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    Chapter 1: Awakening

    
      Chapter 1: Awakening? No Thanks
    

    

    
      My view was a complete mess.
    

    

    
      “It’s a monster!!”  
    

    

    
      “P-please, spare me!!”.
    

    

    
      Huge hairless wild-dog-shaped monsters filled the alley of the residential district, their red gleaming eyes scattering light as they tore apart every human in sight.
    

    

    
      People, unable to process their suddenly shattered everyday life, were fleeing wherever their feet carried them. But standing in the very center of that chaos was a white-haired man, calmly sucking a melon ice bar held between his lips.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s just go home. Home. How many times has it been now?”
    

    

    
      A siren blared from the phone held motionlessly in the man’s hand, and the screen flicked on by itself.
    

    

    
      <Emergency Disaster Alert>  [Korea Hunter Association] A mutated gate has appeared near Myeongmok-dong. Evacuate to the nearest shelter/safe zone.
    

    

    
      “They sure are fast.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his carefree chuckle, the fleeing people felt a momentary surge of hope. After all, who could stay this calm in such a disaster without having something to rely on?
    

    

    
      “Excuse me…. Are you perhaps… a Hunter?”
    

    

    
      A young college student, as if grasping for hope, tried speaking to the man—only for a chilling sound to ring out that very instant.
    

    

    
      Crunch!
    

    

    
      A wild dog that had leaped off a wall lunged at the man, biting down on the arm holding the ice bar. 
    

    

    
      No—more accurately, the man shoved the wrapper he was holding straight into the creature’s mouth, making the contents burst and splatter everywhere.
    

    

    
      “I’m not that kind of person.”
    

    

    
      Wasn’t that movement far too skilled and composed for someone who supposedly wasn’t? Confusion flickered in the college student’s eyes.
    

    

    
      “I said I’m not. So get going already.”  
    

    

    
      “B-but…! You’re really not a Hunter?”
    

    

    
      When the student tried to approach him, the man finally spat out the ice bar, grabbed the student by the collar, and yanked him toward himself. 
    

    

    
      Behind the student, the ominous whoosh of a wild dog lunging past was heard. 
    

    

    
      At that speed, an ordinary person wouldn’t have dodged even if they had seen it.
    

    

    
      This man was moving as if he already knew how the wild dogs would attack.
    

    

    
      “Seriously. You won’t go if I say this, you won’t go if I say that. What do you want me to do?”   
    

    

    
      “H-huh?”   
    

    

    
      “Never mind. I’ll just start over. As if I’m ever taking this path again.”
    

    

    
      After spouting incomprehensible words, the man released the student’s collar and strode toward the monsters.
    

    

    
      “Where are you going!! It’s dangerous!”
    

    

    
      The student tried to grab him, but the man didn’t stop. Then, something happened that made the student’s jaw drop.
    

    

    
      Right in front of the man, a white, glowing door slowly revealed itself. It shimmered as if promising survival to anyone who entered. But the man didn’t look at it.
    

    

    
      “Unbelievable.”
    

    

    
      Instead, he calmly bent forward—offering his nape for the monsters hungry for blood.
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      The wild dog opened its jaws wide and sank its teeth into the easy prey’s throat. 
    

    

    
      He showed none of the earlier, almost artistic movements. 
    

    

    
      The man was choosing to die.
    

    

    
      Then—
    

    

    
      “Huh? There’s someone over there!!”
    

    

    
      From afar, voices of Hunters who had run themselves ragged to eliminate the monsters could be heard.
    

    

    
      “Man… you guys… sure… get here… fast…. Next time… maybe… a bit… fast, er….”
    

    

    
      With each word, blood bubbled up. 
    

    

    
      Baek Mu-gyeong, who stubbornly tried to finish his complaint word for word, suddenly lost the will to bother, and dropped his head to the ground.
    

    

    
      I’ll just come back anyway, and you won’t even remember me. His consciousness blurred, and only the wide-open white door stood above him, as if looking down at him.
    

    

    
      Beep,
    

    

    
      “That’s 9,800 won. Would you like to collect points?”
    

    

    
      Late afternoon in a convenience store, the sun hanging low. 
    

    

    
      The part-timer stared with lifeless eyes at the customer who neither took out a card nor made any attempt to pay.
    

    

    
      “…No.”
    

    

    
      The customer answered a beat late, rubbed his own neck, and only then rummaged in his pocket as if finally ready to pay.
    

    

    
      “Payment complete. Would you like your receipt?”  
    

    

    
      “Throw it away. Ah, I’ll take the ice cream.”
    

    

    
      The customer tore open the wrapper right there in the store, put the melon ice bar back in his mouth, and walked out to the sound of a cheerful door chime.
    

    

    
      “Ah…. I’m so sick of this.”
    

    

    
      I don’t die. 
    

    

    
      More precisely, even if I die, I return to a point before my death. 
    

    

    
      I never know exactly when I’ll return, but one thing is certain—it’s always to a moment where I can avoid dying if I choose to.
    

    

    
      Isn’t that good, you ask? Why, because knowing so much means I can use that knowledge to become incomparably stronger than anyone else? Because I can have and enjoy more than anyone?
    

    

    
      What a load of crap. I remember my very first life, before any of the regressions began. 
    

    

    
      The world ten years from now was completely ruined. 
    

    

    
      It was a world that not even a single absolute powerhouse could overturn. After living through all those worlds, I no longer wanted to do anything.
    

    

    
      I don’t know why this crazy world insists on reviving me every time I die, but it can go choke on it. I have no intention of doing anything. I’ll just live earnestly in the present. 
    

    

    
      Like enjoying ice cream to my heart’s content because a few years from now I won’t even be able to eat it….
    

    

    
      “For now, getting home comes first.”
    

    

    
      I got lazy and tried to cut through, but I lost track of how many times I died. I should give up on that route. Even if it takes longer, I need to take the safer way.
    

    

    
      Then I noticed the college student smoking beside the convenience store. If he hadn’t kept grabbing onto me earlier, I would’ve been home long ago. Still, I guess I’ll say something.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”  
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Did he think I’d scold him for smoking on the street? He rolled his eyes, puffed out his chest as if bluffing, and for some reason I couldn’t help letting out a snort.
    

    

    
      “Don’t go down that road. They’re doing road construction.”
    

    

    
      The student seemed torn between listening or ignoring me, but then realized there was something else that should have bothered him.
    

    

    
      “Why are you telling me that?”
    

    

    
      I looked at the student narrowing his brows at me as though wary, squeezed the body of the ice bar in my fist, and let out a sigh internally.
    

    

    
      “Just saying.”
    

    

    
      I told him enough; the rest was up to him. I didn’t say anything more and turned away. 
    

    

    
      No matter how much you tell someone not to die, some people just won’t listen. If I valued every single person’s life that much, I’d already be a Hunter playing hero.
    

    

    
      Flash.
    

    

    
      That moment, a white door appeared before my eyes. It was the same one that had shown up so showily when I fought the monster earlier. 
    

    

    
      It was so close that if I had walked even a little faster, I would’ve been sucked right in.
    

    

    
      “What the hell is up with today?”
    

    

    
      What a lousy streak of luck. 
    

    

    
      With that thought, I quietly tried to skirt around the door—but the college student, who had hurriedly stubbed out his cigarette and wiped his hand on his pants, came running toward me.
    

    

    
      “Excuse me. Are you… not going in?”
    

    

    
      His face was slightly flushed, and unlike earlier, his eyes now gleamed with a different kind of wariness toward me.
    

    

    
      Must be nice, being young. I wasn’t planning on going in anyway. I took a step back and jerked my chin toward the door with the ice bar still between my teeth.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. You can go.”  
    

    

    
      “Why…? No, that’s not it. Thank you!”
    

    

    
      Even before I answered, the student had already been sneaking closer to the door. 
    

    

    
      He gave me a courteous bow. 
    

    

    
      Even while lowering his head, I could clearly see the look of ‘Wow, he’s really not going in. Jackpot.’ shining in his eyes.
    

    

    
      As soon as the student dove into the white door without looking back, it vanished without a trace.
    

    

    
      That was a normal reaction. 
    

    

    
      Four years ago, after a black tower pierced into the center of the Pacific, Earth had been suffering from unpredictable monster outbreaks. To confront them, one needed an awakening. You know, becoming ridiculously good with a sword or gaining some supernatural power.
    

    

    
      And those occasional ‘doors’ that appeared on Earth guaranteed a 100% chance of awakening to anyone who entered. How could anyone not lose their mind over that?
    

    

    
      I was probably the only person on Earth who had no interest in those doors.
    

    

    
      Ding~.
    

    

    
      “Just now…! Didn’t a door appear just now?”
    

    

    
      The unlucky part-timer rushed out of the store, staring in shock at me and the empty air where the door had been.
    

    

    
      “The spots are full.”
    

    

    
      The part-timer stared at me as if dumbfounded. 
    

    

    
      As if wanting to say: ‘I clearly saw it, so why did you kick it away and give it to someone else? If you’re giving it away, give it to me.’
    

    

    
      “Well then.”
    

    

    
      That was just his luck. 
    

    

    
      The student happened to get swept up in the anomaly around me and caught a stroke of fortune. 
    

    

    
      The part-timer was simply late.
    

    

    
      But was a door supposed to appear here in the first place? If so, why hadn’t that student, who’d been smoking here, already gone through it instead of showing up in that alley?
    

    

    
      With no answer in sight, I turned to take the long detour home—
    

    

    
      Flash.
    

    

    
      Another door appeared right in front of me. What was this, some clingy cult recruiter? Seriously?
    

    

    
      “Oh for—”
    

    

    
      Just as I finally lost patience and was about to curse, a hand grabbed my shoulder.
    

    

    
      “If you’re not going in, can I go?”
    

    

    
      It was the part-timer, eyes shining like stars. When did he take off his vest again? He was fast, I’d give him that.
    

    

    
      I looked between the part-timer and the door with an annoyed expression. And this time, I finally sighed out loud.
    

    

    
      “Go ahead.”  
    

    

    
      “Yes!! I quit this job!!”
    

    

    
      Shouting in joy, the part-timer threw his vest aside and immediately leapt into the door.
    

    

    
      “Try appearing again. I’ll awaken every dog in my neighborhood.”
    

    

    
      More awakeners wasn’t a bad thing. 
    

    

    
      Hunters were the number one aspirational job these days. 
    

    

    
      And even if someone ended up with only a mediocre ability, it still raised their chances of surviving emergencies. 
    

    

    
      Not that I cared. Let’s see who wins this stubborn contest.
    

    

    
      Not long after the part-timer disappeared into the door, a disaster alert blared on my phone.
    

    

    
       <Emergency Disaster Alert>  
    

    
       [Korea Hunter Association] A gate has appeared near Myeongmok-dong. Evacuate to the nearest shelter/safe zone.
    

    

    
      There was nothing I could do. 
    

    

    
      Hunters seemed to be arriving fairly quickly these days, so I’d leave it to them. In the distance, faint shrieks, doglike barking, and explosive sounds echoed. Hm. They were fighting hard.
    

    

    
      -Woof woof!!
    

    

    
      Monsters really had impressive lungs. 
    

    

    
      When a gate appeared at night, the residents of the nearby neighborhood might as well assume they wouldn’t sleep at all. 
    

    

    
      It was no wonder earplug company stocks had risen since gates began appearing.
    

    

    
      -Grrrr….
    

    

    
      That sounded close. So close it felt like it was right beside me… what the?
    

    

    
      -Woof!!
    

    

    
      A monster burst out from a narrow alley, baring its teeth and charging. 
    

    

    
      Instinctively, I raised my forearm. 
    

    

    
      Its teeth sank into my soft flesh and, unable to resist its strength, my body toppled over.
    

    

    
      The problem was—
    

    

    
      Flash.
    

    

    
      A door appeared right behind me as if it had been waiting.
    

    

    
      “No, I said I’m NOT awakening!!!”
    

    

    
      Whatever system was behind this had completely lost its mind. 
    

    

    
      Refuse to eat it, and it would shove awakening straight down your throat.
    

    

    
      In that short moment, I spat out a dozen curses internally and was forcibly thrown into the 100%-guaranteed-awakening door.
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      Chapter 2: If You Don’t Want to Awaken, How About a Slave Contract?
    

    

    
      “What is this.”
    

    

    
      I already knew the procedure for awakening well. 
    

    

    
      Of course I did—I had gone through it once before. 
    

    

    
      Once you stepped through the door, you arrived in a space that was white in every direction. 
    

    

    
      While you looked around, wondering what this place was, a system window popped up before your eyes to announce your awakening.
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.”
    

    

    
      Once that happened, you examined the trait and skills you had awakened, tested them thoroughly, and once satisfied, you returned to reality.
    

    

    
      “I said, what is this.”
    

    

    
      But this time was a bit different. 
    

    

    
      No—quite a lot different.
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.”
    

    

    
      Some pale, round, squishy slime-like thing was crawling up my body, inspecting me all over. 
    

    

    
      As if something were missing, it had plucked out a strand of my hair a moment ago, and now it was even pulling my eyelid open.
    

    

    
      “Hey, stop.”
    

    

    
      In the end, I couldn’t hold it anymore and grabbed the slime by the back of its head, yanking it off my face. 
    

    

    
      Because its body had been stuck to my face, it stretched long before dangling in midair with a wet slap.
    

    

    
      “Bubbl-bubblblrrk…!”
    

    

    
      “What are you even saying?”
    

    

    
      Its milk-white body, with bean-sized black eyes embedded here and there, distorted as it made a slightly different sound than before, then used a tentacle-like limb to smack what looked like its chest? as if trying to emphasize itself. 
    

    

    
      But how was I supposed to answer when we couldn’t even communicate?
    

    

    
      Besides, I had never heard of anything existing inside the door to begin with.
    

    

    
      “If you’re not going to attack, get over there.”
    

    

    
      I flung the slime far away. 
    

    

    
      Following a neat parabola, it hit the floor with a splat and flattened.
    

    

    
      “Bubbl-blrrrk!”
    

    

    
      Ignoring its protest, I took a quick look around the dim surroundings. 
    

    

    
      The white space was nowhere to be seen; instead, it felt like I had entered some near-future facility that had clearly been abandoned long ago.
    

    

    
      Dust blanketed the floor and desks, and for some reason, the few floating screens in the air flickered as if broken, displaying what appeared to be various scenes of Earth.
    

    

    
      “What is all this….”
    

    

    
      I was about to touch one of the screens and step toward a desk with a cold mug on it when a familiar window popped up in front of my eyes.
    

    

    
      [Ahyo! It’s finally working. Can you see this?]
    

    

    
      Seeing a window speaking to me before the awakening window itself—unbelievable. 
    

    

    
      I let out a baffled snort. 
    

    

    
      What was talking to me? But I didn’t have to wonder long. 
    

    

    
      The slime, having regained its round shape, puffed up its body, planted two tentacles on its sides like hands on hips, and stared up at me.
    

    

    
      “Was it you?”
    

    

    
      “Bubble, bubblrrrk.”
    

    

    
      [Yes. You catch on quickly. You took so long to come, and kept sending other people instead, so I thought Earth’s prospective administrator had wrapped up all their intuition nicely and chucked it beyond our galaxy. This is truly fortunate.]
    

    

    
      Well, I hadn’t planned on awakening. 
    

    

    
      You dragged me here by force. 
    

    

    
      I picked up the slime with both hands and irritably stretched it out. 
    

    

    
      Its absurdly soft body elongated easily.
    

    

    
      “What do you mean, prospective administrator. Are you the system? If so, why’re you calling me that and still not letting me awaken?”
    

    

    
      The slime had endured both merciless stretching and my barrage of questions without a single bubble of complaint—until it finally hit its limit.
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      After restoring its stretched body, it swung one of its limb-ends at my cheek as if it wasn’t intentional.
    

    

    
      “Bubble.”
    

    

    
      [Honestly, among Earthlings, I heard Koreans are especially impatient—turns out it’s true.]
    

    

    
      Stunned by the unexpected slap that turned my head to the side, I stared at the slime. 
    

    

    
      But it simply toddled over to the desk as if nothing had happened and rummaged through the drawers.
    

    

    
      “Wow… hey, you.”
    

    

    
      Seriously. 
    

    

    
      I lived long enough to get slapped by a slime?
    

    

    
      I had been torn apart, chewed, and beaten by monsters more times than I could count. 
    

    

    
      But I had never, ever been slapped by a slime before. 
    

    

    
      Honestly, how many chances did anyone have in life to get slapped at all?
    

    

    
      Whether I cared or not, the slime returned with a stack of papers balanced on its head.
    

    

    
      [Sign this. Then I’ll awaken you.]
    

    

    
      Illuminated by the flickering light, the title printed in huge letters on the stack was this:
    

    

    
      『Administrator Contract of the Interdimensional Preservation Alliance』
    

    

    
      “…Oh.”
    

    

    
      Suspicious as hell no matter who looked at it. 
    

    

    
      Damn. 
    

    

    
      This was bleak. 
    

    

    
      I looked upward into the empty air.
    

    

    
      ‘Is there no simple way to regress again?’
    

    

    
      But a human life was tougher than it looked. 
    

    

    
      And asking the slime to kill me didn’t guarantee it would.
    

    

    
      If this was all arranged by the system anyway, even if I managed to regress, I’d probably end up back at the moment the slime was flipping my eyelid.
    

    

    
      Fine. 
    

    

    
      Let’s look first. 
    

    

    
      I’ll look, then think again. 
    

    

    
      I turned to the first page.
    

    

    
      『 1. The Interdimensional Preservation Alliance is a transdimensional relief organization created to preserve the lifeforms, cultures, and lifestyles of each dimension, and guarantees the safe rescue of any alliance-affiliated administrator by placing their life as top priority in case of emergencies. 
    

    
      』
    

    

    
      Safe rescue wasn’t something I wanted. 
    

    

    
      What I wanted was eternal rest, and only that.
    

    

    
      Where had my life gone so wrong? I smiled faintly and opened my mouth.
    

    

    
      “What if I say I refuse to awaken?”
    

    

    
      The slime, unfazed by my declaration, twitched its round black dot-eyes like tiny beans.
    

    

    
      [Then you’ll be living here with me.]
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.”
    

    

    
      [Forever.]
    

    

    
      A chill crawled up my spine as I stared into those unfocused black eyes. 
    

    

    
      Ha. 
    

    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    

    
      For someone like me who couldn’t die, that “forever” would truly be forever.
    

    

    
      “Haa….”
    

    

    
      I swept back my bangs that had fallen over my eyes. 
    

    

    
      Either way, now that I was dragged into this, I had to awaken. 
    

    

    
      If I became an administrator as written here, that meant I would be a hunter again. 
    

    

    
      But then there was this clause.
    

    

    
      『 Administrators of the Interdimensional Preservation Alliance must not reveal their affiliation, the existence of the Alliance, or the existence of the control room to outsiders. 』
    

    

    
      I couldn’t let anyone know I had awakened into something absurd, nor could I use it as bait to seek help. 
    

    

    
      However….
    

    

    
      “You’re pulling a pretty amusing prank.”
    

    

    
      My previous life flickered before my eyes. 
    

    

    
      Too many deaths to be counted or reported on the news, and no matter how many sleepless nights I spent clearing dungeons and hunting, the gates and monsters had never decreased.
    

    

    
      If it was a world doomed to perish no matter how desperately I struggled, then I had run around screaming to just kill me before I had to watch any more of it. 
    

    

    
      Now it felt like they were asking, ‘Are you really not going to do it, even when we’re handing you something like this?’
    

    

    
      My teeth ground together. 
    

    

    
      What the hell did they want from me? Disgusting things.
    

    

    
      “If I become an administrator, is there actually anything I can do?”
    

    

    
      [The candidate for Earth’s one and only administrator is saying something amusing. That depends on what ‘you’ decide to do, doesn’t it?]
    

    

    
      It depended on me? What a massive bait. 
    

    

    
      For someone who thought I understood exactly how the world worked, they were handing me power from an unknown realm. 
    

    

    
      It felt like they were throwing administrator kindling onto the embers of a world already burnt down to ash.
    

    

    
      Either way, I couldn’t avoid it anymore. 
    

    

    
      I had already reached the signature line on the final page.
    

    

    
      “Fine. Let’s give it a try.”
    

    

    
      Since I couldn’t avoid it, I might as well enjoy seeing what this could do. 
    

    

    
      Repairing and restoring cracks was supposed to be the main job, but with just a few words on a page, I had no real idea what that meant.
    

    

    
      And then I realized—how was I supposed to sign without a pen?
    

    

    
      “Hey, slime. There’s no pen he—”
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      The slime slapped my hand down. 
    

    

    
      At the same time, my palm stamped onto the paperwork. 
    

    

    
      A strange tickling, like something leaking out from inside me, crept up my nerves in an unpleasant wave.
    

    

    
      “Use words! Words!”
    

    

    
      [You like things fast, don’t you?]
    

    

    
      Ignoring the tingling, I snapped at the slime—only for a system window, slightly different from the slime’s usual one, to appear before my eyes.
    

    

    
      「You have formed an Administrator Contract (Soul) with the Interdimensional Preservation Alliance.」
    

    

    
      「A bound copy of the Administrator Contract has been added to your subordinate inventory.」
    

    

    
      A gold light crawled up from the contract along my finger, wrapped around my wrist once, and sank into my skin. 
    

    

    
      I ended up with a gold tattoo on my wrist, though it didn’t hurt at all.
    

    

    
      Only then did the real status window appear.
    

    

    
      「Status Window」
    

    

    
      Name ㅣ Baek Mu-gyeong
    

    

    
      Traits ㅣ [Administrator], [Status Window Privacy], [Monster Neutral Zone]
    

    

    
      Skills ㅣ [Crack Mending], [Restoration], [Low-Grade Memory Distortion]
    

    

    
      [Crack Mending] Mends cracks. 
    

    

    
      Physical contact with the crack is required for activation.
    

    

    
      [Restoration] Restores phenomena altered by cracks to their original state. 
    

    

    
      Can only be activated once the crack is mended.
    

    

    
      [Low-Grade Memory Distortion] Can distort the memory of one being with a certain level of intelligence. 
    

    

    
      Multiple uses are possible, but duplicate use on the same individual is impossible. 
    

    

    
      (Range: 3 days)
    

    

    
      Another person might have been quite shocked. 
    

    

    
      After all, it was a status window packed full of traits and skills no one had ever heard of.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      But I grabbed the slime with one hand and glared into its black eyes.
    

    

    
      “This is it?”
    

    

    
      “Bubble?”
    

    

    
      The status window looked flashy, but it had no real substance. 
    

    

    
      More precisely, there was nothing that would let me function as a hunter.
    

    

    
      “You’re seriously telling me this is everything? There’s not a single thing here that helps in combat.”
    

    

    
      Unless you were incredibly talentless, everyone had at least one combat-related trait or skill. 
    

    

    
      Even rudimentary things like “Downstrike,” “Strength Assist,” or “Hawk’s Eye.”
    

    

    
      But what the hell was all this? Mending? Restoration? Weren’t administrators supposed to be something more?
    

    

    
      [That’s how it is. You’re an administrator, remember?]
    

    

    
      “How is an administrator this useless?”
    

    

    
      [Useless? Did you just say an administrator is useless?]
    

    

    
      Its black eyes spun in a circle, filled with something like madness as it stared up at me. 
    

    

    
      Feeling fear from a thing that was nothing more than a slime was ridiculous, but its sudden presence was no joke.
    

    

    
      Then a bright red system window popped up over the slime’s words.
    

    

    
      「Warning! :: Crack Detected」
    

    
      Type - Weak Prey Cull
    

    

    
      [Perfect timing. Now I’ll show you what an administrator can do. Let’s go. Come on.]
    

    

    
      A crack—one of those things mentioned in the contract, something the administrator ‘must’ mend upon detecting.
    

    

    
      Fine. 
    

    

    
      Let’s see what nonsense this is. 
    

    

    
      While I was thinking that, the slime wriggled on the floor and created a door.
    

    

    
      “I’ll try it first, but….”
    

    

    
      [Got it, got it. Okay, let’s go!]
    

    

    
      Its tentacles wrapped around my whole body like it was capturing prey, and it dashed straight into the door with me in tow.
    

    

    
      “I can walk myself, dammit!!”
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.”
    

    

    
      My shouting meant nothing; the slime only bubbled. 
    

    

    
      If it had ears to plug, it would’ve plugged them.
    

    

    
      ---
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      “Ugh—pft, pft!”
    

    

    
      I was flung out perpendicular from the door and tumbled across a sandy beach. 
    

    

    
      As I frantically spat out the rough sand filling my mouth, I heard the refreshing sound of waves slapping the shore.
    

    

    
      I had been in the center of Seoul, but now I was at the ocean. 
    

    

    
      Really fitting for a slime that dragged people around however it wanted. 
    

    

    
      Dusting off my clothes, my gaze swept the surroundings.
    

    

    
      “So, where’s the job?”
    

    

    
      “Bubblrrrk.”
    

    

    
      The slime had somehow perched itself on my head and bubbled. 
    

    

    
      Holding a fistful of my hair in each hand, it looked like a master riding a mount. 
    

    

    
      Or maybe like RatXtouille.
    

    

    
      [Over there.]
    

    

    
      Crash!
    

    

    
      From inland, in the direction the slime pointed, came the sharp sound of shattering glass. 
    

    

    
      What perfect timing.
    

    

    
      —Krrrkk….
    

    

    
      A closed sashimi restaurant sign reading “Daebak Fisheries.” 
    

    

    
      In the tank beneath it, something had stuck its hand in, pulled out a fish, and was crunching through it—bones and all.
    

    

    
      It stood a little over 2 meters tall, with sparse fur scattered over its skin, which oozed some thick, unknown liquid. 
    

    

    
      Its hide was mottled and dark, and the grotesque, gaunt creature—like a giant bat mixed with a rabbit—turned toward me with an eerie cry.
    

    

    
      —Krrrk….
    

    

    
      Speechless, I asked the slime, now nestled inside my hoodie:
    

    

    
      “Is that the crack?”
    

    

    
      [No.]
    

    

    
      “Then a monster?”
    

    

    
      [Wrong.]
    

    

    
      As if the invisible system window around it had been a fuse, the creature exposed its claws and lunged.
    

    

    
      Crash!
    

    

    
      Even though I couldn’t die permanently, knowing I’d revive only to repeat the same thing made it horrible regardless. 
    

    

    
      I rolled across the ground in a pathetic state.
    

    

    
      “If that’s not a monster, then what is it!!”
    

    

    
      [Because it’s not a monster!]
    

    

    
      The floor gouged deeply under its claws. 
    

    

    
      If that wasn’t a monster, then what was the point of this trait?
    

    

    
      [Monster Neutral Zone]
    

    

    
      Maintains a non-hostile state with monsters. 
    

    

    
      This trait applies as long as the user does not attack first.
    

    

    
      Fantastic. 
    

    

    
      So it wasn’t a monster. 
    

    

    
      I bit down curses in my mouth.
    

    

    
      “So I’m supposed to fight that with my bare hands?”
    

    

    
      The slime, silent for a while, finally spoke up just as the creature spread its membrane wide and charged.
    

    

    
      [Oh right. There’s equipment we rent out from the control room. I forgot. Hehe.]
    

    

    
      It bubbled sheepishly against my stomach.
    

    

    
      Bang!!
    

    

    
      I collided head-on with its gaunt snout, spraying blood as I was sent flying across the sand. 
    

    

    
      I felt my blood pressure spike violently.
    

    

    
      “HEY!!!”
    

    

    
      Of all the things to forget!! 
    

    

    
      Damn slime.
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      “Kehk, cough….”
    

    

    
      I swayed hard where I stood. 
    

    

    
      I gagged as if I tasted blood in my throat, but nothing came out.
    

    

    
      Of course nothing would. 
    

    

    
      I had just been torn to shreds by that bizarre monster mixed with bat and rabbit, died, and then come back to life. 
    

    

    
      It was the first time I had died so horrifically since my first regression.
    

    

    
      “Boggle-boggle?” 
    

    

    
      [Administrator-nim, are you alright?]
    

    

    
      Seeing the Status Window float before my eyes, it seemed I had returned to the moment right after finishing the contract. 
    

    

    
      From that slime’s perspective, the person who had just finished the contract was suddenly about to die standing up, so being flustered made sense.
    

    

    
      I quickly assessed the situation, closed the Status Window, and dragged a hand down my face.
    

    

    
      Had I expected something big? Had I wanted the power to shoot fire from my hands, command the sea, or summon thunderbolts? 
    

    

    
      Honestly, I had kind of hoped for that! 
    

    

    
      Even so, giving me absolutely nothing was too much.
    

    

    
      The only thing I could do was get beaten to death over and over.
    

    

    
      “This….”
    

    

    
      Still, I had gained something, and right before dying, I had gotten a brief glimpse of what that ‘Crack’ was….
    

    

    
      I grabbed that infuriating slime and shook it mercilessly. 
    

    

    
      Of course, the slime squirmed, wondering if this Administrator had gone insane and why I was suddenly tormenting it, but that wasn’t my concern.
    

    

    
      Then, a bright-red system window flashed before me again.
    

    

    
      「Warning! :: Crack Detected」  Type - Weak Prey Cull
    

    

    
      “Bu-bubble!” 
    

    

    
      [Administrator-nim, it looks like a Crack just appeared, so please hurry and go check it out!]
    

    

    
      Saying that, the slime hurriedly tried to crawl off to make a door. 
    

    

    
      No—tried to crawl.
    

    

    
      Thump.
    

    

    
      Did it think I’d fall for it again? Only after I grabbed the slime’s head in one full-handed grip did I force myself to regain composure and speak.
    

    

    
      “You didn’t forget anything, right?”
    

    

    
      The slime’s eyes darted wildly up and down as if nodding, but the movement gradually slowed. 
    

    

    
      Then the black bean of an eye rolled off, tumbled, and stuck into a corner of the wall.
    

    

    
      [A supply item for the new Administrator is ready. Would you like to check it now?]
    

    

    
      Then, as if pretending to be some mechanical system, it sent another system window. 
    

    

    
      Ha, I almost fell for that.
    

    

    
      “Hurry up and open it.”
    

    

    
      I threw the slime toward the direction my gaze had locked onto. 
    

    

    
      It scurried over and poked a round indentation in the wall with a tentacle.
    

    

    
      Shrrrrk!
    

    

    
      A loud noise burst out as a huge shelf hidden inside the wall sprang outward. 
    

    

    
      And it didn’t end there—each time the slime pressed the indentation, another shelf came out, proudly displaying the items inside.
    

    

    
      But….
    

    

    
      “Why is it so empty?”
    

    

    
      Even at a glance, there were too few types. 
    

    

    
      It was nice that weapons and gear were divided by parts, but with so few items, was there even a point to dividing them?
    

    

    
      Suspecting the slime had pulled another trick earlier, I narrowed my eyes. 
    

    

    
      The slime jumped in alarm and scrambled to defend itself.
    

    

    
      “Bubble!” [The damage to the Control Room is severe, so there’s a limit to the items I can show you right now!]
    

    

    
      Well, looking around, everything here was wrecked—half the lights didn’t even turn on. 
    

    

    
      I dropped to a crouch in front of the weapon shelves and examined what had come out.
    

    

    
      But the slime’s system windows kept blocking my view with its nonstop whining.
    

    

    
      [If only the Control Room were intact, I wouldn’t have forgotten about things like this….]
    

    

    
      [If Administrator-nim had awakened 2 years… no, 3 years earlier, things would have been better….]
    

    

    
      [If only the Control Room were a bit more intact, I wouldn’t have to suffer all alone like this….]
    

    

    
      I lost patience at that stream of laments and hurled the round, throwing-type weapon in my hand at the slime.
    

    

    
      “I get it, so just be quiet!”
    

    

    
      The slime caught the incoming weapon easily with a tentacle. 
    

    

    
      ‘Schlk.’ It made a wet sound.
    

    

    
      “Enough useless chatter. First tell me whether I can take all the items here or not.”
    

    

    
      I already knew most of the items present.
    

    

    
      After all, I had twelve years of Hunter experience. 
    

    

    
      Even if I had turned my back completely on the Hunter world for four years, that was still far from time I could ignore.
    

    

    
      ‘But there’s no way I can take everything I see.’
    

    

    
      Why was there so much stuff? If there was this much, they’d normally give choices—not a free-for-all. 
    

    

    
      That was how the world worked. 
    

    

    
      Sure enough, a system window popped up.
    

    

    
      [All items are Administrator-only. Outsiders cannot view their descriptions, and if they leave the Administrator’s possession for 24 hours or get too far away, they return to Administrator-nim.]
    

    

    
      [The number of items Administrator-nim can borrow right now is estimated to be 2.]
    

    

    
      After confirming a few more details from the slime, I wandered between the shelves, picking and choosing until I settled on two items.
    

    

    
      Their quality was terrible, but not unusable. 
    

    

    
      If this was what it spat out even in its wrecked state, I was eager to see what it would show me later on.
    

    

    
      After much thought, I chose an ivory-colored sword about 60cm long and a silver ring set with a red gem.
    

    

    
      「You have reached the limit of borrowable items. (2/2)」
    

    

    
      The slime, peeking beside me, tilted its body halfway. 
    

    

    
      Especially at the sword I had chosen.
    

    

    
      [You picked quite an unusual item. You must be confident?]
    

    

    
      “Confident? Sure.”
    

    

    
      Excessively so. 
    

    

    
      I gripped the sword—no scabbard—tight in one hand, slipped the ring onto my right hand, and gestured at the slime.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing? Open the door. 
    

    

    
      It’s urgent.”
    

    

    
      [Honestly! Who was it that kept stalling earlier!]
    

    

    
      Thinking how the creature who had yanked my hair shouting “Let’s go quickly!” was suddenly slow when it mattered, I stepped through the door.
    

    

    
      ---
    

    

    
      Creak, crunch.
    

    

    
      In front of the sign for ‘Daebak Fisheries’, the monster was chewing on fish at the tank just like before. 
    

    

    
      Maybe I arrived a bit later this time, because the number of fish in the tank seemed slightly reduced—but that wasn’t important.
    

    

    
      “Since you’re heavy on my head, stay rolled over there.”
    

    

    
      “Bubble?”
    

    

    
      I grabbed the slime perched on my head and tossed it aside, then drew my sword.
    

    

    
      -Kkirrrrk…?
    

    

    
      As expected, the monster stuffing fish into its mouth turned its gaze toward me. 
    

    

    
      Then, with claws smeared in fish flesh, it charged at me to bring them down on my head.
    

    

    
      “Predictable, you bastard.”
    

    

    
      Even rotten, a shad was still a shad. 
    

    

    
      Compared to my previous life, it was as if all my limbs had been cut off, but my memories had not disappeared. 
    

    

    
      I couldn’t even count how many monsters I had killed.
    

    

    
      Of course, the one before my eyes was a species I had never seen before, but that didn’t mean it was impossible to deal with.
    

    

    
      Kaaang-!
    

    

    
      The monster’s forepaw and my sword clashed. 
    

    

    
      Its limbs were thin and bony—where that strength came from, I didn’t know—but I was gradually being pushed back. 
    

    

    
      Still, I curled my lips upward.
    

    

    
      “You reek of fish.”
    

    

    
      I already knew I would be pushed. 
    

    

    
      Because I had already tested its strength before dying earlier. 
    

    

    
      If I couldn’t match it with force, then I just had to deflect.
    

    

    
      Sraaak!
    

    

    
      Without warning, I lowered my body close to the ground, letting the sword slide past and shed the monster’s claws. 
    

    

    
      It cut neatly into the back of the monster’s knee, which had lost balance. 
    

    

    
      Even though it hadn’t been that deep, black blood spurted out of the torn flesh.
    

    

    
      -Kiiiiiik!!
    

    

    
      Screaming with all its strength, the monster toppled pathetically. 
    

    

    
      Roll around for once. 
    

    

    
      The floor was freezing cold. 
    

    

    
      Did it know how many times I had rolled earlier because of it?
    

    

    
      [Administrator-nim, don’t let your guard down!]
    

    

    
      It had every right to say that. 
    

    

    
      I looked like I had gotten lucky. 
    

    

    
      And understandably so—the sword I had chosen had an atrocious difficulty level.
    

    

    
      [Fang of the Core (Replica)]
    

    
      A sword with high durability. 
    

    

    
      When you attack the opponent’s weak point ‘accurately’, its power increases by 2.5 times.
    

    

    
      The culprit behind the difficulty increase was that word “accurately”, but it didn’t apply to me. 
    

    

    
      Why? Because I wasn’t a rookie.
    

    

    
      “I’ve never let my guard down.”
    

    

    
      I swore, I had never once experienced something like “letting my guard down.” Even as that monster ripped my limbs off with its hands and mouth, I never stopped observing. 
    

    

    
      Which arm it favored, what movements seemed uncomfortable, which points it rarely looked at.
    

    

    
      Honestly, I had been willing to die two or three more times, but judging by the current state of things, I didn’t think I would need to use the ring I had brought as insurance.
    

    

    
      “You whining just because one leg got cut? Aren’t you coming?”
    

    

    
      As I adjusted my grip on the sword and barked at it instead, the monster’s eyes turned blood-red.
    

    

    
      -Kkirrrrk…. 
    

    

    
      kkik….
    

    

    
      Its head twisted unnaturally, and then, as expected, it charged. 
    

    

    
      With its remaining three limbs, it lunged like it was flying, aiming to ram me with that ridiculously hard snout—but I caught it with my sword.
    

    

    
      Thud!! Crash!!
    

    

    
      But the one who went flying was me. 
    

    

    
      My back struck the fish tank of the sashimi shop, shattering it instantly. 
    

    

    
      What could I do? I didn’t have the ability to dodge, nor the strength to block it, so I had to take it.
    

    

    
      “Impatient bastard.”
    

    

    
      When this monster got excited, its eyes turned blood-red and its physical abilities increased. 
    

    

    
      How did I know? 
    

    

    
      Earlier, when it yanked out my rib, its eye color had changed. 
    

    

    
      When it was turning others into mush, it got all riled up—but now that its own body had just a shallow wound, it threw a tantrum like this.
    

    

    
      I clicked my tongue and wiped the nosebleed trickling down. 
    

    

    
      Then I provoked it.
    

    

    
      “Come.”
    

    

    
      With my blood-soaked hand—made even messier after wiping my nose—I grabbed a stone bream that had fallen to the floor. 
    

    

    
      There must have been glass shards mixed in because my palm stung, but that didn’t matter. 
    

    

    
      The more blood, the better.
    

    

    
      -Kkiii!!
    

    

    
      “Not that way!”
    

    

    
      I hurled the bream at the monster’s face.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the monster twisted its head to avoid it, but that small piece of prey, reeking of fishy odor mixed with human blood, was the perfect temptation. 
    

    

    
      So of course its starved gaze followed the bream. 
    

    

    
      Just as I expected.
    

    

    
      The monster sensed the attack a beat too late and snapped its head toward me—but I was no longer there. 
    

    

    
      Instead, my back was already disappearing into the interior of the shop the monster had smashed its way out of earlier.
    

    

    
      -Kkieeeek!!!
    

    

    
      Realizing it had been fooled, the monster, boiling over with fury, rushed after the back of my head.
    

    

    
      ‘Would I be stupid enough to fight a raging monster head-on?’
    

    

    
      On the wall at the far side of the sashimi shop, there was a Crack, as if the air itself had been torn open.
    

    

    
      I remembered how the system windows had filled my vision chaotically earlier when I was dying in this very shop. 
    

    

    
      It had said that this was where I should use [Crack Mending].
    

    

    
      But slime, back then, I didn’t even have hands.
    

    

    
      “But now I do.”
    

    

    
      This time, before the slime could remind me, I acted. 
    

    

    
      Ignoring the chilling shrieks and foul stench behind me, I calmly pronounced:
    

    

    
      “Crack Mending.”
    

    

    
      Golden light burst from my fingertips. 
    

    

    
      As if truly “mending,” the light stitched up the Crack, closing it one shimmering seam at a time.
    

    

    
      In my world, there was an unchanging rule. 
    

    

    
      Humans could not interfere with the creation or disappearance of Gates. 
    

    

    
      But this mutated Gate we called a Crack had just disappeared in my hand.
    

    

    
      [Administrator-nim! Behind you!]
    

    

    
      Sraaak!
    

    

    
      A searing pain tore across my back, jolting me awake. 
    

    

    
      The monster had finally reached me and raked my back—not deep, but long.
    

    

    
      “How do I deal with this thing?”
    

    

    
      [Restoration! Restoration!! Use Restoration!]
    

    

    
      Shoving my sword into the monster’s snout as it lunged at me, I used my second skill.
    

    

    
      “Damn it, there’s so much to do…. 
    

    

    
      Restoration!”
    

    

    
      The monster bit down eagerly on the hand shoved into its mouth, but that was the last struggle it would ever make in this world.
    

    

    
      Again, golden light spread outward from my hand across the ground, leaving an afterimage as if everything were rewinding.
    

    

    
      Time seemed to stop. 
    

    

    
      No—reverse.
    

    

    
      The jaws that had clamped shut on my arm pried themselves open, flesh and blood returning to their places.
    

    

    
      My back, shredded by the monster, smoothed over again, and the monster—having swung and missed—stumbled backward toward the outside.
    

    

    
      The fish flopping on the ground rewound their movements, returning to the intact tank and swimming peacefully.
    

    

    
      The broken sashimi shop door repaired its
    

    
      elf neatly.
    

    

    
      The monster, stepping backward, was dragged into the spot where the Crack had been and vanished.
    

    

    
      I now stood inside a perfectly intact sashimi shop.
    

    

    
      [Administrator-nim! You did it!]
    

    

    
      “What… is this?”
    

    

    
      [Well? I told you I’d show you what Administrator-nim can do, didn’t I?]
    

    

    
      The slime puffed itself up proudly near the door, but I could barely register it. 
    

    

    
      Just now, with my own hands, I had closed a Gate and turned back time.
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      “…I hadn’t known something like this was possible.”
    

    

    
      [Ahem. I just edited the CCTV. No one will even know someone came and went.]
    

    

    
      “You can do that too?”
    

    

    
      I had thought it was just a supporter that could do cheerleading and give advice.
    

    

    
      “You’re more capable than I thought.”
    

    

    
      [And you fight better than you look, Administrator.]
    

    

    
      A tired human and a delighted slime left the sashimi restaurant exchanging something like compliments. 
    

    

    
      As I walked into the door the slime had made, I asked it,
    

    

    
      “You can tamper with CCTV but you can’t fight?”
    

    

    
      [My purpose of existence isn’t combat support, so I can’t help it.]
    

    

    
      It was quite a disappointing part. 
    

    

    
      That must be why it hadn’t even shown the slightest sign of helping earlier when I had been in that sorry state.
    

    

    
      I perched on the desk of the dimly lit management room, about to ask what we should do next, when something squirmed beside me. 
    

    

    

    
      Something pitch-black….
    

    

    
      “Wh-what the?!”
    

    

    
      “Ah…. You came at just the right time….”
    

    

    
      From the beginning, it had just been the slime and me. Just the two of us.
    

    

    
      So there was no way I could avoid being startled by an unfamiliar voice suddenly sounding out.
    

    

    
      All the more so because the figure was a pitch-black person with long, unruly curls hanging down, slumped forward on the desk as if burying his head into it.
    

    

    
      “How can anyone even get in here…?!”
    

    

    
      “Bubble, Bubble!”
    

    

    
      Panicking, I looked for the slime that had been on my head, but it used my head as a springboard, leaping straight toward the pitch-black human.
    

    

    
      And then, the pitch-black man—who looked about middle-aged—actually sat the slime on his knee and even seemed to be having a conversation with it.
    

    

    
      “Well, it can’t be helped. He’s not exactly someone you can get a handle on….”
    

    

    
      “Bubble, Bubbleeee.”
    

    

    
      “Sometimes Earthlings like that exist. Let’s just call it courage…?”
    

    

    
      “Bubbleee!”
    

    

    
      I pressed down hard on my temples. So, the two of them—who clearly knew each other—were talking behind my back. I couldn’t make sense of the situation at all.
    

    

    
      I decided to cut into their conversation. If they didn’t like it, they could kill me.
    

    

    
      “Hold on. Let’s sort this out first. Who are you?”
    

    

    
      I roughly figured this one was an alien, but since I was from the land of Eastern etiquette, I couldn’t bring myself to talk down to someone who looked middle-aged.
    

    

    
      “Hm….”
    

    

    
      Eyes peered at me through hair that hung in disarray like wet seaweed, staring through me. 
    

    

    
      After a short moment in which I had no idea what he was thinking, the middle-aged man set his rough, bearded chin right atop the slime’s crown.
    

    

    
      “You’re lucky to an excessive degree…. Perhaps you accumulated a lot of virtue in your previous life?”
    

    

    
      What was he even talking about. How would anyone know their own previous life? 
    

    

    
      Well, I knew, but still.
    

    

    
      Thanks to this crazy middle-aged man who brought up luck and previous lives upon first meeting me, I felt a headache rising. I steadied myself and asked again.
    

    

    
      “Could you answer who you are first?”
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man picked up the coffee mug on the desk, drank the last sip, and lazily leaned back against the chair.
    

    

    
      “My name is Hesed. I am an Administrator… though at the moment, I suppose you could call me the unlucky one who got dispatched to clean up after a junior…?”
    

    

    
      The slime’s eyes widened as it looked up at Hesed. 
    

    

    
      Ah, so he was the Administrator senior. I’d have been in trouble if I had drawn my sword right away.
    

    

    
      “In that case….”
    

    

    
      I was about to ask more, but Hesed cut me off.
    

    

    
      “I answered you, so shouldn’t you answer me as well, junior…?”
    

    

    
      He was probably going to nag me about why I was so late or something. 
    

    

    
      Since I didn’t expect anything from this senior–junior relationship, I decided to play along.
    

    

    
      “What’s the question.”
    

    

    
      But what came back was entirely different from what I’d expected.
    

    

    
      “Out of all the people I’ve ever seen in my life… Baek Mu-gyeong, you have the most death engraved on your face. It seems you have some sort of secret….”
    

    

    
      “Ah, yes….”
    

    

    
      The overly familiar tone made the strength drain from my eyes a little.
    

    

    
      I’d heard this many times. 
    

    

    
      The general flow would be something like: you’ve had many brushes with death, your ancestors saved you, before that blessing disappears you must pray to them. Something like that.
    

    

    
      Damn it, a cultist. I’ve really lived long enough to end up with an alien cultist as my senior.
    

    

    
      “You must have gotten through many brushes with death so far…. Isn’t that right?”
    

    

    
      Brushes with death…. If I were being honest, both yes and no. When a brush with death happened, I just died. And I simply came back to life.
    

    

    
      If that counted as getting through it, then maybe it did, but I didn’t think this Hesed guy in front of me would have seen through my regressions.
    

    

    
      “Well, I was lucky.”
    

    

    
      “Lucky, you say…. After going through so many crises, you still call it luck?”
    

    

    
      I’d answered far too much from my own frame of reference. I’d reacted assuming that dying and reviving was the point. I decided to change the subject.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t see you earlier—what happened?”
    

    

    
      Hesed gave a wry smile and flicked a finger somewhere off in my peripheral vision.
    

    

    
      Fwoosh.
    

    

    
      Then, from a far corner, a faint purple glow ignited.
    

    

    
      Clatter,
    

    

    
      A skeleton slowly rose, carrying something in its chilled grasp. It set it down before us and immediately crumbled into ash.
    

    

    
      “For now, drink….”
    

    

    
      What it had set down was two glasses of iced Americano, ice cubes still floating inside. And the skeleton had even taken them out of a carrier with the brand logo printed on it.
    

    

    
      ‘This is insane.’
    

    

    
      A living, moving skeleton refrigerator. I personally didn’t like necromancers, so I had no intention of touching the coffee. But Hesed paid it no mind and took his, sucking on the straw.
    

    

    
      “Not a single ice cube melted…. They may look a little off, but they’re really dependable friends.”
    

    

    
      Was it my imagination, or did that coffee seem like it would smell faintly of soil and the stench of the dead? 
    

    

    
      Only after he finished sipping the fresh coffee did Hesed answer my question.
    

    

    
      “I was dealing with a Crack…. Ah, has it already been four years this year…. Are you not going to drink that?”
    

    

    
      So, as expected. 
    

    

    
      While I had been dodging Awakening this way and that, Hesed had been running around on foot to cover the gap my absence created.
    

    

    
      When I nodded, Hesed moved the coffee toward himself as if to say then he would just drink it. 
    

    

    
      The slime dragged the straw over and began drinking it itself.
    

    

    
      “For a while, I’ll support matters occurring outside Korea…. Since you’re the junior who arrived late, focus on getting stronger first. Don’t you think it’s time to stop brushing past death?”
    

    

    
      Well. Now that I had Awakened, it felt like all I had left was dying. I only gave a bitter smile.
    

    

    
      He had phrased it nicely, but it was basically a dismissal. 
    

    

    
      I felt like the host and guest had switched places, but having someone cover for me was welcome. 
    

    

    
      Even if that someone was an alien cultist.
    

    

    
      “Then, next time….”
    

    

    
      “If something comes up, Ratiaough will come fetch you. Then…. see you next time.”
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to say something more, a door appeared beneath my feet and my body dropped straight down. 
    

    

    
      The slime—whose hazy body had been turning a coffee color—was waving its limbs at me. Till the very end.
    

    

    
      ---
    

    

    
      “Gasp,”
    

    

    
      I woke up on my bed late in the afternoon. 
    

    

    
      My back was damp, as if I had woken from a nightmare. 
    

    

    
      Right. It was a dream. 
    

    

    
      I was a person who had no intention whatsoever of Awakening.
    

    

    
      When I tried to push myself up from the bed with my left hand, a faint, aching pain spread out. I lifted my forearm, and bandages came into view. 
    

    

    
      Touching it without thinking, I saw blood seeping through from inside, maybe because the wound had opened.
    

    

    
      Yesterday’s events unrolled like a panorama. 
    

    

    
      Getting mauled by a monster that looked like a wild dog, Awakening as an Administrator….
    

    

    
      “Haa…. Status Window.”
    

    

    
      「Status Window」
    

    

    
      Name  |  Baek Mu-gyeong
    

    

    
      Traits  |  [Administrator], [Status Window Privacy], [Monster Neutral Zone]
    

    

    
      Skills  |  [Crack Mending], [Restoration], [Low-Grade Memory Distortion]
    

    

    
      Watching the Status Window appear perfectly fine gave me a strange feeling. 
    

    

    
      The fact that I had Awakened again after swearing I would never do so, and that I was an Administrator, felt unfamiliar.
    

    

    
      Then, suddenly, a system window covered my vision and I almost fell out of bed.
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble!”
    

    

    
      [What are you thinking so hard about?]
    

    

    
      Jesus. I thought the system window had spoken. The slime appeared as if dropping from the ceiling, asking casually.
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing. I’m going out to buy potions.”
    

    

    
      [Then I’ll go with you!]
    

    

    
      “Suit yourself.”
    

    

    
      I had to get used to this. 
    

    

    
      Life was a series of adaptations. To move forward somehow, you had to adapt. 
    

    

    
      I knew that all too well, and I pushed myself up, bracing my knee with my right hand.
    

    

    
      [There are potions in the management room too, should I bring them for you?]
    

    

    
      It was a tempting line, but I shook my head.
    

    

    
      “No. I have something to do while I’m out. Behave yourself outside.”
    

    

    
      Wearing the slime—which insisted it had never gotten in anyone’s way and that it was more efficient and capable than anyone—as it projected system windows all over the place, I headed out.
    

    

    
      People stared at me since I was walking around with a slime the size of a human head perched on mine, but I didn’t care.
    

    

    
      [Administrator, you’re popular!]
    

    

    
      “That’s because of you.”
    

    

    
      That was a lie. Ever since my first regression, my hair had turned stark white, so I always had at least a few eyes following me whenever I went out. 
    

    

    
      And now I even had a slime on my head—there was no way I wouldn’t draw attention.
    

    

    
      Accustomed to being a star on the streets, I walked past the convenience store. 
    

    

    
      The part-timer from yesterday must have actually quit right away, because someone else was there now.
    

    

    
      “Bubble?”
    

    

    
      [Aren’t you buying potions?]
    

    

    
      “I can’t.”
    

    

    
      These days, potions were sold even at convenience stores. Hunters could buy them just like paying for a drink without going far. But to purchase them, you had to present your Hunter Registration Card.
    

    

    
      That’s why I was on my way to register as a Hunter. 
    

    

    
      After getting on the bus, insulting the slime once, paying for two passengers, and sitting down—how long had it been?
    

    

    
      Beep–!
    

    

    
      The slime suddenly hit the stop button. The problem was, we still had three stops to go.
    

    

    
      I glanced around at the people, grabbed the slime, pulled it close to my body, and whispered.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing? We’re not there yet?”
    

    

    
      [We have to get off now! Hurry! If you want to get off, you’re supposed to press that!]
    

    

    
      “It is right, but— ah, wait, wait!!”
    

    

    
      The slime yanked on my hair mercilessly, practically controlling me like a puppet as it forced me off the bus.
    

    

    
      “Oh my, look, the slime is controlling that person….”
    

    

    
      “Are you sure he’s not possessed by a monster?”
    

    

    
      “But he did pay when he got on?”
    

    
      “Tsk tsk. The world’s really going to ruin, really! Young folks bleaching their hair pure white….”
    

    

    
      I squeezed my eyes shut. 
    

    

    
      I wouldn’t be able to ride that bus number for a while. I was embarrassed to death.
    

    

    
      “Explain yourself. Why are you suddenly causing a scene?”
    

    

    
      I checked the wireless earphones plugged into my ears, pulled the slime long, and growled. 
    

    

    
      The slime calmly extended a tentacle, pointing between the apartment buildings.
    

    

    
      [I think there’s a Crack over there. Administrator, you need to take care of it!]
    

    

    
      When I craned my neck in the direction it pointed, I saw a closed Gate in a small, deserted playground.
    

    

    
      “There?”
    

    

    
      I raised an eyebrow.
    

    

    
      Because a closed Gate meant someone was already attacking that Dungeon. You couldn’t enter unless the people inside cleared it—or all died.
    

    

    
      “You’re new to Earth so maybe you don’t know… but you can’t go in there. That’s how it works. It’s common sense. Understand?”
    

    

    
      But the slime didn’t back down and dragged me right up to the closed Gate.
    

    

    
      [Administrators can go in! Try it!]
    

    

    
      Did that thing look open to the slime’s eyes? The nagging was worse than a mother-in-law’s, so I figured I might as well humor it and placed my hand on the Gate. Well, Crack Mending and Restoration weren’t exactly normal either.
    

    

    
      Then, a flash burst from the Gate.
    

    

    
      「Trait ‘Administrator’ authority verified. Temporarily opening Gate.」
    

    

    
      [Administrator]
    

    
      Administrator of Earth, under the Interdimensional Preservation Alliance.
    

    

    
      This actually worked. 
    

    

    
      Ha. So that one-line Trait description was meant to be used like this. For the second time since yesterday, my common sense flipped, and all I could do was let out a hollow laugh.
    

    

    
      [Well then, let’s go in, Administrator!]
    

    

    
      “On my second day after Awakening I’m already heading into a Dungeon… what a life.”
    

    

    
      While others were probably taking basic safety training, I was about to be thrown straight into the field. But complaining wouldn’t change anything. I was the only one who could deal with Cracks.
    

    

    
      「Entered Dungeon: Girrdmaeng’s Ant Nest.」
    

    

    
      「Please abide by Dungeon rules.」
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      Squelch.
    

    

    
      The damp dirt floor was soaked with blood. The narrow tunnels were filled with the stench of iron and decay, mingled with the reek of insect corpses.
    

    

    
      “…It really is an ant nest.”
    

    

    
      I knew this dungeon. It had been over a decade since I’d last visited it, and stepping inside again filled me with strange nostalgia.
    

    

    
      [See? I told you it would work!] ‘That hasn’t changed either.’
    

    

    
      I ignored the slime’s triumphant tone and glanced down at the all-too-familiar system window.
    

    

    
      「Rules of Girdmaeng’s Ant Nest」
    

    

    
      Rules in a dungeon? I’d wondered about that since my previous life. It wasn’t some ghost story—why would a dungeon even have rules?
    

    

    
      Yet these so-called rules were absolute. Breaking them would instantly cause the difficulty to skyrocket, resulting in mass casualties—or complete annihilation.
    

    

    
      I carefully scanned the window to see if anything had changed from what I remembered.
    

    

    
      「Rules of Girdmaeng’s Ant Nest」
    

    

    
      Rule 1. Do not stray from the designated path.
    

    

    
      Rule 2. Do not bring light.
    

    

    
      Rule 3. Destroy any eggs you find.
    

    

    
      “Let’s see….”
    

    

    
      The rules weren’t particularly complicated, and nothing seemed different from before. What caught my attention, though, was the line written at the very bottom of the rules window.
    

    

    
      「※ Administrator privileges are currently active. Compliance with rules has been changed to optional.」
    

    

    
      That was new. Probably something added because I’d entered using administrator privileges.
    

    

    
      “So the Administrator can break dungeon rules?”
    

    

    
      [Yes. Administrators exist outside the system’s parameters. There are no penalties!]
    

    

    
      The slime shimmered brightly, as if showing off. So it could do that too, huh.
    

    

    
      “Hey, wait a sec….”
    

    

    
      My body instinctively tensed with ingrained vigilance, but the surroundings remained quiet. 
    

    

    
      Normally, the instant any light appeared other than the dungeon’s own, ants would swarm like a flood. But now—not even a hint of them.
    

    

    
      “Nice.”
    

    

    
      That was a massive advantage. Sure, this ant nest was nothing special, but other dungeons had rules so absurd they were nearly impossible to manage.
    

    

    
      I’d still have to watch out for other people’s eyes, but even so—this was huge.
    

    

    
      I set the slime, now acting as a mood light, on my head and examined the scattered corpses. 
    

    

    
      Every body had its insides torn apart, and the trails of fluid from broken eggs led deeper inside.
    

    

    
      That meant I could clearly tell which route the previous raid team had taken through this tangled nest.
    

    

    
      “Where did you say the crack was again?”
    

    

    
      I didn’t want to follow that same, well-trodden path. I’d definitely run into people. But since when had our slime ever given me the answer I wanted?
    

    

    
      [At the deepest part of the dungeon!]
    

    

    
      The deepest part meant the boss room. In other words—the same direction the raid team was headed.
    

    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me…. Couldn’t we just wait until they clear it?”
    

    

    
      That would close the dungeon and make the crack vanish along with it—an ideal outcome. 
    

    

    
      But the slime slapped one of its tendrils against my head.
    

    

    
      [No! We have to fix the management room! We need results, remember?]
    

    

    
      Well, it was a mess. 
    

    

    
      The item shelves were shabby, and even the lights barely worked.
    

    

    
      “…Fine, fine. But we’re taking it slow.”
    

    

    
      A dungeon didn’t close until everyone inside had left, even after the boss monster was defeated. 
    

    

    
      That meant if I took my time following behind, there’d be no danger. I could just close the crack and use the slime’s portal to get out.
    

    

    
      “We only need to close the crack, right?”
    

    

    
      [Umm….]
    

    

    
      The slime gave me a suspicious glance, but I pretended not to notice and walked leisurely onward.
    

    

    
      The tunnels were so narrow that only one person could barely squeeze through, and the ceiling was so low that the slime had to slide down from my head to my shoulder.
    

    

    
      – Kiiik?
    

    

    
      Thanks to the previous team clearing most of the way, hardly any monsters were left. Still, a few stragglers popped out from time to time.
    

    

    
      Even if my current body was soft and sluggish, I was still the most experienced Hunter on Earth. 
    

    

    
      In my past life, I’d known more monster weaknesses than anyone. What more needed to be said?
    

    

    
      Sure, there was the Monster Neutral Zone, but it never hurt to oil up a rusty body.
    

    

    
      – Kiiiik!
    

    

    
      I jumped half a beat earlier than the ant’s double eyes could focus, drove my ivory blade straight in, and shoved my foot deep between its clicking mandibles.
    

    

    
      The innermost parts of an ant’s jaws in this dungeon were blunt and concave—forcing your limb in rather than trying to dodge a bite would actually prevent damage.
    

    

    
      But really, who in their right mind would stick their leg into jaws sharp enough to slice through stone?
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      [Be careful!]
    

    

    
      The anxious slime’s panicked voice flashed through the system window. 
    

    

    
      Ignoring it, I twisted my sword even deeper, searching for the brain buried behind the compound eyes.
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      The ant convulsed, all ten of its limbs twitching violently before collapsing onto the dirt floor. 
    

    

    
      Even in death, its jaws refused to let go, forcing me to pry them open by brute strength.
    

    

    
      “Ah… tch. Pretty sure that cracked something.”
    

    

    
      This body, stripped of any decent traits, was weaker than I thought. 
    

    

    
      As I frowned, the slime disappeared into the management room and returned with a potion, popping the cork open with a pff before scolding me.
    

    

    
      [Administrator, do you have two lives or something? You could’ve dodged that!]
    

    

    
      More than two, actually. 
    

    

    
      I snatched the potion from the slime, poured a bit over my bruised arm, and took a small swig. 
    

    

    
      The taste was different from what I remembered, but the effect was certain.
    

    

    
      “Wow, this works great. Think we could stash a few more of these?”
    

    

    
      [The management room’s half destroyed, so there aren’t many left. Use them sparingly!]
    

    

    
      “Too bad.”
    

    

    
      I smacked my lips once and tucked the half-empty potion into the Subordinate Inventory. 
    

    

    
      Then, placing the still-grumpy slime squarely back on my shoulder, I began feeling my way forward again.
    

    

    
      “I just wanted to check, you know. To see if the monsters had changed because of the crack here.”
    

    

    
      [That’s not just an excuse, is it?]
    

    

    
      “You caught me?”
    

    

    
      I chuckled as if joking, but I meant it.
    

    

    
      The main monsters of this dungeon, the ants, didn’t seem to have changed. Considering the level of that bat-rabbit creature I’d seen yesterday, there didn’t seem to be any need to rush.
    

    

    
      But still—why did I feel so uneasy?
    

    

    
      “Come to think of it, didn’t a red system window pop up last time? Why isn’t it showing now?”
    

    

    
      [There are two possibilities. 1. The predicted danger level is low, so immediate action isn’t required. 2. It’s missing because of a system error in the management room.]
    

    

    
      [But the second case is extremely rare! The management room is a top-class facility, after all!]
    

    

    
      I patted the slime’s head as it puffed itself up with pride.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.”
    

    

    
      Still, why did I have the eerie feeling that this time happened to be that “extremely rare” second case? 
    

    

    
      A chill ran down my spine.
    

    

    
      “Guess it’s better to finish up quick and rest.”
    

    

    
      Even for me, it was impossible to know which tunnel had monsters lurking inside. But since I wasn’t expecting any surprise attacks, I ran at a comfortable pace when—
    

    

    
      Thud!!
    

    

    
      Something suddenly appeared from around the corner, and I crashed right into it, rolling across the dirt floor.
    

    

    
      “Ugh….”
    

    

    
      “A… a person…!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the heap of bodies tumble across the floor, another person skidded to a stop just before colliding with us.
    

    

    
      “Ow…”
    

    

    
      “A-are you all right…?”
    

    

    
      I must’ve slammed my chest straight into the man’s shoulder as he sprinted toward me, because my vision spun. 
    

    

    
      Damn it hurt. This frail body was useless.
    

    

    
      But what made it worse was how the guy who’d rammed into me looked completely fine. 
    

    

    
      Fighting off the suffocating pain, I forced myself up as two others rushed over to help.
    

    

    
      “Leave it. I’m fine….”
    

    

    
      More important than being helped was taking control of the situation first.
    

    

    
      “Why are you running around like that? Looks like all the monsters in this area are already cleared….”
    

    

    
      Groaning, I steadied my posture and tilted my head to eye the two of them.
    

    

    
      “S-s-slime…!”
    

    

    
      The man, about to speak, suddenly pulled out a crossbow. 
    

    

    
      A rookie, huh? There’s no way a slime would spawn in this dungeon.
    

    

    
      I quickly grabbed my companion, who had the sense to turn off its light, and perched it back on my shoulder.
    

    

    
      “It’s my slime. Just answer the question.”
    

    

    
      “Protective—ghk….”
    

    

    
      Was that a sigh from the slime? 
    

    

    
      Seriously, it did everything. The one who spoke first was the woman—with long hair tied high in a ponytail—while the man beside her had a large scar across his face.
    

    

    
      “We’re looking for the emergency exit. Did you happen to see—”
    

    

    
      “Hold on.”
    

    

    
      But the man who had bumped into me cut her off. His eyes were sharp with open suspicion.
    

    

    
      “Please answer first. …How did you get in here…?”
    

    

    
      Ah, I’d planned to just slip by quietly. I’d expected the woman to be the cautious one, so his reaction made me click my tongue inwardly.
    

    

    
      But I already had my excuse prepared.
    

    

    
      “Ah… from the Audit Team. Apparently, there were suspicious readings in this dungeon, so I was sent to investigate… or something like that. Oh, right, I should show proof. Where did I put that….”
    

    

    
      “You’re from the Hunter Audit Team?”
    

    

    
      The corners of the woman’s eyes twitched as she watched me rummage through my pocket.
    

    

    
      The Hunter Audit Team was like an urban legend—a secret division under the Korea Hunter Association. 
    

    

    
      No one knew how many members there were, what exactly they did, or how powerful they were. 
    

    

    
      In other words, perfect for forging credentials. At least by my standards.
    

    

    
      “Ah, left it behind again. I’ll show you next time. Anyway, you noticed anything abnormal inside?”
    

    

    
      “Yes. Monsters we’ve never seen before appeared. And even after defeating the boss, the gate still won’t open… we were fleeing when we ran into you.”
    

    

    
      The Audit Team’s reputation was so legendary that even if I claimed to have entered through a sealed gate, most people would believe it without question. 
    

    

    
      I casually pulled my empty hand from my pocket, and the suspicion in the woman’s eyes faded completely.
    

    

    
      But not everyone was convinced.
    

    

    
      “Where’s your ID?”
    

    

    
      So timid yet stubborn, the man asked, shoulders hunched defensively. 
    

    

    
      I clicked my tongue inwardly.
    

    

    
      ‘There’s always one of these types. Once they latch onto something weird, they never let it go.’
    

    

    
      I furrowed my eyebrows in exaggerated frustration and answered as if it truly troubled me.
    

    

    
      “Well, it’s coin-shaped, so it’s small and easy to misplace… but come on, how else could I have entered a closed gate if I weren’t from the Audit Team?”
    

    

    
      A flicker of doubt crossed his eyes, but I pushed through it and changed my expression.
    

    

    
      “I haven’t seen the emergency exit, so I can’t help you there. But… you all look pretty roughed up. Why don’t you stay here and rest a bit? I’ll open a way out for you when I’m done.”
    

    

    
      “But….”
    

    

    
      They must’ve used a potion to patch themselves up, but judging by their damaged gear, dirt, and blood, I could tell how they’d escaped.
    

    

    
      And frankly, I had plenty of reasons to feel confident. They said the boss was dead, which meant my biggest concern was off the table. Once I closed the crack, an exit would likely open.
    

    

    
      If not—well, I could always drag that half-baked necromancer from the management room to deal with it. The only issue was….
    

    

    
      “By the way, weren’t there more team members?”
    

    

    
      Judging from their gear, the man seemed to be a novice ranged fighter using a crossbow, and the woman a swordswoman, though not an experienced one.
    

    

    
      Normally, no dungeon party would consist of just two people for safety reasons. 
    

    

    
      There should at least be one defensive class, with the ideal party being four or five in total.
    

    

    
      The woman bit her lip before speaking.
    

    

    
      “They’re in the boss room. If you happen to have time… could you please help….”
    

    

    
      “Well… I was heading that way anyway. Let’s take a look.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t bother saying anything unnecessary like “So you left your teammates behind to save yourselves?” or “You can’t even handle it yourselves and expect others to do it?” That kind of selfishness was child’s play compared to what I’d seen in my past life.
    

    

    
      Besides, traveling alone was always easier than dragging people along. I was just about to move when a voice stopped me.
    

    

    
      “Um, excuse me… would it be alright if I came along?”
    

    

    
      The voice was timid, but its content didn’t match—it carried determination. He meant to follow.
    

    

    
      “Yoon-je, but….”
    

    

    
      “I’ll be useful. Even if I’m the youngest, I’ve eaten my share of meals….”
    

    

    
      Why were the two of them arguing over whether to come or not? Weird. I scratched my head.
    

    

    
      “That’s strange. Who said anyone could come along?”
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.”
    

    

    
      I’m going alone. If you come, you’ll just draw all the monsters’ aggro. 
    

    

    
      Honestly, no sense of awareness at all. Not that I could say that out loud. 
    

    

    
      The pale slime on my shoulder shrugged as if to say it didn’t know either.
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      [Administrator, wouldn’t it help at least a little? We can just erase their memory afterward.]
    

    

    
      “Time is money.”
    

    

    
      [But you’re weak, Administrator.]
    

    

    
      “Hey, you—”
    

    

    
      Inside the ant tunnel, so dark that only the faintly glowing sand stuck to the wall barely illuminated what was ahead. 
    

    

    
      In the end, I was walking down the path with two Hunters I had run into.
    

    

    
      I’d only scuffled with a slime, but the man who couldn’t possibly see the system window, Seong Yoon-je, shrank his neck down.
    

    

    
      “S-sorry….”
    

    

    
      “Forget it.”
    

    

    
      Sure, if things went wrong I could just die and regress again, but it still bothered me that only part of a party that had supposedly cleared this dungeon with ease came back looking like beggars.
    

    

    
      It meant the monster here was stronger than the one I saw yesterday. Which meant the road might be easy, but the end would be hell. I didn’t enjoy dying multiple times either, so I was taking them along to use them as I could….
    

    

    
      “We won’t be in your way.”
    

    

    
      That was the problem. That. Even if they’d be useful in the crack, I was the one who might get in the way on the road there.
    

    

    
      Awakening did strengthen one’s body naturally beyond that of an ordinary person. But since I had wasted my traits and skills, I was now weaker than these guys whose experience was as thin as paper.
    

    

    
      In a dungeon they could enter and massacre, I had to risk injury just to hunt a single creature.
    

    

    
      The woman following right behind me, Lee Ha-jin, lightly brushed my shoulder and lowered her voice.
    

    

    
      “Two ants detected ahead.”
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t.
    

    

    
      Of course, Lee Ha-jin had revealed she possessed a detection-type skill, which explained her quick notice. But I couldn’t exactly admit I only knew because of her, when I needed them to believe I was overwhelmingly strong.
    

    

    
      “Stay right here. I’ll take care of it.”
    

    

    
      And before they could react, I threw myself into the shallow darkness ahead. 
    

    

    
      I could fight right in front of them if I had to, but I wanted to postpone that moment as long as possible.
    

    

    
      —Kii… eek?
    

    

    
      Two ants lifted their heads at the vibration of human footsteps rushing toward them, but there was no hostility. 
    

    

    
      They were still monsters, yes—but they were within the influence zone of the ‘Monster Neutral Zone.’
    

    

    
      “Stretch your body out flat!”
    

    

    
      “Bubble?”
    

    

    
      But since there were people behind me, I had to fight, even if I had to provoke them. I grabbed the startled slime and hurled it at one ant’s face.
    

    

    
      Slap!
    

    

    
      The obedient thing spread itself wide like dough and slapped right onto the pair of compound eyes. 
    

    

    
      Ants weren’t heavily reliant on sight, but a sudden sensory block was bound to cause confusion.
    

    

    
      “Let’s end this quickly. Your queen’s already dead, isn’t she?”
    

    

    
      The ring on my right middle finger flashed crimson.
    

    

    
      [Momentary Overclock (Replica)]
    

    

    
      When used, the user can momentarily exert strength beyond their normal capacity.
    

    

    
      A strength not my own pulsed through my body. It didn’t enhance my agility or reflexes, though—so the ant, realizing too late, slashed at my arm with its mandibles.
    

    

    
      Rip.
    

    

    
      Blood soaked into the dirt. 
    

    

    
      My target wasn’t its eyes, but something a bit tougher.
    

    

    
      —Kiiiik!!
    

    

    
      The ant, having missed its prey, twisted its head—but before it could react, my blade was already driving precisely between its head and thorax. 
    

    

    
      I slashed downward to sever the joint that any insect inevitably had.
    

    

    
      Normally, my strength wouldn’t have been enough to cut clean through, but with the sword’s special effect and the overclocked overload combined, it felt like slicing through sinew with a sharp knife—nothing more, nothing less.
    

    

    
      Thunk.
    

    

    
      The ant’s head fell and rolled on the ground, its severed legs twitching, nerves not yet stilled.
    

    

    
      “Next.”
    

    

    
      Throb.
    

    

    
      Even from a single strike, a dull pain shot up my arm. 
    

    

    
      Momentary Overclock was, quite literally, an overload. 
    

    

    
      A severe one, at that.
    

    

    
      How many Hunters had been bewitched by this power, only for every muscle in their body to melt as they died?
    

    

    
      “Tsk.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I turned the Overclock off. I could push it further if I wanted—but now wasn’t the time. Too many eyes were on me.
    

    

    
      ‘If those tagalongs weren’t here, I could’ve passed quietly.’
    

    

    
      If you gain something, you always lose something in return. I leapt again, aiming for the neck of the next ant that was flailing blindly, still trying to shake off the slime.
    

    

    
      I regretted it, but what could I do? It wasn’t as if I could just say, “They’re not attacking me, so fight among yourselves.”
    

    

    
      Then—
    

    

    
      Thunk.
    

    

    
      An arrow shot past me from behind and buried itself right between the ant’s brows—right where its brain was. The ant’s body slumped lifelessly with a dull thud.
    

    

    
      “Borolol!”
    

    

    
      The slime, terrified by the arrow that had pierced the creature it was stuck to, jumped up in shock. Judging by how it moved, it wasn’t seriously hurt.
    

    

    
      “What the hell are you doing?”
    

    

    
      I’d told them to stay put. I turned with a murderous glare. 
    

    

    
      Of course, standing there with a crossbow in hand was Seong Yoon-je.
    

    

    
      “S-sorry. I wasn’t aiming for that spot… I just wanted to help….”
    

    

    
      Seong Yoon-je’s hands trembled violently. 
    

    

    
      Whether it was because he’d jumped into a fight between stronger Hunters, or because he was terrified of his own mistake—or maybe because I looked furious—I couldn’t tell.
    

    

    
      ‘Was that really a mistake?’
    

    

    
      My narrowed eyes fixed on him. 
    

    

    
      That pale face, stammering speech, those shaking hands—if all that was an act, he deserved an acting award.
    

    

    
      I decided to stop overthinking. Striding over to the slime that was still half-flattened, I kneaded and gathered it back into a round shape.
    

    

    
      “You okay?”
    

    

    
      “Bubble….”
    

    

    
      [If I weren’t a slime, I’d be dead by now….]
    

    

    
      If you weren’t a slime, then what the hell are you…? But I couldn’t bring myself to say that aloud in front of others.
    

    

    
      “I don’t need your help. Just do what I told you.”
    

    

    
      “Y-yes….”
    

    

    
      I shot one more glare at the scar-covered, shrunken face, poured some of the remaining potion over my arm, and headed back to where Lee Ha-jin was waiting.
    

    

    
      “So, you’re saying you came in from the same guild?”
    

    

    
      Lee Ha-jin, caught up in the thought that she’d failed to control Seong Yoon-je, clenched and unclenched her fists over and over. 
    

    

    
      She’d been hesitating, wondering whether she should follow after him or not, but seemed relieved once I came back.
    

    

    
      “Yes. We’re both from the Yido Guild.”
    

    

    
      Was she trying to say that even though they were from the same guild, he had no sense of responsibility? 
    

    

    
      I wanted to think generously, but the other person was from the Hunter Audit Team. 
    

    

    
      Lee Ha-jin tried to calm the unrest stirring inside her and gave a brief nod.
    

    

    
      “The Yido Guild….”
    

    

    
      But my thoughts were entirely different from her worries.
    

    

    
      The Yido Guild… I’ve definitely heard of it somewhere before. Can’t remember where, though.
    

    

    
      Even with the memories of my past life, I couldn’t possibly know every guild in Korea, but it bothered me that the name sounded oddly familiar. Still, if I couldn’t remember, that probably meant it wasn’t important. 
    

    

    
      There wouldn’t be much time left before guilds became irrelevant anyway.
    

    

    
      “Let’s just keep moving. We need to hurry.”
    

    

    
      Only then did the two, who’d been standing frozen like statues, start moving again. Each carried a different kind of tension in their eyes.
    

    

    
      The path downward wasn’t that rough.
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      We nearly crossed paths with patrolling ants a few times, but since I was in front, the ants never bothered chasing them.
    

    

    
      Making that look natural required a bit of sweat, but it was still a far better choice than gambling with my life or pushing myself with Momentary Overclock.
    

    

    
      The truly dangerous moment came when we were nearly at the boss room.
    

    

    
      Rattle.
    

    

    
      Dirt fell from the ceiling above. 
    

    

    
      Ant tunnels always had spaces above and below, so it wasn’t exactly unusual—but Lee Ha-jin’s face turned pale as a sheet. She had ‘Enhanced Hearing,’ after all.
    

    

    
      Skitter, skitter.
    

    

    
      Something scurried above our heads. I couldn’t tell clearly without auditory support, but it had eight legs. Judging by its speed, it wasn’t one of the ants we’d seen so far.
    

    

    
      Something from this crack, maybe?
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, whatever it was didn’t dig down to find us. But as soon as it passed, Lee Ha-jin—who’d managed to stay fairly composed until now—looked like her legs were about to give out.
    

    

    
      “Are you okay, Senior…?”
    

    

    
      “So, the thing is…”
    

    

    
      Her face drained of color as she opened trembling lips.
    

    

    
      “They were… eating. Up there… it sounded like bones being chewed….”
    

    

    
      She seemed trapped in the fear that the teammates we were searching for had already been devoured.
    

    

    
      This was why rookies were such trouble. Then again, no one ever truly got used to seeing a comrade die. 
    

    

    
      Even I wasn’t used to watching someone get eaten alive.
    

    

    
      Not that I could break through the ceiling to check if those creatures were really her teammates. 
    

    

    
      The moment I did, the penalty for violating the rules would come crashing down on me.
    

    

    
      “If you’re scared, stay behind. You’re the one who insisted on following.”
    

    

    
      I looked at her with a slanted gaze.
    

    

    
      “You already think they’re dead. So whether you stay or follow, what’s the difference?”
    

    

    
      “Hunter-nim…!”
    

    

    
      Finally, Seong Yoon-je couldn’t take it anymore and stepped in front of her. I’d said my piece—it wasn’t like I was wrong. So I raised my hands and stepped back.
    

    

    
      “Do as you want. I’m going ahead.”
    

    

    
      I waved a few times and left without hesitation. I knew too well that dragging trembling rookies along always ended in resentment. 
    

    

    
      Ugh. What was I thinking, trying to use those little chicks? I’d rather just handle it myself.
    

    

    
      The slime on my shoulder tugged lightly at my sideburns.
    

    

    
      [Administrator, can you really handle this alone?]
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      [Because you’re weak, Administrator.]
    

    

    
      “You—again… I said I’ll handle it.”
    

    

    
      Once I’d made up my mind, I didn’t look back even once. 
    

    

    
      Bickering with the slime, I followed the narrow path downward until an open chamber greeted me.
    

    

    
      There, even I—someone who’d seen every kind of filth this world had to offer—had to stop walking for a moment.
    

    

    
      What I saw was a mountain of ant corpses piled in one corner. 
    

    

    
      And beneath it, two massive spiders, their bodies covered not in exoskeletons but in a slick, fleshy texture, were burying their heads into something as they fed.
    

    

    
      [There’s the crack!]
    

    

    
      Of course, the crack was only half visible, obscured behind the mound of corpses and the feasting spiders.
    

    

    
      “Wow…”
    

    

    
      Could I really get through that? Maybe I should’ve brought those two. 
    

    

    
      The faint thought of regret crossed my mind—when suddenly, the fine hairs on the back of my neck rose from a killing intent that came from nowhere.
    

    

    
      I rolled forward on instinct—and right where I’d been standing, a spider’s leg slammed into the ground with a thunk.
    

    

    
      Above?
    

    

    
      Glossy eyes glared straight at me. Yeah, I’d been getting too comfortable. You bastards weren’t even proper monsters, and yet—
    

    

    
      The problem was, my sudden dodge had interrupted the spiders’ mealtime.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      The bloated spider’s greedy leg clashed with my hastily drawn sword. 
    

    

    
      I barely deflected it, but the arm that absorbed the impact spasmed violently—it felt like blocking a casual flick of a giant hand reaching for its food.
    

    

    
      My gaze flicked to what the spiders were eating. A human body wrapped in metal armor. 
    

    

    
      The face and flesh had been torn off so completely that I couldn’t even tell who it had been.
    

    

    
      [Administrator! You can’t throw me this time!]
    

    

    
      I hadn’t planned to, but the slime, knowing it would be useless in this fight, jumped down from my shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    

    
      It helped me regain my focus a bit. What could I do? 
    

    

    
      Once I’d decided, there was no going back. Die a few times and I’d find a solution. Close the crack. Restore. Simple, right?
    

    

    
      —Kyaaaak!!
    

    

    
      Guess I’d have to start by dying first. Seems I really had gotten rusty, getting distracted mid-fight like this.
    

    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    

    
      The spider that had failed its ambush lunged forward, sinking its fangs into my chest. 
    

    

    
      I braced my sword with both hands against the wall behind me, even used Momentary Overclock, but its strength pushed through—its venomous fangs slowly pressing closer to my neck until they almost pierced through.
    

    

    
      Next time, for sure….
    

    

    
      That thought flickered as my gaze landed on the tunnel leading back to the ant nest. And there—standing at the entrance—was Seong Yoon-je.
    

    

    
      “Don’t come….”
    

    

    
      I tried to warn him off—it was already about time for me to reset anyway.
    

    

    
      But in the instant the venomous fangs pierced through my heart, I saw him clearly—Seong Yoon-je’s emotionless face, lowering the crossbow he had been aiming at me.
    

    

    
      That bastard…?
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      “Borororoll!”
    

    

    
      The moment I returned was when Seong Yoon-je’s arrow pierced through the brains of both the slime and the ant at once.
    

    

    
      The throbbing in my forearm made the moment feel all too real.
    

    

    
      When my cold gaze shifted from the ant to Seong Yoon-je, a stammering voice followed.
    

    

    
      “S-sorry. I didn’t mean to aim there…. I just wanted to… help….”
    

    

    
      I measured the distance between the ant and Seong Yoon-je, then began striding toward him. To grab him by the collar?
    

    

    
      No. There was nothing more idiotic or deranged than blaming someone for a sin they hadn’t even committed yet.
    

    

    
      “You. What was your position again?”
    

    

    
      The answer came quickly.
    

    

    
      “R…ranged support….” 
    

    

    
      “Main skill?” 
    

    

    
      “When I shoot the crossbow, I use ‘Eye of Accuracy’… for support, I have a curse-type skill called ‘Temporary Immobilization’…. Is there… a problem…?”
    

    

    
      Got you, bastard. Yeah. This couldn’t just be brushed off. I should’ve thought it strange at least once.
    

    

    
      “No linked traits you use in combination?” 
    

    

    
      “N-no, sir…. The only combat-related one I have is ‘Tough Skin’.”
    

    

    
      He probably had no idea what he was actually saying right now.
    

    

    
      “I see…. That so?”
    

    

    
      There was one thing that fool didn’t know. 
    

    

    
      Of course, considering the concept of Awakening had only existed for four years, it wasn’t surprising that some things remained unknown.
    

    

    
      The ‘Eye of Accuracy’ skill Seong Yoon-je mentioned had an additional effect that wasn’t described in its tooltip about increasing hit rate.
    

    

    
      “Then why did you miss?”
    

    

    
      When using ‘Eye of Accuracy’, any target within 5 meters was guaranteed to be hit. Yet, he had used it at that close distance and still “accidentally” missed?
    

    

    
      Don’t make me laugh.
    

    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    

    
      I stepped closer and grabbed the collar of the man who had pretended to make a mistake while trying to kill my slime.
    

    

    
      “You did it on purpose, didn’t you? Who the hell are you?”
    

    

    
      There were two possibilities. 
    

    

    
      Either the Yido Guild he’d joined as part of a team had something to hide from the Hunter Audit Team, or this guy had infiltrated the Yido Guild for his own hidden agenda—and my sudden appearance threw a wrench in his plans.
    

    

    
      Why hadn’t he shot directly at me, even though he’d watched someone die right before his eyes? I didn’t know. But something about him was off.
    

    

    
      “I-I don’t understand what you’re talking about….”
    

    

    
      His trembling voice, his pale lips—had I not locked eyes with him the moment he tried to kill me, I might’ve been fooled.
    

    

    
      “Well, whatever. I’m sure your team over there knows something, don’t they?”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Seong Yoon-je’s gaze shifted. 
    

    

    
      The nervous, restless look in his eyes vanished in an instant, replaced by a chilling calm that was downright unsettling.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      So, Lee Ha-jin didn’t know a thing. 
    

    

    
      Instead of showing surprise, I let a faint smirk play on my lips. 
    

    

    
      I released his wrinkled collar and patted his shoulder with a light thud.
    

    

    
      “Honestly, I don’t care what you are. I just need to get my job done.” 
    

    

    
      “…What do you want from me?”
    

    

    
      Yeah. It didn’t matter. 
    

    

    
      After all, when I left, I’d erase both of your memories with a Low-Grade Memory Distortion anyway.
    

    

    
      What I wanted wasn’t the truth about Seong Yoon-je’s identity—it was the power to break through those damned spiders and reach the Crack. And right now, I had the perfect tool standing before me.
    

    

    
      “Until we get out of this dungeon, you’re moving with me.”
    

    

    
      A hint of confusion flickered in Seong Yoon-je’s eyes. 
    

    

    
      He couldn’t understand why I’d keep someone who’d just tried to kill my slime by my side.
    

    

    
      “Don’t overthink it. I’m a lot more ruthless than you think.”
    

    

    
      Ruthless indeed. 
    

    

    
      I kept coming back no matter how many times I died—was there anyone more relentless than that?
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.” [The Administrator is quite ruthless, that’s true.]
    

    

    
      Ignoring the slime’s message, I gave a faint, crooked laugh, leaving Seong Yoon-je to his thoughts as I headed toward where Lee Ha-jin stood.
    

    

    
      She was still there, looking visibly anxious.
    

    

    
      “I’m sorry. I thought ranged support would be of more help than I would, so I sent him.”
    

    

    
      Since I said nothing, Lee Ha-jin seemed to take that as her cue to explain herself. It was likely a lie.
    

    

    
      “Forget it.”
    

    

    
      Still, she must have thought it was her duty as the senior and team member to take responsibility. I didn’t feel like criticizing that kind of resolve, so I just waved her off.
    

    

    
      “Looks like Yoon-je’s back now. Let’s move.” 
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.” [Administrator, aren’t you going to ask how I’m doing?] 
    

    

    
      “You’re not dead.”
    

    

    
      I stretched the whining slime out once, and it fell silent.
    

    

    
      After that, things progressed much the same as before. 
    

    

    
      I adjusted my pace to avoid encounters with ants while leading, Lee Ha-jin assisted with detection from behind, and Seong Yoon-je followed quietly at the rear.
    

    

    
      Tududuk.
    

    

    
      Then, a spider crawled above our heads.
    

    

    
      “Handle it. I’ll go on ahead.”
    

    

    
      Leaving the pale-faced Lee Ha-jin behind, I glanced at Seong Yoon-je to tell him to stick close before moving out. But then, something unexpected happened.
    

    

    
      “…Seong Yoon-je.”
    

    

    
      Lee Ha-jin bit her pale lips and grabbed his wrist just as he was about to follow me. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, I had to turn back.
    

    

    
      “I have a duty to protect you. The team leader said you must make it out alive….”
    

    

    
      So that’s why, in the previous round, Lee Ha-jin hadn’t followed me. 
    

    

    
      She must’ve thought all her teammates were already dead—and wanted at least someone to survive.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll be right back.”
    

    

    
      Twisting his wrist free, Seong Yoon-je tried to follow me again. But Lee Ha-jin clenched her now-empty hand into the dirt and pushed herself up.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll go with you.”
    

    

    
      Having her along would make cleanup easier, sure, but I looked at her with a grim expression.
    

    

    
      “Do you really have to?”
    

    

    
      I hadn’t planned to drag her into this. Yet the determination carved into her pale face said otherwise.
    

    

    
      “The team leader ordered me to make sure Yoon-je survives. I’m simply following that command.” 
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble.” [Who’s protecting who here? That man looks way stronger.]
    

    

    
      I squeezed the slime’s head tight and twisted it once before turning away again, just as casually as before.
    

    

    
      “Do what you want.”
    

    

    
      She’d made her choice—she’d have to bear the consequences.
    

    

    
      “Just watch out for the ants.”
    

    

    
      If she got herself killed by some half-dead ant, resurrecting her would be a pain.
    

    

    
      With that, I reached the front of the Boss Room, where the mountain of corpses lay. Then I pointed toward the shadow on the ceiling—where the spider waited to ambush whoever entered.
    

    

    
      The first time I’d come here, it had caught me off guard. But now that I knew, everything was clear. How could I have missed that?
    

    

    
      “You see that spot? Shoot it. Then back up Lee Ha-jin.” 
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      Seong Yoon-je frowned slightly. 
    

    

    
      He’d thought I would use his weakness to make him a meat shield, so my order to help Lee Ha-jin didn’t make sense to him.
    

    

    
      “Make sure to mess up properly—if you really want to help.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t trust Seong Yoon-je. 
    

    

    
      I’d rather plan for his mistake than risk him betraying me at a critical moment and forcing me to repeat all this again.
    

    

    
      Fwish—
    

    

    
      Though the distance was a bit over five meters, his arrow pierced one of the spider’s eyes dead-on. 
    

    

    
      The spider flailed its long limbs and dropped to the ground with a thud. Just as I thought.
    

    

    
      The instant I saw that steady, unshaking shot, I hurled the slime far ahead and dashed toward the mountain of corpses the spider had been feeding on. My goal was only one—the Crack.
    

    

    
      —Kyaaaah!
    

    

    
      The spider, consumed by greed, didn’t even finish chewing its prey before baring its venomous fangs. But knowing I was outmatched in strength, I didn’t bother trying to block it—instead, I slid beneath its belly.
    

    

    
      Splash!
    

    

    
      “What the hell!”
    

    

    
      The spider’s stinger, refusing to let me pass beneath its abdomen so easily, shot toward my face as if it meant to pierce straight through.
    

    

    
      Kaang!
    

    

    
      The ring glowed. Gripping my sword with both hands, I barely managed to deflect the trajectory of the tail strike and roll out from under its belly, but even that one impact left a deep crack running across the blade.
    

    

    
      “This thing’s defective or what?!”
    

    

    
      If not, then this damned spider was just absurdly strong.
    

    

    
      —Kyaaaah! 
    

    

    
      “Back!”
    

    

    
      Behind me, another spider that had fallen from the ceiling was locked in battle with Lee Ha-jin and Seong Yoon-je.
    

    

    
      Lee Ha-jin was blocking the spider that had taken her eye, standing in its path for revenge, while Seong Yoon-je, having gained some distance thanks to her, provided support.
    

    

    
      ‘Doesn’t look like they’ll hold out for long, though.’
    

    

    
      The thought had barely crossed my mind when I saw the spider’s foreleg slice through Lee Ha-jin’s shoulder like paper.
    

    

    
      But that was their fight. 
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the spider in front of me, having spotted fresh prey, dripped blood-mixed venom from its fangs as it glared at me.
    

    

    
      Could I make a run for the Crack? 
    

    

    
      No. Judging by its speed earlier, it was still too risky. In that case…
    

    

    
      “You hungry?”
    

    

    
      Sliding beneath the spider’s belly, I held up an arm I’d snatched from who-knows-whose corpse. Borrowing it for a bit—no harm done. I could always reattach it later.
    

    

    
      —Kieeeek!!
    

    

    
      The spider roared, brandishing its venomous fangs and mandibles as it lunged. 
    

    

    
      This time, instead of facing it head-on, I rolled aside just in time—
    

    

    
      Thud!!
    

    

    
      The spider’s head slammed into the dirt wall with a thunderous crash. 
    

    

    
      The weak earthen wall dented, then began to crumble, but I only sneered.
    

    

    
      ‘Nice job breaking it.’
    

    

    
      Rule number one—ignored, as usual.
    

    

    
      「Rule 1. Do not stray from the designated path.」
    

    

    
      In other words, don’t break the dungeon’s walls or ceiling. But that spider had shattered it anyway, and when you broke a rule, this was what happened.
    

    

    
      「!Warning! Dungeon internal rule violation detected.」
    

    

    
      Tak, crack…
    

    

    
      From behind the wall, yellowish eggs split open, and countless ants with still-damp wings began crawling out.
    

    

    
      The difference between these and the mountain of corpses I’d seen before was simple—they were smaller, with blood-red eyes.
    

    

    
      —Kreek! Krieek!
    

    

    
      The ants shrieked in strange, chittering voices and rushed toward the spider that had broken the wall.
    

    

    
      But they paid no attention to me, who lay sprawled right next to the collapse. Why? Because I was in a “Monster Neutral Zone.”
    

    

    
      You think you’re the only one who doesn’t play by the rules? I’m the same.
    

    

    
      —Kyaaak!! Krek!
    

    

    
      The startled spider and the newly awakened ants began tearing into each other in a chaotic frenzy.
    

    

    
      ‘That should buy me enough time to reach the Crack.’
    

    

    
      As I ran past the spider, still burying its head in a human corpse, it lifted its head a beat too late.
    

    

    
      ‘Too slow.’
    

    

    
      Spider or not, I wasn’t far behind in that regard. 
    

    

    
      Twisting my body to the limit, I swung upward to slice through the spider’s front leg at the joint.
    

    

    
      Clack.
    

    

    
      But what I’d thought would be soft tissue was ridiculously hard. 
    

    

    
      Even with what felt like a special effect activating, the blade only went halfway in before stopping.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m ditching the sword.’
    

    

    
      I’d never understood those who clung to their blades even in death, calling it pride. Did a sword feed you? 
    

    

    
      Once you’re dead, it’s over.
    

    

    
      I let go without hesitation—and that hand finally reached the Crack.
    

    

    
      ‘Crack Mending.’
    

    

    
      “Lee Ha-jin!!”
    

    

    
      The shout came the instant I cast the skill.
    

    

    
      “Tch.”
    

    

    
      So she couldn’t hold out after all. 
    

    

    
      Even in this stinking air, the fresh scent of blood wafted from behind, sharp enough to sting my nose.
    

    

    
      ‘Just hold on a little longer.’
    

    

    
      Thunk.
    

    

    
      The spider, wrenching the sword from its foreleg with its venomous fangs, drove that razor-sharp tip straight into my chest.
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t dodge. 
    

    

    
      The golden threads blooming from my fingertips were so faint and fragile that they seemed ready to snap the moment I let go.
    

    

    
      ‘Fine. I’ll just die one more time.’
    

    

    
      Crack.
    

    

    
      The blow missed my heart by a hair, but blood streamed down the spider’s leg that had pierced my chest, soaking the ground beneath. Then, an arrow from behind pierced through the spider’s head, right where it had been about to crush my throat.
    

    

    
      —Kyaaaaah!!!
    

    

    
      I couldn’t tell what had happened in between—whether the spider that killed Lee Ha-jin had been taken care of or not—but the spider’s leg was yanked from my chest.
    

    

    
      Blood burst forth like a broken dam, and my vision swayed violently, but I still clung to consciousness. 
    

    

    
      I slipped from the mended void and steadied myself on the ground.
    

    

    
      “I’m… fine.”
    

    

    
      It hurt like hell, but yeah. 
    

    

    
      I was fine. Because all of this was something I could undo.
    

    

    
      ‘Restoration.’
    

    

    
      The blood-soaked earth, tainted by both humans and monsters, was engulfed in light bursting from my hands.
    

    

    
      Time rewound.
    

    

    
      The excessive blood I’d spilled,
    

    
      Lee Ha-jin’s severed breath,
    

    
      even the lives of those who had fought desperately here before me—
    

    
      all were restored.
    

    

    
      Only when the cursed creatures that didn’t belong in this world were consumed entirely did the light finally fade.
    

    

    
      In the place where pain vanished, a crushing fatigue flooded my body.
    

    

    
      “Ah… I’m gonna die. For real this time.”
    

    

    
      The chunks of mangled flesh scattered around began reawakening as humans again, exchanging confused, terrified glances.
    

    

    
      “What happened…?” 
    

    

    
      “Wait, I swear I just….” 
    

    

    
      “Ha-jin! Why are you here….”
    

    

    
      Amid the chaos, the only eyes that met mine clearly belonged to Seong Yoon-je.
    

    

    
      ‘Ah… that’s why the Prospective Administrator Kit includes Low-Grade Memory Distortion.’
    

    

    
      I dismissed the floating system windows before me and dragged my heavy legs toward Seong Yoon-je. 
    

    

    
      He opened his mouth, unable to piece his words together.
    

    

    
      “You…” 
    

    

    
      “Wait, wait. My head’s ringing a bit.”
    

    

    
      Instead of listening to his clumsy attempts at speech, I placed a hand on his shoulder.
    

    

    
      Not to thank him, of course. Just to erase a bit of memory.
    

    

    
      ‘Low-Grade Memory Distortion.’
    

    

    
      The moment I muttered the skill’s trigger word in my mind, my vision shifted.
    

    

    
      “Is this… a memory?”
    

    

    
      A space made entirely of white stretched in every direction. 
    

    

    
      There, memories were arranged in neat rows. 
    

    

    
      After calmly reviewing Seong Yoon-je’s memories, my conclusion was simple.
    

    

    
      “Good thing I didn’t just let you go. Would’ve been fucked.”
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      Cold sweat trickled down my back.
    

    

    
      The memory, shaped like a series of palm-sized fragments connected in a line, contained Seong Yoon-je’s memories, etched into it like a film reel.
    

    

    
      Memories older than three days were hazy and blurred, as if smudged by a filter, but that was more than enough to chill my blood.
    

    

    
      “Lucky he didn’t die directly by my hand…?”
    

    

    
      The part I focused on was a memory from two days ago.
    

    

    
      ‘Team Leader. How long do I have to keep doing this?’
    

    

    
      It was late at night. Seong Yoon-je was on a rooftop overlooking the Yido Guild building, smoking a cigarette while talking to someone on the phone.
    

    

    
      ‘You little bastard from the Audit Team…. Just wait, punk.’
    

    

    
      ‘So how long do I have to wait?’
    

    

    
      Irritated, Seong Yoon-je flicked whatever he had been fiddling with in his palm.
    

    

    
      ‘Persistent bastard…. Seven nights. Just wait seven nights.’
    

    

    
      ‘You think I’m a pushover?’
    

    

    
      Clink.
    

    

    
      A coin spun several times through the cloudy night sky before falling onto the back of Seong Yoon-je’s hand. 
    

    

    
      The tiger emblem engraved on that coin—maybe the rest of the world didn’t know it, but I did.
    

    

    
      “To think he actually pretended to be part of the Hunter Audit Team right in front of the real one….”
    

    

    
      Even remembering it made my skin crawl. What the hell had he been thinking while looking at me?
    

    

    
      “Ugh. Disgusting.”
    

    

    
      I kicked away the pitch-black memory fragments scattered at my feet and turned back toward the present memory. 
    

    

    
      Since it was called memory distortion, I intended to edit myself out of his memories.
    

    

    
      「This operation is not possible.」
    

    

    
      If it hadn’t been for the bright red system message flashing before my eyes, I would have done it right then.
    

    

    
      “Well, can’t be helped….”
    

    

    
      In the end, I pulled out every fragment—from the moment I met Seong Yoon-je to the very last—and mixed them all together before tossing them downward. 
    

    

    
      The scattered fragments darkened, and my consciousness was pulled back to reality.
    

    

    
      “Hunter…?”
    

    

    
      Judging by where everyone was standing, time hadn’t passed at all. 
    

    

    
      Acting as natural as I could, I laid the unconscious Seong Yoon-je on the floor.
    

    

    
      “Guess he relaxed too much. Thank you, though.”
    

    

    
      Now then, what should I do with the rest of these people? 
    

    

    
      Straightening my rumpled clothes, I walked toward the Yido Guild members.
    

    

    
      “Some of you may be seeing me for the first time. I’m a Hunter from the Hunter Audit Team, here to inspect the irregularities in this dungeon. I’m sure you were all startled by your sudden revival.”
    

    

    
      “Hunter, are you… a healer?”
    

    

    
      “Something like that.”
    

    

    
      Lee Ha-jin’s eyes widened. 
    

    

    
      The Yido Guild members began murmuring louder.
    

    

    
      “God, I really thought I was dead for good!”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, thank you so much! How can we repay you…?”
    

    

    
      Repayment would be troublesome. 
    

    

    
      I was supposed to disappear like smoke. I cut them off naturally.
    

    

    
      “Please listen to me first. I temporarily retrieved your souls that had drifted away, but it’ll take some time before they can safely settle back into your bodies.”
    

    

    
      If they all suddenly collapsed in front of me, that’d definitely raise suspicion.
    

    

    
      “I’ll assist with stabilizing your souls, so please lie down in a line before me.”
    

    

    
      Right now. I put on a solemn expression, as though I were simply performing a necessary procedure.
    

    

    
      I had to admit it—I didn’t exactly look trustworthy, even at the best of times. But perhaps because they were too focused on the fact that I had saved them, the Yido Guild members—who surely had never experienced a resurrection before—began lying down one by one.
    

    

    
      “You’re even taking care of us till the end….”
    

    

    
      “When I get out, I’ll definitely repay you. Definitely!”
    

    

    
      “Think nothing of it. I’m just doing my job in the Audit Team. Everyone’s eyes closed?”
    

    

    
      I began erasing their memories one by one. 
    

    

    
      If you ever manage to recall this, please do repay me then. Though it’d be better if you never remembered at all.
    

    

    
      “God, I’m dying….”
    

    

    
      The strain this skill put on my body was heavier than I expected.
    

    

    
      After erasing the memories of five people in total, I returned home with a body that felt like it was falling apart. 
    

    

    
      The slime that had quietly nested above my head all this time spoke up.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, you’re experienced, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      What the hell was it babbling about now?
    

    

    
      “What? What’s that supposed to mean?”
    

    

    
      “You used to be a scammer, right? Otherwise, there’s no way you could do all that.”
    

    

    
      “This damn slime never runs out of nonsense.”
    

    

    
      I was too exhausted to even stretch the insolent thing into strips. And then it hit me.
    

    

    
      Why… could I hear it?
    

    

    
      “Why are you even talking?”
    

    

    
      “Administrator, haven’t you read the system window?”
    

    

    
      The slime, sighing as if deeply disappointed, ended up twisted into a pretzel while I buried myself into bed.
    

    

    
      “You think I had time for that?”
    

    

    
      Something had popped up right after I’d done some fixing, but it annoyed me so I’d just shoved it aside. Barely keeping my eyes half-open, I scrolled through the system windows.
    

    

    
      「Administrator’s authority has been partially restored.」
    

    

    
      「You have acquired the skill [Integrated Language Usage].」
    

    

    
      Let’s see… So that’s why I could understand the slime—thanks to this ‘Integrated Language Usage’ skill.
    

    

    
      I didn’t have the energy to read in detail, so I skimmed along… until my eyes widened.
    

    

    
      「Crack reward available for collection.」
    

    
      Agility Increase / Skill [Enhanced Hearing] / Dirt-dot Crossbow
    

    

    
      It was surprising enough that it was offering an item or a skill outright, but what shocked me most was the first option.
    

    

    
      “They’re giving this away as a reward…?”
    

    

    
      That woke me right up. In this damned world, the Status Window existed, sure—but it didn’t actually display one’s stats. 
    

    

    
      Training could improve your physical ability faster than an unawakened person’s, but in other words…
    

    

    
      You couldn’t raise your stats for free without hard work.
    

    

    
      Of course, in some dungeons, if you were lucky, you could—but generally, it took sweat and relentless training.
    

    

    
      Anyway, it seemed I had to choose one of the three….
    

    

    
      As I deliberated, drowsiness washed over me. Honestly, I couldn’t even remember how I made it home….
    

    

    
      ‘Guess I’ll just decide after I sleep.’
    

    

    
      The moment I set the popup window aside, my consciousness shut off as if it had been waiting for that cue.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      When I opened my eyes again in reality, a day and a half had already passed.
    

    

    
      “Damn it… what the hell happened.”
    

    

    
      The problem was, I felt like I’d had a strangely unpleasant dream—but couldn’t remember a thing about it.
    

    

    
      ‘Forget it.’
    

    

    
      It must’ve been just a nightmare. I rubbed my tired face once, picked up my phone to check the time, turned it off, then checked again. 
    

    

    
      Nothing had changed. Only confirmed once more that a whole day and a half had flown by.
    

    

    
      At this point, it didn’t feel like sleep but more like I’d passed out.
    

    

    
      “Administrator!”
    

    

    
      The slime bounced into the room as it opened the door. Anyone watching would think this was its house.
    

    

    
      “Why aren’t you in the Control Room?”
    

    

    
      “I figured you’d be waking up about now? I got it right, didn’t I! I even brought Hesed with me!”
    

    

    
      At the doorway, my pseudo–necromancer senior peeked in and waved cheerfully.
    

    

    
      “What brings you here? To my house, no less.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… I was curious. About how you live, you know? Didn’t think it’d be this much of a mess, though….”
    

    

    
      He just barged in uninvited and had the nerve to say that. What, is house-crashing while the owner’s asleep some kind of trend in outer space?
    

    

    
      “There’s something I want to show you, and something to talk about. Shall we head to the Control Room?”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      What now. I followed Hesed into the Control Room, mulling over what new nonsense he was about to spout—only to be greeted by a sight.
    

    

    
      “Administrator!”
    

    

    
      Ah, correction—by sights, plural.
    

    

    
      “The Administrator’s here!” 
    

    

    
      “We missed you!”
    

    

    
      A crowd of beings wriggling, stretching their bodies or waving their tendrils in greeting… Slimes.
    

    

    
      “What the hell…?”
    

    

    
      “The Administrator spoke!”
    

    

    
      “We missed you!”
    

    

    
      It was like the slime that had been sitting on my head had replicated itself. 
    

    

    
      There were at least six or seven of them, each echoing whatever I said until my head was spinning.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, shut your mouths.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Instant silence. I could even hear soft squishing noises as they clamped their mouths shut in a hurry—but seeing them all staring up at me, completely still, was honestly a bit terrifying.
    

    

    
      Still, better this than the chaos. 
    

    

    
      I pressed at my temples, trying to process the bizarre scene that went beyond expectation and straight into discomfort.
    

    

    
      “Hesed, what exactly are these slimes?”
    

    

    
      Counting the one that had obediently followed and climbed back onto my head, there were eight in total. In other words, too damn many.
    

    

    
      “Slimes? They’ll be offended if you call them that.”
    

    

    
      Hesed, who had picked one up and sat it firmly on a chair like it belonged there, remained perfectly calm. So, these things weren’t some malfunction in the Control Room then?
    

    

    
      “They’re work-assistance bio-androids created by the League—called Ratiaos. Ah, do you find there are too many of them?”
    

    

    
      That explained it. 
    

    

    
      No wonder they’d been perfectly fine even after taking an arrow right where a slime’s core should’ve been. If they were artificial lifeforms, that was a whole different story.
    

    

    
      I stayed quiet, taking that as an affirmative. 
    

    

    
      Hesed smiled faintly—a smile that, to me, looked downright sinister.
    

    

    
      “The Control Room’s still messy, so not all of them have activated yet. There’ll be more once it’s restored…. Oh dear.”
    

    

    
      More, he said. 
    

    

    
      Sure, knowing they weren’t monsters helped ease some of my resistance—but not by much.
    

    

    
      “I told you I’m not a slime, didn’t I?”
    

    

    
      The slime on my head puffed up proudly. I’d gotten used to this, sadly.
    

    

    
      “What was it again… your name?”
    

    

    
      Ratia… something. 
    

    

    
      The name always made me think of a Chinese snack.
    

    

    
      “Ratiao!” 
    

    

    
      “We’re Ratiao!” 
    

    

    
      “I’m Ratiao!”
    

    

    
      The Ratiaos all started shouting at once. 
    

    

    
      With how many there were, it sounded almost like a chant. 
    

    

    
      I ignored the racket and grabbed the one on my head.
    

    

    
      “You’re Number One.”
    

    

    
      “?!?! I’m Ratiao, Administrator!”
    

    

    
      It protested fiercely, but I stood firm. Too confusing otherwise.
    

    

    
      “Number One.”
    

    

    
      “Blorp…”
    

    

    
      Defeated, Number One went limp in my hand. 
    

    

    
      Looked like it couldn’t disobey a direct order from its Administrator. 
    

    

    
      Hmm. Now that was satisfying.
    

    

    
      Feeling much better, I turned to Hesed.
    

    

    
      “So, I’m guessing these little guys are what you wanted to show me. What’s the thing you wanted to talk about?”
    

    

    
      Now that I looked around, the Control Room actually had proper lighting. 
    

    

    
      The dust had been wiped clean, and though some of the screens were off, none were flickering. 
    

    

    
      It had shed much of the abandoned-building vibe it had before.
    

    

    
      There had been a message before I passed out—something about Administrator authority restoration. 
    

    

    
      That must’ve been the reason.
    

    

    
      “Ah, it’s nothing big…. I just thought I’d give you some advice.”
    

    

    
      “I’m listening.”
    

    

    
      Did something not sit right with him? 
    

    

    
      My instincts told me I was about to hear something lecturing, but I kept a polite face. 
    

    

    
      He was like a senior coworker who actually helped with my duties—no need to start trouble.
    

    

    
      But what came out was a little different from what I expected.
    

    

    
      “Junior, hmm… have you considered not restoring after mending?”
    

    

    
      What the hell was that supposed to mean? Was he seriously suggesting I just leave people to die instead of restoring them?
    

    

    
      I revised my opinion of Hesed. Not a cultist—just a lunatic.
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      Hesed leaned lazily against the desk, watching me freeze in place.
    

    

    
      “Well, I mean, if something’s broken, it should be fixed…. But our dear Administrator is exhausted, right…?”
    

    

    
      What Hesed meant was that, since I was an Administrator, it was fine for me to take things easy and only do what my body could handle. 
    

    

    
      I suppose, in his own way, he was trying to show some consideration.
    

    

    
      But my mind was just—
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell is this crazy bastard talking about?’
    

    

    
      “I’m afraid I don’t quite understand.”
    

    

    
      Hesed slowly rubbed his chin, rough with bristles. His eyes, half-hidden beneath his hair, rolled as if lost in light contemplation.
    

    

    
      “Hmm…. They were going to die anyway, weren’t they…? I just don’t see the point in going out of your way to drag back people who’ve already crossed the river. You’ve still got some aftereffects this time, don’t you…?”
    

    

    
      So basically, he was saying to leave those destined to die to their fate.
    

    

    
      Anyone else might have felt uneasy but still found some logic in his words. 
    

    

    
      The problem was, I’d already dipped my foot in and out of that damned fate of death more times than I could count. 
    

    

    
      Hesed tapped the handle of his mug with his fingertips.
    

    

    
      “Well…. You did recover pretty quickly this time, that’s true. …But how long do you think that’ll last? You passed out for a whole day and a half just saving four people.”
    

    

    
      I didn’t need to hear more. Why?
    

    

    
      This damned world refused to let me die—so couldn’t I at least save people as I pleased? If some higher being insisted on keeping me trapped in this position, then they could deal with the consequences.
    

    

    
      “Senior, does that violate any Administrator rules?”
    

    

    
      I tilted my head slightly as I listened in silence.
    

    

    
      “Well… not exactly. The rules are only what’s written in the contract, you know…?”
    

    

    
      As expected. I’d read that whole contract with its endless clauses, and nowhere did it say, ‘You must not restore those who died swept away by a Crack.’
    

    

    
      “Then it’s fine. I’ll do as I see fit.”
    

    

    
      Even though I might have sounded arrogant, Hesed only sipped his coffee leisurely, his face blank and unreadable.
    

    

    
      “…Think it over carefully.”
    

    

    
      Yeah, right. I’d already made up my mind. In that case—first things first, I needed to get stronger.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go, Number One.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, uh… yes, Administrator!”
    

    

    
      Number One, who had been slumped on the floor like a puddle of spilled milk, seemed to come to his senses at my words, hastily pulling himself together and climbing back up to my shoulder.
    

    

    
      As soon as I got home, I tossed aside whatever calmness I’d shown Hesed and hurriedly prepared. 
    

    

    
      Pulling a hat low over my head, I hailed a taxi, and only then did Number One seem to notice something strange.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, aren’t you rushing a bit? There aren’t any Cracks detected right now….”
    

    

    
      “Because I’m Korean.”
    

    

    
      I replied offhandedly, and he let out a deflated sound. 
    

    

    
      Through the rearview mirror, I caught the driver glancing at me—at the guy talking to himself with slime on his head. 
    

    

    
      He must’ve thought I was insane.
    

    

    
      “To the Korea Hunter Registration and Management Center, please.”
    

    

    
      “Sure thing~.”
    

    

    
      The driver wasn’t the chatty type, so the taxi rolled out quietly. I stared out the window, tapping my knee impatiently.
    

    

    
      ‘I’ve been unconscious for too long.’
    

    

    
      The Korea Hunter Registration and Management Center. 
    

    

    
      As the name suggested, it was the one place every Hunter in Korea had to pass through.
    

    

    
      In a country with notoriously strict bureaucracy, anyone without a Hunter registration card from that office wasn’t considered a real Hunter at all. 
    

    

    
      No guild memberships, no dungeon access—hell, you couldn’t even buy a potion from a convenience store.
    

    

    
      I had decided not to register as a Hunter this time around… but then again, when had my life ever gone according to plan?
    

    

    
      “I’m here to register as a Hunter.”
    

    

    
      The clerk at the counter glanced up at me under my pulled-down cap and, in a professional tone, pushed a set of documents forward.
    

    

    
      “Please hand over your ID and head to Room 3 to fill these out. You brought two ID photos, right?”
    

    

    
      I dug through my drawer and produced two photos I’d used years ago when job hunting, then entered Room 3 as instructed. 
    

    

    
      Using photos from fifteen years ago made my conscience ache so badly I almost felt nauseous—but what could I do?
    

    

    
      The room was bare. A single desk and two chairs. Without a window, it could’ve easily been mistaken for an interrogation room.
    

    

    
      ‘Still the same as ever.’
    

    

    
      I dragged a chair over and began quickly filling out the forms. Number One, with nothing else to do, bubbled quietly inside my jacket.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, why did you bring me along?”
    

    

    
      Instead of answering, I continued writing, filling in the Skills section. 
    

    

    
      That was when the examiner entered.
    

    

    
      “Hello, Mr. Baek Mu-gyeong. Have you completed the forms?”
    

    

    
      “Here they are.”
    

    

    
      I slid the papers across the desk. 
    

    

    
      The examiner’s eyes gleamed with mild admiration as he scanned the documents—right up until I reached into my jacket, grabbed the squishy lump inside, and plopped it onto the desk.
    

    

    
      “I’m a Tamer.”
    

    

    
      “Ad… Administrator?!”
    

    

    
      Number One bubbled in alarm, but I deliberately avoided meeting his gaze.
    

    

    
      “Did you tame this slime yourself? May I check?”
    

    

    
      Of course, I already had an explanation prepared. I stared calmly into Number One’s black eyes and gave an unfeeling command.
    

    

    
      “Roll.”
    

    

    
      “!!!”
    

    

    
      His eyes widened in shock. 
    

    

    
      He’d been created to serve the Administrator’s office—but he clearly hadn’t expected to be used like this. 
    

    

    
      Well, too bad. Orders are orders. You’re my assistant, aren’t you?
    

    

    
      “Um… he’s still new to this Awakening stuff, so he’s a bit clumsy. Slime, could you please roll?”
    

    

    
      At the sudden, overly gentle tone, Number One opened his mouth in horror.
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble!”
    

    

    
      But the faint killing intent glinting from beneath my cap made him instinctively obey, rolling frantically across the metal desk.
    

    

    
      “Flatten. Jump. Stretch to the side. Inflate. Hand.”
    

    

    
      He completed each task breathlessly. 
    

    

    
      Only after performing the full acrobatic act on the desk like a trained entertainer did I finally nod in satisfaction and pat his head twice.
    

    

    
      “Good job.”
    

    

    
      The examiner’s mouth hung slightly open—apparently, it wasn’t every day he saw a Hunter who commanded a monster this thoroughly.
    

    

    
      “Indeed, it’s definitely a properly tamed slime….”
    

    

    
      But the examiner, quickly regaining his composure, adjusted his glasses.
    

    

    
      “The slime’s color seems a little different from the ones we know. How exactly did you tame it?”
    

    

    
      Of course, I’d already prepared an excuse for that. After all, no slime like this faint, misty gray one had ever been documented before.
    

    

    
      An ordinary person might just shrug it off as ‘a monster,’ but to veteran Hunters who’d seen it all, this was naturally suspicious.
    

    

    
      “It used to be pitch-black, but after taming, it changed color. I think it’s because some kind of hostility disappeared, but I’m not really sure.”
    

    

    
      “As expected of a professional….”
    

    

    
      I ignored Number One’s muttering and looked at the examiner with an expression that said, ‘I don’t know anything.’
    

    

    
      “Hm… I see.”
    

    

    
      The examiner would have no choice but to accept it anyway. 
    

    

    
      There were too few samples to compare; how could he possibly determine what was normal or not?
    

    

    
      “Everything checks out. You can pick up your Hunter registration card at the front desk.”
    

    

    
      The examiner gathered up the documents and left the room first. The process had been simple enough.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, is that it?”
    

    

    
      Number One asked curiously, but I calmly placed him back on my head and stood up.
    

    

    
      “Yeah. I said I was a Tamer.”
    

    

    
      Normally, the registration process took much longer. 
    

    

    
      They would make you demonstrate your skill’s effects, and if it involved physical enhancement, they’d measure exactly how much. If I’d listed a detection-type skill like in my previous life, it could have taken all day.
    

    

    
      But this time, I said I was a Tamer. 
    

    

    
      Since there were so few Tamers in the first place, all they needed to verify was whether I could truly control a monster. 
    

    

    
      And since my example was a common slime? There wasn’t even room for doubt.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      In the end, Hunter registration these days was just a verification of whether one had truly awakened. It was admittedly too lax, but with no reliable technology to detect lies, they didn’t have many options.
    

    

    
      “Hunter Baek Mu-gyeong, correct?”
    

    

    
      In true fast-paced Korean fashion, the registration card was already ready. It had been a while.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your work.”
    

    

    
      I gave a polite nod and was about to leave when someone grabbed my arm.
    

    

    
      “Excuse me.”
    

    

    
      A neatly dressed man in a suit handed me his business card.
    

    

    
      “I’m from Cheongun. I’d like to invest in your future—do you have a moment to talk?”
    

    

    
      To someone else, that line might’ve sounded like a scam, but he was clearly a legitimate scout. Still, Baek Mu-gyeong merely glanced at the card, nodded indifferently, and slipped it into his pocket.
    

    

    
      “I’m not thinking about joining a guild right now.”
    

    

    
      “Please, just consider it. We can help your talent truly flourish.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.”
    

    

    
      “Cheongun! It’s Cheongun!”
    

    

    
      The scout looked flustered at my lackluster response. It made sense—‘Cheongun’ was arguably the most prestigious guild in South Korea. Their specialty lay in rapidly developing and nurturing talent.
    

    

    
      And yet, this newly registered Hunter was barely listening to his offer. Was he really such a clueless newbie? He must have at least heard the name before.
    

    

    
      “Uh… have you already decided on another guild?”
    

    

    
      “No, not exactly. I’m just more of a free spirit. I’d rather work alone for now.”
    

    

    
      Seriously, these young people today. They had no idea how big of an opportunity this was. If it hadn’t been under the guild master’s direct orders, he wouldn’t have bothered with such an arrogant rookie Hunter in the first place.
    

    

    
      The instruction was simple: scout any new Hunter who seemed adaptable and possessed uncommon abilities. He’d met plenty of cocky ones before, but this Tamer took the cake.
    

    

    
      Whatever the scout was thinking, Baek Mu-gyeong’s eyes were fixed on something beyond the glass doors.
    

    

    
      ‘I’m already short on time, and now this guy’s holding me up—huh?’
    

    

    
      He saw a figure pass by the doors—one that looked far too familiar. What the hell was that person doing here?
    

    

    
      His gaze locked on instinctively, and without even acknowledging the scout anymore, he pushed the door open in a hurry.
    

    

    
      “Then please think about it, and contact—”
    

    

    
      Before the scout could even finish speaking, a loud crash echoed from outside.
    

    

    
      Bang! Screech—!!
    

    

    
      A car slammed into a telephone pole, followed by the screeching of multiple brakes. 
    

    

    
      Outside, thick white fog began spreading rapidly, and pedestrians screamed as they flooded into the building in panic.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I pushed through the crowd and ran out. The scout stayed behind in the safety of the office, blinking in bewilderment as he stared out the window.
    

    

    
      “…Right. …Honestly, these rookies nowadays.”
    

    

    
      He probably muttered something like, “He’ll die young at this rate.”
    

    

    
      “Where the hell did that bastard go again?”
    

    

    
      I shoved Number One into my jacket and swept my hair back. I was sure I’d seen them—but the fog had rolled in so fast I lost them immediately. In stark contrast to my composed demeanor, chaos reigned outside.
    

    

    
      “It’s a monster!!”
    

    

    
      “Damn it, I just bought that car last week!”
    

    

    
      Thick fog made visibility almost nonexistent. 
    

    

    
      Cars were stopped haphazardly across the road, and both the sidewalks and streets were filled with people fleeing in terror. 
    

    

    
      Those reluctant to abandon their cars had no choice but to get out.
    

    

    
      Grrk… gukk….
    

    

    
      The sound was like a person choking—or like bare feet stepping on an old, sticky floor.
    

    

    
      From my pocket—and from every phone around us—came the blaring sound of an emergency alert.
    

    

    
      <Emergency Alert> [Korea Hunter Association] Dungeon Gate detected near Jungnang District Office. Evacuate immediately to the nearest shelter/safe zone.
    

    

    
      A swift alert from the Hunter Association.
    

    

    
      But for those already in the middle of the disaster, that siren was nothing more than a dinner bell telling the monsters, “There’s food here.”
    

    

    
      Sure enough, someone screamed in desperation.
    

    

    
      “It’s a zombie!!”
    

    

    
      Well, great. Looked like the zombie apocalypse was kicking off right here in Seoul.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, are you planning to fight?”
    

    

    
      Number One poked his head out of my jacket, while a zombie, apparently not recognizing me as prey, staggered past reeking of decay.
    

    

    
      “It’s not about fighting—ha… where did they go?”
    

    

    
      Honestly, even if I didn’t step in, this zombie outbreak would be handled soon enough. 
    

    

    
      We were in the middle of Seoul, and Seoul had the highest Hunter density per square meter in the entire country.
    

    

    
      So no, I wasn’t interested in this little apocalypse. 
    

    

    
      My mind was focused entirely on finding one person—someone who shouldn’t be here at all.
    

    

    
      But then someone noticed me—well, noticed the slime head peeking out of my jacket—and shouted.
    

    

    
      “Hey, a Hunter! You’re a Hunter, right?”
    

    

    
      You’ve got to be kidding me.
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      My sword sliced clean through the zombie’s neck. 
    

    

    
      Its head dropped to the ground with a dull thud, the jaw clacking several times before it finally went still—completely unaware it had been severed.
    

    

    
      –Grrraaahh…
    

    

    
      Even so, the monsters that hadn’t ‘recognized’ me didn’t look my way. I’d expected them to go wild the moment one of their kind fell, but this was unexpected.
    

    

    
      Still, my gaze was fixed, somewhat bitterly, on the high school–aged boy in a uniform who had shouted toward me.
    

    

    
      “It’s close. It’s dangerous, so get inside quickly.”
    

    

    
      “Wow, did you just save me?”
    

    

    
      “I said it’s close.”
    

    

    
      Whether he realized his life was hanging by a thread or not, the blond student’s eyes sparkled as he lifted his phone.
    

    

    
      Kids these days really were out of their minds. 
    

    

    
      Just look at that hair. 
    

    

    
      Not even a punk would bleach it that much. How many times did he bleach that thing?
    

    

    
      “Hey, Number One. Tie this kid up and drop him off at the center.”
    

    

    
      “Me? Why?”
    

    

    
      Number One bubbled in protest, asking why he had to.
    

    

    
      “My primary duty is assisting you, Administrator!”
    

    

    
      “Exactly. This is assisting.”
    

    

    
      “Whoa, are you seriously talking to a monster right now? Can I post this on Minsta?”
    

    

    
      That was it. I had to get rid of this fearless high schooler fast. 
    

    

    
      I finally dragged out the tightly coiled Number One from inside my clothes, stretched him long, and wrapped the kid with him.
    

    

    
      “Go, now. Hurry.”
    

    

    
      Then I gave him a firm kick in the butt. 
    

    

    
      Only then did the student, now bound together with Number One, give up on filming and start stumbling away.
    

    

    
      “Fine, I’m going! Happy now?!”
    

    

    
      “Administrator! Don’t die!!”
    

    

    
      Ugh, noisy. 
    

    

    
      The Administrator is busy, so just go already. 
    

    

    
      As soon as the racket of that one kid and one creature faded, I could feel a zombie’s breath right by my ear.
    

    

    
      “Whoa, crap.”
    

    

    

    
      –Grrah?
    

    

    
      Slash.
    

    

    
      My nerves were so taut that I reflexively swung my sword, slicing through the zombie’s neck. I still wasn’t used to the ‘Monster Neutral Zone.’
    

    

    
      –Gr… grah….
    

    

    
      The decapitated zombie’s head groaned pitifully on the ground. It had only been trying to take a breath as it passed by.
    

    

    
      “Ah, whatever.”
    

    

    
      My palm started to sting. 
    

    

    
      The zombie’s neck was tougher than expected—just two swings and my soft hands already couldn’t take it. 
    

    

    
      The blade was probably nicked too.
    

    

    
      I hadn’t come here to hunt monsters with this fragile body. So where the hell was that bastard?
    

    

    
      “Kang In-ho!”
    

    

    
      I pushed through the hunters, reaping the heads of zombies that didn’t even notice their comrades dying.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Kang In—oh, never mind. Sorry.”
    

    

    
      “What? Who are you?”
    

    

    
      Maybe I looked insane, wandering around a gate breach yelling for someone, but the ominous feeling wouldn’t let me pass it by. 
    

    

    
      My voice cracked as I shouted again.
    

    

    
      “Kang In-ho!!!”
    

    

    
      And who was Kang In-ho that I was so desperate to find? 
    

    

    
      A friend of twelve years—if you didn’t count my previous life. 
    

    

    
      In that life, I owed him my survival more than once, and I’d died the first time because I’d tried to cover for him.
    

    

    
      You’d think I could just meet him later, but that bastard had ignored all my messages for the past year. 
    

    

    
      And now, of all things, this gate appeared where he was.
    

    

    
      As I roared his name and crushed zombie skulls among the hunters, a familiar back of the head came into view. 
    

    

    
      Found him. The bastard. I immediately grabbed his arm.
    

    

    
      “I’m calling you, can’t you hear?”
    

    

    
      This time, it was definitely a human. Hair so black it shimmered deep navy, a build slightly larger than mine, and a long scar running across the back of the hand that gripped his sword.
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho jerked his head around, startled, as if he truly hadn’t heard me. His voice came out flustered.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing here?”
    

    

    
      I’d gone out of my way to track him down after he ghosted me, and that’s what he said? 
    

    

    
      “What am I doing here?” 
    

    

    
      I should be asking him that. What was he doing here? 
    

    

    
      Damn. The sting of betrayal hit hard.
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      “Later… Let’s talk later. I’ll call you after I get back.”
    

    

    
      He twisted his wrist free and vanished into the mist. I stared blankly at his retreating figure and muttered in disbelief.
    

    

    
      “Did he just say… after he gets back?”
    

    

    
      “Say what?”
    

    

    
      I knew that feeling of dread wasn’t for nothing. Where else would he be going? 
    

    

    
      The gate, obviously. 
    

    

    
      Number One, who had finished dumping the high schooler at the center, squeezed his way through zombies and humans to climb up onto my head.
    

    

    
      “It’s nothing.”
    

    

    
      In my previous life, no one who entered that damned gate had ever come back out. Kang In-ho’s name hadn’t been on that death list. So why was he trying to enter it now?
    

    

    
      My very existence was a butterfly effect—I didn’t know where things had started to twist. But one thing was clear: I had to stop him from going in.
    

    

    
      The fog was beginning to clear.
    

    

    
      “Is… is it over?”
    

    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      Headless corpses, half-decayed, were strewn across the asphalt. 
    

    

    
      Hunters finally exhaled in relief, and civilians who had been hiding slowly poked their heads out.
    

    

    
      “Move the injured this way!”
    

    

    
      Voices rang out from the guild members who had arrived swiftly. 
    

    

    
      Others were busy rummaging through the zombie corpses, prying out magic stones, creating a new kind of chaos.
    

    

    
      But I didn’t care about any of that noise. My eyes were fixed on the gaping gate in the middle of the road—and on Kang In-ho’s back standing before it. 
    

    

    
      My hunch had been right. When he said he’d “come back,” he’d meant that gate.
    

    

    
      I tried to push closer, but just then, men in suits arrived, pushing the crowd back and forming a barrier around the gate.
    

    

    
      “Step back, please.”
    

    

    
      No one protested as they separated people from the gate. 
    

    

    
      Not even Kang In-ho tried to rush in.
    

    

    
      Because they were from the Hunter Association.
    

    

    
      “They’re here!”
    

    

    
      “Always appear like ghosts, don’t they….”
    

    

    
      The man beside me rubbed his rough chin and muttered. I agreed.
    

    

    
      The current Hunter Association was the organization that, in just four years, had completely overturned the perception that government officials were inherently incompetent.
    

    

    
      Vrrrmmm….
    

    

    
      A small-built agent wearing sunglasses reached his hand into the gate, which was trembling with faint vibrations.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, that’s the Hunter Association, right? It’s seriously amazing. They’ve only been around for four years.”
    

    

    
      Number One clapped above my head, his eyes gleaming brightly. If anything, they’d find you far more amazing. If they could, they’d probably love to dissect you right now.
    

    

    
      The agent pulled his hand out of the gate and wiped it lightly with a handkerchief.
    

    

    
      “It’s a newborn dungeon. The internal starting point is presumed to be a cemetery.”
    

    

    
      Anyone brave enough could stick their hand into a gate, but only the Hunter Association could analyze a dungeon’s interior just by touch.
    

    

    
      That was a feat so remarkable that even by the time I’d regressed, no one but the Hunter Association could do it. 
    

    

    
      Rumors even circulated that they were imprisoning aliens.
    

    

    
      At the mention of a newborn dungeon, sighs rippled through the crowd.
    

    

    
      “A newborn dungeon? I’m out. My kid’s waiting at home.”
    

    

    
      “There might be a lot of spectral-type monsters… We won’t know until we go in.”
    

    

    
      “Still, newborn dungeons are way too dangerous. I’m out.”
    

    

    
      Even though everyone here had entry priority, most were backing away.
    

    

    
      And who could blame them? 
    

    

    
      Ordinary people only had one life. To recklessly charge into a place you couldn’t come and go from like your own living room, you’d need the right equipment or skill. 
    

    

    
      A newborn dungeon offered no strategies, no rules—only vague hints about the starting point.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were always lunatics everywhere.
    

    

    
      “Still, if it’s a cemetery… that could be profitable, right? Burial goods and all…”
    

    

    
      Like these idiots.
    

    

    
      “I—I want to go in!”
    

    

    
      “Me too. I broke my savings account to buy new gear. Guess I’m eating instant noodles all month.”
    

    

    
      Drawn more by the scent of money from the word “cemetery” than the newborn dungeon itself, people began stepping forward one by one.
    

    

    
      “Are you interested too, Administrator?”
    

    

    
      “Look at that bastard.”
    

    

    
      Number One asked innocently from above my head. I had no intention of walking straight into the hardship I already knew was coming. But Kang In-ho, of course, stepped forward as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Pushing through the crowd with force, I grabbed his wrist.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Kang In-ho. Where do you think you’re going? Get out.”
    

    

    
      “It’s my decision. I was planning to go in anyway.”
    

    

    
      Planning to go in? 
    

    

    
      That place would kill him. But Kang In-ho closed his mouth and gently shook off my hand. 
    

    

    
      The brief commotion drew the attention of nearby hunters.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t that Hunter Kang In-ho?”
    

    

    
      “The up-and-coming Kang In-ho? Wow, then it’s worth going in.”
    

    

    
      Backfired. 
    

    

    
      People started throwing themselves into the jaws of death—where they’d be one hundred percent dead—just because of that. 
    

    

    
      Sure, everyone had to take responsibility for their own choices, and I couldn’t control them all… but Kang In-ho was different. 
    

    

    
      Why was he cutting his own lifespan short when he could’ve lived ten more years at least?
    

    

    
      ‘Ha, damn it… guess there’s only one way.’
    

    

    
      Right. If I wanted to save that stubborn bastard and drag him out alive, I’d have to go in with him.
    

    

    
      But the Association would limit the number of entrants. If they ranked by skill, a newly registered hunter like me wouldn’t stand a chance.
    

    

    
      Fine. I’d just have to steer the direction myself. 
    

    

    
      Resolute, I began pointing at those who had volunteered.
    

    

    
      “At the very least, you shouldn’t be a burden, right? You—what’s that, a scratch from a zombie? And you—dropped your axe trying to chop off a zombie’s head.”
    

    

    
      One by one, I picked out the ones I remembered—people who’d jumped in hoping to leech off the rising-star hunter’s fame. 
    

    

    
      I’d been around long enough to recognize them. 
    

    

    
      Even if the fog had been thick, there was no way I hadn’t seen.
    

    

    
      “T-that was an accident!”
    

    

    
      As the man flushed red and tried to defend himself, I landed another sharp blow.
    

    

    
      “You do realize what’s inside is even more dangerous than out here, right? Next time, your head might ‘accidentally’ fly off.”
    

    

    
      “Who do you think you are? I didn’t even see you during the suppression!”
    

    

    
      Typical reaction to a provocateur. 
    

    

    
      Without warning, I threw Number One from my head, slapping him right across the man’s face.
    

    

    
      “Again!!”
    

    

    
      Ignoring Number One’s protest, I grabbed the protester by the collar as he struggled to peel off the squishy creature stuck to his face.
    

    

    
      “What, are you upset because I saw you almost swing at someone’s neck out of fear?”
    

    

    
      Just before he completely passed out from lack of air, he finally managed to rip Number One off with one hand, panic and fear flickering in eyes once filled with defiance.
    

    

    
      “Cough, cough… Fine! Fine, I get it!”
    

    

    
      Only then did the accusing gazes—‘He’s just a loudmouth troublemaker’—begin to fade. One by one, people cooled their heads and backed out.
    

    

    
      Coincidentally, the ones remaining—excluding me and Kang In-ho—were the five I’d only ever seen as framed photos in news reports from my previous life.
    

    

    
      “Looks like the group’s about settled. May we go in?”
    

    

    
      The small-built agent in sunglasses, his face crisscrossed with scars, gave me a look that clearly said, ‘What the hell is this guy’s deal?’
    

    

    
      Perhaps disliking my presence, he glanced once at the displeased-looking Kang In-ho before stepping aside to make way.
    

    

    
      “I wish you good fortune.”
    

    

    
      Wipe that face off. We’re only going in because of you. If you’d just gone home quietly, I wouldn’t be doing this.
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      「You have entered the Dungeon, The Final Resting Place.」
    

    

    
      「Please comply with the rules within the Dungeon.」
    

    

    
      The moment I stepped through the Gate, the world flipped. Just as the Hunter Association had explained, the interior was shaped like a vast cemetery.
    

    

    
      Thick fog coiled around my feet, and the eerie sound of wind brushing against the dry, grotesque trees dulled the Hunters’ nerves.
    

    

    
      One of the Hunters who checked the Dungeon rules sighed.
    

    
      “Man, burial goods, seriously.”
    

    

    
      Since I already knew what to expect, I gave a dry laugh and checked the system window’s rules again. Nothing seemed to have changed since the last time I came here.
    

    

    
      「Rules of The Final Resting Place」
    

    

    
      Rule 1. Do not disturb the rest of the dead.
    

    

    
      Rule 2. Do not speak of treachery.
    

    

    
      ※ Administrator privileges are currently active. Rule compliance has been switched to optional.
    

    

    
      As expected, nothing had changed. Not even the line about Administrator privileges at the end. I confirmed that the rules still applied even without reopening the closed Gate.
    

    

    
      Grurk, guuhh...
    

    

    
      With a rough, wet sound bursting from the soggy ground, rotting corpses began raising their arms, grabbing at the Hunters’ ankles.
    

    

    
      “Clear the area first!” 
    

    

    
      “Aim for the head!”
    

    

    
      But as expected of those who dared step into a new Dungeon, they chose to act rather than panic. 
    

    

    
      Sparks of magic flashed through the fog, and zombies struck by skill-imbued fists were flung backward.
    

    

    
      Of course, thanks to the ‘Monster Neutral Zone’, I wasn’t attacked myself, but I had no desire to attract suspicion—so I moved forward, drawing aggro.
    

    

    
      Unlike the zombies outside, these didn’t need to be taken down one by one. 
    

    

    
      Once I killed one, the rest would all roll their pale eyes and rush at me together, which was actually quite convenient.
    

    

    
      “You fight too.”
    

    

    
      “No way! They’re filthy! I told you, I don’t know how to fight!”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. I’ll help you.”
    

    

    
      I grabbed the protesting Number One and started using him as a squishy shield. 
    

    

    
      Whenever those dirt-caked nails dug into his gelatinous body, I swung through the gap and sliced off a zombie’s head.
    

    

    
      “Kyyaaaahhh!!”
    

    

    
      Of course, every time I used him as a shield, Number One screamed, but to everyone else, it just sounded like the bubbling of slime.
    

    

    
      “Hey, your slime’s pretty sturdy.”
    

    

    
      “Thanks for saying so.”
    

    

    
      My hand gripping the sword throbbed painfully. 
    

    

    
      Even with Number One absorbing most of the shock, the impact was still considerable.
    

    

    
      But my eyes quickly adjusted to the dark, and soon I was even able to joke around with the big guy fighting beside me.
    

    

    
      Of course, the moment I let my guard down, I’d end up having a skinship session with those filthy claws, but for a body that had only Awakened a few days ago, I was holding my own.
    

    

    
      ‘The real monster’s over there, though.’
    

    

    
      My gaze brushed past as I watched someone annihilate zombies without once glancing back at me.
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho’s sharp, efficient sword strikes severed wrists that burst up from the ground, pierced skulls with exposed teeth, and mercilessly crushed the zombies sneaking into others’ blind spots.
    

    

    
      “Wow. Guess his reputation wasn’t for nothing.”
    

    

    
      “…Yeah.”
    

    

    
      Watching that familiar yet distant back, I felt a strange sensation.
    

    

    
      It felt like the guy who should have been walking beside me had suddenly gone far, far ahead on his own.
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      With a wet, squelching sound of rotten flesh hitting the ground, the last zombie stopped moving. 
    

    

    
      No more emerged from the soil.
    

    

    
      “Is that all of them?” 
    

    

    
      “It seems quiet for now….”
    

    

    
      The tension of those who suspected monsters might appear in waves slowly began to ease.
    

    

    
      “Then should we start exploring? We can look for an emergency exit too.”
    

    

    
      When a Hunter with a water sparrow spirit perched on his shoulder made the suggestion, several others voiced their agreement.
    

    

    
      The emergency exit referred to the only possible escape route from a Dungeon. 
    

    

    
      Its location changed each time, but since this was a Newborn Dungeon, finding a way out was an important task. 
    

    

    
      The bearded man who had praised Number One earlier hefted his massive mace and spoke.
    

    

    
      “If any monsters appear, let’s gather under that big tree.” 
    

    

    
      “Don’t wander too far, just focus on scouting the area first!”
    

    

    
      Unless we were surrounded by dozens, everyone here was capable of handling one or two scattered enemies with ease—so we decided to split up temporarily.
    

    

    
      ‘Not that I’ll find anything anyway.’
    

    

    
      Unlike the others filled with enthusiasm, I lazily wandered around the graves, glancing at the surroundings. Come to think of it, Number One, who should’ve been complaining by now, was oddly quiet.
    

    

    
      “Hey, are you sulking?” 
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      It seemed the final blow had been when I shoved him into a zombie’s mouth earlier. 
    

    

    
      The pale artificial lifeform must have been properly upset; he crawled inside my jacket and refused to come out.
    

    

    
      “It’s because I trust you, you know.” 
    

    

    
      “You don’t trust me at all.”
    

    

    
      Ignoring his accusation, I crouched by a grave and started pulling at some grass that caught my eye.
    

    

    
      “Think about it. If I really thought you were weak enough to get killed by a zombie, would I have pushed you forward?” 
    

    

    
      “But in the ant nest, I got hit by an arrow and you didn’t even check on me!”
    

    

    
      Hey, hey, that’s all a misunderstanding. I did rush over to check at first. 
    

    

    
      It’s just that after I realized you wouldn’t die, I stopped bothering.
    

    

    
      Of course, since that memory existed only in my head, there was no way for me to prove it.
    

    

    
      “Hmm… call it unshakable faith in Ratiao, the one who protected the control room till the end?”
    

    

    
      Number One’s thin ears—well, metaphorical ones, since he didn’t actually have any—twitched. But the moment he peeked out of my jacket to see what I was doing, his trust must have dropped again.
    

    

    
      “Why are you plucking grass again? Aren’t you supposed to be exploring?” 
    

    

    
      “There’s a reason for everything.”
    

    

    
      Number One rolled his pitch-black eyes skeptically, but he didn’t get to retort further.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, gather over here for a moment!”
    

    

    
      A voice called out beneath the large tree, summoning the Hunters. It was about time they realized something.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      I swept up all the bluish-berried weeds growing on the nearby graves and stuffed them into my inventory before standing up.
    

    

    
      Because I had stayed a little farther away to avoid getting caught slacking off on the exploration, everyone was already gathered by the time I returned.
    

    

    
      “Since everyone’s here, let me explain again.”
    

    

    
      Amid the uneasy atmosphere, a Hunter began to speak. Then, as if waiting for the cue, the sparrow spirit master continued.
    

    

    
      “My spirit checked the surroundings… there’s no emergency exit here. No other passageways leading elsewhere either. And there’s no boss.” 
    

    

    
      “So, you mean… we’re trapped here?”
    

    

    
      The air wavered with unease. To shake off that tension, people started speaking one by one.
    

    

    
      “Like someone said earlier, it might be a wave-type Dungeon.” 
    

    

    
      “Or maybe we have to meet certain conditions.” 
    

    

    
      “Could be that a specific skill is needed, and no one here has it.” 
    

    

    
      “And we can’t even dig up the graves because of the rules….”
    

    

    
      The only two who didn’t speak were Kang In-ho and me. Kang In-ho stood silently, his eyes emotionless as he surveyed the group.
    

    

    
      He clearly had no intention of sharing his thoughts, so I had no choice but to spoon-feed them the answer. 
    

    

    
      Since we were already here, might as well get it over with quickly.
    

    

    
      “As long as we’re not digging up graves that actually contain people, it should be fine.”
    

    

    
      Maybe I sounded too casual. 
    

    

    
      The Hunters turned toward me with looks that said, ‘What’s he talking about now?’
    

    

    
      “The problem is how we tell which ones have people inside.”
    

    

    
      Let’s see… which one would do. I pointed at a nearby gravestone.
    

    

    
      “Here lies the faithful hand, Arno Belmayer. This one’s a real grave.” 
    

    

    
      “You can read that?”
    

    

    
      The spirit master hurried over in disbelief. 
    

    

    
      Text inside Dungeons was known to be indecipherable—even translation or interpretation skills didn’t work.
    

    

    
      Scholars might be able to reconstruct a language or two, but since every Dungeon used a different script, there was no reason to bother. Their surprise wasn’t exaggerated.
    

    

    
      “Yes. I have a translation skill.” 
    

    

    
      “Even so….”
    

    

    
      To be honest, I’d only found out I could read the text a few minutes ago myself.
    

    

    
      ‘Must be thanks to [Integrated Language Utilization], probably.’
    

    

    
      I had thought the Administrator’s skill lineup was useless, but in practice, it wasn’t so bad.
    

    

    
      “However, this gravestone says something a bit different. <Oh, Incarnation of the Unsetting Sun, Proof of Unending Glory.>”
    

    

    
      I was merely reading what was written, yet a few Hunters didn’t believe me.
    

    

    
      “Maybe you’re just making stuff up?” 
    

    

    
      “Hey, be careful what you say. If we dig the wrong grave, it might violate the rules.”
    

    

    
      As expected.
    

    

    
       The penalties in a Newborn Dungeon were unpredictable, so suspicion was only natural for people gambling with their lives in real time.
    

    

    
      “Then why don’t we use my slime? This little guy’s detection ability is pretty good.” 
    

    

    
      “What, me?”
    

    

    
      Number One bubbled in protest, though no one else could understand him anyway. I set him down in front of the gravestone I’d pointed out earlier.
    

    

    
      “Scan it. See if there’s a skeleton or zombie underneath.” 
    

    

    
      “Oh, come on! I can’t do that kind of thing! That’s not one of my abilities!”
    

    

    
      As I pressed his head, his body spread out like egg whites. 
    

    

    
      Pretending to listen closely to his bubbling, I suddenly lifted my head as if realizing something.
    

    

    
      “He’s not sure about skeletons, but… says there’s something else down there. Ah. And it seems connected to the underground of this Dungeon.” 
    

    

    
      “Underground? Wait, you mean like a path to the next area?”
    

    

    
      Only then did murmurs ripple through the group. That was why I’d let them wander around so long—to make sure they’d believe it only after realizing themselves that there were no other exits.
    

    

    
      “Well then, should we try digging it up ourselves?”
    

    

    
      I spun my sword once and, without hesitation, dug into the dirt below the gravestone. 
    

    

    
      As expected, there was no penalty—the air stayed still.
    

    

    
      Wait a second. I gave them the answer on a silver platter, and now I’m supposed to do all the digging myself?
    

    

    
      “You’re not digging?”
    

    

    
      At last, the Hunters began to move. No one had expected to start digging, so of course no one had shovels. 
    

    

    
      One of them, scraping dirt away with bare hands, shouted.
    

    

    
      “Here! There’s something here!”
    

    

    
      Instead of a coffin, what was buried was a stone lantern. Once it was unearthed enough, a bluish-green flame lit itself, and the ground trembled lightly.
    

    

    
      “It… reacted?”
    

    

    
      They’re coming. I brushed the dirt off my blade and turned my body.
    

    

    
      “Monsters are about to appear. Dungeons like this never just open a path quietly.”
    

    

    
      Since entering, we’d had only one monster wave, and the graveyard had been eerily silent. 
    

    

    
      Of course, I knew what was coming, but my explanation was convincing enough that everyone gripped their dirt-stained weapons again. Someone shouted.
    

    

    
      “Skeletons!”
    

    

    
      The white bones tore open their own graves and rose. 
    

    

    
      Unlike the barehanded zombies, each clutched a rusted longsword with missing teeth, making them far more threatening.
    

    

    
      -Clatter,
    

    

    
      Blue flames ignited within the skeletons’ eye sockets.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the warning, no one panicked. 
    

    

    
      There’s a saying, after all: the road where enemies appear is the right one… right? 
    

    

    
      Just a few more graves to dig up, and we’d be done. 
    

    

    
      Let’s get to work, everyone.
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      Lighting the first stone lantern had been the switch. Monsters began to intermittently rise up from the once-silent graveyard.
    

    

    
      Ggegegeung….
    

    

    
      At the same time, the ground tremors came now and then, and judging that there might be a time limit, the Hunters decided to split into teams.
    

    

    
      A scouting team, a disposal team, and… a digging team. 
    

    

    
      Naturally, since I was the only one who could read the tombstones, I was in the scouting team.
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho was in the disposal team. Since we were already inside, all I needed to worry about was whether that guy died or not. 
    

    

    
      From what I had seen so far, I really had no idea why a full wipe would happen at this difficulty.
    

    

    
      “So, Hunter-nim, you’re a Tamer and also have a translation skill?” 
    

    

    
      “Well… yes.”
    

    

    
      A young Spiritmaster with curly hair tied low behind her head, who ended up in the scouting team with me, struck up a friendly conversation.
    

    

    
      “You must have always been interested in languages. I heard you normally can’t read the writing inside dungeons.”
    

    

    
      My insides lurched. 
    

    

    
      Of course, nothing showed on the outside. 
    

    

    
      I had a history of keeping my mouth shut and lying even to guild Hunters I met for the first time.
    

    

    
      “…Yeah. Maybe because I was studying TOEIC before my Awakening.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t strange. 
    

    

    
      I was twenty-seven now, and people usually awakened with abilities that suited their aptitude. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, I wouldn’t have to keep lying for long.
    

    

    
      “Found any more tombstones?”
    

    

    
      A man whose face was smeared with dirt from digging graves trudged over to us. I pointed with my thumb at the tombstone standing beside me.
    

    

    
      “This one. I was waiting because it looked like the last.” 
    

    

    
      “The last?”
    

    

    
      A Hunter who had just buried an arrow into the head of a monster crawling out of a grave switched his secondary weapon to a shovel and asked.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      In the world before regression, since no one could read the writing, a detection-type Hunter had to sweep the soil underfoot to find clues, but now things were different.
    

    

    
      So far, the sentences carved into the tombstones had been chilling, as if drenched in endless madness.
    

    

    
      <Incarnation of the undefeated sun, proof of unceasing glory.>
    

    

    
      <We offer all thanks, paying with our lives to present them to You.>
    

    

    
      <When the final moon rising upon this land arrives,>
    

    

    
      <we shall never know fear.>
    

    

    
      <Please take our mortality as Your soil>
    

    

    
      <and into eternity>
    

    

    
      “<march forth.>”
    

    

    
      The moment my lips recited the last sentence, the ground beneath me dropped away. 
    

    

    
      Even when I flung out my arms, I caught nothing but air.
    

    

    
      “!!!”
    

    

    
      There had been a gimmick like this in the dungeon? 
    

    

    
      I lost my balance in an instant, my tumbling vision showing people who vanished just as quickly.
    

    

    
      “Ugh…. What the hell?”
    

    

    
      Something hidden? 
    

    

    
      I groped at the floor that gave no sense of space. It was far too smooth to be soil or stone. 
    

    

    
      When I tilted my head up, even though I didn’t think I’d fallen far, I couldn’t see a single speck of light.
    

    

    
      “Can you hear me!!!”
    

    

    
      No answer returned. 
    

    

    
      The silence was so absolute, it swallowed even echoes, raising goosebumps.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Number One. What’s going on?”
    

    

    
      I felt around for Number One, who should have been on my jacket or on my head, but found nothing. I couldn’t hear his bubbling voice either.
    

    

    
      Had we gotten separated while rolling down? With that thought, I tried to open the Status Window,
    

    

    
      「This command cannot be executed at this time.」
    

    

    
      Only a system window with an eerie message I had never seen before appeared; the Status Window refused to open.
    

    

    
      “Am I screwed?”
    

    

    
      Since no one had read this dungeon’s tombstones in my previous life, this might be an event triggered because the situation was considered special. But the emergency escape switch that used to chatter even when no one asked for it had vanished, and the Status Window was a mess?
    

    

    
      The thought that struck my mind at that moment was…
    

    

    
      ‘This might be my chance.’
    

    

    
      A chance for what? A chance to seize the eternal death I so desperately longed for. 
    

    

    
      Administrator or not, the only thing filling my head right then had been my own death.
    

    

    
      I gripped my sword hilt so hard my knuckles bulged, but soon had no choice but to loosen my grip. 
    

    

    
      I had come into this dungeon because of Kang In-ho. Because I didn’t want to see him die for no reason.
    

    

    
      If I died for real here, what would happen to Kang In-ho? If he died now because I didn’t stop it—despite living just fine in my previous life—would I truly be okay with that?
    

    

    
      ‘But if I let this chance slip….’
    

    

    
      As I wrestled with turmoil, a voice reached my ear.
    

    

    
      – Your Majesty. They say the west has completely fallen.
    

    

    
      At the unfamiliar voice, I opened the eyes I hadn’t realized I was squeezing shut. 
    

    

    
      And before me stretched a scene as if I had fallen into another world.
    

    

    
      A palace, dazzling beyond compare, was filled with lavish ornaments, and knights in medieval armor and ministers in silk robes decorated with intricate patterns were lined up.
    

    

    
      In front of the king, who stroked his beard as if troubled, another minister stepped forward and spoke.
    

    

    
      – The south is the same. The monsters’ assaults are spreading wide.
    

    

    
      I blinked in bewilderment at the people moving before me as if they couldn’t even see me atop the crimson carpet. What was this situation now?
    

    

    
      Wondering if I could phase through them like some kind of ghost, I reached toward a knight, but the scene sped up.
    

    

    
      The bustling people of the royal castle, the ministers saying they no longer had room to take in refugees or enough food, the news that there was no longer even space to bury the dead, and the urgent report that the capital’s gates had finally been breached by monsters.
    

    

    
      Flames burned red, monster shrieks engulfed the palace, and the knights who vowed to fight to the last breath lined up before the king.
    

    

    
      – We will not retreat. This is the final bastion, and our sun must never set!
    

    

    
      – The sun is always with us!
    

    

    
      A man who seemed to be the knight commander at the front shouted resoundingly, and as the knights echoed him, a massive battle against the monsters trampling into the castle erupted. I stood alone in the chaos, unaffected by anything.
    

    

    
      “That graveyard….”
    

    

    
      A fleeting image—the enormous graveyard with tombstones endlessly multiplying—was the dungeon field we stood on. 
    

    

    
      Could it be showing how this dungeon had come to be?
    

    

    
      A system window appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      「Synchronization in progress.」
    

    

    
      And then, I was thrown out. 
    

    

    
      Meaning, I landed on my backside on damp grass.
    

    

    
      “Are you alright?”
    

    

    
      People bustled around me. 
    

    

    
      Behind them lay a colossal monster sprawled with its limbs twisted in every direction, and the blood on their equipment hadn’t even dried.
    

    

    
      My hand gripping the sword had grown damp with sweat. Had my consciousness just flown off? Or had something gone wrong with my memory?
    

    

    
      “How… did this happen?” 
    

    

    
      “Right after you read all the tombstones, that monster appeared, and you suddenly stood there spacing out. Are you sure you’re alright?”
    

    

    
      When I looked down at the soft, squishy thing touching my hand, Number One was covering my hand so tightly that blue veins had bulged up from the pressure.
    

    

    
      Only then did it feel like I was coming to my senses. 
    

    

    
      Good. So I hadn’t regressed again. I would have to ask what happened later.
    

    

    
      “I’m fine. Did a path show up?” 
    

    

    
      “The problematic tombstone broke, and a path leading underground has just appeared.”
    

    

    
      Another Hunter answered crisply. 
    

    

    
      Digging out all the stone lanterns and revealing the path forward hadn’t changed. I steadied myself and stood up.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.” 
    

    

    
      “And we also found the emergency exit.”
    

    

    
      I was about to reply, but Kang In-ho—who had been fairly quiet until now—cut in.
    

    

    
      “If something has gone wrong with the dungeon, that isn’t a good sign. How about you head back?”
    

    

    
      He was clearly talking to me. 
    

    

    
      The more I looked at him, the stranger it was. If he knew this dungeon was dangerous, the right choice would’ve been not to enter at all. If something was ahead of us, then I should be persuading others as well, not him trying to pull me out.
    

    

    
      I needed to know. Was this a butterfly effect caused by the flow I had already twisted, or was he thinking something entirely different?
    

    

    
      “I’ll take care of my own life, so let’s just get moving.”
    

    

    
      I knew Kang In-ho’s personality well. Asking him why he was acting so strangely wouldn’t get me a proper answer. 
    

    

    
      In that case, the solution was to see it with my own eyes.
    

    

    
      “You looked scrawny, but you’re pretty bold, huh?” 
    

    

    
      “We were short on manpower anyway, so this is reassuring.”
    

    

    
      In contrast to Kang In-ho, the Hunters laughed. 
    

    

    
      Naturally—dungeons offered greater rewards the deeper you went. 
    

    

    
      Unless the situation was unavoidable, almost no one quit halfway. 
    

    

    
      Partly because small elite parties tackled them. Losing even one person created a huge drop in combat power.
    

    

    
      But seriously, who did they just call scrawny? I bit my tongue once so I wouldn’t tell them to worry about their own lives.
    

    

    
      “I’m fine, so let’s go in. How’s the inside?” 
    

    

    
      “They say nothing unusual. Looks safe to enter.”
    

    

    
      Only then, relieved, the Hunters who had finished prepping stretched as they chatted excitedly.
    

    

    
      “This underground part must be the real tomb, yeah?” 
    

    

    
      “I hope we find decent gear. Zombies don’t drop anything worth taking.”
    

    

    
      Below where the tombstone had stood was a narrow, steep staircase. 
    

    

    
      Yes—this was the real area. I remembered the path being fairly complicated too.
    

    

    
      Every Hunter carried a lamp; I took mine out—well, Number One’s mood light perched on my head—and stepped down. At that moment, silence washed over my entire body. Something was wrong. I turned my head but—
    

    

    
      No one was there.
    

    

    
      No, the space had changed. 
    

    

    
      Behind me was a solid stone wall, and the downward slope had become flat ground. It was as if I had crossed a Gate and ended up at a separate starting point—I stood alone.
    

    

    
      “Is anyone there?”
    

    

    
      No answer came back. 
    

    

    
      Even when I used [Enhanced Hearing], which I had gained while mending cracks, it was the same.
    

    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me… What the hell is going on?”
    

    

    
      Strange hallucinations, gimmicks that hadn’t existed before—
    

    

    
      As I felt along the solid stone wall, I dragged a hand down my face. Why were there so many variables? Was this related to that system window earlier mentioning synchronization?
    

    

    
      “Administrator-nim, don’t worry. You have me.” 
    

    

    
      “What exactly can you do?” 
    

    

    
      “I’m actually super capable, you know?”
    

    

    
      Great. I’d followed a friend into a dungeon only to get isolated with a useless slime.
    

    

    
      “When I passed out earlier, I saw a system window saying the dungeon was synchronizing. Do you know what that means?”
    

    

    
      As if desperate to overturn his useless reputation, Number One rattled off an answer instantly.
    

    

    
      “Oh! It’s probably because this dungeon just appeared on Earth. So first raids tend to be unstable.” 
    

    

    
      “Like traps appearing that weren’t there before?” 
    

    

    
      “Yes, exactly! It means the difficulty patch isn’t finished yet.”
    

    

    
      Wonderful. That explained why things differed from my previous life. 
    

    

    
      Back then, I’d cleared the fully balance-patched, easy-mode version. 
    

    

    
      Now I was tackling the early version where the balance was completely wrecked, and this nonsense was happening.
    

    

    
      ‘I can’t exactly run back to the Administration Room.’
    

    

    
      That was the biggest problem. If I were alone, I would’ve bailed already. But I’d chased after Kang In-ho because I didn’t want him dying.
    

    

    
      ‘Is this why the full wipe happened?’
    

    

    
      Everyone had a role in the team. But if the rest of the group vanished, it meant people who couldn’t function alone would be helpless. 
    

    

    
      For example, if a Spiritmaster met a tough, fast melee monster, she would die instantly.
    

    

    
      “What the hell is that bastard thinking?” 
    

    

    
      “Me?!” 
    

    

    
      “Not you. There’s one guy who’s a real pain.”
    

    

    
      If Kang In-ho was clueless and this was just a butterfly effect caused by my actions, that was fine. But if he had known beforehand, then he was simply insane. How he knew would be the next issue.
    

    

    
      The fortunate thing was that Kang In-ho’s stats were excellent—he was overwhelmingly strong even within the team. 
    

    

    
      Unless the dungeon layout had changed completely, he should be somewhere in this labyrinth.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      If it turned out to be the latter, well, I owed him something anyway—so hitting him once didn’t sound bad. 
    

    

    
      Twice wasn’t bad either.
    

    

    
      With Number One’s mood light on my head, I stepped toward the only open path.
    

    

    
      Click.
    

    

    
      Click? Something underfoot sank like a button—and a spear shot up from the floor, impaling my entire torso and slamming me into the ceiling.
    

    

    
      In an instant, with my vision turning red, my feet uselessly kicked at empty air as death approached, and I thought,
    

    

    
      ‘No wonder they wiped.’
    

    

    
      That was it.
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      What kind of Hunter was I? Though I’d taken a four-year break, I was a sensory-type Hunter with fourteen years of field experience. 
    

    

    
      Of course, now I was nothing more than a half-baked fool with only [Enhanced Hearing] besides a few Administrator support skills.
    

    

    
      Still, could that kind of experience really be dismissed? 
    

    

    
      That’s why I’d thought I could clear this balance patch–ruined dungeon with ease.
    

    

    
      But just a few hours later, I took it all back.
    

    

    
      ‘Goddamn balance patch!!’
    

    

    
      How many times had I died already? The floor dropped out from under me as soon as I turned a corner, killing me instantly; I’d tried to brush past some long, dangling roots, only for them to strangle me. 
    

    

    
      This wasn’t something [Enhanced Hearing] alone could cover.
    

    

    
      It drove me mad—dying from traps I wouldn’t even have triggered in my previous life, seeing them and still being unable to react in time.
    

    

    
      But Number One, who had no way of knowing my suffering, perched atop my head after I narrowly dodged a blade that shot out of the wall and clapped his little appendages.
    

    

    
      “Wow. Administrator, your luck is incredible.”
    

    

    
      “Does this look like luck to you?”
    

    

    
      “Of course! Wow, how do you know exactly where to dodge every time? You almost got your neck sliced just now.”
    

    

    
      That’s because I had actually been decapitated just now. 
    

    

    
      Rubbing my neck, which still felt the heat of the blade, I looked down at the headless corpse of a Hunter at my feet.
    

    

    
      “That’s what usually happens.”
    

    

    
      “I know.”
    

    

    
      It took a few deaths before I realized—the first raid team in this dungeon hadn’t been wiped because of monsters, but because of these damned traps. I at least had experience, lingering memories, and a few remaining skills, but the other Hunters weren’t so lucky.
    

    

    
      “I should really be worrying about Kang In-ho’s life.”
    

    

    
      The occasional monsters were nothing he couldn’t slice through, but the balance patch–ruined traps were absurdly overpowered. He’d already started taking a different path from my previous life by disappearing for a year, so I had no idea what skills he might have now.
    

    

    

    
      “That friend you’ve been looking for?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      In my previous life, I remembered that he didn’t obtain any sensory-related skills until much later. 
    

    

    
      Which meant… there was a chance even Kang In-ho was brute-forcing his way through this dungeon right now.
    

    

    
      Clank! Hiss…
    

    

    
      I ran my hand along the wall to trigger the trap ahead of me preemptively. 
    

    

    
      Watching the poison spill out and melt into the floor, I only moved forward once it was safe. Number One clapped its tentacles again.
    

    

    
      “Are you sure this is your first time being a Hunter?”
    

    

    
      “Why?”
    

    

    
      “Based on the data in my database, you’ve lived a peaceful life so far, but you’re responding to the current situation abnormally well.”
    

    

    
      “You know my info better than anyone. I just watch a lot of Hunter MiTube. When you’ve only got one life, you’ve got to be prepared for anything.”
    

    

    
      I answered flatly, though I knew if he found out how many times I’d already died in this dungeon, he’d never say that. Honestly, it felt like each day here lasted a hundred hours.
    

    

    
      “Exactly! That’s why it’s so fascinating—”
    

    

    
      “Shh.”
    

    

    
      I covered Number One’s mouth. 
    

    

    
      In the silence, with my hearing pushed to its limits, I picked up a sound—it wasn’t the floor melting. It was breathing.
    

    

    
      “Ugh… kuh….”
    

    

    
      It sounded like the gurgle from a monster’s torn throat, but zombies didn’t pant like that. That meant it was a person.
    

    

    
      I followed the sound, relying only on my hearing to judge distance and direction. The breathing was faint, weakening, but after a long while, I finally found him.
    

    

    
      “…Hey. Kang In-ho. Kang In-ho!!”
    

    

    
      His usually neat hair was clumped and sticky with blood, and his side was split open, festering.
    

    

    

    
      Clang.
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho pulled a pitch-black blade from his side and dropped it to the ground. The pile of monster corpses around him told me how fierce his battle had been.
    

    

    
      “Baek Mu-gyeong…?”
    

    

    
      Barely holding onto his fading breath, Kang In-ho looked at me with a dazed face.
    

    

    
      “Got any potions left?”
    

    

    
      “They didn’t… work.”
    

    

    
      He quietly took a potion out of his inventory. 
    

    

    
      I snatched it and poured it over his wound, but the flesh, already rotting, didn’t show the slightest sign of regeneration. 
    

    

    
      Ordinary potions weren’t enough for this.
    

    

    
      “Look at you. Still as stubborn as ever, huh, you bastard.”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      I’d only ever spoken about my previous life, but in truth, this guy was one of the most promising up-and-coming ranked Hunters at present.
    

    

    
      Just a year ago, Kang In-ho had been a dime-a-dozen, unaffiliated Hunter. But this year alone, he’d saved a party on the verge of annihilation three times, carried two disaster dungeons back from chaos after rule violations, and soloed two dungeon bosses.
    

    

    
      No wonder his rank had skyrocketed. Wasn’t he in the top 100 last quarter? That’s why I’d been suspecting he might be a regressor.
    

    

    
      But looking at him now, I couldn’t believe it.
    

    

    
      Unless he could revive like me after death, there was no way someone this shredded could be a regressor.
    

    

    
      I took the bandages he’d pulled out and wrapped them around his side. It wouldn’t help much, but at least it might slow the bleeding.
    

    

    
      “You overdid it, didn’t you?”
    

    

    
      Yeah, he definitely had. 
    

    

    
      Considering how far I’d come since I’d rewound time—pretty deep into the labyrinth’s center—it meant that if I could hear his breathing, he’d reached almost the same depth in that short amount of time.
    

    

    
      Even if he already had a detection skill, could he really move this fast while handling traps and monsters he didn’t understand?
    

    

    
      “…How did you find me? It couldn’t have been… easy. Cough.”
    

    

    
      Blood burst from his mouth, probably from the poison spreading through his wound. 
    

    

    
      Judging by the look of him, he didn’t have long.
    

    

    
      “I heard you. Why’d you push yourself so hard?”
    

    

    
      “I triggered… the bells. I didn’t think they’d be placed so openly. I was careless. I just… thought I could handle it….”
    

    

    
      He pointed weakly toward a thin string at ankle height, lined with tiny hanging bells.
    

    

    
      What the hell did he think he could handle? I didn’t get to ask. His crushed fingertips trembled, and his ragged breathing began to fade away.
    

    

    
      “Mu-gyeong. I have something I need to tell you….”
    

    

    
      He looked ready to give his last words, so I raised my hand to stop him. I didn’t want to hear that. Not yet. Because he wasn’t going to die here.
    

    

    
      “Don’t talk. Stay still.”
    

    

    
      I drew my cracked sword and aimed it at my own neck. Kang In-ho’s eyes widened, but I just clicked my tongue.
    

    

    
      “What are you—”
    

    

    
      “I told you to stay still.”
    

    

    
      He wouldn’t remember anyway, but until I came back, he needed to stay alive. I’d already memorized the path here.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I rewound time. The sharp pain, the hot splash of blood, the darkness closing in—then I opened my eyes again.
    

    

    
      Clap, clap, clap — I heard the sound of applause.
    

    

    
      “Wow. Administrator, you’re—”
    

    

    
      “—incredibly lucky.”
    

    

    
      I shoved Number One into my jacket and ignored the bubbling murmur of, ‘You already know that yourself, don’t you?’ I had to find Kang In-ho before that hole in his side appeared.
    

    

    
      There was no time to waste. Though I’d been walking while chatting with Number One for a while, the distance to where Kang In-ho had been was still considerable. 
    

    

    
      The moment I started running after walking all this time, Number One let out something close to a scream at the awful jostling.
    

    

    
      “Why are you suddenly running? It’s dangerous!”
    

    

    
      “I heard someone.”
    

    

    
      Keeping my pace steady, I anticipated the ceiling suddenly dropping low, slid across the corridor, and spotted Kang In-ho in the distance—just about to touch the thin wire he had pointed at earlier.
    

    

    
      “Kang In-ho!! Stay right there!!”
    

    

    
      “Baek Mu-gyeong…?”
    

    

    
      Good. He hadn’t touched it. If he had, like some idiot extra, I might’ve beaten him half to death before the trap even did.
    

    

    
      “Stay there—hah—don’t move.”
    

    

    
      Carefully crossing the unstable floor that would collapse if I stepped wrong, I didn’t even have time to breathe a sigh of relief before I grabbed the stiffened Kang In-ho by the collar.
    

    

    
      “How did you even….”
    

    

    
      His face went blank with confusion at being suddenly grabbed by the collar. But too bad. Did he have any idea how many times I’d died because of him?
    

    

    
      “I heard—hah—someone’s voice.”
    

    

    
      This pathetic stamina. 
    

    

    
      I repeated my excuse, panting hard and bending over, but I had no intention of letting go of his collar.
    

    

    
      “Just a little further ahead is the Boss Room. Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      If my calculations were right, the Boss Room was just ahead—and beyond that was the safe zone. 
    

    

    
      Considering Kang In-ho’s combat power and the monsters’ moderate strength, taking down the boss shouldn’t be difficult.
    

    

    
      But Kang In-ho stood stiffly, pointing toward a direction I hadn’t indicated.
    

    

    
      “…No. I’m going this way.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you hear me? The Boss Room’s that way.”
    

    

    
      “I still have to go.”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho silently lifted the pendulum he was holding. 
    

    

    
      I recognized the device—it reacted to human presence and pointed in that direction, often used in dungeons with similar mechanics. 
    

    

    
      And right now, it was pointing exactly where Kang In-ho said he needed to go. 
    

    

    
      Meaning—he intended to find the others.
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t understand it. Why the hell did he want to stay longer in this trap-infested nightmare of a labyrinth?
    

    

    
      “…This is a dungeon. Forget the others for now. You just need to get out alive.”
    

    

    
      “This dungeon’s tough for me too. But I’ll do what I can.”
    

    

    
      He stepped forward, brushing against the bells and setting them ringing, and as if on cue, a swarm of ghouls lunged out. With a single slash, he cut through them, then wiped the splattered fluids off his uninjured face before glancing back at me.
    

    

    
      “You wouldn’t have handled that like I did.”
    

    

    
      True enough… but still. You got a hole in your side earlier, didn’t you? Was that because you’d rushed after hearing someone nearby?
    

    

    
      Was he out of his damn mind?
    

    

    
      “They made their choice. No one forced them into this dungeon. If they can’t make it to the Boss Room safely, then that’s just bad luck. Look at the state of your clothes. How many potions do you even have left?”
    

    

    
      I couldn’t help but recall what Hesed had said before coming in here. It left a sour taste in my mouth. But right now, my priority was Kang In-ho.
    

    

    
      Those people had died in the original timeline—and in my previous life too. 
    

    

    
      They were simply fated to die here. 
    

    

    
      Why risk your life for them? It’s not like you had some profound bond with any of them.
    

    

    
      But Kang In-ho looked at me as if I were a stranger.
    

    

    
      “Mu-gyeong. You’ve… changed. The Baek Mu-gyeong I knew wasn’t like this.”
    

    

    
      “What are you talking about? I’ve always been like this.”
    

    

    
      I let out a hollow laugh. It seemed my friend had been giving me far too much credit.
    

    

    
      “You go ahead. I’ll be fine dying on my own.”
    

    

    
      “What?”
    

    

    
      If I’d actually wanted to leave safely alone, I would’ve already sprinted back to the control room. 
    

    

    
      Damn bastard. How the hell was I supposed to drag him out of here?
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      “I’ll go look for the others, so you go first.”
    

    

    
      With frustrating stubbornness, Kang In-ho repeated what he had already said. To stop him, I spewed out something embarrassingly petty.
    

    

    
      “There’s a boss ahead. If something happens to you, I can’t take it down alone.”
    

    

    
      I even went as far as putting my life on the scales, but Kang In-ho didn’t waver.
    

    

    
      “Go first. I’ll bring the others and follow.” 
    

    

    
      “Kang In-ho.”
    

    

    
      I made a strictly rational judgment. 
    

    

    
      This dungeon was dangerous enough that either of us could die, so getting out rather than wasting time was the logical choice.
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho wasn’t someone ignorant of such reasoning. He simply chose the right thing—to not disregard another person’s life.
    

    

    
      “We’ll talk later.”
    

    

    
      Saying that, Kang In-ho followed the direction indicated by the pendulum. So it wasn’t me who had changed, but you, huh. Just what the hell happened in that one year I didn’t know about?
    

    

    
      But I couldn’t just leave him, so I chased after Kang In-ho. The bastard hardly had any potions left. The wounds on his hand were still open. His hand—his sword hand—should’ve been the first thing he healed.
    

    

    
      “Ah, fine, I get it, so just go togeth—!”
    

    

    
      Slash.
    

    

    
      The moment Kang In-ho turned his body to answer, his torso was sliced clean through. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that right in front of my eyes, I felt like crying blood if I could.
    

    

    
      “You son of a bitch.”
    

    

    
      I told you you’d die. But even if you went back to the past, you’d make the same choice again, wouldn’t you? 
    

    

    
      Still, with trembling hands, I had to drive my sword into my own heart.
    

    

    
      Even though I hated him enough to die, if I hesitated even a little, he’d die for good, and I’d never see him again.
    

    

    
      “Go first. I’ll bring the others and follow.”
    

    

    
      Cruel as the world was, we could never go back to before the fracture formed between us. Kang In-ho still wanted to move forward alone, unaware that death was beckoning him.
    

    

    
      I clenched my teeth until they nearly shattered and yanked hard on Kang In-ho’s forearm.
    

    

    
      “…Let’s go together.”
    

    

    
      A thick blade shot past Kang In-ho’s nose. 
    

    
      His eyes widened at the death that grazed before him. I stared at him without a flinch. If you refused to bend, then I had no choice but to return the favor.
    

    

    
      “This slime has detection abilities. That’s how it got this far… so let’s go together. It’ll be safer that way.” 
    

    

    
      “No. It’s too dangerous.”
    

    

    
      But after glancing back and forth between Ilho and me several times, Kang In-ho firmly shook his head.
    

    

    
      You think you’re the only stubborn one? Do you know what resolve it took for me to grab you? The anger I’d been holding in burned through my chest. 
    

    

    
      I ruffled my bangs and barely swallowed a curse, but my voice sank low.
    

    

    
      “Hey. Kang In-ho.” 
    

    

    
      “What.” 
    

    

    
      “Why do you think I came all the way here? I knew it was dangerous, but I came because of you. So choose. Go to the safe zone or stay with me.” 
    

    

    
      “…I’ll stay with you.”
    

    

    
      Finally. Sensing my sincere anger, Kang In-ho agreed a beat too late. 
    

    

    
      Thanks for finally listening, you damned friend.
    

    

    
      The path the pendulum pointed to became more complicated. 
    

    

    
      When I was alone, it was enough to just dodge or take a few traps, but now monsters had joined the mix.
    

    

    
      Clatter clatter!
    

    

    
      “Finish it properly.”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho checked the skull he’d sliced open, confirming it by crushing its chattering jaws. 
    

    

    
      Careless as ever. But his gaze was fixed elsewhere.
    

    

    
      “Below.”
    

    

    
      I immediately stepped back, and Kang In-ho’s sword severed the hand of a zombie bursting through the floor. 
    

    

    
      I then finished off the next one by driving my weapon through its head.
    

    

    
      “I was watching.” 
    

    

    
      “I figured.”
    

    

    
      Since it was an excuse I always used, Kang In-ho brushed it off casually. 
    

    

    
      Even though this was our first time fighting together in this life, I knew his patterns perfectly, and since I was slower than him, our timing fit almost too well.
    

    

    
      It reminded me of our past life, when we’d stuck together annoyingly close. But that didn’t mean we could avoid every trap.
    

    

    
      Thunk!
    

    

    
      “Hey, I told you I should go first!” 
    

    

    
      “…Let go.”
    

    

    
      In the section where Kang In-ho took the lead, he stepped wrong and fell. I barely managed to grab him. If he were alone, he could’ve escaped, but since I was with him, there wasn’t enough room to maneuver.
    

    

    
      My palms were slick with sweat. I didn’t have the strength to hold up a full-grown man heavier than me with one arm. 
    

    

    
      The thought that I might have to restart again made my chest tighten.
    

    

    
      “How many times is this now? Huh? You think you’ve got multiple lives?” 
    

    

    
      “No. But I can’t let you die because of me.”
    

    

    
      His voice was painfully calm. 
    

    

    
      He probably knew that if he pulled me hard enough, he could climb up—but he also knew too well that I wouldn’t be able to hold on.
    

    

    
      Still, even with his own life on the line, why did he sound so calm?
    

    

    
      “You must have a reason for crawling all the way in here. You’re just going to give that up and die?” 
    

    

    
      “…Among the people I’m trying to save in this dungeon, you’re one of them. I can’t let you die because of me.”
    

    

    
      So that’s why he looked like that every time he died before. 
    

    

    
      That face—it wasn’t regret, it was relief that I’d lived? 
    

    

    
      This crazy bastard.
    

    

    
      I let go of the crevice I was clinging to on the wall.
    

    

    
      Naturally, what followed was a deep, endless void.
    

    

    
      In that brief instant, I turned my body and punched Kang In-ho’s twisted face as hard as I could.
    

    

    
      “Don’t you dare think of dying alone. If you die, I die too, you damned bastard.”
    

    

    
      But then he said something strange.
    

    

    
      “…Even though I owe you a great debt?”
    

    

    
      His face was hidden in the too-deep darkness, and then—blackout.
    

    

    
      And then, regression.
    

    

    
      This time, I didn’t make the same mistake. 
    

    

    
      I leapt over the platform that triggered the fall, then asked the question I’d been mulling over.
    

    

    
      “Kang In-ho. What do you think I am to you?” 
    

    

    
      “Out of nowhere?”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho looked noticeably flustered. But, fortunately—or maybe naturally—he answered easily, as if the words were branded into his mind.
    

    

    
      “…A friend?” 
    

    

    
      “Yeah. A friend. Damn bastard. Don’t forget that.” 
    

    

    
      “Why are you saying that all of a sudden?”
    

    

    
      I came here to save him. But it wasn’t to repay some debt from a past life. Because between friends, there was no need for such things as great debts.
    

    

    
      “Because sometimes it feels like you forget.”
    

    

    
      And then, finally, another voice rang out.
    

    

    
      “Hu—Hunter Kang In-ho..!”
    

    

    
      It was the Spirit Master. 
    

    

    
      Tears welled in her eyes from relief at finding another person alive. 
    

    

    
      The spirit perched on her shoulder looked exhausted but intact—probably thanks to its detection ability.
    

    

    
      Soon after, we regrouped with the tank uncle who had been rather friendly with me, and once we added him to the party, the pendulum stopped responding.
    

    

    
      It meant there were no more living people in this labyrinth.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho, who had been staring at the pendulum with a troubled look for a long time, shifted his gaze toward me.
    

    

    
      “…Thanks.”
    

    

    
      I wasn’t sure if he was answering what I’d said earlier or talking about the pendulum, but either way, I was glad he accepted it without resistance.
    

    

    
      I gave Kang In-ho a light tap and stepped ahead, out of habit.
    

    

    
      “Buy me a drink later.” 
    

    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    

    
      The added members were definitely a help. After that, I didn’t die even once.
    

    

    
      “Something’s charging from the front…!” 
    

    

    
      “I’ll block it, brother!”
    

    

    
      Boom!!!
    

    

    
      Even when traps or monsters appeared suddenly, we had enough stability to handle them. 
    

    

    
      Yeah. This was the proper level of difficulty. Tough, but manageable with preparation and teamwork.
    

    

    
      “I can see the end.”
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, it didn’t take much effort to reach the front of the Boss Room, which marked the safe zone.
    

    

    
      It was a vast plaza-like area facing a grandly carved stone gate. 
    

    

    
      Once everyone confirmed there were no more traps, they collapsed in exhaustion, sprawling everywhere.
    

    

    
      I lay down flat, limbs spread wide. I had died so many times that I’d lost count midway through—utterly drained. 
    

    

    
      As I stared at the ceiling, Kang In-ho’s shadow fell over me.
    

    

    
      “…You’ve got good stamina.”
    

    

    
      Was that supposed to be obvious? Our stats were completely different, after all. 
    

    

    
      Still, Kang In-ho quietly placed a potion bottle on my stomach.
    

    

    
      “What’s this for?”
    

    

    
      I wasn’t hurt anywhere. 
    

    

    
      As I blinked up at him in confusion, Kang In-ho tapped his own neck.
    

    

    
      “Here. You’re cut.”
    

    

    
      Perplexed, I touched my neck and felt a faint crack in the skin. Must’ve been from trap shrapnel. I hadn’t even noticed.
    

    

    
       When I rubbed the wound, Ilho smacked my hand away, popped the potion can open, and smeared it roughly over the spot.
    

    

    
      “Good slime.” 
    

    

    
      “Kinder than you. Listens better, too.”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho gave a brief chuckle, handed me some jerky and a water bottle, and sat beside me.
    

    

    
      “Thanks.” 
    

    

    
      “For what?” 
    

    

    
      “For putting up with my stubbornness.” 
    

    

    
      “Heh. At least you know.”
    

    

    
      So he did know. He’d been reckless. If I hadn’t come along, ten lives wouldn’t have been enough for him.
    

    

    
      “Why did you suddenly decide to come into this dungeon in the first place?” 
    

    

    
      “I owed those people a big debt before. …I wanted to help them.”
    

    

    
      It must’ve been something from that missing year I didn’t know about. 
    

    

    
      Though, those people didn’t seem to know him well either. Maybe it had been one-sided help.
    

    

    
      “So, how was your year off the grid? You got famous.”
    

    

    
      I nudged him playfully and joked, earning a faint smile.
    

    

    
      “Somehow. I’ll explain after we get out.”
    

    

    
      So he wasn’t planning on disappearing again. 
    

    

    
      That made me feel a little lighter. I gulped down the rest of the water and got to my feet.
    

    

    
      “Let’s start preparing to take down the boss. Everyone ready?”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho seemed fine, and when I turned to the other two Hunters, they groaned as they got up but managed to stand.
    

    

    
      “Yes, we’re good to go.” 
    

    

    
      “Let’s get out of here. Gotta sleep in my own bed.”
    

    

    
      You said it, old man. My own soft bed’s waiting for me, too.
    

    

    
      After checking his sword, Kang In-ho naturally took charge of organizing the situation.
    

    

    
      “Final formation check. I’ll take the front, the Tamer will hold the center, and the Tanker will guard the Spirit Master in the rear.”
    

    

    
      He coordinated the party efficiently. 
    

    

    
      We didn’t have a healer or any strong ranged attackers, but this setup was optimal, and no one objected.
    

    

    
      After all, who would argue with the guy who had risked his life to find and rescue them?
    

    

    
      Rumble…
    

    

    
      When Kang In-ho pushed the stone doors of the Boss Room open, they groaned and thundered as centuries of dust fell away.
    

    

    
      Unlike before, this place gleamed with golden light. 
    

    

    
      Towering statues stood in place of pillars, as if protecting the dead. 
    

    

    
      Countless jewels and coins were laid as offerings for the fallen.
    

    

    
      At the center of it all was a coffin, watched over by a knight’s armor kneeling before it. Seeing it, my steps froze.
    

    

    
      ‘No way…’
    

    

    
      The strange scene I’d glimpsed when I fell into that cemetery alone—the one I couldn’t tell if it was an illusion—this palace’s design looked exactly the same as that place.
    

    

    
      I hadn’t remembered back then since I’d only been here once or twice in my past life, but now that I saw it again, it was the same style.
    

    

    
      “Wait. We need to stop.”
    

    

    
      The knight kneeling before the coffin slowly rose to his full height—easily over three meters tall. 
    

    

    
      That hadn’t been there the last time I came, had it? And that… that armor belonged to the Captain of the Knights.
    

    

    
      The image of the knight captain’s prowess I’d seen in the illusion replayed vividly in my head. I hadn’t expected the boss to be him. 
    

    

    
      Everything in this place had been designed to make it seem like the king was the boss, and even in the later raids, the boss was the king.
    

    

    
      The Tank Uncle beside me muttered as he looked around.
    

    

    
      “Wow… this is fancy. What is this, a royal tomb or something?”
    

    

    
      And if memory served from that illusion—the knight fought to the very end to prevent the king’s death. So if the king had died… what did that mean?
    

    

    
      As if answering my thought, a crimson system window appeared before my eyes.
    

    

    
      「!Warning! Dungeon rules have been violated.」
    

    

    
      —Who dares insult His Majesty!!
    

    

    
      The knight captain’s roar echoed thunderously through the tomb. 
    

    

    
      At the same time, the rows of statues around us flared with light in their eyes and began to move.
    

    

    
      “What the—? Why all of a sudden?” 
    

    

    
      “What rule did we violate?”
    

    

    
      Rule #2: Do not speak of treason. Ah, damn it. You’re telling me that counts as treason? Even when it’s true the king’s dead?
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      Startled gazes crossed one another, and just as I was about to prepare to rewind time again—
    

    

    
      “I’ll take care of the boss.”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho’s voice, hardened with reason, cut through the confusion.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was only natural; even if we’d broken a rule, it wasn’t as though something like, ‘You broke the rule, so all of you must die.’ would immediately follow.
    

    

    
      “My bad! Looks like that one’s on me. Then I’ll take the statues!”
    

    

    
      The seasoned Tank Uncle, who realized his mistake but didn’t panic, followed right behind.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      When the Knight Captain slammed his sword into the ground, a dozen or so sets of armor stationed within the chamber began to move, one by one, with a rumbling vibration.
    

    

    
      Each armor—shaped like a knight or a soldier—didn’t speak but instead charged toward us.
    

    

    
      “They’re coming!”
    

    

    
      The water-colored sparrow struck the wall, momentarily halting the armors’ movements, while a large shield blocked a stone sword and smashed into a jaw in the same motion.
    

    

    
      My eyes scanned the enemies swiftly. Monsters I had never seen before—not even in my first regression. Then? Back to basics. 
    

    

    
      Completely back to the beginning.
    

    

    
      What was the standard these armors used to identify enemies? Did they have stone shells like Living Armors, hollow inside? Did they simply attack whatever targets the Knight Captain commanded?
    

    

    
      If so, first step—decapitation. Separate the head and neck.
    

    

    
      My ivory blade sliced precisely at the tiny gap below the helmet, between the plates of armor.
    

    

    
      Clang!
    

    

    
      “Damn it!!”
    

    

    
      The sword bounced off with a light, mocking ring. 
    

    

    
      The jarring vibration that traveled up my wrist and arm was almost enough to bring tears to my eyes. But there was no time for that.
    

    

    
      Then where was the real weak point?
    

    

    
      Just then, the genuine detector among us—the Spirit Master—shouted,
    

    

    
      “There’s a magic circle on their backs! Aim for that!”
    

    

    
      “Confirmed.”
    

    

    
      Using Number One’s elasticity, I hooked onto an armor’s sword and used the recoil to pivot smoothly behind it. 
    

    

    
      Sure enough, a faintly engraved magic circle was carved into its back.
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      My chipped blade sank into it as if it were soft clay. 
    

    

    
      The once-menacing armor lost its will and collapsed on the spot.
    

    

    
      “It works.”
    

    

    
      After the brief report, I snatched up Number One again and dashed off to cover the Spirit Master being targeted by another armor. 
    

    

    
      It started chattering immediately, unable to stay quiet even for a moment.
    

    

    
      “I told you I’m not for combat use!”
    

    

    
      Flexible, stretchy, obedient—a fairly versatile item, really. Its only flaw was how talkative it was. You nick its surface with a dull sword, and it throws a fit.
    

    

    
      — You vile monsters!!!
    

    

    
      We were holding our own against a dozen armors with just three people, so chaos was inevitable. But from the other side, where Kang In-ho faced the Knight Captain one-on-one, a furious roar rang out, showing things were no less dire there.
    

    

    
      Ka-kang, ching!!
    

    

    
      Even the sound of their blades clashing was different. 
    

    

    
      The Knight Captain’s sword—its edge gleaming blue, not a hint of rust—struck Kang In-ho’s weapon with such force that sparks flew with every collision.
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      As if everything up until now had been playtime, Kang In-ho began overwhelming the Knight Captain. His sword, shrouded in black energy, forced the other’s blade aside and carved deep into the chestplate before slicing through an elbow.
    

    

    
      Slash!
    

    

    
      Blood burst from the severed arm, dripping down to pool at the Knight Captain’s feet. But something felt off.
    

    

    
      “Their numbers aren’t decreasing….”
    

    

    
      “They’re getting back up from the back!”
    

    

    
      Since the swords cut through the magic circles easily, I assumed that was their weak point.
    

    

    
      But how were they still standing?
    

    

    
      Even the armors whose circles we’d destroyed were rising again, staggering like zombies.
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      Kneeling, the Knight Captain drove his sword into the ground. Between raspy breaths, a voice steeped in hatred leaked out.
    

    

    
      — We… will not fall. Before His Majesty… never again…
    

    

    
      The torn flesh began regenerating on its own. 
    

    

    
      Metallic dust floated up from the floor, reassembling into place. 
    

    

    
      Even the arm that had been completely severed returned to its position, and the knight charged at Kang In-ho once more.
    

    

    
      Clang!!!
    

    

    
      — Before His Majesty, we will never fall again!!!
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      Kang In-ho steadied his briefly shaken expression, and his blade, gliding past the Knight Captain’s, sliced his chest open. But now, it was clear—the wound was regenerating right before our eyes.
    

    

    
      Ching!!
    

    

    
      The Knight Captain countered faster than expected, his sword clashing against Kang In-ho’s and breaking his stance.
    

    

    
      This wasn’t good. The Spirit Master, short on mana, was struggling to catch her breath. 
    

    

    
      The rest of us, who had to keep moving, were wearing down as well.
    

    

    
      Even I, who had to weave brief bursts of overclocking into my movements to stay in the fight, was no exception.
    

    

    
      I’d thought the Knight Captain was the one enabling the armors’ regeneration, but seeing him now—he was just as bound.
    

    

    
      Then, through the cold sweat running down my neck, a single thought flashed through my mind. 
    

    

    
      No way—
    

    

    
      “The king inside the coffin!!”
    

    

    
      — You wretch!!! You dare, foul monster!!!
    

    

    
      The Knight Captain bellowed as his sword locked with Kang In-ho’s, and the armors’ menace intensified, their maces swinging down.
    

    

    
      Ka-kang!
    

    

    
      “Ugh…!”
    

    

    
      We barely blocked it, but now that I had drawn all their aggro, the armors turned and rushed us with weapons raised. 
    

    

    
      The only one not looking our way was the Knight Captain, still dueling Kang In-ho.
    

    

    
      If he was guarding it this obviously, then there had to be something inside.
    

    

    
      Thwack!
    

    

    
      I grabbed Number One and hurled it with all my strength straight into the Knight Captain’s face. At the same time, I shouted,
    

    

    
      “Smash the coffin—completely!”
    

    

    
      — How dare you!!
    

    

    
      Seizing the opening, Kang In-ho broke free and sprinted toward the coffin. But the Knight Captain, shaking Number One violently off his face, raised his sword high.
    

    

    
      From its edge, a new, blue energy began to shimmer—different from before.
    

    

    
      “Mu-gyeong!”
    

    

    
      “Please, cover me for a moment!”
    

    

    
      A pulse of overclocking vibrated through me.
    

    

    
      I drove my sword deep into the ground, stepped on the hilt, and leapt. 
    

    

    
      Pressing down on the Knight Captain’s shoulder that blocked my view, I vaulted over him—
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      Then slammed into his back without slowing.
    

    

    
      Kwa-gwa-gwang!!
    

    

    
      The surging aura missed its target and split the audience chamber clean in half. I pinned the struggling knight beneath me with my full weight, though I knew I couldn’t hold him for long.
    

    

    
      “Now!”
    

    

    
      — Your Majesty!!
    

    

    
      Standing atop the ornate royal coffin, Kang In-ho didn’t hesitate. He drove his sword straight through the lid—
    

    

    
      and detonated it in one strike.
    

    

    
      Boom—!
    

    

    
      Shards of the coffin burst outward in every direction. Whatever had been inside, there was no way it could have remained intact.
    

    

    
      — Your Majesty!!!
    

    

    
      The Knight Captain’s cry, and the will that had seemed unbreakable, faltered as his struggles slowly came to a stop.
    

    

    
      — Your Majesty… I swore to protect you….
    

    

    
      Thud. Collapse.
    

    

    
      The armors that had been chasing me also began to buckle one by one, falling face-first to the ground. 
    

    

    
      Their helmets, arms, and leg joints detached and clattered across the floor.
    

    

    
      Tang, teong-geureong…
    

    

    
      Starting with the kneeling Knight Captain, every last trace of the armors’ fierce movement ceased completely.
    

    

    
      Only the sound of metal rolling across the stone echoed through the silence.
    

    

    
      After a moment of stillness, a triumphant fanfare might as well have sounded as the escape gate opened.
    

    

    
      “Haah, it’s open! Great work, everyone!”
    

    

    
      “Finally, we can go home.”
    

    

    
      The hunters, utterly exhausted and covered in minor wounds, ran toward us—only to halt once they got close.
    

    

    
      “Brother, you all right? Looks like your shoulder’s dislocated.”
    

    

    
      “…Ah. You’re right. It’s fine. Easy fix.”
    

    

    
      “Hold on, I’ve got a potion left.”
    

    

    
      In that familiar air of relief, I popped my shoulder back into place as if it were nothing, and another small commotion spread.
    

    

    
      “I’m really fine.”
    

    

    
      “Hey now, leave it like that and it’ll mess you up later. Drink this, all of it.”
    

    

    
      “How did you even know? I thought I was dead for sure.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, well…”
    

    

    
      It was almost funny—people who should have died worrying over my dislocated shoulder. Still, it eased something in me.
    

    

    
      As I half-ad-libbed the supposed “boss strategy” for them, pretending it was all part of a plan, I spotted Kang In-ho walking down toward us.
    

    

    
      “Good work.”
    

    

    
      “Take care of yourself next time. You’re a Tamer, aren’t you?”
    

    

    
      He really never had a kind word in him. But in his language, that probably translated to something like, ‘You did well.’
    

    

    
      I grinned and clapped my hands to get everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      “Then, let’s gather the loot.”
    

    

    
      It was time for rewards.
    

    

    
      We piled up the heaps of glittering gold, jewels, and magic stones from the boss room. 
    

    

    
      There was quite a bit—but the only decent item among them was the sword the Knight Captain had held.
    

    

    
      “What should we do with this one?”
    

    

    
      All three pairs of eyes turned toward me. It made sense, since I’d dealt the finishing blow. 
    

    

    
      But I had no reason to use that sword. I’d never heard of a worthwhile blade dropping from this dungeon anyway. 
    

    

    
      The Replica from the Administrator’s Office I was using now was far better.
    

    

    
      “I’m good without it.”
    

    

    
      When Kang In-ho also declined, the Tank Uncle raised his hand.
    

    

    
      “If no one wants it, I’ll buy it off you.”
    

    

    
      “You, Uncle? But you use a mace.”
    

    

    
      “Picked up a nice skill recently. Been looking for a sword to go with it.”
    

    

    
      Well, it wasn’t unusual for hunters to carry or switch between multiple weapons depending on their skills.
    

    

    
      So, it was decided—the Tank Uncle would take the sword.
    

    

    
      “It’s really over now.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not even looking at a Newborn Dungeon for a while.”
    

    

    
      We agreed to handle the remaining gems and coins—minus taxes—after we got out.
    

    
      And finally, we left that damned dungeon behind.
    

    

    
      「Synchronization complete.」
    

    

    
      One piece of good news, and one… vaguely bad.
    

    

    
      The good news first: the payout. 
    

    

    
      After dividing up the spoils among the four of us, we each got about ten million won.
    

    

    
      Ever since Gates appeared, gold and jewels had caused absurd inflation. 
    

    

    
      Still, considering there were no real items this time, that wasn’t bad at all. 
    

    

    
      The hunter market overflowed with raw materials, but finished goods were still expensive.
    

    

    
      And there was some unlisted income too—the herbs I’d pulled up from the cemetery on the first floor while the others were searching around.
    

    

    
      They supposedly helped raise stats. I figured if their effects were verified, I could sell them off for a nice profit, even with alchemists charging ridiculous commission fees.
    

    

    
      The vaguely bad news, of course, was Kang In-ho.
    

    

    
      He’d said he’d explain things later, but after stalling with “I’ll tell you once I’ve sorted it out,” he just started nagging like a man possessed.
    

    

    
      It began with, ‘Hunters need to take care of their bodies—are you resting properly?’
    

    

    
      Then came, ‘Mental care is just as important,’ along with a recommendation for a book titled <I Guard My Body and Mind: Why Hunters Need Mind Training>.
    

    

    
      After that, he texted me several times suggesting we go together next time I planned to enter a dangerous dungeon.
    

    

    
      What… was he making up for lost time with all these messages?
    

    

    
      That night, when everything had finally ended, I had a nightmare.
    

    

    
      I’d wanted a dreamless sleep, but of course, nothing ever went my way.
    

    

    
      ‘What the hell is this now.’
    

    

    
      A dream, probably. It had to be.
    

    

    
      Ah, maybe it was because I’d thought about that synchronization system window before bed.
    

    

    
      Crunch.
    

    

    
      But when I bit my tongue to confirm, there was no pain—nothing at all. It didn’t even feel like the action went through properly.
    

    

    
      “Seriously? A lucid dream?”
    

    

    
      The surroundings were dark, but scattered grains of light—like glowing rice—floated in the distance, barely illuminating the space.
    

    

    
      I could walk, somehow, so I followed where my feet led until I began to see a lone figure crouched far away.
    

    

    
      It seemed to both absorb and emit light at the same time, a distorted being of contradiction.
    

    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      An instinctive urge told me I had to speak.
    

    

    
      The shape resembled a human, but inside it floated particles like glitter.
    

    

    
      ‘Not human, then.’
    

    

    
      It lowered the hand covering its face and opened its mouth.
    

    

    
      The instant I met the hollow darkness where eyes should have been—no, where even light itself did not exist—
    

    

    
      — ■■■■
    

    

    
      Thud.
    

    

    
      My heart plummeted.
    

    

    
      What was that language—or was it even language? Could I even say I heard it?
    

    

    
      My insides twisted, nausea rising. I wanted to vomit everything out—organs, guts, whatever was inside—but my trembling hands only managed to clamp over my mouth.
    

    

    
      “You… what are you….”
    

    

    
      I forced the words out between clenched teeth. 
    

    

    
      I couldn’t even look straight at those black eyes; my gaze dropped into endless darkness as a high-pitched ringing filled my head.
    

    

    
      — ■■■.
    

    

    
      So… what was that supposed to mean?
    

    

    
      When I woke up, my blanket was soaked through with cold sweat again.
    

    

    
      “What kind of nightmare was that….”
    

    

    
      The problem was, I couldn’t remember the details.
    

    

    
      It felt like it had happened before, but even that memory was blurry.
    

    

    
      I weakly swung my limp arms and legs, grabbed a can of zero-calorie soda from the fridge, and downed it in one go before I finally started to feel awake.
    

    

    
      “Don’t otherworld dimensions have labor unions or something? Ugh, my back’s killing me….”
    

    

    
      “Wake up, Administrator.”
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      Startled by the sudden voice, I jumped and hurled the empty can at Number One’s head. 
    

    

    
      Looking at his manager as if I were pathetic, he neatly picked up the can and tossed it into the recycling bin.
    

    

    
      “Damn, you scared me. Are you going to keep barging into other people’s houses like that?”
    

    

    
      “That’s why I keep telling you to sleep in the management room.”
    

    

    
      “I already told you last week that I don’t want to.”
    

    

    
      It had already been two weeks since I officially became both a manager and a Hunter. 
    

    

    
      Those two weeks… had been so hellishly busy I could’ve thrown up.
    

    

    
      There were things I had promised myself I’d do if I ever became a Hunter again — run fast and suck up all the honey while I could. 
    

    

    
      But instead of that, I’d been crushed under endless manager duties. 
    

    

    
      In just those two weeks, I had to handle four Cracks. 
    

    

    
      And all of them were abroad!
    

    

    
      Thanks to [Integrated Language Utilization], there weren’t any language issues with overseas missions. 
    

    

    
      But trying to act as a Hunter in another country without a visa? Anyone could tell I was an illegal foreign Hunter. 
    

    

    
      I had to keep running to avoid being tied up and deported.
    

    

    
      Because of that, the number of Ratiaos in the management room had grown by the day, and the list of rentable items had increased by one. 
    

    

    
      I could actually feel some invisible status steadily rising. 
    

    

    
      Slowly, but surely.
    

    

    
      And what about Hesed, you ask? He left me a note saying he hoped this would be a good experience for a new manager — then vanished. 
    

    

    
      He’d even stuck a postcard from Hawaii on it. 
    

    

    
      How the hell did an alien even know Hawaii was a vacation spot?
    

    

    
      Anyway, it was about time this thing finally worked.
    

    

    
      I threw myself into the chair in front of my computer. 
    

    

    
      Number One crawled up onto my head, so I picked him up and set him on the desk instead. 
    

    

    
      I woke the computer from sleep mode. 
    

    

    
      After refreshing the website, the long-awaited message finally popped up:
    

    

    
      [Your membership has been approved.]
    

    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    

    
      It took two weeks just to get this approval.
    

    

    
      Anyone who was a Korean Hunter knew the nation’s representative Hunter site — [Yeopsa]. 
    

    

    
      True to the hyper-security of the 21st century, it had an extremely closed atmosphere. 
    

    

    
      There were a ton of verifications required just to register. 
    

    

    
      Even after verifying, they took forever to check everything among themselves, so really, two weeks was considered fast.
    

    

    
      “Nice!”
    

    

    
      “What’s even on there that’s worth all this, sir? If it’s that important, I could’ve just hacked it for you.”
    

    

    
      “It’s not about hacking — it just takes time. Besides, have I had a single moment to breathe lately? Didn’t you see everything in the fridge going bad?”
    

    

    
      Stretching Number One with my left hand, I scrolled down with my right.
    

    

    
      Yeopsa was mainly a place where Hunters shared information about Gates, skill applications, trending items, and hunting videos.
    

    

    
      Of course, videos recorded inside Dungeons were usually terrible quality and quite rare.
    

    

    
      “Ah, there it is again.”
    

    

    
      But among those, there were also proper, high-quality videos — like the ones from Ezekiel, the most famous unaffiliated Hunter in Korea.
    

    

    
      Ezekiel was a MiTuber who uploaded dungeon and monster strategy guides for Hunters. 
    

    

    
      He must’ve used insanely expensive gear because the video quality was top-notch, and the information was always excellent. 
    

    

    
      Yeopsa’s “Best Videos” section was constantly dominated by his uploads.
    

    

    
      Wait — that’s not even what I came here for.
    

    

    
      “Alright, let’s see, let’s see….”
    

    

    
      Scroll, scroll.
    

    

    
      Even after scrolling for a while, the general discussion board flowed just like in my previous life. 
    

    

    
      If useful information about helpful skills suddenly started flooding in, that would’ve been strange. 
    

    

    
      Not that I’d expected any.
    

    

    
      I changed the search keyword to “newbie” and excluded the general board from the range.
    

    

    
      Of course, I wasn’t really a newbie, but I only had one dungeon clear record. 
    

    

    
      Unless a Gate suddenly spawned right in front of me and I happened to contribute, it was hard to sneak into a high-reward dungeon.
    

    

    
      I did consider going to a dungeon that I knew would skyrocket in value in the future — but if things like that just conveniently popped up, that’d be a novel. 
    

    

    
      Even the stocks I bought right after regressing were already tanking.
    

    

    
      “Are you looking for any particular data, Administrator?”
    

    

    
      Bored of my web-surfing, Number One asked idly, but I only tossed back an empty reply.
    

    

    
      “Just browsing.”
    

    

    
      That’s when one particular post caught my eye.
    

    

    
      [Anyone read the article about Yido Guild being screwed? ㄷㄷ]
    

    

    
      If you know, you know — their contracts were insanely toxic. 
    

    

    
      Once you signed, that was it; you’d be leashed for life as a Yido slave. 
    

    

    
      But since their Guild Master had political connections, everyone just turned a blind eye.
    

    

    
      Apparently, though, there was an internal whistleblower this time? The guild’s completely disbanded now. 
    

    

    
      Don’t know who had the guts to do it, but thanks, man — now I can start fresh with another guild.
    

    

    
      ㄴ What’s with this flex? Just bragging about yourself?
    

    

    
      ㄴ I heard the Hunter Audit Team was the one who exposed it. 
    

    

    
      There was a rumor they went undercover.
    

    

    
      ㄴ No way, seriously? Chills; Audit Team really doesn’t play.
    

    

    
      A familiar combination of names. 
    

    

    
      Yido Guild and the Hunter Audit Team.
    

    

    
      Normally, I’d have dismissed it as another wild rumor — but since I knew Seong Yoon-je existed, I couldn’t just brush it off. 
    

    

    
      I still remembered how chilling it had been back then.
    

    

    
      Seriously, that Audit Team was a bunch of ghosts. 
    

    

    
      100% arrest rate for Hunter-related crimes. 
    

    

    
      Because of them, even awakened Hunters with power couldn’t just go around committing crimes as they pleased. 
    

    

    
      That went for guilds too.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, public authority, guilds, and independent Hunters maintained a delicate balance. 
    

    

    
      As long as they didn’t seem to be coming after me, I should just lie low and count my blessings.
    

    

    
      While I was idly browsing and mulling over my future plans, a bright red system window suddenly burst open before my eyes.
    

    

    
      「Warning! :: Crack Detected」
    

    

    
      Type – Escaped Entity
    

    

    
      So much for today being unusually quiet. 
    

    

    
      What kind of adorable monster had escaped this time? I clenched my teeth and headed toward the management room.
    

    

    
      “Where is it this time?”
    

    

    
      “In Korea, Administrator!”
    

    

    
      As soon as I stepped inside, two sticky rice cake-like blobs flopped toward me in greeting — the Ratiaos. 
    

    

    
      When I tossed them a couple of dinner rolls I’d brought from home, they happily snatched them up.
    

    

    
      “Inside? Outside?”
    

    

    
      I was asking whether the Crack was inside or outside the Dungeon. 
    

    

    
      One of the Ratiaos, its mouth stuffed halfway with bread, raised a stubby tentacle.
    

    

    
      “Inside!”
    

    

    
      Got it — inside the Dungeon.
    

    

    
      Ratiaos were always fascinated by whatever snacks their manager ate. 
    

    

    
      So whenever I came by, I made sure to bring some. 
    

    

    
      Looked like today’s treats were a hit, too.
    

    

    
      “Are you heading out right away?”
    

    

    
      Already full from the food at home, Number One asked from atop my head.
    

    

    
      “I’ll just do one more equipment check.”
    

    

    
      There was no way to handle it perfectly anyway. 
    

    

    
      Even when I asked the Ratiaos where the Dungeon was, they couldn’t give me any meaningful information. 
    

    

    
      The archive had been completely wrecked and hadn’t been repaired yet, so it was impossible, they said.
    

    

    
      “As I mentioned, with the management room in its current condition, equipment repair is difficult. 
    

    

    
      Any changes to your plan?”
    

    

    
      A white tentacle pressed against the wall and pulled out the equipment shelf. 
    

    

    
      I had no intention of changing the items I already owned — Fang of the Core (Replica) and Momentary Overclock. 
    

    

    
      Then naturally, I should insure myself with one last piece.
    

    

    
      「The number of rentable items has reached the limit. (3/3)」
    

    

    
      I took out a black baseball cap and pulled it down over my head. 
    

    

    
      The design was so simple and modern that no one would have guessed it was an item.
    

    

    
      [Achromatic Shade (Replica)]
    

    

    
      Grants the user a weak presence. 
    

    

    
      Greatly reduces the range in which the user is recognized as a person.
    

    

    
      It was a stealth item. 
    

    

    
      Back when the rental limit had only been two items, I had even chosen this over Momentary Overclock — that’s how useful it was.
    

    

    
      Thanks to that, I hadn’t ended up on the news as some shameless Hunter poaching monsters across borders.
    

    

    
      “This should do. Let’s go. Open the gate.”
    

    

    
      You never knew what could happen, so the more insurance, the better. 
    

    

    
      Sure, I could rewind time by dying, but it was far too random to rely on.
    

    

    
      I stepped through the now-familiar door. 
    

    

    
      Emerging from a deserted alley, I was met with the sight in front of the Dungeon—
    

    

    
      “Goddamn it.”
    

    

    
      It was crawling with Hunters. 
    

    

    
      I immediately pulled out my phone to check the map, trying to figure out where I was, when a post I’d seen earlier came to mind. 
    

    

    
      I quickly reconnected to Yeopsa.
    

    

    
      [You guys hear they’re going into the Thunder Dragon Dungeon?]
    

    

    
      Why’re they going into a state-owned dungeon instead of their own Cheongun Dungeon?
    

    

    
      ㄴ idk? Apparently it was registered under Cheongun’s name, but it turned out to be Thunder Dragon’s.
    

    

    
      ㄴ They said we can take the core and split the rest however we want lol
    

    

    
      ㄴ Isn’t that the most expensive part though?
    

    

    
      ㄴ Still, we get to see the Thunder Dragon — that’s insane.
    

    

    
      ㄴ Which dungeon is Thunder Dragon entering? I sent you a message! Please check!
    

    

    
      As I hurriedly skimmed through the posts, the final confirmation came from the Hunters’ chatter around me.
    

    

    
      “They said Thunder Dragon went in, right?”
    

    

    
      “Cheongun’s not here?”
    

    

    
      “Seems like he’s alone. Well, maybe with one of his weirder guild members.”
    

    

    
      A ripple of excitement spread among the Hunters.
    

    

    
      If the public sector had the Korea Hunter Association’s Audit Team, and freelancers had Ezekiel, then among guilds, there was Cheongun. 
    

    

    
      Out of all the numerous guilds in Korea, only a few truly stood out — and at the very top of that list was Cheongun, led by Thunder Dragon.
    

    

    
      And Thunder Dragon, Kim Jae-young, was nothing less than the hero of this era.
    

    

    
      Since the Hunter ranking system began in Korea, he had held the undisputed number one spot. 
    

    

    
      His guild, “Cheongun,” was the country’s most prestigious — the kind of place most Hunters could only dream of joining.
    

    

    
      Yeah. 
    

    

    
      It was the same guild that had offered me a business card right after my awakening. 
    

    

    
      I’d turned them down; joining wouldn’t have helped someone who already knew the path ahead, and I wasn’t the type to tie myself to a guild anyway.
    

    

    
      Still, thanks to her and Cheongun, Korea had rapidly developed after the Gate Crisis, and countless major disasters had been contained early.
    

    

    
      That had also turned half my stock portfolio into worthless paper, but whatever. 
    

    

    
      My dislike for Thunder Dragon came from something else entirely.
    

    

    
      “…Of all people, it had to be Thunder Dragon.”
    

    

    
      “Why? You don’t have any relationship with him, Administrator.”
    

    

    
      Number One, peering at the screen beside me, asked with innocent curiosity. 
    

    

    
      I muttered thoughts I could never share with anyone.
    

    

    
      ‘Because that bastard’s a 100% regressor.’
    

    

    
      Why was I so sure Kim Jae-young was a regressor? Because in my previous life, that guy never even set foot in Korea.
    

    

    
      He was a dual citizen, and as far as I knew, had lived comfortably as a moderately famous Hunter in the U.S. 
    

    

    
      But in this new timeline after regression, he had completely changed his career path and claimed Korea’s number one spot.
    

    

    
      If that wasn’t a regressor, then what was?
    

    

    
      Compared to me — the guy who’d stayed holed up at home after regressing, waiting for death — his bold, decisive moves were… unsettling, to say the least.
    

    

    
      The core could just be bought anyway, so why come all the way here and cause this commotion? I couldn’t understand it. 
    

    

    
      But still—
    

    

    
      “As long as we don’t meet, it’s fine. 
    

    

    
      Ah, damn, I said it.”
    

    

    
      It had just been a thought, but I’d basically set up a huge flag for myself. 
    

    

    
      Stuffing Number One into my jacket, I pulled the Achromatic Shade low over my face.
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      The effect of Achromatic Shade (Replica) was undeniable. 
    

    

    
      I had successfully entered the dungeon, clinging to the tail of the hunters ahead without any friction.
    

    

    
      「You have entered the dungeon, Vida Autoism.」
    

    

    
      「Please comply with the dungeon’s internal regulations.」
    

    

    
      The jungle’s characteristic humidity and heat clung to my face. 
    

    

    
      Amid the vivid greenery, lush leaves swayed in the breeze, and the distant chirping of birds echoed.
    

    

    
      Wak-wak! Kiee!
    

    

    
      Soft moss cushioned my steps. 
    

    

    
      The tree trunks were enormous, and cries of countless creatures filled the air.
    

    

    
      But when I looked closely at the leaves, they shimmered faintly. 
    

    

    
      Any hunter with sharp enough senses would have noticed the slight tremor beneath their feet.
    

    

    
      Wuuuuung…
    

    

    
      Vida Autoism. 
    

    

    
      As its name suggested, this was a forest of living machinery. 
    

    

    
      Not a single creature with a normal, beating heart existed here. 
    

    

    
      Known as a massive hybrid dungeon, every monster that appeared was half-organic, half-mechanical.
    

    

    
      「Vida Autoism Rules」
    

    

    
      Rule 1. Do not attack powered-off machines.
    

    

    
      Rule 2. Preserve living flora.
    

    

    
      Rule 3. When fighting a luminous machine, destroy it completely.
    

    

    
      ※ Administrator privileges are currently active. 
    

    

    
      Rule compliance is optional.
    

    

    
      The rules were all plant-related, fittingly enough.
    

    

    
      “Still the same as ever.”
    

    

    
      Even though multiple teams were raiding this dungeon, the start points were randomized, so there was no one nearby.
    

    

    
      Well, running into someone in this vast jungle would take a miracle. 
    

    

    
      I might as well do my own thing. 
    

    

    
      Now then, time to collect some honey.
    

    

    
      “Guess I’m lucky today.”
    

    

    

    
      Of course, this dungeon wasn’t easy. 
    

    

    
      The monsters were practically solid metal, making their durability monstrous. 
    

    

    
      And if you smashed them apart by force—bang!—they’d break down completely, as if saying, You wanted the expensive parts inside? Too bad, I’ll just destroy myself.
    

    

    
      “You look happier than I’ve ever seen you, Administrator.”
    

    

    
      I drove my sword into the ground. 
    

    

    
      As I carefully brushed away the dark brown soil with my hands, tightly packed cables appeared beneath, like roots.
    

    

    
      After gently rummaging through them, I pulled out a golden fuse-like core—the battery.
    

    

    
      Psshhhk…
    

    

    
      Nearby machines powered down one by one with hollow thuds. 
    

    

    
      When I held the fuse up to the sunlight filtering through the leaves, golden liquid shimmered inside.
    

    

    
      “Of course. Do you know how much this is worth?”
    

    

    
      Even if raw materials were dirt-cheap, this [Gold-Class Battery] was worth at least twice as much as a magic stone or mechanical part. 
    

    

    
      They usually overloaded and exploded during battle, making them rare finds.
    

    

    
      “Gotta have days like this sometimes.”
    

    

    
      I gladly swept up the expensive loot—something I couldn’t even dream of getting outside a Monster Neutral Zone. 
    

    

    
      There was plenty of gear in the management room anyway; I could spend on skills to patch my lousy stats. 
    

    

    
      Maybe stock up on real food instead of flavorless dried rations…
    

    

    
      “Administrator, what about the Crack?”
    

    

    
      Number One, perched on my head, tugged at a stray lock of hair poking from under my hat.
    

    

    
      “It happened inside the dungeon anyway. Where could it go if I checked now? Rather than rushing in and running into it, it’s safer to wait until the Irregular moves away, then mend it quietly.”
    

    

    
      “That does make sense.”
    

    

    
      The word Irregular referred to creatures that emerged from Cracks. 
    

    

    
      They were distinctly different from monsters, which was why people on Earth called them that.
    

    

    
      “See? So let’s take it easy.”
    

    

    
      And I had something I could rely on.
    

    

    
      “This dungeon’s got the Thunder Dragon. No matter how much of a mess that Irregular makes, what could it possibly do to him? It’d be lucky not to end up diced and grilled.”
    

    

    
      “Well… huh? Administrator, you know the Thunder Dragon?”
    

    

    
      Ah, slip of the tongue. 
    

    

    
      Footage of the Thunder Dragon’s hunts hadn’t been made public yet—but my memories from the previous life were too vivid.
    

    

    
      “I don’t.”
    

    

    
      Feigning ignorance, I began to move slowly in the direction Number One pointed.
    

    

    
      “Why’s it so quiet here?”
    

    

    
      “Good question… Maybe another team already cleared it? But I don’t see any battle traces…”
    

    

    
      Thanks to my enhanced hearing, I could occasionally catch distant hunter voices. 
    

    

    
      Well, who told them to lag behind? Hope they had a swift day.
    

    

    
      I spent who knows how long joyfully overharvesting Gold-Class Batteries in areas free of hunter chatter.
    

    

    
      “Wow, how did you just do that?”
    

    

    
      A human voice spoke. 
    

    

    
      From right above my head. 
    

    

    
      A cold sweat instantly broke out down my back. 
    

    

    
      I hadn’t heard a sound.
    

    

    
      The voice’s owner jumped soundlessly down from a tree, landing lightly—and spoke to me in a bright, cheerful tone as if nothing were odd.
    

    

    
      “Was that a skill? Or an item?”
    

    

    
      She couldn’t have looked older than her early twenties. 
    

    

    
      A youthful face, pale platinum hair in a choppy hush cut from repeated bleaching, a black tank top under a loose white-and-gold techwear jacket and pants—
    

    

    
      and most striking of all, her luminous yellow eyes.
    

    

    
      In South Korea, it was impossible to be a hunter and not know who she was. 
    

    

    
      I’d even watched one of her hunting videos this morning before coming here.
    

    

    
      “Ezekiel…?”
    

    

    
      “You recognized me! Hehe… that’s a bit embarrassing. Just call me Lee Hye-rang. Want an autograph?”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang grinned, flashing her fangs as she held out her hand. 
    

    

    
      I shook it absentmindedly, still dazed as I accepted her autograph.
    

    

    
      Wasn’t the Thunder Dragon supposed to be here? Why was another big name in this dungeon?
    

    

    
      “What brings you here?”
    

    

    
      “Oh, I came to film a strategy video! This dungeon’s such a headache, right? Here, see?”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang tapped a hovering recording orb beside her.
    

    

    
      She wasn’t just any MiTuber.
    

    

    
      Under the channel name Ezekiel, she was a hunter MiTuber with five million subscribers, ranked 5th among all Korean hunters, and the pinnacle of unaffiliated hunters. 
    

    

    
      Her channel was even credited with reducing hunter mortality rates by over half.
    

    

    
      Which meant my overharvesting had just been caught on camera.
    

    

    
      “More importantly, how did you do that? Oh! You don’t have to tell me if it’s a secret! Really! I can even delete it for you!”
    

    

    
      But instead of pressing the orb toward me, Lee Hye-rang covered its lens with her hand, blocking it.
    

    

    
      She was like a hyperactive puppy bounding around.
    

    

    
      It was my first time seeing her in person, but I could understand why everyone either knew her or adored her—no one seemed to dislike her.
    

    

    
      “Ah… well…”
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to spin my excuse—
    

    

    
      Rustle.
    

    

    
      Even amidst Lee Hye-rang’s noisy presence, my sharp ears caught a faint sound. 
    

    

    
      The telltale noise of a monster stirring.
    

    

    
      I didn’t see what kind of monster it was. 
    

    

    
      Naturally so, because—
    

    

    
      Bang!!!
    

    

    
      Before I could even register it, Lee Hye-rang had already reacted at a speed that defied comparison. 
    

    

    
      Yellow lightning gathered to its limit and discharged all at once, blasting a literal hole through the dense jungle.
    

    

    
      Pazzzzz…
    

    

    
      All that remained were the exposed cross-sections of mechanical parts, the buried cables beneath the ground, and scorched soot. 
    

    

    
      She must have broken two or so rules just now, but even the difficulty spike that should’ve followed had been completely obliterated in an instant.
    

    

    
      If that hit had landed on me, I probably would’ve been wiped clean off the face of the earth.
    

    

    
      ‘Two damn Pikachus in a dungeon full of machines, huh.’
    

    

    
      Right. 
    

    

    
      One of Lee Hye-rang’s nicknames was Incarnation of Zeus.
    

    

    
      “Yes, yes. You can answer now!”
    

    

    
      She’d turned a corner of the dungeon into a pile of rags in the blink of an eye, yet that radiant, sunny smile somehow made me feel a twinge of fear.
    

    

    
      Couldn’t be helped. 
    

    

    
      You’re up again, buddy. 
    

    

    
      Without a shred of guilt, I grabbed Number One and held him out.
    

    

    
      “I’m a Tamer. So monsters are less hostile toward me.”
    

    

    
      “Bo, bubble… (Just you wait, Administrator.)”
    

    

    
      But Number One turned into his harmless and polite slime mode, staring up at Lee Hye-rang with wide, round eyes. 
    

    

    
      Blink blink. 
    

    

    
      Those big, black, gentle eyes made Lee Hye-rang’s heart melt in an instant.
    

    

    
      “I’ve never seen a slime this color before! Can I touch it? Can I record it?”
    

    

    
      “Sure. Go ahead. It doesn’t bite.”
    

    

    
      “Bubble bubble. Bubble bubble. 
    

    

    
      (Oh, I can bite? You said I can bite, right?)”
    

    

    
      Ignoring him completely, I smiled pleasantly and placed Number One into Lee Hye-rang’s hands.
    

    

    
      Holding the warm, squishy lump in her palms, she seemed to be making quite an effort not to pop it. 
    

    

    
      She’d probably never touched a slime that didn’t leave residue on her hands, swell up threateningly, or melt things on contact.
    

    

    
      “Where did you catch it? Can you tame anything you want?”
    

    

    
      “No, not everything. Certain conditions have to be met…”
    

    

    
      Somehow, it started to feel like I was being interviewed—but the interviewer seemed far more interested in Number One than in me.
    

    

    
      “Right, right.”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang nodded absentmindedly, gently poking and squeezing the opaque white blob. 
    

    

    
      Accustomed to being pulled, stretched, and squished at will by me, the Administrator, Number One gradually spread out across her hands.
    

    

    
      “…So, for now, this slime is the only monster I’ve tamed. Its name is Number One.”
    

    

    
      I performed a one-man show, mixing information from my past life with believable-sounding details. 
    

    

    
      The recording seemed to be running fine, but Lee Hye-rang… didn’t seem to be listening at all.
    

    

    
      “I see… Number One, you’re so warm and squishy.”
    

    

    
      She was clearly more interested in kneading the slime. 
    

    

    
      Well, she was about the age to still love slimes, after all.
    

    

    
      If things ended here, all the better for me. 
    

    

    
      The last thing I wanted was to have my identity exposed to Ezekiel’s five million subscribers and end up metaphorically burned at the stake.
    

    

    
      “Bubble booobble… (Ah, this feels nice…)”
    

    

    
      Why did that damned slime look so relaxed? Something felt off. 
    

    

    
      I was his Administrator, wasn’t I? I was just debating whether to snatch him back when Lee Hye-rang suddenly lifted her head, golden eyes glinting as if she’d just remembered something.
    

    

    
      “Actually, I came here looking for the Thunder Dragon. Have you seen him by any chance?”
    

    

    
      So that was her true goal—raiding the dungeon was secondary. 
    

    

    
      And here I was, wasting time dawdling around. 
    

    

    
      Don’t tell me that anonymous comment asking for the Thunder Dragon’s location was hers?
    

    

    
      “He probably entered way before I did, so he won’t be anywhere near here.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, I knew it, I’m late again. I’d better hurry after him… Oh! Are you traveling alone?”
    

    

    
      “Well… yes, I am.”
    

    

    
      She sounded like she was asking, You’re solo? But I shook my head automatically, certain that if I said I had a team, she’d insist on meeting them. 
    

    

    
      Still, her response went completely against my expectations.
    

    

    
      “Perfect! Want to travel together? I’m curious how a Tamer fights. And if anything dangerous happens, I’ll make sure to protect you!”
    

    

    
      You? Protect me?
    

    

    
      My eyes drifted toward the hole Lee Hye-rang had just blasted through the jungle. 
    

    

    
      Sparks were still jumping from the severed remains of an obliterated machine.
    

    

    
      When I turned back, I was met with those shining golden eyes, sparkling with excitement and anticipation.
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      “...I’m sorry.”
    

    

    
      But I was firm. 
    

    

    
      If this had been a livestream, the comments would’ve gone insane accusing me of “kicking away blessings,” but it couldn’t be helped. 
    

    

    
      My goal was the Crack—and once it was closed, I planned to escape through the Administration Room.
    

    

    
      “Why...?”
    

    

    
      Rather than throwing a tantrum, Lee Hye-rang just drooped her brows, looking pitiful as if she couldn’t understand.
    

    

    
      “I’m not capable of fighting in this dungeon. I only came to mine some Gold-Class Batteries.”
    

    

    
      At that, Number One nodded like a maniac. 
    

    

    
      This damn partner only cooperated at times like these.
    

    

    
      “And since it’s all possible thanks to a skill I got when I awakened, it’s not even much of a strategy—so I doubt I’d be any help.”
    

    

    
      My firm yet reasoned refusal must have convinced her, because she lowered her gaze.
    

    

    
      “…I guess there’s no helping it. See you next time, then! Ah, may I at least ask your name, Hunter?”
    

    

    
      She seemed to have taken quite a liking to me. 
    

    

    
      For whatever reason, she politely held out her business card. 
    

    

    
      On thick, cream-colored paper embossed with gold foil were the words Ezekiel and Lee Hye-rang.
    

    

    
      “Baek Mu-gyeong. I don’t have a business card.”
    

    

    
      “Then… could I at least have your number?”
    

    

    
      I had meant to brush it off politely, but she asked for my contact instead. 
    

    

    
      Refusing her would’ve probably hurt that innocent, puppy-like face of hers. 
    

    

    
      I was always weak to younger people—especially when they’d only just become adults.
    

    

    
      “…I’ll give it to you.”
    

    

    
      I sighed once in defeat and ended up exchanging numbers with Ezekiel, the influencer with five million subscribers whom everyone dreamed of meeting at least once.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, I like that human.”
    

    

    
      “Be quiet.”
    

    

    
      After parting with Lee Hye-rang, I was wandering through the jungle, chewing on a tasteless energy bar made from dungeon byproducts. 
    

    

    
      Since Vida Autoism was a dungeon that allowed multiple teams to enter, it was fairly large, and I had to make camp several times along the way.
    

    

    
      “Ah, damn it. What, this dungeon has slimes too?”
    

    

    
      “Just catch it!”
    

    

    
      “That’s my slime.”
    

    

    
      “Since when were you there...? Ah, I’m sorry…”
    

    

    
      Incidents like that happened now and then, though nothing serious ever came of them. 
    

    

    
      Having a Tamer’s ID was basically a free pass.
    

    

    
      Tamers weren’t a common class, after all. 
    

    

    
      As far as I knew, there were only three known Tamers in the country—and only one who was still active. 
    

    

    
      That’s how rare the job was.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, we’re almost there. Just up ahead.”
    

    

    
      A white tendril stretched out, pointing in one direction.
    

    

    
      “Are you sure it’s really there?”
    

    

    
      “Yes! I stake your honor on it!”
    

    

    
      Why my honor, you adorable blob?
    

    

    
      Then I looked down at the bunker entrance, my expression twisting into one of disbelief.
    

    

    
      Rust-eaten metal jutted up from the dirt. 
    

    

    
      Given that everything else around here was sleek, plant-like hybrid machinery, it stood out starkly.
    

    

    
      ‘Just my luck—I might run right into him.’
    

    

    
      What did that Hunter guarding the gate say when I first entered? Right. 
    

    

    
      He said Thunder Dragon had come for one thing—the Core. 
    

    

    
      And behind that door was the Core.
    

    

    
      Not the most welcome location for someone like me, who had zero desire to get tangled up with Thunder Dragon. 
    

    

    
      Of course, a Ranker of his level might have already gotten what he came for and was now moving to open the exit gate.
    

    

    
      But that hope was crushed instantly. 
    

    

    
      Anyone who’d been here before—or had sharp enough eyes—would have noticed it too.
    

    

    
      “Nothing ever goes the way I want.”
    

    

    
      The metal around the bunker was covered in moss. 
    

    

    
      That meant Thunder Dragon hadn’t arrived yet. 
    

    

    
      Not that I’d expected otherwise. 
    

    

    
      Damn it. 
    

    

    
      Shouldn’t have raised a flag like that.
    

    

    
      “Let’s finish this quickly and go home.”
    

    

    
      Still, I tried to think positively. 
    

    

    
      Since Thunder Dragon wasn’t here, I could close the Crack, extract the Core, then open the gate and escape through the Administration Room. 
    

    

    
      This might actually work out in my favor.
    

    

    
      Besides, his name wasn’t even on the dungeon’s current entry list. 
    

    

    
      How would Thunder Dragon ever know I’d stolen it? It wasn’t like this was a one-of-a-kind item; if he really needed one, he could just buy another.
    

    

    
      That was when the moss-covered door began to slowly open—from the inside.
    

    

    
      Rumble... 
    

    

    
      creak—eeeeeek—!
    

    

    
      The corroded hinges screamed horribly, and through the narrow gap poked a snout—an animal’s nose. 
    

    

    
      Then, crawling out bit by bit, came… round ears, a short muzzle with whiskers, three light-brown eyes without whites, and a body big enough to reach my waist—
    

    

    
      A rat?
    

    

    
      “KYAAAAAAH!!!”
    

    

    
      That scream wasn’t mine. 
    

    

    
      It came from the rat—clad in a filthy dark-green robe, wearing both upper and lower garments. 
    

    

    
      What the hell? None of the monsters I’d encountered so far had even glanced at me, so what was this?
    

    

    
      It didn’t seem mechanical either.
    

    

    
      “What is this thing? An irregular?”
    

    

    
      “Seems like it?”
    

    

    
      The rat, who had cautiously opened the door only to scream, suddenly grabbed onto my pant leg.
    

    

    
      “M-M-M-Manager, sir! Please spare me-squeak!!!”
    

    

    
      ...What kind of development was this now? Up until now, every irregular I’d met had only told me to die or begged for the end of my life. 
    

    

    
      This was the first time one had begged for its own life.
    

    

    
      Before another Hunter happened to pass by, I shoved the rat back into the bunker and closed the door behind us. 
    

    

    
      Thanks to Number One, who helpfully turned on the lights, the scene ended up looking like an intense interrogation—but that wasn’t my concern.
    

    

    
      “Hey. You know this thing?”
    

    

    
      “Judging by its appearance, clothing, and speech pattern, I’d guess it’s a member of the Buckrat species from the planet Bestia. Looks like it crossed over through a Crack.”
    

    

    
      “A-All correct-squeak! Yes, sir-squeak!”
    

    

    
      The rat, overwhelmed by the atmosphere, was practically hyperventilating. 
    

    

    
      I pointed at its round head and trembling ears.
    

    

    
      “So you’re saying it’s not an irregular? I thought everything that crossed through a Crack was.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, come on, Administrator. I told you—the Crack is a passage that connects different spaces across the universe. It is an irregular, but that also means it’s a resident of another planet.”
    

    

    
      Number One lifted its head proudly. 
    

    

    
      But no matter how I thought about it, I didn’t recall ever hearing that explanation before.
    

    

    
      “You never told me that, you damn blob.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, really? Did I not mention it?”
    

    

    
      As I stretched the cheek of the shameless, alien liquid lifeform, the rat lying flat on the floor glanced up nervously. 
    

    

    
      When our eyes met, it immediately dropped its gaze and began trembling violently.
    

    

    
      “P-Please, please don’t kill me-squeak…”
    

    

    
      “Why are you asking me not to kill you? I’m not going to. I’m just sending you back.”
    

    

    
      It seemed to be misunderstanding something. 
    

    

    
      As far as I knew, Restoration simply meant returning beings who had crossed over to Earth through improper means back to their rightful place.
    

    

    
      But this rat clearly knew exactly what that meant.
    

    

    
      “T-That—that means you’ll kill me-squeak! I’ll die if I go back to my planet-squeak!”
    

    

    
      I might’ve been weak, but the creature looked completely harmless. 
    

    

    
      I didn’t even need to raise a fist—just one skill and it’d be forcibly expelled from Earth. 
    

    

    
      So, I decided I might as well hear what it had to say.
    

    

    
      “Why? From my point of view, you’re an alien who crossed over illegally.”
    

    

    
      “I-I’m sorry-squeak! Truly sorry-squeak! But if I go back, I’ll really die-squeak! They’ll definitely kill me-squeak! Please, can’t you spare me-squeak?”
    

    

    
      Good grief. 
    

    

    
      This type was a first. 
    

    

    
      Anyway, let’s deal with the Restoration first. 
    

    

    
      With the rat trailing behind me by its tail, I followed the direction of Number One’s tendril deeper into the bunker. 
    

    

    
      With each step I took, hazy spores and dust rose into the air.
    

    

    
      Beside the brightly glowing Core, there was a Crack as if space itself had been torn open. 
    

    

    
      It was only about the size of a forearm—just big enough for this rat to have slipped through.
    

    

    
      “See what happens when you just jump into any hole you find? You can’t do that. What, were you running away from something?”
    

    

    
      “Y-Yes-squeak. I was fleeing in a hurry and… I didn’t mean to attack your planet, Administrator-squeak. I didn’t touch anything-squeak.”
    

    

    
      After I finished mending the small Crack and turned around, the rat was already shedding fat, chicken-like tears. 
    

    

    
      Looking around, nothing in my surroundings seemed different from what I remembered. 
    

    

    
      Others I’d encountered had gone on a rampage the moment they appeared. 
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, this one blended in so naturally that I almost overlooked it.
    

    

    
      “How did you even know I was an Administrator?”
    

    

    
      “W-Well… you have Ratiao with you, don’t you-squeak?”
    

    

    
      So it even knew Ratiao was affiliated with the Administration Room. 
    

    

    
      That was astonishing. 
    

    

    
      Even on Earth, people barely recognized slimes—they’d just go “Ah, I see,” and move on. 
    

    

    
      Yet this rat had identified it exactly.
    

    

    
      “You know Ratiao? What are you, exactly?”
    

    

    
      “I-I’m Umutnirartak-squeak! I worked in the Administration Room, so I know a bit about the Administrators-squeak. H-Honorable Administrator, may I know your name…?”
    

    

    
      So it had escaped from someone else’s Administration Room. 
    

    

    
      That explained the excessive groveling.
    

    

    
      Honorable, my ass. 
    

    

    
      This rat was almost painfully deferential. 
    

    

    
      Even if it had fled from its home planet, did it really need to bow that deeply? As far as I knew, there was nothing in the contract about runaway Administrators being executed on the spot.
    

    

    
      “You’re not an Administrator yourself, are you?”
    

    

    
      “N-No-squeak, not at all-squeak…”
    

    

    
      Not an Administrator, but knowledgeable about the Administration Room, huh. 
    

    

    
      The more I learned, the stranger this irregular became. 
    

    

    
      That name of his was ridiculously long, though—I might as well shorten it.
    

    

    
      “All right. From now on, you’re Umu. I’m Baek Mu-gyeong, this is Number One. Drop all the ‘honorable’ nonsense.”
    

    

    
      “Y-Yes-squeak! I’ll do that-squeak!”
    

    

    
      Maybe I shouldn’t send him back with Restoration just yet. 
    

    

    
      He looked weak, harmless even, and seemed to know a thing or two about the Administration Room. 
    

    

    
      Definitely worth a conversation.
    

    

    
      “This place isn’t ideal… Let’s move first.”
    

    

    
      This was a confirmed Thunder Dragon spawn point. 
    

    

    
      I’d better change locations before he showed up by bad luck.
    

    

    
      But first, I needed to grab that alluring, glowing Core. 
    

    

    
      The Core—the dungeon’s main energy source—was worth at least a skill stone if sold. 
    

    

    
      No way was I leaving it behind.
    

    

    
      Creak…
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to leisurely harvest the Core, my head snapped up. 
    

    

    
      I heard the unmistakable sound of the bunker’s rust-eaten hinges screeching open. 
    

    

    
      Heavy bootsteps approached, precise and steady.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, I pulled the Achromatic Shade (Replica) from my inventory and jammed it down over Umu’s head. 
    

    

    
      The moment the perceptive little creature’s presence dimmed, the visitor appeared.
    

    

    
      And there was only one person who could’ve come this far.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing here?”
    

    

    
      Black hair falling to the middle of his back, eyes glowing an icy blue beneath a single-lensed monocle, an indigo ceremonial sword that seemed ready to move on its own, and a black scroll draped over his shoulder.
    

    

    
      The very same Thunder Dragon—Kim Jae-young—whose name dominated every media headline.
    

    

    
      And that frostbitten voice of his…
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      “What were you doing here, I asked.”
    

    

    
      That cool, subdued voice, paired with a husky tone, couldn’t have sounded colder. 
    

    

    
      Was she even human? The sense of alienness and pressure she exuded made me doubt it.
    

    

    
      A chilling sword aimed straight at my neck. 
    

    

    
      But there were always loopholes. 
    

    

    
      And I was someone who loved loopholes. 
    

    

    
      So, without hesitation, my fingers reached out and touched the blue blade.
    

    

    
      ‘Low-Grade Memory Distortion.’
    

    

    
      「This skill can only be used on a target in physical contact. The skill has been canceled.」
    

    

    
      So that kind of stepping-stone use didn’t work. 
    

    

    
      Things might get a bit complicated now.
    

    

    
      In my previous life, I had seen countless monstrous humans. 
    

    

    
      Even if this was my first face-to-face encounter with the Thunder Dragon, even knowing I wouldn’t die, that oppressive presence alone was enough to make me tense.
    

    

    
      Still, if I could just touch her once, somehow—
    

    

    
      “Uh… where am I right now?”
    

    

    
      Even as I blurted out that idiotic, dazed-sounding line, my heartbeat stayed utterly calm. 
    

    

    
      A rational mind working past tension, processing the situation and calculating the next move.
    

    

    
      My gaze didn’t waver. 
    

    

    
      Maybe that steadiness made me seem less like a suspicious intruder trembling under her blade.
    

    

    
      Chrrk.
    

    

    
      The sections of Kim Jae-young’s ceremonial sword quivered like living scales, ringing with metallic vibrations before being withdrawn. 
    

    

    
      Her blue eyes blinked once, and her tranquil voice resonated through the dim air.
    

    

    
      “Weren’t you notified beforehand? It should’ve been announced that someone’s already been assigned to retrieve the core.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, so this is the core? No wonder it looked special. I almost pulled it out—would’ve been a disaster. It’s my first time in this dungeon.”
    

    

    
      Of course, I knew full well this was where the core was—after all, I’d come and gone here several times. 
    

    

    
      How would rookie Hunters know? My tongue moved smoothly, lips barely moist. 
    

    

    
      If I could just flatter her a bit more and guide her into a handshake…
    

    

    
      “Ah, then could it be… are you the Thunder Dragon? I didn’t recognize you…”
    

    

    
      “You’re lying.”
    

    

    
      Her voice cut cleanly through mine—and then came a flash of unseen speed.
    

    

    
      BOOM—!!
    

    

    
      Kim Jae-young’s ceremonial sword sliced through air thick with dust and spores. 
    

    

    
      The wall and ceiling around us—except for me, Number One, and the core—were neatly severed, collapsing and exposing the bright sky above.
    

    

    
      The falling sunlight stung my eyes. 
    

    

    
      Not a single fragment hit us or the core. 
    

    

    
      That strike—it was divine.
    

    

    
      “From beginning to end, you haven’t spoken a single truth.”
    

    

    
      Electric-blue current flickered along the living blade, crackling with a grating metallic tone. 
    

    

    
      Only one thought filled my head.
    

    

    
      ‘How did she know?’
    

    

    
      No matter how deep I dug through my knowledge, there was no skill that could detect lies without any condition or preparation. 
    

    

    
      And yet—she’d destroyed so much just to call me out?
    

    

    
      “If you don’t wish to answer properly, you can explain the rest at Cheongun.”
    

    

    
      This was the worst possible scenario.
    

    

    
      I had no entry record for this dungeon. 
    

    

    
      If they dragged me to Cheongun and started digging—and if the existence of the Control Room was exposed? By the Administrator’s contract, Earth would be annihilated that very day.
    

    

    
      Ah. 
    

    

    
      That clause had been written in from the start: the Administrator confidentiality provision. 
    

    

    
      If its existence were revealed to outsiders, a “great calamity” would befall, regardless of the League’s will.
    

    

    
      So, even if I had to push it, I had to make contact with the Thunder Dragon and erase her memory. 
    

    

    
      Worst case, I’d just die—no big deal. 
    

    

    
      My hand slowly lowered toward her sword, and I could feel her killing intent rise against my skin.
    

    

    
      Just as I was about to push off the ground—
    

    

    
      “Guildmaster Cheongun! You are here!”
    

    

    
      A bright, sun-drenched voice rang out as someone leapt down through the gaping hole in the ceiling.
    

    

    
      It was Lee Hye-rang. 
    

    

    
      Her cheerful arrival instantly melted the suffocating tension that had filled the air.
    

    

    
      “Huh? Mr. Mu-gyeong, why are you here?”
    

    

    
      I stared, somewhat blankly, at that messy hair catching the sunlight. 
    

    

    
      As always, she had perfect timing for these sudden appearances.
    

    

    
      “You know each other?”
    

    

    
      “Mm…”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang’s clear gaze met mine. 
    

    

    
      I nodded slightly. 
    

    

    
      Number One’s head bobbed enthusiastically beside me.
    

    

    
      “Yes! What’s going on, by the way? No, wait—before that! I came all the way here to find you, Guildmaster! Could you please give me just a short interview? Please?”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang’s topics were always erratic, darting unpredictably—just like now. 
    

    

    
      Come to think of it, she’d said she came to this dungeon specifically to meet the Thunder Dragon.
    

    

    
      Kim Jae-young brushed aside the recording orb in her hand, looking irritated.
    

    

    
      “I already declined that.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, but still! A ceremonial sword isn’t a common weapon. And using elemental attributes around your blade—that’s rare too! It’d be such great material for other Hunters. Or maybe, could you spar with me? Just once? Please, only once!”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang instantly shifted the atmosphere to her own rhythm. 
    

    

    
      If she’d had a tail, it would’ve been wagging furiously as she circled Kim Jae-young.
    

    

    
      The dark circles under Kim Jae-young’s eyes deepened.
    

    

    
      “Fine… we’ll talk about that later. So this Mu-gyeong—is he part of your team?”
    

    

    
      There was no need for another round of vigorous nodding from a human and a Ratiao. 
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang simply beamed and answered clearly.
    

    

    
      “Yes! I brought him as part of the filming crew. We split up to look for you, Guildmaster, and it turns out you were here!”
    

    

    
      “……”
    

    

    
      A furrow creased Kim Jae-young’s brow. 
    

    

    
      She clearly knew that was another lie. 
    

    

    
      But her opponent was Lee Hye-rang—a big name in her own right. 
    

    

    
      Pressing her the way she’d pressed me would’ve been too much, so she stayed silent.
    

    

    
      After studying the three of us for a moment, Kim Jae-young finally sighed and waved her hand.
    

    

    
      “Go.”
    

    

    
      A declaration of surrender.
    

    

    
      “Guildmaster! Please, just think over my proposal again, okay? Promise! This could be a revolution for all Hunters—I mean it!”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang chattered endlessly, finally slipping her business card into Kim Jae-young’s hand—yes, the hand still gripping the sword—before grabbing mine firmly.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Leaving like this didn’t sit right with me. 
    

    

    
      Kim Jae-young had heard my name, seen Number One—what if she came looking again? It’d be best to brush past her once and erase her memory before leaving.
    

    

    
      Just as my reluctant fingers prepared to reach out under the guise of a stumble—
    

    

    
      Someone else kicked the bunker door open and burst in.
    

    

    
      “Oh—what’s this?”
    

    

    
      What the hell? I wanted to ask the same thing. 
    

    

    
      The last person I expected a “what’s this” from was a tin-headed man wearing a hot pink flamingo fur coat and a Hawaiian shirt.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the Middle Ages—what kind of person wore an iron helmet in the 21st century? Hunters might have their share of eccentrics, but that was taking it too far. 
    

    

    
      Thanks to him, I’d missed my timing.
    

    

    
      The tin head ignored both Lee Hye-rang and me, heels of his gold-painted boots clicking down the stairs as he approached Kim Jae-young.
    

    

    
      “Boss, you made a lot of new friends while I was gone?”
    

    

    
      “No. Let them go.”
    

    

    
      “Would I ever disagree~?”
    

    

    
      Boss, huh? So that one was her subordinate? What on earth was the Thunder Dragon dragging around with him? There was no way anyone could forget an outfit like that—so flashy it burned itself into your retinas. 
    

    

    
      I had never seen him before in my life.
    

    

    
      Before she could change her mind, I hurried out of the bunker with Lee Hye-rang.
    

    

    
      Who would’ve thought I’d be this happy to see sunlight that was obviously artificial, filtering through a forest filled with humming machines. 
    

    

    
      I’d caught a bit of light underground earlier, but that had just been Kim Jae-young’s spotlight—not real sunlight.
    

    

    
      It was a miracle I hadn’t died, but I was exhausted from everything that had gone wrong—and all the things I hadn’t expected. 
    

    

    
      One of those unexpected things was now speaking to me brightly.
    

    

    
      “I did well, right?”
    

    

    
      Lee Hye-rang smiled her usual radiant smile. 
    

    

    
      Honestly, I should’ve been the one thanking her first. 
    

    

    
      She was far too kind for her own good—lying for someone she’d only met once a few days ago, without even asking why.
    

    

    
      My expression softened.
    

    

    
      “Yes. Thank you.”
    

    

    
      “Then, next time, you’ll take my side once, okay, Mr. Mu-gyeong?”
    

    

    
      I doubted I’d ever get another chance to repay a five-million-subscriber MiTuber, but my gaze brushed past her. 
    

    

    
      Then again—maybe I would. 
    

    

    
      I couldn’t be sure, but if I was lucky…
    

    

    
      “I will.”
    

    

    
      “Ah! The time! I’ve got to run. See you again! Don’t you dare delete my contact info!”
    

    

    
      Waving both hands wildly from a distance, Lee Hye-rang disappeared into the jungle. 
    

    

    
      From the direction she vanished, something exploded and crashed.
    

    

    
      She’d probably broken another rule. 
    

    

    
      But that was fine—this dungeon only responded to violations by spawning more monsters, nothing else.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, I like that human.”
    

    

    
      “This time, I agree.”
    

    

    
      Yes, Lee Hye-rang was a good person—almost too good.
    

    

    
      Heavy, careless footsteps echoed.
    

    

    
      The owner of those steps was wearing an utterly mismatched outfit—a massive iron helmet that nearly blocked his view, a flamingo fur coat, and a Hawaiian shirt.
    

    

    
      The iron helmeted figure strolled in lazily, a long-handled whip slung across his back.
    

    

    
      “Thunder Dragon~ Who was that? I let them go since you didn’t lay a hand on them.”
    

    

    
      “Lastochka. 
    

    

    
      Is there any Hunter in Korea with white hair and gray eyes?”
    

    

    
      The helmet tilted playfully from side to side before the figure shrugged. 
    

    

    
      The movement was so light it made one wonder if any thinking had happened at all.
    

    

    
      “No idea? Maybe it’s just bleach and contacts?”
    

    

    
      “I checked. The eyes definitely weren’t contacts.”
    

    

    
      “Ehh. Then I don’t know~.”
    

    

    
      Then he casually approached the core and tore it out barehanded. 
    

    

    
      The dozens of mechanical tendrils securing it to the wall snapped apart with sharp metallic cracks.
    

    

    
      Grgrgrng…
    

    

    
      The ground trembled faintly. 
    

    

    
      Something burst up from below, glowing with red light in its eyes. 
    

    

    
      But without even glancing at it, Lastochka flicked his whip once, playfully.
    

    

    
      BOOM!!!
    

    

    
      Chunks of debris flew in every direction, and the monster, barely halfway out of the ground, went still. 
    

    

    
      Kim Jae-young deflected the flying shards effortlessly and stated her orders flatly.
    

    

    
      “Check it out when you get out there. Start by reviewing this dungeon’s entry records.”
    

    

    
      “Sure~. I’m only helping this once because you finally decided to take a walk, got it?”
    

    

    
      “I’m heading back. I’ve got work piling up.”
    

    

    
      “That’s what I’m saying—you need some rest, Thunder Dragon. Are you even listening?”
    

    

    
      Kim Jae-young, seemingly used to being called you by Lastochka, didn’t bother to correct him and walked out.
    

    

    
      Lastochka didn’t question his boss’s sudden command. 
    

    

    
      Someone else had appeared on the Thunder Dragon’s radar again. 
    

    

    
      He only followed along lazily, thinking, I hope this one’s real this time.
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      Right now, inside my house sat one human, one artificial lifeform, and one three-eyed alien rat, all huddled together. 
    

    

    
      I hadn’t wanted to bring an alien creature into my home, but there really wasn’t any other comfortable place to talk.
    

    

    
      The journey back from Vida Autoism had been rough—very rough, including all the wandering. 
    

    

    
      Because I had handed over the Achromatic Shade (Replica) to Umu, I’d lost my concealment ability and had to shoot some impromptu spy action sequence just to get out. 
    

    

    
      The Hunter Association employees waiting at the dungeon entrance naturally grew wary of him as soon as we came out, so I had to hastily use Low-Grade Memory Distortion, and Number One had to tamper with the cameras.
    

    

    
      ‘Thank god Kim Jae-young left early.’
    

    

    
      If Thunder Dragon had stayed longer inside the dungeon, we’d have had to deal with the mob of reporters waiting for her too. 
    

    

    
      Just how many more times would I have had to die to fix that mess in the timeline? Horrifying thought.
    

    

    
      I shook the chills out of my head. 
    

    

    
      Before me sat a giant rat, politely folding its paws, its feet freshly wiped with wet tissues. 
    

    

    
      Despite appearances, it was apparently seventeen years old in Earth age. 
    

    

    
      Unreal.
    

    

    
      “So… you had a home planet, but it got destroyed, and you escaped here?”
    

    

    
      “Yes! That’s exactly it, sir!”
    

    

    
      Umu couldn’t stop looking around my house with wide, curious eyes, yet it sat obediently on the floor, nodding eagerly.
    

    

    
      Umu’s planet, Bestia, was—like Earth—becoming increasingly desolate after the sudden appearance of things called Gates. 
    

    

    
      There, Umu had accidentally discovered a magic called Spatial Leap, and by using it, had barely managed to cross over to Earth.
    

    

    
      Of course, it hadn’t known that doing so would create a Crack. 
    

    

    
      It also didn’t seem like it had properly designated Earth as a precise coordinate before jumping.
    

    

    
      “You’re not an Administrator, but you worked in an administration office?”
    

    

    
      “That’s….”
    

    

    
      Umu, who had been answering so readily until now, fidgeted nervously with its toes, then finally lifted its head after some hesitation.
    

    

    
      “On our planet, there’s severe racial discrimination. So beings like me can’t become Administrators. But my friend—my friend helped me get a job in the administration office, sir….”
    

    

    
      So, to summarize Umu’s rambling, it belonged to one of the lowest social classes on its planet. 
    

    

    
      It barely scraped by doing all the dirty work. 
    

    

    
      A friend of Umu’s, who was an Administrator, had helped it get a relatively easier position in the administration office.
    

    

    
      However, higher-ranked Administrators who despised Umu had tried to kill it, and upon learning of their plot, Umu had used Spatial Leap to escape to Earth.
    

    

    
      No wonder it had begged for its life the moment it saw me. 
    

    

    
      Its excessive meekness made sense now.
    

    

    
      “So, not an Administrator—but an administrative staff member, right?”
    

    

    
      “That’s correct, sir! A-are there no administrative staff members on Earth?”
    

    

    
      ‘Administrative staff’ was an unfamiliar term. 
    

    

    
      But something about it struck a chord. 
    

    

    
      I opened my Status Window, which I hadn’t properly checked since that alien rat barged into my life.
    

    

    
      「Status Window」
    

    

    
      Name | Baek Mu-gyeong
    

    

    
      Traits | [Administrator], [Status Window Privacy], [Monster Neutral Zone]
    

    

    
      Skills | [Crack Mending], [Restoration], [Low-Grade Memory Distortion], [Integrated Language Utilization], [Enhanced Hearing], [Low-Grade Analysis]
    

    

    
      Ah, [Low-Grade Analysis]—that was the reward for closing the Crack Umu had come from. 
    

    

    
      I’d have preferred a stat boost instead, but all I got was some miscellaneous stuff.
    

    

    
      But that wasn’t the issue right now. 
    

    

    
      I closed the window and checked the notifications that had piled up.
    

    

    
      「Some Administrator privileges have been restored. You may now access the Administrator Auction.」
    

    

    
      Judging by the name, it seemed to be a shop for Administrators to buy and sell items. 
    

    

    
      Not that surprising. 
    

    

    
      After all, the system that controlled human awakenings would obviously have its own market.
    

    

    
      “Administrator Auction.”
    

    

    
      At my words, a large system window appeared before me. 
    

    

    
      It gleamed like an online shopping mall, and just as I was momentarily distracted by the display, a smaller window popped up above it.
    

    

    
      「A parcel has arrived for Administrator Baek Mu-gyeong. Would you like to receive it?」
    

    

    
      Wait, what? How long had it even been since I became an Administrator—why was I already getting deliveries? Could it be something from Hesed? Without much suspicion, I pressed ‘Yes’ beneath it.
    

    

    
      Even though I couldn’t see who had sent it, surely my senior wouldn’t send me a bomb. 
    

    

    
      But what arrived was somehow more bewildering than a bomb.
    

    

    
      With a soft pop, a black hole the size of a human head opened in midair, and a strange jingle began to play.
    

    

    
      —A delivery’s here~ from Multidimensional Shipping~ Crossing dimensions, straight to you~ Safe, fast, and full of trust~ With D-Shipping, we deliver with love~ Ding-dong~!
    

    

    
      “…Is it always like this?”
    

    

    
      “Multidimensional Shipping? Yes!”
    

    

    
      As what sounded like a commercial jingle played, a plump kiwi bird covered in soft white and red feathers wriggled out of the hole.
    

    

    
      “Delivery here! Are you Administrator Baek Mu-gyeong?”
    

    

    
      The round kiwi bird, wearing a hat with a logo and holding a delivery sack, was flying in midair while looking straight at me. 
    

    

    
      My head swam a little. 
    

    

    
      How was it even flying?
    

    

    
      “…Yeah, that’s me.”
    

    

    
      The kiwi bird cheerfully confirmed my identity, then rummaged through its delivery sack. 
    

    

    
      Since it had no wings—or hands, for that matter—it used its beak to pull out a package.
    

    

    
      “Wait, setting that aside… who sent this?”
    

    

    
      “This parcel was sent by Lady Proserpina! She included a message congratulating Administrator Baek Mu-gyeong on your appointment!”
    

    

    
      Then it opened its beak wide and—pop!—shot a firework. 
    

    

    
      Glittering particles rained down and rolled across the floor like sugar candies.
    

    

    
      This excessively cute, storybook-like scene—was I dreaming? Still dazed, I accepted the parcel from the kiwi bird.
    

    

    
      “Uh… yeah. Thanks. Good work.”
    

    

    
      “Delivery complete! Please use D-Shipping again! We deliver with love~!”
    

    

    
      The kiwi bird let out a spirited chirp, shoved its body back into the hole, flailed its stubby legs, and disappeared inside.
    

    

    
      “…So, uh… these Multidimensional Shipping guys—are they always like that? Isn’t that a bit much?”
    

    

    
      “Oh, they’re trying their best! They used to be huge and terrifying-looking, but there were so many customer complaints that they replaced all the delivery staff with cute ones.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, that’s… definitely too much.”
    

    

    
      Ding! Just as I escaped the shock of that delivery, a cheerfully decorated system window appeared before me.
    

    

    
      「Please rate your D-Shipping experience!」
    

    

    
      Below it, a window displayed five cutesy kiwi icons to rate the service up to five points.
    

    

    
      “They really go all out.”
    

    

    
      I gave them a five-kiwi rating and finally opened the parcel properly.
    

    

    
      Thud, roll…
    

    

    
      What dropped out of the parcel was a black lump about half a handspan in size. 
    

    

    
      It looked like a raw gemstone intricately cut into a dodecahedron, opaque, its interior completely hidden.
    

    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    

    
      A small note fluttered down belatedly from inside.
    

    

    
      <You must be busy now that you’ve become an Administrator late. You’re working hard with Hesed. I hope we can have a cup of tea together sometime soon. -Proserpina->
    

    

    
      The text was written in an unknown script, yet I could read it. 
    

    

    
      That didn’t mean I understood what it meant, though. 
    

    

    
      Who… exactly are you?
    

    

    
      I showed the note to Number One. 
    

    

    
      If anyone would know something, it’d be this guy.
    

    

    
      “Who’s Proserpina?”
    

    

    
      “Hmm… I’m programmed specifically for Earth, so I’d need access to the data archives to get an exact list.”
    

    

    
      “Sure, only when it’s convenient for you, right? Why do I even expect anything from you.”
    

    

    
      While Baek Mu-gyeong and Number One bickered, Umu wanted to do something useful. 
    

    

    
      The Earth Administrator didn’t seem particularly kind, but the fact that he hadn’t immediately exiled him again was already something. 
    

    

    
      Umu stuck out his short snout and sniffed the paper.
    

    

    
      “It smells like flowers, sir! With just a hint of sour fruit!”
    

    

    
      “And?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know anything else, sir.”
    

    

    
      The big rat’s ears drooped. 
    

    

    
      In the end, rather than relying on these useless little alien lifeforms, I decided to trust my own skill. 
    

    

    
      I grasped the black lump.
    

    

    
      “Low-Grade Analysis.”
    

    

    
      [■■ ■■Stone]
    

    

    
      Crafted with precision using technology from an unknown planet. 
    

    

    
      ■■■ is sealed within.
    

    

    
      That was it. 
    

    

    
      So I was useless too, huh. 
    

    

    
      Even if it was a low-grade analysis, wasn’t this a bit much? Instead of throwing away the mysterious stone on the spot, I shoved it deep into a corner of my inventory.
    

    

    
      It’d come in handy someday. 
    

    

    
      I could always ask Hesed later. 
    

    

    
      For now, I decided to keep exploring the Administrator Auction.
    

    

    
      The Administrator Auction had two sections: one that looked like a shopping mall, and another called the Administrator Community.
    

    

    
      Since the community looked like an Administrator version of a gossip board, I skipped it and went straight to the auction. 
    

    

    
      The Administrator Auction was another world entirely. 
    

    

    
      It was full of equipment I had never seen before—so alien I couldn’t even guess which part of the body they were meant for.
    

    

    
      I had 74,000 points in my Administrator Auction account. 
    

    

    
      When had I gotten that?
    

    

    
      “Number One, I’ve got points in the Administrator Auction. When did I earn them?”
    

    

    
      “Ahem. You received a bonus when you first signed the contract, and after that, you accumulate points little by little each time you close a Crack. The amount varies depending on the Crack’s size.”
    

    

    
      “Little by little?”
    

    

    
      Actually, that meant a lot. 
    

    

    
      Even for me—someone who prided himself on having seen more Earthly items than anyone else—there were so many tempting things that my eyes practically spun. 
    

    

    
      Though I’d awakened far later than in my previous life, with this auction alone, I could still…!
    

    

    
      But if I wanted to be the most efficient with my funds right now… this one was the clear choice.
    

    

    
      [Heart of a Young Raivolt]
    

    

    
      The heart of a Raivolt that died before reaching adulthood. 
    

    

    
      Despite that, it still possesses a strong electric attribute.
    

    

    
      ※Caution※ When using an item crafted from this heart, there is a small chance that an adult Raivolt may sense the heartbeat of its surviving offspring and come seeking revenge.
    

    

    
      Price: 65,000 points
    

    

    
      Since two of Korea’s top rankers were electric-type, electric-element items were booming on the Korean market. 
    

    

    
      Human nature, after all—once something gets popular, everyone wants a piece of it.
    

    

    
      Though it had the prefix “Young,” it was still one of the highest-grade materials on Earth, now in its fourth year of ruin. 
    

    

    
      No wonder it was so hard to obtain.
    

    

    
      With this heart alone, leaving behind the core I’d lost didn’t seem like such a waste anymore. 
    

    

    
      I’d have more than enough left to get a better skill stone than I’d calculated for.
    

    

    
      “Still… it’s a shame.”
    

    

    
      If I could use this heart myself, that’d be ideal. 
    

    

    
      But I’d never had any elemental skills even in my past life, and any equipment I could afford right now would be absurdly weak in comparison. 
    

    

    
      Same went for skill stones.
    

    

    
      “Administrator, you’re not seriously planning to sell that, are you?”
    

    

    
      “Wait, am I not allowed to sell items from the Auction on Earth?”
    

    

    
      “That’s not it.”
    

    

    
      Number One hesitated, sounding disappointed, then stepped back. 
    

    

    
      Honestly, if it hadn’t had the “Young” label attached, I wouldn’t even have dared consider buying it. 
    

    

    
      A regular Raivolt’s Heart had two more zeroes on the price tag. 
    

    

    
      The difference was huge, and the warning label’s penalty likely explained it.
    

    

    
      Even so, it would sell extremely well in the Korean Hunter market. 
    

    

    
      They couldn’t get enough of this stuff.
    

    

    
      You’d think a regressor would have some cash saved up, right? Unfortunately, my stocks had turned to toilet paper thanks to Kim Jae-young flipping history upside down. 
    

    

    
      I only had myself to blame for not memorizing lottery numbers before regressing.
    

    

    
      Really, no one knows when they’ll regress—you should always keep at least one set of lottery numbers memorized. 
    

    

    
      Stocks can turn to trash in an instant.
    

    

    
      Let’s see, the last price for a Young Raivolt’s Heart was…
    

    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    

    
      “What! Why is this so expensive? It even has side effects! Humans are all being scammed!”
    

    

    
      “It’s all about the vibe, the vibe.”
    

    

    
      The last trade, six months ago, had closed at 140 million won.
    

    

  EPUB/cover.jpg
‘ Fa
A4 T

by 7zl Rie - %

\ /
1&\%&% =N

y =






EPUB/cover.xhtml
[image: Cover]
 

EPUB/nav.xhtml

    
      Chronically Relapsing Hunter


      
        		
          Chapter 1: Awakening
        


        		
          Chapter 2: If You Don’t Want to Awaken, How About a Slave Contract
        


        		
          Chapter 3: With One Regression, I Avoided Enduring Three Times
        


        		
          Chapter 4: He’s My Senior… but He’s a Cultist
        


        		
          Chapter 5: Excuse Me, I’m Here to Inspect the Dungeon
        


        		
          Chapter 6: There’s Not a Single Bastard in This World Worth Trusting (1)
        


        		
          Chapter 7: There’s Not a Single Bastard in This World Worth Trusting (2)
        


        		
          Chapter 8: There’s Not a Single Bastard in This World Worth Trusting (3)
        


        		
          Chapter 9: Down, Roll, Hand!
        


        		
          Chapter 10: What the hell was he thinking?
        


        		
          Chapter 11: See? I Told You So, Didn’t I?
        


        		
          Chapter 12: Bug Maker
        


        		
          Chapter 13: Killed and Revived a Hundred Times (1)
        


        		
          Chapter 14: A Hundred Deaths and More (2)
        


        		
          Chapter 15: Killed and Revived a Hundred Times (3)
        


        		
          Chapter 16: Hero of the Era? More Like a Regressor
        


        		
          Chapter 17: Incarnation of Zeus
        


        		
          Chapter 18: The Honorable Administrator, Sir!
        


        		
          Chapter 19: Thunder Dragon
        


        		
          Chapter 20: Administrator Auction
        


      


    
  

