knife flew through the air, carving a deep groove into the ground, and split the running man vertically.

    
      Thud.
    

    I grabbed another knife and held it up toward the others.

    “If you show your back, you die.”

    When fear reaches its peak, people can't take their eyes off the source of it. I used that to freeze them in place and called out to one.

    “You.”

    “Yes?”

    “Go pick up the knife.”

    “Yes, sir!”

    The chosen one turned around to fetch the kitchen knife I threw. Just like the first one who turned his back, I split him in half.

    “I told you, if you show your back, you die.”

    I bought another kitchen knife from a store and pointed to another one of them.

    “You. Go get it.”

    “Yes!”

    This time, the chosen looter kept his eyes on me the entire time and walked backward to retrieve the knife. He came back and held it out to me with trembling hands.

    I took the knife and, without hesitation, cut his neck.

    “Why’d you bring just one? You think I’ve got time to waste? You.”

    When I pointed to another, he immediately turned and ran. I teleported in front of him and sliced his legs off.

    “Aaagh!”

    I shoved a blade into the mouth of the screaming man.

    “Gurk…”

    After silencing him, I pulled the knife out and returned to my original spot.

    “Listen carefully.”

    I told them a new rule.

    “From now on, if you want to loot, get my permission first. I don’t care if you didn’t know or couldn’t find me—those excuses won’t work. If you loot without my permission, your entire group dies.”

    No one replied, so I teleported in front of the strongest-looking one and chopped off his right hand.

    “Ugh…”

    “Scream and you die.”

    “Mmgh… ngh…”

    Leaving the guy who was biting down in pain, I walked through the crowd of looters.

    “Should I just make it so none of you can speak? Is that why you’re not answering?”

    “N-no!”

    “We understand!”

    “We’ll get your permission!”

    Desperate to survive, they shouted their replies.

    I raised my hand to silence them and made my message clear.

    “Tell everyone you know. If they want to loot in Seoul, they need my permission. Break the rule, and you’ll all be wiped out.”

    “Yes!”

    “Understood!”

    Then, I looked around and began killing those who had previously killed people.

    
      Slice.
    

    In an instant, half of the looters had their heads chopped off. The survivors trembled in fear, staring at me.

    “Now get lost.”

    When they didn’t move, I cut another one in half vertically. That finally made them flee in terror.

    Once they were gone, I turned to the people they had been chasing.

    “Gah!”

    One of them shrieked when our eyes met. Someone next to him grabbed his arm.

    The people didn’t know what I’d do next. They huddled together, watching me fearfully.

    
      Injured.
    

    I spotted some wounded among them, with stab and puncture wounds. I couldn’t ignore it.

    I stepped forward and gestured to the people blocking my path.

    “Move aside.”

    They parted, and I examined the injured.

    
      Two with punctures, one with an amputation.
    

    This was a good opportunity to test out healing.

    I started with the puncture wounds.

    “Heal.”

    At the command, healing activated and the wounds closed instantly.

    The people murmured in awe as the injured touched their healed bodies in disbelief.

    I ignored them and approached the woman with the severed hand.

    “Heal.”

    The wound slowly began to close—but only the wrist healed; the hand didn’t grow back.

    
      Hmm… not enough?
    

    I tried again, this time without controlling the amount of power like I did in the beginning—just letting the energy flow freely.

    “Heal.”

    This time, the healing started again and the woman’s wrist gradually began to regenerate.

    
      It’s working.
    

    Soon, her hand was fully restored.

    “Wow…”

    “Her hand came back…”

    “How is that possible!”

    The woman looked at her restored hand in a daze, then looked up at me.

    Then, hesitantly, she spoke.

    “Th-thank you.”

    I nodded and looked around at the people. Once she said her thanks, the others finally started expressing their gratitude as well.

    That’s when a returnee, the leader, approached me.

    Because he was a returnee, he seemed to truly grasp the scale of my power. His voice trembled.

    “Th-thank you for saving us.”

    I hadn’t stepped in to save them, so I just nodded.

    I turned to resume my injection work, but the leader called out.

    “Um… if it’s not too much, we’d like to repay you somehow!”

    I turned back to look at him.

    “If you have time, that is. If you’re busy, please don’t feel pressured…”

    I could keep injecting myself while moving, so I was mildly interested.

    With a returnee as the leader, their group should be able to supply food from stores.

    The fact that civilians were outside meant this was likely a sizable group.

    
      Bigger than I thought?
    

    Judging by the state of the leader’s gear and the number of civilians, it wasn’t just a small party.

    “You think I need something?”

    I smirked, and the leader looked flustered.

    “No, I didn’t mean it like that… You saved our lives. We just want to thank you somehow…”

    A rare honest person in this day and age.

    Curious about the group he belonged to, I nodded.

    The man smiled and announced their return.

    While I continued injecting, the group began moving.

    “I’m Lim Dong-geon. Thank you again for saving us.”

    “I didn’t save you. I just didn’t like those guys.”

    “Ah… but still, you did save us in the end. And you healed our wounded…”

    He was such a polite young man that I found myself walking with their group. Soon, we arrived at their hideout.

    From the wall of a large logistics warehouse, lookouts gave a signal. Then the gate opened.

    Inside, barricades made of junk filled the open space leading to the warehouse.

    As we passed through the barricades, some people standing around scoffed at Lim Dong-geon.

    “Died again, huh.”

    “That guy always pretends to be a hero but survives alone.”

    “Some returnee. Tsk…”

    Their whispers revealed that Lim Dong-geon wasn’t well-regarded.

    He heard them too—his face stiffened, but he said nothing and led the people inside.

    They didn’t know it, but Lim Dong-geon was a strong returnee.

    The reason some civilians had survived the looter siege was because he had blocked the attacks.

    If even a strong returnee like him was mocked, it meant this place had serious internal politics.

    
      Being kind is a crime now, huh.
    

    We were briefly stopped at the warehouse entrance, but Lim Dong-geon explained the situation and we were let in.

    
      Murmur, murmur.
    

    Inside, the warehouse was packed to the point it felt small.

    
      Just those in the front… at least 200.
    

    Assuming there were people behind the stacked goods, this was a group of over 1,000.

    Lim Dong-geon dispersed the crowd and led me deeper in.

    At the back of the warehouse, there was a steel staircase to the second floor, guarded by two muscular returnees.

    “Stop.”

    One with a buzzcut like a chestnut burr blocked us.

    “I’m here to report.”

    “And him?”

    “He saved the scouting party. We want to thank him…”

    “Who said you get to decide that?”

    The chestnut-head glared at Lim Dong-geon.

    A bespectacled middle-aged returnee next to him tried to intervene.

    “Min-jae, let it go. Dong-geon’s group came back with more dead again.”

    While pretending to stop him, the middle-aged man subtly criticized Lim Dong-geon.

    As Lim clamped his mouth shut, Min-jae looked at me.

    “Who the hell are you?”

    I hadn’t come here to argue, so I walked toward him.

    “You want to find out the hard way?”

    He clenched his fists—he seemed quick-witted—but he had the weakest aura among the returnees here. I was afraid he’d pop if I used even a little force.

    So I didn’t touch him. I just snatched the knife strapped to his back.

    “Eh?”

    Before he could react, I snapped it in half.

    
      Clink.
    

    I silently stared at him. He stepped back, and the middle-aged man quickly drew his sword.

    “What do you think you’re doing!”

    But he didn’t even exude fighting spirit—he was clearly terrified.

    “What’s going on down there?”

    The commotion drew attention from upstairs.

    
      All returnees, huh?
    

    It seemed the first floor was for civilians, the second for returnees.

    There was a brief standoff, but the group upstairs parted and a man emerged.

    In his early 30s with a rough face, he waved us up after looking down.

    “Let them through.”

    Min-jae and the bespectacled man stepped aside.

    I went upstairs with Lim Dong-geon, and the man was waiting in the control room.

    Lim approached and quietly reported.

    “So… I brought him here.”

    After the report, the man walked over to me and held out his hand.

    “We made a big mistake earlier. I’m Park Jin-ho, the one in charge here.”

    I shook his hand and nodded.

    “Han Ji-hoon. I’m just looking around. Don’t mind me.”

    Park Jin-ho smiled faintly and spoke.

    “Welcome. Let me prepare a place for you to rest.”

    He gestured, and a man waiting at the door entered.

    After whispering to him, Park politely gestured outside.

    The man led me to a break room in a corner of the first floor.

    “If you need anything, just ask anyone.”

    After he left, I looked around.

    
      No way…
    

    The room reeked of desire. I had a bad feeling, and sure enough, after a while, the door opened and three young women entered.

    “Um…”

    They stood awkwardly, glancing around. I sighed inwardly.

    
      This isn’t the kind of repayment I wanted.
    

    I’m still a man, not without desire. But this kind of offer only fills me with disgust.

    I stared at the women for a moment, then bought some food from the store and placed it on the floor.

    “Want to eat?”

    The women stared at the food, swallowing hard as they glanced at me. When I gestured, they sat down and started eating.

    While they ate, I continued injecting myself. When they finished, they began to undress.

    “Stop.”

    I raised a hand to stop them.

    I’d given them food to buy time before politely sending them out—not to imply anything else.

    I gestured for them to sit back down and tried to keep the conversation going.

    “Tell me—what’s life like here?”

    “Well…”

    “Life, huh…”

    At first, the women hesitated, but they slowly began to speak about this place.

    I asked about the size and rules of the base, and time passed quickly.

    Just when I thought it was time to send them out, I heard shouting outside.

    I stopped injecting and opened the door—screams rang out as people fought with blades.

    “Huh?”

    But the fight didn’t look normal.

    Because among the fighters…

    
      There’s a Shadow Fiend!
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      Chapter 24
    

    I was staring blankly at the colossal head when a notification popped up.

    I checked the mission and looked back at the giant head.

    "Are we supposed to eliminate that thing?"

    I was glad the mission was nearing its end, but I had no idea how to kill something like that.

    
      ‘Let’s go down first.’
    

    The dust on the ground hadn’t settled yet, so nothing was visible.

    I saw Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok standing on a rooftop of a tall building and descended toward them.

    
      Thud.
    

    As I landed, Lee Hyun-do looked at me and let out a hollow laugh.

    “You’re flying now?”

    I nodded and walked over to look again at the colossal head. Lee Hyun-do turned to look at it too, dazed.

    "Isn't that too much? How is anyone supposed to take that down? Does the idea of defeating something like that even apply?"

    Jung Min-seok added to the complaint.

    "Exactly. From here it looks even bigger than Yongsan used to be. What are we even supposed to do?"

    We had no clue how to deal with it.

    While thinking of strategies, I decided we should at least get closer.

    “Let’s move.”

    They both nodded.

    As we moved swiftly across rooftops using Hakuna, I asked them what had happened.

    “We managed to get something called the Black Stone, just like you said. That’s how we survived.”

    Lee Hyun-do had a bitter look on his face.

    “After Hakuna appeared, there was nowhere left to hide... Everyone died except for those of us who got the stone.”

    “So we set out to find you, but you ended up coming to us.”

    The conversation started off heavy, but we soon shifted to lighter topics.

    “What the—you're younger than I thought?”

    “Hey, Hyun-do. You don’t call me hyung either.”

    “Thirty or thirty-one, same difference.”

    “Jihoon, you’re... nah. Calling you hyung would just feel weird.”

    Most of the talking was between Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok, but I chimed in a fair bit too.

    “What, you can’t do this? It’s easy.”

    “……”

    “Hey, hey. Can you even do that? Were you always this annoying?”

    “Who trained you? Even the guys under me could do this much.”

    “That?”

    “That’s what I’m saying! He was dodging bullets before getting powers. How is that even possible?”

    It was more of a combat lesson than a conversation, but it was still fun.

    While chatting, we arrived at the Han River.

    “Hmm…”

    The head in front of us was so massive it made buildings look like Lego blocks.

    Its mouth was so wide we had to crane our necks just to see the upper lip.

    Jung Min-seok pointed into the mouth with a trembling voice.

    “I feel like... we have to go in there.”

    Just like he said, it seemed impossible to attack it from the outside.

    
      ‘We’d have to dig hundreds of meters just to pierce its skin.’
    

    The gaping mouth of the gigantic head looked like an enormous cave. It seemed we had to go inside and do something from there.

    We had our conclusion, but none of us moved.

    We kept staring in silence until Jung Min-seok, unable to stand it, slowly pretended to walk.

    “You guys not coming...?”

    We had to go.

    But I had an image forming in my head that made me hesitate.

    Hyun-do seemed to be thinking the same thing and said to Min-seok:

    “That mouth—what happens if it closes?”

    “Uh… the nose? Or maybe the pores? Wait, does it have pores?”

    Oddly enough, his words shifted my thinking.

    Still, that didn’t mean I rushed into the mouth.

    I wasn’t alone anymore.

    I looked at Jung Min-seok and gestured toward the head.

    “Wanna go scout?”

    Min-seok’s face scrunched up.

    In the end, nothing happened to Jung Min-seok.

    We saw him standing on a tooth inside the mouth, waving at us.

    Lee Hyun-do and I moved to join him.

    We climbed along the lip’s folds and reached the gums, where Min-seok came to greet us.

    “You damn cowards!”

    To the angry Min-seok, I held out a Black Stone.

    “Wanna eat this?”

    “…My specialty is recon anyway.”

    Honestly, I just wanted to help since Min-seok’s power was weak. But instead of just giving it to him, I gave him a mission so he wouldn’t get spoiled.

    Grinning, he took the stone and did a little shoulder dance.

    I smirked and jumped up onto a tooth.

    “Hmm…”

    With arms crossed, I shut my mouth tight.

    
      ‘The problem isn’t the mouth closing. It’s that there are no monsters.’
    

    Nothing had happened to Min-seok because there was nothing inside the colossal head’s mouth.

    Even stranger, there were no monsters near the head either.

    Hyun-do, who climbed up a bit later, joined me.

    “There really is nothing.”

    “Maybe it hasn’t started yet.”

    “I don’t like this. You?”

    Hyun-do frowned, clearly unsettled.

    “Let’s pull out for now.”

    It was too risky to go deeper without more intel, so we decided to retreat for the day.

    The next day, we weren’t the only ones around.

    Others were starting to show up.

    The reason was simple: there were no monsters around the colossal head.

    Even then, I wasn’t planning to explore the inside.

    Instead, I had Hyun-do and Min-seok train with the Black Stone while I flew far off to hunt.

    Being able to fly had two big advantages.

    
      Whoosh—
    

    First, I wasn’t limited to specific hunting grounds.

    I could look down from above and dive into the spot where the most monsters were gathered.

    That way, I didn’t need to trigger a wave—I could start the "blender" right away.

    Second, my hunting speed was finally satisfying.

    
      Crunch, crack.
    

    Hovering in midair and spinning while flying to the side, I could clean out a whole street like an eraser wiping a chalkboard.

    After another day of absurdly efficient hunting, I returned to our temporary shelter near the colossal head as the sun set.

    After a quick wash, I sat down as Hyun-do reported the situation.

    “More and more people are showing up. Rumors must be spreading—the numbers are insane.”

    “How many are we talking?”

    “Not sure exactly, but the tongue is packed. Some are even heading deeper. Min-seok estimates at least 50,000.”

    “Hmm…”

    “It’s already day three. If we wait longer, we might be too late.”

    Hyun-do clearly wanted to begin exploring the colossal head.

    
      ‘Still, I want more certainty…’
    

    This mission was too vague.

    All it said was to work together and complete it—there was no clear objective.

    Until I figured that out, I didn’t plan to enter the mouth.

    But judging by the situation, it was about time.

    I nodded at Hyun-do.

    “Let’s go now.”

    Once I agreed, Hyun-do packed up.

    Min-seok usually hunted and trained during the day, then gathered info from inside the head at night.

    He’d already be inside.

    Hyun-do and I leapt off the building and ran toward the mouth.

    Along the way, Hyun-do kept asking me to teach him how to fly, so I told him to hunt more monsters first. He grumbled.

    Ignoring him, I ran until we reached the lips.

    Climbing up onto the same tooth as before, I looked down at the tongue—and was shocked.

    
      ‘Not 50,000. It’s over 100,000.’
    

    The giant mouth was packed with people so densely the floor was no longer visible.

    With no monsters, people had even started lighting fires.

    In the middle groove of the tongue, tents stretched all the way to the throat.

    Along the sides, wooden houses were lined up in neat rows.

    “A village…”

    It felt almost cozy—like before the monsters came.

    As I stood there looking around, Min-seok showed up after what must’ve been a radio call from Hyun-do.

    “Yo, good work.”

    I told Min-seok we’d be staying here from now on.

    He then led us somewhere.

    “Guess what I’ve been doing the past three days?”

    Acting smug, he brought us to the row of shacks.

    Inside one, though small, there was enough space for the three of us.

    “Alright, everyone. From now on, I’ll be your guide here.”

    Imitating a kindergarten teacher, Min-seok dropped the act and began briefing us.

    “First, people are still pouring in. As of this afternoon, the estimated count was around 130,000. At this rate, tomorrow it’ll be 200,000. After that, we won’t be able to keep track.”

    I interrupted.

    “By the day after tomorrow, people might start crossing into the throat?”

    Min-seok nodded and continued.

    “There are three main factions here. First is the explorers—elite returnees. Their goal is the mission. About 300 of them. Their scouts went into the throat.”

    “And the next?”

    “Merchants. Actually, they were the first to organize. Remember the tents in the center? They manage those. At least 2,000 of them.”

    Even though the head had appeared only days ago, the inside was already a battlefield of power.

    Min-seok pointed to the ground.

    “Third is real estate. We paid points to them for this place. Around 5,000 are active. These guys are shady—they don’t just sell land. You get it, right?”

    I nodded—no need for details.

    “There are other minor groups, but those three basically run things now.”

    None of them seemed like a direct threat.

    “What about the mission?”

    I asked if there were any rumors about it. He shook his head.

    “No one knows anything. Most people just think we have to destroy the head, but that seems pointless.”

    “Any other ideas?”

    “Some say there’s a finish line inside, and whoever reaches it first gets the reward.”

    “Ridiculous.”

    Maybe it was the comfort of this place, but all the theories were half-baked.

    
      ‘There’s no such thing as a mission where no one dies.’
    

    Still, I had no better ideas.

    But I did agree with one rumor: that we would have to go deeper inside to complete the mission.

    “Let’s rest today. Tomorrow, we’ll join the explorers.”

    I gave them the plan and stepped outside.

    I stared at the glowing tents in the center, then teleported to the roof of the mouth.

    
      ‘I can feel it.’
    

    I acted impulsively because I’d been feeling a strange déjà vu ever since Min-seok’s briefing.

    As I came outside, the sensation from the tent area suddenly rose into the roof of the mouth.

    
      ‘It’s even deeper.’
    

    I was starting to recognize the presence coming from further inside.

    
      ‘This is… the power of the Black Stone. And it’s intense.’
    

    I had felt this power before, but never this clearly. That’s why it felt familiar.

    And of course, I knew whose power it was.

    
      ‘Sre is here.’
    

    This mission—it looks like I’m going to have to fight Sre.
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    Chapter 25

    At sunrise, we checked our gear and set out for the Throat.

    The presence of Sre in this place wasn’t something to be taken lightly.

    While pondering the reasons during our walk, my gaze drifted to the people around us.

    Some were still asleep. Some were laughing and chatting. Some were bartering goods. Others were rushing off somewhere.

    There were plenty of people nearby, but not a single one seemed scared or worried about the mission.

    Everyone acted as if the mission didn’t even exist. That only heightened my sense of caution.

    After walking a while, we arrived at the end of the tongue.

    Several returnees stood in a long line, blocking the entrance to the Throat in groups of two or three.

    I scanned the crowd and noticed a large tent in the center, where some returnees lounged comfortably on sofas and chairs.

    Among them were three Black Stone holders.

    I signaled subtly to Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok. When they looked over, their expressions turned serious — they could feel the power too.

    “How should we handle this?”

    Lee Hyun-do glanced over with a hint of tension in his posture.

    I quickly compared their strength to that of the three in the tent.

    Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok had only recently acquired their Stones, but the group in the tent seemed to have had theirs for longer.

    We could ignore them and just rush in, but I had no intention of stepping forward this time.

    I motioned for Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok to come closer and went over the plan once more.

    “You’re the leader, Hyun-do. Min-seok, you’re the operations commander.”

    “Got it.”

    “Okay, then what about you?”

    “Me… I’m the errand boy.”

    “Geez, you’ll be one grumpy errand boy.”

    Jung Min-seok teased me about my role, but I planned to do my part.

    The plan was born from the realization that neither of them could truly sense my strength. Apparently, the ability to sense power from a Stone had limits when the difference was too big.

    Once they nodded, Lee Hyun-do led the approach to the tent.

    “Hey! Stop right there.”

    A returnee standing next to the tent blocked our path, but Jung Min-seok immediately glared threateningly.

    “Hey? Stop? Who the hell are you to give orders, punk? Wanna die?”

    His aggressive tone drew attention right away.

    And then came the reaction — the Stone holders on the sofas turned their heads toward us.

    It was Lee Hyun-do’s cue to speak up.

    “We don’t want the gatekeeper. Let us see the leader.”

    The returnee who blocked us scoffed and threw a punch — which Lee Hyun-do easily caught and slammed him down.

    All the nearby returnees rushed in, but Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok handled them without even drawing weapons.

    The Stone holders jumped up and drew their weapons, surrounding us. Jung Min-seok quickly pulled out his sword, but Lee Hyun-do held him back and spoke to the trio.

    “You guys seem like us. We want to join forces.”

    The sudden offer made the three exchange glances.

    The bearded man in his 30s spoke on their behalf.

    “Why should we accept someone whose identity is unclear?”

    Lee Hyun-do bowed slightly and apologized.

    “If we were rude, I apologize. But this way is faster, right?”

    One of them — with a scar running from his temple to his lip — cursed.

    “F***. So we just forgive you because you apologized? There should be consequences for attacking.”

    “Boss, they look weak. Let’s just deal with them.”

    A blond punk sneered, but Lee Hyun-do smirked.

    “If we fight, two of you will die.”

    “You bastard!”

    The blond punk lunged, but the bearded man stopped him.

    “Go Young-woo, stop.”

    “Boss!”

    Lee Hyun-do changed the subject with a smile.

    “You know what today’s mission is, right? Don’t you think we should work together? I heard you’re heading in today. That’s why we came in a rush.”

    The bearded man — Yoon Chang-seok — fell silent in thought, but eventually accepted us, perhaps realizing that having more powerful people on his side wasn’t a bad idea.

    “More fighters is better. But no funny business — step out of line and you’re done.”

    With that, the scarred and blond ones calmed down.

    We were accepted into the tent, and soon strategy discussions began.

    “The path resembles the inside of a human head. We’ll get more details when the scout team returns.”

    “What’s our job?”

    “We’ll lead. You defend the rear. Isn’t that what you were hoping for anyway?”

    “That works. Fine.”

    As the two leaders settled on our position, the blond punk looked at me curiously.

    “But you… I don’t feel any power from you?”

    Everyone turned to look at me.

    Shrugging my shoulders, I bowed politely.

    “I’m just a porter. I carry weapons, run errands… please don’t mind me.”

    “Who asked you to talk? Get lost.”

    He tried to take out his irritation on me.

    I glanced at Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok — both were suppressing laughter.

    Annoyed but hiding it, I put on a pitiful face.

    Thankfully, Jung Min-seok stepped in.

    “Why are you bullying our youngest, huh?”

    “He’s got no abilities!”

    The punk growled again, but Yoon Chang-seok raised his hand and silenced him.

    “We don’t have time for this, Go Young-woo.”

    With that, he quieted down.

    Why go through the humiliation of hiding my strength like this?

    Because I don’t want to waste even a sliver of power before I face Sre.

    I’m certain Sre is at the end of this mission.

    “Move out!”

    Once the scout team returned, Yoon Chang-seok gave the order, and we set off in formation.

    Being at the very rear, we had nothing to do at first, so we chatted while walking.

    “Why are you going this far?” Lee Hyun-do asked seriously.

    I couldn’t give a straight answer, but I owed him some explanation.

    “Do you remember the Reward Room?”

    His expression darkened. Jung Min-seok shivered.

    “My supervisor was arrogant. I was taken to a prison-like place with my limbs tied up. They docked points even for random questions.”

    “I got summoned to a place with cliffs, lava, and blizzards. I didn’t ask anything. I just grabbed something and left.”

    Apparently, even the Reward Room experience varied depending on your supervisor.

    “In any case… my supervisor might be here.”

    “What?”

    “What the hell…?”

    Both were stunned and raised their voices. I hushed them and continued.

    “This mission — don’t let your guard down. Not even for a second.”

    The idea that their supervisor might exist in reality clearly shook them.

    As we talked, the group came to a halt.

    Ahead of us, people were climbing a wall — not descending into the throat, but making a path to the nose.

    That meant the final destination would be the brain.

    Which was where I wanted to go anyway, so I let them lead the way.

    Two hours passed just moving from the mouth to the nose.

    Still in shock, Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok were spacing out, so I smacked their backs.

    “Ugh…”

    “Ow! What was that for!?”

    They looked at me, then apologized after seeing my eyes.

    “Jeez… you must’ve had it rough lately.”

    “We’ll survive somehow. Death’s the same either way if we fail.”

    But just an hour later, trouble struck at the path leading to the brain.

    “Stop!”

    “Ahh!”

    The path to the brain was in the ceiling.

    Returnees who reached the top were hit by arrows from above and fell.

    The lead group stopped climbing and returned.

    Listening in, some returnees were explaining to Yoon Chang-seok:

    “There was nothing like that during our scouting!”

    “It was just a maze. No monsters.”

    “Then what the hell is that?”

    “We don’t know either!”

    As I pieced the situation together, realization hit me.

    The hidden meaning became clear.

    It meant, combine your lives.

    To complete the mission, a large number of sacrifices would be needed.

    And just as I expected—

    “Watch out!”

    “Aaaagh!”

    The moment we destroyed the trap and entered the brain, the floor caved in, and more people died.

    One hour deeper in, monsters appeared.

    
      Slash.
    

    
      Buzz, crack.
    

    A giant and a dozen Hakuna creatures attacked the middle of the group.

    “Form up!”

    “Don’t panic! Attack!”

    Though all of us were returnees, the boss monster still caused casualties.

    As numbers dwindled, discontent spread.

    “Is this even the right path?”

    “What do you want to do? Turn back?”

    “There are too many traps to call this a proper path. And all these forks…”

    “Shouldn’t we go back and bring more people?”

    Though no one said it too loudly, the tension spread through the group.

    Just then, we stopped.

    It seemed like a break, but Yoon Chang-seok approached us with Kim Young-tae and Go Young-woo in tow.

    He pointed ahead and said to Lee Hyun-do:

    “We’re about halfway there. Time for you guys to lead.”

    What? We’d barely entered the brain, and he called this halfway?

    But his gaze was sharp.

    Kim Young-tae had his hand on his sword hilt. Go Young-woo was grinning, lips twitching.

    Lee Hyun-do glanced at me.

    So much for saving energy.

    Whether we led the way or fought them, I’d be forced to use power.

    Weighing my options, I drew the kitchen knife strapped to my back.

    
      Sching.
    

    Yeah… being treated like a weakling really isn’t my style.

    Sre watched the humans from a facility filled with monitors.

    Ignoring all others, Sre’s eyes were fixed on one screen.

    “Han Ji-hoon…”

    He recalled that day.

    The Rupture — it was the result of an unplanned action by a human.

    A human invading the lab full of test subjects had not been accounted for.

    And worse, the Black Stone Han Ji-hoon obtained was not meant for testing — it was something else entirely.

    “I need to reclaim my power…”

    While creating test subjects, a portion of Sre’s power had accidentally transferred into a soldier.

    Out of curiosity, he hadn’t erased the test subject immediately. That power ended up in Han Ji-hoon.

    “I should’ve killed you back then…”

    The rupture had accelerated the experiment.

    The preliminary tests ended abruptly, and the main test began.

    But even the main test couldn’t contain the rupture.

    Responsibility fell squarely on Sre.

    To fix it, he tried to steal Han Ji-hoon’s Stone — and in doing so, broke the law of his kind.

    He was exiled.

    At the same time, he was given one last command:

    Clenching his jaw, Sre remembered that day.

    He threw a punch at the monitor showing Han Ji-hoon.

    Sre understood why his superiors had banished him.

    By doing so, he was free from the law.

    They expected that, unbound, he would eliminate Han Ji-hoon.

    Even if he killed Han Ji-hoon, the exile wouldn’t be reversed.

    Exile was permanent — he could never return to his people.

    But still, he didn’t think it was entirely a bad thing.
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      Chapter 26
    

    I pointed the knife at Yoon Chang-seok.

    "Do you want to fight?"

    Yoon Chang-seok hesitated, sensing a different atmosphere than before.

    He seemed uneasy seeing me holding a heavy kitchen knife with one hand.

    But Kim Young-tae and Go Young-woo didn’t sense anything strange and acted recklessly.

    “Do you want to die?”

    “Lee Hyun-do, aren’t you managing the shuttle?”

    Yoon Chang-seok tried to stop things urgently, but Go Young-woo, who acted before words, made a move.

    “You bastard. I never liked you from the start.”

    Go Young-woo stabbed at me with the kitchen knife as if trying to pierce me through.

    I caught the approaching blade with my hand, and Go Young-woo suddenly froze.

    I was considering whether to just slit his throat when Kim Young-tae rushed in to help Go Young-woo and kicked me.

    
      Skang.
    

    Kim Young-tae’s sword moved like he was the only one fast in a slow world.

    
      The stone’s power is in it. It’s a skill.
    

    Kim Young-tae had a skill of his own, not one learned from the boss monster.

    
      But it’s slow.
    

    Maybe ordinary people or returnees couldn’t react to this speed, but to me, it still looked like a slow draw of the sword.

    I let go of Go Young-woo in front of Kim Young-tae’s sword.

    Kim Young-tae tried to pull back his sword late, but it was too late.

    However, Kim Young-tae failed to cut Go Young-woo’s side.

    
      Clang.
    

    With a metallic sound, Kim Young-tae’s sword was deflected.

    Surprisingly, Go Young-woo also had a skill.

    
      He hardened his body.
    

    Go Young-woo’s skill made his body harder than steel.

    I watched both of them with interest, then Go Young-woo put down his kitchen knife and hurriedly stepped back.

    “What the hell!”

    “Shut up, you idiot. Why do you interfere then?”

    “Damn it, I knew it! You looked down on me too.”

    “Since you know, shut up.”

    They argued while maintaining defensive stances, never taking their eyes off me.

    I couldn’t understand how someone with such a mindset became a stone holder.

    At that moment, Yoon Chang-seok drew his kitchen knife and spoke.

    “So you’ve been hiding your ability. That must be your skill, right?”

    Yoon Chang-seok spoke as if stone holders each had different abilities.

    This was worth knowing, so I changed my mind about killing the three.

    I first moved toward Yoon Chang-seok, the leader, intending to incapacitate him.

    Yoon Chang-seok slowly took a stance and shouted,

    “Everyone, attack!”

    At his shout, not only Kim Young-tae and Go Young-woo, but also the returnees positioned behind, charged in.

    
      Waaaah!
    

    I watched the rushing crowd.

    
      Are these the best in Korea?
    

    In the middle of Seoul stood a gigantic head-shaped formation, first attacked by 300 returnees.

    They were the pinnacle of Korea’s returnees.

    With expressions only the strongest would show, they shot arrows and flew through the sky with decisive moves.

    But what I felt looking at them was: what on earth have they been doing to still be this weak?

    
      Too weak.
    

    Their movements made me doubt if their stats were even double digits.

    Even as I thought this for so long, the returnees still hovered midair.

    I gazed blankly at returnees full of confidence with every step.

    
      If you want confidence, be like this.
    

    I slowly lifted my right foot and then stamped down quickly.

    
      Hwak.
    

    The ground rippled like waves under my step, then crumbled like a cookie.

    
      Crash.
    

    The charging returnees collapsed and rolled on the ground.

    “Gah…”

    “Huff, ugh…”

    I lifted my head and looked up.

    The moment I stepped down, Yoon Chang-seok grabbed Kim Young-tae and Go Young-woo and teleported away.

    I saw Yoon Chang-seok hovering in the air, staring at me with a shocked face.

    I prepared my stance toward the falling three.

    
      I’ll leave only one alive.
    

    For smooth communication, it’s better to show the clear difference in power.

    I swung the kitchen knife at the three, but Yoon Chang-seok teleported again.

    I followed his power, moving my gaze along with his consecutive teleportations.

    But strangely, Yoon Chang-seok’s power was rapidly diminishing.

    Wanting to be sure, I swung the knife again.

    
      Pat.
    

    Yoon Chang-seok barely teleported but knelt, coughing up blood.

    “Gah…”

    I stared at him for a moment, then sheathed my knife and approached Yoon Chang-seok.

    “Damn…”

    “Yeah!”

    Kim Young-tae and Go Young-woo charged, but I waved my hand and their blood sprayed on the floor.

    I looked down at Yoon Chang-seok, who was gasping for breath.

    “Huff, huff…”

    I tilted my head, noticing the Black Stone’s power was almost gone from him.

    
      He’s different from me.
    

    Yoon Chang-seok couldn’t recover the power he used.

    I had never struggled from lack of Black Stone power.

    Even after using power, it naturally recovered over time.

    Even if the total amount differed, it was strange for him to be in such a depleted state.

    To organize the situation, I gestured toward Lee Hyun-do, who was watching from afar.

    As Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok approached, I pointed at the returnees.

    “Take care of them.”

    “Got it.”

    “Damn…”

    Lee Hyun-do nodded slightly with a hint of fear, and Jung Min-seok gave a thumbs-up as he walked toward the returnees.

    While Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok gathered the returnees in one place, Yoon Chang-seok caught his breath.

    I bluntly demanded information from Yoon Chang-seok.

    “Tell me everything you know.”

    Yoon Chang-seok looked up at me and asked a dumb question.

    “How are you so strong?”

    From all his words and actions so far, I thought he was smart, but seeing him unable to grasp the situation made me frown.

    I stepped forward and slapped the top of his head.

    
      Thunk.
    

    Yoon Chang-seok was slammed into the floor and bounced up, but I grabbed him.

    “Do you want to die?”

    If he failed to understand again, I would break every bone in his body asking questions.

    Maybe realizing my intent or finally coming to his senses, Yoon Chang-seok softened.

    “Wh-what do you want to know…?”

    Since he seemed ready to answer, I started questioning.

    “About the power. How you got the skill.”

    “What do you mean?”

    Yoon Chang-seok didn’t understand, so I explained further.

    “Tell me everything you know about the Black Stone. What you call a skill, too.”

    “Hmm…”

    When I specified the question, Yoon Chang-seok realized what I wanted and organized his thoughts before speaking.

    “Those who consume Black Stone are called ‘Ability Users.’ We didn’t decide that. The government made it official.”

    “The government?”

    Yoon Chang-seok nodded and continued.

    “Returnees who eat Black Stone get their wishes fulfilled. Some wanted stronger power, some wanted things unseen even by monsters, some wanted bodies that never get hurt. Those desires manifested as abilities. We call them skills. But not all skills are useful.”

    “Could it be the government’s reason for gathering strong returnees is that?”

    “Yeah. To select Ability Users with good skills, they need a lot of returnees.”

    “Are you also affiliated with the government?”

    When I asked, Yoon Chang-seok shook his head.

    “I sold this information to the government. We’re kind of in a partnership.”

    I clamped my mouth shut at Yoon Chang-seok’s words.

    ‘Park Sang-hee, you were deceived.’

    The government didn’t gather returnees to use Black Stone as energy.

    Strong returnees were test subjects to create Ability Users with good skills.

    “How many Ability Users does the government have?”

    Yoon Chang-seok shook his head again.

    “I don’t know. Their scale is different from ours.”

    I fell into thought for a moment.

    ‘Maybe the government is stronger than expected.’

    From early responses and occasional information, the government seemed to be handling the invasion well.

    If I survive this mission, I would definitely visit the government.

    I looked at Yoon Chang-seok, whose usefulness was over, quietly.

    “What else do you want to know? I’ll cooperate as much as I can.”

    Yoon Chang-seok seemed to sense the death fear in my gaze and actively tried to appeal.

    After a moment of thought, he spoke.

    “Like now. If you break through the maze of the brain, I’ll spare you.”

    “Alright…”

    Yoon Chang-seok accepted he had no other choice and walked toward the returnees.

    Soon, as the returnees began breaking through again, Lee Hyun-do and Jung Min-seok approached.

    “Too bad.”

    “Sorry, we weren’t much help. Next time, we’ll do better.”

    I nodded, moved on, and glanced at the two.

    Then I gave one instruction.

    “If ever…”

    When the returnee group that started at 300 dwindled to 100, we finally reached the end of the brain.

    Jung Min-seok looked around with a tired face.

    “I didn’t expect it to take a day. Anyway, we all made it, but…”

    He trailed off and looked around.

    Everyone was the same.

    The maze’s end was a large square room with nothing special.

    Before entering, I checked the walls.

    “Hmm…”

    I touched it, but it was no different from the corridor.

    Lee Hyun-do came beside me.

    “What should we do?”

    After a moment of thought, since we had come this far, we couldn’t not enter.

    I stepped inside.

    
      Crunch.
    

    As everyone entered, the walls shook, and the corridors began closing in, trapping us.

    The trapped returnees murmured.

    “What is this!”

    “I thought this would happen…”

    “Check the walls first. There must be a connected passage somewhere.”

    “This seems dangerous…”

    Everyone tense, they started searching.

    But before the returnees could do anything, the situation suddenly changed.

    
      Wiiiiing.
    

    In the center of the room, a block slowly rose like a pillar.

    The center of the block was hollow, and inside floated a transparent orb.

    Blue particles like those from Thrae’s hair flowed inside the orb.

    ‘...!!’

    I drew the Black Stone’s power to its maximum.

    
      Buzz.
    

    As I pulled power, the particles burst from the orb like tentacles, connecting to people.

    
      Thud.
    

    It felt like a sound piercing the soul, and at that moment, the people crumbled and scattered.

    “Ugh…”

    Tentacles also flew at me, but were blocked by my barrier, wrapping around it.

    The tentacles absorbed the people and swarmed toward me.

    
      Tsap.
    

    In an instant, blue particle tentacles covered me.

    As the barrier was densely wrapped in blue tentacles, I heard a voice beside me.

    “If you had listened to me, this wouldn’t have happened.”

    It was Thrae.

    Unlike before, Thrae glared at me with visible emotion.

    “I told you. The consequences of the crack you caused.”

    I wanted to argue that he never told me the consequences, but I was focusing all my strength on blocking the tentacles and couldn’t open my mouth.

    Thrae seemed to know this and sneered.

    “Unrefined Black Stone is inefficient. Even if you absorbed more stone than me, you cannot resist my power.”

    Thrae revealed the secret of the Black Stone.

    Probably because I barely held on, he thought the result wouldn’t change.

    “You know it too, right? Your power is different from other test subjects. That ability comes from me. It’s mine, and now I’ll take it back.”

    Thrae reached toward me.

    I calmly looked at his approaching hand.

    
      There’s only one chance.
    

    I had already suspected the superiority of stones when Thrae was defeated by Yanir’s gaze.

    I hadn’t shown it because I didn’t want to reveal I knew.

    Just like now.

    To keep him from thinking he could beat me.

    
      Ssshk.
    

    Thrae’s hand pierced the barrier and slowly approached my face.

    
      Clack.
    

    I grabbed Thrae’s hand right before my eyes.
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      Chapter 45
    

    After returning to the surface, I radioed in.

    After issuing the order, I returned to the tent I had been in.

    I understood why those people had started the riot.

    Because every mission makes me think more of despair than hope.

    Still, separate from empathy, I couldn’t help but think pessimistically about humanity’s chances of survival.

    The complaints and unrest probably started with just a few individuals.

    Then others, who had been quietly enduring, began to waver.

    Even among the gifted, life isn’t easy.

    Unlike the ordinary citizens, we leave the fortress and risk our lives fighting monsters.

    Our fear of death is far more direct and personal.

    But those protected within the fortress couldn’t know that.

    They’re blinded by the privileges high-ranking individuals get, and by the strength of the gifted.

    While thinking about the rioters, a brilliant idea came to mind.

    I began to seriously consider abandoning the fortress.

    To draw out the enemy, I need to make that weakness no longer a weakness.

    
      * *
    

    The riot died down quickly in just two days.

    Once food rations were cut off, people quickly came back to their senses.

    The group of rioters surrendered unconditionally and were returned to their original districts, restoring order within the fortress.

    But I had no time to rest. A new incident had occurred during that time.

    
      Swoosh.
    

    I flew south with a frown on my face.

    After the mission began, the fortress was overwhelmed with defense, so outside reconnaissance had been halted.

    Now that things had stabilized, we resumed activities—only to receive an urgent message from the south.

    While we were tied up, the Legion completely occupied the southern district.

    Since the Legion had been managing that area, I wasn’t concerned about the occupation itself.

    The real problem was that they had driven out all of the original residents of the south.

    Though the extreme cold had ended, they pushed survivors into barren, foodless lands.

    The Legion only cared about securing the southern district as a safe zone.

    Some of the displaced people moved toward the fortress, but most are still wandering around the outskirts.

    This needs to be dealt with before they turn into raiders.

    Flying quickly, I was somewhat relieved to see that the Light Arrow had at least stopped.

    
      Boom.
    

    I flew fast over the Han River and began scouting the area near the southern district.

    I saw the displaced residents marching down a major road, heading toward the fortress.

    Occasionally, I saw gifted individuals dealing with monsters at the front and edges of the group.

    But that would cause another issue.

    I have over 200 million points, and the fortress’s food reserves aren’t critical yet.

    But if they join us, the rate of food consumption will skyrocket.

    Thinking ahead, I realized—maybe this was exactly what the Legion wanted.

    I chuckled lightly.

    I had saved the southern district, but didn’t take responsibility for it.

    Likewise, the Legion didn’t want to handle its population and quietly pushed them toward the fortress.

    At first, I thought conflict with the Legion was inevitable.

    But realizing that there was someone smart on their side made me think compromise might be possible.

    
      Sparkle.
    

    As I neared the southern district, a signal came from a scouting building.

    I landed on the roof and was greeted by two scouts.

    After returning the salute, I asked for a report.

    It seemed the Legion was paying more attention to us than I’d thought.

    The scouts went into the building. Shortly after, the recon squad leader came to report.

    Leaving the squad behind, I flew to the southern district entrance.

    By now, everyone recognized a flying gifted person.

    As I landed, Legion guards approached.

    I followed the guide into the facility.

    His strength wasn’t particularly different from gifted individuals in the fortress.

    But the armor he wore caught my eye—it was shaped like a full plate armor from medieval times, covering the entire body.

    Yet it moved smoothly, without making a sound—clearly not made from hard material.

    Curiosity got the better of me.

    The shop hadn’t updated since we cleared the mission.

    The Legion had developed their own gear instead of relying on it.

    Of course, I didn’t take his word at face value.

    He probably meant it was more efficient than store gear before enhancements.

    Lost in those thoughts, I soon arrived at a building.

    He saluted and disappeared.

    I sat on a sofa in the room, contemplating how to frame our relationship with the Legion.

    In fact, I had planned to assassinate their top leaders today and dismantle the Legion altogether.

    That’s why I came alone and had the squad fall back.

    But seeing their equipment made me reconsider.

    Our fortress focused on research to turn ordinary people into gifted.

    It had shown some success, with a few completing the transition.

    If those new gifted could wear Legion gear, our power could grow rapidly.

    Still, I hadn’t made a decision.

    Because I hadn’t figured out the top leadership’s mindset.

    Soon the door opened, and several people entered.

    One of them was familiar. He stepped forward and extended his hand.

    Kind eyes but a rough appearance, and a soldier’s disciplined gait.

    He was General Jang Jin-oh, commander of the strategic operations command.

    He once held command of the front lines. Now he was the head of the Legion.

    I shook his hand and spoke.

    Even his speech was classic military.

    Why had someone like him chosen to form a faction instead of joining the government?

    I was curious, so I gestured to sit.

    We took our seats. Before I could speak, Jang Jin-oh surprised me.

    His sudden words made me look at him.

    He continued, face a bit more solemn.

    He looked at the ceiling for a moment before exhaling deeply.

    I found myself nodding instinctively.

    I knew I wasn’t always rational in critical moments.

    So I didn’t deny it.

    It reminded me of when I first accepted Lee Hyun-do.

    Back then, I believed a small elite force would eventually reach the final mission.

    It seems Jang Jin-oh realized the same thing.

    That the missions are a legitimate way to exterminate humanity.

    He had assessed the current state perfectly.

    If not for his resolve to reduce the population, I’d consider giving him command of the fortress.

    My conclusion is different.

    Because I haven’t given up.

    By calling him "Your Majesty," I acknowledged his declaration of a kingdom.

    He looked at me for a long while, then bowed slightly.

    I nodded.

    Now it was my turn.

    Wrinkles formed on his forehead.

    I finished with a smile.

    I have not given up. And I never will.

    That includes the Legion’s people as well.

    A bit of relief flickered in his eyes.

    In that moment, I felt like I had finally learned what it meant to embrace others.
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    The conversation with Jang Jin-oh continued.

    “How many from the Legion survived?”

    “Half... about 250,000.”

    “How many from Namdu?”

    “When I drove them out, about 100,000 were still alive.”

    We started with 450,000. Even if you combine the survivors of the Legion and Namdu, it's only 350,000.

    I gave a bitter smile.

    “So Korea’s population is now 800,000.”

    “I plan to eventually select just 100,000.”

    “When do you think all the missions will end?”

    “A year at most. No, maybe just six more months.”

    “That’s similar to what I thought.”

    I also expect the missions to last no more than a year.

    After the first mission, it took less than three months for 90% of the population to die.

    Now, most of the non-group survivors are dead, and factions are gradually collapsing.

    As Jang Jin-oh said—fail a mission, and it’s immediate extinction.

    
      Food is the problem.
    

    Until now, we could still gather food outdoors.

    But soon, supplies will start rotting.

    That’s why Jang Jin-oh planned to reduce the population to conserve the Legion’s stockpiled food.

    Even with that, he’s only expecting to last one more year. It's a bleak reality.

    “Let’s collaborate.”

    “Collaborate?”

    “I have surplus food. I’m also willing to take in some people from the Legion.”

    “Hmm…”

    If I had said I’d just take people without condition, Jang Jin-oh would’ve felt powerless and rejected it.

    So I presented it as a proposal instead.

    “I’m not saying I’ll take them without conditions. In return, support us with some of the equipment the Legion has developed.”

    “You mean the new armor?”

    “Yes. Also, we’re researching how to develop ability users. We’re willing to share that as well.”

    “Sounds sweet... Still, I won’t let myself hope.”

    Jang Jin-oh shook his head slowly.

    Looks like he saw through my intentions.

    But now that he knows I don’t view the Legion as an enemy, the faint hostility he held completely faded.

    “Your strength is impressive, but your unwavering resolve is even more so.”

    “I’m just the type who can’t live being pushed around.”

    “I’ll cooperate as you wish.”

    “Good. Let’s leave it here for today. Congratulations on your founding.”

    “Not sure it’s something to celebrate…”

    Jang Jin-oh kept speaking pessimistically to the end.

    But I understood something from our conversation.

    He hasn’t given up on humanity.

    
      He just doesn’t want to be the final survivor.
    

    Jang Jin-oh is choosing who among humanity will survive—by burning himself away.

    Back at the fortress, I summoned the leadership.

    There were results from the Legion and new orders to give.

    Once everyone gathered, we discussed spaces for the remaining survivors of Namdu and distributing the new armor.

    Then I brought up the key issue:

    “We’re going to start preparing for self-sufficiency.”

    My words caused a stir.

    Lee Hyun-do from the combat division and Han Jin-woo from the science division spoke up simultaneously.

    “You’re doing that while the missions are still ongoing?”

    “For self-sufficiency, farmland is the most important thing.”

    I shook my head at their concerns.

    “I’ll handle any attacks myself. Also, I’m considering moving the fortress.”

    Staying buried underground like this won’t help anything.

    My judgment is that we need to find a better base and relocate.

    “I’ll talk more once we find a suitable location. For now, just get ready.”

    Finding space for 550,000 people won’t be easy.

    
      Ideally, we’ll rebuild an abandoned city.
    

    If that’s not possible, I’ll choose a place with ample farmland.

    I informed them I’d be leaving the fortress for a while to scout locations.

    Once the decision was made, I acted immediately.

    The next day, I left the fortress and began searching from northern Gyeonggi Province.

    
      Swoosh.
    

    The cities were a mess—cracked buildings, scattered garbage.

    But outside the urban areas, I was stunned.

    
      Nature is recovering.
    

    As I looked over the lush ground, I was overcome with emotion.

    The green fields, starting at the outskirts of the city, continued all the way to the next urban zone.

    Sometimes, I even saw animals roaming.

    It’s only been three months since humans disappeared—and yet, I could feel just how much we had damaged nature.

    
      Maybe I’ll take a short break.
    

    On my way back to Seoul, passing through layered hills in northern Gyeonggi, I found a villa-like building.

    It looked charming enough, so I descended to the ground.

    
      Tap.
    

    Landing in the overgrown yard, I looked around.

    “I used to dream of living in a place like this…”

    The modern two-story house even had a pool on the side, and I could hear the sound of water from a nearby stream.

    I waved my hand, clearing all the overgrown grass from the yard and building in one go.

    Smiling faintly at the now clean property,

    “If they attack now, I’ll be pissed.”

    Maybe they're busy, but the arrows of light haven’t come recently.

    Still, I stayed cautious. You never know when they’ll strike again.

    
      Whoever’s doing it—if I catch them, they die.
    

    There must be more than one administrator, since there are two missions.

    I don’t care about the others, but the one shooting those light arrows—I’ll kill them without fail.

    Thinking about the arrows dampened my mood, so I decided to lift my spirits with some good food.

    I headed into the house.

    
      Creak.
    

    But as I opened the first-floor door and stepped inside, I felt movement underground.

    
      A bunker?
    

    Pausing and focusing, I detected motion about 30 meters below.

    
      Three people.
    

    At first, I thought it might be a family in hiding—but I quickly realized that wasn’t it.

    
      One old man, two young women.
    

    Probably some high-ranking guy who brought his lovers with him and hid underground.

    I watched for a while.

    The women weren’t moving much; only the old man’s heart was racing.

    
      He’s watching through CCTV.
    

    Following the electromagnetic signal from underground, I spotted a camera in the living room.

    Seeing no threat, I headed to the kitchen.

    “What should I eat?”

    Picking items one by one from the store, I laid them on the table.

    Sitting down, sampling bits, I thought about the system.

    
      I need to shed this ‘Exiled’ status.
    

    I’d considered it before, but never saw the point.

    But after this mission, I’ve realized that activating the system is vital.

    
      Maybe… I can end the mission myself.
    

    What gave me that thought?

    Because the administrators have relentlessly targeted me.

    Yet no punishment came.

    Yannir must have found a loophole—or bypassed the rules entirely.

    If so, then maybe if I activate the system, I can assign missions too?

    
      It’s possible.
    

    If missions disappear, we can rebuild civilization in peace.

    I wanted to activate the system before the current mission ended.

    
      Huh?
    

    Just as I picked up a piece of sushi, I felt movement underground.

    The old man must have awakened the women—they were coming up to the surface.

    “How annoying…”

    I considered leaving but decided to wait.

    
      Clunk.
    

    I heard the bunker door open, and shortly after, the women appeared.

    Passing the living room, they cautiously entered the kitchen—their eyes fixated on the food.

    “Um…”

    Seeing their thin, frail bodies, it was obvious why they came up.

    I sighed and handed them bottled water.

    “Eat too quickly and you’ll get sick. Drink water first.”

    The women took the bottles and drank slowly.

    Then I gave them easy-to-digest food.

    As one woman ate, she glanced at me and asked,

    “Um… what happened to Seoul? Is it safe now?”

    They seemed totally unaware of the outside world.

    Their desperate eyes made me hesitate—how should I answer?

    Eventually, I told them plainly.

    “Most are dead. Just surviving is a miracle.”

    “Hhhnng…”

    She burst into tears.

    The other woman, realizing how dire the situation was, froze and stopped eating.

    I didn’t offer consolation.

    “I’ll give you food to last for now. Also, bring the old man upstairs. I won’t hurt him.”

    “How did you…”

    The women’s eyes widened in shock—how did I know about the old man?

    Without answering, I simply stared.

    Eventually, they fetched him.

    “Are you... an ability user?”

    That was the first thing he asked when he saw me.

    No way someone who’s been hiding underground would know about ability users.

    
      So this guy knew the truth even before everything happened.
    

    He’s one of those who kept the truth hidden for their own survival.

    I felt my mood sour.

    “I have government connections. If you escort us to Seoul, I’ll introduce you. You know, the government fortress.”

    I ignored the old man and looked at the women.

    “Do you two want to go to Seoul?”

    They nodded.

    “I’ll take you.”

    The old man’s face brightened and he approached the table to grab food with his hands.

    “You’re lucky. I’ve got excellent connections. Just take me there, and you’ll live easy in the fortress.”

    I stared silently at the old man, chewing and talking.

    After they finished eating, we stepped outside.

    “Lead the way. You two follow.”

    The old man barked orders.

    The women looked at me, confused, so I stepped forward and hugged them.

    “Huh?”

    Before they could react, I shot up into the sky.

    “We’re flying!”

    “Ah!”

    The startled women clung to me as we soared toward Seoul.

    Faintly, the old man’s voice echoed from behind.

    “Hey! What about me?!”

    As we neared Seoul, I saw other ability users out and about.

    Approaching them, they recognized me—fortress people.

    As I descended to hand over the women, the users rushed over.

    “Hello, Ji-hoon!”

    “Nice to meet you! I’m Shin Il-dong.”

    “Are you back for good?”

    They welcomed me warmly.

    “Please take these women to the fortress.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    “We were also out rescuing survivors!”

    “Thank you for your efforts.”

    I handed over the women and prepared to take off again.

    But then—the ground began to shake.

    
      Rumble…
    

    The tremor wasn’t intense, but its scale was enormous.

    
      What is this?
    

    It felt like the earth itself was moving.

    A sense of unease came over me.

    “Tell everyone out on missions to return—now.”

    “Right now?”

    “All of them?”

    They looked at me like I was overreacting, but obeyed and relayed my command via radio before rushing to the fortress.

    Leaving them behind, I flew straight to the fortress and called for Park Min-su from the science division.

    “Ji-hoon!”

    He rushed in, face pale.

    “Something impossible is happening.”

    “Is it related to the tremor?”

    “Yes. At the DMZ, an unexplained earthquake hasn’t stopped.”

    “Is it artificial?”

    “Artificial? The ground is cracking exactly along the demilitarized zone. This can't be explained scientifically.”

    As I struggled to imagine the consequences, Park Min-su laid it out:

    “If this continues… Korea will no longer be surrounded on three sides by the sea—but on all four.”
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      Chapter 47
    

    I moved to the communications control room and groaned as I reviewed the recon drone footage.

    ‘This looks like a movie...’

    The lush green land had split in two, and seawater was pouring in violently between the gaps. I could almost hear the rushing water in my ears.

    Even without Park Minsu's commentary, I could tell this wasn’t natural.

    “They’re drawing a line right down the ceasefire zone.”

    “This isn’t due to tectonic plates. It’s more like...”

    Park Minsu trailed off, but I knew what he was trying to say.

    ‘This is the organizers’ doing.’

    I didn’t know how they did it, but they had split the land.

    “They really don’t give us a break.”

    “If you’re tired, should I send the drones for further recon first?”

    “No. I don’t know how they did it, but I do know why.”

    “Pardon?”

    Park Minsu looked puzzled, but I said nothing more and quietly left the control room.

    As I walked through the corridor, I began to think.

    ‘Feels like they’re trying to trap me.’

    The organizers had isolated Korea. They didn’t want me going elsewhere.

    Now that I realized this, I began thinking of how to use it to my advantage.

    ‘Could it be…?’

    I pondered why they didn’t want me going to other regions.

    ‘What happens if I go somewhere else?’

    Whatever it was, if the organizers didn’t want it to happen, that was reason enough to do it.

    “I need to resume the hunt.”

    Now, only Jeolla and Gyeongsang provinces were teeming with monsters.

    Once I cleaned out those two areas, the remaining scattered monsters could be handled by other Awakened.

    I paused, reassessed my plan, and silently looked around.

    “It’s really time to leave the fortress.”

    I arrived at the command room and quietly summoned the top brass.

    ‘I can’t say my real reason.’

    If I spoke about why I was leaving, the organizers would catch on.

    ‘I just hope Lee Hyondo picks up on it.’

    Once everyone arrived, I brought up the topic of relocating the fortress.

    “Gyeonggi-do is safe, but not suitable. We’ll need to head further south.”

    There had been discussion on possible relocation sites before.

    A self-sustaining location with ample farmland was necessary, so many candidates had been suggested.

    I pointed to a spot on the map hanging in the command room.

    “I’m thinking of Gunsan, in North Jeolla.”

    “Hmm…”

    “If we’re heading out of the capital, Gunsan’s not a bad choice. It has the Geum River too.”

    “Once the roads are rebuilt, it won’t be hard to travel.”

    “Easier to defend as well.”

    Once the destination was suggested, the room buzzed with conversation. I stayed silent until it calmed down again.

    “I’m leaving this place.”

    “...What?”

    “Huh?”

    “Wait, are you saying you’re going back out to hunt?”

    They didn’t quite follow what I meant since I’d skipped all the context.

    “This fortress doesn’t help me grow. It’s a burden now.”

    “That’s…”

    “Jihoon, what are you saying all of a sudden?”

    “Jihoon, we’ll work harder, so please...”

    I gave them only the conclusion, and their shock was obvious.

    As I looked around at their confused faces, my eyes met Lee Hyondo’s.

    “Lee Hyondo, you understand what I mean, right?”

    “……”

    “My goal is to grow stronger.”

    He didn’t respond, but his steady gaze told me he understood.

    I nodded once and walked out of the command room, leaving the fortress behind.

    
      * * *
    

    Flying south toward Jeolla, I recalled the conversation just now.

    ‘I hope he understood me.’

    There would be some noise after my disappearance, but this was the time for a bold move.

    ‘If I keep reacting passively, it’ll end up just as the organizers planned.’

    There’s no point in pretending to abandon the fortress — I had to actually do it.

    ‘In the end, I’m the one they’re watching. The fortress is secondary.’

    Keeping it out of my line of sight might be the best way to protect it.

    I sped up, and as expected, arrows of light followed.

    ‘Should’ve done this earlier.’

    Dozens of arrows rained down to stop my southward flight, but I easily dodged and passed through Chungcheong-do.

    “If I catch you, you’re dead.”

    Since Sreg’s death, there’d been attacks resembling virus corruption from huge beings like Cream. Only Hakuna remained, and the light arrows were most likely his doing.

    ‘If not, then the amount of Black Stone I’m sensing makes no sense.’

    I needed to take down Hakuna first to ensure the fortress’s safety.

    But tracking him wasn’t easy. He was cloaked like a mist, and his exact location couldn’t be pinpointed, preventing teleportation.

    ‘Must be his authority at work.’

    So I had to rely on visual detection.

    But I wasn’t fast enough yet to break through the atmosphere in one go.

    ‘Not yet, anyway.’

    Yanir’s spatial occupancy...

    I’d been practicing how to “cut” air. Fast flight ultimately required solving air resistance, and my solution was to tear the air, creating a vacuum path.

    ‘Keep being careless. All it takes is one moment.’

    I glanced at the arrows of light raining like thunder and increased speed.

    
      * * *
    

    After clearing all visible monsters in Jeolla, I moved into Gyeongsang.

    I thought it would be similar, but arriving in Busan, I was surprised to see so many Awakened.

    Floating above, I looked down at the ground.

    ‘How are they still alive?’

    Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t just one or two. Dozens of groups moved in squad formations.

    ‘No monsters, though.’

    If they’d responded effectively from the start of the mission, the fortress would’ve known.

    But we had no reports of survivor groups outside the capital region.

    Which meant they weren’t a unified group.

    
      Bang.
    

    Just as expected, skirmishes erupted wherever groups met.

    ‘Oh?’

    Surprisingly, their skills weren’t bad.

    They dodged bullets with ease and didn’t go down even when hit — bullets didn’t pierce them.

    ‘They’re all superhumans.’

    Even the weakest was moving like someone with over 10,000 total stats.

    ‘A wild world where only the strong survive.’

    This was just the outskirts. The city center would be more interesting.

    After observing for a while, I headed toward a cluster of tall buildings.

    
      Boom!
    

    The building zone was chaotic too.

    Explosions, fires, and broken windows from ongoing battles.

    Everyone fought desperately — it made me laugh.

    “Haven’t seen something this entertaining in a while.”

    I landed on a rooftop ledge with a good view of the city.

    Since I was watching, might as well have a snack. I opened the shop and picked some food.

    
      Ssssh. Pop.
    

    Cracked open a beer and tore into some chicken as I watched the fights.

    “The city center isn’t that different either.”

    Compared to the outskirts, it was stronger, but the intensity was lacking.

    “Maybe the territory’s been claimed?”

    It wasn’t war — more like territorial defense. They fought to repel intruders, but didn’t chase them down.

    “Nothing too unique.”

    After finishing the meal, I stood and thought about how they were surviving.

    ‘What are they eating?’

    Besides a few survivors, Busan had nothing left.

    There was no way to earn points here anymore.

    I summoned the system to check my status.

    [ POINT: 532,637,735 ]
 [ STONE GAGE: 14,453 ]

    After clearing Jeolla and most of Gyeongsang, I had gathered 250 million points. 5,000 Stone Gauge, too.

    How much were points worth to these people now?

    Curious, I decided to negotiate with some of them.

    Right then, a young man burst into one of the buildings.

    
      * * *
    

    Han Junho rushed into the building, cursing.

    “Damn it…”

    With total stats nearing 20,000, Han Junho had survived in the city center.

    But ever since monsters vanished, stats no longer mattered.

    “I got too cocky.”

    Now, in the city, the most important thing wasn’t power — it was food.

    Even someone like him, beyond human, had to eat something once a week.

    He’d endured hunger until now, but he was at his limit.

    “I should’ve saved some points... I got greedy.”

    He had tried looting a nearby store but was chased off by Awakened defending it.

    Han Junho was among the top 10 strongest in Busan, but even he couldn’t handle a swarm.

    “They really came at me in a pack… shit…”

    He cursed, mixing anger and regret, but it changed nothing.

    Climbing the stairs, he briefly thought of another way to get points.

    Monsters weren’t the only source.

    ‘Other Awakened…’

    Human hunting crossed his mind.

    But even in this survival-of-the-fittest world, he didn’t want to cross that line.

    “Shit... I’d rather starve.”

    His legs grew heavier with each step.

    “Maybe I should leave…”

    He seriously considered leaving Busan to find monsters elsewhere.

    Just then, a voice called from above.

    “Hungry, are you?”

    “…!!”

    Startled, Han Junho looked up to see a man gazing down from far above.

    ‘I can’t sense anything…’

    If he were an ordinary person, he would've noticed the presence by now. This man wasn’t ordinary.

    The complete lack of pressure made it more terrifying.

    He thought about running — but somehow, his instincts told him that would be a terrible idea.

    “You’re pretty strong. So why are you starving?”

    He didn’t answer. Footsteps echoed down the stairs.

    ‘What do I do?’

    He might be able to run — but something else made him hesitate.

    ‘He’s from outside.’

    There’s no way this man’s a local. If he were, there would’ve been rumors.

    ‘And… he didn’t treat me like a threat. More like… he wanted to help.’

    If things stayed like this, there’d be no future.

    Han Junho needed a breakthrough. He clenched his teeth and climbed the stairs.

    
      Step.
    

    When he reached the rooftop, the man was gazing at the city.

    “So they’re all fighting because they’ve got no points?”

    Han Junho finally answered.

    “There are no more monsters. People are running out of options.”

    “Then go somewhere else.”

    “No one wants to leave what little safety they have left.”

    “Even if staying means no progress?”

    Han Junho scoffed.

    “Focusing on progress got us into this mess. Elsewhere won’t be any better.”

    The man thought for a moment, then held out his hand.

    “Here. I’ll give you some points.”

    Han Junho looked at the hand, puzzled by the stranger’s kindness.

    “Why…?”

    When he asked, the man simply said,

    “You’re starving. Do I need a reason to help someone?”

    His words stirred something in Han Junho.

    He hadn’t realized kindness like that could still exist.

    He slowly reached out and accepted the points.

    Then his eyes widened.

    “Whoa!”

    The man had given him 1 million points.

    “What? Not enough?”

    “What?”

    “I’ll give more. But there’s a condition.”

    Han Junho figured there had to be a catch — but what came next surprised him.

    “Gather the hungry and go to Gunsan.”

    “Gunsan?”

    “They’re rebuilding there. You guys will be useful.”

    “Rebuilding?”

    “Civilization isn’t over yet.”

    The man gave more points.

    Han Junho could barely react.

    ‘T-Ten million?!’

    He’d never imagined one person could own this much.

    Dizzy, he took a deep breath, steadied himself, and asked,

    “Why… why trust me with this much? What if I get greedy…?”

    He had, honestly, been tempted.

    But the man just smiled.

    “You’re strong enough to survive — but you’re still starving.”

    Those words lit a fire in Han Junho’s chest.

    He didn’t know who the man was — but he was powerful.

    And that kind of person had acknowledged him.

    Someone had finally seen the pain he’d been enduring.

    That alone made everything feel worth it.

    “Bring as many people as you can. Just not the well-fed ones.”

    “Got it.”

    The man nodded, then slowly floated upward.

    “I’m off.”

    As he prepared to leave, Han Junho called out.

    “Where are you going?!”

    The man didn’t answer — he vanished in an instant.

    Han Junho looked in the direction he flew.

    “...Japan?”
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